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Part 1




Pain


The pain had started again. Every part of his body ached. His stomach and chest felt as though the skin had been scraped by a blunt razor blade. The soreness was becoming unbearable. His skin was red and raw. Initially, it had started in patches – now it had spread. He didn’t know what his body was covered with, and the doctors didn’t know either. All they said was, “It will go in time; take these antibiotics.” Antibiotics: the doctors’ cure for everything. He had been in and out of hospital for over eighteen months. His private consultant, Dr Haswell, paid for by his wealthy parents, had performed every possible test. “Without the cause, we won’t be able to cure,” was Dr Haswell’s favourite saying. Blood tests, skin tests, x-rays, and constant prodding, poking and cutting, test after test after test was completed; until finally, the doctors decided they could do no more. It was now a waiting game, a case of seeing how the illness developed. All that was left were the antibiotics and painkillers. There were still the monthly check-ups, but they were merely routine. He would collect his prescription and submit to a minor blood test to see if there were any changes in his condition.


After suffering for over three years, he knew his illness was getting worse. It was affecting him mentally and physically. He no longer cried, but lay awake most nights praying for morning to come, when he could feel human again and talk and laugh with other students at the school. He had many friends, but not that many close friends. Sleep was impossible; the pain was too much. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept properly. His eyes were becoming dark and sunken in their sockets; his face was drawn and white. Splashing cold water on his face, he peered into the mirror. He was not a vain lad, yet he hated the very sight of his reflection. If he squinted, he could imagine how he used to look. He used to be fit and tanned with dark, unruly hair, which came from his Irish descent. Some may even have described him as handsome, especially when he flashed his infectious smile.


There was no cure on the horizon. He would just have to live with his illness. Even the radiotherapy had not alleviated the pain; however, it was difficult targeting the pain when it was spread across his entire body. The only cure Dr Haswell had not tried was chemotherapy, although there was no logical reason to put him through a course of treatment which would undoubtedly have no effect on his illness and could possibly kill him.


As the illness developed, it was not just his physical appearance that had changed. His fitness had also diminished. Damien Harrington’s life had totally turned around. Once a fit, athletic young man who had the potential to develop a career as a professional sportsman, now Damien sat watching from the side-lines, dreaming of what could have been.


Damien now struggled climbing a flight of stairs. How much more pain could he endure? At times, life felt unbearable. A few months back, he had contemplated suicide. He considered all his options, but in the end, he could not do it. He was not strong enough mentally. At one point, he emptied half a bottle of painkillers into his shaking palm, beads of perspiration running down his face, trying to build up the courage to pop them in his mouth. He tried crushing the pills, grinding them into a smooth white paste. He had tried so hard to swallow but still could not do it. He was a failure – a failure that could not even end his own pain, his own miserable, pathetic life.


Today was going to be another hard day. He could feel the severe depression crushing him, and on days like this, with the added pain and tiredness, he knew he was unbearable to be around.


A sudden ringing broke his depressed thoughts. It was the warning bell signalling time for school. Leaving his night-time hell, Damien left his residence hall and followed the paved quartzite track through the well-kept gardens to the main school building. He tried not to dwell on the thought that he would soon return to his personal prison cell, spending many insomnia-filled hours behind a closed door, twisting and turning in agony. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the waking nightmare. His only escape was to focus on happy memories. Negative thoughts always made the pain worse. Keeping his arms tucked in and head down, Damien trundled to school, hoping today nobody would catch his arms as they rushed to beat the second bell. Why does everybody always want to rush? Don’t we all get there at the same time? Deliberating the reason, he suddenly found his own speed had increased. After all, he didn’t want to be late. Damien was only seventeen years old yet his mind and body felt much older. Since his illness, he had matured rapidly to cope with the physical and mental stress and strains placed on his young body.


The old school building loomed in front of him. It was not a beautiful building. Very little was left of the original school building. The left wing had been demolished by a fire forty years previously. The original school was financed and named after Frank Worthington, a local entrepreneur who had made his money out of recycling plastics using a new water-based technology. Frank Worthington may have been twenty years ahead of his time with his extreme ideas; however, his designs had made him millions. A stone statue stood at the top of the steps in Frank Worthington’s memory. An orange and white traffic cone was normally placed strategically on its head compliments of the sixth formers – today it was cone free.


Damien managed a faint smile. Once, he would have been the culprit shimmering up the statue at night, balancing a cone under his arm with his mates egging him on. Next day they would have felt proud of themselves as the ripple of laughter intensified from the other students at the silly spectacle. The head would give his routine speech for the culprits to come forward; thankfully it was an unwritten agreement that nobody would tell. It was all to do with respect and honour, although Damien guessed the head knew who it was. Who knows? Maybe the head found it amusing as well, which is why it was never taken any further.


Once again Damien glanced up at the statue. The large bulky head blocked the sky. He focused his attention on the oddly-shaped jutting forehead, which distracted his thoughts momentarily from the pain he was suffering. His legs kept moving. They were on auto-pilot, tackling the steps. The statue was ugly. He had never noticed how ugly until today, although it still carried an air of regal authority. Behind the statue stood the school. It may have looked out-dated; however, the school had an excellent reputation. It was four storeys high with the ground floor covered in warped decaying wood, painted white. The storeys above the ground floor had been left unadorned, reminiscent of concrete slabs used in the old war bunkers. A figure stared out of one of the large picturesque windows on the second floor. Damien thought it was from the staff room but wasn’t sure. Since his illness, most of the staff had been sympathetic, even giving him a key to the service elevator to reach lessons, which he used when his energy levels were low, like today.


The art building to the left was the newest building; modern inside and kitted out with large kilns and screen printing equipment. It was not a place Damien ventured into. Art was not one of his strengths, and truth be told, he didn’t understand modern art. All the symbolic images – why could people not just appreciate a good painting based on how it looked? Why did it have to have some hidden meaning, every brushstroke analysed, every colour reflected upon? The art building’s external walls were painted blue with a bright orange wave fading to yellow. A splash of lemon finished off the design. Two years ago Ms Todd, Head of Arts, had been instrumental in designing the mural, no doubt reminiscent of her summer holidays – sea and sand.


To the far side of the main building lay a bungalow in which the caretaker resided. The ivy clung to its walls, almost covering the two small windows facing the steps. Damien dreaded to think what creatures lay in that jumbled mass. Both buildings looked like they had been built more recently than the original school, which created a disturbing mishmash of designs. It all looked how he felt, worn out.


The twenty-five steps to the oversized entrance felt like one hundred and twenty-five steps today. Hearing a shout, he spun around to see Laurel.


“How are you doing, mate?” Laurel shouted, crashing his hand down on Damien’s back.


Damien hollered out, “How many times do I have to tell you not to do that?”


Laurel looked sheepish, as he did nearly every day. He was forever causing his mate to suffer unnecessarily. Twenty steps to go. Damien wished he had brought his wooden walking stick, but it made him feel so old and feeble. The walking stick with its carved handle had been purchased by his well-meaning mother. Damien knew the stick was not cheap; nothing ever was with his mother. Would a modern Leki walking pole have made him feel different? He doubted it.


“I see you aren’t doing your granddad impersonation today,” joked Laurel.


“Ha ha, very funny,” was Damien’s sarcastic response. “If I could, I would thump you.”


Laurel danced around him, punching the air. “Come on, granddad, take a punch if you can.”


“Laurel, I mean it. I’m not in the mood for you today.” Fifteen steps and everybody’s pace was quickening except his. Damien was slowing down until he halted completely, struggling to catch his breath as his breathing turned to a wheeze. Damien placed his hand on Laurel’s shoulder for support and then slowly continued his battle with the steps. A battle he was determined to win. Ten more steps. Nearly there. Today’s progress was exceptionally slow. He was glad Laurel was with him – despite his teasing, he was a good mate.


Despite Damien’s dark moods, Laurel had stuck with Damien even when some of his other friends had deserted him. Laurel was like a brother. They had been close friends since primary school. Both lads now resided at Worthington High School, much to the annoyance of Damien’s mother, who wanted her sick son to stay close to their family home. After days of anguish and arguments, his mother had finally relented. Damien guessed his father had intervened. Damien stayed at Worthington High so as not to disrupt his education on the condition he could stay as long as he could take care of himself. Nonetheless, his education had been disrupted with all his hospital stays and appointments, and academically he had started to struggle.


“Are you coming to watch me train this afternoon?” Laurel asked.


Damien shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ll see how I feel.”


“Come on, granddad. We could go to the gym afterwards if you want. See if I can get you onto the man’s weights and off them girlie weights you always opt for, or I could cut your hair. The Samson idea just isn’t working for you.”


Damien managed to smile. “You are a sarcastic sod. You know the Doctor said I can’t strain myself; anyway, I don’t want to start looking like you.”


“What’s wrong with me? This body is a temple and should be worshipped! Don’t you think I am starting to look like Andy Farrell with my broad shoulders and thick bull-neck?”


“More like thick head and very vain,” Damien laughed.


Laurel laughed and kissed his biceps.


“You forgot to mention your daily gym sessions, and you mention them every day,” Damien reminded him.


“Well, I am stronger than everybody else on the team.”


“Who says?”


“I do.”


“Doesn’t Farrell have dark hair?” Damien remarked.


“Yeah, well.”


“Well, you look more like a skinhead with that short-cropped blonde top.”


“You’re only jealous.”


“Maybe jealous that you are the one that secured a trial with the Wigan junior team when it should have been me; however, I am not jealous of that thing on your head.” Damien joked, yet he showed no animosity about his friend’s success. Laurel’s life was dedicated to rugby league, and Damien lived vicariously through Laurel’s success, knowing full-well playing rugby was a distant memory for him, and a trial an unreachable dream. Five more steps, and the top was in sight.


Damien paused again and squeezed Laurel’s shoulder.


“Oy, cut that out,” Laurel demanded. “You’re nipping me.”


“Sorry, mate. My stomach was starting to cramp up.”


“You get more and more like a girl every day. Cramps? Are you sure you aren’t pre-menstruating? And when did you start nipping? You’ll be slapping me soon.”


Damien gave him a shove. “Were you put on this earth to torment me?” he smirked.


“Yep, that’s why you were a left centre three-quarter and I was a left wing three-quarter.”


Damien smirked again, “We did make a good team, didn’t we? It was my speed.”


“I think that was my speed.”


“Well, it must have been my agility and quick thinking on the pitch then.”


It was Laurel’s turn to smirk, “We won tournament after tournament, didn’t we?”


“Have you been over to the sports hall lately to inspect the trophy cabinet?”


“Don’t you mean the aquarium?”


“More like a goldfish bowl since the girls’ netball team started displaying their trophies.”


Laurel gave Damien another friendly shove. “Have you seen their new goal shooter?”


Damien shook his head.


“I am telling you, she is hot.”


“All women are ‘hot’ in your eyes. Anyway, I haven’t been over since William took my position.”


“William Blakewell is not a bad player. He’s powerful and aggressive when he tackles,” said Laurel thoughtfully.


“Thanks, mate. They replaced me a little too quickly for my liking.”


“If it helps, he hasn’t quite mastered the miss two fast wing ball creative move, although he has mastered the Gauntlet Criss Cross.”


Damien sighed. The Gauntlet had always been his weakest move. Standing on the last step, he let out a gasp in relief. The first hurdle had been conquered.


Glancing to his right, he caught a glimpse of Angel. At least, he thought that was her name. Her head was hanging down and her arms were tucked in, not due to illness, but probably due to confidence or rejection from the other kids. He pondered this thought for a moment. She was an outsider as well, with few friends, although sometimes he would willingly give up Laurel’s friendship with his heavy hand. His back was stinging from Laurel’s playful arrival. He prayed another blister had not formed, or it would be another painful night. Damien tried to focus his thoughts on something other than his pain. Was she in his English class? He was having trouble concentrating so was unsure of the answer. He made a mental note to speak to her this week. Since his illness, he understood what it was like to be an outsider.




The Refectory


Morning class had passed quickly; however, lunch was always a challenging time. Angel sat at the end of a large refectory table that was designed to accommodate twelve students. A red plastic tray lay in front of her. In the centre of the tray lay two similar sized apples. Visually they were symmetrical, measured to perfection. The apples were placed six inches from the side of the tray – evenly spaced. Their stalks pointed to the polystyrene tiled ceiling. A single bite had been taken from the right apple, although this was not visible from Angel’s angle. Turning the left apple slightly, she picked it up and took a bite. The apple crunched in her mouth as she bit down on its crisp, juicy flesh. A nutty after-flavour tantalised her taste-buds. Placing the apple back on the tray, the next few seconds were spent adjusting the subdued autumnal coloured apple’s position. Eventually, both apples sat back in their symmetrical position. Angel closed her eyes to block out the clanking of the lunch plates, the scraping of the cutlery and the loud, vulgar voices that filled the room. Every day she suffered the refectory. One hour of torture was written in her daily calendar. Angel went through the motions of school. She attended class, turned up on time, completed homework. She caused no trouble as she drifted, waiting for Edward to return.


A young lad bumped Angel’s table as he rushed to grab the last seat next to his friends. There was no apology. The impact disturbed Angel’s daydream. The visual symmetrical beauty of the apples now lost. Looking up, she saw that nobody else was sitting on her table – this wasn’t uncommon. People tended to keep their distance, scared of the rumours that surrounded her. Focusing on the right apple she took another bite, but the taste had soured. The apple was dead but had fulfilled her requirements.


Life used to be so different. Angel closed her eyes again, trying to recall some of those happy memories. When there were no distractions, she could drift back in time, feel the warmth of her family home. Edward sat staring out of the window, drawing the nicotine from his cigar. Inhaling and absorbing the chemical mixture into his bloodstream before exhaling the smoke into the air, dispersing it into the atmosphere within her mother’s living room. Edward appeared so peaceful when he smoked, as though he was savouring every second of the experience. Angel often wondered if he could make smoke rings like Maggie Duke’s father at junior school. She never dared to ask. A child should be seen and not heard, in Edward’s opinion.


Edward was strict and controlling, and now she was beginning to understand why. She craved information to learn, to understand her role, and only Edward could do that. Edward was different. She was different, too, yet they were not alike in their differences. Edward was always in control, deceitful and devious; never a kind word to say about anyone. “Tall and standoffish,” Bessie, a girl at her old junior school, had once described him. A traffic accident killed Bessie’s father days after she spoke those fatal words. Edward said nothing. From that moment, Angel had often contemplated the thought – is it better to have known and lost your father or to have never known your father in the first place? Not knowing who her father was or what he looked like was hard to comprehend. Even her vivid imagination could not create a man she wanted to call Dad. Deep down, she hoped her father did not look like Edward – moustaches were creepy. The hairy creature took over Edward’s face. The head and tail moved in different directions when he spoke, as though it were alive, controlled by an evil force.


Eighteen months had passed since she had last seen Edward, and still she could picture him to perfection, visualise his peculiarities. A long dark brown mackintosh with a wide collar adorned his large muscular frame, his dark hair greased and combed flat – no parting; Edward didn’t like partings. A parting showed a person’s weaker side, according to Edward. His voice was sharp, words blunt and abrupt. A hiss escaped from his lips when he spoke, giving a sinister quality to each and every sentence. An S sounded like “sh,” which used to make her secretly snigger as a child, much to the annoyance of her mother.


Now she could smell her mother’s baking, taste the freshly baked apple and cinnamon cookies, relive those happy times in her life. However, with good memories, there were always the other memories, the bad memories that she needed to explore, to understand.


Angel opened her eyes wide and stared at her hands. For one single moment, she could feel a sticky substance between her fingers, see the crimson red of a haunting horror.


“Not again. Please, not again,” she whispered.




The Library


Damien stopped and grabbed the edge of the bookcase. Tears began to form in the corner of his eyes.


“Are you alright, mate?” Damien glanced up. Laurel was standing next to him.


“The pain is ripping through my stomach and chest like a force ten hurricane,” Damien managed to stutter. “I don’t know how much more I can take, Laurel. I’m thinking about going back to live with my parents.”


“No, you can’t,” Laurel protested. “What would you do there away from all your friends? At least here you have me.”


“I know, but it is getting harder to cope.”


“Don’t do anything foolish. Sit down and tell me what books you want.”


Damien grabbed the nearest seat and passed his mate the list of books. He watched Laurel disappear up one of the book aisles. Damien placed his head in his hands and rubbed his eyes vigorously until they were red. Come on. Pull yourself together. It doesn’t hurt; it doesn’t hurt, he kept telling himself. He lifted his head and glanced around the modern facilities. Computers on every desk, books stacked high on every table, students busily working away; everybody in their own academic world, preparing for the approaching onslaught of exams.


Damien leant forward to relieve the pressure. He lifted his shirt slightly, making sure nobody else could see his chest and stomach. No wonder it was hurting. His skin was raw, just a mass of blisters. He quickly pulled his shirt down to cover the offensive sight. Scanning the room, he determined that everybody was clumped in their little groups. It’s strange how similar types group together. He wondered how people saw him and his friends. Only one person in the room was by herself, and that was Angel. Twice in one day he had noticed her, which was unusual.


Laurel returned with a pile of books and plonked them down next to Damien. “Who are you gawping at?”


Damien indicated with his head.


“Ah, the murderess.”


“I was merely wondering what she was thinking about. I can guess what most people are thinking about, but not her.”


Laurel’s head turned towards the door. Three young blondes had entered the room. “Totty alert.”


“You are so easy to read, Laurel.” Damien turned his head and admitted, “The one on the left isn’t bad.”


“She’s all yours,” Laurel said graciously. “Just look at the legs on the one in the centre.”


Damien glanced again, “Not bad, but too much make-up.”


“Do you mind if I wander over and say hello?”


“Be my guest, but don’t bring them back here.”


Laurel laughed, “Ok, and the answer to your question, I bet she is thinking of who to hack to pieces next.”


“That’s gross.” Damien opened the book on the top of the pile and started to browse through the contents. The pain had eased once again.




The Third Child


Six Years Earlier


Angel wasn’t the first girl to be ostracized by her classmates. Six years before, there had been a girl named Crystal who’d had a hard and unconventional childhood. She was different from the other children, although not just in looks or personality – Crystal had the ability to heal. Initially her ability made her feel special – it had been fun being the most popular child at primary school. If a child fell in the playground, she could instantly make them feel better. The other kids worshipped her. Everybody wanted to be her friend. The local comprehensive was when the problems started. Kids from all the local villages attended Redmond Comprehensive, the only secondary school within a twenty-five mile radius. Crystal’s healing power was seen as freakish. Shunned by the kids she once called friends, Crystal became an outsider. Her close-knit community had diminished, and now she was often found alone.


As time passed, Crystal became more and more of an outcast – not only in school but also in her town and eventually in her own home – so when Crystal found out the people known as Mam and Dad were not her biological parents, it wasn’t a shock. It was almost a relief. Crystal could now concentrate on finding her real parents and why she possessed the ability to heal through touch. There was no love left in her current home. Crystal was a demon child possessed by an evil entity according to her father. He woke one morning, had two boiled eggs and a round of thick buttered toast and went to work, never to return. She was only eleven years old at the time. Crystal would never forget what he called her for as long as she lived – ‘a demon.’ The words were imprinted in her mind. Her own father had turned on her because of what she was capable of. At first her mother stood strong, dismissing the neighbours’ snide remarks, arguing, protecting her adopted daughter, but slowly over time, the woman Crystal had always known as mother began to change. There was distrust and resentment in their conversations. Crystal’s mother could no longer cope. To block out all that was going on, she turned to alcohol. Did her mother care about her? Crystal doubted it. After all, it was because of Crystal that her mother had lost her husband.


Much to Crystal’s annoyance, the social workers were always snooping around her home. Her mother rarely acknowledged their presence. Instead she always lay slumped on the sofa, watching the tiny box they called a television, muttering. Crystal tidied their small two-bedroom terrace and hid the glasses and bottles for the duration of the social workers’ visits, but they must have realised her mother was an alcoholic. Everybody knew. The house was dirty and stunk of alcohol, which was now embedded deep into the carpet.


Crystal’s mother sunk into the abyss of no return, where life was pure and simple – no feeling, no imagination, no real-life. A blank dark cinema screen, a life without a life, a mind without a thought. There was no quick solution. It would take more than a click of a switch to change this picture reel.


Crystal and her mother received no maintenance payments, and the state benefit they received did not stretch far. The staff at the post office had finally agreed to let Crystal collect the allowance on her mother’s behalf. “Mother still ill?” was the cynical query. Crystal never answered. There were always enough nosey parkers in the small cramped post office who were more than happy to gossip life away in the small mining town. Crystal didn’t want to give them any more ammunition. She would have loved to respond, “My mum? Oh, she is running the London marathon today” or “My mum is travelling around the world,” but Crystal knew sarcasm would not help. It would only alienate her more.


Mentally stronger than many children her age and certainly not shy, Crystal held a ferocious temper that could quickly flare up. Her fiery red hair was pulled back from her face in a tight ponytail. Her clothes were not of the latest fashion and were often stained with mud and grass from the latest fight. Crystal could have been a pretty young lady, given the right care and attention. Her face was pleasant when not scowling. Her facial features were soft with gentle sparkling eyes, and her lips were full in a natural heart shape, but nobody except Margaret Riley saw this side of her. All the town folk saw was a wild, unruly child who needed to be disciplined.


Margaret Riley owned the small town’s only off-licence. She was a small rounded lady who provided the booze Crystal’s mother desperately needed. Margaret had always had a soft spot for Crystal, who had been her daughter’s closest friend nine years ago, before her daughter had been taken away from her by Willie Reynolds. He had been drinking during the day – a vice he often pursued with his mates. November 15th was etched forever in Margaret’s brain as the day when her life changed. The day when Willie Reynolds mounted the pavement in his small white transit van and tossed her little Jessica like a ragdoll into the air. The impact killed her immediately.


Crystal had been with Jessica that dreadful day. The two young girls were walking back from the newsagents with their bags of fruit-flavoured sweets. Margaret had been surprised that Crystal had only sustained a couple of cuts and bruises from the impact of the van. A couple of months after Jessica’s death, Margaret had decided to purchase the off-licence. Many of the town folk reckoned it was Margaret’s way of reminding everybody of the perils of alcohol. Every time they bought alcohol from her they would think twice about drink driving. Her daughter’s face would be fresh in their minds, aided by a framed photograph that hung on the wall behind the till. Whether it was coincidence or not, there had been no other deaths caused by drink driving in the last nine years in the small town of Redmond.


Margaret never let a drop of alcohol pass between her lips. It was the devil’s poison in her eyes, the goblet of death. Even at the local church, she always refused the wine of communion. How could it be the blood of Christ? This part of the sermon always angered and confused her. Every Sunday she sat in the third row and listened to Vicar Holloway preach from the bible. She always took the bread and placed a coin in the sterling silver offering plate. Another young man was always seated at the opposite side of the church to Margaret, on row five of the hard wooden benches. Willie had served his time for the death of Margaret’s child. The desire to speak to Margaret and express how sorry he was for what had happened was always with him, but words did not come easy. He had written numerous letters, but the misspelt words and the grammatical errors could never convey his true feelings of remorse and guilt.


Many of the letters had found their way to his waste basket, while the others lay on his dining room table, screwed up into balls or ironed flat again. The creases were a reminder that the letter was not perfect. He worked hard every day, scribbling and rewriting every word. His life would never be able to move on until he had spoken to Margaret. Willie was now teetotal and lived like a recluse, only venturing out on a Sunday for church and Wednesday to collect his social security allowance to buy his week’s food rations. He still heard the village gossip; it was impossible to escape. Once, he would have given them enough to talk about and maybe still did.


Willie knew Crystal’s mother was an alcoholic – the whole town knew. If he had been strong enough, he would have given Crystal’s mum a fierce shaking, to try and bring her to her senses, make her see what she was doing to her only daughter. The kid was turning bad, and it was going to end in tears.


Margaret’s conscience had always been tugged in different directions with Crystal. It was wrong to give alcohol to Crystal, especially as she was under age. However, Margaret also knew how violent drunks could be, and if the young child didn’t take alcohol home, who knows how her mother might react. At least if she sold alcohol to Crystal, her mother would more than likely leave Crystal alone. For the last few years, Margaret had regularly contacted the social workers to try and have Crystal removed from her mother, but for some strange reason the authorities never did anything. They would pay their routine visit and leave satisfied that Crystal was in no apparent danger.


Margaret could see Crystal was struggling. The once wide-eyed bubbly young girl had gone. Now she was becoming an aggressive child who the town folk no longer cared for; a child who cared little about life and how her actions affected others. Margaret’s heart wanted to help, yet her hands were tied by the authorities’ systems and procedures. She often sat and watched Crystal from her shop window, milling around, doing very little. Margaret had watched as the tall stranger approached Crystal. Goose-bumps had appeared on her arms when she had spotted them together. A cold chill ran down her spine, and she wasn’t sure why. With no parental influence, Margaret was concerned what Crystal was getting into, but all she could do was worry.


Crystal was the second portage for Edward to nurture. Observing Crystal from afar during her early years had pleased him. She was strong and had mastered her gift quickly, using it to influence, dominate, and control her peers, which he liked.


Her mother – a drab, pathetic individual – was her only downfall. Edward realised he would have to take a more proactive role in bringing up his children if he wanted to achieve his goal and impress the Doctor. Their parents would always be their downfall. Edward pledged to observe the parents as much as the kids, and when the time was right, remove the parents from the equation and take over the child’s upbringing. A task he would not relish. He could not see himself as a father figure. Edward knew Frank, his colleague in America, took an active part in bringing up his kids. Frank had proven himself to the Doctor, but wait until the game really started! Edward would please the Doctor. The Doctor liked games, and he would especially like the games Edward was planning.




Meeting Edward


Six Years Earlier


Edward approached Crystal a couple of times through her teenage years. Neither meeting had entirely gone to plan. The first was after one of Crystal’s weekly fights with Denise Hudson, a stocky well-built girl, who used her weight as her main fighting tool. If Denise managed to pin her opponent down, then the fight was over – nobody would be able to move with that dead weight on them. Crystal towered over most kids her age, which she used to her advantage. She had the reach in her punch but lacked the strength to back it up. She was wiping the blood from her nose – a lucky punch from Denise – when Edward approached her.


“You do not have the strength in your punch, girl. What you need is one of these,” Edward held up a knife. Not just any knife but a knife with a serrated edge and a hand-carved handle.


“F******g nutter,” had been Crystal’s only response as she ran off. Edward had forgotten Crystal had no idea who he was. They had never officially met before that day.


Edward smirked. Crystal not only had the power; she also possessed a fiery character and speed, and he liked that. The first meeting had not gone to plan, which niggled at the back of his mind. He had forgotten a basic rule – build trust. It was unusual for him to make such an obvious mistake. Planning was the key to life. Edward would find a way to capture Crystal’s attention. He removed his glasses and placed them in a hard backed case kept in his chest pocket and set out to find Denise.


The mention of a knife had a strange effect on Crystal. She could feel a small stabbing pain on her left hip where a small scar could be seen. A small, pale pink-tinged scar shaped similar to a number three lay raised slightly on the skin. Crystal was unsure how she had got it. It was an inch in size and had never hurt before – so why now?


Denise Hudson’s body was found a week later, slumped against a tree. A rotting apple protruded from her mouth. There was a knife wound in her lower abdomen, but no sign of the implement that had caused her death. A sign hung around her neck that read, “Take the knife over the fist.” Denise’s dead body was the talk of the school for weeks. Many parents set early curfews to protect their children. Crystal would have been surprised if her mother even knew what was going on in the world outside of their home. Crystal, like many of the other kids, was interviewed by the police, but she said nothing about a man offering her a knife. She was intrigued. Who was this man? Why had he felt the need to help her? It was an uncomfortable situation. She had never liked Denise, but death – that was a harsh punishment.


In some ways, Edward had done Crystal a favour. The other children were more wary of her. She was ignored more often than not, and her fights were less frequent. Rumours hinted Crystal was involved, that she had slaughtered Denise like an animal, the apple a form of humiliation. Others thought it, but said nothing. Nobody would say what they thought to her face. Even Willie Reynolds had his suspicions. He had heard the rumours. He would not have been surprised if Crystal had taken a knife to Denise. The kid was in fights every week with Denise so she was the prime candidate.


Margaret thought differently. Call it woman’s intuition, but she knew Crystal was no killer. The stranger hanging around the High Street – he looked more like a killer. Margaret had watched him sitting on the bench in the bus shelter, observing what was going on in the small town. His eyes were always hidden behind his glasses, distorting the true shape of his face. He never came into her shop, but regularly went into the newsagent’s next door to buy cigars. When her door opened, she sometimes had a waft of his cigar smoke if he had just passed. Margaret had contacted the police about him, but she was becoming known as a local busy body, always meddling in other people’s affairs. Her suspicions fell on deaf ears, much to her annoyance. If the police did their job, then she would not need to keep bothering them. Dan Griggs’ dog was always fouling on her front lawn, and she was sure Stephanie Khan took cuttings from her garden when she was at work. The police were not interested and so she had to report the same crimes weekly.


Edward’s second meeting with Crystal was very different. This time she approached him as he stood outside one of the few retail outlets on the high street, watching her every move. She was a mouthy little b***ch, but she had a passion, a strength he could work with. Crystal had crossed over the road and had headed towards him, towards Mrs Hines’ clothes shop with its grotesque manikins and their red pouting lips. The manikins modelled garish clothes, which were changed every two weeks for more garish clothes. The blank, lifeless stares remained the same. How she hated this shop and its manikins with their silly poses. Crystal stood only feet away from Edward and looked him straight in the eyes, a feat not common for teenagers.


“What do you want?” was her opening line.


“To nurture your gift,” he responded, swiftly holding his hands in the air and wriggling his fingers.


Crystal understood immediately. “It’s a curse,” she hissed at him.


“Don’t say that, Crystal. We can make a fortune. I can teach you how to be strong, how to enhance your gift, how to use it to gather respect from those in power. With your gift and my brain, we could rule this place.”


It sounded tempting yet there was something about Edward she did not like, or understand. It wasn’t that he had killed the fat cow that made her life hell – it was the apple that caused the concern. The police had said a bite had been taken out of the apple, and it was not Denise’s teeth marks. It was another child’s that they could not match, possibly a child around six or seven years old, due to jaw size and the shape of the teeth. Two strands of long, dark hair had been found on Denise’s clothing, but again, they could not be matched.


There was something else more sinister about Edward that Crystal could not put her finger on.


“Leave me the f**k alone,” she shouted at him.


Grabbing her arm, he drew a knife across her wrist. Crystal snatched her hand back. It was too late; blood appeared immediately. Pressing the palm of her hand on the cut, she shouted at him, “You bastard.” Removing her hand from the wound, the cut disappeared. A small trace of smudged blood was all that remained, with no apparent origin.


“Ah, you are a lot stronger than my Angel, young lady.”


“Sod off and leave me alone!” She ran back across the road and disappeared into the off-licence; Edward watched and smirked.


The bell on the door rang. Margaret’s friendly face appeared from the back of the room.


“Ah, Crystal, what can I get you today?” Crystal glanced through the shop window out into the street. He was still there, still watching her.


“Vodka and whisky.” She was still staring over the road as she spoke.


Margaret followed her gaze. “Is that man bothering you, my dear?”


“No. Can I have a bottle of vodka and a bottle of whisky, please?” Crystal emphasised the please as she remembered she did not say please the first time. Her attention was now fully focussed on Margaret, who took one last peek out of the window. Margaret sighed, disapproving of Crystal’s request, but she would serve her anyway. She placed the contents in a brown paper bag, hiding a small bag of sweets at the bottom of the bag.


“For my favourite customer,” she whispered before winking at Crystal.


“Thank you, Mrs Riley.” Crystal was always polite to Margaret, and today was no exception. Crystal glanced out of the window as she spoke. The figure had gone; only the garish manikins stared back at her, now fully exposed, no longer partially hidden by the man with a knife. Crystal shuddered, unsure if it was caused by the manikins or her encounter with Edward.


*****


Crystal sat quietly in the living room, the television blasting out some obscure movie. She glanced towards her mother. Would she have the nerve to go through with it? What was the point of having the power of healing when you couldn’t mend a broken heart! She watched her mother’s chest rising up and down as she snored softly. Her body lay across the sofa, stocking feet pointing to the ceiling. Her mother’s hair was dry and brittle from the lack of care she took with her appearance. Her head leant backwards, causing her mouth to gape wide open.


The more Crystal watched her mother, the more Crystal despised her. The noise from her breathing was deep and heavy, mixed in with the snoring. The gentle whimper when she adjusted her position and the smacking of her lips as her brain tried to send a message for the tongue to moisten the lips; her body was craving hydration fluids. Crystal felt more and more repulsed. Crystal’s bag lay on the floor next to her feet. She didn’t need to hide it. Her mother would not stop her. The front door was ajar, just waiting for her to walk out to a new life, an unpredictable, unplanned life.


Crystal’s mother never saw or spoke to her again. At sixteen years Crystal ran away from home. With no qualifications and no prospects, Crystal walked away from the place she once called home. If she stayed any longer with her mother, a care home would be waiting. A free spirit should never be caged. She would rather be free, fending for herself, than stuck in some institution. Nobody followed her or tried to bring her home. In the town folks’ eyes, the small community of Redmond was better off without her. To Edward’s annoyance, he had lost his first portage.


Searching for Crystal for months without success, his anger built up inside him like a pressure cooker ready to explode. He began to search for his next victim. This time not for the cause but for his personal pleasure. The world was full of potential candidates, men and women who made other people’s lives hell. He needed to release his anger, and a simple torture and death always helped. Informing the Doctor was not a pleasurable experience. Edward still had Dominique, Samuel and Angel; however, Frank had all four of his children. This was the first child he had lost, but not his last. Dominique would be next.




A Chance Meeting


The illness was worse today. The red marks were creeping up his neck. His neck felt stiff and even slight movements were making him grimace. Glancing down to his hand, he could see the red marks creeping past his knuckles where blisters were beginning to form. He wondered if this was what arthritis felt like – a constant pain which made gripping objects impossible. He could hardly hold a pen. How much longer could he go on with the constant pain?


At night when Damien couldn’t sleep, he often dwelled on what had he done to deserve this illness. Teenage kids sometimes suffer from acne and, if they were really unlucky, eczema. Why couldn’t he have acne like Laurel, like other kids? A couple of spots would be easy to cope with. Anything had to be better than sore red patches creeping across his skin, a minefield of weeping blisters and the excruciating pain he was prone to. If Laurel had a spot, it was the end of the world. Would Laurel have coped if he had Damien’s illness? Damien doubted it. He knew his illness would eventually kill him. It was merely a case of when.


Damien had wandered away from the school grounds and now stood before a wide expanse of water surrounded by forests of pine trees. The water looked deep and cold. A couple of years ago, Laurel and he would have jumped in splashed each other and then raced to the other side – not much chance of that now. Laurel would have won; he always won when they raced. They would joke it was because Laurel’s feet were like flippers, two sizes above average.


This place was a small paradise, away from the hustle and bustle of the school grounds which held the constant yelling of voices. There was a constant gentle buzzing of insects. A small brown and white bird high up in the trees sang out its song, whilst another squawked out a warning to its young, warning them of Damien’s presence. A croak and then a splash signalled a frog diving back into a small stagnant pool. A flash of green, and it disappeared under a large white lily leaf. The water glistened as it caught the sun rays. Damien stood in awe for a couple of minutes, listening, trying to make out the various sounds. He could hear the bleating of a sheep but could see no fields, only trees – mostly pines, and a couple of birch and elm in the distance. He guessed sound must travel across the valley and become trapped in the dip where he now stood. He heard a rustle. A squirrel loped across the grass only feet in front of him. He had never just stood and listened to the sound of nature before.


Mr Barton, his first-year History teacher, once said your senses are heightened when you come close to death. This theory was backed up with a story of three hundred Spartan warriors led by King Leonidas in 480 BCE. They fought the Persian army led by the Great King Xerxes. Knowing death was close, their heightened senses kept the Spartans alive for more days than should have been possible. Unfortunately, the Spartan warriors were eventually defeated and died fighting. Damien didn’t want to die, not today. If he were to die soon, he would go down fighting just like a Spartan warrior. Damien smiled. He enjoyed History, especially the stories of the Spartans and the Greek battles. Mr Barton always used the Spartans as an example to any point he made. The fight for freedom and democracy was the Spartans. Strong leadership was the Spartans. It was a shame this year’s History teacher was Ms Dixon. She just didn’t have the same passion for the subject that Mr Barton had.


Damien glanced around. Would he have the strength to walk around the lake? A quick calculation and he estimated two miles; maybe another day when he had more energy and less pain. Would he ever have less pain? A deep sigh escaped from his lips. Probably not. He was feeling more upbeat today so he was not going to let this thought dampen his mood. He could see a lone figure sitting on a boulder near the water’s edge. He guessed it was female even though her back was facing him. Long, dark, wavy hair tumbled down a slender back. As he grew closer, a pale green woollen top became visible with metallic buttons that fastened a dark band near the waist. It was an unusual top, probably from Jays Vintage store. Most of the females seemed to buy clothes at Jays – not only were they cheap, but the store was a stone’s throw away from the school. He often thought that calling the used clothes “vintage” was a clever marketing strategy from an obvious enterprising entrepreneur.


Damien could see a clear wide track round the lake with small sandy areas. To reach the figure, he had to cut through onto a rough track through the undergrowth. Taking extra care and holding his arms in the air so as not to catch his hands on the thorns and nettles, he moved slowly towards the figure. It was more a precaution than anything else, as there appeared to be only ferns and grasses blocking the route; not the thorns and nettles he had anticipated.


As he drew closer, Angel lifted her head. Her eyes were bright yet black as coal, framed by thick and dark lashes. The murderess was directly in front of him. Opening his mouth he heard himself stutter, “Do you come here often?” It sounded like a chat up line; how stupid. He felt embarrassed that he could even think, never mind say, such a thing. He felt his cheeks warm.


Angel smiled. “All the time,” she replied holding up a book. It was a soft back book with a yellow cover – Tom Sawyer. Damien smiled and nodded – homework.


“I’m Damien,” he offered, holding out his hand.


“I know. I’m Angel,” she replied leaning over to shake his hand.


“I know,” he laughed.


“Do you want to climb up?” Angel invited. Damien inspected the terrain. How had she managed to get up onto the rocks? There didn’t appear to be any footholds, and he wasn’t sure if he would have the strength to pull himself up, and then he would look a complete idiot. His legs were feeling tired. He would have to sit down soon or he would fall down. The mile walk to the lake had really taken its toll on his energy levels. He leant his body over his stick to catch his breath. Damien hated it when people saw him with a walking aid, but it was too late now. Angel pointed to the far side of the rocks. Damien followed her finger. There was a kind of natural path he could climb. Without too much difficulty, he scrambled up onto the rocks to join her. She shuffled over to make more room. He placed the stick beside him, within reach if he needed to grab it.


Angel looked stunning, completely different from when she was at school. She was probably the last person he had expected to see, which is why she had caught him off guard. Here in the outdoors, she appeared vibrant and full of confidence, not like the downtrodden, meek individual she portrayed at school. Split personality crossed his mind, but Damien realised later that Angel’s behaviour was intentional. She liked to keep a low profile so as not to antagonise the popular girls like Beth and her friends. He was aware, like everyone at school, of the history between Angel and Beth. Still, as he and Angel sat and talked, thoughts of murder kept running through his head. Could the girl sitting next to him be capable of murder?


Angel adjusted her position. Damien instantly reacted and swung his stick around, stopping only centimetres from her neck. She screamed and squeezed her eyes closed, waiting for the impact. Slowly opening her left eye and then the right, she realised she wasn’t hurt. Angel stared at him in horror.


“I…I’m really sorry. I don’t know what came over me,” he stuttered.


She swallowed hard. A lump had formed in the back of her throat. The stick was still poised at her neck. Her hand was trembling as she pushed the stick away from her body.


“I’m sorry,” he repeated again.


“What did I do?” she asked.


“Nothing.”


“Are you scared of me?”


“No, of course not. I…I’m not sure what I was thinking.” He felt stupid and embarrassed again. I am a fool, listening to Laurel and his sordid stories, he chastised himself. Looking away, he could still feel Angel staring at him.


“Do you want an arm wrestle? If you win, I won’t kill you.”


He turned slightly to face her. “Are you serious?”


She burst out laughing, but it was a forced laugh as she tried to diffuse the situation. “I’ll warn you next time I am going to move,” she promised quietly. Her hand was still trembling slightly.


“Thank you for taking that so well. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m not normally violent.”


“Can I see your stick?”


It was an innocent question, but Damien was unsure how to respond. He would look stupid again if he said no, but the stick could be used as a weapon. What if she was a murderer? He would have nothing to defend himself. With his brain and mouth working independently, the words, “Yeah sure,” escaped from his lips. Reluctantly Damien passed the walking stick over. Angel took it firmly and then let out a loud growl. Damien sprang from the rock, tripped, and landed on his bum.


Angel burst out laughing for real this time, “I am sorry. I couldn’t resist it.”


“I don’t….” He looked up at her. “Ow, that hurt,” he said slowly getting to his feet and rubbing his bum and thigh. Angel burst out laughing again as he brushed the dust off his trousers.


“Ok, that was funny, and I deserved it,” he said with a smile.


“I’m sorry. It was a childish prank. Being serious, I was interested in your walking stick.” Angel turned it over in her hands and stared at the design carved into the wood. “Ah, courage and honour. It’s written in Chinese. I thought it was.”


“Really? I thought it was just for design,” he said clambering back onto the rocks.


Angel giggled. “No, it’s definitely Chinese.”


“I don’t know anybody who can read Chinese apart from the Chinese,” Damien commented, impressed. “Can you speak it?”


“No, and I can only read a few characters. It’s quite hard to learn. I am just interested in languages and accents. I can usually tell where people are from by the way they speak.”


Damien took the stick back, inspected the symbols, which he now understood were words, and placed it to his far side. He was pleased she had relaxed again and she had got her own back even if she had made him feel stupid.


“Can you tell where I’m from?”


Angel nodded. “Say something else to me then I’ll tell you.”


“Ok,” he uttered a couple of sentences before a palm in the air signalled enough.


“I think I have it. You were born in Ireland, but you moved at a very early age. I would guess around three, when you would have just learnt to speak but not much older as your Irish accent is hidden and only the first words you learned have an Irish twang. I would say you have spent most of your life in Yorkshire, probably Northern Yorkshire. You either have friends or family who live in Surrey. You have spent a fair amount of time there, although your accent is not strong, which suggests you have not been there recently.” She paused. “How did I do?”


“That was fantastic, almost perfect.”


“Almost,” she appeared disappointed.


“I spent a summer in Scotland.”


“How could I miss that?” she laughed.


“Can you recognise everybody’s accent?” Damien asked.


“Usually.”


“Wow, I am impressed. That’s some party trick.”


“The school weirdo gets weirder, eh?” Angel said with a self-deprecating shrug.


“Is that how you see yourself?” Damien asked in surprise.


“That’s how others see me. I know your friends call me ‘the murderess.’”


“Oh, I am sorry about that. Laurel can get a bit carried away. He is harmless and means nothing by it.”


“No worries. It doesn’t bother me what people think. I am who I am, and I can’t and won’t change that. Anyway I prefer my own company.”


“Would you like me to go?” Damien asked, starting to get up.


“Oh no, I didn’t mean that. I don’t have much in common with the people at school,” she gave him a warm, friendly grin. “You may be different.”


“Should I feel honoured?”


“Yes,” she laughed again.


“I am sorry about earlier.”


“It’s already forgotten.”


Angel was at her happiest when she was near the lake. Back in her room she often felt claustrophobic, no doubt developed from her time spent at Stanfield. At the lake it was open and peaceful. Time stood still; the air was fresh, an untouched innocence created in the fertile landscape. She was happy to have Damien’s company. They talked for a long time longer than either of them had realised until a sudden chill in the air reminded them both the sun was going down. It was still winter. The sun’s small amount of warmth soon disappeared and the night’s cold air closed in quickly.


Jumping down from the rocks to grab her rucksack, Angel slipped slightly on the damp grass. Damien immediately reached out to stop her from falling, and her hand automatically grabbed his arm. Pain shot through his body. He hoped he hadn’t winced. He did not want to show her the pain she had just caused and he certainly did not want her to give him that sympathetic look; the look he received so many times from people.


This was their first meeting, a meeting on which their friendship was developed.




The First Time


The pain in his head was becoming unbearable. It was like a power drill burrowed deep into his brain, constantly hammering inside, stabbing at his temples. It was Saturday, a day of relaxation, and in his opinion normally a day of boredom. Laurel would be playing rugby league. Normally, he would go and watch, even though he found it depressing. Instead, today the plan was to go to the lake, where he hoped Angel, with her strange sense of humour and remarkable conversation, would be chilling. She didn’t stare and make him feel like a freak; in fact, she never asked about his illness, and he liked that. The pain never quite seemed so bad when he was with Angel, although today the pain was already exceptionally bad.


Rounding the rocky outcrop, Damien saw that Angel was already there, feet dangling in the water, wearing a pale blue dress pulled tightly around her waist, a book in her hand. His prediction that she would be there wasn’t so remarkable; she was always there. He tried to sneak up on her, but a snapped twig and a rustle of leaves gave his position away. Angel swung her head round to see Damien’s silhouette. His white baggy shirt blew in the slight breeze. Lately baggy shirts had become the norm; they were roomy and didn’t put unnecessary pressure on his skin. A welcoming smile crossed Angel’s face. Butterflies fluttered in her lower abdomen as he approached. It was a feeling she had never experienced before she met Damien, and she liked it.


“I didn’t think you were going to make it today,” she said quietly. This was the fifth time in as many weeks he had met Angel at the lake.


“Neither did I,” he grinned as he climbed up onto the small rocky outcrop and plonked himself down. The butterflies fluttered a little more, and her heart beat a little faster.


Damien’s head was still pounding. The blood vessels in his temples swelled and throbbed. His vision was becoming blurred; white dots were beginning to form in front of his eyes. No longer a timid hammering, now a sledgehammer pounded against the back of his eyes. His eyeballs felt like they were squeezing out of their sockets as the pain intensified. Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to release the pressure and ease the pain. He wanted to enjoy the company of his new-found friend and not have to worry about the pain pounding in his head.


After a couple of minutes of silence, Angel turned slowly towards him.


“Is it painful today?” she asked. This was unusual for Angel; they had never spoken of his illness and the pain. Damien had always assumed he had hid it well. He smiled. Today he would tell her everything. He explained about his illness, the constant pain, and how today his head was throbbing and was becoming unbearable. Damien had never suffered from migraines until his illness took hold, but he wanted to explain so she would understand why today more than any other day he was not going to be very good company. Silence again; Angel turned and faced him squarely and uttered the magical words that would change both their lives forever.


“I can take away your pain.”


“Sit in front of me and close your eyes, and don’t open them until I tell you to.” She was in a strange mood, but he obeyed. Damien was no longer afraid of what she was possibly capable of, and he was feeling relaxed. Her hands moved across his head. She ran her long slender fingers through his unruly hair and across his face while her knuckles kneaded deep into his temples. Her fingers moved upwards and outwards. Her thumbs stretched the skin behind his ears as her fingers moved across his cheekbones, gently catching his eyelids. Her fingers moved meticulously over his head as she applied compression to various areas. If this was an Indian head massage, it felt wonderful, Damien thought to himself. A cool tingling sensation surged powerfully through his body before his whole body went into a mighty spasm. He wasn’t sure what she was doing, but it seemed to be working. A calm serenity flowed through his body. He was unsure how long she worked her magic – ten minutes, half an hour – but the headache was gone, replaced with a feeling of vitality and energy.


A small trickle of blue liquid dripped from Angel’s mouth. She quickly brushed it away with the back of her hand before Damien saw it. She realised she had taken a risk, and if her mother were still alive, she would certainly have scolded her.


Angel missed her mother. Her mother had understood what she was capable of – she had always known. At night her mother would tuck her in bed and say, “Hide it well, my darling. Do not tell anybody or they will persecute you for the rest of your life,” and that was exactly what happened to her mother.


Fortunately, Damien was so sure Angel had merely given him an Indian head massage that nothing unusual had been detected. He was happy, and she was happy she had helped a friend. They sat for a while in silence, both comfortable in each other’s company. Suddenly, without warning, the wind started to pick up, blowing their hair and tugging at their clothes. Small ripples began to form in the normally static lake. The trees swayed gently. A symphony of music created through the movement of the leaves.


“I guess we are building up to a storm,” his voice was low so not to compete with Mother Nature. She smiled at him, and her eyes caught his; they both looked up towards the sky. Grey clouds moved fast above their heads. Their shapes changed as they became one. A small droplet of water splashed onto his forehead. It was over a mile back to any shelter, and they recognised they would not make it back in time. A storm was not forecast; however, the weather was so changeable, especially at this time of year. Angel pointed to the trees to their left. The forest was dense in places so they could shelter there until the storm passed.


Damien jumped down from the rocks as though he had a new lease on life and held out his hand to support Angel in her jump. She didn’t need help, but she grabbed his hand, appreciating the offer. His grip was strong and masculine, not as she expected.


“Are you sure we’ll be safe?” Damien asked.


“It’s only a bit of rain,” she laughed. “We can sit on the pine needles beneath the largest pine over-looking the lake.”


“It doesn’t sound very comfortable.”


“Trust me, it is. I have sheltered there before. A couple of months ago it was raining just like today. I took shelter, and before I knew it I had fallen asleep. I woke in the middle of the night, freezing cold, covered in pine needles. They were stuck in my hair. It took me ages to get them out. I thought I was going to have to cut my hair.” Damien stared at her thick, dark hair. It would have been a shame to cut it short. Angel continued chatting as though she had known him all her life. “It was a right mess and then I had to find my way back to my accommodation. It was pitch black and I must have bumped into everything possible. Have you ever tried to climb a stile in the dark when you can’t even find the stile? Now I come prepared,” and she pulled a small torch from her rucksack. Damien laughed.


“You should smile more. You have a nice smile,” she said as she glanced towards him.


“Thank you. I don’t think anyone has ever said that to me before,” a slight pink tinge appeared on his cheeks.


“Sorry if I embarrassed you. Mrs Simpson, my old school teacher would say to me, Angelica Wellingstone, you are not socially mature to say such a thing.”


Damien laughed. He loved her impersonations. “You just caught me off guard. I can’t remember the last time I had a compliment. That’s all.”


Angel smiled. Her eye caught his again, lingering a second too long. She looked away before he could see her blush.


He picked up a handful of pine needles and threw them at her. “I can be socially immature as well,” he laughed.


Angel burst into a fit of giggles. “So can I,” she said, throwing a handful back. Damien scooped up a large quantity of pine needles.


“No,” she giggled, “that’s too many.” He looked at her, wondering if he should.


“Ok, I will be socially mature,” he conceded, dropping them to the ground.


“But I’m not,” and from behind her back she produced another handful of pine needles and threw them over him.


“Truce, truce, I give in,” he shouted over the storm.


They plonked themselves down on the thickest carpet of pine needles they could find, and Angel was correct; they were soft. Their backs were resting against the old pine. His head felt so clear, and even his back was not hurting anymore. The rain drove down hard; droplets bounced on the lake one foot sometimes two feet high. The wind howled outside, but not a drop of rain fell in their shelter.


“Do you want an apple?” her hand was already rummaging inside her rucksack before pulling out two yellow apples streaked in red and orange. Damien smiled again. Every time they met, she had a different variety of apple in her rucksack, and she would always give him a run-down on the history of that particular apple.


“Ok, what should I be able to smell?” Damien asked.


“Some say it has a faint smell of pear, others just call it aromatic.”


“And the taste?”


“Sweet and very strong-tasting – it’s a Ribston Pippin. They are sometimes a little lopsided. See how the bottom is flatter than most apples. The fruiterer down in Sandalwood Avenue bought them from his supplier yesterday. He says most people do not appreciate apples anymore, so if he finds something a little different, he normally places an order for me.”


Damien laughed again. “How do you know so much about apples?”


“Do you really want to know?” Angel asked, not wanting to bore him or freak him out.


“Sure.”


Angel paused. She never let Damien get too close to her past, but the story of the apples was innocent. Surely no harm could be done along as she didn’t delve too deep into the detail.


“Ok, when I was younger I had a friend called Stan who taught me everything I know about apples. He said every apple had a story – often a magical story. Every apple with their own personality: a grumpy Claygate Pearmain; the beautiful Beauty of Bath; the solemn Arthur Turner; the Flower of Kent, otherwise known as the Inspirer that inspired Sir Issac Newton to consider the laws of gravity. However, my favourite story was when Stan spoke of Adam and Eve and the forbidden fruits from the Garden of Eden, and how with just one bite from the apple plucked from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil killed Adam.”


“That’s not a nice story!” Damien exclaimed.


“Why?”


“The young lad, Adam, died!”


“Oh, I never thought of that. Stan would joke that it must have been one of those foreign imports. I think he liked to make me laugh, although I never understood the joke until I was a lot older. Stan obviously thought it was a hilarious joke. I guess it wasn’t funny if we were laughing at somebody’s death.”


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to spoil it for you.”


Angel appeared thoughtful for a minute. Then she smiled and continued, “We were always at an interesting part of a magical story when the dragon’s voice would interrupt. ‘Stan Cauldron, how many times have I told you not to talk to…’” she suddenly stopped. “That’s not important. Stan would tell me about the slight variations in an apple’s colouring, the differences in taste and smell.”


“Who was the dragon?” Damien asked, intrigued.


“Nobody important,” said Angel quickly. “Enough about me. Now tell me about you.” Angel was desperate to change the subject, so Damien told her about his father, who was a Chief Inspector in Scotland Yard and his brother who was training to be a lawyer. He told her about Laurel’s mother, Margo, who made the best apple pie and custard in the world, causing Angel to protest, “The world is a big place.”


“Ok, I’ll rephrase, the best I have tasted so far and far better than my mum’s, who can’t bake. Not that I have tasted yours yet,” he added, giving her one of his cheeky grins.


“Is that a challenge?”


“Yep.”


Margo’s apple pie consisted of three types of apple and a large quantity of cinnamon encased in short crust pastry. Angel wanted to know the type of apples to help her with the challenge, but Damien didn’t know.


“I only eat it, not make it,” he laughed. Neither had noticed the rain had stopped, and the winds had died down. The sun was now warming up the land again causing steam to rise from the wet foliage. The faint trace of a rainbow could be seen just above Winslow Hill. The storm had passed.




The Third Child – The Train Ride Six Years Earlier


The freight train chugged slowly from town to town, only stopping to refuel and load its cargo. Crystal had no plan other than to get away from her current life; away from her sad, pathetic, alcoholic mother. She didn’t know where she was going. The train would take her to the end of the line; to a new destination where she would start a new life, where nobody would know what she was capable of.


She didn’t have a ticket – she didn’t need one. She had travelled before without a ticket. Crystal never dared to venture into the first-class carriages. The other passengers would realise she wasn’t one of them. They had snooty voices and over-priced clothes and jewellery; she had a dog-eared bag and ripped trousers. Second class was her normal mode of travel. This time she had chosen a slow, old freight train. An empty carriage reserved for animals would be her home for the next few hours. Some hay remained from a previous load, and the faint smell of the manure was surprisingly comforting, even though there was a draft from the gap under the door – at least she could sit and relax.


It was a clear night. The stars twinkled high in the sky. Through a small gap in the carriage ceiling, the Hunter with its Orion belt could be clearly seen. There was a chill in the air. Unzipping her bag, Crystal lifted out a long, dark-grey cardigan and placed it around her shoulders. Standing in the empty carriage, her body swayed in line with the movement of the train. Carefully she made her way to the wooden door and pulled it slightly open. A cold blast of air hit her in the face. Shivering, she closed the door. There was no way to tell which way the train was heading. The position of the stars meant nothing – her assumption had been that they were travelling north, yet she hadn’t recognized the names of any of the stations they had passed. Sneaking on at Redmond, and then Bristol had been the easy part. Now miles from home, an ounce of guilt rushed through her body. It was the right thing to do. She had not taken the decision lightly to run away, to leave all what she knew behind.


The train began to slow as it pulled into another station. Once again she crept to the door and placed her ear on the cold, damp wood. She had to be ready to move if the doors opened. Just as she thought she was safe, she heard footsteps on the gravel. The door opened slightly. A white dirty hand grabbed the door frame while the other hand tried to pry the door open. Crystal backed away from the door. A gasp escaped from her lips. Her hand was too slow in stopping the noise escaping from her mouth.


She heard a gruff, gravelly voice, “Are you going to help me climb onto this thing or do you want me to give away our presence?”


Crystal swore, annoyed with herself. Everything had been going perfect. Reluctantly, she pulled the door open. Her bag was in her hand; she was ready to jump and sprint. An old man blocked her passage. A tea-cosy hat was pulled down low over his ears; wisps of his white hair stuck out from underneath. A white untrimmed beard tinged with yellow stains obscured his lower face and neck.


“Give me your hand, and pull me up before the train moves,” he ordered, and without thinking, Crystal thrust out her hand and pulled him into the carriage. The woollen fingerless gloves that he wore were smeared in dirt and grime; his nails were encrusted in muck. The scabs and sores on his fingers appeared painfully infected. Red, hard lumps had formed between his fingers, preventing him from pressing his fingers together. By touching his naked skin, a small amount of healing power would have passed through her finger-tips to his fingers. Crystal quickly brushed her hand against the leg of her jeans to remove any muck or germs that may have been transferred – not that a germ would have any effect on her.


He wasn’t heavy, nor was he very agile; however, his voice was fierce. Once he had clambered into the carriage, he barked an order to close the door. She thought about dismounting and running but instead closed the door. He appeared grumpy, yet harmless. Glancing over to the corner of the carriage, the stranger was now sitting down, rummaging in the pockets of a long overcoat.


“Do you have any food?” he asked.


Crystal shook her head as she sat down near the door, the furthest point from where her intruder now sat. A cold draft found its way under the carriage door, and the chill bit at her ankles and fingers. Keeping a safe distance from the stranger, she moved further into the carriage.


Lifting his head, he began to cough, a deep, grating, husky cough which came from deep within his chest. He hammered his fist into the centre of his chest, coughed and spat a dark tar coloured liquid onto the floor. Crystal screwed up her face in disgust and pulled her cardigan tighter around her body.


“Here you go, kid,” he said as a chocolate bar flew across the carriage. Crystal moved with agility, uncertain at first what had been thrown at her. He let out a howling laugh which ended in a coughing fit and him spitting some more of the tar coloured substance onto the floor.


The train once again pulled away from the station, continuing to its final destination, which Crystal was to learn was Glasgow. Her head rocked from side to side with the movement of the train as she tried to stay awake. Currently curled into a tight ball, the unwelcome guest had made himself at home. A large upturned collar sheltered his neck from the cold. Every few minutes, he rubbed his hands together to keep warm before coughing and spitting. After an hour, he slowly sat up.


“These things never get any easier to sleep in,” he huffed. “The name is Fred.”


“Crystal,” she replied and then wondered if she should have given a false name.


“Welcome to first-class travel, Crystal. What brings you up here?”


“Work,” she replied bluntly.


“Not much work going up here. You would have been better to go south to London.”


Crystal sat in silence. She had deliberately decided not to go to London in case they were searching for her. Everybody headed to London; however, she wasn’t going to tell a complete stranger her reasons. “That’s a bad cough you have,” she commented as she tried to change the subject.


“Bronchitis. Aren’t you going to ask me why I am traveling north?”


“Ok, why?”


“I have decided to return to my roots to die. There would be no other reason I would be heading north in the middle of winter, too bloomin’ cold, for starters.”


Crystal managed a weak smile. She hadn’t thought of the cold. “Do you want to die?”


Fred tugged gently on his facial hair before sighing. “Get off the street, kid. I have spent the last twenty-five years living rough, and it’s not easy. Dying is the easier option. If the Bronchitis doesn’t kill me, then the cold will. It gets into your bones, and then you never feel warm, even when the sun beats down on you. Your joints ache. It’s not nice. Go home, kid, if you can.” Crystal didn’t say anything. She looked away and pulled her knees closer to her chest. Would her mother have realised she had gone yet? Would she care?


“Guess how old I am, kid,” Fred challenged. Crystal glanced at him and shrugged her shoulders.


“Forty-two years going on sixty-two. I left home at seventeen. If I had known then what I know now, I would have done things differently.” Crystal’s stomach began to rumble. Un-wrapping the chocolate bar she began to munch on the soft-chocolate caramel. Skipping dinner before she left had been a bad decision. It was nice having company, talking to somebody who knew nothing about her previous life. She could be anyone and anything, an actress, a singer, an astronaut, a car racing driver – anything that took her fancy.


Fred started to cough again. With a clenched fist, he pounded it into his chest. “It releases the phlegm,” he said almost apologetically. Healing the stranger, with his fierce irritating cough, would be easy; nonetheless, she had promised herself no more healing. Nobody must know what she was capable of. That’s how it all started back home – the resentment, the names and finally being an outcast.


“Aren’t you eating?” Crystal asked.


“Nah, I gave you my last chocolate bar. It looks like you need it more than me.” Crystal popped the last piece into her mouth with a feeling of guilt. The small amount of nourishment was gratefully received.


“Thanks,” she muttered.


They sat in silence for the rest of the journey until the train started to slow again. Fred slowly got to his feet and walked to the door. “When it stops at the next set of signals, I would recommend you disembark. If you ride right into the station, they will arrest you. Stick you in the slammer overnight, and it’s none of my business, but I assume you are underage.” He began to cough uncontrollably, spitting out the words between the coughing fits. “They will run a search on you, try and track down whoever and whatever you are running from. Think smart, kid,” he admonished as spit dribbled from the side of his mouth. A fingerless glove reached up and brushed the corner of his mouth, catching his coarse beard; this time he spat two-foot to his left.


“I ain’t going to live on the street. I am going to get myself a job, a house. Live like other people,” Crystal quietly replied. Fred grinned a toothless grin. What was left of his teeth were black and stained.


“Good luck, kid. We all thought like that once. I still reckon you would be better off in London,” was his advice. His deep husky cough stayed with her as they both disembarked and parted company. Despite the sweet chocolate, a bitter taste had been left in her mouth.
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