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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my wife, (my best friend and mentor,) and our extended family for their support, encouragement and extreme tolerance, with a special thanks to Amelia Jayne, my inspiration, for her courage and determination in the face of her disability.




Synopsis


Two adolescent school girls discover they are victims of a genetic experiment to enhance their faculties. Although forced to keep a low profile at school, witnessing their Headmaster’s suicide accelerates their development drawing them into conflict against powerful enemies; where science and myth are almost indistinguishable. Joined by a third ‘victim’, the trio become confused and frightened by a burgeoning telepathic sense, and as the body count rises they form a hypothesis; that they are being prepared by the remnants of an ancient ‘super race’ to rescue mankind from some impending mass extinction event? And can they face the destiny thrust upon them?




There are no runes or angry gods, only the stars like sand.


Will she who guides the ‘Mill’ return, Once more to seed the land.


(Nordic Mythology)


Chapter One


Amelia knew she was dreaming, at least at first, but who remembers the beginning of a dream? It’s as if some somnolent personal cataclysm triggers a response, leaving the sleeper dropped in at some crisis point trying to find a logical reference to an illogical concept.


Fortunately, or unfortunately, this wasn’t Amelia’s first experience with this particular dream, but on this occasion that thin layer of reason, the barrier that protects the conscious from the subconscious during sleep, was swept away by an almighty crash of thunder, screaming its age-old warning out of the darkness. Travelling from the base of Amelia’s neck and using her skull as a resonance chamber the amplified sound sliced through her overloaded senses, peeling away her very being before lodging in her temples. The violent flashes of lightning surrounded her as if searching for a target and the combined bone wrenching thunder told her the storm was directly overhead. It made her mouth taste of fear, as though she’d eaten something, which had been dead for a very long time; with fur.


Forcing her eyes open she squinted through wind driven rain, each drop as cold as iced needles with the after effect of a bee sting. It lashed at her body, her only protection being her inadequate nightclothes; T shirt and boxer shorts. Standing on a wide tree branch she was unable to decide whether it was instinct or something more primordial that prevented her from looking down.


Turning towards the trunk she found herself looking at a wall of ancient gnarled bark with a torrent of rainwater pouring down the maze of indentations and growth furrows in a bid to reach the roots first. Needing something solid to hang on to she took an unsteady step forward, slipped and plunged into the bole formed by the join to the main trunk. A mass of rotting vegetable matter, insects and animal faeces turned to primordial soup by the rain left her on the edge of hysterics as she climbed out. With humans never having evolved beyond this level of tolerance her only response was to retch in disgust, the only up-side being the driving rain scouring her free of the repulsive slime. Foliage lashed at her relentlessly while she crouched on the branch of this giant tree while she tried to piece her mind back together. She felt more than heard her name being called, again?


“Amelia!” Although the cry wasn’t loud, it was heavy with fear and she knew she had to hurry, but where to? Which way? Where was she? With the thunder reverberating in every bone in her body, rain lacerating her skin and the wind trying to force her into the abyss below her, she used the almost continuous flashes of lightning to make her way along what seemed to be a well-worn path. Looking back to where the trunk should have been, she could just make out through the chaos of the storm that the branch and the path curved away and down into the darkness to vanish into a three dimensional tangle of giant branches and foliage, flash lit by the lightning and stretching out in all directions into the night. The trunk had vanished and once again panic reached out to her, perspective toyed with her mind and she could no longer judge distance or time.


The panic dissipated as quickly as it had arrived to be replaced by an almost uncontrollable fear as she felt a presence. Some instinct, or was it a memory, warned her there was someone or something close by, above her. Trying to control the madness clawing at her mind she realised she was being hunted and fled, not knowing from what or to where.


Leaping from branch to branch with a practised ease, swinging and diving through and over secondary growth she was moving with a strength and balance with which she was as confident as she was unfamiliar. There was no fear of falling as she moved through the tree – it was as if she were born to it, and as her body adapted itself to this new dimension her mind grappled with reality to try and control the situation.


The terrain under her feet changed. She was now running on grass; in a tree? There were shrubs and plants, a patch of freshly dug earth. She was in a garden, speeding past a crude dwelling of some sort; an open-fronted structure of woven branches covered with broad leaves. The noise of the rain hitting the hollow shelter was deafening.


Amelia skidded to an ungainly stop. A small fire lit up the interior of the hut revealing a woman sitting on a stool among the curious angles and shapes in the shadows and that she was of all things, playing a cello. As the bow drew slowly across the strings the sonorous sound somehow undermined the storm, stealing its intensity, offering hope. By the light of the fire she was astounded to see that the bow was actually a long, flat-bladed sword. All other dangers suspended, Amelia stood spellbound by this bizarre scene.


The woman moved and deftly threw the sword to her. It tumbled end over end and she caught it expertly by the handle. The weight and balance were perfect and Amelia knew, somehow, that it was her own weapon.


“Quickly, hurry!” the woman shouted to her, Amelia turned and ran on. The sword felt as if it were part of her, moving with her rather than being a burden. She skidded to an abrupt halt just in time as the garden gave way to – nothing?


An astronaut had once visited her school and explained that without gravity your concept of up and down was dictated by the position of your head and feet so, if you stand at the door of your spaceship and look ‘down’, you begin to realise that down is forever. Amelia knew now exactly what he’d meant; only this time someone had taken away the stars. This is all wrong, she thought as she stepped back from the abyss. Where am I? I want this over with, right now. But the storm thundered around her, mocking her human fragility and confusion.


The silent voice called her again, much weaker now and exhausted, and as her sense of predator grew sharper she knew she had to go on; there was no choice. Grabbing a hanging vine, she swung out into the darkness. What am I doing? Why me? She thought, half terrified.


Someone laughed. It was a woman, and the laugh was one of sheer elation. You’re too late Amelia, she’s mine now. It called.


Amelia heard the voice with its faint trace of a foreign accent inside her head. It seemed to come from outside the storm, somewhere between a dream and reality. She hoped it was a dream, otherwise she was already dead. Not knowing how, she used the silent sound as a direction finder and looking up saw a shadow swinging towards her, sword poised for attack. With a skill she was unaware of Amelia managed to deflect the initial blow and had time for a defensive slashed at the figure, but she was too late, agile as a cat the shadowy figure moved above her.


There was a flash of reflected light as her sword sliced through the vine Amelia was on, and she was falling, falling down into the darkness which closed in around her. She could see nothing. The laughter had stopped and she felt the other voice again, somebody calling her for help. The voices, the storm, the cello – all faded away as she plummeted through a black abyss of fear. No sight or sound, no light or dark, not even time or space, just complete and utter emptiness. She tried to scream but no sound emerged.


Landing on her back, pain tore through her body, she tried to roll but something was clawing at her legs. Dragging air into her lungs through the pain, she lashed out with her sword, but the creature clung more tightly. Panic verging on madness engulfed her as she kicked her way free and rolled clear. The thing seemed poised to attack her again. Was it moving? She could see its single large eye – a great glowing green eye that told her it was 2.47 a.m.


The next flash of lightning showed up the straight lines and familiar angles of her bedroom. She was on the floor about to attack her crumpled, lifeless duvet with a hair brush. The thunder from outside laughed at her as she became fully awake.


Struggling upright, her back hurting between the shoulders where she’d hit the floor, clammy with sweat and disorientated she stared reality in the face muttering, “Not again,” now fully awake.


Getting up from the floor she made her way out to the landing and flicking on the hall light and ran down the uncarpeted stairs, leaping down the last few and, using the newel post to change direction she landed on the stone floor of the long wide corridor. Ignoring the cold medieval flagstones against her bare feet she didn’t break her stride as still shaking and breathless she broke into a run.


Silently she passed the wide French window-style double doors on her left which opened onto her mother’s flower shop, then the kitchen and bathroom to her right and her mother’s bedroom at the end of the corridor.


It was a large room, longer than it was wide – but with the traditional ancient oak beams, low ceiling and the dim light from the bedside lamp, it looked more like a cave. What furniture there was had been placed against the walls to allow her mother to manipulate her electric wheelchair and gain access to her dressing table and personal belongings.


Moving over to the bed Amelia looked down at her mother’s slight figure; her light brown matted hair framing a face wet with perspiration, murmuring as her head moved from side to side and Amelia could see her eyes moving under her eyelids as she struggled through her own nightmare. Returning from the bathroom with a damp flannel and a dry towel, she folded the flannel and laid it across her mother’s forehead. Taking her hand, she gave it a gentle squeeze and the murmuring stopped. Her mother opened her eyes, dazed and confused. She reached up, felt the cool dampness on her forehead and gently wiped her own face.


“Hello,” she said as her eyes focused on her daughter. “Where did you come from?”


“Really mother, weren’t you paying attention during biology classes?” Amelia laughed.


Lucille Jaxson gave her daughter a long look. “What would you prefer for your birthday next week? You can choose between adoption and a DIY euthanasia kit?” They both laughed and Lucy assured her daughter that she was fine and had no memory of any nightmare.


“That’s a bad storm we’re having,” Amelia remarked with an anxious look.


“That’s okay, love. This old house has stood here for a long time. I expect it’s seen worse than this,” said Lucy.


“Well, Mum,” Amelia argued. “This building and that old stone bridge next door has stood here for almost two hundred and fifty years. They’ve got to go sometime.”


“It’s not done too badly really,” countered her mother. “Although I don’t suppose they could have imagined the volume of traffic it would have to take. Still, it seems to be coping well,”


“It was probably the thought of forty-ton, Eighteen-wheelers belting over it that drove poor old King George Mad.” replied her daughter.


“You have a point I suppose,” said Lucy. “Would you change my top pillow please, love? It’s damp.” Amelia did as she was asked, then settled her mother down.


“Do you want me to turn you?”


“No thanks, I’m fine. It’s nearly time to get up anyway. Go and get some more sleep, that’s if you can in this”. Lucy gestured towards the window, which was defending them gallantly against the elements.


Back in her room Amelia’s clock told her it was 3.06 a.m., and picking up her ‘dead’ duvet she climbed into bed and lay there thinking about the night’s events. It wasn’t really surprising that these dreams, or rather nightmares, always occurred during violent thunderstorms, but hers was almost always the same one; not that she could tell at the time, the same unheard voice urging her on, a predator, the same sword and that terrifying fall.


She knew it was her mother calling to her, begging the question; was it her own dream or her mother’s?


Amelia was reminded of one particular night when, after that final fall, she’d landed right next to her mother’s bed, just in time too as her mother had been thrashing around in her sleep and was about to fall out of bed, not so good if you’re paralysed from the waist down. How could they both be in the same dream? Even more worrying was how she had managed to get out of bed and downstairs before she’d woken up?


She always recognised the tree she was in; there was one in her mum’s workshop, or ‘lab’ as she called it. A Bonsai, a specially-cultured miniature, one of several different types her mother owned and it was this hobby, profession and special skill that had made her one of the foremost tree experts in the county.


As a young child Amelia had gazed at the ‘Monkey Pod’ tree imagining tiny people living in its branches. She had no idea where ‘Yucatan’ was, but she’d vowed to go there someday and find a real one, with long sweeping lower branches that she knew could grow wider than it was tall. She’d spent a long time visualising a tree over eighty feet tall. Most of all, she wanted to meet a tree that could close its leaves to let the rain pour through.


Mother, she thought, if you’re messing with my head, could you please cut out the nightmares? That fall is dead scary, not to mention painful and her last thought before she fell asleep was Why a sword?


***


I hate Fridays,” Amelia was saying even before she was awake. She lay in bed listening to the rain hammering at the window as if demanding access. The inflated river sounded like a demented wild animal as it tumbled down through the High Lakes gorges, passed under Amelia’s bedroom window and gave a thunderous roar as it dived for freedom under the old stone bridge.


Sometimes she imagined how nice it would be if the house lost its grip on the river bank and they could all float away together. She loved that river. Particularly at this point, where it squeezed itself under the bridge then slowed to conceal its power like some resting beast.


Salmon had once fought their way up to their breeding grounds, but the lakes were now officially a ‘Government Research Station;’ in reality a fish farm making a lot of money for somebody who already had a lot of money


She smiled as she remembered winning the primary school competition with her ‘River’ poem, and receiving a beautiful pencil case as first prize.


A few days later someone had stolen it.


Her alarm clock intruded violently into her gentle meanderings, as was its way. Sitting up, she turned it off and flicked on her bedside lamp. It flickered and died and she sat in the dark, staring at the green numbers of her clock, which was silently screaming at her to get out of bed. Why let clocks run our entire lives? She thought. Allowing them to tell us what to do and when to do it? Hurry-up, catch the bus, and get to school. Alice in Wonderland’s rabbit popped into her mind, pushing away the mood, which was in danger of settling in.


Wouldn’t it be nice to live in a world with no clocks? She thought. No need to measure time in tiny inconsequential bits. To do things when you wanted to, or when they needed to be done. Free from the rigid structure of a controlled environment. “Vote for cosmic anarchy! That’s what I say.” She said to the little digital clock, raising a fist to the heavens.


Putting on the main light, she looked around her room. Cat-swinging wasn’t an option, but it was okay as she didn’t have a cat. If she tried to exercise, which she did a lot, she found if she wasn’t very careful she’d scrape her knuckles on the old cracked and uneven ceiling. The floor wasn’t much better and would one day probably collapse into the living room below. The whole building was well past its sell-by date. The outside front and shop was a picture postcard country village florist, but behind the facade it had been badly treated as it had lurched from owner to owner over the last two and a half centuries.


When Amelia had asked to move upstairs this had been the only usable room. She had planned to redecorate, but for some reason her mother had refused point blank to spend any money on anything except the shop and her own disabled needs. This was fair enough, but Lucy hadn’t reckoned with her daughter’s expert nagging and well-rehearsed ‘spontaneous’ tantrums.


It had been her mother who’d won the day really. The astute woman had realised she wasn’t going to win and changed tack in that endemic parental way by pretending it was her idea, pointing out that as she couldn’t manage the stairs in her wheelchair, no one would be able to interfere with Amelia’s ‘lifestyle,’ as she’d called it. Amelia had taken up the offer and moved upstairs very quickly and quietly, determined to show that she was a responsible, reliable and very tidy person in a very unreasonable and untidy world.


Her eyes took in the chaos of her room, her original intentions laughing at her. The mud-spattered tracksuit and trainers, which were much used, lay behind the bedroom door looking as if they’d crawled there to die.


Her battered old chest of drawers was open to various levels with clothes spilling out like a multi-coloured frozen waterfall onto the floor. Other clothes and bits of ‘lifestyle’ littered the room in what, she had decided, was her ‘Exotic Medieval’ mode. Her computer table would be a future archaeologist’s dream and the room stared back at her with contempt.


“Well, I tried,” she said to the room, realising she was only into the first few minutes of a bad day.


Scooping up an armful of washing from the floor she headed downstairs, showered and dressed in her tracksuit (the only thing she could find to wear), and then put the kettle on.


She’d spent much longer in the shower than planned. The bathroom was the only ‘civilised’ room in the house in her opinion. It was large, fully tiled and warm; with the added luxury of a wide walk-in shower with a drop-down seat and constant really hot water, plus an inexhaustible supply of large fluffy bath towels. She’d long got used to the low-level disabled toilet with its safety bar.


“Tea in five minutes Mum,” she called as she entered the bedroom.


“And good morning to you, too,” her mother replied with a smile.


“The good is optional this morning, Mum. Listen to that weather,” she said. They could hear the river even from this end of the large, solidly-built house. “At least the storm’s eased up.”


Lucy gave a deep yawn. “You really don’t have to knock, you know,” she said. “I keep telling you.”


“Oh yes I do, mother. As I’ve explained many times, I need to respect your privacy and your dignity. I knock on your door for my benefit as much as for yours,” she finished as she left the room, pleased with that last sentence,


Lucy adjusted her electric bed in order to sit up. Easing her head back she sighed, knowing that it wouldn’t be long before she had to win this regular little skirmish. How can I tell her? She thought. Will there ever be a right time?


As her daughter handed her a cup of hot sweet tea, Lucy looked into those big brown eyes. Not yet, she thought to herself. She’s won’t be ready for a few more years yet, thank the stars. Pulling herself together, she took a diversion from her thoughts.


“At least Molly won’t have to do the outside display today. The hanging baskets would end up in the river.”


“I like Molly,” Amelia responded.


“She’s not too bright,” replied her mother, “but what a cheerful, bubbly personality she has.”


Molly was the daily help. She came in after dropping her twin boys off at primary school and left in time to pick them up, in between time she ran the shop while Amelia was at school and Lucy worked in her lab. As those who knew her were well aware, Molly wasn’t the brightest flower in the shop, but the customers loved her cheerful but not overbearing approach. She had also developed a creative talent for making up bouquets and special orders.


“Molly’s wreaths are to die for”. Lucy had once said; but only the once.


“Come on Mum, let’s get you sorted,” Amelia said, taking Lucy’s empty cup and lifting her mother’s bedclothes exposing what had once been slim and attractive legs, now thin and weak from lack of use.


Amelia admired the way her mother had long ago adjusted to her disability and made the best of it with cheerful humour. Oiling her hands she went through the routine of physiotherapy, massaging her mother’s legs, stretching the tendons and working the muscles.


Although they both knew she knew she wasn’t very good at it, it was enough to get through the day until Mrs Orugo came in the evenings. She was a professional, and Lucy hated the tough, thorough workout she always gave her.


After unplugging the battery charger Amelia placed her mother’s wheelchair next to the bed helping to swing her legs over, while Lucy used her considerable upper body strength to lift herself into it. Amelia knelt on the floor, muttering to herself. “Why do they do this?” as she felt for and found the twin levers to put the chair on auto. “Who are these people? Why put the controls so out of reach?” Her mother smiled and ignoring the complaints, thanked her and trundled off to the bathroom.


“Can you…?” began Amelia.


“Yes.”


“You only have to…”


“I know, I know, thank you,” Lucy called back. I’ll have to find the courage to tell her one day I suppose. the thought cast a shadow in her mind.


A few minutes later they were sitting either side of a small antique table Amelia had placed in the centre of the room. This was one of her favourite times, breakfast with her mum; time spent together before the outside world was ready to intrude with its own reality.


Starting with freshly squeezed orange juice, scrambled eggs and bacon, followed by toast and marmalade it was a simple but adequate breakfast. And as Lucy had said, after Amelia’s first disastrous attempt to cook, ‘It’s the company that counts.’


“Will you be all right for tomorrow, love?” asked Lucy, “Nigel is going to be early. He has another job on afterwards.”


“Okay Mum, I’ll be waiting to help him unload, don’t worry. I expect the delivery won’t be that big.”


“No, I cut back on the order in anticipation of this awful weather.” Lucy responded. “There won’t be much passing trade, but there are quite a few orders to be made up for a wedding. We’ll need to get an early start. Will you be able to manage?”


“Mum,” her daughter answered, “If I can manage that school I’m at, I’m ready for anything.”


“Things not going so good then, I gather.”


“Oh, it’s okay, really,” replied Amelia with a sigh. “It’s not just that I’m way ahead of everyone else, including some of the teachers, and not because the other kids are all a bit dim or anything, it’s just that there’s something missing. There’s no sense of adventure, no initiative, they just follow the rules like sheep. All they’re interested in is fashion and football.”


“Isn’t that a good thing for a school that size?”


“It’s just that…oh, I don’t know. It’s as if the world they live in doesn’t matter. There’s no humour and the administration seems to be more interested in crowd control than education. It’s too stifling.” She gave her mother a helpless shrug and smiled.


“You’re not putting it very well, but I know what you mean. I’ve spent a lot of time in schools and colleges and, I agree, you have to laugh sometimes, if only to stop yourself going insane.”


“Yes, that’s exactly how it feels,” said Amelia. “They do laugh and joke, but it all seems so childish and somehow the spark is missing. I don’t really know what it is. Perhaps it’s me,”


Amelia’s mother laughed. You’re damn right young lady, and that’s the way it’s meant to be. The thought crowded into her mind, but she said, “That reminds me of our favourite university saying.”


“What’s that then?” Amelia asked.


“See the happy moron, she doesn’t give a damn. I wish I were a moron. Oh god, perhaps I am.” And they both laughed.


“I’m surrounded by idiots!” Amelia cried.


“Don’t knock idiots, young lady. We need them,” said Lucy.


“We do? Why?”


“It’s obvious. Without idiots, we’d have no satisfactory way to measure our own intelligence.”


Amelia raced from the room howling through her laughter. “I gottagoloo…”


By the time she returned, her mother had cleared the breakfast things so she put the table back against the wall and they both proceeded to get Lucy showered and dressed for the day.


Beige slacks, soft black shoes, a white blouse and a soft brown cardigan. Lucy insisted that, even though she couldn’t walk, that was no excuse for not trying to look nice. And she did. Her plentiful soft brown hair framed a pretty face. Her large brown eyes were warm and friendly. A touch of make-up to hide the depths of pain and depression she’d been through in her life, and when people spoke to her, she made them feel they were the most important person in her world.


As Amelia turned to leave the room, her mother called her back. “By the way, we have a problem next Saturday. Molly can’t come in.”


“What? But Mum, it’s my birthday.” Amelia’s mood began to darken.


“I know, and you haven’t let me forget it. Don’t worry, we’ll think of something.” And as her mother turned towards her dressing table Amelia went back upstairs trying to hold her anger in check.


“Damn,” she uttered. “Why does everything I want have to go wrong? For goodness sake, I don’t ask for much.”


Dressed in her school uniform, which was about as comfortable as it was inspiring, she found her school bag and checked the contents; looked at her timetable, which made depressing reading, then went back downstairs.


In the bathroom, she gave her teeth an over-energetic scrub and tore at her long, almost blonde hair. Then, remembering her ruined birthday, she slammed her hairbrush into the sink in temper.


As she picked the broken handle out she was hit by stomach cramps.


Another of nature’s delights, she thought as she looked at herself in the mirror searching for someone to blame for her troubles. More disappointment followed when she realised that there wasn’t anybody, only her own reflection. Who do you think you are, Amelia Jayne Jaxson? She thought as she stared at herself in the mirror. Stop all this self-pity rubbish and get a grip. Mother comes first, not you.


She didn’t feel the part, but it made her think. She was so very proud of her mum. The shop she had started had become a great success. It must have been a daunting prospect, losing her husband so tragically and having to adjust to life in a wheelchair with a toddler to look after as well. It showed what sort of person she was.


It reminded of her own problems and decided that, if her mother could face her disability with such determination and humour, without ever complaining (not that Amelia had ever heard her), then her own fears and doubts about life and growing up should be treated in the same fashion.


Feeling a little better about herself, she went into the kitchen and scooped an apple and a bag of crisps into her bag. Noticing the washing-up and the pile of clothes and towels by the washing machine her shoulders slumped. The mood she’d been fighting crept back into her mind, reminding her it was still Friday.


Trying to shake off her returning despondency, she went through to the shop where her mother was sorting the till float for the day.


“Sorry, Mum,” she said, even though she didn’t feel it.


“That’s all right, my love. Forget it,” Lucy replied, and to change the subject added


“Molly gets so flustered if she runs low on change, not that she’ll need much today.” Amelia, standing by the shop door to keep an eye out for the school bus, relaxed slightly. The mention of Molly brought her back to her own disappointment.


Molly couldn’t work on the weekends, not that she would. She loved spending time with her six-year-old twins, and why not? Amelia ran the shop with her mother on Saturdays and, as that day was her birthday would it have to be cancelled? Not that there were any great plans. It wasn’t, after all a national holiday, but the fact that it was Halloween didn’t help. She’d accepted her mother’s offer of a day to herself. Get up when she felt like it, do what she wanted, go shopping or slob around the house. Anything she liked, for a whole day.


She’d had to admit to a feeling of guilt as their lifestyle didn’t lend itself to these luxuries of behaviour. But her mother had insisted, with the added reasoning that, for her, it was a cheap way out. It was when she had been told that Mrs Orugo, the physiotherapist, was coming in to get her mother up that she had felt a genuine stab of jealousy.


Her devious mother had also added that being fifteen gave her licence to leave her room in a mess legally. She’d given her mum a hug and wondered how she’d known about her room, and was that some kind of threat?


As the coach came into sight she unlocked the shop door and with a quick wave to her mother she stepped out into the rain. The wind tore at her and she felt for a moment as if she were in some Gothic story, struggling across desolate moorland, calling the name of her lost love. Fat chance! She thought, as a passing lorry soaked her shoes.


“Is this the happy ending?” she grumbled to herself, as she looked down at her wet feet. “What else can go wrong today?”


***


Stepping onto the bus she found a seat and tried to ignore the smell of wet clothes and stale tobacco breath, and the swearing from the back seats. Nobody spoke to her and she just sat there feeling lonely and miserable as she watched the shop disappear.


This place was so precious to her. This was her home, her life, and she loved it so much she was quite prepared to put her own hopes and dreams on hold. A straight choice between obligations and ambitions she considered a ‘no contest’.


At least her resolve released her from the problem of what to be when she grew up, her future was set in stone and it was what she wanted, she mused. College, university and academic success, along with romance, marriage and kids she considered to be no more than social engineering to maintain the status quo; finishing up with the long struggle against debt and doubt wasn’t her idea of a life, working hard for somebody else’s benefit.


Amelia was well aware that she was light years ahead of the rest of the pupils in her school. She’d smiled at the remarks the sociology teacher Mr Osmond had made to her in her first year at high school. “Don’t get upset Miss Jaxson, he’d said, we’re all basically the same; it’s just that some have differing social values”. But privately Amelia still preferred to call them ‘geeks and plebeians’. The very idea of a life spent jumping through carefully constructed hoops in the struggle to purchase more labour saving devices than there are labours was almost abhorrent to her. And being pleased with the bonus of two for one dog chews as reward for your efforts all seemed so pointless.


That first year at High School had been a nightmare for her. Launched from primary in a blaze of glory for her achievements both in the classroom and the sports field, great things had been predicted, but she’d soon learned the sad truth. Proud of her abilities she’d forged ahead with her class work, unaware she was making the rest feel inadequate, and not a little jealous. She won everything on the sports field and the others gave up trying.


The net result was that she soon found herself ostracised from normal social interaction, and that’s when the bullying had started. Her mother’s complaints to the School Board had resulted in a cursory investigation and it was decided there was no evidence to support her claims. Open season on Amelia Jaxson was inevitable.


Mother and daughter grew closer during those years. She owed her very existence to her mother. Everything she was and everything she would be belonged to her and it went far deeper and was much more precious than the much sought after student loan. If Molly was off and she didn’t get a birthday then she would have to lump it. After all, it was just another day really. Whatever happened, her mother came first and she vowed that, come what may, she would never, ever, let her down.


Amelia Jayne Jaxson was fortunately unaware that, before she was much older, her vow would be tested beyond the limits of even her own vivid imagination.




Chapter Two


The bus journey usually took about fifteen minutes but, with the wind and the rain conspiring to let them know that winter was on its way, it was going to take a lot longer this morning. After a few heart-stopping miles, with the normally non-committal driver struggling and swearing non-stop, they reached the fork where the bus swung left, up the hill towards its destination. Amelia heard several gasps from the other children. Someone said, “Oh no!” and a few “Wows!” and expletives came from the back seats.


Where the road forked left up the hill towards Warem Down stood the Moonraker pub. It was an impressive old building rumoured to be haunted and once a smuggler’s den, complete with the pond which supported its name. Large and misshapen where many and varied additions and alterations had been carried out over the centuries. Everyone was looking at the huge old oak tree that had stood next to it. Now a victim of the storm it lay like some mortally wounded creature, its branches writhing and lashing out its death throes in futile defiance at the storm. The thought came to her that, one day, her life would be over too, and Amelia Jayne Jaxson had her first glimpse of her own mortality.


The tree disappeared from sight and she sat down, feeling a strange uneasiness. The old oak tree was said to be over five hundred years old and she thought about its life and all the things it had seen. Generations of children playing in and around it, war, peace, young lovers, old lovers; gone, forever. It reminded her of her mother’s words of not so long ago. ‘Everything changes, Amelia. Nothing stays the same. Get used to it, you can never go back’. Had there been a touch of bitterness in her words? She didn’t know, but sadness wormed its way into her thoughts, extending her mood.


Her mind wandered into the twists and turns of time. Yesterday that tree was where it had always been, and tomorrow it will never be there again. She would always think of this as a personal ‘before’ and ‘after’ with that bit in the middle as the marker for change.


I hope the change from child to adult is not so traumatic, she thought, and was still wondering about growing up being for better or for worse when the bus stopped.


***


St Margaret’s Catholic School was a large ugly building in the early Victorian Gothic revivalist style. The slate roof did nothing to enhance its architectural appeal,


Hesitating on the bottom step, wondering whether to jump the large puddle the driver had found or to walk through it with her already wet shoes Amelia was suddenly pitched forward when somebody collided with her from behind. Falling forward into the puddle she landed on her hands and knees, feeling the crumbling tarmac ruining her school uniform green tights and raking her skin. Whoever it was landed on her back and they both ended up lying face down in half an inch of dirty water with the rain pounding on their backs. They lay still and were lucky not to get trampled by the laughing squealing hoard that followed them, stamping in the large puddle for their own twisted amusement then running off whooping and cheering, taking delight in someone else’s misfortune


Standing up trying to brush the water off their clothes Amelia looked up to see a girl about her own age who looked absolutely terrified.


“I hate Fridays,” said Amelia, mostly to herself.


“I’m so sorry,” the girl was saying. “I’m so, so sorry.” She was blustering in panic.


“It’s okay. It was my fault. I stopped on the bottom step. You couldn’t have missed me. Please don’t worry, and ignore the ignorants, it’s their idea of fun”


Looking at the girl, she saw a pretty face with a wide mouth, and a skin texture that told of a love of the outdoors. She had bright, penetrating green eyes with over-long lashes, but the most striking feature was her over-abundance of hair. Whatever had been holding it together had been lost in the fall, and the wind was tearing at it as if to strangle her. But above all was the colour, a deep luxurious red. Like dancing flames, thought Amelia to herself. The rain, however, was winning, giving her the appearance of a young, frightened Medusa as her hair became plastered to her head,


Amelia bent down to investigate the damage to her uniform tights, brush the gravel out of her knees and wipe the blood stars away. When she looked up she couldn’t help smiling at the look of horror on the girl’s face as she stared at the school building.


“Isn’t it great?” said Amelia. “Notice the subtle absence of all architectural features, and how the style conjures up a feeling of total revulsion.” The girl was speechless. “Don’t worry, it gets better,” Amelia added.


“And exactly how could that be?” said the girl, with a slight Irish accent.


“Once you’ve seen the inside it makes you appreciate the outside more.”


“Oh Jesus, help!” responded the girl in a quiet voice.


“First day?” asked Amelia.


“First school,” answered the girl.


“Wow! Ever?”


“Yeah.”


“That’s tough. My name’s Amelia,” she told her. “What’s yours?”


“Rayn,” said the girl. “Spelt with a y.”


“That’s odd.”


“Not really. It was supposed to be Ryan, but my dad was dyslexic,” she grinned.


“Isn’t Ryan a boy’s name?” Amelia laughed.


“Yeah, but he was also pretty stupid. Anyway he’s dead now.”


“Oh I’m so sorry.”


“Really? I didn’t know it was your fault.” grinned Rayn.


Laughing together they linked arms and, skip dancing through the rain they entered the school. Both girls being loose limbed and athletic, their buoyant mood belied their appearance and Amelia couldn’t help but notice how Rayn’s wide-mouthed smile seemed to draw her in. It was highly contagious and she felt as if she could breathe freely again.


After cramming everything into Amelia’s locker, they hung on to each other in the push to Friday assembly in the ‘Great Hall,’ a huge, high-ceilinged room that hung with threadbare religious tapestries in an effort, Amelia was sure, to obscure the inevitability of time and change.


It always reminded Amelia of a temple, but she was never sure whether it was dedicated to some minor educational deity, or perhaps a more virulent God of social engineering.


As everybody settled down, Amelia whispered to Rayn. “Not to worry, the tapestries only smell this bad when it rains.”


A passing eagle-eared prefect homed in on their giggles and chided them in a loud voice in an effort to impress his superiors. “Come on now, settle down. Remember, school days are the best days of your life.”


“There’s not much hope for the future then,” Rayn whispered to Amelia, “if everything gets worse after this!”


A fit of the giggles is never a good thing to have in assembly on a wet Friday morning. A total breakdown can only lead to disaster. They were still laughing uncontrollably as they were being ‘escorted’ from the hall.


“What happens now?” asked Rayn, once they were in the corridor and she could breathe again.


“Don’t know, I’ve never been in trouble before.”


“Oh great. Well, at least you’ve got further to fall than me,” said Rayn.


“At a guess I’d say we’ll get a lecture from Miss Dempsey and either a detention or, more likely an extra essay. She likes giving those out,” Amelia told her.


“What subject does she teach?”


“RE,” was the short sharp reply.


Rayn slumped back and gently banged her head against the wall.


“Not that,” she muttered. “Anything but religion.”


Amelia stared at the masses of flaming wet hair and the tears of laughter staining her new friend’s face. She liked this girl, she felt Rayn to be a kindred spirit with her off-the-wall humour. It gave Amelia a completely different perspective on her own neat little life. She was a breath of fresh air in this stale Victorian warehouse, with its ivy-covered teachers and the culture of arrogance they waved like a banner of so-called excellence. Perhaps there’s hope for the future after all, she mused.


“I’m so glad we met, Rayn. I’m going to like you,” she said, smiling.


Rayn whirled round on her. “You’re glad we met?” she exclaimed. “That’s rich. I pushed you over in a puddle, got us soaking wet, had us thrown out of assembly and in trouble with the staff, and for all that I’m going to get a religious essay! For Pete’s sake Amelia, I’m an Irish Catholic with a Protestant father. My idea of religion will make these people tear their hair out, and I’ll be in even more trouble.” She paused for a gasp of air before continuing her tirade. “I wish I’d just pushed you over, jumped on you and ran off. Remind me to stay away from your friends as well.”


“That shouldn’t present a difficult prospect,” said Amelia, “I don’t have any.”


Stunned for a moment, Rayn took a long pause. “Wow!” she said at last. “If we can create this amount of chaos in ten minutes flat, just think what we can achieve in a whole term!”


As they were about to erupt into laughter again, Miss Dempsey appeared looking smug and superior. “Jaxson, and whoever you are, my off…” Her whole demeanour immediately froze and completely at a loss she watched as the two girls, deserted by both self-discipline and dignity, collapsed into a tangled mass of uncontrollable hysterical laughter.


***


The two girls sat in the cold stone corridor outside the Headmaster’s office. Miss Dempsey, not having properly recovered from such disrespectful behaviour that was so completely alien to her, had marched them ‘upstairs’. Her voice and manner indicated to them that they would be entering the ‘Gates of Hell for Final Judgement’.


Sitting together on what was obviously an old church pew; with its rich, dark, well-polished wood that had seen years of use, they appreciated its antiquity and both agreed that pews were the most uncomfortable seats ever invented.


Looking up at the huge Gothic-style arched window opposite them, they watched the rain running down the inside of the stained glass. It dripped off the windowsill onto a rusty radiator and on to the floor, where it lay, wondering what to do next.


“How come you don’t have any friends?” asked Rayn. Their mood had sobered somewhat, sitting as they had been for over half an hour in wet clothes. The humour in them had given way to the seriousness of reality and both girls were apprehensive.


“Oh, it’s just one of those things,” Amelia replied.


“No it’s not,” said Rayn. “You don’t just end up without any friends, there must be a reason.” her reasoning displayed a swift mind and a nimble tongue.


“I’ve sort of got this thing,” Amelia was reluctant to explain.


“Is it curable?”


“Don’t start me off again, we’re in enough trouble,” said Amelia. “No, I’ve got this memory thing.”


“Hey, they’re great for getting you home for dinner. What exactly are you talking about?” replied Rayn, curiously.


“I rarely forget anything I see, read or hear.”


“Photographic memory, you mean,” said Rayn, her eyes lighting up.


“Sort of,” replied Amelia, “but I only remember things I’m interested in. You know – maths, science, English. Practical things mainly. The trouble is I think someone told Miss Dempsey I’m trying to flunk her classes on purpose, but the truth is I just can’t take it in. There’s no logic to religion, it makes no sense.”


“You got that right,” said Rayn. “I hate to ask, but do you speed read as well?”


“Yeah, I’m sorry.” Amelia felt dejected at having to tell her new friend.


“You’re the only other person I’ve met who can, and I’ve got the same sort of memory thing as well” said Rayn.


“What? You mean you can too?” Amelia was suddenly thrilled at the prospect of a co-conspirator.


“Yeah. Do you just run your eye down the middle of the page and all the information just seems to crowd around it?”


“Yes. That’s it exactly. My mum says it can’t be taught, either you can or you can’t. Apparently it’s a rare gift,” said Amelia.


“My mum claims she taught me. I’m going to have words with her. I’m so glad I’ve met someone else who can do it. I was beginning to feel like a freak.”


“Judging by the mess we’re in, you probably are,” laughed Amelia. “The problem is it puts you miles ahead of the others.”


“Why is that such a problem? Surely you’d be a star pupil?” said Rayn, with a frown.


“No chance, the teachers can’t handle it. They like to teach at their own speed, one bright kid and they’re flummoxed. They won’t move you up in case the older kids influence you. So I’ve learned to coast along just below the top graders. It makes life easier. Mass mediocrity seems to be the flavour of our generation. What I’d like to know is how did Miss Dempsey figure me out.”


“Amelia, that’s awful. I had no idea it was like that. What am doing here?” protested Rayn.


“Anyway,” Amelia continued. “Kids don’t like the ‘smarts’. In this place, it’s, ‘Them and Us’, the teachers and the kids. If you show any kind of ability then you’re not one of us or one of them, so that doesn’t leave many options. I have got one friend though, sort of. Sam. He’s black and I also think he’s gay, so he’s another loner. We talk now and then. I haven’t seen him for a while though…”


“Is it the same on the sports field?” Rayn asked only to be further disappointed by the answer. “Oh no,” she continued. “What am I doing here? I’m supposed to be way ahead of my years and came here to get some comparisons and improve.”


“Sorry kiddo,” Amelia sympathised. “It’s the same for me. I do most of my work on the Open University. You’ve got the right motivation, but the wrong school. Sorry.”


They sat on the uncomfortable pew in their soggy clothes, feeling cold and miserable. The rain had decided to join them and was easing its way across the flagstones towards their wet feet.


“Is this really your first school?” Amelia felt the need to keep both their minds off their present situation.


“Oh, mum and I moved around a lot.” Rayn explained. “She’s been teaching me at home,” explained Rayn.


“That sounds like a dream,” said Amelia.


“It definitely had its advantages, but my mum wasn’t really a teacher and she pushed me a bit hard through primary. She couldn’t understand when I couldn’t understand.”


“Why did you move around so much then?” Amelia asked.


“We follow the craft fairs – you know, exhibitions, carnivals, those sorts of things. Mum’s a dab hand at carving pictures into leather. She makes belts, bags, hats, even sandals, not to forget her ‘Gypsy Rose’ fortune telling. We did all right. Anyway, Mum hates staying in the same place too long. She calls it her Gypsy Wanderlust.”


“You’re a gypsy, then?” said Amelia, thrilled at this new revelation.


“Yeah, sort of. Half, anyway.”


“Good for you,” said Amelia, her mind filling with images of the romance and adventure of ‘life on the open road’.


“Not so good, really. It’s taken me a year to get her to stay put and let me go to school to get some qualifications. Now look where it’s got me, and on my first day! She’s going to kill me.” She looked around the dank, depressing example of a bygone and much maligned age and gave a sigh of hopeless surrender.


“I’m sorry,” said Amelia.


“Not your fault.”


“Yes it is,” cut in Amelia quickly. “You made me laugh, and on a day like this that’s really something. I shouldn’t have gone along with it. I just lost all sense of reason and I should have known better. It was just so refreshing to meet someone with a sense of humour that I got carried away.”


They sat in silence for a while, watching the rain spreading across the floor towards them while they listened to the wind chasing itself around outside.


“What’s the boss like, then?” asked Rayn. “Are we in big time trouble?”


Amelia felt a shiver go through her, and it wasn’t just the cold. “Oh…er…well, he’s like anybody else really.”


“But what’s he like?” Rayn persisted.


“Don’t know,” said Amelia, too quickly. “I’ve never met him.”


“But you must have seen him? Didn’t you get an impression of what he’s like?”


“I…er… never took any notice, really.”


Rayn took a deep breath. “Amelia, you’re not a very good liar. What are you trying to hide?”


Amelia was quiet for a moment. She knew she’d been out manoeuvred and wasn’t quite sure how to respond. “Well,” she said, unable to think of anything intelligent to say. “It’s that he’s a bit, well, odd.”


“Odd?” replied Rayn in exasperation. “Exactly what do you mean by…?” She was cut off in mid-sentence. The large, imitation-mahogany door of the Headmaster’s office opened and Miss Dempsey appeared with her nose in the air and a dark expression still on her almost pretty face. She walked quickly past the two girls without even a glance in their direction; her straight back accentuated her slim figure forcing her to take short sharp steps which echoed along the stone floor.


The Headmaster’s secretary came out and smiled at them. She was an attractive, middle-aged woman, smartly dressed with subtle, soft make-up and prematurely greying hair. “The headmaster will see you now,” she said. Her voice was warm and pleasant.


The room was magnificent. It could only have been a Headmaster’s office. Oak panelling on the walls hung with paintings of previous Headmasters. Glass cabinets crammed full of trophies and photos of past successes, each with their own story to tell. There were neat, tidy bookshelves filled with large ancient tomes, gold leaf titles complementing the dark red leather bindings. But most of all it was warm.


To the left was an ornate marble fireplace, too large but somehow just right. An artificial log fire gave the impression of flame and colour. Above this was an oversize painting of a man in Cardinal’s robes. Amelia couldn’t read the inscription but it had to be ‘Our Founder’. The portrait and the fireplace looked picture perfect, like something from a luxury furnishings magazine.


To the right there stood the great vaulted stained glass window, in much better condition than its elder brother in the corridor. In front of a long, low modern radiator beneath the window stood an oak coffee table displaying a magnificent bouquet of flowers. Amelia spotted immediately that they were professional, expensive and plastic. certainly not supplied by my mother, she thought to herself. The carpet was a typical deep luxurious red and the mahogany furnishings reflected the light beautifully. The chairs were in red felt upholstery, with brass edging studs shining mischievously. The Headmaster’s desk, however, was a glass and chrome monstrosity, which was so out of place it made Amelia wonder why they had bothered.


She glanced across at Rayn and her heart missed a beat when she saw the look on her friend’s face as she stared at the man behind the desk. oh no, she thought, come on girl, hold it together.


***


Professor Theodore Elijah Melkins had had an almost brilliant academic career. An anthropologist, archaeologist and palaeobotanist – his studies had covered a wide range of associated subjects. Although he had enough letters after his name to fill a small dictionary, in a society that offers no discrimination against ability he unfortunately lacked the vital criteria for modern day success – personality and looks!


Too much time in the company of books or at the bottom of a trench had left him with little or no social skills. As regards his looks, he could be considered, to a certain extent, unfortunate that his life had coincided with the popularity of a certain children’s cartoon series.


He was clever enough to realise that the headmastership of a secondary school had become the upper limit of his career, and he had settled down to make as good a job as he could. His problem wasn’t the fact that he wasn’t very good at it, but that nobody liked him. The poor man was so boring that he was the first person not to be included on party or dinner guest lists.


His most endearing quality, according to the pupils, was that he considered all school children to have a mental age of six, and because Amelia had picked most of this up from the other kids in the school and hadn’t given it much thought, even though some of his assembly ‘sermons’ often left her wondering what the point was that he’d been trying to make.


This was the first time she’d seen him close up, and looking at his face and thinking of her new friend’s sense of humour, wondered if she should throw herself through the stained glass window and get it over with.


Professor Melkins had a long, thin face. A very long, thin face. His mouth was much too low and too wide, which gave him floppy cheeks and caused his face to appear pear-shaped. He had eyes that were too close together, too high and with large bags under them. Curly grey hair billowed out from above his ears, with a shiny bald area at the summit.


His voice was deep but thin, more like a low whine. He spoke slowly and was extremely articulate, pronouncing every letter of every word with a well-practised accuracy, which reminded the listener of subliminal fingernails and a blackboard!


Looking down at the two folders on his desk he raised his head but it seemed to stay at the same height, his neck pushing back into his gown while his shoulders remained in the same position. Amelia was terrified. Surely Rayn would figure out his nickname before long?


The headmaster looked up at Amelia, opened her folder and spoke. “Amelia Jayne Jaxson. Are you sure there’s a ‘y’ in Jayne?” Before she could answer, he muttered “No matter, no matter. Your academic record is quite impressive, quite impressive indeed. I hope it’s all above board and honest?” Amelia said nothing, beginning to understand why he was so disliked. “And you, a new girl I see.” He turned to his secretary who was standing to one side of his desk. “Miss Collins, somebody has spelt this girl’s name wrong. Would you see to it please?”


“Yes, Headmaster,” she replied, her face denied that her tolerance levels were at maximum.


“And are these the two girls who…”


“Yes Headmaster.” Miss Collins repeated, hurriedly. “I’ll speak to them later.” She said as she frowned at him.


“Well then,” he continued, “your education assessments are very impressive, so what am I going to do with you?” Amelia’s stomach turned over. “It would seem that you, Miss Jaxson, have avoided a career of disciplinary indifference, if this report is to be believed. And you, Miss?” He thumbed through Rayn’s folder. “Whatever. It’s your first day I gather, so it may be that you are unaware of our strict code of conduct. I will forgive this indiscretion at this time. What have you to say for yourselves?” he asked.


Amelia glanced at Rayn and knew she had to act quickly; Rayn was getting there. Any minute now, she thought and jumped to her feet. “We’re so sorry, Headmaster. It was a simple fit of the girlie giggles. We momentarily lost control, it won’t happen again, we promise.” Having won the day, she didn’t need to plead. She just needed to get Rayn out of there, and fast! She made a move toward the door.


Professor Melkins stood up. He was very tall and his head hung low in his chest as he picked up his mortarboard.


No! Amelia silently screamed. Don’t put it on, please! Too late. The professor flicked some invisible dust from that pretentious emblem of academic success, and adjusted it over his bald forehead. Ah well, thought Amelia. We nearly made it! Rayn finally exploded. Theodore Melkins stood there with his long face, the black tassel hanging over his forehead and Rayn screamed “EEYORE!”


Before she could finish the word, Amelia hit her in the back, hard. Rayn gasped in pain but, before the hysterics got her, she was grabbed by the hair and swung screaming towards the door, which was being held open by Miss Collins.


Amelia let go of Rayn’s hair, put her foot in the middle of her back and shoved. The poor girl’s feet left the floor as she flew past the secretary. The speed with which Rayn changed the enforced flight into a shoulder roll to finish upright, facing them and ready for retaliation impressed Amelia, and she prayed that nobody noticed. The secretary; stone faced and looking as if she witnessed scenes like this every day, followed the girl out and quietly closed the door.


Turning to the professor, Amelia presented her sweetest face and spoke. “Sorry about that, professor. She’s caught a cold from these wet clothes. I had to get her out fast in case she sneezed on you again.” It was pretty inane but it was the best she could think of.


“Yes…I…well…er…yes, thank you. Take her to the nurse, will you, please. That’s all. Dismissed,” he responded as he left by his private door into his quarters.


The corridor was empty. Amelia slammed the office door shut behind her and ran, her wet shoes squelching at every step. She burst through the heavy fire doors at the far end into the intersecting corridor. To her left, another ghastly stained glass window, and to her right another long, empty corridor. The doors and open stairwells leading off made her feel, just for a moment, as if she were back in the tree of her nightmares.


“Rayn!” she almost screamed in panic.


“Here.” The voice came from behind her. Back down the corridor from where she’d just fled she noticed a door to the left. Slightly ajar, it revealed a small utility room adjoining the Headmaster’s office. Rayn was sitting on a chair looking miserable while Miss Collins was pouring tea into three bone china cups on the wooden draining board next to an old Victorian sink. “Amelia,” Rayn demanded, “why didn’t you warn me that he was the spitting image of…oh…” Her voice tailed in confusion.


As Amelia sank down beside her Miss Collins asked, as if nothing unusual had happened. “Sugar, anyone?” Rayn, realising her error, tried to stutter an apology. Miss Collins handed out the tea with a smile. “Drink this and then we’ll get you down to the infirmary to dry off,” she said. Both girls sipped their sweet tea gratefully.


“Miss Collins, we…” Amelia was cut short by the look Miss Collins gave them over her glasses. It was based on many years of experience and she used it to gain control of any given situation. There was silence. Both young girls were totally subdued. They sat with their hot tea in their cold hands, more terrified than they had been at any time since assembly.


“Professor Melkins is, I’ll concede, rather odd-looking and that his manner lacks a certain charm,” continued Miss Collins as she sipped her tea. “That’s better,” she murmured to herself. “But it would have been polite of you to have shown a little more respect.”


Rayn cringed, but said nothing. Miss Collins looked directly at her and carried on. “In your defence, as this is your first exposure to the professor at close range, I’m surprised you lasted as long as you did, taking into account your age and immaturity.” She moved across the room but remained standing. Amelia noticed with surprise how graceful her movements were.


“Perhaps things would have worked out better if I’d remembered to misplace his mortar board. Oh well, what’s done is done.” She was thinking aloud rather than speaking directly to the girls. “Fortunately,” she added, “the Professor is completely unaware of the name or the existence of his, er, doppelgänger.”


Amelia felt a strange feeling. It wasn’t the cold, damp clothing or the hot tea. She just had the feeling that something wasn’t quite right but she didn’t know what. “However,” continued Miss Collins, interrupting Amelia’s thoughts, “having read your files and listened to your conversation in the corridor, I realise I am dealing with two exceptional young intellects.” She paused for a moment. “No! Don’t look surprised. You both know exactly what I mean. You two will certainly lift our grades this year and well you know it.”


Amelia was suddenly aware that here was someone who would make a formidable enemy. Shrewd and intelligent she was someone who was really in control, and would use all of her available resources in the fight to protect her domain. Her sense of uneasiness grew as she listened to this compelling woman.


“So,” Miss Collins continued, “I want you to know that the professor is one of the kindest and most intelligent men I have ever met. He is a brilliant anthropologist and has spent many years travelling the world living with remote tribes. He’s written several books on the subject and was once considered to be the world’s foremost authority on social evolution.”


“What happened?” asked Rayn, anticipating the ‘fall’.


“In his last book,” replied the school secretary, “he put forward a hypothesis that human history goes back a lot further than our known history and he proposed that within one specific species of human there are ancient rituals and ceremonies going back at least forty thousand years, and were not based on religion but in fact were a very advanced understanding of natural medical science. He claimed to have discovered early evidence of amputations, organ transplants and even heart surgery at a time when we were supposed to have still been hairy spear throwing hunter-gatherers. This knowledge was so advanced it affected human evolution, and we are only just beginning to rediscover some of these secrets. He then found skeletal fragments and teeth which dated less than a thousand years later, which suggested this particular sub-group had no apparent diseases and had doubled their life span. I must admit, I don’t know much about it, but his comparisons of prehistoric artefacts and skeletal remains do seem to point to a possibility.”


Amelia sat back for a moment. She was still listening, but a corner of her mind was nagging for attention. This doesn’t make sense, it told her, why would a couple of kids, up on the ‘carpet’, be getting a full-on explanation on what makes the headmaster tick from this woman who had a fierce reputation of protecting him from his own failings? She was absolutely certain that nobody else had had the ‘privilege’ of this little lecture. She was sure to have heard about it otherwise. What was going on?


“Anyway,” Miss Collins was still talking. “His conclusion was that the evolution was far too rapid in geological terms and he joined the ‘Alien Visitation’ school of thought. This didn’t go down well with the ‘Establishment’ but the real killer was his insistence that a complete understanding of the natural world was the key to their success. In his latest book he proposed that our dependence on synthetic substances were detrimental and we should re-examine our philosophy with a view to a change of direction.”


She smiled at this point; pleased and relieved she had their attention. “Unfortunately,” she continued. “The academic world made a meal of him. It ruined his career and his credibility as an anthropologist. He was ridiculed by the pharmaceutical industry and they refused to accept even the possibility, considering it a science-fiction hoax.”


Miss Collins took their mugs and placed them in the chipped and battered sink. During the pause, Amelia felt the sorrow but couldn’t detect any change in the secretary’s manner.


She looked at the woman’s face and their eyes met, then quite unexpectedly, and for no reason she could imagine, she became very interested in the Professor’s book.


“Excuse me, Miss Collins,” she said cautiously. “Is his book still available?”


Before she replied, Miss Collins held her gaze steady as if, Amelia felt, she was trying to hide some hidden response; Relief? Excitement? Anticipation?


Amelia sat very still wondering if her brain had come off its gimbles. What is the matter with you? she asked herself. Stop all this nonsense, but heard herself saying, “I’d like to read it. It sounds fascinating,”


“No one has ever asked us that before,” replied Miss Collins, “but then I don’t suppose many people have heard of it. No one seems interested in the prospect of our version of history being wrong, and those few who do have been forced to the periphery of the debate and labelled as cranks. Yes, I think we can find you one. I’m sure there’s one in the school library. We’ll need you to look after it, though.”


Amelia was quick to sense a feeling of relief emanating from this imposing woman, and also the subtle change from ‘I’ and ‘He’, to ‘US’ and ‘We’, and she wondered how long the two of them had been a ‘plural’.


“It’s rather heavy literature, you know.” Miss Collins continued with a warnng. “He’s not a story teller, unfortunately.” Miss Collins smiled and added, “But I’m sure you can manage.”


Rayn had been sitting quietly during this time, her mind a confused mixture of embarrassment, pity and guilt. Poor old Eeyore, she thought. “Excuse me, Miss Collins,” Rayn spoke up. “Did the professor really believe that spacemen came down and taught these people advanced medicine? If so what happened to them?”


Miss Collins looked at Rayn and her shoulders seemed to slump a little. “That was the main question asked at the time. Sadly, he had no answers and was ill equipped to defend himself. He tried to explain that it was just a theory, but to no avail. His opposition became quite ruthless in their condemnation.” Both girls were surprised at the bitterness that had crept into the secretary’s voice, but they remained quiet so as not to antagonise her any further.


***


As they squelched down the corridor and through the puddle which had finally reached the pew, Amelia’s mind was spinning like an out of control tumble-dyer. What the devil was that all about? Her common sense told her that of all the pupils in their year she and Rayn were probably the only ones who would have any interest or understanding of the secretary’s subject matter. Was the ‘little chat’ contrived for their benefit? And what had the headmaster meant when he’d asked ‘are these the girls who…?


Miss Collins, on the other hand, had her own problems. She stood in the empty office leaning back against the door, her whole body trembling. Is this it at last? She thought to herself. Could she really be the one after all these years? And then she made a dive for the Headmaster’s hidden stress reliever, courtesy of Smirnoff.




Chapter Three


“Hi Mum, I’m home,” Amelia called as she entered the shop. “This is Rayn.”


“Yes dear,” said Amelia’s mother Lucy, who had her back to the door, “And being neither a farmer nor a duck I wish it would ease up.”


“No Mum, this is Rayn, with a ‘y’.”


Lucy turned her chair and saw the bright-eyed girl with masses of flame red hair. Both girls were wet, bedraggled and very windswept.


“Hello Rayn with a ‘y’. I’m Lucille with three ‘L’s’, call me Lucy.”


“Hello Mrs Jaxson,” replied Rayn, taking her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”


“Don’t be too sure of that yet,” interrupted Amelia. “She has the uncanny ability to spot other people’s faults, especially mine.”


Rayn laughed. The apprehension she had felt at meeting Amelia’s mother melted away and she began to relax.


“Did Amelia tell you about this?” Lucy asked, indicating the electric wheelchair she was sitting in.


“Er, yes she did,” said Rayn, slightly caught off guard.


“Good. Most people don’t know what to say the first time they see me – which usually puts me at an advantage.” She turned towards the French doors leading into the house as she said, “Come on. Let’s get you two sorted out. Any questions just fire away. By the way, does your mother know that you’re here?” she called back over her shoulder.


“Rayn, Are you okay?” Amelia almost shouted in alarm. Lucy caught the urgency in her daughter’s voice and turned quickly, taking a little more paint off the door with her footplates.


Rayn, completely mesmerised by the kaleidoscope of colour and fragrance she was in was trying to take in the whole spectrum of potted plants, cut flowers, and shrubs and bushes that mingled with beautifully-made bouquets. There was even a small water feature, all expertly laid out to complement the shrubs around it and draw the eyes on a magical journey of sensation.


“I’m sorry,” said Rayn, “I didn’t know. I can’t believe I’ve been standing here for five minutes and not noticed. It’s beyond beautiful. It’s awesome.”


“That’s very kind of you my dear, but please don’t frighten us like that again,” reprimanded Lucy.


“Sorry,” Rayn repeated. “I’ve never seen anything like it. When mum and I go for walks we’re usually looking for plants and shrubs we can eat. We tend to live off the countryside a lot. Most of these I’ve never seen before in my life.”


“This time of year most of them are flown in from exotic locations,” Amelia explained.


“By people who have the good sense to have warmer weather,” cut in Lucy. “Come on, I don’t plan on opening a vegetarian restaurant.”


“We’d probably make more money,” suggested Amelia.


“Yes, but think of all that washing-up?” countered her mother with a grin. “Anyway, I prefer trees.”


“Really?” enquired Rayn.


“Of course,” said Lucy. “I’m firmly convinced that animals look up to me and humans look down on me, but trees – well, trees treat me as an equal. Now, come on, phone your mother and get those wet clothes off. Amelia, put the kettle on, find yourselves something dry to put on and get those clothes in the washing machine. Rayn, I like my tea strong and sweet. Amelia, I’ll get the shop,” she finished, hearing the brass bell above the shop door summoning her.


Rayn walked submissively into the kitchen “She sounds just like my mother. If there is a God, he or she really, really hates me.” She called out to no one in particular.


Amelia came downstairs, went into the kitchen and, trying not to laugh told her that the customer in the shop was the local vicar.


“Give me a break,” wailed Rayn. “Thank God I’m an atheist!” she said, even louder.


Amelia was nearly crying with laughter while they made the tea. She took a cup in to her mother. “Hello Vicar. Would you like a cup?” she asked, ignoring the look from her mother promising pain beyond endurance.


“No thank you,” he replied, to everyone’s relief, and the tall thin man of God continued, “I’m afraid tea is an occupational hazard in this profession,” he smiled. “I have nightmares that I’m on the Ark. All the animals are tea cups and we are adrift in a sea of tea, quite frightening, really.” tragically failing in his attempt to be humorous,


‘Try one of mine, thought Amelia, you’d never sleep again’.


Finishing their drinks Amelia introduced Rayn to the shower room. Rayn, accustomed to the limited facilities of caravan life was completely overwhelmed.


“Wow! I’m moving in,” she exclaimed, dropping her school bag on the floor of the corridor. Amelia picked it up and put it on the stairs.


“Sorry,” said Rayn. “I didn’t think.”


“That’s okay,” said Amelia. “It takes some getting used to, I suppose. But I’m afraid different rules apply with the disabled.”


“It must be annoying for your mum when someone does that,” Rayn said.


“Oh, it’s not mum I’m worried about,” said Amelia. “It’s just that if she sees it in her way she’ll run over it and shred it. That chair’s like a battle tank.”


“Are you sure she’s your mother and not mine? Or is the whole world crazy?” shouted Rayn.


As they went into the shower room Lucy heard her daughter’s reply. “Well, you know what they say, ‘in the world of the witless, the halfwit rules. I’ll leave you to it then, take your time.” And went upstairs in search of her tracksuit.


***


As Bridie Mgee walked into ‘Heaven Scent’, Tether’s End village flower shop she was wondering what her daughter had got her into this time. A pretty, well-dressed woman was sitting in a wheelchair next to a large display of wrapped bouquets, each one a work of art. Bridie guessed her to be about her own age – late thirties early forties, but her view was partially blocked by a tall, thin man in a black suit who stood with his back to Bridie.


“If Mrs Atkinson could pick them up about nine o’clock tomorrow,” he was saying. “Would that be all right?”


“Yes of course, any time,” smiled the woman, in an articulate and educated voice. The woman looked toward Bridie. “I’ll be with you in a moment. You must be Rayn’s mother?”


“You noticed the hair then,” said Bridie with a grin. The two women locked eyes and Bridie felt as if she had just reached the end of a very long journey. Lucy was trying to control the grin on her face. Apart from that there was no indication they’d ever met before.


The man turned and Bridie saw the white clerical collar he was wearing. Her intuition told her that he was much older than he looked and that he had adapted his behaviour and language to that younger age. Her ability to see through people had been developed through the many years she’d spent as a gypsy traveller, living on the fringes of legality and dealing with all types of deception.


She felt sorry for him. He had obviously discovered the bigotry and corruption that seemed to be endemic in all walks of life, but he looked to have adapted well and was confident with it.


He smiled, gave her a nod and turned back to the woman. Bridie recognised the move. He needed to work out who and what this red headed stranger was to enable him to adopt a style that would appeal to her.


“Now,” he said to Lucy. “You must pop over to the church tomorrow, after the wedding, and see how good Mrs Atkinson is at the flower arranging. She’s quite amazing, what with her arthritis.”


“I doubt it, Vicar,” Lucy smiled. “Saturday is very busy, and I’m really not fond of weddings.”


“Well,” he replied, “perhaps Sunday then?” His voice rose slightly on the word Sunday to emphasise its significance. Bridie could detect that Lucy’s smile was under pressure, but she remained silent.


“I told you Vicar,” she replied and indicated the surroundings. “This is my church; my customers are my congregation and the only thing I worship is my daughter.”


The vicar smiled and, not recognising defeat, continued. “Hmm, well, perhaps one day. Just getting you through the door would be a minor success.”


“Vicar, you don’t even have a ramp, and I’m supposed to be Catholic.”


“Oh come on Mrs. Jaxson, we’re in the twenty-first century now. The churches are almost one big happy family.”


Bridie felt the lie like a physical pain, remembering her early years with her naive and pointless work for the IRA, all in the name of religion and so called patriotism.


“I’m still working on that ramp.” The Vicar responded, oblivious to the rising hackles his conversation had inspired, “But my people want to put one at the back door. That’s not a very good idea, is it?”


“Positive discrimination,” Lucy accused. Her smile had faded but her face was holding its own.


“They certainly don’t seem to be aware of their responsibilities,” responded the vicar, agreeing with her. “There was one other thing, while I’m here, Mrs Jaxson,” he continued.


“What’s the problem, Vicar?” the woman asked warily.


Bridie cringed inside as she began to recognise how good this man was. After carefully initiating an atmosphere of sympathy for his ‘struggle against his people’, he had pressed the right buttons and moved in to take the advantage. And this woman was walking right into it.


“Well, I was wondering if next Saturday – after you’ve closed, of course – you could let me have any old stock you may be throwing out.”


“Next Saturday is Halloween. What are you up to now, Vicar?” asked the woman.


Bridie, who’d been standing quietly listening to the conversation (with a secret admiration for the vicar’s polished performance) had become intrigued.


“Well, I thought I’d spruce the church up a bit. I’m holding a little service and a concert to…er…you know…” he looked a little sheepish as he went on, “to make a show of fighting off the demons, or something.” Bridie was glad she hadn’t intervened to get the woman off the hook. She smiled to herself and wondered where this was going.


“You’re going to celebrate Halloween?” exclaimed Lucy, trying not to laugh.


“No,” he said quickly. “Oh, I know Halloween is just a bit of fun, but you never know, do you? I just thought we could have a bit of fun making a show of fighting back. What do you think?”


Bridie couldn’t help laughing out loud. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Vicar,” she said, “but I think the demons have already won.”


Lucy laughed, grateful for the respite. The vicar was at a loss for words and to hide his embarrassment she quickly interjected. “Okay, Vicar. It will give me a chance to have a good clear out ready for Christmas, as long as you don’t mind what you get.”


“No, no, that would be… er… great, great,” he blustered. The intervention of this tall, red-headed woman had thrown him. He made some attempt to reorganise his thoughts and regain the initiative.


“Right,” Lucy continued. “If you can get someone over here a week on Saturday, about four o’clock, we’ll close early. And yes, I’ll put an advertisement for your event in the window. What’s the entertainment, by the way?”


“The choir from the local primary school are singing, and I’ve provisionally booked the Warem Down Comprehensive, if I can get transport.”


“Vicar, book your bus and send me the bill, and you can have all the flowers I can manage. Okay?”


“Oh, thank you Mrs Jaxson. I don’t know what to say.”


“That must be a first,” Lucy replied. They all laughed, though the vicar was flustered and unsettled. He shook hands with Bridie, leaned across the wheelchair and kissed Lucy on the cheek, shook hands with Bridie again and left, muttering, “Bless you, bless you, bless you,” over and over again.


Well, I’m damned! He got exactly what he wanted, but he sure didn’t like losing, thought Bridie. Holding the door open for him.


Bridie said something to him, she was smiling and seemed quite friendly. Lucy couldn’t hear what she said but she saw the reaction. The reverend West’s face froze just for a moment. Saying nothing he peered at Bridie with fresh eyes then turned to look directly at Lucy. Those fresh eyes seemed to go right through her and the half smile he released was full of some obscure triumph, as if he’d just found an important piece of a puzzle. Lucy’s heart sank as Bridie closed the door behind him.


“That was an expensive visit,” said Lucy, quickly regaining her composure and redesigning the conversation, “but I had to get rid of him. He’s a pleasant enough guy, but a bit devious. Actually, he’s a pain in the neck, but I have to go along with him. We get an awful lot of business through the local church.”


“You saw it coming then?” said Bridie, relieved.


“Oh yes. It costs me every time he walks through the door. Oh well,” sighed Lucy.


“Anyway, I’m Bridie Mgee and I think you’ve kidnapped my daughter, again.”


“Lucy Jaxson. It’s nice to meet you again, too. Belfast University Hospital wasn’t it? I was on a course there and you were carrying some bullet holes and a baby if I remember. I think the girls are in the shower at the moment.”


“Together?” exclaimed Bridie.


Lucy gave a shrug, palms up. “I shouldn’t think so, knowing Amelia. But don’t worry, it’s a big walk-in shower, there’s plenty of room. Come on through. Oh, could you flip the closed sign over and push the bolt? I’ve had enough for today.”


“I must compliment you on this display,” said Bridie. “It’s absolutely stunning. How do you get the colours so bright? The fragrance hits you as you walk through the door.”


“Well,” said Lucy, “it’s mostly smoke and mirrors. I am, after all, a botanist, not to mention a micro biologist as well, so I have some secrets, plus a little magic.”


Lucy led her through the double doors into the house. She turned right and powered her way down the long corridor. “Whoa!” called Bridie in a bid to catch up.


“Sorry,” said Lucy. “This way,” they passed the stairwell and turned left into the sitting room.


Bridie was surprised at the size of the house. It hadn’t looked so big from the front. She remarked on it and Lucy explained.


“This old shack is falling to pieces. There’s only one usable room upstairs and Amelia’s in there. This part looks small against that huge arch with double doors and the building next to it. That’s where the old coaches used to pull in. There’s a huge stable round the back but Amelia’s got that done out as a gym. The building on the other side of the arch is the old tap room and what’s left of a waiting room. It’s all unusable now and not worth fixing up.”


“I know the feeling.” Bridie joked.


The living room was long but widened out at the far end into a dining room. Bridie saw a dining table larger than her and Rayn’s entire caravan living space.


The table had only five seats, leaving one end free for Lucy’s chair. A flat screen television adorned one wall; another one boasted an overloaded bookcase and several potted plants that blended well with the quiet, tasteful decor. Under the larger window stood a large music centre with the largest speakers Bridie had ever seen. The shelves were full to over flowing with vinyl records and hundreds of CDs, all of classical music. Bridie offered up a silent prayer that she and Rayn could avoid the potential threat to their sanity.


As she sat down, Bridie noticed a large ashtray on the table. “If you want to smoke, Lucy, don’t mind me,” she said. “I like the odd cigar now and then, so Rayn won’t mind either.”


“Oh, thank God,” replied Lucy, and she rummaged in the bag on the side of her chair. Lighting up a cigarette after Bridie’s polite rejection, she sat back. “Can’t smoke in the shop and I was dying for this. Amelia nags me and keeps trying to hide them. But what the hell? I’m half dead already,” she said, looking down at her legs.


Bridie noticed that the cultured voice had slipped a bit. “I can’t imagine what it must be like,” she replied. “I don’t recall the wheelchair. What happened?”


Lucy gave that palms-up shrug. “Luck of the draw,” she replied. “Car accident.”


“Oh,” said Bridie. “When was that?”


“About twelve years ago now,” Lucy answered, not seeming to mind the questions.


“Did you have the shop then?”


“No, I’d finished all my degrees and was married with a little girl, everything was great. Then…Whack! All over.” Lucy didn’t seem bitter in any way, so Bridie decided to press ahead


“Where’s your husband now?”


“He didn’t survive the crash,” said Lucy softly.


“Oh, I’m so sorry Lucy. I’m upsetting you. Me and my big mouth…” said Bridie, mortified by her own lack of discretion.


“No. It’s okay, too long ago now. You know, most people avoid the subject, but it’s good to talk about it sometimes. It probably depends on the mood I’m in. But right now, thank you for asking.” Lucy smiled at Bridie in gratitude.


“You actually started this business after all that?” Bridie decided to press on, after all, the last time they’d met it had been through a haze of anaesthetic and sedation.


“Yes. It was amazing. There I was, shattered, literally, when my old university gave me a job doing research. I stuck it for a couple of years, but I couldn’t get into it again. Then the insurance money turned up. It wasn’t a fortune, but it certainly solved some problems.”


“So, what happened then?” prompted Bridie.


“The old guy down the road fixed a problem with my chair and we got on really well. Old George, we call him. He said I must make use of my degrees and suggested buying this place. It was already a flower shop so everything just fell into place. He taught me about the retail trade, how to run a business. But most importantly he helped revive my interest in my bioresearch again. He was invaluable, never stopped working. He made all the display units and even used to take Amelia for walks and picnics. You must meet him. He’s the nicest, kindest man I’ve ever met. Amelia calls him Granddad. He likes that.”


Bridie smiled, but said nothing. She’d met many ‘nicest kindest’ in her time.


“I’m sorry for rambling on like this,” Lucy continued in an effort to change the subject slightly. “You’ve done a great job with Rayn, she’s terrific, and I’m sorry about the circumstances that brought us together originally. I was so grateful you agreed to the process we outlined for you. I only hope it was worth it.”


“Worth it,” exclaimed Bridie, “Apart from the fact that you saved both our lives’ just look at her. She’s never had a day’s illness in her life, the figure of a natural athlete and a mind I was hard pressed to keep up with when I was teaching her. We’re the ones who should be grateful, and that’s without the small but steady income you’re people provided. It kept us just above the poverty level without being noticed. I assume Amelia is..?”


“Oh yes.” Replied Lucy, “Much more than I expected. You know she’s always going to be a little bit ahead of Rayn, we had several years to prepare and it wasn’t a life or death decision. Anyway, more importantly I’m glad Amelia’s found a friend. She’s not popular at school and she doesn’t get much of a social life, what with the shop and me. It’s taken a long time to reach this stage, I do hope it works.”


“Well if it doesn’t, the good Doctor has wasted an awful lot of time and money,” commented Bridie.


“You’re right’,” responded Lucy, “It might be better if we stick to the original plan, and I think it would be best if we maintain the idea we’ve only just met, at least until they’re ready, which won’t be for a couple of years, okay?”


Bridie nodded in agreement.




Chapter Four


The two women were interrupted by the crash of the bathroom door being ripped open and shrieks of laughter as the two girls bounded into the living room, faces red from the steam and the heat, it was the first time they had been warm all day. Amelia, very shy about nudity had showered behind the curtain in response to Rayn’s refusal to leave the warm room. When they finally emerged Amelia was in her grubby tracksuit while Rayn sported a huge white fluffy towel.


“Hi Mum,” said Rayn. “This is Amelia, my friend.”


“Hello Mrs Mgee, I hope all this is all right with you,” said Amelia, pleasantly.


Bridie stood up, walked over to Amelia and looked down into her face. Amelia looked terrified. “Let’s get one thing straight from the start,” she said sternly. “My name is Bridie.” She gave Amelia a hug and a smile and she knew she was in the right place. “Come on Rayn,” she said. “I’ve brought you some clean clothes, so get dressed and we can leave these good people in peace.”


“We can’t go, we’re staying to dinner,” answered her daughter.


“What?” Bridie looked at Lucy, who just gave a smile and her familiar open-palmed shrug.


“Amelia and I decided. We’re going to cook,” insisted Rayn.


“After we’ve cleaned the kitchen,” said Amelia, remembering the state it had been in that morning.


“You’re okay,” said Lucy. “Molly got stuck in this afternoon as we weren’t very busy. You may have trouble finding things, though.”


Bridie and Rayn jumped in surprise at the sharp knocking on the shop window.


“Sorry, that’s my physio, Mrs Orugo. Will you let her in please, Amelia?”


“Grab your clothes, you can get changed in my room,” said Amelia. “Up the stairs, left and it’s on your left.”


Mrs Orugo was big. Not fat, just big. With wide muscular shoulders and huge hands. She was from West Africa and really looked the part of a physiotherapist in her dark blue uniform.


“Sorry I’m early, Mrs Jaxson.” She spoke in a voice that left little room for objection. “Its football on telly for him tonight and it’s my turn to cook dinner. Can’t be late home. You know how he likes his football. I do hope it’s not cancelled. That storm is ready for another round tonight.”


“That’s all right, Mrs Orugo. We can make it quick tonight,” said Lucy, hopefully.


“We’ll do it quick and we’ll do it right,” Mrs Orugo said firmly.


“Damn!” Lucy said under her breath as she prepared herself for a rough time and moved off to her room at the other end of the hall. Rayn went upstairs and Amelia dived into the kitchen.


Bridie sat there alone. She was totally bewildered. Having lost control of the situation, she couldn’t figure out what had gone wrong, and why everything was going so well. She sighed, pulled a cigarette from Lucy’s packet, lit it, inhaled deeply and leaned back in her chair. I’m going to like this, she thought to herself. These people are so nice, not at all what I expected. And they’re as crazy as me and Rayn!”


Rayn reappeared in jeans and a T-shirt and went into the kitchen to join Amelia. There was a lot of laughing and giggling, banging of kitchen cabinet doors and the sound of pots and pans. Before long they were all sitting around the dining room table. The transformation had been miraculous. A clean white tablecloth, well-loaded fruit bowl, a jug of iced lemonade and a bottle of inexpensive rosé wine. There was a vast array of condiments and sauces and the whole table was dominated by a beautiful flower display.
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