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Chapter one
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Little Grace Denning entered the world on the 26th of October 2006 seven weeks early weighing just three and a half pounds. The birth had been difficult with the baby arriving feet first. “You have a little girl Mrs Denning.” The doctor told her, and the midwife nodded and took the child from him.  Melinda lifted her head from the pillow. “Is she ok? Why isn’t she crying?” Tears ran silently down her face.

The Doctor didn’t reply. The delivery room was silent while nursing staff rushed about with suction tubes, wires, and oxygen to revive the tiny child. 

“Please!” she cried, “Someone tells me what’s happening?” She tried to lift her head again, but she was too weak to hold herself up. Above his surgical mask, the Doctors’ eyes looked strained. “We need to get her on oxygen fast.”  

Her eyes were red from all the drugs she had taken in the last twenty-four hours. Melinda was a Heroin addict, her life had been a mess since she was sixteen, and four years on nothing had changed. She had tried many times to get off drugs but failed every time. She could have had anything she wanted. She was a beautiful girl with almost black hair, porcelain skin and large deep blue eyes; instead, she Married Mr Denning, a violent abusive drunk. 

“I’m so sorry.” She said as tears of guilt slipped silently down her pale gaunt face.

“We have to do what we can for her.” He was massaging her heart and giving her oxygen to get her small lungs going, and then suddenly she took her first gasp of air. “She’s ok; she’s holding her own now.”  He breathed a sigh of relief when the tiny baby made a weak cry and clutched his little finger in one tiny hand. 

“We are taking her to the neo-natal unit, she will have to be weaned off heroin obviously, but she is a little fighter, and we’ll see how she gets on. The social worker will be in to see you soon.” He turned suddenly at the door. “By the way, do you have a name for her?”

“Grace. Her name is Grace.”

A few hours later, little Grace screamed so much it would have chilled the bones of any reaper.

***

That was almost eight years ago, Grace would never remember her ordeal, and no one had ever told her, all she knew was her mother had died through drugs.

She sat on her bed in the room she shared with three other people; gazing around the dull and bland space with one single wardrobe and a bed that was called ‘Her’s, it became clear that this was going to be her life forever, and the thought of living here for the next nine to ten years depressed her. Nothing belonged to her, only one brown teddy bear; she named him ‘Shadow’ because he was always with her. His ear was partly bald where she had sucked it as she went to sleep her little fingers curling around Shadow’s nose for comfort. Grace had no idea where she got it from or who had given it to her, but he always sat on her bed near her pillow.

She had been taken into care by the Scottish authorities at the age of four after her mother overdosed and died on her way to the hospital. Her dad was an alcoholic, he had no interest in anything except his whisky bottle; Grace hadn’t seen him since the death of her mum she didn’t miss him because she hated him. All he symbolised to her was a frightening bully who was drunk and stupid, babbling a load of nonsense that made no sense at all. He was violent and abusive, and paid no attention to her at all, except to fetch and carry for him. 

Mum was out most of the time getting money for his ‘drink’ and she hated being alone with him. She remembered the fights, the arguments, the violence that made her run for the nearest cover usually behind the sofa with Shadow tucked tightly under her arm, burying her face in his fur with her eyes tightly shut waiting for her father’s insane rage to end.

Then she had to listen to the sounds of her mother’s screams and the smashing of glass and furniture that echoed around the room, it made her tremble with fear; fear of what he was going to do next. That sound would ring so loudly in her ears, that it would last a lifetime of horrific memories. She didn’t want to see her mother being violently attacked; it always ended up with an emergency trip to the local hospital where her mother had to be stitched up and kept overnight. It was something you would never get used to, ever, it was sudden, and it was violent! But instead of trying to get help, she needed she always went back to him and then the whole damn thing would start all over again.

She’d never had love or comfort, Mum was always high on drugs or out earning money as a street worker, and when she was at home, she was too busy pondering Dad’s needs. She had been robbed of the warm loving embrace of her mother at a very young age, no one to comfort her to cuddle her when she was scared or lonely in her short life, so she learned to keep a very low profile, keep quiet, and stay clear of everyone, especially dad who would slap her or push her if she looked at him in the wrong way. So, Gracie spent all her time in her dirty shabby little box room reading. There she could create her little world. Her favourite books were Roald Dahl and Han’s Christian Anderson; she loved poetry, picture books and anything to do with animals and nature, as long as it was nice and not horrible cruel stories, she had enough cruelty in her life already. She could never relate to the people that cared for her as ‘family’ because there was no warmth, they were kind to her and saw to her basic needs, but they were people doing a job, and at the end of the day they went home to their own families.

To Grace, everyone was a plastic person. She craved love so much, but how would she respond? Shrink back; cover her face in case they were going to hurt her! But deep down she often wondered what it would be like to be part of a real family. But she knew that was never going to happen because she was too old to be adopted and was never put forward for fostering. So, she had acclimatized herself to the life she had, and would have to put up with it until she was eighteen; until she would be placed in a flat of her own, and that seemed another lifetime away.

The room was large enough to accommodate four people. It was clean but shabby. The high ceiling no longer looked as white as it was when she came here, but a dirty patchy yellow. In the last four years since Grace had lived in the children’s care home, she had never remembered it ever being painted. 

The walls were a pastel green with one double radiator; complete with rust and brown stains on the pipes and grooves of the radiator fixed on the far side of the wall nearest the door.

The curtains were darker green than the pale walls and hung up at the large sash windows, hems frayed and bits of green cotton and material hanging like spiders’ webs from the bottom.  Grace guessed it was from previous children who idled away the time by pulling at loose ends in their hours of boredom just for something to do.

The floor was covered with plain grey linoleum with shaded hints of white, and four medium-sized grey rugs lay at the side of each bed. The Four small wardrobes stood against the wall beside each bed for the child occupying the room. At present, there were only three girls including Grace all ranging from eight to fourteen. They were ok to her, the girls spoke to her but like most of the kids in the home, they had problems. She kept her books in the bottom of her wardrobe so she could lock them away, so they weren’t stolen. 

Today was Saturday and she was bored sitting on her bed staring at four walls. At least weekdays were better when she went to school and she was learning something, and even if she kept herself to herself it passed away the lonely hours. And last night she had just finished her last book and now she had nothing to read.

How was she going to get to the library? There was no one to take her today, there was only a couple of staff on duty, and there always had to be two on duty, so a trip out was impossible today! She was not allowed out on her own because she was too young. 

Grace sat there thinking chewing her nails and swinging her legs over the side of the bed. There was nothing on the television on a Saturday afternoon except football Grace hated all kinds of sports! There was no point going down to the lounge to watch what she wanted; there were others in the house and as usual, it was always someone else who got to choose. They called her a baby because Grace didn’t like scary movies or dark enclosed spaces, and she hated crawling insects, especially spiders, she wasn’t too keen on rats or mice either if the truth was known. And Grace of course being the youngest was the one right at the end of the pecking order. She hated the boys, they pulled her hair and teased her, and sometimes they made her sit on the floor. So, she kept it right away from them.

She stopped swinging her legs and took her fingers out of her mouth, she stuck them up in front of her eyes and looked at them, her soft dark eyebrows drew into a frown as she saw how jagged her nails had become from hours of chewing at them. She needed to do something about the constant chewing. Her large dark eyes roamed around the room, she had no idea what to do next maybe she should just go to the library and hopefully get back before the staff realised, she was gone. She went to her wardrobe and took out two library books that needed to be returned. She had always been a good girl, obedient easy-going rather pleasing others rather than herself, life was easier that way, so she hesitated, should she go or not? She could be in big trouble if she got caught, which could mean being grounded for two weeks! But nothing could be worse than sitting here on her bed all weekend with nothing to read. The thought was unbearable! So, she decided she was going to risk it anyway! After making sure that she had her library card she headed for the door. There was no one on duty in the reception; she just went out closing the door behind her.

She hurried towards the library, it was only a few streets away from the home, and it wouldn’t take her long to choose a book and get back before anyone reported her missing. Grace was looking for something adventurous. She trotted up the steps and into the big hall where all the fiction books were located. Finally, she found the children’s section down the hall to her left and gazed at the wide selection. A stranger stood beside her and smiled at her. “Can I help?” he said.

Grace gave him a half smile, her dark eyes opening wide as she looked into his eyes. He was tall and looked so big to her that she shrunk back slightly. She had to crane her neck to look up at him. He looked angry, with deep furrowing eyes and brow bones protruding almost over them; she became cautious and stepped back, away from him.

“I’m just looking for an exciting book with a really good story.” She replied absently, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the bookshelves.

“What kind of book do you like? Hey, what about sci-fi? I know a lovely book that you might like.”

“Really? 

“Yes, it’s called Breathless, it’s about two alien dogs, I’m sure you’ll love it.”

“Oh, ok thanks, sounds like something I would like.” She went to walk away, but the man stopped her.

“You won’t find it here, you’ll find it in the adult fiction, its author is Dean Koontz, there is nothing scary and it’s a lovely story and quite funny in parts.”

Gracie smiled warmly and began to relax. She thought, ‘He must work here’ He seemed to be quite knowledgeable. “Thanks.” She said.

“Come on I’ll take you.” He began to walk towards the adult section near the door, and Grace followed. “How old are you, sweetheart?”

“I am eight, almost nine in October.”

“An almost Christmas child then.” He grinned. Grace had a slight tweak of a smile playing around the corners of her delicate mouth; she had started to like him and was beginning to feel safe in his company.

She turned and looked up at him. “Do you work here?“ She asked in a more confident voice. 

“I certainly do, I work in the admin department, mostly ordering the books and putting them in their right sections, like, thrillers, cookery, history, you know that sort of thing, can be a bit boring at times though.” Smiling he led her towards the thriller section; he seemed to know where everything was kept, so Grace was happy to follow him. He reached up, took down a copy of the book, and gave it to her. “There you are.” He grinned.

“Thank you.” She smiled up at him.

“It’s a lovely story I am sure you will not be able to put it down once you start to read it.” He gave her a warm and generous smile.

Grace briefly turned the book over and read a bit of the synopsis. “Is this going to make me cry?” she smiled shyly.

“Oh no, of course not. It will make you laugh and has a happy ending, and that’s all I’m going to tell you otherwise I’ll spoil it for you.” He teased.

“Sit down here, we can read a bit of it before you go home.” He led her to a table and two chairs near the foyer.

They sat down and Grace opened the book to the first chapter. “It looks very good.”

“Brilliant, I know you will love it. By the way, what’s your name darling?”

Grace looked up smoothing a long strand of dark hair out of her eyes. “Grace,” she replied, “Grace Denning.”

“Oh, what a lovely name, it suits you well. Where do you live Grace?”

She fell silent. For a second it felt like he had offended her. He tipped his head to the right questioningly.

He frowned “Is something wrong Grace?” he asked softly. Grace looked at him with a pink flush of embarrassment. She hated to tell people she was in care, it was such a stigma to her, and most kids were there because they had serious problems at home, but Grace was there due to no fault of her own.

He sat forward and placed his hand gently on hers. “Grace, it’s okay sweetheart, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” His eyes became soft and warm, Grace looked at him and said, “I live in the children’s home just down the road from here, I’ve been in care since I was little, my mum died and there was no one to look after me.”

“Oh, my darling, I am so sorry. So, you have no one to care for you?”

“Only the staff in the home, they are okay” she sighed. “But they have lives and families of their own and at the end of the day I suppose it’s a job to them.”

“Do you have any relatives, like aunts uncles or cousins, brothers or sisters?”

“No, no one in the world, I never knew my grandparents they gave up on Mum years before I was born, and my father was a vicious violent drunk, I’ve never seen him since Mum died.” She said lowering her eyes to the floor as if she felt ashamed.

“Grace.” He leaned towards her in a fatherly manner. “I have two children, and they are both at school and doing very well, my daughter has passed  all her GCSEs I am so proud of her.”

She gave a little smile. “I hope one day I will be able to make a better life for myself as well. I do study at school, but in the children’s home there is always something going on, and it’s so noisy,” she emphasised with a slight shake of her head and a troubled frown.

“You know what? He grinned, “How would you like to meet my kids, they would love to meet you I know. What do you say?”

At first, Grace felt apprehensive; she gave a shy little smile of uncertainty. “I, I don’t know, I should be getting back the staff will worry about me.” She looked up at the clock on the wall in the reception, it was almost five, and dinner was served by six.

“Grace,” he said kindly. “If you are worried, go and ask one of the staff if they know me, you are very safe with me, I will drive you back to home, honestly, I think it would be nice for you to meet people, my son is just a little older than you, he is a nice kid you would like him.”

––––––––
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Grace looked up at him; her soft brown eyes twinkled as a smile spread across her face.

“You promise to take me back home?”


“Of course, darling, now I wouldn’t expect you to walk home on your own, would I?” he grinned.



“Ok.” She replied and happily walked towards the exit with him.

Grace climbed into the Ford Fiesta and buckled her seat belt. “Is it far from here?” she asked. The man looked down at her. “Not that far.”

But after almost half an hour it seemed to Grace that they were driving a long way, she had no idea where she was only that it was at least an hour away from the library, they passed fields and country and a couple of farms with sheep and horses, there were no farms in Inverness so they must be a long way away from the city. It must be at least six by now, how was she going to explain to the staff where she had been? She didn’t have a phone maybe she could call from the man’s house and tell the staff where she was. She was now feeling uncomfortable and wished she had gone straight home.

He turned into a driveway she could hear the gravel crunching under the wheels of the car and sat forward to see where they were. He pulled the car right up to the back door.

“Here we are.” He smiled, jumping out of the car, and opening the door for Grace.

“Nice house.” She said after studying the overall look of the outside, it wasn’t until she got inside alarm bells started to ring.

Grace stepped into the dirty-looking living room her book clasped tightly to her chest. She couldn’t believe what she was looking at! There was never room for a family here! It was too small. There were no happy pictures on the walls of his family, or anywhere else. The furniture was ripped, and stuffing protruded out of the arm of the big sofa. Dirty yellow patterned wallpaper peeled off the walls near the top of the ceiling, and the two windows in the room had mildew and grey peeling paint and big chips in the frame. 

The carpet under her feet was a dirty beige colour that resembled a bottle of mustard that had gone hard after leaving the top off for ages, and there were dark stains everywhere. There was a stale body stench that made Grace breathe through her mouth rather than her nose, it was putrid. Gracie was nervous, a natural feeling of fear pressed down on her, and she wanted to get out of there as soon as she possibly could.

He stood behind her. “All right?” he asked, this time in a rather abrupt manner.

“Yes.” She said meekly. “I was wondering if I could call home just to let them know I am okay.”

He gazed at her; his eyes became hard, frozen like two pools of ice from a glazier.

This was all wrong, why didn’t she run away when she had the chance?

“Why?” he said in a deep menacing voice. “Now why would you want to let them know you are okay Grace Huh? They never cared for you, so why worry about them now?”

Almost near to tears, she said. “I didn’t say they never cared for me only it is a job they do, but they care where I am and if I am safe, and you said your children were here...” She looked around the room. “So, where are they?”

“I lied.” He grinned. And that grin sent a chill of terror through her like nothing she had ever known.

“I want to go home!” she started to cry now; her whole little body was shaking. “Please! Please take me home.”

“Can’t do that, I have plans for you, a pretty little girl like you could make me a fortune on the black market, people are crying out for human organs, or little sex slaves, but maybe I might just end all your misery and use your little organs for transplant because up to now your poor miserable little life hasn’t been very good has it? No one would miss you, Grace.” 

She stood rooted to the spot, her legs turned to jelly, her dark eyes were wide with terror and huge pools of tears clouded her vision. Her face paled, and her heartbeat was so fast she wondered if it might burst from her chest. She couldn’t move. She dropped her book her hands were too weak to hold it anymore. She heard a noise from upstairs and turned her head in the direction of the staircase, her eyes wide with terror. Someone else came down the stairs with black gloves and a hood over the head, carrying a small black case. “Now what are we to do with you? “The bag was placed on the floor, and they opened it; Grace shook her head when she saw what was inside “Please No! I don’t want to die!! Oh, please don’t kill me!!” That was the last anyone ever heard from little Grace Denning, she was never seen again.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Foxies nightclub was packed. People crowded into the club because it was the only gay club in the small town, attracting most of the gay community from nearby areas.


Don looked up at the brightly lit neon sign and smiled to himself. For once he was in the right place, at the right time, especially on a Friday night. The chances were endless; opportunities were rife with desperate people looking for fun, sex, and drugs. 

He had discarded his usual standard of dress for tonight instead of sneakers and dirty well-worn jeans, he dressed in a pair of black trousers and a purer white shirt. 

After finally deliberating his chances, he went inside bought his drink and sat at the booth at the far side. It wasn’t long before he noticed a young blond guy walk through the door and perch against the bar. He was wearing a leather Jacket and tight jeans. Don studied him for a moment, it was difficult to see him clearly from the dim lighting in the club, but he noticed the glint of a ruby earring in his ear, not an expensive one but a cheap imitation, but as the lights turned to a yellow haze he looked exactly what he was looking for. He looked healthy, young, and vulnerable. Don didn’t move but sat forward staring towards the bar. Suddenly the guy noticed him and smiled. Don held up his drink as if he was toasting him. He smiled again, nodded his head, and then walked towards him.



“May I sit here?” he smiled; his teeth were like pure white pearls.

“Why not?” Don motioned to the red velvet padded chair opposite him.


He wasted no time in taking up the offer. “It’s very busy tonight.” The young guy said, hoping to strike up a conversation.

“I wouldn’t know, don’t get up here much, in fact, the first time I’ve been here.”

“Oh, a newcomer!” he looked at Don with a feminine glint in his eye.

Don gave him a sour grin. “You could say that. Would you like a drink?” 

The young guy pouted his lips “Don’t mind if I do, I’ll have a whisky and coke.”

Don got up and went to the bar.



He watched him, he was repulsive, to say the least, and how could he stand a relationship with someone that looked so ugly? Easy! He thought, by the look of him he has plenty of money in the bank.


And then he smiled as he saw Don walking towards him with two glasses in his hands.



“There you go.” Don placed the two glasses on the table. “Whiskey and coke, wasn’t it? By the way, what’s your name?”

He looked up and flashed those pearly white impressive teeth again. “Angel.”

“Angel?” Don repeated wanting to laugh out loud. “What made your parents choose a name like that?

“Well,” he sat forward. “They wanted a little girl so when I was born it was a bit of a disappointment for them, so they decided to keep the name. I’m so used to it now I don’t even bother when people laugh, I am more female than Male anyway.” He answered with a feminine flip of his hand. “I always knew I was trapped in the wrong body. So, what’s your name?” Angel asked.

“Don, short for Donald. No relation to the duck either!” he grinned. Angel laughed at his humour. “So, do you come here a lot?”

Angel looked down at his immaculate, red-painted fingernails, his thumb smoothing them one by one “Quite a lot, just for the company really, you always find someone to talk to.” He lifted his head and smiled despondently at Jansen.

Don returned his smile. “You’re lonely, aren’t you? Perhaps we could be friends? You can always talk to me.”

Angel looked at him a little bemused, not sure he was reading the signs right. “Thanks that’s kind of you I’d like that, I have no one, are you gay Don?” 

He raised one thick eyebrow and laughed. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t, would I? This is a Gay club, right?”

Angel relaxed, although he felt slight tension in the air.

“I’m sorry Don, first impressions are not always right you don’t look Effeminate at all, you look the typical Married man type, you know the kind I mean, likes the best of both worlds.” 

Don sat back on his chair arms folded across his broad chest. “Now why do people assume you are not gay just because you look more like the Incredible Hulk than peter pan? And no, I’m not married, never have and never will be. Does that answer your question?”

“Of course, you’re right as I said first impressions are often wrong.” 

He picked up his drink and studied Don’s granite features. He knew he would have to tread very carefully if he wanted to form a relationship with him, he had already picked up vibes informing him this Neanderthal man was no pushover, and he was pretty sure that he was onto a good thing no doubt about it, and for a second he couldn’t believe how lucky he was to pick up someone with his finances. Angel looked at him warily, evaluating his worthiness, his seemingly strong character. He wasn’t good-looking, and his forehead looked heavy, with a bone structure more acclimatized to early man than modern-day man, and eyebrows that resembled strongly dominant hairy male Caterpillars on their quest for dominance the way they charged towards the bridge of his nose.

And there was something odd in those pale steely grey eyes of his. 

But if his life was going to change then he had to charm him. He had a professional job and plenty of money, he would never again have to worry about money, or where his next meal was coming from. He had to convince him into thinking that this was going to be a long and meaningful relationship.

Angel smiled warmly and sat forward spreading his delicate hands on the table. “Where are you staying?” he asked


Don grinned. “Not far from here, I have a house just outside the city.”

“Oh, is it your own?” Angel’s eyes lit up like neon signs.

“Yes, I bought it a couple of years ago, it is such a lovely place and I love the Scottish Highlands, you get a feeling of peace, and serenity, London is a rat race, and it’s so hectic.”

Oh, you come from London then. So, you come here a lot.” 

“A fair amount, well, when I can get the time off, I’m a surgeon, I work and live in London, it’s my Scottish retreat.”





Angel’s heart skipped several beats, now he knew he had it in the bag  

“You’re a surgeon? Wow! I would never have thought you were in the  medical profession!”



Don just smiled.



Angel sighed “I don’t have a palatial abode like that, I live in a shabby old basement teeming with rats in one small room, and I pay seventy pounds a week for it.”



Don shivered visibly. “Why don’t you get the environmental health in?” he replied.

“If I did that I would be out on the street within the hour,” Angel replied.

“That is typical.” He frowned solemnly “People just are not looked after in this country anymore.” Don’s frown lifted and he smiled. “Would you like another drink?”

Of course, he knew Angel wasn’t going to decline.

––––––––
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As Don walked back to the table with a double malt whiskey and the half pint of lager, he noticed Angel was gone. Nonetheless, he sat down and took a small packet wrapped in cellophane from his pocket. He wasn’t too worried about Angel, he knew he wouldn’t be far away, they never are when there’s a good thing going and he knew Angel was no different from the rest, despite his stupid name.



He looked around the nightclub; it was the dark red hazy lights that created an intimate atmosphere. Although it was crowded people were busy in their conversations, and no one would be bothered to see what he was doing, probably couldn’t care less anyway. He poured the contents of the packet into Angel’s drink. He saw the residual floating around in the glass and stirred it with a cocktail stick, then screwed up the wrapper and slipped it into his pocket.

It shook him suddenly when Angel appeared out of nowhere and sat

down with his leather jacket hung over his arm, the jacket looked old, very old the cracked leather had deep scratch marks like train lines where the garment had worn over the years.

“Oh, are you going?” Don asked with surprise. “You haven’t finished your drink yet.” He smiled lifting the whisky towards him.

––––––––
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“Oh, don’t worry I hadn’t forgotten it.” Angel grinned grasping the glass from his hand.

“Listen,” Don said. “If you don’t think it impertinent of me, how would you like to come back to my house for a drink?”

“Oh, I would love to.”

“Drink up then and we’ll go.”

He watched with smug satisfaction as Angel lifted the glass to his lips gulping down the whisky in two gulps.

“Ok.” Angel said, “I’m ready.”

Don was quickly on his feet he needed to get him out of the club before the drug kicked in.

They walked toward the car park where the Sorrento was parked. Angel’s eyes widened; the pupils became large from the cocktail of drugs.

“Wow.” He said open-mouthed, “This must have cost you a fortune?”

Don grinned at the rented car. “A good few thousand,” he replied opening the passenger door and helping the now inebriated Angel in. Angel sat back on the comfortable seat folding his hands on his lap.

“You know Don, I like you, and you have a kind face, a sincere face, and you know it’s not everyone I take to, I mean I’ve had some shit boyfriends over the years, all they wanted was to use and abuse me”

Don glanced over at him with a sneer he knew he was bullshitting, he was not stupid enough to know he was not blessed with good looks, he said. “Should be careful whom you pick up then shouldn’t you?” He knew the drugs had kicked in by the slur in Angel’s speech, this should be dandy! As easy as an apple pie.

Angel felt ill, his stomach churned around as if all the acid was coming up his gullet and threatening to spill out of his mouth, he clutched at his midriff. “Don, I’m feeling ill, how long before we get to your place?”

Don turned to look at him and noticed his pale skin looked pale and usually that was a preview of what was to come. Disgusting vomit all over the car and him! ‘If he vomits in the car, I’ll rub his fucking face in it!’ He thought angrily.

He slowed the car. “Listen, mate, if you’re going to throw up, I’ll stop the car.”

Angel got paler by the second. “I think you should.” He gasped.

Don pulled over jumped out and opened Angel’s car door. He leaned out

Just in time.

Don stood back, well back so he wouldn’t get splattered by the vomit. He grimaced as the smell of booze and whatever he had eaten extricated from his stomach.

“Better?” he asked handing him a tissue.

“Yes, much, thank you, couldn’t be in better hands than a surgeon, could I?” he smiled weakly.

They drove on in silence. Much to his annoyance, Angel seemed to be a lot more lucid than he was before he threw up, and he realised that he had picked up a drug addict, obviously immune from a simple tranquiliser to Angel. “Do you take drugs?” he asked.

Angel turned to him and grinned. “Sometimes, it helps relieve the stress.”

“What do you take?”

“The odd sniff of coke, tranquilisers sometimes, and amphetamines.”

“You should lay off that stuff; it’s no good for you.” He had guessed right!

He realised that’s why the Valium he put in his drink wasn’t as effective, he was so used to drugs in his system, the drug didn’t touch him.

“We are here.” He said slowing the car and pulling into the curb where a nice row of neat little houses stood in a cul-de-sac.

“Oh, nice, how many rooms do you have?” Angel said, stumbling from the car.

“Three bedrooms,” Don answered, ushering him quickly up the gravelled driveway beside a tiny front garden filled with roses of all colours. It was 2 am and Don looked up at the neighbouring houses to check there was no one looking through their window. He found the neighbours to be too nosey always asking him questions rather than minding their own business. He kept to himself mostly with a polite nod of his head and a one-syllable sentence.

Don fumbled in his pocket for the door keys.

As soon as they went inside Angel was shocked, expecting to see an array of wonderful furniture and fittings, instead, he was confronted by a dirty shabby house with paper hanging off the walls shredded like banana skins. The carpet was a dirty mustard colour, sticky and spongy underfoot with stains that looked like blood. Angel felt his stomach churn. 

The kitchen to his right was small, it looked like something out of the mid-sixties, and he could just see the retro kitchen larder unit with two glass doors a drop-down work surface and two doors underneath. It had been painted in Yellow and white, the yellow having faded over many years and the décor was much of the same era; multi-coloured floral wallpaper now dull and dirty. For a moment he felt like he had travelled back in time.

Angel wandered into the living room and glanced at the settee; it had certainly seen its day. The brown covers were torn in places and the arms had straw hanging out where something (Probably a cat) had used it for a scratching post. A feeling of dread washed over him as he gingerly sat on the sofa opposite an armchair in brown weathered Pell skin also torn in places.

Don smiled as he walked into the room. “Would you like a drink? Whisky, or Brandy, Gin maybe?” 

Angel felt weak although the sickness had shifted most of what was inside him; he realized he’d been drugged.

“Just water please.”

“Just water? That’s all?” Don looked surprised.

“Yes, please I still feel a little sick.”

This time Angel pulled himself up off the sofa and followed Don into the kitchen, he wanted to be sure he hadn’t put something in his water. Don turned and grinned at him, but the grin was not a friendly one it was a falsely stretched grin that resembled one of menace.

“Here you go.” He said handing him a large tumbler full of water.

After being positive there was nothing in the cool clear water, he gulped it down hoping to clear whatever it was that was in his system and get the hell out of there. How could he be so stupid? Don was no surgeon. Earlier in the car, he studied his nails and noticed how grubby they were and on arriving in this scummy place he knew surgeons didn’t live in dirty squats. The place was so filthy he’d probably carry all the germs into the hospital and kill all his patients! 

He was also aware that Don was far bigger than him and looked like he could snap a man twice his size in half! He’d be no match against him with his small and delicate stature. Humour him! Stay for half an hour then make an excuse to leave!  

Angel followed Don back to the living room, he didn’t want him out of his sight, and the feeling of uneasiness was growing, he felt perspiration sliding down his back and breaking out on his brow.

They sat down, Don on the Pell skin and Angel on the sofa. He placed his legs together and tucked his hands between them.

Angel looked at him uncomfortably, willing his eyes not to look away. Don’s steely eyes were staring at him, his face a mask of blank emotion, the angularity of his features looked more pronounced than they did before, and he looked like the real Neanderthal man, and terror struck a note in his gut.

Suddenly Angel wondered what the hell he’d been thinking, this man was repulsive, to say the least, and he didn’t even want to share a seat next to him never mind a bed! He shuddered at the thought.

Feeling more than a little uncomfortable Angel decided to talk. “So, how long have you been here Don?”

Don sat there in stony silence; his eyes boring into him. He Felt very uneasy Angel averted his eyes to the hanging wallpaper.

After five minutes he spoke. “A couple of years,” 

Angel noticed how his accent had changed from well-spoken to typical east-end cockney. 

“Nice area though.”

“Yeah, nice and quiet no nosey neighbours, you could make as much noise as you like no one would hear you.”

“So, when are you thinking of going back to London then?”

“When I feel like I want to.” He answered sharply.

Don’s answer sent shock waves through him. He knew he was in danger, and suddenly the attraction of living a life of luxury didn’t seem to be so appealing anymore. Now was the time to leave!

“Anyway, I’d better be going I have an appointment at nine in the morning, it’s almost four now.” He’d rather have the long walk home than be here in this awful house with this obvious psychopath. Angel got up from the sofa, but Don moved quicker and was on his feet in front of him.

“Why go now? I’ll make you a coffee.” He frowned; those bushy eyebrows came together in an angry frown. His mood had changed. Don looked at him with suspicion, eyes narrowing. “What appointment? Whom are you meeting?”

“My sister, I have to meet her at the station.” Angel’s tone had gone from slurred to shaky with an obvious tone of fear.

“What is your fucking problem?” 

Angel shrank back, startled by Don’s apparent rage.

“There is no problem; I told you I have to meet my sister early in the morning.”

Don gave him a chilling glare that made Angel freeze as if someone had poured ice cubes down his neck.

“Ok, I understand.” He smiled warmly, “Perhaps we could meet again soon, just stay there I’ve got something for you, I’ll go and get it.”

Angel could not believe the change; he had gone from being extremely aggressive to kind and gentle all in the course of a few seconds.  

He sat where he was. Inside he felt shaky as if he’d just come off a rollercoaster. There was something wrong, very wrong and he couldn’t wait to get out of there and get as far away as he could, perhaps he should just go now before Don comes back. He wasn’t sure where he had gone or if he could see him make his way to the door. Angel looked towards the hall where he guessed the stairs to Don’s bedroom was. He got up and walked hesitantly towards the front door, it was quiet, and there was no movement if he hadn’t known better, he would have sworn Don had gone out. He could hear the ticking of the clock down the hall to his left, tick, tick, tick as if it was ticking away the last moments of his life. He slowly turned his head in the direction of the downstairs bedroom door. It was closed.

––––––––
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Angel crept towards the front door, his hand reaching out to open the latch. He suddenly froze! It was locked. Frantically he looked around for the keys; there were no keys on the hook in the hall or on the hall table. He ran his hands through his thick tangled hair wondering what he was going to do next, sweat started to break out on his brow running down his face into his eyes; he swatted it away with the back of his hand. 

He had never been so scared in his life before, if he got out of this mess, he decided to clean up his act, he was a fool picking up strange men, all it led to was danger. He ran towards the window slipped his trembling hands under the frame and lifted. It opened quite easily and with a sigh of immense relief, he slid through the gap into the silent street. Angel wasted no time; he ran towards the drive and didn’t even bother to look behind him as a great sense of despair seized him. A pair of strong cruel hands grabbed him. 

“Where the fuck are you going!”

Angel gasped a strangled cry; the hands squeezed his throat cutting off his air supply. He thrashed and struggled. Don dragged him back into the house, slamming the door behind him.

“Did you think for one stupid moment that all the kindness I showed you and the drinks I bought you were free Faggot?” He slammed Angel down on the dirty spongy carpet, as his hands searched for leverage, they sank into the slime.

“I have big plans for you, you are going to be worth a lot of money, at least your organs will.” Don laughed, Angel shook with terror, and he knew he had made a fatal mistake in his quest to make a better life for himself.

He held a claw hammer in his hand and Angel screamed as Don raised it above his head. It came down with a sickening crunch. It was over for Angel.

He carried his limp body into the bathroom, trying not to get blood from the head wound over the carpet and dumped him into the bath. “I hope you ain’t got aids mate.” He mumbled as he reached towards the cold-water tap, once he turned it on the mess would go straight down the drain. Don picked up a bag of tools and selected the best one. 

He reached for his glasses so he could see better, then sliced Angel open and carefully took out both kidneys making sure all the veins and arteries were intact.  He lifted Angel’s body to drain the blood from beneath him and then lay him flat down with his legs bent. He hurried into the kitchen and took out the green bag from the freezer, checking inside to make sure there was enough ice for the journey, then grabbed his mobile phone.  The conversation was short. “Ready to be picked up.” 

He had enough time to get rid of the body, clean up and leave to go back to London for his next mission. Don grinned, he had a bit of a job with this one, it would have been better if he could have taken the organs before he had died, but Angel had given him no choice, he was quite a fighter for such a delicate guy.

After placing the Kidneys in the green freezer bag, he left it in the fridge and went back to the bathroom to start dismembering the body so he could leave before dawn. 

M

Olly rested her chin on the palm of her hand as she gazed up at the clock on the classroom wall, another twenty minutes and the bell would ring and she could go home. 

Molly loved school; she was a bright intelligent girl who wanted to learn everything she could, but her head was always stuck in a book. She did well at school and had top marks for everything; Molly soon realized earlier on in her life that there was something to learn about everything including the smallest fish in the sea to the millions of stars in the sky, every string she had in her bow she could fire into the future for a career. 

It had been so hot this summer and the classroom was sweltering; it had reached over eighty degrees outside. The grey blinds were pulled down to shade the classroom from the blinding sun, but she could see little dust motes flying in the air in a shrouded mist.

Molly was almost asleep from the humidity. Her long blond hair was damp from sweat that clung to the sides of her face and dripped down the back of her neck. All she could hear in the silence was the soft purring of the wall fans uselessly blowing out warm air, it made her feel drowsy. 

Her essay book lay open in front of her, she had finished all she needed to write to complete her essay, and for once in her academic life she was finding it hard to concentrate, her mind was on Lucy’s thirteenth birthday party. Molly had only just turned twelve and she wasn’t going to be thirteen until May next year, 

and that seemed such a long time to wait. She wondered what it would be like to be thirteen, ‘no different from being twelve I suppose’ she thought. It didn’t mean just because you were a teenager you were given special privileges, she could never imagine her parents allowing her to stay out late or go to nightclubs, that was never going to happen at least until she got eighteen and that was going to be the minimum.

She looked up at the clock again, willing the hands to move forward from 3 pm to 3.30 pm. She didn’t see school as most kids did like a jail sentence; she loved school and hardly missed a day. She had to be best at everything, and when her teacher asked her to take part in a school pantomime Molly’s eyes lit up like two bright fairy lights. 

“Oh yes please what character am I playing?”

“You’re going to be the lead banana; you’ll be wearing a banana suit.”

Molly looked at her teacher indignantly and said, “A BANANA, you want me to dress up like a banana? I don’t think so!” If she wasn’t going to play the main character, then she wouldn’t be playing anything at all! She was so definitely not going to prepare herself up to look stupid in front of all her friends, hopping about in a silly suit and making stupid faces, so she declined. 

Molly reached down into her school bag and checked that the Voucher she had bought for Lucy’s birthday was still there. The card and voucher were safely tucked away in her bag.
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