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Prologue

Talking with My Dad

‘Muffin, I wonder if we could have a chat about something.’

‘Yes, Dad, is it something important?’

‘It is, love.’

We were walking by the canal near our house. The day was sunny and the wind tossed my hair around my face. Overhead, the leaves flapped about like large green butterflies. My dad coughed a few times and then cleared his throat as if he were about to speak. He said nothing, so I squinted up at him and noticed a sort of redness on his cheeks. My dad never blushed, but sometimes he got a bit red in the face when he was upset.

‘Are you okay, Dad?’ He stopped walking and stared at the heavy, brown river. A swan floated along it and we watched it together. My father and I had nicknamed the river ‘Swan-Ski River’ because of the way swans would land on its surface, like water skiers.

‘Dad, are you okay?’ I asked again. ‘Have you got another chest cold?’

He turned to face me and crouched down.

‘Muffin,’ he began. ‘My chest cold has come back again and — this time it’s a bit worse. So, I guess I’m not really okay, if you know what I mean.’

I considered this for a minute. ‘Does that mean you need stronger medicine then?’

‘Well, you see, love,’ he cleared his throat again. ‘The thing is, even the stronger medicine isn’t working this time.’ Suddenly he put his hands over his face, and to my horror, great tears began running down through the cracks between his long fingers. I flung myself on him, folding my arms tightly round his neck and crushing my cheek against his.

‘Dad, it’s all right! Don’t cry. It’s all right. I’m sure they can give you completely new medicine!’ His whole body seemed to shake as he knelt there with my arms around him. I felt really scared though it was nice holding him like that…The breezy wind blew round us, tangling mine and Dad’s hair, together.

After a while his head moved and I let go my arms. He was looking at me in a soft way, which made my heart hurt. I began to wipe his tears away with the back of my hand. When he spoke again, his voice was more normal.

‘Sorry, Muffin, I didn’t mean to start crying like that. You must have been worried there, thinking your daddy was going a bit funny in the head.’ He got up slowly and laid his arm across my shoulders. ‘Let’s go home. It’s getting chilly.’

Glad to see him returning to his old self, I spoke matter-of-factly. ‘Don’t worry, Dad. I’m sure you’ll be able to get a better medicine from the doctor, that’ll get rid of that cold.’

He nodded his head and smiled. As we drew near our garden gate, he spoke again. ‘You’re such a loving daughter, Charlee. I want you to know that I love you very much and I’m always terribly proud of you.’ He bent and kissed the top of my head. ‘Thanks for that hug you gave me back there. It was just what I needed.’ My heart swelled.

Our old, rusty garden gate creaked as Dad pulled it open. Suddenly he slapped his hand against his forehead. ‘I almost forgot!’ He fished in his pocket and pulled out something wrapped in a tissue. ‘I wanted you to have this.’

He placed a strange little stone in the palm of my hand. It was egg shaped, white in colour and had two black lines round the middle of it. ‘This is to remind you, Charlee, of how much you mean to me, and that I am always near you, no matter what.’ He laughed when he saw the puzzlement on my face. Pointing with his long finger, he explained, ‘This stone is you. The black bands around the middle…’ He touched the dark lines at the centre. ‘Those are my arms.’

Looking down at the stone nestling in my hand, it turned blurry as my eyes filled with tears. Suddenly, I understood just how much my father loved me and it was a moment I would never forget.

As we walked up the garden path together, my fingers closed firmly round the stone as if it were a rare, precious jewel.
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Chapter 1
A New Life

Hi, my name is Charlee Bell-Jones and my story begins about three years after that day when Dad and I were walking by the canal. I was aged eleven and there were some mighty changes going on in my life. My family had left England to go and live in Ireland and I was about to start at my new school there. It was Monday morning, my first day, and I was terrified.

I lay in bed and kept trying to ignore the tight knots in my stomach and the shiver in my heart.

The big thing worrying me was that as the school term had already begun (it was now October), I knew the other kids in this new school would be happily settled into their special gangs and sitting next to their best friends in class.

Back in my school in England, JP had been my special friend, but now, I was going to have to start making new friends all over again in a whole new country. I mean what if they didn’t like me or thought I was freaky or something? Or what if they couldn’t understand my English accent when I spoke?

I groaned as I lay in bed and kept my eyes shut tight. Maybe Dad hadn’t gone away after all and this would all turn out to be a bad dream…

Eventually I got up and pulled open the curtains on the window next to my bed. There was a cold mist on the glass and I rubbed a large circle on it, before pressing my face against it. Looking out my window was the first thing I did every morning before getting out of bed.

My room looked out onto the back garden. The end of our garden was attached to a field, which made it seem huge. My eyes travelled out over this field and I began to fall into a daydream, imagining myself as a beautiful girl, locked in a high tower by her nasty stepmother. Resting my chin on my arms, I became totally wrapped up in my fantasy, forgetting everything else…

‘Charmaine — breakfast is on the table. It’s your favourite!’ My stepmother’s voice shouted at me up the stairs. Actually it was my real mum and she’s not at all nasty. She’s tall, with wavy blond hair and warm hands and I quite like her really — except when she calls me Charmaine. I like to be called Charlee.

‘Coming!’ I shouted back, before burrowing one last time into my warm bed and pulling the covers up to my chin. What if I could avoid going to school altogether? Or pretend to be ill? That bit wasn’t too far off the truth, actually.

I sighed and rolled over — and a hairy tongue stretched out and began slobber-washing my face. ‘Ugh Benjy, you big stupid lump. Stop!’

My dog Benjy is a chocolate brown Labrador, weighing in at about two tonnes. He was five last March, and each year, he gains another fold of fat around his belly, a bit like the way a tree gets its circles. He also has this complete mental block about not being a puppy anymore and crushes me on a regular basis whenever he leaps on my bed. He jumped on me once in the middle of the night when I was fast asleep, and the terrific scream I let out gave him such a shock, he’s never done it since.

Benjy now launched himself up onto my stomach, but I was not in the mood, to play. ‘Get off me, you crazy mutt!’ I tried to shove him off me.

He gave out a low grunt and then slid off the bed, taking half the blankets with him. I watched him waddle out of my room, head down. As he reached the bedroom door, he turned to look at me and I could have sworn he was on the verge of tears. Feeling guilty, I was about to call him back when Mum’s voice interrupted, telling me to get a move on.

Reluctantly I rolled out of my wonderful bed and wrapped my dressing-gown around me. Then, with the courage of a movie heroine, I marched towards the stairs.

‘Charlee…’

I stopped and turned round.

‘Who’s that?’ Someone had called my name and it wasn’t my mum.

Nobody answered and I stood there, listening.

Deciding I must have imagined it, I shrugged my shoulders and stumbled downstairs, still half-asleep.

‘Chalee’s not eating, Muma.’ My little brother Stevie had barely taken his eyes off me since I’d sat down to breakfast. He was thrilled about me starting at a new school and could hardly eat from the excitement. In his eyes, this was a major event and he actually adored my revolting, wine-coloured uniform and mustard-coloured schoolbag.

The bag had been a present from my grandparents, and their faces had looked so cheerful when they handed it to me, I’d felt really guilty.

‘Chalee not eating, Muma. Maybe she’s sicky.’ Stevie reached out his small hand and touched my elbow. ‘Are you alkay?’ (The way my brother mixed up the words ‘all right’ and ‘okay’ always made me smile. Stevie wasn’t able to say the letter ‘r’ properly either.)

We drove to my new school in silence, but my heart made such a racket in my chest, I was nearly deafened. Benjy was making his usual panting, scratching and burping noises from the back of the car, but I hardly noticed. My uniform felt hot and uncomfortable and the collar of my blouse was strangling me. As we drew closer to the school, Mum slowed down and I couldn’t help looking eagerly out of the car window.

The whole world’s population of children seemed to walking past. Kids of every age, shape and size, ran or plodded along, their hands in their coat pockets. The day was ice-windy cold, but not a single boy or girl was wearing a hat — only me. Mum had insisted. So I was feeling pretty stupid by the time we neared the school gates.

As we got out of the car, I glanced up at the school building. It was horrible, with high grey walls and slitty-eyed windows. It reminded me of a prison.

Graystones certainly lived up to its name.

‘Goshy, Chalee! It’s the Tower of London.’ Stevie grabbed hold of my arm and began his jump-swing routine. Before leaving England, we had gone to see the Tower of London and Stevie compared every big building with it now.

I tried to quieten him down. ‘Not now, Stevie. Charlee needs to go.’ His eyes drooped so I put my arms around him. He went up on tiptoe and touched my face with his small hands.

‘Stevie sad,’ he said. I tried to straighten up but he wouldn’t let go. ‘C’mon, Stee, you’ll see me again in a few hours, okay?’ A tear floated down his cheek. I gazed down at him and could feel my lip tremble. Luckily at that moment, Benjy jumped up and began licking my face, so I turned to him and stroked his head. Mum was trying not to cry either, but failing totally. I let her give me a long hug because I knew she needed one.

‘I love you so much, darling,’ she whispered. Mumbling something in reply, I slung the mustard bag over my shoulder and made my way through the gates of the school. I didn’t turn round to wave at them because sharp tears were gathering behind my eyes.





Chapter 2
Crazies and Grundelbags

‘Good morning, boys and girls.’

‘Good morning, Mr Shaughnessy.’ The whole class droned in unison, as if they were robots. Mr Shaughnessy (pronounced Shawnessie), was the headmaster. A massive man with thick arms and a very thick body, he had no hair whatsoever and his head shone like a lighthouse in the glare of the classroom lights. He was not someone to be messed with, no way. Behind him, Miss Darcy, the class teacher, sat stiffly at her desk.

I’d been made to stand at the top of the class and my cheeks were turning red as I faced the rows of girls and boys staring back at me. My hands were sweaty and I was secretly trying to wipe them on my skirt. If only my old school friends had been sitting there instead.

‘Right then, boys and girls. This is Charmaine Bella-Jones, the new girl I was telling you about. She’s come all the way from England to live here so I want you to be nice to her and make her feel welcome, all right?’

I gulped. Did I imagine that or had he just said, ‘Bella-Jones’? My face grew redder and a snigger came from somewhere in the class. Mr Shaughnessy walked down to the back to find out who it was. Suddenly, he turned to look at me.

‘Yes, Charmaine, did you want to say something?’

‘No sir. I mean yes, sir…I’m sorry sir, but my name’s not Charmaine Bella-Jones, it’s—’

‘Oh, of course! You like to be known as Charlee, isn’t that right? Well then children, this is Charlee Bella-Jones.’

A mean-looking boy at the front burst out laughing. He nudged the boy beside him and whispered, just loud enough for me to hear, ‘Look! Her mug’s the colour of a tomato!’ He started rolling his eyes around. ‘Yes sir, no sir, three bags full, sir.’ The other boy snorted into his hand and both of them grinned up at me in a nasty, delighted sort of way.

All the kids started murmuring to each other, so Mr Shaughnessy strode over to an empty desk and began thumping his fist on it as if it were a pillow.

‘That will do class. Cúnas!’ He bellowed like a bull about to charge (Cúnas is Irish for ‘quiet’, by the way.) The whole class obeyed him instantly.

‘Now! Right then, carry on, Charlee. Tell us a bit about yourself.’

Worse and worse! He was making me sound like one of those Comedy Classics. The whole class breathed in, ready to roar laughing, but a deadly glare from the headmaster stopped them in their tracks.

In desperation I tried to explain again. ‘I mean my surname, sir. It’s not Bella-Jones. It’s—’ There was another interruption. Was this torture ever going to end!

This time, someone had let rip a tornado and now the whole class dissolved into giggles. A dreadful smell was filling every corner of the classroom and I felt faint.

‘Whoever made that disgusting noise, stand up now or the whole class gets detention for two hours!’ Shaughnessy rose up to his full height and proceeded to trundle up and down between the rows of desks. He resembled an angry elephant, towering above every shaking pupil but nobody owned up. Then he stopped and began sniffing the air.

‘Hmm…this smells interesting.’ He rolled on the balls of his feet. Suddenly he pounced. ‘O’Neill was it you? Answer me, boy, and mind you tell the truth or I’ll be on the phone to your mother before you can spell air freshener.’

I looked in the direction of Shaughnessy’s pointing finger. Slumped at his desk beneath the headmaster was the frailest, skinniest boy I’d ever seen. How this kid could have made a noise like that was beyond me. He seemed quite worn out by the effort.

‘I’m waiting, O’Neill.’

The skinny boy cleared his skinny throat and spoke in a girlie kind of voice. ‘Yes sir, it was me, Mr Shaughnessy. Sorry, sir. Sorry, Miss Darcy.’

He looked so innocent, I wasn’t that surprised when the headmaster smiled fondly at him.

‘Well, Jimmy. And I suppose you had baked beans on toast again this morning. Am I right?’

Jimmy nodded.

‘Ah, I thought as much. I’ll have to have another word with your ma about that. We can’t have you stinking out the place the whole time now, can we?’

Jimmy grinned, and I half expected the headmaster to give him a big, sloppy hug.

Miss Darcy now began clearing her throat in a hinty sort of way. The headmaster tore himself away from his favourite pupil and returned to the top of the class. He told me to go and sit down. Unfortunately the desk he pointed to was right behind Jimmy O’Neill, but I was relieved to be sitting down at last.

Then someone whispered in my ear, ‘Hi, I’m Bernie Rogan.’

I turned and saw a dark-haired girl with a friendly face.

‘Hi,’ I whispered back.

‘Welcome to Graystones – school for Crazies and Grundelbags.’ She winked at me.

I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about, but there was something in the way she said it that made me relax for the first time. Perhaps the day would turn out all right after all. I smiled back at her, glad to have made a friend.

‘Goodbye, Mr Shaughnessy,’ everyone droned. The headmaster nodded in reply, turned and strode through the door, causing a draught as he left.





Chapter 3
Memories

‘Tell me more, Chalee, please.’ It was later that day and Stevie had been asking me questions about school all through dinner, but I was getting a bit fed up with his chatter. Mum read my thoughts.

‘Let Charlee have a rest now, Stevie. She’s had a long day and a lot of new things to get used to.’

‘But me had new things too, Muma.’ He had gone to visit our grandparents, who had taken him for tea and cakes at their local garden centre, and he was absolutely bursting to talk about his amazing adventures.

‘I know, darling. Why don’t you tell mummy again?’ She nodded at me and taking the hint, I slipped away from the table and headed for my room.

What a relief it was to put my aching head down on the pillow. Apart from meeting Bernie, I had hated every minute of my first day, and the thought of having to do it all over again tomorrow made me feel sick.

For the millionth time, I wished this was all a nightmare and that we had never left England. All the changes were becoming too much for me to take in and although Mum did her best to help me, the only person I really wanted to talk to, had gone away forever. Each morning I opened my eyes, still hoping to hear Dad’s voice coming through the wall of my room.

My parents’ bedroom had been right next to mine in our old house and they usually had a chat each morning before it was time to get up. I’d sit up in bed straining to catch Dad’s words, because he was always saying something that made Mum laugh. Eventually he would start laughing himself and that was my favourite bit, because Dad’s laugh always made everything feel top-notch safe.

Dad had often made me laugh with his funny stories about his job as an architect; like the time he was helping some people build a bridge across a river and they made the bridge too short, so nobody could reach the other side. Dad told them to put an enormous cushion on the other side of the river, so the people could jump off the end of the bridge and not hurt themselves.

‘However,’ Dad had told me, ‘people began having such a good time jumping onto the cushion that soon, whole crowds began queuing up to have a go.’

‘Then what happened?’ I had asked, full of curiosity.

‘Well Muffin, the bridge became famous and they decided to name it Bell Bridge, after me!’ Dad laughed out loud. Sometimes I wasn’t sure whether Dad was kidding me or not but I always loved hearing his stories.

Then one day, Dad had felt unwell. Mum took him to the doctor who sent him to the hospital for some tests. After this, Dad was sometimes at home and sometimes at the hospital, but he never seemed to get better. I kept asking God to take the infection in his chest away, but either God wasn’t listening or he just couldn’t do it, and Dad got sicker. Eventually, he stayed at home all the time and lay in his bed.

I remember sitting by him one day, watching his face as he slept. His eyes were closed and his breathing sounded like he was sighing. Every so often, I would tighten my grip on his hand.

That day, all the usual visitors were in the living room having tea, and for once, Dad and I were wonderfully alone. I could touch his face and rest my head on his chest, without some nagging adult saying, ‘Let Daddy alone now, Charmaine. You mustn’t disturb him when he’s trying to rest.’

His heartbeat was slow and gentle underneath my head and its rhythm gradually lulled me asleep. When I woke up I was in my own bed and Mum was sitting in a chair next to my bed. There was hurt in her eyes as she looked at me, and I knew my dad had gone.

A couple of months after the funeral, Mum got a job in a local sweet factory. She regularly brought treats home for Stevie and me, something she would never have done in the past. She must have felt we needed some candy comfort back then.

After a year or so though, Mum began longing to be closer to her parents Grammie and Grandpa Jones, who lived in Ireland. At first I was dead against moving there, but as it took forever to make the arrangements I sort of got used to the idea, and anyway, it was nice to see Mum busy with her plans and not crying so much over Dad and all that.

And so it was on that first day of September, 1975, we set sail for the Emerald Isle. The three of us stood on the rear deck of the big car ferry as it pulled away from the harbour but even though it was a warm day, inside my body I felt freezing cold.

Some other kids stood beside us with their parents and they kept bouncing up and down and cheering and waving at whoever happened to be standing on the pier. It seemed all wrong that anyone should be happy in the middle of my sadness. I glared at one of the children, a girl who stuck her tongue out at me.

Ignoring her, I had fixed my eyes on the seashore, which was getting smaller and smaller and then my heart seemed to leave my body and float upwards and away towards Swan-Ski River, my favourite place where Dad and I had used to walk together.

A white causeway of churning foam was spreading away from our ship towards the now faraway English coastline. I leaned my elbows on the ship’s rail and rested my tired forehead on them. Then from the corner of my eye, I noticed the stuck-out-tongue-girl staring at me in silence. Realising that tears were spilling down my cheeks, I had quickly turned my face away from her.

I didn’t know it then but soon the Child Angel would be coming into my life. Soon I would be meeting Jesse.





Chapter 4
The Letter and the Mystery Boy

One morning, three weeks after that first day at Graystones School, Stevie met me at the bottom of the stairs proudly holding a letter in his small hand. ‘Muma says it’s fwom England, Chalee.’

I looked at the handwriting on the envelope, grabbed the letter and ran back upstairs. I’d begun to think she’d forgotten all about me.

By ‘she’, I mean my best mate, JP. Her real name was Jennifer Penelope Cush, but at school, Shaker-Girl was her nickname, because she loved dancing around the classroom, shaking her arms and head at the same time.

Before I left England, JP had been doing some research. She would collect tears and study them under a microscope to find out if they had any special ingredients in them. She would use the word ‘determine’ a lot, as in I have to determine what this result means.

Another favourite word of hers was ‘classified’. Whenever I asked her about her research, she would remind me it was classified. ‘You’ll just have to be patient, Charlee, and read about it in my encyclopaedia when it’s all published and I’m famous. Okay?’

I thought she owed me a sneak-peek at her experiments seeing as I had actually helped with them. It was because of my dad, you see. Sometimes I just couldn’t stop myself crying at school and while the teacher wasn’t looking, JP would then take out her little test-tube and catch the tears as they ran down my face. JP kept saying it was cool to cry, because I was doing her a big favour and she was getting very close to making a major discovery about tears.
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