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Under the sky

Here I lie,

Under the sky

My sister and I

Trees above us and the bottomless sky

Here we’ll live – my sister and I.

(Adopted from traditional of an unknown author)
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“It’s always the darkest before the dawn” - Thomas Fuller.

––––––––
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“IT’S GOING TO GET WORSE before it will get better. And today is no exception” – Ariel.
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Urbat Manzazu – Dwelling place of the dog of death.

Damu Azeru – Cursed child.

Irtu Etu Dalkhu – Demons’ dark boobs.

Zu ku Izi – Flesh eating fire.

Pagru di mursu sadhu – Corpse of a diseased pig.

All the above were created using the known elements of Sumerian language and its loose English translations. All of these phrases are used by our fearless characters throughout this book.

Full glossary of terms, the celestial words and phrases introduced and used in “Heavenward” and “Hallow” and their translations, can be found at the end of this book.
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Chapter 1
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O

chre yellow empty polystyrene cartons from a local fish and chip shop litter the pavement, dimly glowing in the dark like little islands amongst a dark, night sea.

Small pieces of rubbish, sweet wrappers and old newspapers twirl and dance under our feet, but when picked up by a gust of wind, they would race past us, as if alive, hurrying like a morning herd of commuters flooding a platform at Victoria station on their way to work.

The streets are pitch-black as the street lamps are already turned off for the night. It must be well past midnight.  But the steady, soft, pearly glow coming off Rafe’s body, dimly illuminates the pavement and the surrounding air, as if we are followed along by a personal street lamp.

The streets of the town are filled with the salty smell of the sea and a faint stench of rotting rubbish from nearby takeaways and restaurants that are already closed for the night. Rats rustle and squeak in the bins, fighting for the juiciest scraps.

The air has the faint, crisp smell of the upcoming winter and it probably will be a week before rain puddles begin to freeze at night, giving young children the acute satisfaction of jumping onto the thin crust of bright ice in the mornings and hearing it crunch under their feet. And a week after that, the snow will come.

The day of the fire in the science class, the day when my life irreversibly changed and I learnt not only that angels exist, but I am one of them, was a breezy English summer day. Somehow it is late autumn now. Somehow, somewhere I’ve lost half a year.

A chilling easterly wind throws fine drizzle in my face, whipping my damp hair around, seeping its numbing cold fingers through my muddy jeans and the sweatshirt. I didn’t have a chance to change earlier and now I’m paying for it with the smelly and crusted over attire, which stands rigid like stinky armour.

My wings are behind me.

It’s weird to have them there.

Most of the time I don’t even think about them, don’t feel them. But now and again, they would flutter ever so slightly behind my back, move my hair or brush past my shoulders or arms, reminding me of their presence. They are there like long hair over the back of my neck, constant, familiar and inconspicuous. I only notice and think about them in the moments like now, when they gently rise and spread, covering me from the wind and rain.

But I’m still cold.

A few streets back my teeth began to chatter. At first it was short, sporadic clucks of a convulsing chicken, but now the chatter has upgraded to a steady rhythmic pulse. The shiver descends over my body, raking over me, twisting and shortening my muscles as if I’m touching exposed wires.

I need to get warm. I need to get to warmth, but I don’t know what to do or where to go next.

I left Uras decisively.

I made the decision and now I need to follow through with it. The problem is that I knew I needed to leave, and I knew I needed to come here, to see my sister, to make sure that she is alright, safe, but that was as far as I went in my preparations or in my planning.

I have no idea what to do next or even where to begin.

Rafe’s heavy footsteps echo behind my back and I can hear his laboured breathing.

I can feel his presence. I sense him with the hair at my nape, and I can smell the scent of ripe fruits and sun around me. I can feel his pulsating life energy with my wings.

My wings know without a shadow of a doubt that it is him behind me. My wings know that he is in pain and they know that the pain is bad.

But he doesn’t share it with me. He doesn’t say a word.

He just walks behind me, keeping up with my intentionally shortened steps. He didn’t want to share his pain with me then, and he is not sharing it now. He is just here for me, insistent and constant, even after everything I put him through.

Without question, he followed me on the path that I chose for us, and the earlier guilt stirs up again.

The swords that Sam gave me are awkwardly stashed away, looped through the belt at the back of my jeans. I’ve never carried weapons before nor have I used them until today.

I sober in an instant thinking of Mia. I still can’t believe that I’ve done it, done to another human, to another living being.

And as if answering my call, the memories of our fight rush back, spreading the dark chill from within, matching the chill of the autumnal wet wind. The memories bring the crisp stabbing details of her beautiful porcelain pixie face. Her face frozen in shock, with her eyes and red mouth wide open, her surprised gaze locked to mine.

I remember watching her body folded unnaturally on the floor, twisted at the weird angle. I remember that feeling, that knowledge: she is dead.

The heavy weight of guilt pushes in next. It expands, bulges inside like a poisonous cyst about to burst.

I have never killed anyone or anything in my life. Even annoying buzzing flies on windows were carefully caught under a cup and pushed out of an open window. Spiders were released into woods and the local foxes were regularly fed with old bread and leftover sandwiches in the home’s back garden.

I cried for days when I found a dead hedgehog outside our house, hit by a car, his little unmoving body pressed against the curb.

This was my first experience of death.

I was very little then and remember touching the sharp little prickles on the hedgehog’s body, calling for “Mr Hedgehog” to wake up, and my dad dragging me away, slamming the door shut behind us.

And that night he spoke about death. My dad, the man of a very few words and even fewer expressions, said that night with the stern face (my tears always bothered him): “That hedgehog was already dead. Nothing we could’ve done. Everything and everyone dies eventually, such is life.”

Then he tucked me in, turned off the light and left the room. That was the only week in my life I didn’t have my usual nightmares, because that was the week when I barely slept, scared and confused, staring into the dark emptiness of the night, wondering about mechanics of death, the finality of it all, falling into an exhausted oblivion only just before dawn.

Since then I was so careful not to harm, not to kill – anyone or anything. Ever.

But now I’ve crossed that line. I have killed. This thought churns my stomach and I think I might throw up.

What am I turning into? Who am I becoming?

Every step I take, every decision that I make changes me, taking me further away from myself, turning me into something completely different, new, alien. Nothing is “me” about me anymore: I wear a stranger’s clothes with a stranger’s weapons tucked in at the back of my jeans, fighting a stranger’s battles. And oh, yeah, and I have two pairs of wings now as well.

Will there be any of “me” left? How far will this road lead me? How much more will I change? What more will I do? And ultimately, am I still a good person if I have done evil things?

And then the sobering thought like a slap rings in my head.

Maybe now and here I am my true self? The self I was always meant to be, just like Baza said? Maybe all that I was before was just an accident, a dream, a mistake, a pretence?

Maybe now I am me, and maybe, just maybe, I’m not a good person after all?

Maybe I was never good...

“Bad things don’t happen to good girls”, my mother’s stern reciting voice echoes in my head and I can feel again, years later, a heavy pull of Bible in my hands and the stabbing of sharp shards of salt in the skin of my knees.

Rain water washes my face, running down my lips and my chin. I lick the rain off my lips, startled to taste the salt. Only now I realise that my eyes are sore and the crazy ‘house of mirrors’ film distorts my vision.

The influx of memories is so powerful, the stress of the last few hours is so draining and doubt is so crippling, that I want to drop to my knees right here, in the middle of the street, and wail head up to the sky like a wolf, to mourn myself, for everyone to hear my misery.

Again I feel like there is not enough air in the world to fill my lungs, like the darkness of the night around me is a tight metal box.

I force myself not to bolt. I force myself not to drop to my knees. I force my feet to keep the pace, my knees to bend in time as I count my steps, finding the rhythm in it and drowning my thoughts: one – two, one – two.

I rub at my eyes, wipe at my face, forcing my breathing.

“Do you know what date it is today?” I glance at Rafe over my shoulder once I manage to restore my breathing.

The beads of rain or maybe sweat dot his forehead, glistening in the light.

Only the one wing pokes above his shoulder, and that large purple wing, illuminated by Rafe’s glow, looks so lonely and odd, that remorse washes over me again as I am confronted by the sight of his wing and the sight of his tightly set jaw and half-hooded eyes.

I quickly drop my gaze and turn around.

“It’s the third of November”, he answers.

The breath hitches in his throat between the words, just in time with his footsteps, as if each step stabs him. But he keeps his voice toneless and flat, like only a person in pain would.

But I’m suffering too and it’s not only a physical pain. My arm still hurts where Mia had slashed at it with her sword. The wound had started to heal but I think it will be a good few hours before the pain will dissipate completely.

And on top of everything else, away from Sam and his magical, unexplainable hold on me, everything he did, everything he said comes to me with a ringing clarity, bringing self-loathing in its wake. I want to kick myself for wanting him, for needing him and for being so placid and melting in his arms.

Away from him I bitterly regret the “I love you” I uttered. The space apart, like a wise grandma helpfully reminds me of everything he had done. Now, with space apart, I don’t know if I can trust him, or who can I trust at all.

With unexpected sadness I realise that I’m just like my mum, falling for a guy and his empty promises.

Bloody genetics, huh?! What a gullible fool!

Self-loathing is flogging me hard and I desperately want to purge that feeling. I want to open the gates and release it. I want to hit something, I want to scream but instead I just ball the fists by my sides and keep on marching down the familiar street, counting the steps, keeping my eyes on the cracked asphalt under my feet, lit up by Rafe’s pearly glow.

I steal another glance at him over my shoulder.

At least he is not pretending to love me.

He was honest and upfront with me from the start. It’s his soul mate’s essence he is after, it’s her he wants. Very simple, very straight forward, very clear cut.

In anger I kick a stone from under my foot. It bounces away into the darkness of the street with a melodious juicy beat.

I’m tired of it all. I am walking down an empty street but I don’t know where I’m going or where I want to be. I think now is the time to admit to myself and to Rafe, that I don’t know where I am leading him, I don’t know where I am going.

I had to leave Uras. And although it was my decision to leave, it was a forced decision of a ‘tactical withdrawal’. I didn’t have a plan then and I don’t have one now. I was so busy leaving, so busy to be the leader they all prophesise me to be, that I didn’t think past the open door.

In my mind, I haven’t envisioned anything apart from a vague notion of coming to my hometown, turning up outside of my old house and collecting Jess, or at least seeing if she is okay and happy.

And now, as I plod down the cold and empty dark streets, I could clearly see that “my plan” wasn’t even a plan. It was just another easy escape, afraid to make a decision.

Perpetually singing self-doubt has made the decision for me and now I’ve parked us here, miles away from my old house, in the middle of the night, in the middle of the empty town centre, without money or a place to sleep.

And just like that I’m angry again. I’m angry at myself, at Rafe, at Sam, at my parents and all the goddamned angels out there. Again I’ve screwed up, again I’m in trouble, on the run, but God knows, this time this wasn’t any of my doing. I want to stamp my feet and scream, and my laboured breathing is now matching Rafe’s.

I abruptly stop.

Rafe clearly didn’t expect it, as if on autopilot, his feet carry him forward and with two large steps he almost ploughs into me, his large body around mine.

My large purple wings protectively shoot out high and wide around my back, between us and I can feel his breath stroking the top of my head. His clothing brushes over my feathers and the delicate and wispy tips of my wings are tingling, sending angry wind chimes into my head, demanding more space between us, as I practically leap forward, before spinning to face him.

“Listen Rafe, just go back, huh?” I snap. “I don’t want you here. I don’t need you here and I don’t need your help. I’m just going to find my sister and get out of here. And I can do all of it on my own. I don’t need a babysitter and I most definitely don’t need you following behind me like a bloody prison guard.”

I try so hard not to yell at him, but I can’t keep the annoyance and irritation from singing in my voice.

His hair, wet from the constant drizzle, is brushed away from his face.

A fine November spray coats his face and when the droplets, burdened to the full gather together, they slide down his handsome face like a dozen small rivers.

But he doesn’t wipe the water off his face; he lets it run its course as he stands there, looking down at me, resolute, his warm hazel eyes locked on me.

And his patient silence, his care and pity in his gaze are more than I can handle.

“Mate, what are you here for? What do you want?” I scream and my voice, carried by the mist and the wind, echoes off the dark buildings and a dog’s bark answers me from somewhere in the night.

“What’s in it for you, huh? Why won’t you just bloody get lost?” I shriek and although he is calm and silent, I’m on a roll and can’t stop myself.

“Or still trying to score here?” I hiss at him.

“My soul mate, my soul mate”, I mimic him, clasping my hands over my chest, rolling my eyes upwards, pursuing my lips in a bow as if about to kiss, and the next second I snap back at him, roaring, “she is not here! I am here! I am! And I don’t want you!”

“Ariel, we’ve been through this. I need to keep you safe, not because of the essence inside you, but because of the oath I swore, and I have told you that I’m not going anywhere. I have to protect you, and that will always be my job. You know that.”

His calm and low voice is of a mature adult who’s trying to reason with a tantrum of a toddler, and that winds me up even more. And before I have a chance to bite my tongue, to rethink or remember to breathe, the words fall out my stupid big mouth.

“What’s a bloody useless cripple like you going to do? Broken, with one wing?” And the second the words echo and register in my mind, I immediately regret them and I want to kick myself.

I clamp my mouth shut, but it’s too late. The damage has been done. I went too far and I can see it.

His beautiful hazel eyes are open wide in shock and hurt.

The pain and anger blanket his face for a second, before he forces his face back into the earlier stoic and neutral expression. Only the tightened and bulging muscles on his neck and suddenly even shallower breathing betray his rage, and I could swear I can hear his teeth grinding.

I’m mortified at what I’ve just done, at what I’ve said. I can’t believe I have been that cruel.

I want to turn back time and take it all back, every single word.

I want to apologise. I want to explain myself. Explain how scared I feel, how out of my depth I am here and have been for a while. How my life is moving away from me and I feel like a leaf, ripped from a tree and at the mercy of the wind, which carries me deeper into the unknown.

I want to tell him that his missing wing is my fault and I know it, and that the guilt will be with me forever.

I want to ask, no! – I want to beg for his forgiveness. I want to explain that I didn’t mean any of it, that I’m scared and the fear spoke for me, before me.

I want to cry and I want to let him comfort me and tell me what to do and make all the decisions for me from now on and forever. I want someone, just for once, to look after me, take care of me and just let me be.

But instead of telling him all of this, I turn around and walk away.

With every step I take away from Rafe, the darkness swallows me deeper. Rafe’s warm glow is left behind and I can feel my large wings fold tighter against my back, wrapping my shoulders, cocooning me. And for a while all I can hear is the night’s quiet and the swishing of the wind with a heavy drum of the drizzle, which has now upgraded to a freezing November rain.

But then in the distance, the familiar heavy footsteps resume the pace again, their echo resonating off the asphalt.

Rafe catches up with me in a few long strides, but the distance between us is wider than it was before, and my wings detect a new emotion coming off him, and as if punched in the gut, I suddenly realise that it is hate.

That serves you bloody right! You totally deserve it and you’ve got no one else to blame for that but yourself and your stupid mouth. You wanted him gone, have it! Now you’re truly on your own!

My feet keep their numb pace as these words slowly sink in and my tears start and spill, and I don’t try to stop them now.
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M

y hometown is small and compact.

Once grandeur, and now run-down and greying, five-storey tall Victorian buildings line up the central promenade, leading tourists to the beach.

The ground floors in these buildings were always occupied by businesses.

In the last two centuries they were bursting with tea rooms and sweets shops, traditional fish and chip shops and the obligatory pubs. But for the last few years, as shops were closing down one by one, the boarded up windows of the closed down shops begun to interrupt the promenade like a hiccup. And the last few standing businesses now sell the touristy junk to an annual ebbing flock of summer visitors.

The rest of the businesses in the town centre are mainly takeaways, betting shops and newsagents selling cheap beer and sweets to the locals. Even pubs are having a hard time surviving here.

The buildings get shorter and smaller as we leave the town centre. The five storey high, centuries old decaying splendour vanishes, giving way to the red brick of small two storey town houses from the same era. It’s like the entire town was built under the watchful eye of Queen Victoria.

The council estate, in which I spent most of my life, is just a few miles away, erected forty years ago on the outskirts of the then busy seaside town and strategically tucked away from the gazes of happy tourists.

I have never made this trip on foot, always using a bus, but it would be stupid to wait for a bus at this hour.

In the thick darkness of an autumnal early morning, my estate’s shadowy form looks the same as it did years ago.

My estate is still asleep and snoring, and only an occasional dog bark rips the somnolent silence.

The lights are due to be switched on in a few hours, but I know that they will not come on in here.

There never was a single working street lamp in my small estate for as long as I remember. Most of them were smashed for sport by local boys as soon as the broken ones were replaced, so eventually the council gave up on the lights. And on the people who lived there.

Only the morning sun will break darkness in the place of the forgotten people.

The rain had stopped somewhere along the way, leaving behind black puddles on the asphalt.

I know better than to step in these. The unexpected depth of these seemingly shallow puddles can surprise you, leaving not just the shoes wet.

A cold wind picked up, gushing down the streets and between the houses, raising tiny ripples on the puddles, rustling bared trees and whistling between the branches.

Rafe is still behind me and stayed there all the way here.

We didn’t say a word to each other. I know very well that it is my job now, after all that I’ve said and done, to pick up the pieces of our broken friendship and to mend the shattered trust, but I can’t deal with it right now.

Anxiety and apprehension, fear and joy, hope and the dark doubt are pulling at me, tugging me in every direction, making me dizzy and light-headed.

The dread pulls heavy at my stomach only for a moment later to be replaced by a tender whisper of hope, which later is washed away by fear. My mouth is dry and my heart is pounding at my ribcage.

Every step takes me closer to the estate, closer to my street, closer to my house. I can’t think of anything but the moment I’ll see my sister, for the first time in over a year. My sister and my mum.

And as I am about to turn the corner onto my street and to see for the first time in years, the fourth house from the end, the house where I used to live, the pit of my stomach squeezes and I stop.

With the last two steps I will round the corner and I will be on my street, the street on which I played with my sister as a child, drawing hopscotch on asphalt and running, playing “It” with my sister and neighbours’ kids. The street on which I learnt how to ride a bike, on which my neighbours live and my sister still lives.

Our street was always loud, filled with loud laughter and chatter, and occasional dramas and arguments just like any large dysfunctional family.

I know that with these last two steps I will see my house, the house in which I suffered so much, but in which I was also so happy as a little girl, the house which held more of my memories and of my emotions than any building in this world.

I take a lungful of the night wet air and force myself to turn the corner.

The dark shadows of the street, the outlines of the familiar buildings along the street against the backdrop of the grey shadows of the morning are the same as years ago. Nothing has changed since I left.

My house is still asleep. It is dark just like all the houses next to it and my sister and my mum are asleep in there.

The heart is thumping in my chest and my hands are clammy and cold. I wipe them on my dirty and wet jeans.

I’m petrified. I’m finally here but I don’t know how I’ll be greeted. I don’t know if I’d be wanted and with every step closer, I decide that I can’t brave my house in the dark.

I shouldn’t just bang on the door and wake them up and disturb them, I reason with myself. Or maybe I’m just trying to postpone the inevitable.

And just before I reach the dark and sleepy house of mine, I dart to the right, away from the house, across the road and the lawn, looking for the bench which I know should be here. My mum used to sit on it, watching us play tag or doing cartwheels.

The bench is wet, but it doesn’t matter by this point: my clothes are so soaked that I doubt I’d feel any extra moisture.

My emotions are a tangled mess. I desperately want to be inside that house, to ring the doorbell and see their faces, but I’m too afraid to go in.

How is it possible for two such polarised wishes to coexist inside me?

So I sit there, consuming the dark quiet silhouette of my house with my eyes.

Rafe is behind me, still on his feet. He hovers for a bit behind the bench and then settles into quietness. He doesn’t try to sit next to me and I’m surprised by the stab of hurt I feel.

My wings wrap tighter around me as if consoling me or maybe just simply trying to keep me warm.
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I wake up with a jolt.

The dribble pools in the corner of my mouth. I fell asleep, sitting on the bench.

It’s now a few hours later and a weak grey dawn, misted by a morning haze, is trying to break through the blanket of the night, but so far only managing to turn everything grey, like in a black and white movie.

I wipe my mouth with my sleeve, scanning the street.

In the hazed light of the morning my council estate looks the same as it was years ago, when I was taken from here, driven away in the social worker’s car, which held the smell of a new car and an overbearing synthetic smell of cherries. Even now, so many years later, I still remember the packet of a cherry air freshener bouncing on the elastic string off the rear-view mirror.

I scan the surrounding area, taking in the familiar sights and smells. The estate hasn’t changed in the few years of my absence.

The broken and caved in places short fences surround the identical two storey grey council homes. These wrecked fences are like decayed mouths of old men in the estate, pitiful and sad. The cement panels on the houses are covered in chipped stone, giving the houses the resemblance of a bizarre box, gift-wrapped in grey sand paper. Net curtains are inside almost every window on the estate. It was chic then and it is still chic now. Most of the windows along the street still have curtains drawn, protecting the sleep of the people inside.

Carried by the earlier wind, rubbish is stuck in the branches of the trees and inside the bushes like weird Christmas decorations, adorning the November-bare branches of the estate. A carrier bag, caught at the top in the nearby tall tree, flaps loudly in a wind like a ship’s standard.

Litter is strewn across the pavements and the mess of the plastic wrappers has faded and begun to break and crumble, and the little hills of rubbish have formed under the bushes, fences and under the curbs.

A few front lawns in front of a few homes sport the small armies of weathered gnomes. I remember local boys jumping into these gardens after dark, re-arranging the gnomes into all-sorts of disturbing and incriminating positions to the displeasure of the elderly residents.

The grass in the front lawn of my house is neatly cut and colourful plastic toys are scattered over the yellowed grass. A little yellow and red ride-along car is parked proudly amongst this child’s heaven. I don’t remember any of these toys being here and they are too young to belong to my sister.

Maybe my mum had another baby?

The door of the house next to mine opens and an old lady in pink fluffy sleepers, a thick brown and red tartan coat over a fleecy pink housecoat comes out, dragging a protesting dog on the leash with her. The overweight old dog pulls at the leash and shakes his head, he is peeved as he’d rather be inside and sleeping on the sofa, than standing outside and bracing the cold November wind.

“Come on, Georgie”, the old woman yells to the dog and her high-pitched, crackling voice travels around the block. “Come on, do a wee-wee.”

The dog, ignoring her instructions completely, turns back and tries to climb up the two small steps back into the house but she yanks at his leash again.

“Come on, Georgie, do a wee-wee.”

I can easily recognise this woman and her signature call to Georgie is unmistakable. She was our neighbour for as long as I could remember. Every morning instead of the alarm bell, I’d be woken by her calls to Georgie. Even when I was very young, she was already very old, and she hasn’t changed a single bit since then. Even her thick tartan coat and pink housecoat are the same.

The resigned dog paddles down the steps and squats down in the middle of the lawn to do his business.

I could swear he did it on purpose, as some sort of payment for dragging him out at this early hour. I expect the woman to tell him off, but she just stretches her thin pale lips in a wide smile, yelling down the wind: “Good boy, Georgie, good boy.” For an old lady she has a decent pair of lungs on her.

The sudden wave of memories engulfs me. The sudden call of my childhood is so strong and welcoming that tears gather and spill from my eyes and I feel as if I am back home.

I’m back to where I ran from. I’m back to where I’ve run to. I’m back to where I want to be. But I’m afraid if I may be no longer wanted.

And without a clear reason in my head, I get up and cross the lawn and the road, stopping in front of the wrought iron short gate of my neighbour’s house, which hangs closed just by a single hinge.

“Excuse me”, I croak but even I can barely hear myself.

I clear my throat.

“Excuse me? Auntie Pat?” I call louder.

The dog notices me first.

He turns his head, staring at me with his sad, wet olives eyes, then he gets up and trots to the gate, dragging his owner after him. Georgie is a chunky grey staffie. He was always on a lazy side, so jumping over a fence or even barking was always too much of an ask of him.

Auntie Pat follows him, coming closer to the gate. Her face is now only a few inches away from mine. She never had great eyesight to begin with, but now I think it has disappeared completely. Up close, she smells of “Dove” soap, baby talcum powder and her never changing, unmistakable perfume, which must have soaked into her pores by now, always smelling too strong when mixed with her sweat. This morning she smells of porridge too.

I remember, every Friday after picking up her pension from the local post office, she would walk to the small estate’s corner shop, buy a few sweets and then would call me and my sister to her gate and give us either a small packet of “Haribo” each, or a tight roll of “Love hearts” and for me, that was the best thing about Fridays.

“Hello? Who is it?” she yells into my face.

Her unseeing eyes and lips smile, and the deeper wrinkles form around her eyes. She is pleased at the prospect of a visitor and a nice long chat.

“Auntie Pat, it’s me, Ariel. Do you remember me? I used to live here with my family. My family still lives here”, and I point to the dark house next door.

Auntie Pat is still looking at me and not following my hand. She really can’t see.

“Davies. Your next door neighbours? I’m Ariel Davies.” My name sounds like a question out of my lips as if I’m asking her.

“Oh, yes”, she urgently nods, as fast as her old neck would allow her. “I remember Davies’s. They had these two lovely beautiful girls, such lovely girls. They used to play so nicely together, just over there.” 

She points to the lawn behind me.

“I used to watch them play. Even Georgie liked them.”

She smiles towards the end of the leash.

“Such the lovely girls. Shame what happened to Davies’s eldest girl.”

She leans in closer to share the secret, but she doesn’t reduce the volume even a single bit as she adds, shouting so close to my ear, “the social services took her away. Just came one day and took her away. Just like that.” She loosely waves her hand.

“I heard the mum and the girl rowing a lot, but who doesn’t row? Especially here. Every evening is like an episode of ‘Eastenders’. But the girl was always so polite, always would stop and say hello.”

She goes into one, suspended in her own memories.

“I know, auntie Pat”, I edge into a gap of her memories, leaning in and yelling a bit louder. “I am Ariel Davies, from the next door.”

I glance at my house and at the windows, draped in lacy net curtains.

They are about to hear me, about to come out following my voice.

I expect it now. I want it. I think I would prefer them to open the door and come out, rather than me knocking on the closed door and not to be allowed in.

“Ariel? Is it you?” she yells and her lips stretch into an even wider smile. “How have you been, pet? It’s so wonderful of you to stop by. Come on in, come on in. I have fresh porridge on the stove and I’ll put the kettle on. I got some fresh Digestives the other day. We’ll sit down and you’ll tell me all about yourself”, and she makes a move to open the gate.

But “open” would imply that it was closed to begin with. The gate sits ajar, hanging on the top hinge, resting its weight on the ground. Auntie Pat would need to drag the gate along the grass to create a gap wide enough for me to slide in.

“That’s okay auntie Pat”, I yell back, leaning to her. “I’m here to see my family.”

“What family?” she yells back, lifting her head at me, pausing her futile attempts to move the gate.

Oh dear, she has lost her marbles as well. Vision, hearing and now that. Poor woman.

“My family – Davies’s. Next door”, I yell.

“There are no Davies’s next door no more, dear. They’ve moved.”

“What do you mean ‘moved’? How? When?”

Baffled, I forgot to yell.

Not hearing me, she clutches the side of the gate with her frail, creased fingers, now actively trying to move it, even if for an inch, but the gate wouldn’t budge, stuck in the soggy ground.

“What do you mean ‘moved’, auntie Pat?” I yell to the old woman.

My mind is reeling, uncomprehending her words.

Rafe told me that his man is watching my sister. He told me that he is next to her, looking after her. He promised me that he’ll keep her safe. He said that his man is nearby, and that nothing is going to happen to her under his man’s watch, that if anything, anything at all is to happen, we would know and we will be there at a moment’s notice. I don’t understand.

I turn, looking for Rafe by the bench across the lawn. But he is already here, standing not far behind me, listening to our conversation, and then our gazes meet.

His concerned hazel eyes are on me, under his drawn eyebrows. Two perfectly parallel deep wrinkles cut across his forehead and his lips are pursed into a thin line and through all of it, I can’t read him.

And at that second I wonder if this news is only news to me.  I wonder if maybe now he is desperately scraping in his mind, trying to figure out his way out, looking for an explanation of something plausible that gullible old me would believe.

“Oh, yes, moved”, auntie Pat shouts and with a rod stiff neck I turn back to look at her. She happily nods her head, pleased to have the information that someone else doesn’t.

“Last summer. After the littl’un was out of the hospital. They all packed up and left, littl’un, mum and that fella of hers. Packed up and left in just two days. Police with the social services’ lady came after a fortnight, looking for them, asking me all these questions, but how would I know where they went? Nobody says nowt to me anymore. Not like in olden days”, she yells, but her voice zooms out in my head and the words fuzz out, replaced by the dull ringing.

Gone. Moved. My sister. Alone, with no one to protect her. Taken away by my mother and stepfather.

Nobody now will be there to protect her, nobody will be there for her.

My sister’s face rises in front of my eyes: her cheeky cute dolly face with big rosy cheeks, wide unguarded smile and big innocent eyes of a happy, protected by me, child.

But the next second her face morphs into a fearful mask. Her scared, confused, startled eyes are pleading for forgiveness just the moment before the fist with a heavy cheap gold ring, that I know so well, drives into her soft bones.

I sway on my feet.

Why did the social worker let her go? How? She said they would keep her. She said they wouldn’t let her go. But now I don’t know where she is and no one does. Rafe told me to come with him. He promised me he’ll look after her. He promised he would keep her safe. He swore. He promised.

But he lied, just like all of them. He just lied, lied to get what he wanted.

My confused head is ringing.

Why would he let me come here if he knew they had moved? Did I upset him that much that he would let me walk to my house for miles through the rain, whilst worrying about meeting them and get my hopes up only for it all be for nothing?

I whirl to face Rafe. Auntie Pat is still yelling down the wind, saying something but I can’t make out a single word. Rafe’s gaze meets mine.

Anger and betrayal rake through me.

I’m livid. I’m scared. Hopelessness and fear are screaming at me.

And the next second a loud piercing noise of a slap rings in the morning air, followed by a single terse Georgie’s bark, which echoes down the street, as Rafe’s cheek grows red under my gaze and my right hand itches and burns.

“You, lying bastard! You promised! You told me you were looking after her, but you lied and now she’s gone. You promised me that she will be okay and now she is certainly not. Do you understand that?! She has no one with her now! No one! And I don’t know where she is. All that she has is my mother and step-father, and I don’t know who is worse! It’s all your fault! All of it!”

We stand there and stare at each other – accusation in my glare and stoic silence in Rafe’s.

But that is not enough. Rage is waking, flooding me. Tears are burning my eyes.

I turn
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