ON BROKEN WINGS
Prologue 
‘There is a willow grows aslant a brook.’

____________________________________
She stood on cold stone. Her gaze sought something in the distance. Her gaunt, honey-coloured fingers clasped the leash. It was a normal balloon, held by a girl who could no longer relate to it. Spherical and smooth, a vibrant ruby shade. Imprisoning the helium with a strange, volatile power. It hovered in the choked air above, taunting her. It danced a forgotten waltz, floating half-heartedly. 
What was I thinking? 

She let out a breath; a slow one. It quavered. Her hand trembled. 

She remembered what she had come here to forget. She shivered. The thin fabric of her dress wrinkled. 

A breeze carried the distant laughter of children towards her, almost too quiet to hear. Her soft, brown hair danced in the wind; twisting and tangling as if were moving by no force other than its own 

Then she heard a voice rippling towards her over the solitude. 

“Are you alright?” 

Her throat closed up as her breathing cut short and her heart shattered. She stretched her lips, smearing an artificial smile over her face. She started shaking. Her hands and her lower lip trembled. Her own body was betraying her. 

She wanted, ached to tell him. Please. It’s not like that. I’m...normal. Her own mouth deluded her. Had she spoken out loud? 

His smile faded. He looked at her anxiously and backed away. 

The stars chased him away. 

She crushed a half-born sob, rocking backwards and forwards on the icy stone ledge. I am normal. I am normal. I am normal. 

What is normal? 

She let go of the balloon.
1 – Tealeaves
‘Therewith fantastic garlands did she make.’
____________________________________
They swirl in clear brown liquid. Green-feathered ballerinas waltzing around a ballroom of white china. As the water disappears, they plummet. Forgotten. 

She puts a thin finger into the cup and twirls it amongst the withered corpses. Angry voices echo around her in the hollow darkness. She draws her bare legs up, folding them like paper beneath her on the mahogany chair. Sticks, that woman with the crisp uniform had said, inspecting her in the blank white room. Your legs are like sticks. 

She winces at the memory, beginning to shake uncontrollably. She claps her hands over her throbbing ears, red from the slap. She tries to forget. The shouting behind her continues, louder and louder every second, shooting through the air like arrows. 

“I can’t deal with this, Cora!” 

She had almost forgotten it. Her name. Snapped out like a curse. 

She hugs her quaking legs against her tiny chest. She can feel her heartbeat, jerky, fast, without a rhythm. 

“Do you hear me, Cora? I can’t fucking deal with this!” 

It's her mother. 

She closes her eyes, squeezing them tight until crimson dots appear before her. Still gripping her calves against her, she rocks. Backward...forwards. Backwards...forwards. 

Strong, harsh hands grip her protruding shoulders. Shaking her like a rattle – an empty rattle. 

Her lips quiver, but she will not cry. She - will - not - cry. 

“Do you do this at school, Cora? Do you? Do the kids make fun of you? They do, don’t they? They’d have to!” 

She keeps her eyes shut. Her pale lips attempt to move and she tries to control the panic surging up inside of her, a frantic tornado. Ready to blow her world away. 

She can't. She can't keep it in. 

She opens her mouth and screams. A scream that wracks her frame and every bone inside her body. 

She almost collapses on the floor but is pinned against the wall instead. Forced to listen. Her thumping heart leaps up in her chest, startled. She can feel its beat residing as it flops down gasping like a dying fish. 

“Can you see what your shit is doing to us? To you, to me, to Sophie?" 

She runs to her room. She stares into the long glass mirror, her eyes weaving around the shattered edges. 

What is real? 

She claws at the surface, wanting to discover what is beyond it. She sees nothing but a pale lie of a girl, putting on a facade each day, hiding behind a tarry smokescreen. 

She rushes towards the bed, lying on pale rose sheets. The coolness feels good in contrast to the heat leaking out of her pores. She curls up into the foetal position. She rocks herself like a sad baby in a cold white crib. 

Just when she thought she had normality wrapped round her fingers like a twisted ribbon. 

Footsteps approach her. A gentle, plump hand touches her juddering shoulder. Sweet words are whispered into her ear. 

It's Sophie. Her little sister. Seven summers old, but with a wisdom beyond her years. 

She lets Sophie hold her, comfort her. Though she flinches with the humiliation of it. Her life is upside-down, warped, contorted. She is on the wrong side of the looking glass. 

“Shhh. Cora...it’s okay. It’s going to be alright,” her sister says, smoothing her rumpled dress and drying her tears. 

“It’s not. It’s not. It’s not. She hates me. Everyone hates me.” 

“She doesn’t hate you, Cora. She loves you. I love you.” 

If Cora’s eyes had not been swollen shut, she still would not have been able to look her in the face. 

The only thing she can do is wail. Breathless, heartbroken, frightened sobs.

2 – Raindrop
‘One woe doth tread upon another’s heel.’

____________________________________
She's being followed. 

She can see them watching her as she walks along the rough cobblestones. She doesn’t want them to turn around; she doesn’t want them to know that she’s seen them, that she knows they’re looking at her. Paranoia grips her waist, pulling her violently into a vicious circle and twirling her round and round in a frenzied dance. Let me out. Let me out. 
She’s crazy, how can she think like this? 

She shakes her head to clear it of the poison and carries on walking. Just get home. Hurry up and just get home. Her paces are faster, jerkier. They know. They’re speeding up, jostling, laughing. 

“Oi, Cora!” 

She deflects into an alleyway, and mentally slaps herself. She can now see the shadows unravelling out of tenebrous corners and twining themselves around her. 

“Oh God.” 

She says it out loud. 

The shaft of light beaming out from the entrance of the alleyway obscures. 

They’ve caught up. 

They circle her like blood-thirsty vultures, overly eager to feast on their prey. She winces as she recognises the five boys cornering her. She struggles to put names to faces, but her mind blurs into a flurry of unintelligible words. 

One of them approaches her – Tom? Harry? Michael? 

He is tall and thin; when he looks at her his mouth curves in a disdainful smile. He stares at her enigmatically and she struggles to interpret his look. Scorn? Derision? Lust? 

He says something and his friends explode into loud, raucous laughter. She knows that the joke is directed at her but she cannot hear it. Her ears are pounding with blood and...and... 

Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t-panic-don’t-panic-don’t-panic. 

He slams an arm down on her trembling shoulder and she jumps. She feels fragile, breakable, as if she could be shattered into a million pieces. 

“Hey Cora. You know what I want?” More laughter barks out, weaving its way along the ridges of the tense atmosphere. 

Her feet are rooted to the hard ground and her limbs have been paralysed. She can hear the wild sound of thunder, a cruel echo of dangerous beauty. 

He traces a line down her arm and then his long, grasping hands start running down her body. A flash of lightening ripping through the darkening sky diverts him. She ducks and starts running blindly through the mean, sharp rain that stars to hit down on the crude stone. She gropes with her shaking hands along the walls, through the shadows. 

She catches her foot on something and trips, falling headlong on the hard ground. Tears spurt into her eyes and she sees him crouch down beside her. Her face and ears start burning up and her face is throbbing with a strike that has not been dealt. 

“Uh-oh! You’re clumsy, aren’t you?” he says in a low, scathing tone. He places a firm hand on her leg and begins to move it upwards. She lashes out, not looking to see whether she has made contact or not, and flees out of the alleyway and onto the street. 

She runs and runs, uncaring of the rain soaking her clothes and the people staring. She bites her lip, the teeth piercing through a layer of soft pink skin. A crimson drop appears, stinging harshly as it hovers momentarily before making a quick descent. It mingles with the other raindrops running down her cheeks, translucent and clear. It doesn’t pollute them. It is too small to make enough of a difference. 

She collapses on the curb, gasping for breath. She runs shaking fingers through her bedraggled hair, trying to make sense out of the network of strands intertwining and knotting together. Calm down. Calm down. 
“Cora?” 

It’s a girl from her school, peering down at her through the rain. 

Oh God. Oh no. Please go away. Please go away. 
“Cora? Are you okay?” 

The girl is looking at her, a mask of pity plastered over her face. Katie? They were friends, used to be friends, once. 

“Cora?” 

“Go away. Please go away.” Maybe if she says it enough times, then it will happen. Maybe if she says it just the right amount of times then everything will be alright and all her questions will be answered and it will stop raining. 

“Go away. Please go away. Go away. Please go away. Go away. Please go away.” 

“Cora. Stop being like this.” 

“Go away. Please go away. Go away. Please go away. Go away – “ 

Katie sits down next to her and shakes her gently. “Cora. Stop it. We miss you. Please, can’t you just stop it and be yourself again?” 

“Leave me alone.” 

Katie looks at her for a long time, her eyes wide, unblinking. “I did leave you alone. I thought you’d get better. But you’re still doing all this. You have to stop.” 

She explodes with frustration. Cold waves of fury splash over her. “You’re telling me to stop? You think I like being this way? You think I’m doing this on...on purpose? How do you think it feels to...to be taunted by people you haven't done anything to, every single day, because of this stupid, stupid...”’ 

“Who are you, Cora?” Katie touches her shoulder lightly and brushes a strand of hair back from her hot forehead. 

The kindness breaks her. She implodes. She starts shaking again and starts to rock herself on the hard curb. She has never felt so defeated. 

“I don’t know.” Tears spill over her lashes, lacing her cheekbones. “I really don’t know.”

3 – Carnival
This is such a big mistake. 
She cannot believe her mother has brought them here. 

A blur of coloured Christmas lights arc between the happy faces of people laughing, talking, enjoying themselves. She walks with Sophie and her mother in a rigid line, counterfeit smiles sewn across their cheeks. 

They don't belong here. 
A carnival worker accosts them, shoving vouchers and leaflets into their cold hands. He ushers them along the curving gravel path, pointing at the rides zooming around on either side of them. She cannot help thinking, Is it so obvious that we are lost? 
"Thank you," her mother says, her face a tense mask of forced gratitude. "We'll be fine." 

The worker frowns slightly and then pastes his kind, helpful grin back on his wrinkled face. 

As she watches him walk away, she wonders whether anything is real and if everyone is playing the same Let's Pretend game. 

What is real? 
"I'm hungry," Sophie moans, a pout blooming over her rosy lips. 

"Okay," her mother says, running a finger agitatedly through her brittle hair. "Let's get lunch." 

They stumble through the carnival as the first snow begins to fall. They squint through the white flakes, their shoes crunching on frozen gravel. 

She cups her hand and lets the snow collect there, lingering for a second before melting away into the delicate lines of her palm. 

They find the cafe and sit at a small green table sheltered by the overbiting roof. They sit upright on their flimsy chairs, icy clouds drifting out of their mouths each time they breathe. A bored looking waiter approaches and distributes laminated menus to each of them. 

“Jasmine tea, please," she says. As always. 

Her mother sighs heavily. "Are you sure you don't want anything else, Cora?" she says with a voice ridged with forced composure. "You always ask for this Chinese tealeaf crap." 

She shakes her head and the tangled brown web of hair falls over her thin face. A curtain to hide from the world behind. She blushes as her mother glares at her, willing her to speak. 

Does the waiter know they're not normal? Does he know who he's serving? Does he care? 

Between gritted teeth, her mother orders the rest of the food. The waiter gathers up the menus and stalks back into the kitchen. The three of them sit in silence and she can hear the sound of her mother’s watch ticking. 

She wriggles her toes and realises that the snow has melted through her shoes. Her feet are soaked and freezing in their skimpy socks. 

The waiter returns and serves the meal. Her mother and Sophie hastily heap food onto their plates and bring spoons to their mouths. They are desperate for something, anything to fill the terrifying silence. 

She lifts the delicate teapot and the steaming brown liquid pours down the ridged spout. She brings the tiny white cup to her lips, musing on its fragility. If she squeezed her bony fingers tighter around its skeletal frame, it would surely snap and shatter into pieces. Its life in her hands. 

She takes a sip of the jasmine tea and basks in its fragrance, enveloping her and seeping through her pores. 

She notices a man sitting at the adjacent table. He is red-haired; nervous and rumpled-looking. He is holding a tattered book and turning its pages but he is not reading; she can tell. He suddenly looks up from the book and meets her gaze. 

She tears her eyes away; her nerves are on edge. 

Why is he looking at her? Can he tell she’s an outsider? Can he tell she has no right to be here, amongst the normal, happy, laughing people? Does he hate that she was watching him? 
Her hand trembles violently and she quickly puts down her teacup on the saucer. Her grip on the handle jerks and the cup topples over, rolling onto the floor. The liquid gushes out, seeping into the cracks of the gravel and tinting the snow brown. Jagged pieces of white china are strewn beneath her chair. 

She picks up a remnant and brushes her finger against it. The sharp edge bites through the skin and she drops it as if it were a hot coal. She squeezes her eyes shut and braces herself as the shaking starts. 

“No,” she whispers, her face contorting with frustration. “Please, no.” 

“Why, Cora?” her mother is asking, holding her shoulder across the table. 

She shrugs her off and the shaking becomes more violent, more frenzied. Her mother leaps out of the chair and faces her. “Stop it,” she says in a low, urgent tone. 

She cannot stop. She can’t make herself. She cannot help the poison leaking into her mind and overpowering her brain. She cannot help the thoughts lying in wait for her, coiled like an evil snake ready to spring out. 

“Stop it,” her mother repeats, louder. “Listen, Cora. You can make yourself stop. You don’t have to have another panic attack. Stop it. Stop it NOW.” 

Everyone can hear. Everyone is looking at them. Everyone can see they don’t belong in this world. 
“Stop it, godammit!” her mother shrieks. Words spill out of her mouth, broken and bitter. They tear a rent through the soft, serene harmony of the snowfall. The cafe is hushed, shocked. 

Her mother grabs her by the shoulders as if she weighs nothing and shakes her and shakes her and shakes her. Cora gasps for breath, empty tears spilling over her frozen lashes. 

The smell of buttery popcorn, sweet candyfloss, salty sweat and icy fear fill her sinuses as the metal taste of embarrassment closes up her throat. Heightened but fragmented senses of smell, sight and taste vie for attention against a dull backdrop of humiliation and sorrow. 

Her mother releases her and hugs Sophie, sobbing into her hair. 

Protecting her from the monster. 
Everyone is staring at them, the freaks, the lunatics, the problem family. 

Cora turns around, her legs almost buckling, and runs off into the snowfall.

4 - Fairy
Cora runs back down the frozen gravel path, her heart pounding against the fragile cage of her chest. She cannot hear whether her mother is calling after her because blood rushes to her ears, deafening her. Clouds of dancing snowflakes billow around, a shimmering white ball gown. 

The tinny sound of Christmas carols pulsate out of the juke boxes scattered around her at the various stalls. People’s laughter echoes through the frosty air. Every giggle she hears grazes an edge off her icy heart and every smile she sees exchanged makes her rock with pain. 

She manages to escape the forced, exaggerated merriment of the carnival, sidetracking onto a country path near the site. Slowing down her pace, she comes to a halt by a fence. She hoists herself up into a perch on the splintered wood, and draws a long, slow breath. In, out. In, out. Calm, down. Calm, down. The searingly cold air burns her lungs. 

She turns slightly and adjusts her periwinkle-coloured scarf around her neck. She sees a bedraggled donkey standing alone in the chewed up, frozen field. Its eyes looks like dark, broken glass and it sways sadly. 

To her horror, her eyes fill with tears. 

Shattered memories come back to haunt her; sightless eyes piercing into her life. 

She presses her gloved hands down on the fence, making the old wood creak. She winches herself down to the snow-encrusted tarmac and shivers. Then she keeps walking, squinting through the frosty sunshine. 

Her feet dance faster and faster along the winding path. Follow the yellow brick road. 

Maybe, like Dorothy, she’ll find home sweet home. 

She stops abruptly, her throat catching. A sudden pain wracks her body but she overcomes it with a great effort and continues on her way. Her eyes are downcast and her tousled head tucked into her soft white coat. Flashes of hoary scenery splash alongside her on either side of the path but she does not pay attention to them. 

She reaches the little town but recoils from the high street, at its most garishly festive. It is too cluttered up with Yuletide celebrations and afternoon revelry. Instead, she makes a detour onto another lane, shielding her eyes from the glare of tinsel and Christmas lights. The minute she turns the corner, the only reason she is sure she isn’t dreaming is that she’s standing in broad daylight. 

Cora sees the fairy. 

She is a woman, dressed in an elaborate green and silver costume. She stands next to a small platform in the front of the old, closed-down bookstore and is dancing badly. However, she is singing surprisingly tunefully to distorted music blasting out of an old cassette player. 

What is she doing? 

The fairy had already drawn quite a crowd of amused and bemused shoppers, and as the song finishes, scattered applause breaks out, albeit in appreciation of the comedy, and not the talent in the act. Cora watches her as she leaps on top of the platform and drops a self-deprecating curtsy. 

The fairy sees Cora looking at her and gives her the smallest of smiles, hopping down. She starts to approach Cora, who shrinks back into the shadows, reticent. 

“Hello,” says the fairy. 

“Hello,” says Cora. 

The fairy extends a hand with lime-painted nails. “Marian.” 

Cora smiles, but does not return the gesture. The fairy does not seem to notice; or if she has, she is indifferent. 

“What are you doing then, out by yourself on Christmas Eve?” she asks. 

Cora pauses; and then the answer just spills out of her mouth wildly. 

“I’m looking for Oz.”

5 - Snowflake
Cora edges around the grubby oil-cloth covered table, trying to look like she belongs. It’s a dark, smoky room with a low-ceiling that looks as if it’s ready to collapse on everybody. Old, frayed curtains hang limply on the windows, but they do not seem to have any purpose, as the glass is boarded up. 

There are shadowy figures huddled in different corners of the room. They’re talking, laughter bubbling out of their mouths. She realizes that she can barely distinguish the people; everything is a hazy blur. 

Suddenly, Cora feels faint. 

She clothes her eyes and breathes in deeply; the air is thick, sweet, and nauseating. Incense sticks are propped up in Chinese vases around the corners, and a musty, exotic smell is wafting out of them. 

She looks around wildly for Marian, wishing she hadn’t followed her through the alleys and into the crumbling building. 

“Are you okay, darling?” A thick, warm voice ripples towards her. 

Cora spins around, breathless with shock. She finds herself facing Marian, in the same fairy costume. 

She is twirling a long, slim, black cigarette between her fingers and its silver cloud of smoke eddies through the air around her. 

“I’m fine,” murmurs Cora, suturing a smile across her chapped lips. She shivers and clamps her thin arms across her body. 

“Are you sure?” The fairy is glancing at her anxiously, inquisitive. “Sorry I had to go off like that. You were okay here by yourself for a few minutes, weren’t you?” 

“Um…” Cora breaks off. She grabs onto Marian’s arm for support, scrunching up her eyes in pain. As she staggers around the spinning room, she cannot see the grime-coated floor, the dusty walls, the low, ominous ceiling. Everything swirls, as fast as a lightening flash, in a thick black glaze. 

“Whoah. Whoah there.” She hears Marian’s voice, and feels firm hands gripping her convulsing shoulders. She is half-dragged, half-carried outside, where she collapses in the darkness, her back against a hard brick wall. 

The bitter, icy air slams into her and shocks her into consciousness. Sharp, splintery snowflakes chip at her skin but she can barely feel them. The overwhelming coldness numbs her through the soft thin woollen coat, but her heart does not need to be frozen. It is a hard lake of ice which not even the warmest of summers can thaw. 

She moans and attempts to stand, but her weak legs buckle underneath her. She sinks back down on the ground, sighing wearily. 

“That’s okay. That’s okay,” says Marian. “We’ll go somewhere else. You’re just not used to the air, that’s all. Takes a lot of getting used to.” 

Cora nods her head weakly, drawing up her knees and hugging them against her chest. Melted snow salts her hair, gathering the dark strands in clumps. Rays of wintry sun bounce off the wall and lace between her fingers, outspread on the wet concrete. 

She tries to recollect how much time she has spent away from her mother and sister. Remnants of the day’s events slip away through her fingers, glassy and blurred. 

“What...what’s the time?” Cora asks Marian in a croaky voice. 

The fairy seems relieved that she is talking. “About one o’clock. You must be shattered, love.” 

“I’m okay,” says Cora, and she stares quietly ahead. 

Planted in a row of lampposts is a lifeless white sapling, weighed down by broken Christmas lights. She feels a sudden urge to leap up and wrench the stupid garish bulbs off the fragile trunk, to see the branches happily spring back up. 

She rolls her eyes at herself. That was something she would have done once, a while ago, in another life, perhaps. It was pointless now. Nothing she could do would stop the tree from dying. 

“No,” says the fairy, her voice dragging Cora back into reality. “You really must be exhausted. Come on, let’s go home.” 

“Home?” asks Cora, frowning. 

“Yes,” says the fairy. 

“But...what about my mother? And my sister? They’re going to be worried and – “ 

The fairy stares at her for a long time, her eyes flickering in the mirrored lights. “Okay,” she says gently. “Do you want to come back with me? Or do you want to go – home?” 

Cora does not have to answer. The fairy knows.

6 – Lodgings

Knock, knock!

-Who’s there?
A large, crooked Victorian house; three stories high with a sad jagged lawn outside the gazebo porch. 

Hastily up the wide marble stairs, footsteps echoing, echoing, echoing. 

Cora turns the door knob and finds herself in a huge, bare, high-ceilinged room. The walls are lazily white-washed and blind to the starkness of the place. There are vast dusty French windows at either end of the enormous room but they are carelessly enshrouded by ancient purple curtains. Straggly rays of sunlight whimper through the holes in the rotting velvet, but the room is blind to them. 

There is no furniture in the blank room apart from an immense bed sprawling in a corner, with a gild frame and a lumpy mattress flung diagonally over its rickety form. There is also a small round wooden table in the other corner, groaning under the weight of the jewellery plastering it. 

Cora does not know quite what to think. She doesn’t have much time to take in anything, either, because Marian abruptly takes her arm and sits her down on the bed. “You must be shattered, love,” she says. “Go to sleep. I’ll be back in a while, don’t you worry.” 

Dazed, Cora slowly swings her legs over the side of the bed, straightens the mattress and stiffly lays her head on the pillow. The fairy walks to the other end of the room and places her hand on the door knob, casting a glance back at Cora. Hesitation flickers in her steady eyes. “Um...sweetheart?” she says. “Don’t answer the door to anyone, okay? I’m locking you in, anyway, but just ignore anything that happens.” 

Cora frowns but nods and watches the fairy as she leaves the room, carefully shutting the door. She waits for the grate of the key in the hole before she lets herself drift into sleep. 

* 

Rat-a-tat-tat! 

Cora jolts from her dreams with a start, sitting up in bed. Her heart starts juddering in the frail cage of her chest and icy rivulets of sweat start running down her back. The knocks continue; increasing in their urgency, shaking the very frame of the door. 

The noise pauses while someone swears loudly and bangs their fist against something. Then, Cora can hear the sound of footsteps retreating back down the stairs. 

She breathes out a sigh of relief and lies back down on the mattress, not daring to move, wondering what on earth she has done. 

* 

In the morning, Cora wakes up and sees Marian, sitting on the wooden table with nothing but an over-sized checkered shirt on. 

When Marian sees her, she beams. “Morning, Cora! Good night’s sleep?” 

Cora's forehead creases and then smoothes. “Yes,” she begins. “I slept…fine.” 

Marian nods. “That’s good.” She holds up a brown paper bag. “Breakfast.” 

Five minutes later, the jewelry on the table is coiled in a pile on the floor, and Marian and Cora are sitting round it eating croissants. Cora peers at the label on the bag. 

“These must have cost a fortune,” she remarks. 

“Nah,” says Marian. “I can afford it. I rent out rooms. In this house.” “Do you own the whole thing, then?” asks Cora. 

Marian wipes away greasy crumbs from her lips with the back of her hand and washes down her mouthful with coffee. “Well, there’s other people in the business as well. A while ago…a group of us started it up. Big Victorian houses are quite common with boarders. Keeps us in good stead.” 

“Oh right,” says Cora. “Someone was quite eager to get in the other night.” 

Marian swallows. “Oh, that’s just riff-raff,” she says. “Squatters, and such-like. Sorry if you had a fright.” 

“It’s fine,” says Cora. 

“I have to go out to work,” says Marian, standing up and reaching into a duffel bag for a pair of jeans. She pulls them on, brushing her hands on the denim fabric and leaves the room. Cora sits at the table alone for a while, and then folds up the paper bag and puts it into a bin.
7 - Subconscious
Cora opens her mouth and screams. A scream that etches chills up and down her trembling body and that makes her jaws feel like they are being ripped apart with a hacksaw.

Glaring at her in the middle of the far wall are black marks which appear to have been made by fingers dragged down the whitewash. 

Blood. She knows it is blood. The nails have gouged deep into the plaster.

She hadn’t seen it there before.
She begins to shake violently, unable to tear her eyes from the horrible sight. It isn't only the blood. Somewhere inside her a memory has stirred, and she doesn’t want it. There are innumerable half-decayed memories strewn through the darkness of her mind, and most of them don’t seem to matter. This one does, though; this one she can
do without.

'Please God, please God, please God,' she whispers again and again like a mantra as she retreats shaking towards the door, still staring at the marks.

When her heel touches the top step, she turns round, and, sobbing with fright, begins to descend the staircase. She hurries with short, jerky steps, her heart leaping into her mouth with every tremor of her body. Suddenly, her bare foot catches on something. She trips and rolls down and down, against each sharp stone edge, into – into –

The knuckle duster smashes across the face of the eight-year old child. She does not scream, but the weight of it flings her bird-like form back against the grey concrete. She cups her face in her delicate hands, stroking the spider web crack that had just been embroidered into her skin. It cried thick scarlet tears. 

-No, Daniel!

It rings out against the choking, cruel silence, but the speaker is soon muted.                                         Big, tawny hands grab at her shoulders and lift her up; her legs dangling in mid-air. A frightened puppet hanging from its gossamer thread. 

This is the way the world ends.

[ “Is that how you feel sometimes, Cora? Like someone’s tugging at your strings?” ]

Thwack. Thwack. Twack as her laced patent boots knock backwards and forwards against the wall. Crimson rolls from her head, bitter and watery, staining the whitewash. She puts a hand to it and it stains her fingers. Horrified, she rubs them on the wall.

Red fingerprints, on the white pure plaster.  

[ “Don’t cry. Here. Drink this. They saw the walls, you know. It’s evidence. Do you know what that means, Cora?” 

Of course not. Anyway, the cup of tea tastes like poison and her tears don’t even matter. ]

 “Please…stop…please…stop.”

He doesn’t.

He takes hold of her wrists, frail as wineglass stems. His eyes, bitter, broken. They flare at her, pupils dilating. 

It’s no use, so she bites her lip and crushes her sobs.

[ “Diagnosis is in. We’ve been meeting five years now, haven’t we? Well; we know what the cause is now, of everything. You’ve been on prescription for the disorder and there’s nothing more we can do. But Cora, he’s never coming back. It’s over. It’s all over.”

Over?

This is the way the world ends, not with a bang, but a - ]

Cora wakes up. The curtains are drawn.

8 - Lies
Cora is more bewildered than anything else as she watches the door slowly creak open as Marian stumbles in, giggling raucously. She must have found her on the floor and dragged her upstairs before leaving again. Feeling sheepish, Cora pretends to be asleep, letting her eyelids open just enough to be able to see the world through a thin slat. 

She watches as Marian makes a half-hearted attempt to close the door on what seems to be an uncommonly tall man with a barking laugh and unshaven cheeks. The fairy whispers something; in this eventuality failing to resemble a fairy at all. She is clad in a tiny black patent dress, ruffled from the obvious contact with her companion. Make-up is caked over her face in a way which makes her seem a very different person from the one who wore a lime-green outfit and a fresh smile.

Marian hisses something at the man; all Cora can make out is, “Not tonight...the girl’s here. Go see Rose; she’s upstairs.”

The man mumbles something unintelligible in the fairy’s ear and presses her up against the door, leaning in for a rough kiss. Marian succumbs for a minute and then pushes him away reluctantly. “Not tonight,” she whispers again. “Rose is on the third floor.” 

Then she shuts the door and perches herself on the windowsill, stretching her thin arms. She lights up a cigarette and Cora watches it smoulder between her thin fingers. The fairy does not smoke it but wafts it around, breathing in its thin smell. 

Moonlight hangs a curtain over the window, reflecting Marian’s face and in that moment, Cora sees her. Her flimsy dress, cheap make-up and pointless anecdotes. Understands what this house is, what the fairy does and why there were people knocking on the door in the middle of the night. 

She can’t stay here.

Cora lies very still and waits until the fairy lolls against the starlit pane, her breath slowing and her eyes shut. Then, she swings her legs over the side of the bed, and folds the sheets over neatly. Cora walks towards Marian and opens her mouth but then thinks better of it, shaking her head sadly. She brushes her fingers against the fairy’s arm drooping over the edge of the sill; a touch as light and insignificant as a butterfly kiss. And then she moves noiselessly towards the door and runs downstairs, out onto the street. 

Dawn has started to break. People are beginning to switch lights on in apartments, lighting up frosted windows, giving wanderers a momentary glance of their life. The grey sky hangs limply over the town; looking almost apologetic for creating such a gloomy atmosphere. Murky snow is spread out across the black ground like a sad carpet and the lifeless trees look like empty hat stands.

As Cora looks around, she starts to realise how little reality exists here, how any moment of happiness is just a fleeting moment, a figment of people’s imagination. Everything is a lie. The fairy was a lie, the building’s purpose was a lie, any feeling of joy she felt was a lie. Nothing was real and everyone was merely a play-actor, trying to fool people into believing that there was such a thing as truth. All lies. 

Just like her.

She rushes out of the town, back through the country path aligned with fields where the sad donkey stood. Dark shapes and imaginary phantoms tower around her, clawing at her clothes and hair. The carnival site looks like a ghost town; the lights punched out, the rides still; empty, crumbs of popcorn and candyfloss scattered across the frozen grass like remnants of a happy dream. 

She walks through it, a solitary figure in a place that just a few days ago had held joy; laughter, revelry, music. But what was this joy? Another lie, most certainly.

There is no sign of life and music to her; until a brisk movement, a splash of colour in the breaking dawn catches her eye. She follows it, walking in disjointed steps towards the edge of the carnival, to the fences around the field.

It was nothing. A red balloon, its lead snagged on an ancient wooden stile. It looks surprisingly vibrant for something old and abandoned; and Cora can see it floating in the evanescing breeze like a beacon. With numb fingers, she frees it from the fence. For some reason, she is incapable of letting it go; her fingers glued to the tattered string as if they have a mind of their own. 

She sighs and walks back out of the dead carnival, the red balloon dancing around her freely in the dark air, taunting her. 
9 – Wingbeats

‘But our cold maids do dead fingers call them.’

____________________________________
She lets go of the balloon.

She stands on cold stone. She balances her weight on the rim of the bridge and leans over precariously. She shivers from the encounter with the stranger, feeling humiliated and confused.

 “Are you alright?” he had said, looking so pitying, so stupidly bewildered.

The balloon floats away, briskly twirling over the river like a preening ballerina in a red satin tutu. 

She stands on the edge, looking down at the star-sparkled waves created by the quickening crisp breeze. Her dark hair shines coldly in the glowing remnants of the moonlight and wrapping her soft coat more securely about herself, she lifts one foot, almost experimentally, pausing to observe the juxta position between sandal and glassy lake. 

“Stop! Don’t do it!” shouts the stranger. She hadn’t known he was still there.
The cry startles her and her head snaps around, her body teetering dangerously. In that instant the darkness of the evanescing night quivers, wavers and then cracks, spraying the sky with orange, red and gold. Fireflies drown in the light and unwanted clouds cluster in dark huddles at the corners of the sky.

And then she falls, black hair spinning around her face like unravelling gossamer thread being wrenched from its cobweb on a windy day. Her wrists, thin and spiky as wine-glass stems flail about her helplessly but her dark mosaic eyes are not panicked. They are calm and unfathomable, opened wide as if she is in a misty reverie. 

Her arms are stretched out wide, as if to embrace the beauty of the icy dawn; seeing the wondrous stars and the jagged stone in the few heartbeats that time had frozen. And then the wingbeats of angels flutter through the passageway of dreams and she feels the glacial frost blistering her arms and the macabre darkness glazing her eyes before she sinks into – into – oblivion? No. Memories.

For this is the way the world ends…

[‘Cora, you’re haunted. We need to break this grip your father had over your life. It’s been five years, Cora. You’re fourteen. Fourteen.’                                                           
‘But…but I can’t.’
‘Why, Cora?”
Silence.

“Then this therapy is pointless. Everything is pointless until you admit that he was in the wrong and that you can let go.’

‘I can’t. Without him…without the past…I’m nothing.’

For who are we without our memories? ]

This is the way the world ends…

“Daddy…do you love me?”

Silence that stretches over the bloodied ridges of the atmosphere, the innocent question intensifying the horror and guilt that lie underneath those bristly cheeks and beer-stained vest. Until the empty wine bottle smashes against the wall, jade green glass erupting into tiny sharp needles that pierce her soft nine-year old skin with dripping scarlet thread.

“What’s this?” he bellows, wrenching the tattered book from her hand and shredding the dust cover into irregular shapes; like broken paper dolls.

“It’s…it’s a book, Daddy.”She will not face him and tries to steady her eyes on the tips of his bare feet. They are repulsive; grimy and calloused – but anything is better than letting him see the fear in her eyes.

“I know what a book is, you little cow!” he snarls, and then tears it up with his thick-veined hands, throwing the tiny pieces in her face like a shower of paper rain. She crouches on the floor to collect the remnants of her treasure, gathering them carefully into a crinkly pile and clutching them tight. 

He jeers at her, shouting abuse from a curled lip glistening with spittle. When she does not respond he kicks her, hard. Burning tears spurt into her eyes then – but she will not let him see… she – will – not – let – him – see. So she curls up on the floor, hiding her dishevelled head in her shaking bruised hands, rocking in pain.

This is the way the world ends…

[“Why, Cora? Why resist happiness?

You have to stop clinging. You have to start being your own person, or you’ll never recover.”

Recover? Of course she could never recover. Whatever she did, in whatever way she changed, he’d always be there, a whispered word, an undelivered letter, an untold story. Or dust in the palm of someone’s hand, kept away crumbling for a very long time because it hurt too much to let it go.]

This is the way the world ends...

She ran down through dark, lush greenery and sat underneath great looming trees. Silent, blinding tears flow down her cheeks and she starts to sob; sobs like those of a frightened, hunted animal. She touched the raw, bleeding skin with trembling hands, wincing with the pain. Hanging her head in humiliation, dark curls tumble over like liquorice water. Then, a smooth familiar touch on her shoulder causes her to look up, startled.

It’s her mother, looking down at her with a terrified yet triumphant smile. “It’s time to go, Cora,” she said, and no words have ever sounded more wonderful.
The passageway of memories stops abruptly at a dark cul-de-sac, an impassive brick wall looming above, daring her to remember more. She cannot.

For this is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a

whisper.

10 – 

‘Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia                                                                                                   And therefore I forbid my tears, but yet.’

____________________________________
It was cold. The icy chill crept across her skin and shocked her into semi-consciousness as she drifted in and out of forgotten dreams. Everything seemed to be glazed over in a veneer, abducting reality; which seemed hopelessly far away and out of reach. 

Freezing water as she falls in with a soft splash; making nought but the tiniest whirlpool. So quivering circles erupt on the river’s glassy surface, like somebody was skipping black coins.

But simply sinking slowly into dark depths, not spluttering or resisting the river’s supernatural grip on her. Just sinking. Frost-garbed winter blossoms droop across her body from the trees overhanging the river. The cold water sings sweetly in her ears.

Her clothes spread wide,                                                                                                                                       And mermaid-like awhile they bore her up.

A harsh, sallow light spilled over her; illuminating her ashen cheeks and casting yellow pools in the black intensity of her eyes. The lids flickered with a slight acknowledgement, but did not open.
And then a hand. A hand cruelly wrenching her out of the melodious rest and pulling her upwards towards the choking air with its bitter stench of reality. Pulled back onto the stone; which by the second becomes patterned with the drops staggering off her soaked clothes and hair. 

In her mind’s eye she somehow sees the murky waters seeping through the cracks in the white walls as she lies on the crisp bed sheets. Then, she wakes.

The siren wails, bathing everything in an ominous red glow. They speed off, clouds of petrol and irony drifting behind, lingering in the sepia streetlights.

She opens her eyes and blinks; it hurts her aching pupils. A hard iron bed underneath her; a monochrome moonglow hitting the glass in the window of the cell-like room. A shape – its border undefined – with world-weary eyes and a tangled mess of grey-blonde hair spattered around the face painfully creased with sorrowful wrinkles.

Her mother.
She stands there, with a sad, relieved smile. 

Outside the hospital building, a stone’s throw away, a tiny dark-feathered swallow staggers through the night-coated sky. It sings softly, happily. Drawn in by the golden light colouring the window pane, it hovers a while on the snow-encrusted sill. Watching.

 Cora stretches out a frail arm, and touches her mother’s hand, squeezing it feebly. Something flickers in both of their eyes, something that wasn’t there before. Her mother returns the gesture with a swiftness that can only be interpreted as desperate. Their fingers weaved together, clasping each other so tightly that the tips turn pearl-white. 

Outside, the small black swallow with its broken wings flits away in the untouched night, unseen.

