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  Prologue




  





  The rain from last night had turned the forest floor into a slippery slide. The Wexford police force were arduously fighting through the mud in their black rubber boots and neon-yellow rain jackets, while the fog contributed to the poor visibility they were already experiencing. The dogs also had lost their orientation due to the torrential rains. They ran ahead excitedly but led the people in a circle. Under the circumstances all cross roads started to look the same.




  Even the responsible forester suggested continuing the search around midday, but since there were no injured parties involved, no one could handle the situation as quickly as was necessitated.




  The anonymous emergency call came around three o’clock in the morning and was placed to the Wexford police department.




  „You have reached nine-nine-nine-emergency. What emergency do you have?“




  First you could only hear a quiet rustling, then all of a sudden a female, whispering voice said: „She is bleeding to death“




  „Can you speak louder? Who am I talking to?“




  The rustling sound came through the speaker again, like someone running quickly, out of breath, and holding the receiver closely abreast.




  „Can you hear me?“ the police officer asked again.




  „Raven Nature Reservoir“, the voice said rapidly.




  „I really want to help you, but you have to tell me what happened and where you are exactly.“




  „You wouldn’t believe me“, a repressed cry seeped through the receiver. The woman seemed to be very young, most likely still a girl.




  „Tell me what happened. Are you injured too? Are there more victims?“




  „She won’t have enough blood. She’s not young enough“, the girl cried in despair. She seemed to have forgotten who she was talking to.




  „Is there anyone else but you and the victim?“




  Suddenly a shrill and panicked scream blasted through the telephone line; a scream that startled the police officer. It was so loud and full of angst that the hair on the back of his neck stood up straight.




  „Miss, what happened?“ the alarmed officer yelled.




  All he could hear was a noise resembling a scuffle and then it was silent.




  In an emergency situation the call automatically gets routed through a tracking program, but the call was too short to find the exact location. The police officers had no choice than to search a radius of five kilometers, without knowing about how many people they were looking for and in what condition they were in.




  In the meantime it was five-thirty in the morning and everyone was soaking wet and cold from head to toe. They wanted to stop the search, but suddenly one of the dogs started to bark. It was such a surprise that one of the handlers let the leash go, and the dog ran without his master through the brush. The dog’s alarmed barking brought new life into the search and everyone in the rescue party ran slipping and sliding after the animal.




  A short while later, noticing candle lights through the branches in the distance, the group came to a standstill. The barking of the dog had also stopped. The dim light had an eerie feel to it, it was a sure sign that something wasn’t in order, something was wrong.




  Respectfully, but with drawn weapons, the troop approached the light source. When they saw the image in front of them they lowered their weapons, trying to understand what had happened.




  Beneath an ancient fir tree, protected from the rain, they found a naked body laid upon a bed of moss. Around the body was a perfect circle made from white powder. On several points of the circle the powder wasn’t white any more, but drenched with blood. About every fifteen centimeters a candle was placed around the area. The body in the center of the circle belonged to a young woman, who could not be more than about eighteen years of age.




  The statement of the caller, saying that the victim wasn’t young enough didn’t make sense at the time and sounded absurd. Her pale skin looked ghostlike on top of the dark moss. Her whole body was cut all over. But the deepest cut was on her throat, so deep, that her head had fallen back. Her light blue eyes starred lifeless into the grey sky. On her face you could still see traces of tears, while her blond hair was drenched with red blood. It was a sight that would haunt the officers into their dreams.




   




  Winter




   




  Everyone in school was talking about nothing else but the disgusting corpse found in the morning. The news traveled like wildfire through the halls and class rooms, and it caused wild speculation about what had happened. At this point no one knew who the victim, and the caller who had disappeared after the call, was. All students, who were absent at St. Peters College that day were possible suspects.




  I theorized that it could possibly even be my older sister Eliza who had been disappeared some time ago, but I didn’t worry about it being her. However, our parents were concerned and would breathe a sigh of relief if they found out that the girl was the daughter of another couple. This way they could continue to hope that their Eliza would return at some point. It sounded terrible, but I saw the situation in a different light. Even though I didn’t wish Eliza dead, the knowledge of what had happened to her since her disappearance would be a better solution than the constant worries and hopes of my parents. Even if that meant that the victim everyone talked about was my sister.




  Since Eliza disappeared, not only my parents, but even Lucas acted like she had been the saintly sister. But instead she was far from holy or devout. In my eyes she was the opposite and that was also the reason that I didn’t believe she was dead or even in need. She knew exactly how to leach off others to get through life and probably was throwing money away hand over fist right at this moment, never wasting a thought on her grieving family left behind in the sleepy town of Wexford.




  Lucas and I departed the school bus together at the bus stop in Slade Castle. It was the last stop before the end station in Churchtown. Each morning we had to travel over an hour to get to school. I often pleaded with my parents to move closer to the city, but they always refused profusely. Each time stating the same reason, namely that they would not change the location of being next to the ocean and close to ancient ruins for the world.




  They loved it when the huge waves caused by the storms were so high that we could see them from the bedroom window, and they loved the whistle of the wind through the old castle walls. No one here complained about the thirteen cats, which was our only inheritance we received from our dead grandmother.




  The only reason I loved Slade Castle was Lucas. While my family lived in the small square house right next to the castle, Lucas lived with his parents and his younger brother Toby in the yellow sprawling addition to the castle. Lucas was born only two days before Eliza and therefore one year, four months and sixteen days older than I.




  I liked him ever since I can remember. While Eliza and I constantly were at war, Lucas was always the peacekeeper. He comforted me when Eliza’s words were too harsh and I trusted him with my childhood secrets, even though no one else was aware of them.




  He never betrayed me or laughed at me, he always understood me. Lucas was my hero - and not only that, since three months and four days he was also my boyfriend.




  We said good bye with a tender kiss, before he disappeared into the house. I opened our front door and peaked into the mailbox. It was an old habit from my Kindergarten days hoping to receive mail, even though it wasn’t my Birthday nor was it Christmas.




  Carefully I stuck my hand into the small mailbox slit and pulled out a white envelope with my fingertips. Today was one of the rare days that I had luck: The letter was addressed to me. “Winter”, it said in computer writing on the envelope. Curiously I looked on the back to find the sender, noting just my name and address. I took a closer look at the stamp as Miss Snow-white came purring, pressing herself against my leg. Automatically I kneeled down and started to pet the white cat with her black ears, all the while starring at the letter. The post mark came from the USA. Who would write me a letter from there?




  Miss Snow-white sniffed the white paper and crinkled her nose in disgust. She turned around and quickly ran toward the ruins. Funny, she hadn’t done that in a long time. Since Eliza was gone, Miss Snow-white had turned into a real house cat. Summer or winter she loved to lie on the carpet in front of the chimney. Many times she also cuddled on the bed or hid on the top step of the attic’s stair case. In the past, she would leave the house constantly when Eliza would come home. Eliza was loud and unpleasant; traits that Miss Snow-white didn’t appreciate.




  I held the letter in front of my own nose and started to sniff the paper. It didn’t smell different than any other piece of paper. I tore the envelope open impatiently while kicking the front door shut with my foot. The door slammed closed with a loud bang.




  A minute later I nearly tripped over myself when I noticed the handwriting of the sender: Eliza – there was no doubt, it was clearly her.




  It took her months to train herself to write in this style, looking like she was from a different era. No one wrote the letters like she did with her unusual style and all the tiny swirls.




  Cautiously I looked around the hallway. I heard the busy noise my mother was making in the kitchen while making dinner. Our father was still at work and wouldn’t arrive home for another hour. Like a cat on soft paws I quickly slipped out of my shoes and sneaked carefully upstairs. I locked my door as quietly as possible and crawled into my bed, which was located directly next to the window.




   




  Dear sister,




  I promised myself for weeks to finally write you, but I have been busy; the next time I was out of paper, the next time I couldn’t find a pen, or I simply lost my courage since it has been such a long time.




  I’m sure you think I am an awful person because I disappeared without a note. But I was offered a chance I couldn’t resist. I wanted to experience life with all of its colors and facets.




  But life is only half as good as I dreamed of. There are too many dark sides. I miss you, Winter.




  Don’t worry about me. A weed never wilts.




  With love,




  Eliza




  P.S.: Don’t show this letter to our parents. They wouldn’t understand.




   




  I was mad and crumbled up the letter and I threw it toward the waste basket.




  How typical of her! She never misses an excuse and in the end she burdens me with this, even though we never got along. If our parents would find out that I was keeping a letter from Eliza from them, I would be crucified even though Eliza was the one who left us without a word. I could hear them accusing me: How could you keep this letter from your sister from us? You know how worried we are. We are so disappointed in you!




  From the post mark it seemed that Eliza was somewhere in America. Apparently she had finally experienced the dark sides of life, but I wondered what exactly had occurred. Something must have happened for the always so tough and courageous Eliza to tell me that she missed me!




  Eliza always loved to talk in riddles and be secretive with who she dealt with. She surrounded herself with secrets like puffs of perfume. Eliza believed that this behavior made her more interesting, and maybe she was right. This was just another character trait that made us very different from each other.




  This letter really just showed her ignorance about our difficult relationship. Only one sentence: “I miss you, Winter!” was something that made me pause.




  It was totally uncommon that we told each other that we missed each other. Of course I liked me sister in some way, but when I thought of her I didn’t feel like missing a best friend who was spending her summer vacation in Spain. With her I missed more the fights and quarrels. We had spent a lot of time together, a bi-product of the lonely region we lived in, but we did not entertain a friendship or close sisterly relationship.




  When I was in a bad mood, Eliza was the perfect buffer – and that worked both ways. Even when she wasn’t the reason of my bad mood, which was rarely the case, our conversations or undertakings always ended up in a terrible quarrel, and I would use it to vent my emotions.




  Did Eliza finally get homesick or did she finally feel guilty? What if? That would be her problem. Ultimately, she was the one who made the decision of leaving and turn her back on the family. In about two weeks latest she would call our parents regretfully and beg for money. The letter was only a message of things to come. Who knows, perhaps she even expected that I would show our parents the letter, especially since she told me not to, but I wouldn’t do her that favor.




   




  Winter




   




  The next morning, the dead body was still the talk of the day in school. The news was that the corpse was not the body of the student from Wexford, as previously assumed, but the body of a sixteen year old girl from London, who had disappeared a week ago. Her parents had only reported her missing the day before the murder. It seemed that it wasn’t unusual for the girl to disappear without notice, which reminded me of my sister. But she had never been gone for more than three days and therefore her parents decided to alarm the police.




  It must have been a shock to hear the news of their daughter’s demise so soon after she’d vanished. But even though Eliza had disappeared months ago, the discovery of her corpse would have been just as difficult as if she had been gone for only one day.




  As shocking and horrific as this murder was, the people of Wexford seemed to be relieved at the same time, that the person was not a resident of their town. Of course, the murder happened here, but since the girl was from London, everyone assumed that the killer wasn’t from this region either. Maybe Wexford was only the center of this ritual murder by chance? But bringing London into play with this murder didn’t make things better for me – it was just the opposite. London was the destination of our upcoming class trip, including an overnight stay, which was planned for the next week. Now all teachers acted concerned and thought about postponing the trip, or even cancelling it. Not that I had a lot of friends in the class and I wasn’t even crazy about spending time with them, but I was grateful for all opportunities giving me a chance to escape our boring and uninteresting rural grass land. And I was sure that girls disappeared daily in a major metropolitan city like London. This certainly wasn’t an exception and not a reason to cancel the trip.




  Fortunately, my classmates were of the opposite opinion. Carson, our class speaker, also known as the class clown, protested the loudest: „We should definitely travel to London. We’ll be noticed less there than running around like frightened sheep waiting for the murderer here.“




  Mrs. Kelly finished her teacher’s training program a few years ago. We were her first class and therefore she was apprehensive of all danger and all manner of discussions which were outside of the regular curriculum. You could tell she was shaken up and uncomfortable. She corrected her black-rimmed glasses while shaking her head. „I can’t make this decision by myself. I will have to consult our director.“




  Carson didn’t feel any empathy with her: „Come on Mrs. Kelly! If you want to go, the director has nothing to say. You are our class teacher and you must stand up for us!“




  Mrs. Kelly was thinking desperately about his words and considered the pros and cons, mostly the way she had learned it in her teaching courses at the University. „I will think about it“, she said vaguely.




  Dairine, my table neighbor, elbowed me slightly. „What about a bet? Is Kelly giving in or is she too scared?“




  I tilted my head and stared at Mrs. Kelly’s scared and worried face. „She is a scared cat.“




  „So you do think London isn’t happening?“




  „You know I’m a pessimist“




  „I’m not. I’m saying, she is more afraid of Carson and the gang, than of the murderer in London“, Dairine grinned with a confident smile.




  „How much are you betting?“




  „A cocktail in London?“




  „If I’m right we are not traveling to London“




  „Well, then you don’t have to pay for the cocktail.“ Dairine said still smirking.




  She was my only friend. If you can call what bonded us “friendship”, instead of a relationship with benefits. I never met with her outside of school. I didn’t even know what her hobbies were, and to be honest, it never interested me. My spare time was spent with Lucas and Eliza – if she was present.




  Dairine had a similar experience. She moved here from Colorado three years ago. She didn’t only speak differently, she also looked differently. Our school uniforms were all perfectly ironed and folded, but Dairine adorned hers with buttons of rock bands and neon-colored ribbons. She had various colored hair extensions and you could see her from afar, like a lit up star. Many believed because of her appearance she considered herself to be better, or at least they didn’t understand her at all. Even I couldn’t always follow her train of thoughts, but I thought it was alright that two outsiders would band together. How does the saying go? Together you’re less alone – at least it seemed that way.




  Like every year on this day, my parents started to get ready to go out for the evening. It was the twenty-fifth of October: Their Anniversary and the only festive occasion on which they would go out of the house without me and Eliza. Because of their concerns for my sister they wanted to cancel the outing. Eliza had been gone for half a year.




  „I won’t be able to enjoy myself, as long as I don’t know how Eliza is doing“, my mother said sadly.




  „She’s not coming home today out of all days. And even if she does, she’ll still be here when we return from your rendezvous“, I said, in the hopes that she would believe me.




  It took hours – and days of hard work – to convince her. As soon as I convinced my mother, it was child’s play to get my Dad to agree. He always did what mother wanted to do.




  Here they stood in front of me in their finest garb and acted like they were leaving for a month, and not only for a short two hour city visit.




  „We’ll lock the front door, but please check it again before you go to bed.“




  I nodded nicely, just to get the lecture behind me as quickly as possible.




  „Is Lucas coming by?“




  I nodded in agreement.




  „Don’t drink alcohol!“




  I rolled my eyes. Lucas and alcohol, great joke! „No, we won’t.“




  „And if Eliza calls, you call us immediately.“




  „Of course!“ They still expected my sister to call any second. If she would call, I would tell her that she was the most irresponsible bitch and hang up on her. And of course, it would be just like her to call today and ruin our parents outing. Ruthlessness and egotism were character traits that fit my sister perfectly. While for my parents it would be a reason of great joy, better than Christmas and a Birthday on the same day.




  „We won’t be gone for long dear. If you’re afraid you can call us.“ I moaned irritated. I wasn’t five years old, nor was I alone. I didn’t care if they stayed out all night, I had my own plans. Plans that included Lucas, which he didn’t know about yet and neither did my parents.




  „Mom, I’m a big girl.“




  „You‘ll always be the little princess to us“, my Dad gushed, stroked my hair and gave me a kiss on the head. Mom copied him. Since Eliza was gone, they acted even more worried and melancholic than they already were on a regular day.




  „Please go before it gets more embarrassing.“




  They both started to laugh and finally left, finally. I waited until I saw the car drive around the corner and called Lucas.




  „They’re gone. Are you coming over?“




  “I haven’t finished the math homework.“




  Oh, my little ambitious one! „You can do your homework tomorrow or on Sunday.“




  „I’d rather finish it now. Did you do yours already?“




  „No...“ Even if I had planned to finish my homework, I was much too nervous right now.




  „Should I help you?“




  Would he be at my house faster if I’d say yes? „That would be nice.“




  „OK, I’ll hurry up, I’ll be there soon.“




  „Thanks, you’re a dear!“ I said sweetly.




  „I really do like you.“




  I hated it when he said that. Like a little nice boy. Something like this phrase you say to your parents, or your best friend, but not to your serious girlfriend. Still I responded: “I like you a lot too. See you soon!“




  I wished he finally would say I love you, but maybe he would after tonight.




  Quickly I went and took the bag containing the votive candles from the oak cabinet in the living room and ran upstairs. I already had changed the sheets on my bed. Now I spread the votive candles around the room and only left a small trail towards the bed open. There were exactly one hundred votive candles. Sliding around on my knees I lit them one by one. Afterwards I grabbed the black mini dress, which I bought specifically for this occasion. It was the only dress I owned in my closet and it looked more like Eliza than me, but it was perfect for the occasion. With the dress in hand I ran into the bathroom and took off my jeans and T-shirt. I quickly changed my underwear, slipping into a black G-string and lace bra, while observing myself in the mirror. It was the night of all nights. Tonight it was supposed to happen. I was ready. More than ready. And Lucas was the only man that was right for this plan. I always knew that he would be the one, I never doubted this intuition.




  My cheeks started to glow rosily and I grinned while brushing my copper-tone hair behind my ear. I threw my hair swiftly back. My hair was as straight and flat like the blouse of my school uniform. I always wished that I had a curly mane, but even all attempts with the curly iron were fruitless. I guess I had to accept my curse.




  When the doorbell rang, I slipped into the high heels belonging to Eliza and stumbled down the stair case. My heart was beating fast. I opened the door with gusto. Here he was. His blond hair, as always, was hidden behind a woolen cap and his hands were buried in his jeans pockets. Lucas looked at me wide-eyed. I had already imagined his enthusiasm and excitement while buying the dress; but now his look was rather panicked not joyful.




  „Why do you look like this?“ he asked confused. I angrily pressed my lips together.




  „You don’t like it?“




  He seemed to take another look at me, focusing in the difference in the outfit, not my at my normal look.




  „Sure, I like it. But I also like you the way you are normally. Do you have plans?“




  „No, but I wanted to look pretty, just to show you that I can.“




  Lucas started to laugh, but continued to stand right at the front door, not moving like he was afraid of entering. The wind blew coldly around my naked arms and legs, so that I started to get cold.




  „You are beautiful without a dress.“




  I was grinning inside of me. I knew he didn’t mean it the way it sounded. He was real polite and decent, but I would show him how I looked without a dress on!




  „Are you going to help me with homework while standing in the doorway?“




  He smiled and finally entered. The door slammed shut. We went upstairs without locking the door.




  As soon as Lucas saw the sea of candles in my room he stopped stone-like in the middle of the staircase. His eyes got even bigger as he finally seemed to understand my plan. With a sheepish smile he turned around.




  „My parents are only gone once a year. This is the perfect time.“




  „We have all the time in the world...“




  „...but I don’t want to wait any longer. I am so sure of it Lucas“




  I looked longingly at him. He couldn’t possibly say no. He had his first experience behind him and I wanted him to be my first. I couldn’t imagine or wish for anyone better than him. Lucas was tender and kind. Everything a young woman can dream of. I still couldn’t believe at times that he actually was with me. He was so popular and could be with anyone, and I bet that the other girls hated me for the fact that he decided to be with me. Me, the pessimistic outsider, the grey mouse.




  He looked slowly at me. I stood one step above him and appeared a couple of centimeters taller than him. After a dreadful second, he finally responded with a smile on his face. „If you are sure, than I am sure as well.“




  I beamed and took his hand. Together we entered my room and slid onto my small single bed. Since it wasn’t made for two it was a bit tight, but that way he at least could escape me.




  Our lips touched and I felt this incredible tingling sprawling all over my body. It started at my belly and crawled up my spine, ending with a tickle in my neck. My body was covered with goose bumps, and Lucas’ indescribable aroma encased me. His scent was not clearly defined, sporty and sensual, but at the same time I couldn’t compare it with anything else. He was wonderful, he was Lucas. It was his scent and I loved it as much as Lucas himself. His touch was careful, like he could break me when has grip strengthened. But that’s exactly what I wanted. I wanted him to touch me all over. I wanted to be one with him. It would be perfect - my perfect first time, with the perfect man. I was ecstatic with happiness and love.




  I slowly let my fingers glide under his T-shirt and stroked his warm and athletic chest. He was a member of the school soccer team since school started and also the best goalie. And even though I usually didn’t participate in school functions I never had missed a game. I didn’t cheer him on like the other girls, but just sat and watched him the whole time the game was on. I love the concentration I saw on his face and his movements to keep his body warm. It made me happy to see him in his element, and to know that he belonged to me.




  I pressed my body close to his, making sure that his hand had no choice than to land on my breast. First he seemed a little awkward, but then a slipped my straps off my shoulder. I wanted more. I would have pulled the dress over my head myself, but that wouldn’t have been classy. It was his job to disrobe me and I had to be patient until he was ready. In return it was my job to undress him and therefore I pulled his T-shirt over his head. After all it wasn’t forbidden to make the first move. My bravery seemed to work and make him more daring. His hands searched for the zipper of the dress. He found it quickly and pulled it down slowly and sensually. I slipped out of the dress easily. It was a relief because I was steaming hot.




  My hair was most likely pasted to my head like spaghetti and I feared that my arm pits were sweaty. I should have showered. At the beginning I wanted everything to be perfect, but now I just took advantage of whatever I could get.




  I tried not to think about it, but when his hands caressed my arms I panicked anew. What if he would smell something? Maybe some perfume would help to make me feel more secure. Quickly I escaped his embrace.




  „I’ll be back in a second,“ I whispered and ran into the bathroom. Naturally I reached for the perfume bottle, but stopped for a moment as I looked at Eliza’s perfume collection. Even though I had used the same scent since my twelfth birthday, which smelled fruity yet clean like soap, Eliza on the other hand had collected a sea of bottles. She preferred the heavy scents, filled with white Moschus, Opium or Sandalwood. Her taste seemed to be more appropriate for this occasion than my little girl scent. I put my pink bottle back onto the shelf quickly and picked up a red bottle with a gold cap. I sprayed the perfume onto my neck and chest, and a few squirts under my arms and wrists. It smelled like a powerful female and sex. Excitingly I opened the door and stormed back in the bedroom where Lucas was waiting. He was sitting on the bed and held a crumbled piece of paper in his hands: Eliza’s letter. He looked at me accusingly.




  „Why didn’t you tell me that she wrote?“




  „I didn’t think it was important,“ I stuttered and laid down next to him. Angrily he turned toward me. „Not important? She is your sister, dammit.“




  He never cussed or raised his voice before. He only acted that way when it concerned Eliza. Gone was the mood and the plans for tonight, and it was all my sisters fault again.




  „Sooner or later she’ll be back.“




  „She’s not doing well“, Lucas said in a serious tone of voice. His forehead showed lines of distress. „She is in America. Most likely she’s broke as usual. But she’ll be OK. She’s always OK.“




  „This time it’s different. I can feel it.“




  I hissed through my teeth. „She ran away. She isn’t interested at all in us. You shouldn’t even be thinking of her.“




  He vehemently shook his head. „But you should think about her. I can’t understand that you are not concerned about her. It seems to me that you are glad she is gone and you wished she wouldn’t return.“




  I felt myself being caught. Maybe it was true. But even if I was caught, Eliza was a terrible sister. She was the older one. She should have been an example for me. She should have watched over me. But instead she caused constant havoc for me. Even now, while she was gone, or maybe because she was gone.




  I gently caressed Lucas‘ naked upper arm. „Perhaps you’re right. I should have thought more about her. I’m sorry.“




  I wanted to kiss him on the cheek, but he turned his head away.




  „I think I’d rather leave“, he said harshly and reached for his T-shirt, which was placed behind me on the bed. I grabbed on to his arm.




  „Please don’t go“, I begged, sitting in my underwear in front of him. He couldn’t possibly do that to me. Today was supposed to be the night of nights. Our night. He paused for a moment and looked with sorrow into my eyes. I knew I had lost. So I permitted him to take his T-shirt and starred at the floor to hide my tears.




  „I’m sorry too“, Lucas answered and kissed me on the head, just like my parents had done earlier. I sat frozen on my bed until I heard the door shut. Then I allowed my tears to poor out wildly and I threw myself into the sheets. That my bed smelled like Lucas didn’t make it better at all. I hated my sister. Even though she wasn’t present, she had ruined my life. It was like a curse that hung over me at all times. Every time my life went well, she struck.




   




   




   




  Winter




   




  It was rare that my predictions were wrong, but when they were I was mostly glad. And so I was happy that my general negative attitude didn’t hit the mark.




  And so it was with my bet between Dairine and me. The trip to London was on and after the botched Friday evening with Lucas it was timed perfectly. I didn’t see him all weekend, which was bordering on a miracle considering we lived next door to each other. But I couldn’t look him in the eyes anymore since he had stormed out of the house and left me sitting in my underwear. And because of this I barricaded myself at home. Mom noticed that I didn’t feel well, but she chalked it off to my missing Eliza – like all of them assumed.




  Yeah, really! If I had my way she could have stayed away for several more years or stayed in America forever. I was pretty sure that there was no reason to worry about her, even though her letter and the comments were a bit curious, to say the least. But I was convinced that Eliza did well anywhere.




  Thursday morning we chartered a bus to Dublin. From there we took a ferry to Liverpool. We continued the rest of the journey by train. We reached London, and the youth hostel, sometime late morning. Most of us would have preferred to go shopping on Oxford Street immediately, but Mrs. Kelly had arranged a boring cultural experience. She dragged us to the British Museum, then to the National Gallery, where Carson did nothing but make faces behind her back and allowed others to photograph him doing so. That resulted in Mrs. Kelly losing her train of thought and she started to stutter like a first grader. You really had to feel sorry for her. After the last tour through Buckingham Palace she finally gave up and drove us back to the youth hostel. After unpacking, most of the students stormed out of the building like a pack of wild animals.




  It was a typical class trip: the mood consisted of excitement, puberty and hormones running wild, as well as low self-esteem. While most of my class mates were in the habit of being loud and constantly bragging, or giggling every second sentence, I held myself back more than normal. I didn’t like getting the attention and did everything to avoid it.




  „Do we want to distance ourselves from the others?“ Dairine asked. It seemed she had read my mind. Relieved, I nodded. While our class mates ran down Oxford Street, Dairine and I turned into a smaller side street. She stopped in front of a small coffee shop with plastic chairs and a once white awning. The sky looked like rain was eminent.




  „Coffee?“




  „Why not?“ I shrugged my shoulders. We were the only patrons in the coffee shop and I had a choice of where I wanted to sit. Because of it, I sat myself in the center underneath the awning so to be protected from the rain. Dairine joined me two minutes later with two hot paper cups of coffee. She handed me one.




  „Did you want milk and sugar?“




  The coffee was black, just the way I liked it. „No, black is perfect.“




  Dairine said cheers „To our black souls.“




  Even though we knew each other for several years, I just noticed this mutuality.




  „I hope you didn’t forget about my cocktail“, she reminded me playfully.




  „I wouldn’t! Have you thought about which club you want to go to? I assume the rest of the gang wants to go someplace too.“




  „Do you want to go with them?” Dairine asked and I could hear in her tone of voice that she wasn’t too happy about this notion, and was surprised that I even suggested this idea.




  „Do I look like I want to be embarrassed?“




  She started to laugh. „I’m glad we found each other. Without you I couldn’t stand all these chaotic people.”




  So much affection was as unusual for her than for me. We both knew how glad we were that we had each other, but we never expressed this to one another.




  I smiled at her quietly.




  „In any case, no huge disco“, Dairine continued the conversation before the quietness became uncomfortable.




  „I’d prefer a small club, something off the grid“, I agreed.




  „We understand each other“, she grinned. „If you’d allow me to get some color in your face, I would consider to take you with me to Colorado one day.“ I took it as a compliment.




  Dairine worked in a supermarket in Wexford after school. She saved all of her money to be able to afford a flight home to Colorado as often as possible. There she visited her real friends, as she liked to tell me. She had her life and I had mine. I liked it that way.




  Dairine found a small club on a little street running parallel to Piccadilly Circus on her cell phone. It was called Black Rabbit and was a well-kept secret for lovers of the more soothing sounds. We left at eleven o’clock. We waited that long so that all others had gone out before us, we didn’t even want to share the train with them. As usual they had been loud and already totally drunk. Mrs. Kelly didn’t show herself at all. We suspected that she was in hiding, so she wouldn’t have to deal with issues.




  Per Dairine, it was only another fifteen minutes From the U-Bahn stop to the bar. She ushered us from one side-street to another, until we finally and accidently saw the club, which only could be noticed by its black sign with white writing. The letters used to be lit up, but on that day there was only a weak flicker on the letters abb of the Rabbit. The sign led into a dim lit entrance of a basement.




  „And that’s a well-kept secret?“ I asked skeptically. The place looked more like a market for illegal doings of all kinds. Dairine just shrugged her shoulders. „It said it on the Internet.” I don’t feel comfortable here. Let’s go.“ „We haven’t even been inside yet. At least let us peak inside, if we don’t like it we can always leave.“




  „If we are even allowed inside… They might ask for our passports and then we are done“, I said a little bit scared.




  Dairine grinned cheekily. „You act like Mrs. Kelly. Maybe you should have hid under the bed.“




  „Ha ha“, I was irritated. „For me this bar really looks like a perfect place for murder, perfect for picking a new victim.”




  „Now don’t exaggerate“, she reprimanded me, grabbed my arm and dragged me down the dark stairs to a gray steel door. The door was ajar and you could hear a melody of a slow song played by a guitarist.




  Before I could run away, Dairine had opened the door and entered. I had no choice than to follow her. I felt like a little scared country girl, while Dairine appeared self-assured behind the entrance curtain. There were a dozen of small tables and a bench which surrounded a bar. Four people were sitting engaged in conversation with the bartender and each other. On stage a man dressed in black leather and a mane of long brown hair played the guitar, while he was singing about his horrific destiny. Long life self-pity!




  I had to admit that the mood was comfortable. No loud noise, no giggles, no bass that hurt your eardrums and no unsolicited advances by drunken teenagers. We chose a table from which we could see the stage perfectly. As soon as we sat down the waiter with a short crew cut arrived.




  „What can I get you girls?“




  „She owes me a cocktail“, Dairine responded and pointed at me, even though we would never pass as twenty-one year olds.




  „Which one do you want?“ the waiter answered without blinking an eye. Obviously no one was worried about the law. I had no idea and looked at Dairine for help, but she was staring at the stage.




  „What can you suggest?“




  „The Smiling Cat is our specialty“




  „Well, let’s take two then.“




  The Smiling Cat was a black drink which was served in tall glasses. It was topped off with a blue flame. The drink didn’t only look dangerous, it was. I didn’t want to know what was in it. Skeptically I blew out the flames and took the first zip. I was surprised that it tasted much better than I expected. A little bit like licorice.




  We talked for a while until the guitar player finished his set and then sat down at the bar. In the meanwhile the place had filled up and the next entertainer went on stage. This time it was a full band.




  „I find the guitar player hot. Do you mind if I join him at the bar for a little bit? Only to exchange phone numbers and such“, she pleaded. In reality it wasn’t OK with me to be left alone at the table, but I didn’t want to spoil her fun and I actually felt a lot more relaxed after the Smiling Cat.




  „Sure, go“, I said and took my eyes off her. I observed the band setting up their gear.




  When I finished my glass I ordered a second one. It didn’t taste like alcohol and so I assumed it wasn’t that strong. The band began to play. It was a fast and loud song, something I usually hated. But today the sound seeped into my body and I swayed with the rhythm. Obviously this band was the main attraction, because all of a sudden the club was packed so full that I couldn’t see from my seat anymore; not the band and not Dairine. I got up to find her. Only then I noticed how wiggly my legs were. They felt like rubber and I barely could stand without swaying. I carefully pushed myself through the crowd and was relieved as I reached the bar. Everything around me was spinning and in order to see clearly I had to concentrate extremely. It was like riding on a carousel. Dairine wasn’t standing at the bar anymore. Only the guitar player was still in the same place and looked curiously into my direction. I held on to the outside of the bar railing while staggering toward him.




  „Hey, is everything OK with you? You don’t look good“, he asked me in a friendly tone of voice. I stared into his face trying to see the color of his eyes, but everything was swimming and turned into a beige blur.




  „Where is my girlfriend?“ I hissed. What happened to her?




  „She went to the restroom. Do you want a glass of water?“




  Without answering him, I groped on to the wall and moved into the direction where I assumed the restrooms to be. I pushed the first door open and nearly fell into the room. A black and white tile floor spread out in front of me, reminding me of a chess board. Was this the right place?




  A shrill scream tore me out of my thoughts.




  „Are you following me?! I already told you I’m sorry.“




  „That’s not enough,“ a male voice said full of rage.




  „What do you want from me? Should I kill myself?“ the woman said without emotions. I knew this voice. The way she spoke gave me the impression as if she didn’t care for the man, or he was not even worthy that she paid attention to him. Snooty and arrogant. I only knew one person who was capable to show the other person how low they were.




  I slowly moved forward so I could see the persons.




  „Even that wouldn’t be enough.“




  „What do you want then damn it?” the woman was yelling and I heard her hitting him with her hand.




  „From you? Nothing. You are not worth the dirt under your fingernails. But I will take from you what you took from me.“




  Both stood between the door jams and the restroom stall. The woman was inside the stall and the man in front, so I couldn’t see the woman’s face. The man wore a worn leather jacket and jeans. The most noticeable, however, was his hair. His hair was nearly white. He blocked the woman’s way, but when he saw me he backed off a bit frightened. He obviously didn’t expect an audience. The woman took the opportunity to flee the stall, but as soon as she saw me she froze as well. It was Eliza.




  I got hot and cold at the same time and I saw the floor coming closer and closer toward me. I felt the punch when I hit the floor, I gasped for air and then all went dark.




  The first thing I saw when I came to was a strudel made of different colors, and I realized it was Dairine’s colorful hair extensions. She kneeled next to me on the floor and looked down at me worried. Next to her stood the guitar player and the waitress who held a glass of water in her hand.




  „She should sit up slowly“, the musician suggested, like I wasn’t even in the room.




  Dairine had put her hand on my shoulder. „You think you can sit up?“




  I nodded and let her help me to get upright. My head was pounding and as soon as I closed my eyes the room began to spin again.




  I slowly regained my memory. I had passed out after I...ELIZA! I was immediately awake and clear. I saw my sister!




  Without paying any more attention to my headache I frantically looked around the room to find her.




  „What is going on?“ Dairine asked frightened, while everyone starred at me like I had lost my mind.




  „I saw Eliza“, I stuttered. Of course, like everyone else in Wexford, Dairine knew about my sister’s disappearance. But we never spoke about it. I only had spoken to Lucas about the subject and that with distaste. She was wrinkling her forehead. „Are you sure?“




  „When we entered the room you were alone“, the guitar player added and looked at me doubtfully.




  „She wasn’t alone. A man with light blond hair was with her“, I remembered and looked desperately at the waitress, in hopes that she would remember at least him. The hair of the guy was so conspicuous, she had to notice him. But she shook her head not comprehending what I was talking about.




  „Sometimes when we miss someone terribly, we dream about them...“, Dairine started to carefully explain. But I interrupted her immediately. „I don’t miss Eliza and I didn’t imagine any of this!“




  The waitress handed me the glass of water and turned to Dairine. „You better drive your girlfriend home.“




  Dairine nodded in agreement and looked apologetically to the guitar player, who now was standing up straight. „You got my number“, he said with a wink and left the restrooms with the waitress.
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