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				About the Book

				The meaning of my name was mercy. And mercy finally found me when I was sixteen.

				Mani and her brother Nu share everything . . . until the day their father takes their mother away and Nu loses the will to speak, leaving Mani alone.

				But then a golden man comes, promising her a love that can shine brighter than the sun and chase the shadows away. But like the sun, his love burns.

				One night Mani dreams of leaves flying into the sky and inspiration strikes. If she reaches out to the world with an open heart, surely someone will reach back and save her?

				Set Me Free will make you believe in the power of love to bring light into darkness.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For my beautiful mother, who so nearly got to see this. 
I miss you so much.
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				We realise the importance of light when we see darkness. We realise the importance of our voice when we are silenced.

				Malala Yousafzai, 2013
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				Chapter One

				Clerkenwell, London

				That day I heard a noise as I entered our home. It was unlike those of every day. A tremor hovered in my chest as I crept up our narrow steps to the sleeping rooms upstairs. My eyes fixed upon the rusty-coloured swirls of the dusty carpet. A banister support had fallen out a little while ago, fallen right away, and someone had with little skill tried to wedge it back in place. It leaned away from where it should have been, and for some reason on this day it troubled me. And then I heard my brother’s voice from the bedroom at the top of the stairs. The door was closed. I looked around and saw the slatted airing cupboard door and the other painted white to Mama’s room were just a little bit ajar. As if like me they sought to listen carefully.

				‘Papa, Papa, is that you?’ Nu said. I paused not quite at the top. Was it true? Could it be that Papa was here?

				‘Nu, beta,* I was waiting for you. Your mother didn’t say? She didn’t tell you anything of why you left?’

				I hadn’t heard my papa’s voice in years. I held my breath and took another step towards the bedroom door where voices spoke. Then I froze. I didn’t want to see his face, wasn’t eager for his embrace.

				I heard a gasp and a shriek. ‘Papa, Papa, why?’ I heard Nu cry.

				‘You don’t even know what you are? Haramzada!’**

				Silence flooded in and deafened me. Something in me turned to electricity. A second sense, a knowing, punched the breath out from my chest. I panted, found I couldn’t breathe.

				‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s time to put things right.’ I heard the first crack and blow. And then a scream. A scream that carried on and on for years inside my head and took away the calmness in my soul.

				‘Mani! Mani!’ my brother called to me. I ran to the door but stopped just as a thudding beat began. Something heavy drumming evenly in time.

				‘Ma . . . Ma . . . Maaa . . .’

				The thudding carried on, Papa grunting harder with each strike. My hand was on the handle of the door, but trapped inside I felt a breathless, foolish anxiety. It stopped me in my tracks. I knew what I should do. I had to save my Nu. But I was scared, panic spinning in my head, and in that moment, in a flash, I hid behind the slatted door ahead. Curling like a sorry ball of cowardice, anti-hero, anti-me. I didn’t want a bruise to land upon me too.

				The beating slowed and morphed into a thrash, and now I couldn’t hear the voice or breathing of our baby Nu. In my mind I saw him as a child again, playing with his stones the way he always did.

				I listened hard to raspy breaths and heavy steps, but I didn’t move. Silent tears damp upon my heated skin. But still I didn’t move to save my Nu.

				And then silence.

				After a while I heard the cracking open of the door. Papa stepped out. I could only just make him out through the gaps in the airing cupboard door. His arms were red, with flecks of blood upon the shadowed darkness of his face. At the corner of his mouth the blood made smiley marks, the marks on children after berry drinks.

				He stood so still. Then, without a glance to left or right, he turned to face the door where I was hiding. In a lengthy moment, through the angled slats, his eyes were on my eyes; he saw my soul. And then he smiled.

				Not a smile that showers affection and connection. But one that lords its power over you. A smile that says: I have you. And he did. He had me then. He has me now.

				He’s had me ever since.

				No hit, no pull, no scratch could ever hurt me more than that.

				As he smiled, some blood spread on to his teeth. In that moment, with all his dark and ugly bloody looks, I despised myself much more than I did him. It was me that had let him hurt our baby Nu. He reached towards the handle of the airing cupboard door. I pushed back hard against cold wall, my feet slipping on the chipped floorboards underneath. As he touched the door, he pulled away, mesmerised by blood upon his arm. He rubbed his bloodied skin upon his shirt and turned to me again just as voices sang through the open window in the hall. Chat and laughter pierced by resonating heels walking on the street. He lurched away and ducked as if to hide, his sniping eyes shifting left and right. Then slowly he rose, still bending at the knees, pressed his palms upon his hair as if to tidy it and crept away. Down the steps, closing the front door carefully behind him, making sure the lock had latched.

				I looked about the room. The bedding and some clothes were heaped along the wall, and further down and on the left, Nu lay curled up in a ball. Around him in a perfect swirl, a pool of his own blood. His right arm bent back, and cuts and gashes oozing blood on to his stripy shirt. White and blue and red. His jeans were slick against his legs, heavy with a liquid weight. And on the window pane above the bed, a firework of red. I fell to him and lifted him to me. His eyes flickered open, and he smiled a bit and said, ‘I’m OK, Mani. Do you think that was our pa,’ then faded out again.

				I couldn’t speak; I could hardly breathe. I just rocked him in my arms, deep and grainy sobs rising from the pit of me.

				I stood to work out what to do. The floor beneath me seemed to move. ‘Mama! Mama!’ I screamed as I ran about the house. She was out. I ran back up the stairs and grabbed the bedding on the floor to cover up our Nu. And as I pulled it away, that was when I saw. Underneath the quilt was Ma. A mess of death all sprawled across the floor. I paced here and there, my arms held up, palms forward to push the scene away.

				I screamed. Mad and rhythmic whooping screams rising and falling with melody.

				When the medics came, I showed them in, then hid in Mama’s room. Placed a towel on the floor beside her bed. A makeshift prayer mat for my sins. I rubbed my forehead on the floor until it felt sore, and as I did, I begged, ‘Dear God, please, please save my Nu and Ma. Forgive me for what I did.’ I moaned and cried, the taste of salt and dried-up devastation on my tongue.

				Quite quickly I was done. I folded up the towel and placed it on the bed. I knew that Mama would be mad at me if I left it on the floor. And then I swallowed all my grief within. I felt it moaning in my breast as medics swept away the death and took my brother’s beaten body far away from me. Just where he deserved to be.

				I feel the grief within me still.

				I walked around our small square garden in the dark the night that Mama passed. The privet looked alarmed, all stalks of overgrowth, all ragged. I let its branches stroke my cheek and saw the smile upon my father’s face again. The moon was moving out of sight behind a darkening sky, and I heard my brother’s voice echo in my head from years ago. ‘You are an and-gel’ he’d say to me. I hid my face behind the privet bush, hiding like the moon. I knew that what I’d done would one day be found out. Just like the moon, it would eventually come out.

				
					* Son.

				
					** Bastard.
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