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When life is just getting better for Joey and Luke itâ s abruptly turned around. Theyâ re moving again, for
the 13th in the past 6 years, leaving behind friends and schools and onto the next â right placeâ . The
house is nothing new and neither is the school. Except for the boy who sits beside her in Maths. He also lives
in the house by the woods. Bruised, weak and hurt, Joey stumbles upon a pond deep in the woods. The place
where everything will change for her. But in a good or bad way, she's yet to find out.
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Chapter 1: Chapter one
Chapter One
The weather's a funny thing. Scorching hot sun one minute and pouring rain the next. Gale force howling
winds one minute, calm and peaceful the next. Luke and I make a game out of it, the weather that is. Whoever
guesses the correct weather of the day gets a sweet from the bag I bought with the money earned from my last
job. Though Luke may not think it, he needs the sweet more than I do so I try and let him win. I don't be too
obvious when I do this though, he wouldn't take it fi he knew I was letting him win.
You could describe Karen as the weather: unpredictable. Ignoring us as though we're not there one minute,
cold, angry and abusive the next. You can never tell which one it will be with her.
Though the violence she feels is only acted on towards me, never has she harmed Luke in any physical way.
The mental part, however, is one I don't have any power over.
If you were to look at us from the point of view of an outsider, we'd look like the next everyday family. I
suppose, in a way, we are. People are worse off than us by a lot so I shouldn't be complaining when I have
most of the basic human needs. The clothes may not be in the best condition possible, but they're still clothes.
There's a shelter of some sort over my head most of the time too.
Voicing your opinion in this family isn't something that's encouraged at all, not that your voice would be
heard if you did.
"Are you okay?" Luke, my seven year old brother asks me, breaking me from my train of thoughts as I stare
blankly at the wall for god knows how long.
I smile reassuringly at him, nodding my head and trying not to wince.it hurts to move my head much but Luke
needs the reassurance and I'll be damned if I don't give it to him. He deserves that at the very least.
He gets up from the what was once beige carpet, and kneels before me, resting his bony, pale hands on my
knees as he looks my in the eyes. "Do you want my blanket?"
Even though Karen is asleep on the couch, her cigarette hangs from her chapped lips, the smoke billowing
around her before being blown out the window. I can't stop shivering because of said open window, but I
won't allow Luke to inhale any more of the toxic fumes than he has to. I've given him my blanket to keep his
skinny body warm and am forced to leave it open.
We're running low on food so I'm hoping we'll be at our newest 'home' soon. We've been travelling for five
days now, form our latest 'home' of four months with step dad number seven to our newest 'home' with
number eight. Whenever Karen gets bored of the location, which usually depends on the guy she's with at that
time, she decides to move for a 'change of scenery', hoping it's the new 'right place.' Six years' worth of
moving and it still has yet to be found.
An average of five months is stayed at each place, but it's not a long enough time to call a place a home,
something I haven't felt as though I've had since I left New York.
The caravan shudders and the brakes squeal violently, protesting their intended aim to stop the van. I can tell
I'm going to have to get a new job to pay for the problem if we want to make it to the next right place.
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"Joey?" Luke says, tapping my knee with a finger while drawing out my name. I didn't answer his question
and went off into my own little world, ignoring him when, clearly, he needs some attention. I can be so
selfish.
"You keep it," I tell him, moving his hands from my knees and motioning for him to climb onto my lap. He
does so and I tuck the blankets around him, trying to keep his tiny body as warm as I can.
"Do you think we'll stay here a long time?"
He knows the drill as much as I do. Because of his tiny frame, he's always found it hard to make friends in
school and has been the object of bullying more times than not in the many schools he's attended in his seven
years' of life. It's probably a higher number than most people attend in their life, but he doesn't complain. He
gets on with it.
"Maybe, this could be our one," I say but don't say anything more. It most likely won't be but there's a small
possibility that it could be.
He sighs soundly, curling up against me. "I hope so."
So do I Luke, so do I. I think this but never say. It's dangerous to speak your mind when Karen's around no
matter what state of consciousness she's in. if something were to happen to me, Luke would be left on his
own. I won't let that happen.
Luke curled onto my lap, his head of golden hair on my shoulder I lean back against the lumpy armchair I've
been using as a bed for the past few days we've been on the road.
I have no idea where our next destination is. We must have been through half the states in the past six years. I
stupidly asked Karen where we are going but she was in a bad mood, a permanent mood it seems for her. The
result was a bruise on my lower back from various shoes being thrown in my direction.
I lived with my aunt and uncle in New York when my mother, as she put it, 'had enough of me'. My dad left
when he found out she was pregnant and she bought the caravan and started traveling. I stayed with her in the
caravan until I was four and I was put under the care of Aaron and Lisa's home in New York. She left for
Vegas and I didn't see her again until I was nine and she was pregnant with child number two, courtesy of step
dad number one, though I suspect there were many more before him.
The caravan was a state and I couldn't let my little brother live in it. I left the home I'd known for five years
and moved in with Karen.
Luke's only my step brother, but I consider him my whole, complete brother. He doesn't need to know Karen
played hookie with number on in Vegas, but I think he suspects it. We look nothing alike at all, no matter how
hard I try to find some hint of the fact Karen bore us both.
His golden hair and greens eyes that sparkle with life are the opposite compared to my dull brown hair that
desperately needs a wash, but that'll have to wait until Luke gets his. My eyes, like my hair, are brown and
plain, no hint of the sparkle Luke has.
A heart is the shape of my face whereas Luke has a round one- or, one that's meant to be round but is now
gaunt and hollow from lack of food. I try to give him as much of mine as I can, but he refuses to eat it if he
knows it was meant to be mine.
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"You need it too," he'd tell me but I'd slip him most of mine while I make it and tell him I ate some of it in the
kitchen. After a suspicious look at my plate, he'd usually forgo the detective investigation and it before it'd get
cold.
"Shut up!" Karen snaps, the agitated beast waking from its sleep once again.
We aren't even talking loud but she seems to be in a foul mood and want to shout at someone, like usual. I'm
her first target, nothing new about that. You don't live with Karen and not take your fair share of the nasty
remarks.
I've long since found out a solution; act hurt but don't cry. She hates to see tears, says it's something weak
people do. She hates weak people. She hates a lot of things and I suspect being a mother is one of them. You
then apologise and praise her. The praise is something I tend to leave out unless she's in an awful mood and
Luke's around.
"What're you looking at?" she sneers at me. "You should be making dinner."
It is two am, but I'm not stupid enough to point that out to her. She hates being wrong or, even worse,
corrected so you go along with what she thinks.
"You said you were going out with Tom."
She thinks for a minute, a thoughtful expression overcoming the hard one that usually lines her face. "I did,
didn't I?"
She wasn't asking me, so I don't answer. You learn when and when not to answer when you live with Karen.
Now's not the time.
"Tom!" she screeches at the door dividing the driver from the rest of the caravan.
"What?!" he bellows back, his voice sounding throaty, as though he's just awoken from a deep sleep.
"We're going out tonight."
"Where?"
Why one of them couldn't have went to the other, I don't know, but it's sort of hard not to listen when they're
bellowing at each other like banshees right in front of me. That's another rule you learn when to live with
Karen: don't eavesdrop if you want to get by ignored.
I busy myself making a sleeping Luke comfortable on my lap and try not to listen, but to no avail. She doesn't
seem to notice though as she finishes up, muttering her opinion of Tom under her breath: she's never been one
to keep quiet when she has a thought to express.
"Hell, it is cold in here," she complains, whining like a child who didn't get what they wanted. "Who the hell
left the window open!?"
She swivels her gaze around and it lands on me. I'm always the culprit, even if I haven't done the suspected
action.
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"I pay the money I well earn for this heating for you little brats when I should be treating myself to nice
things! But, no! Princess Josephine thinks she can waste the money I earn by opening the window whenever
she wants!"
I want to laugh at that; the money she well earns? It'd surprise me if she has ever worked a day in her life. She
leaves the work to the step dad or me, taking money whenever she feels like it.
"I'm sorry." I try to look hurt but, really, I'm not taking a word of it to heart. "I shouldn't have wasted your
money like that. I was looking out for a place for you and Tom to have a dinner and I must've forgotten to
close it."
"Stupid idiot," Karen mutters, none too quietly. "Forgot to close the windowâ ¦"
"Karen!" Tom bellows, banging on the wall as though his shout wasn't loud enough for her to hear.
"What?"
"Come here!"
Muttering to herself about how much is asked of her, Karen slams the door shut behind her; silence. We don't
get that too often when we're on the road. When we get to the house, Luke and I can be left alone for weeks at
a time.
My stomach rumbles, breaking its tranquillity.
"You didn't eat," Luke mumbles, not looking at me. I didn't but I'm not going to tell him that.
"Of course I did," I say in a fake cheery voice, pleading with my stomach to not rumble again.
He shakes his head. I don't feel hungry, even though my stomach begs to differ. I remind myself that Luke
needs it more than I do whenever I come near food. I can only force a few bites down before I push the plate
away and give it to Luke.
"You should've eaten some of mine."
He's too unselfish. He needs the food and here he is, offering it to me.
"Don't be silly. I'm fine."
I haven't had a decent meal since our last home with number seven.
Josh. Josh Tinley with his black hair and bright blue eyes anyone could get lost in. Josh Tinley, my best
friend. I was devastated when we left. He was friends with me despite the fact he knew all about my life; I
didn't tell him about it though, more so he found out during one of Karen's worse days.
The date we left right place number twelve was a week before his birthday. We went down to the lake and out
on the boat he owned. We used to go out on the lake a lot because no one was ever down there. It was our
place.
He asked me to stay and not leave with Karen. He never liked Karen even before he knew what she did. I told
him I couldn't, that Luke would have to go with her and I couldn't do that to him. he then did something that
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amazes me even now. He, my best friend, kissed me. It was a friendly kiss, but it was on the lips. I was
shocked and still have to idea why he did it. He said he'd come to get Luke and I when I turn eighteen. Then I
left him and all the others behind.
Sabbath was glad I was gone. She didn't like me at all but I don't know why. She's beautiful so it wasn't that
she was jealous of me. She's rich and I'm not. She has a caring family, the friends, good gradesâ ¦ I struggle in
school. Moving school every six months doesn't exactly help, but I need to do better if I'm going to support
Luke when I graduate.
I'm going to be a senior this year. I hope I can stay the year in the same school, but I don't count on it.
"I miss Josh," Luke sighs sadly.
Josh was a hero to him. He looked up to him and thought of him as a brother, wanting to be like him when he
grows up. I'll do everything I can to give him a million choices of what he wants to do when he grows up, but
it might not be enough.
"I do too," I say, stroking the bracelet he gave me before we left. It was his birthday and he gave me
something. "Follow the cloud," it reads, carved on the silver chain that's wrapped around my wrist. I'll never
give it away. It's mine: a word I've rarely come across since I left New York.
"Do you think he'll come to find us?" Luke asks, yawning in between the words.
"Time for bed," I tell him. As much as I want to say yes, I will not give him false hope. I don't want him
disappointed.
He sighs and cuddles up against me. "Can't I stay here?"
I brush his hair back from his forehead and smile down at him. "Don't you want the bed before Karen and
Tom turn in for the night?"
He shakes his head, sleepily. "No," he mumbles. "I want to stay with you."
The only bedroom in the caravan is usually occupied by Tom and Karen but, because they're going out for
dinner, it will be free until tomorrow or, should I say, this morning sometime, when they get back in. I take
the armchair and Luke gets the sofa which I make as comfy as possible for him.
Creeks in my neck are uncomfortable, but it's worth it to see Luke smiling sleepily at me after a good night's
rest.
If Karen and the step dad go out, I usually sleep with Luke in the bed. I have to have breakfast ready by the
time they come in but the problem is that it varies. Whether its 4am or 1pm when they come in, breakfast
should be ready. Like I know what time they'll come in at. I've never had a phone and can't contact them in
any way at all.
I usually make pancakes the night before and cook them in the morning sometime and give it to them cold.
They don't even eat them. They usually throw them at each other while accusing the other of "staring at that
girls' butt," in the club or "flirting with that guy, when I was right beside you,"- things of that sort.
It's 2:15am now, so I can tell I'm going to have until at least 10am before they come back from their 'dinner'.
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I hope all the ingredients are there for making pancakes. Unless we arrive at out 'right place' before they leave,
we're going to be having cereal for breakfast and that's hard to get off walls and carpets.
The driver's door opens and Tom steps out. Tom's alright. He doesn't bother us, unlike number three who
always seemed to be there when I was 'alone' and forced Luke to fetch his beer. Tom has short black hair, a
little longer than a buzz cut and is around 6"1 or so. He's quite muscular and has a light moustache that really
doesn't suit him. He usually ignores us and that's fine by me.
"We're here," he says, without looking at us and heads for the door.
"Don't just sit there! Move your lazy asses now!" Karen snaps at us.
Karen would be beautiful if she hadn't been smoking since she was sixteen and abusing herself with alcohol.
My first guess is that she's around thirty-five, thirty-six or so, but I've never been good at guessing ages. Her
golden blond hair, the same as Luke's, lies lank on her bony shoulders.
Her icy blue, almost grey eyes show nothing about how she's feeling or what she's thinking; she's closed off. I
don't think she's touched drugs, but I can't be too sure. I'd a feeling that number four was a druggie but he
never left any evidence.
I carefully place Luke onto the space of the armchair beside me and stand up.
Karen has already left so I go out the door and down the wobbly steps to see 'right place- number 13'.
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Chapter 2: Chapter two
Chapter Two
Have you ever seen a place and thought 'this is where I want to stay for the rest of my life'? Well, this place
isn't it for me.
The front door, or what's left of it, hangs from its rusted hinges. The doorknob, covered in cobwebs and rust,
placed in its centre as a metal seven barely hangs onto the rotten wood.
Shabby brick work, paint peeling off the window frames, glass of what was once a window shattered and
cracked and now covered by boards of wood. Holes splatter the roof and weeds, almost as tall as me and
towering over Luke, hide the steps that lead to the house: out newest 'home'.
"Are we here?" Luke asks between a yawn, stretching his short arms as he opens his eyes only to cover them
moments later because of the light of the caravan headlights.
"Yes, Luke. This is it."
As far as I can see, there is nothing industrial around the house. A forest with tall trees is situated behind it but
I can't see any houses around. There's nothing.
"Come on," I say, looking away from the forest that looks eerie in the moonlight. "Let's go and look inside."
We push past the weeds and grasses to get to the front door, climbing the crumbling steps. I reach for the
handle to open it but am forcefully knocked aside, falling off the steps and into a patch of wet.
Luke soon follows me to the ground but I catch him before he lands in the muddy puddle, holding him to my
front as Karen and Tom walk by us, arguing about something loudly. I'm glad we don't have neighbours.
"Sorry," Luke apologises, ignoring the fact his mother couldn't care less that she knocked him from a height.
"I didn't mean to fall on you." He helps pull me up by tugging my arm, dusting his trousers down when I'm
up.
"You didn't do it on purpose." The back of my clothes are dripping wet. Luke looks in near tears when I find
my back bleeding from landing on a sharp stone, so I quickly lower the shirt over it.
"Gentlemen first," I say, mock bowing for him to enter the house first.
The hall, as run down as the outside of the house, leads off into the kitchen and living room. The carpet's
holey and frayed around the edges, curving up around the skirting boards and lumping together in the middle.
There's a bathroom on the left with a bath-shower in it. I can finally get Luke his wash.
The caravan doesn't have a shower. The sink supplies the water but I'm not stupid enough to use it for a wash
after the last time when Karen found out. She hit me across the face. I wouldn't have used the water if I'd
known she was coming back, but she went out for booze and is usually gone a few hours for that.
The kitchen has a small sink with running water, a small table with four seats around it and a few cupboards
and counters to store food. There's a small TV hanging from the wall and a cooker and microwave in the
corner of the room. A small bedroom is in the far right with a double bed.
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The living room, equip with two TV's, an armchair, a small end table and a sofa, is cosy looking, a fireplace at
the far wall. I'll be taking the armchair and Luke, the sofa. Karen and Tom will get the bedroom.
"Joey," Luke calls out from somewhere in the house. He was in the kitchen with me but now, looking around,
I don't remember him coming into the living room with me.
"Yeah?"
"Come here!"
I follow the sound and find him by a door in the hall. I didn't see it on the way in but Luke was clever enough
to spot it. "What is it?"
"It's a bedroom!" he tells me, opening the door with an excited smile on his face. I peer inside, flicking the
light on with the switch by the door.
It's a small room with a set of bunk beds, a desk and chair and a rug in the middle of the floor. I walk inside
only to be knocked aside by Luke, who rushes to the beds and starts to climb the rickety ladder.
"I want this one!"
I'm going to have to fix that ladder if I want a peaceful night's sleep.
"This is so cool! My own bedâ ¦"
I love seeing him happy. I'd do anything and sitting in a caravan for five days with a moody Karen was
completely worth it.
"Colours!" he exclaims, pulling back the covers to find crayons scattered around the bed.
He loves drawing. Karen never buys him any and says it's a waste of time and money, but Josh bought him
some before we left. He's great at drawing. I have a pile of his drawings in my bag.
I have never been any good at drawing and prefer reading and writing. Reading makes me forget everything
and helps me escape into my own little world where Karen doesn't exist.
I don't have many books so if I'm not reading one, I write. I write about anything and nothing. I write about
superheroes for Luke to read, I write about what my life could've been like in New York if I hadn't left. I write
about whatever sparks my imagination at the time. I have a notebook Uncle Aaron gave me before I left that I
write in. I finished it ages ago and keep it with Luke's drawings. I'm currently on notebook number five but
that's nearly finished too.
"They left," Luke informs me, looking out the window and seeing the caravan gone from its parking spot it
earlier occupied.
"Come on. You need to get some sleep. Let's test out our new beds."
He grins and nods happily, pulling the covers up around him. "Can you take these?" he asks, holding out a
handful of the crayons that he found on his bed.
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I don't have my bag with me, so I can only hope Karen won't come in when I am asleep, looking for a place to
her cigarettes from Tom and find them in the drawer.
"Sure," I say, taking them from his hand and placing them in the desk drawer before tucking him into his new
bed under the covers.
"Night Luke."
"Night Joey," he says, yawning and curling into his pillow. "Love you."
"Love you, too."
I wait with him until he falls asleep. When I'm sure he is fast asleep, I leave the room, shutting the door
behind me as quietly as I can. No one is around so I decide to take a better look around the house.
I look through the cupboards in the kitchen but don't find anything except a few cups and plates, dust covering
them in thick layers. I hope Karen and Tom will be back early enough in the morning so I can make Luke
breakfast.
My back is still soaked from landing in the puddle and bleeding from the stone, but I don't have any other
clothes with me. I would never dare take any of Karen's so I'm going to have to make do with what I have.
Opening the fridge, I find a banana and apple that do not look too bad, so hopefully I can give them to Luke
for breakfast.
We rarely get fruit and Luke's definitely lacking in vitamin C. When I was his age I was living with Uncle
Aaron and Aunt Lisa so I got everything I needed. They wanted a child but couldn't have one so I was like
their own to them; I felt the same way.
I take the apple and banana out of the fridge, away from the spoiled milk and set them on the counter. I cut
into the apple in hope that it's not gone off and try a piece. I'm not disappointed. The banana looks fine so I
leave it on the counter and place the apple into a bowl, covering it with some plastic. I'm hoping it won't dry
out by the morning. It's 3:10am and Luke will probably wake up around eight.
I go into the living room and sit on the couch. I'm not tired so there's no point in rustling around in the
bedroom and waking Luke up. He needs sleep as much as he needs food and I'll make sure he gets that at the
very least.
I see the remote control on the end table and reach for it. The TV's about sixteen inches and it sits on a pile of
books in the corner. It's very dusty and scratched and has cobwebs joining it to the wall. I blow the dust off
the remote and look for the button to turn it on.
A noise behind me has me turning around to find a tired Luke standing at the door.
"Couldn't sleep, bud?" I ask, getting up to go over to him.
He shakes his head and looks at the floor. "Sorry."
"No need to be sorry. It takes a while to break in a bed." Especially when you've never had one for yourself
before; but I don't say that.
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I walk with him back to the bedroom. "You want to lie with me?" I ask.
He looks up at me and nods his head, slowly.
"Come on in." Pulling the blankets down and hopping in, I lift them up for him to join me.
He bites his lip and looks at the top bunk. "You can try again tomorrow," I tell him, seeing him unsure of
where to go. "You don't want me to be lonely."
He looks at me again and smiles, walking over to the bed and getting under. "Thank you," he whispers to me.
"No, thank you for being my feet warmer," I tease, snuggling up to him.
He giggles and leans into me. "I love you, Joey."
"Back at you, you're my favourite brother."
"I'm your only brother!" he giggles.
"And you're my favourite."
He sighs happily and lies on his back, staring at the top bunk. "Not tired?"
He shakes his head, meaning he isn't, but says, "I am."
"You know, one day you're going to have to start making sense," I joke, nudging him with my shoulder. "Talk
to me."
He hesitates for minute, like he always does when he has something on his mind but's afraid to say it. "I don't
want to move again. I want to make friends and live in a nice house where I can bring my friends over. I want
you to be happy like you was with Josh"
"Were," I correct him, "And as long as you're here, I'm happy." It's the truth. Whenever he's here, I'm happy.
Not for his sake though, but because he makes me happy.
"Really happy- I don't want Karen to hurt you anymore. I hate her."
"You don't hate her," I tell him.
"I do when she hurts you."
"You don't. You just don't like what she does but you don't hate her. She's your mother."
He doesn't reply, making me think he fell asleep. "It scares me," he whispers, turning around to face me.
"Don't be scared. I'm never going anywhere without you so don't worry about that."
He settles into the pillow. "You're hair smells funny," he giggles.
"Thanks bud. You've just reminded me about your wash in the morning."
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"No!" he protests, just like any seven year old boy would. "I don't need one."
"I'm not so sure about that. You haven't had one in six days, little man. It's time."
"You're mean."
"And you love me anyway."
"I do."
"And I love you. Now, go to sleep. We've to look around the place to see if there are any shops we can buy
you a towel in for your bath."
"Fine," he sighs. "Goodnight Joey."
"Night Luke," I say before I fall into a light sleep curled up beside my little brother.
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Chapter 3: Chapter three
Chapter three
I awaken to the sound of the front door slamming shut and voices carrying across the halls. The door is closed
and they aren't as loud as they usually are and I'm about to fall back asleep with Luke when I bolt upright,
scrambling out of the bed. I didn't make any breakfast and they're back.
I fell asleep in my clothes last night so I don't need to change. I look out the window and see the caravan in
the drive. I can't into their room without food and she won't let me off if I tell her there was no food in the
house. I should've made do with what's there. Yeah, because you can definitely make a good breakfast with an
apple and banana, I think to myself bitterly.
The door's out of the question, so that only leaves the window. It's times like these that I'm glad we don't live
in a two-storey house.
I rush over to the window and slide it up, hoping not to wake Luke. He's a light sleeper and the littlest of
noises usually wake him up.
The window won't stay open on its own, so I reach out of it, holding onto the frame, and grab one of the
bricks piled up beside the front door. Fitting it so it keeps the window open, I hope it will stay that way until
I'm out. I'm not a very graceful person in general but luckily I've done this before and can do it without
making too much noise and alerting everyone's attention. Unfortunately, I land on a rock and go over on my
ankle, scraping my arm on the bricks as I fall down.
Wincing, I rub my foot, trying to get some feeling back into it before I've to get up to go to the caravan. The
window shuts and the brick holding it open falls out, hitting me on the back of the head. My head jerks
forward and my forehead hits my knee, causing my swollen ankle to kick in the air from reflex.
I usually take pride in myself for my reflexes but I wish I didn't have such good ones now.
A searing pain flashes through my ankle and I can tell I won't be walking properly for a while. I push myself
up off the ground and force myself to walk to the van, ignoring the shooting pain in both my head and ankle.
Karen never locks it. She thinks if someone takes it, insurance will cover it and she'll get a new and better one.
For that to work, she'd actually have to pay for insurance but she doesn't think she has to and I'm not telling
her she's wrong and risking a beating or a shouting match. I don't know why I call it a match when it's one
sided.
I go inside and, as quickly as I can on a swollen ankle, rush to the fridge in hope that the pancake mix I made
several days ago is still there. It is. I grab the bowl and a pan, quickly heating them up and flipping them as
fast as I can without them being undercooked. I grab two plates and, the second I see them solidifying, toss
them onto the plates and throw the pan into the sink, quickly filling it with water.
I rush to the door and down the steps, limping on my foot but carry on until I reach their room and knock on
the door. Always knock unless you want to see certain parts of a body you don't need to see.
"Come in!" Karen screeches and I open the door, balancing the pancakes on one hand while I do. "Took you
long enough to show up," she sneers at me.
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I don't make eye contact as I hand her the plate.
"When I come in, I expect you to have my food on the table and ready. Is that too hard to ask?"
"No, ma'am."
"Then why wasn't it?!" she shouts, throwing a pointed shoe at me. I know better than to duck so I let it hit my
already bruised head.
She throws another but it goes the complete opposite way and hits a confused Tom in the naked chest. "What
the hell?"
"Oh, there you are. Just come back from some other girls' house, have you?"
"What're you on about? I came back with you."
"Sure you did. You're just as pathetic as her," she snaps, nodding her head at me, sitting up against the
battered headboard. The covers slip off her chest and I'm glad she's wearing her robe.
"I wasn't the one who went off with another guy right in front of my face," he shouts back. This is usually
when I'd take Luke out of the house but I'm now stuck here in the middle of it until she dismisses me.
"At least I wasn't practically drooling over another girls' ass while dancing with someone else!"
"Well, that girl seemed to be interested in me unlike the one I was dancing with who was visually undressing
the guy behind us!"
"At least he wasn't staring at another girl- what're you looking at!?" she screams at me, seeing me still here.
She's getting riled up and I want to leave but I can't until she tells me to. I don't get a chance to say anything
before she's throwing another shoe at me which hits my ankle, causing me to buckle from the impact.
"Go!" she shrieks at me. "Get out of my sight!"
I quickly get up and leg it down the hall to mine and Luke's room, hoping he's still asleep. He's not. He's
staring at the ceiling with unshed tears in his eyes.
"Hey, sleepy head," I say in a false cheery voice.
He doesn't answer me and turns on his side away from me.
I sit on the edge of the bed and rub his arm. "It's okay, bud."
He sniffles and I can tell he's crying. Seeing Luke cry breaks my heart, piece by piece. I hate Karen. I know I
told him he doesn't hate her, but I do. I hate her for making Luke cry. I hate her for making us move and Luke
can't make friends. I hate her for not getting Luke the right food he needs. I hate her. I just hate her.
"She hurt you again," he whispers, still not looking at me.
"I'm fine."
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"You aren't," he says, turning around and facing me. He looks at my face and dissolves in tears again. I pick
him up and hug him. He cries into my shoulder and hugs me tight.
"I'm fine," I repeat into his ear, desperate to make him happy even if it means lying to him, which I hate
doing.
He shakes his head and lifts his tear streaked face off my shoulder. "Your arm," he croaks, lightly running a
finger down my scratched arm.
"It was the wall," I tell him.
"Your head." Touching a finger to my forehead, he pulls it back only for it to be covered in blood. I reach up.
I didn't think I was bleeding or I would've cleaned up before coming in to Luke.
"It was the wall," I say, but I am not sure if it was the shoe she threw or not. "I was getting out the window
and a brick hit my head."
He rests his head on my shoulder again. "I hate her," he whispers in my ear. I don't say anything but hug him
tight.
We sit there for a few minutes, hugging each other. "Come on," I announce, getting up off the bed. "Let's go
and get you that towel."
As we rush into the caravan to get a change of clothes, I grab my bag and take out the $45 I saved from my
last job, shoving it into the pocket of my ripped tracksuit bottoms. I make sure the bag is put away safely
under the couch before I wait for Luke to get ready.
He comes out of the bathroom with his superman t-shirt that Josh got him for his birthday on and a pair of
ripped, worn out jeans. They weren't styled that way though, but have become like that over the year's he's
owned and wore them.
"Ready?" I ask him. I have already cleaned up and washed the blood from my forehead and am ready to go.
He shakes his head and rushes to the window. "Sunny," he guesses, looking out at the blue, clear sky. Smiling,
I walk over to the window and look out.
"Snow."
He looks at me, eye brows raised and head tilted like he thinks I'm either an idiot or I'm letting him win. "It
could happen," I shrug, not wanting him to think I'm letting him win.
Shaking his head and pursing his lips in an adorable way, he takes my hand and ushers me to the door.
I hop down the steps and take his both hands, swinging him down the way he likes.
"Race you," I challenge and he takes off in a flash, leaving me and my still sore ankle to chase after him.
"Slow coach!" he calls out to me when he stops to catch his breath and looks for me, finding me far behind
him.
"Maybe you're just getting faster."
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"Or maybe you're getting slower."
"Probably," I agree, finally catching up with him.
I look around the land and see the outlines of some buildings in the near distance. The wood's on our right
hand side and carries on for miles and I'm hoping to stay away from it.
"Do you see anything?" Luke asks, squinting around for any sign of life.
"I think so." I point straight ahead of us.
"Well, let's go then," he declares, grabbing my hand and marching towards the direction I pointed in.
Fifteen minutes of walking and we arrive in a square. There's a statue in the centre and a few building's around
it, most of them old and slightly run down. The ground has the look of old cobblestone and the statue of the
man is wearing a cowboy hat. I can't see what the carved words say as someone had the bright idea to graffiti
over it, but I'd guess it's of a founder of the town.
"Cool," Luke says, looking around the place and pausing on the statue for a moment longer.
I look around at the few stores and decide on the one called Mick's. "Let's go."
We walk around the graffiti statue and into the store.
It's a small store with, as far as I can see, lots in it. There's a fruit and vegetable aisle straight ahead of us, a
refrigerated aisle next to it, a tins and boxed food aisle after and, though I can't see the sign above it, a toy
aisle at the end. Judging by the smell, there's a bakery somewhere and a sweets counter at the till where an
elderly woman is working.
I take a basket and, finding it has wheels to push it along the floor, I give it to Luke. "Don't break anything," I
warn but I'm joking; he'd never break anything as he's always careful.
"I won't," he grins mischievously and rushes down the first aisle at top speed.
I can't spend all the money until I get a job, but I can spend up to $30. Most of the step dads get a job, mostly
because I don't make enough to get them booze as well as Karen, and I'm hoping Tom will get one. He seems
a decent enough person and I haven't had any trouble with him yet.
I go to the fruit and vegetable aisle where Luke took off to. It's only when I see the apples and bananas that I
remember I didn't give Luke the ones I found this morning. Karen has most likely found them and has either
thrown them out or is using them as a weapon against Tom who she's most likely pissed off with.
After bagging various fruits, I follow Luke to the refrigerated aisle and look through the shelves. I find a store
brand of mince that will last for a few dinners and get some pasta.
"Pasta?" Luke asks, seeing me put it in the basket.
"Yep, with mince."
"Yes!" he exclaims, grinning at me. I smile back at him and we go to the next aisle. Again, I find the store
brand soup and rice and get them and put them into a grinning Luke's basket.
Chapter 3: Chapter three

17

The Woodside House
The toy aisle is split into two sections: toys and clothes is the first part and soft-furnishings are the other. Luke
ignores the toys and goes straight to the bundles of towels which we came for.
I stop at the clothes part, debating in my mind whether or not to buy him some. Luke needs new clothes and
they're having a saleâ ¦ I grab a shirt and trousers I see in his size and put them in the cart before I can think
otherwise.
I find Luke at the furnishing section looking longingly at a Spiderman towel, but he grabs a plain cream one
and turns back to me.
"Get it," I tell him, taking the cream towel from his hand and placing it back on the shelf. The cost so far is
less than what I thought it'd be and it'd make him happy. I've been adding it up in my mind and am surprised
when it's not as much as it usually is.
He looks from the towel to me. "Can I?"
"Yep." Taking the towel from his hand, I put it in the basket by his side. "I think that's us. Let's go pay."
I walk up to the till with Luke, who's beaming so bright it's infective, and we place the items on the revolving
belt.
The woman at the till, Mauve as it reads on her tag, smiles at us. "I take it you're new here?"
I nod my head and smile back. "Yes, we just moved here this morning."
She nods her head vaguely. "I knew I didn't recognise you. Everyone knows everyone in this town."
Mauve scans the items and places them in several bags. "$23.60," she tells me.
$23.60? I added it up to be $28. I take the money out of my back pocket and count out a twenty and a five and
hand them to her.
She gives me back my change and I glance down at Luke to tell him we're going, but see him eyeing a packet
of gummy sweets for $1. I spent less than I thought I would, so I give him a dollar for them.
He looks at the dollar and then at me. "What's that for?"
"Those sweets," I say, taking them off the rack and placing them onto the belt.
He starts to shake his head but his eyes betray him when he glances at them longingly. I cut him short. "Buy
them, or I will."
He bites his lip but takes the dollar. Mauve's smiling at us when she scans the sweets and hands them back to
him.
"Thank you," he says.
"You're very welcome," she tells him and looks back to me. "Come back soon."
"I will," I reply and take the bag. "Come on, Luke."
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We're almost out the door of the shop when something crashes into me and wraps its arms around me waist.
"Thank you, Joey," Luke whispers, hugging me tightly.
"No need to thank me, Luke. You deserve it."
He looks up at me and says "You deserve it, too."
"I don't need anything as long as I have you." I don't. As long as he's happy, I'm happy.
"I love you."
"I love you more and don't you forget it," I tease, nudging him with my hip. "Come on. We've got breakfast to
eat."
I look back at Mauve to wish her a good day, and am surprised to see her looking at us, her eyes shiny,
focused on us but she has an expression that implies she's lost in her thoughts. I smile at her, unsure of the
sudden emotion and she smiles back at us, a sad and happy smile.
"Have a good day," I say.
"You, too," she wishes and watches us leave the shop, bag in one of my hands, Luke's had in the other.
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Chapter 4: Chapter four
Chapter Four
It's the 30th of August and school's starting again soon. At least I'm not starting in the middle of the school
year like I usually have to.
It's annoying when you walk into a room and everyone stares at you like you just murdered someone and are
on your way to court in cuffs. I don't like people looking at me.
I used to be great at making friends when I lived in New York with Aaron and Lisa. I used to have lots of
friends in school and wasn't shy in the least. Then I moved back in with Karen and number one and hated
attention of any form.
At first it was because I didn't want people to get too close to me because of Karen. I could and still can't,
mind you, tell what mood she's to be in and, if she is in a bad one, I'd never want anyone to have to endure
that if I invited them over.
Now, I just prefer being on my own and having time to spend with Luke, but I can't say I don't miss having
someone my age to talk to. But I won't be a burden on anyone, so I'm ignoring that want.
Luke's starting second grade this year. Our books came in the mail today as well as some forms for me to look
at from Luke's school. Luke's in the living room looking through the books. I flicked through mine but the
excitement of getting them has worn off after moving schools two or three times a year for the past six.
"Joey, what's that word?" Luke asks, frowning at his new reader. When I say new, I mean new to him. It's
definitely not new if the ripped edges and torn cover have anything to say about it.
I get up and go over to him, sitting down on the rug and looking over his shoulder.
"Rhetorical," I tell him, wondering why they'd put a word like that in a second grade reader.
"What's it mean?"
I know what it means, but putting it 'a figure of speech in the form of a question that is asked in order to make
a point and without the expectation of a reply,' into second grade English is not something I'm particularly
good at.
"Eh, it's when you... just say you ask me a question, but you're not really asking me a question, but sort of
wondering aloud. You're not going to expect an answer from me, are you?"
"No..?"
He doesn't have a clue what I'm on about. "Okay, so I say 'I wonder if it's going to rain, today,' out loud, but
I'm not really saying it to anyone. It's more like saying what you're thinking aloud. I'm not asking for an
answer from anyone, so it'd be a rhetorical question."
"Oh," he says. "I get it."
"You do?" I ask, surprised he was able to follow what I was blabbing on about.
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"It's like when Karen says a question out loud, but you don't answer it. Like when we arrived here in the
caravan and you were saying she said about dinner with Tom. She said 'I did, didn't I?' but you didn't say
anything back. Is that it?"
Only Luke would get to that from my unoriginal example of the weather. "Yes now, how about some dinner?"
It's been a bit over a week since we arrived here and it's going well so far. Tom and Karen are hardly here so
it's just Luke and I.
"Pasta?" he asks, looking at me with hopeful eyes. Since Karen and Tom aren't around, the pasta has lasted
much longer than I expected and I only had to go to Mick's three days ago to get some more mince.
"You bet it."
Luke's been eating more fruit and vegetables lately since they're not too expensive in Mick's. The child benefit
came in yesterday and I was able to take some of the money and stash it away for groceries until I get a job.
Karen didn't notice and I'm not planning on telling her.
I've been keeping an eye out for jobs for the past week and found an ad for one at Mick's. I talked to Mauve
about it and she said she'd be delighted to employ me and that the interviews are on Saturday, tomorrow. The
shift starts at 5pm and ends at 8:45, so Luke will only be by his self for a few hours. I don't like leaving him
on his own, but I need the job and he's been left for much longer on his own before, against my wishes.
Luke gets up and goes into the kitchen to get the pots and ingredients ready. He's taken an interest in cooking,
something I hate, and I let him help me cook the dinner in exchange for drawing lessons from him. He loves
teaching me how to draw and marking my work out of ten.
I always get above five but I think that's because I'm his sister. Either that or he's blind: whatever the reason,
my drawing of a tree looks like a sheep gone wrong. He says I'm getting better and I nod along with him but
say I still need some more lessons, knowing he enjoys teaching me so much. He's patient and would make a
good teacher.
I wait for the pasta to cook while Luke sets the table. I'm stirring the mince around in the pot when the front
door opens, banging against the wall before slamming shut, startling me and causing the mince to fall to the
floor, the pan copying the mince to the floor noisily.
A red faced and bad mood Karen storms into the kitchen towards her room, but she stops when she sees the
spilled mince.
"You stupid bitch!" she shouts at me, charging towards me like a bull until she's right in my face. She
clenches her jaw in anger and slaps me hard across the face, her manicured nails scraping my cheek. "Clean
that shit up now," she demands and stalks off into her room, the door banging shut behind her as she slams it.
I get down onto my knees to clean it up, sighing. That was the last of the mince until tomorrow when I was
planning to get some more at Mick's.
"Sorry, bud," I say to Luke. "That was the last of the mince."
I look up at him when he doesn't answer me and see him biting his lip hard, his jaw clenched in anger as he
stares at my cheek Karen slapped.

Chapter 4: Chapter four

21

The Woodside House
"I hate her," he whispers before rushing down the hall into the bedroom.
I want to go and comfort him, to tell him I'm alright, but I have to get this mess cleared up before Karen
comes back out and sees it. I don't want Luke to get upset again if she hits me, so I scoop it all up into the pan
and throw it in the bin.
I hate wasting food. It makes me feel bad when others would be fighting to eat it but I'm not risking Luke
getting sick by some bacteria on the floor from consuming it. I rummage through the cupboards and find what
I'm looking for.
I place it in the microwave and wait a few minutes until it's done. The TV from the kitchen is in our room
now. Karen hasn't noticed it gone so it's staying there.
I take a deep bowl and, taking it out of the microwave when it beeps, place the hot packet into the bowl and
walk down the hall into our room.
I find Luke lying on my bed, the blankets in a mess around him.
"You can clean that up," I tease him, sitting on the bed beside him. He continues staring at the top bunk
blankly.
"Will she ever stop hurting you?" he whispers, still not looking at me.
"I don't know, bud" I tell him.
He glances at me then back to the bed. "It was a rhetorical question," he says, cracking a small smile.
I'm not sure if it's rhetorical because he knows the answer already or because he doesn't want to know it, but I
smile back at him, shaking my head. "Cheeky monkey."
He smiles back but that soon fades away. "I'm sorry."
"For what?"
"I could've stopped her. I could've got in front of you and protected-,"
"No," I say firmly. "Don't ever think like that. You will never get in the way or interfere in any way. Promise
me that."
He doesn't say anything.
"Lukeâ ¦"
He sighs and turns the other way. I get up and go around the bed to make him face me. "Promise me."
He won't look me in the eyes. I lift his chin up and wait for him to look at me. "Promise me you'll never get in
the way or make her do anything to hurt you."
I can feel my eyes getting watery, but I blink the tears back. I won't cry.
He nods his head. "I promise."
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I lift him up and hug him tight to me. "Thank you," I whisper, kissing his head.
I set him down on the bed and bring the bowl up. "What do you say to watching some TV and eating some
popcorn with your big sis?"
I got the job. I got the job! It might be the fact that I was the only one who showed up for the interviews, but
still. I got it!
I start this Monday, the same day school does. I don't even know where the school is and I've been looking
round the place with Luke on our daily morning walks, but I can't find anything that looks remotely like a
school. So far, I've found the square with the shops and the woods. I'll have to find a garage to bring the
caravan to, but it's rarely here since Karen and Tom take it when they go wherever they go.
I might have to ask Mauve where the school is but that'll have to wait until tomorrow. Now, I'm getting home
to Luke to tell him the news. Thank goodness I got the job. We were running out of money and I stupidly left
$20 on the end table in the living room for a few seconds, only to come back to find it gone. Karen took it for
booze.
We don't have a mortgage to pay on the house but there are still electricity and other bills too.
I haven't met any other kids my age or Luke's. In fact, I haven't met anyone besides Mauve and the elderly
man that shops in Micks sometimes.
I haven't really seen any other houses around here either but haven't looked much further than the square.
I arrive at the house and see Luke sitting on the rug in the living room through the window, drawing and
colouring away. I walk up the steps that I can now see thanks to shorter grass which I and Luke made a game
out of. It involved seeing who got the longest pieces of grass and the biggest bundle.
The door's still hanging off its hinges and I need to fix it but have no idea what things I need. Mick's has a
hardware section at the back so maybe I could ask Mauve what you'd need to fix a door. I've already fixed the
ladder to the bunk bed the third day we got here after not sleeping well at all. Luke tossing and turning every
five seconds and me thinking he was going to get up didn't help my worries.
I sneak through the hall, around the living room and into the kitchen. There's a door from the kitchen into the
living room and I don't want Luke to know I'm here yet. I bought a cupcake in the store to celebrate and want
to surprise him with it.
I reach into my pocket and take out the plastic bag containing the cupcake and tiptoe into the living room up
behind Luke. I don't want to frighten him and ruin his picture of the tree in the garden, which looks exactly
like the tree and nothing like my sheep gone wrong, so I wait. He puts down his pencil to reach for a crayon
and I take my chance.
"I got it!" I exclaim, lifting him up by his waist and spinning him around in a circle.
"You did?!" he squeals, turning around to face me when I stop spinning him.
"I did. Look what I got you." Putting him down, I pick up the cupcake off the table I placed it on before
picking him up.
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"A cupcake?" he asks, looking at me and grinning. "Look," he says, rummaging through his pages and picking
one out. "I drew you this"
I take the page from his hand and look at it. It's a picture of a house and there's a boy standing in front of it.
There's something in the sky that looks like someone flying with a cape behind them and, because Luke loves
superheroes, I take it to be one.
"It's you," he tells me, pointing to the flying shape. I look closer and see the person has brown hair all the way
down to their back and brown eyes. The letters 'SJ,' are written on its top.
"Super Joey," he explains, pointing at the letters. "You are a superhero."
"I'm a superhero, am I?"
"You're my hero. You are always there to keep me safe so you are my hero."
I smile at him and place the picture on the end table before hugging him. "I'll always be there to keep you
safe," I promise, "No matter what."
"The house is the one I am going to buy you when I grow up and get lots of money from my job."
"It's a very nice house."
"And that's a very nice cupcake."
"Well, I didn't get it for looking at."
"Don't you want some?" he asks me, taking it out of the packaging and looking at me inquiringly.
I shake my head. "Nope, it's all for you."
He frowns at me. "But you got the job so you should have the cupcake."
"I bought the cupcake to celebrate and I want to give it to you."
He looks at me for a minute and, seeing I'm not going to change my mind, shrugs and takes the wrapping off
the cake. I set him down on the couch and pick up his pictures in case Karen comes back.
My ankle is still sore but I can walk on it without obvious limping. It was swollen but I didn't have any ice so
I dunked it in cold water while Luke was asleep a few nights ago.
I roll the pictures up and make my way into the bedroom. I put them in the special compartment in my bag so
Karen won't find them. I have lots of his pictures now that Karen's not home and won't catch him 'wasting
money' for the paper. He's been drawing a lot now and he's getting better and better.
School's starting in two days and, while I'm past the nervous jitters, Luke is still in that stage. I see him giving
his bag nervous glances before he goes to bed each night. I wanted to get him the superhero bag I saw in
Mick's but our budget has been stretched since Karen took the $20 for booze and I couldn't get it unless we
wanted to go a few days without food. His old black one will have to do for now.
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I'd bought him a new blue one before we left right place number 12, but Karen saw it and thought I stole it for
him. I received a beating then she took the bag and sold it for a quarter of what I bought it for. I've learned
since not to buy him things she'll notice.
"Dinner?" I ask him when he finishes the cupcake, icing smeared around his mouth. "You've a moustache" I
tell him, tracing my finger between my nose and lips to show him where.
He purse's his lips and sits up straight in imitation of a rich man and connects his thumb and forefinger,
placing them over one eye as though he has a monocle.
"You look like a pirate."
"Pardon me," he says, trying to speak with a British accent but failing miserably. Uncle Aaron lived in
England for a few years when he was younger and met Lisa there, so she has the British accent. I love the
British accent. It's so cute. Josh used to put on a British accent after I had a tough day with Karen to cheer me
up. It always worked and I was laughing in no time.
"And sound like one, too," I tease. "Come on and we'll get dinner started."
He wipes the moustache of his face and rushes into the kitchen. "What are we having?"
I follow him in and look through the cupboards. "Soup, rice, beansâ ¦," I am hoping to save the pasta for
tomorrow night so he actually eats something before school.
He has a habit of not eating anything the night before he starts his new school and he's always dizzy and weak
the next day. I'm hoping he won't turn down the pasta.
"Soup," he says, stopping me in mid-sentence.
"Soup it is," I conclude, taking out a can of vegetable soup and some bread. I pour the soup into a
microwavable bowl and place it in the microwave.
Luke gets some bowls and spoons out while I wait for it to heat.
"Can we eat in the bedroom?" he asks.
"Sure we can," I tell him, opening the microwave door and taking out the bowl. I pour the soup into each bowl
and take a few slices of bread and follow Luke into the bedroom.
"I'm not hungry," Luke says in a monotonous tone, walking through the kitchen door and sitting at the table
with his head on his folded arms.
"It is pasta," I tell him, hoping to entice him into eating some.
He doesn't say anything for a minute but then shakes his head. "I don't feel well."
It's Sunday evening, the day before school starts. "You have to eat something." I take the pasta out of the
packet and make him a portion anyway; he'll probably eat it once he smells it.
"I'm not hungry."
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I put mince into a pan and place it on the cooker and sit at the table.
I asked Mauve where the school was and she told me Eastward High or Elementary, the ones we're going to,
are a ten minute drive from the square. I asked her if there was a bus around that time, and she said there was
one at 8:20. School starts at 8:50, so we'd have a while to go to our lockers and find our way around the
classrooms.
Eastward Elementary is across the road from my school, so I'll be able to go to bring Luke to the office and
make sure he has everything and wait with him until he finds someone to show him to his class or I'll bring
him myself. Parents are meant to go, but I doubt Karen will be there in the morning; she never was in the past
and this time isn't any different.
I get up to go and stir the mince. "You're getting old now," I comment, "Second grade."
"Well, you're even older- A senior now."
"Then it'll be off to col-,"
"The grass is growing again," he says, cutting me off and changing the subject. He always does that when he
doesn't like the topic.
I walk over to him and kneel before him. "Why'd you change the subject?"
"We should play that game again. It was fun and I bet I could get the longest piece this time."
"Luke?"
He doesn't look at me and continues talking about the grass game but. seeing me looking at him and waiting
for an answer, he trails off.
"I don't want you to go," he whispers, not looking at me.
"To college?"
He nods his head.
"Why not?"
"You'll leave me."
Leave him? "Why would I leave you?
"You'll have friends and a job and you won't want to look after an annoying little brother."
"Luke," I sigh, tilting his head up to make him look me in the eyes. "I'm never leaving you. Don't you listen to
me whenever I tell you that?"
"I didn't think you meant it."
"Well, I do. I'm never leaving you and that's a promise. I'll be old and wrinkly and you'll still be with me.
You'll be married to some lucky girl and I'll still be there with you. You're not getting rid of me and I can
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promise you I won't ever go anywhere without you."
"But-,"
"The only butt is the one that should be getting to bed after dinner for an early night because it has school
tomorrow."
He giggles and gets up to get plates and cutlery. "Can you come into school with me tomorrow?" he asks me.
"I don't want to go in alone."
"Of course I'm coming in with you," I tell him, setting the food down on the table.
We eat in silence, looking out the window at the woods. I thought I saw a silhouette of a person walking
through the woods, but it was probably my imagination, especially when I thought I heard the sound of
shouting, and crashing before it disappeared.
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Chapter 5: Chapter five
Chapter Five
I've been to many schools in my lifetime and this is one of the smallest. I've been to a school with ninety
students in the whole school and that was an elementary school and high school mixed together, and a school
with fifty students in each of my classes.
Luke and I get off the bus and enter through the gates of his new school. It's a two-storey building with a few
prefabs on the grounds. The office is on the second storey so we enter through the front doors and go up the
stairs.
The halls are packed with kids running around and talking to friends at their lockers. I remember getting up
earlier on the first day of school and arranging to meet up with friends at the bus stop. I haven't seen or heard
from Cian or Bianca since I was nine.
We go up the stairs and into the office. A black haired lady with a pixie cut greets us from behind the desk.
"Hello and welcome to Eastward Elementary school. How can I help you?"
"Hi, Luke was enrolled here sometime over the summer and he'd like to get his timetable and other
information."
"Are you his mother?" she asks, frowning and looking between the two of us.
"No, I'm his sister. Our mother couldn't make it this morning so she asked me to bring him in."
"Oh, okay then. What's your last name, Luke?"
"Clint," he says lowly. He's never liked talking to adults.
She types a few things into her computer. "So, Luke Clint in second grade, Ms Hennely's class," she mutters
to herself, printing off a piece of paper and handing it to us. "Would you like me to get someone to escort you
to your classroom?"
"Yes, please. Don't want him to be late on his first day because I got us lost."
The woman walks around her desk and sticks her head out the door. "Robbie!" she calls out to someone,
waiting for them to respond before returning to her seat behind the desk.
A boy of around seven years with blond hair and blue eyes comes through the door.
"Robbie, this is Luke and his sister He's in your class and I'd like you to show them where to go."
"Sure," he says and turns to Luke. "It's this way." He leaves through the door, waiting for us to follow.
He takes the piece of paper from my hand and starts telling Luke all about the school. "It's a good school, as
good as school can be anyway. Hennely's nice and doesn't give you much homework and lets us watch a
movie on Friday for the last hour and a half. The lunch hall's down the stairs and to the left and you can buy
your food there but you should bring your own 'cause most of its yucky but the sausages are nice." He
continues on and we arrive at the classroom with him still talking.
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I give Luke a hug and wish him a good day before Robbie drags him into the classroom and brings him to a
group of kids in the middle and gives him a seat beside him. The door closes before I can see anything else,
but I hope that Luke has made a friend.
Its 8:45 by the time I get to my school and it takes me a few minutes to find the office, so I'm officially late by
the time I do. I go through the same procedure like I've done a million times before and get my time table and
other information about the school.
Considering I'm already late, I forgo the escort and decide to find my own way to my first class: Math. I like
Math. I've been quite good at it and find it easy enough. I get good grades in it and don't need extra help
whenever we move school.
I'm looking through my timetable and seeing if I have class in any of the rooms I pass when I crash into
someone, dropping my bag. I bend down to pick it up and am about to apologise to the person but, by the time
I get back up, he's walking down the hall and gone.
I put the papers back into my bag and look for room 102. I find it on the first floor, the very last classroom I
find, just as it'd be. I hate making an entrance so I try and be early and not to be noticed by the teacher, to no
avail usually.
Taking a deep breath and hoping I won't stutter like an idiot, I open the door. It doesn't noisily creak open so
no one notices I'm here. The board is at the opposite end of the door and the class is facing that way, their
backs to the door. I don't know whether or not to interrupt the teacher and make my presence known, so I
close the door.
"Ah, Josephine isn't it?" the teacher asks, causing the whole class to turn around and examine me.
"Joey," I automatically correct. I hate being called Josephine. It was what Karen called me when I was a child,
before she left me with Aaron. Aaron and Lisa called me Joey and I've stuck with that name since.
"Well, Joey, welcome to the class. I know the class would like to waste time of Maths and get you to do the
standard procedure of getting to know you, but, unfortunately or fortunately whichever way you look at it, we
have to do some work. You can take the seat at the back beside Kyle which I have no idea why that wasn't
taken at the start of class. Don't you kids like the back seats rather than the front? The whole front row's full
and not because you've been talking and I had to send you up here."
I take the seat at the back and am thankful I don't have to walk past the whole class to get to the front. Ms
Jones, the teacher, doesn't ask me a million questions and leaves me to it.
I put my bag on the floor; I haven't gotten a chance to go to my locker yet and catch a glimpse of the boy,
Kyle, beside me. He is the boy I crashed into on my way to class. He was going the complete opposite way
and still got here before me. He has jet black hair, not too long and not too short and green eyes with blue
speckled through them. They're mesmerising and anyone could get lost in them. He's wearing a black shirt and
a dark blue pair of ripped jeans.
I look away from him, not wanting to get caught staring, and sit up and face the board.
Ms Jones is a young teacher. She has wavy shoulder length blonde hair and brown eyes, so unlike my boring,
plain ones. Hers have flecks of gold in them that rival Kyle's and they sparkle with life and mischief. She has
high cheek bones and a heart shaped face and is wearing a green and white tracksuit and no make-up with her
hair in a loose, messy ponytail that looks good on her unlike mine, which looks a mess.
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I didn't have much time to get ready this morning, not that I do much anyway. I don't wear make-up or bright
clothes to draw attention to myself. I had a quick wash and threw on a pair of jeans and a jacket.
A rustling noise awakens me out of my daze and I turn to see Kyle holding out some papers to me. I take them
and turn to the person on my right but they already have some. I have to go up to the desk and give them to
Jones, just my luck.
I resist the urge to make them into paper airplanes and fly them to her in hope they'll land on her desk and no
one will notice. It probably wouldn't work and people would look back at me when they land two millimetres
away from my desk.
I get up and, just my luck again, I get the squeaky chair. It squeals and shrieks when I push it back and
everyone turns around to see what the noise is. I can tell I'm beet red without having to look in the mirror. I
walk through the aisle with my head down and place the papers on the desk.
I look at the sheet for the first time and see it's a test.
"It's not a test," Jones tells us and unknowingly correcting my mental thought. "It's just a revision paper from
all the stuff that you learnt last year and misplaced over the summer. It'll show me what I need to go over
again. You have the rest of class to do it, so start now." She doesn't tell me that I needn't worry about what I
don't know and draw the attention of the whole class on me and I'm grateful for that.
Unlike some, I don't have a panic attack when I see number and letters in the same sentence. I get on with it
like the rest of my life. Nothing I can do about it and if I get it wrong, I get it wrong.
I finish the test and rechecking my answers with five minutes to spare. My next class is English which I hate. I
just don't understand when breaking a poem into its theme and how many stanzas it has is going to help me in
life unless I want to be a poem dissector or whatever other people use it for. I get by alright in it but most of
the time I've no idea what I'm doing. I'm just blabbing on about nothing and putting random quotes in here
and there.
The bell rings and everyone gathers their stuff up and hands in their 'non-test' to Jones.
"I know you're all excited to get to your next class but can you actually make sure your paper lands on the
table when you bring it up? Yes, Alex, I'm talking to you and half the rest of the class."
I bend down to pick up the sheets that fell and place them on her desk along with mine somewhere in the
middle.
"Thanks, Joey," Jones says, smiling at me while cleaning the whiteboard. I go back to my desk and grab my
bag and throw the pencil I was using inside it somewhere before leaving for my worst class. I hope I have a
nice teacher.
Just as my luck would have it, I get the teacher who hates me on spot for my least favourite class and have to
sit right at the front.
I'm in the cafeteria and trying to find a table where no one's sitting so I can eat my lunch. Just because I'm so
lucky, it's the table in the middle of the room. I ignore the eyes following me and sit at the table. I'm not very
lucky today, now that I think about it.
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"I'm Rosa," a girl says, sitting down across from me. She has black hair with red streaks through it that falls in
wavy locks to her middle back. She has a more-long than round face and dark green eyes that people would
kill for. She's wearing a pair of jeans and runners with a t-shirt that says 'I moustache you a question' written
on it with a cartoon moustache and glasses under it.
I try and ignore her and the sudden pang of loneliness I feel.
"You probably don't remember me but I was in your English class. I sit in the middle, as far away from Lirks
as I could get but others had the same idea and got the back before I did. I don't know about you, but he has it
out for me and has since day one. I'm not sure what I did to make him hate me but he sure remembers. I've
been in this school since I finished elementary school, the elementary school across the road, Eastward
Elementary. I'm probably boring you to hell with this information when you just want to eat your lunch and-,"
"Rosa!" someone shouts from a table in the far corner.
"What?"
"Why don't you come sit over here," It's the boy from my Math class, Alex.
"No thanks," Rosa calls back and turns back to me. "That's Alex. He's an annoying pain in the butt but I have
to put up with him because my dad and his are friends for some reason. I'm an only child and have no idea if
siblings are annoying but I'd say he's like an older brother. I've always wanted a brother or sister but my mom
doesn't so that's that. The bell for the end of break is going to ring now, so we better get going. What class do
you have next?"
Before I can answer, she takes the sheet of paper containing my time table from the table and opens it up.
"I'd give you my number but I don't have a phone since I dropped my last one in the fish tank and I'm not
allowed a new one for a while now. Personally, I find it easier without a phone- less distractions and all.
People probably think I'm weird for preferring to not have a phone, but each to their own. Okay, so you have
Geography with Mrs Arms in 125. That's upstairs and to your right, not left, wait," she stops talking for a
minute and looks at her hands, making an L shape on both hands to see which one is left. "Yeah on your right,
by the toilets. I'm terrible with directions so I'll just bring you there. Let's go now 'cause, knowing me, I'll go
the complete opposite direction because I'm talking and not thinking and bring you to the science lab which is
at the other end of the school."
I hadn't gotten a chance to eat any of my lunch and was just about to tell her to go on without me, when she
says "You can tell me to go away, you know. I'm after keeping you from eating your lunch and it'll be my
fault if your stomach rumbles during class. I hate when that happens and then everyone looks at you."
She rambles on about her fish and I eat my food. Despite my attempts though I admit feeble but they're still
attempts, to stop it, I think I've made a friend.
For the hour and a half I've known Rosa I've learnt that she has a pet fish called George, she's an only child,
her granny's name is Beth (how that came up in a conversation, I don't know), she hates dresses, she loves ice
cream, she's in my English class, her phone wasn't water proof, she gets confused between her lefts and rights,
she wants a sibling, she's seventeen, it's her birthday on the 4th of August, she likes Math, hates Science and
likes Rice Krispies.
She knows my name and time table for the week. It's been a one way conversation for most of the day but she
doesn't seem to care.
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"It won't stay this way for long," she says, looking at my neat locker. "Mine was like that for the first five
minutes then I couldn't find my Math book but it was in my bag so I was late for Math and my locker was a
mess. That was when I was a freshmen and I haven't gotten around to cleaning it up yet. Wait until you see
my bedroom; I think it's fine but mom says it's a state. You'll have to be the judge of that"
I don't answer her and close my locker. That's why I don't want friends: I don't want her to have to suffer
Karen's mood swings if she ever did come over.
She walks with me away from my locker, waving at a few girls' as we pass.
"Do you get the bus?" she asks me.
I nod my head.
"You want a ride home? My car's over there and I don't want to ride back with Alex alone."
"I can't," I say, the first thing I've said to her. "I have to wait for my little brother."
"Ah ha! I knew I'd get a word out of you," she exclaims and does a funny dance. "You're probably fed up of
me now, so I'm going to give to the rest of the day to decide whether you want to be friends with me by your
own decision or if I'm going to have to force you by threat of George attacking you in your sleep. See you,"
she calls over her shoulder, leaving me to stare after her.
She won't give up until I talk to her, by the looks of it so, despite my earlier decision to not make friends I
think I may have her as the exception.
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Chapter 6: Chapter six
Chapter Six
The week flies by and before I know it, it's the weekend and school is finished, as is my shift at the shop.
School is going well and thanks to Rosa, I haven't been late to class since the first day. We actually have lots
in common and I find myself trusting her more each day; I'll have to be careful around her.
Working at the shop is great, too. Mauve lets Luke come up after school and lets him stay in the back room
and mess around on the computer while I work.
Luke's been asking me can we explore the woods because Robbie, his friend from school, told him that there's
a tyre swing in there and he should try it out. Robbie's a good kid. He talks a lot, like Rosa, and's really funny.
He's always cracking jokes and making me laugh whenever I see him and Luke and him seem really close
already. Thirteen may be an unlucky number for some, but it's working out a nice place for us.
It's Saturday morning and I haven't seen Karen since Thursday evening. She came in when I was cleaning
water from the bathroom floor. She looked terrible. She was very thin, almost emaciated, and has obvious
black bags under her eyes. She shouted at me and I was prepared for a beating but she just went to her room,
grabbed a bag and left the house in a car that'd pulled up in the field outside our house. Tom's been back since,
but he hasn't said a word about Karen and just sleeps then leaves in the morning. It's mostly Luke and I.
We're going into the woods today for an exploration and, hopefully, to find the tyre swing he won't stop going
on about. I love seeing him excited about something and really hope we'll find it.
He comes out of the room at 8:23am, dressed in old clothes and runners. I'm wearing the same with the
exception of the jacket. I only have three and the first one is stained from the first day we arrived here when I
fell into the puddle. The other two are ones I want to keep reasonably well and not let them get torn on bushes
and brambles.
He wolfs down his pancakes while I eat an apple and banana. "Ready," he announces and rushes out the door.
I follow him and am glad my ankle's not sore anymore. It must've been a sprain. He's halfway to the woods
when I make it out the door. He's waiting for me at the edge of the trees when I catch up with him.
I look for a path to follow through and am surprised when I see a house at the edge. It's like ours- run down
and dilapidated, the door hanging off its hinges and paint peeling, revealing its original coat. There are no
lights on in the house so I'm not sure if anyone lives in it. I find a path and point it out to Luke who runs down
it without hesitation.
I follow him through the woods, looking around at the scenery. I love autumn. All the coloured leaves on the
ground, the clear, blue skies, the fresh, crisp mornings; the rustle of the leaves when you walk over them and
the breeze cooling your face and blowing through your hair. I love seeing the kids playing in the parks before
they close for the icy, cold winter and don't open again until the first sign of sun after three months of grey
skies and snowy clouds that look like balls of cotton wool.
We walk for a while, following the path that's covered in leaves more often than not. The squirrels in the trees
chatter noisily away, collecting nuts for their long months of hibernation when they ignore the cold weather
and wrap up in their cosy lairs.
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The path eventually stops and we look for where it continues, but can't find it or any others.
"Looks like we're own our own," I say.
Luke, who has not been paying the slightest bit of attention to the path and simply following me, looks at me.
"Weren't we always on our own?"
"Never mind."
I look around at the trees to see if any of them is suitable for a tyre swing but can't see one. They're all too low
or the branches too thin and brittle.
"Let's go a bit deeper," I suggest, seeing some trees in the distance that look taller and thicker.
Luke runs ahead through the bushes and leaves, leaving me behind to catch up with him. I don't want to go too
far into the woods without the path to follow. We could get lost and Karen could come back. To be honest, I
don't think she'd care or notice, but it's better to be safe than sorry.
I follow Luke's footprints and soon catch up with him trying to get past a bed of nettles by jumping over them.
"Wait," I exclaim, remembering back to the bad experiences I've had with nettles in the past, especially in
right place six.
Karen had had a fight with number three and he threw her purse into some bushes which I later found out to
be nettles. She ordered him to go and get them but he laughed at her and left. That was the last time I saw
number three.
She told me to go and get the stuff and, when I took too long to walk towards the bush, she kicked me and
shoved me in. The purse was open and all her make-up, cigarettes and jewellery had fallen out into the bush.
It took me eight painfully long hours to find the stuff and I was covered in nettles, cuts and bruises by the time
I found my way out. It took ages to heal and the nurse from school called me in to ask what happened. I told
her that I fell into some nettles; I wasn't really lying.
"Go around them," I instruct, looking for a less painful way to go deeper.
Luke was only a baby when the nettle incident so I doubt he remembers it.
"Okay," he shrugs, moving away from the nettles. We find a path between two trees and see it leads deep into
the forest. We take it and twenty minutes later we've found the tyre swing.
"Yes!" Luke exclaims, running through the muddy ground and dried up leaves to get to it. It hasn't been
raining since we moved here, but I suppose the ground never really does dry deep in the woods. The canopy
of what was one time green and alive leaves is now barely there.
I take my time to get to him and survey the land. I don't know if it's me being paranoid, but I thought I heard
some rustling and moving when Luke had jumped onto the swing and away from the leaves. It was probably
just the wind. I've always been one to exaggerate things when it's probably nothing.
I go over to Luke who's trying to jump into the swing which is two feet too high for him to reach. He tries
again and this time slips in the mud and falls on his behind but he gets back up straight away and tries again.
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"You're not going to have any energy left to walk back," I say, picking him up and placing him in the swing. I
pull on the rope to make sure it won't snap before pushing him forward. I push him several times until he gets
the hang of it then move out of the way.
I walk around the area, keeping an eye on Luke in case he goes too high and falls. I see a flower, red and
purple on a bush and go over to it. My runners are muddy and keep getting stuck to the ground and my right
one eventually gets pulled off and I stand on the ground in my sock. The mud goes up the holes in my sock
and it's a wet, cold feeling. I turn on my left foot to retrieve my shoe, but I slip and fall, landing on my back in
the mud. My head knocks against the ground but the fall is softened by the mud.
My hair's early the same colour as the mud, so it's not easily noticeable but it makes my hair stiff when it
dries. Luke nearly falls off of the swing in laughter.
I scowl playfully at him but can't help joining in.
Soon enough, we're laughing hard, tears falling down our cheeks, as I sit in the mud and he clings to the swing
for dear life. I end up lying on my back again I'm laughing so hard. His laughter makes me laugh and, until he
stops, I'm going to be lying here.
It's been a long time since I've laughed this hard. My throat and stomach hurt by the time he stops, but it's a
good hurt. I finally get up out of the mud. The back of my arms are covered in wet mud and my t-shirt's
sticking to my back. My hair is completely muddy, as are my jeans. My right sock has turned brown and I feel
the mud in between my toes.
I take my sock off and clean my foot with it. I find my shoe, the thing that started all this, and put it on my
sockless foot, making sure to tie it extra tight.
I look back up at Luke who's watching me with a smile on his face, trying not to laugh.
I look back down to tie my shoe but notice the red and purple flower I saw earlier on the bush in front of me
gone. I look at the other bushes but can't see it anywhere. Probably just the wind, I think to myself.
I make my way over to Luke who's trying to get off of the swing without falling into the mud. I help him
down. "You have a go."
I shake my head and say, "I'm too big."
"It's bigger than it looks."
He looks at me in a way that I can't say no to. "Fine," I sigh, giving in and climb into the swing, none too
gracefully.
He pushes me once because I can't reach the ground and I'm flying through the air, the crisp wind knocking
the pieces of muddy hair off of my face. I feel young, free like I have not a care in the world. I feel like I did
when I was five and Aaron and Lisa brought me and Bianca to the park. It was a cool, autumn morning and
we were bundled up in our woollen coats and hats and scarves as though it was the middle of winter.
We drove to our favourite park which was a twenty minute drive from our apartment. We didn't need to bring
the coats; they just got in my way when I was climbing the ladders and running up the steps.

Chapter 6: Chapter six

35

The Woodside House
I was cold by the time we got back into the car, freezing even, but I didn't care then. You don't think about the
consequences when you're five. You probably don't even know that word exists. You just do whatever you
feel like doing at the time and think it's the best idea in the world.
I rushed to the swings, Bianca close behind me and dived onto the first one I saw. It was a red one. Everything
in the park was colourful: pink, red, blue, green, purple, yellow, orange-any colour you can think of, it was
there. Aaron gave me that starting push to get me going. He gave me the starting push and was there to catch
me in case I fell. I didn't, but he was there anyway, thinking of the consequences when I was living in the
present.
He was always there. First day of school, end of the first day of school, birthdays, Christmases, Halloweens,
school plays, bedtime, in the mornings when I woke upâ ¦ he was always there. Then I left.
For the first time, I was thinking about the consequences. I sat all day long in my room, wondering if I should
go with Karen or stay with Aaron and Lisa. I didn't want to go. I had a great life there; friends, caring family,
a place I could definitely call home and had for the years I lived with them. I didn't want to give it all up for
the woman who abandoned me for Vegas when she couldn't cope with me. Then I thought about the baby she
was having; my brother.
I couldn't leave him with her on his own, especially after I saw the state of the place he would be living in. I
decided that second that I would be there for him, no matter what.
Saying good bye to Aaron and Lisa was painful, both emotionally and physically. I was crying in the caravan
when Karen snapped and told me to shut the hell up and smacked me across the face. I knew from that second
my life would be difficult and was having a lot of second thoughts about it but, the second I saw Luke, I
couldn't leave. I would never blame him for keeping me in that caravan. It was my decision and I would never
forgive myself if I left without Luke. Those green eyes captivated me the second he showed me them, like
they still do now.
The tips of my finger tips are starting to get numb with cold, so I stop swinging. It's not like the time when I
was five. Then, I went home to the fire and sat by it, drinking hot chocolate while Lisa read me a story. I've
Luke to look after now. He's my top priority and I can't spend hours by that fire.
I get off the swing and back to Luke. It stops swinging except for the gentle sway from the breeze that gets
slower the further I walk away from it.
"Let's go," I tell Luke, taking his hand. I don't have a watch to check the time but I'd say it's around 10am or
so.
The caravan needs fixing so I'm going to bring it to the garage tomorrow. I'm hoping nothing big is wrong
with it. We haven't used it much since we got here so I haven't been able to check if it still makes the noises.
Karen may leave it open, but she always has the keys with her. I've no idea how to start a car without them
and I don't plan on trying soon.
We take the path that we took to get here, Luke talking about how great the swing was and how he hopes he
can come back again. We get lost once by taking to wrong path but eventually find our way out of the woods
and back to where we started.
My hair is very stiff and I can tell it's going to take a good wash to get all the mud out. Luke stops to tie his
shoelace and I hear shouting and crashing. I look around to see where it's coming from and the door to the
run-down cottage opens and a figure runs out the door.
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Him.
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Chapter Seven
He has scratches on his face and blood dripping from his nose as he runs out of the house, the door slamming
shut after him and the sound of the muffled curses being cut off. Kyle stops running and turns back to look at
the house, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his torn shirt.
Luke and I run behind a tree, trying not to rustle the leaves or make noise, but Kyle turns toward us and stares
at the tree we're behind for a second. I hold my breath even though he wouldn't be able to hear me breathing;
he looks away. He goes around the house he came out of and into the woods until he disappears from sight.
"I wonder who that was," Luke whispers, his voice inquisitive as he steps out from behind the tree.
I don't answer him or tell him he's in my school. Instead, I shrug and say, "Let's get back."
Luke stares after him for another minute but then he turns and runs back to the house and calls over his
shoulder, "Race you!"
I follow him and try to get rid of the image of Kyle with his face covered in blood and scratches.
It doesn't work too well.
I took them. What she doesn't know won't hurt her, but if she finds out, it won't be the same story for me.
Her wallet was sitting on the counter and she went into her bedroom for a change of clothes. She came back
this morning around 7am. I thought I'd have to jump the caravan but she left her purse there with the keys in
itâ ¦ it was like fate. So, I took them. She didn't notice.
We're going to the garage after breakfast to see what's wrong with the car. That is, we're hoping to go to the
garage before breakfast and get there in one piece. I've never driven before and the road is really bendy and
bumpy, so we'll be lucky to get there by lunch time with me driving.
Luke's coming with me. I'm hoping it'll only be a quick in and out of the garage because I've lots of homework
to do. I'm determined to do well in English this year and am going to write the five page essay he gave us.
We eat our breakfast at the table. I finish before him and go and get the keys I hid in the bathroom wall behind
the tile. I didn't want Karen to find them or see me with them so the second I got them, I ran into the bathroom
and hid them. I don't think anyone else knows about the tile.
By the time I come out of the bathroom, Luke is finished his breakfast and is putting the bowls away after
washing them.
"You don't have to do that," I tell him.
He turns around to me and says, "I do. Ms Hennely said we should help around at home by putting the dishes
away and cleaning out our rooms."
Home. He called this place our home without 'number 13' after it. He has friends in school, a nice teacher,
food, a bedroom, his own bed, clothes. I suppose it is a home. The best I've had since Aaron and Lisa's,
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anyway. It does feel like a home. Luke's pictures are up around the bedroom. I'd love to put them up around
the whole house, but if Karen saw them, she'd rip them down and look for the person responsible for putting
them up; me, in other words. So, I don't put them up around the house.
I help him down off of the counter and he goes into the hall to get his shoes on.
"Ready," he announces, opening the door and running to the caravan we haven't been in since the first day we
moved here. That was two and a half weeks ago.
I open the door to driver's seat and brace myself for the rocky journey ahead.
"You drived?" Luke asks, staring at me in awe.
"Drove," I correct him, "And if you'd call that driving, then yes, I did drive."
I usher him out the door and into the garage.
Nails, bolts, hammers, saws and other various tools I haven't a clue what are called or do, are scattered about
the floor. Engines, oils, pumps, pieces of metal, helmets and wheels are piled in high towers in the corner of
the room. I look around to see if there's anyone here but I don't see anyone. The chairs by the door are taken
up by bottles of liquids I'm not going to go near in case I drop them and poison everyone within a ten mile
radius. I don't want that guilt on my conscience.
A blue, rusted car in the middle of the room wobbles on its bench. "Dammit," someone curses from beneath it,
and the sound of wheels rolling reveals a boy in a navy t shirt and black tracksuit bottoms with black hair and
a face covered in oil and black.
He runs a hand through his hair and sighs at the car. He hasn't noticed us and I don't want to break his train of
concentration so I don't say anything. It turns out I actually don't have to say anything anyways because, with
my luck, I take a tiny step backwards and stand on a bolt which moves underneath me, causing me to slip and
hit the back of my head on a can of paint.
Kyle jumps at the sound and turns around to us.
"Sorry," I apologise, trying not to wince and getting up off of the floor.
"Are you okay?" he asks me. It's the first time I've heard him speak. We may sit beside each other in Math,
but we don't talk.
"I'm fine," I reply, still not looking up.
I can't get the image I saw of him yesterday out of my head. His face is still covered in scratches from the
glimpse I see of it. I wonder what happened, but I'll never ask. No one has asked about my various bumps and
bruises so I won't either.
"What do you need?" Kyle asks us.
"Oh, um, our van's out front and there's something up with it," I say, trying to explain the problem with words,
hoping I won't have to make an idiot out of myself by making the noises.
"Bring it in."
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I look around the garage and wonder where I'll park it but he says, "Or I'll come out to it."
I turn and almost crash into Luke, who's standing right by my leg. He's very shy around adults and with Kyle's
height and build, he looks like a man and not a high school student. I take his hand and lead him out the door
to the van and wait for Kyle.
He comes out of the garage with a lever of some sort and a skateboard. He places the lever under the wheel
and presses down on it, lifting the van up at the front. He opens the hood of the car and hooks the hooked
metal rod to the hood to hold it up.
I catch a glimpse of his stomach and my eyes widen when I take it in. It's not because it's the most toned
stomach I've ever seen- it is, but it's the scars and bruises I see on it that catch me by surprise. They're like the
ones I have on my back, except newer. Karen hasn't been around much, so most of my bruises have had a
chance to heal. His are ones like my old ones when Karen was around: cuts that had just stopped bleeding
before being opened again and bruises that had just shown before getting hit repeatedly again. I look away
before he catches me staring.
He messes about with some things for a few minutes then closes the lid and slides under the car on the
skateboard. A few minutes later he comes back up, wiping his hands on a cloth.
"The head gasket's blown," he says, rolling the skateboard out from under the car. "I know a guy who can get
you one, but it's going to cost you."
That's what I was hoping not to hear. "How much?"
"About $1300."
Obviously something drastic has to happen and having to pay $1300 is it. Why can't it be something else?
Luke's getting healthier and his face is less gaunt, nearly its round shape that it should be. I can't go back to
letting him starve just because the van needs a new gasket.
"Shall I take it that the silence isn't a good thing?" Kyle asks, breaking into my internal panic attack.
"I'll have to get back to you on that," I tell him.
"I wouldn't drive this home," he tells me. "Something could go wrong and you'll be stuck. There's no
reception around here, so you won't be able to call anyone. Do you want to leave it here?"
When he puts it like that, I can't help but fear for our safety. If I was sure Karen wouldn't be back, I'd leave it
here. But she could be and I'm not sure how she'd react if she sees it gone.
"I can't," I say. "K-my mom needs to get some stuff from it."
He looks as though he's about to argue me, but he frowns then says, "Suit yourself," and walks back into the
garage.
I frown after him and just before the door closes, he catches it with his foot and turns back. He sees me staring
after him and stares back at me. I can't look away. His green eyes hypnotise me and I'm staring into them for
who knows how long, until he looks away and takes his foot from the door and it closes. I blink at the noise
and come out of my daze.

Chapter 7: Chapter seven

40

The Woodside House
"Why were you two staring at each other?" Luke asks me.
"I don't know," I tell him.
And I don't.
The bus arrives at 8:22. It's late, like usual, but, the one time we're not on time, it will probably have been
early and we'll miss it. I'm not taking any chances.
We get on and show the bus driver our tickets we bought. They were $25 each for the first two terms and I
bought them through Mauve, who knows the bus driver, Kye, personally.
Kye has or had black hair, but now it's almost completely grey with tiny bits of black here and there. He wears
glasses that keep falling down his nose whenever the bus makes a turn. He's short and rotund and, from what I
can tell from my first week on the bus, doesn't like kids and would much rather be an astronaut from the
muttering and mumbles I hear.
Luke and I sit in the middle of the bus. No one our age gets the bus and the back's usually free but Luke
prefers the middle.
I spent most of last night thinking over the gasket problem. It got us home without blowing, but the noises
were getting louder and the jerking more abrupt. I'm going back to the garage after school today to talk to
Kyle and maybe ask him if I can give him his money monthly instead of all up front.
I'm still a bit freaked out by the way we left things off.
Other than going to the garage, I plan on ignoring him before I turn into a mess.
Luke's looking through his bag to make sure he has everything he needs with him for school.
His teacher, Ms Hennely, is great. I was waiting for him to pack up his bag on Friday and she came over to
me. She's a bit shorter than me, maybe 5"5 and has auburn, wavy hair that was tied into a messy bun. She's in
her early thirties and very nice. She told me Luke is getting on great and is good friends with Robbie and
some of the other boys' and girls'.
The bus stops at our stop and we get off. I give Luke a hug and wish him a good day before he's dragged away
from me by a group of boys' from his class. He is grinning from ear to ear as he disappears through the doors.
I'm just through the front doors when Rosa comes rushing down the halls and lands right in front of me.
"Hey," she says, standing by my side and walking through the halls.
Rosa's popular. I'm still not used to being stared at while walking through the halls and don't think I ever will
be. She waits in front of the locker beside mine while I get my books for my classes: Math and English.
"â ¦finished over the weekend! I can't write essays. Did you get much of yours done?" Rosa asks.
"Essay? Oh, I got three pages done."
"It's not possible to write an essay on the life of a tree. I mean, who can know what a tree thinks? I don't even
think trees think, but if they did, what would they?"
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I'd no idea what a tree would think, even after two hours of thinking about it over the weekend and I certainly
don't have a clue when I look up and find myself staring into Kyle's hypnotic eyes. He stares back. Some of
my books fall out of my locker and that breaks the stare but does nothing for the tension.
I bend down to pick up the books. "Hey, Kyle," Rosa greets.
His gaze flicks to her but he doesn't say anything. He nods at the locker beside mine. "Move."
"Oh, sorry," Rosa says, pushing away from the locker she was leaning on and moving to the one on my other
side. "I forgot this was your locker."
His locker? Dammit, I think. Why must he have the locker beside me? I know he was here first, but I'm trying
to keep my distance from him and it's going to be harder with him beside me whenever I'm getting books.
I close my locker and pick up my bag. The bell rings while I'm putting my books in.
"Science," Rosa sighs, unhappily. "I don't understand it."
She leaves me at Jones' door and catches up with a guy from her science class. I open the door and find the
classroom empty and go to my desk. And I see it.
The red and purple flower from the woods.
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I stare at it for a moment before snatching it off the table. I don't think the wind is the culprit this time.
I sit down and get my books, shoving the flower into my bag while the rest of the class arrive and take their
seats.
Jones hands us back our 'non tests' from last Monday. She smiles when she hands me back mine: 94%. I slip
mine into my folder.
"So most of you did very well and there's not much we need to revise. Open your books on page 376 and do
exercise 6.5, questions 1-18 while I photocopy these sheets," Jones instructs before leaving the room.
The class turn to their neighbours and start talking, the work forgotten. I open the page and get out my copy.
Lily isn't in today and there's only Kyle to talk to and, judging by the way he opens his book and turns away
from the class, he doesn't want to talk.
I get numbers 1-10 done, but number 12 confuses me. I don't know what I'm doing wrong and have wasted
two sheets of paper trying to figure it out.
"You're meant to be finding the area," Kyle says. I start, looking up to see him watching me; I look away.
"Oh," I say, looking at my work and seeing I was finding the perimeter instead of the area. I turn to him to say
thanks, but he has already turned back to the window again, ignoring the class and doing his work.
Jones comes back in and the class becomes quiet, pages flipping open and pencils scratching away.
"I can hear you half way across the school," Jones sighs, shutting the door. "I'm not deaf."
She hands me the sheets of paper which I pass to Kyle, who passes it to the next row.
"Ms Travis has asked our class to organise the winter dance," Jones tells us. "She wants you, in pairs, to come
up with some ideas of what the theme could be; we'll decide which one's the best and go from there."
She starts naming off the pairs while I read through the page. It says the same information Jones gave us and
that we're to make posters to hang around the school. I hope my pair can draw well, or else people will have
no clue what's going on.
"â ¦ and Joey Clint. Lily-,"
"Wait, who am I with?" I ask. I wasn't meant to ask out loud but I wasn't thinking. The class turn to look at me
and I look at anywhere but them.
"You're with Kyle Jacobs."
It takes me a second to register the name- I haven't heard Kyle's second name before she said it- but, by the
time I do, she has moved on to the next pair. I should've known I was going to be paired with Kyle. Everyone
has been paired with the person next to them and, since there are four in each row and Lily's been paired with
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Adam, I'm with Kyle.
I glance at him, seeing everyone else bring their chairs to the others desk and start to brainstorm. He doesn't
move or make any attempt to, so I drag my chair, ever so slowly, to the opposite side of his desk. He doesn't
speak but carries on with the work Jones assigned us before going to the photocopier.
I take out a sheet of paper and start to write down ideas we can use for the dance.
I hate dances. I know hate is a strong word, but I really do. Josh asked me to the school one last year. I said
yes but then realised I didn't have a dress or anything I could wear to it. Josh said he'd buy me a dress but I
told him he wouldn't and we spent the night out by the lake, talking while dancing to the music from his car's
radio. It was better than any dance could be.
I look up to check the clock at the back of the classroom but find Kyle staring at me. I look away and flick my
gaze to the clock before returning it to my paper, which I find gone from my grasp.
I look on the floor in case it fell, but don't see it. I check under my notebook and I am about to get a new one
and start again when Kyle hands it back to me.
"We need something different," he says dismissively. "All those things are going to be the first on everyone's
mind."
"I don't see you writing down any," I snap, then quickly shut my mouth. I didn't mean to sound so rude but it
sort of came out before I thought about it.
He looks at me for a moment then says, "See, that's the thing. If you write it down, and lose the page, others
will know your ideas and steal them. You can't trust people, so I keep them in my head, where only I know
what my ideas are."
"They're only ideas. Who cares if someone steals them?"
"And let people think that you can do the work and they'll get the credit for it? That they can bully you into
giving them your ideas and they get the grade?"
"We're not getting graded on this."
"So? You wrack your brain to come up with great ideas but they just get stolen. How would you feel about
that? You do the work yet they get the credit, and you'll get accused of copying them. Your ideas become
theirs, but can you say anything? No, they'll just beat you down and you'll be called a liar. You'll let people
down, people you promised to keep safe, but because of my stupidity, she's gone. She's-,"
I've a feeling he's not talking about the dance and something else completely. By the way he stops talking
abruptly, freezes and looks away from me, his eyes guarded like usual, he knows that, too.
Her, he said. A girlfriend? Whoever it was, he let her down. I don't question him, just doodle on the side of
my page as the rest of the class passes by in silence, the sound of pencils scratching on paper and the
muttering of people conversing surrounding us. Why Ms Travis asked us to do the dance in Math, I have no
idea.
Kyle's out the door the second the bell rings, the chair toppling over from him standing up so fast.
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I'm waiting at the bus stop when Luke comes running out of the front doors, Robbie on his heels.
"Can I go over to Robbie's?" he asks, out of breath.
"Over to Robbie's?"
"My mom said he could," Robbie says, looking at me hopefully.
"Well, Iâ ¦"
"We can drop him home and he can have dinner or he can stay over but can he please, please, please come
over?" Robbie pleads.
"Iâ ¦ can I speak with your mom? Is she here?"
"Yeah! She's waiting over there," he says and runs off to get her.
Robbie's mom is tall. She's about 6'3 or so and has black hair that falls down to her middle back even though
it's tied in a ponytail, and blue- grey eyes shielded by glasses. She's pretty and has a slim figure still visible
even though she is wearing a tracksuit.
"Hi," she greets, holding out her hand. "I'm Linda."
"Joey," I reply, shaking her hand in a firm grip.
"Robbie's been going on about bringing Luke over for the past week but he's only new to the school and I
wanted to give him a chance to settle in. Robbie used pester power and I finally gave in- if you'll allow him to
come over, that is. We can drop him back later on, if you want, or he can sleep over if that's better for you. He
can borrow a pair of Robbie's pyjamas instead of going home to pack a bag, but it's up to you whether or not
he can come."
"Sleep over!" Robbie exclaims excitedly.
Luke has never slept away from home before. I'd love for him to go but I'm worried he may wake up in the
night and panic.
"Can I speak with Luke for a second?" I ask.
Luke follows me over to the other side of the bus stop.
"Do you want to go?" I ask him.
He nods his head frantically. "Yeah! Robbie says he has a trampoline and tree house, and we can stay up real
late and- I mean, go to bed nice and early for school tomorrow."
"Good save," I tease. "If you want to go, I'll let you. I just don't want you to feel pressured into going."
"I do! So, can I?"
I pause for a minute before answering, "Of course you can go."
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"Yes!" he exclaims, jumping and hugging me. "Thank you!"
"Have fun and be careful."
"I will!! Love you."
"You, too."
He rushes over to Robbie and they run to his car, talking about all the things they're going to do today.
"Thanks," Linda says. "Robbie will be happy now."
"No problem."
"Our phone isn't working, so I can't give you my number."
"I don't have one," I say. "I'm sure he'll be fine and if anything's wrong, Luke knows where we live."
We say our goodbyes and Linda goes to her car, making sure the boys are belted in before driving off, taking
Luke away for the first time in his life.
The garage is the same as yesterday; nails, bolts and tools scattered over the place; paint tins, wheels, metal
pieces, engines and other car parts piled in the corner and the car in the middle of the room. I haven't spoken
with Kyle since Math and he mentioned the 'her', so I guess conversation will be tight. He sees me and leaves
the room, skateboard and tools in his hand, to go to the van, no words exchanged.
Not wanting to try and make too much awkward conversation, in which I'd be talking to myself the whole
time, I wait a few minutes before going out to the van. He's working under it, sliding it and out on the
skateboard, so I wait on the back bumper.
After a few minutes of silence, except for the noise of the tools tweaking the bolts and squeak of the
skateboard wheels whenever he moves to reach for a tool, I decide to ask him if I can pay in monthly
payments.
"Can I pay you in monthly payments?" I ask, deciding to get to the point; he doesn't want to talk to me and I
won't make him.
"How many months are you talking about?"
"I can give you $125 a month and $275 for the first month."
He doesn't answer for a minute and the tools stop making noise. "Fine," he says, getting back to work.
That was easy, I think to myself.
"Have you thought of any other ideas for the theme?" he asks.
"Oh, um, no," I say. "Have you?"
"I already thought of ideas. In my head, remember?"
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"Well, will you tell me some?"
"No."
Well, that's helpful, I think.
"Helpful to me." Damn, I must've said that last thought aloud.
"Why not?"
"You'll steal them from me."
"We're in the same group."
"I don't do groups."
"So, what, I'm going to have to think of the themes without your help? Weren't you saying, earlier on, that it's
unfair for someone to do the work yet the other gets credit for doing nothing?"
He wheels out from under the van and sits up to look at me. "The last time I checked, I was the one with the
ideas. Not you," he replies and he wheels back under.
"How do I know you actually have them if you won't tell me?"
"Trust me."
"Trust you? I don't know you."
"You don't want to."
I do. I want to know him. I want to know who the 'her' is and want to help him through it. I want to know
what he likes, what he doesn't like, when it's his birthday, his favourite colour, his favourite seasonâ ¦ but I
can't. I won't drag anybody else into the mess that is my life.
He works on the van in silence as I throw stones into a dried out puddle while he does his job, switching tools
every now and again.
"You can drive it home," he tells me, appearing from under the van, oil and black smudges on his face and tshirt. "You'll have to bring it back tomorrow, though."
"Thanks," I say, hopping off the bumper. It's an awkward moment, both of us not sure what to say before we
part.
"See you at school tomorrow," I offer.
He nods. "Bye."
I open the door to the van and step inside and drive off, away from the garage and Kyle.
I'm hoping Luke's alright. He seemed really happy and excited about going to Robbie's and I hope he has fun.
One of the reasons I didn't want Luke to go was because Robbie will have to come over to our house. It's not
Chapter 8: Chapter Eight

47

The Woodside House
the house I don't want him in; the house is alright. It's Karen. She's rarely there now but, when she is, she's in
a horrific mood, cursing and muttering while going to her bedroom, grabbing a bag then leaving, the door
slamming shut behind her. I don't want Robbie to have to endure that, so I'll try and keep it off for as long as
possible.
I park the van where it's usually parked so Karen won't notice it has been gone, and get out and go inside the
house.
Shutting the door behind me, I turn to go into mine and Luke's bedroom, when I'm knocked into the wall by a
kick to my hip. I whack my head on the wall and fall to the floor. My hair's yanked down, forcing my head up
to meet Karen's empty, cold, icy blue eyes. She pulls back her fist and, before I can react, punches me in the
nose.
"You little bitch!" she screams at me. "I come back to get a bag and I find the caravan gone and you and the
boy gone, too! Then you come sauntering in with my keys in your hand!"
She slams my head into the door and I feel the cut that she gave me from throwing the shoe a while ago open
up and start bleeding. There's a heavy pounding in my ears and I can only half hear what she's saying.
"â ¦ whatever you want when youâ ¦ my best to provide for youâ ¦ my keys and take the van for aâ ¦ stupid
little bitch!"
She kicks me in the stomach, causing me to double over from the blow and she takes the opportunity to punch
my head. "You dirty whore!" she shrieks, looking disgusted at the blood on her hand from hitting my
wounded head. "How dare you get your filthy blood on me!"
She grabs my hair and hits my head against the door again. "I regret the day you were born more than that
boy," she shrieks then, kicking me out of the way, opens the door and seconds later I hear the van drive away.
My head's bleeding, my nose's throbbing, probably broken, my wrist is probably broken too from landing on it
when I fell from hitting the wall; my stomach's bruised and my back is cut from the sharp heel of her boots
when she kicked me out of the way.
Yet, the first thing I think of is that Luke probably heard it all and might be going after her, even though he
promised me he wouldn't. Then I remember he's at Robbie's and I take the rare opportunity to forget about
everything else but myself.
The moment doesn't last long before I start worrying about how I'm going to clean up and hide the cuts and
bruises from Luke. I force myself to my feet, wobbling a bit and putting a hand out on the wall to steady
myself, but I don't realise the mistake until I'm on the floor again. I used my hand with the injured wrist and
have probably made it even worse by putting weight on it.
I need out, away from here. I need to be on my own, but not in here. Not where she was only a few minutes
ago. I need somewhere where no one will find me and I can be by myself.
I get up and, ignoring the pain in my body, run out the door and to the woods where I know no one else will
be.
I run for five minutes, not knowing which way I'm going or what path, if any, I'm taking, but I don't care. I run
and run until I almost collapse of exhaustion and pain and fall into a heap by a small pond in the middle of the
woods. Like the lake Josh and I danced by the night of the school dance.
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Josh; Josh Tinley with his black hair and bright blue eyes. Josh Tinley who I haven't seen in less a month and
I miss him terribly. I wish he was here and I was looking into his bright, blue eyes instead of the green,
mesmerising ones of Kyle Jacobs, blood running down his face and a black eye, who is standing across the
lake from me.
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I jump up but fall back to the ground a moment later, my body protesting every movement.
Kyle looks bad: he has a black eye, blood running down his face from his bloody nose, cuts and bruises on his
cheek and forehead, and a puffy, spilt lower lip. He's limping slightly and, from what I can tell by the way he's
standing with one hip jutting out, he has a bruise of some sort on the other one.
We stare at each other, him standing awkwardly and me lying in a heap by the pond. His leg gives out and he
collapses to the ground. He doesn't move and I'm thinking he has fainted when he turns slowly onto his back,
arms lying limp by his side. His finger has a deep cut from the nail to the knuckle. I can barely see the finger
for all the blood covering it, but it looks hard and dry.
My head's pounding and stinging and I know I need to clean the cut on my forehead soon, but I can't seem to
move my hands or get my body to cooperate in any way, so I just lie on the ground and focus on breathing,
which is becoming harder with every passing second.
A pain in my chest at every breath forces me to get up, but sitting doesn't make it any easier. The water in the
pond looks clean and it would sooth the pain of my forehead if I could just get up and go to it without
collapsing. I don't think I'll make it, but I'm taking the chance.
I heave myself up, putting most of the weight on my uninjured hand, and get to my feet, wobbling and
staggering to the pond which feels like ten miles away when, in reality, it's less than four metres. I make it but
land on my injured hand while trying to sit. It stings; sharp pains shoot through my wrist and up to my fingers,
making them tingle and not in the good way. The pain dulls into a monotonous throbbing and I dunk my hand
into the water. It's cold and sends shivers up my body until I'm shaking, but it helps my hand.
My forehead pulses, reminding me that my wrist isn't my only injury I need to tend to. I take my hand out of
the water and find it didn't help in the slightest; the monotonous throbbing returns to the sharp pains once
again, but I ignore it and wet the hem of my shirt, lifting it to my forehead to cleanse the wound. The second it
touches the cut, the shirt is covered in blood, the red moving up the shirt slowly, like ink travelling up a wet
piece of paper. The wound is still bleeding but I have nothing to stop it with; my hands are dirty from the
ground and I'm not putting them near my head in case of infection.
A cloth lands beside me. It's smudged with black, but nothing too bad so I take it and dunk it in the water,
bringing it up to forehead. I look up and see Kyle kneeling beside me and jerk backwards. I didn't expect him
to be that close; his face is inches from mine.
"Dab," he croaks his voice raw and scratchy. "Don't swipe."
He reaches up to take the cloth from my hand. I just notice before he takes it that I am swiping from left to
right, smearing the blood instead of soaking it up. Eyes locked on mine, he clears the blood from the wound,
slowly and carefully, not making any sudden movements as though he thinks I may bolt off.
"It's deep," he tells me, looking away from my eyes for a moment to look at my forehead. "You might need
stitches."
I might needâ ¦ stitches? I jerk upright and back away, shaking my head and making myself dizzy.
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"Don't move your head," he warns. "You'll open it again. It has barely stopped bleeding and you've lost a lot
of blood already."
I stop moving, what he says making sense, and I accidently lean on my sore wrist again. I try not to wince but
he sees it anyway and looks at my wrist.
"It's not broken," he says after a few minute of observation, "Swollen and sprained, but not broken."
I didn't think it was broken. I've broken it before and it felt different then than it does now. It's easier to
breathe now, sitting up but not bending over on my stomach. My wrist is still throbbing and my head
pounding but other than that, I feel okay. Kyle, on the other hand, is a different story.
I wash as much blood as I can from the cloth, wringing it out before crawling over to Kyle. His eyes widen
and he flinches at my raised hand. I quickly lower it.
"I'm just going to help," I tell him in a soothing voice, like the one I use with Luke when he's upset. I inch
towards him and, seeing he's not going to bolt, raise the cloth to his face slowly. He flinches a bit when I
touch his face but other than that, he doesn't move.
I clean the blood from his face. His nose has stopped bleeding and the blood's starting to dry. I get nose bleeds
but they're never as bad as this. Most of his shirt is covered and the cloth is completely red when I pull it away
from his now blood-free face. There's nothing I can do for the black eye or scratches. He's not leaning on his
right side, his hip jutting out at an odd angle to the left. I glance down at it and see a red welt on the bit of skin
between his t shirt and jeans. It looks sore and I don't want to cause him any pain with my amateur nursing
skills, so I leave it alone.
Seeing there's nothing else I can do for him without causing him pain or distress, I sit back, avoiding my
injured wrist, beside him and look out at the small pond, my thoughts wandering off.
"Stay," he whispers, holding my hand while the breeze knocks our boat from side to side.
"I can't," I say, wishing I could.
The moon's the only source of light, illuminating the trees swaying in the breeze. It is late, about 12 at night,
but it's my last day with Josh and I'm making the most of it.
"I'll come with you."
As much as I want to say yes, I deny myself of the pleasure of being able to see him every day. "No. You have
a future here. You're family are here, your school, your friendsâ ¦ I won't let you throw that away for me. I'm
not worth it."
"You are! Joey, don't say you aren't worth something when you are. You're my best friend. No one gets me like
you do and I don't want you to go. You can't leave me. The reason I wake up in the morning is to see you. The
second I saw you I knew you were different and I'm not letting you go because of her. I need you, Joey.
Please, stay."
Tears blur my vision but I don't blink them back. I let them fall down my cheeks in streams while Josh wipes
them away, one by one. 'Let those tears fall, don't hold them in/ No matter what you're told, crying's not a sin.'
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I lean into him, shaking my head. "I can't," I whisper into his ear and bring my arms up round his neck and
hug him tightly. He's my best friend and it's going to be torture to leave him.
He wraps his arms around me. "I love you." He's my best friend and I do love him but I don't say it back. I
can't. I've never told anyone I've loved them before but Luke, and it feels foreign even thinking about it, never
mind saying it aloud. We sit like that for a few minutes, wrapped in each other's arms on the softly swaying
boat until he pulls back and reaches into his pocket and takes out a box. He hands it to me and, as much as I
want to protest and tell him he doesn't need to give me anything, I take it. I've learnt the hard way to just take
what he gives unless you want him to spend an extravagant amount of money on something else.
I untie the ribbon and open the lid. A silver charm bracelet, halfway full of charms, lies on the purple satin
bottom. My name carved into the silver on the head of the bracelet. I pick it up and stare at it in awe.
"I'll do it," Josh says, and takes the bracelet from my hand and pulls my hand to his lap. He opens the clip and
puts the bracelet around my wrist, his fingers brushing over my skin, sending shivers down my spine that don't
have anything to do with the coldness of the night. 'Follow the cloud,' it reads on the back of the plate of my
carved name.
A few weeks after we met, we were sitting by the lake, watching the clouds on our backs, side-by-side. We
were guessing what the clouds are, looking at the shape and trying to think of a story for them if they were
alive when, all of a sudden, it started raining. Lashing and pouring down on us, soaking our clothes as we
tried to look for the way out.
We couldn't see very well through the rain and we ended up lost in the woods and found shelter under a
tree. It didn't look as though it'd stop soon, so we decided to continue on, considering our clothes were
already drenched. I thought he went straight ahead, but he didn't and we ended up lost. I looked for twenty
minutes but didn't find him so I took shelter under a tree in hope he'd come this way.
I didn't dare climb it in case of lightning so I sat by the trunk and looked up at the sky, wishing Josh was
there so we could continue our game. I caught sight of a cloud that looked like an arrow clearly pointing
east.
Thinking I couldn't get any more lost than I was which, now that I think about it, was probably one of my
most stupid ideas, I followed it and was soon tackled by a pair of arms that lifted me into the air. I hugged
Josh back and looked back up at the cloud and saw it pointing at us before it disappeared. He said he
followed the arrow, too and I've been watching out for it.
I've not seen it since.
I look up at him to find him staring at the bracelet and softly running his thumb across my wrist. "I'll find
you," he whispers. "I'll come and get you and Luke when you turn eighteen." And then, with the moon as our
witness and only source of light, he kisses me, right here, in the boat.
His lips brush mine once, softly and he pulls back. His eyes are closed and a tear falls from them to his cheek.
My lips are wet and salty from tears, but he kisses me anyway. He kisses me once, twice, after the third I loose
count and enjoy the moment with him, my best friend. I pull back. "I should go."
"I'll get you," he tells me. "I promise you I will."
Then, I leave. I leave Josh. I leave the lake, I leave 'right place number 12', and I leave our boat.
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I'm shivering. My shirt's covered in wet blood and freezing water, my jeans muddy from the fall I took to the
ground, my socks are holey and wet. But I can't move from my spot. The cloth is the only barrier between
Kyle and I, lying there on the ground, dripping wet. I itch to move it from between us but I don't.
We sit there, unspeaking. The wind blows the strands of my hair from my forehead, tickling my cheeks in its
process. We must have been here for an hour or two but I've no one to hurry back to. Luke's at Robbie's
house.
Karen took the van. She took it and it could break down on her and she'll think I did something to it. It'll cost
more money to fix it if she does anything to it, money I don't have.
But I stop worrying about that. I stop thinking about everything altogether and watch the birds in the trees fly
from branch to branch and the wind ripple the surface of the pond. A small splash catches my attention and I
turn to see Kyle throwing stones into the pond. He hands one to me without word. I take it.
I take it in my uninjured hand and throw it as far as I can, which isn't very far. I'm tired and my body's still
protesting movement, but I still throw it; and another one; another after that. I keep throwing until I can't find
any more stones around me but Kyle's still throwing. He picks up a big one and throws it, hitting the other
edge of the pond before rebounding and producing a huge splash in the water.
And then he walks away from me and the pond, out of the woods the way he came.
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Chapter 10: Chapter ten
Chapter Ten
September quickly fades into a wet and windy October. The rain starts in the mornings and doesn't stop until
it gets dark, starting once again when it brightens.
Luke's been over to Robbie's house twice more since the first time. He's a different boy now. He's getting
taller and healthier as I haven't taken the van back to the garage, and I don't plan on doing it any time soon;
and we have the money to buy the food he needs. He's enjoying school and is always telling me about his day
on the bus ride home.
Karen's changed the card number and I can't get the child benefit money. But we don't need it now as we have
left over money at the end of each month.
While we don't speak much when we're there, Kyle and I seem to go to the pond at the same time. I went into
the woods when Luke was at Robbie's to try and find the tyre swing, but I ended up getting lost and at the
pond again- that was when I saw him.
We throw stones into the lake and sit side by side until it gets dark and we both leave. We don't speak to each
other in Math unless we have to, but I find myself more comfortable around him than before. I thought I'd be
avoiding him since the first time at the pond, but I seem to be doing the opposite. I find myself in the same
room as him more often than not and wanting to be near him; that worries me.
A lot of things worry me and I've tried to forget about them, but that's the kind of person I am: a worrier. I
can't do something without thinking about the consequences and, if it could turn out bad, I don't do it.
I'm in the woods by the pond. There was a gas leak in the school so we went home early. It's 1:12pm and Luke
doesn't get out until 3:30, so I came here.
I haven't seen Tom in a while. It was the end of September the last time I did and it's now the 19th of October.
I don't know what job he has or even if he still has one, but like I said before, we don't need the money.
A bush rustles and Kyle steps through it, wiping the leaves from his clothes and sitting at the opposite side of
the pond from me. But instead of picking up a stone like he always does, he says, "You haven't been back to
the garage."
I look up, surprised he's talking. "Yeah," I reply.
"Why not?"
I'm not sure if I should answer him but, after him seeing me that day, I tell him the truth. "She took the keys
and I'm not looking for them again. I don't drive it and if she wants to without getting it looked at, fine by
me."
He stays silent for a moment. "That was her?"
He's referring to the first time I came to the pond, when she beat me for taking the van. I nod my head.
"Has she since?"
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She hasn't. She hasn't been around much since that and, when she is, it's at night time when we're in bed, and I
can hear her grumbling and banging the doors but she doesn't come near us. I shake my head.
I want to ask him what happened to him and if they've done it since, but I don't. Is it the 'she' that hurt him? Or
is it someone else? Maybe it was a once-off and he got into a fight with some guy? Questions with no answers
are of no help, especially when the person who can answer them is sitting right across from you, but you can't
ask.
"Where did you live before here?" he asks me after a moments silence. And I tell him.
I tell him about the old school. I tell him about the house, Sabbath, Josh and all the rest of my friends. I tell
him about Luke, moving house every five months, new schools, new friends, new houses.
And he listens, not saying a word until I finish and he tells me about him. He's never moved house or school.
He doesn't have any siblings and his dad left before he was born, and he likes to draw, paint and fix things.
And I listen.
We sit here until I have to go and wait for Luke at the bus stop. Before I leave, we sit in silence, digesting the
information we shared. I've never shared all that with anyone before, not even Josh. There's just something
about Kyle that makes me want to tell him and find out about him in turn. It worries me, but I'm done being
worried about all the little things.
Screw the consequences.
We talk and throw stones and I learn more about him over the weeks. He's seventeen, going on eighteen in
March. He's been working in the garage since fourteen to provide for his mother and him. His favourite
subject is Math and his least favourite is History.
I tell him about me, too. He knows more about me than anyone else does, excluding Luke. He knows my
subject preference, my birthday, my likes and dislikes. He knows how many times we've moved house and the
step dads we've had. He knows about Aaron and Lisa and my life before Karen came back. He knows about
Karen and the life I want for Luke. He's yet to meet Luke.
He doesn't mention his mother much though, always closes up whenever it comes to family. I learn more
about him in the month of October than I know about Karen. I don't even know her birthday.
"You're different," Kyle says. I look at him, confused and wondering what he's on about. He has a tendency to
say whatever pops into his head and, although I've gotten used to it, it still catches me off guard sometimes.
He doesn't look at me, but looks out at the trees. "I feel different around you. I usually won't tell people my
name without feeling wary but with you, it's different."
October flew by and it's now the start of November. We picked the theme for the dance: medieval times. The
gym's going to be decorated in medieval style with candles and long tables for banquets and thrones for the
king and queen. Knights and kings for the boys, queens and princesses for the girls. I heard someone say
they're going to come in a horse outfit but I think they were joking.
"I feel I can tell you things. Everything I've told you has never been shared with anyone else," he says. "But I
feel I can trust you with it without worry."
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He can feel it, too. I don't know what it is or why it is, but we both feel the same way. I can trust him and he
can trust me.
"I do, too."
He looks at me with those green eyes and I find myself getting lost in them. "You do?" he asks.
I nod, still staring into his eyes.
We talk about nothing and everything. About school and hobbies to the future and what we would love to be.
He wants to be a mechanic. I don't know what I want to be. I've never really thought about it.
If anything, I want to help people with problems and let them feel they can trust me. I want to be a therapist
and want people to know they're not alone. Kyle listens while I tell him this and nods his head and we watch
the sun disappear behind the trees and go our separate ways when it gets dark. I, home to Luke and him, down
the trail he comes from every time.
The bedroom door opens and Luke comes in. I'm lying on my bed and was trying to do homework, but gave
up a while ago.
"Hey," I greet when he walks over and lies beside me.
"Hey."
"What's up?"
"Nothing."
Between school and homework and him going to Robbie's, we haven't had as much time together as we did
before school started.
"You haven't drawn in a while."
"We do in school. Yesterday, before we watched the movie, we were drawing people and I got Eva, so I drew
her. Ms Hennely said it was really good and she hung it on the wall. You can see it when I bring the art work
home at the end of the year. Or you can come in one day. Teacher said we have a parent-teacher conference,
but I want you to go. Can you?"
"I'll try," I say, hoping I can. No way will Karen go or will I let her for that matter, so I'll have a word with
Hennely about it. "I haven't added to my pile in a while."
"Before we go off school for Christmas break we get to bring our art back home. I've done lots in school so
you'll have lots to add."
I get out some paper and pens and we play 'Stop the Bus'. It's a game where you have to say the alphabet in
your head and the other says "Stop the bus" whenever they want. On the paper, you have lots of headings
written and you have to name things under each heading with the letter you landed on. Luke heard about it
from Robbie and we spent a few hours trying to find out what to do until we got it.
It's a Saturday day morning in the middle of November and the sun's shining through the gap in the curtain.
It's cold outside, despite the sun and Luke and I have learnt that from experience. It's about 9am or so. I've yet
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to get a clock or watch or anything that tells the time; it's a wonder we are always on time for school.
Luke wins by 20 points. I can never think of the drink or food or colour while he usually gets them all. I
usually lose by 50 or so points so I'm getting better at it now.
Robbie lives near the school, about fifteen minutes away from our house. I still haven't seen any kids around
here or anyone but Mauve and some elderly folk who live in the big houses near the bus station. And Kyle,
who lives in the house by the woods. Luke hasn't met Kyle yet but he met Rosa.
Rosa and I were leaving the school when Luke came running over to me.
"So this is Luke!" Rosa said, seeing him running over to us.
"Joey!" But before he could say any more, Rosa started talking.
"Hi, Luke, you probably don't know me but I'm Rosa and I'm your sister's best-est friend and I'm in her
English and History class and I've a fish called George."
She tells everyone about George the fish. "George?" Luke laughed.
"Yep, George," Rosa said. "He's great."
"What colour's he?"
"He's yellow, green and blue. I'd show you a picture of him but my phone fell into his tank and it wasn't water
proof."
She asked him what grade he's in and who his teacher is.
"Second grade and Ms Hennely."
"Ah, I had her for 4th grade. She's great."
"You had her?"
"Yep. Eastward Elementary was my first and only elementary school."
"Rosa! Hurry up!"
Rosa ignored Alex's shouting and carried on her conversation with Luke.
I don't speak to Alex much, or at all really. He's in the 'popular' group with the cheerleaders and the jocks.
Like every high school, there are different categories in the school; the popular, geeks, loners, emo's, drama
geeks and the normal people. I don't see what's so different about the people. We all have a head and a body
and are mammals, so we should all be grouped under the 'human' category.
After being in lots of different high schools I've learnt to ignore the 'popular' and stay with the people I get
along with. I did that for the first year but after that I preferred to be alone so I ignored everyone.
Rosa's popular and smart, but not a geek. She's friends with everyone and is likable. I'm not sure where I'm in,
but I think I'm normal, nothing special, which definitely suits me.
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"I'm coming in a minute!" Rosa snapped. Alex kept calling out to her to get her to hurry up, but it only made
her stay longer to annoy him.
"Now," Alex whined.
She finished off her conversation with Luke and, as slowly as humanly possible, dragged her feet to her car.
"She likes to talk," Luke said.
"Oh, believe me," I told him. "I know."
Robbie's coming over today. After a week of Luke's begging, I finally said yes.
I'm waiting at the bus stop when he and Robbie come running out of school, their bags falling off of their
shoulders in their rush. They talk non-stop on the bus until we reach the square.
Kyle helped me fix the door and the steps leading to the house. I had no idea what I had to use to fix them and
he was in Mick's when I was looking at the hardware tools. Mauve didn't know so I asked him. He went into
great detail about the nails and tools I needed and what I had to do. He lost my about three words into it and
he showed me the things.
I was outside mending, or more like damaging the door to an unfixable extent with my worse than amateur
skills, when he came up behind me and took the hammer from my hands and did it himself. It took him less
than five minutes to fix the steps and ten for the door while it would've taken me all night and maybe into the
next day.
Luke opens the now-fixed door and they drop their bags in the hall and run into the bedroom, the door
slamming shut behind them. I'm praying that Karen won't come back while Robbie's here. I don't think she
will, but things always seem to go wrong whenever I need them to be right.
I start my homework at the table in the kitchen and am doing it for ten minutes before the boys come rushing
out and ask me can I take them to the tyre swing in the woods. I'm pretty caught up on the homework so I tell
them yes and to go and get their shoes on.
I take my old runners because it has been raining and the ground will be wet and muddy, and I don't want to
ruin the new pair I bought last week. It's my first pair of new runners in years and I want to keep them clean.
Luke and Robbie come running out of the room and out the door but I find them waiting for me at the wood's
edge.
Before I go in, I catch a glimpse of Kyle in his house by the window before he disappears from it, and I into
the woods.
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Chapter Eleven
Since I was three, I've known Santa's not real, thanks to Karen. I didn't know who Santa was when she told
me. He'd never come to my house when I lived with her, but he came when I lived with Aaron and Lisa.
I always thought I was a bad girl when I lived with Karen for him not to come. I asked Aaron when I was five
if I was a bad girl, but he told me I was the best girl in the world, so I didn't understand why he didn't come
and took Karen' word for it that he wasn't real.
I was four when it was my first Christmas he came. I was confused when they woke me up at 8 in the
morning, excited and beaming. They literally carried me down the stairs and into the sitting room. We'd put
the tree up in late November and I loved putting the decorations on it. I'd never had a tree before then and
wondered what they were doing bringing a tree into the house. They told me that they always get a Christmas
tree every year and asked if I wanted to decorate it, which I did.
To say I was surprised on Christmas morning was an understatement. I was down-right stunned into
speechlessness. I was to start school the next year but I was teaching myself to read so, when I looked at the
tags and saw some of them were for me, I had no idea what to do.
"Open them," Lisa suggested, smiling widely at me. I'd never gotten a present before since I'd only come to
live with them in that October. I nervously opened the present, afraid. Someone once gave Karen a present
and it turned out to be something she hated and she screamed and shouted and broke things, so I was afraid I
was going to upset them and they might start doing what she did. They didn't.
There's slow and there's excruciatingly slow. And then there's me. I was almost hyperventilating when all the
wrapping was loosened from the tape. I removed it and was about to hide behind the chair when I caught
glimpse of what it was. It was the story book with the pictures I saw in the book store a few weeks before. I
stared at it, wondering why it was there.
"Merry Christmas," Aaron said. We spent the next few hours opening presents. I felt really bad because I
didn't get them anything but they told me not to worry.
"There's always next year," Lisa told me.
"Next year?"
"Every year there's Christmas and Santa comes."
"Santa's not real," I told them. Even though I never knew who Santa was when she told me, his name was
always stuck in my head but I was too scared to ask who he was for fear of getting them angry.
"Why do you say that?"
"Karen told me." Even back then I never called her mom. She hated being called that and demanded I stop.
Something passed through Aaron's eyes that morning but it went too quick for me to confirm it was real. They
didn't mention Santa after that but didn't deny he wasn't real.
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It's nearing the end of November and I'd love to get a tree. Luke's never had a proper Christmas before and I
really want him to have one, now that I have some money. I ask him if he wants to come with me to get one
and he practically dances around the house in joy.
"Can I put the angel on top?" he asks.
"Definitely. You can pick which one you like."
Mick's doesn't sell Christmas trees, so Luke and I are going into the town. We've never been before and I don't
know what to expect. It's a twenty minute bus ride and Luke says they're having a party in school before it
finishes for the break in two and a half weeks.
We get off at the bus stop. It's way bigger than the square: the square's a few stores. This place has stores,
cafÃ©s, restaurants, arcades, banks, housing estatesâ ¦ way bigger than the square. Karen must've been down
here sometime because she has the credit card for the bank. We join a new bank each time we move, so we've
had many.
I have $90 with me. I came home from school last Tuesday and found my purse sitting on the kitchen table. I
was in a rush for school that morning so I accidently left it on my bed, under the covers. I didn't think Karen
would be home, so I wasn't too worried.
I opened it to check if the money was still there and it wasn't. I had $200 in there from savings, which I was
planning to buy some presents for Luke for Christmas. It was all gone. The bills are never too expensive and
altogether don't cost more than $100 and the groceries are around $40 a week. That leaves $55 extra. I've two
months of wages left before Christmas and I want Luke to have an actual Christmas this year.
"Where do you want to go first?" I ask Luke.
He thinks for a minute, looking around at the stores. "I don't know."
"Let's walk for a while," I suggest.
We start at the store closest to us. It's a clothes store and is having a 25% off sale, if the signs on the window
are any indication.
"Where would they sell trees?" Luke asks me, looking in the window of a bakery for any sign of a Christmas
tree. We can't have a big one, like the ones Aaron and Lisa had, in case Karen sees it, so we'll have to get a
miniture one.
"I'm not sure," I tell him. "But I don't think we'll find one in a bakery."
"You never know," he replies with a small smile.
We walk around for half an hour but still haven't found one. We've found decorations for the tree and outside,
but no actual trees.
"Joey!" Luke calls at me from the window of a store called Kent's.
I walk over to him and stop beside him.
"I think that-,"
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"Joey?!"
I look at Luke, surprised and thinking his voice has broken a little too early, but then don't recognise the voice
as his. I look around to see who called me and am thinking someone was talking to another Joey, when a girl
pushes through the crowds of Kent's and rushes out the door towards us.
I have no idea who it is. She has green eyes and black, sleek hair and is wearing sunglasses even though it's
not sunny and most likely about to rain. Her sunglasses, as well as most of her clothes, are bright pink and so
are the girl's next to her.
"Joey?" she asks again, sliding her sunglasses off her nose and looking at me with wide eyes. "Josephine
Clint!"
I don't answer her: how does she know my name? No one calls me Josephine so she's not someone from
school.
"Joey Clint from New York who lived with Aaron and Lisa?"
I'm getting worried out about how she knows that.
"I'm Bianca! From school? Best friends?"
Bianca? Bianca Ethan? She looks nothing like she did when she was eleven. She's grown, obviously, but she
used to be the tomboy, always wearing the shorts that were covered in mud from playing football. She's
changed completely, gone from shorts to barely there bright pink skirts and tank tops. Her nails are manicured
and painted in, you guessed it, pink and her lipstick is also pink. She looks like a Barbie doll, smiling with her
white, straightened teeth. I know she's had them done because when I lived in New York, she was playing
Frisbee with me and Cian and she ran straight into a wall, knocking her front tooth out and chipping a few,
too.
"Bianca?" I say, still looking at her in shock.
"Joey!" she squeals and rushes over to hug me. I stiffen at the contact but she doesn't notice. "OhmyGawd!
This is awesome!"
"Wh- what are you doing here? Don't you live in New York?"
"We do."
I look at the girl beside her, who just answered my question directed to Bianca, and recognise her as Sabrina
Treys, the girl we hated in school and who's now here, with Bianca.
"Sabrina?" I ask, shocked to see the two of them in the same square mile without attacking each other, much
less right beside each other and wearing the same outfit.
"Obviously," she sneers. We'd never liked each other much. "Let's go," she whines to Bianca. "We've
appointments to get to."
Bianca glances at her watch, purple this time, and groans. "We have to go," she tells me. "We've appointments
at the spa in ten minutes. I'll call you later?" she says, rushing over to hug me. She doesn't have my number,
not that I have a phone, but I don't remind her that. She's gone before I can say another word.
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I want to ask her about Cian to see how he's doing, but I don't get a chance.
"Who was that?" Luke, who's frowning at the spot on the path Bianca previously occupied, asks.
"I'm not sure." I know he's asking what her name is, but I don't know her anymore. That's not the Bianca I
knew when I was ten; she'd never hang out with Sabrina or go to spas, but people change. "So, what were you
telling me?" I ask Luke, motioning to the window.
"Oh, I think they sell trees in there," he says. "They're little ones in the window."
I look in the window and see it decorated with fake snow, mangers, angels, stars and, as Luke said, miniature
trees in white, green and black.
"Well, let's go and see," I say and we go into Kent's to find Luke's first Christmas tree.
"Have you ever had the feeling you're being watched?" Kyle asks me.
"Noâ ¦"
"Me either."
He has a habit of asking random questions and not having an answer to them. I've gotten used to it now but
sometimes the questions have nothing to do with the topic we're on about in any way at all, no matter how
hard I try and see a connection.
As I earlier predicted, Jones has given us three days a week to work on the gym for the dance. The dance is on
the 15th of December and it's the 21st of November now. We've gotten the decorations for the gym and have
flyers around the school.
"You have to go," Rosa told me after class one day. "I'll be lonely if you don't."
Like that'd be true. I'd seen five guys come up and ask Rosa to the dance but she graciously declined them all.
"It'll be great," she said, trying to persuade me.
I've been to one high school dance and, frankly, I found it boring. The people I went with went off with the
guys they came with and left me on my own. I left early and haven't been to one since.
The past week Rosa has been begging me to go to the dance. At lunch, she came over to the table I was sitting
at and stood up on it and asked me, really loudly, why I wouldn't go to the dance. She got in trouble by Lirk's
for standing on the table and making a commotion, but she ignored him and kept asking me to go. I finally
gave in, blushing beet red from all the stares, and she got down and received her detention from Lirks.
"Is binn bÃ©al ina thost," Kyle sighs, looking out at the trees. I look at him, wondering what he's on about
and what he just said.
"What?" I ask.
"A silent mouth is sweet; silence is golden."
And there you have it, the random thought again. "What language is that?"
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"Gaelige"
"Gaeilge?"
"Irish," he says.
"Oh. How do you know Irish?"
"I'm half- Irish."
Half- Irish? I never would've guessed that.
"She used to speak to me in Irish when I was a kid. She told me about him sometimes. Then she couldn't bear
to talk about him and shut down on me completely, not saying a word about him or anything else. I remember
some phrases, but not many. That one stuck with me for some reason."
The topic of family hasn't been discussed much on his side. He shuts off when I mention anything about it but
he's actually volunteering information now.
Is bin bÃ©al ina thost; silence is golden. The way he says it, the way his mouth curves around the words
sends shivers down my spine that I'm going to blame on the wind. "What's hello?"
"Dia duit."
"Goodbye?"
"SlÃ¡n"
"SlÃ¡n," I say, testing it out.
"Not slane, sl-on," he corrects me.
"So, dia duit is hello and slÃ¡n is goodbye?"
"Yeah."
"Any more sayings?"
"Well, there's nÃ−l aon tintÃ©an mar do thinteÃ¡n fÃ©in."
"What's that mean?"
"There's no place like home. Or, if you want it translated directly it's: there's no fireplace like your own, but it
means the same as there's no place like home."
"There's no fireplace like your own?" I ask, smiling a little.
"Yeah, it's a bit of an unusual phrase. Do you know any languages?"
I shake my head. I used to do French, but I can't remember any at all. Plus, I'm not going to embarrass myself
while trying to do a French accent. I cannot do a French accent at all.
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"Have you ever been to Ireland?"
He shakes his head. "My dad was born there, a small town in Cork but I can't remember the name of it. It
sounds like a nice place, Ireland. I'd like to go sometime to see where he grew up. I've never left this place."
"You've never left this place?" I ask, amazed that he's never left Strawton, the name of this town, village or
whatever this place is, which I found out from Mauve a while back.
"Well, I've gone into the town a few times, but, other than that, no, I've never left Strawton."
"Would you like to?"
He nods his head. "I've seen everything here. I want to travel around the world and see new sights and places.
Not just America. Europe and Africa and all the continents, too. I want to climb the Eiffel Tower and see the
pyramids in Egypt and explore the Amazon Rainforest in Brazil. I'd love to do it. But it's never going to
happen, so I don't tell anyone about it. Well, except you, I suppose, considering I just told you. You have this
way of getting me to tell you things. Things no one else knows about me. No one knows I'm half- Irish. No
one knows about her. Only you, Joey," he says, staring into my eyes, green on brown and, once again, I can't
look away.
I want him to tell me these things. I want to know more about him and things no one else knows. I want him
to trust me and for me to trust him. And I do trust him. I've told him about Karen and Luke. I've told him
about Aaron and Lisa and seeing Bianca again. He knows things about me, things I barely know about me.
But, like he said about me, he has a way of getting things out of me without trying. And I'm not worried about
it.
For once in my life, I'm not worrying or thinking about the consequences or thinking at all, much. Especially
not when he's looking at me with those green, mesmerising, hypnotic eyes and not looking away from me.
Like he wants to look at me and is in no rush.
It makes me feel special, like he wants to be with me. I like it and I'm not going to worry. I'm going to enjoy
the moment and live in the present and not the future.
The future can wait for now.

Chapter 11: Chapter eleven

64

The Woodside House

Chapter 12: Chapter twelve
Chapter Twelve
The gym's being set up for the dance. It's the start of December and the dance is in two weeks. There are two
gyms and gym two is being used for the dance while the other's remaining free for the rest of the school's gym
time.
"Alex, would you get up and do something?" Jones sighs wearily, seeing Alex sitting on the stage again.
"Unless you'd rather be doing some Maths- I would be more than happy to give some to you to keep you
occupied."
"No thanks, Ms Jones," he calls back.
"Well, get up and help. You too, Jake."
Jake and Alex make a dramatic scene of getting up, stretching and yawning, before dragging themselves over
to Jones to get their jobs.
I'm over in the corner by the right hand side of the stage, hanging up candle brackets, or trying to anyway. I
really don't think hardware's my thing. Over the past fifteen minutes I've been able to hang up one bracket
without it falling off.
"You want to switch jobs?" Adam asks me. Adam's a really nice and funny guy. He has black hair, brown
eyes and a dark complexion. He's hanging up the banners with sticky tape, hopefully an easier job for me to
do.
I nod my head and get off of the step-up ladder, handing him the nails and tools. "Thanks."
He gives me the sticky tape and hops onto the ladder. Adam's a DIY person and likes building and fixing stuff
from what I've heard. If something's broken, he's the one to go to.
"So much fuss for a dance," he sighs, looking around at the class fixing the gym up. "I personally don't see the
point of them. You go, dance, eat, get photos and go home, while spending lots of money on a suit or
whatever you have to wear. You can do that at home for free and have more fun."
The banners are meant to be like the parchment they used in the medieval times. They're stained with tea bags
to give it the old effect of parchment and have, "Welcome to ye Christmas Ball," written on them in writing I
can barely distinguish.
"â ¦ have their own opinions, but that's mine," he finishes. Adam's a very opinionated person. He likes to have
his out there and to argue it with others. "What about you?" he asks me.
"Ehâ ¦" I mumble, trying to remember what we were talking about. "Oh, yeah, I don't really like dances much
either." Unlike him, I'm not very opinionated and don't give my opinion much, preferring to keep it to myself.
The sticky tape's not sticking to the wall very well and the banner keeps falling down on top of me.
"Here," Lily says, handing me a ball of sticky tack. Lily's one of the smartest people I know and is very nice.
She's always smiling and laughing and is friends with everyone. She has light brown, almost blond hair and
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green-blue eyes.
"Thanks," I say to her, taking the sticky tack.
I take the sticky tape of off the banner's corners and replace it with tack. It takes me a while to put up the five
banners but after them, I'm done. Adam's working away with the brackets, Lily's setting the tables up, Alex
and Jake are doing whatever Jones got them to do and the rest of the class is either decorating the walls or
setting the stage up.
Unlike some of the books I read, I don't seem to feel people staring at me. I don't think it's possible to feel
someone stare at you or maybe I'm just unusual but, when I look over at the wall nearest to the door, I see
Kyle watching me closely, as though he has been for a few minutes.
I may know things about him no one else does, but we don't talk to each other much outside of the woods.
Rosa told me one time at lunch that he doesn't talk to people and prefers to keep to himself, despite her
attempts to convince him otherwise. I used to be like that but Rosa's persistence and the pang of loneliness I
was feeling made me give in.
I can't say I regret the decision, but I wish I didn't have to lie to Rosa about the bruises and cuts I appear in
school with; though it is less often than I used to, but I still do. I tell her I fell or some other lame excuse she
probably doesn't believe if her suspicious looks tell me anything, but she doesn't say otherwise.
Christmas is my second favourite time of the year. I love the lights and the trees in the windows of houses and
the white blankets of snow covering the ground. I love to see the little kids having snowball fights and
building snowmen in their puffy coats and gloves, scarves and hats; their cheeks and tips of their noses red
from exhaustion and the cold. The fires lit in the living room and the tree in the corner, beneath it the
colourful sight of wrapped-up presents and the surprise of what's inside. The towns are lit up and the
Christmas carols are sung on the streets and on the radio. It's a magical time of year.
The tree Luke and I bought in town is now in our bedroom. It's green, fiber-optic and Luke decorated it with
baubles and lights. It's in the corner of the room and quite a small tree, but it's Luke's first one and he really
likes it. I'd love to be able to decorate the outside of the house with fake snow and other Christmas
decorations, but if Karen saw them she'd go mad and I'm not letting her ruin Luke's first real Christmas. I did
buy some stick-on snowflakes and tinsel for the widow in the bedroom, and Luke's drawn pictures for the
walls; the house is looking Christmassy already.
I asked Luke if he's ready to write a letter to Santa yet and he looked at me as though I had five heads. He's
never gotten any presents besides the one from Josh last year. I've never been able to buy him anything
because Karen always took the money I earned from work, but she hasn't this year and I'm planning to make it
his best of many Christmases to come.
I told him that Santa couldn't remember where we lived the past few years and that's why he didn't come to us,
but I don't think he believed me. I got him to write a list anyway and, after a lot of persuading on my part, he
finally wrote two things he'd like. An art pack with pencils, sketchbooks and other arty things he saw in a
store when we went to town, and a cook book for his interest in cooking. Not the usual things on the average
seven year old boys Christmas list, but it's what he'd like.
The calling of my name snaps me out of my daze-like state and I look up to find Kyle standing in front of me.
"You're to help me," he tells me shortly before walking off to the corner where I previously saw him working.
As I have just coming out of my daze, it takes me a minute to comprehend what he said and, by the time I do,
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he's back in front of me again.
"I don't have all day," he snaps, before stalking back over to the wall again. I follow him, wondering why he's
in such a bad mood. He's hanging the brackets onto the wall and I'll be of no help here so I don't know why I
was asked to help him.
"I've no idea how to put them up," I tell him. He's facing the wall and doesn't turn around when I talk to him.
"Hold it," he instructs tightly, moving out of the way so I can hold the bracket while he drills it. I walk over to
hold it, feeling cautious. I'm not too fond of drills or tools for that matter, but I hold it while he gets the drill
ready.
"Higher," he says, lifting the bracket up the wall a bit. I have to stand on the tops of my toes, but I still hold it.
He drills the first nail into place and goes to get the next one. He uses the drill easily, holding it steady while
drilling the nail into place whereas when I use it, it shakes and takes out huge chunks from the wall.
My arm's getting sore from holding it and I glance down to see what's taking him so long to look for the nail.
But he's not looking on the ground for the nail. He's staring at me- my stomach, to be exact. My jacket lifted
up from holding the bracket too high and the scars caused by Karen are exposed. I quickly yank the jacket
down, letting go of the bracket in turn and causing it to slide down the wall so that it's upside- down. It
scrapes the wall while falling, sounding a loud screech like nails on a blackboard. I wince at the sound but
don't stop it. My hands are shaking so I tighten my grip on the shirt and look back at the wall.
My scars aren't as visible as Kyle's were the day in the garage, but they're still there and won't go away. I've
had one since I was ten when I was playing with Luke and accidently broke one of her wine glasses. She
didn't take it well and ordered me to pick the pieces up but, apparently, I didn't do it fast enough as she shoved
me onto the broken glass and whacked me with the broom.
There was a bruise on my back for weeks and the pieces of glass cut my stomach, some small pieces getting
stuck. It took me a few hours to get all them out and by then, it was gushing bleeding.
It wasn't the worst that has happened to me, but it was still new to me then that she'd hurt me like that. I was
only living with her for a year, if even that and she didn't really hurt me too much back then.
The wall has scratch marks on it. I take one hand away from gripping my shirt to see if they're deep. They're
not too deep but it'll take more than paint to hide them.
"Okay, guys," Jones calls out to the class. "Class will be over in a few minutes so you can go back and get
your books."
I run from the room.
~
"Did you get much homework?" I ask Luke, who's carrying a big bag on his back.
"Yep," he says, popping the 'p' sound. "We're having a big test before the holidays and we have to study for
it."
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"What's it on?"
"Our tables and spelling words; it's all of them since we started."
"You know them all."
"Not all of them," he cuts in, modestly. "I got two wrong last week so I have to look over them."
The bus pulls to an abrupt stop and Luke and I get off, hurrying in case Kye, the bus driver, decides to act on
his complaints and drive off before we're out of the bus.
The shops of the square are decorated with light- up snowmen, lights and trees. Mick's outdoes them all with
its trees, lights, manger, snowmen and giant Santa at the front door. I helped put them up.
It started snowing sometime last night. When we woke up this morning, the ground was completely covered
in two inches of snow. It wasn't predicted and we weren't meant to have much snow this year, yet it's still
snowing now and about another two inches or so has fallen since this morning. Luke wanted to stay off school
and build a snowman, but I told he can build one when he gets home or in school when they go outside.
It's like a postcard scene with the snow covered tree tops in the woods, the snowman in the garden that Luke
quickly built this morning, almost causing us to miss the bus; the roof of snow on the house and the snow still
falling from the white sky.
I managed to avoid Kyle the rest of school day. For once, I've done my best to avoid the room he's in. We
don't have any of the same classes besides Math, so that helped. I avoided my locker completely and rushed
out to the bus stop before I could give it a second thought. I'm regretting that decision now since the essay is
due tomorrow and I don't have my notebook with me to finish it. Mr Lirks doesn't like it when you hand
something up on a page, as I found out the hard way. At least I can use the snow as an excuse to avoid the
woods today.
Luke runs up to the door and throws his bag onto the ground before running into the bedroom to get
something.
"A Christmas tree!" he shouts.
Frowning, I walk into the room to see what he's on about. We've had the tree for a while now so it shouldn't
be that much of a surprise to him.
"Christmas tree?" I ask.
He's sitting on my bed with a rectangular shaped cardboard box in his hands.
"What's that?" I ask, sitting beside him. It has a picture of a snowman and some children playing in the snow
by a log cabin in the woods on its cover.
"It's an advent calendar," he tells me. "Ms Hennely says someone gets to open the box each day until it is
Christmas. We get our names picked out of a hat and I got it first. There's a piece of chocolate behind each
one but we didn't have enough time to open it in school today, so she said I could bring it home and have it
and I just have to remember to bring it back to school tomorrow. Do you want some?" he asks, holding the
piece of chocolate in front of me.
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"No thanks, it's yours."
"Are you going to the dance?"
"How do you know about that?"
"I heard Rosa asking you to go a while ago. Are you?"
"Maybe." I don't want to go, but I told Rosa I would and I don't think she'll let me take my answer back.
"Why maybe? You haven't been to a dance in ages."
I haven't been since I was a freshmen but that wasn't too long ago. There's still prom, which will most likely
be in another school, but I'm not sure if I'll go to that either.
Josh asked me to prom, even though it was a year away when he did. Karen didn't say anything about moving
until two days before we actually did, so I thought we'd be staying there; stupid of me to think we would stay
at a place for over a year, but I was feeling hopeful. I told him I'd go with him and, a week later, Karen told
me to pack up all the stuff and we moved.
I'd love to believe Josh is coming to get us when I turn eighteen, but I don't think he is. He's probably
forgotten about us, not that I'd blame him. He has his own life to worry about, never mind me.
His father is sick and he has to look after him. His father never liked me but his mother was nice and I liked
her. When Josh brought me over to his house, she made cookies for me to give to Luke and dinner while I was
there.
His father wasn't as welcoming. He looked at me as though I was vermin and dirty, something unwanted; a
look I get from Karen when she is feeling generous. I suppose I did- look dirty, that is. I didn't have money to
buy clothes because Karen took it for booze and cigarettes. The money I saved was for food for Luke, which it
was barely enough to live on. The house we have now is the best life Luke's had so far and I'll do the best I
can to keep it that way.
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