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Prologue

 

I stumble out of the door at three pm into the middle of a raging storm that sprinkles me with recycled river water, and my thought process goes something like this: ‘Great. I’m free, now what do I do?’ shortly followed with ‘note to self: bring a coat next time. Providing there is a next time and you don’t die of pneumonia.’ I guess it would be a paradox to warn people to think through rash decisions. But that, in short, is how I find myself two hours later, blinking through sheet after sheet of icy rain and running along some obscure street leading straight to the middle of nowhere. 
You see, I have learnt a valuable lesson. Running away, like fame, is not as glamorous as people make it out to be. It’s not sneaking through windows in the dead of night, or running off to your friend’s house for the weekend. It is tripping through puddles in your old, tattered trainers, wondering what they’re going to write on your death certificate when they find your drowned body all shrivelled up like a prune because it feels like a year since you’ve been dry. 
The cobbled path beneath my feet eventually turns to grass when I have no more roads to follow, and I suddenly realise that there’s no porches to hide under or houses to knock on; it’s just another unknown field. I end up sheltering under a large oak tree with branches that fan out into the grey sky and dull leaves that blend together to create a dreary, olive blur. Pitter patter tap. Pitter patter tap. The rain, like a familiar drum rift, reverberates softly in my head and everything seems distant. Or maybe it’s just me who’s distant. Sometimes I feel like I’m just a spectator, watching life go by without doing a damn thing to stop it. I used to think that being free would be the greatest thing that could ever happen to me, but the cold and wet reality is this: independence is overrated, and I can either die alone out here or become a hermit and live in a cave for the rest of my life. 
The wave of dizziness strikes me unexpectedly. One minute I’m sitting there, all sodden and self-pitying and trying to figure out what hermits live on, and the next I’m clutching my head and everything’s tinted blue. For a while I try to fight it, try to stay awake, but the fatigue and the migraine win over eventually. I’m tired of thinking, feeling, and my weak fifteen year old body is failing me. So I do the easiest thing; I admit defeat to the darkness creeping into the corners of my vision and I close my eyes to the world. 
It’s funny because my last thoughts aren’t about how cold I am, how wet I am, how pathetic I am. I think about the trees instead. I think about how one day they will grow old and wither, droop, die. And in the end, no matter what we claim, we are no better off than they are. 
 

 


 


Chapter 1: I’m not the one named after a tree

 

The first time I wake up, the world around me is dark and hazy. Everything is silent and I’m so disorientated that I think I’m in a dream. I can sense the presence of a dark figure above me, but I don’t have the energy to defend myself and all I can do is stare up and blink stupidly. The vague and undefined lines of what looks like a face swim above me. And then I see a pair of bright, chocolate coloured eyes. Before I have time to realise what this means, the darkness consumes me again. After that I have dreams. Cloudy and unclear, but the main focus of them are dark figures that loom menacingly over me with blurry faces that I cannot quite distinguish. Once, I think I see a flash of yellow. The figures never try to move any closer to me; they stay at a short distance away, simply observing. Above me the sky is crimson red, a single stray white balloon drifting away. 
The second time I wake up my body feels heavy and my head like it’s full of pebbles. There’s a pounding in my ears and a dry burn in my throat. I force my eyes open, squinting up into bright, white light and closing them again at the sting. After a while I notice that I’m warm and also that I’m lying on something soft, not the hard ground I remember. I wonder if I’m dead as I sift through blurry memories of oak trees and rain. When I finally manage to pry my eyes open again, squinting as my vision swims before focusing, I find myself staring up into the same chocolate brown eyes I remember from what feels like a dream. 
I let out a gasp of surprise, the dry air making me choke. A pang of pain in my right arm. The world pulses around me in bright, vivid colours. I have to squash an urge to cower backwards, away from those innocently startled eyes and the strange face that goes with them.
 “Hello...?” I hear the smooth voice coming from the owner of the pretty, brown eyes. I still cannot move but the irrational urge to escape fades and gradually my tensed muscles relax. I close my stinging eyes for a moment but he’s still there when I open them, hovering above me and watching curiously. I open my mouth, ignoring the sting of chapped lips, and try to speak. It comes out as a raspy cough. “Oh, sorry, this might help...” he waves a glass of water in front of me tantalisingly. 
I look away as the strange boy with the wild coffee hair helps me sit up, propping up my pillow and closing my clammy fingers around the glass. Once I’ve forced the cool liquid down my throat, I can finally think clearly again and my vision clears. I look around the room in surprise. Then, it finally dawns on me that I’m lying in a bed in an unfamiliar room with a complete stranger. 
The panic I’m expecting never comes. I survey my surroundings, taking in the beige walls with matching carpets, the unstable bookshelf in the corner, the fluttering red curtains and the alarm clock beside me. It’s eight in the evening. Then I simply stare at him for a full minute before cracking my lips apart and forcing the words through them. “Where am I?”
 “My house,” he provides unhelpfully. “How are you feeling?”
 “Headache...everything hurts,” I rasp, still blinking consistently to keep my eyes open. “Especially my right arm.” I barely notice the apologetic look that flashes across his face as I try to flex my fingers in the damaged arm, being rewarded with shooting pain. 
 “Sorry,” he says, sounding uncomfortable. “That was probably me. I think I dropped you on the way back.”
 “What do you mean?”
A small, nervous chuckle escapes and he rubs the back of his head sheepishly. “Right, sorry, forgot you were unconscious for most of it. I found you out cold under this old oak tree on my way back home, so I brought you with me, seeing as I didn’t have a mobile to call for help.”
I stare at him, my sluggish mind bemused. “You carried me here?” 
 “It wasn’t far, only about ten minutes away. And, you’re pretty light.” I take it as a compliment. Either way, an unbidden part of my mind juggles with the possibly that I might owe my life to this strange boy. And, although a part of me is grateful, another part of me is reluctant to owe something to someone else. 
 “Thank you,” I murmur. 
 “Err...no problem, I guess.”
An uncomfortable silence falls between us. I settle back into my pillow, still tensed, still wary, still trying to figure out how I can fix this. My eyes flit to the window momentarily; some sort of daring escape? I notice with irritation that the curtain is in the way, blocking out the sunlight. But surely this boy cannot live alone. He looks barely older than sixteen or seventeen. There must be an adult in the house. 
 “So, where am I exactly?” I ask. “You never answered me the first time.”
 “I told you, my house. Number seven Treneor close, Cleadon village, England,” he chuckles awkwardly. “You know? It’s that dreary little island off the coast of Europe that’s always raining.” I frown, ignoring his bad attempt at a joke. Cleadon village is just over a forty minute drive away from my own small city: Sunderland. 
 “And,” I continue. “Who are you?”
The corner of his mouth twitches upwards. “Ash,” he says. 
 “Ash who?”
 “Falkland. Now, it’s only fair you tell me who you are.” 
 “My name’s Hope.”
 “Odd name,” he comments. 
 “You’re the one named after a tree.”
 “Hmm, touché.”
I sigh. “How long was I asleep for?”
 “About fifteen hours.”
Damn. Fifteen hours is a long time. I wonder if my sisters have noticed my disappearance yet. Maybe I should call them, ask them to come and take me home. The idea is unappealing. 
 “Do you have a phone I could borrow?” I ask, trying to work out how damaged my body is and whether or not I can get out of bed yet. The aching I had felt when I had first awoken has lessened slightly and I try to push myself up, attempting to swing my legs over the side of the bed. He forces me back down.
 “You can’t get out of bed yet. Sorry.” He hardly sounds apologetic. 
 “Why?” I work to fight down the grimace at the sudden bolt of pain in my head from the movement. “I feel fine.”
 “You’ve only just woken up,” he points out. “And, you’re sick.”
I peer at him blankly. “Sick?”
 “A doctor came when you were asleep.”
 “And what did they say?”
He shrugs. “Not sure. Something about dehydration, fatigue. I was downstairs eating pie at the time.”
I refrain from rolling my eyes and try to sit up again. And once again, he forces me back down into a lying position. I glare. “Let me up.”
 “The doctor said you have to stay in bed,” he says. “And seeing as I’m the only one here, you have to listen to me.”
I almost consider arguing, but the sledgehammer attacking my head drains my enthusiasm. “Where are your parents?” I ask instead. 
 “My mum’s out, she’ll be back soon.”
 “What’s her name?” 
 “Jenny.”
He digs around in his pocket and pulls out a packet of tablets. I eye them warily. “What are those?”
 “Aspirin,” he replies, seeming amused by my suspicion. He pops one out and then refills my cup with water. He offers both items to me. “Mum said I should give you these if you woke up. They should help with the headache.” 
I nod, taking the pill and downing it in one go with the water. “Thanks.” 
He watches me for a moment, a look of childlike curiosity and concern clearly displayed on his features, and then asks: “So, why were you out in the rain?”
I stiffen. “It’s a long story.” 
 “I’ve got time.”
My first impression of my so-called ‘saviour’ is that he is much too nosy. I try glaring at him, but he doesn’t falter. I add ‘stubborn’ to that steadily growing list of irritating traits. When he doesn’t back down, I give in with a scowl and explain. “I ran away from home.” I’m not sure why I say it but my own willingness to comply with him bothers me. 
 “Oh.” Awkward silence. “Well, where were you planning to go?”
Somewhere. Anywhere. “I don’t know,” I settle on. 
 “Oh,” he says again and I’m annoyed to see pity in his expression. “I know it’s a bit sudden but maybe, if you have nowhere else to go, you could stay here with us for a while.” 
 “Thanks,” I say mechanically, because I know he doesn’t mean it. “I’ll think about it.”
He just nods uncomfortably as I avert my gaze and fidget to fill the empty silence. His presence makes me irrationally nervous. This ordeal continues for a few more minutes until finally he stands up from his chair and stretches his arms to reveal a tall, lean frame. “Well, I should let you rest now, you’re probably tired,” he explains, an obvious excuse to leave. 
 “Yeah,” I nod in agreement. He is starting towards the door before I call out quietly: “Could I borrow the phone please?” 
He nods and disappears from the room. He returns quickly, handing it to me and flashing me a smile before walking towards the door again. For a second I want to say thank you to him. The words are right there, already formed and ready to be released, but at the last second I hold back and my chance is ruined as he leaves the room, shutting the door softly behind him. 
I wait for a little while after that, listening to the sound of his footsteps clattering down the stairs, hearing the occasional clangs of what sounds like plates or cookery pots and then the soft thud of a refrigerator door sliding shut. He’s left the water beside my bed and I see my sodden, red backpack on the floor as well. Outside, I can hear the distant sounds of birds singing. 
I’ve always been impulsive. It’s just one of my many flaws. I’ve never been a particularly nice person either in my opinion. My favourite colour is grey, because it is always overlooked, because it is indecisive and because it is tainted. I prefer frowning to smiling by force of habit. I can’t stand summer because it is too hot, people are happy and the sun’s going to burn out one day and destroy us all anyway. I’m the complete opposite to my own name. And yet, out of all these many flaws, I had never thought that one of them might result in a situation like this. I wonder about my current plans for the future. It sounds stupid having to return to the place I had originally run away from. 
I raise the phone in my shaky hands, dialling my home number. I cross my fingers and hope they don’t pick up. And, a moment later, it seems my thoughts have been answered as the beeps end and I hear the smooth, mechanical voice of the answer machine. I sigh in relief as the voice tells me to leave a message after the tone.
 “Hello,” I start, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s me. Look, I’m sorry for running off like that. I’m calling just to let you know that I’m safe and I have somewhere to stay, so don’t worry about me and don’t try to look for me. And please don’t reply to this call because I’m phoning from a public phone box.” It’s only one small lie compared to the hundreds I’ve already told. “Anyway, I won’t be coming home for a little while. I just need some time to think things through. Sorry, I’ll call you soon and try to explain. Bye.” 
I relax back into the bed and stare up at the ceiling. I don’t try to think, I don’t try to come up with any daring plans or more escape attempts. I’m just tired: so, so tired. I’m completely and utterly exhausted. I just want to close my eyes and pretend none of this is real, that in my own dreamland everything just magically works itself out. But it doesn’t happen. So instead I shift onto my side, facing the window. For a moment, the fluttering red curtain flares out with the wind and I catch a glimpse of the world. 
Outside, the sky is glowing an ominous pink as the birds continue to sing. 
 

 


Chapter 2: Desperate times call for desperate measures 


It is annoying how ridiculously weak and reliant on sleep my body has become. I don’t like sleeping. I never have, not since the nightmares started. I don’t think I have ever slept for more than eight hours at one time. People have said that I’m an insomniac, but I disagree because it is only sheer will power that allows me to stay awake. 
This is why I’m pleasantly surprised when I next wake up and realise that I had had a dreamless sleep. For me, that phenomenon is unusual. However my momentary good mood is abruptly ended when I blink up at the ceiling, realise that the small scorch mark which had defined the ceiling of my room for so long is missing and then finally remember my current situation. That in itself is enough to make me regret ever waking up in the first place. And with that endearing thought, my headache returns full force once more. Joy.
Once I’ve suppressed my headache with painkillers, I leave the room to explore. The clock on the wall outside shows that it is nearly ten in the morning. I don’t like the squeaking sound my bare feet make on the carpet as I make my way downstairs, gripping the banister tightly. But it’s a nice house and everything feels...homey. There are pictures on the walls. They are mostly pictures of the boy – Ash I suddenly remember – and a smiling woman with similar brown eyes that I guess must be his mother. All of the photos in my house have been packed away in boxes and stored in the attic to provide homes for stray dust bunnies. 
All conversation stops as soon as I enter the dining room. I have a distinct feeling of stage fright as I stand in the doorway, feet rooted to the ground, eyes locked on the two figures sitting at the table. The one on the right I recognise – it is the boy I had woken up too. Opposite him is an older woman with mousy, chestnut hair, the same eyes, losing her battle against weight gain. She is the first one to react to my appearance.
 “Good morning,” she greets me in a cheerful and bemused voice. “Come and sit down.” She pulls out a chair and pats it. She must be Jenny. I limp forwards obediently, sitting in my allocated seat. “How are you feeling?” 
 “Fine, thank you.” 
She passes me a plate of toast. “Are you sure?” she presses. “You had a bit of a fever last night. If you have a headache at all, you should stay in bed and-,”
 “Mum,” Ash interrupts, saving me. “She said she’s fine.”
I nod in agreement and take a large bite of the toast to prove my point. It tastes like a combination of sandpaper and plywood. “Thank you for your concern,” I murmur politely. “And for letting me stay here.”
She blinks, as if not expecting this, while Ash snickers. “You don’t have to be so polite,” he says. 
 “He’s right dear,” she smiles. “And you can call me Jenny.” She extends her hand and I shake it. 
 “Hope,” I introduce myself. 
 “So, where are you from, Hope?”
 “Sunderland, you probably know it.”
She nods. “I do, quite well actually. I used to work there.” Pause. “Do your parents know that you’re here?”
 “Actually I’m living with my older sisters at the moment,” I explain. “I called to let them know.”
 “At least they won’t worry then,” she approves. I feel like snorting in contempt; I doubt they would worry about me. I shake away these thoughts as she continues. “Maybe you can call them again once you’re feeling better and you’re ready to go home.” I nod mutely and don’t argue. It’s just going back to where I started. Back ‘home’ where I’m no one. 
In a way it is Cinderella and the evil step-sisters all over again, minus the ‘step’ part, the ‘happily ever after’ part and the ‘prince charming’ part. Maybe I should rethink that comparison. 
The rest of breakfast passes smoothly. The discussions are ordinary and the questions are mundane. Afterwards, once her son has left the table and has retreated back upstairs, Jenny asks me to stay behind. It’s obvious what she wants to talk about, what she wants to ask me. I can see the apprehension flashing in her eyes. 
 “Hope,” she starts hesitantly. “I’m happy to let you stay in this house until you’re better, or actually as long as you want. However there’s some things I would like to know first.”
I reel in the sigh that had been threatening to escape. I have to agree to this. I owe her that much at least. “Of course. I’ll try and answer your questions as best I can.”
 “Thank you,” she smiles reassuringly. “Now, who are your current legal guardians?”
 “My three sisters. Well, technically Faith. She’s twenty six.”
 “And she knows you’re safe?”
 “I left an answer phone message.” I can tell that she wants to ask me why my elder sister is my guardian, not my parents. Luckily she doesn’t. 
 “Will they be coming to collect you?” she asks. 
I falter. “We haven’t worked out the details, yet.” I stare down at the floor, feeling guilty. “I’ll try and call them again as soon as possible.” 
Jenny’s expression softens slightly. “Don’t worry about that, dear,” she says. “You’re staying here until you’re better, providing your sisters let you.”
 “Thank you.”
For a few moments there is a long, awkward pause. And then she asks one more question. “Why did you run away?” 
I’m not sure how to reply. Eventually, I answer with a twisted version of the truth. “We had an argument, that’s all,” I mutter, looking anywhere besides her face. “I was stupid and overreacted. I shouldn’t have run off like that.”
She seems to consider my words. Then she puts a warm, comforting hand on my shoulder. “You should go upstairs and rest now,” is all she says with an air of finality. I’m only too happy to oblige. 
 

*****
 

I lie there on the bed for a long time after my conversation with Jenny, unsure what to do. It annoys me how weak my body is and I try desperately to stay awake. I suppose it’s stupid really, but I’ve already listed my flaws. I’m ridiculously stubborn. I don’t like to lose, especially to something as silly as sleep. I refuse to let my eyes close and stare obstinately up at the patterned ceiling. 
My mind wanders over everything that has happened in the last forty eight hours, and I silently decide to call my sisters in a day or two, so that everything can go back to being normal again. They will come and collect me. They will scowl and shout and then I will go home and hide in my room in a bid to stay out of their way. It is the summer holidays. I think of the small stack of homework that resides on my desk. Once I get home I will have to do something about that. 
It is nearly half an hour later when I hear the concerned voice of the boy invading my thoughts: “Are you okay?”
Startled, I bolt upright which causes a wave of dizziness and my head to throb. I wait until my vision clears. Finally, I see him – Ash, I need to remember his name – leaning in the doorway of the room. “Fine,” I mutter. 
He cautiously enters. “You’ve been staring at the ceiling for the past five minutes,” he notes. I eye him warily as he approaches.
 “Were you spying on me or something?”
 “I just walked past and noticed,” he explains, popping one of the beans into his mouth and chewing. “If you want privacy, you really should close the door.”
 “Thanks for the advice.”
He sits down in the chair beside my bed. “I thought you’d be tired.” 
 “I am.”
 “You can tell me to go away if you want, you know.” 
 “I know,” I reply. “But I don’t want to sleep, anyway.”
 “Why not?”
 “It’s a waste of time. And besides, I’ve already slept too much.”
He nods in understanding. We are both quiet for a little while, enjoying the silence. Then, he has to go and ruin it. “Why did you run away?” He springs the question at me unexpectedly. Maybe he had been waiting for that moment, so he could have the element of surprise and startle me into answering. “Well?” 
 “I’d prefer not to say.” This boy is definitely too nosy. 
 “Okay. You’ll tell me one day, anyway. I can wait.”
I raise an eyebrow. “What makes you so sure of that?”
 “I’m not. It’s just a feeling I guess,” he laughs. “Intuition, even.”
 “I thought only girls were supposed to have that.”
 “That’s sexist.”
 “You’re kind of odd,” I say, brow furrowed. 
 “I’ve been told that before.” It is still morning outside but the curtains are closed. Personally, I prefer the dark. But he does not seem to share my opinion and gets up to pull them back, exposing the sun. Light dribbles in through the clear windows, almost blinding me. “It’s a nice day,” he says. He turns back to me, smiling that sunny smile again that seems too cheerful to be real. “Maybe tomorrow, when you’re feeling better, I can show you around.”
I desperately want to ask him why he is so happy, but I force the urge back. Instead I just nod indifferently. “Yeah, sure, whatever.” 
 “You don’t have to, you know,” he frowns at my tone. “It’s an offer, not an obligation.”
 “I know that. It’s just that I’ll be leaving soon, anyway.”
 “I know that,” he mimics me. “We can do it before you leave, right?” He smiles again and I feel like asking him if he ever gets tired of smiling. “I thought we could be friends.”
I frown. “What?” 
He seems sheepish now. “Well, why can’t we be friends?”
And then my mouth opens and those words pour out before my common sense can catch up. “I never said we couldn’t.” I bite back a grimace, silently chastising myself. I’m getting soft. 
However he, oblivious to the current state of my mental health, practically beams. It’s worse than the stupid, chirping birds outside and the too-bright sun put together. “Great!” he exclaims. “Tomorrow, then?”
I can’t disappoint him, not when he’s grinning like that, I’m not that heartless. I let out a defeated sigh. “Fine.” 
 “I’m looking forward to it already,” he declares. With a last cheerful smile he saunters out of the room, motioning his hand lazily in farewell and closing the door behind him.
I watch in bemusement and consider the likelihood of successfully faking a heart attack before tomorrow. Desperate times call for desperate measures, after all.

 


 


 


Chapter 3: The lady dost protest too much

 

If I were a character from a movie, I would be the lion from the Wizard of Oz; the one looking for courage, because at the moment I don’t even have enough of it to pick up a damn phone. But then again, I don’t have a tail or paws or fur either. Maybe I need to stop comparing myself to fictional characters. It’s insulting to the lion, either way. 
The wretched contraption is sitting only a tantalisingly short distance away, mocking me from the table just across the bed. Just a little stretch and I could reach it and call home, tell them where I am and ask them to come and pick me up. Then I would be back to square one, where I started from; living with my three personal demons older sisters. I consider Jenny’s words and mull over the pros and cons of staying here for a little while longer. Anything would be better than going ‘home’. 
It’s raining outside. The clock illuminates a bright green ‘5:24 am’ after a long, dreamless night and I’m not surprised because I’m used to getting up early in the morning. I used to love getting up to watch the sunrise, to see those pretty shades of rose pink and light indigo splayed across the sky. The habit never left. I liked cloud-watching too; picking out shapes from the white masses that hung, greyscale, in the sky. I used to imagine Heaven would be up there somewhere, a huge castle on top of the clouds. It turns out though that clouds are only water, nothing else. 
I perch on the edge of the window sill of my room. Although my body still aches, it’s a bearable kind of pain easily subdued by an aspirin. It’s cold in my borrowed pyjamas, but it’s worth it. The trees can be heard rustling gently in the distance and rain dances on the rooftops. I stare out through the fogged up glass into the misty morning, seeing the pampered estate of newly built houses looming in the dullness. I trace my dainty fingertips along the line of the window pane, eyeing those raindrops that cling to the glass and slide down slowly, like tears. I remember I used to do this once, a long time ago on those stupid road trips we took into the middle of nowhere, when all five of us simply piled into the car and drove in any direction just because we could. Sometimes, it would rain while we were driving. I would stare outside in wonderment and count the trees that flashed past, race the raindrops that trickled across the glass, only half listening to the pointless conversation going on around me. 
 “Can we get a dog?” Had been a hot topic of discussion, started by a 6 year old Dawn. Her grey eyes had been alight with excitement as she sat wedged between Faith and I. Our father, the irresponsible pushover, had chuckled and asked: 
 “What sort of dog?” which had caused mother to immediately send him a pointed look that said clearly ‘it’s never going to happen.’ After that, I had tuned out. Dawn became so excited by the concept of getting a puppy that she rambled aimlessly on about them for the whole journey, not seeming to care that no one was listening to her. That was just the way our family worked. There was Faith; the eldest, the calm and the serious one. Then Lily who was second eldest, fiery and easily angered. Dawn was the cute, innocent and shy one. And finally there was me: the odd one out. 
It’s funny because even though we never had a destination in mind, we always found somewhere perfect in the end.
It’s pathetic but sometimes, these memories of a better place and a better time depress me. I have to leave my post at the window and amble quietly out of room, in a shrewd attempt to distract myself. I decided long ago that I suffer from the same imperfections the rest of humanity seems to. Just like everyone else, I never appreciated what I had until it was gone. And it seems that it is one mistake I never learn from. 
When I next look up I find myself in the kitchen, unsure of how I had gotten there. I lean against the window pane and listen to the sounds outside, my mind blank. I’ve been downstairs for a grand total of half an hour before I’m abruptly awoken from this meditative-like state by the steady slap slap slap of slippers on tiled floor. It’s too early for people to get up already I think, reluctant to socialise. 
 “Hope?” A small yawn follows. “What are you doing up so early?” Forcing my features out of a fixed grimace and into something more neutral, I turn around. 
 “Ah, morning Jenny,” I greet. “Sorry, I couldn’t sleep, so I came down here.”
There’s a knowing look in her eyes that scares me a little. “I see,” she says. “How are you feeling?” 
 “Still a little sore and my head hurts a bit, but a lot better thanks.”
 “That’s nice to hear, but you should probably rest.” 
 “I will later,” I promise. 
 “Okay.” She gives me an understanding smile, which irritates me. People can’t be kind and caring and happy all the time. Trying to keep the annoyance from showing, I sit down at the table. 
Jenny retrieves a small tub from a cupboard above the fridge. “It’s my special fancy hot chocolate,” she winks at me. “Please don’t tell Ash about it though, I want to keep it for more than a day.” 
A ghost of a smile flits across my face. “I won’t,” I say as she prepares the drinks. A few minutes later she shuffles over to the table, setting the steaming mugs down. I take a sip. 
 “Do you like it?” 
 “This is the first time I’ve tried hot chocolate. It’s nice.”
 “I’m glad you think so.” 
I take another sip. It’s deliciously sweet. “Do you always get up at this time?” I ask. 
 “Only during the school term. I usually get up to make breakfast. But this morning…I just couldn’t sleep.”
 “I know the feeling.” I turn to stare down into my drink moodily, resisting the urge to fidget as an awkward silence ensues. Silence has become my companion over the years, but not this sort of silence. In the end, when it stretches on for a few minutes, I try to think of something – anything – to say to break it. I finally come up with: “Jenny, do you have a job?” 
 “I used to,” she admits. “I was a primary school teacher, but I resigned about a year ago. I just don’t think it’s what I want to do in life.”
 “Then what do you want to do in life?”
 “I honestly haven’t got a clue,” she chuckles slightly. “You probably think I should know by now, considering my age.” 
 “You’re not that old,” I murmur, but she just shakes her head. 
 “Most women by now have already had their careers or have reached their dreams, but I’m still searching. I don’t mind though, if I never find what I’m looking for. I’m happy now, as I am.”
 “And you’re satisfied with what you have? You never wish for something…more?”
The smile is still there, but it’s more wistful than anything else. It highlights the aged worry lines that crease her forehead, and her eyes are suddenly dull. “Of course I do sometimes, everyone does. It’s just part of being human.” 
I sigh quietly. “Well, being human sucks.”
 “Unhappiness is just a state of mind, you know.” 
 “No, it’s not just all in our heads,” I say. “Being like this all the time gets tiring.”
There is a glint of sadness in her eyes. “Then let others in for a change. From what I’ve heard, you could do with a break from your own mind.”
I smirk humourlessly. “You’re right about that. After the fifteen year relationship with my sanity, we’ve finally decided to split up.” She laughs. “I’ve been waiting to use that joke for ages. Sorry, I’m a hopeless cynic.”
 “But you still have a lot of life to live. I doubt you’ll be a cynic forever.”
 “I hope not,” I frown, looking away. “I think I scare people off.”
 “You don’t. But it would be nice to see you smile more, dear.” I sip contently at the long-forgotten hot chocolate that has turned cool, acknowledging her with a nod. “How did you come to be this way?” she asks. 
 “Practice.” 
And then something finally seems to click behind those confused, dark eyes. “Hope,” she asks hesitantly. “Where are your parents?”
I stutter for a moment, unsure what to say, but I realise in the end that it’s pointless because she seems to know anyway. “I don’t know,” I mumble. “But hopefully Heaven, if it does exist.” 
In the end everyone has secrets; some are just darker than others. 
 “I’m sorry…” the whisper breaks the peaceful quiet and I internally cringe. Here it comes. The pitying looks, the fake comforting words, the false promises that things are going to turn out okay that no one really believes but cling to for hope anyway. She doesn’t understand. 
She opens her mouth to speak again, but I cut her off before she can even start. “Just don’t say anything, please.” I don’t want to hear it. Shakily I stand, the chair scraping noisily backwards and I hear a distant thud as something – oww, on second thoughts my leg – knocks the table. For a moment, my gaze accidentally raises. Jenny’s eyes are pained, wearied by age. I leave the kitchen as quickly as possible. 
It’s not a matter of why you’re running away, it’s how long you can keep running for. 
 

*****
 

Breakfast is an awkward ordeal. I have no choice but to come downstairs and pretend everything is fine and that my conversation with Jenny only a few hours ago never happened. She acts her usual self; checking my temperature, frowning a lot and prodding me in various places asking if it hurts or not. I can see it easily though – the tightness around her eyes, the glance she shoots me when she thinks I’m not looking. Maybe he’s just unobservant, but it is a wonder that Ash does not notice it as well. 
I escape the kitchen as soon as possible and try to make a daring escape up the stairs, feeling traumatised by the recent events and unwilling to talk to anybody. However it seems whenever I’m at my most antisocial, someone always comes along with no respect for my privacy and bursts my personal space bubble. Ash catches me before I can dart up the stairs and insists on walking with me. He seems to take my silence as a ‘yes’. 
 “Well,” I start, trying to get away but failing miserably. “I’m sick. It looks like we can’t go out today, what a pity.” Maybe he’ll take offense from my blatant lack of enthusiasm.
 “Oh, but we can’t just give up that easily,” he says in a voice that is clearly mocking. “Haven’t you ever broken the rules before?”
 ‘Miscreant’ my head screams. I ignore it, too used to voices inside my head, and instead mutter: “We should listen to Jenny and stay inside,” like the ‘good’ little girl I am. 
And he laughs, because apparently the idea of obeying rules is something unheard of. I wonder briefly if this boy has a criminal record. 
 “You’re no fun!” he cries. 
 “You hardly know me.”
 “Well you won’t tell me anything about yourself! And I was okay with that, so won’t you at least just let me show you around?”
 “Are you trying to guilt me into sneaking out of the house with you?”
 “No. Technically, you owe me. I saved your life, remember?”
 “Oh, so it’s blackmail.”
 “No. It’s settling the score.”
And, although my aching limbs protest, I realise that he’s not going to give up easily. A look out of the window also proves that it is a nice, sunny day. “Fine,” I sigh in exasperation. “But, how are we going to sneak out?” 
 “Through the front door.”
A little while later I find myself standing outside on the street, mummified in a large, borrowed coat despite the fact that it’s summer. No one had stopped us as we simply walked out of the front door; very anticlimactic in my opinion. It seems breaking rules is overrated, like most things. 
Ash ambles up to me casually and says: “Well, I told you so didn’t I? Simple.”
I bite back a smart remark. “Let’s just go,” I say, while trying hard not to grit my teeth in aggravation. 
 “Ok, fine.” He waves me off and, not bothering to wait for me, begins to walk.
I grudgingly follow. As strange as it is, I’m suddenly reminded of all the desperate girls at my school who would have paid to have this chance. And then there’s me, who had to be forced into it. Oh the irony, I chuckle.
 “Is something funny?” he asks. 
 “No.” 
 “Fine, be difficult.” He rolls his eyes. “So where do you go to school?” 
 “It’s not a big school, or a good one. You won’t have heard of it.” 
He laughs. “I assumed you went to some sort of posh, snooty private school.”
 “And I figured you just dropped out of school completely,” I mutter under my breath.
 “I’m sorry, did you say something?”
I fake an innocent, rather transparent smile. “Nope, nothing at all. Now, where are we going?”
He turns right sharply. “You’ll see,” is all he says. And then the rows of dollhouses, the clean, neat street with its tidy front gardens, small shrubs and parked, shiny toy cars end abruptly. And where the road ends, the field starts. 
The grass is brittle and dry, crunching beneath our shoes like fractured bones as we trample across it and leave the street, and reality, behind us. Wildflowers flourish everywhere in clumps, creating a green and yellow carpet. The sides of the meadow are enclosed by thick foliage which thin at one end into a vaguely distinguishable path. It is a perfect day. Above us the sun escapes the wispy clouds and shines brightly while a light breeze plays with our hair. 
 “This field,” I breathe. “It’s beautiful.”
 “On days like this,” he replies softly. “It really is.”
The grass reaches up to my ankles and I like how it feels brushing across my jean-clad legs. We wade through the green sea and somewhere nearby there’s birds chirping in jubilance. A lush hill looms up ahead. Strangely the grass there is trimmed short, as if the person doing the mowing simply got bored and left. I used to wonder if I could do that with school, simply wake up one day and decide not to go anymore. At the time, I had been accustomed to missing most of my classes anyway. It had been in the ‘after-era’ when frankly, everything had seemed pointless. I had only stopped my routine of skipping class when one of my teachers had threatened me with the mortifying possibility of weekly appointments with the school counsellor. 
Poke.
I snap out of my thoughts abruptly and swivel around. “What’s up with you?” he asks. We stop at the base of the hill. 
 “There’s nothing ‘up’ with me.”
 “What were you thinking about just now?” 
 “Broken mowers and missing class,” I reply honestly. 
 “You missing class?” he raises an eyebrow patronisingly. “I thought you didn’t break rules.”
 “I used to skive all the time, you know.” 
 “I don’t believe you,” he jeers. I feel insulted. 
 “You really don’t give me much credit.”
 “And I get the feeling that you don’t like me very much.” He smirks that infuriating, cocky smirk and as much as I would love to agree with his observation, my pride refuses to. 
So instead I say: “Don’t smirk at me like that” and in reply he asks:
 “Why not?”
I suppose you could say it’s the beginning of war. Well, not war exactly, it’s more just a competition. Like a chess game, except in real life. One false move and everything comes tumbling down. 
He starts walking again when I simply glare holes into the ground and don’t answer. I follow, making sure to walk beside him rather than behind him and I can tell that he has noticed. 
 “So,” he says. “Are you still feeling okay?”
 “Fine.” I ignore the angry protest of my limbs and their pleas for more aspirin. 
 “That’s good, because technically I’m responsible for you.”
 “I don’t need a baby sitter. I told you I’m fine.”
He waves a hand lazily in my direction. “Good for you. Now, how long did you say you’ll be staying here, again?”
I feel slightly insulted by the obvious implication that he wants me to leave, but I suppose I should have expected it. “Don’t worry, as soon as possible,” I say. Yes, back to books and dark bedrooms and days spent staring at the ceiling hiding from my sisters. Can’t wait. 
But then he surprises me. “Oh,” he says in that casual, laid back tone of his. “I didn’t mean you had to leave. If you want, the offer’s still open to stay here if you don’t want to go back to…wherever you came from.” 
 “Really?” I question warily. “I thought we didn’t like each other.”
 “You don’t like me, not the other way around,” he says. Damn him. It makes me sound like a bad person when he puts it like that. 
 “I never said I didn’t like you,” I try to salvage the remains of my dignity. “I mean, I suppose I might owe you my life.” 
 “You say it like it’s a bad thing.”
I grimace. “Maybe it is.”
A look of confusion passes across his face. “You wanted to die?” he asks carefully. This time there is concern in his eyes coupled with apprehension. It makes me feel powerful. 
 “No, of course not.”
 “What was your plan then?”
 “To become a hermit and live off squirrels.”
He snorts before bursting into loud, open laughter and it sounds kind of nice. Then before I know it, I’m chuckling quietly too which is something miraculous yet strange in itself. My own laugh sounds odd, alien and uncertain in my ears and it’s even worse because I think I must be laughing at my own joke, which wasn’t even that funny, but it also feels nice because I haven’t laughed properly in so long. 
 “Good one,” he says to me with a grin once he has calmed down, and I smile a little too. 
 “Thanks, I guess. So, does this mean we’re friends?”
 “I thought we’d already gone over all of this yesterday.”
I think for a moment, before sticking out my hand. “Do you think we could just start all over again?”
 “Sure,” he smiles, shaking it. “Hi, I’m Ash, nice to meet you.”
 “Hope, nice to meet you too.”
Ah, much less confusing. He leads me across and past the hill, past the colonies of yellow dandelion flowers and the occasional family of buttercups. I can hear crickets chirping from the long grass. Someone once said to me ‘the more crickets chirp, the younger they die.’ It’s a morbid saying, one of my favourites. 
We walk for a few more minutes and I still don’t even know where we are going. It doesn’t matter much. These are my few days of freedom and I want to enjoy them. I miss being happy. And it almost feels nice to be sharing this silence with somebody else for once, even if it’s not the ideal somebody. Even if this freedom is only temporary, I can make the most of it. 
He leads me to the very end of the meadow, until we reach the fringe of trees that border it. They thin in one area and a manmade path can be seen carved clearly through them. “Stop here,” Ash tells me. In a moment, he has vanished from my side and I can sense him standing directly behind me. 
 “What are you doing?” I ask in confusion. 
But he never answers. Instead he puts his hands on my shoulders, leans in and mutters: “Close your eyes,” in my ear.
 “Why?”
 “It’s a surprise,” is the only answer he gives. I’m cautious at first, but I know he has no motive to harm me and comply with a defeated sigh. “Good,” he says. “Now we walk. I’ll guide you, just keep your eyes closed or you’ll ruin it.” I feel his hands guiding me forwards. I take a few steps and hesitate. He seems to sense my apprehension and I can imagine him rolling his eyes. “Trust me,” he says, as if it’s the easiest thing in the world. 
I search blindly in the darkness for something to cling onto and find there’s nothing there. I feel his hands on my shoulders nudging me forwards again and this time I obey them, almost expecting to walk into a tree. I never do. He leads me forwards like this for several minutes and I can hear the twigs and the rotting leaves cracking and crunching beneath our shoes. I put my hands out in front of me, trying in vain to feel any obstructions. A few times I almost trip and I’m scared that he’ll get distracted and accidentally let go, sending me tumbling into the dirt, but he never does. 
And then I feel a slight wind whistling through my hair and the crunching beneath my feet suddenly sounds different – it’s the crunching of grass. He continues to lead me forwards and I keep my eyes closed, listening intently. There’s birds chirping somewhere. The sound of the crickets is suddenly more distant and I can also hear something else; something quiet, gentle, serene. Water. 
We both stop. I open my eyes and my breath catches. 
The scene before me is stunning. 
Stretching out in a vast expansion of blue is a lake. The water is a deep azure, shimmering and glinting under the sun. I can see gentle ripples lapping at the grassy bank in a steady rhythm, like a heartbeat. Right in the middle of the lake is a small island, two large trees hanging over the edge of the land. 
 “It’s…wow, it’s pretty amazing,” I breathe, causing him to grin beside me. We are standing on the grassy bank, our shoes inches away from the water lapping gently at the family of rounded pebbles that make up the bank. 
 “It’s called Cleadon Creek,” he informs me. “It’s named after the village.” In my opinion, it should be the other way around. I stare out over the water, watching in fascination as it glistens. 
 “Do you come here often?” 
He nods. “Sure, especially in the summer. Sometimes you can see swans here.”
I drag my fingers gingerly across the surface, feeling the prickle of cold water. “It’s a natural lake, right?” 
 “Yup. In fact, you can even swim in it.”
 “Seriously?” 
 “Yeah, and it’s a good fishing spot.”
The water is pretty and pure and untainted, I think to myself. It’s something I used to wish I could be. It reminds me of legends, myths with grand castles sporting numerous turrets and moats like giant, coiled serpents. Every great castle has a lake, or a moat at least. 
 “Ash?” I point towards the middle of the lake, at the small, sheltered island with its shrubs and oddly shaped trees. “What’s that?”
 “That island’s been there as long as the lake,” he explains. “But I have no idea where it came from or why it’s there.” Compared to the rest of the lake, the island looks out of place. Its trees are bare, all except for the biggest one which hangs, or rather droops, sullenly over its own banks while it’s maze of roots provide homes for moorhens and ducks. 
 “It looks a little bare,” I comment and he nods in agreement. 
 “Look,” he points at something. “See those? They’re stepping stones.” I follow his gaze and notice the small, mossy surfaces of rocks that protrude from the water like flat turtle shells. 
 “Stepping stones?” I question. “For what?”
 “To get to the island. I used to go there all the time with my father when I was young. It’s actually quite a peaceful place.” 
 “They’re not natural as well, are they?”
 “No, they’re not. Someone put them in a long time ago.” He takes a step forward and bends down, fingers ghosting over the water. “It’s not too cold today,” he decides, then turns to peer up at me. “If you like, we could go there now.”
 “Isn’t that a little dangerous?”
 “Scared, are you?”
 “No way!” Damn pride. It gets me into these sorts of situations and then leaves me stranded to fend for myself. 
 “Right, of course you’re not,” he grins deviously and it’s obvious he can see through my bluff. I fold my arms in indignation. 
 “Just show me what to do and I’ll try it,” I say. 
He straightens up, running his fingers through his messy hair. “Fine. In that case, I’ll be giving you your first lesson in stone-hopping.”
 “Stone-hopping?” 
He shrugs sheepishly. “Well, we had to name it something.”
 “Right.”
 “Don’t worry,” he adds. “It’s perfectly safe. Even if you fall off, the water’s not too deep and besides, I think I’ve got some experience in saving your life,” he winks at me and it’s infuriating to no end. But before I can contradict him he bends his knees, pushes off hard and springs up, making quite an impressive jump onto the first stone. He repeats the process and lands on the second stone, leaving the first one open. He spins gracefully and looks back at me smugly. “Your turn.” 
It can’t be too hard if he managed to do it, I try to comfort myself. ‘But’ my traitorous common sense decides to point out, ‘there’s a difference between him and someone like you who can’t even get a C grade in PE.’ Screw common sense. It gives terrible advice. With a sigh I bend my knees and try to focus on the stepping stone. It’s not that far away, really. Anyone with basic coordination and relatively long legs could reach it. And so, with that thought, I push off from the pebbly ground and I fling myself through the air. 
I reach the first stone easily, to my surprise. I let out a sigh of relief when I feel my feet hitting hard rock and I straighten up, brushing the dark strands out of my eyes. “Not bad for a beginner,” he approves. Then, as if he’s just looking for a chance to show off, he leaps elegantly to the next stone, spinning again to watch my jump. I have something to prove. I manage the next jump easily as well. Not perfectly or agilely or gracefully like him, but I don’t fall into the water and that’s good enough. 
My luck runs out quickly. 
The third stepping stone is further away. Of course Ash had made it look easy, but he has the advantage of being athletic and right now I’m not even at full health…why am I being put through this torture? However in the end it’s my miscalculation allying with my impulsiveness that is my downfall. 
I feel my feet touch the edge of the stone before I realise something is wrong. I slip, my stomach lurches and my breath catches before suddenly I’m falling through thin air as I let out a strangled scream. It’s not like those stereotypical thriller movies at all. Time doesn’t stop and my heart doesn’t skip a beat; it’s quite boring, really. It’s over in a second and I don’t even realise what’s happened before a horrible coldness consumes me and suddenly I’m underwater where it’s muddy and murky and I can’t see anything. And it’s freezing. 
My clothes drag me down, but my natural instincts kick in automatically and I flail and thrash my arms and legs, dizzy and disorientated. My precious oxygen escapes in a string of bubbles and I claw at the water to try and follow them. Thank god humans float. I somehow manage to find my way to the surface and I thrust my head upwards, up into the beautiful sunlight and the air which I gasp for greedily. 
I wheeze and take in deep breathes, relief washing over me as I tread water and make big splashes. I’ve never been a great swimmer. I try to calm my racing heart and everything around me is blurry because of the lake water in my eyes. Finally, I catch sight of the offending stepping stone right in front of me along with a pair of trainers. I crane my head, still gasping and splashing, to see messy hair and a smug smirk that clearly has a condescending ‘amateur’ written all over it. 
 “Need saving again?” he squats on the stone so that I can see the amusement on his face. 
 “I’m fine,” I assure him forcefully through gritted teeth, trying to hide the fact that the water is still freezing cold and I’m shivering. Is that a piece of lake weed wrapped around my leg? With a scowl, I manoeuvre myself in the water and kick hard, doggy-paddling it back to the bank. He also makes his way back, the same way we’d both come, a triumphant grin on his face. 
I drag myself out of the water, stumbling onto the grassy banks, gasping for breath while my saturated clothes weigh me down and threaten to topple me over. My head pounds, my limbs ache. Suddenly a hand appears in my line of sight. I recognise it as his hand and I force myself to stumble ahead without his help. He’s standing a few paces in front of me, smirking as though me almost drowning had been funny. 
 “Are you okay?” he asks, feigning concern. I collapse onto my back, breathing deeply. 
 “Just peachy thanks,” I gripe. “I thought you said it wasn’t dangerous.” 
He calmly sits down beside me. “Hey, you should’ve been more careful.”
 “You were the one who suggested it in the first place.”
 “Well, you listened to me!”
I stare at him incredulously. “So it’s my fault?”
 “I wouldn’t say all of it was your fault but…”
 “Can we just go back?” I sigh in irritation and cut him off, trying to find the will to move. My arms and legs do not respond; traitors. I swear my conscience is recruiting. 
 “Hope?” I give him the silent treatment. “Are you actually okay?”
My limbs still won’t move. “Oh I’m just great,” I snap. “You know, apart from the fact that my head feels like it’s being split open, I can’t move, my arm hurts and – what is that slimy thing on my leg?”
He laughs as he reaches over and gingerly picks it up, dangling it in the air. “Lake weed, apparently.” Then he stands up and I envy how easy it is for him. His face, complete with gradually-becoming-insufferable smirk, appears over me and he offers me a hand. It’s my pride, or sleeping here for the night. 
Although grudging, I accept the offered hand and with impressive strength he pulls me to my feet. I feel dizzy and stumble, but he steadies me. My wet clothes cling to my small frame and although the sun is beating down on our backs, I’m shivering. 
 “Here, take this.” I’m surprised when he strips off his jacket and offers it to me. There is a genuine concerned look on his face which catches me off guard. 
 “No, I’m fine.” I try to refuse the offer but my shivers betray me. 
He rolls his eyes and despite my protest drapes the jacket over my shoulders anyway. “You’re my responsibility, remember?” he says. I pull the jacket tighter around me. It’s warm, much too big for me and feels lovely. “Better?” I nod uncertainly. 
 “Are you sure you don’t mind?” I ask. “Your jacket’s going to smell like lake water after this.”
 “I’m willing to take that risk.” 
 “Thank you, I guess,” I offer him a small, nervous smile. 
 “So you can smile,” he notes. “You should do it more often.”
I blush slightly, but don’t saying anything else. I suddenly feel warm inside; a comfortable and pleasant sensation, one which I have to convince myself is only due to the jacket on my shoulders. 

 


 


 


Chapter 4: Life is just a masquerade

 

It is superstition that if a robin flies into a room through the window, death will shortly follow  
I spend the rest of that day in bed, half awake and blearily conscious of my surroundings. Sometime around dinner Jenny comes up and checks my temperature, concluding that I have a small fever, which explains the headache. Ash is with her at the time and both of us know the real reason for my worsening condition. Obviously, the lake water has no healing properties whatsoever. 
When Jenny deems she has poked and prodded me enough, she leaves me alone, telling me to call her if I need anything. It’s only after she’s left the room that I notice Ash has remained, leaning nonchalantly against the wall with his arms crossed and a strange, unreadable expression on his face. He walks over and takes a seat beside my bed. 
 “I’m sorry,” I blurt out suddenly, although I’m not sure why I’m apologising. 
 “What for?” 
 “Jenny. She’s fussing over me so much, but she’s your mother.”
 “I don’t mind,” he shrugs. “She does it to everyone; I think she has some sort of hospitality disorder. It’s almost a relief to not have all of her attention on me anymore.”
 “Oh,” is all I can say. I fidget nervously, staring down at my bedcovers. “Why does she care so much, anyway?”
 “She’s just like that. It’s called being nice,” he says in a matter-of-fact tone, as if I should already know that sometimes people do things just to be nice and not for ulterior motives.“What about your parents? Wouldn’t they do the same thing?”
 “Yeah, I guess.” 
He smiles, but it seems a little strained. “And I’m sorry too, by the way.”
Now, this is a surprise. I raise an eyebrow. “What for?”
 “For making you jump stones with me. I knew you weren’t fully recovered, and it was irresponsible of me. I almost let you drown.” There’s a hint of guilt in his voice as he fiddles with his shirt and looks awkward. It’s almost sweet, I think to myself. 
 “Okay,” I acknowledge, and it takes a lot of will power to fight down the grin that threatens to surface. Victory is sweet. “Apology accepted. Besides, thanks to me, your jacket smells of lake water now.” 
 “Good point. You owe me, again.” 
 “Hey, I’m sick, be nice.” I force out a racking cough to reinforce my point. 
 “I can tell that’s fake, you know.”
 “Do you want me to cough for real and give you my germs?”
He laughs, standing up and stretching. “Keep them. Just hurry up and get better, okay? You’re boring when you’re sick.”
 “Gee, thanks.”
He walks to the door, stopping at the entrance to the room. “I’m going down for dinner now. You’ll be alright on your own, right?”
 “Just fine.”
 “Are you sure? Not scared of the dark?”
 “Just leave, seriously,” I glare. 
 “Cranky females.”
He ducks quickly out of the room, before the cushion I throw can hit him in the face. 
I sigh once he’s gone, hearing him clattering loudly down the stairs. Then, I settle back into my pillow and simply stare at the ceiling, savouring the undisturbed peace and quiet. It’s a relief to be alone again. So much has happened to me over the past few days that it’s hard to comprehend. ‘Don’t get too attached’ I remind myself but already my resolve is wavering. Freedom is like chocolate – once you taste it, you want more of it. I wonder which is worse, having something and losing it or never having it at all. 
I’m used to being alone because it is something I understand. You don’t put yourself through years of self-inflicted isolation and learn nothing. I’ve learnt in this process that socialising is overrated. I wouldn’t say it’s completely useless, but why try and make someone else understand you if they’re not even willing to do so? 
Over the years my school has assigned me two counsellors. The first had come only a few weeks after my parents’ deaths. There had been nothing wrong with her, from what I remember. She had been a nice lady with a large torso, a smile that was just a little too big and horn-rimmed glasses. My memory there is blurry, but I vaguely remember hiding in the toilets to get out of our weekly sessions. She had not lasted long. 
The second counsellor came a few years later, in secondary school. I had been thirteen, rebellious and my teachers had gotten fed up with me. This time it was a man: Mr. Scott. He was fifty two years old, divorced and had two children; a young daughter and a teenage son. I remember him well. You see, he was different. He was not a particularly charming or clever man, but he was eccentric. He told me he wanted to help me. At first I tried to push him away. I faked the smiles and pretended to laugh at his odd jokes, trying to convince him that I was okay. But he could always tell when I was lying. 
But out of all of these things, what I remember the most about him is the story he told me once. A Chinese folk tale, I think he said. Either way, it’s this story that stayed with me, and for the first time made me think about life in a way that was not tainted by my own grief. The story goes something like this: 
A long time ago, there lived a wise old man and his son. They lived together in a small rural village, and grew vegetables for a living. One day this wise old man lost his only horse. It was a terrible loss, because he and his son were very poor. However when all of the neighbours came to comfort him he said to them ‘losing a horse is only losing a horse. It may not be a bad thing.’
In the next few days the old man’s lost horse returned suddenly, bringing with it a herd of wild horses as well. However when the neighbours came to congratulate the old man, he said to them ‘why do you celebrate? This may not be a good thing.’
A week later, the old man’s son was riding one of the wild horses when he fell off and broke his leg. Yet when the neighbours once again came to comfort him, the old man still said ‘a broken leg is only a broken leg. It may not be a bad thing.’ 
In that same year, the old man’s village went to war. All of the young people in the village were sent out to fight on the battlefields, in the end all of them being killed. However, the old man’s son did not go to fight, because of his injured leg. Therefore he was the only young person in the whole village to survive.
At first, I hadn’t understood the story. Why should I care about a fictional old man spouting cryptic philosophies? But then Mr. Scott explained. “The moral of that story is that things change,” he told me. “Sometimes for the worse and sometimes for the better, but nothing is ever certain. All we can do is accept life as it comes and wait patiently for the next instalment.” 
It took me three weeks to admit it, but I was sad when our sessions ended.
 

*****
 

The night seems to last forever. The darkness plays tricks on me, black shadows dancing across the room and morphing into strange shapes. The room feels alien. It is too clean, too neat; too much like a hotel room. It smells of detergent and air freshener, a subtle mix that is nothing like my own room. My room is grubby and small, the ground splattered with clothes and the bed with its childish Harry Potter covers. There’s a single window that looks out onto a dreary street where people illegally park and the flow of cars speeding along the road is like an endless river. 
I miss my bed. I suppose it’s childish, really. My bed smells like me. It sags in the middle and the covers are creased because I never bothered to tidy them in the mornings. This bed has new, fresh covers that smell clean and unused. Sleep evades me for a long time. 
Eventually I just pass out from exhaustion. But this time, unlike my previous dreamless nights, my sleep is fitful. I dream of dark shapes and grey walls. I dream of nameless faces that cluster in crowds and shove roughly past. The grey walls bear down on me menacingly, like a cardboard box collapsing inwards. And then I hear someone calling out. 
 “Hope Weller?” 
My eyes travel to the single door at the end of the room, where a chubby, middle-aged man with beady, black eyes has his head poked around the corner. I don’t know why, but I walk towards him. He scoffs impatiently and then gestures for me to follow him through the door. I do so and find myself entering an office with a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling and a cluttered desk in the centre of the room. It reminds me of an interrogation room. 
I follow the stout man to the desk, which he takes a seat behind. Instinctively I take the seat opposite him and cross my legs nervously. My heart is racing in anticipation. He peers at me intently for a moment, beetle black eyes narrowing almost maliciously and his mouth turns downwards into a scowl. When he speaks, his voice is a blank monotone, devoid of anything. 
 “Time of death: 17:26. Location of death: Outskirts of Cleadon village, Sussex, England. Cause of death: dehydration and fever.” 
I tune out completely after the first three words. ‘Time of death?’ I wonder silently, the full concept not sinking in. “Where am I?” I ask. 
If possible, he looks even more irate by my question. “You should already know that,” he chastises. At my blank look he rolls his eyes but explains reluctantly. “This is the headquarters for the society of lost souls.”
 “What?”
 “The society for lost souls,” he repeats, clicking his tongue impatiently. “All souls pass through here to verify the conditions of their death before they move on, however some end up staying here for one reason or another.”
None of what he is saying makes any sense to me. “So who are you?” 
 “Your personal adviser.” 
 “I still don’t understand…”
He then proceeds to give me the most patronising look I have ever received. “Hope,” he says gently, as if speaking to a fragile child. “You’re dead.”
And then I wake up. 
The grey walls and the pair of stern, black eyes disappear suddenly to be replaced by blinding, white light which stings my eyes. I had forgotten to draw the curtains last night. I wait until the cream walls and floral-patterned ceiling swim into focus. Then I sigh and swing my legs over the side of the bed, reminding myself of where I am and what I have to do. There’s a part of me that had been expecting to wake up to a world of clouds and blue skies, some sort of afterlife, rather than blank walls and stark ceilings. I’m almost disappointed. But then I remember. 
Can’t die yet. You owe them that, at least.  
 

*****
 

After breakfast, Jenny asks me to come out into the garden with her.
 “So, are you and Ash getting along?” is her first light-hearted question. It’s obvious that she has more serious matters on her mind, but I play along and do not press for answers. 
 “Yeah,” I mutter, glancing around the garden. There’s a cobbled path leading up one side, winding its way to the flower bed that hugs the back fence in an array of vivid colours. In the far corner is a deserted birdhouse, ivy crawling up the sides like a colony of small, green insects. 
 “I’m glad. I heard he showed you around the estate yesterday.” 
 “He did,” I go along with it. “We didn’t go very far, though.” 
 “I see,” she says calmly and then after a moment changes the subject. “Have you contacted your sisters?”
 “I’m sorry Jenny,” I apologise. I feel a momentary twang of guilt for still being here. “I can go and call them now if you want-”
 “Its fine, Hope,” she cuts me off with a placating smile. “They know you’re here, right?” I nod mutely, feeling ashamed now as well. I should have called them sooner. Jenny should not have to let me stay here and leech off her. I keep my gaze firmly latched onto the rows of petunias, just waiting for her to say it, to tell me to leave and go back to where -
 “Hope.” She stops walking. Turns to me. “You know I don’t mind having you here, right? In fact, it’s good to have company. You can stay here for as long as you need.”
I falter, surprised, my words caught in my throat. “A-are you sure?”
 “It’s no problem at all,” she smiles. “I like having you here, and Ash seems to enjoy your company as well. Besides,” she pauses, uncertain. “You’ve been through a lot. I know it must be hard. I don’t know your situation obviously, but you must have run away from home for a reason. And depending on how things turn out, if you ever want to…we may even consider you staying here permanently.”
I stand and boggle at her, almost speechless. I wonder if it’s a trick, but then reprimand myself for being so paranoid. “Why are you doing this?” I ask. 
 “Because,” she says. “I want to help. And it seems like you need it.”
I just nod at her explanation, silently accepting it. “Thank you,” I mutter. “I don’t know what to say.”
 “You don’t have to say anything, Hope. Take some time; think it over, the offer’s always open.”
 “Thank you,” I repeat, and I have to squash a sudden urge to hug her. “Is there anything I can do, to repay you?”
She shakes her head, smile still there. “I’m not doing this for payment,” she says, and there is finality in her voice. The matter is closed. 
 

****
 

The sky is blank today, like a plain canvas just waiting for someone to come along and paint a world onto it. The cool air calms me and I school my face into a neutral expression. My sisters told me once that I’m good at hiding my feelings. I don’t think it’s a unique talent at all, or one to be proud of. People are natural-born actors. They act like they’re unafraid of anything, go about their daily lives as if they are perfectly satisfied with their mediocre jobs and never-enough salaries, donate money to charity to fool others into thinking they are generous but really, it is all just layers upon layers of masks. Life is really just one big masquerade. 
I don’t wear masks anymore. I have come to a mutual understanding with life – it doesn’t like me and I don’t like it either. Maybe I pretended for a while in the beginning, just because I didn’t want people to worry (how naïve I was thinking people would worry). But one day, I woke up and decided that the life of an actress just wasn’t for me. Not everyone is perfect for their role. I’m the understudy who forgot her lines, the one who will never be perfect for the part she was given but is forced to play it anyway. 
I walk for a long time. I’m not sure how long, minutes or hours? My feet seem to know where they are going, so I trust them. Somehow I find myself in a field. It is a different field to the one that Ash had shown me. This field has trees, grass that is chopped short and is devoid of dandelion flowers. There’s no crickets here and the sun is still absent from the cloudless sky. I have a sudden urge to hit my head against something hard, to vent my frustrations on some poor, undeserving inanimate object. But that would be an unnecessary loss of brain cells. I keep walking until I reach a particular tree. It’s a large oak, with majestic branches for arms and sleeves of vivid green. My feet seem strangely drawn to it and it is only when I sit down at its trunk and hide myself behind the veil of leaves that I realise why. It’s the tree I had blacked out under, the one where Ash had found me unconscious. 
The things I remember from my childhood are silly and insignificant, but I suddenly can’t stop thinking about them. They are things like fish and chips on Friday nights, getting picked up from school for a doctor’s appointment, listening to Faith sing in her school concert, lying in the garden and staring up at the full moon when it was hot outside. Father told me once that if you looked hard enough you could make out a face on the surface of the moon, because of the man that lived there. He also told me that the moon was made out of cheese, but I didn’t believe that one quite so readily.
I can remember the dreams I had during those nights clearly, for some reason. Despite being perfectly happy, I dreamt of darkness, of falling and of black crows with beady, black eyes that watched on in morbid silence as I screamed and fell into miles and years of nothingness. I would wake up very early in the morning after those dreams, gasping and disorientated. However, the oddest dream of all came the night before my parents’ deaths. It was nothing particularly grotesque or frightening. It was boring, and yet somehow terrifying in its simplicity. That night, I dreamt that a robin flew into the house through the window.
Suddenly an excited bark pulls me back, out of my fabricated world and into the real one. 
It’s distant, but soon another follows, louder. A minute later the loud dog bounds into view, its tail wagging and its tongue lolling out of its mouth. It’s a golden retriever. I freeze as it sniffs at the ground and then pees on a tree – lovely. I hope it doesn’t notice me. As if reading my thoughts, it looks up and stares straight into my eyes. There is an almost human expression on its face as it springs towards me, merciless. I have no time to get up and run. When it reaches me it stops, as if asking for permission, and then it sniffs me. I stay still, wary. Then it lies down beside me and nuzzles my side. I notice the dog has a collar, it must belong to someone. 
I hear the owner calling the dog’s name a few seconds later. The dog, apparently named Raisin, sits up at the sound and its ears perk up. Tentatively, I reach out and stroke its head. We sit in silence, the dog and I, both of us waiting for the same person. Eventually, she comes into view. I catch sight of brightly striped socks that reach up to her knees, a scarlet skirt that doesn’t quite match, a baggy purple sweater with a smiley face on it and the handmade bag she carries. Her coal hair is long, braided in areas and it stands out against her pale skin. She looks like an outcast. Like me. 
I don’t want her to see me, but the dog gives away my position. She sees us, looks surprised and then cautiously walks over. Raisin jumps up onto her, muddy paws staining her skirt. She absently strokes him and pushes him off, offering me a small, shy smile. 
 “Hello,” she greets in a quiet, melodic voice. 
 “Hi,” I reply. 
 “Raisin seems to like you a lot.”
 “Erm…I guess.”
 “Are you new here? I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”
Bewildered by the girl’s bluntness, I nod. “Yeah, I’m.”
 “Welcome to Cleadon, then,” she says, and her azure eyes are friendly and welcoming. “I’m Claire.” She holds out her hand and I hesitantly shake it. 
 “I’m Hope.”
 “You seem a little lost,” she comments. 
Somewhere nearby, the golden retriever has returned his attention to the trees. We are not interesting anymore, apparently. “No, I’m not lost. I know the way back,” I say. 
 “I didn’t mean that,” she replies. “You seem a little lost in…life.”
 “I do?” 
She nods. “Is there anything troubling you at all?” Her expression is innocently curious, like a young child holding on tightly to a helium balloon.
 “I’m just confused,” I admit. “About what I’m going to do next.”
She smiles in understanding. “When I’m confused, I normally come out here and just sit. I don’t think about anything, I just sit here and watch the trees until I figure something out.”
 “And does it work?”
 “Every time.”
I contemplate this stranger’s words and their elusive meaning. She’s an outsider like me I think to myself, and that is why I get the feeling that maybe she understands. “I like your socks,” I murmur after a while, the random thought coming to me suddenly. 
 “They’re my favourite item of clothing,” she explains, an enthusiastic smile lighting up her eyes. “What’s yours?”
 “Jeans, probably.”
 “Oh, I like jeans as well. But they never seem to match anything else in my wardrobe. They suit you a lot, though.”
 “Thanks, but they can get pretty uncomfortable, not the best for hiking in.”
 “I know. I’ve tried it before.” She pauses. “Having interesting conversations with strangers is really great, don’t you think?” She has that faraway look in her eyes again that makes me think if I could label her, I would label her a dreamer. 
 “I wouldn’t know,” I shrug slightly. “I’m not the most social person.” 
 “Ah, I see,” she says, but I’m not sure she does. “People annoy me sometimes, too. I used to have a friend who thought like that a lot, and I guess in the end it was his downfall.”
 “What happened to him?”
 “Nothing too big. He’s okay now, I think.”
 “Oh,” is the most intelligent thing I can think of to say. I peer at this strange, new girl out of the corner of my eye. She’s playing with a stray lock of hair, absently curling it around her finger with a distant expression. She’s confusingly simple. 
 “Where do you live?” she asks. 
 “I’m only staying here temporarily. I’m living with Ash Falkland.”
She nods in acknowledgement. “I see. Are you related?”
 “No, just a friend of the family. How do you know Ash?” 
 “It’s a small village,” she chuckles. “Everyone knows everyone here.”
 “Sounds nice.”
 “Yeah, I think you’ll like it here.”
After that the awkwardness between us dissolves into casual conversation. We talk about certain fluorescent, knee-length stripy socks, hiking boots, music, chocolate. She tells me she likes to clip coloured bits of paper in her hair sometimes just to be different and that her grandmother was the one who made her bag. She also tells me that she’s going to own a shop one day, one which sells everything from candy to craft kits. There’s a naïve but refreshing sort of innocence about her as she talks on absently to me about the things she’s going to do one day but probably never will. When they are young people have dreams, which age and wither slowly with them. You hear about florists who once dreamed about climbing Mt. Everest, secretaries who had always wanted to become race car drivers. But her dream isn’t too unattainable and there’s something about her sincerity that makes me hope that it will be different for her. 
I’m not sure how long we sit there for, but eventually she gets up and stretches, whistling for Raisin. “It was nice talking to you, Hope, but I really have to get home now,” she smiles chirpily at me as her dog comes trotting back through the trees. “Maybe we could do this again.”
 “Sure,” I say and offer her a small, hesitant smile in return. 
 “I know it’s a bit sudden, but maybe we could go out shopping together sometime.”
 “Yeah, that sounds nice.”
She looks elated. “I’ll call soon then, ‘kay?” 
 “Sure. Bye.”
 “Bye.”
She leaves, walking away slowly and humming to some unknown tune with Raisin following closely behind. 
I stay in the same position, hands locked around my scrawny legs and chin resting on my knees for a little while after that. There’s a soft breeze blowing from somewhere and it ruffles the grass slightly. Above me, the sky is still a blank, grey monotone. The world isn’t sunny all of the time. And yet I think it is most beautiful on days like these, nothing-special sort of days where it seems the sun is just too lazy to come out and shine. I lean back against the rough tree bark and jam my hands behind my head, stretching my legs out. And then I sit. I don’t think, only sit and listen and watch. 
Somehow, it works. A long time afterwards when the sky is fading into a muddy indigo and the nightingales begin to sing, I finally realise exactly what I have to do.

 


 


 


Chapter 5: Which is thicker, blood or water?

 

Mr. Scott, my counsellor, used to joke that I had X-ray vision. ‘You can see through anyone’ he would say, chuckling. He said I would make a great spy, because I could tell if someone was lying just by looking at them. I think he was over-exaggerating a little. It is years of practice that has made me adept at what I do: reading expressions like books. I used to watch my schoolmates from the safety of a corner of the classroom, unmasking them with my eyes, playing games, imagining what they were really like. I used to wonder if the typically pretty-but-not-so-smart girls really were as shallow as they seemed, if the ‘emo’ group really liked to wear black all the time, if the hardcore, knife-wielding gangsters were actually very kind people on the inside.
Labels are superficial. 
It’s an unsaid rule that everyone seems to know; when you get to secondary school, you are given a label and you stick with that group. There’s the Chavs and the emo, the Goths , the nerds, the geeks and the populars. It’s every person for themselves. You have to fit in, or be alone. I never quite fitted in. I didn’t have a label; I was just the wallflower, the antisocial one who people ignored, a footprint because footprints are a physical memory of something that used to exist. 
From what I remember, there have been three people who have tried to help me and none of them have succeeded. The first was a boy named Edward. I remember him vaguely. He was short, with pale hair and calculating eyes hidden behind large glasses. We were eleven at the time and he used to come outside and sit with me some lunches. Our conversations were a little awkward and I got the impression that to him, life was just one big maths equation. He stopped coming to sit with me one day though and that was that. I guess I should have expected it. In an exam, when you get stuck on a particularly hard question you have to give up and move onto the next one before you run out of time. 
The second person was a girl. We were twelve. Her name was Lottie and she was new to the school at the time. She had been ordinary, not especially pretty but not ugly either. She found it hard to fit in and hung out with me just because she didn’t have anyone else to hang out with. I didn’t mind much. We almost became friends. But then she finally found a group to fit in with – the sporty girls. And once again, I was alone and I liked it like that. 
The third person was Mr. Scott. He was the closest anyone has ever come, but even that was not enough. 
 

*****
 

A twitch of the lips, a single blink, a strand of hair falling across two hollow, jade eyes that stare out of the glassy surface of the mirror. The room is dark, almost pitch black, only lighted by the slivers of moonlight that slip through the window like water slips through the cracks between fingers. I stand and stare, my breaths coming in slow, rhythmic rasps. In front of me, the girl in the mirror shadows my movements. 
I stare. She stares back. 
I scowl. She scowls back. 
I glare. She glares back. 
The girl in the mirror has my unkempt, dishevelled hair, my ashen skin and my gaunt, hollow eyes. She even wears my clothes. You see, in reality I’m her and she is me. But in my reality, we are completely different people. 
It’s only been a few days and already I can hardly recognise myself. My counterpart, trapped behind the glassy surface of the mirror, is the proof. She stares through me with empty eyes. I force myself to smile weakly at her. It is only a tiny upwards movement of the lips but to my satisfaction the girl in the mirror is forced to do the same by the invisible strings that tie us together. I wonder briefly what she would do if she had her freedom, if she were not trapped in the confines of the mirror and forced to shadow my actions. After all, we used to be the same person. But now I’m here, living this new life and she is still trapped. It’s not fair. I think if the girl in the mirror was free, she would be angry. 
I know what I have to do. I have already decided on my plan of action, now it’s just time to follow through. Sparing the girl in the mirror one final glance for moral support, I close the closet door and pad stealthily out of the room and down the stairs. I’d make a great ninja, I think to myself. It is 2.47am. When I enter the kitchen it is not completely dark. The silvery light illuminates a shadowy, lean figure sitting at the kitchen table. His chocolate eyes gleam when they turn to catch my gaze and I scowl. So much for privacy. 
 “Boo.” Infuriating smirk. 
I take the seat opposite him. He is lounging back in his chair, a mug in front of him. I realise that there’s two mugs. He pushes one towards me. “What are you doing up so late?” I ask, accusing. 
 “Couldn’t sleep.” He takes a long sip from his mug. I look down at my own, staring into the steaming brown liquid within it: tea. 
 “Why did you make tea?”
 “To drink, genius.” 
I roll my eyes. “I meant, why did you make me tea?” I notice that he is only wearing jeans and a plain white shirt. Has he even tried to sleep, or does he always wear jeans to bed?
 “Can’t you just accept it and say thank you? It’s my good deed for the day.” The pale light catches on a lopsided grin.
 “You have good timing in that case.” 
 “I thought you might come down here eventually.” 
 “Were you waiting up for me then?” 
 “No,” he denies. “Don’t flatter yourself.” I shrug and sip my tea. He follows suit. “You were out nearly all day,” he says eventually. 
 “I was just thinking things through,” I mutter. 
 “What sort of things?”
 “You should know.”
 “Care to explain?”
 “Surely she must have discussed it with you first,” I sigh. At his puzzled expression, I elaborate. “Your mother suggested that I stay here, permanently.”
 “Oh, that.” Silence. “So, are you going to?”
 “Do you want me to?”
 “Even if I said yes it wouldn’t make any difference.”
 “True.” 
 “I rest my case.”
 “Well what do you think I should do?” I ask for the hell of it, not because I care about his opinion. 
 “I think,” he replies. “That you should lighten up.” He’s casually sipping his drink, dangerously rocking back on the hind legs of his chair. I want to push him and see him topple to the ground with his damn tea. 
 “Life isn’t a game,” I grit out with maybe a little more irritation than I had meant for. “There’s a lot more to lose than pride, although I don’t expect someone like you to know that.”
He gracefully arches an eyebrow, still aloof. “Someone like what?” he asks silkily. 
I narrow my eyes; screw politeness and feelings and sentiments. “Someone who thinks that life is sunny and perfect all the time and needs a serious reality check.”
He chuckles humourlessly and somewhere in the dying light, his eyes glint. “I think you’re the one who needs a reality check,” he says. “I know life isn’t always sunny, but I also know that it isn’t depressing and rainy all the time either. Personally, I think you’re sadly disillusioned.”
 “Personally,” I growl. “I think you live a sadly sheltered life.”
 “And why is your life any less sheltered than mine?”
 “You don’t know anything about my life.”
 “And you don’t know anything about mine.” He gives me that irritating sneer, the one that clearly says ‘I know I’ve won, and I know you know I’ve won, so give up now.’ 
 “From what I’ve seen, your life seems pretty perfect to me,” I say, crossing my arms. He mirrors me and I scowl. Copy cat. 
 “You shouldn’t judge just by appearances. My life is pretty good, not perfect, but the difference is I appreciate what I have.” I have no answer for that. So I glare instead. The truth is if heaven, God and pearly white gates actually exist, I would probably be sent straight down to the fiery underworld. I don’t appreciate what I do have and I don’t plan on it in the near future. At my silence, he lets out an amused chuckle. “You’re thinking about pushing me off this chair right now, aren’t you?” 
 “You must be psychic.”
He self-consciously tips forward on the chair, as if worried I’ll actually go through with my threat. “Let’s face it. You’re a pessimist and I’m an optimist, we’re never going to agree.”
 “I think that’s the one thing we’ve learnt tonight.”
 “And I don’t know about you, but I can live with that.” 
Don’t worry,” I mutter dryly. “You won’t have to. I’ll be gone soon enough.”
He gets up, but pauses beside his chair with his back turned towards me. “Pity,” he says softly. “I think I would have had fun trying to convert you.” Then he leaves the kitchen, sauntering out into the hallway and a few moments later I hear quiet footfalls going up the stairs. 
I’m not sure how long I sit there after that, simply glaring at the opposite wall and waiting for my irrational anger to fade, but it feels like much too long to be wasted on something as pointless as this. I’m not sure what it is I’m angry about – Ash’s seemingly perfect and fairytale life, his annoying cheerfulness or the fact that he was actually right and I was probably wrong. It’s a combination of all three, I finally conclude once I’ve grown tired of glaring at nothing and realise how childish I’m acting. 
Don’t get distracted now, you came down here for a reason, I remind myself. Forcefully banning all thoughts of the conversation from my mind, I grab the phone beside me and shakily dial my home number. This is it: the climax of my pointless and dull existence. Insert dramatic music here. 
For some ridiculous reason I feel apprehensive, almost scared. Hopefully they will be half asleep and not thinking straight. I close my eyes and count, listening to the dialling tone with baited breath. 1, 2, 3... Maybe luck has taken a liking to me and they won’t pick up. 4, 5, 6...Maybe they’re out, partying the night away. 7, 8, 9...Maybe they won’t be angry. 10.  
 “Hello?” 
Hah. Yeah right. 
 “Hey, Dawn.” It’s my third sister who answers, only two years older than me and currently studying to be a lawyer. I’m lucky because out of the three of them she’s the most accepting one. 
 “Hope?” her voice is purely stunned. “It’s almost three in the morning.” She sounds well, at least. 
 “Sorry,” I apologise half-heartedly, partly to hide how nervous I’m and partly because I don’t care. 
She stifles a yawn on the other end. “No, don’t worry about it,” she says. “I’m glad you finally called.”
 “It’s only been a few days. You got my message, right?”
 “Yes, but you could have called a little sooner.”
 “Are the others angry?” I ask bluntly. There’s a guilty silence on the other end for a long moment which gives her away. “Just angry or furious?”
She hesitates again before replying. “They were furious, but at the moment just pissed off.”
 “Oh, great,” I mutter sarcastically. “Well that makes everything much better.”
 “Well, you shouldn’t have run off like that,” she chastises lightly, but I can hear the uncertainty in her voice. That’s the thing about Dawn. She has even less confidence than me. “It was irresponsible. We were worried.”
 “Were they worried, or was it just you?” 
 “It was all of us!” she cries out almost desperately. “Faith was going to call the police, before we got your message.”
 “Lucky she didn’t, then.”
 “It would have caused a lot of trouble.” She sighs heavily. “Hope, don’t you ever think of the consequences before you act rashly?”
 “Have I ever?” 
 “No. You…you’re…” she trails off weakly. 
 “I’m what, Dawn?” I mock, smirking. 
 “You’re being selfish!” she finally cries out and suddenly we are six and eight years old again, throwing tantrums and accusing each other of stealing the last cookie. It’s nicer to think about it that way, than the truth. 
 “I’m being selfish?” I repeat in disbelief. “Have you ever thought that maybe I was hurting as well, not just you and Faith and Lily?”
 “Hope I-”
 “For years, I was only something for the three of you to let out your frustration on,” I murmur and my throat feels oddly constricted, a strange stinging in the back of my eyes. “If that was what you needed, you should have just bought a bloody potted plant!”




I blink away what I realise are tears. I’m too old to cry. When she speaks again her voice is soft, as close to apologetic as I will let myself believe. “You’re right, we were wrong,” she whispers. “But please believe me, I never saw you that way.”
 “But you never tried to help. You never tried to make things better.”
 “I wanted to, but I just couldn’t. I’m sorry.”
I’m tempted to believe her words. I know they are probably true. In reality, Dawn is not a bad person. In reality, none of them are. They’re just blind. “Dawn,” I sigh tiredly. “I don’t want to talk about this right now…we can discuss it another time.”
She hesitates, but then seems to deflate. “Fine. Where are you staying?”
 “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to tell you right now.”
 “Why not?” she asks, confused. “We can come and pick you up tomorrow.”
 “But what if I don’t want to go back?” There’s that deafening silence again, this time with its partner tension. Subconsciously I’m wringing my hands and fidgeting. It’s only Dawn, I know, but I can’t but feel like a traitor. 
 “You…you want to stay?” Her voice is barely a murmur, filled with pain. 
 “I never said that,” I reply carefully, fidgeting. “I only said I don’t want to go back. I’ve only been here for a few days but I’ve met some interesting people and I feel…free.”
 “What do you mean?”
A small smile slips slowly onto my face. “I can do what I want, say what I want and there’s no one here to stop me from doing so. I’m happy here.”
Silence again. “Sorry,” is all she says in the end, sounding defeated. 
I run clammy fingers through my hair. “There’s one more thing. The woman I’m staying with offered to let me stay for as long as I like.”
 “So you’re going to leave us?”
 “No.” I stop and think. “I just want to stay a little longer. For the summer holidays maybe. I have money with me. And I can do housework, to pay her back.”
 “What’s she like, this woman?”
 “Kind, incredibly kind. She’s a lot like mother used to be.”
 “Oh.”
 “I meant it when I ran away,” I say. “I can’t come back yet, Dawn.”
 “But you hardly know her!” Dawn cries. “Do you really trust this woman that much?”
 “You just don’t get it, do you? I would be willing to stay anywhere as long as it’s not life-threatening.”
 “Are we really that bad?” she asks timidly. 
Somehow, I manage to shape my answer to find a way around the question. “I don’t want to sound like a typically bratty teenager, but I want to do something on my own for once,” I say, hoping to appease her. 
She stays quiet for a while, and I let her think it through. She’s smart, I’ve always known that, and I can only hope she understands. “Okay,” she whispers eventually. “If this is really what you want, we can’t stop you. You can stay for the Summer Holidays. But after that…”
 “We’ll see.”
 “Hope.”
 “What?”
 “You can’t stay there forever. No matter how attached you are to her, she’s not your real family. We are.”
 “Then start acting like it,” I snap, before slamming the phone down. 
Blinking back tears, I rest my head on the table. A million thoughts buzz through my mind and I close my eyes, breathing out slowly. Which is thicker, blood or water? In theory it is blood: family ties. In practice, it is a completely different matter.
 

 

 

Chapter 6: Only when it’s dark
 

It’s no surprise really, but I stay awake for the rest of the night, replaying and dissecting that phone call in my head silently, searching for hidden meanings that I can’t seem to find. I finally come to terms with the fact that her intentions seem to be genuine, that things are starting to look up and that this mess of tangled webs labelled my life is finally starting to unravel itself. When a whole hour has passed by in the dark, me mutely staring up at the ceiling and shadows prancing across the walls from the fluttering curtain, the eerie silence finally starts to creep me out. It’s hot too; summer is vile. 
In the end I read until the sun rises, having found a few classics in my room. I chose ‘The Bell Jar’ by Sylvia Platt, because I’ve heard that the author killed herself by sticking her head in an oven and I can’t help my morbid admiration for her inventiveness. Only someone who is exceptionally brave and creative would chose an oven instead of pills, the easiest way out. 
When morning comes I explain to Jenny the phone conversation with Dawn the night before, my hair impersonating a bush and owl-like circles around my eyes. I tell her my decision. She says it’s fine and that I can keep the guest bedroom for the time being. She also says that if by the end of the holidays I want to stay permanently, I can. 
After breakfast I make a mad dash for my room, but Ash catches me before I can reach safety. His eyes are blazing, with annoyance or anger I’m not sure, but they’re almost intimidating. “Liar,” he accuses, cornering me against the wall. 
 “What are you talking about?”
 “You said last night you were going to go home.”
I shrug, mostly just to irk him. “Yeah, well, I changed my mind. Dawn agreed to it.” It still doesn’t sound real, even when I say it out loud. 
 “Who’s Dawn?” 
 “One of my sisters.”
 “I see.”
 “It’s not a problem for you, is it?” I question.
He shakes his head. “No, just unexpected.” 
 “I know,” I say. “It is for me too. It still hasn’t quite sunken in to be honest.”
 “Hm.” He pauses for a moment, then chuckles. “You know this means we’re housemates now,” he says. The full impact of that statement causes a chain reaction of emotions that don’t exist. Why can’t I feel something? Anything?
I try to side-step him in vain in an attempt to get to the spare bedroom. “Will you let me pass?” He towers over me, blocking my way, and I suddenly find his height advantage extremely irritating. On second thoughts, it’s not just the height advantage. 
 “Why did you decide to stay?” 
 “Jenny’s secret store of fancy hot chocolate in the cupboard beside the fridge of course,” I mutter sarcastically. This comment manages to elicit a snorted chuckle from him, and the tension slowly begins to evaporate.
 “I’d stay for that any day,” he concurs. It’s obvious that Jenny’s attempts to hide her hot chocolate had been in vain. Then, I meet his gaze. In that moment, some sort of silent understanding passes between us. I’m not quite sure what it is, but I decide it’s easier to just accept and not question. “You know,” he says.“You’re kind of odd.”
 “Does that mean you’re not too angry at me for ruining your summer holiday?”
 “Who says it’s ruined? In fact, I think this summer could be rather interesting,” he laughs, probably at his own ‘hilarity’. 
 “What’s so funny?” I ask suspiciously. 
 “Nothing, I just have some plans, that’s all,” he grins devilishly. “By the end of this summer, I’m going to break you out of your goody goody ways and teach you how to have some fun.”
 “Ash?” I deadpan. 
 “Yeah?”
 “You’re a complete knucklehead.” 
 “Much appreciated, housemate.”
I decide then and there that waking up this morning was a bad idea.
 

 

*****
 

I’m lying on my bed, in the middle of a staring contest with the ceiling and trying to force myself to feel something, when Ash comes to bother me again. 
I scowl in response to him sitting down on my bed, messy coffee hair framing bright eyes and an optimistic grin. “Yes? Is there anything you want?” 
 “Not really.” I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. 
 “Well?” 
 “Let’s go for a walk,” he suggests. I frown as I count the many different things he could possibly put me through on this proposed ‘walk’. None of them are pleasant.
 “No thanks,” I mutter. “I’m tired.” 
 “Aww, but I thought we could bond and stuff.” 
 “You’re taking this whole housemate thing way too seriously.” 
 “Will you come if I say please?”
 “Why are you being so persistent?” 
He rolls his eyes. “Gee, I can’t say anything anymore without you questioning it.” 
 “Whatever. Will you leave me alone now?” 
His answer is to lean forwards, grab my arm and tug. I try to snatch my arm and dignity back, but he is too strong. In the end I fall off of the bed completely, landing on the carpeted floor with a stifled thud. 
He grins down at me triumphantly. “Now will you come with me?” 
I glower, rubbing my sore arm angrily. Unfortunately I know that if I refuse he will more or less drag me out of the room anyway. I sigh in defeat. “Oh...fine.” 
 “Smart answer.” 
Its five long minutes later that I grudgingly find myself standing outside with my feet together like a penguin on the edge of the curb, mummified in one of Jenny’s large coats. Ash soon joins me, the smug idiot. He is wearing a burgundy leather jacket, buttoned to the collar. Faded jeans stretch out from underneath it, accumulating in two puddles of dull blue at his boots.
 “It’s cold,” I gripe. 
 “It’s just you,” he says. He begins to walk in the direction that leads to the meadow and Cleadon Creek. Apparently, I’m expected to follow. I stare after him, weighing my chances. Stand here looking like an eskimo, or follow him and risk my pride and dignity. But then again, how dignified would I look standing out here on my own? People with dignity are at least pretentious enough to make it seem like they have friends. I sigh and hurry to catch up with him. 
He strides ahead of me with an air of confidence and superiority while I lag behind, taking the time to glance briefly at the drooping flowers that litter the meadow we are wading through. Above us, the envious clouds have taken the sun hostage and have stashed it behind their blank, grey walls. The world below mourns this loss, the wild rabbits hiding in their burrows while the flourishing dandelions bow their pretty heads in respect and for once, the crickets fall into an ominous silence. 
It is too quiet. I pull my coat tighter around my body and walk faster. 
What was the point in this walk again? I decide that there must be some urgent, pressing reason and do not question him. 
Soon the dreary shrubs and clumps of drooping trees part, allowing me full view of Cleadon Creek. It is as magnificent as it had been the day I had first been introduced to it, the water rippling gently like silk. My eyes are drawn to the island in the middle. We’d never managed to get there in the end. The gnarled trees still hang over the edge, supported by layers of water weed and dilapidated duck nests. There is only one tree on the island which retains a few of its leaves. 
Ash, already at the water’s edge, calls out to me impatiently. “Hey! What’s taking so long? Come on!” 
 ‘Remember: urgent, pressing reason’ I remind myself half-heartedly as it gradually becomes more and more obvious that this urgent, pressing reason is non-existent. “What was so important that you had to bring me all the way here?” I ask. 
He points out across the lake. “We’re going to get to the island this time,” he declares. 
 “Is that the only reason you forced me out here?”
 “At least try and enjoy it.” He rolls his eyes, but my lack of enthusiasm doesn’t seem to dampen his mood at all. Instead, it seems to improve it. Sadist. 
 “Do I look like I’m enjoying this?” I wave a hand at my blatantly disgruntled expression. 
 “Would you prefer to go hide in a dark room for the rest of the day and sulk?”
 “Yes please.”
He finally seems to become exasperated, running a hand through his knotty hair. “Honestly, are you a vampire or just intent on being miserable?”
 “You can’t choose to be miserable.”
 “You can try not to be. Stop being so difficult and just have fun.”
I scowl freely. “Easy for you to say.” 
 “Are you going to try again or not?”
 “I’d prefer not.”
 “Too bad, it wasn’t an option.” Then he springs up majestically to leap onto the first stepping stone. “See? It’s easy,” he grins cockily and jumps the next stone. “Anyone could do it. Oh, sorry, apart from you that is.”
I level him with a glare but give in, mostly to defend my pride. I push off from the bank as hard as I can. I feel the wind whip through my hair for a millisecond before it is all over and I’m crouched on the first stone. 
 “Wasn’t that bad, was it?” he questions with a knowing smirk, once I’ve straightened up again.
 “I’m not athletic at all,” I whine, each of us now balancing on our own stone. “I can’t jump! Never have, probably never will.” 
He waves off my complaints. “Anyone with a brain and legs can do this. You’ve got pretty long legs, you don’t even have to try that hard.”
 “And how would you know how long my legs are?” 
Check mate. 
Just as expected, the meaning of my words sinks in and after a moment, he blushes slightly. I resist the urge to let out a chuckle. He scowls when he notices my amused expression. “It’s not like there’s anything there worth checking out anyway,” he says in an indignant voice, before turning around and jumping to the next stone with his normal precision. 
The next stone is the third stepping stone. It is further away than the others and last time my lack of judgement had been my downfall, literally. This time, I’m not going to let that happen. The very little pride I have left is at stake. So, determined, I size up the distance to jump. A small jolt of anticipation worms its way through my body. I leap. One second my hair is obscuring my view, and the next I’m standing shakily on the third stone and I’m sure there’s an irrationally smug look on my face. I’ve done it, on the second time around. That deserves respect. 
I’m on a roll. With newly-rekindled determination and more experience I fly through the air and make it across the remaining two stones, albeit a little clumsily, but I don’t fall in. And then I’m on the last stone. I’m approximately two metres away from the island and I can feel the adrenaline coursing through me. On the bank of the island, Ash is watching me intently. 
 “If you mess up now, you’ll never live it down,” he more or less threatens. 
 “Thanks for the encouragement.” This time though I feel high. Not the sort of high you get when you’re on drugs, the power-crazy kind. I unceremoniously fling myself at the bank. I land on plain, dull ground and scrabble desperately to make it up the small slope. When I manage it, breathing heavily with my clothes covered in dirt, I cannot help the small smile that slips onto my face. Success. I like that word a lot. 
 “Hah, made it.” I attempt to dust myself down as I peer up at him with a victorious grin. 
 “I never said you wouldn’t,” he points out. He holds out his hand. “But good job, anyway.” For a moment I’m wary, and then I reach out and shake his hand. 
 “Thanks, by the way, for making me try again.”
He smiles. “Your welcome. We wouldn’t have made it here otherwise.”
 “I know. We actually achieved something, without killing each other first.” Having finished dusting myself down, I take the time to look around. The island is just what it had seemed. It’s very small and the trees hang out over the bank, shadowing the water and their own decaying roots. The majority of the ground is just barren soil. 
 “I told you there was nothing here,” he says, looking bored. “It’s a dead island.”
I bend down and run a grubby hand over the earth. It is hard and rough, like reptile skin. “What happened to it?”
 “Nobody really knows. This island’s quite a mystery.”
 “Most mysteries are easier to solve than you think.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “They leave behind clues, which you can pick up if you look hard enough.”
I straighten up to see him staring at me with an unfathomable expression on his face. It’s disconcerting. “It’s ironic of you to say something like that,” he says. 
I don’t answer, in an effort to avoid either another argument or an interrogation. Instead I walk over to the horribly gnarled tree and place a hand on its dying trunk. Some paper-thin flakes of bark float to the ground when I remove it. I can hear the sound of gentle waves sloshing against the bank. 
 “I don’t know why you were so intrigued by this place,” he yawns from somewhere behind me, previous seriousness suddenly forgotten. “Honestly, it’s more depressing than a graveyard.”
 “You were the one who wanted to come.”
He snorts. “I just wanted to see you fall in the lake again, it was funny last time.”
I cleverly decide to stay silent, not in the mood to pick a fight. Instead, I look past the tree trunk, down the sloped bank and into the shallow waters where the island and lake meet. It is a maze of rotting roots and debris, lost in dark and murky waters. I test the dry ground with one foot and then manoeuvre myself until my feet are rooted half way down the slope and I’m clinging to the tree trunk to stay upright. 
 “What are you doing?” comes Ash’s patronising voice as he watches me try to regain my footing. I don’t answer, trying to pull myself back up. My foot slips. Suddenly, I hear a flutter of wings from below and a strangled ‘cluck’ sound before I see a distressed moorhen taking off into the water to escape. 
And then, the moorhen having abandoned her nest, I see the eggs. There’s five of them, grouped neatly in a mediocre nest made of twigs and rotting leaves. They are pure and innocent and they are diamonds in a coal mine. It’s hard to comprehend that inside each of those porcelain white shells is a living thing that will one day become an adult moorhen. I motion silently to Ash and he moves closer, following my gaze. Slowly, a small smile spreads across his face, and somehow I know that he too is marvelling at life and its ability to survive no matter what the odds. 
 “Great,” he says. “You’ve found lunch.” 
 “Ash.” I hit his arm. How stupid I was , assuming he was deep enough to think through something other than his stomach. 
 “Ow,” he cries. “What was that for?”
 “You. Are. An. Idiot.”
 “But eggs are nice, and they’re full of protein!”
 “That’s not the point.”
He sighs. “Fine, then what is the point?”
 “Even on a completely dead island, life is still there,” I say. “It carries on, even though it’s got the world against it.”
 “How egg-celent,” he grins, laughing at his own pun. Seeing that I’m about to hit him again, he quickly sobers and takes on a more serious expression. “Okay, fine, I guess you’re right.”
 “Much better.”
It’s quiet then, a peaceful silence. The mother moorhen will return once we’re gone, I know it. And one day those eggs will hatch. It’s the cycle of life, and birth is just as much a part of it as death is. Seeing these eggs reminds me that despite death being such a big part of my life, it still isn’t everything. I pull myself up onto the main part of the island. 
 “Ash,” I say. “What do you think comes after death?”
He clambers up beside me, shrugging. “Life, I suppose.” 
 “Why do you think that?”
 “Well, it’s just one endless cycle, isn’t it? Death comes after life, so it’s only logical that life comes after death.”
 “I thought you were incapable of being deep.”
 “I have my moments.”
What he says makes sense, in a very shrewd and illogical way. It’s nicer to think about it that way, at least, than my own beliefs. I believe that after death there is nothing. It’s just an endless sleep that no one ever wakes up from. There’s no heaven or hell, just…nothing. It’s just empty. Like me. 
I never voice my own opinion on death, but on the way back wading through the meadow, I cannot help but wish I could think like him. I wish that I could believe that there’s more after death than just darkness, that they’re still up there somewhere and not just gone. It’s a failed effort though, because you can’t make yourself believe in something. It just happens. 
 

*****
 

That evening, I eat dinner in front of the TV with Ash and Jenny. I’m in clean clothes, my hair is washed and the food is delicious, but it still feels wrong. The last time I ate dinner in front of the TV was seven years ago, when TV programmes still meant something to me, no matter how pointless they were. 
I feel like the outsider. Ash and Jenny are one single unit, kept safe behind their invisible walls while I’m staring in from the outside, wondering when mine came crumbling down. They are a family connected by blood and I’m just the stranger banging on their doors pretending that I’m part of it too, when it’s obvious to everyone that I’m not. I should learn to stop being so pretentious. 
After that I try to think less, if that’s possible. I retire to my temporary room quickly, although not before Jenny manages to catch me in hallway. She asks me how I am, how I’m settling in, if I need anything. Stop caring so much, I want to tell her, it’s contagious. In the end I shrug off her concerns with a smile and a nod, then make a beeline for my room. There, with the door shut and locked, the curtains drawn and the lights off, I let one single tear leak out. 
I don’t know why I’m crying, but it doesn’t matter. Maybe it’s because I’m an outsider and I’m tired of being alone, maybe it’s because I want to believe in something I know I never will, or maybe it’s because life moves on even though I can’t. 
In the end, I still come to the same conclusion. If no one can see you, then it’s not being weak. So I let more tears escape and they stream down my face in this wonderfully tragic way; little crystalline drops being swallowed up by the night. I allow myself to break because no one’s here to watch, but only when it’s dark. 

 


 


 


Chapter 7: Tobi the ‘good’ potted cactus

 

I get up early to call Dawn again, more out of obligation than because I actually want to. It takes five rings for her to pick up. 
 “Dawn?”
 “Yeah, it’s me,” she mutters, not sounding thrilled to be woken up again.
 “I take it you were expecting my call,” I say. “Sorry for it being so early, by the way.” 
 “Don’t worry about it, I was already up anyway.”
 “Why? It’s only seven.”
She stifles a yawn on the other end. “Summer job. You should have known that, I get them every year.”
 “Meh, sorry,” I say offhandedly. “What’s it this year?”
 “Just cashier, not experienced enough for anything better.”
 “I see.”
 “So, how are you?”
I sigh. Here it comes: the pleasantries where I’ll reply ‘fine’ and then feel obligated to ask how she is as well, to which she’ll also reply ‘fine’ even though we’re both lying. “Stop skirting the issue Dawn,” I say, trying to keep the aggravation out of my voice. 
 “Fine,” she complies. “So are you staying there or what?”
 “For the holidays,” I tell her. “Have you told the others yet?” 
 “Yeah. I told them earlier this morning.” 
 “What did they say?” I’m almost afraid to hear her answer. What if they told the police, or social services? What if they’re coming right now to take me back?
For a few moments Dawn is silent. Then when she answers, her voice is tight. “Well...they were angry at first. They said that you were too young and that you don’t have enough experience to know who to trust. But in the end, I managed to convince them to let you stay and they agreed not to tell anyone about it. They weren’t happy, but they still agreed.” 
 “That’s better than I expected,” I admit. “Thanks, Dawn, for doing this.”
 “Are you sure this is what you want?” 
 “No, I’m not sure, but it’s better than the alternative.”
 “Oh.” I feel a small prickle of guilt at the underlying hurt in her tone. But it’s wrong. I shouldn’t feel guilty. They have hurt me for so long, isn’t it only fair that I get my chance to return the favour? 
 “I’m sorry,” I say emotionlessly. “About how unexpected all of this is. It’s not too much of a problem, is it?” 
 “No, its fine,” she says, her tone betraying her completely. “It’s just, well…”
 “What?”
She sighs. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”
I consider pressing for a moment, but decide against it. Things are confusing enough as it is. “Fine. Make sure Faith doesn’t do anything drastic, ‘kay?”
She chuckles quietly. “Sure. But you know you can talk to them yourself if you want.”
I suppress the rising grimace. “I’d rather not. Tell them I said thanks for agreeing to this, though.”
 “I will.” There’s another awkward pause. “Oh, Hope,” she suddenly pipes up. “I wanted to ask you something. Does Jenny live alone?”
 “No. She lives with her son, Ash.”
I can almost imagine her eyes narrowing at this new revelation. “Her son? And how old is he?”
 “Around seventeen I think.”
 “A teenage boy?” she trills. “Hope, surely you know about-” I quickly cut her off before she can finish that sentence, a steady blush creeping up my neck. 
 “Dawn,” I hiss. “Don’t even go there. I know all about that and I can look after myself.”
 “But-”
 “He’s not like that anyway. He doesn’t see me in that way at all. Hell, we don’t even like each other very much.”
She seems ready to argue, but decides to hold her tongue, sighing in defeat instead. “If you’re sure you know what you’re doing…”
 “Yes, I do,” I hurry to assure her. 
 “Ok, fine. Just tell Jenny she can call me any time if she needs to clarify anything, okay? And look after yourself.”
 “I will,” I say. “And don’t worry, I’ve been looking after myself for six years on my own, another summer isn’t going to make much difference.” 
She doesn’t respond to that comment, as I had expected. “Is there anything you need?” she asks. “Do you have clothes with you? Money?” 
I had taken all of my savings which I had collected over the years with me – nearly three hundred and thirty pounds. “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I assure her. “You’re coming to get me on the first of September, right?”
 “Yeah, I’ll call before that though.”
 “Ok.”
 “Tell Jenny I said thank you.”
 “I will.” 
 “Bye, then.” It sounds wistful, almost, her voice betraying too much emotion. She sounds like she wants me to tell me something, but isn’t sure how to say it.
 “Bye,” I echo. 
I hang up before she can say whatever it is that she so desperately wants to tell me, because I know I won’t want to hear it. You see it’s that saying again, the one about people appreciating things only once they’re gone. Just like how Dawn is only pretending to care, because this time she knows I’m being serious. 
But I’m learning from my mistakes. I won’t allow myself to believe – even hope – that her kind words and pledges of sincerity are anything more than hollow. 
 

*****
 

There was a time once, when I was ten, before they broke me. I came home from school that day to find the only framed picture of us as a family lying broken on the floor, lost in a puddle of shattered glass. Although unspoken, that photo had been elected as our favourite. I knew it wasn’t me. But I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and Faith quickly assumed that I had broken the picture frame. She’d called me stupid, useless, followed by a string of obscenities. Her hazel eyes had been alight with fury, her nostrils flared, her lips stretched into a pink thread on her face. 
 “It wasn’t me!” I protested weakly, but it was useless. Faith only cursed and sneered, towering over me menacingly. I’d been afraid that she would hit me. And then I noticed Dawn, who was also in the room, and the guilt evident in her eyes, overflowing and manifesting into tears. She was the one who had knocked over the frame. 
That night I slept in the bathroom, the only room in the house that had a lock on it. My vivid ten year old imagination had already tortured me more than Faith ever would. I imagined them coming for me, taking me hostage while I slept. I imagined them infiltrating my room in the dead of night, stealing my most precious items in revenge. I imagined them locking me in from the outside, until I died from dehydration and starvation. Sleeping in the bathroom had been a precaution I was willing to take. 
In the end Dawn never told Faith the truth that she was the guilty one, not me. The other two were angry with me for several days, but I never told them either. I could tell Dawn was thankful. She never mentioned the incident again. She never apologised to me, but I could tell. Every time I passed her, whenever we were alone, I saw the furtive glances she would send me before looking away and blushing when she realised she had been caught. I could tell she wanted to apologise to me but just didn’t know how. And back then I wasn’t angry, because that was just who she was. She was weak, quiet, shy. She was a follower and I couldn’t hate her for it, because that’s who she had always been. 
They say that there’s three types of people in the world; the ones who like to take control of what is happening, the ones who prefer to watch what is happening and the ones who are always trying to figure out what the hell is happening. I used to think that I knew which type of person my sister was, but now I’m not so sure. 
 

*****
 

I make my entrance into the kitchen at approximately nine thirty, deeming it late enough to ‘wake up’ for the second time. I’ve taken the extra liberty this morning to make an attempt to tame my tousled hair, which still shows the scars of its honourable battle with the brush. To add to this achievement, I have even gone to the effort of fishing out a new set of clothes from the supplies I had brought with me, sporting a clean pair of jeans instead my old, barely intact ones and a new sweater, this time in a different shade of indecisive grey. I’m not sure why I make the extra bother with my appearance. I still look like a sack in any case. 
 “Hey, it seems you’ve discovered that rather useful invention called a hairbrush.” Ah. Surprisingly, Ash notices the attempt at my hair. He’s more observant than you’d expect. 
 “Can’t say the same for you,” I reply through a yawn, sitting down across from him, just as Jenny returns from the kitchen carrying a plate heaped with toast. We eat. The toast still tastes like cardboard. And that’s breakfast. 
Afterwards he lingers behind while Jenny heads into the kitchen. “Wow,” he says. “I was half expecting your sisters to change their mind.” 
 “Sorry to disappoint.”
 “You should be, I’m devastated,” he counters, sarcastic. “But is this really what you want?” 
The question is a little strange. I tilt my head at him. “Do you honestly think I would let my sisters force me into something like this?”
He shrugs. “Maybe, I don’t know.”
 “Well then yes, this is what I want,” I answer. “I’m not so weak as to let them make my decisions for me.” That’s a lie though and what’s left of my conscience twinges. Can consciences go mouldy or break from lack of use?
 “So then you don’t feel awkward, being here?” he asks. “You don’t mind staying here for the entire summer?”
 “I don’t know. Should I?”
 “No.”
 “I don’t get homesick, if that’s what you’re asking.”
He seems satisfied with this answer and a smile flits across his face, immediately lightening the mood. It’s one of those few moments where I feel that we could be good friends if we tried, that maybe we could understand each other without these invisible barriers in the way.
 

*****
 

A little while later, once we have left the kitchen, he takes it upon himself to forcefully tug me up the stairs and to his room. He says it’s partly just to annoy me and partly because he’s bored. 
 “I’m not a plush toy you know,” I growl as he pulls me along the upstairs landing. He just ignores me as we reach our destination. Then, he pushes the door open and leads me inside. 
 “There’s more space in here than your room,” he explains. “Oh, and plus I have a TV and everything.”
The inside of Ash Falkland’s room is really not very different to what I had imagined. The walls are a deep navy blue and the floor is crammed with rubbish; clothes, sweet wrappers, magazine, male things. Just below the drawn curtains is a bed, covers strewn haphazardly across it in a chaotic frenzy. I suppress a chuckle.
 “Where’s this so-called extra space then?” I ask. “From what I can see, it looks like you’ve recently had a full-scale house party and managed to cram it all into one room.”
He rolls his eyes, picking his way across the mess to collapse onto the bed, making a gesture to indicate that I should follow his example. “Why are girls always such perfectionists?”
I deadpan. “This is nowhere near acceptable, let alone perfection.”
 “I think it’s perfect.”
 “Honestly Ash,” I sigh. “I know the truth hurts but face it, calling this-” I wave my hands around at the mess, “a pigsty would be an insult to the pigs.”
He pouts. “Hey, that’s not nice.”
 “Neither is stepping on rotting banana skins trying to get across the room,” I say. “Why don’t you just try cleaning up for once?”
 “I don’t want to throw anything out; everything in here has sentimental value to me.”
I raise an eyebrow and bend down, coming up a moment later with what resembles half a sock with some gooey brown substance (possibly chocolate) coating part of it. “Even this?” I question, holding it away from me. “I swear this room’s a health hazzard.” I drop the poor, mangled object. 
He just sighs and lies back on the bed. “I like my room messy,” is all he says at last and I realise there’s no point trying to convert him. It won’t work anyway. We share a common trait: stubbornness. 
We sit for a little while, both content doing nothing. I find my gaze drawn to the cluttered CD racks and overflowing drawers. I can see a lonesome, greying sock poking out from one of them. Pens in various colours are speckled all over his desk, creating a greyscale rainbow. Then finally my eyes come to rest on a potted cactus that sits with a regal calmness on the window sill. Two small, red flowers bloom from the top of the vile looking plant. 
 “You have a cactus?” I ask, breaking the silence. 
This seems to interest him and he sits up, smiling fondly. “Ah yes, that’s Tobi.”
 “You named your plant?” I raise an eyebrow.“Tobi?”
He nods, as though this isn’t strange at all. “Of course, everyone has potted plants these days, it’s the new fashion. You don’t have to take them for walks or anything.” For some reason, I have a sudden mental image of Tobi the potted cactus with a dog’s collar and leash wrapped around its thorny, green arms. 
 “I see.”
He sends another fond glance at the motionless cactus. “Tobi’s a good plant.”
 “I’m sure he is.”
 “And he’s a cactus, so you don’t even have to water him.”
I sigh in exasperation. “Great, Ash,” I mutter. “Just great. I’m glad you’ve finally found something with the same level of maturity as you.”
 “You’re lucky I can take a joke, you know.”
 “Sure.”
 “You should get a potted plant too. They make good company.”
 “Of course they do. Talking to a cactus isn’t strange at all.”
 “At least it can’t argue back.”
Sometimes I worry for his sanity, because apparently you really do learn something new every day. Take this, for example. Today I have learnt one very important fact: that my self-proclaimed ‘saviour’ is completely and irrevocably loopy. 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 8: Standing in the rain, because singing in it is overrated  
 

The first time I met Mr. Scott was also the first time I felt alive in well over four years. Unlike my classmates, he saw me as a lost and confused teenager rather than an unapproachable icicle. Unlike my previous counsellor, he saw me as a person rather than an assignment. And unlike my sisters, he saw how broken I was. 
Our first meeting had been when I was thirteen. The teachers thought that giving me a new counsellor would be an adequate punishment. So I entered the room reluctantly with a scowl plastered over my features and profanities running through my head. He had been sitting at a desk stacked high with books and folders. ‘Unorganised and messy, he’s not going to last longer than two sessions’ had been my thoughts at the time. 
But he did, and I shouldn’t have let it happen. 
 “So, you’re Hope Weller, am I right?” he asked pleasantly.
 “Yeah.”
 “Well then, it’s nice to meet you. I’m going to be your counsellor this year. You can just call me Mr. Scott.” We shook hands. After that, an awkward silence had fallen between us. Maybe he expected me to say something first. I pointedly looked away, scowl never leaving my face. “You’ll get wrinkle lines if you keep that up,” he’d commented after a minute of my stubborn silence. “I get the feeling that you’d prefer not to be here right now.”
 “Really?” I asked, sarcasm dripping from my voice. “What gave it away? The death glares?”
He shook his head in what I guessed was amusement. “This is for your own good.” 
 “No, it’s what the teachers think is for my own good.” I quickly continued when he failed to reply. “Let’s face it Mr. Scott. You’re only doing this because it’s your job and I’m only here because I haven’t got a choice. You should just give up while you’re behind and we can both go our own ways.”
I expected, probably even hoped, that he would be angry like any other adult would be. However, he didn’t seem phased by my little outburst and instead just leaned forward, the smile never leaving his bark-coloured eyes. 
 “Hope Weller, huh?” he pondered. “My, you certainly are an interesting case, although I must say that I’ve heard that little speech all before.”
 “Are you saying I’m not original enough for you?”
 “I never said anything of the sort. But let’s make this clear, I did not choose this occupation for the money. I want to help you, if you’ll let me.”
There was a refreshing sort of sincerity about the man, something that was difficult to find. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but when I look back now I realise that Mr. Scott is yet another name I must add to the list of people I should have appreciated when I had the chance. Self-pity blinds you to things like this. 
 “Just get on with it so we can get this over with.” 
 “Fine, then. So Hope, why are you here?”
 “Because I’ve been skipping class, failing the ones I actually go to, not handing in assignments, talking back to the teachers and apparently I’m being ‘antisocial’.”
 “I see.” He paused and jotted something down in a purple notebook. “Why do you do it all, then? What do you get out of it?”
 “I don’t get anything out of it. I just can’t bring myself to care anymore.”
 “Even if the school were to expel you?” 
 “Wouldn’t change anything. I guess I’d find a job, something simple like a shop assistant.”
He gave me a disapproving look. “I think you’re capable of much more than that.”
 “And who are you to tell me what I’m capable of?” I growled, frustrated. 
 “You’re capable of anything you work hard for. And somehow, I can’t see you being satisfied living without a goal.”
 “Maybe that’s true. Maybe the old me was ambitious, but all of that’s gone now. There’s no point in trying anymore.” 
He sighed softly, but it wasn’t a disappointed sigh, just a sad sigh. “What makes you feel like this?” 
 “Why bother asking something you already know?” I’d let out a short, brittle laugh, the type that is associated with deranged people. “You already know everything about me, it’s all in that little purple file on your desk. My name, my grades, my previous counsellor, the fact that my parents are dead,” my voice cracked then, at the mention of them. 
 “That’s not all of it though, is it?” he murmured. 
 “What do you mean?”
 “There’s more to it than that, I can tell.”
A wry smirk slipped onto my face. “You’re good, I admit.”
 “It is part of my job, after all.” He’d paused for a brief moment. “Hope, I want to help you, and not because I’m obligated to,” he said, and then smiled. “Trust me.”
I scoffed, staring pointedly at the floor. “You ask me to trust you, but we barely even know each other.”
 “Then let’s change that,” he suggested. “Let me get to know the real you, not the person you pretend to be, and I’ll return the favour.”
We ended up talking about our likes, dislikes and anything else we felt was safe to divulge. He did most of the talking really and I carefully refrained from telling him anything too personal, but what I did say was the truth and for once it felt nice to tell the truth. I had grown so accustomed to lying that it felt strange doing so, but it wasn’t a bad feeling. I would like to think that he was truthful with me as well. I remember asking him about his family, about his two children and divorced wife. He told me all sorts of stories, about his young daughter who he had only known for five years, the son he had never known at all and the woman he loved but shouldn’t have. He told me that even though sometimes it seems like the end, life still goes on. 
 “Life’s a pain in the ass,” he’d said. “But, if it ever gets too hard, look for the trees. They seem to be better philosophers than any of us will ever be.”
A cryptic message, but now when I look back on his words, they make sense in a twisted way. Under a tree had been where Ash found me, where I made my decision. And ultimately, under a tree had been where my life both ended and begun. 
 

*****
 

 “The Bell Jar, huh?” Ash remarks, letting himself into the room. He glances at the cover of the book I’m reading. “Isn’t that about some girl who goes crazy and tries to kill herself?”
I snap my book shut, not bothering to mark the page. “She’s depressed, not crazy,” I mutter. “And I know it’s not your type of thing, but don’t you dare judge me.”
 “Don’t worry, I’ve learnt my lesson. I still have bruises from the last time I pissed you off.” He sits on my bed, setting down a jar filled with multi-coloured blobs between us. 
 “What’s in there?” I ask. 
He grins. “Jelly beans.”
 “Jelly beans?”
 “Jelly beans.” I stare at him in confusion, wondering at the randomness. Should I even ask? I peer through the glass at the brightly coloured beans, marvelling at how artificial they look. “You know what jelly beans are, right?” He asks in an ‘if-you-say-no-I’ll-never-let-you-live-it-down’ sort of voice. 
 “Of course,” I say. “Bean-shaped blobs of compressed sugar and artificial flavouring.”
He nods along in agreement. “A.K.A pure genius.” He grabs the jar and unscrews the top, tipping out a few of the beans into his palm. 
 “You’re not seriously going to eat those are you?” I ask distastefully, but he’s already thrown all of them into his mouth at once as though taking tablets. 
 “Hmm...coffee, eggs, green tea and bubblegum,” he declares.
 “Green tea?” I repeat. “What kind of sweets are these?” I inspect the jar. ‘New and improved every flavour jelly beans’ stands out in bright red font, along with the ingredients and nutritional information below it. “Do you even realise how much sugar and artificial flavouring is in this stuff?” 
He rudely snatches the jar back and tips the contents onto the bedspread between us. A hundred rainbow beans shower the duvet, clattering against each other, sounding like the rain. “Have some,” he offers. 
 “Are you kidding?” I scoff in outrage, eyeing the beans in contempt. “Those things are so unhealthy!” 
 “So?”
 “So I’m not letting them anywhere near my body!” 
 “Seriously, live a little,” he rolls his eyes. “I know they’re unhealthy, but just man up and try one. You might like it.” Then, to demonstrate, he chooses a bright red bean and pops it into his mouth. “Cherry,” he says after a moment. I continue to glare childishly. “Want me to feed you? Or can you do that yourself?”
 “Fine!” I give in, practically snarling. “I’ll try one.” I choose another bright red one, almost certain that it will be cherry flavoured. Oh how wrong I am. I choke at the scorching heat that burns my tongue and makes my eyes water, forcing myself to swallow the bean. I feel the horrible burning sensation travelling down my throat, causing me to cough and splutter. 
 “Bad luck,” he smirks. I look up at him and try my best to glare through my watery eyes. 
 “Horseradish,” I splutter. He only sniggers, taking another bean and popping it into his mouth. 
 “Mmm Coconut,” he mumbles. I angrily cross my arms, glowering at him. When he notices, he just shrugs. “What can I say? It’s a gift.” 
I sigh in defeat. “And obviously I don’t have it.” 
 

*****
 

I find myself panting down at my old, broken trainers as I jog to keep up with Ash. He had suggested venturing outside and it had seemed like relief at the time, freedom from imprisonment in my room staring up at the same boring ceiling. However, as much as I had wanted to go out and do something, pointless exercise wasn’t what I had in mind. 
 “Why the hurry?” I finally ask after a few silent minutes of this. My legs are starting to ache and it is getting harder to breathe, just goes to show how unfit I am. 
 “Hmm? Can’t keep up?” He turns to look at me struggling behind him and slows his pace. “Better?” he asks silkily. I don’t even bother answering. 
We’re back in the meadow, because apparently Cleadon village is surrounded by them and everyone here must be descended from farmers because they all have a weird obsession with them. The sky is smudged and wisps of grey dance across the white ceiling. There’s no crickets today, and their absence makes me sad. Maybe they’ve moved on, to somewhere warmer. I don’t blame them. Subconsciously I bury my hands into the folds of my grey sweater. I’m the one who matches the weather today. 
 “So where are we-” I start, in some attempt to break the silence, but I’m quickly cut off when I walk straight into Ash. I stumble back in surprise to see that he has stopped walking and is now standing rigidly still, eyes fixed on something in the distance. “Huh?”
I follow his gaze and then I see them. 
A few feet away two boys and a girl are stepping over a dead log, coming out of the shadows of some nearby trees and sauntering towards us. They have seen us and as I watch curiously, Ash takes a step in front of me. 
 “Who are they?” I ask quietly, tearing my eyes away from the small group and focusing on him. His whole demeanour has changed completely. He is standing in a protective stance, back stiff and expression cold. 
 “Looks like Jason,” he replies, squinting. “Kate, Jason and...oh great, Ben Hastle.” 
 “You know them?” 
 “Yes, unfortunately.”
It doesn’t take long for the group to reach us. The first boy – the obvious leader of the group – has an infuriatingly smug look on his face, half hidden by a mop of scraggily blond hair. His eyes, scrutinising and icy blue, linger on me for a moment, before darting away. “Ash,” he greets haughtily. 
 “Ben,” Ash fakes a pleasant smile. “It’s been a while.”
 “So it has.” Ben’s eyes roam over me again in curiosity. I resist the urge to squirm as he judges me silently. “I see you’ve got a friend with you.” 
 “Your girlfriend?” the girl asks, directing the question at Ash. She’s small with a slender frame and ebony curls that rest past her shoulders. 
 “She’s not my girlfriend,” Ash glares.
Ben ignores him, turning to address me instead. “What’s your name?” 
 “Hope,” I reply, hearing a disapproving scoff from Kate who seems to be not-so-discreetly inspecting the disastrous attempt at my hair. 
 “Really, Ash,” Ben cocks an eyebrow. “This was the best you could get? I thought you were popular with the girls.”
 “For the last time she’s not my girlfriend,” Ash growls, jaw clenched. “And even if she were, she’d be better than any of those giggling, fake girls that hang off your arm. At least she has a personality, something which I can’t say the same about for you.”
 “Ooh, touchy,” Ben sneers. “Sorry, did I strike a nerve there?”
 “No, but I’ll strike one of your -,”
But before Ash can finish his threat, Ben suddenly diverts his attention to me. “So if you’re not his girlfriend, what are you to him? His cousin or something?”
 “We’re friends, that’s all,” I say. 
 “Then where did you come from? I’ve never seen you before.”
 “It’s none of your business.”
 “Why so secretive?” he raises an eyebrow, looking between us. “I’m just curious, that’s all. You can’t blame me for that.”
 “She said it’s none of your business,” Ash glares, tone menacing. “So piss off.”
 “What are you going to do if I don’t?” Ash doesn’t answer, he doesn’t have one. Ben smirks victoriously. “Hmph, you shouldn’t make threats you can’t back up.” 
For a moment, there is a long and deafening stillness. It’s a silent stand-off. I wait, tense with anticipation, for something to happen; for someone to throw the first punch, for a fight to start. But it never does. 
Ben scoffs in contempt, turning away. “I didn’t come here to fight you, Ash.”
 “Why? Scared you’ll lose?” 
 “Not today,” is all he says. Then, he gestures for the other two to follow as he begins to walk back in the opposite direction, towards the end of the meadow and Cleadon Creek. But just before he does so, he sends me another one of those looks. I’m not sure if it’s a malicious look or not and I can’t figure out what it means, but it makes me uncomfortable. 
 “We should go,” Ash mutters beside me. I meet his gaze, trying to ignore the anger still clouding his eyes. 
 “Where to?” 
 “Home, obviously.” He starts walking back the way we came, jamming his hands into the pockets of his jacket. I ‘m completely bemused.
"Wait up!" I call, jogging to catch up. He hardly acknowledges me as I fall into pace with him, face still stone hard. We walk in an uncomfortable silence. It’s highly unlikely that he’s going to speak, so I find myself deliberating the best thing to say. Asking about the recent encounter is quickly ruled out by one look at his stony eyes.  
"So, nice day, isn't it?"  
"There's rain coming," he says blandly. I look up to see large, menacing grey clouds rolling in at an alarming rate, heavy with water. The mounting army prepares for its onslaught against the earth below. It has already taken the sun prisoner among an accumulation of slate grey mass. I wonder how long it will be before the rest of the world surrenders too.  
"Let’s try and get back before it starts,” I suggest. He nods but doesn't bother saying anything to my surprise. I try a few more times to strike up conversation as we walk, but I’m resolutely shot down every time. It’s annoying, and I wonder briefly if this is how he feels when I’m the one sulking.  
“What the hell is up with you?” I finally ask bluntly, stopping.  
 “Nothing.”
I scoff. “Sure. Then you won’t mind telling me all about Ben Hastle and how you know him.”
“What’s there to tell? He’s a jerk.”
“I think there’s more to it than that.”
“Think what you want,” he says dismissively. He turns away from me again, starting to walk, but I quickly catch his wrist.  
“How do you know him?”  
He sighs, shaking away my hand. “Tell me,” he says. “Why should I tell you anything about my personal life, when you refuse to tell me anything about yours?”
It’s a good point. I resort to glaring, because what he says is logical and I know I have no right to press for answers that I myself won’t give. “Fine, then,” I deflate. “Then…are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
My irritation eventually manifests into a scowl. “I’m trying to be nice here. Can’t you at least make an effort to cooperate?”
He chuckles lightly. “You’re not trying to be nice, you’re just curious.”  
“It’s the same for you, though.”
 “Yes, but at least I admit it.”
“Jerk.”
“Joy-killer.”
“Moron.”
“Scrumpling.”
“What?”
“It’s a derogatory term for an annoying person shorter than yourself.”
I laugh. “Now you’re just making up words? You’re losing your touch.”
He smiles back, and I’m almost relieved to see it. “I’d like to see you try and do better.”
The moment’s ruined when the first few droplets of rain arrive. Soon it begins to drizzle, sprinkling us with cold water. Looking up I see a large slate spectre circling the meadow, casting a dark shadow across the swaying grass. "It's raining," I state, grinning up at the sky. As if hearing me, the light drizzle quickly worsens, the rain drops coming down harder and faster.  
"I like the rain," he says.  
“So do I.” I like the sound it makes, I like how it feels and I like how it smells. I still remember, because it was raining that day as well.  
I can hear the slamming of the door ringing in my ears again, can feel the first torrent of rain soaking through my clothes as I run and run, lungs burning and legs ready to give out beneath me. I can feel the crisp wind again, whipping through my hair and attempting to tackle me to the ground. I can taste the salty mix of tears and rainwater on my lips, see the miles of grassland and barren roads as I stumble on, vision blurry.  
Running away feels like a lifetime ago, but I know it hasn’t been that long. Sometimes, I wonder if I did the right thing. I wonder what they think, if they care. I wonder if it was just a heat-of-the-moment impulse, or if it was meant to happen. I don’t believe in fate but things happen for a reason, don’t they? Otherwise, Ash wouldn't have found me. No one would have found me. Maybe this is my second chance, to make things right or at least make me right.  
I watch him, his head tilted back and his tongue lolling out of his mouth as he attempts to catch the raindrops on it. His clothes are soaking wet and his hair is plastered to his face, but he doesn't care. There is a goofy smile on his face and when I see it I can't help but smile too, even if it is a little sadly. How much I wish I could be like him.  
"The rain tastes kinda salty," he declares, suddenly back in that good mood he’s always in. He notices me watching him and beckons me over, grinning like an idiot, everything somehow forgotten in a matter of minutes.
You see, that's the thing about Ash. That's the one factor that makes us so different. He's innocent, immature and naïve. Ironically, he’s also like a tree. No matter how strong the wind is, they always stand firm. Compared to him, I’m just a measly dandelion. That is why we will never be able to understand each other completely. We live in two separate worlds. But sometimes, the line between those two worlds blur. Like now, for example. There’s nothing between us in this moment, no walls or barriers or prejudices.  
We are just two equally insignificant points on the world as we stand there, drenched and cold, in the rain.
 

 

 


Chapter 9: I won’t make your mistakes anymore

 


Jenny has found a new job. It’s a surprise. Both Ash and I stare at her in bemusement when she flounces through the door carrying shopping bags and announces it happily.  
“Starting tomorrow, I’m going to be working in the ‘Phase eight’ shop just down in the high street, as a sales assistant.”  
Ash gapes for a moment, before his mouth snaps shut again. “You’ve got a job?” is all he can say, still in shock.  
 “Yes. It’s very exciting, don’t you think?”  
“What is ‘Phase eight’ anyway?” I ask.  
“A clothes shop,” she replies. “It’s quite an expensive place, but it’s aimed at middle aged people.”
I wonder if this is what Jenny meant by ‘soul-searching’. I decide to shrug off the matter and smile for her, because she seems to be happy about it anyway. Ash, on the other hand…
“You’re going to be out all day?” he looks horrified. “What am I going to do for the next four weeks? What about lunch?”
Her smile fades into a guilty frown. “I’m sorry, dear, but we really need the money,” she explains. “And besides, you two will have each other for company.” You’ve got to be kidding…
He sends her an, if possible, even more horrified look and sounds almost scared to ask the next question: “And lunch…?”
She pats him on the shoulder consolingly. “You can go out to eat, or make yourself a sandwich, I’m sure you’ll manage.”
He still looks unsure, as though the thought of skipping lunch is unthinkable, but eventually lets out a defeated sigh. “Fine, I guess.” He pauses. “What time do you leave and get back?”
“I leave at eight thirty in the morning and should get back at about six.”
“You’re starting tomorrow?”  
She nods. “You two can go anywhere you want, as long as you stay out of trouble and bring a mobile with you,” she says. Then she turns to me. “Hope, you will at least try to control him, won’t you?” her tone is almost pleading and I have to fight down the urge to laugh.  
“I’ll try,” is the only thing I can promise. She doesn’t look very convinced and turns to her son.  
“Just don’t annoy the neighbours, don’t attempt anything remotely dangerous and please don’t break anything.”
“Sure, whatever you say,” he waves her off, grinning in a way that clearly says he plans to do the exact opposite. She sighs in defeat, knowing it’s a lost cause, and proceeds to carry the bags into the kitchen. I feel sorry for the woman.  
Once she’s gone Ash rounds on me, a mischievous smirk on his face. “Well, it seems we’re going to be having the house to ourselves for most of the day.”  
I eye him suspiciously. “So?”
“Nothing,” he grins. “Nothing at all.”
The expression on his face says otherwise and I feel a shudder of fear at the thought of what he has in plan.
 

*****
 

I’ve never thought much of boys. I used to regard them as aliens, something in a world completely different from my own and safest to steer clear of. I could never understand why nature found it necessary to create boys; wouldn’t the world be a better place without them? All they seemed to do was push you into puddles and laugh when you tripped. I guess my eyes were opened when I found out about sex. 
Strangely enough though, Faith was the one who first taught me that there is more to the male species than action figures and obsessions with guns. 
That day, she had come home from school in a dream like state, an odd smile on her face and her eyes glazed. She’d almost walked into a wall, before Lily pulled her into the room they shared and demanded some answers for her strange behaviour. Curiosity had gotten the better of me and I’d managed to slip in as well, neither of them seeming to notice or mind. 
 “He did what?” A twelve year old Lily had gasped, looking truly flabbergasted. 
 “I know Lily, isn’t it amazing?” Faith, sixteen at the time, gushed. 
Lily had stars in her eyes. “You are so lucky,” she pouted. “He’s one of the hottest boys in both of our years.” 
 “I know, and he asked me out. I can hardly believe it.”
I’d chosen then to make my presence known, not understanding what they were obviously so excited about. “What’d ya talking about?” I asked curiously, looking between them in confusion. 
Faith just smiled, reaching across the distance to ruffle my hair, causing me to scowl. “Nothing, Hope, it’s nothing,” she said. “I’ve just made a new friend. A special friend, that’s all.”
Their ‘special friendship’ lasted only for a few weeks. They were a nice few weeks, though. Every night Faith would disappear upstairs after dinner and I would hear her talking on the phone in her room, to her ‘special friend’. I tried to listen in once, but got bored quickly. Still, I had never seen Faith so happy as in those few weeks. She walked around with a constant smile on her face and sometimes she would get that funny glazed look in her eyes. 
She told me once that it was called ‘love’. “You get this strange feeling in your stomach when he smiles at you, and it just feels right,” she tried to explain to me one night. “You want to spend all of your time with that person and you feel warm inside whenever you’re with them. You want them to be happy and you want to protect them, no matter what.” The way she described it made it sound like something unreal, something too good to be true. Maybe it was. 
One day I got home from school early, having run all the way back because I thought it would rain. No one else was home yet; mother and father were still at work and the others still at school. Or so I thought. When I made it upstairs, I heard quiet sniffling punctuated by sobs coming from Lily and Faith’s room. Curious, I pushed the door open, only to find my eldest sister curled into the corner of the room, hands wrapped around her legs and head buried into her knees as she sobbed into her jeans. Maybe I didn’t know the phrase for it back then, but I’m sure my heart had broken just a little bit seeing the sister I respected most in that way. 
I tried to comfort her, in the only mediocre way I could, because I was still only six and I didn’t understand. I curled up beside her and hugged her arm, trying to quell the sobs. I remember feeling angry and upset at the same time. Angry because of whatever it was that had hurt my sister, and upset because her tears were not enough and I wanted to be sad for her. 
We stayed like that for a few minutes, until she looked up and wiped her red eyes, mascara cutting black streams down her cheeks. 
 “Thank you,” she whispered, voice coarse and broken.
 “What’s wrong, Faith?” I asked. 
Another tear leaked out, making its way alone down her cheek. She only smiled sadly. “He cheated on me,” she said, laughing hollowly. “These past few weeks I thought he actually liked me, but all this time it was just a lie.” And even though I didn’t quite understand, I knew that whatever it was it must have been bad so I only hugged her arm tighter. 
 “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “Please, Faith, don’t be sad.”
She made a mistake. She shouldn’t have trusted him. She shouldn’t have given him her heart, because when you give people your heart it doesn’t mean they will appreciate it. The strange thing is that Ryan managed to tear holes in it that no one else was able to, even though I didn’t understand why. 
I still don’t understand. But what I do know is that I will never be foolish enough to make her mistakes.
 

*****
 

He asks me about my sisters on our way to Cleadon Creek, half way through babbling about some TV programme he’s fond of. His eyes are milk chocolate in the blinding sunlight and his hair bleached a shade lighter into warm sepia. 
 “You’ve got four of them, right?” 
 “Yeah,” I mutter. 
 “How old are they?”
 “Faith’s twenty six, Lily’s twenty two and Dawn’s eighteen.”
 “So they’re all at least three years older than you.”
 “Nice to know you can do basic math.”
 “Are they all as sarcastic as you?”
 “Nah, it’s just me.”
 “Then what are they like?”
I pause in thought for a moment, trying to think up an adjective that can sum all three of them up. “They’re all really hard working,” is all I can think of. 
 “So I’m guessing you’re the odd one out in that case.” Maybe not for that reason, but he’s right.
 “Yeah,” I look away. “I am.”
He seems to sense my aura of despondency after that and stops asking questions. 
By the time we reach the lake, it’s early afternoon. The sun hangs low in the sky, casting a pretty glow over the water and its various shadows. It would be a nice place to relax, if I had the lake to myself. But alas, we are not the only ones to take advantage of the cool breeze and perfect weather. 
Perched on a rock on the far side of the lake is a certain girl with coal hair weaved into two long plaits and a pair of gentle, blue eyes that match the water. She is resting her chin in her hands, elbows propped up on olive knees. The same scarlet skirt clashes horribly with the forest green leg warmers she is sporting, the tattered sunflower shirt adding the final touch of disaster to her outfit. I can’t help but smile. 
Standing nearby Claire’s rock, wearing Wellington boots and carrying a fishing net is a boy around the age of twelve, with hair the shade of burnt umber and jeans rolled up to the knee. 
 “Who‘s that boy?” I ask Ash discreetly, casting him a furtive glance. 
 “Daniel. He’s Claire’s brother, the girl sitting on the rock,” he explains. “Both of them go to my school. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”
I’m not so keen on the idea, but I don’t have a choice as he grabs my wrist and all but drags me out of the trees towards them, ignoring my protests. 
Claire is the first to notice the commotion and her idle gaze snaps up, a small smile immediately appearing when she sees us. “Oh Hope, it’s nice to see you again,” she says, eyes curving upwards. “You too, Ash.”
 “Who?” Daniel looks up from peering through round lenses into the water. 
Claire, ignoring him, leaps lightly off her rock and skips up to us. She gives us a large grin, braces glinting in the sun. “You really do live with him,” she notes, looking between Ash and I with interest. He looks puzzled. 
 “You two already know each other?” 
 “We erm…met a few days ago.” I try to resist the urge to let my gaze slip downwards towards the girl’s obscure caterpillar leg warmers. “No stripy socks today,” I observe. 
She shrugs. “They didn’t match the rest of my outfit.”
How the two green obscenities wrapped around her legs do match, I cannot fathom. 
However, before I have time to ponder over her strange fashion sense, Daniel has staggered out of the water and joined us, bucket still clutched firmly in his hand as the sunlight glints off his glasses. 
 “You caught anything yet?” Claire asks. 
He gives a dejected shake of his head. “Nah, just a few snails and water beetles. No fish.”
 “You’re fishing?” I ask. 
He scrutinises me curiously for a second before answering, his tone patronising. “It’s for a school project,” he explains. “Biology. We’re studying aquatic ecosystems. I was hoping to catch a Pike. They’re supposed to be pretty tough, like piranhas.”
 “I read something about them,” Ash pipes up. “They can get really big. To be honest, they’d probably tear your net up.”
It’s almost comical how three pairs of eyebrows raise simultaneously. “You read?” I voice all of our thoughts. “Books? And comics don’t count.”
He feigns an insulted frown. “I’ll have you know that I finished the last Twilight book a month ago, and it was long.”
Daniel scowls. “That book’s an insult to the vampire race.”
 “And you’re an insult to the human one,” Claire gives us a sheepish grin and ruffles her brother’s hair in a chastising way. “Sorry about him. He’s going through, you know, mood swings.”
He pushes her hand away angrily. “Let off, Claire. It’s not like you can talk, being female and all.”
 “He has a point,” Ash says, chuckling. He points his thumb conspicuously towards me and winks. 
 “And what’s that supposed to mean?” I turn my best glare on him. 
 “Erm, your hair looks pretty in the sun?” 
 “I thought so.”
All three of them laugh, and I can’t help but laugh with them. 
 “How do you know Ash, anyway?” Daniel asks. “I mean, I haven’t seen you before. Have you just moved here?”
I shuffle my feet nervously as the previously light-hearted atmosphere dissipates. “Well, you could say that.” My eyes dart towards Ash uneasily. And, without any form of communication, he automatically picks up where I left off. 
 “Hope’s family are friends with my mum. They’re on a business trip at the moment, so she’s staying with me for the summer.” He grins a charming, easy grin as he says it and the lie comes across so smooth and natural, without any trace of hesitation, that we could have been telling people this all our lives. 
 

*****
 

Later on, when we go out to a cheap noodle bar for dinner, I ask him about it. “Why’d you cover for me?” I inquire, chopsticks dangling limply in my fingers. “You didn’t have to. You could’ve just told them the truth.”
He shrugs. “I didn’t think you’d want them to know,” he says. “It would’ve made things awkward. They would have asked questions, and I know you don’t like that.”
I blush slightly at my bowl. “Thanks,” I mutter. “For not telling, it was oddly sensitive of you.”
 “I can do sensitive,” he scoffs. “You just never expect me to be able to.” 
 “That’s not true-” I begin to protest, but one raised eyebrow from him silences me. “I guess you’re right,” I admit with a sigh. “You can be mature sometimes, just not very often.”
He smiles. “I like it that way. Being mature all the time would be boring. I’d rather live in the clouds while I still have the chance.”
 “You remind me of Peter Pan, wanting to stay a kid forever.”
 “I quite like that comparison,” he says. “But, just because I like being a kid, doesn’t mean I’m always one. I do read, and I do watch the news sometimes, and I think about my future like everyone else.”
 “What do you think about then, when you think about your future?” I ask. 
He sighs. “Nothing, really. I’ve given up trying to figure it out. I mean, my grades aren’t particularly good. I don’t know if I’ll even be able to get into a university.” 
 “You still have time to improve, if you work hard,” I try to persuade him. “And besides, why do you need to go to university? There are plenty of other things you could do.”
 “Like what?”
I pause. “I can’t think of anything right now, I’ll get back to you on it.”
He laughs. “Very helpful. But the point is, when we’re young it seems like there’s so many opportunities out there, like we have everything in the world to look forward to. I’d hate to grow up and become disillusioned with all of that.” 
 “Yup, the world’s your oyster,” I agree sagely.
 “What if you don’t like oysters?”
 “Well, ‘the world’s your Chinese takeaway’ doesn’t quite have the same ring to it.”
He sighs dramatically. “You just had to say that. Now I’m craving pork dumplings.”
 “With the noodles?”
 “Absolutely.”
I shake my head in exasperation. “How do you manage to relate everything back to food?”
 

 

 “You’re the one who mentioned oysters,” he pouts. “I was planning on having a nice mature, cynical conversation. I thought that’s what you wanted.”
 “I did,” I smile. “Turns out though that I prefer you as an optimist.”
He rubs the back of his head sheepishly. “I’m not a completely naïve idiot, I just wanted you to know that.”
 “Sorry,” I apologise, slightly guilty. “You know I don’t really think of you like that, it’s just that making fun of you is irresistible.” 
There’s a pause for a moment then, tense, and I almost expect him to tell me that he’s fed up with me being so condescending to him all the time. But then he says: “You mean I’m irresistible,” in his usual cocky tone, and we both know that everything’s alright again between us.
 “And modest, obviously.” I play along, to smooth things over, because it’s his way of doing things and I guess I’ll just have to live with it. 
 “Well, I have a right to brag. I bet you couldn’t finish a whole bowl of noodles in six and a half minutes.”
 “Yeah right. Prove it.”
 “You are so on.”
After that the evening dissolves into an epic race of who-can-slurp-fastest-without-getting-it-down-their-shirt and pointless banter. I love every moment of it. It’s as though all of my inhibitions, my years of self-seclusion are gone in a matter of minutes and I can laugh freely again without analysing why. I suspect Ash of spiking my drink with Sake, the Japanese alcohol, but I don’t ask about it. It would ruin the perfectness of the evening. I feel alive again, carefree, and I try to make it last as long as I can even though I know it will be over by morning. Everything is always different in the morning. 
But for tonight, I grin and I live and I laugh as I watch him give himself catfish-like noodle whiskers and I try not to remember that when summer ends all of this will remain as nothing but a memory.
 

 

 

Chapter 10: Traitor
 

The next day I’m somehow coerced into going shopping with Claire. I don’t know how or why I agree to it, but like most things I don’t seem to have much say in what happens. She just turns up on the porch, oddly dressed as usual, and demands that we absolutely must go shopping right now because the summer sale’s on and it’ll only last a week. 
I make the mistake of asking her if there’s anywhere in particular she wants to go and suggesting we start with clothes. Immediately her eyes light up, like freaking headlights, and then she practically dislocates my shoulder as she drags me into ‘New Look’. According to her, it is a haven on earth. After trying on half the shop, I buy jeans and Claire buys at least five new pairs of luminescent socks. 
We shop for a few more hours, browsing through more clothes shops. Claire knows her way around the high street effortlessly of course and takes it upon herself to tow me from place to place, stopping to stare at every pretty thing she sees in the windows and commenting on them. Half way through her analysis of a particularly intricate candle set, I decide to give up on my attempts at trying to offer interesting opinions and resort to just nodding and smiling instead, punctuated by the occasional ‘Ohh’ of enthusiasm. It works better that way, and she doesn’t seem to mind too much. 
After we have scoured most of the high street, we stop for lunch at a Pizza restaurant, both of us carrying large bags. I nab a window seat, dumping my bags down and leaning back, exhausted. I order a plain pizza, while Claire orders a vegetarian one. 
 “So,” She starts while we wait. “How long are you staying here, Hope?” 
 “Till the end of the summer holidays,”
 “Then what?” 
 “I’m going home.” 
She eyes me shrewdly, as though she doesn’t believe me, but drops the matter as our drinks arrive. She takes a sip of her lemonade. “What year are you in, at school?” 
 “Twelve after summer.” 
 “You’re sixteen then?” 
 “Yeah.” Technically I’m sixteen in five days, but she doesn’t need to know that. “You are too, right?” 
 “Yup.” 
After that, we fall into a comfortable silence. She fiddles absently with her straw while I stare vacantly out of the window, watching the people in the streets filter by. It’s a little disconcerting, watching all of the life going on around you and realising that time doesn’t stop, not for anyone. I take to counting the people as they walk past; one old lady with a shopping basket, one father with his young daughter and a couple of new mothers pushing prams while gossiping animatedly. Sometimes I wonder if they ever get tired of life as well. 
The pizzas arrive quickly, warm and toasty. I take a large bite, savouring the taste. “So which school do you go to?” I ask. 
 “It’s just the local comprehensive. We don’t have much choice really, because it’s the only school nearby. Some kids go to those posh private schools, or occasionally Grammar, but they would have to get the train.” 
 “Ash goes to your school as well, doesn’t he?” 
She nods, stifling a giggle. “He’s pretty popular, you know.” 
I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean,” she says, with a devious smirk. “He practically has his own unofficial fan club.” 
 “Fan club?” I repeat in awe. 
She laughs, azure eyes crinkling into smiles. “You should be glad that none of the other girls in our school know about you living with Ash, or they would probably hurt you. They can be quite predatory.” 
 “Fan club?” I’m only half listening to her, the piece of pizza dangling off of my fork completely forgotten. I’m still stuck on the ‘fan club’ part. She continues on, a sort of faraway look in her eyes. 
 “Yes...although it would be amusing if they did find out...they’d be horribly jealous…” 
 “Why would Ash have a fan club?” I demand, horrified by the thought. 
She shrugs. “Well, lots of girls in my year think he’s cute.” I stick my tongue out and make a face. “Although, it’s generally just the blonde cheerleader types. You know the sort.”
I shake my head solemnly. “I’m going to be having nightmares about this for the next month.”
She smirks teasingly. “Jealous?”
 “No, just surprised. Maybe mortified would be a better word.”
 “Don’t worry, you already have an edge over all of his fan girls. You have an IQ in the positive numbers, and you don’t stalk him.”




 “Nice to know.”
She suppresses a snigger, eyes dancing with mirth. “What is going on between you two, anyway?”
My scowl deepens. “I do not like him in that way!”
Claire just gives me a triumphant grin. “I never mentioned anything about love, you know,” she says in a tone that clearly says she’s won. 
I can’t think of anything clever to say. I flounder for a moment, mouth opening and closing as if impersonating a fish, before eventually giving up and returning to my previous scowl. 
Claire returns to eating her pizza with a knowing smile. 
 

*****
 

It is a quiet day. The gradually sinking afternoon sun shines dimly above us, casting long shadows across the road. On both sides of the pavement shops are lined up neatly in rows; a restaurant, a clothes shop, a book shop and then the cycle starts all over again with the occasional newsagent added in. 
A bus groans heavily to a stop and a few people get out. The roads are still quite busy, like they always are, but the streets are almost empty. A lone, old woman totters into a shop, a few men wait at the bus stop, several people with stern expressions stride past. But otherwise, it is eerily quiet. 
 “Where is everyone?” I finally ask, glancing around apprehensively. The traffic lights turn red and the cars screech to a stop as an elderly man with a gnarled walking stick ambles slowly across the road. “Is it always this empty?” 
 “It’s a Tuesday,” Claire points out. On our right the owner of a fruit stall is beginning to pack away his collection of bananas for the day. “It’s only about four o clock, most people are still at work.” 
 “It’s the summer holidays though,” I say. “What about the students?”
 “Most of them live on the other side of town. It’s quite far away for them to get here, so they don’t come often.” 
Another bus pulls in a few metres in front of us. The old, red vehicle puffs, spews smoke and then stops. The doors squeak as they slide open. Only two people step out; a tall, lean figure with blonde hair and another petite one with ebony tresses. Beside me, Claire stiffens before stopping altogether. By now, Ben Hastle and the small figure attached to his arm, Kate, have spotted us. The pink sun behind the two silhouettes casts shadows that flare out in front of them as they approach. 
 “Oh, look Ben, it’s the new girl and brace face.” Delicate features morph into a sneer, cold and patronising. Suddenly I remember the day in the meadow when I had first been ‘introduced’ to them. They’re both pricks, I conclude. 
 “What do you want?” I ask bluntly. 
 “We were just passing through,” Ben says. A wry smirk emerges as he addresses Claire. “Good to see you again, by the way.”
 “You too.” she squirms under his intense gaze, looking more uncomfortable by the second. It’s obvious she’s not glad to see him again at all. 
 “So, where’s Ash today?” Ben asks me. 
 “Not with us, obviously.”
 “Got tired of you already?” 
 “He’s probably found someone new to tag along with,” Kate jeers. I will not punch her in the face, I will not punch her in the face, I will not punch her in the – Claire grabs hold of my wrist in a clear warning to drop it, as if sensing my line of thought. 
I breathe deeply and try to move around them, glowering when they block our way. “I’m sorry but as much fun as this is, we have better things to do. Please let us past.” 
Ben stares at us for a long moment, as if debating whether or not my silent threats are worth sticking around for or not, before brushing past me. He pushes something into my hand. I turn back to see an unreadable expression on his face. “You shouldn’t judge someone before you know them properly,” he says. “Everyone has flaws, even your dear Ash.”
After they leave, I discreetly glance down at the note still crumpled in my hand, making sure Claire hasn’t seen it. 
Meet me at this bus stop, tomorrow at six. Don’t be late.  
 

*****
 

The journey back to Jenny’s house is silent. We both walk quickly, Claire pointedly looking off to the side and looking deep in thought. Finally however, when the house is coming into view, I find the courage to break the tense silence and ask the question that has been gnawing at my mind for the whole ten minute walk. 
 “Do you know what Ben meant by the last thing he said?” I ask quietly. 
 “No idea.” 
 “So how do you know him, anyway?” 
 “He used to go to our school,” she sighs. 
 “Used to? What happened? Did he move?”
She shakes her head. “He got expelled.” 
 “What did he do that was so bad?” 
 “Hardly anyone knows. It must have been something serious, but the headmaster didn’t want the news getting out. Only people who were directly involved in the incident and his family seem to know.”
 “So where does he go to school now then?” 
 “Another school out of town.” She sighs again. “Hope?” 
 “Yeah?”
 “I know you’re curious, but don’t get mixed up with him, okay?”
I eye her suspiciously. “Why?”
 “He’s bad news. There used to be a rumour going around that he was a pyromaniac. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but just try to keep away from him.” I have never seen her so serious. Her eyes, normally dreamy and distant, are suddenly sharp and guarded. Maybe it’s because of this, knowing how much she means it, that I have no choice but to agree. 
 “Okay, I’ll keep away from him.”
 “Good.”
She walks with me right up to the door. I knock three times. For a while we both stand on the porch, the uncomfortable silence settling around us once again. We are only saved once Ash opens the door, allowing me inside. Claire and I say brief goodbyes, before she turns quickly and leaves. Ash shuts the door and I shed off my coat and shoes. 
 “How was it?” he asks. 
I smile wearily. “Fun.” 
His eyes travel to the bags. “Yeah, I can tell.” 
I make my way to the kitchen where I switch on the kettle and take an apple, biting into it and savouring the sweet taste. I collapse into a seat tiredly and Ash follows me, searching around until he finds a digestive biscuit chew on. For a moment I deliberate telling him about the encounter with Ben Hastle. I think back to what had happened, to what Ben had said; ‘everyone has flaws, even your dear Ash.’ What flaws did he mean, except for his endless appetite, lack of manners and tendency to be irritating? 
I watch as he bites into the biscuit, crumbs falling everywhere. He turns around, pours all of the water that I had boiled for my own tea into a mug, and then puts hot chocolate powder into it. I sigh slightly in exasperation, but don’t say anything about it as he stirs with a spoon. Does that count as a flaw, too? Stealing one’s boiled water? 
But before I can point this out he has walked to the table, carefully carrying the mug of hot chocolate, and places it in front of me. “Here,” he says, and smiles. 
 

*****
 

The next day I meet Ben at the bus stop. 
I know it’s wrong. I can feel the sense of foreboding squirming in my chest like a restless predator. But curiosity killed the cat and, well, that’s me. A cat with a death wish. 
 “I didn’t think you’d show,” is the first thing he says. He looks me up and down and then, satisfied, smiles. “Are you hungry? I’ll buy you dinner.”
I try not gape, but fail epically. “Sorry?”
 “That’s not very polite, you know.”
I close my mouth. “Why did you ask me to come here?”
 “Because. You’re different. And I wanted to get to know you better.” He looks bored, as if I shouldn’t be surprised by this. My mind struggles to grapple with this new revelation, but it’s faring no better than my slack jaw. 
 “But you hate me,” I state blandly. 
 “I hate Ash,” he corrects, eyes glinting. “But you, well, that’s a different story.”
I narrow my eyes. “What game are you playing?”
 “No game, I promise,” he raises his hands in surrender. 
 “So did you just act like a jerk to me for show?”
 “Don’t be offended. I do have a reputation to keep, you know.”
 “And Kate?”
 “She’s not my girlfriend. I just let her hang around with me, mostly because I can’t get rid of her. It’s you that I’m really interested in.”
It’s so out of character, so unfathomable, so completely wrong that I don’t know what to say. I try to figure out his motives but his eyes, still as icy as before, are practically walls. He offers another smile, and it’s not the same malicious sneer I’d seen before, but a real smile. An almost affectionate smile. Oh god this is so wrong run now Hope before everything goes to hell and you regret it - before I can make a break for it, he grabs my hand and leads me down the street. Apparently the ‘run away and freak out in the safety of own room’ option is now out of the question. 
He takes me to some classy Indian restaurant, sits me down and then practically holds me captive. “You’re mine for the evening,” he declares, and even though it’s supposed to be charming, it just makes me shudder. Because there’s something in his eyes, something possessive that I don’t like. I feel like a hostage. But who would think I’m worth paying ransom for? 
 “I really shouldn’t be here-” I start, but he cuts me off. 
 “Says who? Ash? You’re capable of making your own decisions, aren’t you?”
 “It’s nothing to do with him. I don’t want to be here,” I glare. 
He looks annoyed. “Can’t you just give me a chance?”
 “No.” I try to get up to leave when the starters arrive, chicken tikka. The smell is so irresistible I’m tempted to stay just for the food. Stupid demanding stomach. Do all of my internal organs hate me? 
Ben latches on to my weakness. He grabs my hand. “Stay, please. Just tonight.” There’s genuine hope in his expression, and I can’t ignore it. He actually seems to be serious about this. I consider for a moment. My mind is still telling me to run, my stomach is protesting, and I’m hopelessly confused. In the end I cave and sit back down. Hope you’re satisfied stomach, I think dryly. 
 “Fine. One night. But then you’re going to leave me the hell alone.”
 “Deal.” 
I sigh and grab a slice of bread. “So, if I have to enjoy this, tell me something about yourself.”
 “Like what?”
 “Your hobbies, apart from bullying people.”
 “I don’t bully people,” he denies. “I just intimidate them. I hear you’re pretty good at that too.”
Despite myself, I smile. “Yeah. It’s a useful skill.”
 “This is why I like you,” he says, and he’s smiling again in (I hate to admit it) an attractive way. “You’re one of the first girls I’ve met who stands up to me. You’re independent, you’re smart, you think for yourself. It’s refreshing.” 
 “Thanks?”
 “It’s a compliment. You can accept it, you know.”
 “Whatever. Just order some potatoes.”
The funny thing is, I actually believe him. By the end of the night, I’ve forgotten that I used to hate this boy, that I should still hate him because he’s Ash’s enemy and I’m supposed to be on Ash’s side, right? But the dinner goes well. We talk about our lives, nothing personal, and exchange stories. He succeeds in making me laugh. Despite everything, I realise that I have enjoyed myself. 
Afterwards he walks me home, putting his arm around me. I’m uncomfortable with it, but I don’t say anything. He stops before we reach the house, turning to look at me. “Thank you,” he says. “I had fun tonight.”
I bite my lip. “Yeah, me too,” I admit hesitantly. 
 “So I won you over,” he grins victoriously, flicking golden hair out of his eyes in a way that reminds me too much of Ash. “How about we do this again, three days from now?”
 “I shouldn’t.”
He sighs in annoyance. “Look, I’m a good guy, alright? What happened between Ash and I had nothing to do with you, so don’t feel bad about this. You just said that you had fun tonight. That’s all that matters.” I’m not convinced, but again I say nothing about my doubts. 
 “What happened between you and Ash?” I ask instead. 
It’s the wrong question. His eyes darken, like a water stain on fabric, to stormy blue. “It’s none of your concern.”
 “Why won’t you tell me?” 
 “Just drop it,” he growls. I don’t want to, but there’s a threat in his voice. I decide not to anger him. 
 “Fine,” I mutter curtly. I turn to leave, but he seizes my wrist to stop me. 
 “Wait.” He leans down and kisses me softly on the cheek. “I’ll be waiting for you on Friday. Same time, same place. I hope you’ll be there.” 
After he disappears out of sight, I stand there on my own for a long time trying to figure out what the hell has just happened. Cautiously I touch the spot where he had kissed me, as if expecting that little patch of skin to suddenly feel different; to be changed, permanently altered, in some way. It’s not. I feel stupid. Then the confusion returns, attacking me like a starved tiger, so overwhelming that I want to scream at the sky ‘I don’t understand’ as loudly as possible and hope that God, if he exists, takes pity on me. 
How can someone change like that, so quickly, in the matter of a single evening? And why is it that the whole time, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like if it were Ash instead of Ben? It’s not fair, I think, life is too complicated. 
As soon as I close the door behind me, a shock of coffee hair pounces on me. “Where have you been?” Ash demands, obviously pissed. “You didn’t even bother to tell me where you went. I thought something bad had happened.”
I try to shrug off his worry. “Stop it, I’m fine. I just went for a walk. I can take care of myself you know.”
 “I’m not saying you can’t. Just tell me next time you’re going somewhere.”
 “Yes, mother.”
The anger diminishes quickly, and the playful idiot I’m accustomed to is back. “Stop insulting my masculinity,” he pouts. “I’m not a mother hen.”
I laugh, and I notice that this laugh is different to the laugh I had used around Ben. It’s more natural. “Sure you’re not,” I play along. But secretly, I feel a well of admiration. Who cares what Ben says, I think to myself. Ash isn’t a bad person. I know him, at least I think I do, and that’s enough. Right? But there’s still something in my chest, lingering there and clinging to me. It’s an unpleasant feeling, like having a bad cough. 
It’s just before I fall asleep that I finally realise what it is. Guilt. I feel like I have betrayed him.

 


 


 





Chapter 11: Secrets

 


If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it, does it still make a sound?
Are people born murderers or thieves? It would make sense if they are, because people are born with talents and personalities, so why not the potential to commit a crime? I used to think that because it made sense. It’s logical. But logic works in strange ways, and oddly enough it was Lily who proved that to me. 
The fact is that Lily has always been Lily. Even in the before era she was uptight and easily angered. We never got along. Unlike my other sisters who only grew distant later on, Lily has always been the same way. She has her good points too, of course. She’s clever, and a great writer. But she always found Dawn and I annoying because we were younger. She got on well with Faith, though. I’ve never understood what the two have in common. 
Maybe I judged her too quickly. But at age six, I did not and refused to understand. It took another five years for me to sneak into her room and look through the drawers until I found the stacks of poems, the notebooks of drawings and the little mountains of dismantled pens. I flicked through the poems briefly and gazed in admiration at each one of the drawings. The subjects were all pretty dark – a torn up bed in one, a smashed phone, a car running over a porcelain china doll. Everything she drew and wrote about seemed to be broken in some way. 
The thing I will remember most though is not the pictures, but the diary. 
I can’t remember the entries word for word, but they were written in a way that harmonised each sentence so well they could have been lyrics. Each page had a small doodle on the side in a different colour, depending on her mood. They ranged from little black hearts with arrows through them, to paper boats of Persian blue, an old musty bicycle in vibrant purple and a group of hilltops in calm green. She wrote about every day things, but always with a hint of darkness. If you read between the lines, it was easy to see the real meaning behind her words. ‘Exams are soon, but I really don’t feel like revising’ was short for ‘A good grade is insignificant compared to everything else that’s happened’. ‘I was supposed to go to a party today, but I chose not to in the end’ A.K.A ‘I didn’t go because I know I don’t fit in there.’  
You could only tell that something was wrong if you looked hard enough for those hidden messages. She scribbled enthusiastic descriptions of various household chores, the cleaning and the cooking and the laundry. I saw though. What she really meant was ‘I shouldn’t be the one doing these things, but I have to now because there’s no one else to’. 
You see, Lily’s diary taught me something; you can be friends with the whole world and still be alone. Lily was popular, averagely pretty, smart and opinionated. She drew people to her like a magnet and yet, despite everything, each page of her diary was saturated with a desperate loneliness that wafted out of the book and seeped into my heart. 
No one is one-dimensional. Sometimes you just have to look a little harder for the other side. 
If a work of art is created, but there is no one there to appreciate it, is it still worth something?
I’m hanging upside down and staring through the crack between the bed and the floor to see my crumpled red backpack still stashed there, lying listlessly amongst a cluster of dust bunnies. I get onto my hands and knees and crawl, sliding stiffly across the carpet until I grab the bag and manoeuvre myself out again. 
The dirty fabric of the backpack is faded and scarred. When I first bought it, it had been Persian red. Now it is the colour of rust. Inside there’s spare clothes, money, chocolate. I eat take out the chocolate and start eating it. Then I probe deeper into a hidden pocket and pull out an old, yellowing photograph with tattered edges. It is another piece of history.
On the left stands a fifteen year old Lily, scowling at the camera. She always hated photos. On the right is Dawn, smiling shyly out of the picture. She is nine years old and wears a yellow sundress that reaches to her knees. Then there is me, in the middle between them. I’m the youngest, barely seven, grinning toothily and proudly displaying the gaps in my teeth to the world. Faith, being the oldest at seventeen, is standing behind all of us with one hand on Lily’s head and the other on Dawn’s as she bends down to smile over my shoulder. Her dyed sunflower hair blends nicely with the straw hat I’m wearing. She looks amused by something, hazel eyes sparkling cheerfully. She’s wearing shorts, along with a bright azure top. When I look at it, I remember all the times I spilt tea on it. 
They say that different people deal with grief in their own ways. But in reality, how many ways are there to deal when your life comes crumbling down around you? Funnily enough, the answer is plenty. 
For the first few days after their deaths, Faith somehow managed to hold us all together. She had been that thin lifeline in the middle of the stormy ocean that we all held onto, afraid of sinking into the murky depths. And at the time, we relied on her. It was the unspoken rule that she was now in charge since she was the oldest. She was expected to make the decisions, take care of the financial issues, comfort us. She knew that too. And although she had never wanted that responsibility, she took it anyway.
We all knew she was scared, that she was too young to look after all of us as well as herself. She was only nineteen. She was supposed to be at university. She was supposed to be studying fashion design, just like she had always wanted to. She was supposed to be at the disco every night, out shopping with her friends in her free time, laughing and grinning and missing deadlines. But instead, she chose us. 
The court wanted to send us to an orphanage at first. Of course Lily had vehemently refused. I listened to her and Faith argue once, standing outside the door and trying to make myself walk away but finding it impossible. 
 “I’m not going to any orphanage,” Lily had been shouting, voice muffled slightly by the closed door. 
 “It’s what the court thinks is best...all of you are still underage,” was Faith’s weary reply. 
 “I will be in a year. Until then, why can’t we just stay here?” 
 “You can’t do that. What about Dawn and Hope? Who’s going to look after them?”
 “Ask Grandma to do it. Or Uncle James, anyone.”
 “You know as well as I do that they’d say no.”
Pause. “Will you stay with us, then?” Lily had finally asked. Faith was silent for a moment. At the time I wondered why it would be a hard decision. Now, I understand. People are born selfish. We are programmed to think of ourselves first. I realise that all along, there was a part of Faith that wanted to say no to Lily. She still had her life to live. But she gave it up for us. 
She never said anything, never complained. She took on her responsibility with a grim expression, but she did so nonetheless. We were three sails, flapping pitifully in the wind without resistance. And she was our mast, making sure that we did not simply give up and disappear one day into the black sky. The mast is there to support the sails, not the other way around. And none of us wanted to admit that in the end our mast was just as broken as we were. 
When I look back and think, really think, the distance between Faith and I had been there for a long time. When I was six she still loved me, but as I got older something in her changed. Or maybe it was me who changed. In the months that followed our parents’ deaths, the slight change I had barely noticed suddenly became a lot more prominent. She became cold, withdrawn and empty. We all changed; Lily became constantly angry and Dawn lost nearly all of the little confidence she had. And that was when they started to hate me. 
Maybe it was because I was the youngest, the hardest to look after, the one who got the worst grades in school. Or maybe it was because I had been the only one there for the last few moments of our parents’ lives. 
 

*****
 

When Ash walks in to find me lying on my bed and staring at the photo, it is only in his nature to lope further towards me out of curiosity and try to peek over my shoulder. I let him, too tired to protest. 
 “They’re your sisters?” is his first awestruck remark as he stares and ogles at the picture, or more precisely Faith. 
 “Can’t you see the family resemblance?” I ask mockingly. He just continues to observe over my shoulder, a sort of glazed look in his eyes. I wonder if he will start drooling. I hope not, or at least not on me. 
 “She’s hot – I mean,” he corrects himself hurriedly after sparing me a sheepish glance. “I mean she’s very pretty.” Gee, thanks for the consideration. 
 “So I’ve heard,” I mutter, tone bitter. 
 “Jealous, are we?” 
 “Obviously, because I care so much about what you think of me.”
 “Don’t worry, I still like you best.” He winks. I cringe. 
 “Don’t say things like that, it scares me.”
 “You scare me in all sorts of ways, dear.”
 “Do you have to turn everything I say into an innuendo?”
 “You set yourself up perfectly,” he defends, adding as an afterthought: “And you really should introduce me to your sisters, some day.”
 “So you can get off with them?”
 “You know I’d never do anything to make you feel uncomfortable.” He slings an arm around my shoulders and gives me a meaningful stare. “I know you have…jealousy issues.”
I throw his arm off. “Stop saying that,” I insist. “And stop acting like we’re a married couple from the fifties.”
However he doesn’t seem to hear me and the rest of my protests, suddenly snatching the picture out of my hands. “There,” he says proudly and promptly jabs a finger at my seven year old self, grinning triumphantly. “That’s you, isn’t it?” 
I nod, surprised. “How did you know?” 
 “Same dark hair, same green eyes, same ridiculous fashion sense...” 
 “Hey!”
He smirks, eyes darting between the picture and I. “I do need to ask though, what went wrong?” 
 “Everything,” I say. The truth behind that one word is my own inside joke. 
But he thinks I’m kidding. If only. “What a pretty dress,” he mocks. “Do you still have it? I’d love to see you try it on, even if it is a little short.” 
 “In your dreams, pervert.”
He sticks his tongue out in the most immature way possible. “I think your parents we’re out of it when they signed your birth certificate, because they obviously meant to call you Hostile instead of Hope.”
 “Firstly, hostile isn’t a name. Secondly, the guy named after a tree can’t talk.”
 “There you go, jealous again,” he shakes his head disapprovingly. “There’s plenty of other plants you can have. How about Rose?”
 “I don’t think so,” I say quietly. “I’m not pretty enough to live up to that name.”
 “I think it would really suit you.” He smiles, and for once it’s not mocking.
If a person has something to say, but has lost their voice, do they still speak?
It is quiet for a while, but when he looks back at me the playfulness in his eyes is gone. Instead they are hard and steely; serious, fervent. The setting sun outside casts a warm, orange glow across the room, shadowing one side of his face ominously. “You’re doing it again,” he says. 
 “Doing what?”
 “Acting.”
I keep my gaze down, plucking at the fraying ends of my covers. “How can you tell?”
 “I don’t have to, you’re always acting.”
 “Sorry,” I shrug half heartedly. 
 “Tell me why you left,” he suddenly demands, and there’s a pleading edge to his voice. “What are you running away from?” The lingering light flickers, tinting his eyes almost crimson red as he looks at me expectantly. 
 “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I can’t.” 
 

*****
 

When Ash comes home on Thursday morning, arms laden with two large bags, I sense disaster immediately. 
 “You went grocery shopping?” I ask in disbelief as he carries them into the kitchen, dropping them on the floor. He doesn’t answer at first, instead looking around cautiously. 
 “Mum’s gone to work already, right?” 
 “Yeah, she left about an hour ago.” I frown, looking at him suspiciously. “What’s in the bags?” 
 “What? These?” He kneels down on the kitchen floor. One hand disappears into the white plastic and a moment later emerges with a thin tube in its grasp. “Cream. Lots and lots of cream. I told you I we were gonna have some fun.” 
 “You bought two bags of whipped cream?”  
 “I know! Great, isn’t it?” he chuckles, and as if to emphasize just how great it is, he dismembers the top of the can and squirts the white, foamy substance into his mouth. 
I simply stare at him incredulously. “You...you...” 
 “Genius?” he suggests. 
 “You moron.”
 “Careful,” he teases, turning the can towards me, nozzle aimed at my face. “I’m the one with the whipped cream, you know.” 
 “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 “Wouldn’t I?” he shakes the can menacingly. 
 “How many cans are in there anyway?” 
 “Only about thirty in total.” 
 “Only thirty?”
 “And all for under twenty pounds! There was a sale on.” 
 “Two for the price of one?” 
 “Yeah.” He tilts his head back and squirts more cream into his mouth, painting himself a foamy, white moustache. 
 “You know it’s going to take you more than a year to eat all of that cream,” I point out, arms crossed and eyebrow raised patronisingly.
 “When did I say I was going to eat it all?” 
As soon as he says the words, I know it’s a bad sign. However I do not even have time to react before suddenly a fountain of white foam hits me right in the face. I instinctively shield myself with my arms for protection and in the next moment the world is white. 
He. Is. Dead. 
 “You...you...you did not just do that,” I splutter, trying to wipe cream out of my eyes. I see red. Whatever common sense I had is kicked out by rashness. Impulsively, I snatch my own can, practically tear off the lid and shoot beautiful, foamy whiteness at him. It gives him a white beard to match the moustache. 
And so the destruction of the kitchen begins. 
A can in each hand, he aims them at me like guns. Smirk and fire. The white substance, so much like snow, spills out, smothering my jumper. I squeal and dash forwards, ripping the lid off another can and firing at his back. By then he has already dodged; damn quick reflexes. The cream stains the kitchen cabinet and somewhere in the chaos I realise that Jenny will not be happy when she returns to find her kitchen covered in cream. 
While I’m distracted he sneaks up behind me, blasting me in the back. I let out a strangled yell of surprise, whipping around and subconsciously squeezing my own cans. This time I do not miss and grin in satisfaction when the foam drips down his shirt. 
 “Not too bad,” he grins, firing again before I can yell at him to stop this insanity. I manage to duck at the last moment. I throw myself sideways, taking shelter behind the large bin. Looking around quickly, I grab the lid of the bin and hold it in front of me as a makeshift shield while he advances menacingly, shaking the two cans in his hand. 
 “You can’t hide behind that forever!” 
Still wielding my homemade shield, I charge forwards and try to tackle him, but I fail pathetically and he easily grabs my wrist before I can lunge forwards and escape. I try to wrench it free but he holds on tight, a mischievous smirk on his face. He holds up one can of cream. My eyes widen in horror. 
 “You wouldn’t...”
In a flash he has disarmed me, the bin lid thrown across the room. I’m defenceless. 
But before he can make another move I wrap one foot around his ankle and dislodge it, at the same time pushing his shoulder down. The can flies from his grasp as we both topple to the floor. And suddenly we are both lying in the middle of the kitchen, surrounded on all sides by a mess of whipped cream with me practically on top of him, our faces inches away from each other. For a moment, I can’t breathe. I can hear his heart beating erratically underneath me. I can see every strand of hair falling across his eyes, every droplet of cream still lingering on his face. I can feel heat radiating from him – or maybe that is the heat radiating from my cheeks – and I can see the surprise clearly in his eyes. It’s only for a moment, and then it’s over. 
I don’t have time to think. My less sensible self has taken over again and I squirt cream right in his face, giving him a whole white mask and hat. He splutters and gasps. I quickly roll off of him and lie on my back, staring up at the ceiling and breathing deeply. Half of me is aware that I must look like a snowman. The other half is too frazzled to come up with a coherent thought. 
 “It’s a draw,” he rasps next to me, breathing heavily. We both simply lay there, the only sound our heavy breathing and pounding hearts.
 “Jenny’s going to kill us,” I state, rather calmly. 
He chuckles. “Yeah, I know.”
In the end though, Jenny doesn’t kill us. Somehow we manage to clean the whole kitchen before she returns; a miracle. Later he’ll say that it was all his doing and boast about how we managed to get away with practically demolishing the kitchen in cream, conveniently leaving out the fact that his atrocious scrubbing skills had hardly helped during the clean up. I won’t contradict him but simply watch in amusement as he hides the rest of the cream cans under his bed, because although I will never admit it, it was...fun.  
That night, when Jenny finally does return with her usual cheeriness and announces that we’re having strawberries and cream for dessert as a special treat, both of us share a secret smile behind the oblivious woman’s back. 
 

*****
 

Friday comes too quickly. It’s the day I’m supposed to meet Ben, and I wait for it with a sick anticipation in my gut. I convince myself that I’m not looking forward to another ‘date’ because the idea of being infatuated with Ben makes me want to bury my head in a pillow and suffocate myself. But I go to meet him anyway, although I don’t understand why. Maybe that’s what scares me the most. 
He’s waiting at the bus stop for me, and his eyes light up when he sees that I’ve come. “That’s twice now,” he smirks. “I must be doing something right.”
I look away, biting my lip. “I haven’t told Ash,” I say. 
 “Good. He doesn’t need to know.”
 “I’m still not sure about this.” 
 “Then why did you come?”
I just shrug. “Come on, are we going to do something or not?”
 “Sure,” he agrees, smiling. “I was thinking noodles today.”
 “Fine. As long as you’re paying.”
 “Of course.” He leans down, and with a sudden bolt of panic I realise that he’s trying to kiss me on the lips this time. I duck out of the way, so that he misses. He gives me an annoyed look.
 “Dinner only,” I say simply. He rolls his eyes, but doesn’t argue back. 
When I come back later that night, I lie to Ash again, telling him I’ve been with Claire. The guilt is still there, festering in me like an open wound, and I can barely look him in the eyes. I know what I’m doing is wrong. I need to stop this, I tell myself, and silently promise that I will. 
Maybe then I’ll stop feeling like a traitor.
 

 

 

Chapter 12: Lean on me
 

It’s raining when I wake up. 
Then I realise that it can’t rain inside, and that it’s actually my tears instead, pouring down my face like a leaky tap. I know immediately that I’m in my post-nightmare state of panic. A glance outside proves that the sky’s crying too, but I know it’s selfish to think that my tears and the sky’s are somehow related. 
It‘s been raining a lot lately even though it’s the middle of summer. Apparently what they say about England is true. It is perpetually dreary and does rain at the most impromptu times. It’s almost funny really, how every other country is known for something either fascinating or at least unique. America’s got its extra-large burgers and fries and that statue of liberty. India has its special elephants, Japan its sumo wrestlers and sushi, Belgium its chocolate. And what is England known for? Posh accents, fancy British tea and rain.
Boom. Faraway thunder. And then flash flash flash come the yellow streaks that split the sky open. 
For a long, eerie moment the whole room is bathed in light. I can hear my heart clearly, thudding in my ears as it tries to escape and run away just like I want to. My eyes widen and I’m struggling to breath. I can’t see the room anymore. Instead of white light, I see their white faces and glassy eyes – a gruesome image conjured up by my overactive imagination. 
When it’s over I find myself gasping for breath, as though I had been forced underwater. My head is spinning and the room is blurry. I can’t tell the nightmare from reality. I’m vaguely aware of getting out of bed and crouching in the corner of the room, under the window sill, where it’s safest and I don’t have to see their bloodless faces in the reflection of the glass. 
I inwardly cringe when a soft whimper escapes, as the fear and nausea rise up as one to overwhelm me. More images from my nightmare surge through my mind, paralysing every nerve in my body so that I can’t move. Another crash overhead, this time closer, followed a few seconds later by thunder. I clasp a hand over my mouth but I can still hear the muffled scream that escapes over the erratic thud of my heart. I squeeze my eyes shut and subconsciously dig my fingernails into my jeans. ‘This is ridiculous.’ That one coherent thought keeps surfacing in the chaos of my mind. But already the room swims before dissolving into rain, rain and lightning that streaks through the clouds, illuminating a certain pink raincoat, an umbrella and then a flash of greenery before a deafening screech and then just…black. 
I have to blink repeatedly until that last image fades and I’m gasping in relief when the room spins back into view. I barely notice the door creaking open, the soft yet urgent footsteps, the worried voice. Eventually though I feel a presence beside me and warmth on one side of my body. There’s a hand on my shoulder. My name is being called out. 
 “A-Ash?” I stammer uncertainly. The still-functioning part of me realises that this shouldn’t be happening, that I can’t let him see me so weak. I forcefully press my eyelids together, clasp a hand over my mouth to suppress a sob and block him out. 
But then I feel warmth surrounding me. It’s his arm, pressing me against his side. I relax slightly. I vaguely realise that there is a blanket thrown over us. My ears throb, my eyes are blurry and my head is spinning, but I’m not cold anymore. I feel safe. 
 “Hope?” he whispers over the continuous pitter patter of the rain outside. “What’s wrong?” I mutter some sort of anguished plea but I’m not sure what for. In that moment, there is no pride. No more pride, no more dignity, no more barriers. He seems to understand despite my stuttering and his grip tightens. “It’s okay,” he says. “Just calm down and everything will be fine. I’m right here.”
And even though my common sense is desperately screaming at me to take notice of it, even though I know that he’s probably lying, I just nod mutely and curl further into the source of warmth. It’s comforting. 
The lightning comes again followed by the boom boom boom of thunder, but even in my delirious state I can tell that it’s farther away now. I still squeeze my eyes shut though, still clench fistfuls of the soft blanket, wishing that the images, those horrible images of their pale, dead faces would disappear. 
 “Hey,” he tries to get my attention. I crack my eyes open to stare into his blurry face, showing that I’m listening. “Try to imagine me as something you really admire. Like, a particular photo or a new dress you like. Just focus on that and ignore everything else.” He’s still holding on to my scrawny shoulders so I can’t look away. I try to do as he says. I focus and concentrate and try to block it all out – the thunder, the rain, the darkness.  
It takes a long time, but eventually it all just dissipates. There is nothing else in the world apart from him and the room around us. Gradually the pain gnawing at my insides begins to ebb away, a little at a time like thawing ice. A small, weak smile appears on my face.
 “Better?” he asks. I nod mutely. 
I don’t have to imagine. I don’t have to picture anything else. Because every time I try all I can see is him. And that is enough. 
We stay like that. I’m not sure how long, but the time escapes us. I subconsciously lean into him and make myself as small as possible underneath the blanket, closing my eyes and trying to close my ears as well. Flashes of different memories flit past in the consuming darkness, some good and some bad. Sometimes they’re of my sisters, sneering at me with hurt and empty eyes that are windows to equally empty hearts. Sometimes they’re of my parents, doing trivial things like cooking dinner or watching TV. Those are the good memories. 
I open my eyes and let the world flood back in a dizzying array of senses. He’s still sitting beside me; head leaned back against the wall, eyes closed peacefully. “Hey,” he murmurs with a gentle smile, sensing my movement. “Are you okay now?”
I can still hear the light rain outside, but the storm is over. I smile weakly and it’s a proper smile, not a fake one. “Yeah,” I mutter. “Thanks.” That word hardly sums up my whirlwind of emotions, not even close. 
 “I’m glad.” He snorts and shakes his head in amusement. “It’s just like you to be terrified of lightning yet love the rain. You’re kind of odd.” He smirks, because we both remember a time when I had said the exact same words to him. 
 “We can both be odd then,” I reply. “That doesn’t sound too bad to me.”
 “I never knew you were scared of lightning.” 
 “Normally I’m not,” I bite my lip. “Just sometimes, after a nightmare…”
 “That’s okay,” he smiles again, but this time it’s a little sadly. “You’re not invincible, Hope, no one is.”
I glare a little childishly at him. “You don’t seem to be afraid of anything.”
 “Everyone’s scared of something,” he chuckles. “The truth is…I’m terrified of daddy long legs. It still takes me at least half an hour to get rid of them. It’s pathetic really.”
 “They’re actually poisonous you know, but they can’t break through human skin.”
 “You’re crap at making people feel better, you know that?”
I sigh. “At least you’re afraid of something that can actually kill you.”
 “Lightning can kill people too,” he says. “But that’s not the point. It doesn’t matter if the thing you’re scared of is dangerous or not, look at all of the people with arachnophobia. The point is that you’re brave enough to face it.”
 “That’s the problem though. I’m not brave.”
 “You are,” he nudges me. “I don’t know why I know that, but I do.”
I think for a moment. “What you said was good advice,” I admit. “But you’re not just talking about the lightening, are you?”
 “No, I’m not. I may not be the most observant person, but I know there’s something else that bothers you.”
I crack a smile. “You’d make a good counsellor one day.”
 “I don’t know about that,” he chuckles. “Most of my ‘words of wisdom’ are stolen. Believe me, I’m terrible at this sort of stuff.”
 “From who?” He gives me a bemused glance. “Your ‘words of wisdom’,” I elaborate. “Who were they stolen from?”
He shrugs. “Sometimes mum, but sometimes I get the feeling that they came from someone else, as well.”
 “Ash?” 
 “Hmm?”
 “Where’s your…father?” I have refrained from asking that question for a long time now, but my curiosity wins out. “You don’t have to answer,” I quickly add. 
But he just gives me a wan smile. “I’ll make a deal with you,” he says. “If I tell you, will you tell me at least one thing about yourself? Maybe then we’ll be able to understand each other a bit better.”
Something inside me twinges at his words. “Fine.”
 “Ok then, the truth is I have no idea where my father is.”
 “Is he dead?”
He sighs. “I wish I knew, but I’ve never actually known him. He left before I was born. I think I saw him once when I was four or five, but that’s all I remember.” 
I don’t know what to say. I feel sad for him. At least I had known my father, while he never even got the chance to do so. “I’m sorry,” I settle on. “I’m sure he had a good reason to leave.”
 “I doubt it,” he chuckles bitterly, but then his features soften. “It doesn’t matter. Sometimes I wish I could meet him, at least know what he’s like, but you can’t really be sad over loosing someone you’ve never known.”
 “Do you think having something and losing it is worse than never having it in the first place?”
He nods. “Maybe you miss out, but at least you don’t go through the pain of losing it.”
 “You really are odd.”
 “Odd how?”
I shrug. “Odd because you’re always optimistic. How do you do it?”
 “Well, I don’t really have anything to be sad about,” he says. “And besides, life is short. We might as well enjoy what we can.” No wonder. I’ve heard laughing makes you live longer. If that’s the case, then I will have an untimely death and Ash’s lifespan will rival that of a turtle’s. “And anyway,” a sly grin creeps onto his face. “I still have to convert you to optimism. Or the ‘light side’, whatever you prefer.”
I stifle a giggle. “Are you always so determined?”
 “I think so.” 
 “Okay, it was just a question. You don’t have to strain your brain. You’ll get wrinkles.” 
 “Sure,” he waves me off. “Like that will ever happen. You’re just jealous of my flawless complexion.” He pauses. “Anyway, stop trying to change the subject. We made a deal. Now you have to tell me something about yourself.”
I sigh overdramatically. “You’re right, a deal’s a deal,” I say. “Okay then. Even though I’m a teenager, I still really love Pokemon. Happy?”
He laughs. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of, Pokemon will always be awesome. But that’s not what I was looking for. I want something more personal.”
There’s a longer pause this time. Outside, the rain has dimmed down to a light drizzle in the background. I think and process my options, but in the end I know that I only have one. I have to tell him something, because a deal’s a deal and I don’t want to add more to my bad record. 
 “Fine,” I sigh. “When I was young, I always tried my hardest because I wanted to prove to my parents that I was just as good as my sisters, but I guess you can’t change who you are. In the end I gave up trying to be like them because it was impossible. They were always out of my league.”
 “Why would you do that, though?” he asks. “You don’t need to be like them, you should just be yourself.”
I laugh hollowly. “Why would I want to be me? I don’t even know who I am.” He is about to say something, but I quickly cut him off. I turn pleading eyes on him and force the words out. “Tell me, why do you still bother? I’m not worth it.” ‘Why do you still bother trying to help a lost cause?’ I want to ask him, but the rest of the sentence is lost. 
 “I’m here because I want to help you,” he says, his voice sure and confident. “We’re friends now, so you’ll just have to put up with me whether you like it or not.” There’s not even a hint of doubt. He grabs my shoulders again so that his gaze can meet mine, and his eyes boring into my own. “And you are worth it, trust me.”
I smile slightly. “Okay,” is all I say. Tentatively, I rest my head on his shoulder. It feels nice, in a completely platonic way I convince myself. “Thanks,” I whisper.
 

 

 

Chapter 13: Sixteen candles

 


11:57
Tick tock tick tock
11:58
Tick tock tick tock
Two minutes: two more minutes to go, two more minutes left. Two minutes left of being fifteen. 
11:59 
Tick tock tick tock
The clock is actually digital, the imaginary tick tocking reverberating in my head. I’m sitting on the white-washed windowsill of my room, the curtains drawn closed around me and the clock sitting innocently in front of me, its green numbers glowing. A crescent moon hangs, suspended in the darkness, and pale moonlight drizzles in. Below me, all is silent. 
Tick tock tick tock
It is almost as though the world is holding its breath with me, as though it is holding a minute of silence just for me. I look down at the streets, cold and hard and unmoving. I see the rows of cars, lined neatly in driveways. It is my last minute as a fifteen year old and I’m not sure if I want this moment to last or not. 
I breathe out slowly. I’m still breathing, I still can breathe. I’m still alive. My breathe makes translucent ovals on the cold glass that shine a pale, silvery white. Just like ice. I’m the paint brush and the glass is my canvas. I paint with my finger, nimble as it slides effortlessly over the glass and carves transparency into the fog. When my work is complete, there is the prominent outline of a birthday cake in the window, with sixteen burning candles. 
00:00
Midnight.
It is the nineteenth of August and I’m sixteen years old. 
Sixteen candles for sixteen years. Sixteen chances to live. 
When I sift through the chaotic remnants of my memories, I realise that my eighth birthday is the last one I remember. There had been a proper party, one with crackers and ribbons and confetti. It had just been a small party. A family party, but it had still been my party. Even Lily had taken it upon herself to be nice to me that day. Someone had even bothered to buy me a cake. I think it was mother. It was a large, white cake covered by pure icing with pink letters that spelt my name on top. Eight, striped candles pointed upwards at the ceiling, their flames burning and flickering brightly like orange shadows. 
 “Make a wish,” mother whispered, grinning. Faith, Lily and Dawn stood watching avidly while our father filmed the whole event. And I had smiled, obliged and blown out all of the candles in two large puffs. 
Later Dawn poked and prodded me, asking continuously what I had wished for. And I, playing the part of the innocent little sister, simply smiled sweetly and said ‘I wish everyone in the world could be as happy as I am now’ when in reality I had wished that cynical, annoying Lily would be adopted by another family and be sent to live forever in Alaska. 
I suppose even as an eight year old I was never that innocent. And eight years on, nothing seems to have changed. 
The birthdays that followed my eighth were hardly birthdays. They were just another day in the year, made only slightly better by the various ‘happy birthdays’ and occasional cards I received from classmates. Faith, Lily and Dawn however never even bothered to acknowledge them, or any birthdays for that matter. It was a constant struggle trying to earn enough money to survive, a struggle that seemed to overshadow everything else that had once been important to us. 
When I finally turn back to the window, I notice that the street lights are on as well. They glow softly, their light warm and orange like fireflies. All is silent. The velvet sky is ominously still, devoid of stars. The crude drawing of the birthday cake, with its sixteen candles, is still staring back at me from the glassy surface of the window. I glare at it for a moment, before finally sighing quietly. 
 “Happy birthday,” I whisper to myself. 
Then, with a sweep of my hand, the icy flames of all sixteen candles have been snuffed out. 
 

*****
 

 “Target in sight.” 
 “You mean Mr.-” 
 “Shhhh, he’ll hear you.” 
I sigh, wondering how I let myself get pulled into situations like these and growl into an old walky-talky. “How do you know he’s not deaf? He’s definitely old enough.” 
 “We can’t take any chances,” comes the irritated reply and I resist the urge to pull at my hair. 
I’m sitting on a window sill. To be more precise, I’m sitting on Ash’s window sill, my legs dangling out and one set of white knuckles clutching the window frame while the other is clamped around a small, plastic walky talky. I have a perfect view of Jenny’s garden and of her neighbour’s garden. Old, stained curtains flare out behind me, fluttering pleasantly in the draft. I turn to where I know Ash is hiding in a bush, peering through a hole in the fence. 
 “This is ridiculous,” I hiss, glaring from my perch on the window sill at his bush camouflage. “Why are we doing this?” 
 “Because we’re doing a good deed. And it’s fun.” 
 “And stupid.”
 “Just stick to the plan and act professional.” 
 “You’re the one shuffling around, idiot.” 
There is quiet for a moment and then I hear a: “But there’s something in my sock and I think it’s moving,” interrupted by the crackle of twigs and leaves. I have a strange sense of déjà vu. I remember vaguely that I had considered the possibilities of becoming a ninja a few times, after various stealthy midnight escapades. Here is more evidence that it’s my ideal profession. 
 “Hope! Look, quick!” I jolt at his urgent call, automatically seeking out his bush. “Not at me, the target.” 
Rolling my eyes, I pick up binoculars and use them to peer at the neighbouring garden, searching out the cause of Ash’s concern. Finally I spot the ‘target’, lounging on a sun bed in the far corner of the garden. 
 “Target located,” I mutter, feeling extremely stupid. “I’ll get into position, over.” 
 “Good. Currently five metres from target, over.” 
Very slowly, I place one bare foot tentatively on the slanted roof, testing its strength. When I’m satisfied I stand on the tiles and gently shift the rest of my body off the window sill. The binoculars around my neck swing dangerously as I lower myself so that I’m almost sitting down. Luckily the roof is slanted gently, providing a semi-shelter for the patio below. 
Squatting on the roof and looking like a spider, I shuffle awkwardly towards the neighbouring garden. My palms are sweaty and I can feel the sun beating down on my back. I have to resist the urge to run a hand over my face to calm myself down. I also have to keep reminding myself why I’m doing this. My pride. After all this time, I still have pride issues. 
I manage to shuffle myself right to the edge of the roof – the border line between Jenny’s house and the neighbour’s. I cling to the edge of the house tightly, afraid to let go, although I know that it’s hardly a dangerous drop. If I were to simply slide down, I would manage to scale the small, wooden fence and would land safely on the ridiculously high trampoline on the other side, which is pushed right up against the fence. Why someone would position a trampoline like that – at that height – is beyond my understanding. I vaguely remember Ash mentioning something about convincing the poor people who live in that house to do it for him. 
I cast an angry glare towards the bush as I inch slowly down the tiled slope, reaching the gutter lining the edge. I slide down further until I can feel the wooden fence below me. I take a risk and reach out, almost toppling off, until my feet are hovering just above the trampoline on the other side. Quickly, I curse my pride once more mentally and slide right off of the roof completely. 
I let out a relieved sigh at my safe landing. I look across the garden, with overgrown grass and a chaotic assortment of wild flowers flourishing. At the far end the ‘target’ is still resting peacefully on his sun bed. His eyes are closed contently and I realise that he probably is deaf if he had not heard my arrival in the garden. I fish around in my pocket and find the walky-talky.
 “I’m at point A: three metres from target.” 
 “Good, now get the ladder. And try to be quiet about it this time.” 
I groan quietly as I go to the shed at the other end of the garden and drag the small step ladder to the fence. Ash scales the fence, climbing carefully down the ladder and joining me. The target still does not move, oblivious to our presence, and for a second I wonder if he’s actually alive or not.
 “Much better,” Ash praises, dusting himself off. 
 “Can we just get on with this?”
He nods, motioning silently for me to follow. We sneak through the grass, towards the old sun bed where the target basks contently in the sunlight, like a photosynthesizing plant. Finally we reach the target. 
Mr. Tybalts, the infamously ancient tabby cat that lives six houses away, opens one eye lazily and yawns. 
Ash grins, bends down and picks the old, mangy cat up. Mr. Tybalts regards us coolly for a moment, before simply closing his eyes again. Apparently, this cat is worth a cash reward of twenty pounds with the added bonus of freshly baked brownies. 
I sigh in relief. He tickles the cat under the chin and says: “Mission complete.” 
 

*****
 

 

In the afternoon, Ash convinces me to visit Cleadon Creek with him again. I tell him I’d rather stay indoors and read, but really I know I can’t refuse him. The truth is I like adventure sometimes, even if it is only fishing for newts for his biology project. Amphibians are cute. 
Things are going well. It’s a nice day, the sun is still shining, and despite a small argument at the beginning of the trip (“why do you get to have the blue bucket? Come on, swap with me already”) we even manage to hold down a civil conversation. And then everything goes to hell. Maybe it really is coincidence, or maybe he’d been stalking us, but suddenly three figures appear in the meadow, blocking our path. The messy blond hair and grey eyes are unmistakable. Ben. 
I don’t even notice the other two – Kate and the other boy who I think is called Jason – standing protectively on either side of him. All I can think about is my warring emotions, half of which are mesmerised by the cold aura he exudes and the other half that remains wary. I remember our dinner dates; I remember that I had actually enjoyed them. And then I remember Ash, standing right beside me, completely oblivious to what I’ve done yet still so trusting of me. For a second I meet Ben’s impassive eyes, and maybe he can see the fear in my expression. But then just as quickly we break eye contact and he turns his attention to Ash instead. 
 “Going fishing, huh?” he asks loftily. 
 “Yeah. Got a problem with that?” Ash scowls. 
 “No. Just try not to drown. I know it must be hard, for an idiot like you.”
 “You know that idiocy is contagious, don’t you? If I’m an idiot, I must have caught it from you.”
 “Hah, you’re getting better at this, Falkland. Maybe Hope’s actually taught you something.” Ben’s eyes flick to me again in a knowing way, almost as if he’s mocking me.
 “Since when were you on first name basis with her?” Ash asks, raising an eyebrow in confusion. I hold my breath, terrified for a moment that he’s going to tell our secret, but then he just shrugs. 
 “It’s none of your business,” Ben says and I let out an internal sigh of relief. 
 “Stop letting him provoke you,” I mutter to Ash, tugging on his sleeve. “Let’s just go already.”
 “Backing out already?” Ben suddenly sneers at me. “I thought you stood up for yourself. Or were you just saying that to sound tough?” Maybe I should have expected it; the hardness of his eyes, lacking any of the warmth I had seen there before. They are empty eyes. 
 “I’m not backing out,” I growl, trying to sound more confident than I actually am. “Just unlike you, I don’t argue for fun.” 
He laughs, as if I’m a ridiculous little child not worth acknowledging. “And you, Ash? Do you really need a girl to speak for you now? You used to be able to do that easily on your own.”
It’s eerily quiet then. Something unsaid seems to pass between the two boys. Both of them appear calm on the outside, their expressions unreadable. But when I look down I see Ash’s hand clenched tightly into a fist. Above us a cloud blocks out the sun, casting a shadow over the meadow. 
Ben smirks; a twisted smile. “What’s wrong, Ash?” he taunts. “Are you still afraid of me, after all these years?” He turns to me. “And this is the best you can do? Your standards really have dropped, haven’t they?” 
Something in Ash seems to snap. In a split second, he has cast the fishing net and bucket down onto the grass and has launched himself across the short distance that separates our two groups, tackling Ben to the ground with a cry of “go to hell!” 
I stand completely still, frozen in shock. I had never expected this to escalate to a proper, physical fight. But when I see the spite, the satisfaction in the cold grey eyes and a similar look mirrored in the chocolate pair, I realise that I should have expected it. No one, especially Ben, is what they seem. I had been stupid enough to trust him, to trust that he was somehow different and that just because he acted nice on our two dates it meant he’d had a sudden change of heart. How naive. Ben never liked me. And I hate myself for going along with it when I’d known this the whole time. 
The two boys struggle fiercely amongst the long grass, which sways and rustles ominously in warning. And then Jason, the burly side-kick, jumps in to join them. But instead of pulling them apart like he is supposed to, he pins one of Ash’s arms to the ground and strikes at his face with a large, boulder-like fist. 
 “Hold him down!” Ben cries out. Out of the corner of my eye I see Kate slowly backing away from the fight, a look of horror and disgust on her face as the larger boy manages to pin down the flailing legs and Ben swings at Ash’s face, narrowly missing. The next time however, he is not so lucky. Ben aims a kick at his side, and I see chocolate eyes widen in pain. 
I don’t need to decide whose side I’m on. There’s only ever been one side that I could be on, but there’s not enough time to think about that. There’s not enough time to be scared. All I know is that Ash is getting hurt and I have to protect him. So I snatch the forgotten, yellow bucket – a tattered fishing net still in my grasp – and run to join the fray. 
Later on I’ll be known as the secret weapon; the rash, impulsive secret weapon. But at the moment all thoughts of tactics, plans, common sense and logic have been whisked away by the wind that rushes through my hair as I charge forwards. Time seems to slow down. I see the bewilderment in the eyes of all three boys, before time speeds back up again and I’m suddenly jamming the bucket onto Jason’s head. 
Thud. The stocky boy lets out a distressed screech, struggling lamely to free himself of the bucket. Ash, taking his chance, manages to kick him off of his legs and I swing around blindly with the wooden rod of the fishing net, sending Jason sprawling to the ground. Ben is shouting something, but it is a blur to me. When I turn around, Ash has staggered to his feet and has punched Ben in the stomach with his remaining strength, winding him. I jab Ben in the shoulder with the fishing net, causing him to stagger backwards onto the edge of a steep hill. And before I realise what is happening, Ash has thrown himself at Ben and the two boys topple over the edge. 
 “Ash!” I yell out his name, but before I can inspect the damage done, I turn around just in time to see Jason staggering painfully to his feet, the yellow bucket discarded on the grass. He snarls angrily at me. 
 “You’ll pay for that, runt!” He curses, lumbering through the grass towards me. I quickly side-step out of the way and thrust out my fishing net, swinging with as much force as possible and hoping for a hit. Luckily I catch the boy in the gut and he doubles over. I feel the vibrations from the rod travelling up my arm and wince. However I take advantage of his momentary pain and swipe the rod at his feet, sending him tumbling back down to the grass. Without looking back, I turn around and run to the edge of the hill, peering over the edge anxiously. 
At the bottom of the grassy hill, the two boys are rolling around viciously, both trying to land punches. Painfully, they struggle to their feet while still trying desperately to hurt the other in any way possible. Their eyes are ablaze – two fires eerily alike. It takes me a moment to realise that Ben is the one who has the advantage. 
 “Stop it! Just stop!” I cry out desperately. But of course, neither of them take notice. And so I do the only thing my scattered, chaotic mind can comprehend. My fishing net firmly in hand, I quickly stumble down the hill. “Ash! Duck!” I scream out, my jellied legs unable to stop. 
For a millisecond, both boys stop. “A duck? Where? ” Ash calls, looking around in confusion before his eyes widen in terror at the sight of me running blindly towards him. Just in time, he throws himself down as I swing the wooden rod around, catching Ben by surprise. The rod slams into the side of his head and for a few moments he still looks startled. But then Ash takes his chance and pushes him to the ground, pinning his limp arms to the grass while I throw myself over his legs. 
It is silent, the only sound being the rustling of the grass and heavy breathing. But then Ash snarls menacingly and Ben stares back up, looking almost intimidated. “Go home, Hastle.” His voice is cold and hard and deadly, everything that he isn’t. Ben only stares back stubbornly, but he does not resist. 
We stay like that for a few, tense minutes, locked in an awkward position. Finally I feel a slight shift in the air and once he is sure that Ben will no longer fight, Ash rolls off of him. He gets up and I follow his example, the knees of our jeans marred by grass stains. Ben staggers painfully to his feet, a bruise already starting to develop around his cheek. He turns to us, clothes tattered and eyes defeated. 
 “You win this time,” he murmurs quietly, the words lingering in the air. “But don’t think this is over yet.” He looks straight at Ash, his expression unreadable. Then, with as much dignity as possible, he jerks his body around and begins to stiffly climb up the hill towards his fallen comrade. We watch him silently until he has scaled the hill, his silhouette limping away tiredly. I turn to inspect my messy haired companion, sighing quietly. 
 “You’re hurt,” is the first thing I say, my voice hoarse. A bruise, nearly the size of a golf ball has already formed over one eye and dried blood from a nosebleed stains his ashen skin. Blood oozes gently from a small gash on his forehead, trickling over cut lips. 
He brings a hand up to swipe away the blood, grimacing. “It’s not that bad,” he says, as though simply wiping away the evidence can erase the whole fight from his memory. I avert my gaze to the ground, ashamed and guilty and how could I let this happen? How could I almost fall for the guy who did this to him?  
 “Hope?” he asks. “Are you okay?”
I nod mutely and pick up the seemingly innocent fishing net: a weapon in disguise. “Let’s go back,” I say. “You need to clean that cut before it gets infected.” 
He nods in response and this time I lead the way.
 

*****
 

The journey back is quiet. We wade through the meadow, Ash limping slightly. Of course, because he is a boy, he refuses to admit that he’s in pain and stays silent and stoic. However his valiant effort to keep up with me impresses me so I let him keep his pride by slowing down a miniscule amount, just enough so that he can catch up and walk beside me, rather than behind me. Neither of us talk until we reach the pavement, when Ash breaks the uncomfortable silence. 
 “Thank you,” he says quietly.
 “What for?” 
A small smile cracks through his invisible mask. “You fought with me,” he points out simply. He is peering intently at me now, with an almost admiring look. I blush slightly under his intense gaze, quickly looking away. 
 “So?” I ask, not understanding the apparent importance of my actions. 
I just didn’t expect you to, that’s all.”
Then what had he expected me to do? Stand and watch? “Doing anything else would have been cowardly,” I say. “I had to do something to help. It was two against one, an unfair fight.” 
He nods, smile widening. “But still, thank you,” he repeats. “Without your help, I would probably be lying unconscious in the grass at the moment. You see? I was right that day when I said that you’re brave.” 
I stay silent, my eyes glued to the ground. It almost makes me feel nauseous, how much he seems to believe in me. Would he still say those things if he knew that I’d been seeing Ben behind his back? I suddenly realise something. I had never been infatuated with Ben. It had simply been curiosity, an inability to say no to him, and nothing else. All I feel towards him now is resentment, the sort you feel towards a bad memory you wish you could forget. I’m relieved. Some of the guilt evaporates, the guilt of knowing that in a way I’ve betrayed Ash, but also knowing that today I’ve made things right again. 
Maybe, my heart which has been frozen for so long, is finally beginning to thaw. 

 


 


 





Chapter 14: Burn

 


It takes three whole days filled with plasters, bandages and blueberry pie before the bruises finally fade and the cuts heal. Jenny’s maternal instincts had kicked in immediately when she saw Ash staggering into the house, blood oozing down the side of his face and a large bruise decorating his eye. After her initial worry, the inevitable anger stage finally made an appearance. As a result, Ash is grounded. And to make matters worse, I’m in charge of keeping him under control. 
On Tuesday, the second day of Ash’s imprisonment, I bake cookies. My temporary mean streak has passed. I’m craving something sweet, and it’s the perfect way to stop Ash complaining every ten minutes. When he comes down to the kitchen, obviously attracted by the aroma of baking cookies, he hobbles over to peer through the tinted glass of the oven. I hide a grimace at the limp in his step and the cuts still staining his skin. They’re just cuts, they’ll heal quickly, you did everything you could to help I remind myself. 
 “What sort of cookies are they?” Ash asks excitedly, eyes suddenly brightening like lamps. “How long are they gonna take? Can I have some? Please?”
 “They’re chocolate and almond,” I say. I put on a smile, determinedly banishing the darker thoughts from my mind and focusing on the present instead. “You’re not allergic to nuts, are you?” 
 “No,” he replies, still staring at the oven in fascination. It’s endearing in a strange way, and I can’t help but chuckle. 
 “You’re so easily amused.”
 “Only when food’s involved, dear.”
 “So true.”
He finally turns away from the oven to quirk an eyebrow at me. “So what’s the deal? What do you want?”
I smile innocently. “Why do you think I want something? Can’t someone bake cookies without an ulterior motive?”
He snorts. “Yes, just not you. This is bribery, isn’t it?”
 “No, I’m just being nice. Is that so hard to believe?”
He sighs in frustration, but drops it. “Fine, whatever it is you want, I’m sure the cookies will be worth it anyway.” 
 “You bet they will.”
Ten minutes later I take the cookies out, the enticing scent wafting out in volumes. “Don’t touch them yet,” I say, looking pointedly at Ash who is staring at the baked goods hungrily. “They’re hot.” 
He pouts. “Fine.” Despite his consent though he still hovers over them longingly, like a hawk cornering its prey. 
 “And don’t drool on them either.” He laughs, moving to sit at the table. After making tea, I join him with two mugs and a plate of the cookies. He immediately grabs one and devours it. 
 “Nice cookies,” he comments. 
 “So glad you approve.”
For a while, we both eat silently. This is the perfect time, my chance to finally get some answers. I look at Ash, content as usual, and the memories from the fight flood back to me. I remember Ben, the cold hardness of his eyes, the loathing in them. The way he had relentlessly pummelled Ash’s face in a frenzy of hatred, the way he had looked at me. I suddenly realise that Ben is dangerous. Who’s to say it won’t happen again? What if someone ends up in hospital the next time?
 “Ash,” I start tentatively. 
 “Hmm?” 
 “How do you know Ben Hastle?” I watch him closely, gauging his reaction. First comes the surprise. Then his eyes harden. His face is schooled into a calm, practiced expression, my cookies long forgotten. That in itself shows the gravity of the situation. 
 “Why do you want to know?” 
 “I’m curious.” 
He sighs. “He used to go to my school, not very long ago.”
 “Were you friends with him?” I ask.
 “Yes. He used to be infamous, you know.” 
 “A bad reputation?” 
 “Sort of. He was one of those bad-ass, dark mysterious types that all the girls swooned over. I used to admire him, always wanted to be more like him.” 
 “So he was popular, then?” 
 “I guess you could say that. He was one of those people though, that others respect more out of fear than anything else,” he explains, then adds with a chuckle: “Except for his fan girls that is. They wouldn’t care if he was a murderer.” 
It’s only a joke, but the tone of his voice causes me to shudder slightly. There is a dark look in his eyes. “That’s not true though. He would never actually kill someone, right?” I ask, hoping for some form of reassurance. But when Ash just stares at me, or rather through me, an interesting mixture of morbid curiosity and dread begins to claw its way up my spine. 
 “No, of course not,” he says in the end. Then he gets up and leaves, oddly subdued. And although he has left, I still feel that prickle of dread, because I had seen it clearly in his eyes. 
He lied. 
 

*****
 

The questions that Ash answered in our conversation only bring up new ones. It is a mystery, one that only half of me wants to solve. The other half is afraid of the answers I’ll find. 
I organise with Claire to spend the afternoon at her house, promising cookies as an apology for inviting myself over. She says she’d rather spend it with me than her bipolar little brother anyway so I shouldn’t apologize, but to still bring along the cookies. When I tell Ash of my plans he mutters gloomily under his breath about something, but otherwise does not protest. 
Claire’s house reminds me of a large, synthetic marshmallow. There is a glinting silver car embedded into the driveway and probably another one in the fancy garage. A paved path leads through a neatly trimmed lawn to a stark white front door. It’s clean and plastic looking, like a life-size Lego house. I feel intimidated walking up to her porch in my scruffy attire and limp hair, like I’m a stain against all of this perfection. 
The door is opened to her bright grin and she quickly ushers me inside. She’s wearing a pretty teal dress today, with a russet cardigan and unnecessary scarf. Despite it being over the top (although I’ve come to not expect anything less) I’m surprised to see her wear something that matches. “My mum bought it for me yesterday,” she explains, rolling her eyes. “She said I should wear stuff that’s more ‘ladylike’ and less ‘childish’. Figures.” It suddenly comes to me that Claire must think I’m the most boring person in existence, as I’m practically sewn into my jeans and grey sweater. 
We sit down on the living room rug, out of reach of the billowing scarlet curtains and just in front of the leather sofa. She informs me that her parents are both out, at work, and she’s babysitting her brother. Said brother makes his appearance in the room just as I’m unwrapping the cookies. 
 “Oh, it’s you again,” he says in contempt. Claire sends him a chastising glare which he ignores. 
 “Will you hate me less if I give you a cookie?” I ask, holding out the box. 
He wavers for a moment, before joining us on the floor and accepting one. “Thanks.” 
 “Don’t you have anywhere better to be?” Claire sighs. 
 “Why? Does my presence annoy you, sis?” 
 “Yeah, it’s like having a fly constantly buzzing in my ear.”
 “Then I think I’ll stick around for a while.”
She scowls, turning to me instead. “So anyway, Hope, how’s life with Ash?” 
 “It’s fine. Nothing out of the ordinary has happened lately.” Big, fat lie. 
 “He hasn’t driven you mad yet?” Daniel pipes up. 
 “Not quite,” I joke. “I’m pretty hard core.”
 “Sure.” He pauses. “How long did you say you were living with him for?”
 “Just until the end of summer, unless I choose to stay permanently. Jenny’s already said I can, if I really like it here.”
 “You should,” Claire encourages, and she does her special crinkle-eyed smile which I sorely need to practice. “You could join my school and be in my form. It’d be great.”
 “Yeah,” I agree. “I haven’t decided yet, but that sounds good.” I do another pass-around of the cookies. “You said there was another school around here though, didn’t you? The one Ben Hastle goes to?” I catch the slight set of her jaw at his name. Daniel seems unfazed, but I know that Claire will not like this new direction of our conversation. Despite this, I press on. I can feel guilty over making her uncomfortable later.
 “Yeah, there is, on the other side of town. You wouldn’t like it there, trust me.” She sighs. “You’re not still trying to find out more about him, are you?”
I laugh nervously. If only you knew, I think to myself. “Actually we came across him and his groupies the other day you know,” I say. 
Daniel scoffs. “Big deal. Did anything actually happen?” 
 “Sure did. We fought.”
Claire looks horrified. “You fought them?” she repeats in astonishment. Daniel looks taken aback, and there’s something akin to respect in his eyes. 
 “But you’re a girl,” he states. 
I feel a flicker of indignation. “You think I can’t fight just because I’m a girl?”
 “You can, just not as well.”
Prick. I feel a vein in my forehead pulsate comically, like a cartoon character. But before I can say anything, Claire interrupts with concern written all over her features. “Are you okay?” she asks. “Is Ash okay? Were you hurt?”
 “Its fine,” I fend her off. “We’re both fine. Just a few cuts and bruises, but we got Ben to back off in the end. I wacked him in the forehead with a fishing net.”
Daniel laughs. Claire frowns disapprovingly. “That was a pretty stupid thing to do,” she says. 
 “I was defending myself and Ash!”
 “Not that, I meant getting involved in the fight in the first place.”
 “If I hadn’t, Ash would have been crushed, quite literally. It was two against one, it wasn’t even fair. I couldn’t just stand by and watch, useless like always. I had to help him.”
She sighs in exasperation, but I can detect a smile beneath it. “It was pretty stupid, but at the same time it was brave of you as well.”
 “Thanks,” I say.
Even Daniel smiles slightly. “Ben had it coming,” he supplies. 
 “Yeah. You’re right about that.” I pause. “Do either of you know what happened to make Ben and Ash hate each other so much?” 
 “You shouldn’t-” Claire starts, but I quickly cut her off. 
 “Claire,” I murmur. “I can handle myself. Hell, I’ve fought him, isn’t it only fair I know why?”
She seems ready to argue, lips pressed into a thin line, but in the end she just gives a dejected sigh. “Fine,” she says, and shares a meaningful glance with Daniel. “I’d tell you, except we’re not sure of the whole story ourselves.”
I force back the surge of defeat that threatens to overwhelm me. “Isn’t there anyone else…?”
 “There is one person who might tell you,” Daniel says quietly. “If you can convince her to, that is.”
 “Who?”
His face is grim as he answers. “Tia Hastle. Ben’s little sister.”
 

*****
 

Claire agrees to show me to the house. Although we offer for Daniel to come with us, out of obligation more than anything, he refuses. 
 “I dated her last year,” he explains with a grin, as though proud of this fact. “Ended badly though. She found out I’d been lying to her about my age and wouldn’t go out with a younger man. Scary twelve year old she was back then. She threatened to send me through the wall.” He chuckles. “Good luck interrogating her.”
It makes me wonder how Claire’s parents cope. “You’re bother’s sadistic, if you don’t mind me saying,” I mutter to her once we begin our trek. 
She shakes her head in a he’s-a-lost-cause way. “I know,” she says. “And people say I’m the weird one.”
Half an hour later we find ourselves standing outside a small, grubby house the shade of slate grey. An olive mesh of ivy coils its way around one side of the house as the paint sheds. There is a battered car in the driveway and although the grass in the front garden is a little unkempt, the small Iris flowers neatly blooming in shades of blue and purple around the edges of the lawn are beautiful. It’s hard to imagine that someone like Ben Hastle lives somewhere so peaceful. 
I walk slowly up the driveway, dodging the car, while Claire follows hesitantly behind me. “Ben had better not answer the door,” I hear her mutter under her breath. I ignore it, stepping onto the porch where a frayed welcome mat sorely in need of replacing is waiting for me. Some of the letters spelling welcome have long ago faded. It is not a welcome mat anymore; it is an ‘elom’ mat. I look up, only to be forced into a staring match by the menacingly silent front door. 
 “You’re knocking by the way,” Claire says, expression bleak. “And if anything happens, I’m blaming it on you. We’re practically walking into the enemy’s lair.” 
I send her a withering look. “Claire,” I say. “We’re knocking on someone’s front door. Not infiltrating the Mafia.” I ring the doorbell. 
I hear muffled shouting from inside, accompanied by the clattering of footsteps. I breathe out deeply, unable to stop my sweaty hands from fidgeting nervously with the hem of my jacket. My stubborn feet stay rooted to the ground. Finally the lock clicks and the door swings open to reveal a petite girl with sharp, aristocratic features eerily similar to her brother’s. Thin sliver of lips, drawn taught into a frown, with light freckles and platinum blonde hair pulled back into a pale tuft while delicate strands frame her face. She looks no older than thirteen or fourteen. 
 “Well? Is there anything you want?” Her impatient voice cuts through my thoughts. “If you’re looking for my brother, he’s not in.” 
 “No,” Claire says. “We wanted to see you, actually.” 
She seems surprised. “Claire?” Then her hawk-like gaze swivels to inspect me. “And who are you?”
I try a polite smile, but fail miserably. “Hope Weller. I’m new here,” I say. I suddenly realise that I’m being intimidated by someone shorter and younger than me. 
Tia relaxes slightly and opens the door wider to let us in. We file in quietly and she leads us to her bedroom. It’s a small room with a messy bed pushed up against one wall. There is a large window on another side, looking out onto a garden almost symmetrical to the front one. The rest of the room is taken up by a bookcase and closet. Pale, afternoon sunlight drizzles morosely through the grimy windows. Tia settles herself on her bed, motioning for us to do the same. We oblige and awkwardly sit in a little circle. Looking around properly, I notice the glaringly big posters that hang off the walls. 
 “You like ‘Blue menace’?” Tia asks, noticing me staring at the posters. 
 “I’ve never heard of them,” I reply honestly. 
 “Well, you should listen to them some time. They’re a good band.”
 “I’m not into music that much.”
She gives me a what-rock-have-you-been-living-under type look. “What do you do in your spare time, then?”
I shrug. “Work, study. I paint, sometimes.” 
 “How have you been, Tia?” Claire joins in the conversation. “It’s been a while.” 
 “Yeah, it has. How’s Daniel doing?”
 “Still terrified of you.”
 “That’s good to hear.” Sharp, hawkish eyes drift to me again. I wonder idly if Claire feels insulted. “You – Hope, right? You said you’re new around here. When’d you get here?” 
 “A few weeks ago.” 
 “Staying with family here?” 
 “Not exactly.” Beside me, Claire poorly stifles a snicker. I send her a pointed look. “I’m staying with Ash and Jenny Falkland. They’re friends of my parents.” 
One delicate eyebrow raises slightly. “Well then, good luck. How long for?” 
 “Probably until the end of the summer holidays.” 
She nods. There is an uncomfortable silence. Claire plays with the hem of her dress absently and I look away. Eventually Tia breaks the tension in the air. “So why did you come?” she asks bluntly. 
 “We just felt like visiting,” Claire starts, but the blonde girl interrupts. 
 “We were never the best of friends,” she states. “And somehow, I think it’s unlikely that you two would come here, just to talk and have a little tea party.” She’s logical, observant and cynical. I like this girl. She glares at each of us in turn. “What do you want?” 
We stay quiet. She raises an eyebrow expectantly. When I realise that no one else is willing to come to my rescue this time, I sigh in defeat. “It was my idea to come and see you. I just dragged her along with me,” I admit guiltily. “I’m sorry, but I really need some information and I think you might know the answers to a few of my questions.” 
She narrows her eyes. “What sort of questions?” 
 “Questions...about your brother.”
The tension in the room is stifling. Cobalt blue eyes harden and I’m reminded of a certain pair of angry grey that had done the exact same thing on multiple occasions. “What do you want to know about him?” She asks, tone guarded, as if she has something to hide. 
I force myself to hold her steady gaze. I’ve seen more intimidating eyes than hers before. “I want to know why Ben was expelled and what he’s got against Ash.” 
 “And why should I tell you anything?” 
 “Because I live with Ash now and his business is my business. Once I know what happened, I’m going to try and stop this feud, or whatever it is.” 
 “So you’re doing all of this for him?” 
The question catches me off guard and to my horror I feel a faint pink suffuse my cheeks. “Partly, yes,” I admit. “But it’s not just that. I want to know. I’m curious. Will you tell me? Please?” 
Suddenly her eyes widen in realisation. “No way, you’ve got to be kidding me. So you’re the girl he…?”
I send her a warning glance, but nod all the same. “Yes. That’s me.” 
Luckily she catches on and drops it, sending a discreet glance towards Claire. “Okay,” she says. “I’ll tell you.”
 “Thank you,” I say, and send her the most genuine smile I can muster. 
And then she begins her tale. 
 “I don’t know if you already know, but my brother has always had a bit of a cruel streak in him. In other words, he was a bully. When someone got in his way, or when he didn’t get what he wanted, he’d use any means possible. He was constantly bitter and angry-” 
 “He still is,” Claire mutters. 
 “Fine, whatever. But despite his reputation as a bully at school, he was considered ‘cool’ by just about everyone. The girls swooned over him, always trying to get closer to him, and the boys wanted to be like him.” She pauses, for dramatic effect or to think, I’m unsure of. “Anyway, like most other very popular people, he had his own little circle of ‘friends’; a gang basically. And guess who their newest recruit was?” 
 “Who?” I ask anyway even though I already know the answer. 
 “Ash Falkland.” The silence is suffocating. “Why else do you think he’s so popular? You could say it was his rise to fame almost. I remember Ben coming home one day and muttering about ‘that Ash kid.’ Said he had potential. He was almost worried. He seemed to think of him as a rival.” 
 “Is that all it is then?” I ask. “Is it just rivalry?” 
She shakes her head coldly. When she picks up her tale though, it is on a completely different subject. “Have you two heard the rumours?” she asks. “About Ben being a pyromaniac?” 
We nod. “Is it true?” Claire asks. 
 “Yes, it is. Maybe it’s not a very severe case, but my brother has always had a bit of a thing for fire. That’s where things went wrong between him and Ash. You see, Ben was the leader of the group and Ash at the time was a new member. Therefore he was expected to join in with the...ah...activities they took part in. And for Ben, that normally meant burning something.” 
 “What about your parents? Didn’t they try to stop him?” 
 “They didn’t know. It was harmless to start with. He threatened me not to tell and I didn’t think it would get out of hand.” 
 “But it did,” I state simply, the realisation coming to me with a sick sort of horror. 
 “Yes, it did. He planned to burn down an old car he’d found ‘just for fun’. But then, it went from a car to the town council building. The rest of the gang was expected to be there. He would’ve gone ahead and done it, but in the end Ash stopped him. He actually fought him and managed to steal the lighter from him. And of course all of the commotion attracted attention. The police got involved. Luckily, because there had been no damage done and he didn’t have any previous charges, my brother wasn’t put in prison. However, he was expelled and given a counsellor.” 
I try to push away my horror, the nausea swelling inside me, at the thought that I had been going out with a dangerous pyromaniac. I’m a terrible judge of character.“I see, so that’s why those two hate each other so much,” I murmur. 
Tia sighs. “My brother can be a little irrational sometimes. But don’t think too badly of him. Despite everything that’s happened, I know there’s still some of his old self left in him.”
I can’t bring myself to believe her words. “Thank you for telling us all of that,” I offer a shaky smile. “I need to talk to Ben, alone. I’m going to fix this. Can you tell him to meet me, out on the field, three days from now? Seven pm.” 
Both girls look surprised, and Claire looks ready to argue, but Tia nods hesitantly. “Fine. I guess if you’re this determined, you may have a chance.” And then, the guard finally drops from her eyes and I can see a deep-rooted pain there that’s hardened into resolve. “Please try and help him,” she whispers. 




 “I will, I promise,” I say, but inside I’m breaking all over again as I remember every other promise that I have not kept. 
 

 

 

Chapter 15: Fireflies

 


That night I dream about the end of the world. 
Grey eyes; cold, hard, unforgiving, callous and mixed with the slightest tint of red. Or maybe that’s just my imagination. Windswept, chaotic strands of yellow like liquefied amber coil endlessly around each other in desperation. A flash of brown fabric, a vague memory of scarred blue denim and fury rippling just beneath the surface. And then a smirk – malicious, humourless and cold as the world is consumed by red, crimson shadows that lick at the blackness. 
Suddenly the grey becomes hazel. The yellow coils lighten to a pale blonde and flare out like a hundred, writhing snakes. The eyes are just as hard, just as cold; just as dead. 
I mouth meaningless apologies over and over again, but I never hear myself. A flash of orange, a sliver of pink, a dash of purple darkness and then above me the clouds come, thrashing and obscuring any possible light. The shadows twirl and dance and cackle – high-pitched and merciless – in their delight. They latch on to me, shaking me, rattling me. I stand still. Across the darkness the hazel eyes that are so tired, so cold fixate on me. The shard of pink lips open, revealing gaping blackness, and let out a silent scream.
Two large, warm hands grip my arms and shake me harshly. I feel disorientated and dizzy. It’s the demons, the red shadows, which are trying to rattle my life out of me. But then I hear a distant exclamation of “Wake up already, would you?” and realise that no, it’s not the demons, it’s just him.
My eyes snap open. In the dark room, I make out the shape of a large figure looming over me, illuminated by the glow emitting from the TV. I jolt up, eyes wide, panic setting in. The dark figure leans back in surprise. I rub at my eyes and blink rapidly. When they finally adjust, my assumption is proved correct as I see the trademark messy hair and dishevelled clothes. 
 “Are you okay?” 
I settle into the corner of the sofa and try to shrink into the soft cushions. I look away and nod, unable to trust my voice. He hovers for a moment, then sits down on the opposite end of the sofa, watching me carefully. Neither of us speak and the only sound in the room is the incessant, comforting background din of the TV. I stare blankly at the screen, not seeing or hearing it. Brief flashes of red hurtle through my mind, vague memories of the nightmare I have just escaped. I close my eyes tiredly. 
 “How long was I asleep?” I ask, voice hoarse. It has been two days since I visited Tia, two days that I have known the truth. 
 “Only about half an hour,” he eyes me cautiously. “You missed the best part of ‘The matrix’.” 
 “What time is it?” 
 “Around seven I think.” 
I glance around the dark room again blearily. “I thought the lights were on when the movie started.”
 “They were. I switched them off ‘cause the movie was better without them and I didn’t want to wake you.” I just nod, curling into the sofa more and staring blankly ahead. “You look like a cat curled up like that,” he says. 
 “Thanks.”
 “Are you sure you’re okay?” I notice he’s watching me worriedly as though I’m going to have a mental breakdown at any moment. Then again, it’s not too unlikely. 
 “Of course I am,” I reassure him. 
 “What was the nightmare about then? You were talking in your sleep.” 
My sluggish mind spins. “What sort of things did I say?” 
He looks a little embarrassed, but it’s an expression that resembles pity far too much. “You said you were sorry, over and over again.” 
 “Oh.” I look down, picking at the fraying hem of my shirt. Humiliation and shame well up inside me, but I force the emotions down. “Forget it, I must have been a bit out of it,” I say. “I’m fine now.”
He looks unconvinced. “Won’t you even give me a clue what it was about?” He tries the puppy-dog eyes and when that doesn’t work, a pout. 
 “It’s not all that interesting.” When he refuses to let it drop, I give a defeated sigh. “Fine. I dreamt about the end of the world.” 
 “The end of the world?” he chuckles. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.” I’m not sure if that’s an insult or not. “What was it like? Lots of volcanoes, meteors, screaming?”
 “All I remember is red; lots of bright, crimson red everywhere.”
 “You mean blood?”
 “Maybe. It could have been lava or fire or anything really.”
There’s still some concern etched into his expression. “And you’re sure you’re okay?” 
 “Of course I am,” I say. “I thought I’d already said so. Twice.” 
And whether he believes me or not, he smiles back warmly. “Ok then,” he says, then picks up a bowl and offers it to me. “Popcorn?” I shake my head, stomach queasy. 
It takes half an hour for the movie to finish. I stare blankly at the TV for the whole time, never looking away but never properly watching or even listening. Instead, I attempt to search out the scraps of tattered memories from my nightmare. When I think of it all I see is the red. Like Blood. Like fire. That is all I can remember. 
When the ending credits finally roll onto a black screen, I avert my stare. I realise that this is the moment, the moment I have been putting off and waiting for ever since I talked with Tia. Blinking away the flashes of red, I realise that I have to tell him that I know. Because he has a right to know that I know. 
 “Ash.” 
 “Hmm?” 
I swallow, my dry throat burning. “Do you remember when I asked you about Ben Hastle?”
 “What about it?” he asks, feigning a bored tone. “I thought we’d already talked about-” 
 “How many fights have there been?” 
His jaw tightens. “About four or five. Why are you asking me all these questions-”
I interrupt him, again. “I know,” I say and my voice is hollow. “I know,” I repeat. 
 “Know what?” 
 “About everything that’s happened.” 
Realisation kicks in. I wait patiently until his shocked expression dips into a frown. I wonder if he’s angry that I know. “How did you find out?” he asks. 
 “I talked to Tia Hastle. She told me.” 
 “Oh,” is all he says. The credits of the movie finally end and adverts replace it. 
 “It was brave of you to stop him like that,” I say quietly, and there’s a dull note of admiration in my tone. 
He surprises me with a bitter laugh. “There was nothing brave about it,” he says, smirking dryly. “All I did was correct my own mistake. It was my choice to join Ben’s little group in the first place. I should’ve known that it wouldn’t lead to anything good, but I was stupid and reckless and more concerned with my reputation than anything else.” He falters, frowning. “The night he called me and told me to meet him on the outskirts of town, I was glad to be included. He actually told me over the phone what he was planning to do and I still went along anyway. He even gave me the choice to sit it out. I could’ve told someone before, I could have persuaded him out of it, but I didn’t. I was going to go through with it until the last moment when I finally realised how stupid I had been.” 
There’s a tense silence and I sit there, curled up in the same position, surprised by his blunt honesty. His eyes are clouded, pained. I can almost feel the guilt and shame radiating off of him. “Ash-” I start. 
 “I never meant for anyone to get hurt,” he continues. “I never even thought about the consequences. I was stupid and reckless.”
I shake my head stubbornly. “I don’t blame you,” I say. “You did the right thing in the end, and that’s what counts.”
He sends me a small half-smile and I’m compelled to smile back as the serious air hanging over the room starts to dissipate. “See? You’re not as cold-hearted as you pretend to be,” he laughs, then sobers slightly. “Thank you, for saying that.”
 “It’s okay,” I murmur. “Do you think you’ll ever forgive Ben, for what he almost did?” 
His warm eyes swirl, sparkling amber in the glow coming from the TV. “I was never really angry,” he admits, staring off towards the window on the far side of the room. “Well, not about his pyromania at least. In a way I could even understand him. I was friends with him after all, and that makes it hard to hate him.”
 “Hate’s a strong word,” I agree. “It’s hard to really hate anyone, no matter what it is they’ve done.” But even as I say this, I’m not thinking of Ben and Ash anymore. I’m thinking of my sisters. 
 

*****
 

I suppose what you try to block out always finds a way to squirm past even the most carefully constructed walls. I try to block out my memories, the dreams and any thoughts that concern them. It works for a few hours but by the time I retreat to the confines of my room and get into bed, my mind has subconsciously started remembering again. It’s never a good thing. And tonight, I remember my father. 
I’ve never really thought of him as an individual, somehow. Whenever I remember him he is standing with my mother, one arm wrapped lazily around her shoulders just like I remember them; a package deal. He was actually quite similar to Ash, being carefree, jovial, rarely angry and unable to handle responsibility. My mother on the other hand was sensitive, strict and a perfectionist. They say opposites attract, right?
The clearest memory I have of him is the one time I had him all to myself, as selfish as that sounds. It was shortly after my sixth birthday and he took me out to the field that day, to celebrate the last, dying remains of summer and watch the golden leaves rustle in the wind. Although we did not share many things in common, that was the one thing we both loved: autumn. 
 “The leaves are going to start falling soon,” he said to me and I remember clearly the exact sound of his voice, the exact texture of his large hand smothering mine. 
I had grinned up at him, showing off gaps in my teeth. “I know, daddy. The leaves are really pretty when they fall.” Mother always said that I looked more like him, and acted more like her. 
 “Of course. Everything’s beautiful at some point in its life, after all.”
We stayed in the meadow until the sun finally began to sink behind the clouds, unaware of the time. And then, soon, darkness began to take over. When the darkness consumed the sky, only the stars remained. We had lain down on the grass and stared up into that endless darkness sprinkled with little punctures. It was a perfectly warm night, silent except for the gentle rustle of the grass. 
Curling up beside him I whispered quietly: “Do you hate anyone, daddy?” I already knew the answer I wanted to hear and I was asking for reassurance more than anything. 
 “No, why do you think I hate someone?” he asked, turning worried eyes on me. 
 “Because everybody hates someone, right?” 
 “No, that’s not true,” he murmured. I remember he looked older than he really was in that moment, wiser than I’d ever given him credit for. “Hate is a double-bladed sword. It hurts others just as much as it hurts yourself. There’s no point in hating, it only makes more people unhappy.” I hadn’t understood everything he said then, but I smiled and nodded anyway, trusting him. He accepted it and turned to gaze back up at the sky. He showed me the Dog Star that night.
 “Look, Hope. That’s the brightest star in the sky,” he explained and pointed up into the bleak darkness. “It’s called Sirius.” 
I followed his gaze and found the little white pinprick with confusion. “What is a star, daddy?” 
 “They’re fireflies, lost in the night.” 
 “Really?” 
 “One day,” he continued, smiling softly. “We can catch them all.” 

 


 


 


Chapter 16: One for sorrow, two for joy

 


I remember I wanted to wear orange on the day of our parents’ funeral. Not just any orange, bright carrot orange. It had been their favourite colour. It always had been, ever since father accidentally dyed his hair ginger and realised that he liked it and ever since mother first met her future husband by accidentally causing him to trip face first into a pumpkin pie. It was an interesting story to tell whenever anyone asked how my parents met. 
It was only expected that my sisters had gone deathly pale when they walked in to see me standing in the middle of the room wearing an orange trench coat that was five sizes too big for me, complete with a matching top hat that I had splattered with deep, tangerine paint. 
 “What are you wearing?” Faith had hissed and Dawn poked her head around the door to find the source of the commotion.
I looked innocently back at her with confused, sad eyes. “Orange,” I whispered. “It was mum and dad’s favourite colour.” 
Faith’s eyes softened, if only for a moment, before they turned cold and steely again. “Don’t be foolish,” she spat. “You wear black to funerals, not that.” Then she walked over to my dresser, picked up the neglected black dress that I had originally been planning to wear and threw it at me. “Change, now.” 
I faltered for a moment. I almost wanted to protest, but the rebellious part of me had died along with our parents so I only nodded obediently instead. 
The black parade was different, like nothing I had experienced before. I never thought about what to expect, maybe a variety of oddly-clothed mourners? Or a party, to celebrate the lives of the ones who had died? Instead it was cold, silent, subdued. A large group of mourners clad in black stood around the two coffins, like a flock of crows or maybe grim reapers. Some were crying quietly, dabbing at their eyes occasionally, acting as if they cared, as if a part of them had died too. Our relatives – the few that we still knew about – were like strangers to the four of us. They were just a small group of elderly people with falsely sympathetic expressions and hardened eyes. 
Faith was the one elected out of the four of us to make a speech. 
She had been nervous a few days before, but at the funeral she was calm. Her face was set in stone – a cold, expressionless mask as she climbed onto the small platform, positioned the microphone and began to speak. I hardly remember her speech. In fact, the whole day passed almost as if it were a dream, or a nightmare. I stared blankly ahead as if trying to see through the solid walls of the coffins. I caught bits of her speech, bits like ‘we will always remember them’ and ‘they were undeserving of death’. She read out a poem, one which she had been working on for a long time, and it was beautiful. She spoke of endless nights, withering flames and glimmers of light in the dark. Beside me, Lily’s hands were clenched tightly into fists as if she was fighting against tears, while Dawn had simply given up the struggle and let the moisture stream down her cheeks. 
I did not cry. I couldn’t cry. 
I remember all I felt that day was an overwhelming numbness; an icy cold that seeped through my body and froze my heart. It was only afterwards, after the Vicar made his speech, after the coffins were lowered into the ground, after the dirt was shovelled on top and after all of the fake mourners paid their respects and left, that the four of us stayed behind. There was a silent understanding between us. We didn’t have to say anything; each of us knew that all of our thoughts were the same. 
Now, when I remember those few moments, I think of them. I think of all three of them and remember that despite their words and that despite everything, we are still four quarters of one whole. The loss of our parents brought us all together for those few, precious moments before we were torn apart again. 
It’s sad to think that it took a tragedy to unify us for the first time. 
 

*****
 

The day I meet Ben for the last time, I tell myself, I already know that something is going to go wrong. I have a knack for predicting horrible events. Just beforehand I get a jittery feeling in my stomach, like there’s a hive of bees inside me trying to burst out, and my hands go clammy. Or maybe it’s just because I’m nervous. I also start noticing things; bad omens, the weather. Today there’s a single magpie on the field. 
One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy.  
Maybe I’m just being paranoid. But when I finally see Ben in the distance, I begin to think that it’s a mistake. Because when I see his eyes, they aren’t the eyes of the boy who had taken me out to dinner. They are cold and hard, flashing with anger; dangerous. I’m actually scared. I suddenly wish I had told Ash where I was going, so that at least I would have help if I need it. 
 “You,” he accuses once he’s close enough, spitting the word out. “You should have taken my side during that fight, not Ash’s.”
 “I can take whoever’s side I want to,” I say, trying to look calmer than I actually am. “Look, I’m sorry for leading you on. I should never have agreed to go out with you. I realise now that I made a mistake.”
He narrows his eyes, mouth curling into a sneer. “Don’t give me that. I know you like me, just like all of those other stupid girls. You want me.”
How deluded is this guy? “I would rather date a cactus than you,” I snap. “I didn’t see it at the beginning, but I do now. You’re crazy. I know what happened, what you almost did, and I don’t blame Ash for that.”
He looks surprised for a moment, but then the expression solidifies into absolute fury. “That’s why,” he mutters. “This is about Ash, isn’t it? That idiot. I was trying to help him all that time, don’t you see? Without me, he was insignificant. I made people respect him, I made him popular.”
 “You tried to force him to burn down the town council building! If he’d actually gone through with it, he would’ve been put in prison. But you would have gotten away easily, no punishment at all. You used him.”
 “No, I taught him. I did everything I could to help him, and what did he do in return? He stabbed me in the back, turned on me at the last minute. And now he’s trying to convince you that he’s the victim here. That bastard.”
 “He did the right thing,” I glare. “He knew it was wrong, so he stood up for himself. I thought you said that’s what you liked about me, that I stand up for myself.”
 “Oh, I do,” a mischievous smirk suddenly spreads across Ben’s face. He takes a step closer, grabbing my wrist before I can wrench it away. “In fact, I love it when you’re difficult. You make things so much more interesting.” He leans in close to my ear, so close I can feel his disgustingly warm breath on my skin. “I want you all to myself,” he whispers. 
Before I can shout out for help, he pushes me to the ground and pounces, holding my wrists against the grass and straddling me. The fear works its way through my system like a drug until I want nothing more than to scream my lungs out, but he slaps a hand over my mouth. “You want me too, say it,” he orders, grinning maniacally. 
I shake my head, eyes wide. Please stop I think, but it does no good. I know he won’t listen to my pathetic pleas. In fact he seems turned on by them. What a sadist. He leans down and forces his lips onto mine, almost choking me. His hands roam my body, tugging at my clothes, and I suddenly know how things will play out. He’s going to rape me
and there’s nothing I can do to stop him, I realise. I feel tears budding in my eyes as I inwardly berate myself for being stupid enough to come out here alone and meet up with someone I had known was a little insane and a pyromaniac. What next? Picnics with wild bears? I do the only thing I can think of. I bite down hard on his lip and he lets out a whine of pain, springing up with a livid expression. 
 “Brat,” he snarls. “You’ll regret that.” I feel a sharp stinging across my cheek as he slaps me. Damn, I’ve only made things worse I think, and prepare myself for more pain. I’ve resigned myself to it, knowing I can’t fight back. He grins, sensing my defeat like a predator circling injured prey. I’m just about to close my eyes in resignation, when something amazing happens. 
 “Get the hell off her right now you bastard, or you’ll regret it.”
I open my eyes just in time to see Ash tackle Ben off of me and hit the boy, rather hard I notice with satisfaction, in the head. I sit there speechless, shocked by his arrival, silently wondering ‘how did he know I was here?’  But then, I don’t especially care why he’s here. I’m just eternally grateful that he is. 
Ash has the upper hand and stands, dragging Ben with him by his collar. The blond boy seems dazed, and barely has the energy left to stand on his own. Ash’s eyes blaze furiously, a fire brighter than I have ever seen, one that makes me realise that I’m safe. Everything’s okay now. Because Ash is here, and he will take care of it, and Ben won’t hurt me anymore. It makes me realise that I was stupid to ever give up hope in the first place, that I should’ve known he would be there, just like he always has been. 
 “If you dare hurt her again, or even come near us, I will call the police,” Ash threatens, and for once Ben actually looks intimidated. “Hope will testify against you. I’m a witness. We could so easily have you charged for attempted rape. Do you understand?”
There’s a tense pause, one that fills the space between us and saturates the air. Finally Ben nods, and for once he looks solemn. He knows he’s lost. “Why not call the police now?” he asks quietly. “Why are you giving me another chance?” 
 “You don’t deserve it,” Ash mutters. “But let’s just say that now we’re equal. A truce, so there won’t be any more fights.” Ash lets go, and Ben doesn’t say anything more. He sends me one last glare, but I see that when he looks at Ash there’s something different in his eyes; something more than hate, something similar to admiration. He leaves quickly, stumbling away. And somehow, there is a silent understanding that a score has been settled, that this is finally the end. 
As soon as Ben leaves Ash turns to me, eyes bright with concern, mouth already in a frown. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” he asks, coming over to help me up. My knees knobble precariously beneath me. I try to speak, but the words don’t come. Because really, I’m not okay. I’m stupid and helpless and I got myself into this mess. 
 “I’m such an idiot,” I whisper, my whole body shaking with leftover adrenaline. Then the tears come. “I’m so sorry Ash, this is all my fault.”
He wraps his arms around me. “It’s not your fault, Hope, I should have warned you.”
 “You don’t understand - ”
 “Yes, I do. Tia told me everything.”
I gasp against his chest. “Is that how you found me?”
 “Yeah. She was worried about you, so she called, telling me where you were. She also told me about your other…meetings.”
This just makes me cry harder. “I’m sorry,” I repeat, hoping desperately he won’t hate me. “I should never have done it. I’m so sorry.”
 “Stop apologising,” he scolds gently. “I’m not angry at you for it. You didn’t know about what happened, or what a psycho he is.” I just nod mutely, silently thanking him. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks. 
 “I’m fine,” I assure him. “I will be, anyway. Just a bit shaken.”
 “Let’s go home,” he says softly, and begins to lead me through the field. “Do you want to talk about this?”
 “No,” I mumble. Finally I get a grip and manage to control my shivers. I have a sneaking suspicion that it’s because of his arm that’s still around me. “Can we just pretend this never happened?”
He pauses for a minute, hesitant, then sighs. “Sure.”
 “Thanks,” I whisper. But it’s pointless, really, because he already knows. 
 

*****
 

It is later that evening when the two of us are sitting outside in a comfortable silence, having climbed onto the roof from Ash’s window sill, that he brings up what happened in the meadow despite me telling him not to. 
 “I never really expected it to suddenly end like it did,” he admits. His eyes, a beautiful caramel in the tinted light, are faraway. The dying sun shades the clouds surrounding it red as it makes its descent, casting an ominous magenta glow over the small estate of houses that stretch out beneath us. 
 “Why?” I find myself asking. “Did you expect there to be a winner, in the end?” 
 “I guess I did.” 
I lie down on my back and he copies my action, jamming his hands behind his head calmly. “Thank you,” I say. “For helping me today. If you hadn’t turned up, I don’t even want to think about what would have happened.” 
His eyes harden with anger. “If only I could have beaten him up some more while I still had the chance.” I don’t know what to say to that, so in the end I just keep quiet. By now, the sun has sunken even further and the darkness is taking over. The pink glow lingers for a while but stars soon appear. “You only have a week left,” he states. 
 “I know.” I close my eyes and think. Before, I had always planned to go back, to return to my old life because it is something I’m comfortable with; something I can understand. But now, I feel strangely empty when I think about leaving, as though a part of me would be missing. 
 “Are you going to stay?” he asks. 
 “I don’t know.” The words come out as a painful whisper. “I want to, but...” I trail off and he finishes for me with a heavy sigh. 
 “You can’t leave your sisters, right?” I nod. Because I know that I can’t leave them. I wouldn’t even know how to. He turns on his side to offer me a smile and something inside me shifts oddly when I see that it is a strained, almost sad, resigned smile. “That’s okay, then. If you choose not to stay in the end, that’s okay, but it would be nice if you did.” 
I sit up as well with questioning eyes. “You think?” There is a part of me that is hopeful, a part of me that almost wishes he would say ‘don’t leave me, I’d miss you’ just so that I would have an excuse to stay. But he doesn’t. Instead, he just grins and playfully ruffles my hair. 
 “Of course it would be,” he says. “I could have every single day to tease and humiliate you. What could be better?” 
I chuckle weakly, to try and hide my disappointment. Because that small, rebellious part of me had hoped that he would tell me to stay, that he would care enough to miss me when I’m gone. But after all this time I realise how mistaken I am to think that I’m worth all of that. I look up to the sky again to hide the single tear that carves its way slowly down my cheek. 
Above us, the stars only twinkle silently. 

 


 


 


Chapter 17: How to (not) deal 


You know that phrase ‘time flies when you’re having fun’? Well, screw it. I’ve never really noticed the clock before now – the seconds and minutes that tick away, the countless hours that each person wastes. It is a tap, with a continuous drip of water that never seems to stop. Drip drip drip drip. Tick tock tick tock. When I look at the clock now, all I see is a countdown. Six days and nine hours left. How many minutes is that? Nine thousand one hundred and eighty minutes left with Ash. 
Dawn calls again five days before the fateful first of September. “So, are you enjoying yourself there?” she asks after the customary pleasantries. 
 “Yeah. Sure. It’s great.”
 “And the boy…?”
I roll my eyes. “Relax, Dawn. Nothing’s happened.” I hear what sounds suspiciously like a disappointed sigh in the background static of the phone. I narrow my eyes. 
 “Dawn? Is there anyone else with you?”
 “Erm...” but her stutter is quickly cut off by another voice, one that I try to hold in my frustration and anger at hearing again. 
 “Hope, it’s us.” A brief mental image flashes across my mind. It’s from my last moments before I ran away. There’s Faith, hair falling wildly out of its usually neat ponytail, expression furious. Then Lily; arms crossed, scowl firmly in place and disappointment shining brightly in her eyes. Why were they always so disappointed?
 “Dawn,” for the moment I divert my anger to the one least likely to retaliate. “I thought I told you I didn’t want to speak to them.” I grind my teeth together, trying to keep the emotions from taking over but at the same time trying to stay angry, because I want to be angry at them. I have a right to be. 
 “I know,” she says meekly. “But I couldn’t exactly stop them, they just happened to overhear.” I’m guessing the phone must be on loud speaker at the other end. 
 “And anyway, Hope, you can’t keep avoiding us,” comes Faith’s voice. 
 “I can try.”
 “But you won’t get very far.”
 “I don’t have to go back, you know. That’s the point. I’ve got a choice this time.” For the first time. 
 “Well, then?” Faith asks calmly. “If that’s so, what are you going to choose?”
 “No idea,” I lie. “I haven’t decided yet.” 
There’s a pause. Maybe they have seen through my bluff, know that eventually I’m going to return to them like a stray dog. Dawn speaks, sounding uncertain. “I’ve told them everything, you know,” she says. “They know about the deal, Jenny, the boy, everything.”
 “Yeah,” Lily supplies. “And we’re sorry.” 
 “Sure. Of course you are.”
 “We’re telling the truth, Hope,” Faith joins in. “Whether you want to believe it or not, you running away and Dawn yelling at us really opened our eyes.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Dawn? You yelled at them?” It’s an odd concept, trying to imagine frail, shy little Dawn being angry and yelling.
 “Yeah,” she giggles a little. “It felt good.” That probably earned her glares from the other two. 
 “Anyway,” Faith starts again. “The point is that we realised that we were wrong. It’s just…the sudden responsibility, the pressure for money, the grief, put together I guess it deluded us more than we thought.”
A silence follows her heartfelt little speech. For the first time I feel guilty. The sudden epiphany follows soon after. Maybe they had been a little unfair, but the truth is that they are not bad sisters. If they were bad sisters, they would have thrown me out, let me fend for myself or sent me to an orphanage. But they looked after me, even if it was just due to obligation. Faith arranged things when I needed to start secondary school. She paid for my school uniform. Lily taught me the basics of how to cook and Dawn taught me how to use the washing machine. Faith even went to my school parent-teacher evenings. 
I suddenly realise that it hadn’t just been them. I was selfish. You see? There’s a twist to that Cinderella theory I had. It turns out that the evil step sisters aren’t so evil after all and Cinderella is the one who’s foot doesn’t fit into the damn silver slipper. 
 “I’m sorry,” I finally whisper and even I can clearly hear the guilt in those two words. “I was wrong, thinking I had it the worst. I never thought about how much you three did for me. I’m sorry.” I had been going to say ‘I’m sorry for running away’ but I can’t, because I’m not sorry for that. 
 “Don’t apologise Hope,” Dawn says softly. “We didn’t treat you like we should have. But, things will be different if you come back.”
 “We promise,” Faith says. 
 “Really?” I ask weakly. 
 “Yeah,” Lily assures me. “We can start all over again.” 
It sounds so tempting, almost too good to be true. After so many years, I’ll be worth something to them. I think back to that night on the roof with the stars and the burning pair of chocolate eyes. Am I already worth something to him? 
 “I want to,” I say, and my head is throbbing. “But it feels like there would be something missing if I left here.”
 “Something, or someone?” Dawn asks. 
I don’t want to deal with that thought. I don’t want to deal with any of these thoughts. I blink slowly. “Just come on the first of September. The address is number 7 Treneor close, Cleadon village. Then we’ll see.”
I end the call before they can reply, because I don’t want any meaningful last words or promises that they’ll be there. I just want to sleep. Yes, to sleep – maybe hibernate would be a better word – and wake up again when I’m eighty nine and almost dead anyway. I run my fingers through the knots in the hair, not even caring when I caress split-ends. Who do you choose when the choice is between family and some sort of gut feeling?
At that moment, Ash passes by the open door to my room and stops, poking his head through the doorway in confusion. “Hey, who were you talking to?” 
I smile wearily. “Oh, no one. Just my good friends, the walls.” 
The stare of bewilderment I receive in response is much deserved. 
 

*****
 

When I saunter lazily down the stairs the next morning, having spent most of it in silent contemplation within the confines of my room, I’m greeted by an unexpected and highly disturbing sight. Upon entering the kitchen, I find Ash with his messy, brown head bent over a frying pan. I hear the trademark sizzle sizzle pop of oil. Quickly, I flounce up behind him and peer over his shoulder to see what he is poking at with a large, wooden spoon. I practically feel myself wilt. Burnt eggs. Fried bread that is slowly turning black. In the other pan bacon and sausages are being drowned in a lake of olive oil. 
 “Switch the gas off.” I breathe out the command, laced with a sigh of exasperation. He looks up from prodding the slowly shrivelling eggs, confused. 
 “Why?” he asks. “Are they supposed to be this colour?” I feel like hitting my head against a wall. 
 “Only if you like your eggs extra crispy and burnt.” 
 “Are they really that bad?” 
 “No, they’re egg-celent.”
He laughs. “What? Not original enough to think up your own pun?”
 “I was mocking you, idiot.”
 “I don’t understand though,” he says, returning his attention to the burnt food. ”What did I do wrong? I just did what I’ve seen you and mum do.”
 “You could have asked for help, you know.”
 “But where’s the fun in that?”
 “You think everything destructive is fun.”
 “Well, you know how I love being a nuisance.”
I shake my head in defeat. “It doesn’t just take a moron to successfully manage to ruin eggs and bacon; it takes a special moron. You should be flattered.”
He rolls his eyes. “I know you love me really.”
 “Is it that obvious?” 
 “Oh yes, you can tell from those death glares you keep shooting at me.” He ruffles my hair, grinning, but I swat his hand away. Is it so wrong to want my hair to look nice, just once? 
 “I spent half an hour this morning trying to fix that,” I grumble. “And now you’ve gone and messed it up again!” I run my fingers through it, attempting to undo some of the damage. It doesn’t cooperate. 
 “What a disaster. And it’s called a brush, if you didn’t know.”
I scowl in response as I continue to comb through the brown thing on top of my head that, by this point, vaguely resembles chocolate pudding. “At least I don’t have a palm tree on my head,” I sneer. 
 “I’d prefer a palm tree to a bush any day, dear.” Then he smiles at me; an annoying, warming, charming smile that makes my throat dry. Charming? I wonder how my conscience comes up with these things. His smile isn’t charming. His eyes aren’t heart-warming and they certainly do not remind me of my favourite Belgium milk chocolate. 
 “Hope? Are you even listening?”
I blink. “Yeah? What?” 
 “I was just asking if you want to go out for breakfast or something, seeing as I’ve ruined it.”
Somehow Dawn’s quiet, airy voice finds its way into my head at that most impromptu moment. ‘Something, or someone?’ the echo rings in my ears and I force back a cringe. “No way!” I shout inside my head. It is only when I notice his bemused expression that I realise I had shouted it out loud as well. 
 “Ok, you don’t want breakfast, no need to yell about it.”
I try to amend my mistake, forcing a placating smile. “Oh no, of course I do! But um...well, we wouldn’t want these eggs and bacon to go to waste, would we?” It is cringe-worthy how fake I’m acting as I move about tipping the charred contents of the pan onto two plates.
He looks dubious. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”
I laugh nervously, slipping around him to place the plates on the table and sit down. “Well, I’m sure it’s better than it looks.” 
 “Doubt it,” he mutters under his breath, but nevertheless he complies and takes the opposite chair. I send him a smile that is about as transparent as a jellyfish, before trying not to look and taking a large bite of the burnt eggs. Immediately I start to gag, the strong flavour causing my eyes to water. I force myself to swallow. When I look up, I see the same strained expression on his face. “Bit too much salt then,” he notes.
I sigh. “Want to go out for pancakes?” 
 “Definitely.” 
 

*****
 

It is the same day, after a lazy afternoon spent watching the sun meander slowly across a cornflower blue sky, that I find myself wading leisurely through a field of wild, uncut grass. I’m alone, the only sound being the wind whistling through the trees. 
This time I turned left from the house; walking in the opposite direction from the meadow that leads to Cleadon Creek. This field is further away, but I know it well. Unlike the meadow it is flat and the grass is wild, reaching up to tickle my knees. The wild flowers are less common here, only the occasional communities of dried out dandelions with their heads of parachute-seeds, waiting to be picked up by the wind and dispersed. I bend down and pluck one, blowing on it. The mini parachutes fly into the air, a hundred smoky silhouettes. I don’t bother making any wishes. 
I walk slowly onwards until the large oak tree comes into view; majestic, ancient, with golden leaves and low-hanging branches. I stare down at the grass for a moment, hands hidden in the soft fabric folds of my coat pockets. Light footfalls behind me break the peaceful silence. When I turn I’m surprised to see the short, blonde girl walking towards me, clad in a denim skirt and midnight blue jacket. I wait until she has reached my side before I greet her hesitantly. 
 “Tia. What are you doing out here?”
 “Gee, nice to see you again too.”
 “Right, sorry.” I shift awkwardly. “So, where were you heading?” 
 “Didn’t really have a place in mind.”
 “Me neither.” I smile slightly. “Do you want to walk?” She nods and we fall into step with each other. Behind us, the sun continues to dip, getting closer to the horizon every minute. “I listened to that band you like: Blue menace,” I mention casually after a moment. “You’re right, they are good.”
 “I didn’t think you would like that sort of music.”
 “Neither did I.”
 “You can borrow the CD, if you want.”
 “Thanks.” It’s quiet for a while. Tia looks like she wants to say something but can’t find the right words. She bites her lip every now and then, looking towards me nervously. I wait patiently. 
 “I’m sorry,” she says finally. “About what happened with my brother, I mean. I heard about it afterwards. I never thought he would do something like that.”
 “It’s okay,” I cut her off. “Nothing happened. I don’t blame you. In fact, I should thank you for telling Ash where I was. But can we change the subject? I really don’t want to talk about this.”
She winces guiltily, nods, searches for another topic. “So, what do you think of your stay here?” 
 “It’s been amazing.”
 “Amazing?” she repeats dubiously. 
 “Apart from being attacked,” I elaborate. “I know I’ve definitely learnt some new things this summer, and despite everything I’m still glad I came here.”
In the slowly diminishing light, I notice the faraway look in her eyes that reminds me eerily of Claire. “That sounds nice, ” she says quietly. “You know, to be able to live somebody else’s life like that for a change.”
 “But only for a little while.”
 “What’s going to happen to you?” she asks suddenly. “Are you going to stay here?” 
 “I have a few days left to decide, but I think I’m going to leave.” 
She scrutinises me carefully. “You sound unsure.”
 “It’s a long story.”
 “Well, what does your heart tell you to do?” 
I let out a short, humoured laugh at her question. “I never knew you could be so cheesy,” I smirk. 
 “Maybe it’s cheesy, but…just answer me.”
The amused smile fades from my lips. “It tells me that I don’t belong here,” I say softly. “But at the same time, I know that if I left something would be missing.”
 “Ash?” 
 “What?”
 “You don’t want to leave him, do you?” It is more of a statement than a question. 
 “W-why do you think that?” I stutter, trying to clear my head. ‘Something, or someone?’ Dawn’s voice reverberates in my ears again. 
 “Because I know people, and I can tell that you care about him.”
Her words are electricity to me, rooting me to the ground. My heart – that traitor – seems to skip a beat, as though it is agreeing with her. I try to find my voice. I want to scream at her, tell her that she’s wrong and that I would never let myself fall into such a pitiful state where I would have to rely on someone else; where I might even want to rely on someone else. When you rely on people, they only let you down in the end. Shouldn’t I have learnt that lesson well enough by now? ‘You know she’s right,’ that annoying voice of common sense breaks through my thoughts, startling me. Is she right? I don’t want her to be right. I don’t want to love him. But that horrible sense of dread pooling in my stomach begs to differ. 
 “I don’t,” I deny, taking a step back. 
 “It was obvious, really,” she continues, not seeming to notice my distress. “From when I first met you, the way you talked about him, I know you love him.” The dread filters through the rest of my body, making my heart leap in warning. “You put yourself at risk for him. You think of him before yourself. I’d say that’s love.”
I remember back to the fight with Ben. I had joined in because I wanted to protect Ash, because I couldn’t stand the thought of him getting hurt over me. Is that what love feels like? When you feel happy just to be around someone? When you know that something would always be missing without them? Somehow I know she’s right. Maybe I had always known and I had just been too scared to admit it to myself. 
My shoulders slump in defeat, and I let out a soft sigh that escapes into the night. “Dammit,” I whisper, causing Tia to frown because she doesn’t understand. I’ve broken my own rules. Because of my lapse in judgement, things have suddenly become a lot more complicated. In that horrible, horrible moment I have two epiphanies. Number one: I have to go back to my sisters because that’s where I belong. Number two: It’s going to hurt leaving him. A lot. 
 “If you love him, then stay here,” Tia coaxes. 
 “I can’t , and this never should have happened,” I murmur, more to myself than to her. And then that small screen of self control that I had valiantly been holding up finally falls, cracking and breaking and shattering. I start to run. 
I’m not sure where I’m running to, all I know is that if I just keep running maybe I can outrun this complicated mess I’ve created. Forget that. I go back home and leave Ash. This mess isn’t complicated, only painful. My footsteps echo loudly in my head and the grass slips by underneath me. I’ve failed. I even saw it coming and I still did nothing to stop it. If I had been more careful, if I had learned some self-control, then it would not be this hard. I would go back home, back to where I belong, and I would have my sisters back. Ash and I would still be friends, maybe phone each other occasionally, maybe email sometimes. I would not miss him, I would not think about him every day and I would not need him with me. 
Twilight. The darkness spreads and the trees whisper in the silence. I run faster.
 

 

 

Chapter 18: Crash and Burn with you

 


Glitter. Sparkle. Shine. Fall. Crash. Burn. Stars are pretty to look at for a little while, they shine, but in the end they always burn out. When did I start falling? 
I do not remember how long I run for. Maybe it is minutes or maybe it is hours. I have long since left Tia behind and the birds stopped chirping around the same time, I think. All that matters is that I feel free, running through the darkness towards nowhere. I enjoy the burning of my throat, the cool wind rippling past me like the touch of a luxurious silk. The fresh odour of soil and plants is an air freshener to me as I dart forwards, feeling the ground slide by and wishing that the earth really was a rectangle, so that I could just run off the edge at any moment. 
I keep running even when the darkness catches up, even when I know that I should stop. I have a talent for that; disregarding my own common sense. I run until my lungs blaze and my legs turn numb, trying not to think.
‘Concentrate, don’t look back’ I mentally chant over and over again; a twisted, comforting mantra. ‘Right, left, breathe, breathe.’ I try to remember when I had switched off auto-pilot. However by the time my legs eventually just give up, I have somehow found my way back to the oak tree and have collapsed under it, leaning back against the rough surface of the trunk. I sit there for a long time, breathing hard, my mind blank. And then I wait, wait for nothing to come as I stare up into the black canvas of the night. 
The stars sparkle, a small crescent moon suspended in the night as if it is hanging from puppet strings. I feel like snarling up at those stupid, twinkling balls of gas because I have never resented them more than I do in that moment. The stars are beautiful, the stars are never alone. But in the end they burn out and die just like us, destroying any planets that circle them. I think the stars are lucky. They will never have to crash and burn alone, there will always be something there to go out with them; maybe a planet, or maybe just a stray meteor. The stars will always be the centre of some sort of galaxy. They are important, they have a purpose. If only I could trade my existence with a star, maybe I would be worth something. 
A cold wind blows and I bring my knees up, wrapping my arms around them. And suddenly, for a millisecond, I imagine that it is not my own hands that are wrapped around myself to retain warmth. Just for a fifth of a moment, I imagine that two, large warm hands hold onto me instead and the warmth spreads inside me, but only for a moment. That is all I allow myself. I know that what I’m doing is wrong. I shouldn’t want him here with me, I shouldn’t love him. Is it love? Whatever it is, if I had stopped it sooner, leaving would not be so hard. 
I try my best not to think. When I cannot achieve that, I try to think about the cold wind or how pretty the grass looks at night. But my mind is conspiring against me, and eventually my thoughts wander to that dark period before I had run away, when nothing was worth it. I relied on the numbness to get me through each day, so naïve and oblivious to the world around me. I had not been living, I had only been existing. And then I remember where it all started, when everything went wrong. Because all stories, even the most tragic, must have their beginnings somewhere, right? I tried for a long time to block out the memory, unsure whether I just wanted to forget it completely or not. In the end I stored it away, my own personal pet demon. It was like burying a skeleton in a field of flowers. Bones don’t decay. 
I still remember every little intricate detail. The car was old and rusted and my parents had bought it cheap from a dodgy car dealer. Inside it smelt musty; a strange mix of detergent, air freshener and dust. The seats were leather, cool and unwelcoming. Only one of the headlights worked, and the brakes were unreliable. I should have known then that the car was against us.
It was raining that day also; how appropriate. The little droplets of water hurtled through the sky, dripping like tears on cars, trees, the ground and anywhere they could as people hurried for cover underneath their multi-coloured umbrellas. I was nine at the time. I had the backseat of the car all to myself and stared outside in awe, watching the raindrops race each other across the window. I should have known then that the weather was also against us. 
And finally, there was the deciding factor. As the sheet of ice cold water poured down, my parents drove carefully. It was my father, with his honey brown hair, long-distance glasses on and a bright orange fleece, who was at the wheel. My mother, wrapped up in an over-large winter coat, had been staring worriedly out into the downpour, because only one of the headlights on that barely-functional car worked. And when we came careening around a corner, we saw the little girl retrieving her stray umbrella from the middle of the road too late. 
My father somehow jerked on the steering wheel at the last minute and the whole car lurched sideways. I can remember exactly what that little girl had been wearing; a ridiculously large, pink coat, with bright purple wellington boots and a white bow in her hair. Her umbrella was pink as well. I saw it clearly, glowing silver in the sudden streak of lightning that had struck. I did not have time to be scared. I heard the skid of wheels, the screams, then the resounding crash that rang in my head as I was sent flying forwards into the back of the front seat. 
And then all I could hear was the rain. Pitter Patter Pitter Patter. I was only too happy when the darkness claimed me. 
Later, a long time afterwards, I was told that the car was faulty. The brakes had been old and neither of the airbags worked. The car had jerked sideways, skidding on the slippery roads and crashing straight into a parked van on the other side of the street. I was lucky, they told me. I had been in the back and even though I was knocked unconscious, I was not killed by the impact. Faith told me that, the day I woke up in the hospital feeling oddly empty, before crumbling and breaking while I simply watched with disbelieving eyes. The doctors said I was lucky. I never truly believed them.
They say that there’s three stages to dealing with grief. Stage one: numbness. Stage two: mourning. And stage three: acceptance. I think I’m still stuck somewhere between stage one and two. You see, there is a part of me that doesn’t want to just move on and pretend none of it ever happened. It would be like forgetting them. I was the only one to have the privilege of being there in their last few moments, so how can I just forget? 
I don’t know how long I simply sit there for, silent tears leaking from under my closed eyelids, until I hear the quiet rustling of grass. I cringe away, head still buried in my knees, when I sense the person approaching. I refuse to look up to see who it is. I’m too exhausted to care. I hear them sit down beside me. 
 “Go away,” I mutter into my knees, voice rough and muffled. My breath hitches when I feel their arm snake around my shoulders instead, sending shivers through my body. I don’t have to look up to know who it is. 
 “Hope? What’s wrong?”
I raise my head slightly and I wonder briefly what he must think of me. Red eyes, tear-stained cheeks, chapped lips and chaotic hair. “How did you find me here?” I ask. 
 “I went out looking for you when you didn’t come back. I met Tia on the way, she pointed me in the right direction.”
 “Okay, then why did you come looking for me?”
 “I was worried. Isn’t that enough of a reason?”
 “I guess. But since you’re here, tell me something.”
 “Ask whatever you want.”
 “Would you miss me, if I left?”
 “Yes, I would,” he admits. “But I guess I can’t change your mind. So at least tell me why you ran away in the first place, you owe me that.”
 “Why now?”
 “Why not now? You’ve kept it from me all summer. You trust me, don’t you?
I sigh quietly. “Yeah, I do.”
 “So will you tell me?”
 “Fine,” I whisper. I’m nervous, but not like before. This time I want him to know, so that there’s no barriers anymore. “I ran away because they didn’t want me there.”
 “Why?” There’s repressed anger in that one word. 
 “Isn’t it obvious?” I laugh hollowly. “I was just a burden. They had to take care of me, cook, make money, do everything and I was utterly useless.” 
 “And your parents?”
 “They died when I was nine,” I choke out, and the tears well up again. It’s silly how after so many years it still affects me so much. I try to control my ragged breathing. Boiling, searing pain tears at me, threatening to break me apart with its force. “It was a car crash and I survived.” I make a noise halfway between a sob and a laugh. “It isn’t fair; I shouldn’t have survived. They deserved it more than I did.”
The world swims. It feels like I’m going to crumble until all that’s left of me is dust. Flashes of green, brown and black sway in and out of my vision, disorientating me. The sky, maybe? Coffee hair and grass the shade of midnight green. They blend well. 
 “Don’t say that,” He mutters beside me, and there’s a note of desperation in his voice. 
 “Why? It’s true. It would have been best for everyone if they survived instead of me.” I vaguely realise that I’m crying into the soft folds of his coat and he’s holding onto me, offering wordless comfort. There’s nothing between us anymore, only mutual understanding. We stay like that for a little while and I can hear my own half-sobs mingling with the sound of the wind to create an odd, broken symphony that lingers sadly in the dark night. Maybe it’s better this way, not being alone. I feel an odd calmness settle inside me. It is better this way, I decide. 
 “Not for me,” he whispers after I’ve been reduced to sniffs and a tear-streaked face. I wipe at my eyes so that I can see his expression properly. There’s pity there, but underneath that there’s admiration. “I’m glad that you survived, that I met you. I guess I always thought something like that had happened, but I didn’t want to push you to tell me.” 
 “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier,” I mumble, averting my eyes. “I did trust you, it’s just that…”
 “I don’t think any less of you now that I know,” he assures me, as if he can read my thoughts and doubts. He takes my chin, forcing me to look at him. “It’s okay to break, you know. It only means you’re human.”
 “I don’t like being human,” I attempt a weak smile. “It takes so much effort.”
 “Would you prefer to be a vampire?” 
 “Nah, sleeping in a coffin can’t be good for your spine.”
He chuckles, a cheerful and hopeful sound. Then a comfortable silence falls between us. “Did it hurt?” he asks after a while, serious again. 
 “Of course,” I say. “But not in the beginning. I didn’t even believe they were gone for a long time. I just felt numb.” It’s an exhausting process, unlocking door after door so that he can see inside. “Even though I know I couldn’t have done anything, sometimes I still feel like it’s partly my fault. I think my sisters resented me, because I was the only one to have the privilege of seeing them alive for the last time.”
He sighs sadly. “I wish I could have been there for you when it happened. I wish I could do something now to make it easier.”
 “You already have,” I say. “You’ve put up with me all summer, even when I insulted you. You didn’t give up on being my friend even though I never even said thank you.” 
 “It was worth it,” he smiles warmly. “You’re worth it.”
I blush slightly and, because I can’t think of a less cheesy way to phrase it, my heart flutters. “You really believe that?” I ask, trying not to let too much hope leak into my voice. 
 “Yeah, I do. You’re brave,” he tells me. “I admire you; you’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met.”
 “Funny, I think the exact same thing about you.”
 “Can I get that in writing?”
 “Nope, and I’m not saying it again either.”
He laughs quietly. “Isn’t this the oak tree I first found you under?” he asks. 
 “Yeah, it is.”
His chocolate eyes are bright, glowing with pleasure. “I don’t know about you, but this has been the best summer of my life.” 
 “It has been for me as well,” I whisper, and my voice cracks. “I never want it to end.” 
 “You’re still going to leave?” 
 “Yeah.”
 “I’ll miss you.” It’s those three words that I wanted to hear, but at the same time the wistfulness of his tone dulls any satisfaction I would have felt. 
 “No, you won’t,” I say, maybe just to try and convince myself. “You might for a little while, but then you’ll forget about me, it’s better if you do.” 
 “I won’t forget. I don’t want to.” He smiles slightly and there’s an odd expression on his face that I can’t pinpoint. “You know, you asked me once why I’m always so happy.” 
I blink, confused. “So why is that?”
 “I’m happy because I have everything I want.”
 “And what’s that?”
 “You.” 
He swoops down, until our faces are inches apart. I can see every imperfection and every stray strand of hair in vivid detail as I automatically redden and my breath catches in my throat. “I don’t know what love feels like,” he whispers. “But whatever it is, I really hope it feels like this.” There’s butterflies in my stomach all over again, radiating heat. They warm me from the inside out, spreading throughout my body. 
But I know this is wrong. I lean back and the guilt nearly consumes me when I see hurt flicker momentarily in his eyes. “Please don’t,” I say, looking away. 
 “Why?”
 “I don’t want to take chances again.” 
I hear him sigh. “Hope, look at me.” I do so: mossy, glazed-over green vs. brilliant brown. “I won’t leave. Trust me.” 
 “But what happens when I leave?” 
 “You don’t have to.”
And then he kisses me gently. I had not expected it. The pure electricity and heat that races throughout my body takes me by surprise. His lips are silk against mine and it feels like I’m flying and falling at the same time. It’s everything a perfect kiss should be, because I was an innocent little girl at one point who dreamt about those sorts of things. But it’s over too soon. He pulls away, leaving a warm tingling sensation. I wish more than anything that this had been my first kiss, that Ben had not stolen that privilege from me.
I slowly open my eyes. “That was nice,” I breathe and a grin cracks across his face. 
 “The pleasure’s mine, dear. I think you’re beautiful, even if you don’t,” he says. I let out a small laugh, snuggling closer to him because I’m still not sure if I’m only dreaming, or if this is real. It seems too perfect to be real. 
 “I’m sure my runny nose must be very appealing,” I mumble into his coat, hearing his familiar laugh and feeling the vibrations. 
It’s quiet for a long moment after that. In those moments I feel whole again: free. The emptiness is gone, the regrets and the insecurities and the broken memories are suddenly insignificant. I wish that there is a way I can preserve this moment; somehow freeze us in this position for another decade maybe. 
I stare through the branches of the oak tree, searching out Sirius; the Dog Star, the brightest star in the sky. And I smile when I realise that after all these years, it is still as bright as it always was. 
 

 

 

Chapter 19: Smile for me

 


It’s unfair really, that even the best things in life must come to an end eventually. Books have epilogues, food has use-by dates and life has death. It’s an inescapable aspect of the world. Things are made and then they are broken again. People are born, they live for a little while on borrowed life and then they die. I suppose even the earth has to have an end. Maybe a few hundred billion years into the future people will realise that when the sun burns out, becomes a white dwarf star and takes the earth with it. Who knows, maybe by that time humans will be the ones who are extinct and dinosaurs will have dominated the planet again. 
When I tell Ash my theory on the universe one lazy afternoon while we lie on our backs in the meadow, watching the clouds, he only chuckles. “Dinosaurs?” he repeats, raising an eyebrow. “They already had their chance at existing. And besides, I don’t think evolution works backwards.”
 “Well, what do you think will happen?” 
 “I think the ice caps will have melted by then and the earth will be dominated by jelly fish.”
I let out a snort of laughter. Then, I notice his serious expression. “Oh,” I grin. “You were being serious.”
 “It’s possible, you know,” he says indignantly. “Jellyfish live in warm, tropical waters. When the seas rise and get warmer, they will most likely be the best adapted organisms.”
 “If you could work all of that out, why are you failing biology?” 
 “What can I say? You bring out the best in me,” he shrugs. “Maybe if you joined my biology class, I wouldn’t fail the subject.”
I do not miss the underlying suggestion. I shift onto my side, facing him with tired eyes. “Ash,” I mutter wearily. “I want to stay, but you know I can’t.”
 “Why?” he whispers. “Do you love me?”
Whatever it is I feel for him, I’ll assume its love. “I think so. But-”
 “But what?” he cuts me off and for a horrible moment I see hurt flash in his eyes. “This is perfect, isn’t it? You could stay here and join my school. We could see each other every single day.” The offer is so tempting that I almost want to say yes and stay, but I know I can’t. 
 “I do want that,” I tell him sadly. “But they need me more now.”
 “I don’t understand.” He seems aggravated as he runs his fingers through his hair. “Why do you do this to yourself? They’ve never appreciated you or cared for you like they should, so why go back?” 
 “They promised this time it would be different,” I say weakly. “They said they want me to come home.”
His eyes are wistful. He looks back up to the candy-floss clouds. When he finally speaks again his voice is surprisingly apologetic, defeated. “You’re right, I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “It was selfish of me to pressure you like that. If this is what you want, then I should be happy.” He forces a fake smile, smooth fingertips gently reaching out to tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear. They linger for a moment, before pulling away reluctantly. 
 “But you’re not,” I state. 
The fake smile drops. “How can I be happy when I’m going to lose you?” 
Something pointed and sharp pokes at my insides when I hear those words. But then I remember my sisters. I remember how much I had strived for their respect all of these years and how now, I’m so close to finally getting it. “You’re not going to lose me,” I murmur. “We can phone, email, maybe see each other in the holidays-” 
 “But it won’t be the same.”
 “I know, I’m sorry,” I say. “I really am.” 
He seems to have expected this answer. “Don’t be,” he smiles sadly. “I only have you for three more days. Let’s make the most of them.” I nod feebly as he kisses my forehead, knowing that he deserves more than someone who is causing him pain. 
I like to think that there are some things that can last longer than others. I like to pretend that there are things that come after the end; that the end doesn’t necessarily mean it’s over, just like that. With books, there are sequels. With rejections, there are always new opportunities. I like to think that it’s not over, not yet. I like to think that when these last three days are gone there will still be something left.
 

*****
 

I try not to think about leaving him. He doesn’t mention it again and instead forces a smile which I know isn’t completely genuine whenever he’s around me. His fake smiles hurt more than I ever thought they would. I feel a pang of guilt every time I see him. However, when I try to apologise, he only puts a finger to my lips and asks – almost begs – me not to. I know he is doing it for me. I know he is trying to hide behind that fake, sunny smile because he thinks it will be easier for me. I wish he wouldn’t. I wish he would shout and glare, do something to hurt me, because I deserve it. But I know well enough that he would never do that.
The next day, he takes me to the cinema. He says that he wants to take me out on a proper, traditional, snog-in-the-back-row movie date. He says it is our first date. Although neither of us admits it, we know it may also be our last. We end up watching a romantic comedy in the end; some sort of silly drama in which the main character is crushing on her sister’s boyfriend. It’s a happy ending, of course. I hardly pay attention to the movie. In the darkness of the cinema, I watch Ash from the corner of my eye. I observe each dark contour of his face, each dip and each frown line. I wonder if I’m doing the right thing. I try to imagine living without him there every day to annoy me, to destroy the kitchen, to smirk and argue with me over pointless things like cleaning his room and who won the last game of monopoly. It’s hard. 
He takes me out to dinner after the movie, making an effort to be a proper gentleman. If it were anyone else, it would be sweet. But because it’s him, it’s hilarious. He opens the door for me, brings a rose and holds my hand. I can tell all of it is new to him. In the end I have to tell him to stop because I want Ash, not prince charming. Teasingly he asks what the difference is. I tell him that Ash is better than prince charming will ever be because he’s real. He just grins and pulls out my chair. “Well, I can at least try to be a gentleman for one night, can’t I?” he asks. I laugh because I never thought that I would be the one to teach him manners. 
The restaurant he takes me to is elegant yet affordable, cosy but not too fancy. It’s a Chinese restaurant. We order dishes to share between us and then we simply talk. This time we do not bicker, we talk properly. We talk about everything and anything, from our food preferences to our ambitions, hobbies and views. I find out that his favourite colour is green, he used to own a goldfish named Swimmy and that when he was nine he wanted to become a scientist. 
He tells me that I’m different, because I like him for him, not appearances. I’m silent for a long time after that, because what am I supposed to say to something like that? He pays the bill, gets up and offers me my coat. “Come on Cinderella, time to go home. It’s nearly midnight,” he teases. But for a second, a fraction of a moment, the fake smile slips. 
 

*****
 

The next morning I help Jenny with the gardening and later cooking lunch. It is my last full day. Together we pull out weeds, pluck the large, ripe tomatoes and plant Dahlias and Chrysanthemums which bloom in the autumn. Her garden is pretty. I never took the time before to notice the precise placing of the flowers, the way they are arranged by colour, how the grass is a lush and vibrant shade of green. I ask Jenny why she chose to become a sales assistant. She tells me it was her only choice, that she’s never had any special talents. I raise an eyebrow and tell her to look around. 
 “Your garden,” I say. “It’s beautiful. You could become a garden designer, like the ones on TV. Maybe that’s what you’ve been searching for all along.”
She blushes slightly at the compliment. “Thank you,” she smiles sincerely. “But I could never do something like that.”
 “Why not?” I press, the shovel in my own hand long forgotten. “You’re great at gardening and you like it. It’s perfect.” 
 “I’ll consider it,” she promises. 
I watch her work for a little while, trying to copy her technique. She gives me tips every so often, pointing out a particularly effective method of planting something, or showing me how to cut the dead flowers at exactly the right angle so that the plant can bloom again. I realise that I will miss her as well. I will miss her cheerful smiles, her kind words and even her lectures (normally directed at Ash). I realise that there will be a lot of things I will miss here. 
 “Hope?” She breaks the peaceful silence after about half an hour, stopping her work momentarily and looking over at me. 
 “Hmm?”
 “Your sisters will be coming here tomorrow morning. Have you decided?” 
I stiffen, before nodding mechanically. “Yes,” I murmur. “I love staying here, but I’ve decided to go home, with my sisters. But thank you Jenny, thank you for everything.” 
She seems to have expected this. “That’s fine,” she smiles. “I’ve enjoyed having you here and I’ve never seen Ash so happy. Remember, the offer’s always open if you change your mind.”
I pause, and just for a moment I imagine what it would be like to stay. “What would happen, if I didn’t go back?”
 “I would have to apply for legal guardianship of you,” she says. I nod, fake a smile and remind myself why I’m going to leave. 
The morning drags on and it feels like forever, but I’m glad. I want my last day to last as long as possible. In the afternoon, just after lunch, Ash and I leave the house and travel as usual towards Cleadon Creek. He seems excited about something, but refuses to tell me what is inside the small duffle bag that he brings with him. 
It is a warm, sunny day; one of the last before autumn takes summer’s place. Although the leaves on the trees are already turning yellow and crisp, the sun shines brightly. Cleadon Creek looks more beautiful than I have ever seen it, the shimmering water sparkling in the sunlight and rippling softly like blue satin. For once, even the barren island does not look quite so lifeless. We walk right to the water’s edge and slip our shoes and socks off, the cool water lapping at our toes. He drops the duffle bag and takes his shirt off. I blush profusely and try not to stare. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 “Going swimming,” he smirks at my red face. “Do you want to come in too?” I gape at him and try to persuade him out of it, but he ignores me and wades into the shallower waters, pushing off and swimming into the deeper areas. He grins that stupid, happy grin and waves, the water glittering on his body. “Come in! It’s great!”
I shake my head in defeat and settle on top of a large rock near the bank of the lake instead to watch him swim. He rolls his eyes and ducks underwater for a moment, before his head bobs up again, hair wild and spraying water in all directions. I watch him splash in the lake for a while until he comes out, the water making his skin look like it’s sparkling in the sunlight. A piece of green, Lake Weed is wrapped around his foot. He jogs over to me, shaking his head as if he were a dog and showers me with water droplets in the process. I can tell by his mischievous grin that he had done that on purpose. I mock glare, handing him a towel. I try not to think about how perfect he looks with his sopping hair and gleaming skin. 
 “It’s a win-win situation,” he tells me afterwards as we walk back. “I got to go swimming and you got to see me without a shirt on.” I blush slightly again, because to be honest it’s true. I punch him playfully on the arm. 
 “You are so full of yourself,” I joke and he simply laughs. 
 

*****
 

I spend the rest of that precious afternoon by visiting Claire’s house. It’s only fair that I tell her, even if I’ve never liked goodbyes. Her reaction is expected; she gives a sad “Oh,” of understanding while Daniel watches from the doorway, nonplussed. I’ll miss the strange, sock-obsessed girl I have come to befriend and her bipolar little brother. Claire assures me that we’ll stay friends despite my leaving, that we can email and meet up during the holidays. I don’t think it will ever happen, but I nod and smile along nonetheless. 
 “I’ll be there tomorrow to see you off,” she says sadly. “If you want, I can ask Tia to come as well.”
 “Okay, thanks.” ‘Thanks’ seems like a rather meagre word to end the conversation with, but for the first time my mind is utterly blank. 
The evening comes sooner than I hoped. I help Jenny cook dinner while Ash attempts to wash the pond gunk out of his hair. Dinner itself is a quiet and awkward affair. Jenny is the only one who tries to start up conversation. The only thought that runs through my mind is that there’s only fifteen or so hours left until I must leave. It’s a sad occasion, yes, but at the same time I miss home. I’ve been away for too long. 
He takes me upstairs to his room after dinner with no excuse and no explanation. He just shuts the door behind me and jumps onto his bed, jamming his hands behind his head and staring resolutely up at the ceiling. I cautiously walk towards him, taking my time to avoid tripping over any of the random objects that litter the floor. 
 “Is there any reason for kidnapping me?” 
 “You can leave if you want,” he offers. His hair is towel-dried and still damp from his shower. 
I sit at the foot of his bed, on a clean patch of floor. “No thanks. I kind of like being taken hostage by you.”
He slides down his bed to join me, leaning back. He pulls out a packet of jelly beans from nowhere, offering me one. “Just like old times,” he jokes. 
I smirk and pick out the same bright red one, popping it into my mouth. “Just like old times,” I agree. Except this time its cherry flavour, not horseradish. It’s quiet while we chew and I take the chance to eye the room shrewdly. “You still haven’t considered cleaning since the last time I asked?” 
 “Why clean?” he shrugs. “I like my room like this. It has personality.”
 “Apparently you’re rubbing off on it in that case, or the other way around.” I sigh. “Ash?” 
 “Hmm?”
 “Will you do me a favour?”
 “What is it?” 
 “After I leave, keep up that truce with Ben. The score’s settled now; don’t do anything to provoke him.”
He looks saddened, but nods anyway. “Okay,” he says. “I’ll try.”
I bite my lip. “I’m sorry –” 
 “Don’t even think about apologising again,” he interrupts. “We’ve already been over this. I don’t blame you. What happened between you and Ben is in the past now, and there’s no need for you to still feel guilty about it.”
I don’t want to, but I drop it, knowing that what he says is true. “Fine. But can you do one more thing for me?”
 “Demanding tonight, aren’t you?”
 “I’m being serious, Ash.”
 “Fine. What is it?”
 “Keep being you.” I smile faintly at him. “I don’t want you to change, no matter how many kitchens have to suffer for it.”
He chuckles. “Don’t worry, I can definitely handle that.” 
A little while later he asks me to play the game ‘Smash’ with him on his Playstation and I agree to it. He somehow digs the controllers out and proceeds to show me the basic controls. “You’ll pick it up easily,” he promises as the opening screen flashes on the small TV. I play the character of Smash, a rather dangerous looking penguin with a purple beak twice the size of any normal penguin. Ash tells me that his secret ability is ‘substitution’ whatever that is. He plays the opposing character Bash, an equally large and oddly coloured turtle that stands on its hind legs with a menacing expression. His secret ability is apparently ‘Iron defence’. Of course, Ash still manages to defeat me in combat. He beats me every time. I start to wonder if he’s bored playing against someone who is obviously no match for him. 
We play until its dark outside and I can barely see the controllers anymore. By the time we stop, switch the TV off and consume some of the chocolate that he had secretly stashed in one of his draws, it’s already ten. He dismisses this fact and lazily throws himself onto his bed, shifting over and patting the spot beside him. I accept the silent gesture and carefully lie down. The room is nearly pitch black but neither of us move to switch on a light. I like the dark. I always have. And I like where I am right now, lying beside him on his bed, feeling the warmth of his body beside me. I snuggle closer to him and clutch his sleeve in my hand. 
 “You’re warm,” I mumble into his shirt. He laughs. In the darkness, I feel him gently take my hand, running his thumb over it. 
 “Thank you, I guess.” I don’t reply, only burrow my head further into the folds of his shirt and inhale the smell of shampoo that still lingers on him. 
 “You know, you remind me of someone,” I start after a while. 
 “Who?” 
 “My ex-counsellor. He always was a bit strange.”
 “You had a counsellor?” he asks in surprise. “What was his name?”
 “I only knew him as Mr. Scott. He was odd, but also very wise. I think he still lives in my town, but he stopped counselling a while ago.”
There’s a small intake of breath from somewhere above me. I feel him tense slightly. “Mr. Scott?” he repeats. “Are you sure?”
 “Yeah. Why?” 
 “He’s my father.”
There’s stunned silence for a moment. I turn to peer at him in the dark, but he stares up at the ceiling resolutely. “Are you serious?” I ask. 
 “Yeah. You live in Sunderland, right? Well, mum said that’s where he was last. And, he’s worked as a school counsellor for his whole life.” 
It’s funny, how life decides to throw things in your face like that and how sometimes, coincidence seems inferior compared to fate. Mr. Scott, my old counsellor and friend who I had looked up to and trusted, turns out to be the father of the one person who has saved me. “I can’t believe it,” I mutter after a long time. “It’s so coincidental.”
 “I know, I’m surprised too.” He pauses for a moment. “What was he like?”
I think back to my old friend, with the forever-tired bark eyes, greying hair and the strangest imagination. I finally see the similarities between the two of them and remember a time when Mr. Scott had told me himself about his teenage son. “He was eccentric,” I admit. “Eccentric, but wise and also kind. From what I remember, he was a good counsellor.” I squeeze his hand, adding: “I’m sorry, that I got to know him for a little while when he was your father and that should have been your privilege.”
He sighs quietly, almost mournfully. “I don’t mind,” he says. “It’s only a label, anyway. I never got to know him properly. He might as well be a stranger to me.”
 “Are you going to go looking for him, now that you know where he is?”
 “I’ve always known where he is, Hope. I could have found him before if I wanted to. I just…think my life would be less complicated if I didn’t bother.”
 “Are you sad then, about never knowing him properly?”
 “Why would I be sad?” he whispers into the dark. “You’ve been through far worse. And besides, I’ve got everything I want right here.” We stay like that, peaceful, for a few minutes. I’m not sure how many, maybe it is five or maybe it is twenty. I don’t care. I only wish it could last longer. Suddenly I feel him sit up. The absence of his warmth makes me cold. I sit up as well and peer at him in confusion.
 “Is something wrong?” I ask. A hand breezes softly over my cheek. 
 “Tell me,” he murmurs. “After tomorrow, do you think things will still be the same?”
 “I don’t know,” I shake my head. “We can try to keep in touch, maybe even meet up sometimes. It’s only about a half hour drive away.”
 “Do you think your sisters will let you?”
 “I doubt it. I’m going to have to get a job to help make money. We’ll have exams to study for. At this rate, I probably won’t have any free time.”
 “Same for me,” he says. “I’m going to have to get a tutor. I need to work extra hard just to pass, unlike you.”
 “There’s just so many things that could happen. What if we find other people?” I ask quietly. 
 “Then we do whatever makes either one of us happiest.” He leans forward and presses his lips softly against mine, but this time his kiss is different. It’s not hesitant and experimental like the first time. This time it is more passionate, fervent; almost desperate. We pull away for air and I gaze at the outline of his face in the dark. 
 “What was that for?” 
 “I’m stocking up on good memories.” 
Although the rest of his face is unclear, the pair of bright, chocolate eyes stand out. I look away and a slightly uncomfortable silence ensues. I feel his eyes on me. My gaze drifts to the clock in the corner of the room. It is almost ten thirty. “Ash, it’s late. We should go to bed.” I get up and start to walk towards his door, but then I feel his hand close around my wrist. 
 “Don’t go,” he pleads quietly. “I don’t want to sleep.” 
 “Why?”
 “I have a whole summer to sleep. You’re only here for one more night, and there’s still so much I want to ask you.”
 “Like what?”
 “Well, we can talk about world politics if you want. You know, have a nice mature conversation.”
I laugh. “Or we could discuss cheese. I don’t mind, either way.”
He grins. “So you’re staying?”
 “Ok,” I relent. “I’ll stay.” 
We stay up all night, lying together on his bed in the darkness and just talking. He tells me about his school, about how I made him realise that there’s more to life than he thought. Then I tell him about Mr.Scott – stories, quotes, random opinions and anything I can think of. He smiles and says that he’s glad to finally know a little bit more about his father. We talk about nothing and everything – recent movies we’ve watched, the man in the moon, our birthstones, the perks of skimmed milk. By the time I start to feel tired I have already found out that Tobi the infamous potted cactus had been a birthday present, that his favourite drink is soya milk, that he is currently reading ‘Harry Potter’ in Latin and that he used to think Alaska was in Scotland. I don’t think I will ever become bored of talking to him. But in the end, when our voices are nearly hoarse and our eyes droop, we fall silent and I rest my head on his chest. I try in vain to keep my eyes open. I don’t want to sleep, to waste the precious amount of time I have left with him. But I do anyway. 
That night, my dreams are empty. 
I wake up to the sound of the radio the next morning, playing some old pop song which I haven’t heard for years. When I open my eyes and blink blearily, I hear a small chuckle from above me and look up to see his warm eyes dancing in amusement. I seem to be using his arm as a pillow. I stare up at him groggily. “What’s the time?” 
 “Ten to eight.”
Tiredness gone, I immediately bolt up into a sitting position, eyes widening as they swivel to the luminous numbers of the alarm clock. “Damn!” I hiss. I jump off the bed, feeling momentarily dizzy.
 “What’s the rush?” He looks alarmed, catching my arm and helping me sit down again as I try to find my bearings. I feel a twinge of irritation with myself. I couldn’t even stay up one full night. I had wasted those precious hours I had left with him for something as trivial as sleep.
 “They’re coming in two hours,” I say bluntly through the beginnings of a headache. I grit my teeth and the world finally stops spinning. I let out a quiet sigh and stand up again, making sure to do it slowly this time. 
 “I know,” he nods, his voice a little solemn. “It’s kinda anticlimactic, really.”
I force a small laugh. “Breakfast?”
 “Sure. I’ll cook.”
 “I’ll go and get a fire extinguisher ready.
 

 

 


Chapter 20: Pandora’s box syndrome 


I hear the car long before I see them. I almost managed to lose track of time before I hear that familiar, quiet purr from outside and I just know that it’s them. My heart beat quickens and I try to control the urge to run to the window and press my face against it to prove myself wrong, to prove that it isn’t them come to take me away. But when I hear the rough purr grow steadily louder as the car nears and then cut off abruptly, I have mixed feelings. ‘Nearly home’ one part of my conscience whispers, while the others screams ‘what if you never see him again?’ in a desperate plea to be heard, drowning out any other voices. 
His expression is oddly apathetic as he walks with me to the door, Jenny leading the way. I hear the slams of car doors before suddenly we are standing outside and I can see them. My breath hitches. All three of them have come, Faith in the front with her blonde-streaked hair, Lily sporting her usual bored expression and finally Dawn, small and timid compared to the other two but still just as beautiful. And then there is me: the odd one out. 
Claire, Tia and surprisingly Daniel are waiting outside as well, murmuring to each other in quiet tones. I briefly notice both Dawn and Lily shooting Claire curious looks, no doubt because of her strange attire which consists of a hand-knitted cardigan, indigo tights and fluorescent yellow shorts. I smile slightly at the sight. I guess some things just don’t change. 
Ash, who had been clutching my hand tightly, squeezes it for reassurance. I look up at him momentarily to see him glaring at the three girls, obviously not trying to hide his disdain for them. They seem to notice and avoid his eyes. Dawn shoots me a worried look. It is stalemate for a moment. I feel like we are in a hostage situation. 
 “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you Faith, Lily and Dawn,” Jenny breaks the tense silence first and the others smile politely. 
 “You too, Jenny.” 
The pleasantries continue for a few minutes. I tune them out. I want to savour what little time I have before I leave. A part of me is still trying to believe that this isn’t the end, that maybe I can somehow reverse this. My sisters aren’t important right now. I have a lifetime later to explain to them, but I only have a few moments left with him. His wistful smile tells me that he knows this too. 
 “So, you still want me to introduce you to Faith?” I tease quietly, so that only he can hear. 
He smirks, reminiscent. “Nah, turns out she’s not my type.”
 “Oh? So what is your type?” 
 “Brunette, pretty green eyes, rather short. Ridiculously stubborn.”
 “Who are you calling stubborn?” I pout. “And short, for that matter?”
He laughs. “I’m stubborn too, dear. No wonder we argue about everything.”
 “Mmm. But I still don’t appreciate being called short.”
 “It’s only the truth.”
 “And stop calling me dear. It makes you sound old.” 
 “Yes mam.”
Soon Claire floats over, Tia standing a safe distance away. “Your sisters are pretty,” she notes in an airy voice. “You never mentioned them to me.”
 “Sorry,” I say half-heartedly. 
The time goes too quickly. Once Faith has thanked Jenny for looking after me for the third time, once everyone knows that everyone else is ‘fine thank you very much,’ my oldest sister turns to me. “So, Hope?” she asks quietly. “Are you coming back, or staying?” 
It’s silent; a proper silence where tension shrouds us all, stifling us. I decidedly keep my gaze from straying to him, because I don’t want a reason to back out now. This is it, I guess. No looking back. It’s going to be the result of everything that I have come to realise over the past few days and everything I’ve learnt. “I’m going back home, with you, all of you.” 
 “I’m glad, Hope.” There’s relief in her expression, relief I can’t feel for myself. She offers me a small smile and I know she’s giving me a chance to say goodbye. The painful twinge inside me accompanying that thought causes me to wince. I turn to Jenny first. 
 “Thank you,” I say sincerely. “Thank you for everything.” Jenny just smiles and hugs me, unshed tears in her eyes. I’ll miss the kind woman, her cooking, her pretty garden, her cheerful smile. 
 “Look after yourself, dear,” she bides me. “It’s been a pleasure having you.” 
I turn to Claire next. She gives me that crinkle-eyed smile that I never quite managed to master. “I’ll miss you,” she says. “You’ll have to email sometime.” 
 “Of course,” I say. “And when you open that shop of yours some day, I expect free samples.” 
She chuckles. “No problem. All the chocolate you can eat, promise.” 
 “And you,” I say, looking past Claire to her disgruntled looking brother. “Don’t kill anything while I’m gone. Please.”
 “Can’t make any promises there,” he croaks, but just for a moment I see the touch of humour that enters his dark eyes. 
I turn to the blonde haired girl who stands a little away from the rest of the group, watching us cautiously. “Tia,” I greet, walking up to her. She’s the hardest out of the three of them to fathom. I’m not sure what to say to her. 
 “I guess you finally figured it out then,” she says, a knowing look in her eyes. “I hope you’re doing the right thing.”
 “So do I.” 
 “I’m sorry,” she adds, looking a little embarrassed as she scuffs her shoe across the ground. “For all the trouble my brother caused you.” She fishes around in her bag, before pulling out what looks like a CD. “Here,” she gives it to me. “I burned that CD for you.”
I accept it with a smile. “Thanks.” It’s a pity, because I think I could have been good friends with her if I had the chance. We’re similar in some ways and yet so different in others. Despite her appearance though, she’s nothing like her brother. I’m glad for that fact. 
And then finally, unable to put it off any longer, I turn to face Ash. I suck in a deep breath and meet his eyes. They are oddly calm, accepting, resigned. He sticks his hand out awkwardly. “Good luck,” he says softly. I know it’s because the others are watching, so I fight down the urge to wrap my arms around him and instead just take his hand and shake it. He lets go too quickly. And I realise that this is it: the end. 
 “Bye, guys.” I wave mechanically with a forced smile that takes all the energy I have left to keep up. The others return the gesture, but not him. He only stares, stares straight through me with an unfathomable expression on his face. I turn away. My sisters are there, standing beside the pale blue car with neutral expressions as they wait for me to say my goodbyes. I’ve got my little red backpack, the one that’s been with me throughout all of this, slung casually over one shoulder. I walk. One step, two steps, three steps, every step bringing me closer to home. I’m halfway across the short distance to the car when he cracks. 
 “Wait!”
I spin around just in time to see a blur of blue and brown come bounding towards me before he’s right there in front of me. It’s just like that night. I can see every freckle, every blemish and every shade of brown in his eyes in vivid detail. It’s that special moment, where the rest of the world doesn’t exist. I would say there’s butterflies in my stomach, but that sounds too cheesy and it’s an overused phrase. So instead I’ll say that it feels like the watermelon seed I accidentally swallowed two days ago has finally sprouted. 
 “Screw them,” he grins and it makes me smile. “I don’t give a damn what they think anymore.” 
He kisses me. Everyone’s watching, but neither of us notice or care. It’s just us. My eyes are closed. There’s no regrets or mind games and for those few precious moments I even manage to forget what is undoubtedly about to happen. There’s that familiar warmth gushing through me in tidal waves, seeping through my bloodstream, causing pink to bloom in my face. It’s a blissful oblivion that I willingly sink into, desperately wishing it could last. 
But it doesn’t. Of course it doesn’t. Oblivions like that can’t last forever because if they did we would all be walking into lampposts while blissfully unaware. When we break apart, I feel a little lightheaded but stay rooted to the ground. Reality doesn’t return for a short while, even as I stare at him with my face flushed and hair escaping its ponytail.
 “This isn’t the end, you know,” I finally whisper. “After I go back things won’t be any different between us, right?” 
 “Yeah,” he smiles a little sadly. “I guess we both just live different lives. But we’ll meet again soon, I’m sure of it.” He sounds so confident when he says it that I believe it as well. 
I’m smiling as he hugs me once, before turning around and making his way back again with that goofy, sunny grin that I’ve missed. I’m still smiling – this time due to amusement – when I catch sight of Claire beaming, Daniel’s disgust and Tia’s smug face. Jenny looks startled for a moment, but then her features morph into an approving smile. I wave a hand lazily behind me in farewell as I reach the car, standing in front of Faith to simply enjoy the look of pure astonishment on her face. 
 “Let’s go home,” is all I say and this time – just this once – I do a perfect crinkle-eyed smile. Practice makes perfect after all.
 

*****
 

They say smiles are every language in one simple gesture. Smiling is also the easiest way to quickly gain someone’s trust (which explains a lot) and most of all a smile is the easiest way to get out of a difficult situation. It is for this reason precisely that I force the smile to stay on my face, no matter how much effort it takes. 
It feels oddly surreal as the familiar musty smell of the car’s leather seats invade my senses, as it distantly roars to life and I can hear the crunching of gravel beneath the wheels. It backs out of the driveway slowly. I try not to think. However, I make the mistake of looking back and I can’t tear my gaze away. They’re all smiling and waving, even Ash, and I reluctantly do the same. It’s one last glance and I can’t deny myself that no matter how much I want to. 
I stare until the house slides out of view, to be replaced by miles of greenery. ‘I’m going home.’ I distantly come to this realisation, but I feel strangely empty. ‘Things are going to be different this time’ my conscience reminds me, in some attempt to fight off the emptiness. It works to some extent. But then chocolate eyes, lightened by amusement, appear in my vision. I blink them away and return to my original task of blocking out my thoughts. 
For the rest of the car ride I fill my sisters in on everything that has happened to me over the past month. They have a lot of questions, which is understandable especially considering the events of my departure. I have to reassure Dawn again that Ash isn’t a pervert, nor is he a teenage thug. Or gay. 
 “But what if he was just using you?” she queries, trying to find any possible excuse to dislike him. “He just looked a little dodgy.”
 “Don’t say that,” I send her an impressively fearsome glare. “He would never do something like that. Just accept that there’s nothing wrong with him, okay?”
She seems surprised for a moment, before pale grey eyes soften. “You really care for him,” she comments. 
 “Yeah,” I whisper. It takes all my willpower to keep that stupid, fake smile up. For them, rather than me. For him, rather than me. 
 “I don’t understand though,” Lily chips into the conversation from the front seat. “If you care for him so much, then why did you choose to come back?”
 “You guys are still my family,” I explain. “And besides, if you care for someone you shouldn’t need to make sacrifices to prove that.”
There’s a short silence after my profound words. Then, from the driver’s seat, Faith smiles. “You’ve changed, Hope,” she tells me. “And I’m – we’re – proud of you.”
It’s a classic case of Pandora’s Box syndrome: no matter how many things go wrong, there will always be something at the end that will make it worthwhile. 
 

*****
 

Home is just like I remember. There’s the shoes that crowd the tiny hallway and cause people to trip, the muddy brown carpet (father had insisted on that particular carpet so that tea and coffee stains wouldn’t show up) and the rack smothered in coats. My room hasn’t changed much either. There’s my computer-from-the-stone-age hibernating on the desk in the far corner, the dusty novels that lie dormant on the crooked bookshelf and there’s my bed – the one with the ‘Harry Potter’ bedding that I never bothered to change and the pillow that is permanently dented from my various scuffles with it. Home sweet home. 
I make it through dinner. I make it through recounting my various tales of valour to my eager sisters, vividly describing Cleadon Creek, the island, the meadow, even the damn oak tree that had been the start of everything. I make it through the tearful, heartfelt apologies and the promises of ‘things will be different now’, but my heart is never quite part of it. It’s nice to be home again. I’ve missed home, no matter how cramped and grubby it is. Maybe another night I can truly appreciate it, maybe I can reminisce freely with my sisters about better times, remember our parents properly. But tonight is for him. 
And so, once I’m finally alone in my room, I open the window and let weak, pale moonlight streak in. I riffle around in my backpack until I pick out one particular picture that I developed the day before I left. It’s of us by Cleadon Creek, on our last day together. He’s dripping wet but there’s a grin to match the weather on his face and amusement in his eyes. One wet arm is slung around my shoulders while the other is taking the picture. I’m blatantly rolling my eyes although the small smile on my face ruins it. 
It’s only then that I let my fake smile slip. 
I find an empty frame and carefully slip the picture into it, before placing it on my bedside table. They say closing one door opens another. This is a perfect example. He taught me so much, he changed me more than I ever thought. I guess he saved me, in all definitions of the word. And even though I know we’ll still talk occasionally, it won’t be the same. It’ll never be the same. And it hurts. 
So I lie there, and cry myself to sleep.
 

 

Epilogue: Life goes on

 


Life goes on, even if we don’t want it to. Wounds heal in the end, emotions fade and over time I guess we come to see the truth behind things. In the beginning, you can’t see things for what they are because emotion is in the way, clouding your perception like a dark veil. But once it fades, or at least lessons slightly, you realise that not everything is what it seems. 
A week passes surprisingly quickly. I go back to school; back to the annoying chatter, the hot and stuffy classrooms and the teachers that drone on unaware that half the class is falling asleep. For the first few days, I keep my distance. It feels like I’ve gone back to my old, socially-secluded self. I keep my hand down in class, my mouth firmly sealed during breaks. I see Ash in every brown haired boy I come across. It hurts, it feels like something is missing. I’m almost expecting him to burst out of a bush at any moment yelling ‘Hah! I got you there!’ at the top of his lungs. But the bushes stay silent, and so do I. 
Life at home improves, though. It seems my sisters meant it when they said they would try hard this time to fix some of the damage and make things right. They even start cooking proper meals, claiming that getting take-out every night is unhealthy. In the first week, Faith somehow manages to secure a job as the editor of a small fashion magazine. It’s a huge success. That night we celebrate for a long time, but my heart’s still not quite part of it. It’s still healing. 
The truth is I miss him. I know it’s for the best, that it was bound to happen, that I should have prepared myself beforehand. But how can you prepare for something like this? I miss our escapades to the lake, lying in the meadow and staring up at the clouds. Hell, I even miss his rule-breaking. But I guess reality always come back for revenge in the end. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t regret my decision. I love my sisters. This is what I’ve always wanted. But at the same time I love him as well, just in a different way.
 “You said so yourself,” Faith tells me one night when she catches me staring at the photo on my bedside table. “If you really care for him you don’t need to make sacrifices to prove it. And if he really cares for you, he won’t stop caring just because he can’t see you every day.” She’s changed, too. I guess we’ve all changed for the better. 
It’s during that second week that my changes really begin to show. I’m still healing, but I believe Ash when he said that things won’t change between us. I also have an epiphany – that he is probably happy and he probably wants me to be happy as well. This is all just assumption of course, but I hope it’s true. From the few short emails we manage to exchange, he seems to be doing fine. I feel lighter now, after everything that’s happened. I have a reason to live. I feel hopeful again. It’s funny how one person can have such an impact on your life. In that second week, I start to contribute in class. I turn in all my homework on time. And I begin to talk to new people, smile a little more. 
People notice the difference. Even the teachers take note of my slightly better grades. My classmates say I look better, happier. And I am. He changed my outlook on life, ‘converted’ me as he would say. A month passes, and then another. We send the occasional email, but keeping in contact is hard when we can’t see each other in person. Then before I realise it half a year has gone by since I last saw him and somehow I’ve survived. Even though I know I still love him, I come to understand that I don’t need him with me every minute. I don’t need to rely on him for everything anymore, because he still has his life to live and now I have mine. 
However, I won’t forget that summer. Every now and then, I still think about him and remember him properly: the owner of the pretty chocolate eyes who didn’t give up on me when everyone else had. And on that Thursday night, I come home to find my dinosaur-age mobile vibrating cheerfully. When I open the text there’s only three words:
I miss you.  
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Coming soon: A new YA paranormal novel called ‘Imprint’, which will be released on the amazon kindle store in the near future. To keep up to date with news about Imprint, take part in contests and read extras/outtakes from Cold Water, please follow the links below and like/subscribe to the ‘Cold Water’ facebook fan page or my website. Any support is greatly appreciated.
Summary for Imprint: Sean Lane discovers that the worst possible thing is not dying, but dying and having a psychotic spirit steal your body and impersonate you. 
My website: www.annmariemcqueen.webs.com
Thanks for reading!
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