The Darkness Within

-Chapter One-

An onslaught of rain poured down from grey, lurking clouds above me as lightning bolts stridently lit the sky. It was edging towards the surreal, my being so close to the terrible weather. On any other day I would have been sitting at my attic window, watching the storm rage through the city with a degree of fascination. But not today, for I’d made the worst mistake in my life.

The rapid flashes were followed by deafening thunder, which rolled in brutal lapses through the darkened sky. I always envisioned that dreadful events happen when the weather takes a turn for the worst; but now I reconsider. Perhaps I’ve been mistaken from the start, and, in fact, nature simply mirrors the hateful actions committed by us unruly human beings. Either way, the weather accurately reflected my life at this moment in time for what it was: a tumultuous and uncontainable pandemonium.

Feeble, rugged trees stood in the beating curtain of water, their few remaining leaves torn down by the falling rain, sent reeling to the ground to join the heaps that had already drifted to the sidewalk. I breathed in the autumn scents of putrid leaves and fresh rainfall, then kicked at the puddle that had formed beside me. The folded cuffs of my jeans were eager to soak up the water, and I watched silently as the moist discoloration climbed up my calf. The prevailing wind returned, to my dismay, and the loose leaves whirled around my feet. They were jerked upwards, carried high into the overcast ceiling of the city, at the mercy of the horrible weather.  

The city had seen storms far worse, by all means, but all those times I’d been home, shielded by the large living room windows as I rested my arms around the shoulders of my little brother and sister. A tang of guilt swept through me as I wondered who would provide them with the comfort of a touch or a kind, soothing whisper of safety now that I wasn’t there to shelter them. Michael wouldn’t. I was on familiar terms with his severity, his cruelty, and his sordid lack of affection towards the children; he’d treated me in the exact same manner.

Jake and Katy would have to fend for themselves tonight, until fate reunited us. Remorseful, I distracted myself from my thoughts, following a plastic bag with my gaze. It danced through the air, occasionally jolted in another direction by a strong gust of wind. Air whistled through the bare trees, almost as though it acknowledged them as a hindering nuisance. 

For the duration of this storm the streets of Semverton city were largely vacant, as people and animals alike sought shelter from the pelting rain. Forlorn cars, passing by at prolonging intervals, were the only signs of life that mended the bridge between me and the human race. I could tell that the neighbourhood wasn’t abandoned, but merely in hiding, retreating into itself until the bad weather passed. 

The plastic bag vanished from my line of sight, disappearing behind the row of houses. The helpless toy of the wind. I kept my gaze trained on the spot where I’d last seen it, the frigid water assailing the numbing skin of my face. What if I were light as a feather? Would the wind carry me? Would I be raised high into the overcast ceiling of the world? It would lose it’s vigor as it swept me higher and higher, and gently set me down on the fluffy surface of the clouds. Maybe, I thought solemnly, maybe I’d be able to look down on the world and make sense of it.

I bit my lip, unshed tears prickling behind my eyes. My gaze dropped, and drifted across the unsoiled, slick cobblestones that formed the floor of the square I stood on. The nearby benches were made of wood, covered in a layer of chipped, green paint. They were dull in comparison to the white limestone seats one could find in the park near my house; a small feat that clearly set apart the richer and the less well-off districts of Semverton. Grateful to have found something to focus on I studied the lampposts. Comparing. Their plain metal stems and harsh lights were another indicator that informed me subtly that I wasn’t where I belonged. The house I’ve lived in all my life was set on a street with Victorian-style, ornamented lampposts in a dull, perfectly dyed black. 

Resisting the brutal gusts of wind I drew humid air into my lungs, blinking rainwater out of my stinging eyes. My brown hair whipped across my face, and I brushed it away, tucking the loose strands behind my ears. Shivering at my own frigid touch I sniffed. The single shoulder strap of my bag dug into my skin. Fed up with the discomfort I set it down beside me, leaning it against the fence.

Only when I felt warm tears run down my cheeks, it dawned on me that I was crying. The intense brightness of the windows across the street, blurred around the edges by my moist vision, bit at me. I imagined them to house joyous families, who laughed and joked as they shared their daily experiences. To me the concentrated rectangles of light felt like a threat; shining with such hateful fervor that it could potentially swallow me whole. 

I felt chills run down my spine, suddenly uncomfortable. I let out an elongated sigh. Though four roads led away from the square on which I stood, none appeared to be sufficiently inviting, let alone worth the walk.

Streetlamps formed circular puddles of light on the sidewalk, though in between them night resided; ominous and indistinct. At least here, as I rested beside a bare metal fence that encircled a rather petite, unfilled fountain, there was enough illumination. 

A fleeting scan of my surrounding allowed me to exhale in relief. There was no one to be seen, no one approaching me asking questions I knew I would barely be able to answer. My only company was the rain, the pitiless and powerful streams of water rushing down from above. My gaze darted in the direction of sharp bang as I ducked behind the fence, my knees cracking to protest the impulsive movement. 

My heart raced in my throat, and I exhaled in relief when I found it had been the backfiring of a car. The grey minivan drove past, its occupants unaware that they were being watched. The engine puffed and creaked, and I caught myself wondering how long it would last before giving out. The windshield wipers swooshed at regular intervals, engaged in a fruitless battle against the rain. The car rounded a corner, turning away from me, the red backlights vanishing unhurriedly into the distance.

It had been only a year and a half since the day that my perfect existence was ripped to shreds before my eyes. Literally. I’d grown up with a family who loved me, and in a home that I called my sanctuary, but I’d never realized that the tables can turn in the blink of an eye, and that your happy-go-lucky way of life can easily crumble. 

Look at me now, Michael. Look what you’ve done. A bitter taste rose in the back of my throat, and I drew moist air deep into my lungs to eliminate the nauseating flavour of defeat. Is this what you wanted, you bastard? Were your intentions malicious all along, or is making my life miserable merely a side effect of your need to control my mother?

I became conscious of the fact that I was still crouching, and rested my cheek against my arm, my hands continuing to encircle the metal railing. The sheer coldness of my skin made me quiver, and I sucked in air, watching my exhalation cloud before my face. The outdoor temperatures were dropping, and with it my body cooled. There are limitations to the capabilities of the human body, and keeping warm under circumstances like these was definitely one of them.  

Unclenching my hands from their spot on the fence I lowered them to my face, rubbing the life back into my numb cheeks. It was my own fault that I was stranded; it was by my own accord that I threw open my front door and made a run for freedom. Despite the original cause, which was Michael’s cruelty, coldness, and lose hands, in the end it came down to my personal, split-second decision. I trembled, my teeth clicking together softly. God, what the hell have I done?

I found the strength to haul myself back to my feet as my saturated jeans, sweater and jacket stuck uncomfortably to my skin like hulking additions to my body. What do people think when they see me? Can they peer through the mask of fear and misery, and locate the girl I once was? Michael, you’ll never know how much you’ve taken from me, and how much I wish you were dead.

Taking a step backwards I puckered my brow as a cold, wet sensation spread across my feet. I glanced down. I’d planted my shoes in the center of a deep puddle; a reservoir of water formed in the crevice between uneven cobblestones. My shoes were made out of a type of fabric that was anything but impermeable, and were about as waterlogged as the Titanic. 

“Goddamn it!” I hissed, retreating out of the puddle. Better late than never, I suppose. Sulking in my ghastly mood I felt goose bumps ripple across my skin as the cold grew increasingly prominent. Raindrops dribbled from the ends of my short hair, trailing a cold path down the length of my spine. 

“My name is Jess Madison Parker.” I whispered, finding comfort in the sound of my own voice. It was stronger than I’d expected, and I couldn’t help but feel somewhat proud. It was amazingly good to hear something other than the whistling of the wind, and the roar of rainwater. I opened my mouth to speak again, and non-verbalized words lingered on the tip of my tongue. 

What else is there to say, Jess? That I’m a weakling? A coward who left Jake and Katy in the hands of that motherfucking maniac? My teeth pressed down on my lip, nearly breaking the thin layer of skin. My nervous habits were flourishing today, I noted, as I found myself cracking my numb knuckles. To my relief I realized that the rain was diminishing and that the clouds were becoming less ominous and looming. The wind, though, appeared to only be increasing in strength. 

Whipping strands of my hair into my face, and transforming the final droplets of precipitation into painful projectiles, it made its presence known. The tender, make-up covered bruise on my cheek stung sharply under the assault. It was the brutal result of a heated argument, one that had rooted from something so stupid that it hardly sounded credible, even though I knew my memory was correct. Michael’s deranged, he’s a psychopath on the loose. You don’t deserve to live, you fucking bastard. I hope hell has a special corner for spineless child-beaters like you. I hung my head low, the memory replaying in my mind. The second I’d drifted to the surface of consciousness, early this morning, my fate for the day had been sealed. 

*     *     *

I opened my eyes, waking from slumber with the bitter taste of dreadful anticipation in the back of my throat. As my vision adjusted to the bright beams of sunlight that played across my walls and floor, I let out a heavy sigh. Dawn, one of the worst times of the day. It meant a clean slate, a day that could lead to happiness, amusement, terror, or pain. In my household, the latter two were most likely to be accurate descriptions of my day. 
I turned onto my side, kicking away my tangled blankets, my bruised body protesting movement with stiffness and aching. My gaze drifted to the digital alarm clock on my nightstand, and involuntarily flinched, then clenched my teeth in pain. I was late. Swinging my legs over the edge of my bed I sat up, carefully stretching to awaken my muscles, and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, feeling drowsy and lifeless.  

“Jess?” Jake’s voice sounded dull from outside my door, though a hint of discomfort was audible in his tone. “Can I come in?” 

“Sure.” I got to my feet, straightening out my nightshirt, then moved over to the door in a state of semi-consciousness. I reached out for the door handle and allowed my younger brother into the room, feeling as though my brain thought I was still sleeping soundly. He smiled sheepishly at my tangled hair, as he always did in the morning, the sharply defined bruise around his eye a painful contrast with his childlike amusement. Yesterday morning he’d been the focus of Michaels rage, and now he bore the painful marks of the insane outburst on his otherwise flawless skin. Yesterday afternoon, on the other hand, had been my turn. I was grateful enough that little Katy didn't find herself on the wrong side of his fists yesterday, but watching my brother move slowly, delicately avoiding putting pressure on any of his bruises, brought tears to my eyes already. 

My heart sunk to my shoes as I eyed his small face. There was so much honesty and righteousness in the little boy who stood before me, but I feared it would only be a matter of time before the beatings began to steal his innocence away. Michael was forcing him to grow up far too quickly, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. 

“What’s up?” I asked, retreating, blinking my tears away as I started to pick my clothes off the floor. Arranging them neatly over the back of my chair, I glanced at him, watching his eyes cloud over with concern. “Michael asks that you come downstairs.” 

I could’ve guessed. Michael always used him as a messenger. I could only assume that it was some kind of authority issue. Having me come to him like a summoned dog seemed to make him feel rather self-important. 

“Thanks.” I weaved my hand through his thick mane of blonde hair, and then pulled him into an embrace; carefully. The feeling of his warm hands on my back calmed my inner storm. There was a lot Michael could take from us, but he could never break the strong bond I had with my brother and sister. That one was ours for the keeping. 

“He was kind of annoyed.” Jake whispered into my nightshirt, his cheek hot against my stomach, his voice quivering mildly. “I think you should hurry.” 

“Alright big guy, thanks.” I kissed the top of his head, and then reluctantly released him “Go ahead, go back downstairs. I’ll be there in a minute.” 

He nodded slowly, his green eyes filled with a terror I hated to see. He didn't fancy the prospect of having to return to the kitchen, where I knew Michael was sitting right this moment. The tension in the air, the common knowledge that none of us could fight him, and his fists that rested on the table were enough to silence all of us. Jake turned, bowing his head in defeat, and left the room. Shutting the door behind him at a snail's pace, as though to keep the moment of security from fading out of his reach, he vanished from my sight. 

I stood there for a moment, glancing at the blue sky outside my window, then observng the grey clouds that were ominously approaching. We'd soon see a storm, both inside and outside my house, and by the looks of it they'd match one another in ferociousness. 

I drew in a shaky breath. Dad, what am I supposed to do? I can't save them, dad, he'll kill me if I fight. I need you, please come back; please find a way to come see me. I can't stand it anymore, daddy, he's hurting them, too, even Katy. Last week he beat her, and when I helped her bathe afterwards to soothe the bruises I couldn't stop crying. She's so small, so innocent, and she was covered from head to toe in fist-sized bruises. She turned six since you left us, daddy, and she's gotten only slightly taller. She's still a child. I don't even know how to describe it, it's so absolutely wrong, dad, and I feel powerless. I want to help them, more than anything else, but I... I can't. 
I felt my eyes sting with unshed tears, and changed into jeans and a sweater as rapidly as my battered body allowed. With long sleeves and jeans most of the bruises were covered. I hitched up my sleeves and let my gaze slide up and down my arms, counting the blue discolorations, then stepped towards the mirror and examined my face. Apart from some mild swelling on my lower lip it had escaped most of the damage. Last night it had been my arms that took the worst of the beating, as I used them to shield my head and face from injury. 

Late last night I'd checked the weather forecast, which, luckily, predicted rain and storms for the next few days, so tomorrow, when I went to school, I wouldn’t stand out with my long-sleeved clothing. Brushing my hair I winced, putting too much pressure on the forgotten bump on my scalp. When had that happened? Was that why my head had throbbed so badly after he threw me into the wall? My fingers traced the bump, which stung with every touch, and I determined that it was probably not all that serious. I'd survive. 

With my short hair hanging untidily down the sides of my face I regarded myself in the mirror, motionless, wondering why Michael thought I deserved what he did. I didn’t consider myself provoking, rude, annoying, or disrespectful in any way, unless I was yelled at for something I never even did. Then, yes, I argued. Every glance could be interpreted wrongly, or so I’d learned last night, when a confused look on my part had left him spiraling into anger and violence. Honestly, what were Jake, Katy and I doing wrong? 

I sat down on my chair, opening the middle drawer and taking out a pair of black socks. As I put them on I strained my ears, failing to find any angry shouts. If we were lucky his mood would be better than yesterday, though luck was a feat that tended to run short in this household. 

I halfheartedly paced down the stairs, pausing on the last step, unable to shift my gaze. Lesley’s door was closed, as always, and I couldn’t help but be thankful that she wasn’t here to see this, feel this, and endure this. I know it would have killed me if Michael hurt her, and secretly I was happy that she was gone, that she had been granted a way out. A fate I, on occasion, wished I had shared. It had come close, and at that very moment I had been, however unexpectedly, ready to leave life behind. 

Dad… he had once promised me he’d always be there when I needed him, and I had believed, with every single piece of my heart, that he would be. It angered me that a stranger made him break his promise, a stranger who couldn’t care less about the good man my father was, a stranger who only cared about killing him. It was the first time in my life that dad had said something to me, and failed to stand by it. 

“Jess?” Katy appeared, stopping on the other flight of stairs. “Michael’s angry.” 

I had stalled for too long, and cursed in silence. I had to work on resisting the urge to drift off into thoughts. It was too tempting, though, to escape the real world for a second, and to pretend that I wasn’t in trouble with a madman whose fists had left imprints on my skin too many times before. 

I crossed the hallway, starting down the second flight of stairs, meeting my youngest sibling. Running a hand through her hair I glanced down at her. It was an expression of affection I’d always used to show them that I cared; the quick ruffle through their manes of hair. 

Her hand sought mine, and I closed it around her small fist, walking her down the stairs to the door of the kitchen. I heard Michael talk at a tone, then listened to Jake’s apology, and again Michael’s angry words. 

I flattened the palm of my hand against the wood, pushing open the door, my eyes meeting Michaels as I headed to the breakfast table. The tension was so present that it nearly choked me, and I released Katy, watching her sit down at her seat in between Jake and mom. Michael’s eyes gleamed with anger, though omnipresent was a glimpse of twisted amusement. The sick bastard. 

“You’re late.” It was a snapping statement so cold that it froze Jake, his spoonful of cereal suspended in mid-air, his mouth open, his eyes wide and focused on me. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“That doesn’t change the fact that you’re late, now does it, Jess?” 

“No, it doesn’t.” 

“You know how much I hate it when you’re late. I specifically said that breakfast was at nine. What time is it now?” 

I knew better than to give attitude, and gazed at the clock on the wall. “Nine-fifteen.” 

“How late are you then?” 

He simply loved this, questioning me with no other purpose than to see me show any signs of attitude, or accidentally say something he interpreted as out of line. I didn’t have a chance at getting away without a beating, and I knew it. There was always something wrong with my attitude, from his point of view. 

“I am fifteen minutes late.” 

“So, what do you think your punishment should be?” 

That was the worst of questions, for it had no correct answer. If I suggested a punishment he would say it wasn’t quite fitting to my misbehavior, but if I told him I wasn’t certain, he’d be equally as judgmental. Either way; I lose. 

“Well?” I saw Jake set down his spoon, the cereal dropping back into the bowl of milk. I wasn’t surprised that he lost his appetite. Katy looked like she was holding her breath, her expression somewhere between fear and confusion. Mom was staring past me without emotion, though I was certain she was aware of what was going on. 

I was at loss for words, and opened my mouth, then closed it, unable to verbalize anything coherent. 

“That’s what I thought. Sit down; we’ll talk about this later.” 

“Okay.” 

The moment the word left my mouth I realized my mistake, and clenched my fists, my nails digging into the palm of my hand. I’d given him the reason he’d been looking for. Such a normal word, but I should’ve remembered that it was enough to set him off. Immediately correcting myself I added. “I’m sorry. I mean, yes, Michael.” 

“Okay?” He rose. “Okay? Is that polite, Jess? Are you disrespecting me?” 

“I didn’t mean to!” I backed away from my chair, my fists unclenching in terror. I wasn’t going to fight back, because then he’d kill me. “I wasn’t thinking, I’m sorry, I meant: Yes, Michael, I understand, we will discuss this later on.” 

My second attempt at correcting my mistake was ignored exactly like the first. With every passing day his toleration for me was lowered, and even the slightest moment of letting my guard down could get me into massive amounts of trouble. His response to this “trouble” was violence. 

“I don’t care what you meant, you said what you said.” 

He got up from his seat, his eyes gleaming angrily, rounding the table and stepping towards me. My eyes met Jake’s, and I saw him pull Katy off her chair. His hands pressed against her back as he rushed her out of the kitchen, to the safety of their rooms. I was grateful for what he did, for we all knew what was coming, and I didn’t want either one of them to see it once again. The wooden door swung shut with a mild click; they knew better than to slam it. 

Michael balled his fists. I tensed, ready to lift my already battered arms to protect my face from the worst blows. I knew I wouldn’t fight, I’d merely defend, holding my arms up, curling into a ball if he beat me to the floor. The consequences of striking back were too horrifying to even think about. He smirked, his fist rising up in the air as I widened my eyes in fear, nausea flashing through my stomach. “How long will it be, Jess, until you learn what you should or shouldn’t say?”

*     *     *
I sobbed, tears streaming down my face, my body aching from the memory. His words echoed through my mind, cold and merciless. Once he’d been done beating the living hell out of me, he’d sent me to my room. Blinded by rage and pain I’d tossed anything I deemed useful into a bag, and snuck back down the stairs, my body a single unit of pain. 

I’d found the kids in Jake’s room, where they sat on his bed, reading a comic together. For a moment, I froze in my tracks, until Katy lifted her green eyes to my face and smiled weakly. Kneeling before them I pulled them into my arms, almost crushing their Lion King comic book in the process. 
They gazed at me with confusion and sorrow as I whispered that I loved them. Getting to my feet I turned, ran down the second flight of stairs, and slammed out of the front door in a short-lived moment of anger and retribution. Michael had noticed me not-so-subtle departure, and had been on my heels for several blocks, until I darted into an alley and hid. With my heart hammering against my ribs I had kneeled in the dank corner of the alleyway, praying to God that I would not to be found.

I knew he didn’t want me in the house because he cared for me, or because he’d be concerned about my safety if I roamed the streets of Semverton by myself; he merely wanted me because I was useful. In his eyes, I was the babysitter, the maid, and a live punching bag. My leaving would mean that he had to find another way to keep the household running, seeing as mom sure as hell wouldn’t be capable by herself. Not after he tormented her into a near vegetative state, that is.

My mother had been a lively humorous woman with a passion for cooking and a great devotion to her family. For as long as I could remember she had spent hours preparing our dinners and lunches in weekends. During weekdays it was my dad’s chore, for mom’s work didn’t allow her to be home in time for dinner. My stepfather was the opposite of what my dad had been. Michael lacked kindness and humour, felt it wasn’t a man’s job to help out in the household, and had somehow managed to turn my mother into a completely different person. All she did nowadays was sit around in the living room, staring blankly, occasionally getting to her feet to dust or vacuum the house. He, though, wouldn’t allow me to take her to a doctor despite the fact that even he could see she wasn’t well. The internet had provided me with the potential diagnosis of severe depression, though I was no doctor, and could know nothing for sure. 

I cursed at myself. With the severe lack of preparation I had ruined my chances of being able to actually stay away from home, rather than returning to the doorstep of my house late at night, as proof to my step-father that I truly was incapable and stupid. To be quite frank, I didn’t see joy or freedom in sleeping in a smelly alley in downtown Semverton, on my way to hypothermia during this unusually cold September night. 

“Hey, you.” A warm voice sounded right behind me, and I spun around, stunned, accidentally kicking over my bag. My eyes met those of the boy, and I took in his general demeanor as I backed away, the railing hard against my back. Assuming he was approximately my age I frowned slightly. What was his interest in talking to me?

He stared back, full of quiet confidence that seemed to be corresponding perfectly with his good looks. Dressed in baggy dark jeans and a sweater, hands dug into the pockets of his pants, he appeared to be a regular teen boy. Then again, psychopaths don’t wear signs on their foreheads telling the world what they are, and there really is no way to pick them out of a crowd. 

I kept my eyes on him as I reached down and lifted my dripping bag out of the puddle. Trying to look less pathetic than I knew I did, I gave a very late reply to his question.  

“Hey, yourself.” I said, fiddling with the shoulder strap of my bag.

“What’s your name?” He asked, looking me up and down before settling his gaze on my face. Looking away I shrugged, and shouldered my bag. For the first time today I didn’t mind my hair hanging over my face, hoping he wouldn’t notice my swollen lip, and the makeup covered bruise. 

 “So…” he smiled a little at the awkward silence that came across us. He didn’t seem to mind my unwillingness to disclose my name. “What you up to?”

I couldn’t help but smile back, his dark green eyes as profound as a dense, mysterious forest on a sunny day. “Just hanging out, I guess. What about you?”

“Just… chilling.” He shrugged, then broadened his smile. “So what’s your name?”

I stared down at my bag, watching water drip from it, reuniting with the puddle on the cobblestones.  “I’m Jess.”

“Nice to meet you, Jess, I’m Jason.” He extended a hand. Accepting his gesture I closed my hand around his, which was perfectly warm. I could bet my hand currently felt more like an icicle than anything that was even remotely alive.

“Jeez!” he retracted his hand, rubbing his palms together. “You’re frozen!” 

Worry clouded over his fine features, though he remained incredibly handsome. There was something about the shape of his jaw line and perfect curve of his brow that made him unbelievably attractive. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his unzipped jacket. Nonchalantly he asked. “How long have you been out here?”

“A while.” I said, my voice quivering as the frigid wind cut through my jeans and rushed by my bare skin. His eyes widened with a sensation I couldn’t identify, and he appeared astounded. “Wait a minute…you’re that Jess!”

I lifted my gaze to find a frown playing across his brows, and I shifted my weight, suddenly uncomfortable. Zipping my jacket up higher I shrugged. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re all over the news, Jess. Quite an accomplishment, you know, to be on the news already when you’ve been missing less than a day.” His expression was somewhere between intrigued and distrustful as he added. “You famous or something?”

I couldn’t hide my astonishment, and let my jaw drop. Stammering, I replied. “No.. No, I’m not famous… I don’t- I don’t understand. You mean the police are looking for me?”

He gave a short nod, running a hand through his hair. I guess I wasn’t the only one with nervous habits. We stood in silence, his eyes travelling over my face, questioning. I looked away, my mind racing through his potential motives for coming up to me. 

“Come with me.” He pocketed his left hand again, the other restless by his side, fidgeting with a loose thread of his coat. When he met my eyes he saw that my expression had shifted, concern, and fear, evident in my puckered brow. “Jess, you can’t stay out here alone. I know you’re not from this neighbourhood, so I guess you’ll just have to trust me when I say that you don’t want to be here, alone, any longer. This is the turf of a group of people who don’t have your safety in their best interests, if you understand what I mean.”

I brought my hand up to the shoulder strap of my bag, clutching onto it firmly. My gaze darted from his face to the darkness behind him, and back. I wasn’t ready to blindly trust him, nor did I have a solid reason to decide he wasn’t trustworthy. My ability to ‘read people’, though, wasn’t all that sharp, as past experiences had taught me. After all, I’d initially though Michael was a good man. I’d never been so wrong about something in my life.
“We’ll head over there, to the shop across the street from us.” he nodded to my right, and I turned my head, staring at the vast, brightly lit window. I could hardly believe that I’d missed it, spending hours by the fence unaware of the grocery store at less than fifteen meters distance from me. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. When I didn’t reply he stepped closer, leaning back causally against the fence, his arms crossed. He watched me, smiling. “I don’t bite, you know.”

I shrugged, churning over my options in my mind. Technically it was likely I’d run into some psychopathic killer somewhere between this square and my house anyway. Not only was I in Semverton, the second-highest ranking city of the country regarding crime statistics, I was also in one of the lesser neighbourhoods. What were the odds I wouldn’t meet a criminal? 

He mistook my silence for fear, and straightened up. Stepping back to create some distance between us, he raised his hands, showing his palms to me as a gesture of apology. “I’m only trying to help you, all right? If you want me to leave you alone, tell me, and I’ll walk away. I don’t have any intentions, Jess, honestly.”

I took in his handsome features, clean clothes and general non-dangerous appearance and sighed. Somehow he planted a seed of trust in me, which was now growing roots in my mind. 

“I’ll come with you.” I heard myself say. A fraction of me wished that mom and Michael were here to see me take off with a stranger, just to make them feel terrible. On second thought I concluded they’d most likely not feel bad about it in the least, and blinked away tears of anger. There wasn’t any fair element in my situation, and though I wished I could say it was all Michael’s fault, simply to be able to full heartedly blame and hate him, he hadn’t been the initial cause of my pain. 

I started in the direction of the store, and Jason followed, falling into step with me. We carefully made out way across the slippery cobblestones, the only sound surrounding us the tapping of our shoes on the ground.  I glanced at him, having noticed that despite the smile that played around the corners of his mouth, his eyes failed to share the happiness. They seemed dimmer than before, full of pain, or maybe regret. When his puzzling eyes met mine I realized, to my never-ending embarrassment, that I had begun to stare. 

“You’re interesting, Jess Parker.” He said gleefully, and I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Why’s that?” 

“I don’t know.” He rolled his eyes in fake annoyance. “You just are.”

Silence came over us again, though I didn’t mind, and felt quite sure he didn’t either. 
“Why did you run away, Jess?” he asked, his tone light, patient. I briefly shut my eyes, wondering how to answer the question. I couldn’t share my life history with him, but there wasn’t much of a nutshell version to tell either. It was all too complicated to be condensed into a sentence or two.

“My stepfather…” I started, then licked my lips, unable to verbalize a proper reply. “I didn’t get along with him.” 

It was a lame and avoidant response, and we both knew it. 

We crossed the street, avoiding the overflowing gutters on either side of the road. The emotion I had seen in his eyes lingered in my mind, and I couldn’t help but wonder why he was so pained. I felt comfortable by his side, even though I really didn’t know anything about him. All I knew was that he was nice.

“Do you live here?” I asked him, changing the subject to avoid more enquiries about my situation. We were nearing the shop, and I read the scratched red label on the window, deciphering that it announced ‘Old Mike's Grocery Store’. 

“Used to live in this neighborhood, ‘bout four streets down.” He answered as we stepped onto the sidewalk, avoiding the flow of rainwater that ran parallel to the edge. I pondered his answer, for his use of the past tense appeared intentional. 

Before I could ask for a further explanation he added.  “I can’t be sure if the place where I live is considered Semverton-Millfield. Could be Semverton-West.”

I understood that we were near the border between two of the city’s four districts, neither of which I had set foot in during my fifteen years of life. Born and raised in a wealthy family, I’d resided in Semverton-South, the area known to be the richest and most high-class of the city. 

He pressed his hand against the glass centre of the white door, pushing it open. Stepping to the side he let me pass. “Ladies first.” He said, the kind words accompanied by a forthcoming smile. 

The warm air hit me like a wall of comfort as I crossed the doorstep, conjuring up goose bumps all over my skin. When the time came to go back outside, the transition would be harsh. 

Glancing around I discovered that the store was petite, and old, but nevertheless very neat and properly maintained. The elderly man behind the counter was observing me with welcoming curiosity, and as his eye fell on Jason his face split into a grin, baring unexpectedly white teeth. 

They had to be dentures.

“Heya, Runner, you again.” he said, his low voice full of joyful recognition, then rested his large hands on the counter. I couldn’t help but glance at his enormous beer-belly. 

Dressed in a slightly paint-stained white shirt, with messy salt-and-pepper hair and a stubble beard he seemed remarkably less interested in his personal appearance than that of his pristine grocery store. The contrast was edging towards funny. 

“Who's that, your girl?” He nodded towards me as Jason high-fived him, and to my amusement I noticed a hint of a pink glow appear on Jason's cheeks.

“Um.. no, I just met her.” He stuttered the first words before regaining full control over his voice “She’s a runaway.” 

The even tone with which he revealed my secret startled me, and I cast an inane 

glance in his direction.

'”Ah, I see.” the shopkeeper smiled at me. “I'm Mike, or old Mike. If you're one of those formally-raised youngsters don’t hesitate to call me Mr. Oller, though that always makes me feel like I'm no longer young.” He laughed at full volume, his belly shaking, then extended a hand and leaned over the counter. I accepted his gesture, saying. “I'm Jess. Nice to meet you, Mr. … Mike.”

Out of habit I’d started with formally naming him, as I’d been taught to do since I was young. His remark entered my mind before I uttered his last name, and it occurred to me that he preferred not to be addressed in such an official way.  

I felt like slapping myself on the forehead for my stupid remark, my indecision had led me to a rather random outcome.

“Mr. Mike?” Jason smirked, entertained, and patted me on the shoulder.  “Nice going, Jess.” 

It was my turn to blush.

Jason hitched his baggy pants higher up his hips before he tightened his black belt. I inadvertently noticed the decorated buckle. It dawned on me that the black and white graffiti words across the metal spelled Bulldog. The background sported the faint outlines of a dog’s head in various shades of grey. 

“It’s Bulldog.” Jason remarked. 

I smiled, my cheeks no longer burning. “I’ve never heard of that brand before.” 

He grinned, amused. “That might be because it isn’t a high-class brand, well, as far as I know. It’s just a random buckle. I don’t really have the money to buy designer clothes.”

“Me, either.” I admitted. Though my parents were, so to say, loaded, my family had never overdone it with extremely pricey clothes, furniture or other household items. Before Michael came into our lives the general mentality my parents wanted to get across to us was that it was important to save money for a rainy day, rather than spend it by the bucket on items we’d use for a certain length of time before they broke or simply became redundant. Of course we lived in a large, beautiful house, and indulged ourselves with holidays overseas, but you wouldn’t find my parents shopping for their furniture at a designer kitchen table outlet, they’d rather drive down to the local IKEA for good quality and affordability. 

“You look like a rich girl.” he commented out of the blue, and I frowned, wondering what he meant. 

I definitely didn’t look all that prosperous, with my sopping everyday clothes consisting of jeans, a sweater, a simple jacket and Converse shoes. The shoes weren’t the cheapest ones out there, but I wouldn’t call them expensive, per se.

“Why’s that?” I asked. From the corner of my eye I noticed that Mike was watching us, entertained, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

“You just… look rich? I don’t know, but I doubt you’re from the area. You look like a South-side type of girl.” 

I hadn’t a clue how he guessed that, and nodded. “I am.”

“I knew it!” He slapped his palm on the counter, then laughed, realizing that Mike was leaning in on our conversation. “The news said it, Jess. Figured I’d tell you before you began thinking I was, like, psycho or something.”

I grinned cheerfully. “The term is psychic, Jason.”

-Chapter Two-

Mike regarded us with patience, waiting until we were done laughing before he asked us what it was that we wanted.
“Oh, um, bread, cheese and apples, thanks” Jason was still grinning as he browsed through the small stack of gum on the counter, pulling out what appeared to be the last Spearmint flavored pack from a pile of Strawberry-Peach ones. “And this.”

I gazed at him, astounded that his order didn’t include junk food. After all, being teenagers, it wasn’t unlikely to be sent out to buy healthy foodstuffs, and return home with an extra bag of chips or other typical adolescent snacks.  
Mike lifted bread off the shelf behind him, placing it in a paper bag, then walked past me and picked up the cheese, and the apples, which Jason could’ve easily gotten himself. Though I’d never been in a local grocery store before, I assumed there was more than your usual neighborhood-shopkeeper-knows-his-customer-relationship between the two.  

“That all, son?” Mike eyed him. I intervened with a shake of my head. “I’d like a soda.” Adding. “Please.” I dug into my pocket to find my money. Both Mike and Jason were silent as I counted out one dollar fifty. The silence dawned on me, and I slowly looked up, sensing their gazes, to find Mike staring at me. 

“You don't have to pay at Old Mike's if you're a runaway, missy.” He said, amusement breaking through on his kind, wrinkly face again. I nodded, relieved that the awkward moment had passed, and slid the coins back into my pocket. 

“Thanks.” I mumbled, unsure of what else to say.

“On second thought, can we get some canned tomato soup as well?” Jason leaned against the counter, drumming on the Formica surface. He was obviously very at home in the shop.

“How many?”

“Three, please.”

Old Mike placed the cans on the counter, then handed me a can of soda, which I accepted with muttered words of gratitude. I didn’t understand why Jason and Mike were so kind to me. Neither one of them had seen me before, neither knew anything more than my name, general area of residence, and current runaway status, and yet they found it no problem at all to provide me with a free drink. 

“Say hi to them other rascals for me, will you?” Mike raised his hand to high-five his teenage pal one more time. Jason accepted the gesture, and their palms made contact in mid-air with a soft slapping sound. 

“Jess, would you mind keeping the stuff in your bag?” Jason turned to face me. I hesitated a moment. If he was on his way home, he’d have to take it all out of my bag again before entering his house. There was no way in hell that I’d meet his parents, for they’d snitch to the police the moment they saw me. Or would they? I glanced at Mike. He hadn’t bought me out to the cops. 

“Of course not.” I finally replied, and lifted my bag, holding it open. Jason scooped all the groceries into it in one swoop, though he then salvaged the apples from being crushed under cans of soup. Closing my bag I readjusted the shoulder strap, then lifted my soda off the counter. 

“Thanks.” He smiled at me again, and I shrugged. “No problem.”

Jason held open the door, and I treaded over the slightly raised doorstep, bracing myself. I knew the cold would be cruel. Partially hiding my face in the collar of my jacket I waved, glancing back over my shoulder, as Mike raised his hand in greeting. 

The rain hadn’t returned, but the wind was still ripping at our clothes and hair, taking away our body heat impressively fast. Jason headed to the right, farther away from where we'd met, and I followed, catching up.

“Where are you going?” Watching him from the corner of my eye I tried to act laid-back. 

A smile played around the corners of his mouth as he answered. “My tree house.”

For a moment I thought he was joking, but when he didn’t rephrase or explain I assumed he had been serious. 

“I- I assumed you were on your way home…” my voice failed me as he cast a dark glare in my direction. 

“I am.” He said.

Taken aback I continued after him, then asked, for lack of a better thing to say. “Where's your tree house?” 

“In the woods, in a tree.” He clarified, then lowered his pace. “Want me to carry your bag for you?”

His friendly offer was so forthcoming that I could barely keep myself from beaming. I shook my head. “Thanks, but I'm fine.” 

I paused a moment, listening to the dull thudding of our footsteps, nearly drowned out by the raging wind. 

“Jason?”

“Yea?”

“Who did Mike mean when he said say hi to them other rascals for me?”

“My god! You're interesting and curious!” He joked, then stopped walking. I turned to him, mildly confused. Before I could say a word he began to speak.

“He meant my friends, the people I live with.” He explained, then breathed out loudly, clearly not pleased with the current topic of conversation. “Look, I ran away from my house when I was ten, a kid still, and if it wasn’t for Mike I wouldn’t have made it. He built me a tree house, the one we're going to. During winters I'd stay with him, hiding out in his house or playing in his back yard, staying out of the sight of neighbors as much as possible. He once had to pretend I was his grandson to get rid of one of them old ogling ladies that spend their days spying on people.”

He ran his hand across his face slowly, as though to gain a moment to think, then spoke softly, with a bitter undertone not usually found in teenagers. A tone that spoke volumes about human failure and disillusionment.

“Summers were spent camping out in my improvised house, with sleeping bags and campfires, so I got used to taking care of myself. When I was twelve I met Drew, and Ally, a sister and brother who’d also run away. Their granddad, a solitary man, had left them a house in the woods that barely anyone knew was there. Anyway, they moved in there, using all the things left behind from when their granddad lived there, seeing as no one had bothered to pack his belongings and empty the place out. They told me he was hated by their dad, though they never knew why. Some family issues.”

I was listening in awe to his story, and noticed that he was staring at his feet, in turn avoiding eye contact. In a way the whole history didn’t ring true to me, for I wasn’t a big believer in coincidences, and these kids meeting each other was one hell of a major coincidence.

He continued after a momentary break. “I showed them my tree house, introduced them to Mike, and then as our friendship grew they asked me to come live with them. Mike helped us clean out the house, made it a place fit for three teens to live in, and that’s where we’ve been staying since.”

“So, how many of you are there then? Three right?”

“Nope, five.”

Now I found it extremely difficult to hide my disbelief, and wondered whether it was as clearly written across my face as I thought it was.

“There’s Ally and Drew, Christy, Thomas and, well, me of course.”

“All runaways?”

My trust diminished to nonexistent levels as he nodded in reply. Finding it hard to believe that five runaway teens could possibly find one another, as well as being lucky enough to have a place to stay, I eyed his face. I’d been quick to trust him, probably too quick, but his kind way of treating me and general friendly attitude had made me want to be able to trust him. I narrowed my eyes, suspicious of his motives.

“How do you figure five astray teens meet?” I questioned, wary. 

“Luck? Fate? Coincidence? Hell, maybe God willed it to be this way.” He stated, occurring as serious as could be. I tilted my head to the right. “You religious?”

“No.” His lips curled into an amused smile. “But I thought you might be.”

I wasn’t quite as amused as he was. “In other words.” my tone became colder than the temperature of the air around us. “You said it hoping that I’d be convinced to come with you.”

He shuffled his feet, then straitened his sweater out and nodded. “Kind of.”

“Right.” I gave him an angry glare. “I’m leaving, Jason.”

As I turned away I half expected him to grab my arm, and balled my hand into a fist, ready to punch him if he tried. Once I was several steps away from him I began to regret walking off. 

Damn. I fleetingly shut my eyes. I have his groceries.

Listening for his footsteps I half-heartedly discovered they were following me, hollow on the mossy street tiles. Spinning abruptly to face him I growled. “What?”

Startled by my strong reaction he took a step back, his expression hidden in the shadows. We were several meters away from the nearest lamppost, standing in a near-dimness that created a rather daunting atmosphere. 

“Just wondering where you’re going.” 

“Away.”

“Well, obviously,” He said with a sigh, rolling his eyes, this time in sincere annoyance. “But where to?” 

“Why is that any of your business?” I scowled, debating whether or not I wished he’d leave me alone. 

“It’s not.” 

“I’ve got somewhere to go, just let me be.” I spun around and continued to walk away, surprised that he hadn’t asked for the groceries. 

“We both know that’s bullshit.”

I faced him, taking a large step towards him, furious. “Do we?”

“Logically speaking, if you had somewhere to be you would not have spent hours at that stupid railing, and you’d have never been tempted to follow a complete stranger to his tree house. Jess, seriously, your actions are not those of someone who has a place to stay.”

Taking a deep breath to control my rising temper I glared at him again. “So what, you’re saying I’m an idiot because I did do those things?”

“No.” He raised his hands, and I almost felt bad for making him so uncomfortable. “Look, I don’t want to fight, okay? I know you don’t have a place to stay, but I do, so I’m going to go there right now and you can… go find that place that doesn’t exist where there’s supposedly someone waiting for you.”

Ouch.

I shrugged, cursing myself for letting his comment get to me as my heart stung. I focused my attention on my soda, nonchalantly popping open the can and taking a gulp. The sugary taste flooded my mouth, and the fizz stung my tongue. I heard my stomach growl in protest. I hadn’t eaten anything the entire day, save from a chocolate bar I’d tossed into my bag this morning. I always had some candy lying around my room, though when I needed it, of course, my stash was rather empty.

“You don’t believe me because you don’t believe in coincidences, right? You don’t consider it probable that five, now six, runaway teenagers would find one another in a city like ours.”

I didn’t answer, sipping my drink.

“Am I right?” he asked, slowly approaching. I deepened my frown and continued to drink. My empty stomach emitted more noises, feeling weird. 

“Your story doesn’t seem plausible, no.” Although I hated to admit it I was willing myself to agree with him, if only to find out if he was telling the truth. His story was, however implausible, extremely tempting to believe simply because I wanted it to be true. The urge to simply switch off my rational thoughts and follow him was slowly growing stronger inside me.  But then again, if I did think rationally…

“What is it? Do you think I’m some kind of crazy serial killer?” 

I widened my eyes, taking in his upset tone and expression. Could he read minds or what?

“Very well then, I can’t help someone who doesn’t want my help. Have a nice life, Jess, maybe we’ll meet again.” He extended a hand, which I regarded with a frown, one hand by my side, the other clutching onto the can. We both remained motionless for nearly a minute, then he retracted his hand, giving me a glare of frustration. 

“Fine.”

Watching him walk away I felt my heart sink to somewhere around my ankles, and yelled out his name before I could stop myself. 

He raised one eyebrow, looking back over his shoulder. He silently waited through the long minute it took me to verbalize my thoughts.

“Don’t leave,” I heard myself say “I’m coming with you.”

He appeared flabbergasted. Running his hand through his hair he nodded. “Okay…. May I ask, what changed your mind?”

“The thought of having to ring my doorbell and face my family.” I answered truthfully. When I caught up with him I kept walking, and he soon fell into step with me. I drank down the soda, then tossed the empty can into a bin that was strapped to a lamppost as we passed.

“Do you think our meeting was a coincidence?” He questioned. I could feel his gaze on me.

“I don’t know.”

“I think it’s fate.”

We left it at that, continuing in silence. 

A minute or two later we crossed the road again and went up a side street that led into the woods. The pavement ended, and we stepped onto a muddy road, our shoes sinking slightly into the dirt as we walked. Tall trees loomed over us, nearly without leaves, and I smiled. It had been a long time since I was in a real forest. There were no lampposts beyond this point, I noted. I slowed my pace, the darkness growing more intense with every step I took. 

“Jess, are you okay?” He was nearly invisible, standing a few meters further down the path. 

“Yea.” I glanced back at the well-lit street behind me. “I’m fine. It’s just… dark.”

“Don’t worry about it, I know the way.” 

I made a sound that could be interpreted as either agreement or sarcasm, then continued walking. I was glad to see that he waited for me to catch up before he carried on down the road.

Silence slowly began to surround us, and I allowed my gaze to dart around in the dark, trying to locate anything that seemed to concur with my apprehensive feeling. There was no one to be seen, though, and I promised myself we were merely surrounded by trees. Come on, don’t be such a twit. There’s no one around, and plus, Jason’s with me. Rational thought butted in with a snide, yea, Jason’s with you, that’s the problem.

“You scared of the dark?” He questioned, not trying to be subtle at all, casting a sideward glance at me.

“No.” I shrugged. “I’m scared of what might be hiding in the dark.”

“Sorry.” He kicked away a pebble, the white rock reflecting the nearly inexistent light as it flew into the bushes at the side of the road. “I should’ve brought my flashlight.”

He stopped walking, turning towards me. I frowned, my eyes meeting his. During the second of silence I prepared to recoil, fear fluttering briefly though my system.

“Want me to go back and get a flashlight from Mike?”

His remark was so innocent and caring that I felt bad about thinking, for even a second, that his intentions were dire. 

“It’s alright Jason, but thanks.” 

He shrugged. “All right then, let’s get to the tree house before the rain returns.” 

We both fell silent as we continued down the road, our thoughts drifting in their own solemn directions. After several minutes Jason stopped walking again. This time I waited for him to explain himself before allowing myself to be surprised.

“There.” He pointed up. I followed the general direction his finger was aiming at, but was unable to find out what exactly he was trying to tell me, my gaze moving from his face to the branches above, and back, with slowly rising eyebrows.

“The tree house, it's over there, if you look closely.” He explained patiently, then gestured that I should follow him as he stepped over the low shrubs and bushes towards the scarred stem of an old oak. I could see it now, sitting about seven meters above the forest floor, supported by the strong branches of the oak. Damn, he’d been serious about the tree house! I still hadn’t eliminated the possibility of it being a hoax.

Jason grinned at me, somewhat challenging. “So.. you think you can climb that high?”

I smirked, jokingly offended, all my doubt and worry having been short-lived. There were obviously mysteries surrounding him, but I had concluded that over time they’d be explained. He didn’t seem dangerous, but then again, if necessary even I could be dangerous, so that hadn’t been much of a convincing thought. The real reason I’d decided to trust him was, however corny it may sound, the truth that I saw in his eyes when he talked to me about his past. Even though at that moment I hadn’t believed him, his eyes had been sincere. 

“Don't underestimate me, Jason.” I replied, examining the mossy branch over my head before I reached up and closed my right hand around it tightly. Steadying my foot on a square, man-made indentation in the trunk of the tree I grabbed hold of another branch with my left hand. Without much strain I pulled myself up, securing my other foot in another hole in the trunk. Whoever had taken their time to create a makeshift staircase had earned my appreciation, for sure. 

Continuing upwards, using various branches to support my weight, I glanced down. “You made the indentations?” 

He looked small from above, and I realized that if I slipped  from the top of the tree I’d probably kill him upon impact. Having a teenage girl fall on your head from seven meters height is definitely going to give you a headache.

“Yea, with Mike’s help. They’re a little small, some of them, but it makes climbing relatively easy. They end about three meters short of the tree house, though.”

Crap, I thought, the last and most dangerous part of the climb is where I’ll be most likely to fall. That’s just fucking awesome. 

 Wishing he hadn’t elaborated that detail I felt my pulse quicken, my suppressed fear of heights turning my legs to jelly. The branches were slick with the rain that had fallen most of the day, and I thanked Mother Nature for not letting rain pour down on us now.

“Want me to take your bag?” He asked, meters below me, and this time I refrained from glancing down over my shoulder, afraid that seeing how high I was would make freeze up. I’d never been all that good with heights.

I shook my head, concentrating on hauling myself higher up. When finally I was sitting on a moss-covered branch, quite securely, I answered him, my eyes on the branch above me. “It's fine, thanks.  I can carry it.”

I shifted my weight and decided that I preferred not to imagine what color the backside of my jeans would be after planting it on a moss-covered and muddy branch. 

The tree house was about meter above my head. Despite the fact that the trunk indentations had stopped two meters below me it hadn’t proven to be as difficult without them as I’d expected, for I’d simply used the strength of my arms to lift myself enough to set my foot on the next branch.

There was  a hatch in the floor right over me, and I lifted myself slightly, then noticed something and settled back down on the branch.

“Jason?”

“Yea?”

“There’s a… padlock on the door.”

“Oh, right.” He sounded irritated with himself, and I assumed he felt stupid for forgetting. I heard sounds I identified as him fumbling in his pockets, followed by the jingling of a set of keys.  

“Jess?” 

I glanced down, my heart nearly stopping as I saw how high up I was. In the jolt of fear it felt like I was falling. Get it together, Jess, get a damn grip on it. 

Jason stood almost directly underneath me, staring up. 

“Here, catch!” He lowered the hand that held the keys, then tossed them up with force. The keys passed me, hit the bottom of the tree house with an edgy metal-versus-wood strike, and plummeted down. My reflexes caused me to reach out for it with both hands. 

Damn.

The second I released the wood that had supported me I let out a scream, slipping off the branch. One hand closed around the keys, clinging on to them for dear life as though they could keep me from falling. The other encircled a slimy, wet branch. My shoulder received a painful amount of weight as I dropped, and my hand left the wet moss, the branch slipping from my grasp.  

I was falling now, and stuck out my arms, catching them on branches and finally getting a grip on one of them. I breathed shallowly, my heartbeat going through the roof, as I stood still, no longer tumbling down. I noticed that my feet were being held up by something. Or more precisely, someone. 

My arms ached, raw with new scratches, the day-old bruises throbbing dully as if to notify me of their presence. I glanced down, panting, to find Jason right under me, his arms strait up above his head, my shoes resting on the palms of his hands. 

What the…

“You okay?” He called up, sounding winded. I was trembling, my nails digging into the mossy covering of the wood I clutched onto. Unable to formulate words, I nodded, though I knew he could see it. 

I strained my shaking muscles, lifting myself back to the safety of the strong branches with a madly pounding heart. Stuffing the keys into my pocket I drew air deep into my lungs. If it wasn’t for Jason I'd have fallen down the rest of the way, which currently looked like approximately four meters, most likely breaking my neck as I hit the ground. The way he was standing was unbelievable, his shoes planted steadily on two dripping branches that were about a meter apart, observing the palms of his hands with impressive comfort. If I had dared to release the wood I was clinging onto I’d have rubbed my eyes to make sure they weren’t deceiving me.

“Yea, I'm good, you?” I finally answered, having recuperated the ability to speak. 

“Fine.” He was next to me in seconds, resting his hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s go up, I’ll be next to you.”

“How did you…”

“Years of circus lessons my parents forced me to go to, in combination with excessive tree climbing.” He beamed, then nudged me. “Come on, climb back up.”

After what felt like an eternity we were under the hatch, and Jason smiled at me, soothing. “You did great.”

“Thanks, but we both know that’s not true.”

“You made it, didn’t you? So what’s not great about that?” He asked, taking the keys out of my pocket and reaching up with both arms to the padlock, swiftly unlocking it. 

He was so comfortable standing this high up, with nothing more than his legs holding his weight and balance, that I felt suddenly inadequate. With my heartbeat in a frenzy, hands still shaking, and rapid breathing I was the opposite of tranquil. 

I couldn’t wait to have a floor under the soles of my shoes. 

“Thanks.” I said meekly as he pushed up and turned the slab of wood on its hinges, opening the door inwards. “For, you know, saving me.” 

“No problem.” He disappeared through the hatch, then poked his head out. “Hand me the bag.”

I did as he asked, then discovered how much easier it was to climb without a whole lot of weight on my shoulder, and easily heaved myself through the opening, moving away from the hole in the floor on hands and knees.  The inside of the tree house was dim, and smelled like wet wood. 

“Glad to have a floor under you, huh?” He grinned at my relieved expression, and I nodded, amused. “Yea, way. I seriously thought I was going to die.”

“Trust me, no one’s going to do any dying while I’m around.” He commented, then announced. “There's dry clothes in that trunk, I think they'll fit you.”

Gesturing at a wooden trunk that stood on the floor beside me he scrutinized me with his stare, then added. “Well, they should fit you.” 

When I didn’t make any movements towards the crate, rather surprised by the unexpected comment, he smiled at me warmly. 

“Clothes?” I frowned at him, and he nodded, insisting. “Go ahead, take a look.” 

I removed the lid, carefully setting it down on the floor, and went through the neatly piled clothing, finding jeans, t-shirts and sweaters, and even underwear. I frowned and turned to him, several articles of clothing still in my hands. 

“Jason… Whose are they?”

“They... they belonged to Susie” His expression clouded over, now stern, and I had the feeling that I had asked the wrong question. He ran his hand through his wet hair yet again, making it stand up in spikes, repeating slowly. “They used to be Susie’s.”

I decided not to ask any further, it was clear that it was someone who he had cared about, someone who was now either dead or otherwise out of his reach. Most likely not the latter, I concluded, his expression one of pure grief and loss.

He flicked his hand towards my left casually, clearly hoping I would ignore the shimmery wetness of his eyes. “Towels are in that trunk, I'll go outside so you can change, let me know when you're done, alright?”

Without waiting for a reply he dropped through the opening, athletic, closing the hatch door as he disappeared out of my line of sight. I sat in silence for a moment, my gaze on the trunk, cradling Susie's clothes in my hands, my eyes welling. 

He'd not told me his entire life story yet, not by far, but he had shared more with me than I had given back. 

I’d recited the horrid events that turned my life around only three times, first to my mom, and then to two different members of law enforcement after they questioned me. Everyone else had gotten the tearful 101 from my mom later on. Well, or from the news reports,  for that matter.  

I pulled off my coat, feeling much lighter without it, then unzipped my blue sweater vest and paused, glancing out the small glass window behind me, seeing nothing but dripping leaves in the dark. Remembering that Jason sat outside in the cold waiting for me to come get him I began untying the shoelaces of my Converse, pulling them off my feet. I set them down on the floor beside the crate, then went on, peeling off my jeans with some difficulty. 

They were sticking to my skin damply and didn’t appear too happy to be removed. I was amazed that I didn’t remove half my skin during the minute I spent yanking at the leg parts of the jeans, then exhaled thankfully as they came loose, and dropped the pants on top of my coat. 

Swiftly removing my sweater and shirt I grabbed the rough towel and dried off, not bothering to change into other underwear. Forcefully rubbing my short hair with the towel I winced, having forgotten again about the bump on my head. I ignored the blue marks on my skin and got dressed in a haste.

Hugging myself, savoring the warmth of the dry clothes I tried to control the shivering and goose bumps. It was going to take more than this to warm me up, though, and I hoped I would get the chance to stay inside the tree house for long enough to do so. 

I pushed my clothes into the corner, in a wet heap, and lifted the unexpectedly weighty wooden door. When I called out his name he stuck his head into the room, his brown hair dripping water down his face “It’s raining.” He announced matter-of-factly, then added. “You done?” 

“Yea.” I smiled at him. He placed his hands, palms flat, on the floor on either side of the entrance to the tree house, using his arm power to lift himself through the hatch. 

Crawling to the center of the room he pulled a black lighter out of his pocket. A glass case hung from the ceiling, a white candle in its center, and he reached up to them. After a kind smile in my direction he lit the candle, turned, tilted the wooden hatch back into place, and covered up the lines in the floor with a rug. 

He rested his eyes on me, looking me up and down for a second. “You look nice.” He then said, although his eyes were full of pain. I assumed no one had worn these clothes since their original owner had slipped through his fingers. 

“Thanks.” I wasn’t sure what to do, feeling useless for not knowing how to cheer him up. I sighed, resting my gaze on my hands, which were cradled in my lap.

“So… how do you like the house?” He asked. It was a very welcome attempt at starting a conversation. To be honest I hadn’t paid that much attention to my surroundings yet, being preoccupied with changing. I allowed my gaze to wander around the room before answering. 

A thin mattress was lying in one corner, rolled up, blankets and a pillow atop of it. 

Simple cupboards and crates lined two of the four walls, the third, directly opposite me, had a stone fireplace. My gaze lingered there, for it struck me as odd. What person in their right mind would light a fire in a wooden tree house? 

“Mike built it, it's secure.” He assured me, apparently having followed the direction of my gaze to see what I was looking at. “I know, it seems stupid to have a fireplace in a wooden home in a tree, but Mike did something with the wood to make it more flame resistant. Some kind of see through paint fire retardant… I don’t know.”

“I like the tree house.” I admitted, watching him smile in relief. “It’s really nice.”

Silence fell, and I puckered my brow as something dawned on me. “Don't you need to change?”

He pulled a face, wiping the water off his brow, as though I’d asked him something impossible, then grinned at himself. “Yea, I guess I do, huh? Suggest you don’t go outside though.”

The rain ticked on the roof, and I glanced out the window, watching thick droplets smash into the green leaves. It was raining quite relentlessly, but that wasn’t unusual for September. What an awesome month to run away in, I thought to myself, why the hell hadn’t I picked June?
“Just… turn around?” He opted, and I shrugged, moving back to give him some more space, then turned and sat. Wrapping my arms around my knees, hugging them to my chest, I warmed myself up.  

I heard him undress and dry off behind me, and faster than I expected he tapped on my shoulder. “'Done.” He announced, then pulled a playful face, pouting. “Are you sure you didn’t peek?”

I laughed, facing him. “Yea, pretty sure.”

He was dressed even nicer than before, wearing dark denims, a black sweater vest with the words ‘Protest Wear’ printed across the chest, and a plain white shirt. He was, I noticed, wearing the same belt. One thing I couldn’t get my mind around was where he’d gotten the budget to buy clothes like these.

“You look nice.” I told him, and he nodded. “I know.”

His eyes were alight with joy, and I understood that he was being macho. “So, you like this belt, huh?” I said, smiling when he let out a meant-to-be-surprised sound. “Now how would you know that?” He joked. “Are you psycho?”

I laughed. Despite having already heard him say this once before, it came up quite funny at a tone that was an octave higher than his normal voice. 

“No, I’m not.” I shoved him playfully. “And I’m not psychic either.”

“Nerd.” He grinned, then got started with wood and matches in the fireplace as I settled comfortably against the wall, enjoying the calm mood. Within minutes a fire was burning in the hearth, sending a warm, pleasant glow across the room. My anxiously beating heart had calmed now that a solid floor was under me. 

“Hey, can you pass me a can of soup?” He grabbed a tripod out of the cupboard next to him and set it over the fire carefully, then retrieved a pan. I reached over and pulled my bag towards me, leaning it on my leg as I handed him a can of tomato soup. Our hands touched briefly as he reached out to take the can, and I felt my face go red. Damn it, Jess, damn it. 

He didn’t notice my colored cheeks, and opened the can, emptying its contents into the pan before setting the soup over the fire. He adjusted the position of the pan several times, apparently trying to keep the plastic handle from standing directly in the flames. Good call, I thought, wondering how long it would take for a person to die of inhaling toxic plastic fumes in a confines space like a tree house. 

“Where do your friends live? In this house that you mentioned?” I asked.

“Yea,” He nodded, pulling open a drawer and picking up a large spoon. “I live there too. With this bad weather I didn’t feel like walking through the forest before having a bite to eat. You like tomato soup I hope?”

“Yea, love it.” I really did, considering it my favorite type of soup. Actually, it was the only type of soup that I enjoyed, the rest I had the tendency to call ‘non-food’. 

“It’s my favorite.” He announced, stirring the softly bubbling liquid. “Tomato soup is heaven on Earth.”

“I agree.” I pushed my bag to my right, still within reach, and grabbed my Converse shoes, inspecting them. They weren’t all that muddy.

“They’ll dry, just put them near the fire.” He told me, nodding towards his Converse, which were already standing before the warm flames.

He leaned towards me, lifted up the shoes and set them down beside his. 

“Thanks.” 

“No problem.” He stirred the soup again, and I began to see steam coming off it. “Jason?”

“Yea?”

“Why… why are you helping me?”

“It’s in my nature, I guess.” He shrugged. “If there hadn’t been people to help me when….” 

He paused, searching for words, then said. “When I was younger…”

I waited patiently for him to continue his anecdote, especially because he’d finished halfway though a sentence. He didn’t carry on, so I shifted my weight, watching him.

“Jason?”

“Yea?”

“What were you gonna say?”

“Nothing important. Don’t worry bout it. It’s just in my nature to help people in need, that’s all I wanted to say.”

“Alright.” I left it that, for I understood clearly that he didn’t want to say what he had nearly revealed. Judging by the hurt in his eyes it had been something bad. And who knew better than me what it felt like to not want to say some things because they allowed too much pain to surface?

“Do you have any siblings?”

“Nope.” He shook his head. Studying him as he stared at the soup, probably willing it to heat up faster, I thought about home and checked my watch. It was eight p.m., almost twelve hours since I left. Mom and Michael were probably finishing up diner right now, convinced that I would show up before the clock hit the late hours of the night. No such luck, I grimly told them in my mind, if it’s up to me I’ll never see you again. 

The kid’s confused faces entered my mind’s eye. My heart clenched, as though a frosty fist was closing around it, tightening, squeezing the life out of me. I felt a sting of guilt for leaving my siblings, and sighed, reaching in my bag for my diary. 

Katy's bedtime was seven-thirty, so she'd have eaten at seven with Jake, and normally me, and be in bed by now. Jake would go to sleep soon as well, in about fifteen minutes. This was the first night in a year and a half that I wasn’t there to tuck them in.

I closed my eyes for a moment, relieved to see that my diary had been spared from the rain. I had covered it in three layers of plastic bags before I left, and if it wasn’t for the plastic covers it would have been as soaked as the rest of my belongings. I guess I’d done at least one thing right today. 

Peeling away the layers of plastic carefully, to make sure I'd be able to re-use them, I made my way through to my diary. The booklet had a solid black cover, the paper it shielded lineless and smooth. The best thing to use for a diary, from my point of view, for the blank pages allowed for writing as well as sticking in pictures, tickets, and other artifacts from trips and events. Not that there had been many of those the past year, but it was the thought that counted. 

Two photos were directly inside the cover, not glued in, but loosely placed between the pages. They were what I had been in search of.

“What's that?” Jason asked, kneeling in front of me curiously.

“My diary. I have pictures of my family in there.” I explained, handing him a professionally taken family photo of almost two years ago. My dad, Brian, was sitting on a chair outside our home, in the backyard, his brown hair as messy as always, his hazel eyes carefree. 

My mom, Amy, was standing behind her husband, carrying Lesley, my at the time three-year-old sister. Amy's smile was dazzling and affectionate, kind as my mom used to be, her light blonde hair loosely draped over her shoulders. 

It had been mid-summer, and everyone was dressed in t-shirts and shorts, with tanned skin and sun-bleached hair. I remembered it so clearly that it felt as though it happened no more than a day ago, and wished I could somehow return to that moment, and, just once, be able to feel the warmth of a loving family again. I focused on the picture, trying to push away the grief. 

Lesley's hair was in cute pigtails, her green eyes, which ran in the family but had somehow skipped me, staring wisely at whoever was taking the photo. Jake, my now ten-year-old brother, was kneeling on the right side of my dad, waving at the camera, a broad, gap-toothed smile on his face. Katy, my now six-year-old sister, was sitting on the floor, her fingers curled into a peace sign, her brown hair in a messy ponytail. 

Then there was me, standing on my father's left, my arm hanging freely over his shoulders, smiling as brightly as the rest of my family. 

“We always had our photo taken, once a year.” I explained. “My mom always said it would be awesome memories one day, when we could look back at all the years of photos. The first one dates from the year I was born.”

“That’s a pretty cool family tradition.” He eyed the photo, his gaze sliding over the happy faces, the smiles, and the general sense of joy that radiated off the snapshot. 

I noticed a hint of confusion in Jason's frown, and realized that he didn’t understand why anyone would run away from something that was so perfect. I could identify with his confusion, for what he didn’t know was  that my sister Lesley would've turned four last month, had she not been murdered. 

-Chapter Three-

His expression was pure confusion as he scanned the picture once more, his eyes resting on my dad’s face. “That your stepfather?” 

I shook my head unhurriedly. “That’s my dad.”

Jason didn’t understand my motives, but I didn’t blame him, seeing as there was no way anyone could've guessed the reason for bolting out on a family like that. Back then we’d been content. A normal, loving family in a magnificent home. 

“Jason… that photo is almost two years old.” I paused briefly. “It’s the last picture that was taken of my baby sister Lesley, and my dad, before they were-” I couldn’t get myself to say the word out loud, and weakly added. “Before they died.”

I closed my eyes, trying to convince myself that I hadn’t seen the horror on his face, the sheer pity in his gaze, as I told him two members of my family had died. 

He glanced down at the snapshot as my finger caressed the imagine of my youngest sister. She was only two there, a week from turning three.  

“A couple of days after we had it taken, Lesley, dad and I went for a walk, in the park across the street from our home. It was the summer holiday, August, nice weather, so we did that, my family, go for walks.. The others stayed home, Katy and Jake too busy entertaining themselves with water balloons in the back yard, mom supervising the little mischief-makers.” I swallowed heavily, my eyes still tightly shut. I was adding background details to put off having to tell him how it happened, to stall having to share the painful memory for the fourth time in my life.

After telling mom, and the officers that accounted for re-run two and three, I had never said a word about it to anyone again. I hadn’t uttered a single sentence about what had happened, specifically. Spending most my time sitting in my attic, staring a photos, I became isolated, dwelling on the past, unable to let go. I opened my tearful eyes. Jason’s compassionate frown of defeat urged me on, so I stammered my way though the anecdote. 

“We had only just entered the park when a man stepped out of the bushes, face hidden by a ski-mask, and jumped my dad. He was yelling something about court, and convictions, and that my mom, a federal prosecutor, was to blame for this. My dad shouted, struggling to get out of the man's hold.”

The soup bubbled violently, and I saw Jason cast an aggravated glance in the direction of the hearth, as though he blamed it for interrupting me. 

“Dad hollered. Take Lesley! Take Lesley and run Jess!” Jason widened his eyes, fidgeting with the sleeve of his sweater. 

“I lifted my sister out of her buggy and bolted away, holding her close. My dad was left behind. I think he knew… I think he knew he wasn’t going to get out of it alive. I heard yelling and choked coughing, and him moaning in pain.”

I took in a new, deep breath and held it as I clenched my fist, my nails digging into my palm. The pressure of grief on my chest was starting to suffocate me. Physically and mentally unable to continue my voice faltered as a warm tear slid down my cheek. It tickled my neck as it persistently went on, gliding downward to soak into the fabric of my sweater. I clenched my eyes shut again, forcing another tear out. 

“I- I guess I just wasn't fast enough. He caught up, maybe two meters before I would have reached the exit of the park, and tripped me. I fell, turning, so that I wouldn’t crush Lesley when I hit the ground. He yanked her right out of my hands, right out of my arms, and-” 

I fell silent, unable to say it, then opened my eyes and glanced at Jason, whose pale face told me he understood what had happened to my sister. 

“I hear her crying in my sleep.” I said, obstructed, as he rested a hand on my shoulder in a very welcome gesture of support. “She was… she was five days from turning three.”

He moved closer, his eyes unmistakably wet. I semi-reluctantly allowed him to swing his arms around me. 

“I was so sure he was going to kill me next, but he just stared at me, with these cold, dark eyes, told me to let my mom know that it was her fault. He said to me Thank your mom for this, bitch, their blood is on her hands, and if she doesn’t understand the message I’ll come back for you.” I shook my head, unclenching my fists, deciding that I was comfortable in Jason’s embrace.

“I didn’t tell her, though, because it would've devastated her even more, and my family received enough pain from those two fucking minutes it took that rat bastard to murder them. I guess… I guess I preferred to keep my mom sane, even if it risked him coming back for me. Apparently though she did what they wanted, because… well, I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“I'm sorry, Jess, I'm so sorry.” He whispered, drawing me nearer to him. 

“They never caught him. He's out there, thinking he got away.” I sobbed, burying my face in the comfortable warmth of his shoulder. I let out the words I’d been stifling inside myself for a year and a half. “I don't understand why I didn’t die too.” 

He was speechless, and silently tightened his embrace, which was enough of a comfort for me. Words aren't always necessary to show that you care.

The smell of tomato soup had spread around us, and I could hear it bubbling vividly  in its pan above the fire. Jason released me, moving over to one of the cupboards and retrieving two bowls and spoons. I dried my tears with my sleeve, sniffing.

“You want some?” He asked me kindly, and I nodded, wiping the remaining tears off face. He handed me a steaming bowl of soup, then scooped spoonfuls into another bowl, his back turned to me. 

Finally he sat down and leaned against the wall beside me in silence. My story hung between us like a thick, smothering fog. I didn’t want to say anything, my mind devoid of any conversation topics.  He tapped his spoon against the bowl, appearing deep in thought, and so we spent the subsequent minutes without conversing, eating our diner.

Eventually Jason cleared his throat, hesitated, then said. “Jess… Where's the rest of your family? Your mom? Your sister and brother?”

“At home, on the other side of Semverton-South, with my mom's new husband… Michael.” I explained, then continued eating.

“Michael is the step dad who-” he caught himself before saying anything, then finished. “The one you don’t get along with.”

“Yes.”

“Oh…” He nodded, pretending that it made sense to him, and stared at his feet, wiggling his toes as though he wanted to have something to look at. 

“It probably doesn’t make sense to you, does it?”

For a second it looked as though he was going to say yes, but then he shook his head, staring into the flames of the fire. “It doesn’t. How can your step dad make you suffer enough to leave your brother and sister?”

After finishing the last bit of my soup I set the bowl down on the timber floorboards, his comment burning through my heart. I shouldn’t have left them, Jason, I wanted to say, I’m a coward.

I breathed calmly, the pressure on my chest slowly dissipating, and stuck the family photo back into my diary. Taking care of positioning it perfectly between the pages I ran my finger over the faces of those I’d never see again, regretful. . 

After a second’s worth of indecision I pinched the latest family portrait between my thumb and forefinger and handed it to him, grimly stating. “This is why I ran away.” 

He set down his bowl and took the photo in both hands, scanning the image. 

It was in the same location as the previous snapshot, our vast backyard, but Brian and Lesley were missing. In their place was a black-haired, thin, cold and serious-faced man: Michael. 

My mom stood next to him, rather stiffly, appearing years older than she was. Jake and Katy were on either side of the adults, my little sister next to Michael. I was partly turned to the side, standing half behind her, one hand on her small shoulder. A minor comfort in an ocean of hate.  

“I don't actually know why they bothered having this photo taken.” I told him, combing my fingers through my wet hair in an attempt to straiten it out, failing miserably and wincing as they got caught on a knot. I couldn’t imagine having longer hair, for that would be an absolute hell. 

“I’m sorry.” He said again, quickly handing back the photo, then moved over to the cupboard to drop his soup-stained bowl in a plastic box. I lifted my eyebrows when he took the empty bowl from beside me and dropped it in the crate too.

“I don’t have running water here, so I do my dishes at Mike’s, or the manor. The crate makes it easy to carry.” He explained, answering my unuttered question. I nodded, finding it logical.

“Jason?”

“Yea?”

“You asked me how my step dad can make me suffer enough to leave my siblings behind.” I stated, then rolled up my sleeves, holding out my bruised arms. “That’s how.”

His jaw dropped as he extended a hand, tracing his fingers along the outline of a particularly nasty bruise. The new scratches from my close-call in the tree added a bloody undertone to the bruised skin. 

“I noticed your lip, and the mark on your face that you hid quite skillfully.” He whispered, retracting his hand. “But I didn’t know it was this… this brutal.”

I pulled my sleeves down, covering the proof of my home experiences, and fixed my gaze on my knees, avoiding his sympathetic look. 

“Jess?”

I lifted my eyes, watching him in the relatively dim light as he talked. “Do you want to come with me, to my house? To meet my friends and stuff?” His eyes were gleaming lightheartedly, as opposed to the dark grief I’d seen in them earlier. I hadn’t given any thought to the near future, my mind lingering on our current situation, and pondered his question for a second. Misinterpreting my silence he added. “If you want I can walk you back to Mike’s, so you can call someone, or you could sleep here if you want. It’s up to you.”

A smile played around the corners of my mouth, and I rested my gaze on the crafty wooden floor. Jason was absolutely adorable as he sat there, picking at the threads of his jeans, his brows puckered slightly, almost as though any answer I could give would surprise him. He had nervous habits, like me. Restlessly toying with his clothes, running his hand through his hair, both habitual behaviors made him even more endearing. 

“All right.” Brushing mildly damp hair out of my face I nodded. “I would like to meet your friends.”

“Seriously?” His voice was an octave higher than before, his expression astounded, and oh-so-cute. 

“Yea. Seriously.”

“Do you hear the rain? I think it stopped again.” He said, throwing me one of the brightest smiled I’d ever seen. 

Shaking my head I stretched my legs, then got to my feet and gathered my stuff together before closing my bag. As quickly as our shoes allowed it, we slipped into them, tying the white shoelaces as we eyed each other. Though the brand was popular, it always felt weirdly coincidental when strangers wore the same ones you had. I stretched, stiff from leaning against the wooden wall, and glanced over my shoulder to eye the heap of wet clothes in the corner. My gaze shifting between the garments and my bag I discovered it was hopeless. There was no way it would fit.

“Let's go, I'll take the bags.” He said, coercing my shoulder bag from my hands before opening the hatch door. “Don't put your coat on. With the rain gone and dry clothes the temperature is probably all right outside, I don’t hear the wind anymore either. Your coat is soaked, we'll let it dry at the manor, ‘kay?” He opted, and I agreed. I wasn’t planning on soaking another set of clothes today. 

He stuffed his and my wet clothes into an oversized plastic shopping bag with the Semverton City Mall emblem on it. A memory came flooding into my mind. The week before they died we’d gone to the Mall to buy new outdoor furniture. It was that day we’d bought the water balloons that saved Katy and Jake from witnessing the same thing as I had. 

Jason looked doubtfully at the crate, shoulder bag, and enormous plastic bag he had all offered to carry and pulled a face. He’d never be able to carry all three at once. Hell, carrying any one of them down would be tough already. 

“I can take my-” I started to say, but he shook his head fervently. “No, it's okay, I don’t want you to fall.”

He held the Semverton Mall bag over the hole in the floor, peering down with narrowed eyes and locating it over a direct passage to the ground, then released. I widened my eyes as the bag fell and smashed into the muddy soil with a sickening splash. Ew. 

My thoughts were apparently clearly displayed on my face, for he ogled me with an amused twinkle in his eyes.

“What? The clothes were dirty already!” He laughed, shouldering my bag and grabbing the crate, which I noticed was full of more dirty cutlery and plates, and not just what we had used tonight. He secured the lid on the crate before he lowered himself through the opening, steadying his converse on the slippery branches. 

“Wait here.” He told me, rather commanding, before he rapidly descended with unbelievable agility, placed the crate on the floor, and hung my bag from a low branch. He was back at the top of the tree in no time, still for a moment before questioning. “You confident you can climb down without falling?”

I wasn’t sure at all, to be frank, but wasn’t planning on admitting it.  He probably thinks I’m a loser already, I thought, deciding that I might as well try to reduce that image.

“Yea.” I nodded. Then, with a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, lowered myself off of the wooden platform, onto the extremely slimy wet moss on the branch below. Jason clicked shut the padlock before comfortably waiting for me to begin my descent.  

Doing my best to avoid contact between my clothes and the branches, and mostly succeeding, I climbed down, the unsettled feeling slowly dissipating as I watched the ground come closer. 

Jason was right next to me the whole time, ready to catch me if I fell, climbing with an ease I would more expect from a monkey than a teenage boy. 

I let out a heavy sigh of relief when my foot landed on the mud-covered ground, and stepped towards my bag as I released the wood, shaky. My trembling hands proved how much more difficult it had been to me than it had seemed when I was seven, back when I used to climb any tree that I laid eyes on with little difficulty. I pondered, trying to remember when I’d stopped doing that.

I shouldered my bag as Jason lifted the polystyrene bag and plastic crate of dishes, one in each hand, then he turned to me. “It's not that far a walk, but it's right through the woods, so stay near me and don’t get lost.”

I nodded, took a moment to glance at the unlit, relatively sinister road behind me and followed him into the vast darkness of the forest. My shoes were slipping on the muddy layer of semi-liquefied soil that had built up on the forest floor, and keeping my balance wasn’t as easy as I expected. 

I didn’t recall ever being in a forest at night time, and was glad for it, because if I’d known how scary dense woods can be I’d have never gone through one again.

The anxious feeling I’d had earlier, on the road, returned, though magnified a thousand times. My heart beat in my throat as I followed him closely. 

“It’s a few minutes to walk, nothing more.” He announced, stepping easily through the zigzag of trees, bushes and fallen logs as though he had walked it a thousand times before. On second thought I determined that he had probably walked it a thousand times already. 

Silence kicked in, the only noise around us the sloshing of the mud and the crackling of the leaves we were treading on. I breathed in deeply, then opened my mouth to ask something I hoped I wouldn’t have to regret. 

“Why did you run away?” 

My question seemed to surprise him, and he sighed. “Jess… I don’t want to talk about it, alright, let it be.”

I reduced myself to silence, walking next to him whilst strongly avoiding taking any glances in his direction. I could tell he was staring at me. I heard him clear his throat, then draw in air slowly.

“I wasn’t entirely honest with you… earlier, when I told you about living in the tree house and all that... You see, I wasn’t living alone. My best friend was with me. The girl whose clothes you’re wearing.”  

He paused, and I finally looked back at him, feeling how difficult it was for him to tell anyone what had really happened. It was a feeling I could relate to, so I remained quiet, allowing him to organize his thoughts.

“It was my ninth birthday, and when I came bolting downstairs to have my parents say happy birthday to me, and give me presents, I found them sitting at the kitchen table, stoned out of their brains. They were on meth or weed or cocaine… basically I don’t even know everything they did. Well, whatever they took made them forget I existed, made them forget it was my birthday. They just sat there, until my dad looked at me and said: What do you want, boy? You wanna buy some?” 

He bit his lip, his expression stern. “I stood there, frozen, seeing my life fall apart before my eyes. I didn’t even recognize them anymore, you know. I ran to my room and stuffed everything I could into a big bag, and then I called Susie. She was twelve, and an unbelievable smartass.” A hint of a smile played around the corners of his mouth, then disappeared as quickly as it had come up. “She used to be my neighbor when I lived in around the corner from Old Mike’s, we basically grew up together…”

When he stopped talking I decided not to push him, allowing him to take the time he needed. Sharing stories like ours took courage and willpower, verbalizing the words a task that was far from easy.

“She came to my house, and brought me down to the grocery store. Susie spent almost the whole summer with me in my tree house. Well, the daytime part of it. She’d be there, taking care of me, teaching me how to make a proper, safe fire, how to cook, how to do everything I needed to stay alive. She was a girl scout.” He smiled again. “I think I now qualify as one too, with all that knowledge she passed on.”

Again the smile faded away like snow in full sunlight, his expressions changing rapidly. “She never once told her parents that it was me she went to see, as far as they knew she had no idea where I’d gone. After a few months my parents gave up, they simply stopped looking for me. They couldn’t give a shit less about anything as long at they got their next fucking fix.”

He quickened his pace, clearly wishing for the conversation to be over, but continued his anecdote nevertheless. “Then Susie… she died when she was thirteen. Murdered. That was around the time I met Drew and Ally and moved into the manor.” He shrugged, his saddened face not congruent with the nonchalant gesture. He tightened his grip on the crate and bag and stepped out of the woods into a open space. I hadn’t expected it, being completely engrossed in his words, nearly forgetting that we were hiking through a forest.

The large, beige brick house stood in the centre of the glade, causing me to be still for a moment before following Jason to the front porch. Despite the impressive vastness of the manor it was a non-related thought that revolved around in the back of my mind. I lingered on his story. Who killed Susie? And why?
Jason knocked twice, the sound sharp and startling, and within seconds the mahogany wooden door was opened. I found myself face-to-face with a jet-black haired boy, whose blue eyes widened with recognition before he yelled back over his shoulder. “Guys! Runner’s brought someone!”

With an encouraging push from Jason I walked into the hallway, stopping momentarily to wipe my feet on the doormat while observing the boy that had let us in. He, in turn, was observing me. 

“Hi.” I said, awkward and with hesitation. 

“Where’d you find her?” Blue-eyes asked, turning to Jason without acknowledging my greeting. Jason sighed. “Drew, she can speak English as well as you and I can, alright?” His tone was forthcoming with a tinge of warning, as if he was reprimanding him for ignoring me. The teenager took a fleeting glance in my direction, obviously not pleased.

I extended a hand and smiled at the discomfited circumstances. “Hey, I’m Jess.”

He accepted my gesture, suddenly grinning mischievously. “Drew. Sorry ‘bout that, I’m pretty much socially retarded. Thank God there’s Jason to help me out, though.”

When I opened my mouth to answer I was interrupted by the sound of feet stampeding down the stairs, and turned my attention to the wooden stairway that was around the corner to our right, the last few steps visible from where we were standing.

Three teens appeared, heading over to us. One-by-one they greeted me. 

Christy was a blonde, and appeared to be slightly calmer than the rest, or possibly a bit timid. Ally, on the other hand, was a lively girl with relatively short black hair that was tucked behind her ears, her blue eyes exactly like Drew’s. Instead of shaking my hand she pulled me into a tight, unexpected embrace that seemed fit for reunion of long-lost friends rather than meeting a stranger. 

Thomas was the fourth and last to greet me, shaking my hand firmly. He was handsome, although not as much as Jason, and his brown hair stood messily atop his head, swaying softly in the draught  as he smiled at me. 

“Jess’ll be staying with us for a while, until she finds out what she wants to do.” Jason announced, pushing me into the kitchen and sitting me down at the table.

“You want anything? A drink? Something to eat?” 

“No, thanks, I’m okay.” I set my damp bag on the floor next to me, and it apparently caught Ally’s eye, for she pulled me to my feet faster than lightning, grabbed hold of my bag and gestured that I should follow her. I did, though somewhat confused. Casting a questioning glance at Jason as we left the room, I received a comforting wink in return, and smiled.

“That damn rain.” She complained, walking right in front of me. “Seriously, how long were you out there? Your stuff is drenched.”

“Couple of hours.” I admitted, pressing my hand against the door she held open so that she could walk on. We were in a side room, nearly filled by a single, grayish armchair that was positioned in front of the window. 

She opened my bag, setting all the food from Old Mike’s down on the seat of the chair before pulling out my sweaters, shirts, bras, underwear and jeans. I helped her hang them neatly over the old-fashioned radiator, and then lifted my eyes.

“How come Mike gives all of you food and everything? Isn’t it bad for him, I mean, financially?”

“He’s a rich old bastard.” Ally laughed, setting my bag up against the radiator and taking my diary, phone charger and other belongings out of the front pocket. 

“The guys help him the shop a lot, especially Drew. Our dad was a mechanic, so he taught Drew a lot of things. Guess he thought it wasn’t for girls.” Distaste was overwhelmingly present in her tone during the last words. I couldn’t help but wonder why she disliked her father so vividly.

“The guys go over there and help him fix or carry stuff. I do sometimes as well, as does Christy, but it’s mostly the boys.” She told me, the tone gone, straitening up. “You tired?”

“Yea.” I shifted my weight, checking my watch. It was already half past ten, and spending the entire day on the streets, with my body working overtime to keep my temperature up had taken its toll.

“What time did you, you know, leave your house?” She asked, leaning against the wall sideways, casual.

I frowned, then sighed. “Around nine-thirty, quarter to ten.”

“Holy shit!” She widened her eyes. “You must be knackered!”

She tore loose her gaze, reaching for a towel, and began drying off my phone charger. She unraveled my diary from it’s plastic covering, clearly curious.

“It’s a diary.” I said.

“Oh, sorry.” She handed it to me, and I hugged it to my chest. As she rubbed the towel over my soaked iPod she noticed my regretful expression and brightly stated. “Don’t worry, Drew once dropped his iPod in the sink when he was cleaning the dishes… it came out looking as though water and soap were inside the damn thing, but it turned out fine. They’re  pretty resistant.” 

She grinned in such a joyous and carefree manner that I caught myself smiling at her. Finishing up the drying she set them all down on the seat of the armchair prior to regaining her former position against the wall. 

My mood clouded over as my sister and brother appeared in my mind’s eye, and I focused my attention on the steadily falling rain outside the window.

“You okay?” Ally questioned, stepping towards me, her face pulled into a worried grimace. “You’re suddenly pale, Jess.”

My eyes welled as I cursed in silence.

“I’ll bring you to bed, alright?” 

My throat felt thick, and I gave a slight nod in reply. We gathered my things together, leaving all that was wet in the room to dry. I followed her out of the room and up the high stairs. Antique paintings and black and white photos hung on the off-white walls, and I paused, allowing my gaze to wander over the pictures.

“That’s my granddad.” Ally leaned past me, pointing at the bearded man in the photo on the far right. I recalled what Jason had told me about their grandfather, and frowned. He didn’t look like the type of man who would seclude himself in a house in the woods, smiling as he stood behind a woman I assumed was his wife.

 “Come on.” Ally prodded me on, and we paced into a room that stretched meters to our right and left. It seemed to run along the full length of the house. 

Mattresses were positioned at somewhat regular intervals, in such a way that each person had about a meter and a half for themselves. It reminded me of school trips, sharing rooms with classmates, sleeping in groups of five or six.

She puckered her brow. “Damn! The guys were fast! They made you a bed while we were taking care of your stuff.” She pointed at the only neatly made bed in the row. Their kind gesture conjured up a smile on my face.

“I’m guessing Jason told them to make it in between Christy and me, he probably guessed you’d be happiest there. Wait here.” She lifted one hand, as though to make her suggestion more clear. “I’ll get you pajamas.”

She didn’t seem unfamiliar to helping out a newbie, and I wondered if she was the one that had welcomed Christy into their makeshift family. Seeing as they appeared to have a girl-welcomes-girl policy, that was probably the case.

As her footsteps distanced through the hallway I treaded over the wooden floorboards to the bed she had pointed out. The blankets were white and blue, lined, like all the rest were, which struck me as odd. Who on Earth has six identical sets of bedspreads?

I stood still, staring at the bed sheets as though they would tell me their buyer’s motives if I watched them for long enough. Ally returned, handing me a large, black shirt and blue pajama pants. She took three steps, stopped at what I guessed was her mattress and picked up the nightwear that lay on het bed. I turned away as she changed, lowering myself to the floor, where I sat on my knees. 

She glanced at me. “You want privacy?”

Running her hands through her short hair she only just managed to bind it into a ponytail, several strands of hair as black as the night escaping. I shrugged as a response, not minding her being there, and sat down, untying the shoelaces of my Converse.

Setting them to the side I got to my socked feet and took off my jeans. I reached for the soft fabric of the pants, which under closer inspection turned out to be blue with a pattern of tiny white clouds. Cute. I stepped into them, finding them comfortable, and liking them even better when I noted they were baggy.

Binding my hair into a pony tail using the hair band from around my wrist I yawned, then blinked the tears out of my eyes. I folded my sweater and t-shirt, laying them down on the floor beside my bed before reaching for the shirt Ally had given me.

“Uhm…” Ally made her presence known with a self-conscious sound of hesitation, then asked. “Do you need a dry bra?”

I grinned, finding it funny that the loud and seemingly outgoing girl was embarrassed by such a simple question, then shook my head. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

After pulling the black shirt over my head I stretched my arms, my muscles stiff from standing motionlessly in the cold for many hours. The bruises all to obvious. Sitting down on the mattress, resting my hand on the soft pillow, I watched Ally inspect the marks on my skin from a distance. She sat herself down right opposite me, then watched me quietly. 

I glanced up, studying her face. She was pretty, almost delicate, with eyes so blue they almost had the power to freeze you. Her black hair was at contrast with her skin, though it wasn’t a bad fit. 

“Are you and Drew twins?” I asked.

“We are, but we aren’t.” She answered thoughtfully, and I waited a moment to see if she wanted to share anything more. When she remained still I grabbed my sack of toiletries, got to my feet and walked to the door, where I turned, grinning rather sheepishly. “I- uhm, I was going to go brush my teeth… and then I realized I don’t know where the bathroom is.” 

A smile broke through on her face, lighting up the mysterious atmosphere that had encircled her a minute earlier. “I’ll show you.”

Five minutes later I dropped my toiletries next to my bed and pushed my blankets aside. I sat down, covering my legs with the bed sheets, then paused, noticing that Ally stared at me. 

“Who hit you?” She questioned, kneeling next to my mattress. I sighed, regretting the fact that she’d built up the courage to ask me.

“No one.” I lied, glancing away, avoiding her inquiring looks. “It was no one. I fell out of a tree. Ask Jason.”

She shook her head. “I would take your word for it, were it not for the fact that this one-” she gently placed a single finger on a particularly distinct contusion on my right arm. “is the shape of a fist.”

I pulled the bedspread over my arms, and she quickly pulled back her hand. Hugging the blankets to my chest I drew in a shaky breath. 

“I’m sorry Jess. I hope that whoever did this to you gets to rot in hell someday.” She said, whispering.

I made eye contact with her. “Me too.”

As I lay down, turning on my side, she softly touched my hair. It was almost a stroke, though not quite. “Goodnight Jess.” 

Ally switched off the light and softly treaded out of the bedroom, leaving the door open slightly, so that a petite, soothing beam of brightness shone in from the hallway. 

That gesture of care was something I always did for Jake, Katy and Lesley. I sighed, the familiar stinging sensation of guilt hitting me again. What kind of person leaves their younger siblings and takes off to a better life without them? Not a good person, that much I could tell. 

I miss you, I thought, a warm tear making its way down my cheek. Wiping away the annoying tickle I breathed in unsteadily, closing my eyes and forcing my mind to think about something else. 

I could vaguely hear chatter from downstairs, and smiled calmly. Michael was no longer in control of my life. 

I was.

-Chapter Four-

My eyes flew open, and I sat up with a start as my heart hammered in my chest. A single thought flashed through my head as I scoped the room to confirm it hadn’t been a dream. I muttered a word of relief when my brain registered that I was in the communal bedroom at the manor, rather than at home. For the first time in a year I smiled at the sunlight that shone through the ragged curtains before the window, illuminating spirals of dust. 

“’Morning.” Ally yawned, then rubbed her face with her hand as she sat up, watching me with sleepy eyes. Taking her time to stretch she let out a sigh, then kicked away her blankets and got to her feet. 

I turned my head, my gaze drifting from one empty bed to another. 

“The others are probably in the kitchen.” Ally said. “It’s eight o’clock, which for us means breakfast time. You a late sleeper?”

I shook my head indifferently. “Not really.”

“Good.” She smiled, then tilted her head slightly to the right as her gaze became inquiring. “You seem spooked, Jess. You woke up thinking it wasn’t true? That you were at home, still living through hell?”

I nodded before I could help myself, instantly regretting the involuntary motion. 

“Thought so.” She  shrugged. “Happened to everyone Drew and I let into the manor. It’s just a matter of time, after a bunch of days you’ll awaken as peacefully as the rest of us do.” 

“Hope so.” I said, then glanced down at my bruised arms. The skin would heal, soon becoming its own colour again, shedding the proof of Michael’s temper.  Mentally, though, I was more puzzled and hurt than I’d ever told anyone. 

“Jess, the bruises will go away, but once they are it’s up to you to make them stay away. You get what I’m saying? You can live here, for as long as you want, but if you decide to return home, we can’t stop you.” She said. “Life’s all about choices.”

“I made my choice.” I said firmly. “I’m not going to go back to him.” 

“Your dad?”

“My stepfather.” My tone went cold, and she noticed. She threw me a kind and consoling smile. “He won’t find you here. None of us have ever been found, Jess, not unless we wanted to be.” 

“You’ve been back home?”

She hesitated, then nodded slyly. “Yea. My mom wasn’t well, and neither was my dad, so I borrowed money from Mike after we’d been here for half a year, and took a bus home.”

“How was it?” I asked, visibly curious. 

“Anticlimactic.” She said. “They didn’t really care all that much. My dad’s in this psychiatric hospital now, or so Mike told me. He checks up on my mom sometimes. I don’t want to see her, though, not after what she did to Drew and me.”

I decided against asking more, and stared at the row of unmade beds in silence, pondering what she’d told me. 

“What did your stepfather do to you, Jess?” She asked, and I turned to face her.

Ready to admit to it, now that she knew already anyway, I sighed. “He hit me. And my sister and brother.”

“Couldn’t you… couldn’t you go live with your dad or something? If your parents divorced, there has to be a way to get that done.” Her suggestion was thoughtful, showing me clearly that she actually cared. I shook my head.

“He’s… He’s dead, Ally. He was killed a year and a half ago, along with my little sister Lesley.” I cleared my throat, my hands messing with the edge of the blanket. Trying to ignore the way she’d stiffened up, flinching involuntarily, when I mentioned my sister’s death.

“We were taking a walk in the Semverton Monumental Park when a man leapt out at us from the bushes. My dad told me to run, to save little Lesley. I yanked her out of her pushchair and sprinted. I made it home, but my sister didn’t. He tripped me, pulled Lesley right out of my arms. I was thirteen, defenseless against an armed adult, but he simply let me go, didn’t seem all that interested in killing me.”

Ally’s sat down beside me, resting an arm around my shoulders as I talked. “When I arrived at my doorstep, I collapsed, passed out cold. Apparently my system had a momentary shut down due to excessive shock, some kind of posttraumatic stress thing. When I awakened my mom was leaning over me. It was only in the hospital, where they took me for a checkup, that I passed a mirror and realized my sisters blood was everywhere. In my hair, on my clothes, on my face…”

“I’m so sorry, Jess.” Ally’s voice was less steady than before, a hint of grief seeping through her words. 

“My mom’s a federal prosecutor.” I said. “The police assumed she’d pissed someone off in court. They reasoned it was the enraged brother, uncle, father, or whatever, of a man she’d sent to jail.” My voice trailed off, and I breathed in sharply before adding. “Mom, and my other brother and sister, were at home when it happened.”

She was quiet, allowing me to have a well-deserved moment of tranquil silence. Finally I drew in a shaky breath and began getting to my feet. Ally released me from her embrace, moving quickly to her own bed. 

“You’re way better off with us, sweetie.” She spoke after a minute-long silence, “I’m glad you made it here.”

“Me too.” 

She yanked open the curtains, blinking against the sharp light that tumbled into the room. “Fuck me!” She exclaimed. “It’s like a summer day out there!”

I grinned at her sudden outburst, then turned and stared down at the folded clothes beside my bed. 

“You wanna shower?” she asked, then smiled as my face lit up. Before I could say a word, Drew’s voice blasted through the house. 

“Come on, you lazy bastards! Get up, get dressed, and get your asses down here!”

I stared at the doorway, then at Ally. She started towards the door. “I take it breakfast is ready.” She stated dryly. “My brother is in a desperate need of a lesson in etiquette, if you ask me.”

“We’ll get dressed later, who cares.” She gestured that I should follow her, then opened the door and stepped into the hallway. To my surprise we didn’t head straight to the kitchen, but stopped in the side room where my bag and clothes were. Ally lifted a black t-shirt off the heater and began folding it. “You’re basically as well-off clothes-wise as the rest of us, Jess.” She glanced at me as I folded jeans.

“Jason will let you keep Susie’s outfit, I think, and the pajamas are yours now, too.”

“Thanks, Ally, I can’t even… I don’t have the words to say how much I appreciate what you guys are doing for me.”

“Trust me, we know. We’ve all been there, remember?” she smiled at me, her eyes mutually sad and happy. Before long there was a small, neat pile of clothing on the seat of the armchair. 

“Breakfast!” Drew bellowed. I flinched at the sound, then followed Ally into the hallway. I wasn’t sure if she’d noticed my reaction. 

“Yea, Yea.” She said as we met Drew. He puckered his brow. “Oh, I thought you were-” 

She interrupted him with a friendly pat on the back. “We noticed, dude, it was pretty obvious.”

“Good morning.” I said to him, receiving a smile in return. Following the siblings into the kitchen I let my jaw drop.  “Whoa! You guys have a fridge!”

Thomas, his hand on the open door of the refrigerator, glanced at me over his shoulder as he reached for the orange juice. 

“Yep.” Ally nodded. “As well as running water, a landline phone, an oven, and a dishwasher.”

“That’s- that’s absurd!” I exclaimed, baffled. 

“I think my granddad paid ahead in the bills? Or maybe his account is still open, and it’s on automatic write-off. He was rich, and secluded, so he probably found a way to have it done automatically. We’re not really sure how it all works, but it’s awesome while it lasts.” Ally informed me, then cracked up over Drew. He was sitting at the kitchen table, stuffing an entire peanut-butter sandwich into his mouth. 

“My God! You pig!” She shouted as he burst into laughter, with all the expected consequences for the half-chewed sandwich. A collective ‘Ew’ travelled through the group, though everyone was laughing with tears in their eyes. 

As Drew cleaned up the mess he’d made, I turned to Ally. “How did you guys get the house?”

“My grandfather died about five, six years ago? My dad, being an only child, inherited it. We saw the old man maybe three times in our lives, ‘cause there had been some kind of major family fight between my dad and his father. Dad dropped the key in a drawer, and forgot about the place. Anyway, when Drew and I took off, we stole it from his desk. We knew where it was, it wasn’t a secret, though we’ve learned that my dad assumed he’d simply lost it. He didn’t think of his kids as potential thieves, not even when we ran away and took the damn key! No one ever came by the house since we moved in, except Thomas.” She smiled at him, and I wondered when I’d get to hear his anecdote. 

“Mike helped us make it fit for living, cause it was pretty grimy and dusty when we moved in. He fixed all the things that needed fixing, like the oven, and the shower.”

Drew let out an exaggerated sigh. “Whoa, woman! It amazes the hell out of me how you make something so simple into a damn novel! That’s gotta be a girl thing.” His tone wasn’t unpleasant, and ally smiled at him, challenging. 

“How would you say it then?” the twinkle in her eyes told me that she was waiting for him to entertain all of us.

“Well. Grandpa died, dad got the house. We got the key to the house when we ran. Blah blah blah, the old dude helped us fix everything, and now we live here.” His blue eyes shone with entertainment. “See, the blah blah blah basically substituted all that bullshit you added.”

We laughed as he pulled a face and reached across the table, grabbing another slice of bread. 

“Bowl or plate?” Ally asked. I frowned at her for a moment, then glanced at the pile of plates in her hand and understood. “Bowl please.”

She set it down next to her plate, and handed me a spoon before taking a seat, gesturing for me to do the same. Jason smiled at me as he took a seat directly opposite me.

“Getting used to being free, Jess?” Thomas queried, fetching a glass from the cupboard beside the fridge, his gaze on me. I shook my head. “Not quite, no. I think it’ll take a while, but I’ll get there at some point.” 

He smiled at me. “You’ll be surprised how quickly you get used to it. Orange juice?”

I nodded, and he set a glass in front of me, filling it swiftly. “Thanks.” I said, as he held up the carton and questioningly ogled his friends. 

“Yes please.” Ally held out her glass. I saw Drew pull a sour face, wrinkling his nose as he announced. “God, I seriously don’t get how you people can drink that stuff! It’s gross!” 

Ally shrugged. “It’s pretty good, and healthy.”

“Exactly, meaning: gross.” He rebounded, then stuck his knife in the pot of peanut butter and began layering it freely on his bread. 

“Drew, the fact that you dislike it, doesn’t make it gross.” Ally argued, not planning to let her brother have the last word. The two of them, being siblings, shared an explosive temper, I noticed as the argument began to escalate. 

“It’s yucky, disgusting, nasty, foul.” Drew teased, crinkling his nose further with every word. Ally reached over and whacked him on the head.

As Drew jumped to his feet, so did Jason. 

“Guys!” he shouted, catching everyone’s attention. “Stop arguing, it’s not worth it. To each his own opinion, okay?” 

The boys dropped back into their seats, after which a grin broke through on the faces of the siblings. Their eyes connected as they begun a stare-down.

I glanced at Jason, who was amused by the two. “They’re battling over who has to apologize first. It’s something they’ve done ever since they were kids, cause neither of them ever admit to doing anything wrong. The first one to blink is the first one to apologize.” He clarified as everyone turned their attention to the ‘battling’  brother and sister. 

“Fine, sorry.” Ally reluctantly said, after a lengthy, epic stare battle. Drew sniggered, then apologized too.

I tilted the cereal box, letting the cornflakes rain heavily into my bowl. As I poured milk over the cereal I let my gate drift from one teen to the next, watching them eat their breakfast. They were amazingly grown-up, living alone as though no such thing as adults existed. I could tell that somewhat of a hierarchy had formed. Jason appeared to be in charge of keeping people together and nipping fights in the bud, and despite the fact that the house belonged to Drew and Ally, they appeared not to care for any kind of leadership, leaving it up to Jason make decisions. 

I brought my spoon to my mouth, marveling at the sweetness of the cornflakes. I had barely eaten anything yesterday, living off a chocolate bar and a bowl of tomato soup. It was only when I started eating that I realized just how hungry I was.

The rest of breakfast was passed with small-talk and general chitchat, as I filled my bowl twice with new cereal. Jason smiled at me again, apparently glad that I felt at home enough to do so. 

After we’d cleaned up, everyone doing a fair share of the work, the boys took off to go see Mike. 

Ally took me upstairs, carrying my dried clothes and providing me with a towel before pointing out the bathroom with a friendly smile, in case I’d forgotten. 

I showered for half an hour, washing my hair twice and using tons of shampoo and shower gel. I looked up at the warm water that poured from the shower. 

Imagine the water washing away your worries, your pain. I thought to myself. It’s taking all the stress away, and letting you start over new. 

Once I dried off and gotten dressed, I found Ally and Christy in the living room. Though there were three, soft beige couches they sat huddled on one, and invited me to join them. I took a seat in the right corner, Christy sitting in the left. Ally slumped down in between us, her feet resting on the coffee table. She’d gotten dressed while I showered, I noticed. 

It felt weird, reminding myself that I’d only arrived last night, despite the fact that it felt like I’d lived here for days already.

A thought entered my mind, and glanced at Ally. “What did you mean yesterday, when you said you and Drew were twins, but… weren’t?”

“We’re not twins, we’re two out of three triplets.” She explained calmly, straitening folds in her t-shirt. “So, we were born on the same day, but we aren’t twins. I used to have another brother. The three of us were what doctors call a polyzygotic birth. Drew and Sean were monozygotic, completely identical on a genetic level, and I was not.” 

I assumed the clinical talk allowed her to be more distant from the topic we were discussing, and felt horrible for bringing it up. 

“Four years ago my family lived in Tonahue, about sixty kilometers north of Semverton. Sean was killed while the three of us were sat in a lunchroom, eating pizza, during our first trip to the mall without parents. Armed men burst through the door, shooting the security cameras as they ran to the bank. The security personal opened fire on the men, and they returned it. A panic broke out, and more than twenty people died from gunshot wounds and trampling during the minutes of chaos. The men got away, well, three of them did, the fourth was one of the fatalities.” 

I caught myself holding my breath, and exhaled. My heart clenched coldly as Ally continued. “Sean sat across from us. He threw himself across the table, taking us down, as one of the bank robbers emptied his gun into the crowded restaurant. We didn’t know he’d been hit until the panic was over, it seemed as though he was just consciously shielding us.” She stared down at her feet, her blue eyes distant. “He died before we even hit the ground, the police told us later. One of the bullets hit him in the back of the head, killing him instantaneously.” 

I was at loss for words, gazing sheepishly at the floor. I couldn’t imagine the horror of losing one of a triplet.

“Sean was indistinguishable from Drew. I remember being jealous of them when we were kids, when they would pretend to be each other to get out of trouble. If Drew had done something, they’d both pretend to be Sean whenever they ran into adults, so no punishment would be given. You know… sometimes when I wake up, and look over at Drew, for a split second my heart jumps, and it feels as though Sean never left. Then reality kicks in.” Taking a deep breath she slumped down further into the couch, her thoughts miles away.

“I’m sorry…” I whispered, my voice small.  Resting my hand on her knee I fell silent.

“Thanks.” She got to her feet, vanishing into the kitchen. Christy and I watched her walk away in silence. 

“I didn’t mean to upset her.” I said, my tone full of remorse. 

“Don’t worry about it, Jess.” Christy moved out of her corner, making her presence known, then leaned back with her feet on the table the way Ally had. “I know her well, so you’ve just gotta trust me on this one, but if she didn’t want to tell you what happened, she wouldn’t have.” She clarified. “She needs a moment, alone, to remember her brother, to mourn his loss.”

“Oh.” I sighed, casting glances at the shut kitchen door, Ally’s words echoing through my head. Christy observed her fingernails, then rested her hands in her lap. She looked in my direction, so I decided to ask her something that had been bothering me. “Did they catch the shooters?”

She shook her head. “No arrests were made. The police suspected the Hell Hound gang, at the time they were busy in the area, robbing banks and homes looking for cash. You know who they are, right?” Her eyes met mine.

“Yeah.” I said bitterly. “I’ve heard of them.” I leaned back more, sinking into horrid thoughts. I was rather sure that the gang was responsible for my sister and father’s deaths, as my mother had been working on numerous cases against the organization at the time of their murders. There was a raid of one of the Hell Hound’s safe houses, and a dozen men were arrested. My mom put them all in jail. 

The Hell Hounds, or HH for short, are an organized and extensive group of criminals who run the underground business in Semverton and surrounding cities. They are known for trafficking cocaine and heroine, successfully kidnapping the rich and famous for insanely high ransoms, and murdering those who got in their way.

They’d made a career out of circulating counterfeit money in the city, as well as distributing illegal firearms to their members. 

Undercover cops wound up dead or missing, and every attempt to infiltrate the elusive organization had ended in cruel murders and revenge acts against policemen and their families. 

As I rattled off the list of facts I’d learned off the internet and through newspaper and magazine clippings, I didn’t blame the Semverton Police Department for their constant “no comment” reply to questions regarding the gang. They hadn’t a clue who exactly was involved, they hadn’t a clue who ran the show, and they hadn’t a clue what the gang was up to at any moment in time. Mom was aware of the revenge killings, she told me later when I brought up the organization, but the police had assured her that a prosecutor wouldn’t be on their hit-list. 

It made perfect sense that it was them, considering what their executioner yelled at us before he killed my dad. It had been a warning, a clear, red, flashing sign to tell my mom to back off and to not mess with the Hell Hounds. Mom ignored my comments and theories, and threw herself at her work the moment she thought the kids and I could do without her for parts of the day, which was probably the opposite of what they’d expected. 

Then Michael came into our lives, meeting my mom in the courthouse. His brother had been murdered, and he was there to see the murdered get locked away. Mom fell in love, absolutely smitten, and once Michael heard our story he coaxed her into quitting her job. First she worked part-time for a while, then became a housewife. 

Michael had taken us on trips, providing the family with seemingly infinite amounts of money. We flew to exotic, fascinating places every holiday, which he claimed was one of the best ways to ‘get over the loss of a loved one, or loved ones.’

She married him half a year after their death, having become dependent on his steady presence, his kind words, and the emotional stability he offered. 

None of us could’ve known that, once they were married, he’d let his real self show. Cold, cruel, controlling and condescending he became in full charge of the household. Before long, mom stopped questioning his motives, critiquing his behavior, and expressing her disappointment. Before long she was so far gone that she followed his orders without a word. 

Once I’d told him a theory I had, that he only wanted my mother so he could stop her from using her intelligence to lock away criminals. In retrospect I realize how stupid it was, drawing attention to the fact that I didn’t trust him. His reaction that day, as he bellowed at me, announcing that I would be wise to keep my nose out investigative police work, only confirmed my suspicions. He was anything but a regular civilian, his fierce reaction sparking the idea that he, in fact, could be affiliated with the Hell Hounds. 

Those thoughts I’d never worded, out of fear for Michael. Imagine I was right, that he was a member of one of the most cruel and successful gangs in the history of our country, I wouldn’t put it past him to take my life.

I glanced at Christy, who appeared to be lingering in thoughts of her own. Unanswered questions drifted through my mind. What if I was right? What if he was one of them, on some kind of mission to keep the city’s most successful federal prosecutor out of business? What if he thought I knew to much, and decided I was better off dead?

As queries continued to pop into my head, it dawned on me that I had failed to ask myself the most important question of all. 

What if they find out where we live?

