The Darkness Within

By: Aileen de Haan

Chapter

One
Intense rain poured down from the grey, lurking clouds above me as sporadic lightning bolts lit the sky in a sharp brightness. It was almost surreal, 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. Maybe ‘But not…?’ Not today, for I’d made the worst mistake in my life.

The rapid flashes were followed by a roaring violent thunder that rolled in brutal lapses through the darkened sky. I imagined that dreadful events happened when the weather took a turn for the worst, or possibly it was the other way around, that nature reflected the actions committed by humans. Either way, the weather reflected my life at this moment in time: a tumultuous and uncontrollable chaos.

Feeble and rugged trees stood in the beating curtain of water as cars, Huh? and an occasional fast-walking individual made their way through Mother Nature's rampant storm. The prevailing wind returned, to my dismay, and in a matter of minutes anything that failed to find itself in a secure place was carried away, high into the overcast ceiling of the planet, at the mercy of the horrible weather. I silently watched the plastic bags, leaves and other items over my head being whipped higher and higher, now the powerless toys of the wind. I wished that the wind would carry me away too, high above the clouds, and then drop me gently in some peaceful world where life was easy and the soft clouds were steady enough to walk on. Then, maybe, I could look down on the world and make sense of it.

You try to make many metaphors here, and most of them work.  But I can’t see it!  Don’t get so caught up in the storm you don’t describe the senses.  What’s it smell like?  Feel like?  Where is she?

I bit my lip, unshed tears prickling behind my eyes, lowering my gaze to the houses opposite me. I stood on a cobbled square, resisting the brutal gusts of wind, confused. I shook my head, wondering who I was, then felt warm tears run down my cheeks and realized that I was crying.  Too many ‘I’s at the beginning of sentences.

As my chilly hands gripped the slick metal fence more firmly I ogled the bright windows of the homes across the street. The intensely lit glass reminded me of hatefully burning eyes in the darkness, and I felt chills run down my spine, suddenly uncomfortable.

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. 

I was accompanied solely by the water, the pitiless and powerful stream of water rushing down from above.  

I quickly ducked behind the railing, my knees cracking in protest, as a grey minivan drove past. The car rounded a corner, turning away from me, the red backlights vanishing unhurriedly into the distance. 

The driver hadn’t noticed me.

I rested my head against my arms, my hands still on the railing, surprised at the sheer coldness of my skin. The rain had soaked through my clothes, and it struck me that once it had drenched everything you wore and stolen the warmth of your skin there was nothing more it could do to you. It became comforting, not in a warm way of course
, but in a way that tells you the water has no more power over you. All it could do now was take so much of my warmth that I would die of hypothermia.  That’s kind of a lot that it can do…

My brain was sluggish, my face cold, and I lowered my hands, unclenching them from their spot on the fence, to rub the life back into my numb cheeks. Way too many commas. I had made a rather mindless decision in a life-changing split I’d ditch ‘split.’ second, and if it weren’t for that mistake I would have been at home, in the warmth of my attic room, enjoying a good book. 

You throw everything away here and tell us what had happened.  I’m not sure if I like that… don’t tell us everything right away! Ever since I threw open my front door and made a run for freedom I has been incapable of concrete thought, unable to get that one question out of my head.

What the hell have I done?

Realizing I was still crouching I hauled myself back to my feet, my saturated jeans, sweater, and jacket sticking to me like frigid and I’d ditch ‘frigid and’ heavy additions to my body. 

I thought for a moment, once again questioning what my name was, my dormant and distracted brain not providing me with the simple information I had requested. Then it staggered into my mind, and I sighed. Huh?  Why doesn’t she know this?
My name was Jess Madison Parker.  Was?  And isn’t is ‘Jessica,’ if we’re using full names?

This morning I had dashed out of my house in a short-lived moment of anger and retribution, feeling that it was the best way to get back at my mother and step-father for their relentless attempts at making my life a miserable hell. 

Michael, my step-father, and I had been arguing once again, this time about something I had been sure would please him.  I had suggested enrolling in a boarding school someplace, anywhere else than my hometown, but for a reason I couldn’t comprehend he wanted me to stay at home and live there with my younger brother and sister. 

His motives for not letting me go remained a mystery, for I was sure he hated me as much as I hated him; which was hatred so deep it almost hurt inside of me. 

It wasn’t as though I had requested the impossible, I knew he was more than rich enough to pay for a boarding school, not to mention the money my mom earned when she was still a prosecutor, as well as the money from my dad's hefty life insurance that remained, to the best of my knowledge, untouched in a bank account someplace. Mom told me once that his life couldn’t be replaced by money, and I, of course, agreed. What I never understood, though, was that she never wanted to touch even a penny of the life insurance.  

I bit my lip again, keeping myself from screaming swearwords across the square in a juvenile attempt at lessening my frustration. I clenched my hands into fists, resting them on top of the metal railing. 

Not only had I been dim-witted enough to run away in the first place, anticipating a revolution of sorts, I had also successfully managed to bring no useful items whatsoever, not to mention my not-so-impressive money supply of seven dollars. 

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 mother and 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, strongly on my way to hypothermia. Correction: dying of the hypothermia that had already taken a hold of my system.

Digging my freezing fists into the pockets of my sopping coat I decided that there was no way I’d find a place to stay at for seven dollars, and that I’d be lucky if it even paid for the bus ride back home. If I did return home mom and Michael would keep me in their line of sight twenty-four seven, anticipating a second runaway attempt. They would be right, too, but the next time I’d make it. The next time I’d be prepared.

“You all right?” A warm voice sounded right behind me, and I jumped, my bag slipping off my shoulder and landing in the largest puddle in my vicinity. Internally I cursed, blinking my eyes furiously. Taking a second to lift my dripping bag out of the miniature water reservoir I closed my eyes, wishing the person away. So she’s on streets she doesn’t know, and she doesn’t even check who said that?  Also, what happened to the storm?  The way you described it made it seem like a hurricane.

Trying to look less pathetic than I knew I did, I gave a short nod, turning to make eye contact with a boy of approximately my age, who stared back, full of quiet confidence. He was dressed in baggy dark jeans and a sweater, and as I could still make out the wet and dry areas of his clothes, I could tell that he hadn’t been out in the rain that long. 

Combine with the previous paragraph.  At least not as long as me.

“What's wrong?” He asked, looking me up and down before settling his gaze on my face. Looking away I growled, why? and shouldered my bag, which now was heavier than ever before with about two liters of added water-weight. 

“Nothing. I'm fine.” I told him, staring down at my bag, watching water drip from the bottom of it, reuniting with the puddle on the cobblestones.  

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

Why would he, a stranger, care about me if even my parents didn’t?

“Did you run away from home or something?” make her look more like that, so this makes more sense.  Being wet doesn’t cut it. he inquired, and I lifted my gaze to find a frown playing across his brows. His kindness and patience were making me somewhat uncomfortable. As odd as it was to admit it, even to myself, it was not what I was used to anymore. 

“Why? Did you?” It came out snappier than I’d intended, and I instantly regretted it. He was the first person that had talked to me all day. It wasn’t him I should be snapping at.

“As a matter of fact, yes I did,” he dryly stated, sticking his hands into his pockets, watching my reaction.

A hesitant “Oh...” was the best reply I could manage, and he shook his head, droplets flying around. “You're out in the worst possible weather,” he said, then stepped closer and extended a hand. “I'm Jason, Jason Sykes.”

“Jess Parker.” Accepting his gesture I closed my hand around his, which was perfectly warm.  There was no point to that. I could bet my hand currently felt more like an icicle than anything that was alive.

“My god!” Is it really that surprising, considering how she looks?  And maybe just ‘jeez…’ to show his age? he exclaimed, promptly retracting his arm and rubbing his hands together. “You're frozen!” 

A random thought entered my mind. Since he joined me at the fence the rain had done a terrific job of soaking his sweater, the dry areas now less distinct. Soon he’d be as drenched as I was. Yes – random.  So why tell us?

Worry clouded over his fine features, though he remained incredibly handsome, He’s handsome?  Then show/tell us sooner. and he asked, “How long have you been standing here?”

“Couple of hours,” I admitted, avoiding eye contact and with a quivering voice caused by the frigid wind. The part on her voice should come right after the ‘I admitted.’ Damn it. What did he want?
“You're going to get hypothermia or something, Jess. I swear, it's five degrees out here, or something, and with the rain and all…” He addressed me like an old friend, his tone one of familiarity and genuine concern. I had never before met a person who was that quick to speak to someone so casually.  

“Come with me.” He pocketed his left hand again, the other restless by his side, fidgeting with a loose thread of his sweater.

I realized that my expression had shifted, and he quickly added, “Just over to that shop, right there, across the street from us.” He pointed at someplace almost directly behind me, and I turned my head, resting my gaze on the huge, bright window. It was roughly fifty meters from us, though hardly visible though the screen of droplets. The rain was mighty relentless today. ‘Mighty restless?’  Who talks like that?  She sounds like she’s from this time, and this seems OOC for her.  (Out of character.)

“I don't know.” I wavered, 
he seemed nice, though I was in a bit of a pickle, not ready to blindly trust him nor having any reason to decide he wasn’t trustworthy. I knew from experience that I wasn’t all that good at reading people.

“I don't bite, you know,” he joked, joyful, and leaned back against the fence indifferently, his arms crossed, before adding, Lot’s of commas – separate the sentence. “I'm worried that you might get sick or something, Jess, it really isn’t good to be out here in the cold like this, it's not healthy. What’s your plan? Do you have somewhere to go or something?” 

His overusing of the words or something began to annoy the hell out of me.  It didn’t seem too annoying to me…  I didn’t even notice, and I’m critiquing!

I stared at my shoes, deciding whether to lie to him and walk away or take my chances with one of the nicest people I’d met so far. How many could she have met, in only a few hours?  And didn’t she say no one else had spoken to her yet?  Or is this meaning in her whole life?

Technically it was likely I’d run into some psychopathic killer somewhere between this square and my house anyway. After all, it was Semverton, and I didn’t find myself in the best of neighborhoods at the moment.

I took in his handsome features, clean clothes and general non-dangerous appearance and sighed. Fine. To hell with the childhood rule ‘Don't go with strangers.’ I was freezing and could use a stay inside a shop. A small part of me wished my mom and Michael were here to see me take off with a stranger, just to make them feel terrible. Although… I couldn’t be positive that they’d actually feel bad at all.

“All right.” I started in the direction of the store, and he straightened up, smiling, and fell into step with me. My stare moved to his face, because even though he was happy, or even joyful, his eyes were telling a whole different story. Without fully realizing it I had drifted into thoughts with my eyes fixed on his face blankly. While she was talking?  Difficult. He noticed.

“You're interesting, Jess Parker.” He suppressed a grin as, after I hesitated for a second, gave him a slight and friendly shove. New paragraph. “Hey! What's that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” Urgh – learn dialogue grammar! ( He rolled his eyes mockingly, faking annoyance. “Just that you're interesting.”

We crossed the street, avoiding the overflowing gutters on either side of the road. Somehow I felt as though I’d known him for weeks, although I really didn’t know anything about Jason. All I knew was that he was nice. And nice was good.

“Do you live here?” I asked him, nearing the shop and reading the scratched label on the window, deciphering that it announced ‘Old Mike's Grocery Store’. I had lived in Semverton all my life, but had never set foot in this area of Semverton-Millfield. The city we were in was anything but small, made up of several districts that could almost be considered individual towns. Semverton-South was, as the name suggested, the south side of Semverton, and to make it to Semverton-Millfield I had crossed through a thin edge of Semverton-West, which, oddly enough, extended all the way into the center of the city.

My parents always did their shopping in the grand Maxi-Supermarket, rather than local stores and markets, and when we went out for clothes and such we'd always go to major malls. I had, sadly enough, never been in a local grocery store before.

“Used to live in this neighborhood, ‘bout four streets down,” he answered, pushing open the door before stepping out of the way and letting me pass with an good-natured smile and the warm words, “Ladies first.”

The sudden warmth conjured up goose bumps all over my skin, and I shivered, knowing it would be hell to go back outside. 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 quite less interested in his personal appearance than that of his pristine grocery store. The contrast was edging towards funny. Describe Jason a bit, then, if you’re describing anyone.  Just a bit, though, like here.  Important stuff.

“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 flush 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.” 

 “Ah, I see.” The shopkeeper smiled at me. “I'm Mike, or old Mike, or if you're one of those formally-raised people call me Mr. Oller, though that always makes me feel like I'm no longer young.” What, and ‘old Mike’ doesn’t? He grinned Grinned or laughed?  The rest doesn’t make sense with a grin. at full volume, his belly shaking, then extended a hand and leaned over the counter. 

I stepped forward and shook it “I'm Jess. Nice to meet you, Mr. … Mike.” I felt like slapping myself on the forehead for my idiocy. I hadn’t been sure whether to address him as Mr. Oller or Mike, and the outcome was… well, relatively random.

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

It was my turn to blush.

Jason pulled his baggy pants up slightly higher and tightened his black belt, and I noticed the buckle was a logo of some brand I didn’t know. Then it dawned on me that the black graffiti words across the metal spelled ‘Bulldog’, the background sporting the faint outlines of a dog’s features.

“It’s Bulldog,” Jason said, and I smiled, completely at ease with him. “I’ve never heard of that brand before.” 

He grinned, amused. “That might be because it isn’t a 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 rich, my family had never overdone it with 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 were no longer used. 

“You look like a rich girl.” He commented, and I frowned, wondering what he meant. I definitely didn’t look all that rich, with my sopping everyday clothes consisting of jeans, a sweater, a simple jacket and Converse shoes.

“Why’s that?” I asked. From the corner of my eye I noticed that Mike was watching us, his expression 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 grinned, nodding. “I am.”

“I knew it!” He slapped his palm on the counter, then laughed, realizing that Mike was leaning in on our conversation.

“So, youngsters, what can I get you?” 

“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.”

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. There was something more than a regular neighborhood-shopkeeper-knows-his-customer-relationship between the two, and I suspected it went back many years. 

“That all, son?” Mike eyed him. 

I shook my head. “I’d like a Bounty.”  Maybe just say soda.  Naming brands ages your writing.  (Really, if Shakespeare named brands in his writing, we’d be lost.  ()

A bit confusing since it’s separate from the above paragraph… “Please.” I added, digging 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.  

“Oh… uhm, thanks.” I mumbled, unsure of what to say, sliding the coins back into my pocket. What the hell was going on?
“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.”

The sociable Argh!  Ugly word – we can figure it out. shop owner placed the cans on the counter, then handed me a Bounty, 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. 

“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, and I zipped open my bag and scooped all the ‘bought’ items into it. 

“Thanks.” He smiled at me again, and I returned it, shrugging. New person speaking = new paragraph. “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 had stopped, 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. It was also possible he wanted me to leave, and was trying to discourage me from going with him.

“Where's your tree house?” I asked, hoping that he wanted me to stay.

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

His friendly offer made it clear that he didn’t mind my company, and I only just kept myself from beaming. “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. His ‘my god!’s are really annoying… 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 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.”

I found it difficult to hide my disbelief.

“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.  Thank you!  When I was spacing this out, I saw bits of this, and it didn’t seem true.  I’m glad she noticed, too.

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

“Luck? Fate? Coincidence? Hell, maybe God willed it to be this way,” he stated, occurring as serious as could be. The contradiction of hell and God in the same sentence confused me.

“You religious?”

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

I wasn’t quite as amused, “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.”
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