Chapter

Two

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. What the hell was I going to do now? Hm…oddly worded.  Maybe try this?

As I turned away I half expected him to grab my arm – I even balled my hand into a fist to punch him in case he tried – but he just let me go.  No fighting, no complaining, no trying to convince me to stay.  I should have been relieved, but I wasn’t – how the hell was I supposed to live on my own?

Like it any better?  I just think the first sentence in yours was confusing, and the second kind of boring, so I played around with it a bit.

Listening for his footsteps I half-heartedly discovered they were following me. Spinning abruptly to face him I growled. “What?” Hm… I need atmosphere!  I may have lectured to you about this in the first one, but I’m not sure, so I’ll do it again.

This would be so much stronger if I had any clue where they were.  No, don’t name a town, and no, don’t describe everything.  Just set up the atmosphere.  Night or day, warm or cold, lot’s of space or cramped, dirty or clean, pavement or dirt, etc.  The big things you notice right away.  That way we can picture it in our mind.  If we hear the atmosphere, we’ll fill in the unimportant details, and you can tell us the important ones.

Startled by my strong reaction he took a step back. “Just wondering where you’re going.”

“Away.”

“Well, obviously,” he said with a sigh, might as well having said duh. “But where to?” 

Maybe this instead:

“Well obviously,” he said, rolling his eyes.  “But where to?”

See how the rolling of the eyes pretty much tells us ‘might as well having said ‘duh?’  Plus, the way you worded it was… odd.

“Why is that any of your business?” I scowled, wishing he’d leave me alone, and at the same time wishing I could trust him. He was actually, in a way, extremely cute.

Stop rambling!

“It’s not.” 

“I’ve got somewhere to go, just let me be.” As I began to walk away he stated a direct, “We both know that’s bullshit.”

Stop trying to connect everything!  Things can stand on their own.

“I’ve got somewhere to go, just let me be.”  I turned and continued walking away, debating whether I wanted him to follow me or not.

“We both know that’s bullshit.”
Remember, every new person talking gets a new paragraph.

I faced 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.”

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 in a desperate gesture of uncertainty. “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.”

‘Desperate gesture of uncertainty?’  Huh?

Ouch.

I shrugged, cursing myself for letting his comment get to me as my heart stung. 

“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.

“Am I right?” He approached slightly, and I deepened my frown.
Reword the last bit.

“Am I right?” he asked, slowly approaching me.  I deepened my frown.

Again, don’t try to connect everything.

“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 unbelievable, extremely tempting to believe simply because I wanted it to be true. 

The urge to follow him was slowly growing stronger inside me.  But then again, if I thought 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 hesitantly shook. 


She shook it?  I hated that part – it didn’t seem real at all.

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

Separate things!  I’m not even going to show you how here – I’ve given you a zillion examples by now.

He turned, raised one eyebrow, and waited through the long minute it took me to verbalize my thoughts.

Gah.  Again.

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

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

Show us, don’t tell us!

“The thought of having to ring my doorbell and face my family,” I answered truthfully, moving in his direction. When I caught up I kept walking, and he soon fell into step with me.

I don’t really like how that was worded…

“Do you think our meeting was a coincidence?” he questioned, his green eyes on my face.

“I don’t know.”

“I think it’s fate.”

We left it at that, continuing in silence, pacing down the sidewalk to this tree house of his. 

A minute or two later we crossed the road again and went up a side street that led into the woods. I realized I was still holding the Bounty, and slipped my bag off my shoulders, sliding the chocolate bar into the front pocket, too mixed up inside to feel like eating.

Oh – so that’s what a Bounty is!  Yea, don’t name the brand – even I, a kid from this time, didn’t know it.
Trees stood on either side of us, and I smiled. It had been a long time since I was in a real forest. 

Atmosphere!  What’s it feel like?  Are they huge?  Do they loom over her?  Are they covered in leaves, or is it Autumn?  What’s the path like?  Show us!

After several more minutes Jason stopped walking again and pointed up. I followed his finger 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 a slowly deepening frown.

“The tree house, it's over there, if you look closely,” he explained, 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 ten meters above the forest floor, supported by the strong branches of the oak.

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

I smirked and pulled a face, jokingly offended, all my doubt and worry having been short-lived. There were obviously mysteries surround 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.

Don’t go into monologues!  Show us that she feels this way by showing us her increasing trust in him.

“Don't underestimate me, Jason,” I joked. Reaching up I closed my right hand around the mossy branch over my head, steadying my foot on a square, man-made indentation in the trunk of the tree. Easy enough.

My left hand grabbed hold of another branch, and I pulled myself up, able to secure my Converse in another hole in the trunk. The makeshift stairway made climbing a relatively untroubled task. 

Again with the brand names.  Just call it a sneaker and be done with it.

And show us that it’s easy, don’t tell us.

“You made the indentations?” I asked, glancing down over my shoulder. He looked small from above, and I realized that if I slipped I’d probably kill him upon impact. Even better reason to hold on tight.

You already told us it was only ten feet, and she’s not even at the top.  She won’t kill him.  Oh – haha, meters.  (  Don’t blame me, I’m just a stupid American kid who doesn’t use the metric system.  (
“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.

“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 me scared of 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 muddy branch. It was my only pair, damn it.

The tree house was about meter above my head and despite the fact that the trunk indentations had stopped two meters below where I was it hadn’t proven to be as difficult without the groove as I’d expected. I was eight meters up.

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.” 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. Jason stood almost directly underneath me, his head in his neck, staring up at me. 

Huh?

“Here, catch!” He lowered the hand with the keys, then tossed them up with force. The keys passed me, hit the tree house, 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. 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. 

I kind of slept through that.  Know why?  It’s action, and you have long sentences.  Short, choppy ones ftw!

My arms were raw with scratches and upcoming bruises from contact with the wood.  I glanced down to find Jason right under me, his arms straight up above his head, my shoes resting on the palms of his hands. 

Can you let me know if ‘strait’ is the… British? way of saying ‘straight?’  I keep saying that, and I’m curious.

Also, they’re position sounds… odd.  The previous paragraph needs to show more and ramble less so that I can see how they are.

“You okay?” he called up, sounding winded, and I stuffed the keys in my pocket, trembling and unable to formulate words. I strained my shaking muscles, lifting myself back to the safety of the strong branches with a madly pounding heart. 

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 dared to release the wood I was clutching 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.”

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

“Thanks, but we both know it’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 basically 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 hatch, moving away from the hole in the floor on hands and knees. 

“Glad to have a floor under you, huh?” He grinned at my relieved expression, and I nodded, amused. New paragraph. “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.”

Take out the two dialogue tags.  Replace them with action – maybe he turns his back to her to do something?

Also, you never told us what the place looked like!  You need to set up the atmosphere.  (
Gesturing at a wooden trunk that stood on the floor beside me he added, “Well, they should fit you, I hope.” 

When I didn’t make any movements towards the crate he insisted. “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, sweaters, and even underwear. I frowned and turned to him, the clothes in my hands. “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 grief.

He flicked his hand towards my left casually. “Towels are in that trunk. I'll go outside so you can change. Let me know when you're done, all right?”

Without waiting for a reply he dropped through the opening athletically, 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. Soon he'd ask me why I'd run, and I could do nothing but tell him, for he had been truthful with me, too. My conscience would kick my ass if I didn’t tell him.

I had only told my story to law enforcement so far, when they questioned me right after it happened. Everyone else had gotten the 101 from my mom. Well, her or from the news reports.

I pulled off my coat, feeling much lighter without it, then unzipped my sweater vest and paused, glancing out the small glass window behind me, seeing nothing but dripping leaves. Remembering that Jason sat outside in the cold waiting for me to come get him I resumed, 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.

I got dressed in a haste and hugged myself, savoring the warmth of the dry clothes, trying 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. 

To what?

I lifted the unexpectedly weighty wooden door and called out Jason's name. He stuck his head into the room, his brown hair dripping water down his face. “You done?” 

“Yea.” I smiled at him, and 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 blue 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… died?

“Thanks.” I wasn’t sure what to do, feeling useless for not knowing how to cheer him up, and sighed.

“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. 

But she would notice the basic atmosphere – light, dark, cramped, spacious, high-ceilinged…

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

Combine with previous paragraph.  Simple cupboards and crates lined two of the four walls, the third, directly opposite me, had a stone fireplace. A window was in the fourth, above the wooden trunk of clothes.

“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 like it, I really like it.” I admitted, then puckered my brow. “Don't you need to change?”

He pulled a face 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 ticking on the roof indicated that the rain had come again, and I glanced out the slowly darkening window, watching thick droplets smash into the green leaves. It was raining rather badly, but that wasn’t unusual for September.

“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. The best way to warm up. 

I wasn’t going to point out any more, but that’s really rambly.

I heard him undress and dry off behind me, and faster than I expected he tapped on my shoulder. “'Done,” he announced. “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. 

“You look nice.” I told him, and he nodded. New paragraph. “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. New paragraph. “Now how would you know that?” he joked. “Are you psycho?”

“Nope, and I believe the term is psychic.”

“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.

A fire in a wooden tree house, in the middle of the woods?  Smokey Bear would not be happy!  (Seriously – I don’t think anyone would do this.)

“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, then retrieved a pan and glanced at me. 

I reached over and pulled my bag towards me, leaning it on my leg as I handed him a can of tomato soup. 

He 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. When he was done I asked. “Where do your friends live? In this house that you mentioned?”

“Yea,” He nodded, pulling open a drawer and picking up a large spoon. “I live there too, but 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.

“It’s my favorite,” he announced, stirring. “Tomato soup is heaven on earth.”

“I agree.” I pushed my bag to my right, still within reach, and grabbed my Converse, inspecting them.

“They’ll dry, just put them near the fire.” He told me, nodding towards his Converse that were already there. 

Again with the brands!  Oh, and I had forgotten why they were wet – remind us when they go into the house.  And when had it stopped raining?  (They climbed with no rain.)

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. New paragraph. “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. 

“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.”

“All right.” 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 his the late hours of the night. 

Huh?

Katy's bedtime was seven-thirty, so she'd have eaten at seven with Jake, and normally me, and she’d be in bed by now. Jake would go to sleep soon as well, in about fifteen minutes. 

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. 

Writing in a diary while Jason’s right there?  Odd…

I closed my eyes for a moment, relieved that it 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.

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 A5 size booklet had a solid black cover, and lineless paper on the inside. 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. Two photos were directly inside the cover, not glued in, but loosely placed between the pages. 

What’s A5?

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

“My diary. I have pictures of my family in here,” I explained, handing him a professionally taken family photo of almost two years ago. My dad, Brian, was sitting on a chair in the backyard, his brown hair as messy as always, his hazel eyes carefree. My mom was standing behind her husband, carrying Lesley, my at the time three-year-old sister. Mom's smile was dazzling and affectionate, kind as she used to be, her light blonde hair loosely draped over her shoulders. 

This is first person!  Call her Mom.  (Actually, if the MC is a teen in third person, you would just say ‘her mom,’ not the actual name.)

It had been mid-summer, so 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.

Is her step-dad there, or her real dad?  When you said ‘husband’ I assumed her step-dad.  If not, then say ‘my dad.’

I focused on the picture, trying to push away the grief. Lesley's hair was in two 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. 

I was 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.”

Don’t let us forget where she is and who she’s with!  I completely forgot – don’t into so much depth of the picture.

“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. 

What he didn’t know, though, was that my sister Lesley would've been four had she not been murdered.
