Chapter

Three
“Jess… why'd you run away?” He 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. 

We seemed so absolutely blissful.

“That photo is almost two years old.” I paused, unsure of how to continue. Didn’t you say a girl was three in the picture, but now almost six?  Doesn’t that make it three years?  Ah… I don’t know if I’m remembering correctly.  Just go check your ages. I didn’t want to have to say what I was about to tell him, but I felt he deserved to know. He'd helped me so much that it wouldn’t be fair to hide what he'd saved me from. 

“It's the last picture that I have of my youngest sister, Lesley, and my dad.” What kid, when introducing their parents, says their names? I closed my eyes, trying to convince myself that I hadn’t seen the horror on his face and the pity in his eyes as I told him two members of my family had died. 

“Two 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 a lot. That was ramby and confusing, so I shortened it. The others stayed home. Katy and Jake too busy entertaining themselves with water balloons in the back yard, and Mom was supervising.” I swallowed heavily, my eyes still tightly shut. I was adding background details to put off the moment of telling him what happened, to stall having to share the painful memory for the fifth time in my life.

The first had been my mom, and police officers accounted for re-runs two through four. What about in court?  They’d go to court if he got stabbed.  (I read ahead.) After that I had never said a word about it to anyone, spending most my time sitting in my attic, staring a photos. Unable to let go.

“We had only just entered the park by a couple of minutes 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 prosecutor, was to blame for this. My dad shouted, struggling to get out of the man's hold. He hollered. Take Lesley! Take Lesley and run Jess!” Jason widened his eyes, fidgeting with the sleeve of his sweater, which I noticed wasn’t as new as I’d though. 

“I lifted my sister out of her buggy and bolted away, holding her close. My dad was left behind, and I heard yelling and choked coughing. Later I was told that the attacker stabbed him…” I took in a new, deep breath and 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 I clamped together my eyelids more tightly, feeling my head hurt in protest.

“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. He… he yanked Lesley 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. 

“She was only three.” I said, obstructed, as he rested a hand on my shoulder in a very welcome gesture of support. 

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. 

Combine with the previous paragraph. “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 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 from my cheeks. 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.

“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, Yes is weird for this question.  Yes it does or yes it doesn’t?  Maybe just say ‘…as though he was going to say it did.’ but then he shook his head, staring into the flames of the fire.

“It doesn’t.”

After finishing the last bit of my soup I set the bowl down on the timber floorboards, realizing that it was now completely dark outside.

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. 

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’m sorry.” He said again, quickly handing back the photo, then moveing 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. 

“Do you hear the rain?” he then asked, listening intently.

Shaking my head I stretched my legs, then got to my feet and gathered my stuff together before zipping my bag shut. Now was probably the best time to head over to that house he lived in, for it was likely that it would rain again later in the evening. 

After all, it had been raining twelve hours straight.

“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 all right outside. I don’t hear the wind anymore either. Your coat is soaked; we'll let it dry at the manor, all right?” he opted, and I agreed. Stop saying ‘opted’ for ‘said.’  It doesn’t work well. 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 when we’d bought the water balloons that saved Katy and Jake from witnessing the same thing as I had.

The dark blue letters SCM, surrounded by waves, dodgy circles, and stars was an odd logo, and I had never realized that before. In Semverton we were nowhere near a sea, or a lake, or a river. Funny, it had taken me fifteen years to realize how weird it really was.

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 bag.” I said, 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 rather than only what we had used tonight. 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. It was not only slippery, but also dark.  He probably thinks I’m a loser already, I thought, might as well try to reduce that image. Italicize from ‘might’ to ‘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. 

Doing my best to avoid contact between my clothes and the branches and mostly succeeding I descended, the queasy 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 ascending a tree was than it had seemed when I was seven, back when I used to climb any tree that I laid eyes on with little difficulty. 

When had I decided to stop doing that?

I shouldered my bag as Jason lifted the polystyrene bag and plastic crate of dishes, 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.”

Yes, sir.

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 woods can be I’d have never gone through one again.

“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, all right? Let it be.”

I felt angry. I had told him everything that had happened to me, and he wouldn’t tell me why he’d run away? It wasn’t exactly fair, was it?

Then again, I could’ve chosen not to explain to him, either.

Damn conscience. 

I reduced myself to silence, walking next to him whilst strongly avoiding taking any glances in his direction. I could tell he was gazing 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. I wasn’t living alone. My best friend Susie was with me.” I know, I know – these commas are needed.  But they slow the story, so take them out.

He paused and I finally looked back at him, feeling how difficult it was for him to tell anyone what had really happened. That was a feeling I could understand.

“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, forget it was my birthday. They just sat there until my dad looked at me and said: You want some, boy? I stood there, frozen, seeing my life fall apart before my eyes, then ran to my room and stuffed everything I could into a big bag. 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 he continued talking. “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 on not pushing 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, 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. 

Combine with previous paragraph. “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 fix.”

He quickened his pace, clearly wishing for the conversation to be over, but continued his anecdote nevertheless. I guess he felt bad about hearing my account and not telling the rest of his in return. 

“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 gesture. He tightened his grip on the crate and bag and stepped out of the woods into a clearance. I hadn’t expected it, 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.

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, observing the boy that had let us in. 

Combine with the previous paragraph – not nearly strong enough on its own. He, in turn, was observing me. 

“Hi,” I said, awkward and with a moment of hesitation. 

“Where’d you find her?” blue-eyes asked, turning to Jason without acknowledging my greeting.

“Drew, she can speak English as well as you and I can, all right?” Jason fired back, his tone forthcoming with an undertone 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 uncomfortable situation. “Hey, I’m Jess.”

He accepted my gesture, grinning mischievously. “Drew. Sorry ‘bout that, I’m pretty much socially retarded, thank god there’s Jason to help me out, though.” Um…was that sarcasm?  I don’t know many people who would say that without rolling their eyes.

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 high, 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 and greeting 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, and blue eyes like Drew, who instead of shaking my hand pulled me into a tight, unexpected embrace that seemed fit for reunited long-lost friends rather than meeting a stranger. Nevertheless, it made me feel at home, which was really the main thing I could use at the moment. Since you introduced Drew with the ones who came down the stairs, it was really odd…

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.

“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 gray armchair that was positioned in front of the window. She unzipped 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 thought she said that she only had one pair of jeans when she sat on the branch? 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 out in 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. She clearly didn’t like her dad much. You just showed us that – don’t also tell us.

“Basically the guys go over there and help him sort everything out. I do sometimes as well, as does Christy, but it’s mostly the boys,” she told me, the tone gone, straightening up. “You tired?”

“Yea.” I shifted my weight, checking my watch. It was already half past ten, and spending the entire day resisting hard wind and trying 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. 

I frowned, then sighed. “Around nine.”

“Holy shit!” She widened her eyes, reaching for a towel, and began drying off my phone charger. She unraveled my diary from it’s plastic covering, realized what it was, and handed it to me without a word. Random much?

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.” You keep adding extra spaces between words. She handed me the dried objects before regaining her former position against the wall. 

I had to admit, it was fairly pathetic that all I had left from my normal life was my phone, iPod, diary, collection of toiletries, and a bunch of soggy clothes. It was all I took with me when I stormed out of my house. 

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, all right?” she opted. Opted is making a decision, and should not be replaced for said.

My throat felt thick, and I gave a slight nod in reply, then followed her out of the room and up the high stairs. Antique paintings and black and white photos hung on the 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. “Come on.” The ‘come on’ seemed rushed.

We paced into a room that stretched meters to our right and left and 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.

“The guys made you a bed.” She pointed to the only neatly made bed in the row, and conjured a smile on my face. They were really too kind. That fast?
“I told them to make it in between Christy and me, 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.” Her dialogue jumps around a lot – break it up with a tag or action.

She gave the impression of having done this before, and I wondered if she was the one that had welcomed Christy into their makeshift family, deciding it 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 has six identical sets of bedspreads?

Ally returned soon, handing me a large, black shirt and blue pajama pants, then stopped at her own mattress and changed into nightwear. Running her hands through her short hair and only just managing to bind it into a ponytail she glanced at me. “You want privacy?”

I shrugged, not minding, and sat down, untying the shoelaces of my Converse. Setting them to the side I pulled off my jeans and reached for the soft fabric of the pants, which under closer inspection were blue with a pattern of tiny white clouds. Cute. She never put them on.  (
I glanced over my shoulder, finding Ally with her back turned to me, apparently waiting for me to say something.

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 and piled my wet sweater and t-shirt on the floor beside my bed before reaching for the shirt Ally had given me.

“Uhm…” Ally made her presence known with an awkward 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. Sitting down on the mattress, resting my hand on the soft pillow, I thought to myself in disbelief. How come they’re accepting me so easily? Since when am I this lucky?

Ally sat herself down right opposite me, then watched me quietly.

Feeling her eyes on me I glanced up. “Are you and Drew twins?” 

“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 bag of toiletries, got to my feet and walked to the door, where I turned, grinning rather stupidly. “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. “I’ll show you.”

Five minutes later I pushed my blankets aside and laid down comfortably, turning on my side and pulling the bedspread up to my chin. 

“Goodnight Jess.” Ally switched off the light and softly treaded out of the bedroom, leaving the door open to a tiny, comforting crack of brightness that 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 was certain.

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

All in all I hadn’t gotten that far today, in terms of distance. I’d simply taken the first bus I had seen and rode it to its end point. My house was located in the rich area of Semverton-South, and I currently found myself in Semverton-Millfield, meaning that I was a mere twenty-three kilometers from Michael. How’s she know that? Time would have to prove whether or not the distance was enough. Either way, I wasn’t leaving, unless it threatened my new friends. 

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

I was.
