STOP AND STARE
By Skins

(PART ONE)

CHARLIE   (1)

Austin told me that I’d forget about it. He said that it didn’t matter, that running would stop my mind from crashing. I actually believed him. 
Too bad Austin lied.

It rained that night. I was strumming Mum’s guitar and playing whatever crap flowed into my head as I stared outside the window when my dad sauntered in. There was a cigarette in his mouth and his bedraggled
 hair fell flat onto his face. I tried not to look at him at first, but that was a pretty darn challenging thing to do.
 There was only a limited amount of time I could gaze at the raindrops on the window as the darkness from outside crept into the room. 
I plucked the guitar with more intensity.

“Will you shut it, boy? You're making a racket!” he spat. His voice was coarse. “There was less noise in the middle of a bloody battle in Afghanistan.”

My fingers immediately stopped. “I thought you'd gone out for the night...” I could tell that my voice was barely audible to him.

He tilted his head, then glared at me as though I’d just downright insulted him. He cursed and approached me, stumbling slightly along the way. After dropping himself down beside me,
 he picked up a beer bottle from the floor. I edged away from him in my seat
.

“I’m going out,” I mumbled as I leaned Mum’s guitar against the wall next to me. 

He ignored me as usual while glugging the content of his beer bottle down his throat. Where’s my jacket? I glanced at my dad
. My eyes scanned the room in search of my black jacket before returning to him for a moment. I really didn't want to have to ask him... 
I scratched my head, then examined the unkempt floor as I spoke.

“Have you seen my jacket?” Another quiet mumble.

I sounded so fricking pathetic. I pulled my head up and my dad turned to me. The light radiating from the lamp beside him was unable to 
brighten the shadows that were drowning his bloodshot eyes. I glanced back down at the dirty floor.

“Huh?” My father’s voice was loud, almost making me jump. “Speak properly, kid. Honestly.”

“Have you seen my coat? The... um, the black one?” I said, this time louder than before.

“No,” my dad grunted as he shot up the volume on the television.

I remained in the spot as I contemplated what to do next. I could have sworn I’d seen him with it earlier on today... He’d given it to Will, my brother. I scratched my head again.

“Are you sure? I think I saw yo--”

“Are you deaf or just plain thick, kid?” He shot me a glare. “I said no. Stop wasting my time.” 

I stammered a little, earning myself another few disgusted looks from the man who'd now spread himself across the stained sofa. Stop being so pathetic, I thought to myself. Tell him to sod off... It can't be that hard...

“God, you’re annoying.” My dad turned his attention back to the TV. “Have you even thought to look in that dump of yours? Common sense, kid. Jesus... You're supposed to get smarter with age, not even stupider.”

He started mumbling something to himself, cursing as he did so. The sound of some imbecilic American sitcom turned the soothing patter of the rain into a jagged staccato noise
, and as the television's volume was increased even further, the sound of the rain was omitted completely. My knuckles clenched as I glared at my dad. I have looked in my damn room. I ain't that stupid, my 
mind yelled at me to tell him that, to prove him wrong for once, but like always, the words merely clawed at my throat and resisted to come out.

My dad burst out laughing at something,  
bashing the arm of the sofa like some deranged animal. He leaned back with a few more chuckles escaping his lips. His ecstatic grin revealed a set of stained teeth that resembled a neglected, crooked fence.

“Uh... well, bye then,” I muttered, pausing at the door for a moment.

“Are you going or not?" my dad grunted, not bothering to look at me. “Or is opening the door too much effort for you?” He shook his head. “Lazy prick.”
I bit my tongue and tried to ignore him and his muttered comments. After pulling the door open, I stalled once more as I watched my father for a moment. I considered saying another goodbye, but  decided against it. By mistake, as I left the room, I slammed the door rather than closing it. 

“Oi!”

As I made my way into the hallway, I could just hear my dad yelling at me. It wasn't long until the deranged laughter began again. I sighed, hastily making my way towards the front door as his laughter shattered my ear drums. Shut up...
With a sigh, I left the house. As I stepped outside, I felt like whacking myself. Why couldn't I just tell him to shut up? I damn well struggled to even think about telling him to do so, let alone turning those thoughts into actions. 
I was so pathetic sometimes. One sentence, one word... That was all it took to stand up to him. Then why did the insults always remain stuck in my stupid throat?

The wind wrapped itself around me and bit at my bare arms as I dragged my feet up the garden path. The raindrops splashed against my skin, sending chills through my body. What a crap excuse for a summer. The terraced houses of the street towered 
over me, and the more I walked, the more unearthly their shadows became. I crossed my arms in hope of warming myself up--a rather useless attempt. 

The wind suddenly roared, knocking a wheelie bin to the hard ground. The litter spilled out, revealing a dump of tasteless colours along with a sickly scent. I stepped over it and accidentally kicked a half eaten slice of pizza. Yum. There was another gust of wind. I knew I should have brought a damn jacket. I shivered.

I couldn’t deal with my own company anymore. Maybe some of the guys were in the park.
 Once I’d reached the end of the street, I saw the crumbling brick wall that led to the field behind my housing estate. I pressed my palms firmly on the top of the wall. Being careful not to scrape my hands, I lifted myself up and leaped over it,just managing to avoid scraping my leg against the rough bricks.

Straightening myself out, I locked my eyes onto the park in the distance. The rain drops in the sky blew into my eyes, forcing me to squint. Through the darkness, I could just see the red and yellow paint on the climbing frames thanks to the dim street lights. The paint had almost been washed off completely since the park had been built because no one ever bothered to give any of the climbing frames a new coat. Then again, that would only get them burnt down after a month or so. The kids around here had a passion for burning things. The crooked metal fence that surrounded the park wasn't too hard to notice wither,
 its paint just as vague as the climbing frame’s. The place didn't exactly scream child friendly. 

My body relaxed slightly as I made out the shapes of recognisable figures sitting beside the swing set. It wasn’t long until one of them turned around to face me.

“Hey! I’ve been trying to call you, Charlie!” Austin called, grinning. 

The second I heard his voice, I sighed, then smiled. Austin took a quick sip out of the can in his hand before putting it down onto the black tarmac of the park. He jumped over the caved-in fence, and then pulled the hood of his jumper over his head.

I jogged lightly in his direction. Austin lifted his arm over my shoulder when he reached me, and imitated my grin.

“Where have you been?” he asked before noticing my short sleeve t-shirt. “Bloody hell, mate, this ain’t Florida, you know.”

“I’ve just been in the house. Sorry, I’ve kinda lost my phone.” I laughed loudly. “I lost my jacket too... I’ll nick yours!”

I was still laughing as I pulled Austin's hood down. He punched my arm before forcing me into a headlock. With my head still underneath his arm, he shoved his hood back up with his free hand.

You can't spend five minutes away from me, can you, mate? I'm just that great, I guess.” I laughed as I tried to free myself.

“Don’t flatter yourself, Charlie boy!” He messed up my already scruffy hair, and released me from his grasp. “It sounds like I'm talking to a horse when I call you that. Brilliant.”
The crisp air was filled with laughter as we made our way towards the park, and Austin kicked the odd stone here and there. He lifted the sleeve of his hoodie to his mouth and began chewing on it.

The guy had a strange obsession with that hoodie. He’d had it for at least six years by now, and the thing was in tatters. The sleeves didn’t even reach his wrists anymore, but he adamantly denied that he needed a new one. He claimed that the sleeves were supposed to give him that abnormally long armed look. I just went with it.

“How long have you guys been out then?” I asked, strolling into the park.

“Not long. Half an hour or so.”

Austin followed me inside, reaching for his can of cider the second his feet touched the ground. I rolled my eyes, a smile still on my face.

While Austin sat down, I spotted someone I wasn’t quite as happy to see. When I saw Jax, I couldn’t help but clench my jaw. He was grinning cockily as he watched Austin and me.

“How’s your old man then, Black?” Jax’s grey eyes were full of amusement as he looked at me. “He ain’t done a very good job tonight. He should’ve touched that up; it's already looking better.” He nodded at my eye, which I knew was a light purple colour.

My jaw remained clenched as I glared at him. Why did Austin even want to hang out with this prick? Jax had the voice of a damn rat, and his eyes were so close together, I was surprised he could even see three dimensionally. Plus, he was the thickest kid in the world. He was staring at me right now, his huge nose curling its equally huge nostrils in amusement. He looked like a warthog. Prick.

“Shut it.” Austin nudged Jax's side. “No one cares. Seriously.”

Jax rolled his eyes before suddenly opening his can. The bursting noise sent a shiver down my spine. That was a sound I could never ignore; probably because I was so used to hearing it. The smell of the fresh alcohol made my nose wrinkle in disgust. The horrible stuff smelt exactly like him. My mind darkened. Anything that reminded me of my dad made me feel nauseous. 
It felt like my guts were twisted. Everywhere I looked, I managed to see him. It was almost unbelievable how it only took a split second to see that damn man in my surroundings.
#

After a good two hours or so had passed, Austin had gulped down another four cans of cider. His eyes had gradually become redder, his voice louder and his opinions a hell of a lot stronger. 
“Charlie, you seriously.” Hiccup. 
“Like, really seriously need to try some of this.” Austin held up a new can in his hand. “It does.” Hiccup. “Does wonders, mate!”

I shook my head without even giving it an ounce of a thought
. My stomach was churning inside of me as I watched the can being lifted to his chapped lips. Why is there bloody alcohol everywhere I look?
The two guys were discussing football or something when I heard some deep voices in the distance. I shifted my eyes to the bottom of the field, to where the brick wall was. Through some of the mist, I could just make out a small group of people. My eyes remained on them as the group ambled along the field. 

Neither Austin nor Jax had noticed them; they were both lost in conversation. The group on the field were closer now. They’d just passed the second rugby post when I turned to look at them again. It looked like there were only three of them, but one of the kids could have easily been classed as two if I took his size into account. I watched him more carefully. Yep, he could have definitely counted as two people.

“Hey, who are they?” I turned to Jax.

I nodded my head at the group who were now a hundred yards or so away from us. Jax broke out of the football conversation for a second, then glanced at the field behind us.

“Dunno... I ain’t seen them around,” he said slowly as he slurred a bit. “Hey, do any of you know them, Austin?”

He turned to the others before watching the group on the field again. They were all dressed in tracksuit bottoms, wearing sports tops or knock-off Superdry hoodies. Either that or they’d nicked the hoodies off of the back of a lorry, which was probably more likely.

Austin jumped up, stumbling slightly as he did so. He laughed as he spun around and leaned on the fence beside him. He spat on the floor.

“Oi!”

As he shouted, the group snapped their heads up. All of them were silent for a moment.
 The large boy at the front of the group narrowed his eyes as he locked his gaze on Austin.

“Hey! Fatty! There’s no.” Hiccup. “No food here, sorry!” Austin suddenly burst into uncontrollable laughter. He turned to us. “Did you see that? I just called him Fatty!”

The hysterical laughter continued. Austin stared at the group now yards away from us with an almost lost look surfacing in his dark eyes. I often wondered if Austin purposely tried to get himself killed. A few of the guys from the group muttered something to each other, but they didn’t seem too bothered by Austin’s nitwit comment, thank God. 

“Austin, do you wanna get your brains knocked out by a guy who could probably eat an entire fridge for breakfast?” I shook my head.

“Hey, that’s a good one!” Austin turned back to the group. “Eaten your fridge yet, Fatty?”

Another burst of laughter. This time, his arms slipped, and he only just caught himself before smacking his face on the fence.

Fatty didn’t ignore him quite as well as before. He clenched his fists and began walking briskly in our direction. Well done, mate, I thought 
, watching Austin as he continued laughing to himself. My heart skipped a beat when I noticed the rest of the group heading straight towards us.

As they neared, their faces became clearer and I soon began to recognise one of them. Lee Pritchard. He was walking beside Fatty as they made their way towards us. Lee lived a few streets away from me, and it wasn’t hard to spot his house. Its walls were practically green with moss and mould, half of the windows had cardboard over them and there was this huge black thing that stalked the house’s garden. A dog, apparently. Wolf, more like. 
Austin turned to the gate of the park as they walked in. His face was brimming with amusement. Jax didn’t look too nervous either. I found myself clicking my tongue in anxiety, but I soon stopped myself. I needed to blooming man up. Besides, I was probably overreacting. The group entered the park one by one, each one looking just as aggressive as the next.

The last one to walk in was someone I somehow hadn’t noticed before. Once I did notice her, though, the fact that I hadn’t done so at first shocked the life out of me. My eyes locked onto a blonde girl as she wandered into the park with her nails in her mouth. Unlike the other four members of the group, she wasn’t wearing any kind of tracksuit material. Everything she wore actually looked clean, to begin with. There was a tight top clinging to her flat waist, and that top shaped ever part of her perfectly. Wow. Her platinum blonde hair was slicked back into a high ponytail, just reaching the bottom of her shoulders. All I could do was stare. How on earth had I not noticed her? I mean, seriously? Maybe Fatty had been blocking my view.

My eyes shot to Lee who had a curved smirk on his face. He nudged past Fatty and stepped forward, stamping on an old cigarette butt on the ground as he did so. Austin winked at Lee as he neared him. 

“You have to have your mates sick up.” Austin let out a hysterical laugh, ignoring the fact that there was now a very angry guy standing right in front of him. “I mean, stick up for you, do you, Fatty?” He looked over Lee’s shoulder at Fatty. “Too much energy, eh?”

Jax started laughing as he stood up, trying not to stumble, and even I let out a few chuckles. Austin laughed too, but I doubted he realised that we were laughing at his lack of ability to say words properly when hammered rather than the jokes he was attempting. I quickly glanced at the girl in the tight clothes. Her eyes showed something--a dark look--that wiped my grin off of my face. Her nails remained in her mouth.

While Austin continued laughing, Lee grabbed his jumper. Austin did nothing but laugh even more.

“Who do you think you are, kid?” Lee hissed in his face.

“Lee, leave it.” 
I whipped my head to the blonde girl.


Her voice was quiet--my ears were only just able to pick up what she'd said. I subtly watched her. It may have been a challenge to hear it, but her voice was so melodic, almost a humming sound. 

“What the hell are you looking at?” Lee’s voice made me jump. “That’s mine, idiot.”

I turned back to him and Austin to see Lee glowering at me. I assumed he’d just referred to the blonde girl. Within a second, Austin had pushed Lee off him. Austin grabbed his jumper this time. I froze.

“Don’t speak to my mate like that!” He shoved Lee against the fence behind them.

I knew that was a huge mistake. Why the hell had Austin done that? There was no way these guys were going to leave us alone now. The blonde girl let out a sudden cry, but I seemed to be the only one who noticed. The others remained concentrated on the two guys fighting with each other. If this carried on, they were going to end up knocking each other's brains out.

Lee glared at Austin with his eyes blazing. Lee lifted his elbow into the air, his fist clenched. Seconds later, it shot forward. As the blow hit him, Austin lost his grip on Lee. Both boys cursed. 

“Mate! Knock him back!” Jax shouted as Austin rubbed his nose.

What a prick. Why would you even want to encourage them? Lee’s friends began egging him on, calling Austin every name under the sun. Austin lifted his arm into the air. Lee was soon welcomed by his fist. He grabbed Austin's arm. His fist clenched again. Another punch at Austin.

Austin fell to the ground, his eyes more bloodshot than ever in the dim street lights. Or it might have been the blood. Everyone around me was shouting now, a couple of them laughing. The two boys struggled on the tarmac 
 as they shot curses at each other. A ribbon of crimson was running down Lee's face where Austin had walloped him, and Austin's face didn't look much better. Besides the two guys fighting, the only one without a smile on their face was the blonde girl. Instead, her lips were quivering.

“Cut it out!” I shouted, jolting up to my feet.

Was I the only one with any damn sense here? After being ignored, I darted over to the guys on the ground. Austin was on top of Lee by now. I managed to grab Austin’s arm to pull him off the kid underneath him. I kept my hold on my friend as he was standing up in front of me.

“There could be cops around, you idiot!” I hissed. “Leave it!”

Austin shoved my hand off him with his teeth gritted. His breath was cut short
, his eyes on fire. He glanced at Lee before turning back to me.

“Just chill out...” I said, my heartbeat gradually slowing down.

Austin stared at me, his face twisted. He tilted his head. He seemed to be calming down as his breathing became steady once more. Something hard whacked against my crotch. Austin’s knee.

“Stay out of it!” he yelled.

Intense pain shot up to my stomach from my crotch and I winced in pain. Every breath I had inside of me shot from my mouth as I fell to the wet ground. It was as though someone had just struck a hammer in-between my thighs, leaving me to endure the pain with no kind of remedy. Then there was shouting again. I lay on the floor with my crotch throbbing. I could hardly breathe and I could almost feel my stomach doing somersaults inside of me. Crap, that hurt. I lifted my head up. Austin had Lee against the fence again. I gulped. 

In Austin's hand was a small, black pocket knife. Shit.
“Go on, Austin!” Jax shouted. "Use the damn thing!"

I tried to sit up, only to enhance the pain that was now in my stomach. Groaning, I watched the scene unfold in front of me. If I wasn't slowly going into panic, it would have been almost funny how both Jax and the other group were yelling at Austin or Lee, encouraging them to beat the crap out of each other, yet that was all they were doing. Watching. Not one of them was trying to help out or even fight with their mate. 

Austin and Lee were standing still now, Lee's eyes struggling to hide any fear. Austin had his back to me, so I couldn't catch a glimpse of his face. I wasn't sure if I wanted to. Jax was standing a few inches away from me, and he probably wasn't even thinking about turning to me. 
Lee's group were opposite us with Fatty screaming for his friend at the front. I turned back to Austin and Lee in front of me.

That was the moment Austin struck. 

His hand which held the knife shot back while his free hand held Lee down. I hopelessly attempted lifting myself up, but simply winced again.

“No!” There was a shriek.

It was the girl. Austin paused, his hand still in the air as he glanced to the side of him. The next thing I saw was the girl hurrying towards him. As suddenly as she'd yelped, she grabbed Austin and pushed him to the ground. Austin and the girl landed with a loud thud onto the ground. She was on top of him. I couldn't see the knife anywhere.

I managed to sit up now, my heart bursting out of my rib cage. It was the only sound to be heard. Everything else was silent. Dead silent. Time stopped for a moment.

“Shit...” His eyes wide, Austin pushed the girl off him.

Everyone was staring at her. Why was everyone staring at her? Austin stood up, stumbling a little. He stared at her too. He hadn’t... I looked at her. He had.

“I’ve...” Lee stammered. “We’ve gotta get out of here.”

Without even looking back at the girl, he ran. He slammed the gate open before bolting out of the park. The rest of his goons followed, none of them bothering to turn to the girl once. Jax ran. There was no one else in the park now. Just me, Austin and her.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. There was still a light throbbing feeling in my crotch, but I didn’t take any notice of it. The physical feelings were numb. My eyes locked onto the girl’s stomach. I stared at the puncture as what looked like a pool of sticky jam seeped through her tight top. But it wasn't jam. It was blood. I stared at the knife.

“Come on, Charlie.” I jumped the second Austin’s hand grabbed my shoulder. “We could... We can’t get caught.” His voice shook.

I stood up, but I didn’t step forward. I could see her properly now that I was above her. Her eyes were hidden behind their lids, her body was entirely motionless, and each second that past felt longer and longer until they began to feel as though they were turning into minutes, eventually turning into hours... days...

“Charlie!” He was shouting now. “Come on! Forget about it. It doesn’t matter!”

Austin bent down, his hand shaking. Then he pulled the knife out of her. He just pulled it out like she was a slab of meat. The blood poured out quicker.

I felt sick. The smell of damp tarmac circled the freezing air around me, making me want to throw up. Austin stepped over her, not looking down once, and grabbed me. Holding me firmly, he sprinted towards the park’s gate. I ran with him, but my legs just carried me. It felt like I hadn’t moved an inch.

Once I was out of the park, I could run. Boy, could I run. My legs ached as my feet slammed against the moist grass, the water from it running into my shoes. Austin had let go now. He was ahead of me. My lungs were gasping for air, and my body was begging me to stop. So that’s what I did. 

Austin jumped over the wall and he was gone. Just like that. It was as though he’d never been here. The only trace of him ever being there was the bleeding body back in the park. Body. I was already thinking of her as dead.

ZOEY   (2)

Someone had been in my room. The place looked a mess and it was stopping me from sleeping. I'd come upstairs a mere hour ago, and I'd failed at even trying to sleep since then. 
Unable to bear it any longer, I climbed out of my warm bed and into the chilly air of my room. This summer had been especially cold, only just reaching twenty degrees at its hottest. Whatever happened to global warming?

I scanned my bedroom, trying to find what was wrong. Knowing that there was something missing, or something in the wrong place distracted my thoughts entirely. It was nagging at me in the back of my mind, forcing me to stay awake. There didn't appear to be any clothes poking out of my wardrobe or drawers, my blinds and curtains were shut correctly, my carpet was spotless, my en suite bathroom door was closed... My eyes froze when they reached my bookshelf. One of my books was in the wrong place. That was it! Sighing, I whipped my hair off of my shoulder and sauntered over towards it
.

I'd specifically put everything back in tidily, but there were a number of books placed face down on their covers and backs, and they weren't placed neatly at all. For someone to have had the nerve of coming into my room and messing things up
 made the frustration inside of me tip off the edge. Sighing again, this time in annoyance, I reached up towards the top shelf for my dictionary, but I couldn't quite reach it. I put all of my weight on my toes and finally grasped its smooth spine. 

"Shit!"

Suddenly, 
the book dropped from my hand. It crashed to the carpeted floor below me and landed with a soft thud. I let out a sudden yelp
, then cursed inwardly. 
The dictionary was lying limply on my carpet with half of its pages spread open, showing a flurry of words, from the dull to the exhilarating. I grabbed it and picked it up to reveal that a number of the pages had crumpled, and were now looking both limp and lifeless. This was ridiculous. After closing it, I slotted it back into place.

Then there was a creak. 

I froze. There was someone walking around the house. That didn't make any sense; no one walked around after ten in my house. Everyone was always asleep at this time. 

Another creak.

My feet remained in the same place as though they were glued to the floor. Any traces of a heartbeat I had appeared to vanish. Either that, or my heart had leaped to the top of my throat and made a run for it.
 Another creak. My heartbeat suddenly jolted into overdrive, pulsating in my chest. 

"Hello?" A whisper from outside my door.

 I then did the only thing I could think of.

"Mum! Dad!" I yelled.

"Zoey! Shut up!"

The door handle turned and just as I was about to scream, I saw Aimee, my older sister, standing in my doorway with her eyes wide. Really? I'd gotten myself into hysterics over my sister. Seriously?

"Aimee? What... What are you doing? It's almost eleven o'clock." I glanced at my digital clock. "It's almost five to."

Aimee simply rolled her eyes as she twirled her wavy hair with her finger. She closed my bedroom door behind her and sat down on my bed with her hands in her jean pockets.

"I'm going out." She shrugged as she chewed on a piece of gum in her mouth.

Had she missed the second part of my sentence or something? It was almost five to--actually, no, it was now a few minutes to eleven. Why would she be going out now? 

"I can see that," I muttered, sitting down on the bed next to her.

Aimee certainly wasn't dressed in her pyjamas. She was wearing a tight vest top that clinched at every curve in her torso. The top was covered by a thin cardigan, along with a pair of skin-tight jeans. On her feet, she was practically wearing a pair of blood red skyscrapers, or heels as she called them. Her blonde hair was tied into a neat ponytail: far off from what you would have called bed hair. The fact that her face was plastered in heavy makeup was rather distracting too, I had to admit.

"Where are you going?" I asked, locking my eyes onto her sky blue ones. "Are you meeting someone? Who are you meeting? Oh, mum and dad are going to kill you."

"Don't say anything! You almost blew it just there, Zo," she hissed, shifting her eyes away from mine. "I'm going to..." She lifted her hand to her mouth and chewed on her nails. "You know that guy I told you about? My boyfriend?"

"The one I've never seen, let alone met, yet you've been with the guy for four months now?" I raised my eyebrows.

Aimee rolled her eyes again before dropping her fingers from her mouth. She stood up, and soonwas pacing back and forth in front of me, fiddling with her hands.

"Yeah, him." Her plump lips curved upwards as she continued. "Well, I'm going to meet him. It's just that... Well, he's from Amber Fountains. I know what you're thinking, but honestly, he's great. Like, unbelievably hot, and he's really funny too. You'd probab--"

"Aimee! Are you stupid or just insane? There's a yob with a shotgun at every street corner in that place. How can lover boy possibly be even half decent?"

Aimee raised her eyebrows, finally stopping her pacing in front of me. I was glad that she did because she'd probably been destroying my carpet, scragging all of the material. Now, she twirled 
her dyed blonde hair a bit more aggressively than before.

"Zoey, you don't even know him." She narrowed her eyes at me. "How can you be so stereotypical? He's great, he really is. He may have gotten into a bit of trouble before, but nothing too bad, honestly."

By some trouble, she probably meant murder or something 'small' like that. I gritted my teeth together and crossed my arms. No way was I allowing
 my sister to go to that neighbourhood, especially on her own in the middle of the night. 

"Okay, maybe he is nice, I don't know. You'll get yourself mugged in that place though, Aim!" I raised my voice a little. 

"You'd swear I was the younger sister here!" Aimee shouted, soon lowering her tone when she realised that she could easily wake our parents up. "Look, I'm going, okay?"

Not allowing me to get another word in, she pulled my door open and left my room. If it wasn't the middle of the night, she most definitely would have slammed it hard. It wasn't long until I could hear the stairs creaking as Aimee tip-toed down them. Oh, I was so following her.

After hurriedly grabbing whatever shoes I could, I 
 got myself dressed. I pulled a jumper over my pyjama top and a pair of boyfriend style jeans 
over my bottoms. As I was putting them on, I heard the front door slyly close. I left my room and the moment I stepped onto my landing, the eerie silence of my house overwhelmed me. Maybe this isn't such a good idea... No, I had to do this. I was determined to find out who Aimee's mystery boyfriend was, and even more determined to stop her from getting mugged. Besides, I had to protect her
; she wasn't sensible enough to do that herself. It was rather shocking that she hadn't been hurt already.

I'd never been to Amber Fountains before, and for good reasons too. The area was always lambasted
 in the news, constantly informing me of the dangers there. Mugging was a daily occurrence, and far worse happened too. I didn't know who Aimee's boyfriend was, so for all I knew, he could have been exactly like those criminals I saw on the television. There was no way I was letting her get into trouble.

Darkness crept in on me as I made my way down the stairs. I tripped on one of the steps and cursed. 
The lights from the street outside were the only things providing any sense of direction for me. If it wasn't for them shining through the window beside the front door, I wouldn't have been able to see where I was going at all. The light crept in through the window at the bottom of the stairs, and that light was encouraging me to walk as it brightened my surroundings. 
At the last step, I bent down to grab the case that contained my phone. I relaxed as my foot touched the laminated floor of my hallway, and shoved my phone into the front pocket of my jumper.

I jogged up my driveway after making sure that I'd closed the front door. Yes! I could see Aimee ahead of me as she was just turning out of our street. So long as I kept quiet, doing everything with perfected subtlety, I'd go unnoticed. The chilly air more or less attacked me now that I was outside, immediately making me shiver. I felt something cold sting my skin. It was raining. Perfect. Absolutely perfect.

Keeping my eyes fixed onAimee, I turned out of my street. I was dragging my feet along the pavement, ignoring my screaming mind, which was begging for me to turn back. I couldn't go back now. If my sister was going out with some kid from Amber Fountains, I had to at least see him. My thoughts began to wonder as I continued along the pavement. She'd gone out to meet him before, but I'd never seen her go out this late. Did she do it every night? Maybe she'd even gotten hurt before, but hadn't told my parents, brother or me before. The thought made my body tense.

The rain continued to splash against my skin as I trudged along. I couldn't lose sight of Aimee. She was walking awfully fast, I had to admit. The further we got, the more noticeable my surroundings became. I was used to the well-kept gardens and tidy houses around my neighbourhood, but as we drew closer to Amber Fountains, it was impossible not to notice those houses turning smaller, and their gardens gradually filling with waste and wilder grass. Did lack of money cause badly kept homes or something? I was incredibly tempted to grab a lawnmower and sort them out.

I pushed myself onwards and prepared to concentrate on the ground underneath me. I must have looked up at just about the wrong time because as I did, in fact, look back up, something caught my foot and before I knew it, I was tumbling to the damp ground. Thankfully, I was just able to catch myself from whacking against the ground by falling onto my hands. 
I let out a groan. This was horrible.

After finally regaining composure, I stood back up and straightened myself out. I stared ahead of me and squinted. Where was Aimee? My eyes shot from one spot to another, desperately searching for my sister. She was gone. 

"Aimee?" I whispered. Then, panic rising, I called louder, "Aimee?"

Silence. As the contents of my stomach turned, I spun around, foolishly thinking that she may have been behind me somehow. I was soon disappointed. There wasn't a living soul around. Not one.

I remained in the same spot, all the while patting my legs and the front of my hoodie in a panicked rush. Yes! When my hands took hold of my phone case, it was as thought it was a bar of gold. After popping the top of it open, I reached into the case... Nothing. I dug my fingers into it. The case was empty. Where was my phone? I specifically remembered putting it into the case after dinner, then placing it on the stairs. What on earth?

I shoved the empty case back into my pocket and groaned. How hadn't I noticed that the case was empty when I took it? I was certainly regretting buying the newer, lighter LG phone now. If only I would have just looked inside the stupid case. What was I supposed to do now? Where was I? I spun around about a thousand times, aimlessly looking for something I could recognise. 
I had absolutely no idea where I was. No, no, no. My whereabouts had to be known to me: 
what I was doing and where I was going. I couldn't just not know. Getting lost didn't happen, not to me. My heart rate began accelerating again.

Maybe I could find Aimee. She couldn't have gone that far. I had a vague idea of which direction she'd gone in, so if I could just find her, I'd be fine. I began hurrying ahead. The rain was coming down a little heavier now, and the cold air felt as though it was slicing into my skin. I came to a stop when I reached the end of the pavement.

There were two ways I could have gone: a forest or a long road. Which one led to Amber Fountains? One thing that was clear was the fact that the forest was a lot less inviting than the open road. The trees were bare, their branches stretching outwards as though they were trying to grasp onto me and pull me into the darkness. Whichever way I chose to go, I had no idea where I'd end up.

I squinted in hope of spotting a glimmer of colour, or a glance of Aimee's long hair. I froze when I saw a sudden flash of blonde hair at the end of the dimly lit forest. It was Aimee. It had to be. No matter how scary the place looked, I knew I'd just seen Aimee, my big sister. I burst into a jog 
and headed straight towards the woods.

The forest turned out to be a lot bigger than I thought, and it had engulfed me an awful lot quicker than I ever assumed was possible. After what felt like a few seconds of running, I was well into the forest. I paused for a moment before stopping in my tracks. I was a lot deeper into the woods than I wanted to be. The trees were huge, towering over me. The lack of wind that night left their branches stiff, and looking sharper at their ends than ever.

"Aimee...?" I whispered.

There was no response, not even a simple sound. I tried again. Nothing. 

Once again, I called for my sister. Nothing. There was a rustling sound. I spun around, turning my attention to the wild bush next to me. Another rustle. The next thing I knew, a loud scream had escaped from my dry lips.

A bird jumped out of the bush, and it eventually flew into the rain-filled sky. The trees were providing shelter from the rain right now, but shelter really didn't feel like the right word to use. They were trapping me, suffocating me.

"Aimee..." I croaked. 

I couldn't wait any longer. There was a loud squawking sound. I immediately turned around and bolted back towards where I came from. My feet slammed against the damp ground of the forest, and every step I made felt as though it was weighing me down. The birds around me tweeted at the noise I was making, animals rustled in the bushes and the raindrops crashed against the tree's leaves.

The second I caught sight of grey colours, I felt myself let out a huge breath. Almost there. I pulled myself onwards. The grey concrete and the pale houses were gradually becoming clearer. As quickly as I'd been trapped in the forest, I was free. I came to a halt, catching my breath as I stood on the wet concrete outside the forest.  

I had to turn back. Find my way home. Cursing inwardly, I turned around with my back now to the road and the forest. I wasn't welcomed by a familiar comfort though, but a dreadful attack of insecurity. I still didn't recognise a thing. Not a blade of grass or a piece of gravel. How was I supposed to get home? The street lights appeared to be even weaker now, allowing the darkness to suffocate me. There was no hope from the moon either because that was cast over by grey storm clouds. 

Ignoring every emotion inside of me, I forced myself onwards, and advanced in the direction of which I came. That was a lot easier said than done. I couldn't even remember which way I'd came. What was wrong with me? I was Zoey Cardle. This didn't happen to me; I was always prepared. Always. 

As I continued toddling like some helpless child, my eyes began stinging and filling with salty water. I bit my lip and forced my eyes to stay dry. Panicking only makes things worse, Zoey. You know that. Besides, you'll be fine. The chances of you getting hurt are seriously slim. No matter how much logic I threw into my mind, the panic never left. I knew that it could have been worse. I mean, I could have been in Amber Fountains itself. 

I wasn't in my neighbourhood either though. It was like I was trapped in-between the both of them. All the while, I was anxiously pacing back and forth. My eyesight had become blurry, turning the houses in the distance into puddles of water. A teardrop fell down my freezing cheek. My hands were shaking, my body sweating as I sat down on the pavement. I didn't even care if I got mud or dirt on myself. Where was Aimee? Where was my house? Where was I?

I had to calm myself. Inhaling heavily, I lifted my head. As I did so, my vision was blinded by something. A light. I squinted my eyes for a second or two as the light neared me. It was a car. The vehicle drove closer, and my entire body froze as it did so. Why would anyone be driving at this time in the morning? I swallowed hard. It was getting closer. I chewed on my lip, almost making it bleed. It was coming towards me. The car was heading in my direction.
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With my eyes shut, I prepared for whatever was to happen next. A banging noise: the sound of a car door closing. Footsteps. They were nearing me, every step echoing into my ears. A man stood above me, his breath heavy. I lifted one of my eyelids up a little. In front of me was a tall figure, but all that I could see form where I was sitting were his hands in his pockets. I swallowed hard. One... Two... Three!
Jumping to my feet, I didn't even glance at the figure in front of me. The blood pulsated through my head like a uncontrollable waterfall. I could almost hear it splashing everywhere as I sprinted into any direction, so long as it wasn't near the car and the stranger.

"Zoey! Hey! Stop!"

I froze in the middle of the road. I knew that voice... I could recognise it. Every bone in my body relaxed as I looked back at where I had been previously sitting. I exhaled heavily.

"Luke?" I stared at my brother. "What? What are you doing here?"

I couldn't believe it. Just when I thought I was dead, something good actually happened. Wow, I was lucky... I gazed at my brother's face a good few yards ahead of me, and his light eyes stared back into mine. It was him. It was really him. I mentally thanked God as I toddled towards my brother. 

"What am I doing here?" he said, his hands in his work uniform's pocket. "What are you doing here? I always pass by here on my home from work, Zo. It's blooming normal for me to be here."

All that I could do was gaze at him and stammer. Should I have told him the truth? Told him everything about Aimee? She'd have killed me. What else was I supposed to say though? I hardly wanted him to think I belonged in the loony bin. No, I had to tell him. I didn't really have a choice.

"Here," Luke said, nodding back at his car. "Come into the car with me. You look freezing."

I simply nodded as a few more stammers escaped my mouth. "But why... You're here... Why are you...?" What was wrong with me?

Luke had only bought his car a few months ago, but it was the oldest thing I'd ever seen. He'd bought it from some second hand car shop for as cheap as possible, and it certainly showed too. All of the paint had practically been scraped off and one of the windows couldn't even open or close.

Luke took my hand and lifted me to my feet. After wrapping his warm arms around me, he pulled me towards the car. He opened the door, allowing me to step in rather shakily, and he was soon letting himself in through the driver's side. The car's engine was still running with the exhaust sending out a couple of loud hisses and bangs now and then.

As Luke pressed his foot down on the accelerator, the car jolted forward. I immediately jumped. Luke glanced at me with a look of worry in his light eyes. I needed to pull myself together. Everything was going to be fine. 

"I definitely wasn't expecting to see you on my way home from my mate's house. Listen, I'll take you back to mine; it's only a five minute drive from here." He started tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. "Besides, it doesn't look like you need a telling off by Mum and Dad right now..." 

Luke formed a warm smile on his face, allowing for my mind to relax a little. There was still a pile of anxiety in the pit of my stomach though, making me feel sick.

What was wrong with me? I glanced down at my hands to see them shaking as the light of the car enhanced the sweat on them. This was Aimee's fault. She'd gotten me into a state like this. If she wasn't so irresponsible, I never would have been out here in the first place. As Luke began to drive, it made my body look as though it was shaking even more. I pressed myself down in the seat, hoping that it would somehow control my trembling. I despised what situations like this did to me.

The car made a sudden splattering noise. It jerked forward, and then came to a silent halt. Luke insulted the car as though it was a living thing, then turned his keys and tried to start it back up again. With another jerk and some more splattering, it was moving again.

"You're so tight," I muttered as the car almost fell down a pothole. "Why couldn't you buy a better car?" 

My brother let out a light chuckle as he leaned back in his seat a little. The car jerked again. Another pothole. I was beginning to regret getting into this shed of a machine. I grasped onto the seat and my nails dug into the lumpy fabric.

"Why buy something flashy when you can get something just as good, but cheaper?" Luke smiled.

Just as good? This car was basically a death trap. I felt sick as it was, so jerking up and down every few minutes only made my stomach flip even more. Aimee better have hurt herself or something, otherwise this entire journey would feel entirely pointless.

"This may seem like a wild idea to you, Luke, but maybe because buying something decent is a good way to stop yourself from getting killed."

This time, he laughed more loudly. As he halted the car at a traffic light, he shrugged. I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms. At least the car had stopped. The radio was playing, but the noise coming out of it sounded like a never ending round of mumbles. I glanced at it and bit my lip. I shifted my eyes to Luke for a second before stretching for the radio's volume. I turned it down from nine to eight. My brother looked at me, tilting his head as his badly groomed eyebrows raised.

"It was on an odd number," I mumbled.

Luke kept his eyes on me with a slight smirk on his face. Not wanting to look at his face for much longer, I turned my attention back to the cold window.

When the car came to a stop, the low hum of the engine was replaced by a heart wrenching silence. Luke glanced at me, and then lowered his hands down from the steering wheel.

"Come inside," he said. He smiled as he nodded at the small terraced house before us.

When we were leaving the house, Luke was doing anything but smiling. I’d told him everything. "I can't believe this." Luke slammed his car door shut as I pulled the seatbelt across my chest. "She is such a... such a... willy." He sighed. "Come on, I'll get you home then. Aimee better be back there because I'm not wasting my time looking for her."

For the first time tonight, I let out a laugh. Luke was mumbling to himself as he started the car, and when he reversed out of the parking space outside his house, it was as though he was on some kind of violent rampage. 

I'd managed to compose myself by now. The realisation of how ridiculous I'd behaved earlier was finally sinking in. I should have just stayed in the house, stayed with what I was used to and what was comfortable for me. What was even more ridiculous was the way I'd gotten myself into some kind of panic, wandering back and forth in the middle of an unknown neighbourhood. If I'd have had any sense, I would have used my brain and realised that I could have easily found a payphone or something somewhere.

"Where does her boyfriend live?" Luke asked, tapping the steering wheel rather aggressively. 

"I don't know, she didn't say."

"Well, what's his name?"

"I don't know."

Luke shook his head, a sigh leaving his mouth. Why hadn't I asked Aimee any of this? I hadn't even asked for the boy's name, let alone where he lived. All that I knew was that he lived in Amber Fountains. Where exactly, I had no idea.

"I'm going to rip his ugly head off his gangly little neck." Luke stopped the car as the traffic light in front of us turned a blood red. "Don't get me started on her."

Despite never meeting or seeing this boy, Luke obviously assumed that Aimee's boyfriend had a gangly neck as well as an ugly head--not that I was sure what that meant exactly. I smiled lightly.

I rested my head against the icy window and shut my eyes for a moment. The sound of my heartbeat was relaxing, and it was just able to put my mind at ease. My cheeks reddened as I remembered the state I was in a short hour or so ago. With my eyelids shut, I allowed my mind to drift, my breathing gradually becoming lighter. The sound of the car engine eventually disappeared, along with Luke's angry mumbling.

"Zoey?" A whisper. "Hey, Zo?"

There was a humming noise. The car's engine? Yawning, I opened my eyes after stretching out my legs in the little space that I had. Through blurred eyes, I could see my house outside of the car window. I sat myself up in the car's passenger seat and then clicked my seatbelt loose. It sprung up, stopping abruptly when it reached the top of the car.

"We're here." I glanced to the side to see Luke pulling the keys out of the car.

The second he did so, the humming noise disappeared. It must have been the engine then. Luke smiled at me lightly as he opened his car door.

With all of my senses returning at once, I sat up straight and grasped the car's door handle. I left the car and followed Luke as he jogged up the driveway. I was crossing my fingers, hoping that Luke would be a wonderful brother and not mention any of this to my parents. Even if he was planning on telling them, I was sure I'd be able to convince him not to do so. Give him a guilt trip or something... somehow. 

I was shocked to find that when Luke opened the front door, it did exactly that. Open. My parents always locked the front door. I bit down on my lip. I hadn't left it unlocked, had I? I couldn't remember. What was happening to me all of a sudden? I didn't forget things, especially things as important as locking doors.

More silent than I thought was possible, I entered my house behind Luke. I feared closing the door behind me in case of waking someone up. We both froze in the dark hallway. Voices? Luke appeared to be just as baffled as me. My parents hadn't noticed that I was gone, had they? I froze. They were going to kill me. Luke dropped his keys onto the stairs and looked at me, raising his eyebrows.

After rubbing my shoes on the indoor mat, I pulled them off my feet and dropped them neatly onto the shoe rack. The voices appeared to be coming from my kitchen. Luke and I both tip-toed towards my kitchen door, passing all of the exotic plants my mum had collected over the years in the narrow hallway. Then I opened the kitchen door.

My mouth was open, preparing to come up with some excuse for me going out when I closed it. Sitting silently at the table was my mum and dad. My dad looked up at Luke and me. My mum did nothing. Her attention was fixed on the oven built into one of the kitchen units and her eyes were deeply bloodshot. There were teardrops racing down her cheeks and there was a thick piece of hair covering her left eye, but I didn't even think she noticed it. She simply let it hang there. Her lip quivered. 

"Zoey..." my mum almost whispered. "You're... you're okay..." I thought I say her lips curve upwards for a moment, but it wasn't long until they lowered again.

Whatever she was planning on saying next was never said. Instead, her voice was turned into a trembling mess. The tears fell quicker as she lifted her hand to her mouth. No one else said a word. My dad glanced at my mum, mouthing something. She nodded, her eyes not even moving an ounce to look at him. My dad's matched my mum's--bloodshot and wet--but the one difference was that his looked distant, almost lost. All that I could do was gaze at my parents. 

"What's going on?" Luke asked. He looked at my dad. "Dad?"

Still, no one said a word. My dad glanced at my mum again as he swallowed hard. The only sound was of my mother's sobbing, each muffled word she spoke piercing into me. My dad stood up and shuffled past the washing machine. He was heading towards us. My mum whimpered.

"Dad?" Luke tried again.

My dad grabbed Luke's arm and gently pulled him aside. Why did he do that? What was going on? They hadn't even asked me why I was awake, let alone why Luke was here, not at his flat. Didn't they notice or care? I watched my dad and my brother, but failed to hear was being said. I glanced at my mum, who was mumbling something to herself. 

"Can't be... everything we... just... just can't..." I could only make out random words, and none of them seemed to fit together at all. 

"No! That's impossible!"

I shot my head back to my dad and brother. Luke was staring, maybe even glaring at my dad. My dad reached out to hold his arm, but Luke nudged it out of the way. What in God's name...?
"Luke?" I turned to my dad. "What's going on?"

Still, no one answered me. Mind you, no one really got the chance. 

"No!" Luke yelled, his eyes locked onto my dad. His voice lowered into a whisper. "Your'e lying... You are... You have to be..." They yelling soon returned. "What the hell?" 

Why was he speaking like that to my dad? Luke wasn't like that. His harsh words felt like a spear piercing my heart, leaving me speechless. As my brother spat the words out of his mouth, my mother's sobs became louder, her hand now trembling over her mouth. My dad reached for my brother's arm again, but this time, Luke shoved it away far more aggressively. 

"What's going on?" I yelled this time as I held back confused tears.

"Son, you're scaring your sister!" my dad hissed at Luke.

Luke pushed my dad out of the way and stood above the kitchen table. My dad told him to calm down, but Luke didn't listen. I could feel my own eyes filling with water now, but I didn't even have a clue what was going on. I looked back at Luke to see him glaring at my mum.

"You're lying, you both are. Let me see her," he demanded as he turned back to face my dad. "No way is she..." Luke's voice trailed off as he shook his head. 

"Luke, please don't.... Please..." My mum glanced at my dad, but her eyes remained distant. 

"Just let me see her!" Luke shouted, this time. 

"Be quiet, boy! You're not going anywhere!" my dad bellowed, resulting in a horrible silence. 

My dad's mouth closed and his lips quivered after realising how harsh his tone had sounded. I stared at my family, biting my lip. At least Luke had stopped shouting. Instead, he breathed out heavily and clenched his jaw, grasping onto the top of one of the kitchen chairs.

"Can someone just tell me what's going on?" I begged.

"I'll do it." He nodded at the kitchen door. "Come into the hallway." Luke's voice was blunt. He lifted his hands from the chair and before I knew it, he'd left the room.

I didn't follow. I glanced back and forth at my parents. My mum was just staring down at her lap, so I decided to keep my eyes on my dad. He nodded, looking at the door Luke had just left through. Go on, he mouthed.

I caught one last glimpse of my parents as I left the room. Closing the door behind me, I saw Luke's figure leaning against the staircase in the darkness. He ran his hand through his hair before noticing I'd come outside.  

"Luke... What's...? What's going on? Why did you just do that? What's wrong with mum and dad? Why? What...?" I asked quietly.

"Zoey, what time was it when you lost sight of Aimee? Where were you? Were you where I found you?" Luke ignored my questions and asked his own as he stepped towards me.

"Why?" I searched his face in hope of finding an explanation. "Why does it matter?"

Luke said nothing, his lips pressed into a thin line. I could hear his heart thundering in his chest, matching my own. His usually tidy fringe was messily pushed off his forehead. The rest of his copper hair was just as untidy. Luke glanced back at the kitchen door before taking me into the living room. He remained silent as he did so.

Luke didn't bother to switch the wall light on, so the only form of light we had was coming weakly from the lamp in the corner of the room. Everything was turned off, just like it should have been in the middle of the night. It didn't feel right though, not at all. The silence and lack of life sliced a sharp pain through my emotions. 

"Luke?" I asked, turning to him as my eyes begged for an answer to everything. "Please, just tell me..."

"It's... It's Aimee." His voice was weak as he leaned back on the sofa. "She's, well, something's happened."

My brother sounded a lot calmer than a mere few seconds ago. His voice almost sounded emotionless now - hard. To put it bluntly, it scared me. I thought about what he'd just said. Something's happened. Like what? Why wouldn't he just tell me? She hadn't been badly hurt, had she? What if she'd been arrested for something? I told her not to go to that stupid place. Why hadn't she listened, just this once? She never did bloody listen.

"She's been stabbed." The words shot out of Luke's mouth like bullets and embedded themselves into my tired head.

"What? How? Oh my God! Is she okay?" I jumped up. "Why aren't we in the hospital with her? She must be... She must be terrifie--"

"No, Zoey, you don't..." He sighed, running his hand through his hair once more. "You don't understand."

I didn't understand? What was there to understand? Aimee had been a complete idiot, gone to probably the roughest neighbourhood in Britain, and gotten herself into deep trouble. If she'd have just stopped and thought.

"Zoey, she's dead." 

No. No, she wasn't. 

I'd spoken to her just a few hours ago. I'd seen her, I'd smelt her sweet perfume, I'd listened to her soft voice. She couldn't be dead. Not my sister. Not Aimee. 

I'd never had the feeling of my body shutting down before, but I had a pretty good idea of it now. Luke was saying something, his words sickeningly soft, not that it mattered. They were just noises--a buzzing sound in my ears. The darkness of the room was closing in on me, choking me. 

We were planning on going shopping tomorrow; Aimee wanted to buy some new black leggings. How could we do that if she was... No. We were going to go shopping tomorrow, we were. My chest felt tight as I stared at Luke and my mouth was completely. I couldn't say a word without it making me feel sick.

"No, what are you on about?" I blurted. "I saw her... I just saw her a few hous ago. How do they even know it's her? I mean, it could be anyo-"

"Zoey, she had her purse. It has all of her contact information in it. Her I.D card, her debit card. It's... It's her. The police called mum half an hour ago. They found her in some park in Amber Fountains. Dad's going to..." Luke looked down. "He's going to the police station now to make sure... make sure it's her."

For the second time tonight, I felt my eyes stinging. Every inch of my body was limp, partly from tiredness and partly from my emotions going into overdrive. It could have been a mistake. Someone might have taken her purse... stolen it. The girl they'd found could have just looked like Aimee, and they happened to have stolen her purse. It could have happened... It could have.

As suddenly as the news had hit me, memories flooded my mind. I'd never see Aimee again... I'd never shout at her for messing up my make-up collection, or talk to her about how some idiot boyfriend had ripped my heart apart. Never again would I listen to her wild stories, most of which I hardly ever believed. I whimpered like my mum had done earlier. 

Then I cried. The tears were powerful, stinging my cheeks as they fell. I couldn't think straight, and it didn't even feel like I could breathe properly. The water from my eyes was cold against my boiling skin as my lip quivered. The rest of me had no clue what to do. If I'd have asked a simple question - asked for her boyfriend's name - things could have been different. Then a million questions hit me. 

"Who was with her? How did they find her? Do they... Who did it?"

"No one... Dad said she was on her own," Luke replied flatly. "But someone called. For an ambulance, that is. It was from a payphone though, Zo. They don't know who it was, just that it was guy. And I don't know. They'll find out, don't worry. I know they will." There was noticeable determination in his coarse voice. "I'll kill the damn guy."

Neither of us said a word then; we both appeared to be lost in something. I myself was lost in my thoughts, almost drowning in them. Luke's eyebrows were furrowed and the tears in his eyes were hard, showing nothing but anger.

"I'll kill him..."

I had so many questions racing through my mind, almost bursting out of my mouth, but I had to hold them back. I needed to understand my thoughts myself before letting them out. Luke was silent, his jaw clenched and his body motionless. The only thing moving were his hands which were rubbing his knees in a rhythmic fashion. 

Maybe this was a dream. Maybe everything I was seeing, hearing, feeling, smelling right now was in my imagination. Things like this didn't happen in real life, only on the television. How could it happen to me? To my family? To Aimee? My sister was strong. Some stupid little blade couldn't hurt her, not the Aimee I knew. She was fine. She had to be...

�I like the concept of this as an opening, but for some reason it feels rushed. The “I actually believed him” and the “Too bad Austin lied” is really where I feel too rushed. Like I want a more dramatic pause between them. Perhaps this could be fixed by making “Too bad Austin lied” it’s own paragraph? Let me see how that looks... *clicks enter* Hmm. It still feels like there should be something more to the “I actually believed him” line. Like there needs to be more at the beginning of that sentence. More words.  I know this is incredibly nit-picky, but I’m incredibly nit-picky about openings. They are, of course, the most important part. ;) Maybe you can take this rambling and turn it into something actually helpful to you.


�This is an awesome word


�Why? Is there something about his appearance that makes it hard to look? Or is it something about how our mc feels about his dad that makes him have to look at him.


�This line doesn’t really seem to follow very well. The flow is all off. I get what it’s *trying* to do, but it just isn’t doing that right now.  It might flow better with the line before if it was something like:





“After all, there was only so long that I could gaze at the raindrops on the window as the darkness from outside crept into the room.”





Something like that would fix part of my grudge with the line before it, since it suggests that there’s really not much else he *can* look at besides his bedraggled (still love that word) father.


�How so?


�This just sounds/looks (in my mental image) awkward. 


�Where is he seated? A couch?


�Since this is his narration, it would make more sense for him to just refer to him as “Dad”. In your own internal narration, it isn’t likely that you think “oh my  dad is doing thisandthat” you think “oh dad is doing thisandthat”. Well, at least *I* don’t, I don’t know what crazy stuff goes on in other people’s heads. xD


�I don’t think the ellipses is needed here


�Is this our MC grumbling, or the dad?


�This sounds kind of awkward. Try a more common synonym?


�Oh god I love this line


�Internal dialogue, I think, follows the same rules as spoken dialogue


�Stuff like this is passive prose. It’s appropriate at times, but active prose is almost always more interesting to read.


�Who is saying this? His dad?


�This line reads awkwardly to me. For one, it’s worded weirdly, “Damn well struggled” doesn’t really sound how it should/how it’s trying to sound in this sentence. And then, the sentence itself almost doesn’t fit the context of the paragraph. Maybe something like:





“I struggled damn well enough to even think about telling him to do so, though, let alone turning those thoughts into action.” 





would work better. Putting “damn well” after struggled sounds more like it should, and the “though” attaches this sentence more to the sentence before it. As it was, it sounded a little disjointed and out of place. 


�Another example where active voice is more effective than passive voice.


�This sounds like it should be internal dialogue/thoughts, rather than prose.


�This doesn’t really make sense to me. Also, it should probably be its own paragraph, since it changes topic in a way from the sentence before it. That would also give the line before it more emphasis/impact.


�Hahahahaha! Love this


�This states what the rest of this paragraph shows. Cut this line, the story doesn’t need it. ;)


�I’ve not spend significant time around drunk people, but I’ve spent some time around them, and I’ve never heard anyone actually hiccup while drunk. xD I think that might be a cartoon thing more than a real life thing.


�Without giving his head shaking an ounce of thought, or without giving Austin an ounce of thought?


�I don’t know if you meant this to be this way, since he’s drunk. But he refers to “any of you” and then directs the comments straight at Austin, suggesting that he’s just speaking to Austin in which case it should be “Hey, do you know them Austin?”


�Except they are silent for quite some time before they finally respond to Jax.


�Who else would he think to? ;P


�These should be separated, so that it doesn’t seem as if Charlie is the one saying “Lee, leave it.”


�Redundant


�How was his breath cut short? Or do you mean his breath was short?


�This bit doesn’t really seem necessary to me, and it also doesn’t make a whole lot of sense in the context of this paragraph. Why wouldn’t Jax be thinking of turning to Charlie? Why would it matter? Charlie isn’t the focal point of this section, it’s Austin and Lee.


�This reads awkwardly to me. Maybe it would work better something like:





“My legs carried me with him, but it felt like I hadn’t moved an inch.”


�He stopped? Is he still in the park? Where is he? Why didn’t he keep going?


�I don’t think this sentence is really necessary, particularly since the second half is a tad redundant. The sentence as a whole doesn’t really add much to the scene/story/understanding of the situation either.


�This whole section is a really interesting way to reveal Zoey’s personality. Awesome job


�To come into my room and mess things up


�The action happens suddenly, by appearing suddenly in the story (without any previous indication it would occur). So the word “suddenly” isn’t needed (and my war against words like “suddenly” “out of nowhere” and “all of the sudden” marches on evermore)


�Because of a soft thud of a dictionary landing on the floor?


�Why wouldn’t she just curse outwardly again? She already did once.


�Hah! Awesome line


�Hahaha sounds like such a younger sibling. Which is good, considering she’s, you know, a younger sibling xD


�Passive voice again, I think I commented about this before. You, eh, want to avoid it :P


�Letting? This sounds like a pretty big/formal word for a young teenager to be using. Even if you’re of the “intelligent/bookish” sort, you probably don’t say things like allowing.


�You use a lot of thens. It makes things sound sort of listed, which isn’t the sort of flow that keeps a reader interested. Typically, when there’s a “then” it doesn’t need to be there, because by just writing what action comes next we understand that then this is happening.


�This seems highly specific. Is there a reason? Just “jeans” would work fine, if there’s no particular reason. A reader isn’t likely to need or even want to know the specific style of a characters clothing, unless it means something to their personality or the story.


�Redundant, considering she just said she was “determined to stop her from getting mugged”


�Lambasted? Is this slang that I’m not familiar with?


�Passive voice ;)


�This sentence feels clunky, and a little awkward. I think it could be shortened, and put into a more active voice and that would help.


�Unless you’re some crazy human half-breed, we know you have two hands ;)


�I love this description


�This is kind of awkward phrasing for a young person. Maybe “I had to know where I was” sounds less strange


�It’s not often you hear people “bursting” into a jog, is it? “I burst into a run” or something like “I started into a jog” would sound better


�This suggests she’s seen the branches before, which she hasn’t.





