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         Chapter One 

         Bent Knees on a Sofa

          
   

         'Knees are only meant to bend one way!'

          	It was Alyssa who said this, and it was Rory she said it to. He was her little brother and right now he was sitting on top of her legs, bouncing up and down.

         	Alyssa had just come home from a tough day at school. She had homework in both history and math, but first of all she wanted to lie down on the sofa in the living room and chill out for a while.

         	She had made herself a cup of tea. It sat on the table next to her, as she leaned back and read her new book, a thriller called Something Fishy.

         	Alyssa was turning the pages eagerly, until Rory entered to room and planted himself on top of her legs.

         	'You’re bending my knees the wrong way, Rory. It hurts!'

         	'Oh, I'm so sorry,' Rory said, grinning and bouncing even more.

          	'Mum!' Alyssa called.

         	Their mother was in her study. She was an accountant and would sometimes work from home.

         	'What is it?' she called back.

          	'It’s Rory,' Alyssa said. 'Mum, please. Come and help me!'

         	Their mother appeared in the open doorway, looking tired.

         	'What is it now with you two?' she sighed.

         	'You've told me yourself I'm not allowed to hit him,' Alyssa said. 'Now look at him. He’s bouncing up and down on top of my knees. It’s really painful!'

         	'You're the older sibling,' their mother said. 'You're three years older than him. You should be able to solve this problem yourself.'

         	'The only way I can solve it is by doing what you said I'm not allowed to.'

         	'You have to find a solution that isn't a violent one,' their mother said.

         	'Can you please tell me how?' Alyssa said. 'And quickly, before he breaks my legs.'

         	'Just ignore him!'

          	'I’m trying to,' Alyssa said, 'but it's really hard when my legs are about to be broken.'

         	'Nonsense,' their mother said. 'Why do you always have to exaggerate, Alyssa?' And with those words she returned to her study.

         	'Oh, what a pity.' Rory said. 'He-he-he-he-he.'

         	'Go away,' Alyssa said. 'Beat it.'

         	'According to the law I can sit wherever I like,' Rory said.

         	He raised his left arm and held his hand just under her nose, ready to flick it.

         	'Rory!' she said in a threatening voice.

         	'That's my name,' he said. 'Perhaps you want to buy it? It's 200 cash.'

         	'Remove your hand, Rory.'

         	'According to the law I can hold my hand wherever I like.'

         	'If you flick my nose …'

         	'You mean like this?'

         	Alyssa felt a sharp pain in her nose, as the nail on Rory's middle finger slammed into it.

         	'Ouch!' she yelled.

         	'I'm sooooo sorry,' Rory said. 'I really didn't mean to.' And then he laughed again, bouncing up and down.

         	'Ahhh, my knees!' Alyssa screamed.

         	'Will you two be quiet in there!' their mother called from her study. 'I need to have this finished for tomorrow.'

         	Alyssa took a deep breath and decided to see what would happen if she really ignored Rory, as her mother had said.

         	She took a pillow and shoved it under her knees. It actually helped. Rory kept on bouncing, but it was much less painful now. Then he suddenly grabbed hold of her book and tore it out of her hand.

         	'This one's much too scary for you, Plumpydump,' he said.

         	That was a nickname he had given her—Plumpydump.

         	'Gives you nightmares,' he said. ‘We have to get rid of it for your own good.'

         	He hurled the book across the room.

         	'Right! I've had it!' Alyssa snarled.

         	She hit out at Rory, but he had already jumped up with a yell and was running across the room.

         	Alyssa knew he was a fast runner and that she couldn't catch him. Instead she picked up a mug from the table and threw it in Rory's direction. It hit him between the shoulder blades and made him fall forward.

         	For a moment or two Rory just lay on the floor screaming. Then he jumped up again and staggered out into the hall, clutching the mug in his hands.

         	'Mum, Mum!' he cried. 'Alyssa threw this at me and it hit me in the back!'

         	'She did what?' their mother said.

         	Alyssa let out a deep sigh. She knew she was in serious trouble now. She also knew that while she was being scolded, Rory would stand behind their mum's back, making faces and mocking Alyssa. Only when their mum turned around and looked at him, would he start to weep again.

         	I  can’t take this anymore, Alyssa thought to herself. Something has to change.

         	'Alyssa,' she heard her mother call. 'Alyssa, I want you in here right now!'
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