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Tom Lewis was driving to his death.

Or, at least, that’s what it felt like. 

He speeds down the deserted country lane, driving dangerously fast considering the weather conditions. The road ahead is pitch black and the truck’s headlights are rendered useless by the ferocity of the storm. Tom leans forward and squints through the blurred windscreen, his wipers on full speed in a futile attempt to clear his view. As fast as the water is swept away, a new torrent arrives to ruin his millisecond of unobscured vision. Every minute or so the thudding sound of the golf ball-sized raindrops fades into the background as apocalyptic thunderclaps echo around him. He knows they’re coming, he can feel the rumble, but still, each one causes him an involuntary jump. The dark horizon ahead is illuminated, not by the warm glow of his headlights, but by forks of lightning that seem to strike the very road he travels down. Shiftily, he scans his surroundings; the trees creating shadow monsters. Their bare, spiny branches reaching out in an effort to grab his truck and drag it into the dark hell it looks as if they're crawling from. 

This is how Noah must have felt for forty days and forty nights. 

I could do with one of those James Bond cars, the ones that turn into submarines when they hit the water, Tom thinks. Any other day he would have chuckled to himself, but not today.

Tom was in his forties, and it was easy to see just by looking at his face that he has worked his whole life. He looks at least ten years older than his actual age. His hair graying, and his face lined and weathered from the constant outdoor work he has done since he was a teenager. It would be hard to see that right now though, as he sits in the shadowed driver’s seat of his battered old Ford truck. 

Even though he has a nagging feeling deep in the pit of his stomach–a feeling urging him to turn around, head back to the quiet solitude, not to mentioned safety, of his home–he continues his treacherous journey. The feeling of apprehension hangs in the pit of his stomach like a bolder. Constantly checking his mirrors and his watch, his eyes darting from side to side as if looking for someone. He grips the wheel so tight his skin stretches as his knuckles strain to penetrate his skin. 

Moments later a large brick building looms into view, the only thing that can be seen through the rain. It’s huge. From this distance, it looks like a prison. A massive structure of nothing but gray breezeblocks and barred windows. A fork of lightning strikes the land beside the building, bringing it to life for a matter of seconds before it returns to a silhouette in the night. 

Is it a prison? he thinks.

He begins to slow the truck as he approaches its pothole-ridden driveway. His dull headlights illuminate a big brass sign embedded into the brickwork out front.

‘Bethel Bible Village Children’s Home.’

Tom stops to read it. Then looks over his shoulder to make sure he isn’t being followed. He then winds down his window and scans the sky looking intently for something up in the darkness. His eyebrows are furrowed and his eyes unblinking despite getting splattered from the rain. Seeing nothing, he winds the window back up and continues up the long winding driveway. Enormous double doors sit at the top of a flight of concrete steps. On each side hangs an external lamp, but only one of them seems to be working properly. The other, flickering on and off, seemingly upset by the weather. Tom can just about see windows scattered around the front of the building, but it’s hard to make out any other detail as every one of them resides in darkness. Once again, the sky lights up as if it’s the Fourth of July, creating a beastly face of the building’s front; windows for eyes, and an entryway creating an open mouth with the wooden double doors as sharp, cannibalistic teeth. Stopping his truck at the foot of the steps, he kills the engine. The deafening sound of his roaring beast stops immediately. All that can be heard is the barrage of rain beating against the concrete ground and the roof of his rusty truck. 

Close up, the huge prison-like structure is intimidating, and he pauses to control his breathing. He drags the palms of his hands down the length of his dirty jeans to rid them of panicked sweat. He was a man on a mission. Driving as if he had just escaped from the gates of hell to make it here. But now he hears an unexpected, questioning voice arise from deep within himself. A voice telling him to turn and go. To pack a bag and lose himself. He shakes his head to dislodge the voice that is gradually becoming dominant.

Driven, literally, by adrenaline and a deep-rooted fear on his way here, like he was part of a high-speed chase, now he just sits and scans the front door. A knocker, in the shape of some growling demonic figure, catches his eye. His heart races in his chest and doubt fills his mind as he wonders whether he should get out of the truck. His doubt turns to anger and frustration as he punches the steering wheel. Closing his weary eyes, he takes a deep breath–steadying his shaking hands. 

“Why me?” Tom asks himself aloud.

Out of nowhere, a light illuminates his face. Holding his hand up to shield his eyes, he can see someone has opened the front door and is standing ominously in the entryway. 

Brilliant. Too late now.

Tom yanks the keys from the ignition and pulls his thick outdoor coat over his head as he jumps from the truck’s cab and runs up the stairs leading to the front door. 

Under the shelter of the porch, Tom gets his first look at who has come to greet him. The home’s warden. Dressed like some kind of security guard–dark gray trousers and a dark gray shirt, a utility belt carrying a baton, torch and other useless items. Who does he think he is, Batman? Tom takes him in, tips of his toes to the top of his head, which doesn’t take long considering how vertically challenged the man is. He can’t be much older than a teenager. Out of school a few months at most. Pimples scatter his pale white face in an effort to create some kind of human connect-the-dots. The seven ginger hairs on his top lip are each an inch apart, ‘grown’ no doubt to make himself look older to colleagues and guests. The warden runs his hand over his already messed up hair, undoubtedly cut by his mother considering the different lengths. A chunk on the crown stands on end, he tries to flatten it several times to no effect, and it pings directly back up doing nothing to quash the schoolboy look.

“Helluva night, Mr. Lewis,” the warden says. “It’s like God himself has opened the floodgates.”

Tom doesn’t answer. He gives the warden a hard look as if he had said something stupid. The warden seems uncomfortable under Tom’s penetrating stare. Tom pushes past him, brushing shoulders in his haste, a little more aggressive than he intended, but he isn’t here to make small talk. He takes off down the hall, not knowing, but hoping he’s going in the right direction.

“Let’s move this along,” Tom calls to the warden. “I’ve got a long drive ahead of me.”

“Er yes...of course,” the warden calls after him as he slams the door and jogs to catch up. “This way, Mr. Lewis,” the warden adds as if taking back control. He gets in front of Tom and keeps his half-jog, half-walk going.

“Tom.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Call me Tom,” Tom says flatly. “I ain’t never been called Mr. Lewis in my life, don’t see why it should start now.”

The warden nods uncomfortably. The air is thick with unease and Tom finds it hard to catch his breath.

They both walk down a long oppressive corridor, the warden leading the way with Tom only half a step behind him. As they walk, Tom takes the opportunity to scan the bare walls, not that there’s much to look at. Nothing hangs on them, except the gray paint that is peeling away. Is everything gray here? Tom wonders to himself. 

The lights are uncovered. Bare bulbs emitting a harsh, flickering glare. 

At the end of the world’s longest corridor, Tom can see a window. When they reach it, they stop and look through into what can only be described as a type of day room. The window is like those you see in hospitals, where happy parents and family members can view the new addition to their families. Where rows of new-born babies can be found. The big difference here is that the people looking through the window are anything but happy. These are unwanted children.

Tom looks tense. The warden, nervous.

In the day room another bare bulb harshly lights up another gray room. Inside are not sweet chubby cheeked babies, but kids of all ages, from three or four up to what looks to be teenagers of around sixteen years of age. Kids that have been abandoned by their parents for one reason or another and failed by the system. Kids that have to spend what is supposed to be the happiest time of their lives, alone. They should be out enjoying themselves, looking forward to what the world has in store for them, but instead, they have been left here, forgotten by society. Left to rot in a prison masquerading as a children’s home.

The warden and Tom stand looking through the internal window. Tom studies the kids. They all sit in little groups scattered around the small room. Some are gathered around a small old-fashioned television that blares out cartoons in a corner. Others around a broken table tennis table, taking turns to knock a ball across a non-existent net. None of them look to be having a good time–they all seem institutionalized, joyless...staring instead of looking.

A P.A. system crackles static outside the room before a muffled, unintelligible voice echoes down the corridor. Tom can’t make head nor tail of what is said, but one of the teenage children in the room obviously does. He looks up at the speaker, then turns to look at the children he's sitting with. His face betrays no telling expression as he heavily lifts himself from the hard-plastic seat and exits through a side door. Tom turns and gives the warden a quizzical look. The warden’s face remains passive as he continues to stare through the window at the children, as if he's looking at animals in a zoo.

Eventually, the warden points out a little girl. The only person in the room not sitting with anyone. Her hands are neatly clasped together, her back is ramrod straight as she stares down at her lap, seemingly oblivious to the other children in the room with her. She sits, oddly composed. 

“She’s a strange one,” the warden begins. “As you know, her mother was killed in an accident. Nobody knows who her father is. She hasn’t spoken a word since she’s been here and doesn’t mix with the other kids. County Sheriff put her here until they could track down kin. I gotta be honest, I thought she’d be here with us for a good few years. Took ‘em a while to track you down.”

“Her mother and I hadn’t spoken since we were kids,” answers Tom, not even looking at the warden. Never taking his eyes away from the motionless little girl.

“So, you’ve never met your niece?” Queries the warden.

“No. You say she’s a strange one. I don’t want no trouble.”

“There won’t be any, I’m sure of it,” the warden answers quickly. Too quickly. “You’ll be doin’ us a favor, dang, you’ll be doin’ the county a favor. She needs a home and you’re her uncle...she just don’t fit in here.”

“I don’t know the first thing about raising a kid,” Tom whispers, mostly to himself.

“Nothin’ to it. You ever had a pet?” the warden raised his eyebrows. He seems to genuinely think that owning a pet is a good start on the road to parenthood. 

Tom doesn’t answer. 

The warden turns his eyes away from Tom. Both men just stare through the glass at Tom’s niece, a little girl he has never met in his life and who he now has to raise. In normal circumstances he would have said no, but these aren’t normal circumstances. He would have had zero problem with leaving her here. She may be blood, but she’s nothing to him. He’s never even laid eyes on her, and he isn’t exactly the paternal type. In fact, he really doesn’t like kids, kin or not. But after that visit from...from that...thing. He doesn’t have a choice.

The whole time they’ve been at the window looking, she hasn’t once averted her gaze from her lap. Staring constantly at her clasped hands resting on her legs, or the sheet of paper that rests under them. Tom stands with his hands folded against his chest, as if guarding himself from something. 

“What’s that on her lap?” 

“Oh, yeah, she likes to draw.” The warden starts to fumble in his back pocket. “She may not have said anything, but she’s doodled loadsa these.”

He hands Tom some crumpled sheets of paper and his heart sinks to the pits of his stomach. They’re drawings of monsters. Demons with wings. 

Looks like I’m not the only person whose had these dreams. Or visits.

“Her name?” asks Tom, shoving the drawings into the warden’s chest.

“Beg pardon?” 

“Her name, what is it?”

“Oh, yes, of course,” the warden says in surprise, forgetting they’ve never met. “It’s Abigail. Abigail Lewis.”

Tom allows himself a small nod. As he does so, Abigail’s head snaps up from her lap and looks directly through the glass. She looks up with such speed and purpose it’s as if she heard her name mentioned, which is impossible, Tom thought... right?

She continues to stare, unblinking. A penetrating gaze that makes him feel as if she's staring into his very soul, a stare which makes him start to feel increasingly uncomfortable. A cold shiver runs up the length of his spine causing him to shudder. He can’t turn his eyes away from her, as if she’s hypnotizing him. He tries to look elsewhere, but it’s impossible. He tries with all his might–he grits his teeth, sweat starts to prickle his brow, his face starts to grow red–but still he can’t look away.

“Mr. Lewis, is everything okay?” asks the warden.

Tom can’t answer. He wants to, but his mouth won’t form the words.

“Mr. Lewis? Tom?” 

Suddenly, Abigail looks away and finally Tom can blink. He lets out a huge breath that had been lodged in his chest. He leans on the window for support while he composes himself. Looking up at his niece, who now looks off into the corner of the room, her fingers gently rubbing a gold necklace that hangs loosely around her thin neck. The warden puts a hand on his back which Tom immediately shakes off. He turns and heads back along the ominous and imposing gray corridor. The front door looks so far away, as if the corridor gets smaller and smaller. Like they’re in a circus fun house. But there’s nothing fun about this place. 

Not one thing.

“Get her stuff and bring her to my truck. I’ll be waiting,” Tom says over his shoulder.
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11 years later.

“Shit!”

I step away from the broken China plate and stare in disbelief at the shattered pieces. Brilliant, exactly what I need first thing in the morning. I pull a miniscule shard of plate from my finger and wrap some paper towel around the smallest of wounds. I watch as the watery pink blood starts to seep its way through the white paper. Soaking it up until it eventually becomes a thick red gloop.  I wrap another piece around my finger. Double the thickness to contain the life juice that is exiting.

I bend my finger to hold the paper towel in place and search under the sink for the dustpan. I offer a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure my uncle isn’t there. That’s the last thing I need before school, him accusing me of doing this on purpose and gifting me a new bruise to accompany my bleeding finger. Depending on what mood he’s in and what kind of night he had, it’s a strong possibility. I sweep the remains of the plate up and empty them into the trash. As I do so, I notice the half dozen empty beer cans piled on top of each other, like bodies abandoned on a battleground. All that remains from Uncle Tom’s one-man party. They were guzzled last night, but this inevitably means his hangover will have him in one of his ‘cheerier’ moods. 

The new bruise is looking more likely by the second. 

I pack the dustpan away and scan the kitchen, checking to see how much more cleaning I’ve got to do before heading off to school. A mass of wood greets my eyes, exactly what you’d expect from an old farmhouse. Dark wooden floorboards, wooden beams above my head, low enough to bang your head on if you weren’t only five feet four inches. Wooden walls, bare of any kind of homely materials. No family photos or reminders of my mum–Tom’s sister. It’s not like I can’t remember what she looks like, her face is burned into my brain. But still, it would be nice to walk down the stairs that lead into the kitchen and see her, welcoming me in the mornings. To have some recognition in this world that she had lived, that she was here. Something other than me of course. 

It’s not like I'm going to make any lasting impact, though.

I start to clear away the rest of the plates and cups from the (also wooden) breakfast table, emptying the leftover food into the bin. Mostly mine as I barely eat what I cook for breakfast. Yet I cook it all the same. Habit, I suppose. I put the plates and cutlery into the kitchen sink ready for me to wash up when I get home from school. As I do, I hear a shuffle behind me and immediately my body tenses up. I can feel my uncle’s stare scorching the back of my head. Most days he just leaves me alone, but on days like this, when his red-hot gaze is searing into my skull–I know he’s angry about something and it’s me that’ll get the brunt of it. I carry on as if I don’t know he’s there, my heart thumping a drum beat in my chest. I’ll wait for him to make the first move. I’m in no hurry to be shouted at for something I haven’t even done. 

Grabbing myself a banana and a bottle of water, I shove them into my book bag; this’ll be my real breakfast for the morning. 

The atmosphere becomes heavier, like a weight pushing my shoulders down. The fact I’m ignoring his presence eventually becomes too much for him to handle and he finally ends the silence. His gravelly voice causing me to flinch slightly.

“You better not be complaining at that school that you’re hungry.” He barks at me from the kitchen doorway. I nervously look at him, leaning on the frame that leads from the kitchen to the living area. There’s no door there, it’s all open plan, making the whole downstairs almost one huge room. I look beyond him not wanting to make eye contact and focus on the tattered furniture in the living room. A red armchair–his red armchair–with fabric sticking out from all angles. Frayed and ripped. It makes me itch just looking at it, but I suppose when you’re numbed by alcohol, you don’t take much notice.

“When do I ever moan? About anything?” 

He doesn’t answer me. He knows I’m right. Instead, he takes a different avenue, hoping this one will reach a point where he can, in his mind, legitimately shout at me.

“This place is a mess, make sure you clean it up before you head off to that damn school.” 

I take my eyes away from the living room and focus them on him. The effects of last night’s drinking session are still on his face. It must be so much fun partying on your own. Then again, who am I to talk? It’s not like I’m hemorrhaging buddies myself. His hair, greasy and matted looks wet as it sticks to his forehead. Three or four-day old stubble prickles his skin. It sounds like sandpaper when he runs his calloused hands over it. 

“I’ll do it,” I answer him calmly. “You know I will. It’ll have to be afterschool though. I can’t be late again.”

“That place is a waste of time; I need you here. I can’t do everythin’,” he shouts, as if I’m here to solely be his maid.

“School is important to me, you know I want to go to college.” 

“I had the decency to take you in, about time you started repaying that favor. I coulda left ya in that home to rot. I don’t spend all day bustin’ my ass on this here farm, so you’d have a place to sleep and food in the cupboards, to then have to come in and clean this place as well. You know the rules, girl, everythin’ inside these four walls is your responsibility!” he hollers, his finger pointing at me from the other side of the table.

“Yeah, real decent of you to take me in so I can be your slave...not all heroes wear capes, right?” As soon as the words leave my lips, I know I’ve made a mistake. I’ve given him exactly what he wanted. An excuse.

His eyes turn from gray to red in an instant. Becoming a monster fueled by rage, he runs from the kitchen doorway to where I’m standing at the sink. He knocks over two chairs in his haste to get to me, but he doesn’t care, he’s a bull charging a red rag. I back up as far as I can. I’m almost sitting in the sink, and I can’t retreat any further. Within seconds his face is millimeters from mine, his nicotine breath on my skin causes me to heave. Nostrils flaring like a rabid animal, his anger causes saliva to dribble from his lips onto his chin. He’s aged a lot in the past eleven years, the lines on his face becoming the human equivalent of the Grand Canyon—his graying hair now yellowed, discolored from years of smoking. The seconds he’s in front of my face feel like hours. I squeeze my eyes tight shut, waiting for the blow to come. The anticipation almost as bad as the actual contact. 

Then...nothing. I hear him shuffle away and I open my eyes to find him standing at the kitchen door to my left that leads outside to the farm.

“Just get it done.” He opens the back door and disappears, slamming it shut behind him.

I release a long-drawn-out breath, and my hand immediately goes to my necklace. Stroking the broken angel wings that hang on the thin gold chain I wear every day. My mother’s last gift to me. I compose myself, tying to slow my heart rate.

Once I’ve finished making the kitchen look reasonably clean, I check my watch–definitely can’t be late again this week. No watch. I race upstairs to get it and as I enter my room, I pass the full-length mirror and stop to have a quick look. I don’t know why I bother, what I see looking back only depresses me. Not because I feel I’m ugly or anything like that, I guess I’m kind of pretty. Years of working on a farm have kept me fit. I’m not cheerleading material though, which can be a problem when you live in a town as obsessed with football as this one. Harton, Texas can be like that. It’s Football, God, Family. In that order. If you’re a guy you’re on the football team, if you’re a girl then you cheer for the team. If you do neither, well, basically you don’t exist.

At first glance it becomes obvious to anyone with even remotely decent eyesight that I haven’t had any kind of new clothing in years. Uncle Tom wouldn’t spend a dime on me. I don’t think he’d feed me either if he could get away with it. My t-shirts are faded and too small, some are even ripped. Jeans almost too short. I’m lucky that when he bought them originally, he got a pair a couple sizes too big from a thrift store. All of this wouldn’t be so bad if he’d let me get a job. I don’t want handouts; I have no problem with paying my way. He just won’t let me. You would think that if he wasn’t going to buy me some clothes, nothing major, just a few t-shirts, then he’d let me buy them myself, but no. Apparently, I’m needed here on the farm so I can’t get a job; thus, no money, which equals no new clothes. For anyone still at school or who can remember your school years, well, let’s just say teenagers are nasty and most of them don’t need any ammo to start picking on you. When you actually give them a reason, all that does is make their job that much easier. I may as well wear a sign saying–Easy target. Come pick on me.

I take one more quick look at my make-up-less, albeit tan face, and thick brown hair that’s pulled tightly back into a pony and wonder to myself, why even bother?

Once I’m done being disappointed with what the mirror has to offer, I grab my watch and cell phone from my bedside cabinet. A quick look at the time–07:48am. The bus will be at the main road in two minutes. Considering it can take almost double that time to reach the end of the long and winding dirt track that goes from the farm to the main road, I think it’s safe to say, despite my best efforts, I’m screwed.

I race down the stairs at a speed that most people would describe as unsafe. If I had a concerned parent, they’d probably be yelling at me to slow down. Instead, I have an ass-hat of an uncle who’d probably like nothing more than if I fell and broke my neck. His main concern would be who would do his cleaning for him. Luckily for me I’ve always been more agile than most so the fear of falling never really enters my head. Jumping the last few stairs, I head directly into the kitchen, grab my bag off the table and sling it over my shoulder. Then I scoop up a handful of textbooks I never had time to pack and slam the backdoor as I struggle out of it. 

Another quick glance at my watch–7:49 a.m. “Dang it.”

I half run, half walk down the long dusty farm track. On either side of me as I jog, separating the track from the towering cornfields is an old wooden fence—a fence that has definitely seen better days. It’s almost falling down and wearing away after years of being battered by bad storms and scorched by the harsh Texas sun. The towering cornfields behind the fence seem to stretch out for miles. I’m not sure how far back they go in terms of acreage–I’ve never been interested enough to ask. They sway in the slight breeze that sweeps across the open farmland, looming high and ominously over my head. 

It's so dense I’m sure you could hide in it and never be found.

The faster I try to walk the harder it becomes. My book bag starts to cut into my shoulder with the weight. It feels as if the strap is trying to sever my arm at the shoulder, while the load of textbooks starts to slowly slip from my fingers with every step I take. The burning heat causing my hands to become slick with sweat. I round the corner and can finally see the main road. Relief washes over me as I notice a couple of kids waiting there for the school bus. I go to check my watch once again. As I lift my hand to scan my wrist, it happens. I drop everything. All the books I was struggling to carry slip out of my hands, and I see it all as if in slow motion. They collide with the floor kicking up a cloud of dust like someone has set off a smoke bomb. I let my bag slip off my shoulder and crouch down, trying to gather it all back up as fast as possible. As I do so I hear the distant roar of an engine. I look up to see it’s there–the school bus. I collect everything I dropped as quickly as possible, heave my bag back on to my shoulder with what little strength I seem to have left, and take off as fast as I can. I manage to pick up speed in my desperation, but it’s no good. I’m not fast enough. 

“No...no...” I mutter to myself. My voice gets louder as I now start to shout toward the bus. “Wait! Wait!” I know it’s no use. They’re not going to hear me. I want to wave my hands, try to catch someone’s eye and get their attention, but with the ton of books I’m carrying it’s impossible. Even if the kids on the bus noticed me, they weren’t likely to tell the driver, it’s not like any of them are my friends.

With that, in what seems like a few seconds, I’m at the main road and in the distance, I can see the bus rounding the corner toward the town. I take a second and consider going back to the farm and asking my uncle for a ride to school. This prompts my first real smile of the morning. 

I’ve got more chance of sprouting wings and flying there myself.

I look down at the books in my hand for the first time since picking them up. They’re filthy. Covered in a thick layer of dust and dirt. To make matters worse, I’ve clutched them so tight to myself that my white t-shirt is also covered in dirt.

“Brilliant,” I say out loud. “That’s all I need on top of everything else.” I look up to the heavens and think about asking, why me?

It’s not like I’ll get an answer though.

Sighing, I bend down and try to dust the books off as best I can before squeezing them into the bookbag that’s already too heavy. That’s all I need now, for the strap to snap completely. No idea how I’d get to school if I had to try and carry the books in my arms. 

There’s a dark thought at the back of my mind, one that’s always there, like a towering shadow, like the monster in the closet. With the terrible luck I have, I know that missing the bus isn’t the only thing that is going to go wrong today. The day has barely begun, and I have already been shouted out, missed my bus, dropped my books and dirtied my clothes. To add insult to injury my book bag is about to snap and fall to the floor in a heap.

This is all I need after a terrible night’s sleep on account of the nightmares. 

No! I think to myself–I won’t let those thoughts come back to me while I’m awake, while I’m in charge of where my thoughts go. When I’m asleep is one thing. I’m not in control then, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let my day be bombarded with the horrors that plague me in my sleep.

I push the thoughts deep down into the recesses of my mind, back down with the shadowy thought that my life couldn’t get any worse. I try not to let those self-pitying woes make their way above ground. I know my life could be worse–but it could be better, too. So, I push them as far down in my mind as I can and just keep moving forwards. 

That’s all anyone can ever do.

I stand at the end of the track, just looking. I look at the dust kicked up by the bus that still hasn’t had time to settle. I just watch it, out of breath and close to tears. I drop my bookbag onto the floor and it hits with a thud that would make any passer-by think the bag was full of rocks instead of books. I lean forward and place my hands on my knees and try to catch my breath.

I use all my strength, which for someone of my size is quite considerable (more benefits of working on a farm) and lift my bag onto my shoulder. Wiping the tears from my eyes with my dusty hands, I refuse to let them fall to my cheeks, and I slowly begin my trek to school. There’s no point in rushing now. I’m already going to miss first period, at the very least.
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I make it to school in one, disheveled piece. My shirt sticking to me as if someone has just thrown a cup of water over me. Not a good look I can assure you. Just standing outside in the Texas heat is bad enough. Having to trek a couple miles in it is almost torture. The silver lining though is my bag didn’t break. 

Thank God for small favors. 

I stand at the bottom of the stairs leading to the school’s entrance. First period is already over and second has begun. 

Twelve concrete steps lead up to the main school access point. Oddly, the main reception desk doesn’t sit inside the main entrance doors, but at a different doorway just off to the right-hand side. Luckily, I don’t have to go through there. If I did, I would have to explain to Mrs. Huckstepp why I’m late, again. A sign hanging above the main entrance reads, ‘Main Entrance. Students and School Staff Only.’ To the right of that is another door, a smaller glass door that has the words, ‘Main Reception’ printed on it. Above the door is sign jutting out from the brick wall which reads, ‘Main Reception and Visitors Entrance.’

I’ve always found it a little confusing, why the main entrance and the main reception are two different places, but what do I know? At the bottom of the concrete steps is a brick wall that travels around the front of the school building. It starts at the edge of the school and travels all the way along the front of the building and stops at the steps. The wide steps are separated by a metal hand railing. Students are supposed to walk up one side and down the other. The same rule is meant to apply to each and every staircase in the school building. The idea being it will make things run smoother. People will get where they need to go quicker and there will be less accidents. Kind of like driving on the road. In reality, though, teenagers are idiots who like to think they are making a stand against the man by defying every rule set by people in authority; even the rules that make sense. So, they don’t walk up one side and down the other, they run up and down whatever side they choose causing not only queues, tailbacks and accidents, but the occasional fist fight or war of words. 

On the wall at the bottom of the stairs, drilled into the face of the brickwork is another sign—they do love their signs at this school. Huge chrome plated letters glittering in the morning sun, blinding students and visitors alike when the rays catch it just right. Almost every morning you can see a swarm of students, all with their hands in front of their faces shielding their eyes from the blinding reflection burning its way into their retinas. The sign reads, ‘Harton High School.’ Then in smaller chrome letters underneath, ‘Home of Excellence.’ 

I heave my bag back up off the floor and the pain sears through my shoulder again. I imagine a warm knife slicing through butter, except in this case the butter is my flesh. I climb the stairs, red faced from the heat, shirt sticking to me as if it’s been sprayed on, and head to the main entrance (not the main reception). The climb up the stairs feels like I’m reaching the peak of Mount Everest after that marathon journey to school. I don’t know exactly how long it is, but it must be at least two miles. I reach the door and laboriously pull it open. The cool breeze from the air conditioning unit hits me in the face. I stand and let it wash over me. I feel like a drug addict finally getting a fix after what seems like a lifetime of denying his body the chemicals it most desperately craved. I step inside and raise my arms out like a cross, stretched out like someone has freeze framed me in the middle of doing a jumping jack. My sweaty armpits need the air conditioning almost as much as my blood red, tomato looking face. I’ve heard that saying before, ‘Women don’t sweat, they glow.’ Well, I’m here to tell you, that’s bullshit. A big old pack of lies. We sweat, especially in a hundred-degree heat when you’ve had to walk a few miles carrying a bag of what might as well be breezeblocks. I’ll let you into another secret as well; we stink. That’s right, B.O. isn’t just reserved for the Y chromosome. Oh, no. Us ladies can kick up a stench when we want to, yessir. 

I stand for what seems like ages, letting the coolness wash over me like waves from the ocean. Hoping against all hope that somehow, someway, the air conditioning unit will blow some of the smell away. It’s bad enough people already assume you smell of cow dung because you live on a farm. I don’t really want to add body odor to the list of slurs they like to throw my way. It’s a futile attempt. I’ll have to wait until gym class when I can have a shower.

I make my way down the corridor passing a bank of lockers on my left. Most of the lockers have some kind of decoration on them. Artwork produced by the owner. Pictures of themselves with their significant other (this choice of decoration seems to change from week to week as people bounce from one boyfriend or girlfriend to another). Pictures of famous popstars and films stars, or if you’re some kind of athlete then you’ll usually find their jersey number painted onto their locker door. 

If you want to look into the psyche of any teenager, then all you have to do is look at their locker décor. Mine, on the other hand, is bare. Now, I know what I just said about delving deep into the psyche of teenager’s blah blah blah, and I promise you my bare locker door doesn’t correlate with me having nothing going on upstairs. No–I have plenty of activity in the brain department. I guess I’m just not an expressive person, especially when it comes to pointless decorations. I don’t really want people knowing my deepest thoughts. I’d rather remain a closed book.

I reach my locker which is near the end of the corridor by the water fountain and all those thoughts I had about decorating my locker go out of the window. It turns out my locker is decorated. 

Just not by me. 

The bright red spray paint catches my eye first. It shines against the metallic locker door. It’s glistening as if still wet; this wasn’t done that long ago. Droplets roll down my locker door and drip on to the floor. I look at the small pool of it by my feet. It looks like blood. I raise my eyes back to the locker door, reading the kind message someone has taken the time to write. 

Trash. 

That’s it? I mean as insults go that’s tame, hardly worth it really. They say worse than that to my face. I raise my eyebrows a bit, not sure whether to be insulted by the artwork because they’re calling me trash, insulted because they couldn’t come up with something better, or slightly flattered someone has taken the time out of their day to purchase the tin of spray paint, and strategically plan this work of art. Instead, I just stand and stare at it until a voice behind jerks me from my thousand-yard stare.

“Not your handiwork I trust, Abby.”

Shit. 

I know the voice immediately. Mr. Heaver–The Principal. 

Without even turning to look at him, I answer. “Not really my style, Mr. Heaver. It’s too plain, I’d have used more colors, more Fauvist if you like.” I throw out as if I’m really thinking about the style, as if I’m an art critic judging someone’s pride and joy at an expensive Manhattan art gallery. Finger tapping my chin, head tilted slightly to the side, eyes squinting. Trying as hard as possible to pretend that I’m not in the least bothered.

“I admire your stoicism young lady,” he replies with what seems to be a little sadness in his voice. Great, he feels sorrow for me. That’s all I need. Pity.

I finally turn to look at him. Mr. Heaver is in his mid-forties, or he looks to be at least, I don’t know exactly. He’s a kindly looking man if not a little scruffy. You wouldn’t think looking at him he’d have the authority to handle the students at a busy, overcrowded high school, but when push comes to shove, he has a penetrating stare and an uncomfortable stillness that demands respect. He’s always unshaven with a speckle of gray dotted throughout the black of his beard. It’s not a nice, groomed beard either–it just looks as if he hasn’t shaved in a few days, and it’s gotten out of hand. In addition to this he seems to be a collector of ugly ties. Every day he wears a different tie that doesn’t remotely go with the shirt he’s wearing. They’re never a respectable plain color either. They always have some outlandish pattern covering them, or worse–animals. Today seems to be a collection of cats jumping in the air holding lightsabers with the words ‘Star Paws’ splashed across the bottom. That one actually isn’t too bad. I mean, who doesn’t love cats–or Star Wars for that matter? It probably wouldn’t look so bad if it wasn’t for the fact he’s wearing the same shirt he has had on for the last three days. Complete with the same spaghetti stain that was there yesterday. I mean the guy changes his ties daily, but not his shirts. Strange.

Anyway, as principals go, he seems to be decent enough.

“Have you any idea who did this, Abby?” he asks, using that penetrating stare I told you about. “Any idea at all?”

It could be anyone really, it’s not as if I have a huge group of friends. But in truth, I know who it is. There’s one group in particular who seem to take great pleasure in trying to make my time at school a living hell. “No idea, Mr. Heaver,” I lie, not wanting to make matters worse by dobbing them in. He nods with a slight smile on his face, understanding, and knowing full well that I have an idea who the culprit is.

“Well, be that as it may, you’re late again. Let’s go to my office, you’ve missed first period anyway.” He holds his arm out to the side of him indicating that I should lead the way to his office. It’s not the first time I’ve been in there.

Mr. Heavers office is pretty much what you’d expect of any principal’s office. A large desk sits at the back in front of a window. I’ve always found this strange, why would you have your office laid out in a way where your back was to the window? Isn’t the whole purpose of a window to look out of it? Oh, well, not my office. Behind the desk sits a large leather chair that looks extremely comfortable. On the other side, the side where I’ll be sitting, are two smaller, much less comfortable chairs. I wonder to myself if this is something that is done on purpose. Sitting down speaking to an authority figure can be intimidating for students, even parents at times, especially if they’re called in because their child is in trouble. Maybe sticking them in chairs that make it feel like you’re taking part in some kind of torture technique gives even more of the upper hand to the person on the other side of the desk, the person in the lazy boy.

Behind where Mr. Heaver sits, hung on the small section of wall in between the two large windows is a selection of certificates listing his qualifications. Either because he’s extremely vain and likes to look at how intelligent he is, or because he wants whoever is on the opposite side of his desk to know that he's actually qualified for the position he holds and not some imposter. Which, on first glance, wouldn’t be that far-fetched. I sit down (uncomfortably) and look toward Mr. Heaver who slowly and deliberately eases himself into his chair letting out a huge sigh of satisfaction. Show off. He leans forward, hands clasped together, and looks me directly in the eye. I look around the room, at the huge book cabinet along the right-hand side of his office, filled with books that no human can possibly have had the time to read. 

I carry on looking around, avoiding his gaze. I turn my head to the left this time, this wall is covered with framed photographs, some old black and white ones of which I assume must be family members, and a few of Mr. Heaver himself shaking hands with various people who I assume are meant to be important.

“Abby.” My name exits his lips firmly. I turn and look at him, not saying a word, but knowing I can’t avoid talking to him forever. He gives me a sympathetic smile. He just looks at me for a while, then lets out another sigh. “This can’t go on, Abby. You’ve been late, what, a dozen times this semester? I’ve got to make a report of it...you know I do...it’s going to affect your grades.”

I look at him for a second or two, then turn my head to stare moodily out of the window. What can I say? Plead with him to not record my tardiness? As if it would make any difference, he’s obviously made up his mind.

His office overlooks the school parking lot, not the best view I must say, maybe that’s why he has his desk facing the other way. A silver car drives around aimlessly looking for a space. I’m not sure what make the car is, but it looks brand-new so probably not a student. From up here I can see a space right at the end of the lot, next to what looks like an old hippie campervan. That’s probably the reason the driver of the silver car can’t see it, hidden behind the hippie mobile.

I hear Mr. Heaver let out a heavy sigh once more, more to get my attention I think than actual exasperation. I turn again to look at him. I know what’s coming next–this is old ground which we have both walked over at least half a dozen times.

“Is there anything you’d like to tell me? Anything at all?” Mr. Heaver asks nicely.

I look directly into his eyes and pull my best really, we’re going to go there, face. I see his eyes move from my face down to my body. Not in a creepy way, more of a concerned way. The expression on his face is that of an old lady looking at a three-legged puppy. I realize immediately I’m being scrutinized and self-consciously fold my arms and stare defiantly back at him; or what I assume is defiant, it probably just looks like resting bitch face.

“What happened to your arms, Abby?” he enquires quietly. Softly, like a doctor talking to a patient. 

I look at the bruises up and down my upper arms. Unsuccessfully, I try to pull the sleeves of my t-shirt down to cover at least some of them. A futile attempt considering he has already seen them. 

“Nothing,” I answer moodily. “I live on a farm...you get bruises.”

Mr. Heaver leans forward and rubs his forehead, rises from his nice comfy chair (if I had a chair like that, I’d never leave it. It looks more comfortable than my bed) and walks over to his office window. He stands there for a minute or two, saying nothing.

“Doesn’t that silver car see the space down the end there? Next to Mr. Watkins, Camper,” he says all of a sudden. The van belongs to Watkins. I should have known, really. He’s always wearing really brightly colored shirts and always smells of weed, like, so much. You’d get buzzed just standing next to him. “When did you move into the old Gibson place? Eight months ago?” he says without turning to face me.

“Six.”

“Hmm...In all that time, I’ve never met your uncle...” He finally turns, hands clasped behind his back looking at me. “Maybe I should.”

“Why?” I almost shout at him. “He doesn’t even want me going to school in the first place. As if he’s going to care I’ve been late a few times.”

Mr. Heaver walks around his desk and casually sits on the edge–well half sits and half stands. He looks uncomfortable. 

“You’re an exceptionally bright student, Abigail. Someone has got to start looking after your interests...if you can’t make it to school on time and you continually miss first and sometime second period, well, you’re going to flunk. I think...I think it’s either time I sit down and have a little chat with your uncle...or...or you go and see...”

“I’m not going to a shrink!” I answer, before he can get the words out. I knew it was coming, he has mentioned this to me a few times before, but he has never used a meeting with Tom to blackmail me into it.

“An educational psychologist,” he emphasizes. “And, Abby, it’s either one or the other.”
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A hurricane of sound hits me as I walk through the double doors into the school cafeteria. I’m walking on autopilot in a daze. I had absolutely no intention of seeing an Educational Psychologist, but now I’ve been backed into a corner. This wasn’t the first-time Mr. Heaver–evil genius that he seems to be–had brought up seeing a shrink, and let’s not sugar coat things here, he can paint it up in whichever way he likes, but at the end of the day, it’s a shrink. I’m usually prepared to just shoot him down when this suggestion comes up, but it looks as if he has found another gear and is fighting dirty. He has never, not once, mentioned meeting my uncle and he has never given me an ultimatum. Or let’s call it what it is, blackmail. He blackmailed me. I should go to the Sheriff’s office. Now I have no choice. As much as I don’t want to see a shrink, I’d rather that then a letter sent home requesting Uncle Tom come to the school. There’s only two ways that will end. He either opens the letter and gives me a beating before coming to the school and causing a scene. Or he opens the letter and gives me a beating before throwing it in the trash and forgetting about it. Either way, I get the back of his hand. 

The noise finally reaches a roar loud enough to pull me from my troubled thoughts. I feel like a gladiator walking into the Coliseum, about to do battle for my life. That’s how high school can feel for a teenager who is terminally bullied. I look around the cafeteria which to be honest is quite big considering I now live in a small hick town. It’s basically a gym hall which about half an hour before lunch sees the kitchen staff wheel in big round tables and plastic chairs, along with a table filled with hot plates to keep the rubbery food warm. 

All the tables are occupied and from a distance it’s quite amazing to see the different cliques of students. A table full of goths sit grouped in the corner, all in animated conversation. For some reason, I’ve always assumed goths were like, moody people. These guys look pretty happy to me, who knew? Another table is full of what can only be described as red necks, complete with the plaid shirts, dirty vests and trucker hats. Next to that table sits the jocks and the cheerleaders. The only two groups of people that seem to overlap. I know this all sounds like a cliché, but at the end of the day this is high school–it’s the home of the cliché. Seeing as I don’t belong to any of these groups of people, I stand looking for the only place I can really sit–next to the only real friend I have–Sam.

I suppose it makes perfect sense that Sam and I would be suited to each other as friends. Neither of us has any other friends. I’m new to the school so obviously didn’t know anyone and although Sam has always gone to this school, her quiet bookish nature made it hard for her to mix. Even sitting here now at lunchtime her head is buried in a book. In addition to this, her overprotective mother made it hard for her to make any lasting friendships. She’s stopped from doing any kind of activity that could cause her harm, or what her mother believes could cause her harm. This includes normal everyday tasks for teenagers such as sports. She doesn’t even have to bring a note anymore because it’s an unwritten rule. Her mother–Janet Neeves–caused such a fuss one parent teacher night about how taking part in sports could cause serious damage to her daughter’s health, not just in the event that she fell over or took a knock or something, but because her asthma is so bad that walking up a flight of stairs makes her feel faint. 

Her mother was only looking out for her, but it seems to have done more harm than good.

I make my way over to the table in the farthest corner of the cafeteria, it’s not one of the big round ones which accommodates a huge group of friends. It literally has space for two, maybe three people if you squeeze in. I don’t even think it’s there for people to eat their lunch on, it’s just an old table chucked in the corner out of the way Sam and I have just claimed it as our own. I say claimed, actually it’s just that nobody else wants to sit on it, their social circles are far too big. 

Today she’s reading Salem’s Lot by Stephen King. Again. 

She loves Stephen King and is constantly recommending books of his for me to read and then getting extremely annoyed when I tell her I haven’t got the time to read them. It isn’t like I don’t want to read them; I just don’t have that kind of time. His books are like, super long. Between school and my chores, I have to keep my reading material to a lot less than a thousand pages. It always makes me laugh that she’s so obsessed with him. For a person as quiet and meek as Sam is in real life, she does love a good scare when it comes to movies or books.

“Hey.” I drop my book bag on to the table with a thud. It’s not as heavy as this morning seeing as I’ve managed to leave some of my books in my locker, but it still feels like a ton weight. 

“Hey,” Sam replies without even lifting her head out of her book. Her eyes rapidly moving from left to right, scanning the pages at lightning speed, desperate to find out what’s going on in the small town of Jerusalem’s Lot. She’s probably read the novel two or three times already. I managed to watch the movie late one night. 

I sit and look at her a while, she’s completely captivated by the words in front of her. Her eyes widen behind her thick framed glasses. Slowly she pulls her inhaler from her pocket and without even looking, subconsciously, as if the act has now become second nature to her, places the pump between her lips, pushes the top and inhales deeply. She clamps her mouth shut, swallows and again without ever taking her eyes from the page, places it back in her pocket.

“Scary bit?” Lines crease my forehead in a slight frown. 

She nods. 

“It’s just a book. They’re just words.” I try and fail to get her attention. 

Her answer is to hold a finger up and aim it toward me in a sign that tells me wait –she wants to finish her chapter. I sit back in my seat and get a banana from my lunch bag. I look at Sam and then back down at myself. We’re both wearing very similar clothes in terms of style, but we look completely different. Sam is much smaller than I am and while we’re both wearing jeans and a t-shirt with sneakers, hers are much newer and much cleaner than mine. Her shirt fits and isn’t faded, her jeans are the right length, and her sneakers are actually white. Unlike mine, which were white and have now faded to a dull gray and are covered with dust and dirt from the farm. 

Sam’s parents are relatively well off and think nothing of spending money on their daughter. Her father, Stanley Neeves was the local dentist, the only one in town so he earns a pretty penny. Sam’s shirt today–Wonder Woman. She finds herself in that unfortunate category of being ridiculed for the same thing over the last few years of her life, but for completely different reasons. She used to be called a geek or a nerd because she wore pop culture tops and read comic books. Now she's ridiculed because going to the movies to watch a superhero film and going to the comic bookstore with your buddies is considered cool, or geek cool if that’s a thing. Apparently, Sam isn’t geek enough or cool enough to wear these kinds of tops or go to the comic bookstore now that it’s for the masses. 

It’s a fickle world we live in.

Finally, as I take the last bite of my over ripe banana, she closes her book and places it on the table in front of her and responds to my remarks from moments ago as if we have been in full flow conversation and not sat in silence for the last three minutes. 

“For any other writer, it may just be words on a page, but for the master...” she taps her finger on the cover of her book right on top of King’s name, “...it isn’t. It’s visceral, it’s graphic, it’s terrifying, it’s...alive. It’s like a movie playing before your eyes...but...in your head.”

“Isn’t that the same as any book though?” I ask.

“No,” she replies, kind of disgusted at me. “Nobody can conjure up an image as graphic as Stephen King. He’s a genius.”

“Fine, he’s a genius, Whatevs.”

“Maybe if you took the time to read one of his novels...”

Here we go again. “I’ve told you. I. Don’t. Have. The. Time. Maybe when I’m away at college.” I flash her a huge smile. She bites into her sandwich and chews slowly, placing the sandwich down nicely next to her book. Waiting for the next bite. A loud roar is heard from a nearby table. I look over to see the jocks and cheerleaders, all laughing and looking toward us. Never a good sign. I hear a hiss of air and turn to see Sam has had another puff on her inhaler. She’s made uneasy by the eyes of the beautiful and popular angled our way. I turn my back, trying to ignore them. Sam tries to do the same by looking at me, but I can see her eyes every so often flitter toward that table.

“So, I...er...didn’t see you in home room this morning. Were you late again?” Sam tries to make normal conversation, but there’s a tremble in her voice. Not bad, but enough for me to notice.

“Yeah, damn bus drove straight past me again.”

“Did Mr. Heaver find out?” she asks, concern in her voice.

“Yeah. He caught me at my locker, which someone was kind enough to decorate for me.”

“Yeah, saw that. Sorry.”

I shake my head to her in an unspoken reply of don’t worry about it, it’s not your fault. I know she’s been there. 
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