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​Chapter 1:Genesis 

The trailer reeked of stale smoke and sour beer, but Billy didn’t notice. He pedaled his Big Wheel hard, plastic wheels thumping over the cracked linoleum. The living room was a cramped mess—sagging couch, coffee table strewn with cigarette butts and sticky cans, a TV blaring a game show no one watched. His small legs churned fast, five years old and bursting with a restless energy he couldn’t tame. He hummed a tune he’d picked up from the staticky radio, something about a lonesome road, though the words escaped him. The trailer shuddered with every lap, its thin walls patched with duct tape where the Arkansas wind had clawed through.

“Goddamn it, Billy, cut that noise!” His father’s voice sliced through the haze. Earl slouched in a recliner, cigarette dangling from his lips, eyes red and sharp. He was shirtless, ribs jutting under pale skin, a fresh bruise purpling his arm from last night’s needle. “You’re ruinin’ everything, you little bastard. Oughta sell that damn toy and get me somethin’ worth a damn.”

Billy slowed, sneakers squeaking to a stop. He glanced at Earl, hazel eyes wide, unsure what he’d done this time. “Sorry, Daddy,” he muttered, voice barely a whisper. He knew better than to talk back. Earl’s rage was quick and brutal—on the walls, on Billy, on anyone too slow to dodge.

From the kitchen, his mama, Sarah, barked a laugh. She leaned against the counter, a bottle of cheap vodka in one hand, a cigarette in the other. Her brunette hair hung in greasy clumps, framing a face hardened by years of bitterness. “Shoulda known he’d be a curse,” she slurred, venom dripping from every word. “Another mouth to feed, and for what? Nothin’ but trouble.” She flicked ash at Billy, smirking when he flinched, then turned her glare on Earl. “You’re no better, sittin’ there whinin’. Maybe if you weren’t so useless, we’d have cash for the good stuff.”

Earl snarled, lurching forward. “Shut your trap, Sarah, or I’ll shut it for you.” But before he could stand, she lunged, slamming the vodka bottle against his shoulder. It didn’t break, but Earl yelped, cigarette tumbling to the floor. He swung back, fist clipping her jaw, and suddenly they were at it—cursing, clawing, a tangle of fury and spilled liquor. Billy ducked low on his Big Wheel, heart thudding. This wasn’t new. They beat on each other as much as they beat on him, a storm that fed itself and left everyone bruised.

He hugged his knees, staring at a crescent-shaped burn on the floor. He didn’t cry—crying made it worse. He just wondered why they hated him so much. Wasn’t he supposed to be theirs? He didn’t know other homes, other parents who bandaged cuts or sang lullabies. This was his world—the yelling, the alcohol, the way the trailer groaned like it might give up. He figured that’s how it was everywhere.

Earl shoved Sarah off, kicking an empty can across the room. It clanged against the wall. “Oughta been just us,” he spat, wiping blood from his lip. “Before this brat, we had money. Coulda kept the good shit comin’. Now I’m beggin’ for scraps ‘cause of him.”

Sarah rubbed her jaw, sneering. “Don’t blame him for your sorry ass. You’re the one who can’t hold a job.” She took a swig from the bottle, then pointed it at Billy. “But yeah, he don’t help. Little leech.”

Billy slid off the Big Wheel and crept to the corner, where a pile of filthy clothes hid his one treasure—a scratched-up Matchbox car from Randy. Randy. The name sparked something bright in him, a tiny glow against the dark. Randy wasn’t his daddy, not like Earl. He’d been married to Sarah before, back when Billy’s half-sister, Shanda, came along. Shanda was gone now, living with her grandma somewhere, but Randy still showed up sometimes. He didn’t hit. He didn’t scream. Once, he’d hoisted Billy onto his shoulders and let him grab the oak branches out front, chuckling when Billy whooped. No one else did that.

The trailer door rattled, and Billy’s head whipped up. Through the smudged window, he saw it—a rusted blue pickup rolling over the gravel drive. His chest fluttered. He forgot the Big Wheel, forgot Earl and Sarah’s war, and scrambled to the glass. His nose mashed against it, breath fogging the pane, but he didn’t care. Randy was here.

The truck door groaned open, and there he was—tall, broad, flannel shirt stretched over his shoulders, beard scruffy and kind. Randy stepped out, boots sinking into the mud, and squinted toward the trailer. He raised a hand, waving right at Billy, a grin breaking across his face. Billy grinned back, wide and gap-toothed, a smile he rarely let loose. His fingers pressed against the window, heart racing like when he pedaled full tilt “Randy’s here!” he piped up, too loud, and Earl swore while Sarah snorted. But Billy didn’t hear them anymore. He bounced on his toes, the world shrinking to that truck and that wave. Randy was here, and for a little while, the trailer didn’t feel so broken, so cruel. For a little while, Billy wasn’t just a leech—he was someone worth seeing
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​Chapter 2: Hooks and Hard Truths
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The sun beat down like a hammer, mid-July heat turning the Arkansas air thick and sticky. Billy sat on the grassy bank of the creek, his bare feet dangling over the edge, toes brushing the warm, sluggish water. Sweat beaded on his forehead, matting his brown hair to his skin, but he didn’t care. He was with Randy, far from the trailer’s smoke and shouting. The fishing pole in his hands felt big, important, even if the line kept tangling. Randy knelt beside him, broad shoulders hunched as he baited a hook with a wriggling worm.

“Hotter’n a skillet today,” Randy said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. His flannel sleeves were rolled up, beard glistening with sweat. “Reckon the fish are hidin’ deep to stay cool.”

Billy nodded, green eyes squinting against the glare off the water. “Yeah. Hotter’n my new Big Wheel’s wheels when I ride it fast.” He grinned, proud of the upgrade Randy had brought him last week—shiny red, sturdier than the old one. He was a bigger kid, not skinny like some, and the new frame held his weight better.

Randy chuckled, a low, warm sound. “Bet you’re tearin’ up that trailer floor now. Gonna be racin’ the pros one day.” He cast his line smooth and easy, the bobber plopping into the creek. Billy tried to copy him, but his line flopped short. Randy didn’t laugh—just reached over and guided his hands, patient as ever.

For a while, it was just them, the hum of cicadas, and the occasional tug on the line. Billy landed a tiny sunfish, whooping as Randy unhooked it and tossed it back. But as the sun climbed higher, Billy’s smile faded. He stared at the ripples in the water, voice dropping low. “Randy, why do Mama and Daddy hate me?”

Randy froze, hook half-baited. He set it down, turning to face Billy. “They don’t hate you, kid. That’s not it.”

“Yeah, it is,” Billy said, stubborn. He kicked at the dirt, sending a clod tumbling into the creek. “They yell all the time. Say I’m a burden. Daddy says I take his money, and Mama hits him and me both. They don’t want me.”

Randy’s jaw tightened, eyes darkening. He rubbed a hand over his beard, searching for words. “Sometimes parents... they don’t see the good thing they got right in front of ‘em. They’re messed up, Billy—drugs, anger, all of it. Ain’t your fault. You’re a damn fine kid.”

Billy didn’t look up, just tugged at a blade of grass. He wanted to believe Randy, but the bruises on his arms and the words in his ears said different.

The ride back was quiet, the pickup’s AC rattling weakly against the heat. When they pulled into the muddy driveway, Sarah was outside, brunette hair wild, smoking on the sagging porch steps. Earl’s curses drifted from inside. Randy cut the engine and stepped out, helping Billy down. Sarah’s eyes narrowed.

“Thought you’d keep him all day,” she snapped, flicking her cigarette into the dirt. “Ain’t your kid to play house with.”

Randy squared his shoulders, voice low but firm. “Someone’s gotta look out for him, Sarah. You and Earl keep this up—beatin’ on each other, neglectin’ him—and CPS’ll come knockin’. Billy’ll end up in an orphanage. Ain’t no family left to take him. You hear me? Shape up, or you’ll lose him.”

Sarah laughed, sharp and mean. “Lose him? Hell, maybe that’d be easier. One less problem.” She stomped inside, slamming the screen door. Randy shook his head, ruffling Billy’s hair before climbing back into the truck. Billy watched him go, chest tight.

That night, the trailer was a furnace, windows cracked but no breeze. Billy lay on his thin mattress in the corner, Big Wheel parked nearby. Sleep wouldn’t come—Sarah and Earl’s voices leaked through the walls, slurred and angry.

“...Randy’s full of shit,” Earl growled. “Orphanage? Good riddance. Kid’s a burden, always has been.”

Sarah’s voice cut in, colder. “Yeah, sucks up every dime. If CPS wants him, let ‘em have him. I’m done carryin’ his weight.”

Billy curled into a ball, blanket pulled tight. His eyes stung, tears slipping silent down his cheeks. They didn’t want him. Not even a little. Randy’s words—damn fine kid—felt far away, drowned by the ones closer: burden, problem. He pressed his face into the pillow, muffling the quiet sobs. What happened next? He didn’t know. The trailer creaked around him, and for the first time, he wondered if it’d be better if it just fell apart.
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​Chapter 3: August Heat
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Two years later Billy sat at a wobbly desk in his first-grade classroom, pencil  gripped tight as he scratched out letters on lined paper. At 7 years old with brown hair flopping over his forehead and  eyes that watched the world a little too closely. The trailer was still home, but Sarah and Earl hadn’t given him up like they’d threatened. Randy’s warning about CPS must’ve sunk in—or maybe it was the welfare checks and food stamps they’d lose without him. To them, Billy wasn’t a son; he was a paycheck, a ticket to more vodka and pain pills. He didn’t know the details, but he felt it in the way they barely looked at him unless they needed something.

School was different. Back in kindergarten, he’d seen kids cry when their moms dropped them off, clinging to legs and sniffling. Now in first grade, some still teared up if they fell or forgot their lunch. Billy couldn’t relate. Home was a hell of shouting, fists, and drugs; school was a break, a place where the air didn’t sting his lungs and no one called him a burden. He liked the quiet of the classroom, the way Mrs. Carter smiled when he got a math problem right. He didn’t cry. He wasn’t sure he knew how anymore.

After the bell rang, Billy didn’t rush to the pickup line like the others. Earl was always late—sometimes an hour, sometimes more—so Billy headed to the swing set out back. The August heat pressed down, humidity thick enough to chew, but he didn’t mind. He kicked off hard, sneakers scuffing the dirt, swinging high until the chains creaked. From up there, he watched as the other kids. Moms and dads scooped them up, all smiles and hugs. Some walked off hand-in-hand, laughing about spelling tests or scraped knees. Billy’s chest ached, a deep, wordless want. He was only 7, but he knew he’d trade every swing in the world for that—for someone to hold his hand and mean it.

One afternoon, Earl was later than usual. The playground emptied out, the sun dipping low, painting the sky orange. Billy kept swinging, sleeves rolled up on his long-sleeve shirt. It’d been too hot to keep them down, even if it meant showing the marks. The night before, he’d spilled a soda on the trailer floor—sticky cola pooling on the Floor and Earl had lost it. The belt came out fast, leather cracking against Billy’s arm, leaving red welts that darkened to purple by morning. “Clumsy little shit,” Earl had snarled, swinging until Sarah yelled at him to stop, not because she cared but because she was tired of the noise. Billy had pulled the shirt on for school, hiding the evidence, but now the heat won out.

A shadow fell across the swing set. Billy looked up, slowing his arc. It was Ms. Ellis, the first-grade teacher with the soft voice and graying hair. She’d stayed late, grading papers in the empty school, and now she stood there, clutching a stack of worksheets, her brow creased.

“Billy,” she said, gentle but firm, “where’s your dad? It’s getting dark.”

He shrugged, dragging his feet to stop the swing. “He’s comin’. Always late.” His voice was flat, like it didn’t matter. But his rolled-up sleeve caught her eye, and she stepped closer, peering at his arm.

“What’s this?” she asked, voice dropping. The welts stood out stark against his skin, a map of Earl’s anger. Billy yanked his sleeve down fast, heart thudding.

“Nothin’,” he muttered, staring at the ground. “Just bumped somethin’.”

Ms. Ellis didn’t buy it. Her lips pressed thin, eyes soft with something Billy didn’t recognize—worry, maybe. “Billy, honey, come inside with me for a minute. It’s too hot out here, and I need to make a call.”

He hesitated, then slid off the swing, following her into the school. The air inside was cooler, humming with the AC. She led him to the office, sat him down with a juice box from the staff fridge, and picked up the phone. Billy sipped the juice, watching her dial, her voice low as she spoke to someone on the other end. Words like “marks” and “neglect” floated out, sharp and strange. He didn’t know what they meant, not really, but they made his stomach twist.

Earl’s truck finally rumbled into the lot—Billy saw the headlights through the window—but Ms. Ellis didn’t let him go. She hung up, knelt in front of him, and said, “We’re gonna figure this out, okay?” Her hand rested light on his shoulder, not rough like Sarah’s or heavy like Earl’s. It felt  safe.

That night, back in the trailer, Billy lay awake, the belt marks throbbing under his sleeve. Something was shifting, something big. He didn’t know what, but Ms. Ellis’s call echoed in his head—conversations  he couldn’t yet grasp.
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​Chapter 4: The boy no one wanted
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Billy kicked at the dirt by the swing set, the late afternoon sun scorching the playground. First grade had let out an hour ago, and as usual, Earl was nowhere in sight. Sweat plastered his hair to his forehead, he was  scanning the empty lot. waiting alone like always, sleeves tugged down over the welts on his arm from last night’s soda spill and Earl’s belt. The heat made them itch, but he kept them hidden.

A police cruiser rolled up, kicking up dust. Billy froze as an officer stepped out, badge catching the light. The man’s voice was steady, calm. “Hey, Billy. I’m Officer Hayes. Come with me, alright? It’s safe. A nice lady wants to talk to you.”

Billy’s stomach twisted. Safe? He didn’t know what that meant, but the officer didn’t sound mean like Earl or sharp like Sarah. He nodded, climbing into the backseat. The ride was quiet, radio crackling with voices he couldn’t catch. The trailer park faded behind him, replaced by the gray brick of the police station.

Inside, it was chaos. Sarah and Earl were there, yelling at a desk sergeant. Sarah’s brunette hair was wild, her face flushed as she jabbed a finger. “This is bullshit! You can’t just take him!” Earl’s voice roared over hers, slurring threats about lawyers they’d never hire. Billy shrank back, confused. He didn’t understand—why they were here, why they were mad. Then Earl’s eyes landed on him, dark and venomous, a glare that screamed you talked. If looks could kill, Billy’d be done. He dropped his gaze, heart hammering.

Officer Hayes guided him past the shouting to a small room with a table and two chairs. A woman entered, blonde hair tied back, a clipboard in hand. She smiled, soft but tinged with sadness. “Hi, Billy. I’m Ms. Thomas. I work with CPS—that’s people who help kids. How’s school? What do you like to do?”

Billy shrugged, staring at his sneakers. “School’s fine. I like the swings, and riding my  Big Wheel.” His voice was low, cautious.

Ms. Thomas nodded, scribbling a note. Then her tone shifted, careful but firm. “Billy, does anyone ever hit you at home? Yell at you a lot?”

He stiffened, throat closing up. “No,” he lied, quick and flat. If he told the truth, Earl’s belt would find him again—or worse. Tears stung his eyes, but he blinked them away, terrified of what came next.

Ms. Thomas studied him, her look gentle but piercing. She slid a paper and pencil across the table. “What if you write it instead? Then you’re not saying it out loud. It’d be okay.”

Billy’s hands trembled as he took the pencil. He didn’t want to, but started writing. Holding back tears, he scratched out words—big, sloppy letters, messy even for a 7-year-old. Daddy hits me with belt. Mama yells and hits too. Say I’m bad a lot. It spilled onto the page, every smack and shout he could recall, until it was a tangle of hurt. He pushed it back, head bowed, breath shaky.

The worker read it, her face still for a beat. A tear slipped down her cheek, and she brushed it away fast. “You poor boy,” she whispered, voice breaking. “No child deserves to live like this.”

She stepped out, leaving Billy with a juice box and a racing mind. Hours crawled by, the station’s hum seeping through the walls. He caught her talking to the police outside. “He can’t go back. It’s not safe. Bruises on his arm, and that note... it’s enough for now.”

An officer asked, “Family he can stay with?”

Her voice lowered. “Not much. No relatives willing to take him. He mentioned a Randy—mom’s ex—but he’s not legal family, not a guardian. We can’t place him there.”

Billy’s chest tightened. Randy. The only name he’d offered, the only one who mattered. But it didn’t count. The CPS worker  returned, kneeling beside him. “Billy, you’ve been here a while, huh? We’re gonna take you to a safe place—an orphanage, just for now—until we figure things out. Okay?”

He nodded, numb. Safe place. Orphanage. The words spun, too big to grab. Officer Hayes drove him again, this time to a brick building with a sign he couldn’t read. A woman there showed him a cot, a blanket, a room with other kids. It wasn’t the trailer, but it wasn’t Randy’s truck either. Billy lay down, staring at the ceiling, tears sliding silent into his pillow. Everything was shifting, and he didn’t know what was next—just that he was alone, and the one person he wanted couldn’t take him.
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​Chapter 5: First Friend 

[image: ]




The orphanage smelled like bleach and old socks, a squat brick building where parentless kids from all over the county got dumped. Billy’s cot was lumpy, shoved in a room with ten others, springs creaking every time he shifted. he’d swapped the trailer’s chaos for this—a different kind of hard. The staff barked orders, faces pinched and cold. “Line up!” they’d snap at mealtime, or “Lights out, no talking!” at night. One lady, Ms. Grayson, smacked his hand with a ruler when he dropped a spoon, muttering about “troublemakers.” Billy didn’t argue. He just pulled into himself, quiet as a shadow.

A week in, they let him use the phone. He dialed Randy, heart thudding as the line crackled. “Randy, it’s me,” he said, voice small.

“Billy, kid,” Randy’s voice came warm but heavy. “I’m tryin’, alright? But I ain’t legal family. They won’t let me take you. I’ll figure somethin’ out, I swear.”

Billy nodded, even though Randy couldn’t see. “Okay.” The call ended, and the hope flickered out. Alone again. For months, he kept to himself, eating gray oatmeal, staring out grimy windows. The other kids laughed or fought, but Billy felt like a ghost—there but not. His hazel-green eyes traced cracks in the walls, his brown hair unbrushed and wild. Trust didn’t come easy, not after Sarah and Earl.

Then came Jimmy. A scrawny kid with messy black hair and a crooked grin, maybe 8, plopped down next to Billy at lunch one day. “You’re the new one, huh? I’m Jimmy. What’s your deal?”

Billy shrugged, poking at his food. “Dunno.”

Jimmy smirked. “Real talker, huh? Why you here?”

Billy eyed him, guarded. “You first. Then maybe I’ll say.”

Jimmy leaned back, casual. “Fair. Mom raised me alone after Dad split. She wasn’t... good.” He tugged his shirt aside, showing a cluster of cigarette burns on his shoulder, puckered and pink. Then he hiked up his shorts, revealing more on his thigh. 

Billy stared, a jolt running through him. Those scars—different from his belt marks, but the same kind of hurt. He swallowed, voice low. “My parents too. Dad hit me with a belt. Mom yelled, hit him back, hit me too.

Jimmy snorted, a dry laugh. “Adults suck, huh?”

Billy’s lips twitched—a rare, cracked smile. “Yeah.” That was it. From then on, they stuck together like glue. After school, they’d find each other in the common room, sprawled on a ratty couch watching a fuzzy TV. Jimmy introduced wrestling one day the WWF. Earl used to have it on, but it was just noise then. With Jimmy, Billy saw it—the power, the fight. They’d mimic moves, laughing when they flopped, and Billy felt something new: like a kid, not a burden.

They’d talk too, real stuff. “Ever think about gettin’ out?” Jimmy asked once, eyes on the ceiling.

“All the time,” Billy said. “You?”

“Yeah. Everyday.

One afternoon, months into their friendship, Jimmy bounded over after school, buzzing. “Billy, guess what? I’m gettin’ adopted! Some couple from town—they’re comin’ tomorrow!”

Billy’s chest tightened. “Adopted? You won’t be here?”

“Nah, but I’ll see you!” Jimmy promised, eyes bright. “I’ll show you my new house. Maybe they’ll adopt you too—be my brother or somethin’!” He held up a hand, and Billy high-fived him, a grin breaking through. Brothers. He liked that.

The next day, Jimmy was gone—cot empty, no note, just a quick goodbye before the staff hustled him out. Billy waited, expecting him to show up like he’d said. Days turned to weeks, then months. Nothing. No visit, no call, no Jimmy. The ice started in Billy’s stomach, cold and heavy, spreading until it hurt to breathe. He’d sit on that couch alone, wrestling on the screen, but it wasn’t the same. The one friend who’d made him feel real—who’d understood the scars—was gone, and Billy didn’t know why.

He asked Ms. Grayson once, voice shaking. “Where’s Jimmy?”

“Adopted,” she snapped, not looking up from her clipboard. “That’s all you need to know.”

“But he said he’d come back—”

“Kids say lots of things. Move along.” She waved him off, and Billy slunk away, the ice sinking deeper. Had Jimmy lied? Forgotten him? Or had something happened? The orphanage swallowed answers like it swallowed hope. Billy stopped asking, stopped waiting. He’d trusted Jimmy, let him in, and now he was alone again—back to the walls, the silence, the ghost he’d been before.
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​Chapter 6: first gift
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The orphanage strung up tinsel and a plastic tree, but the holidays didn’t mean much to Billy. At only 7 years old  he’d stopped hoping for a family. He’d been passed over too many times—foster parents coming through, eyes sliding past him to the Black kids or others with different skin. He didn’t get it, didn’t care anymore. His brown hair hung longer and shaggy,  eyes dull as he shuffled through the days. Kids at the orphanage talked to him, and he’d mumble back, but his walls were high, cemented by Jimmy’s ghosting and years of nothing. This was it, he figured—cots and cold staff forever.

No presents came at Christmas. Birthdays either. Billy had never unwrapped a gift, never blown out candles. The idea felt like a story from someone else’s life. But at school, he overheard kids buzzing about Santa at the mall—how he’d listen, give you stuff if you asked. It stuck with him, a flicker he couldn’t shake. That afternoon, when the bell rang, Billy didn’t trudge back to the orphanage. He slipped out early, unnoticed, and started walking. The mall was a couple miles off, December air biting his cheeks, but he kept going, sneakers crunching gravel then pavement.

Inside, the place glittered—lights, fake snow, a line of kids snaking toward a big red chair. Billy weaved through, heart thumping, until he found Santa: white beard, round belly, perched like a king. A lady in an elf hat stood nearby, collecting cash. “Five bucks,” she said, hand out.

Billy dug in his pockets—empty. “I ain’t got money,” he admitted, voice low.

She frowned. “Where’s your parents, kid?”

“Don’t have none. I’m from the orphanage.” He looked up, pleading. “Please, I just wanna see him.”

Her eyes softened, sad and tired. “Go on,” she said, waving him through.

Billy climbed onto Santa’s knee, awkward but determined. Santa’s voice boomed, warm and deep. “Ho, ho! What do you want for Christmas, young man?”

Billy hesitated, peering into the misty eyes behind the beard. “You really bring gifts?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Santa tilted his head, jolly but curious.

“I never got one. Ever.” Billy’s words came slow, testing. “Not for Christmas, not for my birthday.”

Santa’s smile faltered. “What about from your parents?”

“Ain’t got none. Live at the orphanage.” Billy shrugged, like it was normal, but his chest tightened saying it.

Santa’s eyes glistened, and he cleared his throat. “Well, there must’ve been some mistake on my route!” he declared, voice thick. “But to make it up, have this.” He reached into a Dollar General bag—probably grabbed on a break—and pulled out a three-pack of cereal: Froot Loops, Frosted Flakes, Cocoa Pebbles. Small, bright boxes, nothing fancy, but to Billy, they shone like gold.

His hands closed around them, trembling. “For me?” he whispered.

“All yours,” Santa said, ruffling his hair. Merry Christmas. 

Billy’s face split into a grin, wide and real, a rush flooding his chest—warm, light, the best feeling he’d ever known. His first present. He clutched it tight, hopping down, he smiled at Santa and let out a sincere “Thank you Santa” before bolting back to the orphanage. The walk felt shorter, lighter, even as the sky darkened.

That night, he didn’t open the cereal. He slid into his cot, the three-pack cradled against him like a treasure. The other kids snored or whispered, but Billy didn’t hear them. He held it close, plastic crinkling under his grip, and shut his eyes. For once, the cot didn’t feel hard, the room didn’t feel empty. He drifted off, clinging to that gift—the first thing anyone had ever given him—and slept deeper than he had in years, a tiny spark of hope glowing inside him.
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​Chapter 7: First Adoption 
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Spring 1998 crept into Arkansas, the orphanage grounds patchy with new grass and mud. Billy felt worn thin. Months had dragged since Santa’s cereal gift, and the glow of it had faded. He watched adopting parents stroll through, eyeing kids like dogs at a kennel—picking, passing, moving on. He’d stopped expecting much. Lately, he’d been talking to the Wilsons—Mark and Linda, a couple with three  kids: Jake (10), Emily (7), and little Timmy (4). They seemed nice enough, smiles and small talk, but Billy didn’t let himself hope. Nice didn’t mean real.

One day, a worker clapped him on the shoulder. “Good news, Billy. Looks like you’re going to a family. The Wilsons want you—and another kid, a girl named Sky.”

Billy’s throat tightened, eyes watering despite himself. Joy flickered, sharp and unfamiliar. Adopted? Him and Sky, a quiet 6-year-old with dark braids and a shy nod when they’d met. He packed his few things—cereal boxes long eaten, just clothes and a stubby pencil now—and climbed into the Wilsons’ minivan. The ride hummed with nerves. He glanced at Linda, her blonde bob bouncing as she drove, and Mark, balding and silent in the passenger seat. “Can I call you Mom and Dad?” Billy asked, voice small.

They didn’t answer. Linda’s hands tightened on the wheel; Mark stared out the window. A weird ache settled in Billy’s gut, cold and wrong. Sky sat beside him, picking at her nails, saying nothing.

At the house—a squat ranch-style with peeling paint—the  kids sized them up. Jake, lanky with a sneer, clutched a Nintendo controller. Emily whispered to Timmy, who giggled and hid behind her. They weren’t mean outright, just cold, like Billy and Sky were stray cats let in for a night. Billy tried anyway. “Hey, Jake, can I play?” he asked, nodding at the Nintendo.

Jake’s lip curled. “You’re not my brother. I don’t gotta share.” He turned back to Mario Kart, shutting Billy out. Emily smirked; Timmy copied her. Linda called them for dinner—mac and cheese, store-brand and watery—and Billy ate in silence, Sky beside him, the Wilsons chatting like they weren’t there.

Two months in, the truth slipped out. Billy overheard Mark and Linda at the kitchen table one night, tax forms spread out, calculator clicking. “Two fosters—Billy and Sky—that’s an extra five grand back this year,” Mark said, grinning. “Smart move.”

Linda nodded, scribbling numbers. “Yeah, beats working overtime. Long as we keep ‘em fed, state don’t care.”

Billy’s chest caved. He pressed against the wall, unseen, breath shallow. Tools. That’s all they were—him and Sky—pawns for a bigger refund. The Wilsons didn’t want kids; they wanted cash. Just like Sarah and Earl with the welfare checks. His eyes stung, but he swallowed it down, creeping back to the room he shared with Sky. She was asleep, curled tight under a thin blanket. He didn’t wake her.

Then came the breakdown. One muggy afternoon, Linda stormed in, face red, yelling about dishes and noise. “I can’t do this!” she shrieked, hands in her hair. “Too damn much!” Mark tried to calm her, but it felt like a show. By evening, they piled Billy and Sky into the van, drove back to the orphanage, and dumped them at the curb with their trash bags of clothes. “Sorry, kids,” Mark muttered, not meeting their eyes. “Ain’t workin’ out.” Jake smirked from the window as they peeled off.

The worker sighed, ushering them inside. Sky clutched her bag, silent. Billy’s shoulders slumped, the familiar bleach-and-socks smell hitting him like a slap. Back again. The Wilsons hadn’t cared—not about him, not about Sky—just like nobody did. Santa’s gift felt like a fluke now, a cruel tease. He trudged to his old cot, the springs groaning under him, and stared at the ceiling. No family, no friend, no nothing. Just him, he felt like the only boy in the world who nobody wanted.
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​Chapter 8: Isolation
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Winter 1999 draped the orphanage in gray, frost clinging to the windows like a second skin. Billy was 8 now, a quiet ache written on his face.. The workers tried—nudging couples his way with forced smiles, muttering about how he was “a good kid, really”—but it didn’t matter. Faces blurred past him, eyes flicking over his ragged hand-me-downs, then moving on. Always moving on. He’d stopped counting the rejections. Maybe he wasn’t meant for parents, he thought, the idea settling heavy in his chest like wet snow. Nobody wanted him—not Sarah and Earl, not the Wilsons, not these strangers. Just him, alone, forever.

School was no escape. Billy had started acting up, cracking jokes in class, anything to mask the sadness gnawing at him. He’d grin wide, fake as plastic, tossing out dumb lines—“Why’d the pencil cry? ‘Cause it lost its point!”—until the teacher sighed and kids snickered. It worked, sort of. Got him attention, even if half the room rolled their eyes. But the other half—the ones who saw through it—turned him into a punching bag. His clothes didn’t help: threadbare sweatshirts with stretched cuffs, jeans ripped at the knees, sneakers with soles flapping like loose tongues. Hand-me-downs from kids who’d left, kids who’d gotten out. He was the orphan joke, the easy target.

Derick was the worst. A fourth-grader with slick blond hair and a smug face, he had everything—new Nikes, a Game Boy at home, parents who drove a shiny SUV. He’d zero in on Billy like a hawk, recess after recess. “Hey, trailer trash,” he’d call, loud enough for the others to hear, “where’s your mommy today? Oh, right—nobody wants you!” The laughter stung worse than the cold, and Billy would hunch his shoulders, saying nothing. He’d learned early that fighting back just made it worse—until it didn’t.

That day, the swings were Billy’s refuge, chains creaking as he pumped his legs against the biting wind. His sneakers—too big, laces dangling—slapped the ground with every arc. Nobody’d ever taught him to tie them; he’d trip sometimes, eat dirt, and keep going. Derick sauntered over, hands in his jacket pockets, smirk sharp as ice. Billy slowed, ready to bolt, but Derick blocked him. “Nice shoes, rag-boy,” he sneered, kicking at the untied laces. “What, your fake parents too broke to teach you? Oh wait—you don’t got any.”

Something snapped. Billy’s hands balled into fists, heat surging through him. He lunged, tackling Derick into the frozen dirt. They hit hard, rolling, Billy swinging wild punches—most missing, one clipping Derick’s chin. Derick yelped, flailing back, until a teacher’s shout split the air. Hands yanked them apart, Ms. Harper’s voice sharp. “Enough! Both of you, inside—now!”

Derick whined, clutching his face, but Billy just glared at the ground, breath heaving. In the classroom, Ms. Harper sat him down, her usual sternness softening. She was older, gray streaks in her hair, but her eyes held something kind. “Billy, what happened out there?”

He shrugged, scuffing his untied laces against the floor. “He’s a jerk. Always is.”

She nodded, slow. “I’ve seen him pick on you. But fighting’s not the answer.” She paused, glancing at his shoes. “Nobody showed you how to tie those, huh?”

Billy shook his head, cheeks burning. “Never learned.”

Ms. Harper called over Dustin, a lanky third-grader with freckles and a gap-toothed grin. “Dustin, teach Billy how to tie his shoes. You’re good at it.”

Dustin plopped down, cheerful. “Easy, man. Loop it, swoop it, pull—watch.” He demonstrated, patient as Billy fumbled through. After a few tries, the laces stayed knotted, snug. Billy stared at them, a small victory cutting through the day’s mess. “Thanks,” he muttered, and Dustin just nodded, like it was nothing. For once, it felt like someone wasn’t laughing at him.

Back at the orphanage, the afternoon dragged—same cots, same bleach stink. Billy slumped on his bed, replaying the fight, the knots in his shoes a quiet win he couldn’t quite savor. A worker, Mr. Tate, shuffled over, a rare grin cracking his usual scowl. “Got somethin’ for ya, Billy. Man named Randy dropped it off.”

Billy’s heart jumped. Randy. He took the box—small, worn cardboard—and pried it open. Inside was a Game Boy Color, electric teal, scratched but working, with a Tetris cartridge tucked beside it. His second gift ever, after Santa’s cereal. A grin broke through, real this time, lighting his face as he powered it on, blocks falling in pixelated glory. For hours, he played, the walls fading, the isolation lifting just a little. Something to do, something his.

But as the screen glowed, questions gnawed. Randy. It’d been years—two, maybe three—since he’d promised to “figure somethin’ out.” Why hadn’t he come back? Why this now, not freedom? Billy’s fingers tightened on the Game Boy, gratitude tangled with a dull ache. He’d always be thankful—Santa’s cereal, now this—but it wasn’t enough. Not really. He wanted out, not just toys to pass the time.

That night, he tucked the Game Boy under his pillow, laces tied tight on his shoes by the cot. Derick’s taunts echoed, but Dustin’s help and Randy’s gift fought back, small shields against the cold. Billy curled up, the fake smile gone, wondering if this was all he’d ever get— scraps of kindness in a life that kept kicking him down.
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​Chapter 9: Y2K
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Winter 1999 bit hard, the Arkansas air sharp with cold and a strange buzz. Billy walked the halls wearing a  frayed beanie,  eyes dulled by another year in the orphanage. The world was freaking out about Y2K—computers crashing, planes falling, the end of everything when the clock hit midnight on New Year’s Eve. Kids at school whispered about it, teachers droned on about “precautions,” and the TV in the common room blared warnings from guys in suits. Billy didn’t care. His life was already a wreck—power outages and black skies sounded like Tuesday at the trailer, back when Sarah and Earl still owned him. What was there to lose?

The orphanage buzzed too, but not like outside. The staff didn’t decorate much—a string of lights flickering in the hall, a radio playing staticky Christmas tunes until it got switched to news about “millennium bugs.” Ms. Grayson, the ruler-wielding hag, snapped at kids to “quit yammering” about it. “World ends, you’re still mopping floors,” she’d growl. Billy smirked at that, leaning on his mop during chores. He’d heard worse threats from worse people. Planes could crash; he’d still be here, sweeping dust off a life nobody wanted.

School let out early for the holidays, and the buzz got louder. Kids bragged about parties—parents stocking up on canned goods, neighbors planning fireworks like it was a big damn deal. Billy tuned it out, trudging back to the orphanage with his Game Boy Color, Tetris blocks his only company. He’d gotten good at it, fingers flying over buttons, stacking lines until the screen blinked Game Over. It was something—better than staring at the peeling paint or dodging the younger kids who’d started copying his class-clown shtick. He didn’t laugh with them anymore, though. The fake smile wore thin, cracking under the weight of another year passed over.

New Year’s Eve crept in, gray and restless. The staff herded everyone into the common room, a rare treat: popcorn and a TV countdown from some station in Little Rock. The room smelled like burnt kernels and damp socks, cots shoved aside for folding chairs. Kids chattered, some nervous, some hyped, betting on whether the lights would die at midnight. Billy slouched in the back, arms crossed, Game Boy dead from a drained battery. He didn’t buy the hype. If the world ended, maybe it’d take the orphanage with it—Ms. Grayson, the rules, the endless nothing. He wouldn’t miss it.

The clock ticked closer, 11:50 p.m., and the younger kids squirmed. A boy named Pete, all freckles and buck teeth, kept asking, “What if the TV explodes?” Billy rolled his eyes. “Then you won’t hafta watch it,” he muttered, and Pete shut up. The staff didn’t care much either—Mr. Tate sipped coffee, half-asleep, while Ms. Grayson glared at the screen like it owed her money. The countdown hit 11:59, and the room hushed, eyes wide, breaths held. Billy didn’t flinch. Ten, nine, eight—his mind drifted to Randy, the Game Boy under his pillow, the promise that never came. Three, two, one.

Nothing. The lights stayed on. The TV blared “Happy New Year!” and some cheesy song kicked in. Kids cheered, half-relieved, half-disappointed. Outside, faint pops echoed—fireworks from town, rich folks celebrating a world that kept spinning. Billy slipped out, tired of the noise. He grabbed his coat, a thrift-store relic with a busted zipper, and ducked through the back door to the porch. The wood was splintered, icy under his sneakers, but it was quiet. He sat on the steps, knees pulled up, staring at the dark yard. Alone was better. Alone was safe.

A creak broke the silence. Sky stepped out, her dark braids tucked under a scarf, coat too big for her skinny frame. She was 7 now, back from the Wilsons like him, still quiet but stubborn. Billy scowled. “Go back inside.”

She didn’t. “If the world’s ending, you shouldn’t be alone,” she said, plopping down beside him. 

“It didn’t end,” he snapped, nodding at the sky. “Lights’re still on. Fireworks too.” Pops and cracks rolled in from the distance, faint bursts of color he couldn’t see.

Sky shrugged. “Still.” She hugged her knees, staring out with him. Billy wanted to shove her off, tell her to leave him be, but he didn’t. She’d been there—same trash-bag drop-off, same tax-form betrayal. She got it, even if he wouldn’t say it.

Midnight stretched on, the fireworks growing louder, a steady rhythm against the cold. Billy’s jaw tightened. “Guess the world’s not ending,” he thought, the realization flat, empty. Out there, people cheered, hugged, kissed under those sparks. Happy. He could hear it in the air, feel it in the way the night hummed. But it didn’t touch him. Not really. He had Sky next to him, sure, and a dead Game Boy waiting inside, but that was it. No party, no family, no joy bursting in his chest. Just a porch, a girl he didn’t ask for, and a world that kept going without him. He wasn’t scared of Y2K—never had been—but sitting there, he wondered why he couldn’t feel what everyone else did.
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​Chapter 10: Deception 
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The summer of a new millennium baked the orphanage in a sticky haze, the new millennium already feeling old to Billy. He’d just turned 9 , another birthday marked by nothing—no cake, no song, just a nod from Mr. Tate and a stale cookie from the kitchen. He’d started joking with the older kids, the ones who’d been there too long—teens with hard laughs and harder stories. “I’m a lifer,” he’d say, smirking, leaning against the wall like it didn’t sting. “Born here, die here, right?” They’d snort, ruffle his hair, call him “jailbird.” It was funny until it wasn’t.

Families still trickled in, sizing up kids like livestock. Billy didn’t bother standing straight or smiling anymore—his guard was a fortress, built from the Wilsons’ tax scam and years of being passed over. Then came the Millers. Christopher, a middle-aged man with a buzz cut and a tight jaw, and his wife, Ellen, a brunette with long hair tied loose, eyes scanning the room. They lingered on Billy, whispering as he slouched by the window, Game Boy Color clicking in his hands. “He’s a bigger kid,” Christopher murmured, voice low but clear. “Useful.” Ellen nodded, her lips thinning into a line. Billy caught it, a chill prickling his neck. Useful how? He didn’t know, but the word stuck, heavy and wrong.
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