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Prologue
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BlueDog: Sometimes I think I want to die. Leave everything behind, just to put the joke back on them, you know?

Racecar Driver: yeah. my dad makes me feel like that. i just want to punch him in the throat, make him stop yellin at mum. i want him to stop hurtin me and my younger bro for things we cant help. like my brother the other day. drops his glass of milk on the table. went to skool with fractured fingers the next day. my dad also thinks im gay, so i get a beating for that to. guess its why i like skool. my frends make me feel liked, gives me an escape from my shitty home life.



I looked up at the screen at what Racecar Driver had just told me. After all these weeks of talking to him online, I never knew he was abused at home. Even though my own life was a disappointment, I felt sorry for him. I hated my school life, but at least I had my mum who loved me and I had a safe haven at home. A place where Anthony Baldwin couldn’t torment me. At least I could feel that security at home. I would eventually leave school, go to university and get a job. I wouldn’t have to see the likes of Anthony again. Racecar Driver would be anchored to his family for life. 

It seemed that no matter what happened, life found a way to pummel you until you were on the ground, bloodied and bruised.
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Chapter 1
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It wasn’t the words which hurt the most. Brock’s laughter stabbed my feelings like swords. I felt like a kettle on a slow boil, getting hotter with each set of laughter. 

“Billy’s so fat he can’t see his willy! Does it even still work? Or is it like your legs?”

“Bubble O’ Billy!”

“Billy the Blimp.”

“How’s your mum, Billy? I heard she’s single. Could you give her my number?”

“You’re so fat, Billy! Can you even feel this?” Anthony Baldwin, the king of bullying, began a poking marathon, my ribs and arms feeling the full force of his pointed fingers, making me feel like a pincushion. A crowd of kids had gathered around me while I sat in my wheelchair, eating my lunch with my so-called friend, Brock Price. 

We became friends in year five after a rather memorable incident at camp. For our last years of primary school, I was the only person who would talk to Brock after he soiled his pants at camp. We had been out on a long hike, and his bowels had been unable to hold on. The most putrid stench followed him around until he had his shower. What made it worse for him was that the showers had a long trench that ran along all of the cubicles to a large drain at the end. Unfortunately for Brock the only stall available was the one at the far end. 

As he cleaned himself and his underwear, bits of faeces ran past the kids already showering, making them all groan in disgust. Even now I cringe when I think about the brown flecks racing past the cubicles. Needless to say it was the main topic of conversation for most kids, and caused Brock to be shunned like a leper.

Ever since that incident, he has enjoyed smashing my feelings into the ground whenever someone else started on the fat jokes. More often than not, it was Anthony, the local school bully. Ask any kid who’s been in his firing line, and they’ll tell you that he knows where to hit you so it hurts. For me, it’s my weight and my mother, and of course, my wheelchair.

I knew I shouldn’t let it bother me. Sticks and stones and all that, but you can’t control your emotions. It’s not like they’re a television you can turn on and off when you don’t like the programme. My emotions stay awake all night, reminding me of the bad things that happen in my day, poking my brain each time I doze off. I wished they were as numb as my legs, which were damaged in an accident with my dad driving. I don’t remember my father; he died in the accident which crippled me when I was three, my mum told me once. I had always wondered what life would have been like if Dad was still alive, whether things would be better. 

With nobody to talk to apart from Mum, who works hard to get enough money to support us both, I don’t have anybody in my life I can vent my frustration to. If Brock, acting like a friend should, stood up for me, I wouldn’t take it to heart so much. My life has felt like one big target for people like Anthony, who is cruel and intent on ruining my day, making me feel as unwanted as a used train ticket. 

With my sandwich in my hand I looked around me. I looked at Brock, a pleading look in my eyes, wanting him to stand up for me. Just once. As I expected, it did not happen. I looked across at the teacher on duty, who was chatting to another student on the other side of the courtyard. Anthony took hold of my wheelchair from behind, his taunting voice in my ear with a menacing tone. 

“Let’s go for a ride,” he said. “If you tell anybody, I’m gonna hurt you more.” To prove his point, Anthony yanked the hair at the back of my head and, as it was pulled back, slapped my cheek, causing me to drop my half-eaten sandwich. A chorus of laughter erupted around me. With my cheeks stinging, and my scalp crying out in pain, Anthony pushed me across the courtyard.

“Woops, sorry,” he said, as my chair ploughed into a tree. “I haven’t learned to drive yet.” Anthony began laughing, forced out in short breaths as if he had trouble breathing. I struggled to free myself from his grip, but I could not move myself from his bracing force. He continued to push me, exiting the courtyard and down the path leading to the toilets. I smelt the pissy fug as it wafted from the toilet windows. The crowd of students had followed us, curious and eager to see how the action would pan out. So far I had been scared into submission by Anthony’s threats, unable to find the courage to fight back and protect myself. My scalp and cheeks a reminder that more pain could easily follow. It would soon be over and I could escape to the refuge of the library. My wheelchair shuddered violently as my chair was pushed over the threshold to the toilets, a small step up for normal kids; a massive effort for my chair.

On a normal school day I drank little, trying my very best to avoid a visit to the toilets. In the couple of years I had been in high school, I had been only seven times, and six of these occasions had been during class when it wasn’t as busy. It was always easier to hold on than to struggle around the deros who used it as their smoking den. Our school didn’t have a designated toilet for kids like me who are in a wheelchair. I guessed they didn’t make too many exceptions for one student. It was lucky for me that the toilet cubicles were long enough to fit the toilet and my chair, and still manage to close the door. The school had also installed bars along the cubicle walls to help me transfer my body from my chair to the toilet seat, the same as I did at home.

Once inside the boys’ toilet block, Anthony pushed me to the urinal and took off my left shoe, laughing. My legs were powerless to defend themselves. All I could do was watch as Anthony threw the shoe into the urinal basin, stepped onto the ledge and undid his fly. A steady stream of urine cascaded into my shoe, spurting every now and then onto the stainless steel behind. The smell of piss became stronger and Anthony turned his head, his smile showing off his self-satisfaction. His two mates had been the only students who were game enough to enter the toilet, and, I assumed, the others had dispersed to continue their lunchtime activities. Anthony’s friends guffawed, keeled over in sycophantic laughter, pointing at me as tears streaked my cheeks. 

When he was finished, Anthony zipped up his fly. “Ahh, isn’t that better, Billy? I really needed that. Say, you don’t know who owns the shoe in the urinal, do you?” He turned to me and slapped my face with both hands, jarring my neck and making my head throb with the tremor. Sniggering, he slapped his friends on the back before ushering them out the door.

I leaned over to retrieve my shoe from the urinal. I almost vomited in disgust as piss dripped from the seams. At the tap, I rinsed it off as much as I could, the water changing from a bright yellow to transparent, before patting it dry with paper towel. Unfortunately there was no soap in the dispenser. The smell of urine clung to the shoe, making me crinkle my nose. I’d have to wash them that afternoon. It was lucky I could not feel the damp sole on my foot. 

When I exited the toilet, a crowd of kids still hung around the door, hoping to see the result of Anthony’s attack. 

They snickered. “Looks like “urine” for a bad time there, Billy,” a boy – Mikeal I think his name was – called out to an eruption of laughter. He doubled over and slapped his leg.

I stormed off to my usual hiding place – the library. At least there I could feel safe. I have always thought that books are the best friends you could ever have. They don’t insult you or piss on your shoes; they make you laugh and cry; they take you on holiday to worlds you could never dream of.  And, if you take care of them, they stay with you for life.

As I wheeled my way to the library, tears stinging my eyes, I contemplated putting a final end to it all, weighing up the options. Although I had thought of it a few times in my darkest moments, I knew I could never go through with it. I loved Mum too much to follow through. Every time I thought about a different way to end my life, I saw Mum dressed in black, standing at my grave by herself, sobbing uncontrollably into a bunch of tissues. It was only her and a priest in my thoughts; nobody else would bother going to my funeral. I knew that if I wasn’t there, her heart would break completely. I couldn’t bring myself to leave Mum all alone in the world, knowing how lonely I felt in my chair at school. I knew I had to be stronger than that – stronger than the bullies – so I could finish making tracks to a better future for myself. 

People around me had always assumed I was different due to my chair – both physically and mentally – making it hard to relate to my peers, to gain their friendship. I stood out from the crowd and it was daunting for people to see me as a normal, functioning person. 

In grade six I stopped swimming and started putting on weight. The swimming was part of my physiotherapy to strengthen my arms and keep me from getting fat. But as my body began to change, going through the embarrassment of puberty, I became ashamed of my body. Ashamed that my legs trailed uselessly through the water behind me like a dead fish. I lost my motivation and stopped trying. Mum tried her best to support me, but I needed the guidance of a male role model.

That was also when the bullying started. At first it was just names, before it morphed into being pushed on the ground, my chair being tipped over, which made it near-impossible to get back up to a seated position. It was just lucky that there were some teachers around who helped me back into my chair and believed that I had fallen out from my own clumsiness. 

The bullying had followed me through from primary school into high school where I thought I’d be safer when my peers became more mature, more accepting. Oh how wrong I was! As more students were in high school, it meant I became more of a target for the Anthonys in the school. The insults seemed to follow me around like heat-seeking missiles.

Wheeling into the library I could feel the air conditioning on my face. The smell of books wafted into my nose, making me sigh with satisfaction. My home away from home, the palace of books. Sometimes I wished I could hibernate in the library, like a bear, emerging only when the weather was safe outside. The weight of the book in my hand helped me feel relaxed. Inside the library, the taunts of other kids could not reach me. While I moved to my cave in the corner, I looked out the windows at the toilets. A smoky haze floated from the mesh that constituted the toilet windows. Obviously the smokers had entered now that the action had moved on. I could imagine the deros who hung out in the toilet, smoking and clogging their lungs. As much as I hated people getting hurt, I let a small smile form on my lips as I imagined the smokers in a hospital bed in ten years’ time, unable to stop coughing, tar smothering their lungs. If only it could happen more quickly, I thought with a pang of guilt.

I thought about my own future often, confined to my wheelchair and most probably living by myself. I doubted anybody would fall in love with me, the disabled guy, but there was always a partner for everybody in stories. If Joe from Family Guy could find a wife, then there was hope for me. I just hoped I wouldn’t end up like Frankenstein’s Monster.

How I wished I could escape to a tropical island on my own, reading my books underneath a palm tree, a cold juice in my hand. I knew that my vision of a paradise island would never come to fruition so I focussed on a future set in reality. A future free from bullies and immersed in a happy family and close friends who cared about me. A slight tingle electrified my stomach as I thought about having a wife who I loved and cared for, who I would never do anything to hurt. We would do normal things together, like cook meals, go to the movies, go for afternoon strolls through the neighbourhood, raising children. 

I could feel my cheeks get hot with embarrassment as I looked around the empty library. I must be the shyest, clumsiest fifteen year old boy in the world when I am around girls, I thought to myself. I could never seem to find the right words around girls I found attractive. Why did all the girls go for the dero kids? Why did they seem to look at me like I was some kind of scum that had entered their orbit? 

In the silence of the library, every insult I had ever experienced raced through my mind, like a train without brakes. I wished I could board the express train, escape the present day and arrive at Future Station, bypassing all of the times I was bullied.

“I’m going to be the best dad I can be,” I muttered to the book on my lap, missing my own father. His absence affected me more than I let on to Mum, who did her best to fill both parental roles. I will learn to cook; I will learn as much as I can to make myself more intelligent; I will help my wife around the house; I will make enough money to support our little family. Thinking about my planned future took my mind away from the present, gave me something to look forward to. I just hoped I could find a girl who looked past my disability to my personality. A girl who would see me as a normal person, just like everyone else. I didn’t want my chair to continue to be the first thing everybody noticed about me.

Hearing the library door creak open, I looked up to see Brock clomping through, his eyes searching for me. As I expelled a sigh, I ducked my head down, trying to focus on the book in my hand. Sometimes I wished that books could take us into their world and away from reality. Alas, the real world always found a way to creep back into my fictional being.

“Why’re you sitting in here?” I looked up to see Brock leaning on the desk in front of me. Are you serious? I thought. His black hair was short and had been spiked up, his fringe curled over in a wave. Bushy eyebrows accentuated his brown eyes and made him always seem like he was smiling secretly at something unknown to those around him.

“Reading,” I said, wishing I could speak my true thoughts. I didn’t want to lose the closest thing I had to a friend. Where would I be then?

“You know they’re only joking, right? They don’t mean any harm,” Brock said, a grin plastered across his face. I could feel heat rise into my eyes, making them sting. I was on the verge of crying. Don’t let him see you cry!

“It’s okay. I’m used to it by now, I guess,” I mumbled. I could see the lie crash into his face, feel it pulled into his ears. I was either a better liar than I thought, or Brock did not care. Perhaps he remembered his experience at year five camp and was hoping I wouldn’t dredge it back out into public memory. He had gained some muscle and become leaner since then, whereas I had done the opposite.

“Let’s go watch the girls play netball on the oval. Chloe might be playing.” I had to follow him; I couldn’t lose the only friend I had. As I closed my book, I thought of Chloe and the radiance of her smile.

I still remember the first time I saw her, still remember the fear I felt. The fear of the unknown; too often was it disguised within as other demons: the fear of death; the fear of beginning; the fear of the dark. To me, they are all born in the same shadowy pits of the stomach where butterflies become restless.

The day I first saw Chloe seemed to have blown through me like a gentle wind. It started off with the notice of leaves beginning to rustle. I smiled as I basked in the cool breeze caressing my face, making my hair dance. When it left, the stuffiness set in and made me feel morose. It was as if a train had raced past, but was now long gone, leaving only the disturbed leaves. 

Chloe. Even her name made the birds more tuneful. It was certainly what I first remember about my grade seven crush, lingering in my mind. Living within fifteen minutes’ wheeling distance to school was a blessing in disguise. At the tender age of twelve, in the sweltering Queensland heat, I dreaded that trip to and from school. I loathed the short, steep hill of Fowler Street, feared Pine Cone Alley’s magpie kamikaze district. But this was the direct route carefully planned out for me by my mother. The day I altered this course was the serendipitous day that I first met Chloe, but also when I became a missing person for a few minutes. That was the first time Mum had decided she would pick me up from school.

I remembered thinking of changing the course, the scared thoughts which plagued my mind. How could I change my route after six years? What if I get lost? What if Mum finds out? Ironically, my scared brain predicted the truth. 

The instant I left the school gates, I heard the sweetest sound arrive at my ears, drowning out the sound of family sedans and vans. I remember turning around and squinting as her laughing face came into view below the sun, as if it was a halo. Being in the other grade seven class meant that our paths had never crossed. Her name, yelled from a car window by her giggling friend, burned the moment into my brain.

I remembered repeating her name as I wheeled my way home, like a chant for a rower. Chloe, push, Chloe, push, Chloe, push. She walked in front of me, the gorgeous bearer of the gorgeous name, her scent trailing behind her, encouraging me forwards. We reached the turnoff for my street, my brain debating whether to keep following Chloe or turn for home.

Stuff home, I thought. Talk to her! I pushed my chair forwards faster, hoping it would give me a boost of courage from inertia, abandoning my usual route.

“Hi, it’s, er, Chloe, isn’t it?” I ventured clumsily. Chloe stopped and pivoted round with as much grace as a ballerina. 

“Yeah.... Sorry, I don’t know your name.” Her eyes glanced furtively at my wheelchair.

“I’m Billy,” I mumbled to her shoes, too embarrassed to look her in the eye. “I’m in the other class.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Hey, sorry, I forgot to return my library book. I don’t want to get a detention. I’ll speak to you later or something.” And with that, she was gone. I kept moving forward, looking back to see her running to the school gates, my stomach churning like a washing machine. I decided to keep following this route, hoping I wouldn’t get lost. A car approached from behind, engine clacking unhealthily. I knew that sound. It was Mum!

Turning guiltily, I saw Mum wind down her window, struggling to turn the winder and steer the old, rundown Mazda 323. Unable to maintain eye contact, I stared at the car’s bonnet. The red paint had faded in large spots making it look like it was covered in some kind of mould. Mum was definitely in need of a new car.

“Where have you been?” she bellowed, leaning out. My chin rested on my chest, weighed down by guilt. “I followed our route, didn’t see you, so waited in the car. Well, didn’t I look silly when I spoke to your teacher to find out you left right on the bell! I’ve been driving around for five minutes. Get in, Billy, we need to go shopping!” She got out to help me with the wheelchair, the car’s engine sounded like it was snickering. 

“I just wanted to try something different...” I muttered, climbing from my wheelchair into the front seat. 

*   *   *  
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“Are you coming, or what?” Brock yelled from the exit of the library. Coming back to the harsh reality, I closed my book and followed Brock. The sunlight burned my eyes as we moved to the netball courts. 

“You know, Anthony is a pretty cool guy once you get to know him. He’s a very funny bloke. You should give him a chance.” I could only look at my lap while Brock’s words bombarded me. How could he think that? He was at the brunt of the bullying sometimes as well. How is it funny that I go home each day, completely devastated by Anthony’s actions? Of course, I could never pluck up the courage to say that aloud to Brock. I felt like any altercation would leave me friendless, completely and utterly alone.
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