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From the Author
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Some of these characters have a sense of being real because I grew up with them, but they are fictional. Repeated a million times over in life, they would never recognise themselves, anyway; nobody believes themselves to be that wicked. There is no specific person who could say ‘that’s me’, because I’ve merged all the worst character traits of the most awful people I came across in my torturous journey through school. You know these people. I imagine you already naming them in your head. You may sit in a classroom with someone whose circumstances are just like Dane’s without even realising it. 

The scars are not always on the outside.

I write about the places I know and so they exist, but perhaps with different names and geographical features. But it’s worth remembering that this is a work of fiction and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Additional note from the author

When I wrote this novel almost a decade ago, there were no schools on that side of the river further north than Hukanui Road. Since then, the education ministry have built numerous primary schools and a high school. The high school is in the exact location where I imagined the school in this series to exist. 

Sometimes fiction becomes the reality.
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If you want to hear more from K T Bowes about special deals, freebies or sneak peeks of her newest works,

SIGN UP HERE
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Grab four FREE novels from the same author, usually $10 but not to you. Get them delivered straight to your inbox.
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Chapter One
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Desperate Measures

“I do understand, Sophia, but I can’t help you. It’s against the rules to discuss another patient’s medical records. Unless there’s something else I can do for you, our consultation is over.”

The girl continued to sit in the red plastic chair, a look of determination etched into her dark features. Shaped as though crafted by someone with a love of fine china, her eyes were dark brown and rimmed with long lashes. The flared irises looked as black as coal, flashing with a mixture of anger and despair. The dull, middle aged man opposite her shifted in his chair with discomfort, sweat beading on his forehead. He eyed the girl with concern as her rigid hands plucked at the tartan fabric of her school skirt. “What about your health, Sophia? Is there something I can help you with?”

She shook her head and brushed away threatening tears with the back of her hand. She uncrossed her legs and the doctor spied a ladder in her navy school tights. It ran from a nick near the ankle. He pulled his gaze away, wary of showing too much interest in case she misinterpreted his intentions. 

“Goodbye, Sophia. I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.” The doctor shook her hand and closed the door behind her, relieved at having despatched her without hysterics. He turned to his computer, intending to log his concerns on Sophia Armitage’s medical notes, but the telephone trilled from the desk and drove the young girl’s plight clean from his mind. 

Sophia blundered into the corridor and hurried towards the green exit sign. She kept her head down and her fringe cloaking her face like so many teenagers in hiding. She prayed nobody in the busy waiting room noticed her sparkling, tear-filled eyes as she struggled to suppress the agony building in her chest. Her stomach ached as fear chased her appetite away and she rubbed a hand over her ribs. A girl from her school read a magazine near the nurse’s room and glanced up as Sophia passed. Glancing with interest at the way Sophia’s hand pressed over her stomach, a smirk lit her lips. Sophia withdrew her fingers and lifted her school bag like a shield of protection. The last thing she needed was a rumour of pregnancy to rip through the school. 

Focussing on the green exit sign, Sophia picked up her pace. She’d used her dwindling cash to pay for the doctor’s visit and would need to wait for the cheaper bus due in ten minutes. Or walk home.

“Watch out!” Strong fingers caught her upper arms as Sophia barrelled straight into someone. Her nose bumped a solid chest and the wind exited her lungs in a gasp of pain. The scent of cigarettes and chewing gum rose in a haze around her face. The heavy school bag swung from her shoulder and pitched them both sideways. 

“Sorry,” she gasped from beneath the safe harbour of her fringe. 

“Can’t you see?” Olive fingers brushed her hair back from her forehead and exposed her to a scrutiny she didn’t want. The other hand remained clutching her arm. 

“I can see just fine!” Sophia shook her head and the dark curls tumbled behind her shoulder, but not before she recognised the scuffed shoes of her rescuer. “Oh, no!” she hissed beneath her breath. A shiver of fear ran up her spine and stole her next sentence. She stared at the familiar, ragged, leather shoes, the ripped laces tied in a haze of frayed material. The company the shoes kept could prove lethal. 

“Are you okay?” His voice held an element of command and Sophia writhed inside her skin. She translated the panic into action and tugged at her arm. “Did I hurt you?” He sounded concerned and didn’t release her. The school bag rested against her shin. 

“I’m fine. Can you let go now?” Sophia raised her gaze to acknowledge a boy who struck terror into her male classmates and adoration in the deluded females. As her dark eyes locked onto his brilliant blue irises, the door to their left whipped open and a disembodied hand proceeded out. A piece of paper flapped between them like a truce flag. Sophia stared as the white, fluffy head and stooped shoulders of a man followed it. 

“Ah, good, you didn’t get far. You forgot your prescription, Dane. I kept you talking.” Dane released Sophia’s arm to accept the proffered paper. He muttered quiet thanks, folded the prescription into a small square and fitted it into his front pocket. The doctor cocked his head and frowned. Sophia cringed beneath his scrutiny. “Are you here to see me, Soph?” he asked. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine, Uncle Paul.” Sophia bit her lip and scrunched her body against Dane’s, attempting to shield herself against the hurt in the eyes of her mother’s friend.

“Oh, okay.” The doctor looked back at Dane and raised his eyebrows with interest. “Oh, right.” He nodded, reaching the wrong conclusion. With a smile, he retreated and pushed his door closed behind him. 

“No!” Sophia raised her palm against the inference, but the door clicked shut in her face. She closed her eyes in defeat and tried not to release her misery as anger. The alternative was crying and if she got started, she doubted she could stop. Everything caught up with her; the nervous wait for her appointment, paying money she couldn’t afford, the doctor’s easy dismissal of her concerns and the wasted hour of her life she’d never get back. And the problem still existed. A massive, insurmountable, overwhelming problem she didn’t have the resources to fix.

An escaped tear made a dash for freedom, taking a trail of cheap foundation and mascara with it. Sophia sensed herself being swept along on a never-ending tide of humiliation. The strong, olive fingers linked around her left wrist and rose with her arm as she swiped at the tears which followed the first in its betrayal. 

“What’s up?” Dane demanded.

“Nothing, I’m fine,” Sophia hissed.

“Yeah, you look it.” Dane McArdle released his grip and used the sleeve of his school pullover to wipe Sophia’s cheek. The scratchy material matched hers but smelled of deodorant and boy. The frayed cuff and strands of wool tickled her cheeks and nose, making her want to sneeze. He lifted her chin with his index finger and Sophia felt powerless. He didn’t dab with caution but swiped the tears away like she was a stricken five-year-old. 

“Thanks.” She pulled her head away, scrubbing at her face with her own fingers. Black mascara streaked her hands.

“You’re welcome.” Dane quirked his lips up on one side in a half-smile and regarded Sophia with interest. His brow furrowed and released as he waited for her to return his gaze. But he didn’t move, forcing her to look up at him if she wanted to escape. 

Sophia collected herself and gave her shoulders a shake. She forced a smile onto her lips and squared her shoulders. Her gaze darted to the girl waiting to see the nurse. Relief coursed through her as she saw the empty seat and her shoulders slumped. 

“Never worry about what other people think.” Dane lowered his voice. “They’re like cows.” His strong fingers rested on her shoulders and he squeezed the soft flesh in a comforting motion.

“Cows?” Sophia looked up in confusion and he laughed.

“They stare a bit, chew a bit and moo a bit,” he replied. “Come on.” He stuffed one hand into the pocket of his long grey pants and hoisted Sophia’s heavy bag with the other. “Just keep walking and don’t get eye contact.” He nudged her towards the waiting room before she could object. Sophia focussed on his flapping laces as they hurried through, her heart pounding in her chest. Dane steered her along the long corridor and onto the street. The automatic doors swished open in front of them and sunlight bathed the pavement. Shoppers wandered in and out of the supermarket next door and Sophia heaved in the fresh summer air. She held her hand out for her bag.

“Thank you.” Nerves made her swallow halfway through the words and a faint blush lit her cheeks. The sound of air brakes by the bus stop grabbed her attention and she snatched at the bag again. “My bus!” she squeaked. Fate cursed her for the second time that afternoon as the bus pulled away from the stop and lumbered onto the main road. “Damn!”

Dane’s eyes narrowed as Sophia glanced at her feet. Plasters covered the toes nestled inside her school shoes. Missing the bus promised a walk of a few short kilometres from the Rototuna suburb to her house in Flagstaff, but her new shoes would make her suffer for every footstep. 

Dane nudged her shoulder, watching traffic merge at the exit to the car park. “Let’s go next door for coffee and then I’ll drive you home.” 

Sophia panicked, shaking her head and dragging her bag from his muscular shoulder. “I’m fine. Thanks.” She hefted her bag and dug her hand into her pocket, hoping she’d misjudged her cash flow problem and could take the other bus. The dollar coin and twenty cent pieces weren’t enough and they both knew it. The ball of blue-blazer fluff attached to them made it even more pathetic. 

Dane cocked his head to one side like a bird and narrowed his eyes. “You don’t want me to know where you live.” 

It was a statement not a question. Sophia gulped and the overwhelming sadness returned, threatening to engulf her as her problems mounted. She lowered head with a sigh and her neck arched until it hurt. “It’s not that.”

“Then don’t be stupid.” Dane took her arm and hauled her into the café next door, leaving her in front of the chiller to choose a cold drink. The bottles stood in neat rows like a battalion of gaudy, coloured soldiers. Sophia stared at them, too afraid to pick one. Dane glanced back at her, moving towards a cabinet full of pies and poking around inside with a pair of tongs. “I already know where your house is,” he muttered to himself.

When he returned with savouries and cake, he found Sophia still facing the chiller. Her mind wandered elsewhere, sifting through her conversation with the doctor. She berated herself with the other questions she should have asked and didn’t. “Don’t you like cold drinks?” Dane loaded the question with hidden meaning and Sophia winced. It made her unsure how to answer without rejecting him.

“Come on. We’ll get coffee instead.” Resting his arm across her shoulders, Dane pushed the loaded tray towards the till one-handed. “Two trim lattes, please,” he said to the barista. He paid, ignoring the fluffy coins Sophia held out to him. 

As they turned away from the till, Sophia heard the barista whisper to the cafe owner, “Cute.” She cringed, terror mixing with dread at knowing they’d been branded a couple. She darted frightened glances at the other customers, fearful of seeing someone she knew from school. It would only take one person to tell on her and she’d be in more trouble than she could handle. 

Sophia stole a quick look at Dane and he smirked, crushing her delicate ego further underfoot. His grin told her he’d heard the comment. “Hey, don’t read into things,” he soothed, jabbing her with his elbow as he carried the tray. 

“That’s okay for you to say,” she bit back. “You won’t get your head kicked in.”

At the table, Dane pushed Sophia into a seat and set a steak and cheese pie in front of her. It oozed grease, disgorging its cheesy contents onto the plate. Sophia looked up in surprise and Dane laughed. “Is it still your favourite?” 

She nodded. “How did you know?”

“We’ve been in the same classes for over three years, Soph. In Year 9, your English speech topic was about varieties of pie. I remember you preferred steak and cheese.” He waved a fork at his own plate. “I’m a chicken kinda guy.”

Sophia stared at her plate and considered the irony. No one at school would dare call Dane McArdle a chicken. She reached for a knife and fork from the tray and contemplated eating. Stress had not only robbed her appetite but also most of her body fat. Last year’s school skirt hung from her hips and threatened to fall down every time she moved at a faster pace than a walk. The pie looked appetising, but Sophia prodded at the runny cheese with the end of her knife. 

Dane watched her through narrowed eyes. “For your exam piece in Year 11, you drew a picture of your house in pen and ink. You passed art with distinction.” When her lips parted in surprise, he gave her a rueful smile. “It’s easy to work out who people are if you bother to listen.” His cheeks flushed a healthy pink and he silenced, pushing a chunk of pie into his mouth.

Sophia looked at her pie and made a pattern in the gravy with her knife. “I don’t know much about you,” she admitted and he laughed as though reading her mind. The sound of it struck a chord in her soul and gave her an odd feeling of solidarity. Sophia bit her lip and squirmed in her seat, pushing away the unwelcome emotion. She strangled it, not wanting to let down her guard and allow herself to feel companionship. It made it harder afterwards.

Dane leaned forward and his blue irises sparkled. “My Year 9 speech talked about the influence of gangs in Hamilton and my art submission depicted a derelict house used by drug addicts in Fairview. The topic I chose was, ‘The other side of the tracks.’”

“I remember.” Sophia nodded with relief. “You won the speech competition. What exam result did you get for your art?” 

Dane smiled, showing straight, white teeth. A tiny chip decorated his top front tooth, ruining the illusion of perfection but robbing little from his good looks. Sophia realised she’d never seen him smile and it send a flutter of excitement darting through her stomach. Still battling his way through puberty, Dane McArdle would be a heart breaker once finished. Sophia’s rational mind calmed her silly heart, reminding her he already was a heartbreaker. He came with a hazard warning. 

Avoiding the greasy meat and cheese, Sophia pushed small pieces of pastry into her mouth and focussed on his reply. “I aimed for endorsed with excellence but got a merit instead. Aim for the moon and maybe hit the stars. Although, that’s a stupid expression because the stars are further away than the moon.” He sounded philosophical as he swallowed another mouthful. Sophia nodded, watching him from beneath her fringe. 

He seemed gentler away from school, but she worried. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down, afraid of the horror it would rain onto her head. His nasty girlfriend had threatened her once before, describing in glorious detail what she’d do to her if she ever looked at Dane. Sophia had spent the last three years making an art form out of never looking in his direction. She just wanted to get through school unscathed and leave Hamilton and its small-minded inhabitants as fast as possible. The knot in her stomach complained as she dumped pastry onto it and imagined Dane ignoring her the next day. He’d pretend this didn’t happen and force her to do the same. At the thought of school, she laid her cutlery down with care.

Three bitchy girls graced the pivotal centre of Dane’s gang, orbited by a contingent of troubled boys. The girls played the boys off against one another, dating them in turn like an incestuous game of swap. They fuelled the constant fights with other boys, egging them on and then complaining about them. Sophia had seen enough fights to know the drill. The failing school meant that student behaviour went unchecked by the disillusioned adults at the helm. Fights escalated without honour or the boundaries of a moral code. “You won’t mention this, will you?” she ventured, fearing reprisals. “I don’t need any trouble.” 

Dane licked his lips. “That’s an odd thing to say. Need. Not want?”

“What?” Sophia leaned forward and focussed on the chip in his tooth. 

“You said you don’t need any trouble. Usually people say they don’t want trouble.”

Sophia exhaled and stared at her cooling coffee. “Neither,” she whispered. “I neither want nor need it.”

“Okay.” Dane’s eyes narrowed. He jolted the table as he crossed his long legs beneath it. “You won’t get any from me.”

“What about your girlfriend?” The words escaped her before she could recall them and Sophia pressed shaking fingers over her lips. 

Dane raised an eyebrow and reached for his coffee. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

Sophia rolled her eyes. Dane McArdle belonged to Sandie; everyone knew that. 

“Why did you get upset in the doctors’ surgery?” Dane wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and watched her reaction. Sophia gulped, interrupted by the waitress who collected Dane’s empty plate with a smile. 

“I should go,” she said. She pushed out her foot and it contacted her bag beneath the table. Heavy books clunked inside and her mind wandered as Dane’s voice rumbled opposite her.

“It sucks, aye?” His sentence sounded half-finished and Sophia forced her attention back to him, trying to pick up the threads without making a fool of herself. 

“What does?” She glanced around the cafe again, seeing old people and a woman with a baby. She didn’t trust Dane McArdle. It might be a careful trap. He could be nice enough to force her to let her guard down, only to humiliate her the next day at school. His full lips moved and he said something about school uniform. Sophia waited a second to see if he elaborated, relieved to find him in safe territory. “He’s real strict, like there’s no room for compromise or anything.” Dane altered his voice until he sounded like the deputy principal. “Sort yourself out, McArdle; you look a scarecrow. Get another pullover from the school shop.”

“Oh, your pullover.” Sophia smiled with relief.

Dane nodded, his brows furrowing in irritation. “Yeah. My pullover.” He knocked his index finger against the tatty sleeve. “I already said that. He grabbed me on the way to assembly this morning. I told him I don’t have eighty bucks for another pullover.” 

Sophia nodded and then glanced down at her own sleeves. Her eyes strayed to the monstrosity making its way up her leg. “Oh crap!” she groaned, smoothing the ladder which had spread as far as her thigh. “More stockings! Dad will have a fit! They cost a fortune.” 

“At least I don’t have that problem!” Dane commiserated, glancing under the table at her legs. He grinned and Sophia felt the colour flush into her neck at his appraising look. She tried to distract herself from the mounting confusion she felt every time he looked at her, but her heart pounded like a jackhammer. One mistake. That’s all it would take. One wrong word. One rumour. She stared at the crumb-covered tiles next to the table and waited for the hatchet to fall. 

Nothing happened. When she looked up again, Dane’s blue eyes sparkled and danced in the sunlight. A lock of dark hair fell over his eyes, bouncing in time with his lashes. Sophia felt the spark of connection and it terrified her to the core. Dane’s expression became wistful and his gaze softened. “Come on,” he said, holding out his hand. “I promised you a ride home and I’m a man of my word.”
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Chapter Two
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Breaking the Rules

Summer graced the north island with sunshine until late evening during March. The days seemed never ending. Dane drove with confidence, surprising Sophia with his care. He cruised along with his right elbow on the windowsill, long dark fingers pulling at a thread on the rubber seal. Sophia’s bag moved around in the boot with a clunk at every corner. Two tatty booster seats occupied the back seat. She wanted to ask about them but didn’t. 

The Armitage house possessed an aura of silence as Dane’s battered old Subaru bounced onto the sloped driveway and cruised to a stop. Sophia turned to thank him for the ride but spoke to his back as he exited the vehicle. She exhaled, dreading the coming awkwardness as she pushed the door open, finding it harder than she expected. Dane wrenched it open and she almost fell out, grappling at his trousers as she pitched forward. “Steady,” he laughed, clinging to his waistband. “It’s a steep driveway, aye?”

Sophia nodded and clambered upright, finding her nose level with Dane’s chin. She breathed in the scent of deodorant, cigarettes and chewing gum. “I’ll just get my bag,” she said, edging around him. The hinges of the boot lid made a dreadful creak as she tried to close it.

“Slam it. It’s old.” Dane thumped it with the flat of his hand and the lock engaged. He stood back with a lopsided smile and his dark fringe hung over his left eye. A curl bounced with the movement of his eyelashes. 

“Thanks for the ride,” Sophia said, biting her lip and staring up at her closed front door. “And for the pie and coffee.” She took an awkward step backwards and tripped over her own feet. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Dane asked. He caught her wrist and shrugged. “What are you so scared of?”

“Nothing!” Sophia bit. Her eyes widened in horror. She glanced up at the lounge window, knowing her mother would pitch a fit if she saw her get out of a random boy’s car. Dane followed her gaze but didn’t release her wrist. He sighed. 

“I got my full licence last year,” he said. “I’m allowed to carry passengers.” His tone contained an edge of challenge. “Or is this about something else? Will you get in trouble if someone sees you with me?”

Sophia tried to disguise her unease. She raised her hand and placed her palm against Dane’s chest, feeling the corded muscle move beneath her touch. His heartbeat distracted her; regular and steady and nothing like hers. “It’s not that,” she said, shaking her head. Her ponytail flicked both shoulders in turn and Dane’s gaze followed it from side to side.

“What then?”

Sophia straightened her shoulders and made a decision which left her heart thudding and her brain screaming about consequences. “Nothing. Would you like a cold drink?”

Dane nodded, his expression uncertain. He glanced back at the house, less sure of himself now she’d called his bluff. “Yeah. Okay.”

They climbed the steps while Sophia searched in the front pocket of her school bag for the door key. Her fingers closed around the wooden ‘S’ her brother made in woodwork and she drew it out. The key slotted into the lock and its familiar click turned the mechanism. A landing met them, one set of stairs going up to the living area and the other down to the garage. “Come in,” Sophia said, beckoning Dane through the door while checking the street behind him.

“I’ve always liked your house. It looks Mediterranean with the roses around the front door and stuff.” Dane followed her inside, his head moving as he studied the paintings lining the walls. 

“My mother’s English,” Sophia said. “She likes European styles. The back garden is native New Zealand though; she spent hours getting it just right.” Sophia pushed down the pain in her gut and kicked her black school shoes onto the mat. She bent to retrieve them and shoved them into a shallow, wall mounted cupboard. Dane pushed his shoes off without undoing the fragile laces and left them on the doormat. Sophia noticed a big hole at the end of his right sock and four toes peeking out. Dane covered it with his other foot, his brow knitting and his cheeks flushing an embarrassed pink. Sophia felt a wave of solidarity and pointed to the ladder in her tights. “Join the club,” she said with a smile. 

Upstairs in the kitchen, the sun beat on the marbled green bench tops, filling the room with summer heat. Sophia threw the ranch slider open, allowing the indoor air to escape. Dane pressed his forehead against the glass of a side window and pointed at the garden running parallel with hers. “Declan Harris lives next door to you,” he said. “Do you see him much?”

“No.” Sophia shook her head. “I hear him playing the guitar sometimes, but their garden is lower than ours. Callister Rhodes lives in the next house along too.”

Dane jerked his head in an upwards movement. “I know.”

“I don’t see her either,” she offered and Dane cocked his head.

“Why?”

Sophia widened her eyes. “No reason. Declan hangs with the God-squad and Calli isn’t in many of my classes this year.” She gritted her teeth and watched him glance around her home as though casing the joint for a burglary later. “Is there anything else you want to know?”

Dane shrugged. “Nope.” He plunged his backside into the comfy sofa near the ranch slider and left Sophia to produce a drink of orange juice from the fridge.

“Thanks.” Dane accepted the glass, never taking his gaze from her face. She squirmed beneath his open scrutiny. He rose to examine a family portrait hanging near an office door. He pointed at the tall boy standing behind Sophia. “Your brother?” he said, leaning closer and raising an index finger to tap the glass. Matt smiled back from the photograph, his right hand placed on his sister’s shoulder. Dane failed to see through the elaborate playact constructed by their image conscious mother. The five-year-old photo hid the argument five minutes before they posed and Sophia’s subsequent crocodile tears after she got him into trouble. 

“I remember him being two years above us,” Dane mused, running a hand across the bridge of his nose. “He has a hard forehead.”

“I don’t remember you fighting him,” Sophia replied, sounding confused. “He would have mentioned it.”

“Would he?” A smirk crossed Dane’s dark features and he took a swallow of the juice before returning to his seat. “Wish he could see me now.”

“Why?” Sophia stood between the kitchen and the family room, keeping a safe distance between them. “Oh, I remember. Didn’t you play soccer with him in his last year at school?”

Dane nodded, his eyes narrowed into slits. He gave nothing away. “Yep. How’s he doing?”

“He’s on a soccer scholarship at Chelsea football club. He seems happy when he rings my Dad. There’s a lot of opportunity in England.” Her brow furrowed and she sounded hesitant. “Why do you wish he could see you now?”

Dane shook his head and snorted. He raised the glass to her in an unspoken toast. “He head butted me once. If he could see me now, he’d wish he did a better job.”

Sophia swallowed. “I don’t understand.” She glanced at the photo and blinked, confusion in her eyes. “Matt didn’t fight without good reason. What did you do?” She finished her drink and put her glass in the sink, her mind occupied by thoughts of her brother. Matthew left at New Year and her mother disappeared within days of dropping him at the airport. He rang home on Sunday evenings, although it dropped off once the soccer training got more intense. Sophia’s father had lied for the past eight weeks, saying their mother went out. It couldn’t continue for much longer, but Edgar worried about Matthew flying home and losing his place in the team.

“You okay?” Dane’s studied her and Sophia nodded, flushing pink to the roots of her hair. She floundered for conversation and he winced. “I don’t think he meant to hurt me. We disagreed over something stupid.” He poked out his tongue and licked the corner of his lip. Thoughts of lying to Matt made Sophia depressed and she blew out a breath of frustration. Eager to dispel the black cloud of doom hanging over her head, she voiced an idea. It sounded ridiculous the second the words became airborne.

“Matt’s old school uniform is still here somewhere. Should I find the pullover and see if it fits you?” Dane pursed his lips and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry, it’s none of my business. Forget it.”

“It’s not that.” Dane shot to his feet and caught hold of Sophia’s wrist. “I don’t get paid until Sunday. I can buy it off you then.”

Sophia glanced at the fingers enfolding her thin wrist and then up into Dane’s eyes. “I don’t want money,” she whispered. “I meant it as a gift.”

Dane didn’t answer and flustered, Sophia wrenched her wrist free. She left the room to cover her embarrassment and bought herself time by making good on her promise. It seemed so important to solve another’s problems, as though it negated her inability to fix her own. 

Matt’s scent filled the airless bedroom he’d vacated over two months ago and the smell of his deodorant caught in her chest. The sibling rivalry and foolish arguments seemed petty in the grand scheme of things. He needed to know his mother had disappeared. Only Edgar’s stubbornness prevented Sophia from blurting out the information during every fraught video call. She’d avoided the last one, hiding in her bedroom until Edgar came to tell her it was over. “Not yet,” Edgar had pleaded. “She might come back.”

Sophia shook off the sensation of loss, opened Matt’s wardrobe door and surveyed his remaining clothes. She shifted his hanging sweatshirts to one side and lifted a blue plastic box from the shelf above a stack of leaning soccer trophies. “Please let it still be here,” she muttered. “She can shout at me when she gets back.”

“When who gets back, Soph?” Sophia jumped as Dane asked the question. The box fell from her arms and disgorged its contents onto the floor of the wardrobe.

“Nobody,” she gushed, forcing brightness into her voice. “Nobody.” She knelt in the mess and located the pullover, fingering other items belonging to Matt as they tumbled through her hands. Even though her mother washed them before storing them away, the clothes still smelled of her brother. “Here it is. You can have it if it fits.”

Sophia pulled the navy pullover up by the sleeve. She almost overbalanced as it resisted and then popped free. She balled it up before holding it out to Dane and her hands shook. His long fingers reached out to take it from her and he stepped into Matt’s bedroom. “Thanks.” He gave her a smile which reflected in his eyes. It lightened his face and showed a different side to the sullen nature he displayed at school. He moved closer to the bed and to Sophia’s horror, pulled his frayed pullover up and over his head. She saw a flash of taut brown stomach as his untucked shirt lifted. “This is great, thanks.” Dane sounded enthusiastic as he slipped his arms into Matt’s pullover and stretched the neck over his head. The sleeves looked a little long and the yellow band around the V-neck and cuffs appeared dull. Dane patted it down and gave a satisfied nod. “Thanks, Soph.” He straightened out the hem and Sophia peered into the bottom of the box, spotting Matt’s old trousers and some shirts underneath. She hauled them out. 

“You can take these too if they fit.” Her voice sounded soft and she wrestled with the idea of Dane accepting second-hand clothes belonging to a boy who’d head butted him for no reason.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Dane blinked as he took the trousers from her. His fingers brushed hers in the exchange.

“No, it’s fine.” Sophia’s eyes widened and she directed her gaze at the carpet as Dane stripped off the pullover and then added his shirt to the pile on the bed. Curiosity got the better of her and she glanced up at his lean torso. Her brows furrowed at the sight of a long scar stretching up over his hip. It followed the line of his waistband but looked white where the skin knitted. He darted a look at her as he hauled Matt’s shirt over his shoulders and pushed his head through the collar. He followed her gaze to his side.

“My stepdad did it,” he said. His voice sounded muffled in the folds of the shirt. He pulled it straight over his body. 

“I’m sorry.” Sophia’s difficulties paled in comparison. She couldn’t imagine Edgar ever raising a hand to her or Matt, no matter how hard they pushed him. 

Dane shrugged off the platitudes as though he’d grown bored with hearing them. A dimple appeared in his cheek as he admired the shirt. His tanned, muscular body moved with grace and strength and he stripped it off and folded it on the bed. He laid it down with extreme care, tucking the cuffs under the body as he patted it flat. Other healed scars littered his torso and Sophia avoided staring, pretending to fiddle around in the box to hide her embarrassment. Any enjoyment at his proximity became soiled by the memory of Sandie and what she might do if she ever found out. 

The shirts clutched Dane’s torso as though made for him, but Sophia folded the trousers and pushed them against his chest as he buttoned up the last one. “Try these on at home and pass them on if they don’t fit.” She turned away and hid her hot cheeks, not sure she’d cope if he stripped to his underwear. 

Dane nodded and smiled with his eyes, searching for something in her face. Sophia forced herself to look away, her throat closing with anxiety. She shut the box and Dane helped her manhandle it onto the shelf in the wardrobe, his body too close to hers. All she needed to do was reach out and touch him. It would be easy and yet stupid. Dane McArdle was dangerous enough, but his terrifying girlfriend was deadly.

“My Dad will be home soon,” Sophia said, biting her bottom lip. Dane took the cue, moving into the hallway. She was grateful for his easy acquiescence, having broken most of her parents’ rules in one sitting.

Dane’s striking blue eyes were level with Sophia’s as he lowered his feet to the first step. He looked at her and his gaze penetrated her soul. He clutched the clothes beneath one arm and a trouser leg chose that moment to tumble free. Sophia gasped and reached out, withdrawing her fingers as she clasped the back of Dane’s hand instead of the errant trouser leg. “Sorry,” she whispered. “They were escaping.”

“That’s okay.” A moment of awkwardness descended where it seemed like he might say more. Then it passed. Dane turned and walked down the stairs to the front door. He slipped his shoes over his socks without bending, then walked a few steps until the backs popped up around his foot. Catching the look of surprise on Sophia’s face, he smiled. “They’re wrecked, anyway.” 

“They are now,” she replied, hearing her mother’s sarcasm on her own lips and taking herself by surprise. The words sounded harsher than she intended.

“See ya,” Dane said at the front door. He paused, tapping the frame with his fingers. “And thanks heaps for this gear. I appreciate it.” He indicated the clothing stuffed under his arm.

“That’s okay.” Sophia swallowed as yet another awkward minute passed, leaving her heated and confused. “See you at school. Maybe.”

“Sure thing.” Dane strode to his car and pulled the handle on the driver’s door. He hadn’t locked it and it opened with a creak.

Sophia waved to him as his car belched to life and the gears ground into reverse. He backed off the driveway leaving an oily streak guaranteed to incite Edgar’s interest. As the sound of his blowing exhaust roared onto the main street, Sophia leaned against the closed front door and sighed. She’d had the best and worst afternoon of her life and had nobody to share it with. Dane’s company went part way towards negating her misery at the doctor’s surgery, but the threat of Sandie hung over her like a dark cloud.

Upstairs, she pulled Matthew’s bedroom door closed, noticing Dane’s old pullover screwed up on the carpet where it fell. Picking it up, she held it to her nose, feeling the scratchy material against her face and remembering his unexpected tenderness when he wiped her tears away with his sleeve. She smelled his deodorant and a cheap aftershave brand infused into the wool. Sophia worried at her lower lip with her teeth. The pullover gave her an excuse to speak to him again and she walked to her bedroom and stuffed it into her bag. Anticipation and excitement lit a fire in her chest. 

But as she settled down to start her homework, reality sneaked in along with the darkening fear that he might be toying with her. She imagined trying to give him the pullover in front of Sandie and the other girls which set up a scenario in her head that didn’t go well. Somehow Sophia ended up looking the fool, whichever way she ran it.

Her father arrived home late home from work and peered at the oil patch on the driveway. Sophia saw his tousled head through an upstairs window and ran to the front door. “Who the hell did that?” Edgar shouted. Irritation budded on his tired face.

Sophia avoided the question, not wanting the responsibility of any more lies. “Can we go for a driving lesson before it gets dark, please Dad? My parallel parking is still rubbish and I want to book my full licence test soon.” 

“Not tonight honey.” Edgar sighed. “I’m too tired to concentrate. We’ll end up arguing and I’m not in the mood.” 

He curled up in an armchair with his shoes on, watching pictures move across the television screen but registering nothing. Questions about work went unanswered as Sophia attempted to fill the roles which fate allotted to her. She burned sausages for dinner under the temperamental grill, forgetting the other components of the meal until the blackened skins sat alone on the plate. She swore at her own ineptitude, half hoping Edgar might reprimand her. He didn’t and disappointment struck its familiar tune in her head. Adding bread and butter to Edgar’s plate, Sophia presented it like an offering as he slumped in his chair. 

“I’m not hungry, sorry.” Edgar prodded the burned sausages until they turned to mush on the plate. Then he went to his room and left her to clear up alone. 

“Geez thanks for all your effort, Soph,” she grumbled to herself. The dishwasher ran twice before it spat the tablet into the tray and cleaned anything. She retreated to her bedroom at the end of the long hall and didn’t see her father again that night. He remained in the master bedroom next to the family lounge, at the opposite end of the house from Sophia. Falling asleep on top of the covers in his clothes, he woke up cold and aching the next morning to begin the painful cycle of existence all over again.
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Chapter Three
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Happy Plastic People

Sophia felt anxious about school the following Monday. Dane’s pullover added to the weight of the text books in her bag and she acknowledged reluctance at the thought of handing it back. Something about their shared hour brought comfort through the pullover’s presence as she’d finished her homework and proofread an English assignment. She sensed the fragility of the illusion of friendship, but still wasn’t ready to let it go.

Sophia spent a lonely weekend with Edgar. He didn’t want to go anywhere or do anything. He rejected Sophia’s suggestion of going to the movies. “We need to be at home,” he said, imploring her with his eyes. “Just in case we get news. Anyway, I can’t concentrate for an entire movie at the moment.” He fell asleep watching a cricket test for most of Sunday afternoon. He grunted as he woke and seemed surprised to find himself watching golf. 

“Just in case,” had become his standard excuse for avoiding everything, his life on hold as he waited and waited for something to happen to release the tension. A phone call, a visit, a letter, a body. Sophia had got to the stage where any of the options seemed preferable to the nothingness they continued to exist in. She stood over her father as he slept. His muscle tone wasted away through worry, lack of nourishment or proper, quality sleep. She returned to her room, retrieving Dane’s pullover from her bag and pressing it to her forehead. It represented the only memory of another’s kindness shown to her in months. 

“Mum, where are you?” She sniffed into the fabric. But the appeal led down a route she daren’t travel and conclusions she couldn’t bear to face.

Sophia hated the twenty-minute walk to school as other groups and individual figures joined the steady trudge. The students resembled numerous reluctant tributaries being swallowed by a fast-flowing river. Hamilton swapped its dense, biting winter fog for rolling mists during the summer months. The shadowy figures appeared to float across the landscape, disembodied by the wispy clouds of water vapour. Sophia felt like a zombie, sleep deprived and miserable. A haunting voice inside told her she’d never feel happiness again and doom wrapped itself around her shoulders like a shroud. 

A bus pulled up alongside as she plodded along Discovery Drive with the weight of the world on her shoulders. She heard the click of kitten heels and the squeak of trainers as passengers disgorged from its belly. Sophia cursed under her breath and sped up. She’d tried to force Edgar to take the sandwiches she’d made him for work and they’d argued. He insisted she leave them in the fridge so he could eat them at home. He moved through the same routine every day, working because they needed the money but dashing home in his breaks just in case his wife had called, left a note or seated herself in the sunny kitchen waiting for him. Sophia ground her teeth and wondered if he went through the same agonies as her every time he unlocked the front door. Loves us. Loves us not.

The bus passengers joined the stream of students, some jogging past and others dragging their feet. Sophia picked up her pace, angry with herself for allowing the lateness which made her vulnerable to attack. Her blazer hung from rigid shoulders as she dreaded attention from the knot of spiteful girls behind. She heard Sandie’s voice rise and fall like nails on a blackboard as they discussed something adult rated.

Sophia almost got away with it. They noticed her at the school gate as the students divided left and right. The sound of Sandie’s shout almost came as a relief, snapping the tension and ushering in the inevitable. “Hey, bitch, what you lookin’ at?” Sophia veered left and kept walking. Logic told her and everyone else that she didn’t have eyes in the back of her head and hadn’t looked at Sandie. It didn’t matter. The rhetorical question wasn’t designed for an answer. If she turned around, she’d be dead meat before tutor time. Sophia picked up the pace and headed towards the low brick wall bordering the rugby field. Sandie’s rants grew distant and Sophia cringed against her parting volley. “Look at me again and I’ll give you a slap!” Sophia knew she meant it because she’d done it before.

Sophia only dared to glance back when she deemed it safe. Dane stood in the courtyard and the little group of dangerous girls orbited him like satellites. Sandie had altered her uniform skirt to show more meaty thigh than anyone wanted to see and Lou’s make up looked trowelled onto her otherwise attractive face. Sandie’s experiment with false eyelashes wasn’t going so well and she squinted from beneath the wonky black fringes super-glued onto her eyelids. 

The group had run all their teachers ragged, making it a challenge to get them to quit in record time. Sophia had shared a tutor class with them for almost four years and watched it happen with a sense of hopelessness. Though Dane did nothing to assist, the girls and their crew of troubled boys seemed to act up to impress him. The more he ignored them, the worse they behaved. Sophia had liked Dane since the very first day, but her monster crush had lasted all of a week. Sandie caught her watching him and waited for her after school. Sophia had made an art form out of never looking his way again. She just wanted to get through school, earn the qualifications she needed and get out. She flew below the radar in everything, working hard to remain like a greyed-out version of herself, so as not to draw attention. It was safer that way.

Sophia sat in her tutor class, positioned near the front within easy reach of the teacher. It didn’t help much. The staff were demoralised and without enthusiasm, showing up to work for the same reason Edgar drove to the car yard each day. Everyone needed to pay a mortgage. Nothing more. Nothing less. The tutor teacher was late, putting off the moment of reckoning and finding excuses to hang back in the staff room. It gave Sandie and Co. free rein. 

“Darren, do you like my new bra?” Sophia turned her head enough to assess the danger and saw Sandie in her peripheral vision. Too close for comfort. She’d straightened her long dark hair until it stuck out from her head like a static haze. Latex-like layers of foundation masked her unfortunate skin condition, dulling the angry eczema on the side of her face while worsening it beneath the many chemicals required to make it stay in place for seven hours a day. An enormous pair of breasts clung to her chest wall and protruded through her school blouse, propped up by a wonder bra that helped them nestle just below her chin. 

“Gerroff!” Darren pushed her breasts from in front of his face and wrinkled his nose. “You need deodorant!” He jerked his chin up in acknowledgement to the jeering males around him. A dark-haired boy poked his tongue out in a suggestion of something dodgy and Sandie preened beneath what she assumed was a compliment. Sophia lifted her biology text book higher, so she could sneak a glance at Dane without detection. He leaned over his desk with a pen in his hand and concentrated on the exercise book in front of him. While his minions created havoc, he finished his chemistry homework. 

Janice caught her eye and Sophia looked straight through her as though she hadn’t seen. She knew better than to engage with her. Janice rotated around the edges of their group, a small, mousy looking girl with a large nose. The most dangerous of all, she used her mild mannered, harmless appearance to lull victims into a false sense of security. Sophia only made the mistake once. She’d sat with her in history class in Year 10. Janice copied everything she wrote and then lied about her to Sandie and Lou. The girls had waited for her after school and toyed with her for a while like pulling the legs off a spider. Then they laid into her with punches and kicks for the comment about Sandie’s weight which was never said. Janice remained calm and unruffled throughout and Sophia learned the valuable lesson that she would never be safe.

Her mother went crazy when she’d arrived home bleeding. She rang the school, ensuring Sandie sought her daughter out in the toilets the next day. And the next. And the next. Until she got the message. 

It took Sophia months to get over it. The school adults seemed impotent to affect any kind of positive change under the tired regime. Sophia learned to create her own safety, running to the bathrooms as soon as the bell went and never going alone during breaks. She’d retained two decent friends during her time at the school although one seemed happiest at the centre of division. Maddie favoured Sophia and then Heather depending on her mood, adding to the overriding sense of insecurity in Sophia’s world. She set them up against each other in a continual popularity poll, like a diva performing for an audience. 

“Hey, posh bitch.” A wad of paper hit the back of her head and Sandie aimed her comment at Sophia’s back. She prayed that the group would leave at the end of the year. Get pregnant, get jobs, just get lost. She cringed and hunched her shoulders, hearing Lou laugh and feeling their sense of victory traverse the airwaves to sully the surrounding atmosphere. A knot of tension lodged inside Sophia’s chest began a slow burn, surprising her with its intensity. It changed from exhaustion and futility to outrage. The end of her rope came and went in her inner vision and something dangerous began to grow in its place. Dane’s pullover radiated courage from inside her rucksack and she nursed the secret liaison in her chest. He hadn’t told them, or she’d already be dead.

“Why is Sandie taunting you?” Maddie hissed through the side of her mouth, watching the gang of girls circle around Dane’s desk. Oblivious, he kept his head down and created crabbed writing from margin to margin. 

“Don’t know.” Sophia frowned and gritted her teeth, forcing herself to sit up straight and reclaim some semblance of dignity. 

Heather glanced towards Sandie and shook her head. “They’re evil when the boys are around, but really sadistic when they aren’t. Do they seem to be getting worse?”

Maddie wrinkled her nose. “Nah, they’re always vile.” She looked at Sophia. “Remember that time they picked on you? I almost crapped myself.”

“I remember.” Sophia stared at her through narrowed eyes and Maddie looked away, her cheeks flaring with guilt. Maddie had chatted with Janice while Sandie and Lou pulled Sophia’s hair and blacked her eye.

The bell rang and the class moved as one. Dane’s groupies reached the open door first and filtered outside. Sophia shook her head. “Great. Now we’re not marked as present on the register. I don’t want them to ring my dad again. Where’s the teacher?”

“Probably quit.” Heather waggled her eyebrows. “I thought they rang your mum.”

Sophia’s body tightened and the seed of bitterness in her chest grew a little more. She dodged the question and consulted her mental timetable. “I should get to class,” she said with a sigh. She rose and lifted her bag onto her shoulder. 

“I need to use the bathroom,” Heather said with a wince. She ran a hand over her stomach. “Do you think they’ll go for a smoke or go straight to class?”

“Smoke.” Sophia delivered her verdict and moved away. “You must hold it or run to the toilet block near the science labs.”

“I don’t have time.” Heather rose and pressed her knees together. “Will one of you come with me?”

Anxiety drew Sophia’s brows together. She glanced at her watch and gnawed on her lower lip. It seemed wrong to abandon Heather to fate, despite having experienced the scenario herself many times. “I can if we run there and back.” Shifting her bag higher on her shoulder, Sophia saw Dane collect his books together. He balanced them in his arms and stood, dwarfing the other teenagers filtering past. 

“I’ll go with you.” Maddie shoved her way past Sophia and took Heather’s elbow. She narrowed her eyes into a reprimand and glared over her shoulder. Sophia resisted the urge to argue. She’d been prepared to go out of her way and Maddie’s veiled criticism seemed unfair. She steered the course of least resistance and accepted the narrow-eyed rebuke. Her fingers closed around the strap of her bag and she watched Dane shove his pens into his trouser pocket. His ruler followed, pushed against the lining in two separate pieces. Sophia held her breath and sensed the tension as he delayed his exit. Panic raised her heart rate and the blood pounded through her ears. The consequences of him singling her out in public would prove disastrous.

Heather and Maddie left and headed for the bathroom. Sophia ventured closer to Dane and held her breath as he joined her between two desks. “Those girls aren’t your friends,” he whispered, leaning close to convey his unexpected warning. 

“Thanks.” Sophia avoided looking at him, his words cutting deep. She picked up the pace and left him behind, turning into the corridor and finding herself following Sandie. Her heart sank and she hung back, praying the girls didn’t turn around. Dane’s footsteps sounded behind her, trapping her in a nightmare.

The girls showed no interest in anything but their whispered conversation. It occupied all their attention as they strolled along the corridor with Sandie taking centre stage. The warning bell rang and Sophia looked for an alternate route, seeing nothing available for the next few metres.

“So, what happened?” Lou asked.

“Dad sent him away,” Sandie replied. “Told him to man up and refused to help. Uncle gets out of prison soon. Dane looked real upset when he left. He said we had blood on our hands and could all to go to hell.”

Lou’s shoulders sagged. “I think he meant it. You saw him in tutor group. He ignored all of us.”

Sophia kept her head down as more boys made a beeline for Sandie, Lou and Janice. They all sauntered through the double exit doors as a group and turned left. Sophia jogged to her first lesson, the overheard conversation raising more questions than answers. 

Dane didn’t show up to their shared class, but Mr Drew marked him present anyway with a furrowed brow. “Ah, I know where he is,” he whispered under his breath.

Sophia rubbed a hand across her face and sighed. Maddie had joined the class late with fantastic tales aimed at helping her avoid detention. “Is Heather okay?” Sophia asked. “Is she sick?”

“No.” Maddie’s eyebrows drew together. “Why are you behaving so weird? Will you tell us what’s going on or not?” 

“Nothing’s wrong,” Sophia hissed. “I’m the same as always.” She bent and fumbled in her bag for her books, setting them out before her on the desk. She shook her dark fringe forward, so it helped her avoid eye contact with the teacher. Maintaining a grey facade involved avoiding questions and personal contact with adults. 

Maddie pouted. “It’s your turn to host the sleepover this month. Can your mum bake those cookies like last time? They’re yummy.”

Sophia’s heart clenched and she held her breath. “We can’t do it at my house.” She cringed at the indignant look Maddie shot her and ran on into a great big lie. “My mum’s not well. It’s just for the moment. I can’t have people over for a while. I’m sorry. Maybe we can have the next two at Heather’s.” 

“Miss Armitage!” Mr Drew narrowed his eyes and squinted. He fixed his hands on his hips. “Would you and Madeline like to share your big news with the class, or can I trust you to shut up?”

“We’ll shut up.” Sophia swallowed and closed her eyes. A red flush hiked from her chest and settled over her cheeks and ears. She concentrated on the scrawl Mr Drew spread across the whiteboard, copying it down and ignoring the sighing and puffing from Maddie in the seat next to her. The bell rang after an hour and she gathered her pens into her pencil case. Maddie sat up straight and leaning across, flicked Sophia’s ruler onto the floor. “Anyone would think you didn’t want to be friends with us anymore,” she bit.

Sophia’s fingers stopped in the act of reaching for her phone in her blazer pocket. She stared at Maddie. “What?”

Her friend shrugged. “Just sayin’.” Instead of waiting for Sophia, Maddie pushed her way through the throng of milling bodies and disappeared into the corridor. Sophia joined the crowd and made her way to her next class, her heart leaden in her breast. She sensed the ‘safety in numbers’ arrangement coming to an end and it increased her feeling of isolation. A better alternative to being alone and vulnerable, the friendship of convenience had continued since Year 9. Every month they took it in turns to host each other for a Saturday night sleepover, working on a rota basis and fostering the illusion of sisterhood and bonding. The absence of her mother meant Sophia threatened to break the pattern and knew it signalled the end of their skin-deep pretence. She wished she could trust them with the truth but daren’t. They’d shun her in the same way they did anyone else with a less than perfect upbringing. Sophia swallowed, forcing herself not to dwell on the consequences of her mother’s continued absence as the effects strayed beyond Edgar’s shocking health and infected her too.

Sophia texted her father from beneath the desk during her next class. ‘Call the cops again,’ she urged. 

He replied with a sad face emoji, telling her without words that he’d already overplayed his hand down at the local station. They’d intimated that Sally Armitage had run away and that it was more common than people imagined. Half an hour later, he added words to a crying faced emoji. ‘They asked me to stop calling,’ he said. Sophia felt the pain buried in the sentence, but a part of her heart flickered to life. It was more than he’d said to her in person in the last month. More than he’d said since he stopped driving around the streets looking for her.

Sophia’s art class offered her a blissful hour of creativity without the distracting presence of students who didn’t want to draw or paint. The Sandie and Lou’s of the school could misbehave their way through maths and science, but not art. The atmosphere of the silent art room stripped away all pretence and left nothing but natural ability in its wake. Only serious contenders ever applied. Sophia could sit alone in the small class of twelve, perched on the uncomfortable stool and able to spread her gear over the wide desk. It provided a single spot of sanity in an otherwise fraught life and she looked forward to each lesson with a naked hunger. 

“Right Year 12s, you should be well on your way by now. This assessment is worth six credits, so it’s important for your final grades. Get your stuff out and let’s get going.” The art teacher’s voice sounded harsh in the silent room and she stressed every syllable with a clap of her smooth palms. “Six hours of class time, but you can do the other ten during intervals and lunchtimes. Come and speak to me and we’ll negotiate times.” Her rotund features held a glimmer of amusement. “I’m not missing every cigarette break for you, so let’s talk.”

Sophia sighed as she breathed in the familiar, safe scent of paint, dust and lacquer. Someone’s work already sat on one of the desks and she heard water sloshing into the sink around the corner. She pushed her bag beneath her favourite table and pulled out a stool. 

At the drying rack in the corner, she located her work near the top shelf and pulled it out, grunting as she readied herself to bear the weight of the board. It proved heavier than she remembered. Decile one schools enrolled students from a poor socio-economic area, unable to rely on the parents’ payment of fees or donations for survival. The private schools and those with a higher decile rating funded canvases and decent paint for their students, but the Hamilton North school taught grass roots art. The teacher gifted her students with the knowledge to stretch their own paper onto wooden boards and mix their paints from scratch. She taught art as a life skill which ventured beyond the curriculum. 

Sophia’s painting took up an A1 sized board, making her work almost as large as her torso and the span of her arms. Someone had moved her board to a higher shelf since the last class and she cowed beneath the weight. She balanced it between the rack and her collar bone, losing traction as her knees bent. The whole thing tipped and she knew before it happened that she would lose the battle. The thin edge of the board pressed against her chest and constricted her breathing. “Help!” she squeaked.

Strong arms reached above her head and took the slack. A hip nudged her aside. “Let go,” a male voice said. “I’ve got it.” Sophia let go and pressed a hand to her collar bone, releasing a ragged breath as Dane lifted the board over her head and laid it on her table. “Someone moved it higher,” he said, his tone level. He jerked his head towards the drying rack. “The Year 10s have started using our rack.” He waved his hand at the teacher. “Hey, Miss, please can you tell the Year 10s not to use our rack?”

“It’s a drying rack.” The teacher frowned and her double chin wobbled against her throat. “It’s not yours.”

Dane shrugged. “It’s okay, Miss. I can see their names on their work.”

“Is that a threat, Dane?” The teacher raised an eyebrow in warning and Dane turned away to hide his grin. Sophia watched with fascination as he glanced up for long enough to give her a conspiratorial wink.

“Thanks.” She smiled, feeling her cheeks flush pink. She escaped to the equipment area to grab brushes and the stained lid of an ice cream container to mix her colours. 

“No problem.” Dane didn’t look up again. He flicked his dark wavy hair back from his eyes with a hand covered in black paint. A tiny smile tilted the right side of his lips upwards as though he knew he might catch her staring if he glanced up.
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Chapter Four
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Disaster

The class settled without fuss and silence descended as though by a collective agreement. A palpable relief accompanied it after the need to remain bomb proof in every other class. The recession and a shortage of jobs kept more students in school for longer. They didn’t want to be there but had no alternative. Some shuffled off at the end of Year 11, taking many of the troublemakers with them. Others clung on, treating the school as a social club and distracting everyone else. 

“Hey, Lib,” Sophia said, smiling at a girl who struggled past her desk on crutches. 

“Hey, Soph,” the girl replied. “Yours looks good.” Disability slurred her speech but her sunny nature won through as a beatific smile. She’d survived the gruelling journey from Year 9 to 12 without mental scarring from the constant ridicule. Intelligent and likeable, Libby refused to let the Cerebral Palsy define her. She developed a great group of friends early on who immunised her against the likes of Sandie and Lou. Talented at painting and drawing despite the atrophy of her right hand, Libby had received her certificate endorsed with excellence the previous year. “I like it,” Libby said, jerking her head towards Sophia’s board. “It’s a great concept.”

The class worked with only the occasional clatter of a stool breaking the silence. Mutterings occurred between teacher and student as advice was given and received, although not always followed. “How many hours have you done now, Soph?” Mrs Simpson asked in hushed tones as she examined the sketches.

“Three hours, Miss,” Sophia replied. “I think I can paint soon.”

“Yep, go for it. Just don’t get too stuck on one part. Cover as much as possible in each session. Buy as much time as you can at the start in case it all tips up near the end.”

The teacher flowed away in her voluminous skirt to counsel someone else. Sophia bit her lip and looked up to find Dane watching her. She felt the steady flush begin in her cheeks again, heightened when he winked at her. Sophia tightened her jaw and reprimanded herself for falling for his charm. But she risked another peek. His vivid blue eyes held her gaze and she gulped, ignoring his smile as she faced her work with increased diligence. 

Five minutes before the end of the lesson, she stood back to critique her work, comfortable with her progress. 

“It’s clever,” Mrs Simpson mused as she passed. “Turning that exam question on its head was a great idea. It will create a point of difference because other students will assume that a perspective through the window looks from the inside out. I doubt many other people will look from the outside in.”

Sophia nodded and her eyes shone with pleasure as she studied her work. The image looked through the kitchen window of a picturesque cottage, detail pencilled into the cracked window frame. The skill would be in creating a dull, cold impression outside the building, while looking into a room filled with light and cheer. Sophia had sketched in a roaring fire and a table loaded with food.

“Is that Christmas dinner?” Libby asked, stuttering past with her crutches. 

Sophia pursed her lips and turned her head to one side. “I haven’t decided yet, but it’s a great idea.” The overwhelming theme of exclusion from happiness reflected her own state of mind and the thought of Christmas alone with her father filled her bones with lead. 

Sighing, she lumbered her board back to the rack and tried not to hit Dane on the head as she swung it up to the middle rungs. He ducked and she apologised without getting eye contact. Passing him afterwards, she saw the faintest smile on his lips. His jaw made an occasional chewing movement and he smelled of spearmint. He chewed gum in contravention of the school rules which banned it from the site. 

Sophia gathered up her equipment, her dirty brushes and water jug. “Want me to take yours?” she asked. He shook his head.

“No thanks, I’ll work through my next lesson.”

Sophia stood at the sink trying to wash black paint from her jug. She held it under the fast flowing water, dropping it in fright when she heard a crash and a scream. Turning, she saw Libby lying face down on the tiled floor. One of her crutches lay in front of her, the other trapped beneath her body. Mrs Simpson helped her sit up, her complexion ashen and her hands shaking. “Oh, my goodness! Someone get the nurse.”

“No, really. I’m fine. I do it all the time.” Libby took a giant breath and looked around her. “Sorry for the mess.”

Those students still in the classroom assisted in some small way. One helped her stand, another handed back her crutches. Mrs Simpson bent down to replace the books in her capsized bag. Only Sophia recognised the desolation in Dane’s eyes as she reached the scene last. She read his expression with an expertise born of guessing Edgar’s thoughts over the last few months; a skill far beyond her years. She waited until the fuss died down, ignoring the spilled paint dripping from the hem of her skirt. Dane leaned against the drying rack, his face schooled into a blank mask. It revealed nothing, but Sophia understood that look all too well.

“I’m fine, thanks,” Libby assured everyone. She fixed her characteristic radiant smile back on her lips and accepted her bag. “My crutch slipped out from underneath me.” 

A slippery streak of water on the tiles bore testament to the cause. Someone else washed her equipment while another student helped her to the courtyard for the interval. The room drained of people like dirty water disappearing down a plughole. Sophia remained, looking at the devastation on Dane’s desk. His watercolour masterpiece hid beneath a puddle of filthy brown water. The excess streamed across the page, leaving a wreckage in its wake. Sophia snatched up a handful of paper towels to blot the mess, but Dane grabbed her wrist and shook his head. “Leave it!” he growled.

His voice sounded harsh and stung Sophia. He kept hold of her wrist. Mrs Simpson ignored Sophia’s presence, lowering her voice to a hoarse whisper. “What will you do? How can you finish it now?” Her wide eyes blinked behind her glasses, asking Dane for answers in a bizarre role reversal. He shook his head, saying nothing. 

“But we’re only four hours in,” Sophia offered. Dane’s grip on her wrist remained although he lowered her hand to rest against his hip. “You’ve still got heaps of time left.” She looked at the teacher. “Surely you can let him start the clock again; it’s not his fault.”

Mrs Simpson shook her head and Sophia frowned. Dane’s thumb stroked the back of her wrist, sending a tingle up her arm and into her brain. “Say nothing to Libby?” he asked and Mrs Simpson nodded in agreement. She raised an eyebrow at Sophia. 

She shook her head. “Of course not. She didn’t see this.” Sophia looked at the sodden mess attached to the art board and felt admiration for Dane. His compassion for Libby made her heart stir and pick up a confusing rhythm she didn’t recognise. 

Dane looked at his fingers as though surprised to find them still gripping Sophia’s wrist. He dropped it, making her feel cut loose and alone. The bell sounded again into the silence and Sophia moved, carrying Dane’s empty water jug and paint brushes to the sink where she washed them up. She lay them to dry on paper towels on the draining board with the others. They left the classroom in heavy silence together; both haunted by the sound Dane’s art made as he tore it from the board and threw it into the oversized trash bin. 

“It’ll be okay.” Sophia tried to sound comforting, using her father’s words in the early days after Sally’s disappearance. “We’ve got another twelve hours. You’ve pulled off some amazing work in less time than that. You’re really talented.” She smiled up at him, but he shook his head. 

“I’ve done ten hours, Soph. I only have six left. There isn’t time to start again.”

Sophia’s jaw hung open and she closed it with difficulty. “Ten hours! Already? You can’t have.”

“I have, Soph,” he insisted, running a firm hand across his face. Sophia heard it contact the bristles already pushing through his adolescent skin.

“But it’s not fair,” she pressed. “Mrs Simpson can start the clock again. It wasn’t your fault.”

The way Dane abbreviated her name and said it so softly gave them kinship. It made her want to fight for him. “Six is fine. You can do something in six.” She convinced herself he could, believing in him as though he represented the only solid ground in her crumbling world. 

Dane shook his head again and hoisted his bag up his shoulder as they arrived at their next class. They were late. “I only have a few more days to finish, Soph. I’d almost managed it, so this sucks!”

They entered the English class to the jeers and comments of other students about where they’d been and what they might have been doing. Sandie and Lou glared at Sophia with murder in their eyes. She straightened her shoulders and ignored them, wondering why they bothered with an English class when neither of them could string a legible sentence together. Already banned from the lower grade class, they sat together at the front, managing to wreak a little less havoc under the teacher’s gaze. Sandie’s eyes burned holes in Sophia’s cheeks and she hissed something threatening. 

Sophia tried not to cringe visibly as the words reached her. “Gonna get you for sure now, bitch.”
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Chapter Five
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They Always Leave

Two desks remained free and the teacher jerked his head towards them. “You’re late,” he snapped. “Just hurry up and sit. Books out. Mr McArdle, I didn’t think you’d grace us with your presence today.”

As Sophia arrived in front of the desks, she saw the reason for their emptiness. The chair nearest the wall tilted at a strange angle and one leg buckled beneath it. All eyes in the room turned to face them. 

“Just sit down!” The teacher’s voice rose and Sophia jerked backwards as Dane tugged her sleeve. 

“I’ll sit there,” he whispered. He eased himself past her and perched in the wonky chair. Mischief sparkled in his blue eyes as he grinned up at her. She bit her lip and sat next to him, keeping her bag on her knee. Dane leaned sideways and his hair tickled her cheek. 

“What are you doing?” Sophia hissed. Her gaze darted towards the teacher.

“Mending the chair.” Dane grappled beneath him and the weight of his head rested on her forearm. “Hang on.”

Sophia felt the combined gaze of the other students boring into the side of her face. She pursed her lips and pulled the relevant books from her bag. “Hurry up,” she whispered. Dane braced himself with a hand on the back of her chair and he let go with exaggerated slowness. The chair remained upright.

“Done it!” he exclaimed and Mr Popplewell looked in their direction. “I just can’t move for the next hour.”

Sophia closed her eyes and snatched a pen from the bottom of her bag. On a whim, she dug around and found another, slapping it on the table in front of Dane. Taking it, he snatched it up and stuck the end in his mouth. Then he pulled books from his bag and sorted out his workspace.

“Working in pairs,” Mr Popplewell announced. “I’ll tolerate a little noise, but anything louder than a whisper and we’ll go back to silence.” He punctuated the threat with a glare at Sandie and Lou. 

“Group work.” Dane lowered his voice to a whisper. He clicked the button at the end of the pen twice and gave Sophia a wink. “Listed in the top three methods of inflicting torture on students.”

Sophia snorted and admired his wit. Her last experience of group work involved her doing all the work and the other two students sharing the good grade. Mr Popplewell wrote the assignment on the whiteboard and Dane and Sophia bowed their heads to discuss their options. She kept her focus within the boundary of her desk, aware of the acid stares melting the back of her neck and face. 

“Dane and Sophia!” Exclamation marks accompanied their whispered names and Sophia grew more anxious as the lesson progressed. Her illusion of greyness required anonymity and her association with Dane blew that to pieces. She heard the whisper circulate past and worried at her thumbnail. 

“Don’t.” Dane seized her fingers in his wide palm and pulled her hand away from her mouth. She didn’t need to look up to recognise the owner of the indignant gasp. 

Dane seemed oblivious to Sandie’s fury, setting Sophia’s hand on her thigh with a gentle action. Sophia let her mind conjure scenarios of her own inevitable death, hoping it proved quick and painless. Four years of dodging trouble seemed a waste as circumstance worked against her. Life wasn’t a Sunday afternoon movie where the nasty girls made the heroine’s life a little unpleasant and got their comeuppance before the final credits. This was real life. Her real life. 

“Going to get you, bitch!” Sandie’s whispered taunt reached her across the room. Sophia went into planning mode, mapping her escape from the classroom and her hazardous trip to the toilets. She needed to get in and out before Sandie arrived armed with her cigarettes and attitude. She checked her watch and wondered if she could get it over with faster than usual. It might be possible if she ran there. It seemed unrealistic to appeal to the adults for help, the inadequate staff body backing down against opposition and baulking at any media interest in their failing school.

Sophia became quieter towards the end of the lesson, refusing to read their combined work out loud to the class and forcing Dane to do it. She tried not to look at him, keeping her gaze fixed on her desk and the graffiti scored into its surface. Dane stood to deliver their joint essay on global warming. He held the notepad in his right hand and dug his left deep into his trouser pocket. His voice rumbled in a steady cadence as he argued for more restrictions on energy usage and dairy farming.

“Well done Mr McArdle,” the teacher said with an appreciative upward lift of his chin. Sophia caught a flash of olive skin in her peripheral vision as Dane’s shirt detached from the waistband of his trousers and slipped down. She risked a sideways look at Sandie and regretted it. Lou gave her the middle finger and Sandie’s eyes glittered with the promise of violence. She gritted her teeth and looked away, fear tapping a beat inside her chest. 

Dane finished summing up their argument and Mr Popplewell raised his hands to deliver a burst of applause. “Awesome. You two work well together. I might sit you there from now on.”

Sophia cringed, glancing up to see the expression of discomfort settle on Dane’s face.  She strategised how she could make it through the door first as soon as the bell rang. She went to great lengths to pack away her pencil case and papers well before the end of the lesson. Her body became still and frightened and she knew she radiated fear like a tangible odour. 

Dane leaned in close to her ear, his breath warm and sensuous on her cheek. “What’s wrong? Have I done something to upset you?”

She shook her head with uncharacteristic stiffness. “I need to be somewhere.” Her stomach churned. When he pressed her, leaning closer and drawing Sandie’s spiteful gaze, she leaked aggression borne of self-defence. “I need to get out of here before one of your girlfriends pulverises me in the toilets!”

It emerged as a low hiss and Dane looked behind him, doing exactly what Sophia hadn’t wanted. “What girlfriends?”

“Thanks for nothing,” she spat. “You just guaranteed it!”

“Nah, they’re all talk,” he said with a shrug and Sophia stared at him in amazement.

“They weren’t talking when they bust my lip in Year 9 for nothing! Or when they emptied my textbooks into the toilet and I had to pay the library for them. Or when they spat at me because...” 

The sound of the bell booming through the school interrupted her whispered tirade. Up on her feet, Sophia ignored the teacher’s pleas for the class to stay seated. Nobody listened as he gave out homework for the next period. By the time he’d written on the board in his cursive slant and turned around, he saw the room filling with the chess group who used the classroom at interval. Some of the teenagers played chess, but most used it as a haven for the torturous thirty-minute break. It seemed a better alternative to getting beaten up in the less than adequate staff to student ratio outside. 

Sophia made it to the toilet in safety, escaping before the crowd of smokers claimed their throne in the corner near the sinks. She got to the courtyard between the classrooms before they even lit their first cigarette. Maddie and Heather seemed dismissive and Sophia knew it stemmed from the sleepover thing. She saw them roll their eyes as she approached and their hushed conversation ended with such abruptness, it confirmed her fears. They glanced at each other in that way only another girl would recognise and Sophia’s heart sank. She sensed their friendship foreclosing around her. The girls kept their heads together in whispered confidences as they sat on a low wall, leaving Sophia feeling even more wretched than before. They angled their bodies, making it difficult to sit down with them though they did nothing obvious to prevent her. The sense of isolation made her want to lie on the concrete and sob. 

She pulled her bag of chips from her rucksack, stared at the bright packaging and then stuffed them back again. Her appetite was another victim of her mother’s disappearance. She kept her face averted from her friends’ disloyalty and stared off into the distance as though not caring. Inside, her stomach roiled. 

Heather turned to her, a look of extreme innocence giving Sophia ample warning of their joint ploy. “Hey, did you listen to that programme online? That breakfast edition I told you about. The woman who rang in sure sounded like your mum.”

Sophia shook her head and tried to laugh it off. “I didn’t think so,” she lied. “That lady’s accent sounded posher.” She’d looked online for the show. The segment Heather referred to had displayed an error message when she tried to watch it. She couldn’t tell the girls that, sensing the interrogation formed the basis of some cruel test. Sophia’s shoulders slumped at the memory of another epic fail. The doctor refused to confirm or deny any suggestion of her mother having a terminal illness. 

Her so-called-friend pushed the point further. “You did check last Monday’s episode, didn’t you? I watched it the day I stayed off school sick. They held a phone-in for people with cancer. This woman rang in and said she’d left her husband and two children because she couldn’t bear for them to watch her die. I swear she sounded just like your mum. She had the same English accent and everything. The chat show host, Miriam, told her to go home because it would be worse on her family if she didn’t. What’s Miriam’s last name?” 

“It couldn’t have been your mum, could it?” Maddie spoke at the same time as biting into a homemade muffin like the ones Sophia’s mother used to make. “Because your mum’s at home isn’t she? And it’s Miriam Valentine. My dad knows her.” She looked at Sophia with sudden interest, her eyes wide in her head and crumbs leaking from the hole in her face. “But you said your mum’s sick! That’s why we can’t do the sleepover this month. Oh no! It wasn’t her was it, on the telly?” Maddie’s sadness appeared genuine.

Sophia rose on wobbling legs. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. Her bag of chips tipped from her rucksack as she whirled around to face them. “No! It wasn’t my mum! Why won’t you mind your own damn business?”

She stormed off through the throng of bodies, feeling like a zebra cast out of its herd for having the wrong stripes. Even crossing the courtyard seemed like strolling through a pride of lions. They might be fully fed and lazy, but it wouldn’t stop one of them taking a bite if they felt like it. There seemed nowhere safe to hide and nobody kind she could just stand with for protection. Sophia had never felt so much like wagging off school in her whole educational life. She’d spent the last four years simply surviving and the tables of her life had tipped. She’d kidded herself into believing her life was normal when it was an illusion. How could anyone spend six hours of every day, not counting the walk to and from school, feeling like a hunted animal? She ducked and dived, sticking with groups of fake friends to make up the numbers and assure a temporary safety they could strip away at any moment. A misinterpreted look, a wrong word; anything could set off the avalanche that came only for her, landing on her head and wielding unimaginable humiliation and pain. 

Sophia moved around the school site like a rat seeking a hole, fractured from everything through no fault of her own. Emotion built in her chest to the point of pain and her thoughts ran riot in her mind. She was raised in a good home, by good parents. They went to church for years, although her dad hadn’t gone since her mum left. She’d believed they were a nice family, whatever nice really meant. She’d started avoiding people from church, unable to tolerate their well-meant questions about her parents and where they’d been for the last few months. Sally’s disappearance had unleashed more forms of torture than even Edgar imagined. 

“Where are you, Mum?” Sophia begged, wishing her life away and needing the interval over. When she looked at her watch, time crawled slower as though to punish her like a universal anomaly. Sophia rued the fact that when she needed a long break, it disappeared in seconds. When she desperately wanted a short one, it took hours for it to end. 

The hunted feeling returned in erratic waves and she skirted the buildings, avoiding groups of people like a plague. Corners and dead ends proved dangerous and somewhere she might find herself trapped. They appeared safe places to hide but lacked essential escape routes. Sandie’s threat wasn’t empty and Sophia knew she needed to prepare for trouble. But not today; please God, not today. 

With fifteen long minutes remaining, Sophia discovered a space behind a low boundary wall at the back of the school. Nobody ventured out that far as it meant a frantic walk back to class. With history next and the building behind her, Sophia sank down behind the bricks with relief and closed her eyes, keeping her knees bent and her feet beneath her. Her bag slumped, pulling her shoulder sideways. 

“You got history next?” The voice sounded close, causing Sophia to jump and give an embarrassing squeak. Her heart fluttered in her chest making her breathing rapid and shallow as she tried to regain control. Jesus, can you let this day get any worse? 

Turning to her left, she saw Dane stub out a cigarette on the dry earth between them and run the back of his hand across his mouth. He sat with his knees bent, slouching to avoid detection from the other side of the wall. Sophia wrinkled her nose in distaste at the scent of nicotine. Her father would say Dane McArdle came from the wrong side of the tracks. It was an old English expression. Seeing him breathe out the last vestiges of smoke through his tightened lips made her understand what Edgar meant. She looked away, wishing even harder that interval would finish. 

“You’re not usually on your own,” he remarked and Sophia ignored him. “What’s up, Soph?” He sounded so familiar and conspiratorial, she found it hard to pretend he didn’t exist. She looked back at him, watching as his long fingers drew another cigarette from a white and red packet. At least he didn’t smoke weed. A sudden flash of misgiving radiated through her and she tensed her legs to stand. Dane’s eyes narrowed in surprise and a momentary anger crossed his expression. Sophia scrabbled at the bricks, trying to stand without falling over the wall backwards. 

“I hate cigarettes,” she snapped. “They stink and then they kill you.”

“Okay, fine.” Dane pulled the packet from his pocket and stuffed the unlit white cigarette back inside. He sighed, sounding defeated. “I hate them too. Haven’t smoked for a long time, but right now it’s the only thing I can control.” His brow furrowed and he picked at a cut on his finger. 

Sophia slid back into a sitting position, not because she’d conceded anything but unable to get up with dignity. Grovelling around on her hands and knees didn’t seem like a viable option in front of this boy. She acknowledged with a stab of surprise how much it mattered what he thought of her. “What will you do about your artwork?” she asked. 

He shrugged as though he no longer cared. “Nothing, I don’t have time now.”

“I don’t understand.” Sophia turned to face him and their fingers touched on the dusty ground. “You said that before, but we have until the end of next week. Six hours is plenty. You’re an amazing artist; you can start again.”

“I might not still be here, Soph. I don’t know where I’ll be after tomorrow.”

Sophia felt a sudden sadness wash over her, increasing her heart rate and making her insides tender and sore. A familiar little voice cried out in her head that everyone always left her in the end. She realised her mouth had fallen open in dismay and closed it with a snap. “You’re leaving?” Her voice sounded bitter and filled with an unspoken accusation. 

Dane studied her with curiosity, his eyes glittering with an odd, unreadable emotion. He shook his head and nudged his bottom closer towards her, so their shoulders touched. Lowering his voice, he confided, “I don’t know. My stepdad gets out of prison tomorrow and he always comes home. He hates my guts. The little kids will be fine because they’re his, but not me. I might need to shoot through. I wanted to get the credits for my art before I went. It mattered before but it doesn’t now. No point crying over spilt water.” He made the joke, but Sophia didn’t laugh. Dane’s fingers sought his pocket again as though the packet of cigarettes offered him comfort. Remembering Sophia’s distaste, they went back to resting on the ground beside him. As though in consolation, his pinkie finger brushed against hers, but he didn’t move it away. 

Sophia struggled to process her feelings and said nothing, even though Dane examined her face for a reaction or smart-person-solution. She shook her head with nothing to offer. The only thing in her heart was the awful, dull ache. 

The bell jarred her nerves as time sped up to spite her, just when she didn’t want it to anymore. Sophia stayed where she was, staring down at the tufty, drought blighted grass, her constricted legs tingling with cramp beneath her. He would leave her, just like everyone else. The notion seemed ridiculous. 

Dane used his hands to push himself upright, his shirt fully untucked. Matt’s pullover poked from his school bag, not needed in the current heat wave. He held his long, capable fingers out to Sophia, wanting to pull her up. His middle finger betrayed a bad break below the middle joint and scarring on his knuckles, but Sophia saw more than the physical. She saw a lifeline offered and then snatched away. She looked up at him, mortified by the single tear which rolled down her cheek. “Please don’t go?” she whispered and Dane’s brow knitted in confusion. He bit his lip, his eyes glittering in his olive face, but he said nothing. Used to other people breaking promises, he learned early on not to make them at all. Sophia floundered.

Dane offered his hand again and she took it, allowing him to haul her up like a sack of potatoes. His thumb caressed the inside of her wrist, sending shivers along her spine. Her legs felt numb and she rubbed them to get the circulation back, noticing the ladder beginning in yet another pair of tights. “Typical!” she wailed. “Just my bloody luck!”
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Chapter Six
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Amounting to Nothing

Dane walked Sophia to her history lesson, deviating his route before the classroom to head to his physics class. “See ya, Soph,” he said, smiling with such kindness it took all her courage to keep it together and enter the class last. 

Sandie and Lou stared at her as she walked towards the back of the room. “You are so dead,” Sandie muttered under her breath as Sophia passed, chilling her blood and making her gulp in fear.

With more available spaces in this class, Sophia grasped the opportunity to sit behind them and rob them of the chance to bore holes in the back of her head. She usually sat by Maddie but when she looked across, her friend huddled close to someone else. Sophia begged herself not to read into it and blamed her lateness. She smiled at Maddie across the sea of bent heads and caught her eye, but when no comforting acknowledgement came, she understood the overture. She’d been cast out from her friendship group like an odd sock. Her emotions pitched and rolled inside her, a washing machine of turmoil. Hunted and friendless, she waited for the end of the lesson, knowing Sandie meant business. If she thought they’d hurt her before, their increased age and body weight ensured they’d do a better job this time. A sense of inevitability overwhelmed her as though she’d waited years with something awful hanging over her. It would end today. 

For an hour, Sophia struggled to absorb the information the teacher spewed onto the blackboard. The exploits of Henry Tudor usually interested her but this time the words sounded hollow in Sophia’s head. Nobody cared. Henry VII died, just like Henry VIII and possibly her mum. Still the teacher droned on. “Archaeologists dug up Richard III’s body in England last year. They discovered it beneath a car park in Leicester which is thought to have been a burial ground. His twisted spine exonerated William Shakespeare’s tale of a hunchback but consider the irony. A man who impacted his time in such a massive way has spent the last hundred years with vehicles parking over him.”

Sophia thought about the teacher’s words and felt the first stabbing pains of panic in her chest. Her mum disappeared. Her brother left and her father mentally opted out. Maddie and Heather pushed her away and if Dane left too, she’d have no one. Irony seemed the right word along with destiny. She’d just started getting to know Dane and to allow the sensations of attraction to seep into her rational mind. Her crush threatened to blossom into something real. She fought the thought. Who would care in twenty or a hundred years about a miserable sixteen-year-old girl smashed up by some mean girls in a smoky toilet?

“Sophia Armitage!” The teacher’s shout snapped her back to the present and her heart pounded. In her entire school life, nobody ever shouted at her like that. The class of teenagers turned to stare and though she tried to control it, Sophia sensed the beetroot blush creep up her neck and into her face. 

“She’s gone all red!” A spiteful snigger followed the comment and Sophia heated as the colour completed itself in the roots of her hair. She looked like a tomato. Thank goodness Dane couldn’t see her. Again, she wondered why she cared.

The teacher looked a little guilty as she made eye contact with him. It occurred to him too late that she might have a good reason for her unusual distraction. But once he’d called her and received no reply, he needed to follow through. “See me after class,” he said with more kindness and she nodded, her face still inflamed to the point of pain. Inwardly she cursed as her opportunity to reach the toilets unmolested disappeared from her grasp. She’d need to wait the full three hours until she got home. 

Sophia tried harder to concentrate and went through the motions of doing everything required of her. A loud discussion amongst the spiteful girls caught her attention a few minutes before the bell rang.

“Oh yeah, he’s a really good kisser!”

“Not better than Dane McArdle!” Sandie’s voice boomed into the silence. Sophia worked hard to ignore her, sensing the volume raised for her benefit. 

“He’s really hot!” another female voice contributed. “I heard he snogged Chelsea in Year 13 for ten minutes straight.”

“How do they know it was ten minutes?” one of the boys unwisely interjected. Sophia saw the back of Sandie’s ponytail jiggle as she turned her head to glare at him.

“Because they timed it, stupid!”

Sophia felt sick. The last thing she wanted to know was how long Dane managed to kiss a very spotty girl in her last year of school. None of his other sexual exploits for that matter. Sandie’s inference that she knew firsthand made it doubly vomit-worthy, suggesting Dane liked snogging girls with faces like charred dustbin lids. She knew it shouldn’t affect her, but it did. The realisation she’d invested in a friendship with him morphed into the awareness that her crush had reared its ugly head much higher than last time. It burned in her chest as though visible to the world. It would get her killed. “I’m so dead,” Sophia murmured to herself and her desk companion leaned across, his breath smelling of cheese and onion chips. 

“What?” he said. He spoke to her face, but his eyes sized up her breasts.

“Nothing!” Sophia glared at him and he backed away. Knobby fingers continued scrawling in his exercise book with a blue pencil. She breathed through pursed lips behind her hand and tried to reign in the awful mix of confusing emotions. The disaster-status of her life defied belief as it collapsed before her eyes and made her want to run away. Was that how Mum felt? She let the internal thoughts run wild. Did she want to get away from everything? Is that what she did? Did she go outside, lock up the house and start walking, leaving her clothes, her car and her daughter? Sophia writhed in her seat with the agony of her thoughts. Richard III’s fate paled to insignificance against hers.

She knew what came next if she let her mind dwell too long. It strayed into the realms of mental torture, wondering if Sally Armitage had fallen in the river, rolled into a ditch or disappeared beneath a landslide. Did she fall in love with another man, become a lesbian or commit suicide? Every possibility involved complex mental wrangling because they hadn’t yet found her body. Sophia squeezed the bridge of her nose in her thumb and forefinger, challenging her ability to cling onto what little sanity she possessed and dismiss the unproductive thoughts. She knew her father did the same thing night after night, wondering and playing through endless scenarios and mental film reels which didn’t help. They always ended with his wife still missing. 

The bell rang and Sophia bolted, forgetting the teacher asked her to stay. She almost made it to the door before Lou stuck out her foot. She tripped, slamming into the doorframe and finding herself crushed by the surge of outward-bound students. Lou gave her a hard shove as Sophia tried to extract herself from the throng to retrieve the fallen textbook which spilled from her bag. She rose to find Lou’s nose almost touching hers. “Got you, bitch,” she whispered. “That’s just for starters. Wait and see.”

Sophia’s leg caught on something sharp and she gasped and looked down, just in time to see Sandie lean away and retract the flick knife into her pullover sleeve. Lou jerked her head upwards in acknowledgment of her friend’s achievement and they steered down the front steps and away from the building. They headed for the Year 12 toilets as usual. 

Sophia’s breath came in heaves and she took a moment to force it into manageable gasps. Blood trickled down her leg. The teacher glanced back in the middle of scrawling something on the board for the next class. He opened his mouth to speak and Sophia forced herself through the open doorway to safety. She staggered from the building and down the steps, her nerves ragged and frayed. The sound of her name drifted behind her. The cut on her calf smarted like a bee sting in the open air, painful but not life threatening. A reasonable amount of blood trickled into her shoe, but nothing to raise an alarm. 

“Why don’t I just go home anyway?” she murmured to herself. The concept seemed alien to a girl who didn’t even take sick days. Two more stress filled afternoon lessons stretched before her and she couldn’t pee for another three hours. 

Sophia sought the bolt hole she’d discovered earlier, debating hiding there or in the library. The thought of sitting in whispered silence being shushed by the librarians didn’t appeal to her. She convinced herself she’d test out the alternative haven another day. Or join the chess club. 

She clambered over the wall and squatted down, making sure the top of her head couldn’t be seen from the courtyard. Closing her eyes, she prayed for peace, wondering if God even listened to her anymore. She figured he got sick of her whining about her mother weeks ago. If he knew where Sally Armitage had disappeared to, he wasn’t telling. If he didn’t know, nobody did. 

A heavy step, a grunt and then the sound of a zip dragged down the wall next to her. Sophia went on red alert. 

“You like my hiding place?” Dane grinned as he slid onto the dusty ground, his body tight against hers. He pulled out the cigarettes and then tucked them away again. Sophia looked grateful. She already felt sick. “You okay?” he demanded. His gaze took in the cut on her leg which had added a new ladder in her tights. 

She nodded and scrubbed at the blood with her hand, staining her palm and fingers an orangey red. “Just your girlfriends again.” 

Dane’s brow knitted and he reached out and pulled the material away from the cut, unleashing another oozing trail of red. Sophia pushed his hand away. “They’ve got worse,” he said, leaning his head back against the wall. “Out of control.”

“Yep, and apparently you’re the hottest kisser in Year 12!” Sophia released the first thought that came into her head. She regretted the reminder, the familiar red flame making its way up her neck and into her cheeks.

“I’m flattered,” Dane replied, his casual tone annoying her. It made the anger in her chest burn brighter. A desire to hurt him rose to the fore.

“Well, there’s not many people able to kiss spotty Chelsea in Year 13 for ten minutes straight without catching something.”

“I think not,” he said, his smile wicked. The lack of confirmation or denial drove Sophia to the edge of reason.

“You’re so arrogant!” Sophia muttered beneath her breath. She contemplated the lure of the library and reasoned she’d put herself at too much risk trying to get there. Dane ignored her, but she saw the corner of his lips rise in a lopsided smile. Desperate for him to deny the accusation, it ached inside her like indigestion. She refused to give him the satisfaction of having to ask. The thought of him kissing Chelsea made her want to retch but not for the reasons she’d stated. Not just ten minutes of his full lips writhing around amongst all those blackheads and pimples. Ten minutes of him kissing anyone at all. 

Dane exhaled and Sophia jumped and looked at him, despite herself. He smirked, his blue eyes narrowed in speculation and the chip in his tooth showing. “I’m kinda glad it bothers you,” he said, sliding his fingers over hers. 

Sophia bit her bottom lip and moved her hand, trying to make the action look less obvious than it appeared. “Happy to help,” she gulped, the words wavering and the sarcasm forced.

Dane watched her wipe a sweaty palm on her tartan skirt and his eyes studied her face with perception, seeing stress and not rejection. He reached out and claimed a stray curl which had escaped from Sophia’s hair clip. He twirled it around his fingers, peering at the change in colour as sunshine touched the brunette strands. “Got any food?” he asked and she nodded. The curl bounced as he released it.

Reaching into her rucksack, Sophia retrieved her lunch box. Lunch preparation was the one routine her father managed to maintain. Edgar packed his children’s lunches from their first day of school and he clung to the repetitive action like a life raft. He still lined up the components for their two lunches, following the routine like he had when there were four. Then he’d given up making himself lunch a week ago, forgoing the facade of tipping it into the trash at work as his stomach constricted. Sophia’s heart clenched at the memory of how thin Edgar had become. His work pants hung off him like sagging curtains.

Dane eyed the cheese and salad sandwich with obvious hunger, poking at the bag of chips with a speculative finger. “You sure?” Guilt made him swallow and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat.

“I’m not hungry. Take it all.” Sophia looked away, frightened by the vulnerability in his eyes which left him raw and open just long enough for her to read his desperation.

He scoffed the sandwiches, chocolate bar, chips and yoghurt like a man who hadn’t eaten for days. When he squirted himself in the eye peeling the satsuma, Sophia allowed herself to laugh. “You need to eat something,” he said, turning towards her. “Here, I’ll feed you.” He pushed segments of the fruit between her lips and Sophia ate the first few, her heart pounding at Dane’s proximity. Embarrassment flared at her lack of control. The electricity between them arced to make her breathless and the orange roiled in her empty stomach.

“No more!” she pleaded. “I don’t want it.” She giggled and pushed his hand away in a feckless movement.

Dane’s eyes lit with challenge and he knelt up in front of her, cupping her cheek in his left hand as he aimed for her lips with another segment. Sophia giggled and dragged her chin aside. Dane’s eyes widened in surprise as he missed her mouth and the orange triangle plunged into the front of her school blouse. “Bad shot,” he gasped. “Sorry.” His thumb caressed the curve of her lips and his pupils dilated despite the lunchtime sun. “Want me to fetch it out?” he whispered. His face hovered above hers and she smelled the tang of oranges on his breath.

“No!” Sophia flushed with embarrassment and fished in the front of her bra, feeling Dane’s eyes watching every movement of her fumbling fingers. As she wiped orange mash from her cleavage, Dane made witty, unhelpful suggestions.

Without warning, a crowd of boys appeared over the wall, throwing their gangly teenage bodies onto the ground next to them without invitation. They greeted Dane with the upward tilt of the head Kiwi boys used to signify, ‘hello’ and he nodded back. 

Sophia felt testosterone descend around her like a haze, leaving her nervous and self-conscious. The gang of four males stared at her with open curiosity, glancing from Dane to her and back again. Seeking shelter, she shuffled nearer to Dane. The boys eyed her with surprise and then looked away. Her presence near their alpha rendered her off limits and invisible. Sophia realised her mistake as one of them eyed her with a little too much interest. Paul. He’d tell Sandie and Lou. The hysterical thought bubbled into her chest. Might as well die for a reality rather than more suspicion.

“Got any ciggies?” Paul asked Dane. 

“Yep.” Dane reached into his pocket and retrieved the crumpled packet. His aim sent it in Paul’s general direction, but a blonde boy scooped it up and peered inside the box. 

“Sweet!” Darren said, “Five left. One each.” 

“Don’t smoke them here,” Dane snapped and the boys looked unsure. Paul snatched the packet, stuffing it into his trouser pocket with a glare at Darren. He lay on his back in the grass and folded his arms behind his head. He closed his eyes and heaved out a breath.

“Sandie’s lost the plot.” Darren’s lazy tone belied his concern. He straightened his arms and leaned back on his hands. His blonde hair looked long and unkempt, falling over his face in the look of a surf-bum. “She’s carrying a blade. You need to talk to her. Lou’s got one too. It’s like they’ve gone loco now you’ve left the group.”

Dane made no comment and the other boys joined in, Oliver, Paul and Nigel. “Talk to her bro’. You know they don’t listen to us.”

Still Dane said nothing and they persisted. “Talk to her bro, go on talk to her.”

“No!” Dane’s answer came out harsh and firm. “No,” he repeated, his voice sounding like a snarl.

“She’s your cuzzie!” Oliver remarked and Sophia looked at Dane in surprise. Cousins! 

“She’s my stepdad’s niece,” Dane replied through gritted teeth. “Don’t confuse her blood with mine!”

“Is that why you dropped us?” Paul asked. “It’s not the same without you, bro’. We can’t control those girls. They’re screwed up, man.”

“I haven’t dropped you.” Dane winced. “I never wanted the girls in our group. It’s them I don’t want.”

“Sandie’s crazy about you though. It’s always about you. Now they’re on a mission to cause crap everywhere until you bring them back into line.”

“I heard one of them cut a girl in class today,” Nigel added. His dark eyebrows waggled. “Sandie’s real mad at you.”

Dane looked down at Sophia’s leg and then off into the distance, shielding his eyes against the sun. Her heart filled with gratitude for his tact, lessening the impact of her victim status. She avoided glancing at the oozing gash on her leg, shooting Dane a look of thanks as he turned in her direction. The blood stuck to her tights and caused ridges in the delicate fabric. It was a warning, enough to sting but not fatal. A flesh wound to her calf made to look like a casual action. Sophia doubted she’d be so fortunate next time.

The boys sighed as one unit, frustrated by Dane’s resistance. “Sucky!” Nigel complained, but a peek at Dane’s face ended the argument.

Paul drew the cigarette packet from his pants pocket and threw it up in the air, missing it on the way back down and taking a whack to the face. To cover his embarrassment, he asked Dane, “You still driving around in your pa’s car?”

Dane nodded. “Yup.” Sophia watched the corded tendons move beneath the skin of his forearms as he bunched his fists.

“You gonna wreck it for him before he gets out?” Oliver asked and the others jeered. 

“He’s not my pa!” Dane spat. “The car belonged to my real pa. My real pa was a good man. He never saw the inside of a prison.”

The boys silenced as a collective and satisfied themselves with being in their volatile leader’s company. Paul’s lips formed an apology, but he didn’t dare release it. 

“You didn’t dump us too then?” Nigel asked, shooting a look at Darren. “Just the girls.”

Dane shook his head. “No, but I won’t be around much longer, so don’t sweat it.”

The boys glanced at each other in confusion, but nobody spoke, settling into their own thoughts and pondering his statement without understanding. Sophia pushed her legs down flat on the ground, thwarting Oliver’s juvenile attempts to look up her skirt. She wondered how the backside and gusset of a pair of holey navy-blue tights could be considered a turn on, but the sparkle in his eyes suggested otherwise. Hating her vulnerability, Sophia leaned her weight against the wall and tugged her skirt flat over her thighs. Oliver grimaced, disappointment coasting over his sharp features.

Sophia engrossed herself with pulling the nylon away from the cut. Bringing the drying scab with it, the fabric oozed with another layer of fresh blood and she sighed at her stupidity. Oliver’s scrutiny of her movements intensified as he noticed and he raised an eyebrow. He opened his mouth to ask about the cut’s origins and Sophia tensed. 

“Let’s wag!” Nigel’s excitement cut across him, as though he’d discovered some amazing new concept. He stared up into the bright sunshine, turning away when the glare blinded him and made his eyes water. Sophia hid a smile at his appearance of innocence. 

“I’m in,” Paul declared. “I hate maths.”

“How would you know? You haven’t been for two years.” Oliver snorted. “I’m in too. Can we go back to yours, Darren?”

Darren shook his head. “Na, sorry. Dad lost his job, so he’s at home all the time. He caught me last week. He gave me this.” He yanked on the collar of his shirt to reveal a spiteful looking green bruise reaching from his neck to his shoulder. The mark looked so uniformly straight, Sophia wondered if his father used a hand or a weapon. 

The boys didn’t include Sophia, making it clear she wasn’t wanted in their impromptu getaway.

“Let’s go down by the river again.” Paul sat up. “You come, Dane. We’ll get the girls. You can sort them out and make them get rid of the blades.”

“No.” Dane’s tone sounded level and determined.

Sophia smiled at the thought of geography next, followed by legal studies. Dane attended both classes and it proved a haven from Lou and Sandie. They had sports studies and a catch-up class for students struggling with behavioural issues. It was known as the Cabbage Class, an unflattering and inaccurate appraisal of its true purpose. 

The bell sounded for the end of lunch, offering a five-minute warning to pack up and head to class before getting marked late. The four boys each high fived Dane before wagging off towards the river, their decision made without further discussion. He clambered to his feet and helped Sophia up, slotting her empty packed lunch box into her rucksack and tugging the zip closed. His proximity made her stomach fizz and she searched his face for reciprocal emotions, seeing only blankness in his expression. “That was a good lunch,” he said. “You’re real lucky to get lunches like that.”

“Yeah.” Sophia nodded, wishing she’d appreciated her family back when it functioned and lunches were taken for granted. She followed Dane over the wall, enjoying how he supported her elbow long enough to show he cared whether she ended up flat on her face or not. They walked to class together, bumping elbows a couple of times. An air of excitement surrounded them, zinging around their heads like the promise of something new and attainable. 

“Why don’t you wag off?” Sophia asked. Her voice croaked with the stress. “You’re always in class.”

Dane shrugged. “I don’t wanna find myself stuck in this dead-end town in ten years’ time, wishing I tried harder. Decent results are my ticket out of this dump.”

“Me too.” Sophia offered him a conspiratorial smile. “I’d like to go to university.”

They sauntered across the courtyard and the air seemed to crackle in Sophia’s ears. She became aware of myriad eyes staring in her direction as she allied with the school alpha. She didn’t know whether to feel proud or terrified. Sandie’s knife blade had nicked the skin, but it felt as though Sophia’s fears flowed out with the blood. She’d cut her. What more could the spiteful girl do?

Reality slapped her around the head like a physical blow. Dane said he’d be gone in a few days. That left her alone and without the protection of Heather and Maddie, inadequate though that had proved so far. She’d be Sandie’s punching bag until one of them left, doomed to running to the toilet and seeking places to hide. The remaining school years stretched before her like a road map of pain, humiliation and misery. At some point along its course, she would find out what happened to her mother. The news promised devastation unimaginable. Until then, she carried the weight in her chest like a lead block. Sophia shook her head to dispel the cloud of defeatism, feeling it press back as soon as the movement ceased. She hated it. She hated herself.

As she plodded across the courtyard and tried to ignore the whispers behind hands, Sophia wondered for the first time what it would be like to fight back. Spotty Chelsea did exactly that, bashing one of the nastiest girls from her year. Nobody called her pizza face after that. The thought of him snogging her for ten minutes paled into unlikelihood. Relief made Sophia smile. 

“What?” Dane asked, noticing her beatific expression.

Sophia let it slide away. “Nothing.” She shook her head. “I’m just tired of it all.”

Dane nodded and bumped her shoulder with his upper arm. “Yep. Me too. They say if you don’t like it then change it, but it’s not so easy, is it?”

Sophia thought of Sandie with her knife and quailed. The idea of fighting back seemed ridiculous. The other girl emitted an aura of mania. Edgar said no sense meant no conscience and Sophia knew Sandie possessed neither. She probably couldn’t even spell the words ‘moral boundary’, let alone exercise one. 

Sophia’s lips pursed as she spotted Declan Harris in the distance, standing with his crowd of fellow Christians like a holy huddle. His brows knitted at the sight of her with Dane. She knew the teenagers through her youth group and resented them standing judgement over her actions. They’d judge her and also her mother, attributing their holier-than-thou type blame without any evidence.

Dane carried Sophia’s rucksack across the field, making them appear even more like a couple. Sophia caught another round of interested looks and took her bag strap from his long fingers, feeling a stab of guilt at his look of surprise. “It’ll make life even more difficult for me,” she said with sadness. “They’ll break their necks to tell Sandie. She’s out to get me anyway and this will just make it worse.”

Dane released the bag and his expression clouded. He reached up a hand to stroke her cheek. “There’s nothing between me and Sandie.” His voice sounded tender. “I feel like I’m missing something between you and her. Explain it properly, from the start.”

Sophia gulped. She sensed him asking for her confidence and hesitated. If he warned Sandie off, it would make things so much worse. She shook the temptation away and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “It’s nothing,” she lied. “It’s complicated.”

Dane nodded, though he didn’t look certain. They walked together in companionable silence, cutting a swathe through the milling crowds. He spun on his heel to face her, causing a log jam in the middle of a packed corridor. “Come out with me after school?” he asked, gnawing on his cheek. “Or do you have to get home?” He seemed nervous and wrong footed, the alpha asking permission.

Sophia shook her head. Her heart pounded with excitement. “Edgar works until six, so yes, thanks. I’ve brought money today, so I can pay. You paid last time.”

Dane smiled with relief. He cocked his head. “Who’s Edgar?”

“Oh, he’s my dad.” Sophia felt an embarrassed flush into her cheeks at her public error.

“Why do you call him Edgar? Is he not your real dad?” Dane’s question sounded innocent and lacking in guile.

Sophia took a deep breath in and released it. Bodies swarmed around them, making her feel crushed and compromised. The second bell loomed and keys jangled as staff unlocked the classroom doors inside the main building’s longest corridor. Sophia hung back outside the history room, looking up at Dane with an appeal on her face. The rest of the class surged inside the room and the scrape of chairs on wooden floorboards echoed.

“What’s wrong, Soph?” Dane frowned, sensing her distress and leaning closer to listen. 

Like a burst dam her secret spilled out, whispered and gushing. With it came an immense relief at not holding it inside her like a time bomb anymore. “He hasn’t seemed like my dad since it happened. It’s not the same. He’s not the same. Not since...” She gulped air and it blocked her windpipe. Dane moved in front of her with his back to the remaining crowd, shielding her from view with his height. His brow narrowed in concern as Sophia shared her dirty secret for the very first time. “My mum’s gone. She just disappeared after New Year. The day after Matt left for England, Edgar went to work after dropping me at Maddie’s. Mum should have picked me up but didn’t show. After a day, my dad reported her missing, but the police didn’t take him seriously. She’s been gone for months and we can’t find her.” Sophia finished with a sob, aware of the rasping sound of her breathlessness. Sweat ran down her spine. It felt as though she hadn’t breathed for too long. “My father’s changed.” 

Dane moved so close, she smelled his deodorant and the spearmint gum on his breath. “You think by calling him Edgar, it won’t hurt so much if he leaves you too?”

Sophia gasped, her head wobbling on her neck without control. He spoke into being something she hadn’t considered.

“Sorry, sorry.” His head shook from side to side and he reached out to touch her arm. “That’s not gonna happen.” Then he swore, a word she couldn’t repeat. “Adults!” he spat. “Why do they do this?”

Someone noticed their closeness and let out a loud wolf whistle along with a few inappropriate comments as the stragglers drifted to class. Sophia hid in the shadow of Dane’s sympathetic outrage. His rumpled, second-hand shirt still smelled of her brother and the washing powder her mother used. The curious, heady mix mingled Sophia’s past and present in a confusion of scents and emotions. Classroom doors began to close around them and Sophia pushed out a ragged breath, trying to collect her emotions into a neat package small enough to hide away. Then Dane reached forward and stroked her damp cheek with tender fingers. “I’m sorry,” he said with genuine compassion. “You’re not alone.” He pressed a kiss to her warm forehead and the contact with his lips felt like a firebrand searing through her flesh.

They sat together in geography and legal studies, working hard and ignoring the sudden interest in their allegiance. Maddie and Heather whispered to each other behind their hands and Sophia pretended they didn’t exist. Oblivious, Dane neither noticed nor cared. 

The teachers eyed the couple with curiosity from the staffroom window at the end of the school day, hoping Sophia’s new friendship didn’t deteriorate her usual, guaranteed good behaviour. “He’s not a bad kid,” the English teacher commented to his colleague. 

“Na, you watch,” the other man predicted, slurping coffee next to him. “I’ve seen it happen too many times before. Kids like him ruin nice girls like her. She’ll be pregnant by next week.” 

“You’re wrong,” the graphics teacher chimed in. He sat behind his laptop at a far table. “Dane McArdle’s got potential. He only lets you see what he wants you to. He might be from a bad part of town, but he’s a neat kid. I don’t know how he keeps going with the load he carries. He’s kept that group of misfits in line for years. We owe him a pass just for that.”

“Well, they’re not in line now!” the English teacher commented. “I heard a rumour in my Year 11 class that one of those girls cut someone today. The Year 13 dean checked Lou for a blade but found nothing. Nobody made a complaint but then they wouldn’t, would they? I’m not sure what’s going on there, but it’s a powder keg.”

“Yep.” The other teacher finished his coffee and shoved the cup into the dishwasher. “When did we stop being teachers and become social workers and cops?”

Dane collected his car from the student car park and drove Sophia to the little primary school on Hukanui Road. “I won’t be long,” he promised. He left her in the passenger seat and ran across the main road towards the school. He used the centre island but dodged cars with breathtaking abandon. Sophia admired his tall, athletic figure through the windscreen, blushing at the inappropriate thoughts her ogling produced. “I wonder if he kisses nice,” she asked her reflection in the passenger mirror, horrified at her brazenness. Ask spotty Chelsea, it whispered back. Sophia snapped the visor into position and tried to wipe the thoughts from her mind before Dane returned and saw the tell-tale blush on her cheeks. 

He crossed the road with more care ten minutes later with two small children in tow. A delicate little girl of about six clung to his hand and an even smaller boy skipped along on his other side. Dane put them into the back of the car and made sure they belted up before heading into town. The children sat in total silence in the back seat, looking through the side windows and eyeing one another. 

“Hi,” Sophia said, twisting her head around her seat and smiling at them. The children looked nervous, brown eyes wide as they assessed her. They said nothing and Sophia gave up, her brow furrowed with the awkwardness of their silence. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Dane looked across at her and smiled, leaving her feeling flushed and confused. “They’ll be okay soon. It’s not you. They don’t know who to trust.” 

“Oh.” Sophia pressed herself back against her seat, his comment so odd that it floored her.

He drove them to a burger place at the Five Crossroads and they piled out of the vehicle. The girl grappled for Dane’s hand as though drowning and Sophia watched the agony in the brown eyes calm, as her tiny hand fitted into his palm. To her surprise, the little boy seized Sophia’s fingers, looking up at her and smiling with a gap between his front teeth. “Maisie needs Dane,” he said as though by way of explanation. “She can’t help it.”

The children’s behaviour seemed more curious against the backdrop of other infants in the burger shop. They didn’t play up or act silly like the others, not making demands about food or insisting on particular drinks. They followed Dane like trusting little lambs after a shepherd, sitting where he put them and not begging to go on the playground. Maisie watched Dane with constant intensity, never letting him out of her sight. She tilted her head to keep eye contact even when Will leaned across to speak to her and blocked her view. Sophia stood at the counter with Dane, her heart aching with an emotion she didn’t understand. “They’re really well behaved, aren’t they? And so quiet.” Her eyes strayed to a small girl lying on the floor smashing her fists against the tiles. 

“You’re not having another burger,” her mother hissed, flushed with embarrassment at the child’s behaviour.

Dane followed Sophia’s gaze and nodded as they waited for their turn. He gave his answer in low tones to avoid the rest of the queue overhearing. “They’ve learned to stay quiet. Less trouble comes their way.”

Sophia wondered what kind of trouble might come to a five and six-year-old. Dane ordered burgers for them all and refused Sophia’s attempt to pay. “I’m working. I can afford it.” He clasped her fingers and prevented her opening her purse. Sophia felt Maisie’s gaze boring into the back of her head.

“Where do you work?” she asked, sad when he released her hand.

“That wee garden centre in Rototuna.” Dane snatched her purse and held it above his head. “Let me do this, Soph. I want to.” 

They returned to the table and the eerily silent children. Dane switched Sophia’s confiscated purse from the tray to the table. He sat next to Maisie and handed out the drinks, pressing a kiss to the top of her downy head as he set a lemonade in front of her. Nourishment emboldened the children, flicking a switch in their tiny brains. For the duration of the meal, they reverted to behaving like kids, telling childish jokes, swinging their legs under the table and making each other giggle. Dane cast a safety net over them with his presence and as long as he stayed close, they relaxed. 

“I’m William,” the little boy said, turning his sweet gaze on Sophia. “That’s Maisie.” He pointed a chip in the girl’s direction and she stared at Sophia. She frowned and her childish expression channelled naked fear. Dark-haired like Dane, the resemblance ended there. His eyes were a powerful blue, but the children’s were chocolate brown like adorable puppies. Some characteristics defined them as siblings, but it seemed obvious Dane had a different parentage. 

“What’s your name?” William asked Sophia, but before she could answer, Dane interrupted. 

“Sophia,” he said, wiping ketchup from the boy’s chin. “So be nice. Don’t act dumb.”

Sophia liked the way he said her name, stressing the ‘i’ sound and making her sound like a princess. She stopped with her burger halfway to her mouth with William’s next probing question.

“If you’re Dane’s girlfriend, can you please be our mummy and then Dane can be our daddy? We won’t have to go anywhere else ever again. We can live with you forever, not Marie and Carl.”

Sophia looked confused and sadness clouded Dane’s expression. Maisie said her first sentence, her voice sweet and melodic. “I like living with Marie and Carl. They’re kind. They take us to school in the car and give us nice lunches.”

“They do, don’t they? Marie cuddles me all the time and I like that.” William looked conflicted, darting looks from Dane to Maisie. “She gives good cuddles.”

Dane gave him a smile which released him from his temporary turmoil. “Eat your dinner, Will.”

Sophia looked at Dane and as the tiny children discussed what might happen if they squeezed the tomato sauce sachet, he leaned close to her ear and whispered, “Foster parents.” His face whitened in pain and he watched for a moment, ensuring their distraction before moving closer to Sophia. “Last time their dad came out, he managed a few months before the cops banged him up again. Child services took Maisie and Will into care and put them with the people they’re talking about. They’re a real nice couple. They love the kids and wanted to adopt them. Maybe they will this time.” 

He stopped talking as the attendant brought colouring sets over for the children. Will said a lovely, “Thank you,” and received a smile in return. Maisie nodded her thanks and slipped the package under the table and onto her lap. 

“You think it’ll happen again?” Sophia whispered and Dane shook his head, focussing on his burger. 

“It will happen again. It’s a certainty. Parents like mine shouldn’t be allowed to have kids. Child services used to take me too. A couple of times I went into a hostel, but I didn’t like it. I’d had my sixteenth birthday last time, so they didn’t really want to know. I found somewhere to go and then came back when their dad went back to prison again.”

Sophia considered his dilemma. She’d thought her circumstances awful, but she had guaranteed safety and a warm bed regardless of whether Sally reappeared or not. She swallowed, her appetite waning. “It must be dreadful not to know where to go.”

Maisie fixed her eyes on Dane, fitting the rest of her burger into the bag with the crayons. Sophia watched the deft movement with horror as the child showed clear signs of hoarding. Maisie finished folding the edges over her bag and touched Dane’s arm. “Will you sleep under the bridge again Dane, when Daddy comes home? Will we go to Marie and Carl’s? Promise you’ll still come and see us?” Her anxious brown eyes widened in her pale face. “You won’t forget about me and Will?”

“I don’t need to sleep under the bridge.” Dane gave her a reassuring smile. “I’ve got the car this time, haven’t I? I’ll sleep there. And how could I ever forget about my best girl?”

A dreadful lump lodged in Sophia’s chest. She didn’t know people lived like these children, at the mercy of a violent man’s whims and foibles. How could Dane’s mother let such a man back into their lives? Dane picked up on Sophia’s sadness as Will asked for her burger and she handed it over. “Yes, sorry, I’m not really hungry. You enjoy it.” She pushed her tray across to the children and they picked it apart and shared her leftovers. Will ate his, but Maisie put hers into the package and held it against her chest like it contained fine china.

Dane’s eyes didn’t leave Sophia’s face as he reached up and brushed a stray curl from her neck. With a gentle movement, he tucked it back over her shoulder. “We’ll be fine,” he reassured her in a whisper. “And so will you. Whatever doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger. Or so they say.” He smiled and slipped his hand beneath the table, giving her fingers a quick squeeze before letting go. The small act of kindness and solidarity touched Sophia’s soul and she felt a rush of emotion burst into her chest. It washed over her, so powerful it threatened to leak from her eyes. 

The children kept close as they left, each teenager clutching a tiny fragile hand in theirs. They went out to the car park in a jostling line, more like a family than Sophia had felt for months. Dysfunctional and desperate. None of them had any control over their lives. They were like reluctant passengers on the freight trains which sped through the city every half an hour carrying goodness-knows-what to goodness-knows-where. 

Dane dropped Sophia at home and she waved at the faces peering through the side windows. Dane slammed his squeaky driver’s door and walked her to the bottom of the front steps. He leaned in and kissed her forehead, his lips cool against her skin. “Take care,” he said and smiled at her. Sophia felt her stomach clunk to her knees at his touch and remained speechless long after he’d reversed from the driveway and driven off.

Isolation crowded round her like an old acquaintance as soon as she stepped inside the house. As always, she listened for the sound of her mother’s footsteps or voice, searching every room in a well-worn routine guaranteed to spawn disappointment. She searched for Sally’s briefcase against the chair in the sunroom like she did every day, its black leather coming fresh from court with important documents inside. She dreamed of finding her lawyer mother pouring over papers from its silk lined belly as she planned her defence and stirred soup for dinner. Nothing. 

Sophia’s search took her to the master bedroom. The briefcase sat collecting dust in the wardrobe where Sally abandoned it last.  Silence returned as an echo of nothing. You are nothing. And you’ll amount to nothing.
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Chapter Seven
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Derelict Hearts

Dane turned up at school the next day, attending class and ignoring his former friendship group. Sandie seethed from the other side of the room and got herself sent out of English for arguing with the teacher. In art, Dane looked at his remaining options, deciding to produce a screen print to fit the concept of ‘pencil shavings.’ 

“That’s number four on the list of choices,” Mrs Simpson told him. “You have to pull this off for both our sakes. I can’t give you more time, Dane, I tried. Get it done.”

He sketched from a still life shaving pulled from a pencil sharpener, bending the twisting coil of wood with its coloured tip into something beautiful on the paper. Transposing it onto the plastic template took a little time, using tracing paper to copy the image. 

After an hour, it looked amazing. After two, it held the promise of greatness. Mrs Simpson sounded excited. “You can do this, Dane. Now all you need to do is cut out the shape with a sharp knife on the stiff plastic template and screen print it. You know what you’re doing; it won’t take long.” She took a deep breath. “I need you, Libby and Soph to get top marks this year. The management are looking hard at my contract and I’m struggling to prove my classes have any benefit. I’m counting on you.”

“No pressure then, miss,” Dane jibed back and the woman pursed her lips and walked away. 

Sophia listened from her desk, spreading paint onto her paper and blending it with delicate strokes laced with water. Dane glanced across and rolled his eyes at the teacher’s desperation. Sophia smirked. 

“This will work!” Mrs Simpson crowed from the other side of the room, injecting positivity into the silence. “You can all pull this off; I know you can.” She clapped her hands in anticipation and waddled off to interfere with someone else.

But the next day, Dane didn’t show and Sophia spent every class isolated and alone. Sandie made threats at every opportunity, providing Sophia’s only other human contact. It was as though even in his absence Dane’s allegiance had formed a hedge around her across which no one dared to trespass. Maddie and Heather ignored her and with Sandie and Co singling her out, she became unsafe to sit with or talk to for fear of reprisals. Sophia kicked herself for not having gotten around to exchanging mobile phone numbers with Dane. Despite his step-father’s imminent release, he’d said the man didn’t always go straight home from the prison, which might buy them a few more days of safety. 

When he still didn’t appear the next day, Sophia broke her moral code and entered the realm of rule breaking and cheating. She used her extra hours in the art room to cut out the template for Dane’s art, signing in as herself and simplifying her own work to make sure she could finish it in time. The absence of Mrs Simpson meant a relief teacher supervised the class, unaware of whose work belonged to who. Sophia used her interval and lunch hour to complete the subterfuge, putting Dane’s work back how he left it on the rack. 

As she placed Dane’s template onto the middle shelf after lunch, she felt someone watching her from across the room. She turned to meet Mrs Simpson’s gaze. The relief teacher left with a jovial wave and Mrs Simpson ignored him. Sophia’s heart hammered in her chest and she felt the colour flush up her neck and into her cheeks. Guilt radiated from her as heat.

As Mrs Simpson dropped her outdoor coat onto the back of the chair, Sophia fought her art board onto the rack above Dane’s. Footsteps echoed across the room and the floorboards creaked with the heavy woman’s forward motion. Sophia pointed towards her art and lied. “I’m just moving some of these out the way,” she said, hefting her notes and worksheets onto the rack next to her painting. She prayed Mrs Simpson didn’t inspect her work. She’d see straight away it wasn’t wet and contained no fresh paint. “Mine keeps ending up at the top and I can’t reach it.” Her heartbeat pounded against her eardrums as she waited for Mrs Simpson to get angry, seeing the lie reflected in the disbelief on the woman’s face. 

“He’s running out of time,” the teacher said instead, watching Sophia wrestle her guilt back into place. “He’s my best student, Sophia; I need him to come back and finish this piece.” 

Sophia picked at a flake of ink residue on her hand and without turning around asked, “Would it be unethical if Dane had help with the printing?”

She heard the teacher sigh. “I guess if the helper helped and directed none of the actual printing process, I might overlook it. And if that helper didn’t tell anyone they helped, then it would be even better.” Sophia nodded once and turned to gather up her rucksack. Mrs Simpson lowered her voice to one that oozed seriousness, “Four hours, love. That’s all he’s got left. If he’d kept the old one as evidence, I could’ve got him more time, but he didn’t. I’m trusting you to make it happen.”

That night after school and her walk home alone, Sophia borrowed her mother’s car and drove to the Fairview district in search of Dane. With no idea where he lived, she felt aimless and foolish. Her mind replayed the snippets he’d told her about living near the railway tracks. She drove around, street by street, looking for his car or any sign of him. A three-point turn in a dead-end street brought her to the attention of a group of men wearing gang insignia. Two of them ambled towards her and she sensed she’d strayed into forbidden territory. She fumbled the manoeuvre and turned it into a ninety-three-point turn under their scrutiny and tore away with her heart pounding. Spending the next ten minutes looking in her mirror for them following almost drove her to heart failure. 

Sophia pulled over near a bus stop and wiped her sweating palms on her school skirt. Two boys in the distance threw stones at the windows of a boarded up shop. She put her face in her hands. “Think, you idiot! Think. Did he mention his house or his road, landmarks, anything?” The boys scored a hit and the sound of breaking glass tinkled into the quiet. They ran towards her and Sophia fumbled her fingers over the door lock to activate the central locking. Their footsteps clattered past and she heaved a sigh of relief. Then she remembered.
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