
Concrete angel: 

 

Jared grows up in a broken home. Lost and alone, hurt by those who should protect him, he 

makes his way through life. The arrival of the new gym coach, Mr Ackles, changes things 

quite drastically: ñClumsy, my ass,ò I growl, making him jump. Instantly regretting the anger 

in my voice, I reach out, wincing when he shies away from my hand, but not stopping as I run 

a hand gently over his shoulder, ñJaredé whateveré whateverôs happeningé if you need to 

talk abouté anything, just know that Iôm here, okay?" 
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Ǆ 

Jared was five when his mom died.  

  

ñJared, honey, are you nearly ready? We donôt want to be late; Susie will be worried.ò 

His face appears through the stair railing, ñMommy. I need to find Grass. I want Grass.ò 

Her soft laughter warms the room, followed by, ñHeôs under Daddyôs briefcase, remember?ò 

ñOh, oops,ò he grins toothily, ñYou the best, Mom.ò Then he disappears, bounding up the 

stairs. 

Once he has his bunny tucked under his arm, he races outside to grab her hand. ñCome on, 

Mommy. We donôt want to be late,ò he mimics her from earlier, tugging her after him as if 

she had been the naughty one.  



She pulls him back towards her, wrapping an arm around him and planting a soft kiss on his 

brow, ñYeah, yeah. Here you go; I made you your favourite.ò 

Taking the travel mug of hot chocolate with a happy grin, Jared bounces up and down a bit, 

spilling some as he asks, ñWhat we doing today?ò  

ñWell, letôs see what Susie feels like, maybe you should ask if you can go to the beach, 

wouldnôt that be fun?ò 

ñFun, fun, fun,ò he cheers happily, kicking at a pebble nearby.  

When they reach Susieôs house and she waves at them from the porch, Jared declares 

proudly, ñMommy says we have to go to beach today, she said we have to have fun.ò 

ñOh, did she now?ò Susie asks with raised eyebrows. ñWell, weôd better do what Mommy 

says, right?ò 

ñRight,ò he nods his head seriously.  

ñNow, you be good for Susie, okay? I want to hear all about how youôve been such a good 

boy when I come pick you up, okay?ò 

ñOkay, Mommy.ò 

She ducks down to kiss him on the cheek, ñSee you later.ò 

Jared grins and moves to follow Susie into the house, but he stops and turns back.  

Just as sheôs about to cross the road, he calls out, ñMommy?ò and she glances back at him.  

ñYes, Jared?ò 

Shooting her another dimpled smile, he laughs, ñLove you!ò 

She grins happily, taking a step backwards, ñLove you too, angel.ò 

Heôs the one who sees it first, letting out a sharp cry of warning and, beginning to run 

forwards with his arms outstretched, ignoring the shattering mug of hot chocolate. But itôs too 

late; the carôs moving too fast. 

The shrieking of tires fills the air, accompanied by Jaredôs scream for his mom. He knows 

that cars hurt; he doesnôt want his mom being hurt.  

Thereôs a horrifying thud of flesh and bone against metal, then thereôs silence. Jaredôs there 

before the terrified driver even slips out of his car. Jaredôs there, crouching beside his mom, 

tears streaming down his face as he shakes her desperately.  

ñMoméMommy? Please, Momé please, wake up! Momé Mom, pleaseé pleaseé No, 

noé Mommyéò 



He doesnôt see anything else for the next couple of hours, just his momôs beautiful face, 

painted red. But he knows itôs bad. His mom didnôt wake up for him. His mom always wakes 

up for him.  

Arms wrap around him, pulling him away. He struggles against them, trying to stop them 

taking him from her side. He sees people in weird uniforms running around. He hears crying. 

He sees his momôs still form being put away in a black bag like she always puts the rubbish 

in on Mondays.  

He doesnôt know why theyôre doing this.  

He just wants his mom back. 

  

I never meant to hurt you; I'm not that way at all. 

Please believe the words of a heart, a heart that seems so small. 

And I never meant to hurt you; I guess I lost my place. 

Please believe the words of a heart, a heart that hides its face. 

 

Why do I do things I never mean to do? 

Why did I speak so carelessly when all that I felt was love for you? 

 

  

Ǆ 

Jared was six when his dad first hit him. 



  

ñDaddy,ò he calls softly, wrinkling his nose up at the smell of the office. His dadôs been 

drinking that yucky stuff again. 

Jared wishes he wouldnôt. Heôs scary after: louder and clumsier. When heôs like this, Jared 

usually tries to stay out of his way, either staying outside or hiding in his bedroom. 

But tonight he canôt.  

ñDaddy,ò he whispers into the gloom, squeezing Grass to his chest. ñThereôs no food 

leftéIôm really hungry...ò 

ñWhat did you say, boy?ò comes a growl from the armchair.  

Heôs shaking, but his stomach grumbles and makes its presence known again, ñPlease, 

Daddyé Thereôs no food.ò 

ñComeôre,ò mutters a raspy voice that sends shivers down Jaredôs spine.  

Not certain that he wants to go up to his dad, Jared clutches his stuffed bunny closer and only 

shuffles tentatively towards the man.  

But then his dad barks, ñI said come here, boy!ò and he quickly moves to stand before his 

father with his head lowered.  

Thereôs movement, and then Jaredôs on the floor, hurting more than heôs ever hurt in his life. 

He feels something wet coming out of his nose, and through his tears, he looks down at his 

blood-coated hands. Red. Like his mom. He begins crying harder.  

He wants his mom. He wants to not be afraid anymore. Dad wasnôt like this when she was 

with them.  

ñDaddy,ò he sobs, ñPlease, Daddyéò 

The manôs striding towards him, his face so furious it makes Jared slither back until he hits 

the wall.  

ñYou fucking bastard! Youé you want more food? Huh? What I give you isnôt good 

enough? Everythingé you took everything from me and now you want more?ò 

He doesnôt understand why his dad is saying this; he doesnôt know what he took. ñDaddyéò 

he pleads weakly, cutting off with a cry when a booted foot hits him in the side, making him 

curl up in pain.  

ñAnd whatôs up with your stupid fucking toy? Youôre such a snivelling baby, arenôt you? 

Your mother would be ashamed of you,ò hisses the man as he angrily yanks Grass from 

Jaredôs fingers. 

Whimpering softly, Jared turns to hide his hurting face in the carpet. 



He doesnôt know why this is happening.  

He just wants his mom back. 

  

Head's a crying wasteland 

Filled with shame 

Cried for help and 

Nobody came  

 

His father beats him 

No hesitation 

His face left dripping 

In humiliation 

 

As he lies wounded 

His father turns to clay 

A frozen statue 

Can't walk away 

 

Ǆ 

Jared was eight when his dad taught him how worthless he was. 

  

ñDad, look, I got my test mark back today,ò Jared calls excitedly as he steps towards his 

father. He worked so hard for this; he just wants his dad to be happy with him again. 



His dad lets out a grunt from the couch and lights another cigarette.  

ñThe teacher says I got the best mark in the grade,ò Jared says softly, desperately wanting his 

dad to smile at him.  

When the man grabs the test from his hands Jared smiles albeit proudly; Ninety-five percent 

is not too bad.  

His dad just snorts, ñThis is what you waste your fucking time on? Pah, this what I pay your 

bloody school money for? This is disgusting, you pansy assed boy. Such a freak.ò Then the 

man presses the tip of his cigarette to the paper, ignoring Jaredôs soft cry as it catches alight.  

Holding it by the corner until thereôs nothing left but ashes, Jaredôs dad mutters about 

arrogant pricks and sons who think theyôre all that. Then he grabs Jaredôs hand and drags the 

softly crying child towards him. ñSo fucking pathetic, arenôt you, boy?ò 

When Jared just lets out a soft sob, he seems to get even angrier, yanking Jaredôs shirtsleeve 

up and pressing the butt of his cigarette to the boyôs wrist, making him cry out in pain and 

begin struggling to free himself.  

The man just grins until the cigarette is completely out and then he shoves Jared away from 

him. ñGet out of my sight.ò 

  

Suffer the Little Children 

At the hands of evil men 

No baby dolls, no teddy bears 

No lullabies for them. 

Every mother's nightmare 

Will it ever end 

Suffer the Little Children 

At the hands of evil men  

  

Ǆ 

Jared was ten when his dad remarried. 

  

She smells like smoke and alcohol. Her clothes are bright and colourful, barely covering her 

body. Her lips are red like blood.  

Jared doesnôt like her.  

ñBoy, this your new mommy, okay?ò his dad sneers. 



He shakes his head, tears springing to his eyes. She canôt be his new mommy. He has a 

mommy. Sheôs just not here anymore. He doesnôt want a new one.  

Storming up to him, his father grips his face between thumb and forefinger, pressing at his 

cheeks painfully. ñWhat are you crying about? You should be grateful. Sheôs here to help me 

take care of your sorry ass.ò 

Then heavy footfalls sound on the porch and a boy with broad shoulders and a stocky form 

steps through. His lips are pulled into a cruel leer, his eyes small and narrowed, and his beefy 

nose only provides the finishing touches to the squashed-pig look. Everything about him is 

scary to Jared, who is still so small and skinny for his age.  

ñThis hereôs Nathan. Heôs my son,ò the woman with blood red nails states proudly. ñHeôs 

going to be your big brother from now on.ò 

Nathanôs eyes glint with something that makes Jared long to just run away and hide. But his 

dadôs hand is painful, so he just nods and whispers hoarsely, ñNice to meet you.ò 

  

They cry in the dark, so you cant see their tears 

They hide in the light, so you cant see their fears 

Forgive and forget, all the while 

Love and pain become one and the same 

In the eyes of a wounded child 

Because hell 

Hell is for children 

And you know that their little lives can become such a mess 

Hell 

Hell is for children 

And you shouldnôt have to pay for your love with your bones and your flesh 

  

Ǆ 

Jared was eleven when he was beaten so badly he needed to go to hospital. 

  

Jared cries out as a hard fist crashes into his stomach, sending him skidding across the floor 

and into the table leg.  

Whimpering softly, he tries to curl up, but a strong hand yanks him back, ñWhatôs the matter, 

kid, you too much of a wuss to fight back? Huh? No wonder your daddy hates you.ò Another 

blow comes to his side. ñYouôre such a baby. Are you going to cry? Awww, yes you are, just 

like the pathetic bitch you are, ainôt that right?ò 

ñPleéplease,ò Jared begs softly, wanting the pain to be over, just wanting everything to be 

over. 



ñYou ready to be a good boy?ò Nathan sneers. 

ñYeéyes,ò Jared gets out through trembling lips. He hurts so badly, heôll do anything to 

make it stop. 

ñGo and fetch your dadôs whiskey. You know where it is, donôt you?ò 

ñPleaseé.ò Jared cries, ñHeôllé heôll be madéò 

ñWell, thatôs your problem then, ainôt it? Now go get me that bottle,ò he finishes with a final 

slap of the cheek.  

Jaredôs sobbing as he tries to get his feet beneath him. His vision dims at the pain shooting 

through him, but a shove from Nathan has him stumbling in the right direction.  

As he steps into the office, he shivers and peers around. His dad will be so angry.  

The whiskey is on the top shelf, hidden behind one of the books. Jared isnôt tall enough to 

reach it, so he drags a small table across, moaning in pain as he hefts himself up.  

Reaching for the bottle, his fingers just brushing it, Jared inches a step closer, stretching for 

it.  

The table tips over, causing his hand to crash into the bottle and sending him flying to bash 

his head on the floor, making enough noise for his dad to come pounding up the stairs.  

Itôs obvious from the shattered glass and whiskey around him what he was trying to do. A 

loud, angry outburst escapes the man and he yanks Jared up by the collar, ñWhat do you think 

youôre doing, boy?ò 

A large fist smashes into his face.  

ñPleaseé Daddyé pleaseéò He cuts off when a hand wraps painfully in his hair and jerks 

his head back.  

ñYouôre no son of mine,ò the man growls.  

After that, itôs pain, and screaming, and tears.  

But the loud crack that comes from his wrist has the room falling deadly silent except for his 

hoarse breathing.  

His dad yanks back his shirt, making him sob even harder and try to struggle away. When the 

manôs hand wraps around his broken wrist and squeezes, Jared blacks out. 

Ǆ 

Two days later, his arm has swollen to twice its size and it hurts so badly that Jared nearly 

passes out with its every movement. He can barely stand, each time he tries his vision sways 



and blurs scarily. And even though heôs constantly shivering, his skin is on fire, sweat 

pouring off him.  

He begs his dad to take him to hospital, begs for some relief from the excruciating pain, but 

the answerôs always, ñNo, you fucking deserve this, you stealing bitch!ò 

Surprisingly, itôs his stepmother who finally intervenes. With her red lips pursed thin, she 

silently wraps an arm around his shoulders and carries the weak boy outside. His dadôs at 

work so the car isnôt in the driveway.  

Jared sits, cradling his arm for over thirty minutes, his world swaying with every bump the 

bus passes over.  

The doctors ask what happened. Jared hears his stepmother go on about falling from a tree, 

how they all thought it wasnôt bad, that the bruises are from rocks that were on the ground 

and more lies for every question.  

He wants to open his mouth, tell them what really happened, but he canôt. His dad has told 

him what to say when asked about his bruises; he knows if he makes a mistake, his dad will 

kill him.  

Besides, Jared deserves to be hurt. Heôs a bad boy. Heôs the reason Mommyôs gone. 

  

I think it's because I'm clumsy 

I try not to talk too loud 

Maybe it's because I'm crazy 

I try not to act too proud 

 

They only hit until you cry 

And after that you don't ask why 

You just don't argue anymore 

You just don't argue anymore 

You just don't argue anymore 

 

Yes I think I'm okay 

I walked into the door again 

Well, if you ask that's what I'll say 

And it's not your business anyway 

I guess I'd like to be alone 

With nothing broken, nothing thrown  

 

Just don't ask me how I am 



 

  

Ǆ 

Jared was twelve when his stepmother died of an overdose.  

He was also twelve when he realised he looked too much like his mother for his own good. 

  

He hears the heavy footfalls in the passage, heading towards his room. His fatherôs hoarse 

breathing is magnified in the silence, making uncontrollable trembles wrack through his 

body.   

As the door creaks open, the shadow of the man falls through the doorway, stretching across 

the floor.  

Jared scoots further up his bed, clutching his thin blankets to his chin. ñDaddy?ò he calls 

tentatively, his voice shaking. 

The man steps into the room, lowering himself on the edge of the bed with his head bowed.  

Instinctively knowing that his dad is hurting, Jared reaches out a quivering hand, brushing it 

over the manôs shoulder, ñDaddy, are you okay?ò 

ñIôm sorry, Jared,ò the hoarse voice whispers, making the boy jump. Itôs the first time in ages 

that his dadôs called him by his real name.  

Hot tears fill his eyes and he chokes out, ñWhy, Daddy? What for?ò 



The man turns towards Jared, reaching out to brush a hand gently down the side of his face, 

ñYouôre so beautiful, Jared. Youôreé youôre just like heré. So beautifuléò 

Shifting nervously backwards, Jared tries not to flinch at the feral look spreading across his 

dadôs tear-streaked face.  

ñYou have her eyes,ò the man whispers, thumbing just beneath them. ñHer lips,ò he moves 

forward, eyes fixed on Jared's mouth, but the kid looks away, just wanting his dad to leave 

him alone. He's so tired.  

When the man's mouth presses wetly against his neck, the boy gasps, quickly pulling away.  

ñDaddy, whatéwhat are you doing?ò 

His dadôs furious eyes flick up to his as the man yanks him back, biting and sucking at his 

skin brutally. Jared begins crying; fruitlessly trying to struggle away from his father, but his 

movement just makes the man even madder.  

In a quick move, Jaredôs father is on top of him, heavy weight pressing down and making it 

hard for him to breathe and impossible for him to move. ñDaddy,ò he chokes, ñPleaseé 

please, Daddy, donôtéò 

Something hot and hard presses down against Jaredôs crotch and he begins panicking, even 

more desperate to get away, he knows this is bad. This isnôt right. He doesnôt understand why 

this is happening. 

ñItôs your fault, anyway,ò the man grunts, flipping Jared over and reaching down to push his 

pyjama pants down, exposing the boyôs naked ass to the cold nightôs air, ñYou killed her, you 

took her away from me. I deserve to have this. You owe it to me.ò 

ñPleaseé noé Daddyéò 

A thick finger is shoved into Jaredôs hole, making him cry out in agony. 

He thrashes helplessly from side to side, unable to understand why. It just hurts so badly.  

ñShut. Up.ò The man growls, clamping a hand over Jaredôs mouth, making his breath shorten 

and quicken, as the pain and panic only gets worse.  

When he feels something hot and wet pressing at his entrance, he shies away in terror, only to 

be crushed closer by the manôs bulk, ñStay fucking still!ò 

Thereôs a thrust of his dadôs hips and Jared is being spit in half.  

His world fades.  

A few moments later, he comes to, with his dad still inside of him, thrusting and panting. 

Jared turns unseeing eyes to the side, just willing it all to be over.  



 

There's a crack in the doorway lets it into my room 

Tells me everything tells me everything 

I curl up in a ball 

Try to slide in the crack between the bed and the wall 

I am falling I am falling 

 

Daddy they'll know 

I'll walk funny and they'll know I've been bad 

Daddy please don't please don't please don't 

I'm shaking all over 

I squeeze my legs together just as tight as I can 

You can't you can't you can okay okay okay 

I see the tree through the window 

The tree is my friend 

I see the moon through the clouds 

And the stars without end 

I am flying away I am dying 

 

What price to pay 

For bad wisdom 

What price to pay 

For bad wisdom 

Too young to know 

Too much too soon 

Bad wisdom 

Bad wisdom 

 

 

  



Ǆ 

Jared was fourteen when he learned that school wasnôt such a safe haven after all. 

  

Itôs his first day of high school. Heôs so excited he can barely sit still, despite the bruises on 

his thighs and stomach. Longer school hours mean less time spent at home with his drunken 

father. 

And itôs also a fresh start. The people here donôt know him.  

A boy with blonde hair approaches him and Jared looks up with a nervous smile, wondering 

whether he might even get the chance to make friends here.  

The boy just eyes him up and down, then sneers, ñWhat do you think youôre wearing?ò 

Dropping his gaze to his worn grey sweater, he notices the number of holes and stains for the 

first time. A deep flush spreads over his cheeks as the boy laughs and saunters away, back to 

the group, who all burst out laughing.  

Jared feels like sinking into the ground.  

His dad never buys him anything new; he doesnôt deserve to have new stuff.  

Finding a small corner on the playground, he tries not to show how much heôs hurting. He 

pulls out his timetable to distract himself, trying to match his subject venues to spots on the 

map.  

When the bell rings, he stands and heads toward the building, being swallowed up by the 

crowd in no time, jostled in every direction. Finally managing to free himself, he realises heôs 

completely lost.  

After about twenty minutes, he finally finds the right classroom and stumbles in. Laughter 

meets him and he flushes, turning to the teacher. ñSorry, siré Ié I got lostéò 

The man laughs, ñYou must be Jared?ò 

Flushing down to his toes, Jared nods numbly, hoping the man isnôt angry.  

When the manôs hand reaches out for him, he instantly cringes away, expecting a hit. The 

class only laughs harder as the teacher shakes the stack of notes heôs holding.  

Taking them silently, Jared searches for a free spot, finding one on the left. As he slides into 

the seat, the person beside him moves away, holding their nose.  

Jared just keeps his gaze lowered to his desk; itôs been a while since his dad allowed him to 

shower. 



By the time lunch comes, his bruises are aching like crazy and heôs absolutely exhausted. But 

thereôs one good thing about this school: they have school lunches. Jared hasnôt had a proper 

meal in God-knows how long.  

The lunch lady smiles as she dishes out his food. Itôs the first smile heôs gotten all day, so he 

smiles right back. Then he realises that itôs the same programmed smile sheôs giving every 

one of the kids in the line and his smile falls away as he ducks his head, murmurs a thanks 

and turns to try find himself a table.  

He spots an empty one in the corner, and is just heading for it when a foot slides out and trips 

him, sending him tumbling into a heap, his lunch flying everywhere. The already-there 

bruises on his side and legs hurt so badly he can barely hold back tears. But when he looks at 

his lunch, looks at the mess that he canôt possibly salvage, he feels something inside of him 

break.  

Getting up silently, he doesnôt even look at the boy who tripped him. He just swings his 

backpack up over his shoulder and moves invisibly towards the door.   

  

In the empty spaces of the mind, that's where I store my past 

A ghostly image that I fear has yet to be surpassed  

I pray that I won't carry all the pain 'till the end 

A lonely child with battered eyes  

No joy in innocence they cry.  

Always has to lie his way through life 

Instinct to defend, where does it all end  

How does a child get himself out of harm's way? 

A lifelong price to pay 

No one to turn to, oh, how dare you?  

How does a child get himself out of harm's way?  

A price no one should pay 

Can't you see the tears they're crying  

Don't you care your kids are dying?  

From the senseless torment that you put them through 

There's different kinds of lies to tell  

Abuse is from the pit of hell  

A demon with a goal that is to kill 



 

  

Ǆ 

Jared was fifteen when someone other than his father first forced him to his knees. 

  

Nathan is drunk. Yelling about some girl at his school who is such a whore that she sleeps 

with everybody, but she still refuses to sleep with him.  

Jared just keeps as quiet as possible. His dad has gone for the weekend with his new bimbo. 

They are gone until tomorrow. Itôs just Nathan and him.  

ñWhat are you staring at, boy?ò Nathan snarls. ñYou think youôre better than me? Huh? 

Huh?ò 

ñNéno,ò Jared stutters. 

ñYou and your fucking eyes; donôt... Donôt look at me like that!ò 

Jared immediately drops his gaze, hiding behind his bangs.  

This only seems to make Nathan even angrier. ñYou think you have it all, donôt you? You 

fucking bitch with your fucking fuck-me eyes. Youôre just asking for it, arenôt you?ò  

He doesnôt know what heôs supposed to be asking for, so he just keeps his head lowered.  



ñFuck you! Fuck you!ò Nathan growls, yanking Jared towards him. ñIôll show you. You and 

your fucking perfecté On your knees! Now!ò 

ñNaé Nathan,ò Jared murmurs, not sure whatôs happening, ñNathan, pleaseéò 

ñYouôre begging for it, huh? Filthy slut, letôs find out what your daddy-dearest sees in you.ò  

Heavy hands press down painfully on his shoulder, causing his knees to buckle. He crashes 

down, kneeling before Nathan.  

The boy grabs his chin and tilts his face upwards, muttering, ñFucking eyes,ò before ramming 

a thumb against Jaredôs jaw, forcing his mouth open.  

Jared struggles and pleads for it to stop, but the coldness in Nathanôs eyes doesnôt flicker as 

he forces the boyôs mouth open wider.  

Thereôre tears streaming down his cheeks, made even worse when Nathan begins unbuckling 

his jeans.  

Jaredôs throat closes up at the sight of Nathanôs dick right before him. Huge and angry: an 

ugly red colour. In one quick move, Nathan thrusts it into Jaredôs mouth, choking the younger 

boy with it and laughing.  

ñYeah, not so perfect now, huh? Fucking whore, take it! I said, take it!ò  

He feels like his mouth is being ripped open. Choking and gagging on the length, he tries to 

pull away for air, but Nathan is unrelenting, his hands fisting painfully in the younger boyôs 

hair.  

Luckily it doesnôt last that long before Nathanôs hips are jerking erratically and he comes 

without warning, filling Jaredôs mouth with his bitter juices and pulls out. Jared chokes and 

heaves, but Nathan just forces his mouth shut and sneers. ñSwallow it! You asked for it, now 

fucking swallow it!ò 

All Jared can do is swallow the bile and come.  

When heôs finally released, he staggers to the bathroom, grateful for the fact that his dad isnôt 

here to stop him from crawling into the shower and turning it on full. He throws up again and 

again until his belly is completely empty of the pittance of food heôd managed to find; then 

he throws up again. 

  

He takes it in, he hangs his chin, he ducks another blow 

Did God overlook it 

What ought have been written 

The eleventh commandment 

Honour thy children 

He cries for hours, cries and never stops 

He'll never have the chance to be brand new 



Ǆ 

Jared was seventeen the first time somebody cared.  

Jensen 

  

I stroll through the doors, peering at the graffiti on the walls with a frown. I hate places like 

this, where kids are given the best and then just fuck it all up because they can.  

I donôt understand it. My momma always taught me to be grateful, even for small things 

because somewhere, thereôs someone who would die to be in my position. I always remember 

that when Iôm complaining about petty things.  

A bunch of laughing boys shove past me and I grin at the yelled apology.  

ñMr. Ackles?ò a tired voice calls out, making me glance down the corridor towards a short, 

chubby man in a grey suit. 

ñMr. Terrichine, I presume?ò I reply, reaching out to shake the manôs hand.  

ñYeah, but everyone calls me Terry. Follow me please.ò 

ñThey told me you needed a gym coach?ò I get straight down to the point. 

Terry lets me into an office, scattered with papers and so untidy it makes me cringe. Terry 

doesnôt notice. ñYes, that is one of the reasons. But I heard youôre also a qualified 

counsellor?ò 

ñYes, that is correct.ò 

ñWould it be possible for you to serve as both? Our usual counsellor, Ms. Fish, has just 

discovered that sheôs pregnant.ò 

I nod, ñYeah, thatôs fine, Iôd need an office for that, though.ò 

ñOf course. Fantastic, now, let me just introduce you to the school, our assembly begins in a 

few moments.ò 

Ǆ 

I shift on the sticky chair, gazing down at the sea of bright colours. The children are yelling 

and screaming, completely ignoring Terry as he calls for silence.  

Beside me, the rest of teachers sit, all looking bored out of their skins, giving me the feeling 

that this is just a common part of their lives.  



ñé someone new to introduce,ò Terry bellows into the mic, finally causing the room to fall 

silent. ñMr. Ackles is the new gym coach and counsellor. I expect you all to make him feel 

welcome.ò 

Terry gestures at me to come over, and I nearly let out a groan when he hands me the 

microphone. 

ñGood morning, everyone. Itôs awesome to be here.ò 

When I make my way back to my seat, a bunch of girls in the front row whistle at me, 

giggling and showing off their obscenely tight shirts.  

I feel like bashing my head against a wall. 

As the assembly proceeds, I let my eyes roam over the masses, trying to steel myself for the 

rest of the year, beginning to dread it already.  

Ǆ 

By the end of the second gym class of the day, Iôm already exhausted. The only ones who 

listen to me are the girls and then itôs only because theyôre trying to get my attention. The 

boys are all off in their own world.  

The bell rings and a new lot file into the sports hall. Theyôre all exactly like the other classes, 

or at least, they are until the last figure steps through the hall. Heôs the only one not wearing 

sweats.  

After greeting them all, I head over towards him, ñHey, why arenôt you in sports clothes?ò 

His wide eyes peer up at me and his lips open slowly. Heôs trembling.  

ñAre you okay?ò I ask softly, eying his torn clothes and the shadows beneath his eyes.  

Laughter comes from behind me, ñDonôt mind him, thatôs just Jared. He never does gym in 

anything but rags.ò 

Ignoring the boys, I tug the kid up, ñCome on, I think I have a few spare sets in my office.  

He drops his eyes and lets me lead him around the corner, but his trembling only increases 

when I lay a hand on his shoulder. ñAre you sick?ò 

Hiding behind his bangs, he doesnôt say a word.  

When weôre in my office, I toss him a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, but he just stares blankly at 

them.  

ñCome on, youôd better change.ò 

Wide eyes peer up at mine and he pleads softly, ñSiré Ié pleaseé I canôté I canôtéò 



ñWhat do you mean?ò  

He just falls silent again.  

Using a more commanding tone, I repeat, ñGet changed, weôre going to be late.ò 

I turn around to give him more privacy, but when I hear his soft hiss in what sounds like pain, 

I spin around again. He flinches and shifts backwards, hiding his chest with his sweater.  

ñAre you hurt?ò 

He shakes his head, but dark bruising is visible on his shoulder, ñWhat happened there?ò 

Squeezing his eyes closed, he shakes his head again.  

I tug the sweater from his arms and gasp at the purpling bruises splashed over his abdomen. 

ñWhat happened here?ò  

ñIé I fellé siré. Downé down the stairs at homeé I was clumsyé.ò 

ñYouéò I donôt know what to think, but when his shivering only increases, I feel something 

clench in my chest and I hand him the sports shirt, ñHere, youôd best put that on.ò 

ñThanké thank you, siréò 

I had planned on dodge ball today, but I find myself changing the plans to something a bit 

milder.  

ñAlright, two of you, come stand here.ò 

Two of the jocks saunter over.  

ñPick your teams, one person at a time.ò 

As they continue, I realise what a horrible mistake Iôve made. I clench my teeth together 

when Jaredôs the last one standing there, shivering in my too-large shirt with his gaze lowered 

to the floor. 

The boy whoôs just picked laughs at the other, ñHeôs all yours.ò 

ñThatôs not freaking fair, why do I have to have this weirdo on my team?ò 

I swallow thickly as Jaredôs shoulders hunch up, like heôs shielding himself from their words. 

ñBoys, stop being so childish,ò I snap at them, before blowing the whistle, ñOkay, everybody, 

line up.ò 

Ǆ 

ñTerry?ò I knock softly. 



ñCome in,ò he grunts from inside. ñAhh, Mr. Ackles, howôs your first day been?ò 

I smile weakly, ñItôs been okay, what I expected, I guess.ò 

ñIs everything alright?ò 

ñYes, wellé I mean, I was just wondering what the deal is with that Jared kid.ò 

ñPadalecki?ò 

I nod. 

ñOh, welléò Terry sighs softly, ñHeôs a bit of a problem childé mom died when he was a 

kid, lives with his dad. Heôs always been quiet, never really fitted inénever tried, actually. 

No one really knows what to do about him. His dad does his best though, poor man.ò 

 

A few moments later, I leave the office, feeling even more confused than ever. As I pass the 

food hall, I give the cursory glance inside, before stopping and backtracking. Jared is 

standing before one of the bigger jocks who seems to be threatening him. I watch angrily as 

Jared hands his tray over and the boy takes it to the trashcan, emptying it out before shoving 

it back at Jared.  

He doesnôt even say anything, just silently returns the tray to the pile and heads towards the 

exit, where Iôm standing.  

ñHey, Jared,ò I reach out to clamp my hand on his shoulder, remembering a second too late 

why I shouldnôt do that. He gasps softly but doesnôt try to move away or anything. I remove 

my hand quickly, but when he nervously glances up, his eyes are glistening. My voice is 

slightly hoarse as I ask him quietly, ñCan I talk to you?ò 

His face pales, but he just nods, ñYes, siréò 

Once weôre in my office and I have the door firmly shut, I turn back to find him standing in 

the middle of the room, looking terrified. ñItôs okay; youôre not in trouble or anything like 

that. Why donôt you sit down?ò 

When he complies, I pull my chair in front of him. ñDo you want a sandwich?ò I ask 

casually, fishing my lunch out the drawer. ñIôm not really hungry.ò 

Humiliation shines in his eyes for the split second they meet mine, then his gaze drops to the 

floor, ñNo, thank you, sir. Iôm fineé.ò 

ñCome on,ò I nudge softly, ñYouôre a growing boy. ósides, itôll just go to waste otherwise.ò 

ñIéò  

ñWhy donôt you keep it for later? Youôll be doing me a favour. At the last place I worked, I 

left a sandwich in my drawer because I wasnôt hungryé three weeks later I found ité 

completely greenéò 



His lips quirk into a small smile, giving me a flash of dimples, and he slowly reaches out for 

the outstretched packet. ñThank you,ò he murmurs quietly, tucking it away in his backpack. 

A few moments pass in silence, with him shifting around uncomfortably as I study him.  

ñIs everything okay, Jared?ò I finally ask. 

ñYeéYes, siréWhyé why would you ask somethingé something like that?ò 

ñItôs just a questioné Can I look at your bruises again? I have cream thatôll help. Stop them 

from being so sore when you move.ò 

He looks up at me in confusion, ñMr. Ackles?ò 

Reaching behind me, I pull out some Arnica cream. ñTake off your sweater.ò 

The boy shudders, his eyes shadowed, but he does as heôs told without uttering a word. I nod 

him towards my desk; ñItôd probably be best if you sat up there.ò 

I stand before him, unscrewing the tube of cream and nudging my way between his knees so I 

can reach his bruised chest. ñMust have been a nasty fall,ò I mutter softly, eying the furious 

patches. 

ñWh-what?ò he asks nervously. 

ñYour fall? Down the stairs?ò 

ñOh,ò he seems to shake himself, ñYeahé yeah, it was.ò   

At the first contact of my fingers against his chest, he jumps and his stomach flutters beneath 

my touch, his eyes wide and terrified.  

ñIôm not going to hurt you,ò I murmur calmly, rubbing the cream in with soothing strokes. ñI 

did some training as a physical therapist.ò 

Gradually, he seems to relax, breathing easier and no longer shying away from me like a 

terrified kitten.  

The bruise runs right down past his waistband, but I donôt even think about going there. 

When Iôve rubbed it all in, I donôt immediately remove my hands, instead holding my palms 

flat against his skin, ñThere, you feeling a bit better?ò 

He nods, clearing his throat, ñYesé thank youé sir, Iéò he ducks his head, ñThank youéò 

Then he tenderly hops off the desk, stumbling slightly. I reach out to catch him and his breath 

hitches; for a moment he just stands there, his eyes wide and frightened, then he turns and is 

out of my office before I can blink, his sweater clutched to his chest and his backpack 

swinging from his bare shoulder. 

Ǆ 



I occasionally see him around the following week, but itôs only brief glimpses before he 

disappears in the swarm of kids.  

When I find myself sitting in my office, listening to annoying, preppy cheerleaders bitching 

on and on about the latest óslutô in their team and how sheôs óconspiring to steal her 

boyfriendô, I often find my mind wandering, and as I pass the food hall each day, I always 

glance inside, searching for him. 

Monday finally approaches, and Iôm ashamed to admit it, but Iôm really eager to see him 

again. Maybe itôs because Iôm worried about him, I donôt really know. 

He shows up in another ratty sweater, with his head lowered and hands tucked in the pockets 

of his frayed jeans. 

After greeting the class and instructing them to begin shooting hoops, I head towards him. 

ñHey, Jared. No sweats again today?ò 

His cheeks flush pink and he fidgets nervously, ñIé Mr. Ackles...siré I donôté I donôt 

haveéò 

Frowning at the realisation, I nod, ñOh, I seeé. Well, listen, Iôll write a letter to your dad 

about it, maybe we can come up with a solution if itôs money-related.ò  

His eyes snap up to mine, shimmering with something I canôt quite decipher, but they drop 

down to the ground again, ñYes, siréò 

I lead him towards my office, letting him in. ñHowôre the bruises, by the way?ò 

ñOhéò he bites his lip, ñTheyé uhméò 

ñCan I take a look?ò 

Wide eyes meet mine and he flinches as I step forwards slowly, reaching out to grip the hem 

of his sweater. 

I canôt help gaping at the sight of his chest and sides, and he pulls away quickly, moving 

around the desk so itôs between us.  

ñJared, what happened there?ò I ask softly, not wanting to scare him even more. 

Swallowing, he looks anywhere but me, his eyes darting towards the door as if for an escape 

route.  

ñJared, is someone hurting you?ò I move towards him slowly. 

He lets out a soft, choked off sob and turns away, his shoulders trembling. ñJared,ò I murmur 

softly, ñitôs okay, Iôm not going to hurt you. Just tell me who did that to you.ò 

ñNoéno one,ò he gets out, ñIé Ié my foot got caught in the railing by the field, I fell onto 

the poles, the splinters did this,ò he babbles quickly. 



It doesnôt ring true.  

ñCome with me to the nurse, Jared. We need to get you looked at.ò 

Flinching as if struck, he turns around quickly, ñNoé pleaseé Iômé Iôm okay, siré 

reallyé I justé I justéò he drops his gaze and whispers, ñIôm just clumsy.ò 

ñClumsy, my ass,ò I growl, making him jump. Instantly regretting the anger in my voice, I 

reach out, wincing when he shies away from my hand, but not stopping as I run a hand gently 

over his shoulder, ñJaredé whateveré whateverôs happeningé if you need to talk abouté 

anything, just know that Iôm here, okay? 

He just blinks blankly up at me and I let out a soft sigh, ñJust sit down over here, Iôll be back 

in a few moments.ò 

After quickly giving the class some instructions and leaving a few responsible ones in charge, 

I head back, quickly paging Sandy, the school nurse, on my way. 

He hasnôt moved from where heôs awkwardly perched on the edge of the seat, but he jumps 

as I step into the room.  

ñThe nurse is coming now,ò I murmur softly, reaching out but dropping my hand at the last 

minute.  

ñOkay,ò he chokes out. ñButé I was justéò 

ñClumsy, yeah, I know,ò I soothe quietly. 

The nurse is a gentle woman with an easy smile: she swirls into my office and eyes Jared, 

ñSo, youôre a new kid?ò 

Jared blinks slowly, before getting out hoarsely, ñNo, maôamé Ié Iôve been here about 

three yearséò 

ñOh,ò she frowns, ñIôve never seen you beforeé Well, then. Letôs see what we have.ò 

I move forward, ñLast week he had bruising on his stomach and shoulder, I gave him some 

Arnica cream,ò she nods, ñbut today maybe youôd better take a look 

Sandy moves forward with her no nonsense attitude and ignores Jaredôs protesting as she lifts 

up his sweater, ñMyéò she breathes. ñWhat happened here, honey?ò 

Closing his eyes as her fingers roam his chest, he mumbles, ñTripped. Fell on a fence postéò 

The nurse glances back at me and we exchange worried looks. ñAnd what was it that 

happened last week?ò 

ñUhméò Jared bites his lip, ñOhé Ié I fell down stairséò 

ñAhh,ò Sandy murmurs, ñYouôd best sit down.ò 



I quickly move forward to clear my desk, ñItôs not the most comfortable place butéò 

ñItôll do,ò she finishes, quickly pulling out a pair of scissors and cutting through the sweater.  

Jared gasps, ñWhaté what are you doing?ò 

ñWell, honey, youôre in no condition to move your arms with this,ò Sandy gestures at his 

bared chest, covered in bruises and cuts. ñAnd besidesé that hideous thing is well beyond its 

expiration date.ò 

I agree with her, but the horrified expression on Jaredôs face has a twinge of guilt racing 

through me despite it not being my fault.  

She just tsks and pulls things from her bag, gauze and antiseptic and various other odds and 

ends. ñNow let me see the rest of you,ò she spins him around, and we both inhale sharply as 

we see his back. ñHolyéò 

Jared is trembling more than ever now, his face completely ashen, eyes squeezed shut as if 

weôre hurting him. 

ñJared, please. Who did this?ò 

His face crumbles up and he shakes his head, tears splashing everywhere as he breathes, ñIôm 

clumsyé just clumsyé Iôm clumsy.ò 

I canôt take it any longer: stepping up before him, I slide my arms around his quivering form, 

making him gasp and try to pull away. Keeping my grip loose so I donôt aggravate his 

injuries, I gently press him against me.  

His thin form shakes beneath my touch, and his terrified voice asks waveringly, ñWhaté 

what are you doing?ò 

ñHugging you,ò I reply simply, pressing his head to my shoulder.  

I glance up at Sandy, only to see her smiling softly. She nods her head encouragingly.  

ñJared, itôs okayéò I whisper. 

It seems like hours later that he finally relaxes, sagging into me and sliding his arms around 

my waist.  

Smiling in relief, I slip my fingers through his hair, ñAlright, come on, weôd better let Sandy 

do her stuff.ò 

He keeps his head lowered as he pulls away, not looking up as Sandy carefully cleans and 

patches each and every one of his cuts. When sheôs finished wrapping the gauze around his 

torso, she smiles at us both, ñOk, Iôll see you around, boys. Call me if you need anything 

else.ò 



The sight of him shivering in the centre of my office has something weird shooting through 

me, and I glance down at his shredded sweater before pulling my own off, ñHere, you can 

take this.ò 

He stands there staring at the brown sweater in my hand, and he doesnôt move. Stepping 

forwards, I nod my head, ñLet me help you.ò 

I wince in sympathy as he raises his arms, but I canôt help smiling at him once itôs on. The 

sweater just seems to swallow him up. 

His eyes warm slightly and, though he only offers a small smile in return, it makes me feel 

like Iôve won the biggest prize there is. 

ñCome on, weôd better get back to the class. See what the damage is.ò 

He obediently follows behind me. 

Ǆ 

ñTerry?ò I call into the room. 

ñYeah? Come in.ò 

ñHey, sir.ò I take a seat in front of him again.  

ñMr. Ackles, what can I do for you this time?ò 

ñSir, itôs about Jared Padalecki again.ò 

ñOh, whatôs he done?ò 

ñNothing, I justé I have reason to believe heôs being abused.ò 

Terryôs eyes widen, ñOh, and what would make you think that?ò 

ñHis back, it looked like it had been whipped, and his chest was bruised last week, but is even 

worse this week.ò 

ñThatôs a very serious allegation, Mr. Ackles.ò 

ñI know. But Iôm ninety-nine percent certain that Iôm correct. Even the nurse, Sandy, agrees 

with me.ò 

ñAnd who exactly do you think is abusing him?ò 

ñWell, maybe his father?ò 

Terry looks outraged, ñMr. Ackles, Iôll have you know, Gerry Padalecki is an outstanding 

gentleman, and heôs one of my best friends as well. We go way back. I think I would have 

noticed if he was abusing his own son.ò 



I frown slightly, realising thatôs a very good reason for him to be biased, but I donôt say a 

word. 

ñNow, maybe there is someone else, but until you find solid proof and a better suspect, 

youôve got nothing.ò 

ñYes, sir.ò I get to my feet and leave, trying to control the anger surging through me.  

As I pass the receptionistôs office, I hesitate and decide to follow my instinct. The small 

woman looks up at me, ñCan I help you, Mr Ackles?ò 

ñWell, Iôm hoping so. Do you know anything about Gerald Padalecki?ò 

Surprise spreads over her features, but she nods, ñPadalecki? That sounds familiar. Hold on a 

second.ò She turns to her computer, quickly typing something. ñYeah, says here heôs one of 

the schoolôs regular donors; been giving money for the past three years.ò   

Something bitter fills my throat, but I force a smile at her, ñThank you, youôve been a great 

help.ò 

Ǆ 

Jared doesnôt show up at school the next day. I even check the register: heôs marked as 

absent, apparently his dad called him in sick.  

Ǆ 

By the end of the week, Iôm worried sick. Searching through the phone lists in the office, I 

eventually manage to pull his cell phone number up.  

After entering it into my phone, I fold myself in my chair and wait. 

ñHello?ò a man with a gruff voice answers, and I realise this isnôt Jaredôs phone. 

ñHi, is this Mr. Padalecki?ò 

ñYes, whoôs speaking?ò 

ñThis is Mr. Ackles; Iôm a staff member at Jaredôs school. I was just wondering why he 

hasnôt been at school lately.ò 

Thereôs the sound of movement, and then the man replies, ñThere was an accident. Idiot boy 

was climbing the tree out front. He fell and hurt his arm.ò 

My throat closes up, ñOh, do you know when heôll be back?ò 

ñNo, now excuse me, Iôm about to go into a meeting, goodbye.ò 

The man hangs up and I nearly throw my phone against the wall. Jaredôs arm has been 

injured. 



Now Iôm even more certain that itôs his father doing it.  

Maybe Iôm overreacting, but I find myself rifling through the files again, searching for his 

address.  

Ǆ 

The house I pull up to is single story. The yard in front is bare and dry, with only a single 

bush beside the front door and without a tree in sight. Gritting my teeth together, I slip out of 

the car and head up the path. 

I hear movement inside: the curtain to the left of me draws back slightly before dropping 

again. A few moments later, the door pulls open, and a ghostly pale Jared steps out, his arm 

in a make-shift sling and bruises darkening the skin around his eye.  

ñSir, please, you have to goé pleaseéò 

ñJared,ò I reach out for him, wincing as he stumbles away and hits his back against the door. 

ñTell me the truth. What happened?ò 

ñIé I was running and I didnôt seeé Iéò 

ñDonôt lie to me, Jared,ò I interrupt softly. 

ñIé Iéò he drops his gaze to the floor and whispers, ñIt was an accident.ò 

ñOh, yeah, sure, Iôll bet he just slipped and his fist happened to smash into your face?ò 

He flinches and shakes his head, ñNé noé pleaseé You should goéò 

ñNo, tell me whoôs hurting you, itôs your dad, isnôt it?ò I step closer to him, gently landing a 

hand on his shoulder. ñJared, you can trust me. I want to help you.ò 

Glancing up hesitantly, Jared opens his mouth, about to say something. ñIé itôsé itôséò 

Thereôs a rumbling sound from the street behind me, and Jared jumps, terror spreading over 

his face, ñPlease, you mustnôt be here.ò He shoves me behind a nearby bush, begging me, 

ñStayé pleaseé justé just stayépromise me you wonôt interfereéò 

I nod slowly. 

Then he darts inside, pulling the door closed behind him. Moments later, a man strides into 

view, his face cruel and his lips thin. His footfalls are heavy on the gravel and after unlocking 

the door, he shoves it open and bellows, ñBoy?ò 

ñHere, Dad,ò Jaredôs soft voice replies.  

ñI got a call from your fucking teacher! What lies have you been spreading? Huh? Spreading 

lies to make them all feel sorry for you, bet you have them lapping from your palm, donôt 



you? You fucking little brat! Was it the same one you stole the sweater from? Was it? I 

shouldnôt have been so gentle on you, you lying little thief.ò 

My stomach drops as I realise why Jaredôs arm was probably broken.  

ñNo, Dadé Pleaseé I donôté I neveré Iôm sorry, Dadé Iôm sorryé.ò 

ñGo to your room, fucking waste of space!ò 

I am so close to leaping up and punching the manôs face in, but Jared made me promise to 

stay here, and Iôm afraid that Jared will be the one this bastard takes it out on if I do anything. 

I donôt want Jared to get hurt because of me again. 

The only way Iôm going to beat that man up is if I know Jared is well out of the reach of his 

fist. 

Slowly, I creep back to my car, thankful that I parked it on the opposite side so the man 

didnôt realise I was here. 

When I get home, I call my brother, grateful for the first time that Josh works with the police 

force and knows how to deal with this stuff. 

ñHello?ò 

I sag onto my couch with the wave of relief that hits me, ñHey, Josh, itôs me.ò 

ñJensen? Howôre you doing, man? Howôs the new job?ò 

ñGood, wellé no, not that good actuallyéò 

ñWhy? What happened?ò 

ñJoshé thereôsé thereôs this kidé and heôsé fucké heôséò I trail off, unsure of how to 

word the sentence. 

ñDon't tell me you've fallen in love with a pupil,ò he begs, laughter in his voice. 

I choke on air, and splutter, ñWhaé what? No! No, Josh, itôs not like thatéò My brain 

snapshots to an image of Jaredôs soft lips parting, but I shake myself out of it, ñNo, itôs 

nothing like that,ò I repeat firmly. 

ñThank God. I really wouldnôt want to have to bring you in for that.ò 

Laughing nervously, I adjust my collar, ñNo, of course notéò 

ñWhat is it then?ò 

Remembering why Iôm contacting him, I let out a soft sigh, ñThis kidé heôsé heôs being 

abusedé by his dadé. Whippedé beatené yelled até the bastard broke his arm just 

because he went home with wearing the sweater I leant him.ò 



Josh is silent for a few minutes, but when he speaks, his voice is furious, ñHow do you know 

this?ò 

ñA few weeks ago, gym classé the boy was thereé he didnôt have sweats so I took him to 

my office and lent him some spares, he sounded like he was in pain, so I turned to check on 

him, saw the bruisesé Said he fell down the stairséò I laugh hoarsely, ñHe doesnôt even 

have fucking stairsé Then a week later, he had worseé welts on his back, Godé cuts and 

bruises everywhereé I had the nurse look at him, but he wouldnôt say who did ité Thené 

he was missing for a weeké this morning I called a cell phone, it was his dad é said Jared 

had hurt his arm falling out a tree in their front yardé I went to his houseé they donôt even 

have a fucking tree thereé and Jared was thereé bruises on his faceé heôs so scared, 

Joshé and Ié I didnôt know what to do to make it betteréò 

ñFuck, Jen,ò Josh breathes, and I realise my eyes are blurry with moisture.  

Clearing my throat, I murmur, ñWhat should I do?ò 

ñHave you spoken to the principal about this?ò 

I scowl down at the coffee table, ñYeah, heôs apparently best buddies with Jaredôs dad, so no 

way in hell is he going to back us. Thereôs even some crap about Jaredôs dad donating money 

to the school or something like that.ò 

ñFuckéò Josh mutters, ñOkay, this kid, Jared? Tell me about him.ò 

ñHeôsé.ò I close my eyes, bringing up the first time I saw Jared, ñHeôs so scaredé I donôt 

know how heé everydayé he comes to school, the kids tease him and bully himé he 

doesnôt do or say anything to themé he justé he acts like it doesnôt matter to him, but it 

doesé it really doesé God, Joshé the pain in his eyesé itôs likeé it makes meé Josh, 

you know how rarely I cry, right?ò 

The man snorts, but replies, ñYeah, yeah, macho man.ò 

ñWellé the past few weeksé damn, Iôve felt like cryingé seeing him so hurt and scaredé 

heôs like a kitten, an abused kittené I just want to bundle him up in a warm blanket and hide 

him away from everyoneé I justéò I choke on my words and canôt carry on any longer. 

Joshôs voice is soft, soothing, ñYou want me there?ò 

ñPlease?ò I murmur softly, not even feeling embarrassed about wanting my big brother here.  

ñôkay, Iôll be there in a couple of days, tops. Donôt do anything stupid.ò 

Ǆ 

Jaredôs back at school the following Wednesday, still wearing his improvised sling. I spot 

him as he enters the school. His face has lingering bruises, but it looks like heôs got cover-up 

on. As he makes his way painfully through the crowd of people, no one even looks up. Itôs 

like heôs a ghost who doesnôt exist. 



A wave of anger passes through me and I realise that this abuse has probably been going on 

for ages; itôs just that no one bothered to notice.  

ñHey, Jared,ò I call from my car, smiling as he hesitantly heads towards me, ñHop in, Iôm just 

going for a quick coffee, Iôll have you back in time for class, I promise.ò 

His eyes widen in terror and he begins babbling, ñSir, pleaseé Iôm sorry about your 

sweateré. Ié it tore when Iéwhen I had the accidenté Ié please donôt be madé Iôllé I 

cané work to pay you backé Iôllé I can clean... Iôll do anythingéò 

Quickly stopping him, I try not to punch the steering wheel, my only consolidation is the 

thought that Jaredôs dad will soon be behind bars. ñJared, itôs okay. I donôt care about the 

sweater, really. Donôt worry about it. But come on, letôs grab some coffee.ò   

He frowns slightly, but winces as the bruise is pressed. ñSir?ò he asks softly, his voice small 

and unsure. 

ñItôs okay, just coffee, maybe even a muffin.ò I shoot him my most winning grin and I see 

something crumble in his eyes. 

ñOkayé if youé if you want, siréò 

Luckily, being school counsellor, I have permission to take kids off the premise, so itôs not 

like Iôm breaking any rules.  

The fact that he winces as he sits down does not escape my notice, but I donôt say anything as 

I pull out of the staff parking lot.  

The whole way, he doesnôt move or shift or say or do anything. When I break the silence, he 

jumps as if I yelled, ñHowôre you feeling?ò I ask softly. 

Clearing his throat, he glances nervously at me, then back down at his lap, ñFiéfine, siré 

Justé fineéò 

ñDonôt lie to me, Jared. Please, donôt lie to me.ò I turn towards him, ñLook, I sawé okay? I 

heard and I saw and Iôm not fucking stupid.ò 

He flinches and cringes at my words, utter humiliation spreading across his face, ñSorry,ò he 

whispers hoarsely.  

ñItôs not your fault, Jaredé You need to talk to meé I canôt help you if I donôt know what 

heôs doing to youé. Why are you sore when you sit down? Why is your fucking arm broken? 

Why is your face bruised like that?ò 

ñIéò he looks out the window, his eyes glistening, ñIé I canôté siré please, donôt make 

meé. I canôté. Andé itôs not broken, siré. Justé just sore.ò 

ñWhatôs the excuse going to be today, huh? Slipped and bashed your face into the bathroom 

sink?ò 



A tear slips down his cheek and itôs like a punch to my gut. ñSiré Ié I deserveé deserve it 

allé. Pleaseé please donôt tellé. I canôté heé heôll be madéò 

ñWhy do you think you deserve it? Jared, what would make you think something like that?ò 

His face crumbles and more tears slip down his face, ñIé I deserve it allé Pleaseé justéò 

ñOkay,ò I breathe softly, reaching out to wipe the dampness from his face, ñAlright, what do 

you feel like? Should I just run in and get us some muffins?ò 

When his blank look is all that meets mine, I nod, ñIôll be right backéò 

Ǆ 

Josh arrives the following day and I nearly start crying when he hugs me. 

ñYou okay, man?ò he asks softly, squeezing my arms. 

ñYeahé itôs justé everythingôsé I justé it feels like Iôm the only one who caresé.ò 

ñYou probably are.ò Josh replies sadly, ñWhen can I see this kid?ò 

Ǆ 

On Friday, I get written permission from Sandy to take Jared home under the pretence that 

heôs sick. Well, heôs hurt more than enough to pull that off. But instead of taking him to his 

house, Iôm going to take him to mine.  

He looks up at me with wide eyes as I lead him towards the car, ñWhereé where we going, 

sir?ò 

ñI want you to meet someoneé heôll help youé help us bothéò 

ñWhaté what do you mean?ò He asks softly, sounding terrified.  

ñDonôt worry, youôll see.ò 

After weôve been driving in silence for a few minutes with me getting increasingly worked up 

at the thought of Jaredôs father, he asks softly, ñAre youé are you mad at me?ò 

I blink at him, ñNo. God, no, Jared. Iôm not mad at you.ò 

ñOhéò he smiles faintly, ñGoodé I donôtéI donôt want you to be mad at meéò 

I pull up on my driveway and he steps out slowly, grimacing in pain before turning his eyes 

on the house. ñWho lives here?ò 

ñI doéò 



ñOh,ò he murmurs softly, glancing around at the blooming greenery and the flowers, ñItôs 

nice.ò 

ñThank you,ò I step up behind him, gesturing for him to make his way towards the front door, 

but before heôs taken two paces forward, the door opens and Josh steps out.  

Immediately Jared tenses and shies backwards, his back coming in contact with my chest. I 

feel like grinning goofily when he doesnôt pull away.  

ñJared, this is my brother, Josh. Heôs a police sergeant.ò 

Quickly turning around, Jaredôs terrified eyes meet mine and he begins pleading with me 

softly, ñSiré Iôm sorryé. Iôm sorryé I donôt know what I didé the sweateré Oh, Godé 

Iôm so sorryé pleaseé donôt send me awayé Iôllé theyôll tell himé please, donôt.ò 

ñShhh,ò I brush my hands down his shoulders before sliding my arms around his waist, 

pulling him in for a gentle hug, being careful of his sling, ñItôs okay, Jared. Heôs not here to 

take you away, and heôs not going to tell your dad. He just wants to help youéò 

ñWhy?ò Jared chokes, burying his face in my shoulder.  

ñBecause I asked him to, because I want him to.ò 

ñWill it make you not mad at me if I talk to him?ò he asks quietly.  

ñJared, Iôm already not mad at you, but it would make me very happy.ò 

At that he pulls away from me, turning back to Josh who has watched the whole scene with a 

raised eyebrow. 

Ǆ 

About two hours later, they come out into the living room. Jaredôs face is streaked with tears 

and heôs still crying. I instantly jump to my feet, holding my arms out for him. He shuffles up 

to me slowly, tentatively sliding into my embrace and letting me take some of his weight. 

Over his shoulder, I search Josh for signs of how it went, but Josh looks just as shaken, his 

face ashen and his eyes watery.  

ñItôs okay, Jared. Itôs okayéò 

Josh puts away a small notebook and gestures outside. Understanding what he means, I 

quickly nudge Jared towards the couch. ñWhy donôt you watch some TV for now? Iôm just 

going to talk to Josh for a bit.ò 

Jared just nods, not looking up as I follow my brother out the room. 

ñWell?ò I turn to Josh, who only shakes his head.  



ñThe thingsé the things those bastards did to himé God, I just feel like tossing all my 

police ethics and storming in there with a smoking gun.ò 

ñIôd be right behind you,ò I murmur as I flop down on the couch. ñWaité thereôs more than 

one?ò 

Josh makes a face, ñItôs the father and the stepbrother.ò 

ñGoddammit!ò I growl. 

ñYeah, and while Iôve got enough here for him to have a pretty good case against the fuckers, 

the problem is, with the school not cooperating, and there being very little actual proof of the 

abuse, they could easily get away with it.ò 

ñSo what are we going to do?ò 

ñTake him to hospital to see if thereôs any physical evidence remaining, take photographs of 

Jaredôs injuries, get the nurse ï what did you say her name was? ï to testifyéò 

ñHeôs not going back there, Josh,ò I state firmly. 

He nudges my shoulder, ñJensené this is going to take timeé. Weé the last thing we want 

is to be accused of abducting the kid. Iôm calling CPS now; weôll get them involved.ò 

ñBut-ò 

ñJensen, I know. But we need to follow procedure.ò 

Dropping my head, I nod with a sigh, ñYeahé itôs justé I donôt know, Josh. I really care 

about this kidéò 

Josh nods, his eyes warm, ñHe is a pretty awesome kid, Iôll admitéò 

  

You found me 

When no one else was lookin' 

How did you know just where I would be? 

Yeah, you broke through 

All of my confusion 

The ups and the downs 

And you still didn't leave 

I guess that you saw what nobody could see 

You found me 

You found me 

 

Youôre by my side 

Now everythingôs fine 

 

And I was hiding 



'Til you came along 

And showed me where I belong 

You found me 

When no one else was lookin' 

How did you know? 

How did you know? 

 

  

Ǆ 

The doctors give him a proper sling for his arm: luckily itôs just fractured slightly, so it will 

be fine in a couple of days. They also do a Sexual Assault Forensics Exam and various other 

tests. Josh asks me to remain outside, so only he, Jared and the examiner know exactly what 

happens in there. All I know is that when Jared comes out of the exam room, heôs shaking to 

his figurative boots.  

Josh does hand me the stack of Polaroids, though. And itôs more than enough to give me 

nightmares for the rest of the year. 

Ǆ 

Jared steps out of the bathroom with the towel around his shoulders. The boxers I gave him 

are too large, barely hanging onto his thin hips and I nearly punch a wall at the sight of clear 

finger-shaped bruises just disappearing below the waistband. 

He shivers, looking so lost and nervous that I immediately jump up, ñCome on, Jare. Letôs get 

you sorted.ò He follows me silently to the bedroom. ñCan I put more cream on your bruises? 



I know the doctors gave you some antibiotics, but this should help you sleep.ò I murmur 

softly. 

Startled, he glances up at me, then down at his bruised chest, instinctively covering them up. I 

donôt say anything as I dig for some more Arnica cream.  

Nudging him towards the foot of the bed, I tug the towel from his shoulders and open the 

tube. But when he hisses as he sits down, I realise something that makes my stomach sink 

lower then my shoes, but I grit my teeth to stop myself swearing and throwing things around, 

I donôt want to scare the kid any more. 

Swallowing thickly, I begin to rub the cream over his chest and back. He shivers as my 

fingers slide over the bruises at his hips, but the worst is when I have to put some on his 

cheek. His hazel eyes peer up at me in confusion, shimmering slightly, and so heart-

wrenching that I nearly start crying myself.  

Pulling back the covers of my bed for him to slide carefully in, I run a soothing hand through 

his hair and smile down at him, ñGo to sleep, Jaredé Itôs okay. Heôs not going to hurt youé 

not while Iôm aroundéò 

As he slowly relaxes down on the bed, looking even more innocent and fragile, I tug the dark 

duvet until it covers him to the chin.  

ñNight, siréò he breathes. 

I laugh hoarsely, ñCall me Jensenéò 

ñNight, Jensenéò he mumbles obediently. 

ñSleep well, Jared.ò 

I head out the room and carefully shut the door behind me.  

Josh is on the phone, probably talking to CPS again, so I head towards the kitchen, pouring 

myself some juice. I begin pacing aimlessly, until Iôm unable to stay still any longer, so I 

head towards the bedroom. 

ñJensen,ò Josh stops me, holding a hand over the mouthpiece of the phone.  

ñIôm just checking that heôs okayéò 

After a short silence, Josh nods, ñYou knowéheôs very attached to you too.ò 

I smile softly and push open the door. 

Jaredôs curled up in a fetal position, hugging a pillow tightly to his chest; his face slack and 

tilted upwards, resting on his hand like a small child. Heôs absolutely adorable.  



In the slitting light of the world outside through the blinds, I examine him for what feels like 

the first time. Reaching out to brush the still slightly damp bangs out of his face, I smile as he 

turns into my touch.  

Thereôs just something about him that tugs in my chest, something in the sadness and silence 

that makes me want more. I want to see him smile and laugh and run and play like a normal 

teenager. I want him to be happy.  

Beneath the bruises, itôs clear that heôs extremely handsome, with stunning eyes and fine 

features. He could have all the girls chasing him, and Iôve heard from some of the other 

teachers that heôs really sharp. He has a lot of things going for him.  

And it kills me that the one thing going against him should be the thing he gets most of his 

support from. How can a father do this to his son? It just doesnôt make any sense. Shouldnôt a 

father be the solid wall to turn to when a child needs help? 

Jared lets out a soft snuffling sound and I grin down at him, reaching out to stroke through his 

hair, before suddenly realising that I really shouldnôt be doing this. 

Sighing quietly, I grab a nearby chair and set it beside the bed, wanting to stay in case he 

needs anything. 

Ǆ 

I must have drifted off, because a few hours later, the sound of harsh sobbing has me jerking 

awake.  

Heôs thrashing around, crying and pleading for something to stop. His back arches and he 

buries his face in the pillow, ñPleaseé Iôm sorryé sorryé Pleaseé donôté.ò 

Unable to stand it, I move towards him, running a hand down his side, calling softly, ñJared, 

hey, man. Youôre okayé. Youôre safeé.he canôt hurt you hereé.ò 

 Jared gasps and twists, his body trembling under my touch. When I squeeze his arm slightly, 

his face convulses, and he breathes, ñPleaseé pleaseéò 

I shake him again, ñJared, wake up, itôs a dreamé itôs just a dream!ò 

With another shudder, he falls still, his eyes fluttering open. Slowly, he focuses on me and 

croaks out softly, ñSésir?ò 

Smiling in relief, I brush a hand over his cheek, ñItôs Jensen, remember?ò 

As his eyes dart down towards his bare torso and then back at me, he flushes and his hands 

come up to shield himself from me. Swallowing thickly, I head towards the dresser, pulling 

out a warm long-sleeved shirt. ñHere, this should fit you,; itôs a bit small for me.ò 

Heôs so tall he should be bigger than me: if he was properly fed, heôd fill out and be able to 

wrestle me easily. But as it is, due to that bastard of a father, heôs like a pole. A flush of anger 

sweeps over me and I have to step away. 



Slowly he pulls it on, looking back up at me with confusion swirling in his eyes. ñSiré Jené 

Jensen?ò he asks softly. 

ñYeah?ò 

ñAre youéò he ducks his head again, ñAre you mad at me?ò 

My breath hitches at how easily he reads me and I automatically move forward, pulling him 

into a reassuring hug, ñNo, Jaredé Iôm not madé Not at youé Iôm mad at your fatheré he 

should never have hurt you like thiséò 

Jared begins shaking in my arms, but when I think Iôm hurting him and try to pull back, he 

only clutches harder. ñHeôsé heôs going to beé angryé. Heôllé heéò 

ñShhh,ò I rest my chin on the top of his head, rocking him softly, ñItôs okay, Jaredé Itôs 

okayé Iôm not going to let him near youé not if I can help it, okay?ò 

As I feel him relaxing, I pull him closer to me, shifting so my back is against the headboard 

and easing his head down on my chest, letting him curl beside me. 

Keeping an arm firmly wrapped around him, I ask gently, ñHowôre you feeling?ò 

ñIé betteré I feel betteréò 

ñGood,ò I breathe into his hair, ñThatôs very good.ò 

Ǆ 

When Josh walks in the next morning, itôs to me lying on my back with Jared curling around 

my chest, his arms hugging me tightly. Josh frowns slightly, letting me know that heôs not 

entirely comfortable with the sleeping arrangement. 

But when Jared, disturbed by my movement, lets out a muffled sound and presses closer, 

Joshôs eyes soften and warm, a fond smile spreading over his lips. 

Taking the seat, he whispers quietly, ñYesterday, the CPS sent people to Jaredôs house. They 

found bloodstains on his sheets and his clothing wardrobe was nonexistent. The kid has 

virtually no possessions. With all the forensic evidence from the hospital yesterday, thereôs 

enough to substantiate that heôs been abused, so they gave me permission to keep him in care 

for the night. I came in to tell you, but you were already asleep.ò 

I nod slowly, ñSo does that meané?ò 

ñIt means that CPS is still doing their stuff, but because it appears that Jared is in immediate 

danger, theyôre allowing me, as a certified police officer, to foster him in the meanwhile.ò 

A grin spreads over my face and I heft Jared closer, ñSo that bastard canôt touch him again, 

right?ò 



Josh nods, ñYeah, well, weôll have to see what the CPS find, theyôre going to be interviewing 

neighbours and other teachers at the school, pupils, everyone who might have noticed 

somethingé Jaredôs dad and stepbrother will probably be taken in.ò 

ñWhat was the fatherôs reaction?ò 

ñHeôs furious, absolutely outraged that anyone would accuse him of abuse; he goes on and 

on, coming up with a solution for everything.ò 

ñWhat did he say the blood on the sheets was?ò I growl softly. 

Anger flashes in Joshôs eyes, and he spits out, ñApparently, Jared gets nose-bleeds in the 

night.ò 

ñThe bastard,ò I snarl, disturbing Jared and making the kid whimper. Running my fingers 

soothingly through his hair, I press my lips to the side of his face and whisper softly, ñSorry, 

itôs just meéòand he relaxes again. 

Josh checks his watch, ñIôm going to head to the station here, do some work. You take care of 

him.ò 

When Josh leaves, and thereôs no one here to tell me off for gazing sappily at the sleeping 

kid, I canôt take my eyes off him. A bubble of warmth swells inside of me, getting larger with 

each passing moment as I cradle him closer. His lips are parted slightly, his eyes fluttering 

behind his lids, and the bruises only serve to make him look even more innocent. Heôs like an 

angel. 

A blush spreads over my cheeks at the thought, but itôs so true. Broken and bruised, yet so 

fucking beautiful it makes my chest ache. And the fact that heôs curled up in my arms, 

trusting me while he sleeps, only increases the ache. 

Thereôs a soft yawn and his sleepy eyes blink open, only to widen as they land on me. The 

way he leaps back should have been expected, but it still makes me feel like Iôve been 

slapped, and the bubble inside of me sadly deflates.  

His wide eyes dart between us, relaxing when he realises weôre still fully clothed.  

ñHey,ò I murmur softly.  

Ducking his head, he slowly sits down on the bed, ñHié Jensenéò 

I shoot him a smile at my name and slide out of bed, ñCome on, you must be starving.ò 

As if on cue, his stomach lets out a rumble and I burst out laughing. He just flushes and looks 

mortified, ñIômé Iôm sorryéò he mumbles, flinching when I move towards him. 

ñHey, Jared, itôs okayé Listen; letôs get something straight nowé. Okay? Firstly, I will 

never and I mean never hurt you. It doesnôt matter whether you think youôve done something 

bad or not, I wonôt ever hit you or hurt you in any way, neither would Josh, so you donôt have 

to be scared of usé. Secondly, I want you to trust me. I know you barely know me and 



everythingôs been happening very fast, but I really do care about youé so you can just relax. 

I know itôs weird because Iôm kind of your teacher, but Iôm only twenty-five, I donôt think I 

qualify as an old geezer yet, what do you think?ò 

A small smile tugs at the corner of his lips and he shakes his head, ñNot yet.ò 

Grinning, I nod towards the kitchen, ñCome on, what do you feel like?ò 

He stares blankly at me, and I ask softly, ñYou feel like pancakes?ò When thereôs no 

response, I nod, ñOkay, pancakes it is.ò 

 

The broken clock is a comfort, it helps me sleep tonight 

Maybe it can stop tomorrow from stealing all my time 

I am here still waiting though I still have my doubts 

I am damaged at best, like you've already figured out 

I'm falling apart, I'm barely breathing 

With a broken heart that's still beating 

In the pain there is healing 

In your name I find meaning 

So I'm holdin' on, I'm holdin' on, I'm holdin' on 

I'm barely holdin' on to you 

 

  

Ǆ 



ñJared, what do you want to watch?ò I probe gently, gazing at the kid curled on the opposite 

side of the couch.  

ñIé I donôté donôt know whatôs good,ò Jared mumbles, his face flushing adorably again.  

Barely stopping myself from tucking the kid in my arms and never letting go, I grin and slide 

over the remote, ñJust flick through until you see something you think is interesting. Iôm 

going to make coffee. You want some?ò 

ñUhméò  

ñOr hot chocolate?ò 

Jared head snaps up, his eyes wide and hopeful. ñPleaseéò he stutters, ñHotéhot 

chocolate...ò 

Frowning slightly at the odd behaviour, I nod slowly, ñOkay, Iôll be back in a sec.ò And if I 

take extra care to make the perfect cup, well, no oneôs going to know. 

When I return, Jared hasnôt touched the remote, isnôt even looking at the TV. 

ñHey,ò I nudge him slightly, sliding the mug over, ñYou okay?ò 

Jared doesnôt reply, his eyes fixed on the steaming beverage. Silently, with a trembling hand, 

he reaches out for it.  

When he takes a sip, a muffled sound escapes his lips, much like a sob, and he jerks, spilling 

some on his pants and a bit on the couch. Leaping up and spilling even more, he starts a 

mantra of apologies, desperately trying to wipe the hot chocolate from the seat, but actually 

making more of a mess.  

Falling to his knees on the floor, he turns his tear-streaked face towards me, ñIômé Iôm so 

sorryé Iôllé Iôllé Iôm sorryé Iôm sorryéò 

Quickly moving before him, I reach out to soothe him, but he just recoils, raising a hand to 

protect himself. From me. 

I ignore his begging and shying away, and instead just firmly grab his arm, pulling him up 

onto the couch and into my arms, pressing his face against my chest and cradling his head.  

He just begins sobbing even harder, apologising through his tears even as he clutches 

desperately at my shirt.  

ñShhhhh, Jaredé itôs okayé Iôm not madé Iôm not madé. Never mad at you, okay? 

Whatôs the matter? Jaredé. Pleaseé tell me what the matter is.ò 

ñMyé.myé madeé Iéthe dayéò Jaredôs sobs incoherently, his tears seeping through my 

shirt and making me press him tighter against me.  



ñItôs okay, Jayé itôs okayé Come on, kidé look at me.ò I brush his hair from his face, 

smiling gently down at his blinking form. ñThere you goé thatôs better.ò As my fingers trail 

down his cheek, wiping the dampness away, his eyes flutter closed, his body leaning 

minutely into my touch, and for a moment there, I canôt breathe.  

Once weôve both calmed down, I gently nudge him, getting a muffled, ñWuh?ò from my 

chest.  

ñWhat do you say we get this mess cleaned up and head out to the park? Get some fresh air?ò 

He nods slowly and pulls away with a sheepish grimace as his eyes fall on the wet spot on my 

shirt. Glancing around at the couch cushion, he winces as well. ñIôm sorryéò 

ñHey,ò I interrupt him, ruffling his hair fondly, ñItôs okay, and it was an accident. Itôs not like 

I havenôt done worse. Besides, itôs easy to clean up.ò Quickly unzipping the pillow case, I 

peal it from the cushion and head towards the washing machine, bundling it inside.  

ñCome on, letôs find you some other clothes.ò 

I get him to try on various items from my dresser, finally settling on a nice black button-down 

shirt and some slacks, which unfortunately slide halfway down his ass but still barely reach 

his ankles. ñWe should go buy you some clothes that fit,ò I murmur, determinedly not 

checking out his ass.  

ñIéò he shifts awkwardly, his face beetroot, ñSir- Jensen, I donôté. my dadéI donôt have 

any money for clothes.ñ 

Moving towards him and adjusting his collar, I smile at him, ñI know that, kid. Iôm going to 

get you clothes.ò 

His eyes dance away and his tongue swipes out over his lips, an annoying habit he has when 

heôs nervous, which drives me absolutely crazy, ñJensené I canôté you donôt have toé I 

donôté I donôt need anythingé.ò 

ñJayéò I let out a soft sigh, ñLook, I want to buy you clothes, I want to look after you. Just 

let me, please?ò 

I track the movement of his throat as he swallows, and I smile at his hesitant nod. ñGreat, Iôll 

just go get changed, then we can go to the mall via the park.ò 

As Iôm about to step out of the room, his soft voice stops me. ñJensené.ò 

ñYeah?ò I turn with a raised eyebrow. 

ñThank you.ò 

Feeling my cheeks heating up, I clear my throat and nod jerkily, before quickly fleeing the 

room.  

Ǆ 



The delight that lights up his face serves as a kindle in my chest, warming me up from the 

inside, making it impossible for me to not return his dimpled smile. Standing on the top of the 

jungle gym, his eyes turned upwards towards the skies, and his face happy and relaxed, Jared 

makes an image I wonôt forget for a long while.  

ñJen,ò he calls, his excitement causing him to shorten my name without thinking about it, 

ñCome up, please. You have to see what it looks like.ò 

Grumbling to put on a show, I make my way up, moving to stand beside him, ñGoddamn kid. 

Canôt you see Iôm an old man?ò 

ñSure,ò he replies with a laugh, tugging me closer and pointing, ñLook, can you see?ò 

ñWhat?ò I squint in the direction of his finger.  

ñThere, canôt you see them?ò 

ñWhat exactly am I looking for?ò I ask, shifting that tiny bit closer to him just because I can.  

ñThe chicks,ò he replies with a shake of his head as if heôs wondering why I donôt see them.  

Ignoring the sinking of my stomach, I glance around at the ground, ñDude, what chicks? 

Thereôs no one here.ò 

The look he sends me is of utter confusion, but he moves right up beside me, pointing again, 

ñThere, in the tree. Can you see them?ò 

Peering through the foliage, I spot the nest and nearly sag with relief at the fact that heôs 

ogling birds. Shooting a glance at his complete joy at watching them, I murmur softly, 

ñTheyôre gorgeous.ò 

Perfectly happy to let Jared bird-watch, I lean back against a metal bar, eying him and 

wishing he could always be this carefree. Heôs just so full of life, practically glowing with it 

now that heôs in the warm sunlight, and I realise this is a glimpse of the person he actually is. 

Behind the fear and pain, thereôs this young, bouncy kid with dimples and a grin wider than 

Texas, and he might just be wedging his way into my chest.  

Then, as if a switch has been flicked, he falls still, his dimples dropping away and sorrow 

claiming his face once again.  

ñWhat is it?ò I ask softly, moving to stand beside him again, our shoulders pressed together.  

Eyes still fixed on the nest, he whispers his reply, ñTheir mother is there.ò 

I glance at the birds and watch the big bird diligently feeding them as they all chirp away, 

then I shift closer to Jared, wrapping an arm around him and squeezing him gently. ñLetôs 

head on to the mall, shall we?ò 

After leaning into me for a few seconds, he pulls away with a nod, sending me a small but 

grateful smile over his shoulder, ñYeah.ò 




