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Jared grows up in a broken home. Lost 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 drasticallyi Cl umsy, my ass, o0 | growl, making hin
in my voice, | reach outvincing when he shies away from my hand, but not stopping as | run

a hand gently over his shoulder, fAJaredé wha
talk abouté anything, just know that 1 &dm her

27,000 words, N€17, ANGST, HURT!Jared, bottom!Jared, abuse -oon, underage
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Jared was five when his mom died.

AJar ed, honey, are you nearl yllIr elnaed ywo 'wei eddb.n®

His face appears through the stair railing,
Her soft | aughter warms the room, followed b
AOlgps 06 he grins toothily, sdippears baundiegupthest , Mo n
stairs.

Once he has his bunny tucked under his ar m,
Mommy. We dondét want to be | ate, 0 he mimics

she had been the naughty one.



She pulls hin back towards her, wrapping an arm around him and planting a soft kiss on his
brow, fAYeah, yeah. Here you go; I made you vy

Taking the travel mug of hot chocolate with a happy grin, Jared bounces up and down a bit,
spilling some as he ask§ Wh at we doing today?o

AWell, | etds see what Susie feels |ike, mayhb
woul dndét t hat be fun?2?b9
AFun, f un, fun, 0 he cheers happily, ki cking

When they reach Susi e6s mhhe poscle Jaged dkclases e wav es

proudly, AMommy says we have to go to beach
AOh, did she now?0 Susie asks with raised ey
says, right?o

ARi ght, 0 he nods his head seriously.
ANow,beoguood for Susie, okay? | want to hear
boy when | come pick you up, okay?0o

AOkay, Mo mmy . O

She ducks down to kiss him on the cheek, iSe

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

Just as sheobds about to cross the road, he ca
AnYes, Jared?o
Shooting her another di mpled smile, he | augh

She grins happily, taking a step backwar ds,

H e 6 sond whe sees it first, letting out a sharp cry of warning and, beginning to run

forwards with his arms outstretched, ignorin
|l ate; the carés moving too fast.

The shrieking of tires fills the air, accomp
that cars hurt; he doesnét want his mom bein

Therebéds a horrifying thud of flesh and bone
before theterritd dr i ver even slips out of his car.
tears streaming down his face as he shakes her desperately.

AMomé Mommy? Pl ease, Momé please, wake up! Mo
noé Mommyeo



He doesndt seéehenywekitngoelpse ©dbr hours, just
painted red. But he knows itbés bad. Hi s mom
up for him.

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

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

He sees his momés still form being put away
in on Mondays.

He doesndét know why theydre doing this.

He just wants his mom blac

| 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 | never meant to hurt you; | guess | lost my place.
Please believe the words of a heart, a heart that hides its face.

Why do | b things | never mean to do?
Why did | speak so carelessly when all that | felt was love for you?

Jared was six when his dad first hit him.




ADaddy, 06 he calls softly, worfifnkclei.ngHihsi sd andobsse
drinking that yucky stuff again.

Jared wishes he wouldndét. Heds scary after:
usually tries to stay out of his way, either staying outside or hiding in his bedroom.

But tonight he candt.

ADaddy, 0 he whispers into the gloom, squeezi
|l eftél d&m really hungry.. .o

AwWhat did you say, boy?0 comes a growl from
Hebés shaking, but his stomach grumbles and n
Daddyé Thereds no food. o

ot

Comedre, 0 mutters a raspy voice that sends

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 hisdad bark§,] sai d come here, boy! o and he qui
father with his head lowered.

Thereds movement, and then Jaredbs on the f|
He feels something wet coming out of his nose, and througbdris, 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
with them.

ADaddy, 0 he sobs, fAPIl ease, Daddyéo

The mands st mjhfacego furieusvibnmakies Jarded slither back until he hits
the wall.

AYou fucking bastard! Youé you want more foo
enough? EveryteJwritmngfér oyno ume oaorkd now you want m

Hedoesndét understand why his dad is saying tl
he pleads weakly, cutting off with a cry when a booted foot hits him in the side, making him
curl up in pain.

AAnd what éds up with your ssntiuvpeild ifnugc kbi anbgy ,t oayr?
Your mother would be ashamed of you, 0 hisses
Jaredods fingers.

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



He doesnodt

He just wants is mom back.

know why this i

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

S happening.

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

iDad, | ook,

got my test

mar k

back

father. He worked so hard for this; he just wants his dad to kmy legh him again.

today, O



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

AThe teacher says | got the best mark in the
dad to smile at him.

When the man grabs the test from his hands Jangds albeit proudly; Ninetfive percent
is not too bad.

His dad just snorts, AThis is what you waste
bl oody school money for? This i1s disgusting,
manpresseshe tip of his ci arette to the paper,
Hol ding it by the corner until thereds nothi
arrogant pricks and sons who t hian@dragdtey 0r e a
softly c¢crying child towards him. fASo fucking
When Jared just |l ets out a soft sob, he seen
up and pressing the butt of hecrysutiopagmandette t o

begin struggling to free himself.

The man just grins until the cigarette is completely out and then he shoves Jared away from
him. AGet out of my sight. o

Suffer the Little Children
At the hands of evil men
No baby dolls, no teddy bea
No lullabies for them.
Every mother's nightmare
Will it ever end
Suffer the Little Children
At the hands of evil men

~
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Jared was ten when his dad remarried.

She smells like smoke and alcohol. Her clothes are bright and colourful, barely covering he
body. Her lips are red like blood.

Jared doesnot |l i ke her.

ABoy, this your new mommy, okay?06 his dad sn



He shake

s his head, tears springing to his e
mommy. Sheo

S just not hgeeweneanymore. He doesn

Storming up to him, his father grips his face between thumb and forefinger, pressing at his
cheeks painfully. AWhat are you crying about
take care of your sorry ass.o

Then heavy footfalls sound oretlporch 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 squaghielbok. Everything about him is

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

AThi s her
to

6s Nat han. Hebdés my so
going e fr

e
b your big brother
Nat hands eyes glint with somet Bbndhide. Butlhiat make
daddés hand is painful, so he just nods and w

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 bexme 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 shouldndét have to pay for your |

~
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Jaredwas 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 yanksth b a ¢ k , AWhat 6s t
kid, you too much of a wuss to fight back? H
bl ow comes to his side. AYoubre such a baby
|l i ke the pathetic hdi?toch you are, aindt that
APl eépl ease, 0 Jared begs softly, wanting the

over.



AYou ready to be a good boy?0d6d Nathan sneer s.
AYeéyes, 0 Jared gets out through trembling |
make it stop.

AGmnda fetch your dadds whiskey. You know whet
APl easeé. 0 Jared cries, AHedl |l é& hedll be mad
Anwel |, thatdos your problem then, ai not it ?2 N

slap of the cheek.

Jar edo0s s ob bgenhs feet bendath him. His \vés®on 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 whiskeyisonthetojnse | f, hi dden behind one of the bo
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.

Thetable 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.

|l tds obvious from the shattered ngtodosA and wh
l oud, angry outburst escapes the man and he
youbre doing, boy?o0

A large fist smashes into his face.

APl easeé Daddyé pleaseéd He cuts off when a
his hea back.

AYoubre no son of mine, 0 the man growl s.
After that, i1itdéds pain, and screaming, and te

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
manés hand wraps around his broken wrist and

~
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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 heds cons
pouring off him.

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

the answer 6s al ways, ANo, you fucking deseryv
Surprisingly, i1ités his stepmother who final/l
silently wraps an arm around his shouldersandcars t he weak boy outsid
work so the car isnét 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 gaifaliibg from a tree,
how they all thought it wasndét bad, that the
and more lies for every question.

He wants to open his mouth, tell them what r
him what to sy when asked about his bruises; he knows if he makes a mistake, his dad will
kill him.

A

Besi des, Jared deserves to be hurt. Hedbs a b

| think it's because I'm clumsy
| try not to talk too loud
Maybe it's because I'mazy
| 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 | think I'm okay
| walked into the door again
Well, if you ask that's Wat 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 | am



LOST N TRES GATHARE
R {0 O\E SEES

NO ONE CARES
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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 digr. Hi s father s
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 furtherup hished c |l ut chi ng his thin blankets tc
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 aropgJeand, brushing it

over the mands shoul der, ADaddy, are you oka
Al 6m sorry, Jared, 06 the hoarse voice whisper
that his dadodés called him by his real name.

Hot tears fil!]l hiwheyyebPaddag? hehahokes?o0out,



The man turns towards Jared, reaching out to brush a hand gently down the side of his face,
AYoubre so beautiful, Jared. Youodreé youodre

Shifting nervously backwards, Jared tries not to flinch at tla fieok spreading across his
d a d 0 stredkeddace.

AYou have her eyes, 0 the man whispers, thumb
forward, eyes fixed on Jared's mouth, but the kid looks away, just wanting his dad to leave

him alone. He's sared.

When the man's mouth presses wetly against his neck, the boy gasps, quickly pulling away.
ADaddy, what éwhat are you doing?bo9

His daddés furious eyes f 1l i ck angsutkiogabhhiss as t h

skin brutally. Jared begins crying; fruitlessly trying to struggle away from his father, but his
movement just makes the man even madder.

I n a quick move, Jaredos father i s on top of
hardfoa him to breathe and i mpossible for him
pl ease, Daddy, dondt eo

Somet hing hot and hard presses down against
more desperate to get away, he Hponpewsadt husdes
this is happening.

Altés your fault, anyway, o0 the man grunts, f
pyjama pants down, exposing the boyds naked
took heraway frommd. deserve to have this. You owe it
APl easeé noé Daddyéo

A thick finger is shoved into Jaredods hol e,

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

AShut . Up. 0sThel mampi ggowl hand over Jared®os n
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 cl oser fluww ktilmegg mandd !'ul k, ASt ay

Thereds a thrust of his daddéds hips and Jared
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 &letover.



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 | am falling

Daddy they'll know
I'll walk funny and they'll know've been bad
Daddy please don't please don't please don't
I'm shaking all over
| squeeze my legs together just as tight as | can
You can't you can't you can okay okay okay
| see the tree through the window
The tree is my friend
| see the moon through tleuds
And the stars without end
| am flying away | 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
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Jared was fourteenhwe n he | earned that school wasnot

ltés his first day of high school . Hebds so e
his thighs and stomach. Longer school hours mean less time spent at home with his drunken
father.

And itdés also a fresh start. The people here

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 himup and down, tlkeneer s, fAWhat do you think
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 butout laughing.

Jared feels like sinking into the ground.

His dad never buys him anything new; he does
Finding a small corner on the playground, he
pulls out his timetable to distct 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

completely lost.

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

meets him and he flushes, turning to the tea
The man | aughs, AYou must be Jared?o
Flushingdown t o his toes, Jared nods numbl vy, hop

or hi m, h e

When the mandéds hand reaches out
the teacher s hak

class only | aughs harder as

Taking them silentlyJared 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 | owered to his des
shower.



Bythetimel unch comes, his bruises are aching | ik
thereds one good thing about this school: th
meal in Goeknows how long.

The lunch lady smiles as she dishes outhisfaod 5 t he first smil e heds
smiles right back. Then he realises that 1ito
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 hinedf 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 aitbady
bruises on his side and legs hurt so badly he can barelypack tears. But when he looks at

his lunch, | ooks at the mess that he candt p
break.
Getting up silently, he doesndét even | ook at

backpack up over his shouldmnd moves invisibly towards the door.

In the empty spaces of the mind, that's where | store my past
A ghostly image that | fear has yet to be surpassed
| pray that | won't carry all the pain 'till the end
A lonely child with battered eyes
No joy ininnocence 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 harway?
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 it is to kill



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 shstill 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 wuntil tomorrow. [ tds just Nath
AWhat are you staring at, b oy than mB7aHubi?a n snar |
Huh?o

ANéno, 0 Jared stutters.

3t

You and your fucking eyes; donét... Donot |
Jared immediately drops his gaze, hiding behind his bangs.

This only seems to make Nathan even uangrier.
fucking bitch with your fucking fuckme eyes. Youdre just asking f

He doesndt know what heds supposed to be ask



AFuck youl! Fuck you! o Nathan growlYoyandg anki ng
your fucking perfecté On your knees! Now! O

ANaé Nathan, 0 Jared mur mur s, not sure what és
AYoubre begging for it, huh?-dFadrtersyt sdaigds ilre

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 ti

l'ts his face up
a thumb against Jauthegeds | aw, for

cing his m

Jared struggles and pleads for it to stop, b
he forces the boyds mouth open wider.

Theredre tears streaming down his cheeks, ma
his jeans.

Jar ehdosatt cl oses up at the sight of Nathanoés
ugly red colour. I n one quick move, Nathan t
boy with it and laughing.

AYeah, not so perfect intolw,| hsuahi?d ,F utcakki en gi twihoo r
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
hair.

Luckily it doesrnedtNatahsan étsh ahti plso nagr eb ejfeor ki ng
without warning, filling Jaredds mouth with
heaves, but Nathan just forces his mouth shu
fucking swallowi t ! 0

All Jared can do is swallow the bile and come.

When heds finally released, he staggers to t
here to stop him from crawling into the shower and turning it on full. He throws up again and
againunti hi s belly is completely empty of the p

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



~
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Jared was seventeen the first time somebody cared.

Jensen

| stroll through the doors, peering at the graffiti on the walls with a frown. | hate places like
this, wrere kids are given the best and then just fuck it all up because they can.

|l dondt wunderstand it. My momma al ways taugh
because somewhere, thereds someone who woul d
thatwhen |1 d6m compl aining about petty things.

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

nMr . Ackl es?0 a tired voice calls out, maki n
chubby man in a grey suit.

AMr . Ter risuamerre®, Il remply, reaching out to she
AYeah, but everyone calls me Terry. Foll ow n
AThey told me you needed a gym coach?0 | get

Terry lets me into an office, scattered with papers and so untidy ésmak& cringe. Terry

doesndét notice. AYes, that is one of the rea
counsellor?o

AYes, that is correct. o

AWould it be possible for you to serve as bo
di scover edegtnhaantt .soheds pr

|l nod, AYeah, thatodés fine, |l 6d need an offic
AOf course. Fantastic, now, | et me just intr

few moments. 0

~
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| shift on the sticky chair, gazing down at the sea of bright col@tmes 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.



Aé someonentnmeowd utcoe, 0 The mic,yinallycausihgahe soom tafallo
sil ent. AMr. Ackles is the new gym coach and
wel come. 0O

Terry gestures at me to come over, and | nearly let out a groan when he hahds me t
microphone.

AfGood morning, everyone. |tds awesome to be

When | 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.

| feel like bashing my head against a wall.

As the assembly proceeds, | let my eyes roam over the masses, trying to steel myself for the
rest of the year, beginning to dread it already.

DZ
By the end of the second gym class of the da

listento me arethegirlsvad t hen it déds only because theyore
boys are all off in their own world.

The bell rings and a new |l ot file into the s
or at least, they are until the last figure stepsshu gh t he hall . Hebds t he
sweats.

After greeting them all, |1 head over towards
Hi s wide eyes peer up at me and his | ips ope

AAre you okay?o0 torncothks asddhe shhdpws bengaih higeyds.i s

Laughter comes from behind me, ADonét mind h
anything but rags. 0

l gnoring the boys, |l tug the kid up, AnCome o
He diops his eyes and lets me lead him around the corner, but his trembling only increases
when | | ay a hand on his shoulder. AAre you
Hi ding behind his bangs, he doesndét say a wo

When wedre in my off i ce,-shit, bttleguststdres blandyapai r o
them.

ACome on, youbdbd better change. 0

Wi de eyes peer up at mine and he pleads soft



AWhat do you mean?09
He just falls silent again.
Using a more commandi ng etbornee ,goli nrge pteoath e lGaett

| turn around to give him more privacy, but when | hear his soft hiss in what sounds like pain,
| spin around again. He flinches and shifts backwards, hiding his chest with his sweater.

AAre you hurt?9
He shakes his head, butdéwk ui si ng i s visible on his shoul
Squeezing his eyes closed, he shakes his head again.

| tug the sweater from his arms and gasp at the purpling bruises splashed over his abdomen.
AWhat happened here?o0

nl é | fell é& siré. Downé down the stairs at h
AnYouéo | donot know what to think, but wh en
clench in my chest and | hand him the sports
AThanké u,haxnikr §d

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

AAl right, two of you, come stand here. o

Two of the jocks saunter over.

APi ck your teams, one person at a ti me. o0

As they continue, | realisewhahaor r i bl e mi st ake | 6ve made. I
when Jaredods the | ast o n elargeshatwihihis gazetlowerede , s h
to the floor.

The boy whoodés just picked | aughs at the othe

AThat 6s not WwWhyakonlg Have to have this weird

swall ow thickly as Jaredds shoulders hunch

stop being so childish,o060 | snap at th

- N
Bvs)
o
<
n
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Texadyl knock softly.



ACome in, o0 he grunts from inside. inAhh, Mr .

|l smile weakly, Altdéds been okay, what | expe
Als everything alright?o
AYes, well é | mean, I was justd womde&ring wha

fnPadal ecki ?0

| nod.

AOh, well €0 Terry sighs softly, fAHebs a bit
kid, lives with his dad. Hebs al ways been qu
No one really knows what to do abouthim.Hiesd does hi s best though,

A few moments later, | leave the office, feeling even more confused than ever. As | pass the
food hall, I give the cursory glance inside, before stopping and backtracking. Jared is
standing before one of the biggerksavho seems to be threatening him. | 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 doesndt even say anything, |justrdsthel entl vy
exit, where I 6&dm standing.

AHey, Jared, o0 | reach out to clamp my hand o
why | shouldnét do that. He gasps softly but
my hand quickly, but when he nervouglances up, his eyes are glistening. My voice is
slightly hoarse as | ask him quietly, ACan |
His face pales, but he just nods, AYes, siré
Once weodre in my office and | have the door
themidde of the room, | ooking terrified. Altobés
that. Why donét you sit down?bod

When he complies, I pul | my chair in front o
casually, fishing my | uynchhunogurty .tohe dr awer . A
Humiliation shines in his eyes for the split second they meet mine, then his gaze drops to the
floor, fANo, thank you, sir. l 6m fineé. o
ACome on, o0 | nudge softly, AYoubre a growing
Al &0

AWhdyondt you keep it for | ater? Youbll be do
|l eft a sandwich in my drawer because | wasnbo
compl etely greenéo



His lips quirk into a small smile, giving me a flash of dimp#esd he slowly reaches out for
the outstretched packet. AThank you, 0 he mur

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

Als everything okay, Jared?06 | finally ask.
AYees, siréWhyeé why would you ask something
Altds just a questioné Can | | ook at vyour br
from being so sore when you move. o0

He | ooks up at me in confusion, AMr. Ackl es?
Reaching behinche, | pul |l out some Arnica cream. ATa
The boy shudders, his eyes shadowed, but he
him towards my desk; Altéd probably be best

| stand before him, unscrewing the ¢utf cream and nudging my way between his knees so |

can reach his bruised chest. AMust have been
patches.

AWwhat 20 he asks nervousl y.

AYour fall? Down the stairs?o0

AOh, 0 he seems to ysehahke ihi nwaesl.fo, AYeahéeé

At the first contact of my fingers against his chest, he jumps and his stomach flutters beneath
my touch, his eyes wide and terrified.

Al 6m not going to hurt you,o0o | murmur cal mly
ddsom& r ai ning as a physical therapist. o

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 waistban
When |1 6ve mnubbedondt al mmedi ately remove my h
flat against his skin, AThere, you feeling a
He nods, clearing his throat, fAYesé thank yo

Then he tenderly hops off the desk, stumbghghtly. | 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 | can blink, his sweater clutched to his chest and his backpack
swinging from his barshoulder.

~

DZ



| occasionally see him around the foll owing
disappears in the swarm of kids.

When | find myself sitting in my office, listening to annoying, preppy cheerleaders bitching
onandonaboutthelatests | ut 6 in their team and how sheo:
boyfriendd, |l often find my mind wandering,
glance inside, searching for him.

Monday finally approaches, anedagertoseeldns hamed t
agai n. Maybe itds because |1 6m worried about

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 belgogosng hoops, | head towards him.
AHey, Jared. No sweats again today?o

Hi s cheeks flush pink and he fidgets nervous
haveébo

Frowning at the realisation, lettemtwydurdad Oh, | s
about it, maybe we can comel atpedavi ® h a sol ut.
His eyes snap up to mine, shimmering with so
down to the ground again, AYes, siréo

| lead him towards my office, lettingi m i n. A Howére the bruises,
AOhéo he bites his |ip, ATheyé uhméo

ACan | take a | ook?0

Wide eyes meet mine and he flinches as | step forwards slowly, reaching out to grip the hem
of his sweater.

I candt hel p gapi nmgsides, and hegullsawgylyuickly moving s c hes
around the desk so itds between us.
AJared, what happened there?0 | ask softly,

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

AJared, i s someone hurting you?0 | move towa
He | ets out a soft, choked off sob and turns
softly, Aitdos okay, |l 6m not going to hurt vyo
ANoéno ogneet,so ohuet , Al é& |1 & my foot got caught |
the poles, the splinters did this, o0 he babbl



It doesnodot ring true.

ACome with me to the nurse, Jared. We need t
Flinching as if struck, heturrsr ound qui ckly, fANoé pleaseé | 01
reallyé | justé | justéo he drops his gaze a
ACl umsy, my ass, o | growl, making him jump.
reach out, wincing when he shies awayrfrmy hand, but not stopping as | run a hand gently

over his shoulder, AJaredé whateveré whateve
anything, just know that |1 &édm here, okay?

He just Dblinks blankly up at meéeé eared Il 6lldt bceu

in a few moments. 0O

After quickly giving the class some instructions and leaving a few responsible ones in charge,
| head back, quickly paging Sandy, the school nurse, on my way.

He hasndt moved from wher egelféehé seatdout keyuspsd | vy p e
as | step into the room.

AThe nurse is coming now, o0 | murmur softly,
minute.

AOkay, 0 he chokes out. AButé | was justeo
ACl umsy, yeah, | know, 6 | soothe quietly.

The nurse is a gle woman with an easy smile: she swirls into my office and eyes Jared,
ASo, youdre a new kid?0o

Jared blinks slowly, before getting out hoar
three yearséo

AOh, 06 she frowns, Al 6ve nlLeevtedrs sseeeen whoaut bweef ohr;

I move forward,

ARnLast week he had bruising o
Arnica cream, 0 she ut

nods, #fAb today maybe vyo

Wi her no tingesshelifiss e a
0

Sandy moves forwar tt
f e breathes. AWhat ha

d t h
up his sweater, My é s h

Closing his eyes as her fingers roam his che

The nurse glances back at me and we exchangewbried k s . A And what was
happened | ast week?590
AUhméo Jared bites his Iip, AOhé 1¢é | fell d

AAhh, 0 Sandy murmurs, fAYoudd best sit down. o



|l quickly move forward to clear my desk, #Alt

Al t ol | dhes, quickly pullingfout a pair of scissors and cutting through the sweater.
Jared gasps, fAWhaté what are you doing?bo0
AWell, honey, youdre in no condition to move
bared chest, covereldesinddsa@aitskeast amiddead s .t HiA
expiration date. o

| agree with her, but the horrified expressi
through me despite it not being my fault.

She just tsks and pulls things from her bag, gauze mtigbptic and various other odds and
ends. fANow | et me see the rest of you, 0 she
we see his back. @AHol yéo

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

AJared, please. Who did this?0

Hi s face crumbles up a he shakes his head,
| N

clumsyé just cl umsyé

| candt take it any | onger: steppingpmp befo
making him gasp and try to pull away Keepin
injuries, | gently press him against me.

His thin form shakes beneath my touch, and h

what are you doing?o

AHuUQgQgi n geplysimply, pressing his head to my shoulder.

| glance up at Sandy, only to see her smiling softly. She nods her head encouragingly.
AJared, itdéds okayéo | whisper.

It seems like hours later that he finally relaxes, sagging into me and sliding hiaratrmd
my waist.

Smiling

in relief, |l slip my fingers through
do her stu C

ff. o

He keeps his head lowered as he pulls away, not looking up as Sandy carefully cleans and
patches each and every one of hiscut When shedés finished wrappi
torso, she smiles at us both, @AOk, Il 611 see
el se. 0



The sight of him shivering in the centre of my office has something weird shooting through
me,andlglaace down at his shredded sweater before
take this. o

He stands there staring a

t the brown sweater
forwards, Il nod my head, fiLet

me help you. o

| wince in sympathy as heraiseshima, but | candét help smiling
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
|l i ke I 6ve won the biggest prize there is.

ACome on, weoOtobeheteecl ges. b8ek what the dama

He obediently follows behind me.

DZ
ATerry?o0 | calll i nto the room.
AYeah? Come in. o
AHey, sir.o | take a seat in front of him ag
AMr. Ackles, what can | do for you this ti me
ASir, 1tds about Jared Padal ecki again. o
AOh, whatds he done?0
ANothing, | justé | have reason to believe h
Terryds eyes widen, AOh, and what woul d make
AHIi s back, it | ooked | i ke i tsediaatdveek, bueimevemhi pp e
worse this week. 0
AThat 6s a very serious allegation, Mr . Ackl e
Al know. Botnéedmencartycertain that 1 6dm corr
with me. o
AAnd who exactly do you think is abusing hin
AWell ,himayfbat her ?0
Terry | ooks outraged, #AMr. Ackl es, I 61 1 have
gentl eman, and hed6és one of my best friends a
noticed i f he was abusing his own son. o0



| frown slightly, realis ng t hat 6s a very good reason for h
word.

ANow, maybe there is someone else, but wuntil
youbve got nothing. o
AYes, sir.o | get to my f eeugngdhmdghineave, tryi
As | pass the receptionistoés office, Il hesit
woman | ooks up at me, ACan | help you, Mr Ac
AWel |, | 6m hoping so. Do you know anything a
Surprise spreadsoverherdt ur es, but she nods, APadal ecki
second. 0 She turns to her computer, quickly
the school 6s regular donors; been giving mon
Something bitter fillsny t hr oat , but | force a smile at h
hel p. o

DZ
Jared doesndét show up at school the next day

absent, apparently his dad called him in sick.

~

Dz

By the end of t lck Searehing throughithe pheree tistsiinehe office, |
eventually manage to pull his cell phone number up.

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

AHel l 0o?06 a man with a gruff voiomee answers, a
AHI , i s this Mr. Padal ecki ?0

AYes, whods speaking?bd

AThis i s Mr. Ackl es; |l m a staff member at J
hasnét been at school | ately. o

Therebds the sound of movement ,accaendldivthogn t he
was c¢limbing the tree out front. He f el |l and
My throat ¢l oses up, AOh, do you know when h
ANO, now excuse me, |l 6m about to go into a n
The man hangs up and | nearly throw my phone agaiesttva |l | . Jaredds ar m

injured.



Now I 6m even more certain that itds his fath

Maybe |1 6m overreacting, but | find myself ri
address.

~

Dz

The house | pull up to is single story. The yard imfrig bare and dry, with only a single
bush beside the front door and without a tree in sight. Gritting my teeth together, | slip out of
the car and head up the path.

| 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 makeshift sling and bruises darkening the skin around his eye.

S
wn

pl ease, you have to goé pleaseéebo

Jared, 0 | reach out fvwayandhitsmhis backi agamst thegdoa.s h e
me the truth. What happened??9d

St e
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was running and | didndét seeé | é0

S
O
o
S
o
—

|l ie to me, Jared, o0 | interrupt softly

=1
D
@D

20 he drops his gaze to the floor and w

1]

Oh, yeéah| ®betehel just slipped and his fist

He flinches and shakes his head, fANé noé pl e

ANo, tell me whodés hurting you, itds your da
hand on his shouldefi.J ar ed, you can trust me. |l want to

Gl ancing up hesitantly, Jared opens his mout
Thereds a rumbling sound from the street beh
his face, APbea$fereyouHmushodtes me behind a
AStayeée pleaseé justé just stayépromise me yo

| nod slowly.

Then he darts inside, pulling the door closed behind him. Moments later, a man strides into
view, his face cruel and hips thin. His footfalls are heavy on the gravel and after unlocking

the door, he shoves it open and bell ows, i B o
AHer e, Dad, 0 Jaredébés soft voice replies.
Al got a call from your fucking teacher! Wha

liest o make them all feel sorry for you, bet vy



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

shoul dnét have been so gentle on you, you |y
My stomachdropsds r eal i se why Jaredds arm was proba
ANo, Dadé Pleaseé | dondété | nevereée | dm sorr

AGo to your room, fucking waste of space! o

|l am so close to | eaping up and punching the
stayhereand | 6m afraid that Jared wil/l be the on
|l dondt want Jared to get hurt because of me
The only way 1 &d&m going to beat that man up i
fist.

Slowly, | creep back to my car, thankful that | parked it on the opposite side so the man
didndot realise | was here.

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

force and knows how to deal with this stuff

AHel | 0?0

|l sag onto my couch with the wave of relief
AJensen? Howbébre you doing, man? Howbés the ne
AGood, wellé no, not that good actuall yéo
AWhy? What happened??90

fJoshé theredsé thereddhetblsiéd Hi dé& aand oHdds ar
word the sentence.

ADon'"t tell me you've fallen in |l ove with a
| choke on air, and splutter, AWhaeée what? No
snapshotstoanimageof Jhré s soft | i ps parting, but | sha
nothing |ike that,o | repeat firmly.

AThank God. I really wouldnét want to have t
Laughing nervousl vy, | adjust my coll ar, ANoO,
AWhat is it then?0o

Rememier i ng why 1 dm contacting hi m, Il 1l et out
abusedé by his dadé. Whippedé beatené yell ed
because he went home with wearing the sweate



Josh is silent for a few minuteyyb when he speaks, his voice i:
this?o

AA few weeks ago, gym classé the boy was the
my office and lent him some spares, he sounded like he was in pain, so | turned to check on

him,sawthéor ui sesé Said he fell down the stairsec
have fucking stairsé Then a week | ater, h
brui ses everywheree |l had the nurse | oo
hewasmi ssi ng for a eeké this morning | ¢
had hurt his armfalllng out a tree in
have a fucking tree thereé and Jscaredd wa
Josheée and I é& | didndét know what to do t
AFuck, Jen, 0 Josh breathes, and | realise my
Clearing my throat, I mur mur , AWhat shoul d I
AHave you spoken to the principal about this

| scowldownat he coffee table, fAYeah, hebds apparen
way in hell is he going to Thereds
to the school or something C

1]

Fuckéo Josh muttersel InOkeayabdtthti shikm.dg Jared

He

0 e my eyes, bringing
now

S
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| S up
o] h verydayé he comes to sc
oe t do or say anythlng 6b maemér h
[ r y e
n o h a

oe
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doesé God, Joshé th
rely | c¢cry, right?o0
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he man snorts, but replies, fAYeah, yeah, ma

ew weekseteidmgnnh i nh 6svoe Huerltt 4
n, an abused kittené | just
ryoneé | justéo | choke on
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Joshds voice is softr,e?00thing, AYou want me
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A waveof anger passes through me and | realise that this abuse has probably been going on

for ages; 1tdéds just that no one bothered to

AHey, Jared, o | call from my car, smiling as

going for a quick coffee | 0 | | have you back in time for c

His eyes widen in terror and he begins babbl

sweateré. |l € it tore when | éwhen | had the a
1 6ll I

cané work to paycamuc lbeaark.é. do anythin

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

thought that Jaredodos dad will soon be behind
sweater, really. tDacmodnte waorr y eddsutgriatb. sBune ¢
He frowns slightly, but winces as the bruise
and unsure.

Altés okay, just coffee, maybe even a muffin

something crumble ihis eyes.

AOkayeé if youé i f you want, siréo
Luckily, being school counsellor, | have per
|l i ke I 6m breaking any rul es.

The fact that he winces as he sits hihgasn does
| pull out of the staff parking lot.

The whole way, he doesndét move or shift or s
jumps as if | yelled, AHowb6bre you feeling?bo9
Clearing his throat, he glances nervously at me, thentmekad at hi s | ap, #AFi é
Justé fineébo

ADon6ét | ie to me, Jared. Please, donot I|ie t
heard and | saw and I édm not fucking stupid. o
He flinches and cringes at my words, utter humiliation spreading acess hia ¢ e ASorry
whispers hoarsely.

Altés not your fault, Jaredé You need to tal
heés doing to youé. Why are you sore when yo
Why is your face bruised I|Iike that?o

Al €0 he | ooks out the window, his eyes glist
me é . |l canoté. Andé itdés not broken, sire. J
AWhat 6s the excuse going to be today, huh? S
sink?0



Atearsps down his cheek and i1tds | ike a punch

al | é. Pl easeé please dondt tell é. |l candt é h
AWhy do you think you deserve it? Jared, wha
His face crumblesandoanr e t ear s sl ip down his face, Al é
AOkay, o | breathe softly, reaching out to wi
you feel l' i ke? Should | just run in and get
When his blank look is all thatreet s mi n e, |l nod, Al 61 I be righ

Dz

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

AYou okay, man?0 he asks softly, squeezing n

AYeahé itdéds justeée everythingdsé | justeée it f

AYopuw obably are. o Josh replies sadly, AWhen
DZ

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

hebés sick. Well , he 0 sthahotf. Butingtead obtakinghhannto hesn o u g h

house, | 6m going to take him to mine.

He | ooks up at me with wide eyes as | | ead h

sir?o

Al want you to meet someoneé hedéll help youé

AWhat € wha¢anmndoylde ansks softly, sounding ter

ADond6t worry, youodll see. 0

After wedve been driving in il ence for a fe

at the thought of Jareddés father, he asks so

| blinkathm, ANo. God, no, Jared. |l m not mad at

AOhéo he smiles faintly, AGoodé | donodétél do

| pull up on my driveway and he steps out slowly, grimacing in pain before turning his eyes
on the house. AWho |ives here?o

il doéo
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Ob,he murmurs softly, glancing around at t
ice. o0

=)

ep up behind him, gesturin
aken two pacats forward, th

Thank you, o0 | st
ut before heds t

T I

f

Immediately Jared tenses and shies backwards, his back coming in contact with my chest. |
feel | i ke grinning goofily when he doesnot

A

AJared, this is my brother, Josh. Heds a po
turni ng ar omeetoine addehe egins pleadilg withimé i ed e
ASiré | m sorryé. | 6m sorryé | donbo
orryé pleaseé dond6t send me awayée |
Il brush my h aeastids\g yawms ardund $is vgaistp u | d

o e
g him in for a gentle hug, being ca
ou away, and hedés not going to tell

AWhy?0 Jared chokeyshoulleur yi ng his face in m

fBecause | asked him to, because | want him

ot

Will it make you not mad at me 1 f | talk t

5t

Jared, |l 6m already not mad at you, but it

At that he pulls away from me, turning back to Josh id®watched the whole scene with a
raised eyebrow.

DZ
About two hours | ater, they come out into t
and hebés still crying. |l instantly jump to
to me slowy, tentatively sliding into my embrace and letting me take some of his weight.

Over his shoulder, | search Josh for signs of how it went, but Josh looks just as shaken, his
face ashen and his eyes watery.

Altés okay, Jared. Il tdés okayéo

Josh puts away a stth notebook and gestures outside. Understanding what he means, |
qguickly nudge Jared towards the couch. A Wh 'y
going to talk to Josh for a bit.o

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

fiwel l 2?6 | turn to Josh, who only shakes his

h
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h
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The thingsé the thi
c s

t hose bastards did
olice et hi s and a

S
ming in there with
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d be right behind ybheocobumhr miwWamasélt he
?

|
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Josh makes a face, inltdés the father and t he
AGoddammit! o | gr owl
AYeah, and while I 6ve got enough here for hi

the problem is, with the school not c@pgating, and there being very little actual proof of the
abuse, they could easily get away with it.o

3t

So what are we going to do?o0

ot

Take him to hospital to see if thereds any
aredo6s i nj uftwhatsidyowsayherindme wastuao steest i f yéo
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oing back there, Josh,o0 | state

He nudges my shoulder, fAJensené this is goi
is to be accused of abductintghemei kval veédmo
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we need to follow proc

ping my head, | nod with a sigh, fAYeahté
t this kidéeéo
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is eyes warm, fAHe is a pretty a

You found me
When no one else was lookin'
How did you know just where | would be?
Yeah, you broke through
All of my confusion
The ups and the downs
And you still didn't leave
| guess that you saw what nobody could see
You found me
You found me

Youbre by my sid
Now everythingbs fine

And | was hiding

U)f—P
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‘Til you came along
And showed me where | belong
You found me
When no one else was lookin’
How did you know?
How did you know?

Dz

The doctors give him a proper sling for his
be fine in a couple of days. They also do a Sexual Assault Forensics Exam ans otrer

tests. Josh asks me to remain outside, so only he, Jared and the examiner know exactly what
happens in there. AlI I know I s that when Ja
his figurative boots.

Josh does hand me the stack of Polargid t hough. And itdéds more t ha
nightmares for the rest of the year.

~

Dz

Jared steps out of the bathroom with the towel around his shoulders. The boxers | gave him
are too large, barely hanging onto his thin hips and | nearly punch a wedlsight of clear
finger-shaped bruises just disappearing below the waistband.

vous t hat

He shive , looking so |l ost and r
ol il e byruises8 t he b

rs ne
you sorted. o He f | ows me s ntl



|l know the doctors gave you some antibiotics
softly.

Startled, he glances up at me, then down at his bruised chest, instinctively covering them up. |
dondt say anything as I|I. dig for some more Ar

Nudging him towards the foot of the bed, | tug the towel from his shoulders and open the
tube. But when he hisses as he sits down, | realise something that makes my stomach sink
lower then my shoes, but | grit my teeth to stop myself swearing and tigrévings around,

|l dondt want to scare the kid any more.

Swallowing thickly, | 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 | have to put some on his
cheek. His hazel &g peer up at me in confusion, shimmering slightly, and so-heart
wrenching that | nearly start crying myself.

Pulling back the covers of my bed for him to slide carefully in, | run a soothing hand through
his hair and smile ddwnl abéshokaynGbebés Bbteg
not while 1 édm aroundéo

As he slowly relaxes down on the bed, looking even more innocent and fragile, | tug the dark
duvet until it covers him to the chin.

ANIi ght, siréo he breathes.

| laugh hoarsely, ACall me Jensenébo
ANIi ght, Jensenéo he mumbles obediently.
ASIl eep well, Jared. o

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

Josh is on the phone, probably talking to CPS again, so | head towards the kitchen, pouring
myselfs ome juice. | begin pacing aimlessly, unt
head towards the bedroom.

AJensen, 0 Josh stops me, hol ding a hand over
Al 6m just checking that heds okayéo

After a short silence, JoshnodisY ou knowéheds very attached to

| smile softly and push open the door.

—
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s curled up i n a fe

0 I i on hugagi
d upwards, resting on hi

Jared i ,
tilte d |i ke a s



In the slitting light of the world outside through the blinds, | examine him for what feels like
the first time. Reaching out to brush the still slightly damp bangs out of his face, | smile as he
turns into my touch.

Thereds | ust sthattegsih myhchestasobneething inthe sadness and silence
that makes me want more. | want to see him smile and laugh and run and play like a normal
teenager. | want him to be happy.

Beneath the bruises, itods cl miageyesdéndfine heds e x
features. He could have all the girls chasin
teachers that heds really sharp. He has a | o

And it kills me that the one thing going against him should be the thiggteenost of his
support from. How can a father do this to hi
father be the solid wall to turn to when a child needs help?

Jared lets out a soft snuffling sound and | grin down at him, reaching outke gtrough his
hair, before suddenly realising that | real/

Sighing quietly, | grab a nearby chair and set it beside the bed, wanting to stay in case he
needs anything.

~

Dz

| must have drifted off, because a few hours later, thedsotiharsh sobbing has me jerking
awake.

Heds thrashing around, crying and pleading f
buries his face in the pillow, #APleaseé | 6m
Unable to stand it, | move towards him, runningand down his side, call
hey, man. Youbre okayé. Youbre safeé. he canbd

Jared gasps and twists, his body trembling under my touch. When | squeeze his arm slightly,
his face convulses, and he breathes, fAPl ease

| shake him again, AJared, wake up, itds a d

With another shudder, he falls still, his eyes fluttering open. Slowly, he focuses on me and
croaks out softly, ASésir?o

Smiling in relief, | Dbrusédmambhem?2oover his <c

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, | head towards the dresser, pulling

outawarmlonggs | eeved shirt. AHeaebithsmabhotibd Mmet
Hedés so tall he should be bigger than me: i f
wrestle me easily. But as it 1is, due to that

sweeps over me and | have to step away



Sl owly he pulls it on, |l ooking back up at me
Jensen?0 he asks softly.

AYeah?o

AAre youéeo he ducks his head again, fAAre you

My breath hitches at how easily he reads me and | automatically foroverd, pulling him

into a reassuring hug, ANo, Jaredé 1 6m not n
should never have hurt you |ike thisébo

Jared begins shaking in my arms, but when I
only clutcheshalr . fAHeb6sé heds going to beé angryé.
AShhh, o | rest my chin on the top of his hea
okayé I 6m not going to |l et him near youé not

As | feel him relaxing, | pull him closer toenshifting 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 hi m,

Al é betteré | feel bettereéeo
AGood, 06 | breatahdsi wteao yhigo oldaior, ATh
DZ

When Josh wal ks in the next morning, 1tds to
my chest, his arms hugging me tightly. Josh
entirely comfortable with the sleeping arrangement.
But when Jared, disturbed by my movement, lets out a muffled sound and presses closer,
Joshds eyes soften and warm, a fond smile sp
Taking the seat, he whispers quietly, AYeste
found bloodgains on his sheets and his clothing wardrobe was nonexistent. The kid has
virtually no possessions. With all the foren
enough to substantiate that heb6s beecareabused
for the night. |l came in to tell you, but vyo
|l nod slowly, fASo does that meané?o0
Al't means that CPS is still doing their stuf
danger, theyodre all ewiofgdi mey,asoafosesttirf iheéd

spreads over my face and | heft Jared
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Josh nods, AYeah, well, weoll have to see wh
neighbours and ber teachers at the school, pupils, everyone who might have noticed
somethingé Jaredés dad and stepbrother wildl

AfWhat was the fatheros reaction??d

AHeb6s furious, absolutely outraged tdat anyo
on, coming up with a solution for everything
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he say the blood on the sheets was
flashes in Joshob6s eyes, dlkealsihtte spits o
rd, 0 | smaking the kiddvhimperuRudmingngy finhegesr e d an d

ast a
ngly through his hair, |l press my | ips
ust meéodoand he relaxes again.

- wn
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h checks his watch, Al dm goi ngtakecarelokad t o

Jo
hi m. o

3 »n

When Josh | eaves, and thereds no one here t
kid, | candot take my eyes off him. A bubble
each passing moment as | cradle him closer.iplsdre parted slightly, his eyes fluttering
behind his |ids, and the bruises only serve
angel.

o

A bl ush spreads over my cheeks at th
fucking beautifui t makes my chest ache. And t
trusting me while he sleeps, only increases the ache.

Thereds a soft yawn and his sl
way he leaps back should have been expecteb ut it st
slapped, and the bubble inside of me sadly deflates.

His wide eyes dart between us, rel axing when
AHey, 6 | mur mur softl y.

Ducking his head, he slowly sits down on the
| shoot him a smile at my name and slide out

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

mortified,i | 6 mé | 6 m sorryéo he mumbles, flinching
AHey, Jared, itbdbs okayé Listen; | etbdbs get so
neverand Imeaneverhur t you. It doesndt matter whet he
badornot | woné6ét ever hit you or hurt you in an
to be scared of usé. Secondl vy, I want you to



everythingds been happening very f aselx.

| know itdés weird because I omfkved oéf dpodt
gualify as an ol d geezer yet, what do

A small smile tugs at the corner of hi
Grinning, Inodtowards he ki t chen, ACome on, what

He stares blankly at me, and | ask softly,
response, |l nod, AOkay, pancakes it is.o¢

The broken clock is a comfort, it helps me sleep tonight
Maybe it can stop tomaww from stealing all my time
| am here still waiting though I still have my doubts
| 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 rame | find meaning
So I'm holdin' on, I'm holdin’ on, I'm holdin' on
I'm barely holdin' on to you




AJared, what do you want to watch?0 | probe
side ofthe couch.

Ailé | dondété dondt know whatds good, 0 Jared

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

over the remote, AJust flyiowk tthh mkugtlts umttielr ey
going to make coffee. You want some?0o0
AUhméo

inor hot chocol at e?59d

Jared head snaps up, his eyes wide and hopef
chocol ate. ..o

Frowning slightly at the ode bal&vi emum, slecna
take extra care to make the perfect cup, wel
When | return, Jared hasndét touched the remo
AHey, 0 | nudge him slightly, sliding the mug

Jar ed ly,disayds fixed oa 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 uppdlidgseven 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 hisedarr eaked f ace towards me
sorryé IIléél 11édm 6sorryé 1 6m sorryeéeo

Quickly moving before him, | 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 anidto 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.

AShhhhh, Jaredé itds okayé | 06m nokaymadeé | 6 m
What 6s the matter? Jaredé. Pl easeé tell me W
AMyé. myé madeé | éthe dayéo Jaredob6s sobs inco

shirt and making me press him tighter against me.



Al bkay, Jayé itobdés okayé Come on, kidé | ook a

smiling gently down at his blinking form. AT
down his cheek, wiping the dampness away, his eyes flutter closed, his bodg leanin

mi nutely into my touch, and for a moment the
Once webve both cal med down, |l gently nudge
chest.

AWhat do you say we get this mess cleaned up

He nals 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,
AHey, o0 | interrupt him, ruffling hinetlikkair f o
| havendét done worse. Besides, itdéds easy to

peal it from the cushion and head towards the washing machine, bundling it inside.
ACome on, | etbés find you some other <clothes.

| get him to try on varios items from my dresser, finally settling on a nice black budtian

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

his ankl es. AWe should go buy you some cl oth
checkirg out his ass.

nl é0 he sh

i fts awkwa+dkinys,enhi d fdaoome thie e tnryo dta,c
any money for

clothes. i

Moving towards him and adjusting his collar,
get you clothes. 0

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

heés nervous, which drives me absolutely cr a
dondété | dondt need anyt hingé. o

AJayéo | | et out a soft s,ilwahttolodklafteoyoy. Just wan't
l et me, please?0

his throat as he swa

ack the movement of
then we can go to the n

juts[ go get <changed,
As |1 6m about to stempmiacwt sdfoptshener. odid,entsien és a
AYeah?o0 | turn with a raised eyebrow.

AThank you. 0

Feeling my cheeks heating up, | clear my throat and nod jerkily, before quickly fleeing the
room.



The delight that lights up his face serves as a kindle in my chest, wamaing 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 | wondét forget for a | ong whi
Ahe 0 he calls, his excitement causing him tc
ACome up, please. You have to see what it | o
Grumbling to put on a show, I make my way up
Candét you sar?b66m an ol d m

ASure, 0 he replies with a |l augh, tugging me
AWhat 2?0 | squint in the direction of his fin
AThere, candét you see them?o0

AWhat exactly am | | ooking for?06 Ilusedmk, shif
AThe chicks, 0 he replies with a shake of his
l gnoring the sinking of my stomach, Il gl ance
Thereds no one here. o

The look he sends me is of utter confasibut he moves right up beside me, pointing again,
AThere, in the tree. Can you see them?0
Peering through the foliage, | spot the nest

ogling birds. Shooting a glance ais complete joy at watching them, | murmur softly,
ATheydbre gorgeous. 0

Perfectly happy to let Jared bivgatch, | lean back against a metal bar, eying him and

wi shing he could always be this carefree. He
now that heds in the warm sunlight, and | re
Behind the fear and pain, thereds this young

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.

AWhat is it?06 | ask softly, moving to stand
Eyes still fixed on the nest, he whispersgr r ep | vy, ATheir mother is

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

then | shift c¢closer to Jared, wrapping an ar

head on to the mal/l, shal l we ? 0

After leaning into me for a few seconds, he pulls away with a nod, sending me a small but
grateful smile over his shoulder, AYeah. O






