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CHAPTER ONE
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I stare at the numbers in my maths textbook. I don’t know how long I have been staring at them. Nothing on this page made any sense to me, just a bunch of numbers all put together to make things complicated and confusing. I always had trouble understanding maths. Sometimes I wish I didn’t choose it as one of my subjects for Year Eleven and Twelve. But it wasn’t like I had a choice, as it’s a compulsory subject for the HSC just like English. Plus, I needed it if I wanted to get into teaching. Not only couldn’t I understand what the questions were about, but I also couldn’t concentrate with the loud rock music coming from next door.

I set my pen down on my textbook and glance over next door. I see Josh sitting on his bed. He sat there still, processing whatever is going through his head. He is probably hearing the voices in his head again, and he was using the music to drown them out.

Joshua Harman has been my neighbour since we were nine. Our bedrooms look right into each other’s. Being an only child, I was so happy when I learned he was moving in next door. We became friends instantly. After his parents died in a car accident, he was adopted by this nice couple who I have known since I was a baby. For years they have been trying to have kids, but weren’t able to. Josh and I did everything together. 

Two years ago, Josh’s behaviour began to change. He had trouble sleeping, and it caused him to fall behind in school from his sleepless nights. I didn’t really think of it at the time that there was something going on with him when he would drift off into space, where he wouldn’t pay attention to what you might be saying or he wouldn’t give you eye contact. He acted paranoid at times, fearing someone was coming for him. It should have been the first sign to notice something was wrong, but I passed it off like nothing was wrong. Or maybe I just didn’t fully understand what was going on at the time. And then there was the voices. The voices were so loud that he claimed listening to music was one way he could control the voices he heard, as well as learning to play the guitar. But it couldn’t control the hallucinations. He hid these things from everyone for a long time, even from me and I’m his best friend. We always told each other everything, but for this, Josh couldn’t tell me.

It wasn’t until last year when it became clear about his behaviour. He had an episode at school, screaming in the middle of the classroom, saying that someone was coming for him, ready to kill him. He switched off the lights in the room and closed the blinds and moved a table to block the closed door, telling us to hide him so the person couldn’t find him. That day of his psychotic break, I have never seen him so petrified. He was then diagnosed with schizophrenia. Josh didn’t tell anyone because he didn’t know what was going on within himself, and he was afraid that I would stop being friends with him. I told him it was never going to happen. We will always be friends no matter what.

After a few minutes, the door to Josh’s room opens, and his mother Lynn walks in. The window is closed, but I can hear her shouting at Josh to turn down the music. I watch Josh carefully, his fringe falling into his eyes as he shakes his head, arguing back at Lynn. She crosses her arms across her chest, scolding him once more. Finally, Josh drags himself off the bed and takes his phone out of the speaker dock, the music shutting off. Lynn says something else and then leaves Josh alone in his room. 

He sits on the edge of his bed for a moment before looking over at me through the window. He smiles when he sees me. Getting up, he walks over to his window and opens it, climbing onto the tall tree that stood in between our homes. I get up from my desk and open the window. I shiver briefly as I let the cool winter air come in.

“Hey, Josh,” I greet him as I help him inside.

“Can you believe Lynn told me to turn off the music?” Josh says instead of returning the greeting. He shakes his head. “I don’t think Lynn or Phillip understands why I listen to the music so loud. It helps to drown out the voices, to distract me from it.”

I closed the window. “Maybe don’t play it so loud, or you could play your guitar. That should be good enough, right?”

Josh shrugs. “Maybe. Sometimes I don’t know if I trust Lynn and Phillip.”

“What do you mean, Josh?”

“I feel them judging me. Like why did they adopt me if I’m going to grow up to be crazy? I can’t help but feel they want to send me away so they don’t have to deal with me.” 

I rest a hand on his shoulder and give him a small smile. Sometimes Josh tells me what the voices tell him, how he feels someone is out to get him, or his adopted parents want to send him away, not wanting to deal with him anymore. He views everyone as a potential enemy, except for me. He always feels safe around me, like I would protect him from others. I’m sure, though, that all of this is just a delusion, and no one is his enemy. “It’s okay, Josh. No one is going to send you away.” 

“You don’t know that, Emily.” I see the fear in his deep brown eyes and I wish I could somehow take away the fear. 

“For as long as I’m with you, Josh, no one will hurt you, and they won’t be taking you away. I’ll make sure of that.”

I smile at him and he returns it, which causes my heart to do a somersault.

I turn back to my desk so I could continue my homework. The numbers in the textbook taunt me. I sigh with frustration as I ran my hands through my brown hair, trying to figure out this stupid maths equation. Why is this subject so hard for me?

“I really hate maths,” I say.

Josh stands beside me, looking down at my homework. He picks up my blue ink pen and began scribbling on my maths grid book, solving the equation I couldn’t answer. He doesn’t stop there. I watch him as he answers every question on the page. I had almost forgotten that he was a whiz when it came to maths. He struggles to pay attention in class sometimes, but I was surprised at how well he was at maths. He answers them all without stopping to think.

Why couldn’t I be just as great at maths like Josh is? He made it look so simple.

He hands my pen back to me. I smile, taking the pen and thanking him for his help.

“Do you need help with anything else?” he asks me.

“No thanks, Josh.” I set my pen on the desk and closed my book. “You pretty much completed my homework for me so thanks for that.”

He smiles at me, his eyes glowing in the light. It made my heart skip a beat. Sometimes I wonder what Josh feels for me. It’s often hard to know what he is thinking when he doesn’t always display his emotions, or tell you how he is feeling. There are times when we are in the moment where it feels right to lean over and kiss him, but then I’m afraid he would get mad with me, not knowing if he shared the same feelings for me as I do with him. Like right now he is standing so close to me. My palms are sweating and it’s not even hot in here. I wipe my hands on my pyjama pants. I could so easily stand up from the chair and wrap my arms around him, pressing my lips against his. But no, I couldn’t. I just couldn’t do it. Not if it meant losing him as a friend.

We stare at each other for what seemed like a long time until a knock came from my door, making us both jump. Josh throws himself to the floor and crawls under my bed so he doesn’t be seen by one of my parents.

The door creaks open and Dad pokes his head in to check on me. I keep my focus on him and try and not to glance at my bed, not wanting him to see Josh under there. Josh was always welcome to come over and hang out in my room, just as long as I had my bedroom door open. It’s not just because my dad didn’t want me to be alone in the bedroom with a guy. It was out of precaution just in case Josh tried to do something to hurt me. But I knew Josh. Even with his mental illness, he would never hurt me.

“Hey, have you finished your homework?” Dad asks me.

I nod. “Yes, it’s all done.” All thanks to Josh, I silently added to myself. If it wasn’t for him, I would still be trying to wrack my brain.

“That’s good. Don’t stay up too late.”

“I won’t.”

Most likely I’m lying because I didn’t know how long I will be up for. Not with Josh here. We will talk a bit before any of us decide to fall asleep. Josh will fall asleep last. He always does. He stays awake to watch over me, making sure nothing will happen to me, even when I assure him that I will be safe. I never expect him to watch over for me, but he chooses to do so.

Dad leaves the room. Once the door is closed, I get off my chair and kneel on the floor, peaking underneath the bed. Josh is still under the bed, lying flat on his stomach, waiting for me to tell him if the coast is clear.

I smile at him. “You can come out now. My Dad is gone.”

“Will he be back?”

I shake my head. “I don’t think he will be back. If he does, it’s probably to make sure I’m not staying up too late.” 

Josh crawls out from underneath. 

We sit down on the edge of my bed. I watch Josh as we sit there in silence. I notice him looking around in different directions of the room, and I wonder if his hallucinations are in here with him. His medication helps him to prevent from seeing them, but every now and again they appear, including the voices. He talks to me about them sometimes, like they are real people. Georgia is my favourite of Josh’s hallucinations. She is a hopeless romantic, always saying positive things and assuring him that everything is okay and he doesn’t need to be scared. He always tells me that Georgia says that I’m a lovely person. She makes me smile even when I can’t see her and I know she isn’t real. And there are other times where he keeps quiet about them.

“How are the hallucinations going?” I ask him. “I know you were put on some new medication. Do they help with the hallucinations?”

Josh nods. He turns to me, but doesn’t quite look at me. “A little. They still appear every now and again, but most of the time I don’t see them.”

I smile at him. “That is great to hear, Josh.”

“I’m so used to hearing voices and seeing things that sometimes when I don’t have Georgia or Aspen there to talk to me, it feels lonely and quiet.” Aspen is one of his other hallucinations. He is a washed-up former rock star who always has something negative to say. Josh talks about them the most than any of his other hallucinations.

I squeeze his hand. I can’t imagine what it must be like inside his head. “Maybe when that happens, listen to some music to distract you from it, or maybe play the guitar.”

Josh nods, this time meeting my eyes. “I will give that a go.”

“We should get some sleep, Josh. We have school tomorrow.”

Josh nods in agreement. “Can I sleep over here tonight?”

I smile. “You know you’re always welcome to do so.”

He returns the smile and then rests his head on my shoulder. We sit there in silence for a few moments before I packed up my homework, Josh watching my every move. I switch off the light and climb under the covers. Josh lies beside me on top of the covers, saying goodnight.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I wake up the next morning to see Josh lying next to me, fast asleep. He looks so at peace that I almost don’t want to wake him. I watch him sleep for a few minutes, wondering what he could be dreaming about.

Careful not to wake Josh as he sleeps on top of my blankets, I climb out of bed. I should wake him up so he can go back next door and get ready for school, but I thought I would let him sleep a little while longer. I grab clean underwear from my draws, along with my blue and white school uniform from the floor beside my desk. I glance back at Josh, who hasn’t stirred, and sneak out of my room.

I came out of my room at the same time my mother had come out from hers, which was just down the hallway from mine. She was already dressed in her business suit, where she worked as an editor for a fashion magazine. 

Mum smiles, greeting me before asking if Josh was here. Whenever Josh slept over, I would get dressed in the bathroom. Mum is okay with him sleeping over, but my dad doesn’t really like him spending the night in my room. So I only hope he doesn’t find him because I don’t want to be in trouble first thing in the morning about why my best friend is sleeping in my room without consent.

I nod. “Yes, he is. He is still sleeping.”

“Would you like me to call Lynn to let her know where he is?”

I shook my head. “It’s okay, Mum. There’s no need for you to do that. Josh will wake up soon.”

“Alright. Don’t let him sleep for too long. I don’t want him to be in trouble for being over here when he should be next door getting ready for school.”

“No worries, Mum.”

Mum gives me a warm smile and then walks past me to head downstairs to make breakfast. I turn to my right to enter the bathroom.

I undressed out of my pyjamas and into my uniform. Once dressed, I make a quick visit to the laundry to dump my clothes in the washing machine before heading back to my room to check on Josh. He is no longer sleeping in my bed when I get there, which he had made neatly for me. He was now next door, the curtains in his room closed. 

Smiling, I brush my hair and tie it into a ponytail before heading downstairs for breakfast.

* * *
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My friend Haylie is waiting for me at the front of the school when Mum drops me off on her way to work. I greet her, making small talk as we wait for Josh to arrive. Mum had offered to drive both Josh and I to school together, but Lynn says she doesn’t mind taking him and didn’t want it to be a hassle for Mum. Lynn often had trouble getting Josh to leave for school, where he would make a fuss every morning about how much he hated it. I don’t blame Josh for not wanting to go. Ever since our grade found out about his psychotic break, he was bullied by some students for being crazy. Some teachers look at him in a different way too, like they fear he would become dangerous, but Josh wasn’t anything like that. Yet, a majority of the school still treated him normally like any other student here.

“So have you booked your test yet?” Haylie asks me, her shoulder-length blonde hair hangs loose, blowing slightly in the cold breeze.

I nod excitedly. “I’m going for my licence on Friday after school.”

Haylie returns the excitement, beaming as she high-fives me. “Awesome. Are you excited or nervous about it?”

“I’m a bit of both. I’m trying not to be too nervous or I know I will fail the test.”

“You won’t fail, Emily. I have faith in you. And just imagine when you do pass, you will no longer be on your learner’s and you can go anywhere you want to go.”

I often wonder where I’ll go once I get off my learner’s and no longer have to drive with a full-licence driver. I thought of taking Josh somewhere with me. I imagine us going on road trips and exploring Australia someday once we graduate at the end of the year. Haylie and I had also discussed that maybe the three of us could go on a trip together for the Christmas/New Year break, to celebrate the end of high school.

I was about to agree with Haylie and tell her the plans I wanted to do, when I saw a black hair girl walking towards us from our left. Gabrielle Casey, the biggest bitch in our grade. I despise her more than anything in the world. She prefers to be called Gabby rather than by her birth name. She got everything she wanted and never let anyone stand in her way. Gabby is also a teacher’s pet. 

As she approaches us, I notice the tiara on top of her head that had HAPPY BIRTHDAY on it in sparkling sliver glitter letters. Her arm was linked around her boyfriend, Lake Terra. He didn’t look please about something and I wouldn’t blame him. I wouldn’t be happy either if I had Gabby as my girlfriend.

Gabby spots Haylie and I, strolling over to us with a smirk on her face, which I wanted to wipe off badly. Better yet, I wish she would disappear off the face of this planet. I didn’t need her to come over to us and start saying nasty stuff about Josh like she always does, like she is better than everyone else because she doesn’t suffer from a mental illness and isn’t considered “crazy” like Josh is.

“Hi there, Haylie. Emily.” The way she paused before she said my name was like she wasn’t pleased to see me or it was her way to warm up to her insults. “Waiting for Freak, I see.” She laughs at her own comment.

I clench my jaw, wanting to pound Gabby’s face in with every chance I have. Ever since word got out about Josh’s illness, never once did she call him by his proper name. Freak was the main insult she called him by. Not only her, but some other students in our grade call him that too, all thanks to her who started the whole name calling. It tears my heart to pieces to hear how cold-hearted she can be towards someone, especially when they are different. But to me Josh is still a human being, even if he has a mental illness that makes him lose touch with reality. It doesn’t mean you have to treat them differently, right?

Haylie could see it in my face of what I wanted to do to Gabby. If it wasn’t for the school rules, I probably would have punched Gabby’s face in already, just to wipe the smile off her face. Gabrielle Casey wasn’t worth getting detention.

“He has a name, you know,” Haylie speaks for me. “It’s Josh.”

“It is?” Gabby looks at us like she was just learning about his name for the first time. “I really thought it was Freak considering he is crazy. The name suits him well.”

I frown at her. “Having a mental illness doesn’t make him a freak, Gabby. He is still a human being. He just... He has just lost touch with reality.”

“Whatever. He is still a freak anyway. He shouldn’t even be here. He belongs in some psychiatric ward, locked up in a room with a straitjacket.”

I shake my head. “No one deserves that, Gabby.”

Gabby rolls her eyes, clearly not giving a care in the world to what I had to say. “Anyway, it’s my birthday.” She points to her tiara with a big smile. “I’m having a birthday party tonight for my eighteenth. It’s going to be big. I don’t really want to invite you two, but my parents thought it would be good if I invite everyone in our grade. And if you reject the invitation, I will make your life hell.”

Haylie raises her eyebrows at her. “Gabby, you already make our life hell.”

Gabby throws her a dirty look before returning it to a happy and smiley one. “You’re both invited. And if you do decide to come, don’t you dare bring Freak.”

I frown at her. “Why can’t he come? I mean, he is in our grade too.”

I knew the answer already. Gabby didn’t even have to give it to me. But I wanted her to say what she really thought to my face. I wanted her to tell me instead of telling it to Josh because he doesn’t deserve to be treated like some outcast just because he was different. It’s not his fault for his illness, and I just wished that no one held it against him. They shouldn’t, but some people just want you to feel bad.

Gabby laughs like what I said was one big joke. Lake doesn’t laugh as hard as his girlfriend, but it was more of a smirk. 

“Are you seriously asking me that question?” Gabby says. “Please, even if Freak was the last person on earth, I wouldn’t invite him.” She turns to Lake. “Come on, babe. Let’s go.”

Haylie and I watch as Gabby walks away with her boyfriend, whose arm, was still linked around hers.

“Are you going to go to her party?” Haylie asks me once Gabby was out of earshot.

I shake my head. Was she kidding? She knows very well that I would never go. “Why would I after the way she speaks about Josh?”

Haylie nods. “True, it isn’t right. But listen...” She bites her lip. “I might go to it. Well, I may go if I find out that Jensen is going to it.”

Of course that would be the reason why she would attend Gabby’s party. She had been crushing on Jensen Peters for a while.

“If he is coming,” Haylie continues, “would you come with me, Emily? You know, just to be at my side. But if things don’t work out with Jensen or if the party gets boring, we can leave.”

“I will think about it, Haylie. If I don’t have too much homework, I will go.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I wasn’t interested in going, especially to a party where someone despised Josh. Besides, I wanted to stay home and maybe do something with him tonight. I know he has been working on some new music that I thought he could play for me on his guitar. 

Just thinking about Josh, I see Lynn’s Honda pulling up to the kerb. Josh was in the front seat, arguing with her about the music from last night.

“Honey, I understand, but there is no reason for you to listen to it that loud,” Lynn was saying.

“No, you don’t understand. It helps me to block out the voices.”

Lynn pats his shoulders. “I know it does, Josh, and I want you to know that I won’t stop you from listening to it. I’m just saying to lower the volume next time.”

Josh takes a deep breath and nods. He unbuckles his seat belt. “Okay.”

He opens the door as Lynn tells him to have a good day. She smiles at Hailey and I. She winds down the window just as Josh closes it and stands beside me. 

“Hello, Hailey, Emily,” she greets us.

“Hello, Lynn,” we greet her back.

“Have a good day, girls.”

She closes the window and then pulls away from the kerb.

“How are you today, Josh?” I ask.

He smiles. “I’m good.”

“Everything okay between you and Lynn?”

He nods. “Yeah, we are okay. You know, just talking about my music.”

The three of us head inside the school grounds. The bell was due to ring in ten minutes. We weren’t allowed inside the building until the bell rings, so we head to our favourite spot to sit in the mornings before school started. Sometimes we even had lunch there. As we walk, I notice Josh looking in different directions and I wonder what hallucinations he was seeing today. He was quiet this morning and I hoped he was feeling okay.

We reach our favourite spot near the front entrance of the administration office and outside the visual arts classrooms, sitting down on the seat underneath the tree. Thankfully no one is sitting there this morning, and I’m glad. It’s a place the three of us can sit and relax before school started. The tree was the perfect shady place during the summer. It wasn’t so great for the winter months, but it was a place we liked to hang and talk. For Josh, nature often calms him when he is feeling anxious, and sitting under the tree was something he liked to do.

“Did you guys end up completing the homework Mr Carlson gave us?” Haylie asks us as she place her bag on her lap.

Josh nods as he sat down beside me, setting his bag down beside his feet. “I did. It was a piece of cake.”

I scoff, resting my bag on my lap. “Of course it was a piece of cake for you. You’re a whiz at maths.” I turn to Haylie. “I kind of completed it.”

She raises an eyebrow. “What do you mean kind of?”

“Well, I didn’t really do it. Josh did it for me. He came over last night and saw me struggling with my work, and he answered them for me. The amazing thing is he didn’t even stop to think what the answers were. He just answered them with no trouble at all.”

Haylie looks over at Josh in surprise. “What’s your secret, Josh? How can you do maths so well?”

Josh shrugs. “There’s no secret. I’m just good with numbers.”

Haylie turns to me. “Did he get all of the questions right?”

I nod. “I looked up the answers in the back of the textbook and they are all correct.”

“Wow, that’s incredible. You just hope Mr Carlson doesn’t think you cheated.”

I chuckle. “I doubt it. I’m pretty sure half of the class actually do look up the answers in the back without working it out for themselves, and he doesn’t say anything.”

“He will know you looked them up when you do your tests and can’t work out a single thing the paper says, but yet you can answer them correctly in your maths book.”

Haylie had a point. “True. But whether I do it the right way or not, I still suck at maths.”

“Hey, Freak!”

We look up to see Elliot Cox walking over to us with his friend Ron Gold. Their eyes were set on Josh. Josh sees them, getting up to swing his bag over his shoulder, ready to make a dash if he needed to. The guys didn’t even seem to care that Haylie and I were sitting right there beside him. Haylie and I stood just as Elliot and Ron approach him, grabbing him by the shoulders before he had a chance to escape and push him into the tree trunk. Both of the boys were slightly taller than Josh.

“Elliot, Ron, stop it,” I scroll at them.

But they act like I’m not even there.

Josh tries to push them off him, but the boys don’t let go of him, keeping him pin up against the tree.

“Hey, Freak, seen anything that shouldn’t be there lately?” Elliot smirks.

I approach Elliot and Ron, and as I put my hands on their shoulders, Josh looks to his right where I’m sure he was probably seeing Davis, the bad boy who is always ready to get into a fight and protect Josh from anyone who tries to threaten him. He shouts out, “No!”

The tone of his voice makes me jump for a brief second, making me take a step back in case he was protecting me from something I couldn’t see. Ron and Elliot just laugh.

“Who are you talking to, Freak?” Ron laughs.

I put my hands on Ron, not even sure if Davis was still here, even though there was nothing he could do to stop these two bullies from hurting him. But I could do a whole lot more than what Josh’s hallucinations could. And if they were real people, I’m sure no one would mess with Josh.

I push Elliot out of the way so I was standing in between him and Ron. “Leave him alone.”

Both Ron and Elliot let go of Josh and turn to me.

“Maybe I don’t want to leave him alone,” Elliot says.

“Well, I’m telling you to leave him alone. You have no right to come over here and start causing trouble.”

Elliot smirks, standing right up in my face. I take a step back. “Oh yeah? What are you going to do about it if I don’t leave him alone?”

I point towards the school building. “Leave Josh alone, or I will march right to the principal’s office to report you.” I put my arm back at my side. “I don’t think you want to be called down to Mr Mathison’s office first thing in the morning for bullying another student.”

Elliot’s jaw clenches. “You aren’t going to do that, you hear me?”

I glare at him, his brown eyes threatening mine. I wasn’t going to let this bully stand in the way of my best friend.

I turn towards Josh and Haylie. “Come on, Haylie, Josh. Let’s go.”

I go to turn, but Elliot grabs my wrist.

“Hey, I didn’t say you could walk away from me. You think you’re Josh’s hero?” He laughs. “Trust me, Emily, but you need to stay away from this freak. He is dangerous. He’s mental. He belongs in a straitjacket.”

I shake my head, pulling my arm around him. Before I had a chance to defend myself, Josh grabs Elliot from behind.

“Don’t you dare touch, Emily,” Josh warns. He drops his arms at his side and stares at Elliot, ready to fight him if he needs to.

“And what are you going to do about it if I do touch her?” Elliot puts his face right up to Josh’s. 

Josh looks at me and then shoves Elliot hard in the chest to get him away. Ron steps forward, but I see the panic in Josh’s face as he takes a step backwards. Josh wasn’t a fighter or believed in any kind of violence. Some students at this school, maybe even some of the teachers, feel he is a violent person just because he has schizophrenia. Teachers always kept a close eye on him in case he harms other students, but Josh has never done that to anyone. Not even to me. If he wanted to hurt anyone, it would be himself. Ron and Elliot, always provoked him in hoping Josh will do something crazy, or do whatever myth people might believe that someone with schizophrenia was capable of doing.

Before the boys could get into an out of control fight, which is the last thing I wanted because I knew Josh will immediately be blamed, Haylie and I step in between them. Haylie scolds at them both to leave Josh alone, while I walk Josh away. 

“Are you okay, Josh?” I ask him.

“I’m fine,” he says.

I look over my shoulder to see Hailey walking over to us. Elliot and Ron were laughing, probably saying something about Josh. I don’t know how they can be proud of what they do. They should be ashamed. I was afraid they would follow us, but luckily the bell rings and we head inside to roll call.
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