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  Chapter 1
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Joey Mastin 
I stretch across the couch in the living room. There’s water up to my chest, gently lapping against it. I’m really cold, fully clothed and lying in water. I bring my arms up and hug my shivering chest. Weird, I know. I’m asleep and it’s only a dream. 
Hey, just wait—there’s a giant goldfish swimming towards me and talking. Strange, he’s muttering something about how much junk lives in our living room. As if a fish can talk. But this is a dream even if my eyes are open. 
I begin to relax when I recognise the story. It’s a book called, There’s A Goldfish In My Living Room, I bought at the markets only this morning. I’ve already read it to Chloe, my six-year-old sister. You guessed it. It’s my job to read to Chloe. It’s bad enough I have to take her to the Yungaburra markets once a month so she can buy more second-hand books. Like she hasn’t got enough. Mum says it’s only fair she gets as much variety as I did. 
I groan after that one. It probably wouldn’t be so bad if Chloe didn’t pick this weird, old guy’s stall. He looks like he’s over a hundred, and is always telling me how lucky I am to have a baby sister. I bet he doesn’t have one.
A lot of chores are mine to do because Mum is always busy taking care of Mia, my older sister. There’s always some urgent place she needs to be. If it isn’t dancing, singing, or guitar, it’s girl stuff that I don’t come close to understanding. 
The goldfish is swimming near my feet now and the book’s storyline is coming back to me. A giant goldfish takes over a teenage boy’s living room. I should wake up and forget about this dumb kid’s book and keep watching my favourite movie. Mum and the girls will be back soon, and I don’t want to waste my only afternoon off by sleeping. That’s right—no nagging mother, no annoying older sister where everything is about her, and no irritating baby sister. 
Life couldn’t be better. I’ll finish off my stash of Coke and chips and hide the evidence before Mum reminds me that Coke is going to rot my teeth. Yep, time to wake up.
“The wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round…”
What the? The goldfish is right beside my shoulder and spinning around in circles. Its completely orange fish body is spinning like a wheel and it’s singing that dumb song Chloe loves to sing. I need to wake up…and fast. This totally confirms how screwed up my family life is. If I can have dreams about giant goldfish and nursery rhymes, I really need to get out of this dream … now!
I use my hand to push the fish away and scowl at it. “Stop singing that stupid song.” I’m allowed to do this because it’s my dream. I wouldn’t mind if I could do it in real life when Chloe sings it over and over.
The fish is frowning back. Its orangey face is all scrunched up and blowing up like a balloon. This is fun. What’s my dream fish going to do now? Should I pop it with one of Mum’s sewing pins? 
A spray of water ejects out of the goldfish’s mouth and hits me square in my left eye. 
“Ouch, why’d you do that?” my dream-self asks.
“You’re not dreaming and you better pay attention before your mother and sisters return. Go on, pinch yourself. It’s always the same. You’re my next victim. It never changes.”
“Don’t be stupid. I’m dreaming, and I can’t believe you’re in it. I should be dreaming about Sienna, the girl next door.” Wow, my dream-self has some spunk.
“Pinch yourself, boyo. This is for real, and you won’t be getting rid of me until I knock some sense into you, apparently.”
For fun, I sit up. Chips from the packet I dropped on the lounge room floor float past. The half-empty Coke bottle has lapped its way towards the front door. Chloe’s books, which I kicked off the couch earlier, are missiles dotted around the living room. I’m completely saturated. I’m going to wake up soon, aren’t I? 
To amuse this goldfish-in-a-bad-mood, I decide to humour him and pinch myself. After the first pinch I gasp loud enough to alert Sienna next door. 
I. Feel. Every. One. 
Every single pinch to my forearm hurts more. I can feel my eyes stretching to the point where they’ll never return to normal. My arm is peppered with enough red marks to alarm my mother. She might think I’ve been in a fight. 
This. Is. Not. Happening.
I’m shivering as I stand. The water’s up to my waist and the living room is full of water. Everything below my waistline is sitting in slow-swishing liquid. I’m lost. I’m confused. Did I hit my head earlier? Is this why I fell asleep? I never sleep on a Sunday afternoon. How embarrassing! How much more awkward will it get when I explain to Mum there was a giant goldfish in her living room, talking to me and smirking? 
I can already see it. Mia’s shoulders will droop with relief and she’ll lose that scowl she always has around me. “It’s okay, Mum, I always said Joey was strange. A talking goldfish? Yeah, right. Send him to bed, Mum, and concentrate on me.”
Hang on. What did the goldfish say earlier? I’m his victim until he knocks some sense into me? For a few lost and confused moments, my eyes cloud over. Now I blink hard, trying to clear the fog. I look for the goldfish. He’s swimming below the surface, like he owns the place. He’s checking his image in the china cabinet glass and sniffing the plant Mum has in the corner. My God, is this Mia reincarnated? She’s always checking her hair and makeup in every one of the dozen mirrors Mum has around the house.
I can’t believe I’m going to talk to a fish. But what choice do I have? My brilliant home-alone afternoon and I’m about to ask a goldfish a question. Here goes. “Hey, you. What do you mean I’m your next victim?”
The goldfish swerves closer to me. When he flicks his tail, cool drops of water appear on my arm. “To you, it’s Louis. Got it? Show some respect.”
“Are you kidding me?” I’m sure I’m kidding myself. “Next you’ll be telling me you’ve got a brother named Nemo.”
More swishes of the tail. Droplets land on my face this time. “Nemo’s a clownfish. I’m not being one bit funny, in case you haven’t noticed.”
“You know this isn’t real. I don’t know what you’re doing messing with my head. I’m just going to sleepwalk right outta here and go outside. I’ll even sweep the driveway without whinging about it first.”
If a goldfish was capable of sighing, this one does a pretty awesome impersonation of one doing so. I turn away from his sour look and wade slowly towards the door leading into the living room. I attempt to open it. It won’t budge. I try again and again. The water has it locked tight. Even stocky but strong little me is never going to open it against the pool. My heart thuds inside my chest. The only other escape route is the front door. I bet the water won’t let me open that either. 
I turn back to the goldfish. Never am I going to call him Louis. Who does he think he is? I drag a lungful of air into my chest and pretend it isn’t an effort. This fish is not going to beat me. I’m normal and this is just a bit of strangeness that every teenager has to live through. 
I’ll laugh about this one day, won’t I? So why am I nervous, and why do I need to pee? Do I pee in the water? I can’t make myself do it. If not because of Mum’s constant threats to never pee in a pool, I just know that every time I lie on the couch, I’ll think my pee is all over it. Not even I’m that gross. 
So, the next step is to reason with the fish. Lol, that’ll go down in the history books. Here goes. “So why am I a victim?”
The goldfish ignores me. He can hear me because his head bobs out of the water when I speak. He keeps up a constant swim, around and around the living room. Fins flapping, tail swishing, and some other nursery rhyme I can’t make sense of bubbling out of his mouth.
He jerks to a stop in front of me. I look down at this giant goldfish, swimming at waist height.
“If you’re talking to me, it’s Louis. Got it?”
I grit my teeth. I can’t believe I’m furious with a fish. “I don’t have to call you anything. Who do you think you are? Mum will be home soon, and you can explain all of this to her.”
Louis stops again in his circuit at the same spot. “Wrong. You’ll have to do all the explaining.”
“What are you, anyway?”
“I’m your worst nightmare until you learn some respect. I’ll bring them on every day for the rest of your life if you don’t learn fast. You’ll be too scared to close your eyes if you don’t start respecting your family and me. How you treat your mum and sisters every time your dad’s away on his swing shift needs to change. You’re rude, and I don’t think I like you.”
What does he mean by rude and not likeable? I’m thirteen years old. Isn’t it normal to be a pain in the backside for a few years at least? “Yeah, well, I’m never gonna respect you. You’re a damn fish, for goodness’ sake.” I wiggle my toes and they squelch in the carpet.
“Old Jim says I can’t move on until you start respecting me and your family. So, take as long as you want. I rather like this living room. There are a few interesting titbits in here to keep me amused.”
Who is ‘Old Jim’? 
My ears perk up at the sound of Mum’s car driving in. Holy shoot. What’s the time? My phone! Oh, my God, where’s my phone? I scramble clumsily in the water until I spot it floating between the couches. 
“No way. You did not just kill my phone.” I stab at the screen but it doesn’t light up, and despair fills my chest. My whole life is captured on this thing. I’ll never replace those priceless snaps. Especially the ones of Mia, taken when she least expected me. No, no, no. I drop the phone and thump my hand against my head, too depressed to care about how much pain I’m self-inflicting, or the fact my phone is floating away. 
I can hear Chloe chattering on like she usually does. Non-stop. Quick, what do I do? They’ll be through the front door any second—if the water lets them.
“So, the name is Louis. Think you can manage it?”
Enough of this fish. “Over my dead body. Go fish somewhere else.”
“Okey-dokey. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Louis does this weird turning thing, like a spinning top. The water funnels into a tornado-looking spiral and sucks the water into its vortex. The water and Louis quickly disappear, and I’m left with my mouth hanging open.
I’m still that way when Mum opens the door with my sisters from hell right behind her. 






  
  Chapter 2
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There’s not a speck of water anyway, except for a few drips falling from the bottom of my shorts—and onto Mum’s precious carpet. The coffee table is upended and a pot plant is on its side, soil spilling out. The couch is not in its usual position and some ornaments lie scattered on the floor, fallen from the shelf. The chip packet is further evidence that my life is about to end. Maybe that’s not such a bad thing. 
Mum’s jaw drops. Mia screams. She’s holding the half-finished Coke bottle that was once lying in front of the television. As for the packet of chips, it’s empty all right, but every teeny, weeny soggy chip I didn’t manage to eat can now be seen scattered all over the floor between the couch and the television.
I may as well be dead.
Mum has that scary, stern look blooming on her face. The one that tells me, with exact wrinkles in all the right places, how disappointed she is with me. Using a clipped tone, where she pronounces every single word with exactness, she asks, “Joey, did you drink that Coke straight from the bottle?” 
Phew! My shoulders slump. Is that all? In Mum’s books, drinking straight from a shop-bought bottle is equal to being a germ under someone’s foot. My relieved body relaxes at that. Is that all I’m going to be pinned for? No why is the couch water-logged? No why is all the crystal in my cabinets wet? No why are Chloe’s books all sodden?
Wait! Holy shoot. They are sodden, and Chloe has just discovered it. 
“Mum, look,” she wails. “Look what Joey did. All my books are wet.”
I freeze. If I ever see that stupid fish again, I’m going to remove its gills. I’m going to hook him in with my own fishing gear and offer to cook dinner for the family.
“Mia and Chloe, please leave the room,” Mum says quietly.
Oh, God. Now it’s coming. I get it occasionally, but this is bad. My mess is worthy of an Olympic gold medal. It hurts my eyes to look at it.
“You’re such a jerk, Joey,” Mia spits before she storms out of the living room. 
Yep, I’ve taken the limelight away from her for a split second, and she can’t stand it. 
By now, Chloe is in full, little girl emotional-breakdown mode. Tears are flowing so fast down her cheeks, I wouldn’t be surprised if Louis turned up again. 
“Ho…how…c…can I read my books a…again? I only got them today.”
Mum crouches down to her height. “Put them on the kitchen table and I’ll sort them out for you. Okay?”
This is enough to keep Chloe happy as she leaves the room. She clutches her little pile of books to her chest and gives me the best evil eye
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