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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
[image: ]

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 she’s ever managed. I’ll have to give her a high distinction for that one. She’s improving by the day. After all, she was taught by the best.
Then there’s only deathly silence. Mum always struggles with how to cope with me. If it was Dad, it’d be different. He’d put his arms around her, laughingly kiss her on the cheek and wink at me behind her back. That’s his way of saying, get the heck outta here and I’ll sort her out. He’s not here today and I’m going to get my backside whipped.
I straighten my T-shirt. The top half is dry and the bottom half is rapidly drying. This is strange. How is it drying so fast, given the short amount of time it’s been out of water? It’s defying the physics they try to teach us at school. It’s not like I’m outside with the breeze blowing through me. Is Einstein somewhere in the room?
Anyway, who cares? I’ve got bigger fish to fry. Oops! I nearly laugh out loud. That’s all I need—to aggravate Mum before I learn what my punishment is. She has the foulest look on her face and it’s not about to get any prettier. Will I get dinner tonight?
“Joey, I’m really disappointed in you.”
Okay, fair. This is her usual first line. She puckers up her mouth and runs her hand through her short brown hair. Coincidently, it’s the same colour as mine. Plain, boring brown. Mia and Chloe got Dad’s sandy-blond hair, with just the right natural highlights on all the right threads. Blah, blah, blah. As if I haven’t heard it a thousand times from Mia.
I decide I’d better step in and tell her the truth. “Mum, let me explain.”
She nods. Her hair’s a mess. A few grey strands are highlighted by the sun streaming in through the window. “I fell asleep on the couch and woke up to a giant goldfish swimming in here. It started talking to me and then it disappeared when you turned up.”
Yep, that should do it. Never lie, Joey. Always be honest, Joey. A fat lot of good it’s going to do me today.
Mum shakes her head, and I swear tears are glistening behind her lashes. It’s like she doesn’t know what to do with me, and all her fears of raising a teenage boy are finally coming true.
“I suppose I could offer to sweep the driveway.” It’s a horrible job because the neighbours (not Sienna) have Bunya Pines and every leaf and branch falls on it, and they take forever to sweep off. That’s if a Bunya Pine nut doesn’t fall on your head first, leaving you concussed. I normally have to be threatened with death by Mum to sweep it. It’s the chore I get after I’ve been rude and crabby to her, or after I’ve had a fight with Mia. Not my favourite, so me offering to do it is big on my part.
Mum looks tired. “How about you clean up here first. I need to talk to your father.” Shaking her head, she heads for the kitchen. Considering what they walked into, she’s being awfully patient. She hasn’t mentioned that there’s no food for me, so I’m hopeful I’ll get dinner. I’m starving. All that fish talk and a wasted half packet of chips has left me ready to eat a horse. Damn! This is going to suck, having to make it up to Mum. What if she kicks me out on the weeks Dad isn’t home? Crikey, I might have to find a homeless shelter.
I shake my head. What did that damn fish say? ‘I’m your worst nightmare until you learn some respect?’ What does that even mean? I’m a typical teenage boy. I annoy my sisters and give my mother a hard time, but hey, I love my dad. I even miss him a lot. Surely that must mean I respect someone? 
I’m the man about the house when Dad is on his swing shift. I empty the garbage, mow the lawn, pick up fallen tree branches, remove spiderwebs from the gutters and everything else in between. I can’t be all bad. 
When Dad’s home, we’re a team. We always gang up against them. We often sneak away to the corner shop for an ice-cream and Coke. If Mia heard about us drinking Coke, we’d never hear the end of it. I’m smart enough to keep my mouth shut whenever Dad and I step out of line.
I shrug and crouch down to collect all the chips I can see. I straighten furniture and make an attempt to save the plant. I even go to the hallway cupboard and pull out the vacuum. I feel like sucking up everything fishy. I swear, I can smell seafood in the room.
A little shocked, I notice a small section on the bottom of the china cabinet delaminating, as if it’s suffering from water damage. THIS CABINET HAS SPENT THE AFTERNOON SUBMERGED IN WATER. I want to scream it out to the world and not come across as a nutcase. How did Mum not see it?
It’s weird, but my chest is hurting from the way my heart’s pounding against it. I have a nasty feeling I haven’t seen the last of that fish—or Louis, as he wants to be called.
Maybe it won’t hurt to call him by his name. After all, my best mate, Noah, hates it when he’s called all sorts of names for being a redhead. It’s not his fault he was born that way and with a face full of freckles. We’ve been best mates for ever and only live a few streets apart. We’ve known each other since kindy. We’re not the popular kids in school, nor are we the nerds. I stick by him. That’s respect, isn’t it? Dumb fish.
I put the vacuum away, taking extra care to wind the lead neatly so Mum doesn’t blow her top like she does when she finds it twisted in knots. Then I dig out the outdoor broom and head for the driveway. Some space between me and the females in this house is probably what I need. A bit of time alone.
Then again, I had time alone this afternoon, and look how that turned out?  
The last person I’m thinking of when I walk outside is Sienna. She’s closing the front gate with her swimming tote bag over her shoulder. She doesn’t see me on the other side of the property and let’s face it, she doesn’t know I exist. What I’d do to have five minutes of her attention. It doesn’t help that Noah knows how I feel. If only I’d shut my stupid mouth and stopped talking about her so much. I keep my head down and concentrate on the driveway. For once, I don’t bother waving.
It’s never gotten me anywhere before.
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Half an hour later I put the outside broom back in its spot and head for the living room in search of my phone. How am I going to explain this one? The only other person in our family to destroy a phone is Mia. I remember it well. Dad was livid. Probably the first and only time either parent has raised their voice at her. 
She blamed a nail that broke. A very important nail. What a lame excuse for her phone falling into the bathtub. And they fell for it—hook, line and sinker. 
On the way, I look at my nails and check if the same trick will work. Mum didn’t believe the fish story. She’s hardly going to believe a lie—especially since I don’t play guitar or wear nail polish.
I can smell dinner—spaghetti. If she wasn’t so angry with me, I’d think she was cooking my favourite meal. I’ll offer to clean the sink without the hour-long interrogation as to why it isn’t my turn. Heck, why am I thinking these thoughts?  But I know why. Since I haven’t heard from Dad yet, I’d better play my cards right.
I scan the living room and spot my phone wedged between a pillow and the armrest. What the? There’s a happy little green light blinking on and off. I run the last steps and hurriedly grab it. The screen lights up…matching the light glowing inside of me. I swear this phone was floating in water and not working when Louis was in the room. There’s no way it could still be functioning. I DID NOT dream this fish saga. I am not going crazy.
I deflate like a balloon when I see all the missed calls from Dad. Oh boy! Time to face the music. But still, nothing can dampen the happiness I shouldn’t be feeling. Sinking into the couch (that’s bone-dry, BTW) I tear off the back cover of my phone. I need proof. I need to know this thing got a good soaking. I almost collapse with relief. Moisture coats the back of the phone and I pull up my shirt to wipe it dry. I’m not a lunatic after all.
As for Dad, I need time to come up with a story. Basically, a lie. If they’re not going to handle the truth, then I will have to come up with a way of convincing Dad it’s an overreaction by Mum and the girls. 
I’m putting my phone cover back on when a light bulb explodes in my head. I have the perfect story. Something Dad would do in the same situation. I’m set. I’m good to go but I need dinner first. He’ll understand if I phone him later.
“Dinner, everyone.”
About time. Mum’s call from the kitchen gets an instant reaction with footsteps sounding in different parts of the house. Normally Mia has to be called a few times but shopping must’ve wrung her out today.
I lope into the kitchen with the hugest smile on my face. I’m saved. Chloe’s books are spread across one end of the table. A little desk fan whirs air over them. I sit in my usual seat and spot the goldfish book I’d momentarily remembered when I thought I was dreaming. I’m not game enough to touch it in case Mum catches me, but I sneak a look to my left and catch a glimpse of the goldfish on the cover. 
I accidently bang my fork against my plate and a ringing sound echoes around the kitchen. Damn! The fish looks like Louis. I turn away and help myself to a big serving of spaghetti from the bowl in the middle of the table.
“Have you phoned your father back?” Mum asks from her spot at the head of the table.
“Er…not yet. I only just picked up my phone after sweeping the drive. I’ll do it after dinner.” Be polite, even if it feels like your tongue’s moving over barbed wire fencing.
“Well, don’t forget. I told him you were busy but that you’d ring later.” 
“Okay.” As I answer, I glimpse another look at the book and the goldfish winks at me. Startled, I jump back, taking the chair with me. It’s horribly messy with spaghetti going everywhere, and a loud clang as the chair hits the floor. I can’t stop the way my chest is heaving. Anyone would think I’d just run a lap around the school oval.
“For goodness’ sake, Joey, will you sit at the table and eat? Haven’t you caused enough trouble today?”
Mum again. I stand, rubbing the back of my head. One of the girls would’ve got, “Oh, darling, are you alright?” Not this little lame duck. Or fish. Whichever takes your fancy.
“Why do we need to be in the same house?” Mia whines. Chloe is still performing her high distinction evil-eyes. No love lost in this place.
Time to get serious. This book is going to disappear. I right my chair and swallow noisily, shovelling food down my throat. I plan on making a quick escape, using the loo as my excuse. There’s half a dozen or so books on the table drying. Chloe’s not going to miss one. This book is about to die an ugly death. I’ll race it upstairs to my room and perform a page-by-page ceremonial burning with a lighter after I’ve done the kitchen and phoned Dad.
No more goldfish winking at me. Did it really wink?
“I need the loo, Mum.” The book’s already under my shirt when I carry my plate to the sink.
“What about your salad?” She has one eye on her phone. She should be so busted but tonight I keep my mouth shut.
“I’ll come back and do the kitchen. I might have room for some then.” My only concern is Chloe. Eagle-eyed as she can be, I’m surprised she hasn’t noticed the disappearing book. Mia? Well, she’s in another world, scrolling through her news feed. Whether I exist or not in her mind is debatable. This is a piece of cake.
I take the stairs two at a time and in my room, I shove the book under my school bag and on top of my smelly joggers. That’ll serve Louis right. I hope he suffocates on the putrid stench. Even I can’t dispute my joggers stink. I make a stop at the toilet and flush it for authenticity. I’m not busting but hey, gotta make it sound right.
The whole weight of the world has shifted off my shoulders as I make my way back to the kitchen—except for the slight niggle that is trying to wedge its way into my brain, telling me that a fish can’t wink at you from a book. Maybe I have a twitch in my eye? I blink and roll my eyeballs around, looking for answers. I get to the bottom of the steps and my eyes haven’t blurred once. Damn. No twitch there. So, what really happened? 
I’ve got to believe it was all a dream. How am I going to explain this to Noah? He’ll ditch me as his best friend before the next day if I tell the truth. As for winning over Sienna, well…there goes my chance once word gets out. Yup! I’d better leave Noah out of it. It’ll be the first time I haven’t shared a secret with him but a man’s got to grow up sometime. 
I think of life without a best friend like Noah, and that homeless shelter is looking better by the minute. I don’t often get sad but this whole fish business is doing a good job of it. Dismally, I head straight for the sink and forget about the salad. I don’t want to eat anymore, and the spaghetti isn’t sitting too well.
When I’m finished, Mum throws me another reminder to ring Dad. With my shoulders hunched, I nod and head upstairs to my room.
I connect my phone to my Bluetooth headset out of habit. Usually, Dad and I can talk for ages. I’m not in a chatty mood and I bet Dad won’t be either. “Hi, Dad.” I weakly inject cheeriness into my voice but I can’t lose the wackiness of the day.
“Hey, Joey.”
I come straight out with my conceived lie. May as well. “I’m sorry, Dad. I had a packet of chips and Coke in the house but I honestly thought I’d be finished before they got home. As for the mess, it was caused by a gecko. I went ballistic, just like you do when you find one of them in the house. I knew it was my job to kill it. It’s not like any of the girls would get rid of it. By the time I managed to whack it with my thong there was blood and guts and chips everywhere. The furniture was a little out of place and I accidently tipped over one of the pot plants. So, I used a bucket of water to clean it up, tripped on the furniture that shifted, and spilt water over everything, including Chloe’s books. That’s when Mum and the girls got back home.”
“Well, why didn’t you tell your mother that?”
Good point. Quick! Response needed. “Be…because I didn’t think she’d believe me and I’d already thrown the gecko out in the garden.”
“So, you told her some stupid lie about a talking fish?”
I curl up on my bed and bury my head under the pillow. “Yeah, sorry, Dad. Pretty lame, wasn’t it?”
“Joey, if you ever lie to your mother again, I’ll kick your backside to Timbuctoo and back. You got that, son?”
“Yeah, I got that, Dad.”
“But I’m also proud of you, Joey. I can’t stand those non-native geckos in the house and I would’ve done the same thing to get rid of it.”
A spark ignites my chest. He’s proud of me? A lie is better than the truth?
“But next time, dude, how about we buy chips and Coke when I’m around? We’ll hide the evidence from the girls and have ourselves a good time.” Dad laughs at his idea. 
I shove the pillow off my head and sit up. My grin spreads from ear to ear. I’ve gotten out of jail this easily? Heck, way to go. I shed the moody gloom with ease and get my mind back to the book-burning plan. It’s gotta work!






  
  Chapter 4
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Dad and I chat for a little bit longer. He promises to take me fishing or mountain bike riding on his next stint at home, and I think everything’s good between us. I say goodbye and tell him I can’t wait until he gets back. This is true. A lot of kids at school bag their dad. I don’t see the point when mine’s only home half the time and the other half I’m stuck with females. 
Girls don’t think like us.
As I disconnect my Bluetooth, I’m pretty sure he’ll be on the phone to Mum next. Mum and Dad are cool together. They’re not big on fights. I’m probably the only thing they argue over.
I can relax now and concentrate on my mission. I get up and pull open the drawer of my desk and scramble around in it. I’m pretty sure I have a lighter here somewhere that I used for a science project once. I push aside packs of cards and Matchbox cars I haven’t touched in ages and spot the lighter towards the back. Yes! I knew it was here somewhere. I didn’t want to have to go downstairs and risk Mum’s attention any more than necessary. She keeps things like matches and lighters near the medicine box, and I don’t want her thinking I’m sick or someone who wants to burn the house down. 
I JUST WANT TO BURN A CERTAIN BOOK!
I shove the lighter in the pocket of my shorts and make a beeline for my school bag. I haven’t turned on the light in my room but the smell of my joggers leaves a strong enough trail I don’t need it. 
I reach underneath my school bag for the book, and my hand touches my joggers. I feel around them, in case the book slid off and is sitting on the dresser instead.
Tap, tap, touch, squeeze. I’m not touching the hard cover of a book. I have the urge to swear, and I do—inside my head. Words I’m never game enough to say out loud in case Mum or the she-devil sisters are within hearing range and dob on me.
Frustrated, because there isn’t a full moon to cast any light in my room, I shuffle to the doorway and flick on the switch. 
I cannot see the book anywhere. I push aside my bag and let it drop to the floor. I take my disgusting shoes and fling them to the carpet. Mum would say it would serve me right, because I’m supposed to leave my smelly shoes by the door but Mum doesn’t know I’ve stolen Chloe’s book. It also goes without saying she’d have a fit if I told her my reason for stealing it.
Nope, it’s gotta be here somewhere so I begin a thorough search. Nothing under the bed, the quilt or the pillow. Nothing in the closet, the drawers or behind the dresser. Finally, I check the pile of dirty clothes that should’ve been taken to the laundry days ago. Still nothing.
I stand back and scratch my head. Did one of the girls come upstairs? Surely, I would’ve heard them? Their bedrooms are on the other side of the house. Mum and Dad’s is closest to mine. I can’t remember the last time either Mia or Chloe came to my room. They reckon it stinks too much. They wouldn’t be seen dead trespassing over the threshold of my door. Yeah, Mia gets dramatic.
So, where’s the damn book? There’s no way I’m going to think Louis and the book swam to another place. There’s no evidence of water in my room, and anyway, the flood in the living room was a dream. IT DID NOT HAPPEN.
So, it’s back to the book. I’ll go downstairs and retrace my steps. Maybe I dropped it as I was sneaking it up to my room. I untangle my fingers, which I don’t realise are knotted together. The annoying thing is I remember placing it underneath my school bag and on top of my joggers. 
I AM NOT going mad, I remind myself as I head out of the bedroom and take slow, measured steps back towards the kitchen.
“What’s up, Joey?”
Mum appears at the bottom of the steps and I almost jump out of my skin. 
“Your father just phoned.”
No surprise there.
“He explained the gecko thing.”
My heart is beating at a hundred miles an hour. Why? Because behind Mum’s head is the goldfish book—floating in the air. Pages are opened at various spots, and Louis is visible on all of them, smiling, waving, winking and blowing me kisses. 
My mouth is hanging open. If Mum turns around, will she see it? Something tells me she won’t and this is scaring the heck out of me.
“I wish you hadn’t lied to me, Joey.”
I nod and swallow. I should offer a ‘sorry, Mum, I won’t do it again’ but I don’t bother. This isn’t my fault.
“Where are you headed now?” she asks. 
“I…I’m going outside for few minutes before I shower. Throw a few hoops and stuff. I think I ate too much.” 
Mum nods and runs a hand through her hair looking more relaxed after talking to Dad. “I’ll be in the living room if you need me. Come and say goodnight when you come back in. Don’t make it too late getting to bed. It’s a school day tomorrow.”
As if I need reminding. School’s okay but I don’t love it. I suppose at least at school I get to see Sienna every day and I do love hanging out with Noah. But I’d much rather be home with Dad, doing fun stuff with him.
But the book! I almost groan out aloud with relief when mum heads in the opposite direction and the book follows the back of her head. I swear I can hear Louis saying on repeat, “Respect, respect, respect.”
The words jolt through me and I remember something before Mum completely disappears. “Hey, Mum.” I’m frantic. I’ve got to say something nice to get her to turn around. See if she can see the book. “I…um…thank you for cooking my favourite meal tonight.” 
She does. YES, SHE TURNS AROUND. The book is now floating in front of her face. Why can’t she see it? Why is she not standing there gaping? Is she blind? I knew it. I just knew she wouldn’t be able to see it. Holy moly, now what?
She smiles and looks all relieved kind of thing. “Thanks, Joey.” She comes closer and ruffles my hair. “You’re not such a bad kid sometimes.”
The book! Look at it! But she turns back towards the living room, no doubt intending to watch her favourite show.
When she disappears, I look up. The book has disappeared, and weird feelings claw around my chest. Something strange is happening and I can’t pin a finger on it. I saw the book floating and the smirking Louis. I am not going crazy.
I stand there, unsure of what to do next. I slip my hand into my pocket and jiggle the lighter. I give up on looking for the book and going outside. I trudge back up the stairs to my room. I kick my putrid joggers towards the door and bundle up all my dirty laundry. 
Heading back down the stairs, I make my way to the laundry. I’m halfway there when an idea strikes. Maybe I’m sick and my brain isn’t coping. There has to be a reason why I keep seeing this talking goldfish. 
Inside the laundry, I dump the pile onto the floor, and then I race upstairs. I pull out my laptop from my school bag and boot it up. Time for some real research.
When it’s time I should’ve been in bed, Mum yells from downstairs. “Joey, get in the shower. It’s lights out in fifteen.”
I rise from my desk and stretch. I’ve been hunched over my laptop for a couple of hours and have found absolutely nothing. There isn’t a single illness that causes a person to think they’re talking to a fish. Not one teeny, weeny bit of information anywhere.
This buoys me up. At least I’m not sick.
But it doesn’t explain why I keep seeing this talking goldfish. 
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Spotting Noah at the lockers, I sling my school bag over my shoulder and head that way. Noah’s pulling his books out. “Yo, Noah.” 
“How can it be Monday? My weekend wasn’t long enough.” Noah mumbles his usual morning greeting. He’s not a morning person and he doesn’t wake up properly until the first recess break.
“Come on, dude. I’m not too bad to hang around, am I?”
“If I can get past the reeking shoes.”
Okay, so I’m known for the bad odours surrounding my feet. I’m proud of it. Nothing to be offended by. 
My spine stiffens when something starts moving in my bag. I slip the strap off my shoulder and set it on the floor. The size of my bag has trebled and something inside of it is moving. I can follow its movements by the way the bag changes shape.
“Got your books out yet, Joey?” Noah asks.
Can’t he see what’s happening? Doesn’t my bag look unusually full? I’m biting my bottom lip, not sure what the heck is going on. There’s a sinking feeling inside my stomach. I think I know what I’m going to find inside, and it will be more than just a damn book. In fact, I can hear water sloshing, and my heart is beating stupidly.
Something is very wrong with all this. Why is the book in my school bag? I didn’t put it there because I never found it last night. What’s worse is that no one else can see what is happening. Whatever this stupid fish is doing, it’s only meant for me. A weird twist in my gut is warning me there’s worse to come. Just what that is, who knows? 
Sienna and her friends are walking past, and I try to paste a smile on my face. It probably looks like a grimace, but hey, I’m suffering some sort of stress here.
I risk unzipping the bag. I freeze on the spot when I spot a miniature version of Louis swimming around inside complete with water sloshing over the edges. I rush to zip it closed again, an idea of running outside to the school’s fish pond and dumping the contents filling my mind.
“Hey, why’s there water in your bag, Joey?” The voice I’ve been dreaming of has spoken. Sienna is talking to me! 
I’m paralysed. Noah’s nagging me that we’re going to be late for class, and Sienna has stopped walking and is staring at me. 
I lock glances with Sienna. My school bag is leaning against my leg. Louis is darting in and around my now sodden books. I moisten my dry lips and realise I have to get out of here.
Noah nudges my shoulder. “What water is she talking about?” 
“His bag is sopping wet.” Sienna says, pointing to it.
I can’t get a single sentence out. I mumble an apology to Noah and manage an, “I need to go outside.”
“But you’re going to be late for roll call and you’ll get detention.”
As if detention is something I need to worry about. Shoot, I’ve got bigger problems at the moment, and that fishpond is looking mighty attractive.
I start walking off. I roughly throw my bag over my shoulder, not caring if I bruise Louis. Why would I care about a goldfish? Louis must be able to read my mind because he’s doing state final swimming laps around my bag and digging into my back with each turn.
Noah tries to change my mind but I shrug his hand away from my shoulder. “I won’t be long. Don’t worry about me; I’ll be okay.”
I turn away from the lockers and make a run for it, but not before I take a quick, last glance at Sienna. Her eyes haven’t left my bag and she hasn’t moved a single step. Her mouth is hanging open and I can’t believe that the first time she’s spoken to me is when a rotten goldfish is trying to ruin my life.
Of course, by the time I get to the small fishpond in the school’s landscaped gardens, the bag is devoid of fish and water. But I’m not going to believe I’m dreaming this up. I unzip the bag and tip all the contents into the pond. My textbooks, my assignment due later today, my pencil case and my lunch box. If my assignment wasn’t sodden because of Louis before, it is now.
I’m going to get into huge trouble. My flash drive in my pencil case is now sinking to the bottom of the pond. There’s no chance I can reprint my assignment. Which equates to failing it, which leads to a phone call to Mum and Dad, which only leads to one thing…I’m grounded.
“Joey, what have you done?”
I spin around at Mr Clarke’s stern voice, and my breakfast rises in my throat. I swallow madly. There’s nowhere to run. The principal is looking right at me and frowning big time. He’s glancing between me and my empty school bag. He must’ve witnessed everything. How deep is the pond? Can I dive in and disappear for a day…a month…the rest of my life? I’m not going to need a failed assignment to get detention. I’ve already got it, judging by the angry stance Mr Clarke is taking. 
I shrug, because let’s face it, I have no answer. When I next see that fish, I’m going to strangle it. Or, better still, I’m going to make a spear. YouTube will help me and I’m going to go spear fishing. Take that, Louis. I’ll spear him right in the eye or the chest and watch him flounder for once. 
I’m thinking all these evil thoughts. Was I always like this? Am I really a wicked and horrible teenage boy? Was I this bad last week?
“Collect all your gear and follow me to the office, Joey. I’ll need to ring your parents.”
Oh, great. Dad’s due back home tomorrow. I can hardly wait.  
Most of my possessions are now floating on top of the pond. And yeah, they’re wet as. A tiny ray of hope sparks inside my chest. What if my flash drive works long enough to print out my assignment again? I pluck the floating pencil case from the water and hold it against my chest. I’m not getting my hopes up of course. 
I throw my stuff inside my bag, because why would I do anything else? Nothing is going to magically dry in a hurry. It may as well mulch inside it. Unless, of course, everything dries fast like it did after Louis visited the living room. Does a school pond resemble a living room? I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.
My feet drag as I follow Mr Clarke. The chances of spending the weekend with Dad, fishing or mountain-bike riding, may as well be scrubbed off the list of things to look forward to. He’s going to be spitting chips. 
I’m a few steps before Mr Clarke’s office when I stop in my tracks. I’m struggling to breathe through my nose. It’s like I’m underwater. But that’s not what’s concerning me. It didn’t occur to me before. Noah didn’t see anything weird at the lockers. Mum didn’t see any floating book last night. 
BUT SIENNA SAW THE WATER INSIDE MY BAG!
The realisation that someone else can see what I do smacks me so hard against my chest I double over and dry retch. Nothing comes out, of course. It’s not like I dived into the fish pond and swallowed water.
My hand clutches the strap of my bag so tight my nails are digging into my palm. If I explain to Sienna that a goldfish visits me and talks, she might be the one person who will understand what is happening to me. 
Yep, world’s number-one nutcase about to be presented to the girl next door.
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Everything is as bad as I’d expected. Mum’s furious and Dad can barely speak. The only thing on my side is that my flash drive miraculously worked long enough for me to print out my assignment. 
Fishing is definitely off and so is mountain-bike riding. I’m grounded but I’m not surprised. For punishment, Mr Clarke has put me on litter duty every lunch hour for the entire week. Noah keeps me company and by the time Friday rolls around, it isn’t so bad. 
But one conversation with Noah on litter duty has me reeling with unease.
“Hey, Joey, want to know what I’m hearing about Mia?”
I crouch to pick up litter and toss it in the bucket. “What are you hearing?”
“That she’s pretty hot.”
The litter bucket is forgotten and it drops from my hand. Litter tumbles onto the schoolyard lawn. “Whhhhhhaaaaaaat? Are you for real? Mia is not hot. She’s a little spot of hell that decided to visit us earthlings. Please do not ever repeat those words again.”
“Hey, it’s not me saying it. The year ten boys don’t stop talking about her on the bus.”
I groan with gusto as I bend to collect the litter again. Noah takes the bus home because his Mum and Dad work late. Whereas my mum finishes work early and has time to pick us up. Sometimes I wish I could sit on the bus every afternoon with Noah. I’d do anything to delay getting home as early as my sisters. 
“Well, you’ve just ruined my day,” I say.
Noah laughs, and it begins to irritate me, which is unusual. Noah never irritates me, and I’m blaming a certain fish for this.
The next day, I’m stuck in the living room. There are no chips and Coke this time, my phone’s been taken off me for the weekend, and no friends are allowed to visit—Noah included. Mia has a dance performance, and everyone’s gone to watch her. It’s not so bad being grounded. It could’ve been a lot worse. I still haven’t finished watching the movie I started last weekend, and I figure this afternoon is the time to do it.
I warned Noah my phone was confiscated but still, it would’ve been nice to talk to him. I make myself comfortable on the couch while trying to block out the pink and green colours of the cushions. I hate them but Mum is into Zen colours and themes, like they’re supposed to make you feel better.
They’re not helping today.
I switch on the television to finish watching my favourite movie. I get about two minutes in when my eyes get droopy. That’s weird. I’m like this for only a second, I swear, when my eyes spring open so wide, I’m worried my eyeballs will pop out. Within a matter of minutes ice-cold water begins to fill up the living room.
I try and drag myself from the couch but I’m struggling. It’s like I have no bones and I’m some big sloth spread across the couch. My goal is to get to the door and OUT! No way am I going to be stuck in here with that fish. NO WAY!
I’m too late. When I finally manage to stand and make it to the door, the water is knee-high and the door won’t budge. Not one tiny millimetre. I frantically look around for another option but the windows are covered with security screens. They’re designed to keep intruders out. It’s a pity they can’t keep fish out too.
I spot Louis. He’s swishing in and out of the furniture, gliding between the couches, swoop-diving down to the bottom of the china cabinet and sniffing around Mum’s pot plant. He doesn’t seem to have a care in the world.
Steam is starting to escape my ears. I’m mad. I did not ask for this. I never invited a goldfish into our living room.  “Hey, you there,” I call out.
He ignores me but I know he heard me. He bobs his head up for a fraction of a second before resuming his swimming.
“You’re not welcome here. Why don’t you butt out of my life and go annoy someone else?”
He finally stops and repeats the same
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