The boathouse was a hundred years old, and creaked with every gust of wind; the gaps between the planks grew wider every year. The girl peered out of one of these gaps, holding the rotting wood apart with her fingers.  
She had heard the boys on bicycles come; she had seen them showing off, she was glad she wasn’t there. She watched them from where she was concealed, and grew anxious of discovery. Her fingers had dug into the planks; white paint had flaked off and blown onto her eyelashes, and into her eyes. She blinked and rubbed them until the irritation was tolerable.
The boys described wider and wider arcs around the sunbathing girls; they got closer to the boathouse. She could hear the wind whistling through the spokes of the bicycles; then the boys started kicking the walls; she could see the planks bend, feel the splinters in her hair as she buried her head in her hands.
The girl had been coming to this place since she was a child. Her mother and father used to bathe in the river all year round; and they always brought her with them. She was an only child, so while her parents swam, Emily made up games to amuse herself. One of these was to hide in the boathouse. She enjoyed it when they couldn’t find her. From the cracks in the planks she watched them run in panic and fear. Then she would appear from nowhere and surprise them. She was too young then to be scolded, so her parents rewarded her with hugs, chocolates and comforting words. She was careful to conceal her hiding place, so that she could continue to benefit from her parents affection. The boathouse was a safe and happy place for her.
At last the boys had stopped cycling; they had thrown down their bikes, she could hear them talking to the girls, bragging about things they had done, and things they would do.  Then they started throwing rocks at the birds, and she knew it was him. When he threw the stone that hit the bird, she knew it was him. She had even seen the tattoo throbbing angrily on the side of his neck. 
She still loved him in a way, but she didn’t know what to expect from him now. She had seen the look on his face when he threw the stone; she had seen that look before when he was drunk and angry; that was when she feared him.
Emily had been sunbathing with the other girls, when she went into the boathouse to shelter from the heat. It was a good hiding place, but was also the place where she had first met him; where they had talked and smoked; where they had first done “other things.” Emily had admitted this to her mother.  That was when her mother stopped her seeing him; but she did see him again.
Now, as she watched Matthew in the heat of a summer’s day, she hoped he had forgotten their last meeting together; that last argument on a cold day in January, when they were both wrapped in parkas, when the rain was blown through the timbers by a gale, and the door rattled on its rusting hinges.
It was shortly after his father’s funeral which Emily attended. In the church she had watched his family; she had felt pity for his mother, who sobbed constantly; respect for his brother, who was stoic, but she had no feelings for Matthew.  Throughout the service he looked morose, and drunk. Emily was still shocked by this. He was only 15, yet he was drunk most of the time.
“No matter what he had done to me,” she said to him after the funeral, “if it had been my father I would have cried for weeks; if it had been my father I would have missed him in some way; I would still have cried for him.”
“I’m not a girl, I don’t cry,” was the only thing Matthew said. After that he said nothing - nothing at all. He was menacingly silent. That was the trouble with Matthew, his brooding.  And when he brooded he didn’t want to know her or anybody, he wanted to be on his own. 
That January day was when she broke it off with him; when he slapped her; when she slapped him back and left him there. She remembered the odour of alcohol on his breath; his scream; the sound of splintering wood – he’d punched a hole through one of the planks and cut his hand wide open. And now, as she waited for her new boyfriend, she was in fear of her old one. Yet she couldn’t help but feel flattered that he should injure himself over her.
In spite of her last memory with him at the boathouse, she still adored this place. Even in the coldest weather she adored it; even though she had to avoid dirty needles and broken beer bottles, she adored it. It was her refuge, her sanctuary. 

She traced her fingers through some of the names and messages carved into the wood by long lost lovers. They dated back decades. What had happened to them? Had any of them married each other? She was sad she wouldn’t be marrying Matthew when they were older; he was too immature for her, and he would always be immature, even though he was a year older than she was. 
Sometimes Emily did feel sorry for him; the times when he came to her cut and bruised saying he’d been in a fight. She tended to his wounds, feeling like an adult, a nurse. She had suspicions that someone in his family was beating him up – his brother, his father, perhaps even his mother.  
Emily continued running her fingers through the gouged wood. How many of these lovers had abused or been abused? How many had fought and broken up with each other? She found the mark she and Matthew had made. It was the usual thing – a heart; engraved initials; faded dates; faded hopes. She remembered the time they had carved it together. His cheeks were wet with blood from a cut above his eye. She asked him who had done it, but he wouldn’t answer. Instead they talked about getting married, family, leaving home.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“I’m like a doormat at home. My dad takes things from me; my mum doesn’t believe me when I tell her; then she tells my dad things I haven’t said,” Matthew began rubbing his face vigourously. Emily knew he didn’t want to swear in front of her. This was one of the things she found most endearing about him.
“She won’t let me speak for myself,” he continued, having regained control of himself, “she won’t let me sort my own messes out.” 
“I speak too much for myself,” Emily said, that’s what my mother tells me. She says I have far too much to say.”
“I will leave home soon,” Matthew continued, “I will leave my family. My brother has already left, and I will leave too.”
“As soon as I’m old enough I’ll get married,” Emily had been equally certain of her plans, “but I will propose to my husband.” She would marry when she was ready to and not before.
She heard one of the boys shout something disgusting; it was a threat to someone; she couldn’t be sure who he was threatening. She trembled, but was relieved when she saw the cyclists pick up their bikes and leave. 
Emily stayed in the boathouse as the storm broke. She wasn’t prepared for the rain, so she would wait there until the weather cleared. Then she would meet her new boyfriend, where she used to meet Matthew. She traced her fingers over the heart she had engraved with Matthew once more; the wind blew the rain against the boathouse, and Emily waited.

