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Chapter One

I’m not very pretty. You should probably know that right away, in case you’re here for that kind of thing. It’s really quite rude that people always seem to care whether you’re very attractive or not. Like last year, I applied for this job as a receptionist at a law firm. You should see my CV. That’s curriculum vitae. It’s really very good, in my opinion. I haven’t had a whole lot of jobs throughout my life, but I do, at least, know how to write a very good CV. The recruiting lady said she had selected me from over two hundred applicants. I talked to her over the phone, and she said they were very interested in me, that my CV was exceptionally written. I got a very exciting email arranging a meeting with them. However, once I got there, I could see almost instantly that they weren’t going to hire me. I could tell just by looking at them. They were a very respectable law firm, and they wanted a pretty face on the front desk. I’m not a pretty face. I’m not horribly ugly or anything. I’m fairly skinny, and I have quite clear skin. I’m just not law firm pretty. The truth, though, is that I didn’t even write my own CV. I certainly wrote some of it, but then I had my friend Penny edit it for me. She’s very intelligent. She frequently stays up late reading books and watching movies and learning a lot of stuff. She certainly does have a very big vocabulary. I wish I was very intelligent. Then I could have a very good vocabulary, too. I’m actually quite stupid. I spent about two days planning what I was going to say in that interview. It’s because I get very nervous a lot of the time. The blood just rushes to my head, and it’s almost like I can’t understand anything.

I want to tell you about some stuff that happened to me. Some pretty bad stuff. I haven’t really told anyone about it, but I thought I should at least write it down.

I went to university very early on Friday morning. I thought I could get an early start on my essay. I had this essay that I had to write. I’m studying history—don’t ask me why. People always ask me what I’m going to do with a history degree. I don’t know. But the library didn’t open until six. So I had to just sleep by the door for a while and wait for the security man to come and open the building.

The essay that I was trying to write was due on Monday. I hadn’t done any of it then, so I sort of needed to get working. It was the last thing I needed to do to pass my degree. It was worth forty percent of my final grade, so it was pretty important. I had also sort of missed some of my other assessments that semester, so I really needed to do well in that one. I needed to write an exemplary essay.

I had planned it all out very well. I was going to dedicate all of Friday, Saturday, and Sunday to finishing it. Then I could go to university on Monday, all ready to hand it in, so I didn’t have anything to worry about. It didn’t work out like that, though. But it really wasn’t my own fault, I don’t think. I’m just very unlucky.

When the building opened, I went straight in to the library. I actually went to the computer lab, but that’s in the basement of the library building. So it’s all the same, I guess. It’s a grey room with these very boring rows of grey computers. I sat down at a desk. But I knew right from the very start, almost from the very instant I sat down, even, that I couldn’t focus. My mind was very distracted. There had been a lot of bad stuff going on, and I couldn’t get it out of my head.

But I really did want to write my essay very badly. As a matter of fact, just the week before, I had been thinking about myself writing my essay. I had this cool vision of me being exceptionally talented at writing essays. I imagined I would sit down at the computer, with my pile of research notes. I’d keep my bag on the floor though, around my feet, with my food in it. I’d be the only one in the computer room, because I had come in so early. I might even be the only one at the whole university. Then I’d sit there for maybe ten minutes, just being still and quiet. I’d have my eyes closed; I wouldn’t even be looking at the computer. What I was doing was mentally preparing myself. I’d be concentrating and focusing. Maybe even meditating. Putting my brain into essay writing mode. Then I’d open my eyes and start working. I would have all my research in a big jumble all around me. Except it wasn’t a jumble to me, I knew exactly what it all was. I’d be typing very fast, only pausing to search through some of the notes on my desk. People would start to fill the computer room around me, but I wouldn’t even notice. I’d be so focused on my essay. I’d work like that for hours. I’d even forget about my food and water, because I was working so hard. Then, maybe six or seven hours later, I’d be finished. I wouldn’t have even realised that I went a thousand words over the limit, so I might have to go back and edit a bit out. But that would be okay. Because in the end, I’d have a really good essay.

I really wanted to do that. The only trouble was that I just couldn’t seem to focus. I ended up sitting at the computer for a few hours, just sort of messing around, looking up various topics on the Internet. Sometimes though, the Internet can be very good for learning a lot of things. I learned quite a few interesting things when I was there. I can’t quite remember them all now to tell you about, but they were very interesting, I remember.

After a while though, I realised I needed a break. I had used up my mind too much on other topics, and I needed to give it some rest before I got back into my essay. I packed up my bag and things, because you’re not supposed to leave your stuff in the computer room. There are always signs everywhere saying ‘Do not leave your valuables unattended. Thieves are about’, but I’ve never even seen a single one.

I decided to go for a walk around university. It was very bright outside. I had to stop for a moment and rub my eyes because they were having trouble adjusting to the new atmosphere. But it was quite nice out there. The sky was pretty clear, and the sun was very warm too. I already felt quite refreshed. I thought right away that I could probably turn around, go back inside, and write my essay. I could probably write it very well, too. But I decided to continue my walk anyway.

University was quite busy. There were lots of people coming in for their morning classes. I was walking into the main quad area of campus. That was the part where, in the first week of the year, they always had a lot of stalls for different groups and clubs and stuff. The whole area would always be packed with new people just starting university. And they all wanted to get involved with everything by signing up to a lot of things. I always wondered whether people really wanted to join clubs because they thought it would be a lot of fun or because all they really wanted was to do was put down a lot of extra-curricular activities on their job applications. It’s pretty hard to tell what people are thinking, sometimes. I certainly never joined any for fun. I didn’t think they would be fun at all. I never joined any just to put on job applications either, though.

But one club I did really like the look of was the vegetarian club. I’m not a vegetarian myself, but sometimes I think it would be quite nice not to eat animals all the time. But the main reason I really liked the look of the club was because they had this very cool stall set up. What they did was, they brought in a real sheep! It was just this big fat sheep that was standing in the quad. They had built this little fence around it and filled it with a lot of hay so that it would have something to snack on. And I guess so that it didn’t have to stand on the hard concrete all day. That stuff can make your feet pretty sore after a while. But they had a big sign saying that you could pat the sheep. Or even feed it some hay! I got so excited when I saw that! There was a big queue for it, so I joined the line. And when I got to the front, I ran right up to the sheep. I leaned over the fence and patted it. It was kind of rough. I thought it would be pretty soft, but it wasn’t. So that was a little bit disappointing. But what was really good was when I got to feed it some hay. It ate it right out of my hand! It wasn’t scared of me or anything! I thought that was so cool.

That sheep looked pretty funny. Kind of ugly, actually. But I didn’t mind, because it was so friendly, too. And that’s all that really matters, I guess. I even went in the line about two more times, even though I had already signed up, just to feed the sheep again. The vegetarians didn’t mind though; they just let me do it. It was a pretty good day.

But there weren’t any stalls in the quad just then. It was only packed with people, and I was right in the thick of it. It was funny, because I could just stand still, right in the centre, and everyone would all move around me. It was like I had an invisible forcefield or something, and people had to bounce off it and go around me. It felt quite cool, for a moment. Like I had superpowers or something.

Although then I became sort of startled, because almost instantly, I saw these two people I know, Anne and Penny.

They saw me, too. Anne ran up to me and gave me a big hug. “Franny, I haven’t seen you in ages!” she kind of yelled in my ear.

“Hi, Anne,” I said. I don’t like Anne very much.

Penny came up to me then with this very warm smile on her face. I told you about her before.

“Hi, Penny,” I said. I like Penny quite a lot.

We all sort of stood there for a moment and didn’t say anything. Then Anne said, “What have you been up to?”

“Oh, me?” I said. I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or not. My mind was still a little bit confused from the essay writing. “I’m just writing my essay.”

“Oh god, isn’t it just the worst? End of semester essays drive me nuts.”

“Yeah,” I said. I didn’t really feel much like talking to Anne. Especially not about essays. I turned to Penny instead. “How are you, Penny?”

“I’m really good,” she said. “It’s so nice to see you. I’ve missed you and Vincent, that little rascal.”

Vincent’s my cat. But he ran away a few years ago. I guess Penny didn’t know about that. I didn’t really feel like telling her about it just then, though. I didn’t want to upset her. Penny used to come over to my house a lot to play with me and Vincent. We used to be very good friends, me and Penny. We’re still pretty good friends, I guess. But she doesn’t really ever come over anymore. She’s so nice, though. And very pretty, too. She’s tall and slim with this really nice brown hair. Sometimes she has it short, and it looks very good on her. And sometimes she wears it long, and that looks very good, too. I think you’d like her, if you met her.

Then Penny said, “Sorry, Franny, we’re a bit late to class, so we’ve probably got to run along.”

“That’s okay,” I said. I was a bit sad that Penny had to go, but I figured I should probably continue with my walk anyway, so I could refresh my brain.

“But hey, would you like to hang out this afternoon and get lunch with us? Around one o’clock. Do you think you’d have time, with your essay?”

I thought about it for a moment. “I’d better just do my essay today, I think.”

“That’s all right,” she said. Then Anne started to lead her off, toward their class, I guess. “Let’s make sure we hang out after exams are over, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Bye!” Anne said. They started to walk off. Then I heard Anne yell, “Oh! The party!” She turned around and came back over to me. “You should come to the party tonight.”

“What party?” I said.

“It’s Lily’s party.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“That’s all right, it will be lots of fun. The more the merrier. We want it to be a huge party. Do you want to come?”

I kind of just stood there, not too sure. I looked over at Penny, who was standing a bit away from us. She was just looking at me to see what I would say.

“Come on!” Anne said and kind of teasingly pushed me. I think she was trying to be funny. I didn’t think it was very funny, though. I don’t really like it when people push me. “We’ve got to get to class, so just say yes.”

So I said yes.

She told me she’d send me all the details, but I told her my phone was broken. That was a lie. It wasn’t actually broken. I had just turned it off the day before. There were some people that might have been trying to contact me that I didn’t really feel like talking to at that moment. I felt a bit nervous about turning it back on, to be honest. So I just asked her to write the details down for me. She seemed a bit annoyed when I asked her to do that, but she did it anyway. Then they said goodbye and went to class.

I had a whole new thing to worry about then, with the party. I don’t even know why I said yes. Sometimes I’ll do things like that, and then I’ll wish I didn’t even do them at all. I tried to continue my walk after that, but I couldn’t even seem to do that properly. I kept almost bumping into people. My brain was so distracted with my thoughts that it couldn’t even focus on what my eyes were seeing. I had to sit down after a moment, because I was breathing quite heavily. I quite frequently get light headed when I have a lot on my mind. I started feeling a little bit like that, and I knew I should sit down. I didn’t want to make myself faint or anything. That happens sometimes.

Eventually, there weren’t so many people walking around, because they had gone into their classes. That made me feel a bit better. I also felt a bit rested too, from sitting on the bench, and that was good as well. So, I went back to the computer room. I tried to write some more of my essay, but I still couldn’t seem to focus. I just spent the rest of the morning kind of hanging at university, messing around on the computers, since I wasn’t in the mindset for writing my essay anyway. I still had Saturday and Sunday to finish it though, so it wasn’t too bad.

At about two o’clock, I decided I would go into the city to do a little bit of shopping for the party. University is quite close to the city centre, so I could just walk there. It was mostly downhill too, which was an added bonus. I wouldn’t get so tired then. I was only wearing a black skirt and this dark red top, so I needed some other clothes to wear. I also needed some makeup and a few other things. Normally I would just use the ones at my flat, but I couldn’t really go back there anymore because of what happened. So I would have to purchase brand new things. I didn’t have much money, but I guessed I could spend some of my savings. I had to buy Lily a present for her birthday party, too. I didn’t even know who she was, so I had no idea what I was going to get her.

When I got up to leave university, I realised I was very hungry. I didn’t bring any food with me, so I had to buy a vending machine lunch. That’s what I call my lunch when I buy it from the vending machine. It was just a chocolate brownie and some potato chips, but they tasted quite nice.





Chapter Two

I went down into the big shopping area in my city. It didn’t take too long to get there. There were normal people walking around in normal clothes and business people walking around in their business suits. My dad calls them monkey suits. His name’s Francis. He thinks of silly things like that sometimes. It always makes me smile.

There was one businessman I saw, though, who was different. He looked mostly just like the others, in his very serious suit. But I saw that he had on these super colourful socks. They were red and blue striped. I thought that was so cool. And it made me like him quite a lot, even though I didn’t even talk to him a single time. I thought maybe it might be quite boring to wear the same black and white suit every day. But secretly wearing cool colourful socks under your shoes like that would be lots of fun.

I needed to get some makeup for the party that night. My mother used to buy all my makeup for me. Her name’s Lucinda. But I’ve only ever called her Lucy. She’s a very nervous person. She’s scared of everything. She’s even scared of other people not being scared enough about things. Like when I lived at home, she never used to let me go for walks by myself. Not even just around the block! She was scared that I would get kidnapped. Or that I might fall over and hurt myself and there would be no one to save me. Even though I’m twenty-two years old! My dad even once got a tattoo on his arm of Piglet, from Winne the Pooh. He said it was just like her. Because she was always scared of everything, just like Piglet. He said he got it because it meant he loved her a lot. That was quite a long time ago, though.

But now that I don’t live at home, I have to buy all my own makeup myself. I know makeup and those sorts of things are quite stupid, and that you’re not meant to care too much about how people look or anything. But I quite like them anyway, I suppose. At least a little bit. I guess that makes me just a silly girl. But I don’t care. Sometimes I like to stay up very late into the night and try on lots of different clothes and wear lots of different makeup. I have this very tall mirror in my room, so that I can see my whole self all at once. Some people only have those small mirrors that can only see your face. I don’t like those ones. I like big mirrors. Sometimes I’ll put on heaps of makeup and do it all with really interesting colours and contrasts and things. It looks quite funny. Like one time I put purple lipstick on my bottom lip and bright red on my top lip, so that they were different colours. It looked very silly. Or I’ll even do a big circle of black lipstick around my eye, like I got in a fight. Maybe I’ll even pretend to punch myself in the mirror, too. Then when I’m finished with the makeup, before I clean it off, I’ll just smear it all over my face! For no reason at all! I’ll have a whole lot of makeup on my face, then just use my hands to rub it all over everywhere. Then I look in the mirror and laugh so much sometimes. It looks crazy! Then I’ll try on a whole bunch of dresses and clothes that I’ve got in my wardrobe. I’ll put on a green skirt and green top and green everything. Then I’ll pretend I’m a tree or something and dance around like trees do in the wind. Also, sometimes, I put on lots of costumes I’ve got from when I used to do dance recitals, if they still fit me. Some of them do. I’ve got costumes from The Nutcracker and from Peter Pan and other cool plays and ballets and things. I have a lot of fun by myself in the middle of the night when I do that. It makes me feel quite mischievous. I know it sounds very stupid and immature, but it’s actually so much fun. I do it all secretly though, so no one can see me. You should try it some time; I think you’d secretly like it, too.

I went into this makeup store that I like. It was quite empty, I guess because everyone was working or studying for exams. There was only about one other person in there. Then one of the staff people came up to me. It was one of those very gorgeous girls. She was tall, with very nice clothing on, and these gold earrings. These big gold hoops. She was even wearing heels, too. It must be quite uncomfortable to wear those for the whole day. She asked if she could help me with anything. It made me quite nervous, because I didn’t even know her. I’m not very good at talking to people I don’t know. Sometimes when I get nervous, I almost can’t hear anything. The blood rushes in my head, and it makes it very difficult to hear sounds like cars beeping or people yelling or any other kind of sounds.

I told the makeup lady I was just looking around. She said okay but kind of stood around for a few seconds. Maybe she thought I was going to ask her a question. But I didn’t. Then she went away. I felt a bit better after that. Not quite as worried.

First, I got some mascara. I used to get this horrible mascara that would clump all over my eyelashes and make these big blobs. That was when I was quite young though, and I didn’t know any better. You can’t really blame a little kid for something like that. Or for anything, really. But now I use this liquid mascara stuff. It’s made from a very pure liquid. I think that’s what makes it such good quality, which helps it run on very smooth. Anyway, I like it a lot, and I get it every time now. I also got some foundation and eyeliner and a couple of other things. I have to get this very specific foundation though, because my skin is so pale. I sort of have this thing called anaemia. But I only sort of have it, though. My doctor told me. They just said it was because I didn’t eat enough meat and vegetables and stuff. I’m quite a picky eater. Quite often all I’ll eat is a slice of toast, with nothing on it at all. Not even butter. And even when I eat meat, it’s practically only sausages. I don’t really like anything else. My parents always used to try get me to eat other stuff when I was a kid, but I refused. They told me a story about how once, when I was only three years old, they cooked me some fish and tried to feed it to me for dinner. But I wouldn’t even open my mouth. They told me I had to sit at the dinner table until I finished it. All I did, though, was start crying. I was crying and then trying to get away from the table. But every time I tried to get away, they would just pick me up and put me back on the chair. Then I would just cry even more. That kept happening for hours. Eventually though, they said all I did was fall asleep. Right there at the table. I even kind of fell asleep with my face right on top of the fish. I don’t really remember it, but they said I never even ended up eating it. That was good, at least.

But now every couple of months I have to go to the doctor to get this injection. My dad always used to call it my ‘meat shot’, because it would give me a lot of protein and stuff that I needed, since I didn’t eat enough vitamins. I always laughed when he said that; I thought it was a very funny name. But they said if I eat better, that it will go away, and I can have good health. Sometimes I’d quite like to be very healthy like that. But not too often. I don’t mind too much.

After that, I remembered I needed to buy a dress. I didn’t want to spend too much money, so I just went to this big store that sells pretty cheap clothes. I just got a plain black dress, and I could wear it with the leather shoes I already had on. The dress came up to my knees, or maybe a little bit above that. It had quite a high neck lining, though. I don’t really like low-cut dresses that show off your boobs a lot. Mostly because I have hardly any boobs to show off in the first place. I tried it on and looked at myself in the mirror, and I thought I looked quite good. I had quite pale skin, and it looked even more pale in the black dress and black shoes, but I liked that. I looked quite punk.

I have this sort of vision. It might sound kind of stupid, but I think it’s quite cool. I would be on K Road. K Road is this place where a lot of prostitutes and punks and people using drugs and things hang out. So I’d be on K Road at nighttime, all dressed in black. I’d be really punk. But not one of those really dirty ones you sometimes see; I’d just be very cool. I’d have black hair. And I’d have black leather shoes, kind of like I had on then. And I’d have my eyebrow pierced, which I don’t actually have. And under my clothes, secretly, I’d also have one of my nipples pierced. Which I definitely don’t have! But no one would know I had it pierced, because it would be underneath all my clothes, so that nobody could see it. It would make me feel very naughty. And I’d be standing outside this club. The music would be quite loud in the background, and I’d just be outside to get some fresh air and smoke a cigarette before I went back inside to get up to some mischief. But while I was standing outside, a boy would walk up to me from the street. He’d be very attractive. He would have long hair, but it would be attractive long hair. And he’d come up to me, a little bit drunk, and say ‘hey’. He’d say it in the kind of way where you knew he was flirting. You could tell he really wanted to talk to me. He wanted my attention, badly. But all I would do is turn to him and say ‘fuck off’, just like a real punk. I’d say it very calm and cool, though. Not angry or anything. Just cool. Then I’d take another puff of the cigarette, flick it into the gutter, and go back into the club. Or maybe I’d even blow the smoke into his face. But that’s quite rude, so maybe I wouldn’t. I’m not quite sure which I like better; I haven’t decided yet. But I would be very cool about it all, like I didn’t care about anything, because I’m a badass punk.

But I’m not actually like that. My hair isn’t even black; it’s only brown.

I bought the dress and put it in my bag. I figured I could just get changed in a bathroom or something before I went to the party. After that, I remembered I had to get that Lily girl a present. I didn’t know what to get her! I was so frustrated! I thought maybe she would like a book, but I didn’t know what kind of things she liked to read. Then I thought I could get her some sunglasses or something. But what if she didn’t even wear sunglasses? What would she do with them then? I eventually just got her some hand cream from this beauty shop that I sometimes frequent. I hoped she liked that kind of stuff. Most girls do, I suppose. But some don’t. You can never be too sure.

After I had gotten all my stuff, I wasn’t quite sure what to do. I still had a few hours before I could go to the party, and I didn’t want to go home, so I didn’t know what to do. I decided to go to the library. But I wanted to go to a different library than the one I was in before. I was in the university library before, which was just full of textbooks and science books. But this one I decided to go to then was the city library, which had much better books in it. Like stories that are very interesting and even exciting to read. So I started walking there. It was quite grey outside then. The sky was very cast over. It was strange, because even though there were some cars driving around, and some people walking on the streets and talking on their phone or talking to other people that they were walking with, it was quite quiet. It felt like there should have been more stuff going on around me, since it was the middle of the city. But there wasn’t too much happening.

I eventually got to the library. It’s a pretty cool place. I don’t really like books too much or anything, I mostly just like how big and quiet the library is. Pretty much anywhere else in the world you go, you can never be too sure if there will be something very loud going on there. There could be some road works going on, or an alarm ringing, or just some annoying people shouting at each other. But in the library, I’d never heard any loud noises before. That was my favourite part about it.

I looked around the kids section for a while. There were a bunch of kids hanging around reading picture books, and their mothers and fathers were sitting nearby. It made me think of when my dad used to take me to the library. We would go there every now and again, not too often though. We’d go there to look at some books when we didn’t have anything better to do. He’d walk along with me, holding my hand, trying to show me some very interesting books on the shelves. But mostly I didn’t really care about them. I got too distracted by everything else. Mostly by this play area they had. I always got distracted by that. You can’t blame me though, since I was just a little kid.

It wasn’t a real playground or anything. That would be pretty crazy to have a playground in a library. But it was a good area for playing in. It just had some little things that you could climb on, and adventure though. Just little wooden boxes and tunnels. And lots of colourful things that children seem to always like. That kind of stuff.

After I was done looking at the kids section, I went over to the adult fiction part. There aren’t too many books in that section that I like, but I found one that looked sort of interesting. But after I sat down with it, I remembered that I couldn’t focus on anything just then. I could barely even read the title. So I put it back.

I decided to go upstairs to the music section. That was the best part of the library by far. You can go up there and put these headphones on that they have and listen to all sorts of music. They have lots of different kinds. They have these pretty nice chairs you can sit on while you’re listening, too. Sometimes I like listening to some of my favourites like Queen or Frankie Valli. Or sometimes, instead, I just like listening to anything. I’ll just select a random song and play it. That can get pretty crazy. You never know what sort of song you’re going to get.

But when I went upstairs to the music section, there were quite a lot of people there. There were a few seats free, but most of them were taken. I guess it was a busy time or something. I didn’t really feel like hanging around all those other people, so I just decided to leave instead.

I went outside and saw this pretty scary looking person. He was sitting by the library door and drinking alcohol. There are normally quite a lot of homeless people like that hanging around the library. My dad told me it’s because they can go inside and use the bathrooms for free or get out of the wind if it’s very cold.

Then I saw this lady coming into the library, holding an umbrella over her head. I’m not sure why she had an umbrella though, since it wasn’t raining at all. But the scary man must have noticed as well, because he yelled at her, “It’s not even raining!” And then he kind of tried to kick her from where he was sitting down. Luckily, he couldn’t really reach her. She just kind of jumped over him and ran inside. It was pretty crazy. I think he was drunk. I left pretty quickly after that. I just went to a movie instead. I could at least focus on that. But the movie wasn’t very good.





Chapter Three

At about eight o’clock, I caught the bus to the address that Anne wrote down for me. I’m quite talented at catching buses. I’ve caught buses all over the city during my whole life, and I know almost all of the routes now. But on the bus ride there, I started getting very worried. I wasn’t sure if I would know anybody at the party, except for Penny. And I suppose Anne, too. I thought about what would happen if they weren’t even there. I’d probably end up walking around the house the entire night by myself. It sounded awful.

The bus dropped me off a few streets down from the address. I sort of knew where it was, so I walked towards it. It was already very dark outside, and I had to concentrate quite hard to see where I was going. There were some street lamps, which provided quite a lot of light. But they didn’t cover everywhere, so there were lots of dark patches. I always walk more quickly through those parts, just in case.

Only just then I remembered that I didn’t even change into my dress! I had it in my bag, but I forgot to even put it on. I was so annoyed. I was only wearing my lame clothes. I figured I didn’t have any choice, I would have to get changed just out on the street. I sort of found a spot that was a bit hidden, kind of next to a fence. I quickly took off my top and skirt. I felt pretty crazy for a second, being outside in only my underwear. But then I got my dress on very quickly. I can do that stuff very fast, when I try. Then I kept walking.

Even when I wasn’t even at the house yet, I could already hear some loud music. I assumed it was coming from Lily’s party. There always seems to be a lot of loud music and loud shouting at parties. I haven’t been to too many parties before, but I’ve been to some. I don’t know why it’s always so loud. If I ever had a party, I would make it a quiet one. I’d make it so you were only allowed to come if you weren’t going to yell at everyone and make a lot of noise. But I’ve never had a party. Not a real one, anyway. My mother never let me; she was always too worried about bad things happening. But thankfully I don’t live at home any more. I went flatting because it was becoming too hard to function with her around.

I found number nineteen, which was Lily’s house. There was a lot of noise and light and music coming from inside. It was a very expensive looking house. She lived in a very nice neighbourhood. It was up this big driveway that curved to the right. There were two long decks on different levels of the house, and I could see a lot of people outside drinking and talking. I decided that I would go in, and if I couldn’t find Penny within two minutes, that I would just leave. I didn’t want to get stuck with a big bunch of drunk people that I didn’t know.

I walked up the driveway and toward the door. It was this huge wooden double door, with these big bronze handles. About four of my doors could have fit into that one door. It looked so big and heavy, I wondered if I would even be strong enough to open it. I’m not even sure why someone needs a door that big. I guess maybe if you have big furniture in your house, you need to be able to fit it through. But I never saw any furniture that big before.

I knocked, but nobody answered. I even stood there for more than a minute, and still no one came. I suppose I didn’t knock too hard, because my hand isn’t that tough. And the music was quite loud, so probably Lily couldn’t even hear me. I knocked again, harder this time. The door was made of this very hard wood, and it kind of hurt my hand a little bit. I waited around, but still nobody came. I was thinking about maybe leaving, when I heard these two girls come up behind me. They were dressed in these very flashy-looking white dresses. They both had on red lipstick and black shoes. They looked kind of like the same person, they even both had gold bracelets on the same arm. Except they had different colour hair. They slowed down and looked at me. It was a bit awkward. They both just mostly stared at me.

“Are you going in?” one of the girls said to me. I meant to tell them that nobody was answering the door, but for some reason, I couldn’t seem to talk very well just then. I just pointed at the door, without saying anything. They both looked at each other when I did that.

I thought then that they both looked kind of horrible. Kind of bitchy. Then they just walked past me. One of the girls turned the doorknob and opened the door. There was this big blast of noise that came out and I saw a whole lot of people inside. They both went in, and they started laughing, and one of them looked back at me and shut the door. I felt very embarrassed.

I just about ran away right then. My face felt very hot and there was that rushing sound in my head again, blocking everything out, even louder than the party. But then someone opened the door. It was Penny. She was wearing this very nice knee-length navy blue dress and a silver necklace with a little acorn on the end. I thought she looked very pretty.

“I thought I saw you out there,” she said.

I didn’t say anything, I felt like I couldn’t talk just then, but I sort of waved at her. I felt very strange. She just smiled though and grabbed my hand and took me inside.

It was too loud inside, and everything smelled like alcohol and perfume. It made me feel quite ill. If it wasn’t for Penny holding my hand, I definitely would have left. There were lots of groups of boys and girls all drinking beer and wine and other things. They were all shouting at each other. I guess they had to shout, because the music was so loud. I had to let go of Penny’s hand, to cover both of my ears, but I kept following her. We walked toward the back of the house. I was very glad to get away from everyone, because we walked past some very horrible looking people that I didn’t want to hang around.

It was a bit more quiet back where we went, in some sort of lounge. Nobody else was there, just a few bottles left over from some people who must have been there earlier. We sat down on a couch, and I put my backpack on the floor.

Penny turned to me and said, “It’s really great to see you.” But then her face became very serious, and she looked me in the eyes without blinking. I kind of wanted to look away, but I didn’t want to be rude to her. Then she said, “How are you?” But by the way she said it, I knew what she was talking about. She was talking about my dad. Her mother used to be quite good friends with my mother, so I guess she probably found out. I guess I should probably tell you. My dad is dead. He died only the day before, on Thursday. I didn’t really feel like telling the truth about it before. I don’t much feel like talking about it now, either.

“I’m so sorry,” Penny said. “My mum only just told me. I wouldn’t have asked you to come if I’d known. Shouldn’t you be at home right now?”

I told her I was fine and everything. And that my mother was fine. She just said she was very sorry and all that kind of stuff. And she gave me a really nice hug. It was really very nice of her. She’s a very kind person. I just wasn’t really in the mood to chat about it. I think she eventually realised that, because she slowly stopped asking me about it.

After a while, Penny went off. I think she told me she was going to the bathroom or something, but I didn’t really hear her, because I started worrying about my essay for university again. I remembered that I was already one day behind my planned schedule. I was worried that I might have a pretty hard time trying to finish it for Monday. I actually sort of wondered if maybe I could just not write it at all. The only problem is that I would be very likely to fail my paper if I did that. And that means I couldn’t graduate. But I suddenly got this very interesting idea in my head. I thought that maybe I didn’t even need to graduate, that maybe it would be even better if I didn’t. I could just leave university and do something else that I wanted to do. Then I wouldn’t even have to write my essay at all! I could just do some job with animals, because that sounds like something I would enjoy. I could become a veterinarian, probably. I love animals quite a lot. Like my cat, Vincent. Vincent was the best guy I ever knew. I used to call him Chicken Wing, because his little toes used to make me think of that for some reason. Or sometimes I called him my little man. I don’t even know why he ran away. I was quite sad when it happened. But that was a long time ago, I suppose. But then I realised being a veterinarian probably wouldn’t work. Because I mostly only like playing with animals; I don’t really like giving them medicine and things. They always squirm everywhere and scratch you when you try to give them pills. It made me feel quite scared when I thought about if I couldn’t write my essay, and if I couldn’t get any other job either, then what would I do? Maybe I could be a dog walker, though. I like dogs, too. And walking dogs is kind of like just playing with them. And you get paid at the same time. Maybe I could do that.

I decided to have some alcohol to drink. I went into the kitchen. It actually didn’t seem quite as loud any more. It was still very loud, but a little bit better. I think my ears had adjusted to their new environment. My body is quite good at that stuff. Like sometimes in the summer, when people are very hot and sweating everywhere and just wearing singlets, sometimes I don’t feel hot at all. Sometimes I even feel cold. I can even wear a jumper in the middle of summer, every now and again. My body is excellent at adjusting itself.

I didn’t bring any alcohol with me, but some people had put their beer on the table, so I took one. I couldn’t twist the top off though. I tried for quite a while and really hurt my hand. It even started bleeding a little bit. But I know this very smart trick where you get a tea towel and put it over the bottle cap when it is too tight. Then you can twist it and gather a lot of extra friction to open it. But it still didn’t work. My hand was feeling very sore too. Eventually, a boy came over and opened it for me with a bottle opener. He must have seen me struggling. He tried to say something to me, but I was feeling very embarrassed, so I just walked away.

I started drinking it, but it didn’t taste very nice. I sort of forgot I don’t like beer very much. I often drink some every now and again, and I always don’t like the taste of it. I had a few sips and then just carried the bottle around with me. I went and watched some groups of people who were at the party. I stuck quite close to the wall, because I didn’t want to be noticed. I was being very secretive. Sort of sneaking. I saw this group of about six boys and one girl sitting at a table playing cards. They all had a lot of beer bottles around them. I wasn’t too sure what card game they were playing, I didn’t recognise it. I only really know how to play about two card games. The problem is that I don’t really like learning new things, because I often have a lot of trouble understanding the rules. Sometimes my friends have been playing something, and they’ve tried to teach me, but I didn’t understand it. Then they’re all sitting around, all looking at me and trying to explain it to me, and it is very overwhelming. One time, I almost started crying, because I felt so much pressure on me. Ever since then, I try to avoid learning new card games. But those people seemed to be having a lot of fun playing. Sometimes someone would put down a certain card, and then they’d all start yelling and laughing and clapping. Then someone would have to drink a lot of beer, like maybe even a whole bottle. All at once! I didn’t really understand it, but they seemed to enjoy it.

Then I kept creeping along the walls. I was feeling quite mischievous. I felt like I could sneak into anywhere without anyone noticing me. I went through a door that led outside and heard a few people chatting. They were around the other side of the house, so I peeked my head around the corner and saw them sitting at a table. I stood there, with my back against the wall, listening around the corner. I thought that maybe I was like a secret agent, gathering secret intelligence from the enemies. But I couldn’t really hear them very well. I could hear that they were talking, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. It got a bit boring, so I left. I walked in the opposite direction, going around the other side of the house. I came out to a courtyard, with two people sitting at another table. That house seemed to have a hundred different places for people to sit. But then I noticed that it was Anne and Penny. They saw me and waved me over.

“Hey, where’d you go?” Penny said when I went up to them. “I couldn’t find you.”

“I just got a drink,” I said. I held up the bottle of beer, so that she could see the drink I got. The bottle was empty now; I’d been drinking it a little bit. I even sort of felt like having another one. “Can I sit down?”

They both told me I could. That made me feel quite happy. Then Anne offered me a can of some other alcohol. I’d never seen it before, but when I tried it, it tasted very sweet. It was nice; it mostly just tasted like a fizzy drink. I decided I should try to have a nice conversation with Anne. “How are your university studies going?” I said. I knew that Anne and Penny both studied nursing.

“Oh god, it’s exhausting. But a lot of fun at the same time. I’m loving my population health paper. But the time we spend on the ward is crazy. We have a fifty-fifty split of classroom and ward time this semester. You should see some of the patients that come through, it’s a wonder these people can even function. The situations they get themselves into is—I don’t even know. It’s ridiculous. I don’t even want to talk about it. I saw one young man the other day who had a nail straight through the middle of his hand. I think he was playing with a nail gun at work. I don’t know, it just seems incredible to me.”

I sort of tried to laugh and then said, “Yeah.” I didn’t know what else to say. I’m not too familiar with nursing. Anne just kept on talking though.

“The worst thing happened to me the other day. I was told off for apparently arguing with a patient. Which wasn’t true, at all. The patient started yelling at me that their water was too warm. I tried to calmly tell him that I was happy to bring him a new glass of water if he’d like one, but that there was no need to yell. Then, of course, he kept yelling. And the ward doctor came in and told me off for apparently getting into a yelling match with him. It was ridiculous. The hospital even issued me a formal warning. You should have seen what they wrote on it. ‘Initiating an argument with a patient.’ I wasn’t even arguing. He was the one doing the arguing. And I certainly didn’t initiate it!”

It did sound like it would be quite annoying for her. “Oh, that doesn’t sound too good,” I said. “It’s not very nice when you get in trouble for something that you didn’t even initiate. Once when—”

“Initiate,” Anne said.

“What?”

“You said ignitiate, it’s initiate.”

“Oh.”

It was quite rude of her to point out my mistake like that. I felt a bit angry, actually. But I suppose it’s a good thing to learn that stuff. It’s probably quite good to know lots of words very well. But I stopped talking then. I was just kind of drinking my drink and looking at the table. It was a glass table, so I could see right through it, down to my feet. I really liked my shoes. They were made out of black leather. I thought they were quite cool. Quite sexy.

Then I suddenly remembered that I’d left my bag in the other room! I was worried all my things might be stolen. But I figured it would probably be okay. I kind of stuffed it down the side of the couch, so that it was hidden. But I did still have the present in my bag. I hadn’t given it to Lily yet. I hadn’t even met Lily.

“What did you get Lily for her birthday?” I asked Penny. “I wasn’t sure what kind—”

“Oh Franny, it’s not that kind of birthday party. You don’t need to get her a present, it’s just a party.”

I felt very stupid. And annoyed. I spent so long trying to think of what present to get her! I didn’t even know what she likes!

“Did you get her something?” Penny said.

“No. I didn’t get her anything.” I didn’t want to tell her the truth. It made me feel very dumb.

“Oh god, that’s good,” Anne said and laughed. Penny didn’t say anything.





Chapter Four

The three of us stayed outside at that table for a while. Anne and Penny talked quite a lot, and I mostly listened. At one point, Penny introduced me to Lily. I didn’t like her very much, though. She seemed very snooty. She seemed like one of those very stuck-up wealthy girls. She was from Australia. I was trying to be friendly though, so I told her that Australia looked like a very nice country. Then one really great thing happened. I’m not normally a very funny person, but I made this joke when I was talking to her.

I said, “Did you ever see many kangaroos before?” I asked her because I knew a lot about kangaroos living in Australia from this show I once watched about kangaroos. I didn’t really mean it to be funny though, I was just asking her to make conversation, but then she started laughing a lot. And Anne started laughing too. And then I realised it was actually quite funny. Even though I didn’t really like Lily too much, I felt in a very good mood after that. It made me feel really clever and witty.

Eventually though, maybe around midnight, Penny told me she had to go home.

“Are you going to be all right, Franny?” she asked me.

“Yeah.”

“Would you like to come and stay with me for the night? You’d be more than welcome.”

That made me feel quite good. Penny’s so nice. “No thanks, I’m enjoying myself here,” I said. That was a bit of a lie. I wasn’t enjoying myself too much, but it was okay. I was actually quite enjoying the drinks that Anne gave me. She had given me a few and they tasted quite nice. But I just didn’t really feel like staying the night at Penny’s house. We’d been friends for almost our whole lives though, me and Penny. We went to the same kindergarten and the same primary school and then the same high school, too. Our mothers met each other before we were even born, when they worked in the same place together. Then, when we were kids, they always arranged for us to have play dates and stuff. Even though I’d been to her house quite a lot of times when I was younger, I’d actually never stayed the night before. It was mostly because when I was a kid, I used to get very homesick.

What used to happen was that my dad would drop me off at Penny’s house to stay the night, and he would say, “Are you going to be all right this time, Franny?” I would always tell him that I would. But he would still say, “Remember, there’s nothing to be upset about. Penny’s family is going to take good care of you. And your mother and I will be right there first thing in the morning to pick you up.” He used to say that stuff to try to reassure me. Because what always happened was that when it was time to go to sleep at Penny’s house, I would start getting very worried. I don’t even remember what I was so scared of, but I just didn’t like sleeping at someone else’s house. Penny’s parents would be very nice and set up a bed for me right next to Penny and come in and tuck us both in. Eventually, I’d hear Penny fall asleep, but I couldn’t sleep. I would just stay up getting more and more nervous. Then eventually I wouldn’t be able to take it anymore, and I’d get up. I’d walk down the hallway to her parents’ room and knock on their door. Then when they opened it, they’d just find me there standing in the hallway, crying. I would be so upset that my parents weren’t there, and I’d just cry a whole lot and tell Penny’s parents that I wanted to go home. They’d usually sit with me for a while and pat me on the back and tell me that everything was all right. They’d try to tell me that if I just went to sleep, the next thing I knew, it would be morning. And then my parents would be there. But I couldn’t ever sleep when I was like that. I would just keep crying, and eventually, one of them would put me in the car and drive me home. It’s funny because that happened every single time I tried to stay the night there. Probably about twenty times. I never even once made it through the whole night. I always ended up going home. I’m not too sure why.

I wasn’t really scared like that anymore, but for some reason, I just didn’t really feel like staying the night at Penny’s house. Maybe I was worried that actually, I would still be scared, and that I’d start crying again and want to go home to see my dad. Only, I wouldn’t be able to. I don’t know. Penny asked me if I was sure again, and I said yes. She gave me a big hug. It was really nice. Then she left.

I was just sort of wandering around the house then when I noticed the music. I hadn’t really thought about it before, but there was awful music playing. I don’t even know what kind it was, but it was terrible. I thought maybe, if I was very sneaky, I could change the music without anyone catching me. I could change it to something much better, like maybe Don’t Stop Me Now or Let’s Twist Again. The only problem was that I didn’t know where to change it. There were about four speakers around the house, all playing the same music. It was in the kitchen and the lounge and outside, too. And I couldn’t find where to change it from. But luckily, I thought of a very clever technique. I was investigating the speaker in the kitchen when I noticed this black wire coming out of the back of it. I made an excellent plan. What I thought was that if I followed the wire, if I tracked it all the way through the house, it would lead me to the source. And it did! It was kind of like following a set of clues. Or a treasure map! I followed it back to this spot in a lounge where all the music was being controlled from. It was hooked up to a computer. Luckily, there was no one in that lounge just then, so my plan would work perfectly. I kind of fiddled around with it for a second, trying to get it to change to something good. But then the music stopped completely! All the music in the whole house even stopped! I got very nervous very quickly just then. I was trying to do all sorts of stuff to get it playing again, but my head was all rushing and I couldn’t figure it out. I decided I had to abort. I just ran out the door, into the hallway, so that no one would see me. I sneaked down the hallway into this bedroom and hid in there. After about a minute, the music started playing again. The same bad stuff as before. Someone must have turned it back on. I thought about trying my plan again but decided it was too risky.

I was in someone else’s bedroom. There were photographs of these two people hanging on the wall. And there was a photo of Lily, too. I think it was Lily’s parents’ room. They had this really huge bed. It was massive. It was probably about four of my beds all in one. For a moment, I kind of sat on it, just to get a feel. I decided that, one day, I’d get a bed like that. One that you could lie all the way across with your fingers stretched out towards one side and the tip of your toes towards the other. And even then, you couldn’t touch both sides. Even when you stretched all the way. That was the kind of bed I wanted.

After a while, I started feeling pretty weird just hanging out in her parents’ bedroom by myself like that, so I headed back out to the party. I went and found Anne. I was actually feeling a little bit drunk. Anne was with this other group of people who I didn’t know. They were all sitting on some couches and chatting. I went up behind Anne and tapped her on the shoulder and said, “Can I have another drink?” She turned around and looked at me. A couple of other people did too. I said it again, because I wasn’t sure if she heard me. “Could I have another can?”

“Sure. I’m sick of them. Have as many as you like.”

I kind of giggled in her ear when she said that. I don’t think I’ve ever giggled in my life, but I did then. I went to the fridge where she had them all stacked up in a little tower. I took one. But I didn’t think it through very well and took one kind of at the bottom of the pile, and they all collapsed and clunked around very loudly in the fridge. I looked around the side of the fridge door, but no one had noticed. I opened the can. It made a cracking noise, foamed up a little bit, and spilled some on the floor. My face was feeling quite warm, and the coolness of the fridge was very nice. I actually just stood with the fridge door open for a while, standing in the cold. Then I even picked up another can of drink and put it on my cheek. It was very cold when I did that. It was nice though. I started thinking that must be what it’s like to be an Eskimo who lives in the snow all the time. Just like having a refrigerator around you everywhere you go.

I took my drink and went back to where Anne was. I didn’t know who else to hang out with, so I just sat down next to her on the couch. There wasn’t really enough room for me though, and I sort of squeezed into the side, squishing up against her a bit. She didn’t seem too happy about it, but eventually she shuffled over and made a little bit more room. They were all talking about various things, but I wasn’t listening too much. I was just drinking my drink. But then I started thinking about my dad. And my mother, too. I hadn’t even had a chance to see her yet since my dad died. He only died on Thursday, and it was Friday then. I guess it was only one day, but I figured I probably should have gone and seen her straight away. I wondered how she was doing. I had talked to her a few times over the phone the day before, though. She had rung me a lot of times, and I had chatted to her. But I hadn’t talked to her at all that day. I suppose it was because I turned my phone off.

Then I put my can of alcohol down on the table in front of me. I wasn’t feeling too good anymore. I didn’t want to have any more sips of it. I leaned over to Anne and said, “I think I’m going to leave now.”

“Are you feeling all right?” she said. Maybe she saw my face and thought that I was feeling a bit sick. It was quite nice of her to ask me that. Anne’s not too bad all the time.

“I’m just quite tired,” I said. Then Anne suddenly seemed very interested in me. She turned completely around to face me.

“How are you getting home?” she said. Then, before I could answer, she said, “Do you think I could get a lift with you?”

I realised then that all she wanted from me was a ride home. She must have thought that my parents were coming to pick me up or something. I thought that even if I was going home, I wouldn’t want to give her a lift anyway.

“I’m not going home,” I said. “They’re doing renovations at my house. I’m probably just going to get a hotel room or something somewhere.” Normally I’m not very good at lying, but I just thought of that one straight away.

“A hotel?” She sounded quite shocked. I didn’t really think it was that shocking, but apparently, she did.

“I don’t mind,” I said. And I guess I really didn’t mind too much. It was probably quite expensive, and I was quite low on money, but I didn’t really care.

“Of course, I would invite you to stay at mine, but I’m afraid we don’t have a spare bed for you.”

“Don’t worry ab—”

“Oh, I know! Why don’t you ask Lily if you can spend the night here? They have like five spare bedrooms. That sounds like fun!” She seemed very excited about the idea for some reason. But I really didn’t want to stay there, and I told Anne that. She wouldn’t listen to me. She insisted that it would be fine. I kept telling her I didn’t want to, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She jumped up and came back a moment later with Lily.

“No, Anne—” I said.

But she asked Lily right in front of me. “Lily,” she said, “my poor friend Franny doesn’t have any place to sleep tonight. I think her house is under renovation or something. She could stay here, in a spare bedroom, couldn’t she?”

I was really angry then. Anne wasn’t listening to a word I was saying! I stood up, and I was going to tell Anne off and storm right out of the house! But when I stood up, I forgot all about how angry I was. I actually felt very wobbly and dizzy.

“It’s perfectly fine for you to stay here,” Lily said. “My parents are gone for a couple of weeks, so no one’s going to care if you spend the night. I can give you a spare room downstairs.”

I kept trying to say no and even started to walk off. But then they both started ganging up on me and wouldn’t let me leave. They said I could take the spare bedroom downstairs. That no one ever used it. They were sort of holding one of my arms each, steadying me from falling over. I was feeling very drunk by then. Eventually, I couldn’t be bothered trying to argue with them anymore, so I said okay. Afterward, I was actually quite relieved. I didn’t have too much money, and I would have almost gone bankrupt paying for a hotel room.

Lily helped me get to the room downstairs. We were walking past so many people that all seemed to be staring at me. I thought it was a bit odd, but I guess I didn’t really notice too much at the time. She opened the door to the room, and it was very nice and white inside. Everything in there seemed to be white. White carpet and white blanket and white drawers and there were even two paintings on the wall that were mostly white. The bed looked very comfortable. I was feeling very tired by then. The party was still going on, but I felt like sleeping anyway.

I was all set to go right to sleep. I sat on the bed and was about to lie down when Lily came up to me, holding something in her hands. It was a little bowl. I think she had gotten it from the windowsill.

“Isn’t this bowl incredible?” Lily said. She held it out towards me. I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to take it from her or not, so I only looked at it. “I got it in Thailand. Have you ever been?”

“No.”

“You should definitely go when you get the chance. The vendor I bought it from told me that it’s made of seven different types of metals. I just couldn’t refuse. It’s not often you find so many types of metal in a single product like that. It’s quite a rarity. There’s bronze, copper—go on, hold it.”

She forced the bowl into my hands. I didn’t really want to hold it, but I didn’t want to be rude. I rotated it around it my hands and pretended to look very closely at some of the finer details where the metals were joined together. I made it look as though I was very interested, when really, I wasn’t. I was being quite cheeky.

She continued, “Bronze, copper, and some other metals.”

I thought that was quite silly. She bought the thing because it was made of seven different types of metals, and she didn’t even know what the metals were. I just thought it was quite silly.

Finally, she put the bowl back and went upstairs. When she closed the door, the room was very quiet. I could hardly hear any more noise. I fell asleep instantly, I think.





Chapter Five

I woke up quite early in the morning. I heard a whole lot of shuffling and banging upstairs, and I think it woke me up. I was still feeling very tired, but I couldn’t sleep. Probably because my mind was thinking about so many things all at once. I was thinking about my essay that I had to write. I thought I should probably get up pretty soon and go to university. I needed to get a good portion of my essay underway, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to finish it on time for Monday. It was Saturday, so I only really had two days left.

Then I started thinking about what would happen even if I did finish my essay. After I’d finished my whole degree, even. What would I do after that? I didn’t know what kind of jobs to get with a history degree. I guess I could be a historian, but that doesn’t sound very exciting. I wondered if maybe I could work in a museum. They have a lot of history in museums, so that might be good. I quite like museums, too. They’re always so big and quiet. There’s this nice museum that I’ve been to a few times. It’s not too far from university. It’s very interesting and has a lot of very interesting stuff in it. But what I like the best is the flower garden that’s right next to it. They have this big garden filled with a whole bunch of different kinds of flowers and plants and trees. My favourite flowers that I see quite a lot are these little purple ones with yellow in the middle. I can’t remember what they’re called right now, but they’re my favourite. I like some of the red ones, too. Especially the ones that are very dark red, kind of like this lipstick that I have. I thought maybe I could work at the museum, and every day, I could visit the flower garden. Maybe I could even eat my lunch there on sunny days. That would be so nice.

Then someone knocked on the door. I wasn’t sure who it was, so I didn’t say anything. I was worried maybe a stranger was going to come in. The door opened a little bit, and someone said, “Franny?”

I thought it sounded kind of like Lily. Then the door opened all the way, and I saw it actually was Lily. She stood in the doorway. She was dressed entirely in tennis clothing. She had on this white top that was cut quite low. And this short white skirt which was very short. Then she had on this fluorescent pink headband to keep the hair out of her face. And around her neck was a very beautiful gold necklace.

I sort of looked down at myself then, to make sure I was decent. I realised I had fallen asleep with all my clothes on. Even my shoes. I could feel them on my feet. But I had the blanket pulled up to my chin, so she probably couldn’t tell.

“I hope I didn’t wake you,” she said. She didn’t really sound too concerned though. Before I could say anything she said, “Listen, I was wondering if you want to play tennis with me? My tennis partner bailed.”

I kind of just stared at her and didn’t answer. I wasn’t too sure what to say.

“Look,” she said. “I know we don’t really know each other. I know you’re probably not too thrilled about the idea. Neither am I. But I’m already in my tennis gear. I can’t not play now; it would be such a waste.”

I could tell she really quite liked herself in those tight little clothes. She kept looking down, and adjusting her skirt a little bit, making sure it was straight. She probably thought she looked quite good in it. She was right, though. She looked very pretty. Prettier than me. She had this very small waist and these very nice legs. She looked quite fit and athletic. But I wasn’t really that interested in playing tennis with her. I had my essay to write, after all.

But I didn’t really want to say no. She did let me stay the night at her house, so I thought it would be rude to just reject her like that. I sort of felt like I had to say yes, to be honest with you. And I figured the tennis wouldn’t last all day, anyway. I could just play one game with her and then go to university to write some of my essay. And I’m actually quite good at tennis. I used to play quite lot. I don’t play anymore though. I eventually decided it was too competitive, and that it just made people very mean and always want to beat each other. But I thought I could at least play one game with her, so I said okay. She threw some tennis clothes on the bed. She must have been holding them the whole time. I didn’t even notice.

When I started to reach for them, she said, “Don’t put them on just yet. You can just get changed at the club, we’re already running late.” She left the room to let me get up properly.

When I got out of bed, I felt a little bit sore. My head wasn’t feeling great, and I had this weird pain in my leg. I investigated a little bit and found this big bruise on my calf muscle. I didn’t know where it even came from, but it hurt quite a bit.

I went upstairs and got my bag from its hiding spot. Then I went into the bathroom to get changed out of my dress and back into my skirt and shirt. I probably should have just changed into my tennis clothes, but I didn’t think about it at the time. I just held on to them instead. I found Lily and she gave me a glass of water and a banana. I felt quite dehydrated, and my throat was a bit sore. I didn’t feel like eating the banana, but I did drink the water. It was very refreshing.

Lily drove us to the tennis club. I’ve myself never learned to drive, but I have been meaning to. There just never seems to be any time to do it. During the university semester, I’m too busy and exhausted with all of the studying I have to do, so I can’t learn to drive then. And then, during the holidays, when I’m on break from university, and I don’t have any studying or anything to do, that’s when I feel even more exhausted. I have to spend that time recovering and re-cooperating, so that my mind is all set for the next semester when I have to focus again. During the holidays, I sleep more than anyone I’ve ever known. I’m a sleep addict. My ideal is about twelve hours of sleep per day. Maybe even more than that.

The drive wasn’t too far from her house. She lived in this very wealthy neighbourhood, so it had tennis courts quite close by. I don’t live in a wealthy neighbourhood myself. I don’t live in a dump or anything, but our family isn’t too rich. My father works for a computer company. I’m not really sure what he does, though. He earns a bit of money but not too much. Or I guess he used to. My mother doesn’t work very much anymore. Fairly occasionally, she works in an office. Usually one full day and one half day each week. I suppose she doesn’t earn too much money. So we don’t live in the nicest area. I don’t think there’s a tennis court anywhere near our house.

We parked in the club’s car park. I took the bundle of tennis clothes that I was holding and followed Lily up the stairs and inside. There were quite a lot of people there wearing tennis clothes and holding tennis rackets and tennis balls. I felt quite out of place. I was just wearing my normal clothes, and I didn’t fit in very well. I looked out the window at the people playing on the courts. They were mostly very terrible players. I guess it’s because a lot of them were quite old. I had a very good technique when I used to verse old people, when I played a lot. First, I’d hit the ball to the left side, and the old people would run to get it and hit it back to me. Then I’d hit it to the right side, and they’d try to run to get the ball. But they’d still be recovering from running all the way to the left side from before. That way, the old people would be too tired to get the ball, and I’d win. It was quite funny at the time, but I suppose now I think it’s a bit mean. It probably isn’t too nice to be old and not be able to chase the tennis ball that some stupid little girl keeps hitting so far away from you.

Lily led me across the room. “I’ll just sign in while you get changed,” she said. “We can grab one of the courts on the— Liam!”

Liam was this boy on the other side of the room that she had spotted. He was very tall and had thick brown hair. He was very attractive.

Liam turned as Lily was running over to him. She sort of clung onto him in this crazy jump-hug. I thought it was a bit strange, but I could tell he liked it very much. He had this smile on his face as she hugged him, and his hand squeezed very low down on her back. Almost on her bum. It was a little bit embarrassing.

When they eventually let go of each other, she was staring up at him all cute-eyed like girls sometimes do. She had her hands behind her back and was sort of swaying her hips side to side as she talked to him. “I didn’t know you were going to be here this morning.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I hadn’t planned on it. I was going to spend the day at the office—oh, did I tell you? I’m working at my uncle’s firm for the summer. In the financial law team.”

“Look at you,” she said and jokingly poked him in the chest. I have a feeling she just wanted to touch his muscles. He was quite muscular. “Mr Lawyer.”

He sort of gave a dry smile at that, so Lily quickly started talking again. “How long are you here for? Would you like to play a game?”

“Yeah sure, that sounds good.”

“Fantastic,” she said and kind of jumped up a little bit. I think she was quite excited to play with him. I guess she forgot I was there. “I’ll just—” She stopped and turned around to look at me. I guess she remembered again. “Ah, just hold on a second.”

She came back over to me very quickly. She seemed in quite a rush. I could see this sort of apologetic look on her face before she even started talking to me.

“Hey, Franny,” she said. “Do you mind very much if I play a quick game with Liam? It won’t take very long. Maybe twenty minutes. Thirty at most. Then I’ll come straight over and play with you, promise.”

I hadn’t said anything yet when Liam came over to us.

“You two all right?” he said, looking at me. I felt quite shy. He was so tall. I could hardly even look all the way up at his face, it hurt my neck. I had to look at his chest instead.

“Liam, this is Franny. Franny, Liam,” Lily said and gestured between the two of us.

Then I did something very embarrassing. Liam put his hand out towards me. He wanted to shake hands with me. I guess that’s probably what you should do when you first meet someone. So I went to shake his hand, but I really struggled to do it because I was holding all those tennis clothes. When I put my hand out, I accidentally dropped everything all over the floor. I felt very stupid.

“So do you mind, Franny?” Lily said.

“No, I don’t mind.”

Then Liam said, “I’m not stealing Lily from you, am I, Franny? I don’t want to butt in on your game.”

“No,” I said. I couldn’t even look up at him. He was way too tall. I’m quite short.

“It’s okay,” Lily said. “She said she didn’t mind. We’ll just have one game and then Franny and I will play afterward. You can come watch us, Franny.”

“Come down and referee the game for us,” Liam said. “You can make sure this little one doesn’t cheat,” and he poked her back in the chest, kind of touching the top of her boobs. Lily looked like she really liked that.

I didn’t want to referee the game, but I thought I probably shouldn’t say no. So I just nodded my head. It was a bit quiet and awkward for a moment.

Then Lily said, “Liam, can you go grab us a court? We’ll meet you there in a minute.”

“Sure thing,” Liam said and left.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Lily asked me again.

“It’s fine.” And it really was fine. I was actually kind of glad. For some reason, I really didn’t feel like playing tennis any more. But then I said, “Is it okay if I don’t come down and be the referee?”

It’s very embarrassing to admit, especially because I played tennis for so many years when I was younger, but I’m not too sure if I know all the rules. Sometimes, when the referee would say I lost a point, I wouldn’t understand why, but I didn’t want to ask and sound stupid, so I’d just keep playing.

“Of course,” Lily said very quickly. “You don’t have to come down if you don’t want.” I think she secretly wanted to be alone down there with just Liam.

“Can I just watch from up here? On one of the tables?”

“Yeah that’s okay. I’ll come back up as soon as we’re done.” She turned and started to leave, but then stopped. “Oh, Franny,” she said. “Can you look after this for me?” She took off her necklace and handed to me. I don’t know why she even wore it to play tennis. It looked like something she should have worn to a ball. “Protect it with your life,” she said. Then she put her hand over one side of her mouth, and leaned in toward me, as if to whisper. “It’s only worth about two grand,” she said, not in a whisper.

I sat on one of the tables. Not near the windows though. I wasn’t in the mood to watch them play tennis. I was feeling quite upset all of a sudden. I started thinking about my dad, and that he was dead. I didn’t tell you it before, but he killed himself. It was very horrible. I didn’t even understand why he did it. It made me feel very upset.

But then I started wondering. I maybe wondered if it was actually a good thing. I mean, he wouldn’t have done it if he didn’t want to die. So maybe it was good that he got what he wanted. It’s probably quite selfish of me if I wanted him to be alive even though he didn’t want to live. It’s his life, so maybe he should get to do whatever he wants with it. I was thinking about all that. I wasn’t too sure though. It was all very confusing.

Then I heard this whistling from across the room. It was quite strange to hear, since all the other noises were just tennis balls being hit, and some people making some very strange grunting noises when they were playing. But I heard this whistling, and it sounded very nice. I saw this little girl across the room. She was lying on her back on one of those wooden benches. The ones with no backrests or anything, only a long seat. Her arms were hanging down, and she was swinging them. She was whistling, too. I think she only just started whistling, because I didn’t hear it before. What I thought was odd, though, was that she didn’t have any shoes on. She was only wearing these nice green socks. They were light green. Kind of like lime green but not too bright. They were quite cool. But the strange thing was that I couldn’t see her shoes around anywhere. I thought maybe she would have taken them off, and they’d be under the bench beneath her or something. But they weren’t. It’s almost like she came to the tennis club without wearing any shoes at all.

I think I was feeling quite lonely, because I hardly didn’t even notice myself getting up and walking over to her. I just left my tennis gear on the other side of the room, then went and sat down on the bench next to her. Her eyes were closed, and she just kept swinging her arms and whistling. She didn’t see me, because her eyes were shut, but she must have heard me. I guess she just wasn’t bothered.

“Hello,” I said to her. It’s funny, because I almost never talk to anyone. Sometimes people will come up and talk to me, so I have to talk to them. But normally, I don’t like starting conversations. I just felt like talking to her, though. She opened one of her eyes and looked at me. She kind of peeped at me. Then she closed it again.

“Hello,” she said to me. “Who are you?”

“I’m Franny.”

Then she opened both of her eyes and looked at me. “Oh,” she said. “I thought you might have been my new tennis coach.” She sat up then, so she was sitting on the bench with one little leg hanging on each side. She was so small, her legs didn’t even touch the ground. She was wearing some tennis clothes. A little red skirt and a white shirt. Underneath, I could see that see was even wearing a white sports bra as well. Which was interesting, because she was so young, and looked like she didn’t need to be wearing one at all. Then she said, “Darren is meant to be coaching me today, but he isn’t here yet.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I didn’t know why I was apologizing. I had no idea what to talk to that little girl about. I didn’t even know why I came up to her at all. “I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

The little girl only stared at me for a moment, kind of squinting her eyes at me. She looked quite suspicious. I think maybe she was trying to figure out if I was crazy or not. But then her face lightened up, and she hopped off the bench. She was standing then, and she shuffled closer to me. She was quite short, kind of like me. But I was still taller than her, even though I was sitting down. Probably because I was so much older. She leaned in close to me and said, “Can I tell you a secret?”

I nodded at her. I actually kind of wanted to know what the secret was. I was even a little bit excited to hear it.

She said, “I hope Darren doesn’t show up today. I don’t even like playing tennis.”

I was a little disappointed. It wasn’t a very good secret. But I thought it was quite nice of her to tell me about it anyway. If I met a stranger, especially one that was so much bigger than me, I wouldn’t tell them a single one of my secrets. I smiled at her. She seemed like a very friendly person. “I don’t like tennis either,” I said. But she just went and lay back down on the bench. She didn’t really look like she was even listening to me. I thought that maybe if it was a different person, and not that little girl, it might have irritated me a little bit. But she seemed so nice and little, I just felt quite happy talking to her. She closed her eyes and started swinging her arms again, but she wasn’t whistling any more. I didn’t know what to say, so I just sat there for a while.

I looked around the club, and everyone was pretty much gone. They must have all gone outside to play tennis. There was an old man and woman sitting at one of the tables, drinking some water from their bottles. They didn’t really seem to be talking to each other much. Mostly just taking sips of water. And there was still some person at the front desk. They probably had to stay there though, since I think they worked there. It would probably be quite boring having to let people into the club all day to play tennis and not even get to play yourself. But I guess it wouldn’t be too bad if you didn’t even like tennis. Then you wouldn’t care whether you got to play or not. I wondered if I could maybe work at a front desk like that somewhere. I bet there are places all over the world that need people to work at the desk. I could probably be quite good at that. You mostly just have to say hello to people and tell them which direction to go. I’m very good with directions, so I could probably do that very well. But I’m not so good at saying hello to people. I probably couldn’t do that part too well.

Then I remembered I was still holding onto Lily’s necklace. I held it in my palm and looked at it a little bit. It looked like a very expensive necklace. I know that people think you’re very shallow if you care a lot about gold necklaces and jewellery. But to be honest with you, I think I’d quite like to have a lot of nice jewellery and expensive things. I know it makes me very shallow. But I just quite like that stuff. I just think about how cool I would be if I wore lots of rings with diamonds and sapphires in them. And necklaces like that one. I would be very beautiful. There would be so many people coming up to me and wanting to talk to me and know all about my life and how I got so many pretty things. They’d wonder how they could get necklaces like mine. But they wouldn’t be able to. Because I’d be the only one in the whole world with beautiful things.

I was thinking about all that stupid stuff when the little girl said, “What’s that?”

I didn’t notice she was watching me at the time. She was looking at the necklace. She had even sat up to get a better look. She seemed quite interested.

“This?” I said. I held the necklace up and looked at it.

She stretched her arm out towards the necklace and pointed very close at it. “That,” she said. She touched it with the tip of her finger, then quickly pulled her hand back, as if it had been boiling hot or something. I thought that was quite funny.

“It’s a necklace,” I said. Then I said, “My father gave it to me for my birthday.” I don’t know why I said that. It was a lie. My dad never gave me a single necklace in my entire life. But I said it anyway. She didn’t say anything; she just kept looking at it. She was very quiet and very still, and it suddenly made me think of something very upsetting. It made me think of when I found my dad hanging in that closet. I just stared at him for a while. He was so still, just hanging there by his neck. For a second, I thought it was a joke or something. I didn’t know it was his real body.

I was still holding the necklace. Suddenly, I wanted to get the horrible thing out of my hand. I was thinking about how Lily told me how much it cost her to buy, and I felt very disgusted all of a sudden. I started hating Lily too, just by thinking about it.

“Do you want it?” I said.

This time, the little girl just said, “Huh?”

“Come on. You can have it. I don’t want it anymore.”

She kind of took a step away from me and looked very uncertain. Almost a little bit scared. I got very impatient and reached out and grabbed her arm and pulled her towards me. Thinking about it now, I was probably quite rough with her. I’m a very nasty person. Sometimes I hate myself. She didn’t cry out or anything, though. She just went very quiet. I pulled her towards me and turned her around, so her back was facing me. I put the necklace around her neck and linked it up around the back like you’re meant to. Her neck was so small. I could almost wrap all the way around it with one hand, if I wanted to.

I finished tying the necklace, and she slowly turned around to face me. She didn’t look too scared anymore; she was just looking at me.

All of a sudden, I felt much better when I saw her wearing it. She looked very beautiful with that necklace around her little neck. It made me feel so happy. I smiled at her and told her how nice she looked. She started looking down at the necklace, or tried to, at least. It’s quite hard to do that, because your chin gets in the way. Then she looked up at me with a big smile.

“Can I really keep it?”

“Of course. It looks much better on you.”

Just then, she looked over to the entrance of the clubroom, and she waved crazily in that direction. I looked over, and there was a man in tennis gear there, waving at her. I guess it was her coach, Darren.

She was suddenly all energy. She hopped around, sliding on her socks. “I have to go now,” she said. “Darren makes me carry the balls if I’m late.”

I thought that was quite funny, because he was the one who was late. She didn’t say goodbye; she only turned and ran off to him. I moved over to the bench she had been sitting on and sat there for a while. I was trying to feel something. Anything. But I couldn’t. So I just got up and left. I had to finish my essay.





Chapter Six

It took me about half an hour to find a bus that would take me to university. When I got on, I sat by myself on one of the seats. It was quite a relief to be able to just sit down and rest for a while. I was feeling quite exhausted. I used to be quite fit, but I’m not anymore. I get tired very easily. I just sort of closed my eyes and relaxed for a while.

I was actually kind of enjoying myself there on that bus, but then two stops later, this thing happened. We pulled up to the bus stop. I could see there was this man sitting there, waiting for the bus. And I knew straight away. I knew exactly what was going to happen. I knew because I am very unlucky, and I can sense bad things. Sometimes, I can even see the future. The man stood up, and he was extremely overweight. I’m not trying to be mean, but he was. He got on, and I could feel the whole bus tip to the side. Practically the whole bus was empty; there were only three or four other people on there with me. There were empty seats all over the place. But the man walked up the aisle, towards the back of the bus, where I was. I was sitting just a couple of rows from the very back, up against the window. Then he came and sat down right next to me. There was an empty seat in front of me and behind me, but he sat next to me anyway. People always seem to sit next to me on the bus. I have the worst luck. He was wearing this big grimy jacket and smelled very bad. I think he might have even been homeless. And he was so large that his big belly was sort of pressed up against my side. I was trapped between the window and his tummy. I was squished in, and I started to feel very frightened. Then when the bus started moving, he kept looking at me. I didn’t want to look up at him, but I could see him keep turning his neck and looking down at me. I was just sort of crouching in the corner a bit, trying to get away from him. I felt very worried. It was very light outside, and people are usually okay in the day, but I felt very scared anyway. I only lasted like that for less than a minute, and then I pressed the stop button. It was way before the stop that I wanted, but I had to get away from him. Then when the bus did stop, the man didn’t even stand up to let me past. He just kind of leaned to the side a little bit and wanted me to walk past him. Even though there was no room to fit at all! I just scrambled past as quickly as I could, trying to get off the bus. But I had to rub all over his big stupid belly and his giant smelly jacket. He smelled so bad. And then when I did get off the bus, I realised I smelled like him then, too. His stink had rubbed all over my clothes, and it made me feel sick.

I was breathing quite a lot then, and I had to sit on the footpath for a while to calm down. There wasn’t anyone around, not even a car came past. But that was good, because I didn’t want to see anyone just then. I just wanted to be by myself. Then I realised I had to walk a very long way to university, because I had pressed the stop button so early. It started making me very angry, actually. I didn’t know why all these stupid bad things had to happen to me! I’ve always been unlucky, and it’s never changed one bit. Bad things seem to happen that I can’t even do anything about. Like on Thursday night, when I was sleeping at my flat. I was feeling very upset about my dad, and I was crying in my room. I guess Tom, my flat mate, heard me crying, because he knocked on my door and asked me if I was feeling okay. I told him all about my dad. He started hugging me and telling me everything was okay and trying to make me feel better. I was crying all over him a lot. He was saying nice things to me and hugging me. For a second it felt sort of nice, because I missed my dad’s hugs a lot. My dad used to give me these very big warm hugs. I especially loved it first thing in the morning, when he was wearing his brown fluffy dressing gown. He was like a big bear giving me a gigantic hug. It made me feel very happy and loved. But Tom was hugging me and trying to make me feel better. Then, and I don’t know how it happened, I wish it hadn’t happened, but we started kissing. I don’t even know why. I suppose I was just feeling very emotional, and he was hugging me a lot and trying to be a very caring person. I guess for a moment I thought he was very nice for coming in and asking if I was feeling alright. And somehow, we started kissing. We only kissed for a moment, then he started putting his hands all over everywhere on me. I told him to stop. I had stopped crying and I didn’t feel like kissing him anymore. But he wouldn’t listen to me. He kept touching me even more and I got very upset and tried to push him away. But I’m quite a weak person. He sort of ended up doing a lot of stuff to me that I didn’t like very much at all. I don’t really want to talk about it. It wasn’t very nice.

By the time I got to university, I was exhausted. I was kind of sweating quite a bit. I know it’s very gross to be all sweaty, but I was. I felt quite disgusting. But I had made up a very important decision while I was walking. I was going to drop out of my last paper at university, so then I wouldn’t have to worry about my essay any more. I don’t know why I was even studying that silly paper. It was called Barbarians: Antiquity to Vikings. I didn’t even know what antiquity meant! I know that’s very stupid, since I was studying it, but I really didn’t. I’m not even a little bit interested in it. That’s probably why I can’t focus on my essay. I have no motivation because I’m not really too intrigued by the whole subject. I decided I would change my paper. Then I would have to go back to university next semester, but it was okay, because I would be starting brand new and fresh with a new paper that I enjoyed. Then I could really do well in my studies. And I wouldn’t have to write that stupid last essay. It was just wasting my time, really. I was all set with my decision.

So instead of going to the library to write my essay like I had planned, I started going straight for the student advice building. It was this little building on the other side of campus. There were quite a lot of people at university even though it was the weekend. They were there to study for exams, I guess. I walked the long way around the campus, instead of straight through the middle, so that I could avoid most of the people. I didn’t feel like running into anyone I knew while I was feeling so gross.

But, of course, then I walked right into this girl I knew called Grace. I used to hang around with her quite a lot, but we’re not really friends any more. It’s quite strange, though. For some reason, every time I bump into her, she always sort of pretends like we’re still very good friends.

“Franny!” she said and started running over to me. She’s a very loud person. One of the loudest people I know, actually. She has this voice that you can always hear over everyone else, even in a room full of people talking. She gave me this very big hug. She even almost lifted me off the ground. She was quite muscular, for a girl. I think it was because she was on a rowing team. She even occasionally went to the gym to lift weights. She said it made her row faster, I think. To be honest, I wouldn’t want to be very muscular, even if it did make me very good at sports. But people are interested in different things, I guess.

“Where have you been hiding? I haven’t seen you in ages,” she said.

“Oh, I’ve just been very busy,” I said.

“Jesus, tell me about it. I’ve been absolutely swamped. What are you up to now? Do you want to go and grab some coffee?”

I’ve never grabbed coffee with anyone in my life before. I certainly wasn’t going to start then.

Grace used to be friends with me and all my other friends at high school, but she sort of stopped coming to things with us. She did a lot of rowing, and every time we invited her to something, she would say, “Sorry, I’ve got rowing tomorrow morning, I can’t make it.” Or she would say, “Sorry, I’m exhausted from practice today. I’m going to crash early tonight. Hopefully next time.” So, after a while, we sort of just stopped bothering to invite her any more. Then, later on, I heard from one of my friends that she was apparently very angry at us. She said that we never invited her to things any more, and that we were all big bitches for that reason. The thing is, though, when someone says no to you about two hundred times in a row, you sort of stop wanting to invite them. Even if they really truly do have to go to rowing or something else, it still doesn’t feel very good when they say no to you all the time.

“No sorry, I’ve got to be somewhere,” I said. I didn’t really want to tell her that I was going to drop out of my paper. I was a little bit embarrassed about it. So instead I just said, “I have to go pick up an assignment.”

It was funny, because I actually did have an assignment that I was meant to pick up. But I didn’t want to pick it up because I already knew that I had failed it. My tutor told me at the last class I went to. What’s even worse than that, though, is that they always forced you to pick up all of your assignments, even if you didn’t want them back. I didn’t know why they couldn’t just throw them in the bin instead. Or even burn them. But they always got very angry if you didn’t go into the office to pick them up. Once they even threatened they would start deducting marks on uncollected assignments. They would always say in class that it was very important to read through the marker’s notes so that you could learn from your mistakes. I never did that though. I did something very cheeky. When I picked up my assignment, I would always say, “Thank you. I’m going to read all through the notes and learn a lot.” Then, as soon as I was out the door, and they couldn’t see me anymore, I would walk straight over to the nearest bin and throw it away. I wouldn’t even look at it once. It was my secret revenge.

“Oh, I’ll come with you!” she said. She seemed very excited to tag along with me. But I really wanted to shake her loose.

“Unfortunately, it’s probably better if you didn’t come. Straight afterward, I have to go work on my essay. I’m very busy.”

She didn’t even really notice that I was trying to blow her off, all she said was, “If you think you’ve got a lot of work, you should see the stuff they pile on to me.”

Grace always says that kind of stuff. The thing about Grace was that she always loved to be the best at everything. Like if you got a bruise on your arm or something, and it was quite sore and you showed it to her, she was likely to say that it was nothing compared to the bruise she got last week or something like that. Hers would have been much bigger and much more painful than yours was. Or if you had to stay up all night finishing an assignment, there was a very high chance that she would have just stayed up for three nights in a row finishing an even harder assignment. And she’d always tell you about it. It was very annoying.

She said, “I spent all yesterday finishing off my operations research assignment. What a lot of fun that was, I’m about ready to strangle someone. Now I’ve got to try get through these fluid mechanics questions, which I haven’t even started yet.”

She studied engineering. I only know about two people who do engineering, but I don’t like either of them. They always think they’re better than everyone else.

“Endless bloody assignments,” she said. “I’ve got assignments coming out of my ears, I really do.”

I looked at her ears for a second. I didn’t really believe they were coming out of her ears, though. I just sort of looked there automatically. I was kind of sick of talking to her. Then I yawned.

“Sorry,” I said. I said it mostly out of habit, because it’s meant to be rude to yawn in front of someone. “I just didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“Oh my god, don’t even talk to me about sleep; I haven’t slept in about a week.”

I didn’t think that was very likely to be true, but I didn’t say anything.

“I’m absolutely exhausted,” she said. “I’m running on pure adrenaline.”

She paused for a second, and so I quickly took my chance and said, “It’s nice to see you, Grace,” and I kind of started to shuffle away, “but I better get going.”

“All right see you, Franny!” She came up and gave me another crushing hug. “Let’s catch up soon.”

She always says, “Let’s catch up soon,” but we never do. Not that I’m too bothered by it.

Once I got away, I started going toward the student advice building again. But when I got there, there was this very long line that went all the way out the door. It was very annoying, but I guess a lot of people needed advice around exam time.

I waited in that line for a long time and finally got close to the front. I was in this small room with blue carpet. They had these three little grey desks with student advice councillors sitting at them, and you’d just go sit with whichever one was available. Everyone was talking in quiet voices, because you’re not meant to listen to someone else’s conversations. Sometimes people can discuss very private matters there, like if you failed a paper, or missed too many assignments, and need to know what to do about it. I thought it was a bit silly, because you can actually hear what everyone was saying, even if they whisper. I thought there should be private rooms or something.

When I got to the front of the line, I suddenly felt very anxious. I was worried that everyone was going to listen to me, and that they might laugh at me or think I was stupid for not wanting to do my paper anymore. Then someone left one of the desks, so it was my turn. I wondered if maybe it was a bad idea, what I was doing, dropping out of my paper. For a second, I wondered whether I should go away to think about it some more. But then the student advice man looked up and waved me over. I didn’t have any choice, so I went and sat down in front of him.

The man was quite thin, with these round glasses on, and he looked like he was extremely bored. He seemed like he wasn’t even focusing on anything around him, just staring at nothing. And he talked in this boring monotone voice.

“What can I help you with today?” he said.

The only problem was that I didn’t really want to talk about my situation with all those other people around. I was feeling very worried and quite upset. I started getting this lump in my throat, almost like I was going to cry. I was so scared that if I tried to say anything, I would just burst into tears. That happens to me quite frequently. Like this time when I was in high school, when I was quite young. I was new to the school, and our whole class went to the computer lab. All the kids spread across the room and sat at a computer. People started opening the Internet and drawing things and writing things on the computer, but the problem was that I didn’t even know how to turn it on. My old school didn’t even have a computer lab. I’m not sure if we even had any computers at all. I never used one there at least. The only computer I’d ever used was this black one at my dad’s work. Just for making pictures and messing around on and stuff. But the trouble was that those computers at school were different. They were white ones. So I didn’t even know how to work it. I sat there for about ten minutes, sort of looking at it, trying to see whether I could figure it out. I didn’t want to feel all over the computer for a switch or anything, because then people would know for sure that I didn’t know what I was doing. Eventually, the teacher asked me why I was reading instead of doing my work. I had pulled out my book and started reading, instead of doing my work, because I didn’t know how to turn it on. But I couldn’t tell her that, because then everybody would laugh at me. So I didn’t say anything; I kind of just stared at her. She asked me again, and then everyone else in the room started looking at me. I could feel my face going hot, and so I sort of just looked down into my book again, because I didn’t want everyone to look at me. She got very angry at me then. She was such a stupid teacher! I guess maybe it was a bit rude of me not to answer. But it wasn’t even my own fault! I was so nervous. I wasn’t doing it to be mean. But she just got angry at me, and even almost yelled at me. She made me stand up in front of everyone and go to the dean’s office. Then, when the dean asked me what I had been sent to his office for, I just started crying everywhere. I felt like such an idiot.

The student advice man was still waiting for me to say something. I think I was silent for quite a while, but I don’t think he cared. He just sat there looking very bored. He was looking at me right in the eyes. He was hardly even blinking. I can’t really talk very well when people stare at me like that. I eventually said, in a very hushed voice, because I didn’t want people to hear me, “I was just wondering if—”

“What? I can’t hear you.”

I guess I was talking a bit too quietly. I felt my face go very red then. I didn’t want to turn around to see, but I could feel there were people looking at me when he said that. He said it quite loud. I wanted to just run away and get out of that horrible little room. But I had to sort everything if I wanted to get out of writing my essay.

“Uhm,” I said, a little bit louder this time. The bored man leaned in very close to me, to hear what I was saying. He leaned all the way across the table. “I just wanted to make an alteration to my degree.”

“A what?” he said. I didn’t know what he meant, so I didn’t say anything. “Do you mean an alteration?”

“Yes. That’s what I said.” I started feeling a bit annoyed that he was talking so loud. He was talking louder than anyone in the room. “I wanted to—”

“No, you said altercation.”

I guess it’s possible I did. Sometimes I muddle words up like that, especially when I’m nervous. I’m quite stupid. I tried to keep asking him about changing my paper, but he talked right over me.

“Altercation doesn’t even make any sense.” He was talking so loud now. He leaned back in his chair and looked like he was thinking very hard about it. “It’s not the right word.”

I suddenly felt very dizzy, and my face was so hot and started to feel sweaty.

“I think you definitely meant to say alteration.”

I looked around, and the whole line of people were staring at me. Even some of the other student advisers had stopped advising and were looking at me. I started panicking, and I didn’t know what to do. Everyone was watching me, and he was talking so loud. I pushed my chair back and ran away. I ran past the whole line of people, who all watched me go. I ran out of the building and into this toilet block that was next door. I locked myself in a toilet stall and cried for a long time. I felt very faint and was sweating so much, and I hated everyone, including me.





Chapter Seven

After quite a while, I came out of the toilets. I figured I had to go to the library. I had to finish my essay. I didn’t have any choice. I went to the computer lab in the basement of the library, and eventually found a computer I could sit at. It was quite crowded there. There were a lot of other people writing essays and studying. But I didn’t even bother turning the computer on. I knew I couldn’t focus. I just sat at the chair. I felt so distracted. I wouldn’t be able to write my essay at all. I felt so sad then. I felt completely depressed. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t write my essay, but I couldn’t not write it either, because I had to get it done. I was so confused. I thought maybe I should go and see my mum. It made me feel even worse when I started thinking about her because of the horrible thing I had done. I didn’t really want to tell you about it before, but I had been purposely ignoring my mum. I turned off my phone just so that she wouldn’t be able to call me.

The reason is because me and my mother don’t really get along. I moved out of home when I started university so that I could get away from her. She was just so overwhelming! I couldn’t handle her anymore! She always got so nervous and worried about everything that it would make me on edge all the time. When I left home in the morning, I would have to go into her room and say goodbye to her. Then when I got to university, I would have to call her, to say that I got there safely. Otherwise, she would worry that the bus might have crashed. Then after my lectures, I would have to call her to tell her that my day was going well; otherwise, she started worrying about me. And then when I was on my way home, I would have to let her know before I left university. If it took me longer than half an hour to get home, she would start thinking I was kidnapped. I wasn’t allowed to do anything unless I got her permission first. And I never even got any peace and quiet. Even if I was just hanging out by myself in my room, she would come in every twenty minutes to check that I was all right. It was exhausting! If I ever forgot to let her know where I was going, it would be a battleground when I got home. She would start crying and yelling and saying that I didn’t love her and that I didn’t care about her. Sometimes I felt sorry for her and that she just cared about me a lot. But after a while, I didn’t really feel like that anymore. I just got sick of it.

Then when I moved out, I sort of stopped talking to her. She would always still try to call me about twenty times a day to make sure I was okay. But I’d never answer. At first, that just made her call even more and even come around to my flat, panicking that I might be dead. But after a while, she stopped calling at all. I think she kind of gave up on me.

I was just sitting in the computer lab then, not sure what to do. I didn’t even know what to feel. I was so confused. Because I know that if your father dies, you’re meant to forgive everyone, and be nice to your family again. But to be honest, I think I kind of hated her. I kind of blamed her for what happened, actually. There were a few times when I visited my dad, when he told me in this very sad voice that they weren’t really getting along any more. He said they mostly fought all the time or didn’t speak to each other at all. So I just still didn’t want to talk to her. I know it’s horrible. I’m a mean, disgusting person. But I just can’t help it.

But then I suddenly remembered that it was Saturday. Every Saturday, for practically my entire life, I’ve babysat this little boy named Charlie. To be honest, it actually made me feel a little bit better when I remembered that. Because I really couldn’t write my essay now, even if I wanted to, since I had to babysit Charlie. I didn’t have any choice. I could just forget about it for the day and worry about it tomorrow.

I entirely forgot I was meant to be babysitting him that night. I had probably forgotten because I had my phone turned off. His parents always call me on Saturday morning to make sure I’m still coming over. It’s funny, because I don’t think I’ve ever missed a single babysitting session ever. Except maybe for when I had my appendix taken out that one time. But they always still call to make sure I’m coming. I always tell them that yes, I am. But I hadn’t talked to them that day. It was only 3:00 pm, and I didn’t have to be at their house until 6:00 pm. But I still felt a little worried because I hadn’t let his parents know I was coming. I wondered if maybe they thought I wasn’t coming. The problem is that I still didn’t want to turn my phone on. Luckily, I actually knew their phone number because I had memorised it quite some time ago. Sometimes I’m very clever like that. I went outside and over to this pay phone that they had at university and called them up. Someone answered on the first ring.

“Hello? Debbie speaking.”

“Hello? Debbie?” I said. I hadn’t been listening properly when she answered the phone.

“Yes?”

“Hi, it’s Franny.”

“Franny!” she said very loud. I had to hold the phone away from my ear. “I’m so glad you called. I haven’t been able to get a hold of you. I wasn’t sure if you were coming or not; you didn’t answer your phone. Are you going to be minding Charlie tonight?”

“Yes, I’ll be there tonight.”

“Is everything all right? Did you lose your phone? You didn’t answer it when I called you earlier today.” She always talked very fast and said about ten sentences at the same time.

“Sorry. I’m all right.”

“Oh, that’s good, darling,” she said. Then she said, “I’m very sorry, Franny, I have to go. I’m in a rush.” She was always in a rush. “We’ll see you tonight. Goodbye!”

I didn’t even get to say goodbye before she hung up. I felt quite a bit better after I talked to her, though. Sometimes it’s nice to just talk to someone.

I had a few hours before I needed to be at their house. I didn’t feel like writing any more of my essay, so I wasn’t quite sure what to do with myself. I started walking through the university campus. I wasn’t sure where to go. I went toward Symonds Street, which is this big road that goes through the middle of the university. I don’t know why they put a road through a university. It doesn’t make any sense to me. People are always walking across the road to get to their class, and the cars can never drive anywhere without stopping a hundred times.

I sat on the steps of Old Choral Hall. It’s this old building next to the big intersection where all the students cross the road. It’s a very nice building made of red brick. I think it’s one of the oldest buildings in the whole university. They have this big sign on the wall saying how old it is and who opened the building and things, but I’ve never really read it.

I was quite bored, so I just watched all the people going past. I saw quite a few interesting people. There were these two boys going past. One of them was a very tall, skinny boy, and the other was kind of short. The tall one was saying, “Don’t worry, they didn’t say anything about you.” The short one just nodded. Then the tall one said, “But unfortunately, I was mentioned a lot.” I could see his face, and he had a big smile when he said it. I never found out what they were talking about, because then they crossed the road and I couldn’t hear them anymore.

Then this huge group of girls walked past. There must have been about ten of them all chatting with each other. Some of them were all holding this same black and red book, so I figured they must be in a class together. Maybe it was a study group. I hate study groups. I tried one once, but no one ever wanted to actually study. All they wanted to do was talk about things. But when I saw all those girls walking together, for some reason, it made me think of something. It made me think of this time I went to the zoo with my dad when I was only a young child. It’s funny, because it was his birthday, but he asked me where I would like to go for it. I told him we should go where he wants to go, but he insisted that I choose. He said it would make him happy if I decided. So I chose the zoo. I should have said that we should go where he wanted, but I was only a little kid at the time.

The morning we left the house, I took the birthday present I had bought for him. It was wrapped in brown paper with a white string bow tie on it.

“What’s that, love?” he said to me when he saw me holding it. I remember that I didn’t want him to see the present until I gave it to him at the zoo, but I wasn’t very good at hiding it.

“Nothing!” I said and squeezed it against my stomach as I ran out the door ahead of him. I was quite a silly little girl. I sat in the car with the present tucked between my legs, trying to hide it. It was probably poking out quite a lot, because I was only a kid and had quite little legs, but I probably didn’t notice. I spent the whole ride looking down at it every two seconds, making sure it was okay. We got to the zoo and I kept it tucked under my right arm. I made sure only to walk on the right side of my dad, so that he couldn’t see it. He probably knew I had it the whole time, but he didn’t say anything. He was very nice like that.

I love the zoo. I love looking at the tigers and the lions. Most people don’t like looking at them usually, because they just sleep all day and sometimes lick themselves. But that’s my favourite part. They’re just like big cats. That’s exactly what my cat Vincent used to do all the time, and I loved watching him. He was about the best friend I’ve ever had, Vincent. Except for maybe my dad, I guess. But my dad got Vincent for me when I was just a tiny little girl. He was only a tiny little kitten, too, because we got him from the animal shelter. We named him Vincent, because he had a little notch in his left ear just like that painter, Vincent Van Gogh. Except the painter cut his whole ear off, not just a little notch. He was crazy, my dad told me. And Vincent had ginger fur, just like the real Vincent person had ginger hair, too. It was the perfect name, really. He was a little bit fat, because I liked to give him treats sometimes. But not too fat. He would sleep in bed with me every night and lick my chin. I would put my chin right up to his face, and he would lick it very gently. I loved it when he did that. Sometimes he would even start licking all over my face when he was getting very cuddly. One time, he even licked my nose and then even licked inside my nose! It was very yucky but also very funny too. Sometimes, he would even drool on me. But I didn’t mind that, because he just loved me. Vincent and I used to look after each other. That’s what my dad said when he got him for me. He told me that if I always looked after Vincent, he’d always look after me, too. I miss Vincent a lot. He ran away not too long ago. I don’t know what ever happened to him. Sometimes though, I keep an eye out for him. Just in case he’s lost and trying to find me again. Sometimes I hope I’ll just see him again one day, walking down the street. And then we can be best friends again.

Me and my dad spent quite a while wandering around and seeing all the animals. His favourites were the penguins and the monkeys. The penguins were all right. I liked looking through the glass and watching them swim around. The water looked so nice and blue. But I didn’t like the monkeys very much, they were too noisy. My dad loved the monkeys, though. He kept pointing and saying, “Look! Look at that one!” He said he liked how agile they were and that he wished he were that agile. I just smiled though. I didn’t want to say anything mean about the monkeys on his birthday.

It was quite hot that day, and we got tired pretty quickly. We decided to stop and have some food at the zoo cafe. I was really excited then because I knew that was the best time to give him his present. I ran to the closest table I saw and sat down on it. My dad was only just pulling his chair out when I took out the present and yelled, “Surprise!” I was a bit stupid as a young child. He was very nice though; he acted all surprised and said how thoughtful it was of me. I probably had the biggest, silliest grin on my face at the time. He unwrapped it right there and saw that it was a wooden box. I don’t know why I got him a wooden box. I don’t remember at all why I chose that, but I must have thought it was a good idea. I guess I thought he could just keep some things in it. But before he could say anything about it, the waitress came up to us and asked if we’d like anything to eat and drink.

“Perhaps just something to drink to start with,” my dad said. “What would you like, Franny?” All I wanted was for the waitress to go away so my dad could look at his present properly. But I knew I couldn’t say that. I knew that would be rude. So I said the first drink I could think of.

“Orange juice, please.”

“And an iced tea for me, thanks,” my dad said.

That made me look up then. I suddenly wanted some iced tea instead. I didn’t say that, but I kind of let out this little noise. Like a little squeak or something. I think I was embarrassed to change my order in front of the waitress. My dad must have heard me, because he looked at me then.

I didn’t say anything for a second, just looked at him. But he didn’t say anything either, so I said, “Can I have iced tea?”

“Instead of orange juice?” he said. I nodded excitedly. “But you don’t even like iced tea. You never finish it.”

“I do too!” I don’t know why he said that, because I loved iced tea. I used to always order it when we went out, except for if I didn’t even remember about it, like that time. He eventually ordered me some iced tea, and the waitress went away. Only after she left did I remember all about his present.

“Do you like it?” I said. I was hopping up and down on my chair. I was very excited. “Open it!”

He opened the box. There was nothing inside it, except it was lined with this very nice purple velvet material. I think it was meant to be a jewellery box or something. It was probably a very silly present, but I thought it was good at the time.

“It’s very nice,” he said and felt the velvet. He looked all over the box for a moment and then closed it and looked at me. I was still very excited.

“It’s made from oak,” I said. I was trying to think of everything I could remember about the box, so I could tell him. I got it at a shop with my mother. They had lots of different wooden things. There was this section just for boxes like that, and you could choose to get the inside lined as an optional extra. I loved the purple velvet. I was obsessed with it. It looked so nice, so we got it.

“Thank you, Franny, it’s lovely,” he said and put the box to the side. Then he said, “I’m starving,” and picked up his menu.

That made me feel funny. I didn’t understand. He didn’t seem too excited about his present. I guess I was just a stupid kid, but it was very upsetting at the time. I only sat there, waiting for him to say something else about the present, but he just kept looking at the menu. I started to get very sulky.

Then he said, “I think I might get the chicken club. Is there anything that looks good to you?” He looked over the top of his menu. He raised his eyebrows at me and then nodded down at my menu in front of me. I think he was trying to tell me to pick it up and read it. But I was feeling very grumpy then, so I didn’t say anything. I just looked down at my menu. I wasn’t reading it; I was just looking at it. I was very upset that he didn’t like my present.

The waitress came back with our drinks and put them in front of us. My dad took a big gulp of his iced tea straight away. I took a little sip of mine. I didn’t want to, because I was grumpy, but it was quite hot, and I was very thirsty. It had a funny taste though, and I didn’t like it very much.

“Are you ready to order?” the lady said.

“Yes, I think we are,” my dad said, still looking at his menu. “I’ll have the chicken club sandwich, please. Franny, what would you like?”

I was very upset. My present was just sitting on the side of the table. He hadn’t even looked at it again. “Nothing,” I said very quietly.

“What was that?” he said. It seemed both him and the waitress were leaning in towards me, trying to hear me, getting very close.

I felt very angry and upset and I screamed out, “I don’t want anything to eat; I hate you!” Then I grabbed his present and threw it far off onto the concrete floor. I just saw it splinter and crack on the ground as I turned to run off. I was a horrible little child. I ruined his whole birthday. But he’s dead now, so I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. Maybe they’ll line his coffin with purple velvet, too.

I eventually got bored of sitting on those stairs watching people go past. I really felt like a nap; I was very tired. I know this great secret spot at the university. I call it James’ space, because my friend James showed it to me.

A very odd thing happened with James. We sort of knew each other at high school but not too well. He was in my math class for two years. I guess I probably chatted to him quite a bit in that class, because I never really cared about listening to the teacher when it was math. But I never hung out with him outside of school at all, I don’t think. But when he was in one of my first-year classes at university, we usually sat together, and we talked quite a bit.

Then one day after class he said, “Would you like to go and have lunch with me?” I told him yes because I was quite hungry, and I hadn’t packed any lunch that day. I needed to buy something tasty to eat. So he took me to this pizza place. It was kind of far away from university though, which I thought was a bit annoying. At least he drove me, but I kind of wondered why we didn’t get some food right on campus. Then we sat down at this table. It sort of looked like a pretty fancy pizza place. Even a waiter came and gave us a menu. When I saw the prices on the menu though, I sort of freaked out a bit. I just wanted a cheap sandwich or something. I could’ve probably bought ten sandwiches for what the stuff on that menu cost! It was ridiculous!

I leaned over and sort of whispered to James, “I can’t really afford to get this stuff.”

But he said, “Don’t worry, I’m happy to pay for us both.”

I thought that was pretty neat, getting a free lunch like that, so I relaxed a little bit. We ordered, and we were just waiting around for our food and talking. That’s when James did this odd thing. He reached across the table and took one of my hands. He was just sort of holding on to it. I was wondering what he was doing, and then I saw that he was looking at me very strangely. He was kind of looking at me with this smile. Only just then I realised what was going on. I couldn’t believe myself! I didn’t even realise it was a date until right then! I felt like such a moron. I started getting pretty weird then, and he must have noticed. I took my hand away from him.

He looked pretty worried. I don’t blame him. I was looking all around the restaurant. I think I was kind of looking for a way to escape, to be honest. “Are you all right?”

“I’m so sorry,” I said and got up and left. I just left! I don’t know why! It was such a mean thing for me to do. I guess I was just really nervous, because I didn’t realise he liked me. And to be honest, I didn’t really like him at all. He seemed okay and everything, but I certainly didn’t want to date him. But I handled the situation very badly. I suppose I don’t really have much experience in those sorts of things. It was very weird between us from then on. We never even mentioned the lunch to each other at all. We chatted a few times when we saw each other, but we never discussed it. It was very strange. Luckily though, I didn’t have any more classes with him after that. It would have been way too weird if I did.

So I started walking to James’ space. I should probably think of a new name for that place. But to get there you just have to go toward the old commerce building and go sort of around the side. There’s a set of stairs there that lead up to a big long balcony. It’s not very secret, but not many people know about it. So there’s hardly ever anyone there. There are some benches there which are perfect for napping. It can get quite sunny sometimes, which makes it hard to sleep, but I found a bench that had a lot of shade over it from a nearby tree. I lay down on it and used my bag as a pillow. The chairs were wooden with these metal rivets to hold it all together. It wasn’t too comfy, but it was okay.

I have a secret talent. Most people, if they want to wake up at a certain time in the morning, have to use an alarm clock. But I don’t. My body has its own special alarm clock. If I want to wake up at a certain time, all I have to do is just think very hard about it while I’m falling asleep. The secret is to visualise a clock in your mind, and say the time you want to wake up over and over again. I lay there thinking ‘5:00 pm, 5:00 pm, 5:00 pm’ over and over and picturing a clock with the hour hand on the five and the minute hand on the twelve, so that it read five o’clock. It’s also very important to think about pm not am. One time I wanted to get up at 6:00 am, but I forgot to think about the am part, and only thought about ‘six o’clock’ when I was falling asleep. I ended up waking up at about 8:00 am. It must have thrown off my whole body system. It was crazy. But it’s quite a handy skill when you do it correctly. You should try it some time. But don’t be too upset if you can’t do it. Sometimes, only very certain people can, like me. Eventually, I fell asleep.





Chapter Eight

When I was asleep I had a pretty weird dream. Although part of the dream was stuff that actually happened. Like a memory, I guess. But some parts of it were just made up, like a dream. I was in this very cold town. Like so cold there was snow and ice all on the streets. And frost on the windows in the hotel we were staying at. I had gone there on a trip with my parents and this other husband and wife, with their two kids. I didn’t really want to go along, because I didn’t know those people at all. But I had no choice, because I was pretty young at the time.

We had all decided to go out for a walk together. Even though it was nighttime and freezing cold, everyone thought it would be a very good idea. My dad helped me get into all my jumpers. I wore about three jumpers and then this big puffy jacket over top of it all. My dad helped me pull them all tightly over my head to get them on. And I had on a little orange beanie, and some gloves too. I was a big puffball after that. You should have seen me. I looked very silly. I think if I tripped over, I would have just rolled around like a ball and bounced around on the walls and things. But when I was all wrapped up, we went outside. It was freezing out there. I think it was probably the coldest place I’ve ever been. Even colder than a freezer.

We weren’t going anywhere specific; we were just walking around. I remember it was very dark there too, and the street lamps had this very nice light coming off it. You could even see all the mist and stuff in the air beneath the lights. There wasn’t really anyone outside at that time, and so everything was pretty quiet except for us. All the grownups were talking, and the other two little kids were running ahead and kind of hitting each other. They were boys, so they did that sort of stuff quite a lot. I had to spend most of the trip telling them I didn’t want to play, because they kept trying to play all these games with me. Like wrestling and tag and it got very annoying. I was walking behind everyone a little bit, but not too far back. Because my dad kept looking back at me and giving me this certain look. I knew that it meant he didn’t want me to get too far away from them. I don’t know how I knew that. I just did. Sometimes I can read minds. So I stuck pretty close behind them.

I got pretty interested in all the ice and snow that was around us. I’d only seen snow once before that, so it was a pretty exciting experience for me. But all the really good snow is up on the mountains, where everyone goes skiing. All there was on that street was mostly ice. It was sort of like snow but not very fun to play in. You couldn’t really pick up big handfuls of it. It just kind of stuck to the ground in chunks. But I still had quite a lot of fun with it.

I saw a pretty good ice pile and kicked it with my little boot. I picked up a piece that came off and tried to hold it with my gloves. But it was pretty tricky. It sort of started melting and breaking apart, and so I just threw it away quite quickly.

We eventually got to this part of the street where there were a few shops and things. And there was a cafe. My parents really wanted to go inside to get some coffee and maybe some cake, and so we did. Everyone went and sat at a table, but for some reason, I didn’t really feel like it. I think maybe it was because I was wearing all those very warm clothes, and it felt pretty hot inside the cafe. I told my parents I was just going to go play outside in the snow. They didn’t really want me to, but I kind of started nagging them, just because I really didn’t want to sit inside. They eventually said okay, but that I had to stay by the window, so that they could see me.

I was just playing around in the parking lot, looking at the grass. It was all frosty. It didn’t even look green. I thought it was pretty cool. I could see everyone through the glass even though it was steaming up quite a lot. I must have gotten pretty distracted, because eventually, I wandered around the side of the building. And I found the coolest thing around there! It was a huge pile of snow, almost as tall as me! I wondered how it got there, but I didn’t even know. I was just too excited, because it was the first good pile of snow I’d seen on that trip. It wasn’t really perfect; it was still pretty icy. But it was good enough. I decided I would get some revenge on those two boys for always trying to wrestle with me. I started making a lot of snowballs. It worked pretty well, too. Only a couple of them fell apart. The rest were actually pretty good. I was around the side of the building packing all those snowballs, and I was planning my attack. I was going to go back to the cafe and tell the boys to come outside and play some games with me. I knew they would say yes, because they always wanted to mess around playing games and things. Then I would run around to my secret stash and start chucking a lot of snowballs at them. But when I was planning it all, I heard a whole lot of voices start yelling, “Franny! Franny, where are you?”

I knew it was everyone coming out to look for me. I had an even better idea then. I crouched down behind the pile of snow. I decided I would wait for the perfect sneak attack. Pretty soon, someone would come around the corner, and I’d get them with a very good snowball. I heard them keep yelling my name, but I played it very cool. I didn’t move a single muscle. I was just holding my position, waiting for the perfect time to strike. I was very young, I didn’t realise that hiding from them like that was a very bad thing to do.

After a while, I didn’t really hear them anymore. I kept on waiting though, because I didn’t want to ruin my plan. But when I hadn’t heard them at all for quite a long time, I came out of my hiding spot. I went around the front of the building, but no one was there. They weren’t at their table inside the cafe, either. There was just nobody around anywhere. I started getting a bit worried then, because I thought I had done a bad thing. I thought my parents might be worried about me. Or maybe even angry. So I started walking back to the hotel.

It got very cold on that walk. I was really shivering then. I think it was because I had been hiding by the snow for so long, not moving or anything. It had really cooled me down. Then I realised something very stupid. I had left my gloves back at the cafe! I took them off so that I could roll up the snowballs better, because it was too tough with the gloves on. I must have left them lying right there next to all my ammo. I didn’t even get to throw a single one of them, either.

My hands started getting very cold. I decided to put them in my jacket pocket, to try warm them up. But when I did, I found some ice in there! There was ice in my pockets! That’s how cold it was. I couldn’t believe it. My hands felt even colder after that. And then even my ears started getting cold, too. It felt like such a long walk back to the hotel, and my ears were getting frozen on the way. It was just one big long road, so I figured I had to get there eventually. I tried to pull my beanie down over my ears, but it wasn’t big enough. It was this silly little beanie that only covered about half of my head. I don’t even know why I had it. It didn’t really keep me warm at all.

I got very upset during that whole walk back. I was worried I might get frostbite, and my fingers and ears might fall off. But I eventually found my way to that stupid hotel. I don’t know why it had to be so far away. It was this big ugly red tower, and I went inside. Then I accidentally went to room 502 on the fifth floor, even though we were in room 402, on the fourth floor. I didn’t realise until I had already knocked on the door, and this old man answered it.

“Where are my parents?” I said.

“Who?”

Then I saw the wrong number on the door, so I left. I went down the stairs and finally found my door. When I knocked though, my mother answered. It was just her alone in the room. She pulled me inside very quickly. The dream had been pretty normal up until then. But when I went inside, it started getting a bit freaky.

“Where have you been?” she said. She sounded quite angry.

“I was just playing.”

“They’re all out looking for you, you know. You’ve ruined this whole trip.”

I felt pretty bad then and kept trying to apologise. But she just walked around the room, looking back at me every now and again with this pretty evil stare. I tried to say that I was sorry, but she kept saying, “You’ve ruined everything,” and walking around the room. She stopped and said, “You know what I have to do, don’t you?” But I didn’t know what she meant. She went over to the bathroom door and opened it. Then something crazy happened. What came out of the bathroom was a pig. A giant pig. This huge, big, fat thing. The fattest I’ve ever seen.

It started waddling into the living room, and my mum just started saying, “It’s all your fault. You’ve ruined everything.” The pig was walking right over to me, and I started getting pretty worried. It was even bigger than me. I started getting kind of trapped in the corner of the room, trying to back away from the pig. But it kept coming towards me, sort of grunting as it walked. I had my back right against the wall, and I started sliding down, so I was crouching on the floor. The pig was drooling all over the place, leaving a horrible trail along the floor, heading right for me. I was almost lying down then, with my feet out, to try to keep the pig away. It walked right up to me and then smacked against my legs with its head. I started trying to kick at it to keep it away from me. I don’t know why, but suddenly, I wasn’t wearing any shoes any more. The pig kept trying to get to me, and I was trying to kick it away. Then it started snapping at my feet, trying to bite me. It was trying to bite my toes off! I was just kicking at its head as hard as I could, but it kept trying to bite my toes off!

Then I started saying, “Please, Mum! Help me!” But she was just staring at me with those very evil looking eyes from the other side of the room and saying something. I could see her mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying, because the pig was squealing and screaming right next to me. I was so terrified that it was going to eat my toes and then maybe even eat my whole body. It was snapping at me, trying to get me. I was kicking and wriggling as hard as I could, and then I woke up with a pretty big fright.

I looked at my watch and realised I was running a little late, so I had to rush a bit. I was very lucky that the bus was there right when I arrived at the bus stop.

The house I was babysitting at was kind of near my parents’ house, where I grew up from a very young child. The bus went past a lot of places that I used to go when I was living at home. We went past this one street where I used to go for a lot of walks. It was very odd though, because I would quite frequently find birds on that street during my walks—birds that had been injured and couldn’t fly anymore or young birds that had lost their parents. I’ve found maybe ten there in my whole life. Some people I know haven’t even found one bird before. The birds would always be sitting around on that street, waiting for me. And I would find them and start crying because I was so sad that they were hurt and probably scared. I was still very young at the time, which is why I cried so much. But my dad taught me a fantastic trick. He taught me to take my hat off and use it to scoop the bird up into for safety. I would always wear a hat outside, because I didn’t want to catch cancer from all the sun, and also, I could use that hat to collect the birds in. I would very carefully pick them up in my hat, so that it was like a nice little nest for them. Then I’d take them home, and my mum and dad would help me look after them. We would feed them bread and milk and keep them warm until they were better and could fly away. Sometimes, they didn’t get better though. Sometimes, they just died instead.

I got to Charlie’s house at almost exactly 6:00 pm. I knocked on the front door, and Debbie opened it almost as I was still knocking.

“Oh, Franny!” she said very loudly and with a huge sigh. “It’s great to see you.” Debbie always talked very loud, as if she were performing for an audience or something. She would always hold her chin up high and use these huge sweeping hand gestures. She also kind of stuck her chest out very far. She had very large breasts. “I still remember how worried I was when I called you earlier today and I couldn’t get a hold of you. But that’s all ancient history now. Charlie’s just been an angel today; he’s hardly made a peep. I’m sure you’ll have no trouble at all.”

I just stood there smiling at her. I learned a long time ago that she loves to talk a whole lot, and it’s best to just sit quietly and nod when she’s talking to you.

“How are you? How’s university going? Oh, exam time must be a complete nightmare. I just remember how overwhelming it all was when I was younger.”

I just nodded but then realised I should probably say something to calm her down. She gets quite excited. “It’s all okay,” I said.

“That’s good, darling. Charlie’s ravenous today; he’ll probably be asking you to cook him dinner the second we leave. Come in, come in.” Debbie was quite a large woman. Fat, I mean. But I know it’s not polite to say that. So I just say large, instead. She took up most of the doorway. She kind of pulled me inside the house, but she had to turn at the same time, because she was blocking most of the entrance. We did this little spinning dance around each other and swapped positions, so now I was in the doorway and she was standing outside. She leaned right over my head and yelled for her husband to hurry up. I told you about how she was quite loud. He came to the doorway. He’s this kind of small man and quite skinny too. People at school used to make very mean jokes that he was the woman and she was the man, since she was so big, and he was so small. They both taught at the high school I used to go to, and she was always bossing him around and calling for him to hurry up when they were leaving together at the end of the day. But I think they’re both very nice people.

“How are you, Franny?” he said as he was passing me in the doorway.

“I’m good.” He really is a very nice man. He always asks me how I am.

“All right, we have to rush off,” Debbie said. “Sorry the house is a mess, we’ve just bought some new furniture, and we’re still re-arranging.” She ushered her husband down the driveway. “Goodbye,” she called back at me. “See you at ten.”

I waved at them, but they weren’t looking in my direction. I closed the front door and went to look for Charlie.





Chapter Nine

Charlie was in his room, drawing in some colouring books. He was quite a young child. Probably only six. I don’t really know exactly how old he was, actually. I could see he was wearing these very cool socks. They were pulled about half way up his shins, and they were completely covered in hot dogs. They were some kind of hot dog patterned socks. I thought they were probably the coolest socks I’ve ever seen. I was almost about to ask him if I could borrow them some time, just so I could wear them too. But then I realised they would have been too small for me, and I wouldn’t have fit them anyway. It was funny; I seemed to be seeing quite a few young children wearing socks lately. He turned around and saw me standing in his room.

“Hey, Franny,” he said, and turned back to colouring. He had this small little voice. “Did my parents go?”

“Yep, they just went out.”

“Are you making me dinner?”

I almost always made him dinner on Saturday night. Occasionally, I’d come over for babysitting, all mentally prepared to make him dinner, only to find that he was extra hungry that day and so already ate dinner a bit early. I normally don’t mind when that happens though, because then I can just relax a bit more without worrying about cooking. I’m not as familiar with the oven and pots and things at their house, so sometimes I have to focus to not burn anything.

“Yeah, of course,” I said. “What do you want me to make you?”

“Boiled eggs and soldiers.” He turned around and sat up now. I think he was quite excited for boiled eggs and soldiers. It’s this dinner that I’m particularly talented at making. It’s one of my specialties. It’s just a couple of boiled eggs and toast, but you cut the toast into strips, and sit them side by side, sort of like soldiers. I guess that’s why it’s called that. Then you put the boiled egg in an egg cup and cut the top off. That way you can dip the soldiers into the egg yolk and eat it right like that. The secret is to not cut the soldiers too thin, otherwise they have no strength, and will get soggy and fall over when you try to dip it into the egg. But if you cut it too thick, they won’t even fit into the egg at all. That’s the worst. But I haven’t made that mistake in a long time now.

“Would you like it now?” I said. Debbie had told me he was quite hungry already.

“Yes, please.” He was so nice and polite. He put his colouring book down and headed for the kitchen. When he walked past me, he grabbed my hand to hold it and started leading me there. I thought that was so nice. It’s nice when little kids hold your hand. They have such little fingers, too. He walked very funny, with his stomach sticking out. He wasn’t fat or anything, his stomach just kind of poked out all the time, like little kids’ tummies do sometimes. I thought it was very cute.

We went to the kitchen and I started to make him some boiled eggs and soldiers. Their house was quite nice, and they had this big fridge. Their fridge was always the most full fridge I had ever seen in my life. It was one of those big ones, with two doors that open up on each side. It had about eight different shelves, with even more shelves on the doors. And all of them were completely full of food. There were lots of different types of containers with all sorts of stuff them. I couldn’t even begin to see all of the food there. Sometimes it was a little bit gross in there, though. They might have food that was mouldy or rotten just sitting in containers next to the fresh food. And often, there were spills of liquids on the shelves or just random bits of food left there. Sometimes I didn’t really like going into their fridge, because I was scared of what I might find. I didn’t know why they didn’t just clean it. But I guess if your fridge is that big, it probably takes a very long time to clean. Maybe they just didn’t have enough time. I wasn’t sure, but I never asked them about it.

I found some eggs. I always thought it was interesting, because at my house we never kept eggs in the fridge. We just kept them in the cupboard. But they always kept them cold in the fridge. When I first saw that, when I was first babysitting, it made me wonder if I’d been doing it wrong my whole life. So I went around asking all the people I knew if they kept their eggs in the fridge or cupboard. It made for quite an interesting discussion sometimes. About half of them did the fridge, and the other half did the cupboard. So I never found out which one was the right way.

I made Charlie three eggs instead of two like I normally do, because he said he was very hungry. I cut up the toast perfectly and set the eggs in little egg holders. I gave it to him on the kitchen table, and he sat there and ate it all nice and quietly. He only ended up eating two of the eggs, though. I was just watching him while he ate and cleaning up the dishes a little bit. He asked me if I wanted to eat the last one, but I didn’t want to. I realised that I hadn’t eaten anything yet that day, but I wasn’t feeling hungry.

Then when he was all done, he said, “Do you want to see my new animal book?”

I told him I’d very much like to see his new animal book. I told him all about how I love animals quite a lot. We went back to his room and he showed me it. His parents bought him quite a lot of books and presents all the time. A few years ago, I came over to babysit, and his parents had just bought him this brand-new remote-control racing car. I thought it was very cool. We played with it together the whole night. We raced it all across the house and even outside. We set up all sorts of obstacle courses for it to go through, with toys and things that it had to try to avoid. We even set up this ramp, so it could jump over a bowl of water. We thought that would be an awesome trick. But at the last minute, when Charlie was about to jump it, I took it away. I thought his parents would probably be angry at me if I broke the car and spilled water everywhere. That car was quite hard to control, and I kept crashing it into the walls. Luckily, it was very strong, and it didn’t break at all. Charlie was very good at it, though. Even better than me, and he was only about five.

Then the next week, I came over very excited to play with it again, but we didn’t even play with it at all. It was because his parents already bought him another new present, and Charlie was very excited to play with that new one instead. It was some other stupid thing, I can’t remember what. But I was so sad that Charlie had already forgotten about the remote-control car and that it was just packed away under his bed. I think if my parents had bought me that car, I would have played with it for about fifty years.

His new animal book was filled with all sorts of animal facts. They had facts about elephants and fish and all sorts of other interesting creatures. When we turned to the page about cats, I told him I knew a very interesting fact about cats that even the book didn’t know about. And so I told him. “Did you know that cats have very bad close up eye sight? They can see things far away very good, but if it’s right up close, right by their face, they can hardly see it at all.” I knew that very interesting fact from a different book about cats that I have in my room. He didn’t seem too interested though; he was just looking at all the pictures of the animals. Then we got to the back of the book, and it had this quiz section. It had a whole lot of quiz questions from all the information in the book. It was supposed to test you, to make sure you even read the book, and didn’t just look at the pictures like a lot of people do.

I wanted to be the quiz master. I like doing that sort of thing and asking people all the questions. And only I can see the answers. It makes me feel very intelligent. Sometimes I think that maybe I could be very intelligent in general knowledge, if I wanted to. If I felt like it, I could start reading lots of books about geography and history and all sorts of other interesting topics. I could sit in my room for maybe three years and just read every book possible. I could even make it so I would never have to leave the house while I was studying all the knowledge of the human race. I could ask someone to go to the library for me to pick up about twenty books on animal biology, and then I would stay up all night reading all of them. I would have lots of cups of coffee on my desk and just my reading lamp and a whole stack of books. Then the very next morning, I would ask the same person to go get me some new books on stars and planets and moons. Then they would say, “What about the books I got you yesterday?” And I would say that I already finished them, and they would be incredibly amazed that I could read and memorise all those books in only one night.

I tested Charlie a little bit. I was reading some of the questions for him. “What is the largest animal in Africa?” I said, but he didn’t know. “How many legs does a spider have?” He didn’t know that one either. We both got kind of bored of books, so I suggested that we should go into the lounge to watch a movie. Charlie didn’t sound too excited by the idea though.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve watched all the—” Then he twisted around to face me. His eyes were all big and crazy with excitement. “Oh yeah!” he said, quite loud. I kind of flinched. I don’t like it when people are very loud around me. “The new couches!” He grabbed my hand. “Come on, I have to show you my new couches.”

I thought that was quite funny. They were his parents’ couches, not his. But kids don’t really know that stuff. He pulled me into their lounge. They have this nice lounge with a very big television on one side and a couch on the other side. Only it was different now. Debbie told me they got new furniture, and they had. Now they had two very long couches across two of the walls, so that you could choose where you wanted to watch the TV from. Charlie ran up and jumped up on the couches, with his feet all over them. I thought his parents probably wouldn’t like that. I think it’s meant to be bad to put your feet on couches like that, but I wasn’t too sure. He was so excited, running all across them. They were obviously brand new; I think they had only just got them that afternoon. There was a whole lot of wrapping and packing all over the floor. I would have normally been very excited too, but I started thinking about something.

I was thinking about the other day, on Thursday. It was meant to be my last lecture that day. It was on at 9:00 am, and I was meant to go to it. But when my alarm woke me up to get ready, I felt so tired. I just couldn’t really be bothered getting up, to be honest. So I just decided to skip it. It was the last one anyway, so I suppose it didn’t really matter. I went back to sleep and didn’t wake up until midday. Then when I woke up, I noticed that I had a missed call on my phone, and that they had left a message. I saw it was from my dad’s phone number, so I called him back right while I was still lying there in bed. But when I called back, he didn’t answer. I tried calling him again, and he still didn’t answer. So I thought I would listen to the message. But it was only about one second long, and I could hardly hear it. All it was, was my dad sighing, and then hanging up. I just kind of forgot about it and had a normal day. When I remembered it later that afternoon, I tried calling again, but he still didn’t answer. I thought it was a bit odd, because he normally never missed my phone calls. And if he did, he would usually call me back within a few minutes. He was very good at keeping on top of that stuff.

When I still hadn’t heard from him later on, I decided to go visit him. I knew my mum would be working, and that my dad would have been home by then, so I thought it would be perfect. I could visit him without having to bother seeing my mum. I got the bus over there, and his car was in the driveway. I knocked on the front door and went inside. I didn’t wait for anyone to answer, because, of course, it was my house anyway. I always just went straight in. I called out his name, but I couldn’t hear anything. It was so strange. Everything in the house was so still and quiet. I couldn’t remember ever having been in there when there wasn’t at least someone making a little bit of noise. Even if it was just having the radio on or walking around or something. I looked around everywhere and couldn’t find him. So I called his phone again, and I heard the very quiet ringing coming from somewhere in the house. I had to call him three times to track it down. But I eventually did, in the closet of his bedroom. That’s when I found him hanging like I told you about.

It made me feel quite dark, thinking about it again. I didn’t even really feel sad anymore; I don’t even know how to explain it. I just kind of felt bad. Almost like I was dead myself or something. My whole head just felt like it was rotten inside. I wondered if maybe I hadn’t been so lazy and answered his call instead of sleeping in, if maybe he would still be alive.

Then Charlie said this very strange thing. This very stupid thing. He said, “Which one of these couches is bigger? Because I want you to sit on the biggest one.” It was very stupid because the couches were the same size. I could see that. I’m sure he could see it, too. I mean, it was his own couches, for god’s sake. He definitely knew.

“I think they’re the same size,” I said.

“Are they? Are they really?”

“Yeah.”

“Aw. Because I wanted to give you the big one.”

I didn’t like him very much, all of a sudden. I even felt like being mean to him.

“You knew they were the same size,” I said. He wasn’t listening to me, though. He was crouching down on the couches and feeling the material. “Get off the couch,” I said, and took a few steps towards him. “Get off the couches, you stupid little idiot.” I said it quite loudly. He looked at me then. “You knew they were the same size, didn’t you?” I kind of yelled at him a bit. He started to look very upset then. He was looking up at me with these big eyes and this very confused looked on his face. “You were just trying to show off!” I was speaking very harshly to him now. Charlie didn’t say anything, but he looked very upset. I wanted to make him cry. I went up to him and pushed him over, so he landed on the couch. “You knew the whole time you little bastard!” He started crying then. “You’re just a spoiled brat!” I pushed him in the chest. It wasn’t that hard, but it was probably too hard for a small child. “Why don’t you play with your car anymore?” I was almost screaming at him now. “Why the hell don’t you play with your remote-control car anymore?” I kept pushing him over and over again. He kept trying to get up off the couch, to get away from me. But every time he tried, I would just push him back down. He just kept crying. His nose was all snotty too; it was disgusting. God, I hated him. He was an idiot, he didn’t even ever answer me. I was just so angry at him and his stupid couches. I went to the other couch, the one he wasn’t sitting on, and ripped off all the pillows and threw them all over the room. I even threw one at the wall and it knocked a painting onto the floor.

Eventually, I got bored of him just lying there crying, so I decided to leave. Before I went out the door I said, “Your hot dog socks are very ridiculous. Why don’t you grow up, you stupid baby.” Then I left.





Chapter Ten

I wasn’t sure what I should do then. It was getting dark, and I only just realised I wasn’t sure where to sleep that night. I guess I could go back to Lily’s and ask her if I could sleep there, but I didn’t much want to do that. I could have maybe asked Penny, but I didn’t really want to do that either. I didn’t know what to do, so I just decided to go back to university. At least I could hang out there for a few hours and think about what to do before they kicked me out. I started heading towards where the bus stop was. It was quite warm outside. I sort of thought it would be cold, because it was night time, but it wasn’t. When the bus got there, I was very glad to see it was completely empty, except for the driver. I wasn’t in the mood to sit next to anyone. No one except me even got on it for my entire trip.

While I was on the bus, I was thinking about this one time when I was younger. I was quite young, probably only thirteen. Me and this girl Charlotte were sitting on the swings at my high school at lunchtime. Charlotte is this girl I used to be friends with. She was all right, but she had these very big thighs. We were sitting on the swings, just talking. We were talking about what we could do after school, and we thought maybe swimming and movies. It was Friday, so we wanted to do something interesting. We thought that we could take our bikes and ride to the swimming pools in Newmarket and then go to the movie theatre.

There was this girl who was sitting on the grass just a little bit away from us. I had noticed her a few minutes before, because she kept looking over. Then, while we were talking about all that stuff, the girl got up and came toward us. Her name was Chloe. She had red hair, and she was very quiet all the time. She was in some of my classes, but I had only heard her talk one or two times, when the teacher asked her a question. She never said anything to anyone that I ever saw. She came up to us with this goofy smile on her face.

“My name is Chloe,” she said. I already knew her name but only just. I’m not sure if Charlotte did though. Then she said something that surprised me a lot. She said, “Would you two mind very much if I came along with you this afternoon?” We didn’t say anything at first, but we didn’t even really get a chance. Chloe started to talk to us very quickly with these wide eyes. “I know we never hung out before, but I think we can have a great time together. I’ve always seen you two and think you’re really pretty and cool.” She was talking so quickly we didn’t even get a chance to say anything. “I don’t have my bike at school right now, but we could go to my house and get it very quickly. It’s only my mum there, but she’s really nice, and she said she’d love to meet both of you. I’m actually a great swimmer. Last summer, I swam thirty laps with only one break.” She was so excited. It was crazy, I’ve never seen anyone so excited about anything before. She was kind of hopping around on her feet and looking at us with these really wide eyes.

Charlotte had told me later on that Chloe was always a weird girl and that once, she was even taken out of school for a week because she was infected with head lice. Then when she came back, her head was completely shaved.

Chloe was just standing there, breathing kind of hard, looking at us, waiting for us to say something. Then I said something. I said something very horrible. I was a nasty, nasty little girl.

“Were you eavesdropping on us?” I said. What a little bitch I was. Chloe looked kind of horrified when I said that. I remember her eyes; they looked so worried and scared.

Then Charlotte said, “We don’t even know you.”

After that, Chloe ran away. She just turned and ran off. Sometimes, I think about that and it makes me very sad. So I don’t like thinking about it too often, but sometimes, I can’t help it. Chloe must have been so sad, all because of what I said. It’s no wonder why horrible things happen to me, because of how horrible I am to everyone else. Bad people deserve bad things to happen to them. If I wanted people not to do bad stuff to me, I should have thought about that before I went around being such a disgusting person to everyone else.

I didn’t see Chloe for a while after that. Then, when I eventually did see her around school, I tried to say hi to her a few times. But she wouldn’t really look at me anymore.

I got off the bus at university. It looked quite different at night, with all the lights on in all the buildings. I hadn’t really been there at night much before. I was just standing around on the side of the road, trying to think where I should go. Right when I was standing there, there was this man walking past me. He was pulling this little girl behind him. He was clamped on to her upper arm very tight it looked like. She wasn’t making any noise, but I could see she was crying. I could see it on her face.

“Pick up your feet,” he said and tugged on her arm. She was just being dragged along behind him, since she didn’t have any choice. He stopped and stared down at her. “I said don’t drag your feet!”

I wanted to go up to him and tell him off. Actually, what I really wanted to do was go up to him and shoot him right in his face. But I knew I’d never be able to do it, so I didn’t even bother trying.

I didn’t know how anyone could be so horrible to a little kid like that. I’d never do anything mean at all to children if I ever had them. Once in a while, I sort of think about what it would be like if I had kids. At the moment, I don’t really want any children. It sort of scares me. But I thought that maybe later in life, maybe I might want some. I might even want lots. A big family sounds pretty nice actually. You’d always have someone to talk to. Or people to play with if you wanted. Sometimes when my parents and I tried to play a board game or a card game or something, we couldn’t. Because maybe the game needed four people. And we only had three. Or maybe my mum was feeling too tired, and then we even only had two. And most games with only two people aren’t very fun at all. But I thought that sometimes it could be pretty nice to have about eight people in your family. Then you could always play any game you want. Or even if you wanted someone to watch a movie with, there would probably always be at least one person. Or if you needed help figuring something out, someone could always come and help you. I thought maybe I would have a husband and a big house somewhere. Kind of outside of the city though, so I could have a garden. Maybe my husband would be a doctor, so we wouldn’t be too poor. It’s probably not too nice to be very poor. And maybe I could be a very successful businesswoman or something. I could wear very cool business clothing and have a lot of very important meetings. But mostly, I’d just employ other people to do the work for me, because I don’t want a very stressful life like that. Then we would have about five or six kids, I think. But even better than that is that we would have a lot of cats and dogs! Like maybe four cats, and some dogs, too. My husband could look after the dogs, because he would like dogs a lot. But I’d get to be ruler of the cats. I’d be the Cat Queen. One great thing I’d do is that the house would have little cat runs going all along the walls. Like little ledges around the edge of all the rooms in the house and ramps leading up to them from the floor. That way, the cats could run all around the house and just peer down at people from their lookout spots. I like it best when cats peer at you like they do, because they look quite tough and evil. But then, when you actually pat them, they’re very friendly and cuddly. That’s kind of what I want to be like. I want people to know that I’m very tough and not to mess with me. But that if they actually get to know me, and I like them, then I’m a very kind person.

I was thinking about all that and then a terrible thing happened. I was standing on that street and I heard someone yell, “Francesca!” I don’t like it when people call me that. Mostly only my mother calls me that. I turned around and saw my Uncle Pete. He was already getting out of his car and coming towards me. He must have been driving past, because his car was just stopped there, in the middle of the road. The front door was even still open where he had got out, and there was a car stopped behind him, because he was holding up all the traffic.

Pete was this big man. He was very tall, maybe almost seven feet tall, and he had this big belly and these even bigger shoulders. He was huge. And he was sort of walking and running over to me, yelling my name. I was quite surprised, to be honest. I didn’t even really have time to feel anything else, because I was still trying to process what was going on. I hadn’t seen Pete in a very long time. He used to occasionally babysit me when I was young, and my parents were too busy to look after me. But then he got this head injury, and he had to quit his job. He was actually pretty nice to me before then. He worked as a chef, and he always tried to teach me how to make things. He actually did teach me how to make pancakes once, and I still remember it even now. But after he hurt his head, it sort of made him become a bit crazy. He started walking around everywhere with no shirt on and kind of grunting all the time. I saw him do it a lot at our family Christmas party. My parents didn’t tell me very much about it, maybe because they didn’t want a kid to worry about very grown-up things. But they said they were trying to get a doctor to help him. Then he started taking a lot of drugs, and my parents didn’t let him come over any more. The next year he wasn’t at the Christmas party. I don’t think he was even invited.

His big, bald head was coming toward me. He was completely bald, but he had this long grey beard. He came up to me so quickly that there was this wall of air that hit me and almost blew me away. Even my hair kind of flew back a little bit. He grabbed me roughly by both of my shoulders.

“Where have you been?” he said. He was sort of shaking my shoulders while he said it. My head was bobbing all over the place. He’s very strong. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Your mother’s completely distraught, and all she’s been asking for is to have you home. Where have you been?”

“I’ve been writing my essay,” I said. And that was true, I had been.

“Your essay?” he said. He sounded very angry. “Francesca, your father has just died, what the hell does your essay matter? You need to be home to see your mother right now.”

I already knew my father had just died! I didn’t need him telling me that! “Stop shaking me!” I said. He was still shaking me. I was quite angry now. “And let go of me!” I sort of karate chopped his arms to make him let go of me. I have quite a good karate chop, when I try. I think he could have easily kept holding on to me, but luckily, he let go. I saw there were a couple of people who were looking at us now. I think we were both being quite loud. There was even a man with a red hat on the other side of the street who had stopped to see what was going on.

“I have to finish my essay,” I said, and I started walking off. I wasn’t in the mood for talking to him. But he grabbed my arm when I tried to leave. He grabbed the upper part of it, between my shoulder and elbow, just like that little girl I had seen. He clamped down quite hard.

“Where are you going?” he said. “I’ve been asked to bring you back home. Your grandparents are there with your mother, trying to keep her calm. They’ve been going crazy looking for you. We’ve all been driving around day and night trying to find you. We’ve been to your flat, to your friend’s house, whatever her name is. We’ve been combing the bloody streets. We almost called the police to report you missing.”

“I’m not missing, thank you very much!” I said. I was feeling very irritated at him. He was being incredibly rude! “Let me go!” I tried another karate chop. It didn’t work this time, though. He wouldn’t let go of me. He started pulling me towards the car.

“What’s wrong with you?” he said. He was kind of yelling at me. “You’ve got to see your mother.” He was still pulling me toward the car.

“Stop!” I screamed. I started hitting him in the face and stomach and anywhere I could reach. But I couldn’t get him very well. I only had one arm. He was holding my other one.

“What the hell’s wrong with you, you crazy girl,” he said. Then he grabbed my other arm, so I couldn’t hit him anymore.

“Help! Help!” I started screaming. “Let go of me!” I tried to kick him, but I couldn’t really do it properly. He was too strong. He was pulling me over to his car. Then, suddenly, someone ran up and punched Pete right in the face. Right in front of me, I saw him get punched in the nose. He let go of both of my arms right away then. Pete sort of stumbled backwards and fell right down onto the concrete with a big grunt. It was the man who I saw before, with the red hat. The one who stopped to look at us across the street. He had punched Pete. He started saying something to me, but I didn’t hear him. While Pete was still on the ground, I knew I could get away. I ran as fast as I could. I just kept running and running. I was so glad to get away. I was very thankful that man had saved me. I wish I had said thank you to him, but I didn’t think of it at the time. I ran all the way through the university until I got to the park. Once I was pretty far into the park, I turned around and saw that there was no one behind me. I had gotten away. I leaned up against a tree to catch my breath. I was breathing very hard.

After I calmed down a little bit, I started thinking about that man doing that very cool punch. I’d never punched anyone in my life before, but it looked very cool. Very badass. I turned to face the tree that I had been leaning on and put up both my hands in fists in front of my face, like boxers do. Then I started pretend-punching the tree. I was ducking left and right and throwing a lot of jabs and upper cuts. I’d seen quite a few scenes like that in some movies. I pretended the big tree was big old fat Pete, and I was punching the daylights out of him. I was hitting him over and over with awesome combos. I wound up this very big hit and let loose right in his jaw, just to finish him off. Then I pretended the tree slowly started tipping over, like they do when you see loggers cut them down. Right there in the middle of the park I yelled, as loud as I could, “Timber!” and raised my arms up in victory.





Chapter Eleven

I was in the park then, just walking along trying to think of what to do. Sometimes, when I’m feeling upset, or if I’m trying to figure something out, I like to go for a walk through the park where there are lots of trees and grass. Normally, it’s very relaxing to be in all the nature. It’s especially nice when there are birds, too. But the birds must have all gone to sleep, because I didn’t hear any. And the park didn’t look too relaxing at night, to be honest. It was kind of spooky. The park was mostly lots of grass with this pathway that went through it. It was just one very long and squiggly pathway. There were only a few lamps with some light, and the rest of the park was all dark. Even though I couldn’t see it just then, I knew there were patches of bushes and trees spotted all around the place. I started thinking that anything could be in those bushes, watching me, and I wouldn’t be able to see it. It could be rats or people or even my dad.

It seemed all of a sudden that the wind picked up. Maybe it’s because I was in the park and there wasn’t as much shelter from buildings and things. I actually started to get very cold pretty quickly. The wind was blowing quite hard, and I even started shivering a little bit. I sort of hugged myself by grabbing each of my shoulders and crossing my arms across my front. I was trying to keep in some of my body heat so that I wouldn’t feel so cold. But it didn’t work very well. I thought maybe it would be very nice if I had a very nice warm blanket, and if I was in bed in my own house, and if my dad was coming in to my room to say goodnight to me, like he used to do. He’d always do this very nice thing. He would always come into the room, and he’d put something on the bed next to me. I wouldn’t know what it was at first, because it would be quite dark in my room. I like sleeping in the complete dark. Some people like night lights in their room or to keep the hallway light on or something. But I don’t. I like it pitch-black. But my dad would put something down next to me, and when I felt it, it was a hot water bottle. It would be all jiggly and very nice and warm, and I’d hug it in close to me. I’d pull it under the blanket and hold it right into my tummy. I like that the best, because you can feel the warm spread all throughout you, kind of like if you’d just drunk a very warm hot chocolate, maybe. Then my dad would lean down and say, “I love you from top to bottom, side to side, back to front, and toes to nose.” That’s what he used to say to me every night, when he’d tuck me in to bed, and he’d kiss me right on the very tip of my nose just after he said it. Even when I wasn’t a little girl, even when I was quite big, he’d still say it to me. Sometimes I’d think it was very lame, because I was old, and you’re only meant to say that sort of stuff to kids. But mostly, I’d secretly think it was very nice.

I started thinking some more about my dad then. It was kind of making me feel quite happy. I was thinking about when I was little, and he used to play guitar for me. He was pretty good at playing guitar. Ever since I remember, he would always practice once or twice a week. Every now and again, he would call me over and ask me what song I’d like to hear. Sometimes, I’d ask for songs that he didn’t know how to play. He’d say he was sorry that he couldn’t play it, but that he’d try to learn it for me for another time. Often, he did do that, too. He would go to the library and find the sheet music for all my favourite songs. Even if he didn’t like the song himself, he’d learn it anyway, just so that he could play it for me.

But then we’d find a song I liked that he did already know how to play, and he’d start playing it. Then, one of my favourite things to do when I was a young girl, I don’t know why, but I’d ask him to play the song faster. He’d be playing it really well, just like the real song, but I’d ask him to play it faster. So he would. But then I’d start asking him to play it even faster than that. I’d start saying “faster, faster” over and over again. And he’d keep playing it even faster than before, and I’d get so excited. I don’t know why, but I’d just get so excited and start bouncing all over the place as it got faster and faster. Then, when it was so fast that he couldn’t play any faster at all, and his fingers were going like crazy, and I was jumping all over the place like a maniac, he’d accidentally mess up, and we’d both just start laughing more than we’d ever laughed before. And he’d pick me up and we’d both laugh so much together. He’d call me a wild child, and I’d laugh a lot at that too. It was some of the most fun I ever had.

I was really happy for a moment, thinking about that. I actually had a big smile on my face, I didn’t even notice I was doing it. But then I remembered he was dead, and I wasn’t smiling any more.

I started wondering what happens to tattoos after you die, like my dad’s Piglet tattoo. If it rots away or not. I know your skin kind of rots and disappears when you die, but I wondered whether your tattoo did, too. Or whether it just stayed there, looking the same, while the rest of your skin turned black. I wasn’t too sure.

Then I started thinking about maybe I should go home to my flat to sleep. But then I remembered all the things that happened to me the other night. I didn’t even understand why my flat mate, Tom, did it to me; he wouldn’t tell me. That was the worst part of it all. He didn’t say anything at all the entire time. It was horrible. He just kept touching me all over and lifting up my skirt, and I kept asking him what he was doing and telling him to stop and pushing him away from me, but he just kept doing it and didn’t say anything at all.

I started getting very scared of the dark just then. The park was very quiet, and I couldn’t really see anything around me at all, except for the path, and a whole lot of shadows. Then all of a sudden, I called out, “Vincent.” I was trying to see if my cat, Vincent, was anywhere around. I sort of said it not too loud, in case there were people listening. I started looking around but couldn’t see him anywhere. I started feeling very panicked. “Vincent!” I yelled out again but pretty loud this time. I thought that if Vincent was with me, he would make me feel safe, and I could cuddle him all the way through the park, so I wasn’t scared any more. I started crying and kept yelling “Vincent!” over and over. But I couldn’t see him anywhere.

I had these tweezers in my bag for if I ever needed to make adjustment to my eyebrows. I stopped and took them out. They were these ones with very sharp ends so that you could get all the pesky little hairs that didn’t want to come out. I pulled up my skirt a little bit, so that my thigh was kind of exposed, and dug the sharp point of the tweezers into the skin there. I pushed quite hard until blood started coming out. That made me feel a bit better. I sort of stopped crying after that. Then I wiped the tweezers on my skirt and put them back in my bag. My skirt was black, so I knew it wouldn’t stain it or anything.

I was walking towards the centre of the park, towards this big rotunda thing that was there. It was this big circular area with a roof and seats that you could sit on. But when I got quite close to it, I saw this man sitting on the seats. He was smoking a cigarette. I thought he looked quite scary, in the dark there. I couldn’t really tell what he looked like, though. I could mostly only see his outline and the little glowing end of the burning cigarette. I didn’t really want to go near him, but I didn’t have a single choice, unless I wanted to turn around and go back to university and risk running into Pete again.

The path went right by the man. I kept on walking and sort of put my head down. I learned from quite a young age that when boys and drunk people and things are yelling at you and trying to get your attention, if you just put your head down and keep going, it works most of the time. But when I got near to him, he said something to me. “Hey miss.”

I was worried something like that would happen. I know I should have just ignored him, like I said before, but for some reason I didn’t even think. I stopped and turned to look at him.

“You want a smoke?” he said.

I should have run away right then. But for some reason, I said, “Okay.” I don’t even know why I said it. It was a very immature thing for me to do. I know that. My mind was just really jumbled up at the time. I was actually feeling quite cold though, and I sort of thought a cigarette could warm me up. I thought I could just take it from him and go smoke it by myself somewhere. I’m not much of a smoker, but I smoke occasionally. At parties, mostly. I suppose I’m a social smoker. But when I walked over to him, he motioned for me to sit down next to him, so I did. He was probably fifty, maybe. I’m not very good at telling people’s age. He looked quite scraggly. I think maybe he was homeless or something. He didn’t smell too good, either. He handed me the cigarette he was smoking. It was already half burnt down. I could smell then that it wasn’t a normal cigarette. It was drugs. I took one puff. It’s quite embarrassing to say, but that was actually the first time I had smoked any drugs. I’ve seen my friends do it before, but I never really felt much like doing it with them. It’s odd, though, because even though I knew it was drugs, I actually still did feel like smoking it that night. I kind of didn’t really care anymore if it was bad for me. I guess it was because I didn’t feel too good. I thought it might be fun. I thought it might cheer me up. But it didn’t. It just made me feel very tired, mostly.

We both kept sitting there together, smoking. We didn’t say anything to each other at all. I guess he wasn’t interested in talking to me. He just handed me the cigarette a few times and let me smoke it. I was just looking around at the park and thinking about how different it was at night. It wasn’t really pretty anymore in the nighttime. It was just dark. I wondered if maybe it actually was still pretty and that I just couldn’t see it, because the sun was gone. Or whether it actually changed at night, and it wasn’t pretty any more at all. And even if you had lots of light to see things, it still wouldn’t be pretty. Until the morning, when it would get nice again. It was quite a strange thought. I wasn’t even sure if it made sense, but I was thinking about that anyway, for quite a while.

I started to feel a bit sick, so I lay down on the bench. I had my eyes closed, but I could hear the man take out another cigarette and light it for himself. I didn’t really remember too much after that. The next thing I knew, it was the morning time. The man was gone, and there were already people walking through the park. I got up and started walking towards university. My hip was quite sore from sleeping on the bench, and I had a headache, too. I decided I would go use the student bathrooms. I really wanted to brush my teeth and have a shower.





Chapter Twelve

I went into the bathroom block underneath the commons building. It was the only one with showers. It was completely empty in there, and it was very quiet too. It was almost like a basement, with no windows and nothing moving in there. I went past the row of toilet stalls and down the back towards the showers. They have two showers in there, side by side. The water pressure isn’t very good, but the water gets extremely hot if you turn it all the way up. I love very hot showers. Like boiling water. I love it best when I get out of the shower and look in the mirror, and my skin is all bright red. That’s when I know a shower was really hot enough.

I went into the shower stall and hung my bag up on the hook on the back of the door. They have a convenient hook there for hanging up all your stuff and a little shelf for your shoes. I started taking off my top when I remembered I didn’t even have a towel with me. I wouldn’t be able to get dry after my shower if I didn’t have one. I had one in my locker actually, for just this sort of occasion. But that was way down the corridor. I was just standing there, not wearing any t-shirt, only a bra, and not sure what to do. Then I had this very mischievous thought. I thought maybe I could just go get my towel but not even put my shirt back on when I went to get it. I could just run down the hallway, into the locker area, with only a bra. I thought some people might see me, but I could be very cheeky and just run past them very quickly, so they wouldn’t be too sure what they saw. They would think they knew what they saw, but they couldn’t be certain. I thought that would be very naughty and a lot of fun, too. But after a moment, I realised I didn’t want to do that. I wasn’t really feeling the best, and you have to be feeling pretty good to do something like that. I put my shirt back on and took my bag and stuff with me to the lockers. I thought about leaving all my stuff in the shower stall, but I didn’t want to risk it. I’ve had a lot of bad luck lately.

They have all the lockers in these big long hallways. It was kind of freaky down there. Especially that early, when nobody was around. It was just me and about a million grey lockers. But I remember, back in my second year at university, I discovered something very exciting. When you go to buy your locker, they give you a padlock and two of these little keys so that you can unlock it. I think one of the keys is a spare, in case you lose the first one. But one day, I was in the hallway with all the lockers, and I suddenly got very curious. I was curious about what was on top of the lockers. Because I was too short, and I could never see up there. So I started jumping up and down to get a better view. Mostly it was just dust and some rubbish, but then I saw something special. I saw a shiny little silver key. I jumped up and grabbed it very quickly. It was one of the keys for a locker padlock. I could tell because they all look pretty much the same. Then what I did was I started trying the key in some of the locks. I started seeing if it would fit into any of the padlocks around where I found it. And it did! I was so shocked! I had only tried it in about four different lockers, and then one of them worked! It was practically right underneath where I had found the key. I opened the locker and found a bunch of textbooks and paper inside. I remember getting a bit nervous and looking all up and down the hallway. There wasn’t anyone there, but I figured anyone could come around the corner at any moment. So I shut the locker pretty quickly and locked it back up. Then I jumped up again and put the key back where I found it.

But that made me even more curious. So I started jumping up and down all the way along the hallway. You might not believe me, but I found about five keys! I really did! They were all up on top there. The owners must have thought they were being very sneaky, hiding them up there. But I discovered the secret. Whenever I found a key, I would try all the lockers around it. Sometimes people would walk past, and I would have to stop and pretend like I was tying my shoe or something. I felt like a detective. I was even able to get into about two more lockers; it was insane! I found all sorts of stuff in those lockers. Mostly just class stuff which wasn’t too interesting. But in one of them, I found a bouncy ball. I remember it exactly. It was this little yellow bouncy ball with a smiley face on it. When no one was around, I took it out of the locker and threw that thing as hard as I could against the ground. You should have seen it! That little ball went psycho. It bounced around about a hundred times in that narrow hallway, flying off everything. I almost fell over trying to run after it to catch it again. I probably looked crazy. It kept bouncing away from me. But luckily, I managed to grab it and stuff it back in the locker before anyone discovered me. I bet there are still lots of keys up there, but I haven’t ever checked again.

I found my locker and opened it up. I had quite a few interesting things in there. Some of my treasure. There was a t-shirt that I forgot was even in there. I hadn’t been to my locker in quite a while. I always like to get a locker at university every year, to keep my stuff in. But after about a week, I always forget that I even have it. So it’s kind of a little bit useless. The t-shirt was of Freddie Mercury, who is this very good singer that I like. I really like wearing the shirt because it reminds me a lot of Freddie when I look down and see him, and that usually makes me happy. I hate it though when I see people who wear t-shirts of bands, and then they don’t even know anything about the band. They just wear it for fashion, instead of for liking the band a lot. I once went into a class in my first year of university, and I didn’t have any friends to sit next to. But then I almost couldn’t believe it. I saw this person wearing a t-shirt of Freddie Mercury, too. And so, I went to sit next to them. I was quite excited, because I thought we would have some interesting conversations since we both liked the same stuff. But as soon as I started talking to them about Freddie, I could tell straight away they didn’t even really know who he was. It made me quite annoyed, and I wanted to get away from them quickly. But I couldn’t, because the lecturer started talking and you’re not allowed to move any more. It just seems crazy that people would wear a shirt like that when they don’t even like what’s on it.

But I was thinking about that for a while and started wondering if maybe I was just being a very mean person. Maybe they didn’t have any other t-shirts to wear that day. Maybe they couldn’t even afford to buy any more. Or perhaps they just liked the picture, even though they didn’t know it was a picture of a famous person. I started thinking about how horrible it would be to have a mean person saying nasty stuff about your t-shirt behind your back, and it made me feel very sad. Who says anyone can say anything about anyone else.

Then I saw my necklace! I forgot it was even in there! To be honest, I forgot I even had it. It was my raven’s eye necklace. It’s this very cool black necklace, with this little metal raven’s eye. I got it from this very cool goth shop in the city. The lady there told me that it would protect me. The raven’s eye is meant to cast a protection charm on whoever wears it. I’m not really sure if it works, though. I don’t know if I believe in that stuff. It’s kind of like religion, I suppose. And I’m not religious. But I do at least believe in karma. I’m a big believer in karma, actually. But it’s also something that I don’t really understand. I know that you’re meant to be a very good person, and that if you are, then good stuff will happen to you. So you’re meant to go around being very nice to everyone. And that if you’re mean to people, then horrible stuff will happen to you. I get all that. But what I don’t really understand very well, is whether you’re meant to be nice to people because you’re truly a nice person or if you do it just to get good karma. Like sometimes when I’m nice to people, I don’t really care about them at all. I’m only doing it to get good karma. Like if I help an old lady across the street or something, I don’t even really care if after I leave, she gets hit by a car. As long as I helped her when I saw her, just to get good karma for myself. I’m not sure if that still counts and if I’ll get a lot of good karma. Or if it actually just means that I’m being a very selfish person, and it will actually give me bad karma. I just don’t know. It worries me quite a lot sometimes.

I also had some condoms in my locker. My friend Camila gave them to me. She has occasions to use condoms quite a lot. She told me. I’ve never needed to use them before, though. I looked at them for a second, then decided to throw them in the bin.

Camila is from Argentina, but she moved countries for high school. She’s quite funny and quite strange. We became friends straight away. I think it was because we both didn’t have many other friends, so we decided to become friends with each other. She’s quite crazy. Sometimes, when she gets really passionate about something, she’ll start talking about it really fast. And then, without even realizing, she’ll start speaking Spanish instead of English. And she’ll keep talking to me about it, but in Spanish, even though I can’t understand what she’s saying. I don’t speak Spanish at all. Then I’ll have to try get her to stop, so I can remind her to please speak in English. But it’s very hard to get her to stop talking, once she’s already started. I quite like Camila.

Although, unfortunately, I don’t really see her very much anymore. She caused a very big problem in my family about three years ago. She and I went to the mall together to just wander around and maybe get a few things. We were looking in the perfume section of this shop when she came up to me and said she was bored and that we should leave. I didn’t really mind either way, so we started to go. But then, as we were leaving the store, a security guard came up to us. They said that we had to go with them to talk to the police. I was very confused at the time, but I figured it must be okay if it was the police. My parents taught me to always trust the police. But then, when we were taken into this little room out the back, with the security guard and two policemen, they said they knew we had stolen their property. I started saying that I had never stolen anything in my life, which was true. I hadn’t. They kept saying that we weren’t allowed to leave until we returned what we’d taken. And that it was only going to get worse if we kept lying. Then Camila took out a bottle of perfume that she had put underneath her jumper. I think she had hidden it in her bra or something. I was very shocked. But I could hardly process it, because then they started telling me to stop lying as well. I kept telling them I didn’t steal anything, and they kept telling me to stop lying. This went on for a very long time, and eventually, they said they would have to forcibly search me, because I wouldn’t tell the truth. I was crying a lot by then. I was a complete mess. They brought in this special female policewoman who took me into a private room. She wasn’t actually too bad. She was much nicer than the other people. I think she could see how upset I was, because I was crying everywhere, and she was quite nice, saying that it would be better for me if I just gave them whatever I had taken. I kept crying and said I didn’t take anything. But then she said she would have to feel me all over, even kind of on my boobs and stuff, so that she could check to make sure. I ended up just letting her do it, because they had kept me back there for such a long time. I thought I didn’t have any choice. Eventually, they realised that I didn’t take anything and let me leave. But before I got to go home, they said we were both banned from the shopping mall for two years. I didn’t understand why they banned me as well, since I didn’t even steal anything. But I was too upset to ask. They said that they had photographs of us now and that if we came back, we would be arrested.

After all that, they had to call my parents to pick me up. That was the only time I’ve ever seen my dad get very angry at me. It was awful. My mum gets quite upset with me frequently, so I don’t mind that too much. But I felt so bad when even my dad started yelling at me. He said that Camila was a bad influence and that I wasn’t allowed to spend time with her any more. After that, I just went to my room and cried for the whole night. It felt so awful that my dad was so upset with me. But then later that night, my dad came into my room. I was just in my bed, feeling upset, and he came and gave me this really big hug. He said that he was very sorry for getting so angry at me and that he didn’t mean to be so mean. He said he was only scared about me getting into trouble and that he just wanted to make sure I didn’t get into any more trouble. I thought that was very nice of him. He was always very kind like that. Whenever he’d get a bit angry at me, he’d always come later and give me a big hug and apologise. And then he’d always bring me a glass of water. The reason is because he taught me that if you’re ever crying a lot, that if you just start slowly sipping a glass of water, it will almost always help you stop crying. He said it was something about the muscles in your throat. I don’t know too much about it, but it always seems to work. It’s a very good trick he showed me ever since I was young. You should try it some time, if you ever need to. I drank about five glasses of water that night, because I had cried so much and lost all my water in my tears. My dad was so kind. I really loved him a lot.

I took my towel out of the locker, as well as this fruit bar thing I had in there. It wasn’t very appetizing to me, but I thought I should probably eat something. But I sure did eat that little bar very quickly. I must have forgotten how hungry I was, because as soon as I opened it, I had practically already swallowed it. It felt very warm in my tummy.

When I got back to the bathroom, I hardly couldn’t believe it, but someone was in my shower. The shower I had all my stuff in just before. I could hear the water running and see a lot of steam coming out of the stall. So I just went over to the shower next to it instead. But when I got close, I heard the girl in the other stall sort of talking to herself. She was singing something, or talking, I wasn’t quite sure, because she was doing it very quietly. But it was very annoying. I just wanted to have a shower, but she wouldn’t keep quiet. I got very frustrated actually, and I almost told her to shut up. But I didn’t. I just left instead. I didn’t feel like having a shower right next to someone else who was making a lot of noise. I put my towel and stuff back in my locker and went outside.





Chapter Thirteen

There was something that I wanted to do. I wanted to deliver a letter to this lecturer of mine that I had that semester. I wanted to tell them exactly what I thought of them. I had written the letter about a week before, when I was first thinking about writing my essay, and I hadn’t delivered it yet. It had just been in my bag that whole time. The reason I wanted to write a letter was because I wanted to complain about the Barbarians: Antiquity to Vikings class. It was an absolutely terrible class. The lecturer’s name was Helen. I felt weird calling her by her first name, but she said that we had to. What made the class terrible was that Helen would never just do normal lectures. Instead, she would make us do all these ridiculous educational games. They were supposed to be games that would help you learn, but all they did was make me anxious and very annoyed. There was this stupid game where if you had a question, you had to put up your hand. Then she would run over and put this Viking’s helmet on your head. Even if you were way down the back of the room, in the middle of the row. She would take about ten minutes going all the way across the class just to get to you. Then you had to stand up in your seat and say something like, “I am Eric Ironthorn, Slayer of Champions, and I have a question!” You’d have to make up a Viking name that was supposed to sound very cool. And you had to yell it out, across the room, like Vikings do. And then, if Helen liked the name you had made up, she would say, “What is your question, Eric Ironthorn?” And then you could ask your question. But if she didn’t like the name you made up, like if you just said, “I am Eric Thompson, and I have a question,” then she wouldn’t let you ask your question. She would just say something like, “I do not speak with Vikings with such pathetic titles,” or she’d just shake her head and wave at you to sit down. That made me so mad sometimes! Sometimes I’d even have a question that I wanted to ask, but I wouldn’t ask it, just because I couldn’t think of a good Viking name! It was so stupid. I never asked a single question once in that whole class, just because of her. What if someone couldn’t think of a good name? Or what if they were a bit too shy? Then what? Then they could never ask questions, that’s what. I hated it.

There was another awful thing she did to us at the start of the semester. I arrived on the day of the first lecture, all ready to learn and get excited about the class. But we didn’t learn one single thing. All she did was that she got up in front of the room and told us that the best way to start the semester was by getting to know our fellow classmates. Our class was pretty small, only about thirty people. And she said she had a game for us to play so that we all became friends. It wasn’t even hardly a game; it was just this stupid thing we had to do. We had to go around the room with a piece of paper and talk to every single person in the class. We had to ask them what their name was, and we had to get them to tell us one interesting fact about themselves. Helen said that after about half an hour, we would all have to sit back down. Then, she would call out our names, one by one, and we’d have to stand in front of the class. Then she would choose another name at random, and we would have to tell the whole class what that person’s interesting fact was. Which means we had to get a fact from every single person, just in case she called their name out. It was ridiculous. So I spent half an hour rushing around trying to get a silly fact from each person. And I couldn’t even remember who I’d asked already, and who I hadn’t. There were about ten times when I went up to someone to ask them for their interesting fact, and they said that they had already talked to me. It was so embarrassing! Then I even had to talk in front of the whole class! I don’t even remember who I got to talk about. Some girl who said that her interesting fact was that she used to live in Canada. That was apparently her most interesting fact that she could think of. It was ridiculous. I guess my fact wasn’t too interesting, either. I just couldn’t really think of anything good. Mine was just that I taught myself how to juggle. Which was true. I learned it all by myself one summer when I was about sixteen. I started off practicing with mandarins, because that was all that we had around the house. But eventually, I got pretty good, and I bought some of those proper juggling balls. I got pretty good at it, actually. I suppose it’s not that interesting, but it’s certainly more interesting than Canada.

So I’d written Helen a letter. I had been meaning to slip it under her door at her office, so I figured I better do it then. I went over to the history building where most of my lectures were. While I was walking there, this weird kid came up to me. He didn’t even look like a university student; he only looked like he was about fifteen years old. He seemed very panicked and worried.

“Do you know where Building 206 is?” he said. The strangest thing about him, though, was that he had glitter in his hair. His hair was completely full of this blue glitter. It was everywhere. It had even dropped down over his face and onto his shoulders. And there was even a little piece caught in his eyebrows. He had these very big, bushy eyebrows, too. I couldn’t really stop looking at them. I was very curious about why he had so much glitter all over him, but I didn’t want to ask. I thought it might be a bit impolite.

“Sorry, I don’t know that one,” I said. I didn’t really know buildings’ numbers. Each building at university had a number, but mostly I just called them like ‘history building’ or ‘science building’, because I’m not very good at remembering numbers. But then he started making all these strange noises like he was very upset, almost like he was going to start crying. I felt so bad for him. He was just lost in this big university all covered in glitter. “I can help you find it if you like,” I said. I told him we could go to the student advice building, because they have a giant map there with all the different buildings on it.

He seemed like he was in a pretty big rush, because he started saying, “Which way?” and trying to walk off very quickly, even though I hadn’t even told him which direction it was yet. So I sort of walked very quickly, almost running, just to help him find that building. He didn’t really say anything to me, except, “Which way?” That’s all he really seemed to care about. We made it over to the map very quickly. I bet we might have even set a world record, if we bothered to time it. We had a good look all over the map together, until we eventually saw building 206.

“That’s the old commerce building,” I said. I knew exactly what it was; I just didn’t know it by the number. It used to be the commerce building before they built a big new shiny one a little while ago. I don’t really know what it’s used for now.

I led him back across the university grounds. We ran even faster this time. It was funny, because while he was running, I saw little bits of glitter falling off him. They spun all the way down to the ground. It looked quite cool.

When we got there, I pointed to it and told him it was that one. He ran straight up the stairs and yelled, “Thanks!”

After he’d gone inside, I looked at the sign that said, ‘Old Commerce Building, 260’. It was 260, not 206! I’d taken him to the wrong building! I felt like a total idiot. I actually felt pretty bad, too. I thought about going inside to find him and tell him about my mistake. But he had already run off at a million miles per hour, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to find him again. I decided to just sneak off instead. I felt sort of bad, but I didn’t really want to run all around university with him again. To be honest, I’m not sure if I’d even be able to. My legs actually felt pretty sore when I started walking again. I’d given them quite a workout.

I went back to the history building. It was this kind of small building. It was a little bit smelly, too. I think it was quite old. It certainly didn’t look as nice as some of the other buildings at university. Like the new engineering building, which was this huge big flashy thing that they had renovated only a few years ago. It always looked like there were all sorts of cool things going on in that building. But the history building was always the same. It was just kind of plopped down at the back of the university grounds somewhere. It never really looked like anyone was even in there; it was pretty quiet. I kind of liked it like that though.

I went in and up the staircase on the right. But then I was very stupid. When I was going up the staircase, I started tripping over. I tripped and slid down about four stairs and scraped my shin all the way. It hurt a lot. I didn’t cry though, which I was very happy about. It was just very sore. I started limping up the rest of the stairs. I thought maybe I should turn around and go to the nurse to get my shin checked out. It was bleeding a bit. But I didn’t really want to go to the nurse. I’ve only been to the nurse one other time before when I had a lot of pain in my appendix. It was an awful experience. I didn’t even know it was my appendix at first; I just thought it was just a sore tummy. But the nurse did a bunch of tests where she had to push on my stomach which hurt quite a lot, by the way. I don’t think it’s a very good test if it makes you be in a lot of pain. But after the tests, she said that my appendix was inflamed and that I might need to have it removed. With surgery! I’d never even thought about surgery before. I didn’t think I’d ever need it until I was about a hundred and needed my hip replaced or something. It wasn’t even on my list of worries at the time. But I certainly did start worrying about it then. The nurse had to call my parents, and we went on this big crazy trip to the hospital. I had to wait around for about six hours until a doctor could see me. It was pretty terrible waiting in the hospital like that. I had these very sore pains when I came in, so a nurse gave me some pills that I took right away. It actually helped a lot. I didn’t really feel any pain at all pretty soon. I was just sitting there, waiting around. I even started to forget that I had any pain in the first place at all. I thought maybe it was just a mistake and that I was all better. I tried to get my parents to take me home, because I was feeling a bit bad for making them rush out from work to take me to the hospital. But they said that we couldn’t leave until we’d seen the doctor.

I ended up being pretty happy they made me wait then. Because after quite a few hours, the pain started coming back. It was even worse than before. I was just about rolling around on the floor from the pain when luckily, a doctor came to examine me. They told me they had to do surgery right away. I was pretty scared, honestly. I’d never had anything like that before, and I was worried it would be very painful. But it turned out pretty good. They just put me to sleep and I hardly even felt anything at all. I felt pretty good, actually, when I woke up. I got to just laze around in the hospital bed and watch TV. But what happened after that was the really horrible part. About a day later, a nurse came in to see me. I was all sleepy and exhausted from the surgery and the pills they gave me, and so I was having trouble focusing on a lot of stuff. But she told me that it was time for me to have a shower and that she was going to help me have one, because I was in a weak state. I didn’t really understand, because of the pills and stuff, so I just went along with it at first. She helped me get out of bed and walked me to this special bathroom where they had a lot of safety rails and things for holding on to. Then, what she did was she started trying to take my hospital gown off. I was very confused when that started happening. She was trying to help me get undressed, so that I could get into the shower. I guess she did that stuff all the time, because she was a nurse. But when she started trying to pull my gown down, I started realizing what was going on. I started going a bit crazy, to be honest. I started saying, “No, no, no,” and trying to tell her that I was okay and that I didn’t need anyone to help me take a shower. I was saying that I felt all right now, and that I was fine by myself. But I remember what she said. She said, “Don’t worry, it’s my job,” and she started trying to pull my gown off again. She even kind of did pull it off a bit, and my boobs sort of came out. That’s when I really went psycho and flipped out.

I screamed at her, “Don’t touch me!” I was so embarrassed that this lady was trying to get me naked. I know she was just a professional and everything, and she was doing her job, but I didn’t like it one bit. “Get away from me!” I screamed at her and started hitting her. I was trying to pull my gown up at the same time, because I was half-naked, and I was completely terrified that she could see my boobs and everything.

Then she just started saying, “Okay, okay, it’s okay,” but I don’t think I heard her any more. I think I was totally wacky from being so confused and tired and embarrassed and drugged up. I sort of scratched her in the neck and dug my nails into her skin. Then even she started screaming. We were both sort of screaming around in that little bathroom. Eventually, a couple of other nurses and even a doctor came in and took us both away. I think they gave me some sleeping pills, and I went right to sleep.

So I certainly didn’t want to go to the nurse to get my shin checked out, just in case any funny business like that ever happened again.

I knew where my lecturer’s office was, because I’d been past it a couple of times before. There is a lot of old historical stuff on the walls, like documents and paintings all framed behind glass. I’d looked at them quite a few times before, but I didn’t feel like it just then. When I got to her office, I quickly got the note out from my bag. I hadn’t put it in an envelope, but I thought it was all right. I read through it to make sure it was all correct. My letter said:

Dear Sir or Madame,

I already knew it was a Madame, of course, but I wanted the letter to sound professional.

I want to submit a formal complaint about your terrible teaching in your class. I don’t want to participate in all those silly games, and you shouldn’t force people to do stuff that they don’t want to do!

With warm regards,

Franny

I thought about it for a second and then quickly scribbled out my name. I decided I wanted it to be a secret letter. Sometimes I can be quite sneaky like that. I slid it under her door and then ran away, even though my leg was still feeling a bit sore. I was pretty happy with myself for delivering that letter. I didn’t want that lady to do the same awful stuff to her next students. And now, thanks to me, maybe she wouldn’t.





Chapter Fourteen

I thought maybe I would walk down to Queen Street and pick up my carrying bag that I left at Cindy’s house. Cindy used to be my piano tutor. She’s a professional piano player. But mostly, she just works in a wine shop. One day, she’s going to quit though and just play piano full time in concerts and performances all over the world.

I had left this really cool bag at her house. It was this over-the-shoulder carrying bag with a picture of a bird and some grapes on it. The picture had the bird flying down and eating some of the grapes, and I thought it looked really nice. I liked that bag quite a lot. But a while ago I left it at Cindy’s house, and I hadn’t picked it up yet. I’d certainly been meaning to; I just never got around to it. I figured that since I didn’t really have too much to do, I could wander down and get it. I mean I did have my essay to write, but I wasn’t quite feeling up to it yet. I thought maybe I could start it a little bit later in the day.

Cindy lived in an apartment on Queen Street, which I always thought was pretty cool. Living in the city like that, with all this stuff going on around you. I thought it must be pretty exciting. But even cooler than that was that she worked in this wine shop. What made it so cool was that the wine shop was right below her apartment. I mean directly underneath it. It took her about two seconds to get to work in the morning. She just went out her door, down some stairs, and on to Queen Street. Then she was right next to the front door of the wine shop. She went in, and suddenly, she was already there at work. Right like that. It was so cool. I would love to be able to do that.

I headed towards Queen Street. The wind had started to pick up, and I was feeling sort of cold. I thought maybe I should get my jumper out of my bag and put it on to keep warm. I pulled one arm out of my bag’s arm strap and twisted it around so it was on my front. I was trying to look through it, but it was very difficult. I had to try to focus on both my feet and my hands at the same time. My feet because I was walking and my hands because they were trying to open my bag. I started going a bit wacky and tripping all over the place. I think two or three times I started tripping down the hill but just managed to stop myself from falling over. It was crazy. I decided to stop walking so I could just focus on my hands for a moment. I leaned against a wall and finally found my jumper. I thought it would probably be a good idea to put it on before I started walking again, so I did. It was just a dark grey jumper, but it was very warm. I was feeling quite cosy just then.

Cindy lived right down the end of Queen Street, almost by the water. If you go right down the end, you’ll get to the sea. Sometimes I like going down there to see what’s going on. But it’s usually just the same old stuff. There are always lots of waves and seagulls. I used to have a friend that was a seagull when I was younger.

I first met my seagull friend when I was only a little girl. My dad had been driving me to school, and we drove past the retirement home that was on our street. We always drove past it, because we always drove the same way. There was this big lamppost on the corner of the retirement home. One of those really tall ones, taller than any house anywhere. With a big bulb on top, so that at nighttime, it would light up and you could see everything. Very occasionally, on special days, I would see something. Something right on the very tip top of the lamppost. A seagull. I remember the first time I saw it. It was just standing there, looking out over everything in the morning. I thought it was very interesting. I couldn’t stop staring at it the whole time we were going past in the car. I’m not sure why. I bent my neck up against the window of the car, even pushing my cheek into the glass a bit, just to get a better look. And not only that, but even the seagull looked back at me! It was so strange. The whole time we were going past, while I was staring at it, it was staring back at me! It moved its little head, watching me go down the road. Then, that day at school, I felt very happy. I just felt happy the whole day, thinking about that seagull looking down at me. It was pretty weird. But it just looked so nice standing up there.

Then, a few weeks later, I saw him again. I had decided it was a him, for some reason. He was up on top of that same lamppost. He must have been the same seagull, because he looked exactly the same. I know he was the same one. He was standing there the exact same way. I got so excited.

“Dad, look! There he is again, the seagull!” I said. I had told my dad all about him after the first time. My dad couldn’t really look though, because he had to focus on driving. But he took a quick peek.

“You’re right, there he is,” he said. “He’s keeping an eye on you for me.”

Then, every day, I started looking out for him. I would always get really excited in the morning, waiting to see if he was there again. Eventually me and my dad decided to name him Gulligan. Gulligan the seagull. I thought it was very clever. I realised pretty soon that he was a lucky seagull. Every morning that I saw him, it meant I was going to have a good day. And I always did. Sometimes it would mean I would get to watch a movie in school. Or it would mean that I would find a chocolate bar in my lunch box. Or anything else. But there would always be something good that happened on those days. It was so strange. I couldn’t explain it. Once I even thought Gulligan might be God. I saw him maybe fifty times when I was a kid. Then, eventually, he just stopped showing up. I never knew why. And I sort of just slowly forgot about him.

I went past a lot of shops while I was walking. I was having quite a nice time looking at all of them when this very loud car went past me. Most cars are sort of loud if you’re kind of close to them, but this one was super loud. It was the exhaust pipe, where all the pollution comes out of. They had one of those special ones that make a really loud noise. I had to put both of my fingers into my ear holes, because it was so loud. I hate cars like that. And loud motorbikes too. If I was president of the world, I would ban all loud things like that.

I saw the sign for the wine shop, and so I knew I was there. I wasn’t sure if Cindy would be working or not. I didn’t know what days she worked, but I figured it didn’t matter. If she wasn’t in the shop, then hopefully she would be up in her apartment. I went in through the glass door. I always felt guilty going into alcohol shops. It’s because people always think I’m very young. I have quite a young-looking face. Even though I’m twenty-two, they always think I’m about sixteen. Every time I go into a place like that, people always stare at me and think I’m going to break the law by being under aged. Like just a few months ago, I was on the bus. It was quite full, so I sat down next to this old lady. Even if I didn’t even look at her, I would have known she was old. She had that old lady smell. She kind of smelled like incense and mint lollies. But when I sat down next to her, she was very friendly. She said hello to me right away. I thought that was very nice of her. There aren’t many people who would say anything at all to you when you sit next to them on a bus. She seemed like a very friendly lady. We started chatting a little bit, and then she said, “Why aren’t you in school today?” She thought I was still meant to be in high school! I hadn’t been in high school for about four years. I told her I went to university instead, and she seemed very surprised when I said that. I think she thought I was very young, but I wasn’t.

When I went into the wine shop, I straight away saw Cindy there at the desk. She was just looking at a magazine, because there was no one else in the shop. Cindy was from China. Well, mostly her parents were. She wasn’t born in China, so she didn’t have an accent or anything. I know you’re not meant to say those sorts of things, because you might accidentally be racist, but it’s the truth. She had straight black shoulder-length hair that was hanging down while she read. I think Cindy was about twenty-nine or something. I’m not really too sure, actually. But she looked very young. She looked like she could have been in university with me. She had this very nice dark olive skin. I personally myself like to have very pale skin. But if I had to choose something else, I would like her sort of skin. It looked very good on her. She was wearing these tight jeans and this grey singlet with quite a high neck on it. But the sides were cut very low, even past the side of her bra. She looked up at me.

“Franny,” she said. I think she was surprised to see me. I hadn’t seen her in about three years. I had decided to stop playing piano in my first year of university, when I started becoming too busy. I walked up to the counter.

“Hey, Cindy,” I said. “How have you been?”

“Fine.” She sounded a little bit bored. She’s always sounded like that the whole time I’ve known her, though. She always sort of sounds like she’s not interested in talking to you, but I think it’s just her normal voice. “Same old crap,” she said. She often swore quite a lot, too. “Still working in this place. How about you?”

But all I said was, “I’m sorry I had to stop getting piano tutoring from you.” I suddenly felt a bit guilty now that I saw her. I remember when I cancelled, I didn’t even tell her myself. I got my dad to ring and tell her for me, because I didn’t want to admit it to her. She had taught me for about six years, and I didn’t even tell her myself that I was quitting. It was a pretty rotten thing for me to do. “It’s just that when I started university—”

“Don’t worry about it, shit happens. I’m not really doing much tutoring these days, anyway. I got sick of it. If you didn’t break it off, I probably would have pretty soon anyway. If anything, you saved me the hassle of having to do it myself.” Then she laughed. I sort of laughed with her, but I still felt a bit bad for quitting. It was quiet for a moment then she said, “So are you looking for some wine, or?”

“I don’t like wine,” I said. I probably shouldn’t have said that though, since she worked in a wine shop. “I was hoping I could get my bag back from you. I left it in your apartment last time I was there.”

“Your bag?”

“Yeah. The one with the bird and the grapes on it.”

She looked like she was thinking very hard when I said that. “I’ll be honest with you, I have absolutely no memory of that at all. But we can definitely go have a look for it. Anything to get out of here.”

I followed her around the shop as she packed up some stuff. She reached into her shirt and took out a bunch of keys that were hanging around her neck. She locked the cash register, then tucked the keys back into her shirt. They were on quite a long chain, and they must have hung down between her boobs. I thought that would be quite weird, having to feel that all day. Then she got a piece of paper and wrote on it, in black marker, ‘Back in 15’. She stuck it on the inside of the glass door with a piece of tape, facing out, so that people could read it. Then we went out. She used her keys again to lock the front door.

“Are you allowed to leave?” I said. “Won’t you get in trouble?”

“Honestly, no one will even know. My boss leaves me here alone all day.”

I thought that was pretty cool, getting to leave whenever you wanted. Then, like I told you about, her apartment door was right next to the wine shop. It was this big metal door with no windows or anything. She got out her keys again and opened it. She certainly did have a lot of keys on that little chain. The door shut behind us with this loud bang that made me jump. We were in a narrow little space that had a big stairwell going up. There was never any elevator or anything, so we always had to walk all the way up. She lived on the sixth floor, so it was quite a workout to get there. We got up to her apartment, and she let us in. It was quite nice in there. I always thought it looked like a pretty cool place to live. It was quite big and had a lot of space to put your stuff. It opened into the living room, and the first thing you could see, on the opposite wall, was her piano. It was quite a small piano, because pianos are very expensive, so she probably couldn’t afford a very big one. She always used to tell me how much of a pain it was to even get it into the apartment. Although she didn’t say pain, she said bitch. Apparently, it was very difficult to get it up the stairs. She used to say that she wanted to get a grand piano eventually, but that she would have to move first.

One problem was that the apartment was quite cold. And wet, too. I don’t think it had very good insulation. And there was often mould growing because of how damp it got. Sometimes in places like on the windowsill, or around the edges of the clock, you could see little bits of brown mould that had started to collect. Sometimes, especially in winter, I would have to wear about four layers of clothing whenever I would go for piano tutoring. Because it was freezing in there. Luckily, it wasn’t too bad just then.

“What colour was it?” she said.

“It’s sort of white, I think. I suppose it’s cream colour or light grey maybe.” Cindy had already started walking off, I guess to look for it. I was still just standing by the doorway when she called to me from the other room.

“Just turn on the TV if you want.”

I heard a lot of noises coming from around the corner. It sounded like she was throwing stuff all over the place. Her apartment was kind of messy. It wasn’t too bad, but there was a lot of stuff everywhere. She had piles of boxes and clothes and things all around the walls. Most of it was in pretty neat piles though. But there wasn’t much space to walk around. It was a pretty big apartment, but it was all filled up with her stuff. I sat down on the couch in front of the TV. I didn’t turn it on though. I didn’t feel like watching anything.

I just sat for a while, listening to all the shuffling and banging coming from the other room. I couldn’t see what was going on, but it sounded pretty crazy. Then Cindy came back in to the living room. Her hair had gone a bit frizzy, and her singlet was all messy and scrunched up to the side, so that I could see about half of her bra. It was red, my favourite colour. Except black, that is.

“Not in there,” she said, and she started looking through all the stuff in the living room then. She was opening boxes and pushing stuff aside and tipping things over. She was making a real mess. It was very kind of her to go to so much trouble for me.

“How’s university?” she said. She knew I was at university and studying history. “You must be finishing soon, right?”

“Yeah, I have one more year.” That was a lie, though. It was meant to be my last year then. It’s just that, every time someone asks me, and I tell them that I’m finishing this year, they always ask me what I’m going to do after I graduate. And I hate trying to answer that. It’s always so awkward, because I don’t know what I’m going to do. So I never know what to say to them. So instead, I just like to say that I’m finishing next year. Then, if they still ask me what I’m going to do afterward, I can always say that I’m not sure yet, because I’m still just focusing on getting through my studies.

But Cindy was really good; she didn’t even ask me any more about it. She just said, “That’s cool.” I like Cindy a lot, actually. She’s always so easy to talk to. She never asks me hard questions.

Then I said to her, “I’m thinking about dropping out of university.” I sort of thought that maybe it would be better, instead of changing my last paper, just dropping out of my degree all together. Then it would be all done, and I wouldn’t have to worry any more. I don’t really know why I said it to her though. Usually, I try to avoid telling anyone about that kind of stuff. But I sort of felt like talking to her about it. She stopped for a second then and looked up at me.

“Really? Why?” Then she went back to looking through all the mess. I was glad that at least she wasn’t staring at me and waiting for an answer. Most people stare at you. It’s much easier to talk about something if nobody’s looking.

“Well,” I said. “The thing is that I’m having a lot of trouble lately. I’m just not interested in any of my papers. And I can’t seem to do any of the work. The thing is that I just don’t have any passion for it any more. I sort of did in my first year, a little bit. But not anymore. But that’s not so bad. I suppose I could still do it, even if I wasn’t interested, if I tried really hard. But the problem is that I’m only studying a history degree. And that doesn’t really do anything. It’s not a practical degree.” I sure was talking a lot. But Cindy was good. She just kept listening while she was looking for my bag with the bird and the grapes on it.

“I mean, you can’t really get any jobs with a history degree. It’s not like engineering, where you can be an engineer. Or chemistry, where you can become a scientist. There aren’t really many jobs for a history degree, so I don’t even see the point.”

Then Cindy said, “Franny, I’m really sorry, but I don’t think I can find your bag. To be honest, I could have thrown it out ages ago. I really have no idea, but I don’t think I’ll be able to find it.”

I was kind of glad she didn’t say anything about my degree. It felt really good to tell someone about it, but I didn’t want her to start talking about my degree to me, in case she made me feel bad for wanting to quit. She came and sat down next to me. She smelled quite nice. I think I could see her sweating just a little bit, probably from all the searching, and she was wearing this perfume that I could smell. I can’t describe it, though. It’s very hard to describe a smell. But it was very pleasant.

“Here’s the thing,” she said. “And look, I’ve never been to university; you know that’s not my kind of thing. So you can tell me to shut up if you want to. But I don’t think university is really about what sort of degree you get. All it really is, is one big test. It’s just one big goddamned test. And at the end, if you make it through, you come out with a degree. Just a piece of paper that says you passed. Ninety percent of the crap you learn will never have an application once you leave, that’s the truth. But it’s just something you have to go through, so that you can prove to people that you know what the hell you’re doing. You can flash that degree in an employer’s face, and maybe they’ll hire you. There’s definitely no guarantee, but it certainly helps your chances. Then, once you get your foot in the door, you can actually start learning something useful. University is mostly crap. About the only good thing it can do is it can help you learn how to learn. If you’re surrounded by the right people, in the right environment, that can go a long way to helping you develop as a person. There are other ways of doing that, sure, but a university education is about the best way to start.”

I didn’t really understand everything she was saying, but I understood some of it. And I suppose it did make sense. I just leaned over and gave her a hug and said, “Thanks.” It felt like the right thing to do. She hugged me back too, which was nice. Then I stood up. “I better get going.”

“No problem. I might just make something to eat before I head back to work. Do you want anything?”

“No thanks.” She walked me to the door.

“Sorry about your bag. But if I find it, I’ll definitely let you know.”

“That’s okay. I don’t really care about the bag too much.”

She opened the door for me and stood in the doorway as I went out. Then, as I was about to leave, she said, “Hey, do you still play the piano much?”

“No, not really,” I said.

“Yeah.” She looked quite sad. “Me neither.” Then she shut the door.





Chapter Fifteen

I started having this strange thought. I was thinking about when I used to do dance when I was a small girl. I mostly did ballet. I tried some other dancing, like jazz, but I didn’t really like it that much. I mostly just liked ballet. I actually mostly liked all the outfits you would get to wear. I certainly liked my normal tutu that I wore to practice, but what I liked most were the costumes you got to wear for a proper dance recital. One time our dance school did a performance of Peter Pan. And I myself even got to do the lead role, as Peter Pan! I know it might sound quite funny, a girl playing Peter Pan, who is meant to be a boy. But the thing is that our dance school was only for girls, so we didn’t have any choice. You see, I had a very smart idea to get the lead role. I was very clever. When I heard that we were going to do Peter Pan and that we were going to have tryouts in a week to decide who gets what role, I had an idea. I went home that night and went into my room. But before I went into my room, I sneaked into the kitchen and got a pair of scissors. I knew for sure that if I had short hair, like a boy, I would get to be Peter Pan definitely. So what I did was that I secretly cut off a lot of my hair while I was in my room. I was so excited, because I wanted to be the lead in the performance. But I didn’t have a mirror in my room when I was little, so I couldn’t really see what I was doing too well. I just did my best to cut my hair like a boy. Then, after my parents had gone to sleep, I sneaked into the bathroom to see how it looked. But it was very funny. The second I saw myself in the mirror, I started crying. I cried so loud, I even woke my parents up. I was suddenly so upset that I didn’t have long hair any more. I hardly even looked like a girl; I was so upset. I didn’t even know why I wanted to cut it in the first place. My parents came into the bathroom and when they saw me, they were very surprised. I think maybe they thought I was someone else for a moment. I told them that it was only me and that I had cut my hair. They had a big talk to me then about how I shouldn’t cut my hair like that. But I didn’t hear them really, because I was still crying. I cried the whole night in my bed. Then the next day, they said I had to go to a hairdresser’s to get it properly cut, since I didn’t do a very good job. It was all lumpy when I did it. I remember I even asked the hairdresser if it was possible to put all my hair back on. The hair was all still in the bin at home, and I asked if I went home and got it all, if they could put it back on. But they said they couldn’t. I was a silly little kid back then, I didn’t really know too much about hair.

But then when I went back to dance next week, I showed my teacher my short hair and told her that I had cut it just for Peter Pan. I wasn’t too upset about it anymore by then. And then she said I could be Peter Pan! It was probably the most fun performance I ever did, too.

When I was thinking about that, I kind of felt like visiting my old dance teacher, Margaret. I sort of wanted to talk to her about something. I suddenly had this very appealing idea. I had this thought that maybe I could go visit Margaret and ask her if she could give me a job working for her. She still runs her ballet academy, and she employs quite a few people there. I thought I could ask her if I could work for her and teach all the little girls to dance ballet. I wouldn’t have to worry at all about my essay if I was just working for her.

Margaret is quite a nice lady. I hadn’t seen her in a few years, but I thought she would still remember me. We used to always visit her once or twice a year. Me and my mum and my dad would get invited over to her house now and again. She would always throw these dinner parties, and she would invite us. She loved doing fancy things like throwing dinner parties and cooking a lot of very nice food for all the guests. I remember having a lot of fun going to those things when I was little. She would always make everyone wear fancy dresses and suits and things. The boys would have to wear suits and the girls would have to wear dresses. She would say it was like an old-fashioned dinner party. I used to love those things when I was little, because I could dress in all these pretty pink dresses. Or sometimes white. And wear my mum’s jewellery and makeup and things. I used to love all that stuff. I don’t really like it very much anymore though. I think it’s kind of silly, getting all dressed up like that just to eat dinner. I’d rather just wear a black t-shirt and some jeans or something.

I thought I better give Margaret a call to ask her if I could go and visit her at her home. I normally would have just gone to the dance studio to see her, but it was Sunday, so it was closed. But I had been to her house quite a few times, so I figured she wouldn’t mind if I visited her.

I walked down the main road, looking for a pay phone. I found one quite quickly. There seemed to be phones all over the place. I had to hunt through my bag for some coins to pay the telephone with. I found some right down the bottom of my bag. I put them into the machine and went to type in the phone number. Although I only just remembered that I couldn’t remember her phone number. I tried to think from my mind what it was, but I couldn’t. I was very annoyed, because I didn’t know how to call her. And then I was even grumpier, because I had put all my coins in the phone box. I decided to leave.

I started walking along the road. I figured maybe I could just go to her house, even though I couldn’t call and ask. I knew exactly where it was, and I could get there myself. I thought maybe it was a bit rude to just show up like that. But I decided to go anyway. I didn’t know what else to do.

I caught the bus there. I was so sick of buses by then. I normally take a lot of buses anyway, but in the last few days, I had taken even more than that. She lived in this quite nice house. She had this big hedge all along the front of her house. I always thought that hedge was so cool. It protected you from everything around you. Annoying neighbours and strangers and things. I want a hedge one day.

What I really want is a big Gothic house. It would be all dark colours, like black and purple and maybe some really dark red. It would have a big iron fence and a big hedge around it. Then when you go through the rusty iron gate, the yard would have all sorts of statues and gargoyles and things around it. It would be very creepy and very cool. I always wanted to have a big house like that, and I could be the ghost that lived in it. I’d just be this very pale ghostly girl who would never come out during the day. Then, sometimes at night, people could see a figure through the windows of the house. But they couldn’t really tell who or what it was, because it would be too dark. And they might think it was a ghost. The house would have this great bell tower on the very top, and sometimes I’d be up there, and you could just see the outline of me. And people would point up and say, “Look, the ghost!” and then run away because they were so scared. The thing is, though, I would actually be a very friendly ghost, not a scary one. But people wouldn’t know that, and that’s just the way I wanted it. Because then they’d stay away from my house and I could have some peace and quiet.

Margaret’s house was up on this steep slope, so you had to go through this gate and then walk up quite a lot of stone steps to get there. I could see some lights on in her house, so I thought she must be home. She lives by herself there. She used to be married, but she got divorced a few years ago.

I knocked on the door. It took quite a long time for anything to happen. But eventually I heard some footsteps, and then she opened the door. She looked quite old. I hadn’t seen her in some years. But I was so surprised when straight away she said, “Franny, is that you?” I had been kind of worried she wouldn’t even know who I was any more.

“Yes, Margaret, it’s me.”

“What are you doing here?”

I actually forgot why I was even there. I wasn’t quite sure what to say. But then I was glad she said something instead.

“Oh, I don’t meant to be rude,” she said. “It’s great to see you.” Then she stepped out and hugged me. “I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“Sorry. I tried to call you, but I forgot your phone number.”

“That’s quite all right. What can I do for you?”

I still didn’t even really know what to say to her. All I mostly said was, “Uhm.” I was being a very bad talker just then. But then I said, “I just thought I would visit you for a chat.”

She sort of smiled a bit when I said that. “Well, that sounds fantastic. Why don’t you come inside?” She sort of took me by the shoulder and guided me inside. She certainly did have a very nice house. I had forgotten how big and fancy it was. It was this very old-fashioned house with a very nice entranceway. It even had a big chandelier hanging over your head as soon as you walked in. All the house was made of very pretty old wood.

I walked into her living room. I still remembered where it was. It was the very first door on the left when you went inside. And when I went in, there was this little black dog that started waddling over to me. It was Millie! I knew that dog straight away. I remembered her from years ago! She was sort of barking at me, although it was a very pathetic little bark. She was this very old very slow dog, and so she couldn’t bark very well any more. She wasn’t so old when I saw her last time. She walked all the way over to me, where I was standing at the side of the living room and sat down next to my legs. I bent down and patted her. She was very old and warty now, and she didn’t smell very clean. But I liked her a lot. She was so sweet. I remember every time when I used to come over and have dinner at Margaret’s house, Millie would always come and sit by me. Even when we were at the dinner table, she would come and sit right in between my legs, under the table. I would always reach down and pat her secretly. But I would never give her any of my food. My dad told me not to do that.

Margaret had this very funny painting right above the fireplace in the living room. It was a huge painting of her with Millie sitting in her lap. I always thought it would be so strange to look at a painting of yourself all day. Then Margaret came in behind me and told me to please sit down. So I sat down on one of her couches behind this little coffee table. She sat in this armchair opposite me, with this very good posture. She always sat perfectly straight up.

“So how are you, Franny dear?” she said to me. “I haven’t seen you in…” She was thinking for a moment. “In four years?”

She said it like she was asking me a question. I didn’t know if I was supposed to answer it or not though. I didn’t know how long it had been. So I just said, “Yes. I’m sorry it’s been so long; I’ve been very busy.”

“That’s quite all right. So have I. Life’s funny that way, isn’t it?”

Millie had followed me over to the couch and was sitting between my legs and wagging her tail. I gave her another little scratch on the head, and she shuffled even closer to me when I did that.

Then Margaret said, “I suppose you know Robert and I separated.” I just nodded when she said that, but I’m not sure if she saw it. She was looking down a little bit. Then she looked up. “But how are you now, Franny?” She already asked me that, but I didn’t want to point that out to her. “Are you still at university? I remember running into your father a couple of years ago, and he told me all about it.”

I didn’t really feel like getting into that whole conversation, so I just told her yes and then quickly changed the subject. I asked her how the ballet academy was going.

“It’s wonderful as always,” she said, and she looked at me very warmly now. “Every year, the girls are always complete darlings.” She looked very happy when she started talking about it. “You’ve heard that we’ve now had three girls accepted into the royal academy, have you?”

I shook my head. I didn’t really keep up with that sort of stuff.

“Yes, it’s been so exciting. Just last year Matilda Perkins moved out there. I can’t wait to hear from her next to see how it’s all going.”

I wasn’t really too interested in hearing about those people, so I sort of interrupted her. I just said to her, “Do you think maybe I could come back and be a ballet teacher at your dance school?” I sort of blurted it out while she was in the middle of talking. It was very rude of me, but I guess I didn’t really think it through at the time. I think Margaret hardly even heard me, too, because she didn’t say anything. But then she eventually understood what I had said.

“A ballet teacher?” she said. “But you—did you continue your studies elsewhere after leaving my academy?”

“Oh, no. I didn’t.”

“But, Franny. You only studied for a few years, didn’t you? You left when you were about fourteen.”

I realise I was probably very dumb to even think about asking her for a job. But for some reason I couldn’t let go of the idea. “I know. But I thought that maybe if you kept giving me some lessons, I could become very good at it. I had a lot of fun when I was little, and I thought maybe it could be a lot of fun again. I thought maybe I could even teach all the little girls, and they would really enjoy themselves too.”

The only thing was that I didn’t want to wear any dresses or things any more. I thought dancing would be quite fun again, but I still didn’t want to dress up anymore. But I didn’t think it would matter. The dance teachers never wore tutus and things, unless they wanted to. They just wore some nice comfortable clothes for teaching in.

“Franny, I—” she said. “I’m sorry, but it just doesn’t work like that. You have to study ballet for a long time to be qualified to teach. Most people who teach have completed vocational grading.”

I was very disappointed when she said that. I’m not sure why, but I sort of thought she would just say yes when I first got the idea. I sort of thought I had it all figured out. I could just work for her and have a lot of fun doing it. I didn’t have to work for her forever, but I thought I could at least do it for a few years. And then I would have plenty of time to figure out what I wanted to do after that.

So then I said, “Could I maybe just come and help you look after the little kids then? Even if I don’t teach them ballet. Could I just come and help out? I could maybe clean the mirrors?” Dance studios always have these big mirrors along the walls to help you see yourself when you’re dancing. It’s very important to be able to see what you’re doing so you can keep checking your form. And those mirrors always get so dirty. There’s always a lot of smudge marks and things from when people accidentally rub up against it. And they take a long time to clean. So I thought I could be quite useful if I did that. “And I could help the girls put on their little shoes and things?”

“I’m really sorry, Franny, but I’m just not looking for any new employees at the moment. We’ve got four full-time staff already, and it’s hard even to maintain them.”

But I didn’t really hear her. I was thinking about all those little kids trying to put on their ballet shoes. It’s always so hard to get those things on, and kids struggle all the time. I remember how much trouble I used to have. I thought maybe when all the little girls got really sore feet, from all the ballet, I could help them out. You actually have to have very tough feet to do ballet, even as a kid. From standing on your tippy toes all the time, it gets very sore. And sometimes, even your toes would bleed. I thought about how awful it was that all those little kids’ feet would bleed. And that they might want to cry, because it hurts a lot. They would be very sad and in pain, but they try to act brave and look very pretty, because they want to be beautiful ballerinas. Just like all the stupid fairy tales they hear all the time.

But I didn’t bother saying any of that to Margaret. I could see she was just sitting there, sort of shaking her head, as if she knew I wanted to keep asking her for a job, and she would just keep saying no. I just kind of started feeling very bored then. I didn’t really feel too angry or sad or anything anymore. I just felt very bored of the whole thing. I didn’t want to listen to her lecturing me anymore or even be in that house anymore. She asked me something about what sort of other employment I was interested in, but I didn’t want to answer her.

“Thanks, Margaret, but I actually have to get going,” I said.

“Oh, you do? Are you sure? If you like, I could make us some afternoon tea. I bought these beautiful little—”

“Yeah, I have to go now. But thanks anyway.” I started to get up, and Millie rubbed up against my leg again. I gave her another scratch on the head and then headed for the door.

“Oh well. That’s all right, Franny,” Margaret said. She was following me into the hallway. “It was lovely to see you.” I went towards the front door. I was very bored of her then. I didn’t feel like chatting anymore. We were standing by the door and she said, “Make sure you come back again soon. And bring your parents with you as well; I’d love to catch up with them.” I could see she was starting to lean in to give me a hug, but I didn’t feel even a tiny bit like giving her a hug. I sort of ducked to the side a little bit and opened the front door very quickly.

“Goodbye,” I said, and went out. I pulled the door closed behind me. I ran down the stone steps, skipping two at a time. I had quite a lot of fun running down those steps. I’m not sure why; I think maybe it’s because I’m usually very careful with things like that and always take them slowly. But I ran down those ones very fast. It was also because I imagined this very silly thing. I sort of imagined it was a big spooky haunted house and that there was a monster chasing me down the steps. I imagined it was right behind me with a big nasty claw stretching out ready to grab me. But I was too quick for it. I was sprinting down those steps very fast, and it couldn’t catch up. Then I ran out through the gate very quickly. My heart was even beating quite fast, too. It was a lot of fun.





Chapter Sixteen

I started walking to Newmarket. It’s this shopping area that’s not too far from where I was. I thought maybe I could watch a movie. I wasn’t sure what movies would be playing, but I figured I could at least watch something. When I got there, there were a lot of teenage kids around. They were all hanging out. The problem, though, was that Newmarket was the place where all the horrible rich kids hang out, the ones who come from very wealthy families. They always looked very obnoxious. It’s especially bad on a school day, because then there are hundreds of them, all in uniform, all over the place.

Just thinking about that made me remember the horrible time that I had to spend in high school. There was one thing that happened during high school, though, that was actually the worst of all. I started feeling embarrassed even just thinking about it. One day I was leaving school, and I was walking out the front gate. But then right outside the front gate, there was this group of students who were all gathered out there. I could see that they had a little stall set up that was asking people to sign a petition to stop animal cruelty. I think it was for testing makeup and chemicals on rabbits or something. And I could see before I even got there that they were going up to every student and asking them to sign the petition. I knew that they were eventually going to ask me, too. I started getting worried and was looking everywhere for another way to go. But I had to go out that gate to get to my house. I always walked that way. So I eventually went through, and of course, a girl came up to me and said, “Hey would you like to sign this petition to stop animal cruelty?” But there was only one problem. It’s that I didn’t even have a signature at the time. I had been spending many years trying to design the perfect signature, so that I could practice it a lot before I became an adult. Because when you’re an adult, you always have to sign a lot of things all the time. But I didn’t have my signature perfected at that point, and so it was impossible for me to sign anything.

So I just said, “Oh, no, thank you.”

But then she straight away said, “Do you like people torturing animals?”

She was so stupid. Of course I didn’t like it! But I didn’t have my signature ready yet! There was nothing I could do about it. But a whole lot of people had stopped and started looking at me. Because they were all signing the petition, but I didn’t want to. All I said was, “Sorry, no.” And started to try to walk through the crowd of people. But then she was sort of following me, asking me all these questions about chemicals and animals, and then even more people started looking at me. It made me very embarrassed and nervous, so I started running. I was trying to get away as quickly as possible, and I didn’t even look when I ran across the road and a car came right up and hit me! I kind of bounced off the front of the car and flew through the air. That part wasn’t so bad. The horrible part was when I landed on the ground, my whole skirt got pushed up, and everyone saw my undies! I was wearing these Superman undies; I couldn’t believe it! I hardly ever wore those ones, but I decided to that day for some reason. I don’t even know why. I just got straight up and ran all the way home. It was the most embarrassing thing of my life.

I kept on walking through Newmarket when I came across this ice cream store. I’d been there quite a few times in my life with my parents, but I hadn’t been to it in quite a long time. They had this very delicious ice cream that they sold in there. I love ice cream. Especially chocolate ice cream, that’s my favourite. I think I’m normally a pretty tidy eater. But not when it’s ice cream. It’s really crazy, but when I eat chocolate ice cream, I go into this trance or something. I’ll close my eyes and not even notice anything except the ice cream that I’m eating. Sometimes people will talk to me or even tap me on the shoulder or any other thing, but I won’t hear them at all. The only thing I’ll even notice is my ice cream. It’s funny, because sometimes when I’m done, I’ll look down and notice that I even accidentally dropped some of it onto my top or jumper that I’m wearing. There will be these little blobs of chocolate ice cream there, and I’ll just laugh and think it’s very silly. But luckily, I am very good at washing clothing. My mum taught me how to wash clothes very well from a young age. It was actually quite nice of her, to teach me that. So I never worry about getting ice cream stains on my clothes, because I can always wash it out perfectly every time. What I’ll do is, I will spot clean it. It’s this very special secret technique that I know of. What you do is you find the spot that has the stain on it, and you dab a little bit of water onto it with a little cloth. Then you get a small pinch of washing powder and sprinkle it over the stain. Then you get a little brush. The best thing is a toothbrush. I have a special toothbrush that I use just for cleaning. I never brush my teeth with it or anything; that would probably taste pretty gross. I have a different toothbrush for that. But you gently scrub the stained patch with the toothbrush. After that’s been done, you rinse away all the washing powder with some water. Then finally you just dab the wet patch with a nice dry towel. Once you let it fully dry for a day, it’s all fixed.

I decided I wanted to go into the ice cream shop. The only problem was that it was very crowded in there. I guess everyone sort of loves ice cream. But I really wanted to get some, so I decided that I would just have to be very brave. I went through the door, and it was so busy. It was packed to the rafters! That’s something that my dad used to say. I tried to get in the line, but there was hardly any real line at all. It was kind of just a big mess of people trying to get to the front. So I joined on to the back and started waiting. It smelled very nice in there. Like lots of sugar and waffle cones. I love waffle cones. I almost never even eat ice cream any more unless I can get it in a waffle cone.

While I was standing there, a woman came and pushed past me and about three other people. She just cut right in! She just kind of stuck her elbows between people and dug her way through. I couldn’t believe someone could be so horrible like that. And no one even seemed to stop her. She just pushed her way in, and the people kind of shuffled out of the way a bit. Maybe they gave her a quick little look. A quick evil eye. But then they didn’t say anything. I thought it was terrible that she could get away with doing that kind of thing.

What I really wanted to do was tell her off. I wanted to go up to her and tap her on the shoulder, and then, very loudly, so everyone could her me, say, “Excuse me, ma’am.” Then she would turn around and she’d look very nasty. Like a big ugly ogre. But I wouldn’t be scared at all. I’d just say, “You can’t cut in line. You’ll have to go right to the very back and wait your turn, just like everybody else.” She would give me this very angry look then and stare right at me. But I wouldn’t be afraid at all. I’d just stare right back at her. And then, eventually, she’d start to turn, and walk to the back of the line. Everyone would be very pleased that someone as brave as me was there to stand up to her. They might even start clapping. Maybe the whole crowd would start applauding, just for me. And I’d stand there with my hands on my hips, and I’d be very proud of myself.

But there’s no way I could really do that. So I just decided to leave instead. I didn’t really feel like ice cream any more. When I got outside the cinema, I saw they had this big sign saying, ‘Staff Wanted’. I thought it would be pretty cool to work at the movies. You just get to give people tickets and drinks and ice creams. And probably, when no one was looking, you could even secretly scoop out a handful of popcorn right from the machine and eat it right there. I thought for a moment about applying for a job there. I’d actually applied to work at a movie theatre once before, when I was about sixteen. Not that one though, a different one. The one in the city. But then I thought that I probably shouldn’t apply, since my application went so badly last time.

I used to go to the city movie theatre practically every day with my dad. We would usually go on a Tuesday and then sometimes a Friday, too. Tuesday, because it was half-price tickets, and Friday because it was the end of the week, and we wanted to celebrate. We would always watch almost any movie that we felt like. Even if we’d already seen it before. It was great. My mum would sometimes come with us too. But not that often. She said she didn’t like how loud the movies were. Which I guess I could understand; they were quite loud. But when it was the movies, I didn’t care how loud they were. Once I even wondered if they could turn it up even louder, just so I couldn’t hear anything else other than the movie. I wondered about that because every now and again, there would be some very annoying people in the movie theatre. Annoying people who would talk or eat food very loudly or shuffle around in their seat too much or any other annoying thing that they would do. Mostly it was pretty good there, and me and my dad could just watch the movie. But sometimes other people ruined it. Normally though, if I heard someone being very loud behind me, I would turn around and give them this very evil stare. I would peer right over the top of my seat and stare at them very angrily for about ten seconds. I was even willing to miss some of the movie just to make sure they would shut up. Sometimes that worked, which always made me feel very proud. It actually made me feel quite tough, too. But sometimes they just ignored me and kept talking anyway. Luckily, my dad was very awesome, though. He’d stand right up and lean over the whole movie theatre and tell them to shut up. It was great when he did that. I’ve never even once heard anyone keep talking after my dad told them to shut up.

But we used to go to that theatre all the time, ever since I was a little kid. And I even got to know lots of the people who worked there. I wasn’t too scared to talk to them, because I was always too excited about going to the movies, so I didn’t even notice about being shy. When I was young, I would run right up and tell them all the tickets and food and drinks that I wanted, and they would bring it right to me. Then I might even tell them how excited I was to see the movie. They all got to know me very well, too, because I would talk to them so often.

But then one day, when I was about fifteen, me and my dad were going to see a movie. When I went up to get the tickets, this one lady that had worked there for about ten years told me that they were looking to employ a new person to work some evenings during the week. She said that she thought if I applied, I would definitely get the job, since I had been going there so long.

I was pretty excited about that, actually. I thought it could be quite a bit of fun. So I got my parents to help me write my application, and I went to hand it in. The only problem was that when I went there to give it to the manager, he told me straight away that we could sit down for an interview. I thought I would just hand in my application, and then he might call me maybe a week later to tell me that I got the job. I wasn’t expecting to have an interview straight away like that, so it really caught me off guard. I said okay, because I didn’t know what else I could do.

But then, right away, I knew it was a mistake. I started feeling very light headed and was getting very dizzy. I think I was quite nervous. We went into his office, and he gave me a chair to sit on. His office had that red carpet, just like in the movie theatre, and it almost made the whole room glow red. He started asking me questions, but I was feeling very dizzy and kind of sick. I was trying to answer him, but I couldn’t really understand anything that was happening, I was so nervous. I didn’t even remember it, but he told me later that I started wobbling around in my chair and then just fell over onto the floor. I woke up a few seconds later because I felt my nose bleeding everywhere. I don’t know if I hit it when I fell or what. I sometimes get nosebleeds like that quite a lot though, when I’m feeling dizzy. He was very scared when I woke up; he was asking me in a very scared voice if he should call an ambulance. I told him that I was fine, because I was feeling very embarrassed. I just got up and said I had to go home and went straight out of the movie theatre.

It was a terrible experience. It made me kind of hate applying for jobs ever again. But he was very nice about it, at least. He called me at home a few hours later and asked if I was okay. He said that I shouldn’t worry and that he would still really like me to work at the cinema, because he had known me for so many years and said I was a nice girl. But I just told him that I actually didn’t want to work there anymore. I just said I had too much schoolwork and that I didn’t have time. I was actually just too embarrassed. After that, I always sent my dad to the counter to get the tickets for me. I didn’t really want them to see me anymore.

I was actually thinking about going up to watch a movie. But right then, I saw Penny walking up to me.





Chapter Seventeen

Penny came up to me quite quickly, looking very worried. “Franny, are you okay?” She was looking at me quite funny. I think it was probably because I wasn’t looking the best. I hadn’t really thought about it too much, but I hadn’t had a shower since Thursday. My face was probably all oily and gross. That happens sometimes, when I don’t wash it enough. And my hair was a mess. I already knew that part, I just didn’t care, really. And I realised I was wearing the same clothes that she saw me in on Friday, too.

“Have you been home yet?” she said. Penny is really a very smart person. She probably knew straight away that I hadn’t. “Your uncle came to my house yesterday looking for you. He said no one has talked to you since Thursday. What’s going on?”

I couldn’t really look Penny in the face very well then. I was feeling a bit ashamed. “Oh, I’ve just been doing a lot of errands at the moment,” I said. It was a pretty bad excuse, but it was all that I could think of.

“Franny,” she said, and she sounded very sad. That made me feel even worse. I wouldn’t look at her, though. But then she did something. She took my right hand and held it between both of her hands. I had to look at her then. She looked very concerned. “Franny, you have to go home.” She said it very nicely though, not in a very bossy way.

“I will,” I said. Which I guess was true. I suppose I had to go home eventually. “I just don’t want to just yet.”

“Please. Let me take you home. I’m parked over the road. I can come in and see your family with you, if you’d like. They’re so worried about you. I am too.” When she said that she was worried about me too, I felt horrible. I was making all this trouble for my whole family and now even for Penny too. “Can I take you home?” she said. I didn’t say anything though. I was just feeling quite bad, and I didn’t really feel like talking. Then she very gently said, “Here, I’ll give you a ride,” and started leading me towards her car.

“No.”

“Franny—”

“Please. I promise. I promise, okay?” I said. “I promise I’ll go home in just a bit, I just need a little longer. But then I’ll go straight home. I promise.”

Penny looked at me for quite a while then. She was really staring at me a lot. But then she finally said, “Okay.” I was quite relieved when she said that. “But if you want me to help you with anything, come and see me, okay? You can always ask me for anything.”

“Okay,” I said.

Then Penny gave me a really big hug. I couldn’t really hug her back though; I didn’t really feel like I deserved to.

“I’ll come over and see you and your mother tomorrow, all right?”

“All right,” I said. She gave me another big hug and then left.





Chapter Eighteen

After a while, I started thinking about this place called MOTAT. I remember my dad telling me that MOTAT stands for something, but I can’t really remember it. I think it’s Museum of Trains and something. But it’s this very interesting place filled with a lot of old stuff like planes that flew in the war and pieces of trains that don’t work anymore and lots of other old things. That’s where my dad used to work, before he got another job about ten years ago. It was so much fun when he worked there. That was when my mum was working a lot too, so I’d often have to go to a daycare centre during the school holidays, because no one was available to look after me. I couldn’t even look after myself; I was too little.

But there was a daycare centre right next door to the MOTAT place. So I’d get to go there all the time, which I liked a lot, because I got to ride in the car with my dad when we drove there in the morning. They were the best car rides I’ve ever had in my life. It was always pretty early in the morning, but that was all right, because I was only a little kid, so I didn’t mind getting up early. I had so much energy. My dad liked to go early, because he said he wanted to beat the traffic. He didn’t seem to like waiting in traffic with lots of other cars. But I didn’t really care too much. I don’t think kids really notice that sort of stuff when they’re excited. The reason I was always excited was because on the way, we would always stop at a cafe. We had to get some hot drinks for the car trip. My dad would always get some coffee, which I didn’t really like when I was that young. He let me try some once, but I thought it was gross. I still don’t really like it very much. But I’d always get a hot chocolate, which was very tasty. The hot chocolate would always come with a marshmallow on top. Sometimes they’d give me a white one, or sometimes they’d give me a pink one. But the thing was that they never gave my dad a marshmallow with his coffee. For some reason, they only gave them to people who ordered hot chocolate. But I knew my dad loved marshmallows a lot, so I’d usually give him my one. Sometimes I wouldn’t though. Sometimes I’d feel very cheeky or very silly, and I’d go to give him my marshmallow, but then, when he was reaching out to take it, I’d quickly stuff it in my mouth! I know that might sound very mean, but it wasn’t. Things were never mean with my dad. I would get this big smile on my face, and he’d lean down and poke me in the tummy and call me a little piggy. Or sometimes he’d call me a greedy gobbler. I always liked that. But here’s what happened. One day when the cafe lady gave me my hot chocolate, it had two marshmallows on top.

“One for you, and one for your father,” she said to me. I gave her a big smile because she was so nice, and I was very excited. I got easily excited like that when I was a young girl. Then every day from then on, me and my dad both got to eat a marshmallow during our morning trips, because she would always give me two. That lady was so nice. I still remember her. She had short blond hair, and she was very friendly.

So I really liked going to daycare. It was nice at the end of the day too, because I’d always get to ride with my dad again on the way home. Although sometimes my mum would pick me up early. Which I didn’t like too much, but it was okay I guess.

At the day care centre, every day when I stayed there, they used to let my dad come over and collect me during lunchtime. Because it was so close, he could just walk right over and pick me up. It only took him about ten seconds to get there. Then he would take me back to MOTAT, just so we could spend some time together. We would go back to his section where he frequently worked. He had this section where he was in charge of a whole lot of old inventions and things. He had to look after them and tell people all about them when they came over and asked questions. But his favourite thing was this big printer, although it was a very old-fashioned printer. It was called a printing press. I remember exactly, because he showed me it all the time.

During his lunch break, we would always go back into his office. It was this little dusty room that he never cleaned. But I think he liked it like that. He liked old dusty stuff quite a lot. But then he’d sit down and let me sit in another chair next to him. He’d get out some lunch for both of us, which he always made in the morning. Sometimes it would be sandwiches or chips or pasta or other stuff. But he always brought an apple. Sometimes it was a pear, every now and again, on rare occasions. But it was almost always an apple. He used to give me a slice of his apple every day. More than a slice, even. Practically the whole apple! He’d take the apple from his bag, and he’d cut it in two pieces, right down the middle, and give me one of them. It was so nice of him, because it was his own lunch that he brought in, but he always shared it with me.

I was thinking about that stuff and it really made me want to go to MOTAT and have a look around. It had been such a long time since I’d visited there. We mostly stopped going once my dad got a new job. I don’t know why he quit. I think that was his favourite job he ever had.

I really didn’t feel like taking the bus again, but I had no choice. I could have tried walking, but it was so far away. I even did start walking for a little bit, but I only made it about two minutes before I gave up and went to the bus stop instead. I didn’t have to wait too long for the bus though, which was nice. But there were quite a lot of people on there as well, which wasn’t too nice. I sat next to some girl who didn’t even look at me once the entire trip. She had on this funny perfume which smelled like something I recognised but couldn’t remember. Mostly, it just smelled of chemicals.

The bus took me right outside MOTAT, since it was a popular destination for people riding the bus. There were even two other people that got off at MOTAT as well as me. It was a very nice day outside. The sun was quite warm on my skin, but there was a little bit of wind that was slightly cold. It was quite a nice combination actually. I felt very refreshed.

The front gate had this big archway that you had to walk through. Only, the arch was made out of train tracks, instead of wood or bricks. And on top of the arch, there was this little train that said MOTAT on the side of it. It was quite cool to walk underneath and look up and see all the mechanical things on the bottom of it. I don’t think that train really worked, though. It was always stuck up there at the top of the arch.

I came into this big courtyard. Even just the courtyard had a lot of old stuff in it. There were some old wooden things on one side and another big rusty thing on the other side. But the craziest thing was right in the middle. It was this big steam engine. I hated that thing. I remember being only very young and seeing it for the first time. My dad was holding my hand and taking me to see it. This was on the weekend, so he didn’t have to work. We had come in especially for the opening of this new thing. It was very busy that day, with lots of people everywhere. My dad was saying hello to a lot of people and shaking their hands. I guess because he worked there, so he knew everyone. Some of them tried to say hello to me, but I was quite shy. I wasn’t very good at saying hello back to them.

There was this big crowd of people, all standing around something I couldn’t see. Me and my dad eventually got through the crowd of people, right up to the front, so that we could see it. We were standing behind this rope fence that was set up. I didn’t really know what it was at the time, but I eventually found out it was the steam engine. It mostly just looked like a lot of metal. We stood there for a minute, then some guy come out to talk to all of us. He was making a speech, apparently. I didn’t really care about it though. But at the end, he told some other man to start the engine. Then my dad kind of rubbed my shoulder and bent down to me and said, “Watch this.” I was already watching, but I started watching even harder then. I kept watching, but nothing happened. I looked up at my dad, but he was still just looking at the engine, so I looked back at it. But even still, nothing happened. Some of the people in the crowd started looking around and talking and stuff, and then out of nowhere, there was this huge bang. It was the loudest noise I’ve ever heard in my whole life. And I was standing right next to it. It was just this really very huge boom. I was so scared, I ran straight away. Nobody was hurt or anything. People actually started clapping and cheering as the engine started up, but I was running as far away as I could. It was strange, because normally, I would never run away from my dad like that, but I was terrified. I didn’t get very far before my dad caught up to me. He kind of picked me up and hugged me very tight. I was just crying into his shirt though, I was so terrified of that thing. I think if my dad hadn’t caught me, I might not have ever stopped running.

But I’m not so scared of it now. I walked past it and took a quick look but then kept going. I went into the building. They had this big airplane hanging from the roof when you first walked in. It was a plane from the war. It was full of bullet holes. You could even see them from the ground. It wasn’t too busy in there just then. There were some people there though but not many. Mostly, it isn’t too popular. I think people don’t care too much about old stuff anymore. I had to go through these double doors into this big room, the exhibition room. It was the room which always changed its displays every few months. Everything in MOTAT stays mostly the same. Except for that room, which always changed all the time. They had exhibitions there. Those are when they have a special display of interesting things for a short time only. Mostly, it was just boring stuff. But once when I was a kid, they had about the coolest exhibition I’ve ever seen. It was a mirror maze. Just a big maze, made out of mirrors that you could run through. Normally, they just had the same stuff, like old medical devices or old tools and things. But this time it was very cool. You’d walk through the maze and see a thousand reflections of yourself everywhere all around you. You’d have to walk slowly, because if you tried to run, you wouldn’t know where you were going because of all the crazy reflections, and you’d smack into a mirror and hurt your face. I did that once; it was quite sore.

It would be weird when you met someone else in the maze. You wouldn’t even know who they were, but suddenly, you’d see lots of them there with you. And you’d have to try go past each other without bumping into them or their reflections or anything.

But they didn’t have anything on display that day. It was just a big fenced-off area with high walls that you couldn’t see over. The walls were covered in signs saying how something new and exciting was coming very soon. But it was so quiet in that room, and the walls were so big and grey. It kind of felt like nothing new and exciting would ever come.

I went through some more doors until I got into the area where my dad used to work. It was another big room. All the rooms there seemed to be very big. I guess they had to fit a lot of stuff in them. There were displays spaced all around the walls and some things in the middle of the floor too. It was exactly the same as before. I couldn’t remember everything that used to be there, but it looked mostly the same, at least.

I noticed just in front of me there was a group of people wandering around, looking at all the stuff. There were maybe eight of them. I kind of felt like joining them, since I didn’t have anyone else to walk around with. I was suddenly feeling quite lonely, actually. I kind of hung around near the edge of them and pretended a little bit to be with them. I didn’t want to get too close, in case they got angry at me. But I tried getting sort of near them, so I had someone to spend time with. I couldn’t understand what they were saying though. They were speaking another language. They looked quite foreign. I wasn’t too sure though, since I can only speak English.

They were all walking around the room, seeing all the various things on display. Sometimes one of them would look back at me, and I’d sort of look away, as if I was focusing on something else across the other side of the room. I didn’t want them to think I was following them. Sometimes they would point at stuff and say things I couldn’t understand and then start laughing. I tried to laugh along too, but I couldn’t really.

I started thinking about my essay again and what I was going to do about it. It was due the next day, and I’d practically written nothing. I wondered if, maybe, in case I couldn’t write it, if instead I could just work at an office or something like my mother. It didn’t seem too good, but at least I could probably do it when I failed my degree. I don’t think offices care too much about that stuff. If you’re only photocopying things and calling people, you don’t really need a degree.

I thought about telling my dad that I had failed my university degree. I knew I couldn’t really tell him, since he was dead, but I thought about what it would be like anyway. He would probably be very quiet and not say very much. I think he would be very upset. He was always very proud of me going to university. He didn’t even go himself. In fact, no one in my family ever went to university. I was the first one. He was always very proud of that. He would always tell my grandmother and my uncles and things about it when we saw them at Christmas time. He never tried to pressure me to get very good grades or anything though. Sometimes I would only just barely pass my papers, but he didn’t care one bit, because he was so happy for me. He would take me out to the movies or buy me some delicious donuts to celebrate. But I’d never failed before, and I think it would make him quite sad. I don’t think he’d tell me that though. He’d just say it was okay and that he was proud of me anyway. But I’d know the truth.

Then me and my group moved over to the printing press, where my dad used to work a lot. There was a new man there. It wasn’t my dad, but it actually kind of looked a bit like him. When I got a bit closer, I could see he was wearing a nametag. It said ‘Ian’. He came forward and started talking to us. There were about ten people in front of me, so he probably couldn’t see me very well. I was quite well hidden in the back.

“Who would like to see the printing press in operation?” he said. Some people in the group nodded. Ian ran around the side of the big printing press machine that was there. It was behind this yellow rope barrier, because people weren’t meant to touch it. Except for people that worked there, only they were allowed to. He turned it on, and the whole thing started moving. Some paper was running through it, and a whole lot of stamps printed writing onto some paper cards. I saw when it was coming out, it was lots of cards advertising some new kind of milk. It was probably new milk from a hundred years ago though, because it said the price was only twenty-five cents, and it had very old-fashioned looking writing.

I wanted to look at the printing press, but I couldn’t really focus. I was thinking about something else. I was thinking about how it was probably my fault that my dad killed himself. Things were kind of okay while I was living at home, because we all sort of looked after each other. But after I moved out, my mum and dad started not getting along very well. My dad didn’t really tell me too much about that private stuff, but he definitely mentioned it to me a couple of times before. I was lucky, because I could get away and go flatting. But they were stuck there. I thought that if I had stayed at home, instead of being selfish and running away to live by myself, I probably could have kept them from getting too upset at each other. Then he probably wouldn’t have been so sad, and he wouldn’t have killed himself.

It was so strange, because the more I watched Ian, the more I almost started to think it was my dad. He looked kind of similar. He had the same kind of belly, sticking out a little bit through his dark green knitted sweater. And he had the same kind of hair as my dad, too. Dark brown and kind of a little bit bald on top. But not too bald. It reminded me so much of him, the way he was talking about the printing press. It was just like when I was a kid and my dad was still alive.

He was telling the group all about how the printing press worked. I can’t really remember what he said though. I’m not sure when, but I had started crying while he was talking. I wasn’t sobbing loudly or anything; there seemed to just be a lot of tears coming out of my eyes. I was just standing there silently crying a lot, but nobody even saw me. It’s probably because I was standing at the back of all the people. I kind of started thinking about my own life. I didn’t understand why I had to be so horrible to people all the time. Like not talking to my mum or sleeping in instead of answering my dad’s calls.

The group all started walking away. I guess they got bored of the printing press. Ian saw everyone leaving, so he started going around the back of the machine again to shut it all down. I don’t think he noticed me, because I was behind the crowd of people that were leaving. It suddenly became very quiet, once all the people had left and he shut down the machine. He came around the front again and saw me standing there. I think maybe I scared him a little bit with all my crying, because he looked a bit worried when he saw me there.

“Are you all right?” he said.

But I was crying so much and all I said was, “I’m a good person, aren’t I?”





Chapter Nineteen

It was quite weird after that. I just stood around crying for quite a long time, and Ian didn’t really know what to do. I didn’t know what to do either. He tried to be nice and ask me if there was someone he could call to come and collect me, but I walked off eventually. I went outside to sit by myself for a while. After I stopped crying, I felt a little better.

I figured it was probably time for me to go home. I probably needed to go see my mother. But I didn’t have any more money for the bus, and my house was quite far away. I thought about getting upset about it, but I realised I was pretty sick of buses anyway. It was very far to walk for me, but I decided I would just take it nice and slow. If I got tired, I would just stop and rest on the side of the road for a bit. I wasn’t in too much of a rush. I stated walking, but then almost right away, I felt like resting. I was quite exhausted.

It was only about four o’clock, so I figured I had some time to spare. I was on a very nice and quiet street. It had all these pretty looking houses all along it. Lots of them had those white picket fences that you see all the time in movies. There was a line of trees going down each side of the street and some nice grass around them. I found this patch of grass that looked quite comfortable and lay down. I figured I could rest a bit there. I didn’t even mean to fall asleep. I just put my bag down to rest my head on, since I was worried I might get grass and stuff in my hair if I lay down right on the ground. But then very quickly, I must have fallen asleep, because I woke up quite suddenly, with a big fright. It was like what happens when I sometimes have a nightmare, although I couldn’t remember having one. I didn’t remember dreaming at all. But it was quite scary when I woke up, because it was dark all of a sudden. It had been quite sunny when I went to sleep, but it was night then. My side was kind of damp where I had been lying down. I guess the grass must have been a little bit wet. I didn’t notice it before. But it was dark, and I couldn’t hear any sounds around anywhere. Since I didn’t have any choice, I gathered up my bag and started walking towards my parents’ house.

I wished I hadn’t had a nap then. It wasn’t so bad when I had to walk all that way in the daytime. But at night like that, it wasn’t so appealing. I was a little bit worried I might get murdered. I sometimes get scared like that when I’m alone in the dark. But I kept on walking anyway. I didn’t know what else I could do. Most of the time, I didn’t even see anyone. It was Sunday night, so I guess most people were inside with their families. Me and my parents used to sometimes have a nice Sunday night family dinner, but not too often. Mostly we would just watch TV or something.

I sort of started wondering what would happen if I just walked into one of those houses. If I just picked a house at random and walked up to the front door and opened it. It might be locked, but maybe it wouldn’t be. And if I just walked straight inside and sat down at the dinner table with another family. I wondered if they would be very angry and yell at me to get out. Or if they would just be very curious or maybe even be worried about me. Maybe they would think I was just a poor little girl who needed some help. And then if I asked them, “Could you please pass the turkey?” if maybe they would just pass it to me. And then maybe they’d even give me a bowl of gravy too and some boiled beans with butter on them. And then they’d just tell me they were glad that I came in and that they would look after me from then on and make sure everything was okay. I wondered about that for a while.

Then on the other side of the street, I saw this lady walking her dog. It was quite a small dog, but the excellent thing was that it had on this little jacket. It was a little jacket made especially for dogs, and it fit perfectly. It was a little bit windy outside, so I thought that the dog probably liked that jacket very much. It gave it some protection from the cold wind. That made me feel very happy. I thought it was so great to see a little dog wearing a little jacket like that. I especially love when you drive through the countryside, and you see big horses wearing big jackets. Even bigger than I wear. So that the horses are protected from the rain with their waterproof jackets. That’s my favourite.

It took quite a long time to get to my house. Maybe two hours, I wasn’t too sure. I didn’t need to stop for any more rests though, since I had such a long nap before, which was good. I knew straight away it was my house when I got there, because I had all the colours of our house memorised. It was all white, except for the door and window frames. The door frame was red, and the window frames were green. It kind of reminded me of a Christmas house or something. I really liked the colours. Even though it was dark, and I couldn’t even see the colours just then. It all just looked like greys and dark greys. But I knew what they were.

I was just about to go up to the door and knock, when suddenly, I didn’t feel like it any more. I just didn’t even feel like visiting my mother any more. I’m not sure why. What I really felt like doing instead was visiting our dog, Casey. We have this beautiful Labrador named Casey. She always sleeps in the dog house around the side of our house.

I didn’t want to be detected by my mother, so I had to be very sneaky. I sort of crouched down, like you’re meant to do when you want to be stealthy and not be seen by anyone. I sneaked around the side of our house and towards Casey’s dog house. I could already see her curled up into a ball in there. It was nice to see her. I felt quite happy as soon as I saw her fluffy fur. She was curled up with her butt facing me, which I thought was quite funny. When I got close enough, I reached out to give her a pat on the butt. But when I touched her, she jumped a million miles into the air. She was absolutely terrified when I did that. I must have given her a huge fright. She went all crazy for a split second and spun around and then calmed down straight away when she recognised me. Then she started getting very excited and trying to jump all around in her little house and lick me all over. She was actually starting to make a lot of noise, thumping all around on the wooden floor.

“Shh,” I whispered. “Keep quiet; you’ll get me in trouble.” I didn’t want anyone to hear her making all that racket. She didn’t really listen to me though; she was too excited to see me. Sometimes she doesn’t listen to me at all when she’s very excited. She’ll just do whatever she wants. But she was licking me all over and sort of spinning around inside her little dog house. I was still crouching outside the door, reaching in and giving her a lot of pats and tummy rubs. “Good girl,” I kept saying. It was so nice to see her. I hadn’t seen her in about a month. “Move your butt. I’m coming in.” I tried to get her to move over to one side. She just kept licking my hand though, so I just started climbing in. I used to climb in that little house with her all the time when I was a kid, but I hadn’t done it in ages. It was quite cramped now that I was bigger. Casey must have been very confused when I was getting in, because she kind of started backing into the corner and looked like she had no idea what the heck was going on. It was really funny. She had such a silly look on her face. But then when I got all the way in, she started trying to climb all over me. She actually did climb on top of me too, and sort of squished me down on to the floor and started licking my face. I was all cramped in there, with my legs folded up, but it was quite nice. It was very warm and cosy with this big fury dog on top of me and snuggling up to me. I gave her lots of belly scratches then. I wasn’t really sure what I had planned to do that night. I don’t even think I’d thought about it. But I just ended up feeling quite sleepy in that little house with Casey. It was very cramped, which wasn’t too comfortable, but it was still very nice in there with her. I ended up lying with my whole legs out the entrance, and my top half in the dog house. And Casey was lying sort of next to me and sort of on top of me. Overall, it was pretty good.

I was starting to fall asleep when I saw this thing crawling around up above me. It was a big spider. If I hadn’t been so sleepy, I probably would have been very frightened. I don’t like spiders. But I felt quite safe with Casey around me. She’d probably just eat the spider if it came near me. Dogs don’t seem to care about spiders too much. But then I thought about her sleeping out there every night, with all those cobwebs and things around her. And it being very dark and sometimes very cold. I thought it mustn’t be very nice. She might even get lonely, too. I know I certainly wouldn’t like to sleep out there by myself every night, and so Casey probably wouldn’t like it very much either. It made me quite sad. I know dogs don’t care much about that kind of stuff, but it made me quite sad anyway. I decided that if I ever came back to stay at home, I would sneak Casey into bed with me every night. I think she’d like that a lot better. I thought about that stuff and then fell asleep.





Chapter Twenty

It was quite chilly when I woke up. It was still very early in the morning. The sky had that weird sort of pale blue colour like when the day is only just starting. I couldn’t even hear any cars driving past, so it must have been quite early. Casey was still asleep, but when I gave her a pat on the head, I saw her eyebrows twitch. Dogs have funny eyebrows. She opened her eyes and looked at me. Then she closed them again and sort of rolled lazily onto her side, poking her belly out at me, like dogs do. She wanted some more tummy rubs. That’s all dogs ever seem to need to be happy. It’s quite nice.

I realised that my back was feeling pretty sore, so I wriggled out of the dog house. I tried to stretch, but I was feeling quite stiff and couldn’t really stretch out properly. There was this dog leash hanging on a hook next to the dog house. The hook was screwed right into the wall of our house. I remembered the day I watched my dad put it in. It was a red leash. Casey’s collar was red, too. I picked them both out when we first got her.

Normally, when I pick up the leash, Casey will know right away that she’s about to go for a walk. She even knows the sound of it coming off the hook. And she’ll go crazy. She’ll start sprinting and jumping all over the place, so excited to go for a walk. But I’d never taken her for a walk that early in the morning. And when I picked up the leash, I could see her ears pricked up, and she looked out at me, but she didn’t seem too enthusiastic. I can’t blame her though. I wouldn’t like to be woken up for a walk while I was sleeping. But I really felt like going for a walk, and I thought it would be quite nice to take her with me. I kept saying, “Come on, Casey,” a few times, and eventually, she started to get up. She seemed quite sleepy, but she was still pretty happy to go for a walk, I think. She slowly got up and out of the dog house, with her tail wagging. I attached the leash to her collar and led her out of the driveway.

It was very nice and early in the morning. There wasn’t a single person or car moving anywhere around me. It was just nice and quiet, and I even started to hear a few birds. I was coming up to the part of the street that had the old retirement home on it. I used to think quite a lot about the old people that lived there. I used to think that, especially on rainy days, when everyone was alone in their room, it must be pretty awful to be old. It must be quite sad when all of your friends and parents and things are dead. I used to think a lot about those people in there, and it got me feeling pretty low sometimes. But then on sunny days, when I saw some of them walking around in the garden, looking at all the flowers, it didn’t seem too bad.

Then suddenly, I saw this cat walking up the road. For just a split second, I thought it was Vincent. But it wasn’t. It was black, with a white chest and little white paws. But there was something very strange. I didn’t really understand for a moment until it got quite close to me. The thing that was strange was that Casey wasn’t trying to chase it. Casey hated cats. She would go crazy any time she saw one. She would bark and sprint after them. If I was holding on to her leash, she could even drag me down the street chasing after a cat. She was that strong. But she was just sitting there, staring at it, just like I was. I’ve never seen Casey be nice to any cat before, except Vincent, that is. Probably since her and Vincent had grown up together since they were only a puppy and a kitten. They used to get along pretty well. They weren’t best friends or anything, but they would never fight. And sometimes Vincent would even sleep in Casey’s dog house with her. It was very cute whenever I saw that. But Casey didn’t even bark at the cat or anything. She just watched it. The cat walked right up to me and started rubbing itself on my leg. It kind of rubbed against Casey, too. And all Casey did was bend over and sort of sniff the cat’s butt a little. It was quite funny. I gave the kitty a rub along its back. It was quite small, for a cat. I bent down and picked it up and kind of cradled it in one arm. It didn’t seem to mind at all. It seemed pretty happy to see me. Then I saw something I couldn’t believe. I just about couldn’t even believe it. I almost thought I might be dreaming. The cat had a little notch in its ear, just like Vincent used to! It was even in his left ear, just like Vincent! I couldn’t believe it. I was just staring at it, trying to figure it out. Me and Casey and that cat, all together on that quiet street. But I suddenly knew exactly what that cat was. I knew for sure. It was sent by my dad. Just like when he got Vincent for me. I just knew it. I was so happy all of a sudden. It was incredible. I almost thought I would start crying I was so happy. I knew then that everything was going to be okay. I was going to go back home and have a big chat with my mother. It would be nice to talk to her again. Then I’d go to university and finish my essay. I knew then that I could do it. I was feeling very happy. And lucky, too. I bent down and gave Casey a pat on the head.

“Good dog,” I said.
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