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This book is for Karl – who helps me to see the beauty that is everywhere, and reminds me to look for it within. The world would be a colourless place without him.
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I didn’t even knock on the basement window before sliding it open and tumbling through, to land on the sagging sofa beside Dell.


‘Jesus, Jane,’ Dell said. ‘Can’t you use the front door like someone normal?’


Dell hadn’t yet turned on the lamp beside him, and with the fading light trying in vain to find its way in through the ground level window, the basement room was dark already. Dell was sitting where he always was, video controller between his thumbs. He hadn’t even paused the game.


‘I don’t like to run into your dad upstairs. He’ll be up any minute. He is on nights, right?’


You might say that Dell’s dad and I have never warmed to each other. In a small village, you never ‘meet’ parents for the first time, because usually you have at least seen them around all of your life, but it was still different to meet Alan as Dell’s dad and not just Alan-who-drives-the-red-Chevy. Dell and I had walked into the kitchen while his dad was eating breakfast – at four o’clock in the afternoon. I’d grabbed my history textbook before following Dell up the stairs. I guess the text was a kind of ‘parent pleasing’ prop, like it would suggest that I was doing homework downstairs.


Alan had looked me up and down in a way that pretty much creeped me out. It wasn’t a ‘are you good enough for my son?’ look, put it that way. I didn’t seem to meet his approval in the other way either though, as he had turned his attention back to the television on the counter before even saying hello. Not that he greeted Dell either.


Dell hadn’t seemed phased by that though, walking around his dad to get to the fridge without a word to him. While he went about pouring us glasses of cola, and opening cupboards looking for anything to eat, I just stood there by the table, hugging my stupid 20th Century World History textbook. Alan just kept watching the TV, which made me feel awkward. When I get nervous I can’t stay still, so I had to start running my thumb across the page ends of my book, which made it slip out of my hand. My dive to catch it had only succeeded in knocking it further – right where Dell’s dad’s full cup of coffee was. So much for parent pleasing.


While I tried to mop up most of the coffee from the table and the textbook, Dell’s dad had just watched me.


‘So you’re a smart girl, are you?’ he said, and I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the textbook or the fact that I had just ruined it, and his cup of coffee to boot, until he went on. ‘You’re wasting your time with Dell, then. He may be pretty, but he isn’t too bright.’


What was I supposed to say to that? It wasn’t a joke either. No one laughed. Worse, Dell didn’t seem to even be embarrassed by the comment. There aren’t many things people can say that I don’t have a smart comeback for. In fact I have a tendency to open my mouth without thinking, even when I shouldn’t. That though, shut me up.


‘It isn’t like he doesn’t know you’re here,’ Dell said now. His shoulder bumped mine, but it wasn’t a greeting; his car on the screen just happened to be taking a sharp turn to the right, and he followed it with a lean in that direction. He was right of course. There were not many nights I wasn’t here. Dell’s dad might not have cared, but there was a time when my parents would have given me serious grief for even thinking about being in the house with a guy with no adults around.


‘Yes, but if we don’t see one another, we can pretend I’m not here.’ I gave Dell a shove and reached over for the bag of chips in front of him. ‘It’s an agreement we have.’ I thought it might be an agreement that Dell had with his dad as well. I’d seen Dell and his father in the same room of their two-floor duplex only a handful of times in all the while we had been going out, with no more talk between them than that first day. And that was not many times, given that it felt like Dell and I had been together forever.


Dell kept up his furious driving through the streets of Sin City. I waited to see whether he would ask me about my day; I knew he wouldn’t. I was glad he wouldn’t really, but I wasn’t going to let him off so easily either.


‘I had a smashing day; thanks for asking, Dell. And how about you? Any scintillating news from the gas station? Did you put enough money into the pockets of the multinationals?’ I had to nudge him again before he registered that I had asked him a question.


‘Huh? It was alright.’ He paused the game and looked at me with that wide-open smile he has, the one that would disarm any girl. ‘Susan is going to give me full-time hours when Linda goes off to have her baby.’


I wanted to make some wisecrack about being glad that he had climbed to such dizzying heights on the ladder to success, but I didn’t. I could see he was genuinely proud of himself. Dell doesn’t have a lot of confidence at the best of times, though most people don’t know that. I didn’t know that until we got together.


He’d been two years ahead of me in school, and by the time I started high school in town he had established himself as cool. He was good at every sport, and that matters a lot around here. Plus he is that sort of good looking that makes every girl want to be near him, but without any of the bad-boy look to him. I think me and my friend Tracey spent all of eighth grade secretly swooning over him.


That was before he quit school. Not that quitting school was earthshattering or anything – lots of guys here do it because they can get a job in the mine without graduating. But with Dell, he just didn’t go back after grade 10. He doesn’t talk about it, and his dad never questioned it at all. I’m sure Alan thinks Dell was just too stupid to do grade 11 – and so even Dell doesn’t really believe his dyslexia had anything to do with his bad grades. I guess it was easier to just quit.


Maybe it was that the only light now was the blue glow from the screen, but looking at him, I could see what he would look like at forty – still little-boy cute, only with a bit of a gut and a v of forehead reaching back from each temple. Would he be sitting on this same sofa? Would I be sitting beside him? Would he be just home from his full-time job at the gas station?


I pushed the image away and took the video-game-free-moment to give him a hug. Someone had to congratulate him, and nobody else in this house was going to do it. His dad was too busy living the dream – working shifts at the mine and filling his shed with empty Budweiser cans. Just like half the town.


‘How’s Emma?’ He didn’t always ask; Dell wasn’t one to go looking for bad news.


‘Maintaining that fighting spirit that everyone is so fond of talking about.’ In truth, when I’d left her two hours ago, she’d been sucking on ice, because it was the only thing that wasn’t coming back up. The room had reeked of puke.


Dell definitely didn’t want to hear about that though. Nobody did. Everyone held fast to the image of ten-year-old Emma-Rose, dressed in a frilly pink tutu, dark brown curls framing her pixie face. Never mind that the photo on the dog-eared poster, appealing for donations for ‘our angel’, was three years out of date.


My little sister wasn’t always a living angel. Once she was a normal, sometimes annoying, always there (the way a chair in the sitting room has always been there and you don’t even think about whether it should be or not) part of the family. To tell you the truth, I never thought much about her before ‘The Diagnosis’, and ever since, I have been trying my best to think even less about her. That is rather difficult though, as the world tends to love a Living Angel. At least, that is my experience.


Not that my experience is that broad, mind you. The official population of my village, Verwood, is 423 – give or take the few who swear they’re leaving for good and never coming back, and then do within six months.


Anyway, maybe it’s because we live in such a small place that ‘The Diagnosis’ focused so much attention on one child. I mean, if we lived in a big city like New York or Paris or probably even Kamloops, nobody would have noticed as much. There must be millions of sick kids. Well, maybe not millions, but thousands at least.


Here, Emma-Rose (and by the way, nobody called her that until ‘The Diagnosis’ – it was just plain Emma before that) is something of a phenomenon. People talk about her being an Inspiration, an Example of Hope, an Angel (thus the Living Angel theme I started with). But I know what they really wish for. They want her to die, so that she can be representative of something.


I’m not sure what. I’m only fifteen and not exactly a genius. I’m not even a driven, full-of-potential kind of fifteen-year-old. I’m a class-skipping, pot-smoking (well not really, but no one in my town would care if I was), hang-out-in-my-boyfriend’s-basement-playing-video-games kind of fifteen-year-old.


Don’t get me wrong. I’m not some jealous, left out sister, who is on the way to ruining her life. I actually really love my sister. I used to really love my whole family – when there was a ‘whole’ to love. Now there’s just me, and there’s Dad, and if there’s any unit at all in the four of us, then it’s Mom and Ems. But that is only because they’re the only ones who spend any time together these days. I guess they have to. It’s not like you can leave a sick kid by herself in the hospital day after day.


So I get it. That’s the way it is. That’s the way it has been for nearly three years. I’m kind of done crying about it.


But when I looked over at Dell, I couldn’t help feeling like I was drowning a little. Drowning in this … waiting. This nothingness that had become my life.


So no, I was definitely not on the way to ruining my life. That would have been a whole lot more exciting. 
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When I turned onto our street, our house stood out like a missing tooth; it was the only one in complete darkness, even though it wasn’t quite 9.00pm, even though Dad’s truck was parked in the driveway. At least in darkness you couldn’t see the pale blue paint peeling to reveal the ugly green that Mom had insisted on painting over before she would even move in.


Poor house. It wasn’t getting much attention these days. Mom had been mumbling for weeks, every time she navigated her way through the overgrown shrubs at the front and had to wade through the grass bending over the cement walkway, that she was going to cut the grass this weekend. Well, this weekend wasn’t going to be until next year now; the ground was frozen solid. At least this year there weren’t still Halloween decorations hanging in the front windows weeks after the event. We hadn’t even bothered to put any up. There hadn’t seemed to be much point since we’d known that Emma would be back in the hospital by Halloween.


Dad was exactly where I thought he would be, on the sofa, stinking wool socked feet resting on the coffee table in front of him, mouth open, asleep. He’d obviously worked a double shift again. I felt a finger of guilt spread from my gut, seeing him so worn out like that. I should have come straight home from the hospital and made some dinner for us. That was it. From now on I was going to get it together and start making meals; at least on some of the nights Mom wasn’t coming home.


How many times had I thought this? I meant to be more of a help. I mean, there wasn’t too much reason why I couldn’t have mowed the freaking lawn for my mother. Or done a bit of laundry, or done anything at all to help. I just couldn’t seem to organise myself to actually follow through.


And the ironic thing? Nobody ever gave me a hard time about doing nothing. Nobody said anything at all about it. ‘Before the Diagnosis’ there is no way I would have gotten away with how little I do. Both Mom and Dad have this ridiculously strong work ethic and it has been their mission in life to drill it into their daughters as well. I’d always hated how Emma gave into it. She’d always made me look twice as bad when I had refused to submit to slave labour easily. She had left me to fight the battle for both of us, while she remained the good one.


‘Give it a rest, Mom, will you?’ I remember saying when she came into my room to complain about the mess, and to order me to clean it up immediately. ‘It’s not like I don’t know how to clean it. I’ll do it; just not on your timetable.’


‘If you know so much about how to clean, why is it absolutely never done?’


‘Like I said – my timetable. Summer 2017.’


Who knew that all it would take was a dose of cancer for my protest against chores to end successfully?


Only, now I could do with a little of that conflict. It turns out I can’t seem to get it together without nagging.


Soup. I could heat up some soup for Dad.


I almost lost hope of doing even that though when I walked into the kitchen. The counter all around the sink was cluttered with dirty dishes. With Emma spewing her guts the last few days, Mom hadn’t made it home at all, and well, I just told you how much I have been doing lately in the housekeeping department. And Dad was practically not here at all.


I lifted the fry pan, still covered with congealed bacon grease from Sunday’s breakfast and found a pot that didn’t need too much of a scrub. I tried not to look at the bits of food at the bottom of the sink. It reminded me of this afternoon.


It had been my job to hold the cardboard vomit-catcher today, while Mom took a break down in the cafeteria. I had known it was a bad day the minute I came into Emma’s room. She was watching the DVD of Grandad again.


I would really like to stomp on that DVD until it was only tiny shreds of plastic. It is the most ridiculous piece of cinematography ever made.


I know it by heart at this stage, and you really do have to hear the entire spiel to appreciate how utterly horrible it is. Here is how it goes:


[Enter Grandad, tubes coming out of his nose, walking with a cane, taking a seat behind his giant, some-sort-of-professional-career desk that was the place we most often saw him at, before he got too sick to work.] But now I am digressing from the script.


[He clears his throat, lays his hands upon the desk, and throws his shoulders back.]


‘Emma-Rose [even he gave in to the sentimentality of calling Emma that, the most unsentimental man I knew], you know that I am not a sentimental man [see, told you], and so I will not give you sentiment here. But you are a remarkable young girl, with a gift. When you dance, I want to dance with you.’


Are you getting the picture? I don’t think I can go through the entire thing. It makes me nearly as ill as Ems was today to think about it.


[Skip to the end of the video.]


‘And so there is only this to say to you, sweet granddaughter: fight, fight hard. I love you more than I ever thought possible [I think this bit was in reference to skipping out on his wife and daughter – who happens to be my mom – and basically not getting back in touch for twenty years, until Emma and I came along]. I may not be here at the end of the fight, but you will be.’


I cannot believe that Mom lets Emma watch that video over and over again. I mean, it can’t be only me who thinks it is ludicrous for a dying man to give an inspirational speech to a little girl. I don’t even know how Mom forgave him for leaving her and Grandma when she was only six. I would certainly not have forgiven him. Nor would I have let him give my impressionable daughter a sick video about how to beat cancer with a bit of ‘rah, rah, let’s get better’.


Here I am, going off on a complete tangent. I tend to do that. It entertains me. God knows, this town is short on entertainment.


So yes, it was a bad day. Capital B, bad day. But then, days around our house range from ‘hey, it could be worse’ to ‘it can’t possibly be worse’.


Even on the bad days, Emma is nice to everyone. She knows I hate that video, so she had turned off the laptop when I came in. The effort to sit up and do that had been almost too much for her and she’d left her arm hanging off the side of the bed while she curled the rest of her body into a ball.


‘Do you mind if I pop out for a coffee, Jane?’ Mom had asked. She had her purse on her lap, ready for the minute I arrived. It didn’t look like she had even brushed her hair today. She didn’t have any make-up on. There was a time when she would not have been caught dead without it.


‘I’d say you need more than one, Mom.’


Mom had barely given Emma a reassuring kiss and left the room before Emma started to retch, trying to reach for the cardboard bowl herself. 


‘Hold on, Ems. I’ve got you.’ There was at least something I could do on days like today – hold my little sister’s impossibly thin shoulders while her body protested what the drugs were doing to her in the only way it could. I couldn’t even hold her hair back anymore. She didn’t have any to hold back.


After the first bout was over, Emma had laid back, exhausted from a day of it. There was a trail of sick down one arm of her fleece pyjama top, a top she had had for two years and not grown out of yet.


‘I’m sorry, Jane.’ She is always apologising.


‘You should be. No self-respecting thirteen-year-old wears pyjamas with teddy bears on them.’ I took off my own hoodie and unhooked her drip, manoeuvring the line through arm holes until she was wearing the hoodie instead. I had to roll the sleeves up for her.


‘Do you think Mom will let me go to the high school when I’m done here?’ she had asked out of the blue. Sometimes I hate that Emma is so optimistic. Sometimes I think it should be me lying in that bed.


I’m not though, and Dad still had to eat, so I opened a can of tomato soup and even managed to find some ham and cheese to make him a sandwich as well. When I took it out to him, he hadn’t changed positions at all.


‘Dad.’ I gave him a shake. And then another, until he finally opened his eyes and sat up. 


‘I did it again, didn’t I? Fell asleep before I could make dinner,’ he said. ‘I think it must be this chair that puts me to sleep.’


‘Definitely the chair,’ I said, ‘because it couldn’t have anything to do with working sixteen hours straight.’


Dad would have smiled at that once, but now his expression never wavered from weariness. He just heaved himself out of the chair and padded to the table, like he was a five-year-old, and I was his mother, just waking him from his nap. Where Mom had become nicer, in a weird absent way, Dad had just become a cardboard cut-out of himself. It’s like he hardly existed anymore. Sometimes I felt like doing more than shaking him awake; sometimes I wanted to scream at him, just to see if he would scream back.


It kind of just took too much energy though, so instead I went back in to get myself some soup as well, even though I wasn’t even hungry. And then we ate in silence, like we always do these days. We’d given up on the small talk a while ago.


‘Well, I better get to my homework,’ I said, when my bowl was empty.


Dad didn’t ask why it wasn’t done yet. He didn’t ask where I’d been all evening. For all I knew he hadn’t even noticed I wasn’t there before he collapsed in a heap in his chair. 
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I’m not sure exactly when I decided to make school an optional part of my day. I’m not sure exactly why I made this decision either. If I am totally honest, then I didn’t decide at all. It just started to happen.


Emma started to get sick the same month I started secondary school, but it didn’t really interfere with my life for a while. I wasn’t even around enough to notice. Obviously in a village of 423 there aren’t enough kids to populate a whole secondary school, so I took the bus, with everyone else in Verwood, to Kendal – forty-five minutes away. This is another fantastic thing about living in a backwoods village – donating an hour and a half of your life to sitting on a bus every day for your entire high school life.


So it didn’t matter that Mom and Emma were spending all of their days in Red River, a further half hour away, while doctors tried to figure out what was wrong with her. I mean, I am not a complete callous bitch, of course it mattered that Emma was not well, but it wasn’t like all of a sudden I was the left out child, pining for my mother’s attention or anything. I was in school or on the bus the whole time these appointments were happening – nothing to do with me. Hell, once in a while the appointments even worked out so that Mom could pick me up from school. 


It just happened that things were changing in our family at the same time things were changing for me as a person. It was coincidence, that’s all. I was almost thirteen. I’d say things would have changed even without Em’s diagnosis.


I’m rambling, I know. What I mean is – I didn’t start skipping school because Emma was sick. I wasn’t in some sort of emotional upheaval; it wasn’t a cry for help or anything. I just started to not want to go. Simple.


I guess somewhere in there Grandad got sick too, and even though he wasn’t really sick yet, Mom kind of hinted a lot that it would be nice for me to go up the hill to his house on some of my lunch hours, just to say hello. Sometimes taking a class off before lunch, to get up the courage for an awkward hour with him, seemed like a good idea. Sometimes, taking a class off to recover from an awkward hour with him also seemed like a good idea.


I say all of this because in the early days of missing school I had this ridiculously nice school counsellor try to say that the two things – Emma’s illness and me skipping school – were related.


I guess I’d been leaving school early for a couple of weeks, not every day, but quite a few days, before I got pulled out of my first class. Even the way she came to the door of my English class was nice.


‘You wouldn’t mind if I borrowed Jane for a few minutes, would you Mr Smith?’ she’d asked, after knocking softly and opening the door. And then all of the way down the hall to her sort-of office she had kept turning around and smiling at me, as I trailed behind her, wondering what my punishment was going to be. It had been a bit of a buzz actually. I’d never been in trouble at school in my life before. Could they kick me out?


But she was still smiling when we got to her sort-of office. I say sort-of office, because even though it had her name on the door ‘Eva Hartigan – Counsellor’, like it was an office, inside it was more like she had moved her living room into the school. There was a little couch and a matching chair—all poufy, so you sunk right down when you sat. And it was like the place had been professionally decorated – with accents that were all lime green and that blue that isn’t quite turquoise. I can tell you, that decorating definitely didn’t come out the publically funded budget. Eva had spent her own money on kitting the place out.


Instead of being inviting though, it pretty much screamed ‘desperate to be taken seriously as a professional’. As soon as she opened her mouth I knew why she needed the decor.


‘So, welcome, Jane,’ she started. ‘I want you to feel at home. Do you know why I’ve asked you here?’ Somehow, when she said anything, it seemed like she was reading it from a script.


‘I don’t suppose it’s because I’ve won a prize for ‘Best Hair of the Week’ is it?’ I told you, I was feeling a bit bold, and this woman evoked rebellion. She just kept going though. 


‘So we both know that things have been slipping a little for you, haven’t they, Jane?’ She was still smiling, that kind of smile you save for people you don’t know, but who you really need to like you. Like maybe a dentist that is about to perform dental surgery, while you are asleep, so you definitely want him to like you, so he remembers you are more than just a surgery candidate.


Only I was just a twelve-year-old kid at the time. I should have been afraid of her, not the other way around.


‘Slip sliding away.’ The lyrics to the song had popped into my head, and I hadn’t been able to resist speaking them aloud.


‘Pardon?’


‘Nothing, sorry, never mind.’ It occurred to me, a little too late mind you, that I had better respond to her as if she was in control, even if it wasn’t true.


‘Jane, you’ve had an awful tragedy at home, and it’s perfectly normal to want help, but not know how to ask for it.’


‘Have I had an awful tragedy? I wasn’t aware that anyone had died.’


She went a little red at that.


‘No, no, of course not,’ she said. ‘But I am sure it must be difficult. Your Mom is very busy with your sister, just when you are entering a new period in your life.’


That had struck me as kind of funny – only because I had just started my period that day. Not for the first time of course; it wasn’t that coincidental, but it was still funny. I don’t think I actually laughed, but I definitely smiled. Poor Eva; she didn’t know what to do with that. She kind of sputtered. I think she had been prepared for me to burst into tears. There was even a big box of tissues (one with blue and green swirls adorning it, though not quite the right shade of blue to match the room) in a very prominent place, at the ready.


I tried to help her out then. I don’t exactly like to make people upset, even though sometimes I say things, or react in ways, that does just that. I adopted a more sombre expression, concentrating on feeling sad.


‘It isn’t the most cheerful time in my house.’ I would give her that; there had been this weird tension at home for weeks, with everyone doing exactly what they usually did, only with plastic grins and ending sentences in an inflection that was just a little too high to be natural. ‘But hey, every dancer goes through some injury time, don’t they?’


See, at the time when Emma got diagnosed with cancer, when she finally did, after weeks of tests – nobody told me. Everyone knew except me. Even Emma knew. When I asked what was going on, I got vague answers about the strain of excessive training on young ligaments. But of course I did know. The plastic grins made it pretty obvious that something more was going on.


So I suppose I wanted someone to tell me directly.


But this counsellor was not going there. She was a ‘play-it-safe’ kind of professional, and she had learned her catch phrases well.


‘Sometimes when we suffer an upset, instead of talking about it, we start withdrawing from things, even activities we enjoy.’


‘Uh huh? Like what activities? Flower arranging?’ I couldn’t believe that she wasn’t just going to name it – that I was skipping classes.


That did get her though. She gave a little sigh before saying, ‘Jane, not going to classes is not going to help the situation with your sister. It isn’t going to make you feel better. It’s just avoidance.’


‘Okay.’ There had been nothing else to say. It had felt like we were having two different conversations at the same time, or like she was talking to someone else who wasn’t me. I didn’t see how not going to math class, for an example, because we were going to be learning about quadratic equations say, that didn’t interest me at all, had anything to do with Emma.


‘So you will come to talk to me, instead of just leaving school?’ There had been a hopeful look to her then. Maybe counsellors get paid on commission or something – the more kids they convince to listen to their ‘wisdom’, the more money they make. ‘My door is always open, and you are welcome to just come in to hang about if you want.’


‘Sure, Eva.’ She hadn’t introduced herself; I could have been overstepping the mark by not using her last name, but I wasn’t; she smiled like I had just given her a present.


That was over three years ago and I hadn’t seen Eva in over two of those years. At first I had popped in once in a while. I hadn’t stopped skipping classes, but there isn’t a lot to do in Kendal, and people would kind of look at me suspiciously if I hung around any one store for too long. Then it got cold of course, so having a place to hang out that wasn’t in the snow was a bonus. Plus, she had those really comfortable chairs. She wasn’t even such bad company once she stopped trying to counsel me.


But then, for some reason I just stopped going. I think it was around the time that Grandad got sicker, and probably it was the time when Emma started having to stay in the hospital for weeks instead of days. I’d probably had legitimate reasons to be out of school, checking on Grandad or going to the hospital to see Emma. To be honest, it seems like a long time ago.


I just know she didn’t last the year without being chewed up and spat out by some tougher cases than me. She started to need some of those tissues on her desk after one of the tenth grade boys started spreading a rumour about what she had gotten up to on her sofa with him. And then one day she wasn’t there anymore. And there wasn’t a replacement councillor. So maybe she did use public funds to decorate her office after all, and the money was all gone when they went to hire a new one. 


So now, I get called into the principal’s office every month or so. For a chat. You would not believe it, but I have never so much as gotten a suspension for skipping. I know Mom and Dad have received a few letters, and I think Mom has even managed to go in to talk to the school the odd time, but I’ve never received any real grief.


I guess I keep my head down just enough. I haven’t failed anything yet, put it that way. Teachers have more than me to worry about. I’m getting by.


Besides, with Emma in the hospital so much of the time, I usually have the excuse of not being in school because I could be there with her, which technically, is very feasible. The 1pm bus to Red River is way more direct than the one at 3:30. The one at 3:30 takes nearly forty-five minutes and so I only have about an hour and a half at the hospital before I have to catch the 6 o’clock bus back home on the days that Mom stays overnight with Emma, which seems like all of the time lately.


But the truth is, I don’t take the earlier bus most days. An hour of time at the hospital is almost too much for me to stand. More and more I feel like a stranger when I am there anyway. Emma and Mom seem to have this routine and way of not even talking and yet knowing what the other is thinking. And I am just … there in the corner. Sometimes I sit there not saying or doing anything to see when they will notice. They don’t. 


I sometimes wonder if things would have been different if Emma hadn’t have gotten sick. When we were kids I never thought of Emma as being a friend; she was just my little sister. But now, with her not home most of the time, it feels like I’m missing something. Not exactly a friend, but the potential for a friend. I’m missing closeness that we haven’t had a chance to find.


Mostly though, I think things would have been the same as now. Not the same as in hanging out in the corner of a hospital room, but Mom-and-Emma-being-a-closed-unit kind of the same. Honestly though, as much as I used to complain about everything being about Emma’s dancing, I know she was really good – like professional-potential good, that was heading toward way more than a couple of lessons a week and a recital twice a year. That kind of good that requires everyone else to come second. I never said it, but I was so proud of her that it seemed worth it, being on the outside of that.


But this? This never-ending survival, with no end date? This feels so pointless.
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All of this explanation is to say that even as I was getting on the bus in the morning, I’d decided that it was going to be a two-class day. I divided up my school days into zero-class days, two-class days – where I left at the first break, three-class days – until lunch, and five-class days. Basically, at this point, five-class days were mostly those that ended in a class that didn’t require much from me, or days when either I forgot to leave or where the weather was too bad for me to want to bother going out into it. Any day that I was going to the hospital was never more than a three-class day.


Nobody else seems to know my system though.


‘Hey, stranger,’ Tracey greeted as I slid into the seat beside her. ‘Are you around for lunch?’


Tracey is kind of my best friend. She is getting a bit of a bad deal lately though. She has to ask this every day, even though she doesn’t always get an honest answer, because she is the most loyal person I know. Even though I basically am never there for her when she needs me, she always, always puts me first, which means that if I am around for lunch, she’ll hang out with me; if I’m not, she defaults to her second choice of hanging out with Brenda and Aishling. They don’t want much to do with me since I inadvertently insulted everything they hold dear. It really was not intended; I’d thought we had all been talking tongue-in-cheek. Apparently it was only me that had been.


It was at lunch time. We’d been sitting around nursing our fries, which is what we always bought at Joe’s Café down the road from the school. It was the cheapest thing on the menu, and they would let us in even if we only had enough change between us to buy a couple of baskets.


‘So seriously, what is up with Mr K?’ Aishling had started.


‘Yeah, he went off on a total rant didn’t he?’ Brenda had joined.


Mr K was the principal, and the rant he had gone off on was that almost nobody had signed up for the career day he had arranged for the following Saturday. So he had taken nearly twenty minutes to tell us we were all going to hell in a handbag if we didn’t commit to what we were going to do for the rest of our lives.


‘Give him a bit of a break,’ I’d said, reaching for the dwindling fries before Tracey finished them off. ‘He’s new. Still has city-ideas, like the idea that people should pursue careers.’


Everyone had just blinked at me until I followed with, ‘He has no idea that we all have our sights set on the high paying jobs at The Auburn Lodge.’


‘Exactly!’ Brenda had said.


So that had started it. How could I have known that she was serious? OK, The Auburn is a very nice hotel – very nice if you happened to be one of the V.I.P. guests being helicoptered in for the pleasure of experiencing our ‘rural, rustic charm’, including our garbage-can-destroying bears and lock-picking-racoons. But waiting tables for the rest of my life, panting like a dog waiting for a big tip from some guy who is loaded enough to waste his money coming to our neck of the woods, is not my idea of a career. Apparently it was Brenda’s though, and Aishling’s as well.


‘He doesn’t understand that we cannot possibly leave our boyfriends to attend university in a city eight hours away.’ Again, the nods. ‘If we did, then one of the other bimbos in town might snap him up from under our noses.’ Thinking about it now, I sort of knew I was crossing a line. Brenda and Aishling had very quizzical expressions on their faces, and Brenda was turning her promise ring between her fingers. Tracey was very busy reading the menu, desperate not to catch anyone’s eye.


Here was my signal to stop. But that ring on Brenda’s finger bothered me. What the hell is a promise ring supposed to mean anyway? If I could throw away my entire future for you now I would, but I will have to promise to do it when I am old enough to vote – but barely. Don’t worry, I’ll be all yours before I am nineteen.


So I kept talking, and dug myself a deeper grave.


‘We can’t take the risk. Four years away at university, and it will be someone else living in our dream bungalows, with our increasingly fat and lazy husbands who are slowly killing themselves working in a black hole that keeps them happy with big, fat overtime cheques.’


This was a particularly personal blow to Brenda because, being in the grade above us, she was closer to this reality than the rest of us. She had been boring us for the last six months with constant references to her boyfriend, and the future she imagined. Stan was two years older than Brenda, so he was already working at the mine and saving for the bungalow. It was something Brenda was quite excited about. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Stan and Brenda’s wedding would be the first we’d all attend.


But I honestly didn’t keep talking because I wanted to crush her dream, or somehow insult her. I just desperately wanted someone to agree with me, to wake up and think ‘You’re right, I can’t believe we have all been happy with our stupid, ignorant little lives. We need to get out!’


That is not what happened.


This is what happened, and I didn’t see it coming.


First, there was silence. Not really the stunned kind either. More the building rage kind.


‘So you think you are above us, is that it?’ That was Brenda. I got the point that she was hurt, but I didn’t get the ‘above us’ part.


‘I think I kind of included myself in that group.’


‘No, you didn’t,’ Brenda retorted. ‘You think you are better than us because you have Dell. And just because your Mom is a bigshot lawyer.’


Brenda’s face was bright red. Aishling had crossed her arms. Tracey’s gaze was so far down she was practically looking behind herself.


‘So let me get this straight. I think I’m better than all of you because I have a boyfriend who has every prospect of ending up to be the manager of a gas station for the rest of his life, and I have a mother who has, or should I say had, an office where she spent most of her time playing solitaire because if anyone actually needs a lawyer here, they certainly don’t want it to be their neighbour.’


‘That’s just it, Jane!’ Aishling sat closer to Brenda as she said this, the two of them a wall of opposition against me. ‘You constantly put Verwood down. Just because you aren’t from there.’


‘I’ve lived there since I was six! My mother was born thirty miles away!’


‘That’s not the same.’ Aishling was shaking her head.


‘So I am constantly reminded.’ I had to agree with her there. There had to be some reason why I couldn’t seem to care about a single thing everyone else did.


We’d had fall outs before, but this one had been different. Maybe it was that we didn’t need each other as much anymore. When we’d all gone to elementary school in Verwood there only had been us four so we kind of had to get along. In a village of 423 people, class sizes didn’t leave much choice for friendship. Brenda didn’t even have another girl in her year, so she’d had us by default. And at first we had clung to each other when we moved to high school, with everything new, big and overwhelming.


But now Aishling and Brenda had friends outside of our circle. Aishling had gotten her driver’s licence in the summer, and her mom let her use the car to go to Kendal on the weekends to hang out with her other friends. Brenda, of course, had Stan and his buddies.


They didn’t need to repair things with me. And I had pretty much stopped giving a shit about any of it.


Tracey though, now Tracey was a bit stuck. Aishling and Brenda let her hang around with them when I wasn’t there, but if she dropped off the earth tomorrow I honestly don’t think they’d notice. I’m pretty sure Tracey knew that too. So I really wanted to give a shit about Tracey. At the very least I could ask her if she wanted to skip class with me. Or tell her the truth, that there wasn’t a hope in hell that I would be anywhere near the school by lunchtime.


Instead I said, ‘Sure, Tracey.’


And she linked my arm then and grinned as if I had just handed her a present, while the acidic guilt released in my gut caused the milk from my breakfast to curdle.
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Do you ever feel like you are living your life on a treadmill? You open your eyes in the morning and you know that it’s going to be the exact same day as it was yesterday. Not one thing will have changed. And you know that you should probably just step off the bloody exercise machine, maybe even go over and try out the new stationary bike.


Only, in my case, when I look down, I realise that my treadmill is suspended over this huge chasm, and that even if I make a giant lunge for the bike, I’m probably going to fall into that black hole. I’ll probably just fall forever. It will be the same as now, only darker.


I think, if I can know at all, that when I began not going to classes, it was kind of like jumping into that chasm. I thought, what the hell, it can’t be worse than what is happening now, can it? The first time I just walked out of the door instead of going to class it actually felt fantastic. Like something was finally going to happen.


Only it didn’t. Absolutely nothing happened. Or if it did – it had no impact on my life at all.


The bottom line is – nobody truly cares if I am there or not. Mom and Dad don’t have the time or the energy to really care. And in the grand scheme of things, what is more to worry about, a daughter trying not to die, or one not doing so well in school? We all know what trumps that. So, the school is hardly going to care are they? Who is ‘the school’ anyway? I learned through Eva’s departure that nobody was necessarily going to be there long.


It’s weird though. Now that I can basically be at school whenever I want, or leave whenever I don’t want to be there – it’s turned into a different kind of pressure. It’s up to me to decide every day whether I go or not. You’d be surprised how much effort that is. Some mornings I miss the time when I woke up whining that I really wanted to stay home, only to have Mom clap me on the back of the head and tell me that, ‘no Hamilton member stayed away from work or school for something as lame as a cold’. I haven’t heard that one in a couple of years now. Emma sure put a spanner in that mantra! If she had planned it, I would have congratulated her on her coup.


English was not such a bad first period to have though, especially when we were in the middle of a novel study, which we were. Ms Foster was really into her literature, and she tended to ramble on a bit when she was excited about a book. She liked the sound of her own voice and she could fill up half of the time with reading aloud to us. All the less reading to do at home.


Second period was maths, and even though I didn’t love it, I had my rule – zero, two, three or five class days. So I went to maths.


Third period was family studies though, and sure, it was an easy class, but we were doing some sort of project where we had to work in groups. I’d missed too many classes to really follow it; something about planning and budgeting for a household. My group were all terribly keen and taking the project to a whole new level, with elaborate plans of ‘our house’ and how they were going to decorate it for free. 


When I did go to the class, they all kind of sighed, so it was better not to go at all. I couldn’t even pretend to be excited about decorating some virtual house, and even though I know they all resented that I was going to end up sharing their good grade, while doing absolutely nothing to contribute, I also knew they were happier if I wasn’t there to remind them of that fact.


So I walked into town instead, which has its own pitfalls. What is it about those of us between the ages of thirteen and seventeen that threatens the retail industry so much? I haven’t been able to walk into a store for more than two years without feeling like I should hold my hands in the air just so there’s no question about my shoplifting intentions. And I mean really, in a town the size of Kendal, am I honestly going to try to fleece people? I’m not stupid. In the winter, when all of the tourists have left, there can’t be more than ten customers a day. Ten customers, minus three who are relatives, three who are Grannies, equals a one in four chance that I would be blamed for any discrepancy in stock at the end of the day. No way would I chance it, even if I felt like lifting something, which I generally do not.


All I am looking for in town is somewhere to get out of the weather once in a while. Did I mention that it’s November and absolutely freezing? There hasn’t been any snow, but that is only because it’s too bloody cold to snow. So it isn’t even pretty and cold. Just cold. 


What I usually do when the temperature reaches the requiring-mittens-to-avoid-losing-fingers-to-frostbite stage is to do some intense browsing, for very short periods of time, in as many stores as it takes to eat up the time I have to kill. Twenty stores, or there-about, at ten minutes per store, equals two hundred minutes at a push. I can tell you what is in any store in town. I could open a business as a personal shopper in a snap.


Only I hate shopping. I never buy anything. Not that I could even if I wanted to. I believe it’s about nineteen months since Mom and Dad completely stopped supplying me with regular, predictable chore money. You know, the kind you can count on every Saturday, even if it’s only a few bob? I’m not sure if the chore money stopped because (a) I stopped doing chores at all or (b) they could no longer afford it with Mom not working at all now or (c) which is most likely – they stopped remembering that they wanted to teach their daughters ‘the value of money’ and ‘how to manage your own finances’.


We used to have lengthy discussions about this sort of thing. If I remember correctly, most of the conversations went along the line of Emma smiling sweetly, and me arguing every point Mom and Dad said. Something like:


‘Dad, can I have some money to buy Tracey a present for her birthday?’


‘That really isn’t my expense, Jane. That’s what your chore money is for,’ Dad replied.


‘But her birthday party is on Friday, and I don’t get my chore money until Saturday,’ I protested.


‘Again, not my fault. You need to plan for these things. You mean you don’t have one cent saved?’ He knew the answer to that was no, of course.


‘I have seventy-nine dollars,’ Emma had quipped from her corner of the breakfast table.


‘Well good for you, Miss Saver-of-the-Year.’ Emma had a way of saying the worst things at the worst time. To be fair, she didn’t mean to make me look bad; she just instinctively could not pass up an opportunity to look good, and by comparison, I always provided the perfect backdrop for that.


‘Jane, there’s no need for snarkiness here.’


‘Well, it’s super easy to not spend any money when you spend every day in some sort of rehearsal – which is totally paid for by your parents I might add. Whereas myself, I have a social life and it takes money to have one of those.’


I’d had a social life. I guess I didn’t need money anymore without one. It was just one more thing that I couldn’t seem to care about anymore. It all seemed too monotonous to care about. The conversations never went anywhere. It was the same thing over and over. Talk about who was with who, who wanted to be with who, what so and so had done at the last party, what shoes were so cool, what band was so cool. I kind of hated everyone, except maybe Dell, but then it’s difficult to hate someone who generally doesn’t talk.


Everything that came out of anyone’s mouth anymore seemed utterly meaningless. I watched their mouths move. The words came out with not one bit of effort. Their expressions flickered, bright sparks that came and went; they cared about what they said, how they felt. Those words started out vibrant and light, but by the time they got to my ears, they were flat and heavy. I had a difficult time believing that the person uttering them even believed them. Could people really be as happy as they seemed? Really?


I longed to feel that happiness. I wanted to believe them, to feel what they seemed to. I just couldn’t.


That’s another reason, maybe, that I had a hard time staying in school for too many hours at a time. All of that bubbly joy sticking to me as I passed people in the halls made me start to feel kind of itchy. An itch that I couldn’t find to scratch. If I didn’t get away from it I felt I might end up in a corner screaming. That couldn’t be good.
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So here I was walking the streets of the big town of Kendal again, reading the sandwich boards outside shops, as if there would be something new written on them, as if I were doing a little early Christmas shopping. Some of the signs were already flat on their faces, blown over by the gusts of wind that punched down the street every once in a while. I stopped to put the sports shop sign right, but the next one – for the novelty shop – I left because my mittens were at home instead of in my jacket pocket where they should be, and my fingers were already losing feeling. Besides, the sports shop sign had hit the ground again with a thud as soon as I walked away from it.


I was having a harder time deciding which shop I could go into for a few minutes because there were hardly any people around. It was difficult to appear inconspicuous when you were the only one in a store. I was just walking past ‘the granola café’, as it was nicknamed, when the door slammed open. Bad timing; it had just been hit by a gust. The guy coming through the door couldn’t do much about it because he had his own sandwich board in his hands – and I seemed to be exactly in the spot he wanted to put it.


‘Hmmm.’ He put the sign down, and instead of closing the door like a normal human being would, he just stood there looking at me. Like I was a painting or something. In the wind, with his heavy wooden sign leaning on him, with the door still wide open. I wondered what he was even doing holding that sign instead of being in school. Unless he looked young for his age. Maybe it was the spelt bread that those types had to eat.


It wasn’t like the street was crowded and I could just carry on. This guy was STARING at me, and you know when someone does something weird and you think that you need to do something, respond in some way, but your brain hasn’t figured out what the correct response is? It was like that.


Finally, after tons of seconds went by and he was still staring at me, my brain came up with that response. It wasn’t perhaps the cleverest of responses mind you.


‘And?’ I said.


‘I didn’t know the universe would respond so promptly.’


‘Excuse me?’ The picture was getting clearer. This guy was obviously off-his-rocker stoned. A little early for it, but he fit the profile alright. Kind of. Not really. Well, he was outside of the right shop anyway.


Let me explain about where I live. There are two kinds of people: you are either ‘an earth ravager’ or you are ‘an earth saver’. That sounds kind of extreme, and it is. You also can’t really do much about which camp you are in if you are under the age of say eighteen. It all depends on what your parents do. If you are a logging or a mining family, then you are ‘an earth ravager’. Too bad for you if you are interested in saving the rain forest. If, on the other hand, you had the weird luck of being born into one of the communes (probably literally there, in a pond, with a whale sound track in the background) then you are ‘an earth saver’. Again, if you fancy getting yourself a souped-up car, and a nice house, paid for by a fat mine paycheque, well you better not voice that goal to your family. Now I’m not saying that I am a climate-change denying, death-to-the-left-wing fanatics because my dad happens to work for the mine. I’m not. I’m actually pretty anti-corporation of any kind. Maybe Brenda is right, and I haven’t embraced my ‘earth ravaging’ community values because my dad isn’t your typical miner. He’s actually an artist-turned-miner to pay the bills.


Somehow I highly doubt there’s a whole lot of difference between the two camps though. We are all stuck in this shithole. The hippies are stuck because most of them are descended from draft dodgers – a bunch of Americans who avoided getting sent to some war – by hiding out in Canada instead; maybe they can’t even get passports! The loggers and miners are stuck because, let’s be honest, have you ever talked to a logger who suddenly changed career and became, say, a teacher, who could get a job anywhere they wanted? Not going to happen.


And us kids? We just don’t meet anyone from the other camp. Really, really we don’t. There’s even the hippie school for the hippies. I think they do a lot of baking and making bad clay coffee cups. At least that’s what I know of the school from the spring market. Our school sells raffle tickets for all of the consumer goods donated by business. You get the picture.


The guy standing in front of me was obviously from the baking/pottery side of things. He literally had the sign in front of him stating it: ‘From the Good Earth’, which was the name of the café. Plus, he had on one of those Guatemalan stripy shirts, with a pair of Birkenstock sandals, in November.


But instead of the usual dreadlocks or stringy ponytail, he had massive hair. Massive, disco-seventies, afro hair. It just didn’t match his outfit. Although, what did I know? I mean, it’s not like there are very many people who are black around Kendal at all. But then I remembered the picture of Bob Marley, and of course, of all hippies, one who is black should have dreadlocks.


As interesting as all of this was, in a rather uncomfortable sort of way, I was beginning to freeze. And this weirdo just stood there. But then another gust of wind nearly took the sign sideways out of his hands and woke him up.


‘You need to come inside,’ he said, propping the sign up against the brick wall, where it was obviously going to fall with the next gust.


‘I don’t need to do anything,’ I protested, but he had already linked my elbow with his and was pulling me in the door.


‘Yes you do. You just don’t know it yet.’


Who did this guy think he was? Cocky, arrogant fucker. Besides, all I had in my pocket was a few small coins. I couldn’t even buy a hot chocolate – if there were such a thing here. It was probably hot carob at twice the price.


‘Here.’ He had guided me over to a table covered in books and binders. He even had to clear a pile off one chair so that he had a place to put me. And then he didn’t so much offer me the chair as push me into it. I may have been more concerned about practically being kidnapped except that it wasn’t just us in the café. There was a woman behind the counter who didn’t seem fazed by our windy entrance; she was flipping through a newspaper and barely glanced up.


‘You might close the door behind you, Farley,’ she said, turning another page. This he did, before sitting opposite to me, grinning widely.


‘She can’t be serious. Your name isn’t really Farley, is it?’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘As in Farley Mowatt? The guy who wrote all of those books about owls and wolves that they made us read in elementary?’


‘Obviously without the Mowatt,’ he said, still grinning. ‘You didn’t think he was the only Farley in the world did you?’


‘It’s not something I spend a lot of time contemplating, Farley.’ Extra emphasis on the Farley. Usually I try to temper my sarcasm, especially after the debacle with Brenda and Aishling, but this guy seemed to invite it.


‘So, what do you spend time contemplating?’ As if we knew each other; as if, naturally, I wanted to share that with him.


‘Well, Farley, I was contemplating leaving now.’


‘Can’t,’ he stated. ‘You’re meant to be here.’


‘What, did the stars tell you this?’ I didn’t seem to be able to rattle Farley. And it didn’t seem like this was any strange pick-up scenario. I wasn’t sure what it was.


‘Not strictly speaking the stars, but I suppose they are a part of it.’ He wouldn’t stop grinning like a bloody Cheshire cat.


‘Sorry to disappoint you, Farley, but I think you have hooked yourself to the wrong star.’ It was just about time to leave I thought, before he started trying to sell me some kind of hippie book that was somehow going to transform my life. Fat chance of that happening.


‘No, serendipity tells me I haven’t.’


‘And what is that supposed to mean?’


‘I was just saying to Kaitlin – that’s Kaitlin by the way.’ He pointed to the woman behind the counter, who gave a wave, without looking up from her magazine. ‘I was just saying that the weather today reminded me of the opening scene in Mary Poppins, where the wind is blowing and you know someone magical is going to come along. And then you did.’


‘Farley, it’s not even noon. There’s a whole day for this “someone magical” to actually come along – if you think that is going to make your day.’ I didn’t even know this guy, but somehow his optimism bothered me.


‘Oh, you’ve already made my day.’


‘Good. Then I can go now.’ I stood up.


‘So what is your name?’ Farley asked, as I slung my backpack over my shoulder and prepared to go back into the wind.


‘You mean the stars didn’t tell you that?’


‘Nope.’ That infuriating grin did not waver.


‘It’s Jane. Plain Jane. No magic here.’ And strangely, saying that made my eyes prickle, which made me feel not just annoyed, but angry. I didn’t need some weirdo who wouldn’t stop smiling to tell me there was some sort of destiny at work in his life. He was pretty stupid if he thought there was, and he could go off and believe what he liked – but he’d have to find another random stranger to pretend with.


I stomped to the door, turning just long enough to say, ‘See. Quite capable of leaving.’


‘For now,’ and he waved as I slammed the door shut.
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As soon as I was out of the door, I wanted to be back in, which was weird because I was still angry. Maybe feeling anger was better than feeling nothing.


Now, with the anger fading, all I was feeling was cold. And I still had to waste a couple of hours. A woman across the road got out of her car, racing the wind to the convenience store, so I headed there. At least I wouldn’t be the only one in there. Maybe I could get away with looking through magazines, pretending I gave a shit about whoever the current celebrity divorcing some other celebrity was.


It wasn’t until I was just about to follow the woman in that I remembered that I didn’t like coming in this shop. The little bell that tinkled when she opened the door reminded me of the times I used to stop here to pick up the newspaper for Grandad. He had read a ton of them, but whichever one I had bought him, using my own money usually, it had somehow always been the wrong one. ‘Nothing but gossip. Left-wing rhetoric. It’s not Sunday – The Globe saves all the best articles for then.’ Even stepping in the door made me feel like


I was going to disappoint him, though it was too late for that. It was too cold to indulge my avoidance of Grandad memories by walking out though, so I pushed those thoughts away, and concentrated on doing my best casual saunter instead. So much for picking a store that had more than me as the potential customer though. The woman I’d followed in didn’t look like she was going to take her time. She went straight to the dairy fridge and then headed to the counter with her milk.


I positioned myself to be ignored, keeping most of me between the magazine shelf and the shelf lined with pasta sauces, out of the line of sight of the man at the till.


‘It’s a cold one,’ he said as he rang up the woman’s milk.


‘It can blow all it wants as long as the snow stays away,’ I heard her say. ‘You can keep the change. Where’s your jar for that little girl in Verwood?’ 


‘Here, put it in the SPCA box. The jar is full and nobody has stopped by to empty it in a while. I was thinking maybe she didn’t make it, poor thing. Haven’t heard anything for ages.’


‘If it was one of my kids, I don’t know how I’d go on at all. They say it’s the worst thing that can happen, losing a child.’


The page in the magazine I was trying to read went out of focus I was staring at it so hard. It felt like I couldn’t move, like I wasn’t in control of my body. I wanted to feel upset, or angry, but I didn’t. Not even five minutes ago I had been irate at a guy I didn’t even know, but now I felt nothing about someone talking about my sister as if she were dead.


This was the worst bit, that sometimes I felt like I should feel something more about the whole thing with Emma, but mostly I couldn’t. There was just this numb sort of hole where there used to be a confusion of love and resentment and pride and all those sorts of sister-emotions. Now, when that hole filled up with anything, it was always with pure toxic feelings – like dread, or fear.


I may have continued to just stand there, searching for a feeling, but as soon as the woman left, the man called to me.


‘Can I help you with anything?’


Putting the magazine down, I walked to the counter, hoping I had enough in my pocket to buy something – anything. I found the chips Emma likes on the rack and put them on the counter before fishing in my pocket for change. 


‘She’s still kicking it,’ I said.


‘Sorry?’


‘Emma. Her name is Emma, and she is still alive.’


‘Oh, that’s good news indeed. She is such a sweet little thing; I hope she beats this bastard cancer.’


‘Oh, don’t you worry. There’s sure to be another tragic case coming up soon for everyone to gossip about.’ I slid the change onto the counter. I was pretty sure it wasn’t enough, but he didn’t even check it before putting it in the till.


‘Oh, well…’ he stumbled on the words, but I saved him the effort by leaving before he could think of something appropriate to say to me. I knew how it was. The concept of tragedy is so much more pleasant than the actual reality of it.
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Sometimes I use the time on the bus to do a little homework. I guess spending so much time on a bus is my saving grace; it’s what has made it possible for me to maintain my current status, a solid C average, while attending so few classes. Maybe that just speaks to our poor educational system – that I can be nearly absent for three years and still get by.


Mostly though, I open a book and leave it there on my lap while I lean my head against the window pane instead. The scenes passing are pretty familiar at this point. Trees, trees, trees, a house, trees, trees, a little farm, trees, a glimpse of a deer.


There are little stories if you notice the details though. At one house – a big white dog and a woman throwing sticks for it on nice days has given way to tricycles and plastic peddle cars, the dog only seen as a blur of white fur behind the fence now. At another – a ramp connecting the front door to the drive appeared over a week of construction. I’ve seen the old man living there pushing his wife down that ramp more than once since. The bus never slows enough for me to see their expressions, but I make them up in doodles I add to the margins of my copy books. Sometimes both are very sad. In others her expression is vacant and mindless, his determination etched in every deep line marching across his face.


I doodle roads that lead from dark pine forests to wide open, manicured parks with fountains and lakes where little boys sail toy boats. I doodle monsters with open mouths that swallow houses and cars. Mostly people though. Mostly faces with a million different expressions.


I don’t know when these doodles started. I don’t remember drawing when I was younger. Not that I would call what I do now drawing. It’s just this mindless place I go to, that results in bits of pictures and patterns. Sometimes I cover them with criss-crossed lines of obscurity when they’re done. Occasionally I like the scribbles though and so I tear the pages out and stuff them in the back pocket of my backpack, behind my laptop. I don’t know why. I’m never going to take them out again. The bag is beginning to bulge with the crumpled papers.
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You would think that I would feel comfortable in the hospital by now. I’ve spent a good chunk of my memorable teen years there. I don’t though. Every single time I get off the bus and start to walk toward it my body begins to tense. It doesn’t help that the hospital is the most imposing building in the whole town. It isn’t exactly like there are any other tall buildings in town – so the four stories and one block of space it takes up make it kind of stand out. It’s the way it seems to stare me down as I walk toward it, leaning toward me the closer I get, almost like it disapproves of me and would like to swallow me up like a pile of bricks, that makes me feel on edge.


I don’t let it beat me though. I can’t. I’ve a little sister inside, and I won’t let the hospital keep her.


Emma, however, seems completely oblivious to being in the belly of a monster. She is perfectly at home, even when the drugs are stealing every bit of colour from her body or turning her insides out. Which wasn’t the case today, thank god. 


Today Emma was smiling. And the bloody DVD player was firmly shut. It was a good day.


‘What’s up, Ems?’ I greeted, throwing her the bag of ketchup chips I still had in my pocket. For some reason, ketchup chips are the one thing she can always eat, no matter how sick she is. ‘What has your frown turned upside down?’


That was from this picture book Mom used to read to us when we were little. It had all of these cartoons where the picture changed completely if you turned the book the other way around. That part was pretty cool, but we both used to hate the stupid story that went with it. It wasn’t even a story; it was some unimaginative adult’s idea of teaching kids about emotions. At some point lines from that book had become a code for how we know how each other is feeling. Me and Emma need that kind of system. We don’t do emotional stuff well.


‘A break from the Adriamycin,’ she declared, like I knew what that meant. Emma and Mom speak ‘cancereze’ fluently. Dad, he gets by, asking for a bit of translation every now and then. Me? I am a definite foreigner. Nobody ever offered to teach me, but I never volunteered myself for lessons either. The problem is, so many conversations in the hospital are conducted in this foreign language. It’s better when Emma is at home; everyone starts to speak English again. I’ve given up counting on those spells to last, though – they never do.


‘Is that a good thing?’ I wasn’t entirely being sarcastic. In my limited, foreign understanding, the times when Emma was most sick, were the times just before she started to get better. ‘I thought you were down for another week of that?’


‘Yep. I was.’


‘So, what, they just decided the puking was a sign to stop?’ It had never been a sign before. In my estimation, the goal had always been to kill off every bit of Emma, before bringing her back from the brink.


‘I don’t know.’ Emma shrugged, but the space between where her eyebrows should have been gave her worry away. Since she was little, when she was scared or unsure, Emma’s eyebrows would come so close together it would look like she had a uni-brow. It used to happen to her all of the time on the way to dance performances. I’d glance over at her, in the back seat beside me, where she would be sitting, completely still, giving nothing of her nervousness away besides her eyebrow thing. It wasn’t so obvious now that she had lost her dark brown eyebrows.


‘But it is a good thing,’ I stated, even though we both knew it probably wasn’t. When plans changed, it always meant something was wrong. Emma would follow my lead though. Mostly it’s as if Emma has never moved past being ten. She still believes anything I tell her. ‘Any day I can play Monopoly with you instead of holding a puke container is a good day.’


Sure enough, she smiled again and I got the board out of the cupboard. Emma loves Monopoly, even though she almost always loses. Sometimes I hate that she is so easy to please. It makes me so difficult by comparison. I’d always sort of hoped she’d grow into a rebellious teen. It happens doesn’t it? The nicest, most compliant kids decide one day that they have had enough of that and suddenly they’re the ones having house wrecker parties and doing community time for shop lifting.


Instead, she got to be a perpetual child and I had to keep being the rebellious one for both of us. And it wasn’t even fun anymore. How do you rebel when nobody cares? How do you rebel when you no longer care yourself?


We just had the board set up when a doctor came in. That always happens. I don’t know how Emma even manages to have a pee some days without being interrupted. Mostly it’s the nurses at random times though; doctors tend to keep to the schedule of morning rounds.


‘Thought I’d check on you before I put my head down for a while,’ he said. His bright blue scrubs labelled him as an intern. Not that anyone would mistake him for anything more qualified anyway. He looked like he was about twelve. A cute twelve, but still twelve, and unlikely to know anything about treating a case as complicated as my sister’s.


‘Hi, I’m Dr Jonathan,’ he introduced himself to me, sticking out his hand for a handshake. I didn’t take it.


‘Do they not let you blue-coats use your last names?’ 


‘Um, no. There aren’t any rules to it.’ I’d thrown him, but he recovered. ‘The coats and the gear are enough to make lots of kids scared, without dealing with a surname as well.’


‘Which is?’ I persisted.


‘Does it matter?’


‘Most definitely.’ I couldn’t let it go now.


‘Ballerini. It’s Italian.’


Emma and I both started to laugh. How perfect was that?


‘And there is that,’ he sighed, smiling though. ‘Kind of difficult to be taken seriously once the name is out there.’


‘That’s not true,’ Emma said. ‘This doctor knows his stuff, Jane. He was the only one who knew exactly what to do for my rash. I just had to put some garlic on it.’ She held up her arm, showing me her elbows that had been red and raw for weeks, but that now looked considerably better.


‘Technically it’s the ajoene in garlic that helps,’ Dr Jonathan said, before putting his finger to his mouth. ‘Shhh. Herbal remedies are not exactly popular around here. They’re practically contraband for us blue-coats.’


‘But it worked,’ Emma protested.


‘Working, and being funded by the pharmaceuticals is an entirely different thing,’ he said.


‘Thanks for checking me. I’m a ton better.’ She was. I knew it from the way I felt like giving her a shove for her sickening sweetness.


By the time Mom came back I had three complete sets of property, and Emma had a lot of different properties that were going to earn her nothing. Mom immediately picked up Emma’s chart, even though she had only been gone less than an hour and could have asked us if someone had been around.


‘Mom, there are nurses employed for that you know,’ I said. ‘It’s kind of why Emma is here.’


‘It’s an agency nurse today,’ she said absently. She looked wrecked.


‘Listen, I could stay here tonight. You could go home.’ I wasn’t sure if I hoped she would accept or reject my offer. I pretty much knew what the response would be though.


‘I can stay by myself,’ Emma said.


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ She meant that for both of us. She had taken on Emma’s illness with the same stubborn obsessiveness she previously had for her law business. We all knew there was not a chance she would let me take her place or let Emma stay on her own at this stage in Emma’s treatment. Especially if it wasn’t one of the regular nurses on.


I don’t know why, but for once I wanted to ask Mom to come home, to leave Emma for one night and to come home. Maybe it was the weird morning that had jogged my brain out of autopilot, where I no longer hoped for anything to change. Was one trip home, just her and me in the car, too much to ask for?


Now that I had thought it, I wanted that, even though it couldn’t happen. I wanted her to ask me about my day, and I could tell her about the disco-haired boy – only changing the context of how I had met him of course, to avoid questions of why I was wandering the streets of Kendal. I wanted her to confide in me, to tell me why Emma was off the drug that was the one that was going to work this time.
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