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Chapter 1
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Candace’s leg jiggled irritably as she sat in the still, staid air of the waiting room. Spring time had come early and the bright sun sent beams of light piercing through the dusty windows sitting high up on the walls. Dust motes swam lazily through the shafts of light. She didn’t know why she was here. She wished she’d never listened to those fucking friends of hers. She wished she’d left immediately when they’d gotten into a conversation about the support systems the college could offer. She wished she’d never agreed to their suggestion to see the college psychologist - Dr. Lovelace.

Truth was, Candace was angry all the time these days. Something about the college experience profoundly irritated her - she couldn’t quite decide what it was: the busy, loud environment; the cliques; the professors who seemed disinterested in her interests;t the way she’d gone from being a big deal in her high school to being a nothing here.

Coming from her small-town high school to college had been quite the shock. Her hometown of Homerton was small and cozy and filled with people who respected her. In college, she quickly realized she wasn’t considered one of them. She was just another person in the massive, varied sea of students and outcasts. And she hated it.

She’d been the outspoken one in high school. The political one. The slogans and marches. The protests and donation drives. Candace had done it all, fuelled by the deep sense of injustice she felt when she looked at the world.

People were just being used by cruel indifferent forces. Someone had to stand up and make their voice heard. Someone had to make a difference.

And at Homerton High School, that had been Candace.

She had become a fixture in the school, always with a slogan or a crudely drawn sign pointing out an injustice or a cause. With her hair loosely tied back in a messy bun, in baggy jeans and a faded t-shirt, she had never stood out for her beauty or her looks, she hadn’t needed to. She stood out for her passion, her beliefs, and her fire.

In college, though, it was different. The huge numbers of people that seemed to just filter through the main hall each day dwarfed Homerton’s by orders of magnitude. When Candace first arrived, she rubbed hands together - so many people to persuade. So many people to help others.

But rather than having an impact, Candace just became another face in the crowd. Relief for refugees? Sure, four groups meet up regularly. Solidarity for prisoners? Monday, and Thursday nights in the meeting room just off the atrium. Letter writing campaigns? Pick your poison: congressional, international, or local. Candace couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed. So many people involved. So many causes. So many groups.

And no space for Candace to shine.

With depressing predictability, Candace began to zone out, and drift away from college life. She thought about the last three months: where had they gone? Vanished in a haze of lethargy and idleness.

It had been around the third month of her detachment when her friends came to her, their faces full of concern. Amid the chaos of her bedroom, the litter, and the discarded pizza boxes, the three of them sat. Louisa, James, and Christine. Two dorks and a god-botherer. Candace lay in her bed, fury coursing through her veins.

“Candace, have you noticed anything off?” asked Louisa, her dark auburn hair braided in small loops down her back. “You’ve barely talked in the last couple of weeks. You haven’t participated in any of the meetings, and in the past couple of weeks you’ve barely showed up for class.”

“No. What do you mean?” Candace asked with a sigh. “I’ve been busy.”

“Sure you have.” Louisa and James glanced at each other. Candace’s anger flared.

“What is it to you, Louisa?”

“We just want to know if you’re ok. If there’s anything we can do.”

“You’re so freaking smart, Louisa, why don’t you put that big brain to work and figure it out.” Candace turned away from her friend’s plain face, her features a mask of concern, and faced the wall. She wished they would just fuck off and leave her be.

“That’s not very nice, Candace,” James spoke, his voice barely above a whisper, as usual.

Candace whipped around again.

“Oh, look! He speaks! Found time to get your head out of a book to judge me, have you?”

James’ eyes sank towards the ground, his slim figure shrinking back into himself as he began to withdraw himself again. For a moment, Candace felt a pang of shame. James was OK. He was shy, that was all. Shy and nervous. She should have known that he would wilt in the light of her fury. She crossed her arms and considered reaching out, taking those words back.

No.

She stuck her bottom lip out and turned to Christine.

“Well?” She turned to the blonde-haired girl, staring daggers. She’d never really got on with Christine. Too goody-two-shoes. Too nice. Too sugary-sweet.

“Look, honey,” Christine gave Candace a dazzling white smile. “I’ve arranged an appointment for you with Dr. Lovelace. She’s got a good rep. You need the help. Please. That’s all we’re asking.”

“...yeah,” James whispered. A hearty endorsement.

Candace said nothing and simply stared at the trio.

Eventually, Christine stood.

“I’ve written down the time and the place for you. Do try and go. It’ll be life-changing, I’m sure.”

The three friends left. They left Candace staring sullenly into space. Staring sullenly at the appointment card that Christine had left on the coffee table amid empty cans and half-eaten pizza.

As the door clicked behind the trio, she swept the coffee table clear and stood, emotions raging through her chest, her face working silently.

Then she bent and picked up the appointment card.
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Chapter 2
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The air in the waiting room was thick and soporific. Cloying. And lifeless. The dry tick of a clock was the only sound Candace could hear. She tapped her foot against the dusty stone tiles of the floor. It was strange for the counselor’s office to be here, in the rarified air of the oldest building on campus. So strange for Candace to have to travel through the archways and past so many buttresses to get here. Being so located did have its perks - the quiet. The silence. The hushed atmosphere.
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