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      I’d been almost too afraid to leave home my first year of college, even though it was a necessity given I’d chosen a college in another state. I lived in New Orleans and the one I’d chosen was in Raleigh, North Carolina. Being alone didn’t scare me. Rather, I relished the idea of it, especially after the way my family had broken apart. And Raleigh was a necessity for another reason: it was the place where I could qualify in my chosen field of veterinary science. It was the best place for me to move to.

      What I feared was what would become of my mother.

      After all, once I left, what would she have? A mediocre job running the front office at the local elementary school in the pleasant suburb of Belle Chasse? An event planning business that was barely limping along? An empty house filled with plenty of reminders of the full life she’d once lived when I was back at home, and so was my father?

      She’d already lost him, and her best friend.

      They’d hooked up the first time Mom left town to take me on a college tour. Naturally, I felt responsible. So how could I abandon my mother after everything she’d done for me throughout the years? I was an only child and Mom, Dad and I were the tight three.

      Before he was unfaithful to her with her best friend.

      So there was my dilemma: I wanted little to do with my father, yet I wanted to support my mother. Most importantly, I needed to find myself. I was on the brink of adulthood and I had to find out what life had in store for me. And as well as that, I needed to get my education. I guess I could’ve got it back at home in New Orleans, if I forgot about vet science, but like most young people, I wanted to test my wings and do exactly what I wanted to do.

      So I’d gone to college, but visited home as often as I could in the first two years I was away. Sometimes when I went back to New Orleans, Mom and I stayed around home. Sometimes we went on short road trips like the last one we had together when we went to the lake. That one didn’t end well, as my Grandma Delaney had broken her ankle and I had to take her back to New Orleans, effectively cutting the time with my mom short. But she had handled it well, and I’d gone to spend her birthday, the day of the summer solstice, with her at the lake, before heading back to take care of grandma before grandpa came home from his annual hunting trip.

      Then I’d come back to college, ready for my third year. This one was going to be pivotal academically, and it was against this backdrop that I—the people pleaser—was in the dorm late one night while everyone else was out partying. I was so good I was boring, although my mother didn’t believe it when I told her that. Why would my mother believe me? She thought I was perfect. But it was true: I was so straight-laced, I made nuns seem like strippers.

      “Don’t be boring, Kenna. Come out to the party with me. Everyone will be there,” Adele, my room mate begged me, but I shook my head.

      “No. I can’t. I have to pass my exams and do well. Otherwise, what was the point of having left New Orleans to come to college here?” It had cost my parents a lot of money for me to come to Raleigh, and while I didn’t care how much my dad was shelling out, I certainly was concerned about my mother’s finances. She didn’t earn much even though she worked two jobs. Fortunately, she’d gotten the house—which was mortgage free—when her divorce was finalized the year before.

      “Please,” Adele begged.

      “I can’t. I have an important test coming up and unlike you, I’m not a natural at studying.”

      I didn’t add that I needed to work really hard to keep up my grades and while I was sorry to miss out on the party, I knew there’d be other ones coming up. There was always something going on at college and I loved that. I never second-guessed my decision to come to North Carolina and the idea of going back to New Orleans at the end of the year left me with mixed emotions. Sure, New Orleans was home, and I missed some of my old friends there, and of course, Mom. But in Raleigh, I forgot about the fact that my family had become irreparably fractured. If I had any lingering hopes that my mom and dad might get back together, those hopes had died when Lola, my mom’s ex-best friend, had given birth to Dad’s baby boy. I didn’t exactly think of the baby as being my brother, although my mother said she hoped in time I’d accept him.

      After Adele left to go to the party, I sat at the small desk in the corner of the room and turned on the light, which cast a soft glow over my textbooks. I started reading, happily pulled into the subject at hand. While originally I wanted to be a doctor, my grades hadn’t been good enough and now I was glad it had worked out that way. Veterinary science was a better choice for me because I loved animals. The greatest disappointment of my childhood was that my father had never let me have a pet. When I got back to New Orleans permanently, one of the first things I’d do would be to ask my mom if I could have a cat or a dog.

      I was relieved that Adele had let left me to study alone. I was making good progress, and I didn’t suffer from fear of missing out, like many girls did. Anyway, Adele would let me know all the gossip when she got back.

      I put my head down again and quickly became immersed in the textbook. Next time I looked up and glanced at my phone, three hours had gone past. It was time for me to pack up my books and get into bed. But I hesitated: it was likely if I did that I’d fall asleep and then Adele would come crashing back in and wake me up. She liked to tell me all the gossip when she returned from a night out.

      That’s when I got the call. I picked my phone up, and at first I couldn’t tell who it was because of the giggling at the other end of the line.

      “Is that you, Adele?” I asked.

      Another giggle.

      “You sound totally inebriated,” I told her with a sigh. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

      She hiccuped. “I’ll tell you on the way home.”

      What did she mean on the way home? But it only took a second for her to tell me.

      “Babe, can you come and get me?”

      “What? Why can’t your friend bring you home?”

      Adele giggled again. I imagined her shaking her long red hair and it flying all across her face, the way it always did when she laughed. “She’s not coming home. She’s hooked up with John.”

      It sounded like there was a ton of gossip and I was keen to hear it. I was never right in the thick of things, always standing back a little because I was shy, but I liked to live vicariously through the eyes of my roommate.

      “Okay, I’ll come and get you. Where are your car keys?”

      I grabbed the keys from her hiding place, picked up my purse, and then locked the door to our room. Then I drove through the dark, clear night to pick up Adele.

      I parked outside the house where the frat party was in full swing. Music was blaring, all the lights in the house were on, but Adele wasn’t waiting on the sidewalk as she told me she would be. With the sigh, I turned the car off, locked the door and walked up the path. People were spilling from the house to the front yard, high on drugs and booze. There were kissing couples, and several people passed out on the front lawn.

      But where was Adele? With a sigh, I walked into the house.

      Inside, the smell of booze permeated the air, and the floor was sticky under my soles. Loud music pounded and a few people danced in the centre of the room, or rather swayed to the beat of the music. I still couldn’t see Adele, so I walked through the room and one or two people greeted me by name.

      “Hi, Kenna.”

      “Come and have a drink with us.”

      “Have you only just got here?”

      I nodded and smiled in return. It was nice that people acknowledged I was there, but I didn’t regret not going. I was sensible and had done the right thing by staying back at the dorm and studying for my exams, but that didn’t stop me from loving college life. Maybe it wouldn’t be too long before I started enjoying college life to the fullest.

      After two years of being away from home, I was ready for more excitement than I was getting now. After the exams, of course.

      Eventually I saw Adele at the same time she saw me, and she stumbled over. “Thanks for coming to get me, Kenna. You’re such a sweetie.” She threw her arms around me, hugging me tightly, and I glowed at the proximity of my closest friend at college. “I’m so ready to go home now,” she said. “Babe, thanks for coming to pick me up.”

      Her arms moved up to my neck and realizing she was drunk, I held her up under the arm and tried to maneuver her through the front door.

      “Where are you going?” someone called from the back of the room, and before I knew it, a group of people descended and dragged us back to the punchbowl. “Have a drink before you go. Come on, you’re not going home until you’ve done that.”

      I tried to argue, but it was in vain. Tired and wanting to go back to bed, I decided the path of least resistance was the better way to go. I nodded my thanks to the person who held out the smallest shot of punch, and threw it back quickly, then with the help of the crowd, I got Adele out to the car.

      On the short drive home, Adele groaned and clutched her stomach. But I got her upstairs into the apartment without incident, and once there I undressed her and tucked her into bed.

      “You are the best friend a girl can have, Kenna. I owe you one.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I don’t?” She turned quizzical eyes on me.

      “I’d say you owe me at least ten, which you can make up for me over this year. Starting, my friend, with breakfast tomorrow morning while I catch up on my study.”

      But she didn’t answer, and I saw she was fast asleep.

      I got into bed, not wanting to disturb her by keeping the lights on. I’d have to finish my study tomorrow and then I had my lab session.

      I sighed. College work was never ending.
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      I got out of bed the next morning with shaking legs and a pounding head. I shouldn’t have thrown back that glass of punch when I’d picked up Adele from the party the night before. What in the hell was in the drink to make me so unwell after that one shot? And what state would Adele be in when she woke up? She’d had a rough night before, so she’d probably have a horrible hangover for a good part of the day. I saw the breakfast she was supposed to make me fly right out of the window and I sighed, knowing I’d have to make my own.

      As I was debating all this, I remembered that day was my birthday. My mother always made a big fuss of my special day and she hated me not being at home for my birthday. If I was with her, I’d stumble downstairs to the smell of a fully cooked breakfast of crispy fried bacon and blueberry pancakes. There’d be an array of presents on the kitchen bench and my mother would delight in watching me unwrap them.

      For a moment, I felt sorry for myself, but I knew Mom would ring later. But first I had to clear my groggy head. I made my way to the bathroom, because as we all know when you’ve got a mouth like the bottom of a birdcage you need to give your teeth a good brush. I squeezed a liberal bullet of spearmint toothpaste on to the brush and wet it under the tap.

      As I vigorously scrubbed my teeth, I considered all I had to look forward to was the biology lab that morning, where we were going to do a dissection. Before I started the course in vet science, I’d never considered that meant that I’d have to cut up small dead animals and organs. I hated doing things like that and dreaded the dissections for days ahead. But today I was so nauseous I suspected I might puke. That was just what I needed in front of my classmates, who already considered me an oddball.

      The toothpaste turned sour in my mouth and I quickly spat it out, grabbed the glass I kept handy, and filled it with water. I glanced at myself in the mirror because I didn’t want to go walking around with toothpaste on my face.

      I dropped the glass, and with a crash, it shattered in the sink. Raising my eyes, I did a double take at myself in the mirror. There was something wrong with my reflection, but it was so strange it must’ve been a trick at the light. I looked at myself again, taking in the sight that stared back at me.

      No, I didn’t have toothpaste all over my face. My hair was a vibrant shade of purple.

      Leaving the broken glass in the sink, I raced back to the bedroom and shook Adele awake.

      “What are you doing, Kenna? Why are you waking me up?” Despite her grumpy tone, Adele sat up and gave me a beaming smile. “Wow, your hair looks fantastic.”

      “What did you do to me?” I asked her. “And more important, how in the hell did you color my hair without waking me up? I feel like I’ve been drugged, but I still can’t figure out how you did this.”

      “Me? I did nothing, but wow, you look fantastic. That color’s very natural, isn’t it?” She ran her fingers through my hair, holding a lock up to the light and admiring it. “Oh, and happy birthday!”

      “If you didn’t do this, how the hell did I end up with purple hair?”

      She shook her head, as puzzled as I was. But there was no time to figure that out now.

      I raced back into the bathroom, and ripping my clothes off, I immediately jumped into the shower, wincing as a pelting stream of cold water rained down on me. I adjusted the tap and once the water warmed, I leaned over and squeezed a liberal dollop of shampoo over my head, kneading the viscous liquid into my scalp and hair. I kept checking the water but it didn’t run purple and so frantically I grabbed another handful of shampoo and swished that through my long locks. It must’ve been a trick of the light, because this time the water ran clear. Breathing a sigh of relief I stepped out of the shower, dried myself off and wrapped the towel turban-style around my head.

      “Has the color come out, Kenna?” Adele called from the other room.

      “Thank goodness, yes, it seems to have.” I got changed and went back to join her. “I could kill you for doing this to me, and I still can’t figure out how you actually did it without waking me up.”

      She frowned. “I told you, I didn’t do anything. No one was here after we came in, and we went straight to bed, remember?”

      I frowned back at her, but I didn’t have the will to argue, as whatever was in my hair would eventually come out. That’s when I noticed she was staring at me, her mouth hanging open. “What are you gawking at, Adele?”

      “You better look at yourself in the mirror.”

      I walked back into the bathroom and gazed at my reflection in disbelief. My hair was as vibrant a shade of purple as it had been before I’d gotten into the shower to wash the color out.

      What the hell? Was I going utterly crazy? I hadn’t imagined that I got into the shower and spent ten minutes shampooing it out, had I? But whatever I’d done, it hadn’t worked. I still looked totally unlike my usual self.

      Adele followed me into the bathroom and, leaning against the door frame, she gave me an admiring glance. “I love it. Why are you so worried? It suits you.”

      “That’s not the point, though, is it? I didn’t choose to dye my hair this color. And I can’t get the dye out. Where do you get your hair done because I need professional help.” I spat my words out, ignoring Adele’s comments.

      “Ill ring them up, and ask if they have an appointment.”

      “Thanks. That’s the least you can do for me.” Despite her protestations, my hair hadn’t turned purple by magic, had it?

      Over the next half an hour, I rushed to the salon to get squeezed in for a color correction. Adele drove me, because she knew she owed me. At the salon, the staff seated me in front of a mirror and swarmed around me.

      “Wow, it’s a terrific color,” one stylist said. She ran her hands through my hair, examining it in the salon light. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a natural-looking dye.”

      “Natural looking? It’s purple, for heaven’s sake,” I said. “There’s nothing natural about purple.”

      “But it’s not a flat color. It has different shades running through it, like uncolored hair does.”

      Another stylist, a trendy-looking girl with pink hair, said, “You can only achieve this by doing foils. Where did you get it done? They’ve done a fantastic job.”

      “That’s my dilemma. I didn’t get it done.”

      “You didn’t do it yourself, did you? Because if you did, you should be a hairdresser.”

      Adele’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “She didn’t get her hair done,” she told the stylists. “I know this sounds really odd, but she woke up with her hair this color.”

      Everyone looked at us rather strangely for about twenty seconds. The young stylist giggled and within a minute, everyone started laughing.

      “I’m glad you all find this amusing,” I said. “I want to go back to my natural color.”

      “What is your natural color?”

      “Strawberry blonde.”

      “That’s why the purple is so vibrant,” the young stylist said. “The strong color would really penetrate your hair shaft.”

      “So how are we going to get her color back to its natural one?” another stylist asked.

      “That’s going to be difficult without knowing what was used to get it this color.”

      “Someone, please, try something.” My anxiety was rising as they tried to figure out what to do. “I’ve got a lab later and I don’t want to turn up looking like this.”

      The hairdressers all huddled together and within a few minutes, they had me at the basin, where they washed my hair twice. Then they painted gook all over it and finally they washed it again. I tried to relax while they toweled the excess moisture off, and I closed my eyes when they pulled the towel off.

      I waited, eyes still closed, for someone to tell me it had worked, but the silence in the room told me it hadn’t gone well.

      Slowly, I opened my eyes. Heart pounding, I stared at myself. My hair was exactly the same shade of purple it had been before they tried to wash it off.

      I touched it, twirling a wet purple lock around my fingers. In the reflection in the mirror, I saw everyone’s eyes flicking from me, to each other, and back again. Disbelief showed clearly on every face.

      “Now you can see what I mean, can’t you?” I asked them. “You stripped the color out, but my hair’s still purple. It’s almost like it’s magic, isn’t it? Except it’s black magic of some description, because it won’t come out and I absolutely hate it.”

      The senior stylist shook her head. “Don’t worry, we’ll try something else,” she said. I didn’t feel confident, because her voice held no conviction.

      The stylists trooped into a back room, leaving me with Adele. What seemed like ten minutes later, they returned with another concoction in a glass bowl. This time they painted the gook on, wrapped clear plastic around my head, and then put me underneath the dryer for fifteen minutes.

      But again, when they pulled me up from the dryer and unwrapped my head, my hair was still purple. Their faces showed their shock and their whispers only fueled my alarm.

      “We can’t seem to fix your hair,” one stylist said, and looked uncertainly at the others. They nodded their agreement.

      “Great. So what do you recommend?”

      Finally, the senior stylist answered. “To be honest, the only thing I can suggest is a hat.”

      Great. Now Kenna the wallflower was Kenna the oddball. Although I’d always been happy to blend in, now I stuck out in the worst way possible.

      Thank goodness I wasn’t still living at home in New Orleans. Because if I had been, my mother would kill me.
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