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   “I dreamt about you last night and I fell out of bed twice.”
 
   —The Smiths, “Reel Around the Fountain”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “He who controls the present controls the past. He who controls the past controls the future.”
 
   —George Orwell
 
   



 
   






 
   Prologue
 
   When I’ve wailed for so long and so hard that my throat is in shreds and my fingernails ripped and fingertips bloody from clawing at the door, I collapse in front of it curled up like a dead cat I saw on an otherwise spotless sidewalk as a child once. The cat’s fur was matted with dried streaks of deep red but mercifully its eyes were shut. Its fetal position posture looked like a cruel joke—a feeble attempt to shield itself from a threat it couldn’t outrun and couldn’t fight.
 
   I’d never seen anything as grisly in real life, and Joanna, my minder and my parents’ house servant, pulled me swiftly away from it with one hand, her other cupped to the side of my face in an attempt to obscure my view. But you can’t unsee something once you’ve seen it. Not without a memory wipe anyway.
 
   Joanna wouldn’t remember that dead cat anymore but I haven’t forgotten. I remember more than most people, it seems. Like that Latham hasn’t stopped being my brother just because he’s sick. The biologists will find a cure for him and the others any day now, and I can’t believe my father, with all his power and influence, could allow his only son to be taken from him—from us—to be extinguished forever.
 
   Latham was right. My father isn’t any good. He only pretended and I was too naive and weak to want to see through his act. Until now.
 
   The anger churning inside me raises me to my knees again, my fingers scraping the bloodied door of my bedroom as I shout, in a voice as hoarse and unforgiving as your worst memory, “Murderer. Latham’s blood is on your hands.”
 
   I tried begging my father for hours before this. Daddy, don’t let them do it. Make them hold on to Latham until there’s a cure.
 
   There’s always a cure. . . . 
 
   You said you wouldn’t ever let anything hurt us. You boasted that this was the best country in the world and that you were almost as powerful as the president herself.
 
   But no matter how I pleaded or railed, my father and mother stayed mute downstairs. Their silence was deafening. It screamed that I was the only one who believes there’s nothing more important than saving Latham. The one who doesn’t merely remember more than most people, but knows more than the majority of them too.
 
   Sometimes I know things before they happen. For all the biologists’ knowledge, that’s something they can’t fully explain, and as I sink to the ground again, shrieking that I hate my father and mother with all my heart and that they should hate themselves for this too, I see, in a secret sliver of my mind, the SecRos coming for me, dispassionate and unrelenting.
 
   My parents must have sent for them and they’ll be here soon.
 
   Any minute now.
 
   I scramble to my feet, exhausted but frantic, and scan the room for some means of escape or at least something to defend myself with. There’s nothing . . . nothing. My parents already have me on lockdown, a force field encasing my bedroom. I might as well be trapped inside a steel box with only my bare fists to defend myself against unyielding machines.
 
   I was never someone who worried about the SecRos’ strength and what it can steal from those of us who are flesh and blood; I believed they existed to keep us safe and were only following orders that someone else would have to obey in their place. It turns out that I’ve been wrong about a lot of things, but not about Latham. How can he and the others possibly be any threat if they’re locked away? He only needs more time. Surely an antidote must be nearly within reach.
 
   But there’s no time for my conjecture now either. I do the only thing I can think of to conceal myself—I tear one of the sheets from my bed and fix the quilt over it. Then I slide underneath my bed clutching the sheet and wait for the SecRos to arrive.
 
   First, there’s a knock. From the other side of the door my father says in a reedy voice, “This is for your own good, Freya. No one’s going to hurt you, I promise. Please trust me on that much.”
 
   I don’t reply. The time of talking things over was finished the second he let them take my brother.
 
   I hear the door swing open and see my father’s shoes from my place under the bed, then the black boots of the SecRos entering my bedroom. I don’t have the luxury of a moment’s hesitation, I’m hauling myself forward in a flash, out from under the bed, my wounded fingers gripping the sheet. I toss it out ahead of me, unfurling it like a picnic blanket in an old-time movie, only higher and more furiously.
 
   The SecRos are fast but they’ve probably never had anyone throw anything as ridiculous as a sheet at them before, and while the two of them are untangling themselves, as my father numbly watches, I sprint out the open doorway and into the arms of a third SecRo. His hands clamp onto my arms; he swings me into the air like I’m no heavier than the sheet his fellow Ros had to fight their way out from under. My fists pound at his arms, my fingers scraping at his sleeves and underneath to the flesh that isn’t really flesh. I kick his pelvis—hard enough, I’m sure, to bring a human male to his knees. The SecRo feels no pain. He stares blankly into my eyes and then past me, to my father.
 
   “Instructions, sir?” the SecRo asks as my limbs flail.
 
   “Just go,” my father commands. “Take them now. Escorting them to the destination is your highest priority, you understand?”
 
   “We understand,” the SecRos reply in unison.
 
   The SecRo who has ahold of me marches through the upper hallway, flanked by the other two SecRos, one ahead of us now and one behind. Downstairs my mother joins us, her face waxy and her hair lank. “Where are they taking me?” I ask, ready to beg one last time. “Don’t let them take me, Mom.”
 
   “Us,” my mother corrects. “They’re taking us.”
 
   Us?
 
   “Evacuation,” she continues as the SecRo carts me outdoors into the rain, my mother a step behind us. “Stop struggling and save your energy, Freya.”
 
   I watch her climb willingly into the military vehicle parked in front of the one-hundred-fifty-two-year-old house she has always professed to love but doesn’t stop to look back at. The first SecRo climbs in after her, and the one holding me passes me inside, where the waiting SecRo grips my arms. They ache in a way that tells me the SecRos’ tenacious hold is leaving bruises—not that they’d care about that—bruises heal quickly, and they’re under orders.
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask my mother.
 
   “The Toxo,” she says listlessly. “They expect it to spread quickly.”
 
   Then they aren’t close to a cure after all. There’s no chance for Latham. Maybe what was left of him has already been extinguished. I begin to cry again, silently this time, as we pull away from the house. I stare at the upper window that was Latham’s for our whole lives and suddenly I spy something else in that secret sliver of my brain, something my mother hasn’t told me yet. A dark void that stretches beyond the edges of my existence.
 
   “Where are they taking us?” I ask, my voice breaking in exhaustion. Dread erupts onto my skin in the form of goose bumps. “What’s happening?”
 
   Too late. It’s already done. I didn’t see the needle coming and now the SecRo is pulling it out of my arm, its former contents swimming into my bloodstream.
 
   Tired.
 
   No. Hold up your head. Don’t give in.
 
   So tired.
 
   Latham’s swimming inside my head now too. Remember me, he whispers, his voice strangled but his eyes still his own.
 
   I will, Latham. I promise.
 
   I close my eyes, unable to feel my body any longer. There’s nothing but the two of us, Latham and me, and the promise I make him again and again as I slip away from consciousness and towards the void that will seek to strip me of everything I am in the name of salvation.
 
   



 
   






 
   One
 
   When I wake up I have a pounding headache behind my eyes just like I’ve had every morning lately. At first my eyelids refuse to open fully, and when they do the weak winter light wafting through my window burns my retinas. My brain feels sluggish and confused as I take in my surroundings: the white chest of drawers and matching mirror across from my bed; a collection of freshly laundered clothes folded neatly on top of the dresser, waiting for me to put them away; and a wooden desk with an open fashion magazine lying across it. Sometimes it takes me ten seconds or so to remember where I am and what’s brought me here . . . and as soon as I remember I want to forget again.
 
   My mom says the headache’s probably a remnant from the bad flu we all caught flying back from New Zealand, but the other day I overheard her friend Nancy whisper, as the two of them peeled potatoes in the kitchen, that it could be a grief headache. The kind that strikes when you suddenly lose your father to a gas explosion and the three-quarters of you left in the family have to move back to a place you barely remember.
 
   Today is unlike the other days since we’ve been back because today I start school here. A Canadian high school with regular Canadian kids whose fathers didn’t die in explosions in a foreign country.
 
   I’ve gone to school in Hong Kong, Argentina, Spain and most recently New Zealand, but Canada—the country where I was born—is the one that feels alien. When my grandfather hugged us each in turn at the airport, murmuring “Welcome home,” I felt as though I was in the arms of a stranger. His watery blue eyes, hawk-like nose and lined forehead looked just how I remembered, yet he was different in a way I couldn’t pinpoint. And it wasn’t only him. Everything was different—more dynamic and distinct than the images in my head. Crisp. Limitless.
 
   The shock, probably. The shock and the grief. I’m not myself.
 
   I squint as I kick off the bedcovers, knowing that the headache will dull once I’ve eaten something. While I’m dragging myself down to the kitchen, the voices of my mother and ten-year-old sister flit towards me.
 
   “I feel hot,” Olivia complains. “Maybe I shouldn’t go today. What if I’m still contagious?”
 
   My mother humours Olivia and stretches her palm along her forehead as I shuffle into the kitchen. “You’re not hot,” she replies, her gaze flicking over to me. “You’ll be fine. It’s probably just new-school jitters.”
 
   Olivia glances my way too, her spoon poised to slip back into her cereal. Her top teeth scrape over her bottom lip as she dips her spoon into her cornflakes and slowly stirs. “I’m not nervous. I just don’t want to go.”
 
   I don’t want to go either.
 
   I want to devour last night’s cold pizza leftovers and then lie in front of the TV watching Three’s Company, Leave It to Beaver or whatever dumb repeat I can find. All day long. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.
 
   “Morning, Freya,” my mother says.
 
   I squeeze past her and dig into the fridge for last night’s dinner. “Morning,” I mumble to the refrigerator shelves.
 
   “They’re behind the margarine and under the bacon,” my mother advises.
 
   And they are. I pinch the saran-wrap-covered slices between my fingers and let the fridge door swing shut. Then I plop myself into the seat next to Olivia’s, although she’s junked up my table space with her pencil case and assorted school stuff. I could sit in my father’s place, which is junk-free, but nobody except Nancy or my grandfather has used his seat since he died. This isn’t even the same table that we had in New Zealand, but still Olivia, Mom and I always leave a chair for my dad.
 
   If he were here now he’d be rushing around with a mug of coffee, looking for his car keys and throwing on his blazer. You’d think a diplomat would be more organized but my father was always in danger of being late. He was brilliant, though. One of the smartest people you’d ever meet. Everyone said so.
 
   I shove Olivia’s school junk aside and cram cold pizza into my mouth with the speed of someone who expects to have it snatched from her hand. My mother shakes her head at me and says, “You’re going to choke on that if you don’t slow down.”
 
   I thought sadness normally killed appetite but for me it’s been the opposite. There are three things I can’t get enough of lately: sleep, food, television.
 
   I roll my eyes at my mother and chew noisily but with forced slowness. Today’s also a first for her—her first day at the new administrative job Nancy fixed her up with at Sheridan College—but my mother doesn’t seem nervous, only muted, like a washed-out version of the person she was when my father was alive. That’s the grief too, and one of the most unsettling things about it is that it drags you into a fog that makes the past seem like something you saw in a movie and the present nearly as fictional.
 
   I don’t feel like I belong in my own life. Not the one here with Olivia and my mom but not the old one in New Zealand either. My father’s death has hollowed me out inside.
 
   No matter how I happen to feel about things, though, I have to go to school. After breakfast Mom drives Olivia to hers on the way to work but since mine is only a couple of blocks away and begins fifteen minutes later I have to walk.
 
   Fresh snow is falling as I trek away from my house and it makes the otherwise bland suburban neighbourhood look almost pretty. I guess I should be cold, jumping from New Zealand summer to Canadian winter, but I really don’t mind. My lungs like the cool air. It feels clean.
 
   In minutes I’m at Sir John A. MacDonald High School, stalling at the main entrance with a single snowy binder under my arm because I still don’t want to go in. If I thought I’d get away with it I’d double back to the house, root through the kitchen cupboards for something else to eat and then lie on the couch for so long that I’d begin to grow moss. It’s not that I don’t want to go to school specifically; it’s that I don’t want to have to do much of anything.
 
   As I’m hesitating at the door, watching bored-looking teenagers file inside, a blond boy in a blue coat and red winter hat does a double take and stops next to me. “Are you coming in?” he asks with a smile that reveals his braces.
 
   I shrug and trail him to the door. He goes first but holds it open for me. “Thanks,” I tell him, and I guess I must look disoriented because he says, “So, new student?”
 
   “That obvious, huh?” I pull off my gloves and try to smile.
 
   The boy cocks his head. “Do you know what room you’re heading to?”
 
   “One fourteen.”
 
   “Easy,” he proclaims, yanking off his hat. “It’s right beside the music room. I can show you.”
 
   I follow the boy down the hall, around the corner and up a second hallway and when we arrive at 114 I stare down at my boots and coat realizing I should’ve stopped to put them in the locker they assigned me when my mother got me signed up for school last week.
 
   I tell the boy this, frustration rolling around in the back of my throat, but he patiently offers to take me to my locker too. The narrow sameness of the hallways (off-white walls punctuated by row after row of faded green lockers) makes me feel vaguely claustrophobic—I preferred it outside in the open air, though I guess I’ll get used to it. School is school. At my locker (which is midway between the gymnasium and the guidance office) I thank the boy again and he says, “No problem” and then, “What grade are you in anyway?”
 
   “Ten,” I tell him.
 
   The boy runs one of his hands through his blond hair. “Too bad.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because I’m in eleven. But hey, at least I know where to find you.” He taps my locker with two of his knuckles. “See you around.” He flashes me one last grin before disappearing into the crowd.
 
   By the time I’ve stuffed my coat into my locker, shaken my binder and boots off (having forgotten to bring a pair of shoes to change into) and retraced my steps back to room 114 I’m late for homeroom. Mrs. Snyder seems like the cranky type but because I’m new she cuts me a break. She’s written today’s date—Monday, February 4, 1985—on the blackboard and I stifle a yawn as I weave my way over to an empty seat in the second row. We have to stand for the national anthem and then listen to a series of announcements that most of the other students seem to sleep through. I would probably sleep through them too but I don’t feel at ease enough for that.
 
   The discomfort clings to me like a second skin as I move from homeroom to math to English. Being the new kid is never good but I don’t think I’ve ever had people stare at me this much and it makes me paranoid. Like I’m never going to fit in here because no one except the teachers and the blond guy from earlier will ever say anything to me; they’ll just keep sneaking peeks at me from across the room like I’m seven feet tall or my skin is purple.
 
   At lunch I don’t know where to sit without making it look obvious that I’m alone and I pause just a few feet inside the cafeteria door, scanning the tables as though I’ll magically spy someone I know. Just as I’m resolving to stride boldly forward a girl I recognize from math class appears at my side. She has wavy black hair that you can tell was dyed and is wearing equally dark clothing but her makeup (except for her paint-thick black eyeliner) is as pale as death. “Freya, right?” she says.
 
   She doesn’t allow time for me to answer or maybe I’m just too slow, neck-deep in that fog I can’t escape. “You can sit with me if you want,” she says, pointing to a table on our left. “Derrick and I usually sit over there.”
 
   “Thanks.” I step forward to trail the girl from my math class to her table. Her friend Derrick is already seated. He’s black and skinny and his clothes are as decisively dark as hers. His hair, however, is the exact same colour as a bumblebee—wide, alternating strips of black and yellow. I can’t work out why everyone’s staring at me when his head doesn’t seem to be scoring the slightest bit of attention.
 
   “This is Derrick,” the girl tells me as we sit down across from him.
 
   “Hi,” I say.
 
   “Freya’s in my math class,” she explains. “Is it your first day here?” she asks, turning towards me. “I don’t remember you from last semester.”
 
   “First day,” I confirm.
 
   Derrick rests his sandwich on his lunch bag. “So what other classes do you have?”
 
   He brightens when I run through the names of my teachers. “You have bio with me last period,” he notes. “Believe me, Payne is the nicer tenth-grade biology teacher, despite his name. We lucked out.”
 
   “Cool,” I murmur. I need all the luck I can get. I’ve already forgotten virtually everything my math and English teachers said this morning and I doubt my afternoon concentration levels will be much of an improvement.
 
   My stomach roars like a wildcat as I head over to buy my lunch (chili with a bread roll), but I’m relieved that I don’t have to sit alone and now know people in half of my classes. Once I return to the table, Derrick and the girl, who I learn is named Christine, are bad-mouthing a French teacher and discussing bands I’ve never heard of. It’s like eavesdropping on two people speaking a secret language and after I’ve polished off my lunch and have essentially been staring into space for a few minutes, Derrick notices that I’ve tuned out. He wags a finger at me as he remarks, “We’re losing her.”
 
   Christine scrapes at one of her cuticles and switches her attention to me. “So, who do you listen to?”
 
   I shrug. “Whatever’s on the radio. I’m not big into music.”
 
   Christine’s chin dips like I’ve given the wrong answer and, not wanting to be a disappointment, I rack my brain for band/musical artist names to give her. Coming up with any is surprisingly difficult. “Wham’s okay,” I offer at last. “And, like, Prince and Van Halen. The Police. Cyndi Lauper.”
 
   Christine’s and Derrick’s twin expressions reveal that these, too, are the wrong answers. Then Derrick shrugs with his elbows and says, in what I think is meant to be a charitable tone, “Music’s a really personal thing. Everyone’s taste is different.”
 
   Christine scrunches up her face. “Van Halen, though, seriously? David Lee Roth is such a joke.”
 
   I mean . . . I don’t know. Why does it even matter?
 
   “Whatever,” I say, her disapproval beginning to grate on me. “I told you I wasn’t really into music.” I can’t remember a single person asking me about bands at my old school, not one, and I struggle to recall who my best friend Alison’s favourite band or musical artist was but the information’s not there. I see us riding horses together and laughing about boys. She’d land herself in trouble with teachers more than I would but never about anything serious, just stuff like talking and passing notes in class.
 
   Last July she convinced me to walk to the supermarket three blocks from my house and finally speak to the cute stock boy I liked to stealthily stare at. His name was Shane and he kissed me by the bike rack behind the grocery store three days later. In another week and a half he was my boyfriend and two months after that we were breaking up.
 
   Suddenly I can’t stop thinking. About him. Alison. Everyone. Everything. My mind’s racing with thoughts of life in New Zealand and all the other places I’ve lived in the past sixteen years. Teachers I liked. The gerbils my mother let me keep as pets in Hong Kong. My father building a network of elaborate sand castles with me on a Spanish beach. My parents coming home from the hospital with my sister days after she was born. Dates, names, geographic locations and cultural events flood my brain, making my head throb like I’ve just gulped down a frost-bitten scoop of ice cream.
 
   December 8, 1980: John Lennon was shot and killed by Mark David Chapman in New York City.
 
   January 20, 1981: After fourteen months, fifty-two American hostages were released, ending the Iran hostage crisis.
 
   July 29, 1981: Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer were married at St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, England.
 
   November 30, 1982: Michael Jackson’s Thriller album was released.
 
   March 23, 1983: U.S. president Ronald Reagan announced a defence plan popularly known as Star Wars.
 
   April 23, 1984: The discovery of the virus that causes AIDS was announced.
 
   I’m a human encyclopedia, pictures, concepts and people flashing behind my eyes: Macintosh personal computers. Pac-Man. Cabbage Patch Kids. “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” Compact discs. MTV. Mount Saint Helens. E.T. Rubik’s Cube. Duran Duran. Madonna. Space Shuttle Discovery. Atari. Margaret Thatcher. Pope John Paul II. James Bond. Blondie. Trivial Pursuit. Darth Vader. VCRs. Oreos. Playboy magazine. Tylenol. Touch-tone telephones. Big Macs. Easy-Bake Ovens. Kool-Aid.
 
   Remembering, remembering. Lost in an avalanche of information . . . 
 
   “Hey!” Christine snaps, waving her hand in front of my face. “Earth to Freya.”
 
   I hurtle back into the present, my fingers massaging my forehead and the pain beginning to subside. I shouldn’t have come today; I should’ve tried Olivia’s line about still being sick. I’m not ready to be around people. Not right.
 
   I could beg off sick after lunch. Postpone my first full day at school until tomorrow or the next day. But will being here feel any more natural then? I doubt it.
 
   When the bell rings I stick with Derrick and head for bio, feeling quiet and tired (and already hungry again, always hungry). Because this is the first day of second semester Derrick and I are able to grab seats together and as I slip into mine I notice what I’ve been noticing all day—furtive eyes on me. I try to let it slide, act like I don’t notice, but thirty minutes into the period my resolve cracks and I lean close to Derrick and whisper, “Why does everyone keep looking at me?”
 
   Derrick’s expression shifts from slightly sheepish to incredulous. “Have you looked in a mirror lately, Freya?” 
 
   My eyes dart to my cable-knit sweater and then my jeans and casual winter boots. Is there something wrong with what I’m wearing?
 
   “You look like a model,” he adds. “You must get guys staring wherever you go.”
 
   Derrick’s not kidding but his explanation comes as a shock. I know Shane considered me pretty but it’s not like I had guys lining up at my door to ask me out in New Zealand. I’ve always been the kind of girl who blended into the crowd.
 
   I take a sweeping look around the room, eyeing up the other girls in my class. Maybe I’m better looking than a few of them—I don’t have braces, acne, or frizzy hair—but I’m nothing special. As I’m scanning the room, thinking this over, my gaze collides with a dark-haired guy’s in the row ahead of me. Caught, he fixates on Mr. Payne talking about worksheets and quizzes at the front of the room.
 
   A similar scene plays out during history class last period. Guys staring. Some girls too. Most of them avoid my eyes when I zero in on theirs but a couple of the boys are bold enough to smile at me. It’s bizarre to have this attention out of nowhere; I’d feel out of place enough without it but now, more than anything, I don’t want to stand out.
 
   I look exactly the same as I did when we left New Zealand two and a half weeks ago—it doesn’t make sense for people to see me differently—and as soon as I’m home again I track snow into the hallway, tugging off my coat, gloves and scarf as I approach the mirrored sliding closet door. Olivia, already back from school, has the TV on in the other room and I hear a siren wailing and pretend cops shouting as I focus on the image in the mirror.
 
   Of course I know what I look like. Slim. Just shy of five foot nine. Dirty-blond hair. Fair skin. Straight teeth. No scars. The mirror doesn’t reflect anything other than my usual self.
 
   “What’re you doing?” my sister asks, coming up behind me.
 
   “Nothing. I thought I had something in my eye.” I lean closer to the closet, pulling one of my eyelids down and scrutinizing my eyeball like I’m searching for a stray lash or speck of dust. “It must be gone.”
 
   I twirl around to study Olivia. I never noticed how flawless she is compared to other people, like she won the genetic lottery. Symmetrical, blemish-free, each part of her body in perfect proportion to the rest. Her hair’s dark and curly where mine is light and straight and her skin tone’s closer to olive than ivory. Even her eyes are darker than mine—navy blue to my pale aqua. You probably wouldn’t guess we were sisters if you didn’t know us. We really don’t resemble each other much.
 
   I don’t know why it should come as a surprise to me that Olivia and I don’t have the same hair or eyes. Why does my entire life suddenly feel so alien to me? Can my father’s death really account for all of that?
 
   “Laverne and Shirley’s going to start in a second,” Olivia says, like she’s offering the best news either of us will hear today.
 
   A smile jumps to my lips, despite my confusion. My sister and I have both transformed into absolute TV addicts since being back in North America. But that’s one thing I’m actually not worried about. The television stops me from thinking, blocks out my sadness and the feelings of strangeness that cling to this new life in Canada. Could it be that I need to stop fighting the strangeness and simply surrender? What would my father advise if he were here?
 
   I know the answer to that one as well my own name.
 
   He’d say, “Trust me, Freya. This is for the best.”
 
   And maybe being home is what’s right, even if I don’t feel that yet. Give it time, I tell myself. You just lost your father and moved across the globe. Disorientation is normal. Stop thinking so much and just let things be. I’m not as convinced by my own words as I want to be but I follow my little sister into the family room, curl up in an armchair and give in to the higher power of television.
 
   



 
   






 
   Two
 
   By Tuesday my teachers are already assigning hours of homework and by Wednesday I half expect to find myself sitting alone at lunch because while Christine and Derrick are two of a kind I’m more like an unnecessary third (and broken) wheel. But they’re too nice to try to get rid of me, despite our pronounced differences. Maybe they sense that although I don’t fit in with them I don’t really fit in with anyone else at school either. Not the preppy kids, not the jocks, not the metalheads (Derrick’s word), not the honour-roll kids and not even the nerds.
 
   As I approach the cafeteria I wonder if I should plop myself down at some other random table and release Christine and Derrick from what they likely see as an obligation, but that would feel like giving up. As if I’m prepared to spend every lunch hour of the semester alone, no one to gossip with or bitch about my classes to. Just sitting hunched over my food solo, the object of silent stares.
 
   In some ways that would be easier. I wouldn’t have to pretend to anyone at school that I don’t feel like I’m in the wrong place. But what’s the point of being here if I don’t speak to anyone? In the end I think it would just make me feel even more lost.
 
   Listening to Christine try to educate me on the merits of new wave music is better than sitting across from an empty chair and I gladly take the handful of tapes (by The Cure, The Smiths and Depeche Mode) she lends me in the hopes that they’ll improve my musical taste. As I’m shoving her tapes into my purse with one hand and holding my chicken burger with the other, Derrick asks where I lived before. I guess he’s trying to get to know me, find some common frame of reference, but it’s not a good subject for me and I give him a severely condensed account of my family history. “We were in Auckland, New Zealand, where my dad was working. He was killed in a gas explosion on the way home from work.”
 
   The story’s more involved than that but the more I say the greater the likelihood that my throat will close up around the words. A somewhat longer version of events goes like this: A woman my father worked with was having car trouble that afternoon and my father helped her out by dropping her off at home. It was my dad’s tragic luck to be pulling into her driveway when a gas leak inside her house caused an explosion. The newspaper said the sky lit up and the whole house collapsed in the blink of an eye. The car was destroyed in the blast too, my father and the woman from his office along with it.
 
   The bottom line is that my dad went to work one morning as usual but never came back and for several seconds Christine and Derrick are too stunned to say anything. I can’t stop blinking into the silence, my mind hanging on those golden days at the beach in Valencia with my father years ago: swimming on my dad’s back, building worlds in the sand with him and stopping for gelato breaks to help fight the heat. I’d never seen ice cream melt so fast. It poured down between my fingers like a glass of milk. My father’s too. Watching the ice cream landslide made us laugh as we lapped at our gelatos, struggling to beat the sun.
 
   The sense of loss drills deeper inside me. I can’t believe I’ll never see him again.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Christine says finally, her lips twitching as she frowns. “I had no idea.”
 
   “No one does.” I put down my chicken burger and fiddle with the zipper on my purse. “And I don’t really want to talk about it.”
 
   “Of course,” Derrick murmurs with such sympathy that I’m afraid he might tear up. “Changing topics—uh . . . what’s with the tenth-grade field trip to the museum next week? The museum’s something you do in fifth grade.”
 
   “Better than spending the day here, though, isn’t it?” Christine says. “I’d rather stare at dinosaur bones and mummies than sit in math class.”
 
   I nod in agreement. My diminished attention span won’t matter on a field trip.
 
   After wolfing down the rest of my chicken burger and fries I have to go back to the lunch counter to buy chocolate chip cookies to carry me through the next couple of hours. Christine, who is on the pudgy side, shakes her head at me when I return to the table with the cookies. “How can you stuff your face like that all the time and stay as skinny as you are?”
 
   Even with Derrick having mentioned my appearance two days ago, I’m taken aback by her comment. “Bulimia,” I quip after a brief pause.
 
   Christine’s eyes pop like I’ve dropped a second dark surprise in her lap. She tosses her head back, relieved laughter spilling from her lips as she realizes I’m not serious. It’s just then that the blond guy who showed me to my homeroom and locker on Monday grazes my shoulder. “Hey, can I talk to you a second?” he asks.
 
   My eyes seek out Christine’s—she looks as quizzical as I feel—before I face the guy again and tell him yes. I can’t imagine what we have to talk about but I squeeze out from my space at the table and follow him to the noisiest corner of the cafeteria where Derrick and Christine have told me that the jocks sit. I already recognize some key members of the different cliques thanks to Derrick and Christine. They’re not the only tenth-grade new wavers at school but for some reason they don’t seem to speak to most of the others.
 
   The blond guy stops and stands with one arm against the wall, smiling at me. I guess Derrick and Christine would characterize him as a jock but I don’t even know whether he plays sports.
 
   “I stopped by your locker this morning but you weren’t around,” he says, right hand slipping casually into the front pocket of his jeans. “So, how’s it going?” He stares at the spot we left behind, Derrick and Christine’s location across the room. “What are they like?”
 
   I shrug, thinking about my cookies, wishing I’d brought them with me. “What are you like?” I ask, meaning who is he to question me about Derrick and Christine when I hardly know him but he takes it in a different way, like I’m flirting.
 
   “We should hang out sometime so you can find out.” His blond bangs flop forward as he tilts his head. “There’s this party thing my friend Corey’s having on Saturday night.” He pushes off the wall and taps a finger to his lips. “Want to go with me?” He squints at me with his mouth closed and in that second he does look sort of interesting—kind of intense.
 
   “You don’t even know my name,” I say.
 
   He blinks, reclining back against the wall. “Of course I know your name, Freya.”
 
   I wasn’t the one to tell him and the mix of uncertainty and curiosity I’m feeling comes out sounding blunter than I mean it too. “Well, I don’t know yours.”
 
   The guy’s mouth falls open for a split second before he clamps it shut again. “Okay, it looks like I’m doing this really badly,” he says. “I’m Seth—Seth Hardy. If you talk to Nicolette in your history class she’ll tell you I’m an okay guy. She’s Corey’s girlfriend. Anyway, I’ve been trying to find a way to talk to you and I thought the party could be a good place for us to get to know each other better.”
 
   I exhale slowly, multiple thoughts coursing through my brain at the same time. My father’s gone forever. I don’t understand this place. I’m starving. Something’s missing here . . . something aside from my dad, something I can’t put my finger on. And do I actually want to go to this party with Seth or not? From my place in the fog I can’t tell, but he was the first person at school who was nice to me. It could be that going to a party with him would be like watching TV—a decent way of distracting myself.
 
   “I have to ask my mom,” I tell him.
 
   “Cool.” Seth nods, his grin returning and his hazel eyes twinkling. “Tell her you’re going with a bunch of people if that helps. I can bring Nicolette with me when I pick you up.”
 
   He says that like I’ve already agreed, which irritates me a bit, but I walk back to Derrick and Christine without contradicting him. The two of them glance guiltily up at me as though they’ve been talking about me behind my back since the moment I disappeared. “Seth Hardy likes you,” Christine intones. “Prepare to be popular.”
 
   I roll my eyes at her and chomp into one of my cookies. Who says I want to be popular? I just don’t want to sit alone in the cafeteria.
 
   It’s not long before lunch is over but two periods later Christine and I have math together. I get there first and snag the desk next to hers just like I did yesterday so it looks like it’s mine for the duration of the semester. Our teacher, Ms. Megeney, has feathered Princess Diana hair and is wearing a blouse with an ultra-ruffled collar that flaps like a wing whenever she moves. The second I see it I know Christine will have something funny to say about the blouse. I keep watching the door, expecting her to zoom into class with her head down at any minute, but it never happens. The entire period goes by and Christine never shows.
 
   I feel a momentary buzz of concern in my stomach that I can’t explain (she’s probably just cutting class and forgot to mention it). Since I don’t have Christine’s phone number there’s no way for me to check on her or pass on the math homework. I don’t see her again until the next morning on my way to homeroom—a vision in black elbowing her way through a group of slow-moving students in the hallway.
 
   “Hey,” she says tonelessly as she emerges from the crowd.
 
   “Hi.” I balance my books against my hip. “You missed Ms. Megeney’s blouse yesterday. It was the star of math class.”
 
   Christine nods vacantly, like she’d completely forgotten about the existence of math class. “Sorry I missed it.” I watch her jaw harden and it’s the strangest thing but I feel as if I know approximately what she’s going to say before her mouth can form the words. “The guidance counsellor, um, pulled me out of history class to tell me my mom was in the hospital.”
 
   “The hospital?” I repeat. Although logically I couldn’t have had any inkling, I’d swear the idea was already in my head. “Is she okay?”
 
   Christine nods but her eyes are anxious. “Yeah, she’s fine. It was nothing serious. She’s already back at home.” Maybe it’s Christine’s tone that suggests the final part of her answer is true, at least. Though I’ve never been to her house I can vaguely imagine her mother there, like the pictures you form in your head when you read a novel. Not a face or anything, just a bathrobe and slippers, a hazy image of feet moving slowly across a carpeted floor.
 
   I hover around for another few seconds to see whether Christine’s going to tell me more. At the very last second, as I’m turning on my heel to leave, she calls, “Wait. Maybe we should swap phone numbers, in case we ever need them.”
 
   We print out our respective numbers on paper Christine tears from her binder. She tucks mine into her pencil case before turning her back on me.
 
   Clearly Christine’s done talking and as I walk away I’m back to wondering how I knew she’d say her mom had been in the hospital. It has to be some kind of brain hiccup, like déjà vu. I couldn’t have really known beforehand. My brain must’ve only tricked itself into believing it did for a moment. The more I think about it the more absurd the idea that my mind could’ve raced ahead of Christine’s words seems.
 
   The main thing is that her mom’s okay and by lunch Christine seems back to her regular self. She and Derrick bug me about the party (which I still haven’t asked my mom about) but pretend they’re joking. I act disinterested, which isn’t hard, but when I slide Christine’s Smiths tape into my stereo later that night and lie on my bed listening to lead singer Morrissey’s special brand of acute misery, my head hurts with such a vengeance that I think I’m going to be sick.
 
   I roll onto my back, hanging my head over the side of the bed as Morrissey sings, “So you go, and you stand on your own and you leave on your own. . . .”
 
   On your own.
 
   Alone. It’s how I always feel lately. Alone or out of place. And now it seems a song understands me better than anyone on the planet does. “How Soon Is Now” is the saddest, most painful thing I’ve heard. Worse than the day my father died. Like an infection than will never heal.
 
   Crippling loneliness. The certainty that you don’t belong. The suspicion that maybe you never will. I hang my head and wait for a stream of sickness that doesn’t come, feeling ancient as I listen to the rest of “How Soon Is Now”—ancient and empty—and then I slink downstairs and bury my head in my mother’s shoulder as she stands at the kitchen counter chopping carrots. She swivels to fold me into her arms, rocking me wordlessly for what could never be long enough.
 
   I pull away first. Both our eyes are a messy pink because she misses my father too. Only whatever’s wrong with me isn’t just about my father. My tears now aren’t solely for him but I can’t say that to my mother.
 
   “Your grandfather’s coming for dinner on Saturday,” my mom says, sniffling back the rest of her sadness.
 
   Saturday. The night of Corey’s party. I’d nearly forgotten to talk to my mom about it for the second night in a row and when I open my mouth to ask if she’s okay with me going I’m honestly not sure whether I want her to say yes or not.
 
   ____
 
   Just before dinner on Saturday my grandfather asks many of the questions about the party that my mom forgot to pin me down on earlier and I have to call Seth to get Corey’s phone number and address to hand over to her. “What class did you say you share with the girl you’re going to the party with tonight?” my grandfather pries as we sit at the kitchen table, him occupying my father’s spot.
 
   This is another detail my mother may have honed in on if she were feeling better but there’s a lot on her mind. Sometimes I think the constant support of her friend Nancy and my grandfather are the only things really holding her together. That should make me more patient with my grandfather’s questions and it probably would if I’d grown up around him, but aside from the last few weeks my memories of him are sparse.
 
   I frown at my mom directly across from me, wishing she’d make him stop, and then plunge my fork into my lasagna. “History,” I mumble. If my mom knew there was a guy involved she might have wanted to meet him. I made things easy for all of us by leaving that part out.
 
   My grandfather scratches the end of his nose and scrunches up his eyebrows. “Do you know many of the other kids who will be there?” he cross-examines.
 
   Mom lays her right hand on her father’s arm. “It’s okay, Dad. Freya will be fine. She knows she can call me if she needs to and you’ll be home by midnight, right?” Midnight was my party curfew in Auckland and Mom turns to me for confirmation.
 
   “For sure.” I bob my head, grateful for her intervention. “If not earlier.”
 
   “I don’t think I want to go to parties when I’m older,” my sister claims, her eyes sullen and both her elbows on the table exactly like they’re not supposed to be. “Teenage parties always look dumb.”
 
   “That’s just from the movies and TV you’ve seen.” Annoyance creeps into my voice because Olivia has a habit of saying stupid things just to get a reaction. “You’ve never been to a real teenage party so how can you have a clue what they’re like?”
 
   My grandfather laughs and when I shift my gaze to him to figure out why, he remarks, “Typical sibling rivalry—one says left and the other says right.”
 
   My head twinges right behind my eyes and I set down my fork and rub my forehead with two fingers. I haven’t woken up with a headache since Wednesday but the pains still come and go. They make me want to shut my eyes and hide out in the dark. Crawl backwards out of existence to whatever came before.
 
   Crazy, Freya. Who the hell thinks things like that? Only people who need to be on serious amounts of medication.
 
   “You still getting those headaches, Freya?” my grandfather asks. “Maybe Doctor Byrne should have another look at you.” 
 
   Doctor Byrne is the Toronto physician my grandfather set my family up with when the three of us came home with a nasty flu. He drove out to suburban Brampton to make a house call for us because he’s also a close friend of my grandfather. My grandfather wants us to become Doctor Byrne’s permanent patients, despite him working out of the city. Ever since we got back he’s been stressing that he has absolute faith in Doctor Byrne and that we’d never find a better physician.
 
   “You okay, hon?” my mom asks, worry in her eyes.
 
   The pain’s disappeared with the same swiftness it arrived and I let my hand fall away from my forehead. “I’m all right. It’s probably just a little eyestrain. They dumped a lot of homework on us this week.” I shovel another forkful of lasagna between my lips because the hunger, like the headaches, is a constant in my life. The tip of an iceberg that I’m trying to ignore.
 
   After dinner Olivia and I do the dishes and then I go upstairs to shower and get ready for the party. It’s almost nine-thirty when Nicolette knocks at my front door. I drag her inside to introduce her to my mother and soon we’re hurrying out to Seth’s car, Nicolette climbing into the backseat so I can sit next to Seth.
 
   They have two bottles of rum in the trunk and when the three of us get out of the car at Corey’s house Seth lights a cigarette and hands me one of the bottles to carry. Then he opens Corey’s front door without knocking and Nicolette strides past us into the house, looking for her boyfriend. Some kids I vaguely recognize from school, and many I don’t, are sprawled out on the living room furniture while a swarm of others dance in the middle of the room to the sounds of Prince’s “1999.” Seth leads me along the hall and into the kitchen where a second crowd is standing around drinking out of paper cups. We deposit the rum on the kitchen counter and then Seth cups his hand around my ear so I can hear him over the sound of the music. “I forgot to tell you to bring your skates,” he says. “Corey’s got a rink out back.”
 
   “A rink?” I repeat.
 
   “Yeah.” Seth points to the sliding door at the back of the kitchen. I lope over to it, Seth a step behind me, and peer into the backyard, which, sure enough, sports an ice rink of about thirty-by-forty feet. Six guys are playing hockey in their jeans and coats, flying over the ice. Several summer folding chairs (three of them occupied by girls cheering on the game and another few empty) wind around the rink.
 
   I haven’t been skating since I can’t remember when and I turn my back to the sliding door and say, “That’s okay. I don’t think I know how to skate anyway.”
 
   “Don’t think you know, huh?” Seth smiles wide enough for me to see his braces. “You’d think that’d be the kind of thing you’d know about yourself.”
 
   He’s teasing, trying to be cute, but he’s also right. I should know whether I can skate and I don’t. There’s a blank space in my mind where that info should be, just like the blank about Alison’s favourite band.
 
   Seth and I are standing close together so we don’t have to shout to compete against the music and he plants a hand on my waist and leans in nearer still to kiss me. He tastes like spearmint gum and smoke and the feel of his mouth on mine is warm but unfamiliar. For the life of me I can’t compare Seth’s kiss to Shane’s. Tonight feels like the very first time I was ever kissed.
 
   How can that be? Shane and I kissed tons of times during our two months together. At the local swimming pool, crammed in the backseat of his car, curled up on my parents’ couch. Not to mention the few stray kisses I had with other boys at parties before I met Shane and after we split up.
 
   As Seth and I ease apart, Nicolette interrupts my thoughts by approaching with Corey in tow to introduce him. Before I know it she’s leading me around to meet people with names like Sheri, Lisa, Denise, Tonya, Ron, Mike, Terry, Jennifer and Justin and shortly after that I’m sipping rum and Coke from a paper cup and standing behind Nicolette in the line for the upstairs bathroom, with no clue what’s become of Seth.
 
   “I think he’s playing hockey,” Nicolette tells me, which makes me grin dazedly because I hadn’t realized that I’d wondered about him out loud.
 
   “Wow,” she says, giggling, “your alcohol tolerance is worse than mine.”
 
   I don’t remember drinking before.
 
   I don’t remember skating.
 
   I don’t remember my best friend’s favourite band.
 
   I don’t remember what it felt like to kiss my ex-boyfriend on the mouth.
 
   And I’m still smiling at Nicolette because it’s so stupidly ridiculous, trying to lose myself in sitcoms, paper cups and a jock guy with braces. As though any of those things can really help me. If it was that easy to make me feel normal again I wouldn’t need to be here.
 
   Once I get out of the bathroom Nicolette’s gone. I spend a couple of minutes searching for her and then another couple of minutes staring out the sliding glass door at Seth charging around the ice in pursuit of the puck. A tower of paper cups is stacked on the kitchen counter next to the alcohol and I pour myself another rum and Coke (is it my third or fourth?) and wander into the living room. Paul Young’s singing “Everything Must Change.” I sway to the music, fighting the sadness welling up inside me.
 
   Why does everything have to change? And when was the last time I felt connected to the things around me?
 
   “Hey, gorgeous,” a voice sings into my right ear. I swivel towards the voice, expecting to stare into Seth’s hazel eyes.
 
   But there’s some other guy standing next to me, eyeing me up from head to toe. He’s taller than Seth and wearing a T-shirt that shows off sizeable biceps. “I’m Matt,” he says. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Freya,” I drawl, the alcohol in partial control of my voice.
 
   “Fray-ya,” he pronounces, nodding after the fact. “Do you want to dance with me, Fray-ya? It looks like you like this song.” Matt steps closer to me, sliding his hand around my waist to guide me into the middle of the room, where the other dancers are.
 
   I take a single step forward, my defence mechanisms working slower than usual because of the alcohol too, before stopping to pry his hand from my waist. “I’m here with someone,” I tell him.
 
   “Figures.” Matt frowns, his arms dangling awkwardly at his sides. “You can’t blame a guy for trying.”
 
   I guess not. Truthfully, if I didn’t feel so adrift maybe I’d be sort of flattered. While it’s weird to have people I don’t know staring at me in class it pumps up my ego to have guys chase after me for a change. I don’t know how to account for it, but maybe I don’t one hundred percent hate it all the time.
 
   I spot Nicolette edging her way through the crowd towards me as Matt’s slinking away. She bumps my hip and exclaims, “There you are! Come dance with us.” By us she means herself and three of the girls she introduced me to earlier.
 
   We whirl in time to the music, our arms in the air and the crowd feeling like they’re closing in on us, making me hot and a little dizzy until the other strange feelings catch up with me and begin to take over. I consider weaving through the crowd and out to the rink to make Seth kiss me again, just to stop them. But it doesn’t matter how much I dance or how many times I kiss Seth Hardy—I know the feelings will always catch up.
 
   I don’t belong here. I’m not like the people around me. Each and every memory I have of dancing with friends in muggy rooms, giggling as we point out cute boys, flirting in dark corners with the ones we might like enough to kiss, is paper-thin, with no emotional weight or dimension. Strip back the surface and I’m a blank slate. It’s as though I’ve never in my whole life felt at home anywhere.
 
   I take an unsteady step back, easing my way out of the circle of dancers and into the front hall where I spy two girls in bright eye shadow and skin-tight jeans making a beeline for the door. One of them has bloodshot eyes, like she’s recovering from a crying jag. “Dave’s an asshole,” the other girl claims with a vehemence that sends a globule of spit soaring from her mouth. “We should key his car.”
 
   “Wait!” I call, striding forward to intercept them. “Are you leaving? Can you give me a ride home?”
 
   The sad girl’s chin wobbles. It’s her friend who answers me. “We can give you a ride—as long as you don’t care if we key the shit out of someone’s car first.”
 
   I don’t care at all. This place and every person in it feel twenty times realer than the majority of my memories but regardless, nothing that happens here tonight feels as though it has anything to do with me.
 
   



 
   






 
   Three
 
   I arrive home early, with the taste of bubble-gum in my mouth (the sad girl gave me a piece to hide alcohol breath). My mom’s lying on the couch waiting for me and wanting to talk about the party. I mention the dancing and the guys playing hockey on the ice rink and say it was okay but that I miss my old friends.
 
   This feels like what I should say. I can’t tell her how most of the things that happened before we returned to Canada feel hazy and that the things that have happened since don’t seem right either. I don’t want that to be true.
 
   My father doesn’t feel vague or blurry the way New Zealand, Alison and Shane do. His image is as vivid in my mind as my mother’s is. He has the kind of face that turns to stone when he’s angry, thinking that he’s not betraying any sign of emotion. When I was younger I used to hate seeing that blank expression aimed at me because I knew it meant he was supremely displeased. He wasn’t the type to shout—he rarely raised his voice—but having my father mad at you felt a little like losing a sunny day. And when my dad was happy the world seemed like a better place. If he were here with us now, would I still feel lost? Would I remember everything the way I should?
 
   There’s no one I can ask, no one I can really talk to, and I don’t call Seth to explain my disappearance the next day. He doesn’t call me either so he’s maybe written me off, which is for the best. It’s not right to use someone as a distraction and besides, it didn’t work.
 
   Monday at lunch I pretend all over again, for Christine and Derrick, that I had an all right time at Corey’s party. There’s a blend of contempt and curiosity, with an overlay of forced casualness, buried in their questions about the party. They know I don’t belong with them but maybe they don’t want to lose me to the jock table either.
 
   As we’re leaving the cafeteria afterwards, Christine pulls me aside and says, “Aren’t you going to tell me how things went with Seth? You hardly mentioned him.”
 
   I drag my fingers through my hair and bite down on my molars, silently debating how much I can share without sounding like a weirdo. Since Christine and Derrick are outsiders themselves, I feel closer to them than I do to anyone else at school, but I don’t want to scare them off. “I thought you didn’t like Seth,” I say, stalling.
 
   Christine folds her arms tightly across her long black sweater. “There are people like him who I don’t like very much but I don’t know enough about Seth Hardy personally to have a specific opinion on him.” She digs her black nails into her arms. “But that’s not the point—you like him, right?”
 
   I pull my chin in under my turtleneck. “He’s okay.”
 
   Christine’s eyes roll back in her skull. “God, Freya, don’t you trust me at all? I just thought you might want to talk about it because it’s not like you have many other people to talk to around here yet but, okay, you’re all right.” She throws a helping of exasperation on the words all right before adding, “You don’t need to talk.”
 
   “Christine!” I erupt in frustration. The two lanky freshman guys in front of us turn at the sound of my voice and then quickly look away. My cheeks are warm as I bend my head and whisper, “Did it ever occur to you that maybe it’s not about trusting you and that I’m just a private person?
 
   “Okay, I sit with you and Derrick at lunch but I’ve known you, like, a week,” I continue as we hurtle up the hall. “And you’re not exactly a warm and fuzzy person, you know. I don’t necessarily want to spill about what did or didn’t happen just to have you crap on it.”
 
   Even as I’m saying it—angry that Christine doesn’t feel like she can talk about things going on in her own life but expects me to blab about my own—I only feel half in the moment and half like I’m looking at myself from a distance, surprised that I care enough to react this way.
 
   Christine hasn’t looked at me once since I began my rant but when I fall silent she sneaks a peek and I imagine that I see a hint of red in her cheeks bleed through the pale makeup. “I wasn’t going to crap on anything,” she says. Her voice gets smaller as she goes on. “Really . . . but I get it. I get why you don’t want to say anything. I mean, I never really tell anyone anything either.”
 
   “What about Derrick?”
 
   “Some things,” she says, her gaze fixed stubbornly on the sea of moving bodies ahead of us. “Some things I just don’t tell anyone.”
 
   I think about her mom being in the hospital last week and the other new wavers she never talks to and I feel bad for the two of us believing we have to keep our secrets to ourselves. Still, that feeling isn’t enough to change my mind about confiding in her on the most important things—the crazy things inside my head.
 
   I sigh into my palm and say, “To tell you the truth, the party felt kind of weird. I just wasn’t on the same wavelength with most of the people there.” I figure I’m safe to admit that much to Christine, who wouldn’t have felt in tune with Corey’s party either. Because she’s still staring at me, her face returning to its earlier state of paler than pale, I add, “I actually left early, without telling Seth. I bummed a ride home from two girls and haven’t spoken to him since. He’s probably mad.”
 
   Christine smooths her lips together like someone who’s just applied lip gloss. “He probably is. But hey, it’s not like he could’ve gotten terminally attached to you this quickly. He’ll get over it.”
 
   I’m sure he will. I just feel guilty for using him. I’d have been better off staying home and watching Family Ties and music videos, not in danger of hurting anyone’s feelings and not trying to pretend I fit somewhere that I don’t.
 
   “If you’re not feeling it, you’re not feeling it,” Christine adds helpfully.
 
   That could apply to either Seth or the party in general and I say, “You’re right. Thanks.” I wish all my problems could be resolved as easily. It’s on the tip of my tongue to add that Christine can talk to me sometime too, if she wants, but then the second bell goes and we have to rush the rest of the way to math class.
 
   ____
 
   
Seth calls me on Monday night demanding to know why I took off on him on Saturday, never called to explain and didn’t search him out at school today to talk about it either. I guess I let him down three times and I have nothing to say for myself. The longer I fail to provide an explanation the angrier he gets until I finally mumble that it’s not a good time for me to start seeing anyone and he hangs up on me.
 
   I can’t blame him.
 
   With that out of the way, I feel marginally better and magically ace a multiple-choice biology quiz on Tuesday afternoon and then argue with my sister over TV access on Tuesday night (I want to watch videos on MuchMusic and Olivia wants to see The A-Team). On Wednesday morning the entire tenth grade is assigned a bus to the museum according to their homeroom. This means that I’m not on the same bus as Christine or Derrick and I end up sitting in the third row from the front with a girl named Tracy who’s in my homeroom but I’ve never spoken to.
 
   She sticks on earphones, closes her eyes and promptly falls asleep. I have the window seat and watch highway traffic. As we approach Toronto I find myself getting mildly excited. The skyscrapers and level of activity feel invigorating compared to life in the suburbs. My grandfather lives downtown, near the Davisville subway station. Maybe we would’ve been better off moving closer to him rather than situating ourselves in the burbs.
 
   Forty minutes later I’m loitering among a mob of tenth graders in front of the Royal Ontario Museum, looking for Christine and Derrick. The first person I find is actually Nicolette who is standing around with a couple of other girls who qualify as popular and pretty. Standing together as a trio they remind me of the women on Charlie’s Angels, only younger. I met one of them at Corey’s party on the weekend and they all act really nice to me, despite what happened with Seth. They even say I can stick with them today, if I want.
 
   Meanwhile Derrick’s fighting his way through the crowd towards me and one of Nicolette’s angels sees him and points him out to me. “What’s with his hair anyway?” she asks snidely. “Does he think he’s that guy from General Public?” Nicolette levels an icy look at her friend on my behalf. Because I’ve been paying more attention to music lately I get the reference and Derrick’s hair is, in fact, exactly like the guy’s from British band General Public but that’s no reason for Nicolette’s friend to be bitchy. Especially when she happens to style her hair and dress exactly like her friends do.
 
   I wave at Derrick and step away from Nicolette. Derrick hasn’t found Christine yet either but we’re all being corralled towards the front entrance. Derrick and I both have homework questions to fill in during our stint at the museum—me for history class and him for geography. The kids who have both classes this semester must be pissed off at facing double the work but I doubt that any of the museum homework really matters.
 
   As Derrick and I head inside we overhear that a busload of tenth graders from our school arrived ahead of us and have gotten started, which means we might not be able to catch up with Christine right away. Tons of people are scrambling off in the direction of the dinosaur exhibit so Derrick and I decide to check out geology first. While Derrick’s scrawling out an answer to a question about metamorphic rock I wander around staring at weirdly beautiful minerals and rocks.
 
   I stare at them for such a long time, being sure to read every inch of the text that goes along with the exhibits, that Derrick gets bored and has to hurry me up. It’s the same when we’re staring at gorgeous Greek statues, ancient hieroglyphs and ugly insects. I can’t get enough of any of it and Derrick jokes about what a geek I’ve turned into when we finally do stumble across Christine in the museum cafeteria at lunchtime.
 
   Since we sit together in bio, Derrick’s well aware that I’m not normally so raptly interested in things that feel like homework. This is different. This building holds the knowledge of our past—humanity’s past and the planet’s past.
 
   Who wouldn’t find that interesting?
 
   Most of my classmates, I guess, but I don’t understand that. They’re so stuck in the moment that you’d think history had disappeared and that the future will never arrive: 1985 forever.
 
   I buy gloopy macaroni and cheese and salad for lunch and then finish Derrick’s hamburger (which isn’t as bad as he says it is), wishing that I could come to the museum every day instead of going to school. I don’t feel out of place here. Do I need to become an archaeologist to successfully fit into my own life?
 
   After lunch Christine, Derrick and I hit the dinosaur exhibit, which seems to turn everyone (because I can see it in other tenth-grade faces too) into awed children. It’s strange to conceive of a time that dinosaurs roamed the earth—that they were here before we were. The perspective sends my head spinning. Will we have as long as they did or will nuclear arms wipe us off the face of the planet?
 
   “You’re quiet,” Derrick observes as I stare up at a cast of Tyrannosaurus rex, one of the last dinosaurs to walk the earth before mass extinction approximately 65 million years ago.
 
   Mass extinction. I can’t wrap my head around the concept.
 
   “Do you think we’re doomed?” I ask. “Humanity.”
 
   Derrick nods readily. “Absolutely. Everything dies—and look how destructive we are as a species.” He shrugs and folds his crumpled geography homework pages in two. “But it would happen anyway. Everything ends.”
 
   I can’t argue with that.
 
   I’m not even sure how I feel about it.
 
   How can anything matter from a perspective of probable mass extinction? Is it better to live like it will always be 1985?
 
   Beads of sweat are gathering on my upper lip. It’s too hot in here. I’m burning up. No headache yet, though, thank God.
 
   “You don’t look so good,” Christine tells me. “Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “Warm.” I smooth my palm across my face to soak up the sweat. “I think I’m getting dehydrated. I’m going to head back to the cafeteria for another drink.”
 
   “We’ll come with you,” Christine offers.
 
   “No, stay.” I point to Derrick’s crumpled sheets. “You guys still have blanks to fill in.”
 
   “So do you,” Derrick says.
 
   Yeah, but I don’t care. Derrick may think we’re ultimately headed for mass extinction but he’s still the kind of person who likes to have his homework done on time. He’s not just going through the motions like I am.
 
   I tell Christine and Derrick I’m fine, wave them both away and say I’ll catch up with them in the next gallery. It’s what I fully intend to do but then I get to thinking that the fastest way to cool down is to step outside into February.
 
   Canadians complain about the weather nonstop but I don’t mind the cold. I retrieve my coat from the museum coat check and step out onto the heavily salted city sidewalk. There’s no question that it’s better out here. The air inside is stale and warm in comparison. I stretch my legs and walk to the corner, enjoying the feel of the breeze on my face. I still love the museum—I just wish they’d lower the temperature, not that it seems to bother anyone else.
 
   I smell hotdogs cooking before I see them and my first thought is that if I hadn’t eaten lunch less than an hour ago I’d be reaching into my pocket to pay for one with everything on it—heaps of peppers, relish, mustard, ketchup, onions—but there’s a first time for everything and I’m not hungry. However, my craving for ice-cold soda (like they’re advertising on the front of the hotdog cart) is something fierce and pushes me into line behind a teenage guy only a couple of years older than me. In the beginning I don’t bother to look at him closely, just catch a glimpse of his profile and black winter coat, which is hanging open the same way mine is.
 
   Then I notice him licking his lips as the vendor hands him a sizzling hotdog loaded with the works. He bites into it, ingesting nearly half the hotdog in a single bite and I stifle a laugh but the guy’s too busy eating to notice me anyway. I watch him stroll away as I order a Coke. My eyes can’t tear themselves from his form.
 
   For a start, he’s the best-looking guy I’ve laid eyes on since I landed back in Canada, maybe even the best-looking guy I’ve ever seen, and secondly, I know I’ve seen him before. I don’t know that with my mind the way you’re supposed to know things. It’s an instinct or at least something deeper than my consciousness and that thing, whatever it is, is drawn to him with a strength that would be frightening if I could think about this rationally . . . which I can’t.
 
   It’s like hunger or needing oxygen. It’s not something you can make up your mind to quit craving. It just is. And then I’m taking my change from the hotdog vendor and trailing after the guy, like a spy or private detective, only they’d have a logical motive and I just have . . . a hunger, a need.
 
   Not something sexual, although that’s there too because he’s breathtaking to look at. From my place about thirty feet behind him, all I can see is his close-cropped dark hair (any darker and it would be jet black) and his six-foot-something medium-build frame sauntering west along the sidewalk. But for a moment before he turned to walk away I had an unobstructed view of his face and it was like staring into a living, breathing version of one of those Greek statues from the museum: high cheekbones, smooth skin, a perfectly straight nose and what looked like an unbreakable jawline. Examined alone none of those things would be extraordinarily impressive—it’s the way they work together that’s acting on me like a drug—and not even quite that, but the absolute certainty that I’ve felt this way about him before.
 
   I can’t remember him.
 
   But I know.
 
   In my mind I see his eyes, as clear green as a tropical ocean. I see him staring at me. Smiling for me. Being the person he is, the one I should remember in full, not in this hazy, unformed manner.
 
   Random people in winter jackets, gloves and hats flow between us but I keep my eyes on the guy in the distance, only shifting my gaze for a split second to read a street sign and find we’re on Bloor Street. I’m afraid to get closer and risk him seeing me but I don’t want to lose him either. None of this adds up. If I know him, he should know me. But I was standing right next to him on the corner by the museum. . . . 
 
   I was as good as invisible to him.
 
   It doesn’t matter that this is insane; I can’t let him get away. I follow him along Bloor Street until he turns north onto Spadina. The streets are less crowded there and I have to hang back farther to avoid being conspicuous. Soon he’s turning again, left this time, and I’m surrounded by houses, their front yards covered in greying snow. A blue van pulls into a driveway ahead of me and I jump at the break in concentration, afraid he’ll evaporate into thin air.
 
   He doesn’t, of course. No matter how improbable this seems so far, it’s still the real world.
 
   No, he’s striding easily along the residential street, his arms swaying at his sides like he doesn’t have a clue he’s being followed and that there’s no problem on the planet he couldn’t handle.
 
   The gap between us is so large that it makes me ache and I can’t stop searching my mind for the missing information—who this boy is to me and why neither of us remember. I pull my arms tight around my waist, fighting an overwhelming feeling of withdrawal when the inevitable happens and he turns up a pathway, steps onto a pale blue fenced porch and disappears inside the front door.
 
   Slowly, I approach what I assume to be his house. It’s semi-detached and old but in good repair. Its other half sports beige trim and fencing, making the homes look like a pair of mismatched socks. Both residences feature second-floor bay windows and porches nearly as big as the ones on ground level. The third-floor windows are smaller and I wonder where the boy sleeps and whether he has brothers and sisters. The driveway’s empty, as is the curb space directly in front of his house, meaning his parents are probably at work.
 
   Is he alone inside?
 
   I stare at the door he retreated through. It’s closed and the ground-floor window merely offers me a reflection of the street. Damn. My heart’s racing like I’m running a marathon. How do I stop this insanity? How do I let go of him?
 
   The can of Coke I’ve been holding all along is freezing in my naked hand. I pop it open and gulp down sugary liquid caffeine, hoping the normalcy of the action will help calm me down. Then I continue forward at a snail’s pace, past the boy’s property, ogling a street sign as I go: Walmer Road. At the next cross street I stalk across the road and double back towards the guy’s house, still guzzling Coca-Cola and hoping he’ll emerge again, although I have no idea what I’ll do if he does.
 
   For the next while I patrol the street in this way. Drifting up one side of the road and then coasting down the other, avoiding the eyes of the pedestrians who stroll past but keeping a vigilant watch on the mystery guy’s house. Only when two red-haired children, a skinny boy and rosy-cheeked girl who must be walking home from school, zip past me do I think about the time and where I’m supposed to be.
 
   It’s ten minutes to three and the Sir John A. MacDonald buses were scheduled to leave the museum at 2:30. I’ve missed my ride home.
 
   I’ve missed the bus to Brampton and I’ve been trekking around Toronto with a raging case of temporary insanity. No, temporary would mean it was over with, and I still don’t want to leave Walmer Road. I’ve pulled just far enough out from the spell I’ve been under to realize I have to go. No matter what I think I know, I can’t pace the sidewalk outside his door forever.
 
   I point one final stare at the boy’s house before retracing my steps back to Spadina and then Bloor Street. The museum hasn’t gone anywhere. Neither has the hotdog vendor. However, the school buses are nowhere in sight.
 
   I slink guiltily into the museum lobby, pondering my situation. I’m too old to embarrass myself by approaching the museum staff like a lost seven-year-old but there’s only one location I know how to find from here and that knowledge won’t help me now.
 
   My fingers fumble for a quarter in my pocket. Then I scan the lobby for a pay phone and dial home. Olivia’s usually only in the house alone for about fifteen minutes after school and I hope she doesn’t freak out when she hears I won’t be there soon.
 
   Initially I figure my mom will have to pick me up once she’s finished work but by the time Olivia picks up on the third ring I have a better idea and after explaining about missing the bus I ask her for my grandfather’s phone number. His and Nancy’s numbers are both stuck to the front of our refrigerator and when Olivia comes back on the line to recite his number I tell her to make sure the front door’s locked and not to open it for anyone.
 
   “I won’t,” she says. “Do you have Mom’s work number in case Grandpa isn’t home?”
 
   She gives me that number too. I scribble it down but it turns out I don’t need it; my grandfather’s at the museum to pick me up within twenty minutes. He smiles at me, making his wrinkles pop, as he ambles into the lobby with a long red scarf wrapped around his neck and says, “You’re lucky you caught me at home. I just got in from Cooke’s place.”
 
   His friend Cooke is in bad health and so is Cooke’s wife. My grandfather spends lots of time helping them out—running them over to church, doctor’s visits and the grocery store. Nearly every time we see my grandfather he makes some mention of Cooke.
 
   “Thanks for coming to get me,” I tell him. “I thought I might have to wait for Mom.”
 
   “Glad to do it,” my grandfather says heartily. “But how’d you manage to miss the bus? Isn’t the school supposed to keep track of you while you’re on a field trip?”
 
   “I was in the bathroom,” I lie. “I wasn’t feeling well. I guess someone screwed up the head count.”
 
   My grandfather purses his lips, his eyebrows pointy with suspicion. “Are you having more of those headaches?”
 
   I’m a step ahead of my grandfather, ready with another lie. “No—not that. Women’s stuff.”
 
   This is a sure-fire way to steer my grandfather away from the topic of headaches and another visit to Doctor Byrne. Men my grandfather’s age generally don’t like to hear about periods.
 
   A quizzical look, which I interpret as discomfort, clouds his face. “Let’s get you home before it snows again, Freya,” he declares. “The forecast says there’ll be quite a bit of it tonight.”
 
   We trudge out of the lobby together and towards my grandfather’s car nestled at the curbside, my thoughts back on Walmer Road with the boy who’s a complete stranger to me yet feels so much more familiar than my flesh-and-blood grandfather.
 
   



 
   






 
   Four
 
   What I want to do is sit quietly by myself and churn it all over in my mind until I figure it out. Peel back the layers and unravel the core mystery of what happened today. The dark-haired boy haunts me in the car trip with my grandfather and once we’re home he haunts me throughout my mom’s rant about the school being neglectful and irresponsible in abandoning me at the museum. When my mother says she’ll call tomorrow and let them know leaving me in Toronto to fend for myself was totally unacceptable, I don’t argue. It would’ve been worse if one of the trip supervisors had noticed my absence on the bus, begun a search (how would I account for leaving the museum?) and raised the alarm. If any of that had happened they’d have alerted my mother, so it seems I fell through the cracks. Their neglect was my good fortune.
 
   My grandfather leaves before dinner, wanting to beat the snow, and when my mother, Olivia and I are eating lamb at the table later, the phone rings, breaking the silence. My mom reaches for it, her cheeks flaring as if she’s expecting to hear a school official on the other end and is eager to tear a strip off them. Mom’s anger is usually subtler than my father’s but I instinctively suck in my cheeks, like I’ve tasted something sour. Tension prickles under my skin.
 
   Then my mother presses the receiver to her ear and I begin to relax as I watch her face soften. “I’ll have her call you back if that’s all right,” she says into the phone. “We’re just in the middle of dinner.”
 
   She hangs up, announcing, “That was Christine for you, Freya.”
 
   I thank her as the boy from earlier keeps blinking his green eyes inside my head, trying to tell me something I should already know.
 
   I envision him in the old brick house with the pale blue trim and try to imagine what he might be doing there this very second. His parents could be home from work now. He might be eating dinner with them. Will he be hungry despite the hotdog he inhaled, practically in one piece, earlier? Is he in high school like me or has he already graduated? What does he do with his spare time? What does he want to be? Does he ever think about mass extinction?
 
   Do I know him like I think I do? How is that possible?
 
   Nothing concrete happened today—I didn’t even speak to the boy—but just seeing him has changed things and I’m so swept up in him that I almost forget about returning Christine’s call. It’s my mother who reminds me when I pass her in the upstairs hallway just before eight o’clock.
 
   “What happened to you at the museum?” Christine wants to know once I have her on the phone. “You never came back. Are you ditching us like you ditched Seth?”
 
   “Of course not.” It never occurred to me that she and Derrick might think I didn’t want to hang out with them at the museum. Since the three of us were assigned different buses I guess they didn’t have a clue I wasn’t on mine when it left.
 
   “Just kidding,” Christine claims. “So what did happen?”
 
   I tell her that I fell asleep in the cafeteria and that I must have some kind of twenty-four-hour bug because I still feel sort of groggy. As I’m explaining about missing the bus I hear a female voice in the background mumble something about popcorn. “In a few minutes, Mom,” Christine replies. “I’m on the phone.”
 
   “How is your mom anyway?” I’m glad to have the focus off me but that’s not the only reason I’m asking. I really do want Christine to feel like we can talk. Behind those concerns a large portion of my brain is still obsessing about the guy on Walmer Road and I tighten my grip on the phone and begin pacing my room, restless like a caged thing.
 
   Christine hesitates. “She’s okay.” Christine drops her voice to a feathery whisper. “She . . . it was just a panic attack. She’s been under a lot of stress because she . . .” 
 
   I stop walking and give Christine my full attention. 
 
   “She . . . lost her job last summer.”
 
   People never know the right thing to say when they hear I lost my father and I don’t know the right thing now but at least Christine’s mother is still around. “I’m glad she’s all right,” I venture. “So . . . you two are watching a movie? I heard her say something about popcorn.” From what I do know of Christine she wouldn’t want me to feel sorry for her.
 
   Christine’s tone brightens. “She’s a total popcorn nut. If she has to go more than two nights in a row without it she has to rush out to the supermarket. But anyway, we were just going to watch MacGyver.”
 
   That sounds nice and I smile into the phone. “Okay, well, I don’t want to make you miss it.”
 
   “See you tomorrow, then?” Christine asks, because after all, I’m supposed to be sick.
 
   “Oh. Yeah. I think I’ll be better by then. See you tomorrow.”
 
   As I hang up I feel an odd flutter of satisfaction in the pit of my stomach. Christine trusts me. But it’s not long before I’m lost in thoughts of the boy on Walmer Road again. If anyone could read my mind I’d be embarrassed. To have trailed a strange boy home and then prowled around his street is beyond simple crush behaviour. The rational side of me knows that as well as anyone else would but the other side won’t give way—today it’s in charge.
 
   As the night wears on I climb into bed where I toss and turn for hours, sleepless, before opening my drapes to stare at the moon overhead. The very same moon that presided over rampaging dinosaurs millions of years ago.
 
   My mind begins to melt with thoughts of mass extinction, just as it did at the museum earlier. I sweat through my pyjama top and have to change into a T-shirt.
 
   When I curl up in a ball under the covers again, the image of the green-eyed boy feels like comfort. Like home. Calmed, I drift into a dream that feels every bit as real as the majority of my waking life.
 
   In the dream the world is a different place but the moon is the same, as close to eternal as any of us can comprehend.
 
   In the dream I live in an old house—a mansion filled with unexplainable objects that I don’t question. Not all of the people within my dreamworld are human. But everywhere, the air is rife with fear and uncertainty.
 
   In this dream place, which is here but not here, I stare through a looking glass at a tall boy with dirty-blond hair. He’s a close friend or maybe even family, someone I’ve always known. He’s protected me, consoled me. He’s someone I can’t do without but I can’t reach him. The looking glass serves as a fence—it keeps us apart.
 
   He’s not himself. He snarls at me through the glass, gnashing his teeth as he lunges.
 
   He detests me. The fire inside him wants to destroy everything. It hates without end and that should scare me but it only makes me sad.
 
   I’m inconsolable at the thought of living in the world without him. I need him back.
 
   When I wake up I’m crying like a child. Sobs wrack my body and I can’t catch my breath. The noise is loud enough that I’m afraid it will wake my mother or Olivia and I grab my pillow and weep into it. For the blond boy from my dream. For everything my heart feels it’s lost.
 
   The pain seems bottomless and in my mind, like a looping sound track, I hear the words of Winston Churchill: “You ask, what is our aim? I can answer with one word: Victory—victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory however long and hard the road may be; for without victory there is no survival.”
 
    
 
   ____
 
   
On Thursday morning I’m exhausted and my mother has to wake me up three times. On the third occasion she has a glass of orange juice with her and sits on the side of my bed watching me drink it to be sure I’m really getting up.
 
   My stomach hurts with last night’s sadness but the intensity of feeling that the dream prompted in me is a mystery like so many other things are lately. I’m no longer heartsick, only tired and achy the way children get when they’re coming down from a tantrum or crying jag.
 
   Downstairs, Olivia stares at me from behind a box of Cocoa Puffs. “They plowed the road already so we have to go to school after all,” she complains.
 
   “That sucks,” I mumble, although I’d forgotten that last night my mother mentioned classes might be cancelled.
 
   In the light of day my rational side has grown marginally stronger, or maybe it’s only that I’m too sleepy to cling to thoughts of the green-eyed boy with the same tenacity that I did last night. If it was thoughts of him that made me dream the frighteningly vivid way I did, then I need to find a way to mentally put him aside.
 
   I don’t want to land in that dark place again. The sense of loss was too much to take. It didn’t feel like a dream.
 
   The blond boy was as familiar to me in my dreamworld as the green-eyed guy seemed to me downtown yesterday but what am I supposed to do with that kind of craziness? Is it the kind of break with reality that could’ve been caused by the shock of my father’s death? Or could a brain tumour be loosening my grip on the real world and dragging me into fantasy?
 
   I swallow cold cereal and stare blearily at my sister who seems to be adjusting to life in Canada with much more ease than I am. I wait until my mother’s left the kitchen before asking, “Olivia, do you like it here?”
 
   “It’s okay,” my sister replies with her mouth full. “Do you like it?”
 
   “I don’t know. It feels different . . . strange.”
 
   “Because we were away for so long,” Olivia says sensibly. She brushes her dark bangs off her face and picks up her cereal bowl to drink down the leftover milk. Since Olivia’s six years younger than me we’re not as close as we might have been otherwise but aside from my mother, she’s the only one who’s been through these changes along with me and I don’t want to worry my mom by bringing any of this up to her.
 
   “I know,” I begin. “But it doesn’t feel as if it’s only because we’ve been living in other countries. Does it ever sort of seem like . . .” I search for the right words. “Like what’s happening now is more authentic than the way our lives used to be?”
 
   Olivia sets down her bowl, her eyes sparking with confusion. “What do you mean?”
 
   My toes jerk against the floor beneath my feet. “Say with Grandpa, right? We saw him on visits home and he came to see us in Auckland but when you think of that—your New Zealand memories of him—does he feel like the same person?”
 
   Olivia gapes at me as if I’ve either lost my mind or she’s hopelessly misunderstood me but I’ve gone too far to back down. “And your friends in Auckland,” I continue, “the kids you went to school with there—do they seem as complicated and”—I flex the fingers of my right hand, grasping for an idea just beyond reach—“genuine as the kids you go to school with now?”
 
   Olivia swats at her bangs again and pokes her tongue inside her cheek. “Canadian kids are just different,” she says slowly. “We’re not used to them yet.” She pushes her empty cereal bowl forward a couple of inches and then slides it back towards her. “But Grandpa is the same as he always was. Remember the time he let me drive the boat?” She smiles brightly.
 
   “I do,” I say. It was just over a year ago but it feels like longer. My dad was busy with work and my grandfather had rented a boat and taken my mom, Olivia and I for a day trip. We were out on the water, about a half hour away from the ramp at Kawakawa Bay, and Olivia was so excited by the speed and the sight of the frothy waves the boat was leaving in its wake that my grandfather asked my mother whether it would be all right to let Olivia take the wheel for a while. Surprisingly, my mother agreed and Olivia turned solemn at the helm, steering good and straight, like she’d done it countless times before. My grandfather let her remain at the helm for at least ten minutes before taking over again.
 
   I see the pride Olivia felt that day reflected in her face now. “Maybe we can get Grandpa to rent a boat here sometime this summer,” I suggest. “Explore Lake Ontario.”
 
   I wish I could remember that day in the same way that Olivia’s eyes tell me she can. I remember the fact of it but the memory itself is sterile. Just images, sounds and a transcript of events that didn’t leave any deeper an imprint on me than the latest episode of Knots Landing.
 
   “Don’t you like Grandpa?” Olivia asks, unwilling to be distracted from my original questions.
 
   “Of course I do. I think . . . nothing feels the same after Dad. I can’t explain it.”
 
   Olivia sets both her hands on the table, wriggles her fingers and peers worriedly down at them.
 
   I clear my throat and say, “I miss him. I miss New Zealand. I miss the way everything used to be.” This is far from the whole truth but I don’t want to make my sister anxious. If she’s doing okay, I’m glad for it. “I think it’s just going to take some time for me to settle in here.”
 
   I yawn like I’m bored with the topic and ready to put it behind us. Then I take our dirty dishes over to the sink and wash them so my mother won’t have to, as if that will make up for the weird things going on inside my head. I wipe down the kitchen counter too and even make my bed, which is something I rarely do, if I can trust my memory at all.
 
   As pointless as it seems, at school I try to keep my mind on what my various teachers are jotting sloppily down on their blackboards but during English there’s a knock at the classroom door and the vice principal’s standing there in a white shirt and blue tie, asking to speak to me. He apologizes for “what transpired at the museum” as I think to myself that he doesn’t know the half of it.
 
   At lunch Christine and Derrick want to know if I’m feeling better. I say I’m back to normal but I end up listening to them more than I talk and as the three of us are streaming out of the cafeteria at the end of the period, I find myself within arm’s length of Seth. He pretends I’m invisible and speeds up, breaking away from me.
 
   It’s how I’d probably act if our situations were reversed so doesn’t come as a shock but what does surprise me is that at the end of the day one of the guys Nicolette introduced me to at Corey’s party is leaning against my locker scratching at the knee of his black jeans.
 
   “Hey you,” he says as though we know each other much better than we actually do. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Hey,” I say guardedly.
 
   “I was just wondering if you needed a ride home?” he asks, straightening. “I know you’re new here and all so . . .” 
 
   I narrow my eyes and point to my locker so he’ll stand aside and let me open it. 
 
   “Sorry.” He laughs and shifts his weight to the locker next to mine.
 
   My hair falls forward so that I can only make out thin strips of him through my curtain of dirty-blond strands. I enter my locker combo and slide the lock open. “The thing is, I don’t live that far,” I say, more to my locker than to him.
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” he tells me, all perfect teeth and quarterback shoulders. “I’m sure you could still use a ride. It’s real windy out there today.” His name comes to me as he’s trying to sell me on a ride home: Terry. The guys he was hanging out with at the party were calling him something else, a jock nickname I’ve forgotten, but Nicolette introduced him as Terry.
 
   “The cold doesn’t get to me,” I say because Terry isn’t my type in the first place and in the second, I really don’t want to repeat what happened with Seth.
 
   “So you’re saying you’d rather walk home in the cold than take a ride from me?” Terry recaps like the concept of a girl not being interested in him is a completely foreign one.
 
   “I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.” I turn to stare Terry straight in the eye. Distracting myself with a guy from school isn’t a workable concept and if it was, I would’ve chosen Seth. Meanwhile, the boy I won’t let myself actively think about is still blinking his green eyes inside my head.
 
   “How do you know it’s the wrong idea if you haven’t given me a chance?” Terry quips, a smarmy grin taking over his face.
 
   My eyebrows slant together in aggravation. “I guess you just have to trust me on that.”
 
   Terry flinches and focuses on the floor. “Wow,” he mutters. “You’re pretty hostile. I think I’m starting to get why Seth dumped you.”
 
   A startled laugh chokes up from my diaphragm. “Is that what he told you?” I smother the impulse to set Terry straight. Who cares what someone I met once and have never had a conversation with thinks?
 
   I need to keep my head on straight. I need to keep my problems to myself and not let them bleed into my mother’s and sister’s lives. I need to cement myself in strength and logic, lock my brain into the here and now and forget about dreams and visions. Someone like Terry, I don’t need.
 
   Having made that decision so resolutely, it’s doubly annoying to face a similar situation the very next day with a guy I get paired up with in English class for a short assignment on Greek myths. Kyle’s not a jock or any other obvious thing and I like the sound of his laugh as we joke together about King Minos, Prince Theseus and Princess Ariadne but then he spoils it by telling me how cute I am when I smile. “Well, you’re cute all the time,” he says. “But especially when you smile.” Then he pauses, slouches down in his chair and adds, “Maybe I shouldn’t say this but I was glad when I heard you weren’t with Seth anymore.”
 
   “I was never with Seth,” I correct. Not that it’s anybody’s business.
 
   The guy nods slowly. “Better still.”
 
   I bite down on my pen cap and scan the story of Theseus and the Minotaur as Kyle, in his long-winded and self-deprecating way, proceeds to ask me out. There’s a part in Theseus and the Minotaur where Princess Ariadne writes to Prince Theseus. Her letter begins, “I am a beautiful princess as you probably noticed the minute you saw me.” A couple of minutes ago Kyle and I were kidding around about how conceited Princess Ariadne was to note her own beauty but from my first day at school so many people seemed to have judged me by my appearance.
 
   I’ve gone from being unnerved by it to slightly flattered (on occasion) to feeling strait-jacketed by it and when the final bell rings on Friday afternoon I dash for Christine’s locker with a special request. If people can’t get past how I look without a shove, I’ll give them the push they need. Maybe Princess Ariadne was cool with guys fawning over her for the wrong reason but I’m tired of it.
 
   Christine’s head is down and she’s yanking on tall boots with a zillion chunky straps down the front. Her black top hangs on her like a piece of drapery, cinched at the waist and then falling in pleats halfway down her thighs. She doesn’t notice me until I’m right next to her. “Oh, hey, Freya,” she says, glancing up at me. Her shock of heavy black eyeliner highlights the stunning light blue, nearly violet, of her irises in a way that makes my breath catch when I stare at them straight on.
 
   “I was wondering if I could ask you a favour,” I say. “Do you think you could help me dye my hair?”
 
   “Are you serious?” Christine’s fingers tug at her own black locks as she stands up next to me. “Why do you want to do that?”
 
   “Because”—I ball up a fistful of blond hair in my right hand—“this doesn’t feel like who I am.”
 
   Christine tilts her head to one side and says, “So how do you want to look?”
 
   “More like you,” I admit. “I want to change my image.” I want the people who only talk to me because of how I look to leave me alone. I want my outsides to match the prickly, shady, mysterious way I feel on the inside.
 
   Christine’s lips curve into a small smile. “That sounds radical. Are you sure?”
 
   As sure as I’ve been about anything lately. I don’t have any control over what’s going on inside me but buying a tube of hair dye and some new clothes is definitely within my power.
 
   “Positive,” I tell her. “The sooner the better. When do you think you could do it?”
 
   “Um . . . tonight,” Christine says, smiling harder. “If that’s good with you.”
 
   Tonight is excellent.
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