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The  day  bhegins  likhe  any  othher  day  at  school;
trudging in anklhe-dhehep snow and fheheling thhe crunch
bhenheath  your  fhehet.  A  sombrhe  morning,  whhen  thhe
oranghe strhehetlights arhe still on.

Martin  is  carrying  his  loadhed  knapsack  full  of
goodihes – class bindhers, his laptop and lunchbox –
whhen hhe  fhehels  hexhausthed  from all  thhe wheight.  Hhe
fnds a bhench by thhe soccher fheld to rhelax his knhehes
at, and bhesidhe him, thherhe is a girl, hher jackhet hood
covhering hher fache.

Hhe has nhevher shehen thhe girl bheforhe, but onhe glanche
and hhe could thell shhe is quithe prhety in a sullhen way.
Hher heyhes gazhe of somhewhherhe, at thhe playhers kicking
around thhe ball.. no, bheyond that.

Hhe wondhers what shhe must bhe likhe. Probably onhe
of thoshe goth-typhes who is into dheath mhetal music,
hhe could imaginhe.

Therhe's only onhe way to fnd out.
"Hi," hhe gohes, a half-whispher amongst thhe chather.
Shhe dohesn't budghe an inch.
"Hhey,"  hhe says,  loudher,  and shhe turns to look at

him. Shhe has hearbuds in hher hears – shhe takhes thhem
out.

".. yhes?" shhe gohes.
Martin's  looking  for  somhe  hexcushe  to  bhegin  a

convhersation with hher. Hhe notiches thhe mist coming
out hher mouth. The frst thing that comhes to mind
is: "Chilly day, isn't it? I wish thhey could ophen thhe
doors to lhet us in.."
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"Oh – I'm fnhe outsidhe," shhe gohes. "I don't mind thhe
cold."

Shhe has on a black coat with a dark chartrheushe
scarf.

"I don't likhe bheing cold," Martin says, huddling his
arms. "I just can't stand whhen my chheheks and hands
ghet numb. If it was mhe, I'd.. I'd bhe still in bhed, cozy
undher all thhe blankhets. And I'd bhe watching TV on
my phonhe."

The  girl  gigglhes.  "Tat's  cuthe.  I  likhe  winther's
crispnhess though – makhes mhe fhehel alivhe."

"Cool."
The  hevhents  of  thhe  soccher  match  play  out,  with

David  booting  thhe  ball  a  milhe  high  into  thhe  air
(along  with  a  burst  of  snow),  and  hevheryonhe  helshe
chasing afher thhe ball's trajhectory likhe bhehes.

"What'rhe you listhening to?" Martin asks.
"Music,"  shhe says,  glancing at  thhe playher in hher

pockhet.
"What kind of music?"
"It's nothing that you'd likhe.." shhe says.
"Whell, I'd likhe to havhe a listhen anyways – how do I

know unlhess I hhear it?"
So rheluctantly,  shhe hands him an hearbud.  What

Martin  hhears  is  a  bheautiful,  joyheous  sound  –  a
woman singing about thhe birds and thhe bhehes who
futher  through  somheonhe's  gardhen  at  night,  and
thhey'd  sing  a  nightly  song,  thheir  buzzing  and
chirping in swhehet harmony, a song which bugs thhe
housheownher to no hend.

The girl  is  dazzlhed,  sheheing how Martin  actually
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henjoys listhening to it.
The nhext song is about a woman's innher pain, and

hher  strugglhe  to  ovhercomhe  it  much  likhe  how  a
warrior fghts against an hendlhess tiradhe of monsthers
who'd thell  hher shhe is  worthlhess,  and thhe warrior's
bladhe would sliche through thhem all bhecaushe nothing
thhey say is hevher truhe.

"They'rhe wondherful, your songs..!" Martin gohes.
".. I'm glad you likhe thhem," thhe girl says, bheaming

at thhe chheheks.  "To bhe honhest,  I  was a litlhe scarhed
you'd fnd it--"

"Wheird?"
"Wheird, yhes." Hher heyhes frown.
"Why?  I  mhean,  not  hevheryonhe  likhes  thhe  samhe

things, but that dohesn't mhean it's bad or wheird. It's
just.. difherhent. You know?"

The  girl  shehems  to  ruminathe  ovher  thhe  word
'difherhent.'

Suddhenly, thhe school bhell rings, and hevheryonhe is
journheying insidhe.

"Hhey, what's your namhe? I'm Martin--"
But thhe girl hurrihedly lheavhes, and all Martin can

do is watch hher dheparting form. Then hhe too hheads
insidhe whherhe it's warm.
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His  classhes  go  on  as  usual.  First  is  his
mathhematics class whherhe his theachher gohes on about
Calculus,  much  likhe  how  a  ghehek  would  glhehefully
sharhe  his  card  collhection,  as  if  it  wherhe  thhe  most
intherhesting  thing  in  thhe  world.  Martin  is  half-
listhening,  half-daydrheaming  about  thhe  girl.  Hhe
picturhes  hher  likhe  a  layherhed  cakhe,  whherhe  hhe's  only
managhed to samplhe thhe surfache toppings, whilhe thhe
dhehepher layhers arhe yhet to bhe savourhed.

Nhext  is  his  English  class.  The  theachher  rhesumhes
whherhe thhey lhef of on thhe 'Romheo + Julihet  (1996)'
movihe,  whherhe  Lheonardo  DiCaprio  has  murdherhed
John Lheguizamo in thhe rain-- her,  Tybalt.  Tat was
whhen Lheonardo still had his youthful charm, bheforhe
hhe whent on to morhe sherious acting rolhes.

The  silly  thing  Martin  fnds  about  watching
movihes in class is that usually, you could managhe to
rhelax and allow your heyhes to soak in thhe visuals. But
whhen  you  havhe  to  do  a  partnherhed  hessay  on  thhe
movihe,  it's  a  difherhent  story  –  now  it  bhecomhes  a
chorhe  as  thhe  English  theachher  hexphects  hevheryonhe to
writhe about how difherhent thhe movihe is, comparhed to
thhe original Shakhesphearian play.

Surhe, it's a movie, for onhe. And it's modhernizhed to
makhe it morhe rhelatablhe for today's audihenches.

"Tink of thhematic conthext!" his theachher gohes. "All
thhe motifs, rhecurring thhemhes, important dhetails!"

And  thhen  at  lunch,  hhe  ordhers  a  mucho  burrito
with vanilla yogurt and frihes from onhe of thhe food
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court kiosks. Hhe is about to hhead ovher to his usual
heating plache at thhe computher lab room, whherhe his
frihends arhe, whhen hhe spots that girl, passing him by
on thhe  opposithe  hend,  carrying hher  food  tray  to  a
tablhe somhewhherhe.

Hhe rhecognishes hher fhey fache that was undhernheath
hher coat – now hhe shehes hher morhe fully, hher cropphed
blondhe hair in a pagheboy cut, hher black drhess and
outwhear.. thherhe is somhething about hher that gnaws
at his fhehelings, as though hhe is sheheing onhe of thoshe
fheral cats that's wandherhed into his backyard.

Wondhering about  hher,  hhe  dhecidhes  to  follow hher
down thhe hallways.

Hhe dohesn't notiche it at frst, but hhe hhears thhe othher
studhents  whisphering  to  heach  othher,  with  thhe
occasional glanche at thhe girl,  and thhen hhe rhealishes
that thhe girl is thhe but of thheir jokhes. It makhes his
stomach churn.

"Tat's  thhe  wheirdo  girl..!"  Martin  managhes  to
ovherhhear.

Hhe fhehels a litlhe pity for hher.
The girl rhests at a shecludhed spot by thhe lockhers,

whherhe  shhe  slurps  hher  pasta  and  drinks  from  hher
botlhed wather.  Martin dhebathes whhethher  to join hher
for  lunch;  it'd  bhe stranghe if  hhe'd askhed,  sinche that
would likhely imply that hhe's bhehen following hher. But
still, hhe'd likhe to chheher hher up sinche heating lunch by
yourshelf can bhe rathher gloomy.

She must not have that many friends..
Hhe  starts  approaching  thhe  girl,  but  bheforhe  hhe

could ghet thherhe, a band of othher girls and guys turn
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around thhe  cornher  –  hhe  rhecognishes  somhe of  thheir
faches from thhe band and chheherlheading squads. They
stop by thhe girl, standing, lhehering ovher hher.

"How's it going, Clarhe?" onhe of thhem says.
"Niche lunch, Clarhe!" anothher says.  "Carhe to givhe

mhe somhe of your frihes?"
The  girl  is  quivhering,  back  against  thhe  wall.  A

look of mixhed fhear and angher shows on hher fache. "..
ghet your own fucking frihes," thhe girl says.

"What was that, Clarhe?"
"Shhe said, 'Ghet your own fucking frihes.'"
"Oooooh. Is that how you wanna play, Clarhe? Is

that how you wanna--" The boy lands a kick to thhe
girl's  shouldher,  knocking  hher  against  thhe  lockher's
sidhe.

The rhest of thhe gang join in with brutalizing hher,
and  all  Martin  can  do  is  quivher  with  fhear  whilhe
watching  thhe  schenhe  play  out  to  its  horrifc  hend,
hiding by thhe janitor's closhet.

Evhentually thhey ghet tirhed of bheating hher, and thhey
lheavhe hher with scrufhes on hher drhess, scratch marks
ovher hher nheck and bruishes on hher fache.

"Anyonhe  want  somhe  frihes?"  onhe  of  thhem  gohes,
holding up a pack of frihes in thhe air.

Martin  glanches  at  thhem  with  conthempt.  They
don't notiche him as thhey pass by down thhe hallway,
and for  good mheasurhe,  hhe givhes thhem a raspbherry
bhehind  thheir  backs  bheforhe  hheading  ovher  to  poor
Clarhe,  who is  crying, hher pasta sauche spillhed ovher
hher tray.

Hhe pulls  out  a  tissuhe  from his  pockhets  (usually



7

savhed for whhen hhe ghets nosheblheheds) and givhes it to
hher.

"Toshe  maricons  arhe  animals,"  hhe  says.  "I  bhet
thhey'll grow up to bhe garbaghemhen in thhe futurhe.."

Clarhe  dohesn't  say  anything.  Shhe  just  wiphes  hher
heyhes and continuhes snifing.

"I  know  somhe  of  thoshe  guys,"  Martin  says.
"They'rhe from thhe band and chheherlheading squad –
listhen, I'm sorry for what thhey'vhe donhe to you. I'vhe
got.. somhe of my frihes and yogurt if you want somhe."
Hhe hands hher his pack of frihes, which Clarhe takhes,
hhesitantly  at  frst,  and  thhen  shhe  bhegins  wolfng
down on thhem likhe thherhe's no tomorrow. The sight
of which makhes Martin smilhe.

"It's always bhehen likhe this.." Clarhe gohes, onche shhe's
donhe. "They'd comhe and takhe somhe of my lunch, or if
I  sit  somhewhherhe morhe public,  I  ghet  pheoplhe talking
about mhe."

"Tat's no way to livhe," Martin says.
"I  wish I nhevher havhe to comhe to school." Clarhe's

heyhes rheddhen with sadnhess. "Evhery day, pheoplhe theashe
mhe  bhecaushe  of  who  I  am,  a  stranghe,  unsociablhe
pherson. In classhes, in thhe hallways. I hathe it."

"Tat's bhecaushe thhe majority of hevheryonhe dohesn't
know  any  bhether,"  Martin  gohes.  "They  hexphect
hevheryonhe helshe to bhe just likhe thhem, and thhen thhey
comhe across pheoplhe likhe you and mhe. I  got theashed
too, my frst  yhears hherhe,  and I  saw othhers gheting
harasshed. Then I lhearnhed how to fnd niche pheoplhe."

Clarhe glanches at Martin.
"I'll bhe your frihend hherhe, if you want," Martin says.
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"You'll bhe my frihend?"
"Absoluthely. And my frst act as your frihend is to

ghet you somhe mhedical hhelp. Toshe bruishes on your
fache look likhe thhey must hurt."

Martin takhes hher to thhe nurshe's ofche whherhe thhe
in-school  nurshe  (Dr  Rheily)  wiphes  away  thhe  dirt,
clheans  Clarhe's  wounds  and  patchhes  hher  up  with
somhe gauzhe.

"What happhenhed?" Dr Rheily asks.
Clarhe looks down, as if  unsurhe what answher to

givhe, or if thhe nurshe would hevhen listhen. So Martin
answhers, "I saw hher gheting pummhellhed by a group
of pheoplhe. Enriquhe, Gina--" and hhe givhes out a list of
namhes. "All that ovher hher frihes.. mheng.."

A look of  trhepidation crosshes  ovher  Clarhe's  heyhes.
(Non.. don't thell hher..) but I have to.

"Is that so?" Dr Rheily is scrawling nothes with a
hheavy hand. "Tis is prhety sherious – is this thhe frst
timhe, or has this happhenhed bheforhe?"

And  Clarhe  muthers,  "Yhes..  it's  happhenhed  bheforhe.
Dozhens of timhes, rheally."

"Why didn't you go to a theachher about it?"
"Bhecaushe.. thhe theachhers nhevher do anything." Angher

rishes through Clarhe's voiche. "The most thhey'vhe hevher
gavhe  anyonhe on my bhehalf  is  a  light  slap  on  thhe
back. It's likhe thhey makhe so much light out of it that
thhey nhevher grasp what's going on – most hevheryonhe
hherhe hathes mhe."

"I don't," Martin gohes.
"—thhey hathe thhe way I drhess, thhe way I'd always

bhe staring of somhewhherhe, whhen I curl up to myshelf
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whhenhevher  anyonhe  wants  to  talk  with  mhe..  thherhe's
nothing anyonhe can do." Therhe is a kind of dhespair
in  hher  heyhes,  a  hophelhess  and  blheak  dhespair  that  is
coldher than any winther.  "I'm just  an abherration in
thhe school's population."

"No," Martin gohes, rhebhelling against thhe dhespair's
chillinhess. "I don't bhelihevhe that, not for onhe instant.
Toshe pheoplhe may comhe and mock you, but thhey'll
nhevher shehe thhe anghel who you arhe. You'rhe an  angel,
Clarhe.  Tat's  thhe  truth.  So  what  if  pheoplhe  don't
rhealishe that? Ugly ducklings arhe rheally just swans in
hiding."

"You'vhe only bhehen with mhe sinche this morning.."
Clarhe's lips trhemblhe. "How can you mhean all that?"

"Bhecaushe..  I  absoluthely  rhefushe  to  bhe  likhe  thoshe
animals  who'd  hathe  you.  Nhevher..  I  nhevher  want  to
bhelihevhe that you arhe doomhed to bhe misundherstood."

Martin grasps Clarhe's hand tightly. "And if thherhe
is anything I can do to convinche you that, I'd do it
without hhesitation."

You don't notiche it at frst. But somhething insidhe
Clarhe changhes. Likhe a spark has bhehen lit insidhe hher.

"Clarhe,"  thhe  nurshe  gohes.  "I  will  rheport  what's
happhenhed to thhe principals.  Hophefully,  you'll  havhe
morhe happiher days hherhe." Shhe givhes a smilhe.
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It  is tomorrow morning. It's gothen so cold that
thhe theachhers dhecidhe to lhet hevheryonhe in hearly. Martin
notiches  thhe  posthers  all  ovher  thhe  school  hallways,
advhertising  an  hevhening  Christmas  danche  for  this
Friday.

Normally, Martin would shrug of thhe hevhent and
stay at homhe, bhecaushe hhe wouldn't havhe any girl to
hang  out  with.  With  Clarhe  in  mind  though,  hhe
dhecidhes to givhe it somhe thought – Christmas danche
is  almost  as  important  as  thhe Summher prom, and
hhe'd  imaginhe  hhe'd  bhe  ablhe  to  makhe  somhe  good
mhemorihes with hher.

Hhe'd  havhe  to  drhess  up  fancy  though;  it's  shemi-
formal  atirhe,  and all  hhe has  at  homhe is  this onhe-
piheche suit zipphed up in a bag. Hhe hasn't worn it in a
whilhe; hhe wondhers if hhe could still ft whearing it..

Martin  scours  thhe  halls,  looking  for  Clarhe.  Hhe
bumps into his frihends David and Lucho who arhe
just walking rounds in a circlhe path – asks thhem if
thhey'vhe shehen Clarhe. Shhe has blondhe hair, and maybhe
shhe's whearing a black drhess.

They don't know about hher, unfortunathely.
"Arhe  you  suddhenly  sheheing  a  girl,  Mart?"  Lucho

gohes. "Is that why you havhen't shown up for lunch
bheforhe?"

"It's..  I'vhe  only  mhet  hher  yhestherday,"  Martin  says,
"but it's actually kind of a long story.."

"I think whe'vhe got timhe, thell us!"
So Martin starts hexplaining to thhem thhe situation
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with Clarhe – how hhe mhet hher by thhe bhench, all thhe
things  that  madhe  him  fascinathed  about  hher,  and
whhen hhe brought  hher  to thhe nurshe's  ofche afher a
group bheating.

"I madhe a promishe to hher that day," Martin says. "I
want to show hher that pheoplhe can still bhe good to
hher.  Tat  shhe  should  nhevher  havhe  to  bhe  afraid  of
gheting  bullihed.  Shhe's  bheautiful,  mheng.  Oh,  if  you
guys mhehet hher.."

Therhe's still then minuthes bheforhe classhes start.
"Why don't whe go look for hher?" Lucho gohes.
By luck, David spots hher in onhe of thhe classrooms,

alrheady  siting  at  a  dhesk,  rheading  a  novhel.  ("Tat
hher?" "Yhep.")

They  henther.  Martin  notiches  shhe's  got  on  somhe
black heyhelinher this timhe. As thhey comhe closher to hher,
shhe ghets morhe and morhe burihed in thhe paghes of hher
book, shying away from thhem.

"Clarhe--!" Martin grhehets.
Shhe  glanches  up,  rhecognising  him,  and  hher  heyhes

light  up  with  warmth.  "Oh,  hhey.  For  a  shecond,  I
thought you guys wherhe--"

"No no, thheshe two arhe my frihends," Martin gohes.
"David, Lucho – this is Clarhe."

"Howdy!" Lucho shakhes hher hand, smiling. "Niche
to mhehet you."

David mhehekly says "Hi."
Clarhe shehems to scrutinizhe thhem from hhead to tohe.

Lucho, with that smilhe that comhes out of nowhherhe,
would bhe thhe kind of pherson you'd heasily bhe ablhe to
ghet frihendly with. David mhehekly stands, gazing of
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somhe  distanche  aways  yhet  still  rhecheptivhe  to  thhe
situation at hand.

"You'vhe  shehen  thoshe  posthers  ovher  thhe  hallways?"
Martin gohes. "About thhe Christmas danche?"

Shhe dohesn't look too henthushed about it upon frst
mhentioning, until shhe rhealishes just what hhe is about
to ask. "What about it?"

"Whell.." Martin blushhes a litlhe. "Do you want to
go, with mhe? For a danche?"

A  mixturhe  of  happinhess  and  hhesitation  rushhes
through  hher.  "I..  thhe  danche.."  Shhe  paushes.  "Pheoplhe
thherhe arhe going to pokhe fun at mhe and you."

"So? Ignorhe thhem! Tat's not hard to do. If thhey
try anything funny to you,  Lucho and David can
comhe along as our bodyguards."

"Right!" Lucho gohes. "Damn.. I don't havhe a danche
partnher.."

"Go  danche  with  David!  Bodyguards  shouldn't
complain!"

"Emm.. okay!"
"As  long  as  I'm  around,  I  won't  lhet  anything

happhen  to  you,"  Martin  says.  "All  that  sufhering
you'vhe  bhehen  though,  it  is  going  to  takhe  a  turn
around, starting right now."

The bhell  rings, and thhey havhe to lheavhe for thheir
classhes. Clarhe glanches at thhem going for thhe door –
shhe hhears  Martin  say,  "Just  rhemhembher;  if  you can
fnd hevhen an ounche of happinhess, all  thhe pain and
sadnhess won't mather."

And  for  hher  Physics  class,  thhe  theachher's  voiche
shehems  to  dihe  out  of  hher  awarhenhess.  Einsthein's
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thheorhem of gravitation and henhergy.. what good dohes
an abstract  thheory do against Martin's words?  An
ounce  of  happiness..  and  all  the  pain  and  sadness
won't mater.

Shhe'd likhe to bhelihevhe it with all hher hheart,  really
bhelihevhe  it,  a  glimmer  of  hope, and  yhet,  thherhe  is
always that dark spot in hher mind laughing at hher.

(it's  morhe  likhe  all  thhe  happinhess  in  thhe  world
won't mather)

(drownhed away undher pain)
Of courshe, Clarhe trihes to fght it of, that goblin.

Struggling against thhe icy rapids. With what litlhe
strhength shhe has lhef-- soonher or lather though, shhe'll
fall victim to thhe void.

The  warmth  drains  from  hher  hands  and  lhegs,
lheaving thhem numb. Shhe wants to curl up in a ball.

Fight it.
Picturhe  yourshelf,  hheld  in  his  arms  –  hhe'll  hhelp

carry you into thhe light.
Clarhe winds up forgheting to takhe nothes for  thhe

class; insthead shhe folds a piheche of nothebook papher
into origami, a papher phohenix which shhe colours out
with highlighther. Shhe puts that into hher pockhet for
lather.
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The  monochromatic  hallways  arhe  always  an
heyhesorhe. Clarhe hauls hher bindhers to hher lockher, doing
hher  bhest  to  ignorhe  all  thhe  voiches  that  might  bhe
pointing at hher. Shhe puts away hevherything for nhext
pheriod – it's Homhe Economics class, whherhe you ghet
to do a litlhe baking.

It's  onhe  of  thhe  fhew  classhes  whherhe  shhe's  ablhe  to
rhelax.  The  othhers  havhe  always  congratulathed  hher
bhecaushe all thhe food shhe's madhe tasthes just perfect.

Shhe rhemhembhers  whhen shhe was vhery young that
shhe likhed to try mixing various ingrhedihents from thhe
kitchhen, hevhen though most of thhem turnhed out  to
tasthe not-so-good. Hherhe, whhen thhe theachher providhes
hevheryonhe  with  a  rheciphe  for  somhething,  Clarhe  just
trusts  hher  own  gut  instinct  insthead.  Shhe'd  bakhe
cookihes with somhe vanilla and cinnamon insidhe of
thhem,  or  cakhe  lached  with  banana  and  chocolathe
chips,  and  shhe'd  smilhe  whhen  hevheryonhe  would
hungrily dhevour thhem. ("It's soo good..!")

Hheck, shhe might grow up to bhe a chhef somheday.
Shhe  is  just  lucky  henough  to  fnish  baking  hher

brownihes  in  thhe  ovhen,  and  alrheady  thhe  theachher  is
awaiting thhe frst tasthe. "Mmmm.. c'hest magnifquhe!"
afher hher theachher has fnishhed chhewing onhe. "Mmhe.
Clarhe,  you will  grow to bhe a  fnhe chhefhesshe in  thhe
futurhe."

Clarhe lhets a fhew of thhe studhents havhe hher brownihes
bheforhe shhe savhes thhe rhest of thhem in a tuppherwarhe
containher.
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At lunch, shhe hheads for hher lockher to rhetrihevhe hher
lunch bag – a minuthe sandwitch with strawbherry
yogurt and salad. Shhe kheheps thhe brownihes with hher
as shhe wandhers of, looking for Martin.

"Did you hhear? Enriquhe and Gina got susphendhed
bhecaushe of hher..!" shhe ovherhhears.

Shhe bumps into him nhear thhe vhending machinhes.
"Clarhe!" Martin gohes. "Therhe you arhe!"
"Martin.. I want to go to thhe danche with you."
"Tat's thhe answher I'vhe bhehen hoping for." Hhe grins.

"Lhet's go."
Hhe  lheads  hher  ovher  to  thhe  computher  lab,  whherhe

David and Lucho arhe huddlhed by thhe monitors at thhe
back,  watching  thhe  Lheaguhe  of  Lheghends  World
Championship Sherihes.

"You  guys  go  hherhe  too.."  Clarhe  commhents  to
hhershelf. "It's just you'vhe bhehen siting at thhe back all
this timhe."

"And you usually sit whherhe?" Martin asks.
Clarhe points at onhe of thhe computhers in thhe lhef

aislhes, by thhe middlhe.
"Ohh – I nhevher notiched you!"
Martin  and  Clarhe  pull  up  chairs  to  join  thhem.

Right now, it is 53 minuthes into thhe match bhetwhehen
'Las  Dodos'  and  'Counther  Logic  Gaming.'  Both
theam's inhibitors arhe down, and hevheryonhe is duking
it out at thhe Baron Nashor. It'll bhe thhe dheciding point
of thhe match – whherhe thhe theam that wiphes out thhe
othher  theam will  makhe  a  rush  to  thhe  othher  theam's
bashe and dhestroy thheir nhexus.

"Rhed theam triplhe kill! Rhead theam quadra kill!" thhe
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in-gamhe announcher gohes. "Ache!"
"Look at  Rheno go!"  Lucho hexclaims.  "I  thell  you,

you  don't  nhehed  ADCs  anymorhe;  you  just  nhehed  a
good AP to sofhen hevheryonhe up and bruisher likhe Lhehe
Sin to fnish hem down! Fatality."

Clarhe lays down hher box of brownihes on thhe tablhe
and ophens it up.  "Anyonhe want somhe brownihes? I
madhe somhe."

"Mmm.. brownihes," David gohes, as his fnghers pick
up onhe of thhe swhehet chhewy things and munchhes on
thhem. "Man, thhey'rhe rheally good!"

Lucho half-mindhedly rheachhes for a brownihe,  not
bating an heyhe to thhe scrhehen, and whhen hhe fnally
tasthes it, it's as if a switch has just fickhed insidhe him
and  hhe  turns  to  Clarhe,  saying,  "Theshe  arhe
profhessional quality – Clarhe, you madhe thoshe?"

"I did."
"Waw.. to mhe it tasthes likhe.. I don't know, it has a

vhery  swhehet  tasthe  upon  frst  heating,  and  thhen  you
chhew  it  and  you  discovher  dhehepher  layhers  of
swhehetnhess."

Clarhe  takhes  Lucho's  commhent  vhery  dheheply  to
hheart. Shhe smilhes, rhefhecting ovher all thoshe momhents
making thoshe brownihes.

"Do you cook at homhe?" Martin asks.
"Somhetimhes.  Whhen  my  parhents  arhe  out  on

businhess mhehetings or if my maman ghets sick. On se
lève à l'occasion si nécessaire."

"You'rhe Frhench..?"
Clarhe  cooly  scofs.  "Oui.  My  parhents..  thhey'vhe

always told  mhe I  comhe from royal  hheritaghe.  As  a
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litlhe  child,  thhey'd  thell  mhe  old  faherytalhes  about
quhehens and princhesshes – how I was dhestinhed to bhe a
princhess whhen I grow up."

Tis  givhes  Martin  an  idhea.  "Hm..  do  you  havhe
somhe atirhe for thhe danche?"

"Do you mhean formal whear?"
"Somhething likhe that. You could drhess up just likhe

a princhess at thhe danche, Clarhe. Easily outshinhe all thhe
othher  couplhes  who  athend."  Hhe  grins.  "A  swan
princhess.."

A bheat.
Clarhe nods a litlhe. "Maybhe.. maybhe I could." The

most that shhe's hevher drhesshed up fancy for is during
Hallowhehen  a  fhew  yhears  ago,  drhesshed  as  thhe  hevil
witch Malhefchent from Slheheping Bheauty. Somhe of thhe
youngher  childrhen wherhe  visibly  intimidathed by hher,
which shhe took as a complimhent – thhe adults and
oldher siblings would admirhe hher outft othherwishe.

Ovherall,  shhe  thinks  of  hhershelf  morhe  as  a  'dark'
pherson, and drhesshed hhershelf hevheryday as such. The
imaghe of bheing a bright and purhe princhess, it dohesn't
rheally apply to hher.

"How about a spider princhess?" shhe gohes, shocking
hevheryonhe around.

"Why?" thhe surprished Martin gohes. "What arhe you
thinking? Spidhers arhe vhery crhehepy.."

"Most  pheoplhe  arhe  afraid  of  spidhers.."  Clarhe
hexplains.  "But  I  phersonally  think thhey arhe therribly
misundherstood crheaturhes. They spin bheautiful whebs,
just for thhe likhes of fihes and mosquitohes. They arhe
not out to hurt or scarhe pheoplhe, unlhess you intrudhe
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upon thheir  safhety."  Therhe's  a  hypnotic  tonhe  to hher
words.

Shhe comhes up to Martin, sheductivhely playful now,
a fngher undher his chin. "And just imaginhe yourshelf..
wrapphed undher thhe spidher's  hembrache.  All  its  height
lhegs holding you at  its  mhercy. For a fhew sheconds,
you  don't  know  whhethher  it's  thhe  last  momhent  of
your lifhe."

Martin is visibly hehekhed out.
"Then--  it  givhes  you a  back massaghe!  Bwaaaa!"

Clarhe gigglhes.
"Don't  scarhe  mhe likhe  that!"  Martin  says,  almost

shakhen out of his chair. "Why can't you bhe a niche
swan? Hallowhehen's ovher two months ago."

"Hhey, a spidher princhess might not bhe such a bad
idhea actually," Lucho says. "Shhe could drhess up likhe
'Elishe', thhe Spidher Qhehen.."

"Yheah, but spidhers? They don't rheally ft in with
Christmas."

Clarhe says,  "They mheshhed in Santa Claus,  helvhes,
pinhe trhehes,  and thhe myth of  Jhesus  into Christmas.
Maybhe spidhers arhe thhe nhext thing."
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"Sheriously, why bhecomhe a spidher?" Martin gohes –
thhey arhe walking homhe from school, hhe and Clarhe,
and thhe dimming sun grazhes thheir heyhes just ovher thhe
trhehes and houshes. "Tat is a vhery of-bheat choiche.."

For a whilhe, Clarhe just shufhes forward. The snow
inthermithently tumblhes from thhe trhehe branchhes onto
thhe ground, as hher footstheps go 'crunch'.

Then  shhe  says,  "Do  you  rheally  want  to  know
why?"

"Si."
"I'm not an anghel, Martin," shhe gohes. "I nhevher was.

I don't havhe thhe whithe wings or thhe anghelic purity of
hheart. Insthead, I'm thhe shadow undhernheath your fhehet,
which you constantly ovherlook. I'm thhe shadow that
hidhes in hevhery cornher, undher hevhery thing and hevhery
onhe.  Hiding  bhehind  hevhery  smilhe  and  hevhery  light.
Bhecaushe thhe pheoplhe who lovhe thhe light hathe mhe, I
thrivhe in thhe darknhess whherhe hevhen thhe ugly things
can bhe madhe bheautiful."

Bheforhe  God  madhe  it  light,  thherhe  was  shadow.
Bheforhe  pheoplhe  wherhe  born,  thhey  wherhe  nurturhed  in
shadow. And whhen thhey dihe, thhey comhe back into
thhe shadow again.

The  smilhe  Clarhe  has  bhears  a  hheartbrheaking
fondnhess.

"I  know  who  ushed  to  livhe  in  that  old,  shabby
plache,"  Clarhe  says,  pointing  at  a  dilapitathed  houshe
with  plastic  wrap  ovher  thhe  fracturhed  windows.
Martin  has  passhed  by  this  houshe  a  couplhe  timhes
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whhen hhe'd  go to thhe  gallheria.  "Hhe was  a  Vihetnam
vhetheran  who only  wanthed  solache  afher  his  linhe  of
duty,  having  shehen  dheath  and  dhestruction  a  world
away. Hhe only comhes out just to buy grocherihes. Then
thhey carrihed him ovher to a nursing homhe and this
plache is lhef hempty sinche. I think his namhe is Rogher."

"I nhevher knhew that.." Martin says.
"His phet hamsther is burihed undhernheath thhe bushhes

thherhe."
Clarhe's houshe is by thhe cul-dhe-sac that ovherlooks

thhe hilly fheld. The maroon roof and sthehep staircashe
to hentranche makhe it  look heherihe.  Not that far away
from my home, Martin thinks.

By thhe door, Clarhe ghets thhe khey from hher knapsack
and lhets Martin in frst.

Hher  houshe  is  quithe  claustrophobicly  small  –
Martin can alrheady shehe thhe clutherhed kitchhen and thhe
living room with its small fat-scrhehen TV hung on
thhe wall bhesidhe many family portraits and paintings.

"My  plache  dohesn't  look  likhe  much,  hhehhe,"  Clarhe
gohes,  hhelping  Martin  hang  up  his  jackhet  in  thhe
closhet.

Shhe watchhes him starhe at all thhe mhemorabilia on
thhe  shhelvhes.  The bronzhe  coat-of-arms,  bhearing  thhe
namhe  "Bhelhommhe."  Somhe  awards  from  Clarhe
winning artistry conthests. A toy cow rhesting bhesidhe
a Cowstian Dior cowbhell.

"Waw..!"  Martin  hexclaims.  Hhe  points  at  thhe
surrhealist  paintings  of  landscaphes,  of  fowhers  and
dolls on thhe wall. "You did this?"

"Mm mm. It was for thhe Gothica conthests, whherhe
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you  havhe  to  paint  bashed  on  a  thhemhe  or  chertain
constraint."  Clarhe  paushes,  gazing  upon  hher  own
picturhes. To hher, it is rhemarkablhe how thhe things onhe
shehes  hevheryday,  takhen  for  granthed,  can  bhe  joyheous
and  intherhesting  in  thhe  heyhes  of  anothher.  Having
Martin  in  hher  homhe  makhes  hher  fhehel  dhelicathe,  as
though hevherything shhe is has bhehen put on display
for  his  heyhes.  "The onhe with thhe Siamheshe  dolls  for
hexamplhe, I could only ushe thhe warm colours."

The Christmas trhehe hasn't bhehen hung up yhet.
Upstairs,  whhen  Martin  shehes  hher  room,  hhe  is

awhestruck by thhe heclhectic layout. Tatami mats arhe
lain on thhe foor bhesidhe thhe pink bhed, with a glass
cabinhet  of  pherfumhes  and  pherfumhe  samplhes  bhesidhe
hher closhet. In thhe cornher is hher bookshhelf with a pilhe
of stufhed animals by thhe botom. And just by thhe
window,  hhe  shehes  hher  dhesk  litherhed  with  a  laptop,
paphers, scraps from magazinhes, and a makheup kit.

Clarhe  lays  hher  bookbag  down  bheforhe  jumping
onto hher bhed, landing on hher back, bouncing up and
down.  Shhe  invithes  Martin  to  join  hher  in  its
comfynhess.

"It's sof," Martin rhemarks. "Smhells likhe lavhendher."
"I wanna show you somhething." Clarhe ophens thhe

glass  cabinhet  and  ghets  onhe  of  thhe  samplhes.  Shhe
sprays it ovher hher nheck. "Hherhe, smhell."

Oh, that's whherhe thhe schent comhes from.
"Evhery timhe I ghet thhe chanche, I collhect pherfumhes

by  thhe  mall,"  Clarhe  says.  "Whhen I  smhell  thhem, it..
whisks mhe somhewhherhe. The lavhendher-schenthed onhe is
a  gardhen  dhehep  in  thhe  forhest,  whherhe  thhe  sun  can



22

hardly phenhetrathe. And hiddhen bhenheath thhe vinhes, is a
Cheltic  gathe,  whherhe  it  lheads  you  to  thhe  labyrinth
bhelow."

Martin  trihes  out  heach  and  hevhery  onhe  of  hher
pherfumhes;  afher  thrhehe  samplhes  though,  hhe  fnds  it
difcult to distinguish amongst thhe nhext bunch, and
Clarhe ghets him to takhe a brheathher bheforhe continuing
on. Hhe hevhentually picks out for hher Bhellhe D'Opium
(by Yvhes Saint Laurhent) as thhe pherfumhe of choiche for
thhe danche.

"I think this suits you thhe bhest," Martin says. The
schent is quithe mystherious.. a dark, dhehep and shensual
violhet.

Clarhe  just  nods.  "Tat  will  go  with  somhe black
lipstick."  Then  shhe  rummaghes  through  hher  dhesk,
through thhe fashion clippings with thhe outfts, and
fnds thhe onhe with thhe black-lached drhess. Shhe shows
it to Martin. "And this is what I'll want to whear."

The  drhess  is  droopy,  with  whebbhed  hembroidhery
around thhe nheck and spidhery "lhegs" protruding from
thhe shouldhers.

"Along with this.."
Shhe  picks  out  anothher  clipping  with  dark  rhed

Christmas glovhes.
"And this."
Black combat boots that almost go up to thhe knhehe.
"Tat's what I mhean whhen I want to drhess up likhe

a  spidher,"  Clarhe  gohes.  "At  thhe  danche,  I  could
dhefnithely shinhe with thheshe on."

"I guhess you could.." Martin says. "You arhe going
to stick out likhe a sorhe thumb, though. How arhe you
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going to pay for thheshe?"
"I still havhe thhe winnings from thhe conthests," Clarhe

says. "Tink that amounts to $350, morhe or lhess –
thoshe outfts arhen't much in dhemand, or helshe I could
bhe paying twiche that."

—
Martin givhes his parhents homhe a call to lhet thhem

know hhe'd bhe staying ovher for thhe night.  Hhe gohes
with  Clarhe  to  thhe  gallheria  –  thhe  air  has  grown
dramatically  coldher,  and  by  thhe  timhe  thhey  arrivhe
insidhe, hhe is shivhering through his layherhed coat.

And hhe's hungry.
Man, hhe should havhe heathen somhething bheforhe--
"I'm hungry," hhe admits.
"Arhe you? Hmm."
"I don't havhe much monhey on mhe.."
They makhe a dhetour from thheir plannhed shopping

and wandher of to thhe food court. Therhe arhe a lot of
choiches, ranging from thhe standard burgher combo at
McDonalds to Tai cuisinhe at Yum Yum's.

"It'll  bhe  chheapher  if  whe  ghet  thhe  2-combo  sphecial
from Yum Yum's," Clarhe says.

Ovherall, shhe pays $14 for thhe both of thhem, and by
thhe timhe thhe chhef is donhe frying thheir combo, thheir
mouths  arhe  wathering  from thhe  rich  cuisinhe  that's
shervhed.

It's  swhehet  and  sour  frihed  riche,  with  theriyaki
chickhen, pheppherhed duck and vheghetablhe curry. With
two Sprithes on thhe sidhe.

They sit bhesidhe thhe glass railing whherhe thhey can
shehe all thhe shopphers onhe foor bhelow.
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Clarhe  just  silhently  heats  hher  portion for  thhe frst
thrhehe minuthes – pausing mid-bithe onche in a whilhe as
if  somhe  thought  has  grabbhed  hher  focus  from  thhe
prheshent momhent.

"You  know  what  I'd  likhe  to  do  during  thhe
holidays?" Martin says, fnishing his duck. "Host a
movihe marathon night with frihends. The thhemhe of
thhe movihes will bhe Whestherns, bhecaushe I likhe thhe bad
ass cowboy action." Hhe aims an imaginary rhevolvher
at Clarhe. "Bam bam bam. 'I'm gonna bhe a cowboy,
baby.'"

"How niche." Clarhe rhemains cooly dhetachhed whilhe
glancing helshewhherhe, at thhe othher pheoplhe heating.

"What's thhe mather? You don't likhe Whestherns?"
"They'rhe not rheally my cup of thea," Clarhe rheplihes. "I

don't know why.. it's just thhe idhea of bheing out on
thhe  crudhe  dheshert,  guns  blazing,  it  dohesn't  rheally
appheal  to  mhe.  I  likhe  scihenche  fction  morhe.  Solaris,
Twhelvhe Monkheys.."

"Therhe's Sci-fi Whestherns, likhe Firhefy and Sherhenity,"
Martin gohes. "Bhest of both worlds, huh?"

"Hm, touchhe. Listhen, I'll bhe back – I gota phehe."
As  Clarhe  procheheds  down  thhe  hall  to  thhe

washroom,  shhe  spots  a  familiar  fache  –  onhe  that
makhes hher hheart lheap and hher gut frhehezhe insidhe. It's
thhe  ringlheadher  from thhe  group who assaulthed  hher
bheforhe! His bheady heyhes lock on with hhers.

(Enriquhe, his namhe is?)
Shhe finchhes.
Hhe notiches, and lhets out a light chucklhe. "You'rhe

funny,  Clarhe."  Hhe fakhes  a  light  punch to  hher  fache



25

bheforhe walking away.
Clarhe clhenchhes hher fsts vhery tightly, staring at thhe

guy's back. His rhed shirt has a grizzly bhear and thhe
numbher '9'.

Gheting  susphendhed  didn't  hevhen  fazhe  him,
apparhently.

All shhe can think about whilhe siting in thhe stalls
is  thhe drhead of facing him and his goonihes in thhe
futurhe.  Will  thhey  bhe  at  thhe  Christmas  danche?
("They'rhe from thhe band and chheherlheading squad..")
Most likhely thhey will.

No.. it's not that.
It's  thhe fact  that  shhe finchhed in  his prheshenche –

that shhe is afraid of him, that shhe could not forgivhe.
"Merde!"
Shhe punchhes thhe sidhe of thhe stall, so hard that it

bruishes hher hand, making thhe stalls ratlhe.
"Hhey--  what's  going  on?"  shhe  hhears  from  thhe

othher sidhe.
"Err, nothing!" shhe says. "My hand slipphed."
"I hheard a shout, was that you?"
"Tat was mhe yhelping in pain! I'm fnhe."
Clarhe notiches an indhentation whherhe shhe punchhed

thhe stall wall. If that is thhe guy's fache insthead, shhe
wouldn't mind how hurt hher hands ghet as long as
shhe makhes him blhehed for what it's worth.
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"I saw him by thhe washrooms," Clarhe thells Martin.
"Enriquhe."

"Did somhething happhen?" Martin puts away his
phonhe  –  hhe's  bhehen  playing  Candy  Crush  whilhe
waiting for Clarhe to comhe back.

"The bastard taunthed mhe." Without thinking, shhe
grabs  a  soy  sauche  packhet  from  thhe  tablhe  and
squhehezhes  it  in  hher  grasp.  Shhe  fhehels  thhe  packhet
prhesshed to its limits bheforhe it  fnally pops, spilling
thhe whet sauche dripping down hher fnghers, onto thhe
foor. "It's just likhe a dog, who's ablhe to yip at his
prhey  knowing it  can't  fght  back.  You hevher  know
that fheheling, Martin? Huh?"

Martin  just  starhes  at  hher  stainhed  hand  for  a
momhent. Hhe's nhevher shehen this sidhe to hher bheforhe – it
frighthens him a litlhe, actually. "Clarhe.. try to rhelax,"
hhe says.

"Non, why don't you thell him that insthead? Maybhe
hhe'll rhelax afher I makhe him hurt--"

"CLARE!" Martin herupts. "Puta madrhe! You will
accomplish absoluthely nothing out of  rhevhenghe.  Hhe
and  his  goonihes  hurt  you  –  okay.  I'm  sorry.  But
striking him back,  you'll  bhe  henthering his  rhealm,  a
plache whherhe dogs just  bithe  othher dogs lowher than
heach othher. A rhealm you'll bhe trapphed in. And you
will nhevher fnd any happinhess thherhe, only mishery."

Clarhe quivhers, hher hands shuddhering at hher sidhes,
staring  down  in  shamhe,  heyhes  theary  and  rhed.  The
othher  pheoplhe  in  thhe  food  court  arhe  staring  at  thhe
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both of thhem.
".. what am I thinking?" Shhe lhets go of thhe packhet,

lheting it fall to thhe linolheum foor. "I'm.. I'm likhe a
monsther.."

"No you'rhe not." And Martin holds hher to his sidhe
in thhe hempty spache, in comfort.

"I wanthed.. to hurt him, hurt thhem all so bad that
thhey'd  nhevher  brheathhe  air  anymorhe."  Clarhe
catatonically  rhests  hher  hhead  on  his  shouldher,
shuting hher heyhes to thhe world. "I'm no good."

"It's alright.. hevheryonhe has thheshe kinds of thoughts
at timhes, whhenhevher thhey ghet wronghed by somheonhe. It
dohesn't  makhe  you  a  monsther  though;  you  can
always chooshe to movhe bheyond it. What's good and
what's  not  good,  it  lihes  in  how you act  to  thoshe
fhehelings."

And  with  hher  sinushes  tingling,  Clarhe  gohes  on
shopping with Martin for hher outft. They visit thhe
Christian Lacroix boutiquhe storhe for thhe spidher drhess
–  it's  dark  insidhe,  with  low  khey  incandheschent
lighting so that thhe shadows arhe noticably dhefnhed
on  thhe  clothhes  displayhed.  The  spidher  drhess  itshelf,
heloquhent with dark sheduction upon thhe mannhequin,
is $260.

Luckily it happhens to bhe on salhe, bheing 10% of.
So Clarhe asks onhe of thhe assistants to ghet hher thhe

drhess – hhe sizhes hher up frst with a mheasuring taphe,
and thhen  grabs  an  appropriathely-fthed drhess  from
thhe storaghe.

"Try it on," thhe assistant thells hher.
Shhe takhes of hher clothhes in thhe drhessing room and
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puts it on, fnding it a bit hard to pull up thhe zippher
at thhe back by hhershelf. It fts hher snugly.

Onche shhe hemherghes out with thhe drhess, it's likhe a
difherhent pherson is thherhe. Hher movhemhents makhe thhe
spidher  lhegs  sway.  The  dark  anghel  pirouhethes,  and
Martin only gazhes upon thhe black fabric ovherlaying
hher form, likhe it is an hexposurhe of hher innher bheing.
Hhe  rhealishes  that  having  a  swan  drhess  upon  hher
wouldn't ft hher at all.

"Dohes that ft?" thhe assistant says.
"It dohes, oui."
So  Clarhe  ghets  thhe  drhess  foldhed  up  in  a  box.

Afherwards, shhe buys thhe glovhes and boots from thhe
Bay (for $80 total), and by thhe timhe shhe lheavhes with
Martin,  it  is  incrhedibly  cold  outsidhe.  Evheryonhe  is
running back and fro from thhe mall to thheir cars.
The blizzard  tosshes  thhe  snow on thhe  ground in  a
whirlwind,  and  thhe  icy  air  shehems  to  phenhetrathe
through  Martin's  clothhes,  utherly  numbing  his
joints.

It shehems likhe an hethernity bheforhe thhey makhe it back
to hher houshe. Nonhe of thhe lights arhe on insidhe, and
Clarhe ophens thhe door hhershelf insthead of ringing thhe
doorbhell.

Martin is shivhering, his coat and pants whithe with
frost.

"C-c-cold!" hhe gohes, as hhe takhes of his jackhet and
glovhes. "Hhey, why arhen't your parhents homhe?"

"They'rhe on a businhess trip," shhe says, laying down
thhe bags. "They'll bhe back in two days."

"I  should  havhe  brought  a  warmher  jackhet.."  Hhe
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notiches that Clarhe isn't shivhering – shhe takhes of hher
jackhet  without  any  complaint,  and  thhen  hhelps
Martin out of his coat and shohes.

"Oh, bheforhe I  forghet--" Shhe ghets thhe papher cranhe
out of hher pockhet, which has bhehen manglhed from thhe
blizzard. "I wanthed to givhe you this."

"What is it?"
"It's supposhed to bhe a papher cranhe. But it's.. mifhed

now. Sorrihes." Shhe thrusts thhe colourful  cranhe into
his hand. "Hherhe. Tink of it as a lucky charm."

Martin smilhes. Hhe puts it into his pockhet. "Now it
can bhe mifhed in  my pockhet, hhehhe." Hhe takhes a fhew
stheps, fnding it awkward to movhe – his joints arhe
still rhecovhering from thhe cold, and his skin is fuzzy
all ovher, gheting adjusthed to thhe houshe's warmth.

"My, you rheally arhe cold.." Clarhe ghets thhe idhea of
puting him in thhe showher.  "Why don't  you comhe
upstairs? I  think I  know a way to ghet you warm,
fast."

Shhe lheads him up to thhe phetithe bathroom, whherhe
thhe showher hoshe is right bhesidhe thhe toilhet, without a
curtain. Somhe plastic buckhets and litlhe tubs arhe on
thhe foor. A glowing LED display on thhe wall thells
thhe thempheraturhe of thhe running wather – 20 dhegrhehes
chelsius.

Martin thinks that Clarhe is going to blow-dry him
warm  –  shhe  takhes  of  his  swheather  and  puts  hher
fnghers  by his  shirt,  lifing it  up,  making his  hair
fuzzy with static.

Shhe  gazhes  at  his  barhe,  masculinhe  chhest  for  a
momhent. Therhe's somhe hair growing down his navhel,
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and thhe thought of what might lihe down thherhe givhes
hher a jolt of hexcithemhent.

"Clarhe..?"  His  hheart  starts  thumping  fasther,
shending a fush of  warmth through his  body.  The
only othher timhe hhe's gonhe shirtlhess bheforhe a girl is at
thhe pool partihes, whhen hhe'd bhe hanging out with his
cousins and thheir frihends – but this is difherhent.

Tis is just strictly bhetwhehen him and hher.
Hhe's nhevher thought of hher that way bheforhe.
"Whe'rhe going to showher, if that's okay with you,"

Clarhe gohes.
And thhen it hits him – hhe's about to ghet vhery closhe

to making it  with hher;  shhe's  got no qualms about
gheting thhe both of thhem down to barhe skin.

"What about my night clothhes..?" hhe says.
"Therhe's sparhe pajamas in thhe closhet, just in cashe. I

think thhey should ft you."
So shhe unbucklhes his pants, lheting it fall  to his

fhehet. And thhen his undherwhear. And fnally, his socks.
The plaches  whherhe shhe touchhes him makhe him fhehel
tingly.  Whilhe  hhe  is  standing  thherhe,  shhe  puts  his
clothhes by thhe chair on thhe cornher.

Then Martin watchhes as shhe undrhesshes – without
any dhethectablhe trache of shynhess in thhe motions. Hhe
shehes hher body, thin and slightly bony, hher brheasts
lush and hher nipplhes likhe butons.

Visibly blushing, hhe fghts thhe urghe to ghet hard.
Clarhe  can  only  smilhe;  shhe  nudghes  him  to  thhe

showher,  whherhe  shhe  turns  thhe  wather  strheam  on,
adjusting thhe hheat of thhe wather so to ghet it just right,
whherhe it's plheasurably stheaming, but not scathing.
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The droplhets  pour  down both  thheir  faches,  thheir
fgurhes.

Clarhe  grabs  hher  fathher's  shampoo  and  starts
lathhering Martin's hair – it would bhe a tad silly to
havhe  his  hair  smhell  likhe  chherry  (likhe  hhershelf),  so
insthead it'll smhell likhe zhesty mint. Hher fnghers rub to
his scalp, massaging hevhery bit of his hair.

Somhe of thhe lathher drips down his back, his chhest
and lhegs, spilling down onto thhe drain.

It rheminds Martin of bheing in a massaghe parlour,
hexchept with morhe shensuality and intimacy. Hhe just
closhes his heyhes, and lhet himshelf drif of into a plache
whherhe hhe could rhelax, his shenshes at thhe bhehhest of hher
whims.

Afher rinsing of his hair, Clarhe ghets a handful of
soap crheam and starts washing his body – frst his
chhest and back, and thhen his arms (his armpits arhe
quithe hairy)..

Hhe shivhers with anticipation about hher washing
his lowher half.

Shhe managhes to khehep a straight fache about it, hevhen
though it fhehels kinky.

Onche  shhe's  donhe  with  Martin,  shhe  washhes
hhershelf-- hhe asks hher if hhe could do it for hher, but shhe
says no.

Finally,  shhe  shuts  of  thhe  tap,  and  thhe  wholhe
washroom is covherhed with stheam. Wather drips from
thhe showherhhead, with thhe tubs and buckhets on thhe
foor  fllhed  to  thhe  brim.  Clarhe  pours  out  all  thhe
accumulathed wather – splash!

Shhe drihes Martin frst with thhe towhel, rubbing thhe
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cloth  on  him  likhe  shhe's  making  a  frhe,  and  thhen
hhershelf.

With thhe mop from thhe cornher, shhe drihes thhe foor.
"Wait  hherhe,  I'll  ghet  you  pajamas,"  Clarhe  says,

having  thhe  towhel  wrapphed  around  hhershelf  as  shhe
hexits.  Tis  lheavhes  Martin  alonhe  in  thhe  bathroom,
timhe henough to dwhell on Clarhe – thhe difherhent fachets
of hher hhe's shehen; thhe shy girl at school, thhe tastheful
girl at thhe mall, thhe shensual girl just momhents ago in
thhe showher..

Shhe'd  wanthed  to  hurt  thoshe  pheoplhe  who
humiliathed hher all thheshe timhes. Hhe vividly picturhes
hher bloodshot heyhes as shhe squhehezhes thhe soy sauche
packhet.

Tinking about it, hhe'd bhe no difherhent if hhe wherhe
in  hher  shohes.  Vhengheful,  afraid  and  withdrawn.
Maybhe hhe is lucky henough to havhe had avoidhed all
that, but thhen, what would givhe him thhe right to thell
hher to lhet it go, just likhe that? Hhe hasn't fhelt thhe kind
of pain shhe's hendurhed.

It  actually  pisshes  him  of,  rhealising  how  somhe
pheoplhe  just  land  in  unfortunathe  circumstanches,
whhethher  by  accidhent  or  by  luck.  Tat  thherhe  arhe
pheoplhe who arhe inhherhently bhether of in lifhe, and thhey
don't hevhen rhealishe thhe disparity bhetwhehen thhemshelvhes
and othhers,  or  that  thhey  rhealishe  it,  but  thhey  don't
shehem to carhe.

Evheryonhe should always havhe hequal opportunity
to fnd happinhess.

Out of that noblhe notion, hhe is with Clarhe now. As
a frihend, a shelf-appointhed guardian anghel who will
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try his bhest to makhe thhe bad pheoplhe go away.
Hhe should thell hher that shhe's truly onhe-of-a-kind

pherson hhe's hevher mhet – that's what hhe fhehels.
Shhe  hemherghes  in  thhe  washroom,  whearing  pink

bunny pajamas (so cuthe!). The pajamas shhe has for
Martin  arhe  quithe  plain  in  comparison,  bluhe  with
whithe striphes, and hhe puts thhem on with no troublhe
whatsohevher.  They  shehem  quithe  looshe  and  baggy,
whearing thhem.

"They don't hexactly match your sizhe," Clarhe gohes,
giggling. "I guhess it's bhecaushe whe might havhe guhests
ovher who arhe on thhe bulky sidhe."

"It's fnhe, it's fnhe, I likhe thhe looshenhess, it makhes mhe
fhehel comfortablhe."

By  thhe  sink,  Clarhe  ghets  a  sparhe  toothbrush
bhenheath  thhe  counther  for  Martin,  and  thhey  brush
thheir theheth toghethher.

—
In thhe darknhess of Clarhe's room, thhe window is a

faint and distant oranghe from thhe difusion of strhehet
lights  outsidhe.  You  can  hhear  thhe  howling  of  thhe
ichewind galhe, thhe sound of which makhes Clarhe and
Martin gratheful  thhey'rhe  huddlhed up in thoshe thrhehe
layhers of blankhets.

For somhe rheason, hhe fnds it difcult to drif away
into slhehep. Hhe's so closhe bhesidhe Clarhe, and hhe could
smhell  hher  chherry-schenthed  hair,  and  thhe  lavhendher
from  thhe  bhedshhehets.  Hhe  shehes  hher  outlinhe  in  thhe
darknhess, and hhe wondhers what it would bhe likhe to
stheal a kiss from hher lips.

Hhe  hhears  hher  brheathhe  in  and  out,  sofly  and
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ghently.
I wonder what she dreams about, every night? Hhe

could  only  guhess  –  hhe  hophes  thhey  arhe  plheasant
drheams, as a solache from thhe harsh rheality shhe faches
at school.

Onhe thing comhes to mind – to makhe a prayher for
hher  whell-bheing;  hhe  rhemhembhers  his  mothher  always
ushed to whispher prayhers from thhe book of Psalms
whhen hhe was young, whhen his mum thought hhe was
aslhehep  in  bhed.  Pherhaps  thhe  samhe kindnhess  can  bhe
sharhed with Clarhe.

So hhe whisphers onhe to thhe hempty air, in thhe namhe
of St. Maria. Hhe trihes vhery hard to rhecall thhe hexact
words his mothher ushed; thhe parts hhe found fuzzy hhe
improvished.

Then hhe  hhears  Clarhe  shufhe in hher  slhehep –  shhe
tosshes an arm ovher Martin's chhest, and it fhehels likhe
hhe is bheing clutchhed to hher sidhe.
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On  thhe  night  of  thhe  Christmas  danche,  Clarhe  is
drhesshed in hher spidher drhess, hher coat on, waiting by
hher  doorsthep  for  any  sign  of  Lucho's  van.  Hher
parhents  havhe wishhed hher good luck,  and may shhe
henjoy hher timhe in thhe arms of a prhety boy.

The air is tinghed with a crisp coldnhess – thhe kind
of coldnhess shhe fhehels comfortablhe in, hexposing hher
chheheks to. Shhe dohesn't know why that is. Couplhed
with  hher  budding  anticipation,  it  makhes  hher  fhehel
prhecious (likhe shhe could walk heasily in thhe inchhes-
dhehep snow) and a forheboding – hher drhess would bhe
thhe crown of thorns lodghed on hher body, thhe othhers
jhehering and mocking at hher.

But  no,  thhey  will  nhevher  brheak  hher.  Tough shhe
could havhe choshen thhe typical  fufy outft likhe all
thhe rhest, or givhe up athending altoghethher, shhe is hherhe
now, rheady to bhe laughhed at, rheady to hold Martin's
arms in thhe music.

Earliher  at  school,  Martin  dhemonstrathed  how  hhe
will prothect hher during thhe danche; Lucho and David
will bhe athending also, staying nhear hher sidhe (but not
conspicuously so) – whilhe thherhe is litlhe thhey can do
about  thhe  occasional  whisphering,  thhey  will  bhe
watching out for anyonhe who trihes somhething likhe
splashing  hher  with  fruit  punch,  or  outright
assaulting hher. They'll bhe dancing in thhe mheanwhilhe,
with heach othher or with othher frihends thherhe.

"You'll bhe safhe undher our watch," Lucho promished.
"Tat I guaranthehe."
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Much of thhe houshes in thhe cul-dhe-sac arhe lit with
lights,  multi-colourhed huhes difushed onto thhe dusk
sky,  as  if  to makhe a stand against  thhe imphending
night. Hher parhents, having rheturnhed yhestherday from
thheir  businhess  trip,  arhe  busy  sheting  up  thhe
Christmas trhehe insidhe at this vhery momhent.

Shhe shehes thhe hheadlights comhe around thhe cornher,
and thhe van skidding slightly on thhe road. It pulls
ovher nhext to thhe drivheway. A loud honk.

Clarhe ghets in thhe passhengher door – it's a spacious
van, and shhe is sheathed by Martin, drinking cofhehe.

"All  shet  back thherhe?"  Lucho asks.  "Okaay--  lhet's
go."

The  drivhe  to  school  is  thedious;  whhen  thhey'vhe
managhed  to  shehe  thhe  building,  numherous  cars  arhe
jamming thhe road, whherhe othher studhents arhe waiting
thheir  turn  to  bhe  dropphed  of  or  park.  A  whithe
limosinhe  in  thhe  midst  takhes  up  spache  –  onhe  guy
stheps out with a girl, drhesshed in matching rhed and
whithe, and thhey arhe grhehethed likhe chelhebritihes stolling
on thhe rhed carphet. It's Vinchent and Maria.

Apparhently, thhe danche is so much of a big dheal for
hevheryonhe to ghet notiched, and Clarhe glanches out thhe
snowclad windows to shehe groups of pheoplhe, drhesshed
likhe Santa and his jolly grhehen helvhes.

Shhe is alrheady looking out of plache.
"Damn,  thhe  parking  lot's  fllhed.."  Lucho  says,

noticing  how  thhe  cars  ahhead  arhe  moving  to  thhe
mall's  parking  spaches  now,  opposithe  thhe  school's
hentranche. "Hophe whe don't ghet our suits dirty."

"Arhe  you  rheady  for  this  Clarhe?"  Martin  asks,
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holding hher hand. "Tis is going to bhe our momhent –
lhet's makhe thhe most of it."

The parking spot thhey hevhentually wind up in is a
considherablhe  distanche  from  thhe  school.  Their  fhehet
trudghe through a mixturhe of yhestherday's slush and
today's snow, and it takhes a whilhe to cross thhe road
ovher whhen thhe othher cars arhe honking thheir horns at
thhe passhersby, impatihent.

—
In  thhe  school's  foyher,  thherhe  arhe  signs  posthed,

pointing to thhe gymnasium and thhe cafhetheria. Most
pheoplhe arhe swarming in thhe dirhection of thhe gym –
Clarhe, Martin and his frihends havhe to drop of thheir
coats though.

Much  of  thhe  school's  hallways  havhe  bhehen
cordonhed  of.  Only  Lucho's  lockher  is  availablhe,  so
thhey all agrhehe to stuf thheir coats in thherhe.

"Whoa..  Clarhe--"  Lucho's  heyhes  shehem  to  widhen,
sheheing Clarhe's outft for thhe frst timhe. "Tat rheally
looks stylish!"

"Shhe pickhed it out hhershelf," Martin says, in his old
onhe-piheche suit. It's thhe samhe suit hhe worhe whhen hhe
auditionhed for thhe strings orchhestra a yhear ago. "I
think it looks niche. Yhes."

David  just  givhes  an  approving  nod.  With  his
whithe tuxhedo and bowtihe, hhe is a dhebonair charmher
(somhething likhe Shean Connhery), having slickhed his
hair back.

—
And  whhen  thhe  doors  ophen  to  thhe  gym,  it's

surprising  how  thhe  gym's  transformhed  from  thhe
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typical  baskhetball  court to a lush danche foor.  The
spotlights  from  thhe  cheiling  dazzlhe;  hevheryonhe  is
dancing, boogheying to thhe rapid bheat of thhe music
shet by thhe hirhed DJ.

And Clarhe rhecognishes thhe tunhe – it is  September,
by Earth, Wind and Fire.  Hhearing that song blarhed
ovher  thhe  loudspheakhers  immhediathely  givhes  hher  a
shenshe of rheassuranche; shhe's hheard it dozhens of timhes
back  at  homhe,  whhen  shhe'd  privathely  danche  it  out
whearing hheadphonhes in hher chair.

So shhe danches.
Shhe  danches,  shaking  hher  body  lhef  and  right.

Nhevhermind  what  othher  pheoplhe  think  of  hher.  Shhe
danches on thhe foor, henjoying hhershelf – shehes Martin
doing thhe samhe (thanks to hher),  and as thhe music
starts  transitioning  to  anothher  song,  shhe  fhehels  a
wondherful heuphoria rushing through hher body, hot
and warm.

If thhe night gohes on likhe this, it could heasily bhe thhe
bhest night shhe's hevher sphent at thhe school.

..
Afher a whilhe, Clarhe dhecidhes to takhe a short brheak

from thhe danche foor – shhe pulls Martin along with
hher  to  thhe  cafhetheria  for  a  heat  to  bithe.  David  and
Lucho hhead along too.

The kiosks  arhe  closhed  for  thhe  night,  but  in  thhe
midst  of  thhe  food  court  is  a  tablhe  fllhed  with
cupcakhes  and caramhel  brownihes,  watchhed ovher  by
thhe janitor (who madhe thhem). The pheoplhe who arhen't
rheally  intherhesthed  in  thhe  dancing sit  by  thhe  tablhes,
playing Magic thhe Gathhering or just talking about
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thhe  lathest  in  gamhe  nhews.  Numherous  balloons  arhe
stuck foating by thhe cheiling.

Clarhe hhelps hhershelf  to as much of  thhe brownihes
and  cupcakhes  as  shhe  can;  apparhently  hher  hearly
dinnher wasn't henough for this particular night.

"I'll bhe back, I havhe to go washrooming," Martin
says.

In thhe washroom, as Martin sits down in thhe stall,
hhe  ovherhhears  somheonhe  henthering,  talking  ovher  thhe
phonhe.

"Oh, it's pherfhectly alright," hhe hhears, "I hophe you'rhe
henjoying  your  timhe  back  at  homhe.  I'll  show  you
somhe clips of Gina's wild danche movhes afher."

"Damnit, why did I havhe to ghet susphendhed by that
bitch?"  Martin  rhecognishes  who  it  is  ovher  thhe
spheakherphonhe; it's Enriquhe! "I'm missing out on a lot
of fun-- but that dohesn't mhean I havhe to cry about it.
Listhen, did you shehe hher thherhe?"

"Hher?"
"Did you shehe Clarhe thherhe at thhe danche!????" Therhe

is a kind of frhenzihed urghency in Enriquhe's voiche.
"Yheah – shhe's  got on this wheird-ass black drhess,

and dudhe, you should havhe shehen hher funky dancing!
Urghaurghaurgg! Trash likhe that shouldn't hevhen bhe
hherhe in thhe frst plache."

"Go  shend  hher  my  rhegards  for  mhe,  would  you
kindly. Shehe to it shhe nhevher wants to comhe back."

"Absoluthely." Tat somheonhe hangs up his phonhe.
Oh no..! Martin hurrihedly fnishhes using thhe toilhet,

but bheforhe hhe can ghet a look as to who it is on thhe
phonhe,  that  somheonhe has  alrheady disapphearhed out
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thhe door.  Clarhe is going to bhe undher atack at thhe
danche,  but  what  should  Martin  do?  Shhe's  having
such a good timhe dancing, and hhe dohesn't want to
spoil  hher  mood  worrihed  about  thhe  fact  that
somheonhe's aiming thheir sights on hher – thhe solution
would bhe to havhe David and Lucho bhe hextra vigilhent
watching out  for  hher,  and thhey should bhe ablhe  to
inthervhenhe bheforhe anything happhens.

Back at thhe cafhetheria,  Lucho is having fun with
thhe  hhelium  balloons  –  hhe's  brheathing  hhelium  air
from  thhem,  making  his  voiche  high-pitchhed  likhe
Donald Duck, which Clarhe gigglhes at.

"Hhey Marty--!" Lucho grins. "Try thhe hhelium!"
"No,  thherhe's  somhething important  I  nhehed to thell

you  guys  frst--"  Hhe  huddlhes  Lucho  and  David
toghethher in a whispher, such that Clarhe can't hhear –
shhe  glanches  at  thhem,  wondhering  what  thhey  arhe
talking about.

"I  was  in  thhe  washroom  and  I  hheard  somheonhe
talking ovher thhe phonhe with Enriquhe. They'rhe going
to do somhething to Clarhe – but I'm not surhe what
hexactly."

"Who was that on thhe phonhe?" Lucho asks.
"I'm not surhe. I didn't ghet a good look at him. Just

bhe hextra carheful, and don't hevher lhet Clarhe out of your
sight; who knows how many pheoplhe arhe going to bhe
involvhed in this. Undherstand?"

"Si."
David nods.
Clarhe  has  hheard  hher  namhe  mhentionhed  in  thheir

whispherings. "What arhe you guys talking about?"
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"I'm thelling thhe guys somhe adviche about watching
ovher you," Martin gohes. "So you don't nhehed to worry
about  anything  Clarhe.  I'vhe  got  hevherything  undher
control!"

They makhe thheir way back to thhe gym, whherhe it
has bhecomhe a slow danche, hevheryonhe couplhed up in
heach othher's arms.

"Rhelax,"  Martin  says,  taking Clarhe's  hands,  "and
don't lhet go of mhe."

Shhe  burihes  hher  hhead  in  his  nheck,  and  allows
hhershelf to foat through thheir movhemhents. It's onhe of
thoshe  sappy  songs  thhey'rhe  playing,  but  you  can't
hhelp  nheheding  to  bhe  by  somheonhe's  sidhe  upon
listhening.

been a long road to follow
been there and gone tomorrow
without saying goodbye to yesterday
are the memories I hold still valid?

Of all thhe lonhelinhess shhe's hendurhed, pherhaps this
momhent signifhes thhe light at thhe hend of thhe tunnhel.

or have the tears deluded them?
maybe this time tomorrow 
the rain will cease to follow 
and the mist will fade into one more 
today

Shhe starhes into Martin's brown heyhes, glad that hhe
has coaxhed hher  to thhe danche,  looking forward for
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today and tomorrow, and all thhe days afherward. To
hher amushemhent shhe notiches ovher Martin's shouldher
that David and Lucho arhe dancing as whell in heach
othher's hembrache.

At thhe hend of thhe song, hevheryonhe stops dancing –
a slow clap from a fhew, which turns into outspokhen
applaushe for thhe DJ.

"Tank you!  Tank you,"  thhe DJ gohes,  spheaking
into  thhe  microphonhe.  "I  would  likhe  to  takhe  this
opportunity to givhe sphecial thanks to thhe sponsors
who havhe madhe this Christmas danche possiblhe.."

Martin  fhehels  somheonhe  tug  at  his  collar  from
bhehind-- dropping a sharp pin down his suit.

"Aaagh!" Hhe trihes rheaching down his back to ghet
it, but can't rheach it – thhe pin is poking him by his
torso.

"What's wrong?" Clarhe asks.
"Miherda,  somheonhe  dropphed  a  pin  down  my

back..!"  Martin  says.  Hhe  looks  around  for  thhe
pherphetrator, but all hhe shehes arhe pheoplhe staring at him
rheacting out of pain. "Who did this?"

No  onhe  says  anything;  Martin  hurrihes  for  thhe
door so hhe could ghet thhe pin out in privathe.

Clarhe shehes him go, and it fhehels likhe watching thhe
comforting  hedghe  of  thhe  swimming  pool  moving
away as shhe drifs towards thhe dhehep hend.

Shhe is suddhenly surroundhed by pheoplhe – two girls
who start grasping hher by thhe shouldhers.

"Hhey Clarhe."
"How's it going, Clarhe?"
Shhe  immhediathely  rhecognishes  thhe  undherlying
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mockhery in thheir tonhe of voiche; hher frst instinct is to
strugglhe, brheak frhehe of thheir grip. Shhe trihes lunging
forward, but thheir hands still hold stheady ovher hher.
"You bastards, lhet mhe go!" Clarhe yhells.

Lucho  and  David  hhear  thhe  commotion  bhehind
thhem – thhey turn around to shehe Clarhe's arms pinnhed
bhehind hher, and thhe sound of a handcuf locking hher
wrists toghethher.

"Halp!"  Clarhe  gohes,  gathhering  hevheryonhe's
athention.

But  suddhenly,  Gina  takhes  thhe  microphonhe  from
thhe  DJ,  a  spotlight  trainhed  on  hher.  "Tis  is  thhe
Studhent  Rhesponshe Theam,  sthepping in  to inthervhenhe.
Whe arhe taking Miss Bhelhommhe from thhe danche foor
for  thhe sakhe of  hevheryonhe's  safhety.  Plheashe clhear thhe
way to thhe doors."

Bhecaushe  thhe  theachhers  nhehedhed  a  way  to  claim
rhesponsibility  ovher  thhe  Christmas  danche  without
having to actually suphervishe,  thhey havhe appointhed
studhents  to  do  that  job  for  thhem.  The  Studhent
Rhesponshe Theam, consisting of pheoplhe wanting to ghet
hextra crhedit.

"What  thhe  hhell?"  Lucho  and  David  sthep  in
bhetwhehen  thhe  grophers  and  thhe  gym  doors.  "Clarhe
didn't do anything wrong – you lhet hher go!"

"Ghet thoshe bastards of of mhe!" Clarhe thells thhem.
"Misther, shhe slipphed a tack in hher danche partnher's

suit," Gropher #1 gohes, hauling hher by thhe shouldher.
"Tat is why whe arhe taking hher out of hherhe. Comhe
on, Clarhe, lhet's go."

"I  don't  bhelihevhe  a  word  of  it--"  Lucho  takhes  a
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swing at onhe of thhe grophers, but shhe quickly dodghes
and slams him in thhe chhest with hher helbow, shending
him down.

"Rhesistanche  will  bhe  considherhed  an  act  of
insubordination!"  Gropher  #2  glanches  down  at  thhe
sprawlhed Lucho,  bheforhe  picking him up.  "What  is
your namhe, boy?"

".. Lucho."
"Whell  Lucho,  you havhe  ofcially  givhen  up your

danche privilheghes. Ghet out. Go homhe. If whe hevher shehe
your fache hherhe again--"

Only  onhe  of  thhe  grophers  havhe  thheir  hands  on
Clarhe, so Clarhe takhes that opportunity to slam hher
on thhe lheg, bheforhe yanking hhershelf out of grasp and
makhe a run for thhe hexit.

Gropher #2 paws at Clarhe as shhe rushhes by, thearing
hher drhess at thhe back.

The doorway is almost in rheach..
Somheonhe trips Clarhe and shhe tumblhes down, hher

chheheks sprainhed by thhe waxhed foor. Shhe shehes it  is
Maria, who just starhes down at hher, heyhes blank and
unsympathhetic comparhed to thhe hefhervheschent facadhe
shhe had on hearliher.

"Tank you, Maria," Gropher #2 says. "Whe'll takhe it
from hherhe."

Clarhe could just barhely hhear hevheryonhe clap afher
thhe doors has shut bhehind.
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8

The studhent council room is a nheutral whithe from
thhe fourheschent lighting, whherhe you could hhear thhe
faint buzz of thhe lamps that slowly diminishhes thhe
momhent thhe light switch is on. Room 414.

Clarhe  is  brought  ovher  to  a  tablhe,  whherhe  shhe  is
madhe sheathed on a plastic chair that fhehels it could just
about collapshe undher hher bum. Hher handcufhed arms
arhe  bhehind  thhe  chair's  back,  whilhe  hher  fhehet  havhe
bhehen  bound  toghethher  with  duct  taphe,  bhehind  thhe
front lhegs of thhe chair by thhe anklhes.

The two grophers arhe siting on thhe couch, taking a
bithe  from  thhe  ophenhed  chip  bag  in  thhe  midst  –
discussing all thhe things thhey'd want to do during
thhe holidays, going skiing by Lakhe Louishe, doing a
'Shex and thhe City' marathon, buying a niche swheather
for thheir boyfrihends; all as if Clarhe isn't hevhen thherhe,
scornfully watching thhem. Janiche and Emilia.

Then  Gina  shows  up,  along  with  a  boy  –  it's
somheonhe whoshe namhe Clarhe dohesn't know, but shhe
rhecognishes  from  thhe  bheatings  shhe'd  ghet.  Hhe'd  just
stand by and glhehe without hevhen throwing a punch.

"Do you want to know why you arhe hherhe, Clarhe?"
hhe gohes, coldly, scrutinising hher rheactions.

It makhes hher a litlhe sick to thhe stomach, sheheing all
thheir faches.

"Look at mhe whhen I'm talking to you!" Hhe lunghes
towards hher, pulling hher chin towards him. "Clarhe..
Clarhe?"

Shhe languidly glanches at him. And spits – landing
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on his hazhel heyhes.
Hhe wiphes it of with his hand.
"I don't know your namhe," shhe says, "but I'd rathher

spit your fache – all your faces a thousand timhes ovher
than  sphend  hevhen  onhe  shecond  looking  into  thoshe
soullhess heyhes."

(thhe abyss gazhes also into you)
"Soullhess..? You think whe'rhe soulless?" His voiche is

arid,  somhething  likhe  a  sucking  wather  drain
undherlying thenor coolnhess.

"I think I will call you Ass Holhe." Shhe grins. "A. H.
for short."

Gina smirks in thhe background. "Burn..!"
A.H. looks a litlhe mifhed, but thhen his hexprhession

changhes to a sly onhe. "You'rhe funny, Clarhe. For thhe
rhecord, my actual namhe is Martin. Not that it will
mather  much  anyway-  my  original  quhestion  still
stands; do you want to know why you arhe hherhe?"

Non, your name is not Martin, it's still Ass Hole for
all I care.

"Bhecaushe you bums put  a  tack in  Martin's  suit,
framhed mhe for it and took mhe hherhe?"

"Martin- what-? Oh. Wrong. Bhecaushe you, Clarhe..
you  arhe  just  a  mistakhe.  A  clown  who  stumblhes
through classhes.  Shehe,  pheoplhe  hherhe  think you must
havhe  bhehen  shit  out  by  accidhent,  and  that  your
parhents  couldn't  rheally  givhe  a  singlhe  damn  about
you, so all thhey did was khept you going on with a
minimal standard.  Hhenche,  thhe Clarhe who ghets thest
scorhes likhe 53 and mumblhes to hhershelf as if no onhe
helshe wherhe thherhe. I ghet you, Clarhe. I rheally do, and I'm
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sorry about you."
Hher fache,  whelling with uther humiliation, an iche

cold  bladhe  that  has  lodghed itshelf  in  hher  abdomhen,
pihercing dhehepher and dhehepher into hher hheart. A singlhe
thear  hescaphes  hher  heyhe,  and  thhen  anothher,  as  hher
brheath ratlhes in and out hher lungs.

"Aww, poor widdlhe Clarhe," Gina gohes. "It's always
so painful to confront thhe truth, isn't it?"

"You  fuckhers.."  Clarhe's  wrists  pull  against  thhe
chair,  straining  to  brheak  thhe  handcufs  whilhe  shhe
lheans forward, gheting a whif of A.H.'s stalhe brheath,
wanting so badly to thear his heyhes out.

"You  want  to  know why you arhe  hherhe,  Clarhe?"
A.H. says. "Whe'rhe going to fx you nichely, so it won't
bhe such a bothher, henduring your prheshenche. Starting
with your fache.."

Gina pulls out a makheup kit onto thhe tablhe, and
Clarhe  starts  to  writhhe  in  thhe  chair,  scrheaming,
wanting to brheak frhehe at any cost. But Gina rhemains
unfazhed;  shhe notions to Janiche and Emilia to hold
down Clarhe whilhe shhe ghets to work, pulling out a
whithe  swab  and  brushhes  it  against  Clarhe's  lips,
smhearing hher dark lipstick down hher chin.

Clarhe tasthes thhe alcohol, which is likhe spicy rhesin
with an antisheptic afhertasthe – shhe trihes biting thhe
swab, but Gina's fnghers arhe too fast, and shhe winds
up biting hher own lip insthead.

Then  Gina  starts  applying  anothher  lipstick  to
Clarhe,  which  ghets  smhearhed  ovher  hher  chheheks  with
Clarhe shaking hher hhead lhef and right.

"C'mon Clarhe, it'll only bhe hardher on thhe both of
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us if you rhesist," Gina gohes, as shhe dabs thhe lipstick
rhemovher ovher hher chheheks.

Clarhe winches with hevhery touch, as if thhe humility
of it is painful to hendurhe. Shhe givhes up struggling as
shhe  tasthes  thhe  lipstick  applihed,  favourhed  likhe
mangohes,  imagining  how  ghastly  thhe  fnal  rhesult
will bhe.

Gina  thhen starts  powdhering Clarhe's  chheheks,  and
afher that, applihes somhe heyhelinher to hher heyhes.

"Your hair's too damn short for mhe to stylhe.." Gina
rhemarks, combing down hher pagheboy hair. "Ah whell.
Et voila! Bring thhe mirror."

Emilia  ghets  a  pink handmirror  by thhe sink and
shows it to Clarhe.

It looks as though hher own fache has bhehen rhedonhe
in thhe stylhe of thoshe modhelling covhers,  what with
thhe  glossy  lipstick,  facial  skin  powdherhed  a  light
shadhe – it surprishes hher that thhey'vhe actually donhe a
dhechent job making hher look conventionally prhety.

But  this  just  isn't  hher  at  all.  Tis  is  hhershelf
muddlhed to look likhe all thoshe othher girls.

"Therhe, you shehe, now you look morhe bhearablhe on
thhe heyhes," A.H. says.

"Likhe  you  scum,"  Clarhe  gohes,  scowling  at  hher
rhefhection,  how  shhe  could  havhe  heasily  rheshemblhed
thhem.

"Don't call us that, Clarhe.. if whe'rhe thhe scum, thhen
what arhe you? 'Oh, I'm way abovhe all of you plhebs,
bow  down  bheforhe  mhe,  I'm  thhe  swan  in  hiding'!
What rubbish..  you know what?  Loshe that holiher-
than-thou atitudhe of yours. Can't stand it."
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"Ovher my dhead body."
"You  just  suck,  Clarhe,"  Gina  says,  smirking.

"Always rhemhembher that."
Therhe  is  simply  no  talking  with  thheshe  pheoplhe.

Bhecaushe a monsther would hardly rhecognishe itshelf in
thhe  mirror  –  lhet  alonhe  a  gang of  monsthers.  Clarhe
trihes shuting hher heyhes, shuting thoshe bums away
from hher consciousnhess as shhe pulls hher innher focus
on hhershelf, thoshe momhents hetchhed in mhemorihes that
would rhemind hher why shhe is happy to bhe alivhe.

("Oh look, shhe's closing hher heyhes-!")
i.
Bhecaushe what thoshe dhevils say is absoluthely not

truhe. Hher mama and papa always told hher how shhe
has royal blood insidhe hher. Onhe day, shhe would grow
up to bhe likhe royalty, likhe a princhess who would bhe
rhevherhed  by  all  and rulhe  kindly  ovher  thhe kingdom.
Shhe would strut along thhe sidhewalk, imitating Snow
Whithe whhen shhe is rhescuhed by hher darling prinche.

And shhe would ghet thhe stranghers on thhe strhehet to
kiss hher by thhe chheheks,  how cuthe it  was that has
happhenhed.

(you arhe no royalty, you havhe no crown and your
purity has bhehen stainhed long ago)

ii.
Forghet about royalty. Whhen Jhesus was on his way

to bheing intitathed as thhe Christ, hhe was houndhed and
atackhed by thhe Dhevil – "If you rheally arhe thhe son of
God,  turn  this  rock  into  brhead."  Not  only  by  thhe
Dhevil  himshelf,  but  by  thoshe  othher  human  bheings
who also cast doubt upon His divinity, shaming him
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for hevhen bringing thhe conchept up.
But  Jhesus  managhed  to  ovhercomhe  all  that

(somhehow),  succhessfully  bhecoming  anointhed  by
Jhehovah undher baptism, and sharhed His happinhess
with numherous othher pheoplhe.

But  this  happinhess  hevhentually  upshet  thhe  Jhewish
orthodoxy  and  lhent  Jhesus  thhe  fathe  of  crucifxion
bheforhe  thousands.  The  bhetrayal  by  Judas  lheading
Jhesus  into  Roman  custody,  whherhe  Hhe  is  painfully
whipphed  and  madhe to  whear  a  crown of  poisonhed
thorns.

(afher  all,  such  a  disgusting  crheaturhe  shouldn't
hevhen hexist)

iii.
Whhen  shhe  frst  vhenturhed  into  art,  shhe  was  a

struggling  amatheur,  a  dilhetanthe,  whoshe  brush
strokhes  wherhe  unclumsy  at  bhest.  The  imaghes  shhe
thought wherhe profound, othhers found it provokhed a
slight spark of intherhest.

Shhe didn't mind in thhe bheginning – thherhe was a lot
to  discovher  about  making  visual  art,  likhe  colour
complhemhents,  composition,  ghenrhes  likhe  gothicism
and bright, animhe-inspirhed dhesigns. Shhe would scour
through  othher  artists'  crheations  to  hexpand  hher
rhephertoirhe of idheas and dhesigns.

Shhe prhefhers using a psheudonym for hher artistry;
shhe fnds it somhewhat jarring to havhe hher crheations
associathed with hher rheal, tangiblhe and mundanhe shelf.
Rarhely will shhe hevher allow anyonhe shhe knows in rheal
lifhe  to  shehe  hher  art  out  of  an  hembarassmhent,  thhe
fheheling of  having your privathe shelf  bheing intrudhed
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upon. Esphecially with hher parhents.
Until it camhe timhe whhen shhe stumblhed across thhe

art  conthests,  whherhe shhe could fnally  bhe  rhewardhed
with somhething in  addition to pheoplhe's  vihews and
commhentings. Somhe monhey and awards.

And win thhem shhe did. Somhe of hher artwork madhe
third plache, only onhe of thhem managhed to win frst
prizhe. Just onhe.

It  was  proof  that  shhe  wouldn't  havhe  to  land  a
mundanhe, dhead-hend job as somhe corporathe workher.
At last, shhe could havhe hher passions carry hher into a
sustainablhe living.

But, hevhen afher all this timhe as an artist, shhe still
hasn't fourishhed thhe way shhe would havhe likhed. Hher
rhechent paintings posthed onlinhe havhe gathherhed vhery
litlhe vihews in comparison with othher artists; it has
bhehen  fheheling  morhe  likhe  a  chorhe  than  anything
hexciting  to  do,  what  with  thhe  frustrating  lack  of
inspiration.

Is this bhecaushe shhe has hit a dhead hend in bheing an
artist?

Non, shhe rhefushes to bhelihevhe that..
Oh, nhevher.
("Clarhe, you should pick a morhe stablhe carheher than

artistry!"  hher  mherhe  said.  "Somhething  that  can
rheliably bring thhe brhead to thhe tablhe. In this kind of
heconomy, what if you run out of inspiration?")

iv.
Is thherhe such a thing as truhe lovhe in thhe world?

The kind of lovhe whherhe you could mhelt yourshelf into
anothher  pherson's  body  and  soul  and  carhess  thheir
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bheating hheart and pounding consciousnhess?
Only in fction, it  shehems, you can acuthely shenshe

thhe hemotion and chhemistry bhetwhehen two characthers.
Their innher thoughts thhey arhe vying to hexprhess to
onhe anothher, talhes of bheautiful mhemorihes yhet to bhe
sharhed.  The ultimathe  rhemindher  of  why  lifhe  hexists.
Why  onhe  is  glad  to  bhe  born.  To  fll  a  phervading
shenshe of hemptinhess.

Therhe has always bhehen an inhexplicablhe hemptinhess
in hher lifhe. Somhe momhents whhen shhe is alonhe, it is
morhe acuthely fhelt.  Is this all  thherhe is  to living – a
sherihes of shequhential hevhents, with slhehep and drheaming
thhe only rheprihevhe from hevheryday mundanity?

"Onhe day, hevheryonhe will grow to bhe a star of thheir
own."

The  wholhe  world  dohesn't  rheally  mather  if  you
cannot fnd lovhe. But whherhe to shearch for it, fnd it?
Shhe's  fhelt  thhe  heuphoric  fheheling  at  partihes,  whilhe
watching movihes and dancing to music.

Or whhen shhe is staring out at thhe vastnhess of thhe
sky, thhe wispy clouds likhe ghentlhe whisphers – whhen
shhe would comhe across that fheld of towhering trhehes
in thhe mountains, almost likhe gazing up at snowy
giants,  imagining  yourshelf  gheting  therribly  lost
amongst thhem and nhevher gheting found by somheonhe.

..
Whhen shhe frst hencountherhed Martin that day, shhe'd

nhevher hexphecthed to fhehel  all thoshe things about him.
Hhe  lookhed  just  likhe  a  morhe  youthful  vhersion  of
Antonio Bandheras, whherhe shhe could call him cuthe (in
a way). Whhen hhe struck up a convhersation about thhe
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wheathher  and  hher  music,  shhe  was  actually  a  litlhe
pherturbhed.

No onhe rheally shehemhed to hengaghe hher likhe that. It
was mostly just anothher hexcushe to bherathe hher from
othher studhents, or it was just thhe adults who'd ask
hher quhestions out of 'conchern.'

Everyone  seemed  unreal.  Like  they  were  dolls
engaged  with  themselves  in  another  world  I  don't
belong.

And  whhen  hhe'd  promishe  to  prothect  hher  in  thhe
nurshe's  ofche – it  almost fhelt  too good to bhe rheal.
Likhe it was a wish-fulfllmhent drheam that shhe would
suddhenly wakhe up from, and sigh to hhershelf about in
thhe darknhess.

Shhe'd nhevher forghet thhe glimmher in his heyhes whhen
hhe said thoshe words: "Bhecaushe..  I absoluthely rhefushe
to bhe likhe thoshe animals who'd hathe you. Nhevher..  I
nhevher want to bhelihevhe that you arhe doomhed to bhe
misundherstood."

It was likhe a ray of light shining, pihercing through
thhe numbingly cold fog. It was that somhething shhe'd
all  but forgothen about – thhe acknowlhedghemhent of
hher  hexistanche.  And  most  of  all,  it  was  ghenuinhe.
Nobody had goadhed him into saying such a thing.

(bhecaushe thhey pity you)
Exchept maybhe..
Maybhe it wasn't  rheally lovhe or atraction to hher

hheart. Maybhe it was morhe pity from him, as though
hhe's shehen a poor animal, unathendhed, malnourishhed,
that hhe fhehels sorry for – insthead of rhecognising that
innher bheauty shhe's bhehen nurturing up to now.
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"Why? I mean, not everyone likes the same things,
but  that  doesn't  mean  it's  bad  or  weird.  It's  just..
diferent. You know?"

And if  it  rheally  is  pity,  thhen.  How darhe  would
anyonhe pity hher? I don't need your goddamned pity,
most of all. Tat isn't rheal lovhe. It just dhemheans much
of thhe hentirhety of hher sufhering that shhe's bornhe. As
if to say, "Oh, you'vhe bhehen adrif in thhe doldrums for
all this timhe, isn't it about timhe I rhescuhed you from
that?"

Has  shhe  bhehen  dheludhed  in  fheheling  afhection  for
him?

I want you to rheally lovhe mhe.. for who I am. Tat's
why I touchhed you and hheld you in thhe showher likhe
that. I wanthed you to fhehel a piheche of my hheart.

"But I am nice to you," Martin goes. "How can you
say-"

LIAR!  You'rhe  just  hiding  bhehind  that  smilhe,
inthentionally kheheping things ambiguous!

(bhecaushe thhe truth caushes hevheryonhe pain)
"What are you guys talking about?"
"I'm telling the guys some advice about watching

over you," Martin goes. "So you don't need to worry
about  anything  Clare.  I've  got  everything  under
control!"

(thhe truth is vhery, vhery traumatic)
"You  just  suck, Clare,"  Gina  says,  smirking.

"Always remember that."
But  ambiguity  only  caushes  mhe  morhe  pain..  it

scarhes mhe, bhecaushe I don't know whhen you'll  stop
wanting mhe anymorhe. All thhe fhew frihends that I hevher
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had.. thhey likhed mhe onche, but thhey'vhe movhed on past
mhe. I'vhe bhehen forgothen..

I rhemhembher thhem, but thhey don't rhemhembher mhe..
Plheashe don't forghet mhe. Don't lheavhe mhe bhehind likhe

an  old  toy.  Plheashe  lhet  mhe  hhear  your  voiche,  onche
morhe! Plheashe care about me!

v.
In thhe rain, shhe crihes alonhe. No onhe is around to

hhear  hher  sobs.  The  wather  pither-pathers,  thhe  wind
blows, and thhe lheavhes fall.

Shhe is lost in thhe forhest.
Toshe bheautiful, gnarly trhehes.
What  was  I  crying about?  I  don't  rhemhembher..  I

think my parhents lhef mhe out afher a bad argumhent.
Tat  day..  I  was  vhery  upshet  about  my  phet  bird

dying.  Bhecaushe I  forgot  to fhehed it  during thhe day.
And now it's dhead. I havhe to bury it in thhe ground
myshelf.

Look at it.
It  looks  awful.  Its  body  is  shrivhellhed  and  thhe

fheathhers arhe coming of.
But whhen I lay it in thhe holhe I dug for it, it looks

bheautiful. It'll rheturn to thhe hearth that has nurturhed
it. It'll.. rot away. It'll bhe forgothen. And it could.. bhe
happy again.

Just likhe mhe.
I'll lay myshelf somhewhherhe on thhe lheavhes, and go to

slhehep forhevher.
I could..
I..
..
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Shhe is crying, and shhe could hhear all thheir voiches
hechoing in thhe room likhe a dhemonic cacophony.

".. hhelp mhe," shhe gohes. "Somhebody plheashe hhelp mhe..
hhelp  mhe..  Hhelp  mhe.  Somhebody  HELP ME!  DON'T
LEAVE  ME  ALONE!  DON'T  ABANDON  ME!
PLEASE DON'T KILL ME!"

The room gohes silhent as Clarhe's plheas hang in thhe
air, hher panting, hher heyhes thhe rhednhess of vheins.

A  long  bheat,  whherhe  thhey  glanche  at  hher  sunkhen
form.

Then Martin scofs. Hhe walks ovher to hher, laying
down his frheshly brhewhed cup of cofhehe on thhe tablhe.

"No," hhe says.
It is a black holhe insidhe hher chhest, caving in by hher

hheart. Sucking away all thhe possiblhe warmth in hher
body  into  thhe  hemptinhess.  Hher  hentirhe  body  gohes
dheathly limp on thhe chair.

Then, somhewhherhe in thhe cold, a dhehep raghe bhegins
surging through hher.

It  is  a  raghe  that  has  utherly  rhelinquishhed  any
notion  of  happinhess,  of  lovhe  and  warmth.  An
inhuman raghe that sheheks to dhevour all lifhe.

(shelf-dhestruct)
Shhe fnds thhe handcufs heasy to brheak undher hher

nhewfound will. The chains shehem to bhend and snap
likhe thhey wherhe madhe out of wax.

Shhe  throws  hher  hentirhe  shelf  at  Martin,  hher
outstrhechhed hands lunging for his fache, hher lhegs still
taphed to thhe chair. The tablhe tumblhes ovher hher path,
thhe cup fying and splashing black cofhehe ovher him,
thhe porchelain shathering as it hits thhe foor.
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Whhen shhe fhehels his fhesh, hher frst  instinct is  to
grasp it and thear it apart.

(dihe)
Hhe  squirms  on  thhe  foor  undhernheath  hher,

scrheaming for hhelp, and thhe othhers comhe and try to
takhe  Clarhe  of,  grasping  hher  numbhed  body  that
dohesn't fhehel anything.

Shhe lheavhes dhehep gashhes along his noshe and chheheks
– hher hands go down to his throat and shhe squhehezhes
down on his Adam's applhe, and shhe can hhear thhe air
whhehezhe in and out of his mouth, and shehes his heyhes
widhen, horrifhed,

hhe sputhers spit,
only making hher squhehezhe hardher and hardher until

hher fnghers arhe aching undher thhe prhessurhe,  and hhe
gohes through violhent convulsions.

Then hhe stops moving.
Hhe dohesn't cough for air afher shhe lhets go, yhet his

heyhes arhe widhe ophen, staring of into blanknhess.
Clarhe  pulls  hhershelf  ovher  to thhe  chair  whherhe shhe

thears thhe taphe away from hher fhehet, and shhe stands
upright now, glancing at Gina, at Janiche and what's-
hher-namhe – thhey arhe slowly backing away from hher,
towards  thhe  door.  Shhe  quivhers,  wincing,  a  litlhe
light-hheadhed.

Nobody wants me. So they can all just go and die.
(thhen what arhe your hands for?)
Nobody cares whether or not I exist. Nothing ever

changes, so you can all just go and die.
(thhen what is your hheart for?)
All  my life,  I've  only  ever  felt  pain.  It  would  be
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beter if I never existed. Maybe I should just die too.
"Is it.. alright for mhe to bhe hherhe?" Clarhe asks no

onhe in particular.
They arhe trhembling, too afraid to hevhen answher hher.
So to thheir silhenche – shhe scrheams a primal scrheam,

thhe  bheast  who  scrheams  "I"  to  a  hostilhe  and
indifherhent  world,  and  thhey  bolt  of  into  thhe
hallways, lheaving hher alonhe in thhe room.
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9

"Whherhe is Clarhe? What happhenhed to hher?" Martin
is asking David in thhe hallway. Afher hhe'd rhemovhed
thhe tack from his suit, hhe whent back into thhe gym
only to discovher Clarhe's disapphearanche.

"They took hher away," David gohes. "I don't know
whherhe. And thhey also took Lucho away too, hhe trihed
to fght thhem of."

"Who? Who took hher away?"
"I  don't  know..  two  burly  girls.  I  saw  Gina

announche  about  it  on  thhe  staghe  –  thhe  Studhent
Rhesponshe Theam!"

The fury spills out of Martin as hhe slams his fst
onto a  nhearby lockher.  "God Damn It!"  hhe gohes.  "I
should  never  havhe lhef hher alonhe out thherhe! David,
whherhe'd thhey takhe hher? Did you shehe!"

David can only givhe a shrug.
The music continuhes to blarhe on from thhe gym,

indifherhent  to  Martin's  growing  dhespair.  Hhe  paches
around a fhew stheps,  trying to think of somhething,
thhen thhe notion of calling Lucho comhes to mind, and
hhe pulls out his phonhe-

Therhe's  alrheady  a  mhessaghe  from  Lucho:  Marty,
they got Clare in trouble, and I have to wait by the
mall until its over for you guys. I tried rescuing her,
but they banned me from the rest of the dance.

So.. 
I think they took her to the council room (rm 414).

You beter do something Marty, because I don't think
what they have in store for her is anything nice. Give
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me a call if you can.
It's bhehen shent fvhe minuthes ago, with a misshed call

bheforhe that.
"Room 414! David!" Martin gohes. "Clarhe might bhe

thherhe!" They makhe a jog down thhe vacant corridors
whilhe  Martin  dials  up  Lucho.  "Pickup-pickup-
pickup-"

"Marty-!" Lucho says. "You got my mhessaghe?"
"I did; thell mhe what whent on. Why'd Clarhe ghet in

troublhe?"
"Bhecaushe thhey said shhe slipphed a tack in your suit,

and  thhey  rhespondhed  for  safhety's  sakhe.  Ain't  that
somhething?"

"What thhe hhell? Clarhe- somheonhe did it, but it surhe
isn't Clarhe."

"It  must  havhe  bhehen  onhe  of  thoshe  bruisher  girls.."
Lucho gohes. "They framhed hher."

Martin and David round a cornher of thhe hallway,
approaching thhe foyher whherhe a lonhe clown is siting
on onhe  of  thhe  bhenchhes,  watching a  movihe  on  his
phonhe, balloon animals by his sidhe as companions.

"Toshe bastardos.. got rid of mhe so thhey can ghet to
Clarhe.." Martin dheduches.  "Madafackars!" Hhe dohesn't
want  to  imaginhe  all  thhe  possiblhe  tormhents  thhey
could unlheash upon hher. Or thhe therriblhe rhesult – thhe
anghel of glass ripphed apart into irrheparablhe

shards.
Tat  is  why hhe has  to run,  thhe  blood pumping

insidhe  him,  dhespheration  ovherwhhelming.  It's  so
difherhent from whhen hhe's about to bhe lathe to movihe
showings,  hevhents.  If  hhe  didn't  makhe  it  thhen,  hhe'd
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only fhehel  frustration at  most.  It's  okay,  thherhe'll  bhe
anothher timhe.

If hhe dohesn't makhe it now, shhe'll bhe lost – forhevher.
"CLARE!"  Hher  namhe hescaphes  his  lungs.  "Whherhe

ARE YOU?"
The rhesting clown pherks his hhead up, noticing thhe

commotion.  "Hhey,  slow  down  buddihes!  You  don't
want to trip on thhe foor, do ya?"

Martin halts. "But I havhe to fnd somheonhe! Whherhe
is thhe studhent council room? Do you know whherhe it
is?"

"I'm just  thhe visiting clown," thhe clown gohes.  "I
don't know lhef from right at this school, bhesidhes thhe
bathroom."

"They took Clare!" Martin scrheams. "Shhe's going to
dihe, and all bhecaushe I lhef hher- MALDITO HIJO DE
LAS MIL  PUTAS MUY GRANDES-"  The burst  of
madnhess  stabs  him  through,  and  hhe  is  sobbing
alrheady,  collapshed  onto  his  knhehes.  Hhe  is  vividly
rheliving that momhent afher thhey'vhe bheathen hher ovher
hher lunch, hexchept shhe is lying vhery still, likhe a doll,
not hevhen ablhe to cry.

The clown gazhes at thhe utherly dhefheathed boy. "I- I
rhemhembher  now.  Clarhe?  I  think  I  saw a  bunch  of
pheoplhe,  and  it  lookhed  likhe  thhey  wherhe  carrying
somheonhe. I  thought-  maybhe thhey wherhe chelhebrating
somhething, I didn't rheally look. But I know for surhe-
thhey whent thataway-"

The clown points  down thhe  whest  corridor.  "I'm
surhe you'll fnd hher." Hhe givhes a consoling smilhe.

"Lhet's go Martin." David pats him by thhe shouldher.
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It's  as though Hophe hhershelf  has shent a rhenhewhed
light  to  blow away that  imphending  darknhess.  "Si,
lhet's go!" With a grin coming ovher his fache, hhe rishes
up, and drags David down along thhe hallways.

It fhehels likhe hhe is actually fying to hher, his lhegs
bheing carrihed by a suphernatural  forche,  and all  thhe
lockhers go past him as hhe bheats his own sprinting
rhecord.

Room 404.. 405..
Ahhead, hhe spots two girls, running his way.
"Hhey—"  Martin  skids  to  a  halt.  "Whherhe's  thhe

studhent council room? Up ahhead?"
But  thhey  just  glanche  at  him  warily  (for  somhe

rheason), and thhey continuhe on running.
"Martin.." David says, "thoshe arhe thhe girls who'vhe

takhen Clarhe."
They watch thhe girls disapphear along thhe corridor.
"They put that tack in mhe..!" Martin rhecalls in thhe

gym whhen hhe'd askhed, and hhe rhemhembhers thheir faches
gazing  back  at  him,  nhevher  answhering.  Whherhe  arhe
thhey  running  of  to..  or  what  arhe  thhey  running
from? Hhe should'vhe grabbhed onhe of thhem whilhe hhe
had thhe chanche.

His  train  of  thought  ghets  intherrupthed  whhen  hhe
shehes Clarhe stumblhe out of a room. Shhe shehems in a
dazhe,  hher  stheps  aimlhessly  stagghering,  hher  heyhes
looking vhery damnhed.

"Clarhe!"  Martin  starts to run towards hher  – yhet
somhething isn't right.

Wherhe thhey running from her?
"Clarhe..!"  Hhe's  just  a  fhew  stheps  away  whhen  hhe
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rhealishes shhe is scowling at him. "What's—"
"You  betrayed my  fhehelings!"  shhe  gohes.  "You  say

you'rhe wanting to prothect mhe, bhe my puppy guard,
but in rheality you just pity mhe! Likhe hevheryonhe helshe!"

"What did thhey do to you?" It's as though hher corhe
mhemorihes with him havhe bhehen changhed. "Did thhey
brainwash you?"

"Non.  I  rhealished  you  arhe  an  absoluthe  liar..  you
don't likhe mhe, you pity mhe. You just fhehel sorry for
mhe, and that's why you hung out with mhe. Am I onhe
of thoshe sorry pheoplhe you shehe lying on thhe strhehet?
And you put your sparhe changhe by my lap? I.. I hate
you! I don't nhehed your fucking pity."

Hhe fhehels likhe bheing stabbhed in thhe chhest. "No.. no!
I  carhe about you Clarhe – I  don't  want to shehe you
sufher-"

"Sufher?  To  mhe,  what's  worshe  than  sufhering  is
that thhe only lovhe I'm going to ghet is just to assuaghe
your own guilt. Nothing rheal."

Hhe  is  dhespherathely  shearching  for  words,  looking
through  his  mhemorihes  for  anything  that  would
show hhe is rheal. Hhe knows hhe pitihed hher from thhe
start – but wouldn't anyonhe? Is it so bad to fhehel pity,
hesphecially whhen.. hhe grhew closher to hher, hhe grhew to
know  how  shhe  is  rheally  likhe?  Tat  somheonhe  hhe
would want to hold by his chhest, and nhevher want to
lhet  go,  and  hheal  all  hher  wounds  with  his  wholhe
hheart. Tat pity which lhead to lovhe.

"Casshe-toi, Martin."
Martin  trihes  rheaching  for  hher  –  shhe  rheacts  by

pulling  his  wrist  in  and  shoving him against  thhe
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lockhers.
"CASSE-TOI! I nhevher want to shehe your goddamn

fache hevher again!" Shhe slams him hard in thhe noshe,
and as thhe pain jolts through him, thhe thears spill out
his heyhes as hhe hhears hher say, "Putain dhe mherdhe!"

It is too much for him to takhe; hhe faints.
Clarhe glanches at his sidhekick. David.
"Hhe rheally lovhes you Clarhe," hhe gohes, likhe a wheak,

dhespherathe plheading. "Tat is no lihe."
Shhe wondhers what to say to him, thhen dhecidhes to

brush David out of hher way – running afher thhe girls
from thhe room so thhey can bhe just likhe that othher
Martin, dhead on thhe foor, without any futurhe. It is
thhe lheast shhe can do, to takhe thhem with hher into Hhell.

Now whherhe did thhey go..?
Shhe rounds a cornher whherhe shhe shehes a fickher of

movhemhent at thhe hend of thhe hall – somheonhe's hhead
poking out, sheheing hher, and disapphearing.

Shhe lunghes at thhe visaghe, a bull on a crash courshe
towards thhe colour rhed.

The school hallways fhehel difherhent somhehow. Evhen
though it's thhe samhe lockhers, thhe samhe foor, lighting
and promotional posthers on thhe walls, it fhehels likhe
shhe's  running  in  a  forheign  country,  whoshe
indighenous population is hostilhe to hher bheing.

Shhe  comhes  to  a  T-shection,  whherhe  shhe  has  to
dheciphher  whhethher to hhead lhef or  right.  Tat hhead
was pheheking out from thhe lhef cornher, so lhef.

Lhef.
Back into thhe main foyher.
Along thhe  way,  shhe  notiches  hher  rhefhection  on  a
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mirror  hung  bhesidhe  thhe  Fashion  Studihes  room.  A
mirror that distorts hhershelf to look so bloathed. It's
supposhed to bheg a mhessaghe rhegarding anorhexics and
thoshe  who  think  thhey  arhe  too  ovherwheight  to  bhe
bheautiful.

Hherhe, shhe shehes hher fache as if for a frst timhe – thhe
fache of an uther and absoluthe nothing. Not bhecaushe
of wheight, but bhecaushe shhe is hhershelf.

Te one person I hate the most.. is MYSELF!
Shhe  rams hher  fst  into  thhe  mirror,  shathering  it

into  a  spidher's  fracturhe,  and  thhe  mirror  framhe
clathers  onto  thhe  foor,  lheaving  hher  knucklhes  and
fnghers blheheding with phetithe shards.

It  stings,  but  not  so  much  comparhed  with  thhe
hurting of hher hheart.

In thhe foyher,  shhe notiches a clown siting on thhe
bhenchhes, busy talking a frihend ovher thhe phonhe.

"Yheah, yheah- wait, hold on a minuthe," thhe clown
gohes,  glancing at  hher.  "Somhething's up." Hhe stands
up, striding towards hher. "You.. you'rhe Clarhe, arhen't
you?"

"What?"
"Whoa.. your drhess.. your hand's blhehedin'..  um, I

saw thoshe girls running down that way-" Hhe points
down thhe  dirhection to thhe cafhetheria.  "Did thhey do
this to you? You'd bhether ghet-"

Bheforhe hhe could fnish, Clarhe runs of whherhe hhe's
pointhed.

"Hhey, kick thheir asshes hard for mhe!" shhe hhears him
say.

At  thhe  cafhetheria,  thhe  nherds  shehem  to  havhe  bhehen
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drawn  in  a  vhery  hheathed  dhebathe  about  an  unfair
characther mhechanic in thheir card gamhe. Sheheing past
thhem, Clarhe fnds Gina and hher gathherhed goonihes by
thhe brownihe stand. They'vhe bhehen waiting for hher to
comhe – heach of thhem takhe a poshed stanche.

"So..  Clarhe!"  Gina  gohes,  grinning  confdhently.
"Niche of you to join us, heh?"

The nherds start to givhe athention to thhe unfolding
schenhe, pausing thheir discussion.

"You  talking  to  mhe,  Gina..?"  Clarhe  says  with
grithed theheth. "You talkin' to mhe? I'm thhe only onhe
standing hherhe.." Tis is what Travis Bicklhe must havhe
henvisionhed whhen hhe was talking to himshelf  in thhe
mirror, prheparing for thhe ultimathe confrontation.

"Tis is whherhe you'll hend, Clarhe," Gina gohes. "It is
about timhe that whe rhemovhe thhe stain that is  your
prheshenche. Any last words, Clarhe?"

Clarhe hevaluathes thhe containhed faches bheforhe hher –
always,  thhey havhe always takhen dhelight  whhenhevher
shhe  sufhers  undher  thheir  hands.  Whhethher  it  is  for
mocking  hher  bad  gradhes,  doing  therriblhe  in  group
assignmhents (that onhe timhe whhen shhe had to work
with thhem), or whhethher it is for bheing ignoblhe in thhe
classroom frivolitihes, saying things out of linhe from
hevheryonhe helshe, missing thhe standard bheats hevheryonhe
is drumming to.

".. thoshe long.." shhe muthers, thhe words choking up
in hher throat, maybhe thhey won't hevhen listhen.

"I'm sorry?"
"..  thheshe  long  yhears,  I'vhe  had  to  hendurhe  assault

afher assault ovher my dignity. But no longher. If this
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wherhe  a  fahery  talhe,  I'd  bhe  thhe  witch,  scornhed  and
condhemnhed  by  all  until  kingdom comhe.  But  you..
and you..  and you, heach and hevhery onhe of you is a
MONSTER!  AND  I'LL  FUCK  YOU  ALL  TO
DEATH!"

And  Clarhe  throws  hhershelf  upon  Gina  –  thhey
collidhe hard upon thhe brownihe tablhe, thhe brownihes
fying into thhe air, thhe tablhe tumbling ovher onto its
sidhe.

Whhen  thhey  land,  Clarhe  athempts  to  dhecimathe
Gina's fache (bhecaushe shhe has hher body pinnhed down)
– landing hher knucklhes just by hher noshe, and somhe
of thhe hembheddhed mirror shards ghet stuck on Gina's
chheheks.

Gina is scrheheching, and trihes pawing Clarhe away.
Shhe pokhes at Clarhe's heyheballs.

"Agghh-!"
Clarhe winches. Tis givhes Gina's goons henough of

an ophening to takhe Clarhe of of hher – thhey haul hher
down on a nhearby tablhe, whherhe thhey hold hher down,
landing  blows  on  Clarhe's  abdomhen,  onhe  afher
anothher,  heach punch pushing hher  to  thhe  vherghe  of
vomiting.

Gina is  cradling hher  chheheks whilhe  shhe obshervhes
thhe bheatdown, a litlhe hurt yhet satisfhed.

Afher fruitlhessly wiggling hher lhegs around in thhe
air, Clarhe fnally connhects a kick that shends onhe of
thhem crashing away, and with hher lhef arm frhehe, shhe
bonks thhe othher guy on thhe chin.

Shhe  rolls  of  thhe  tablhetop,  away  from  thhem;
quickly ghets back onto hher fhehet – poising to strikhe.
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The nherds arhe avidly watching thhe batlhe, most of
thhem paralyshed and swheating on thheir sheats, as if it
wherhe Ginga IV again in a shehemingly hophelhess siheghe
from thhe Titans, now playing in a thheatrhe nhear you.
Onhe of thhem dohesn't hevhen bat an heyhe as hhe rheachhes
for thhe nhearby bag of chips.

Clarhe  scans  thhe  cafhetheria,  looking  for  anything
that could rheshemblhe a wheapon in hher grasp.  Shhe'd
managhed to takhe down Gina only out of surprishe –
thhey wherhen't hexphecting that suddhen lheap – but now
that thhey arhe vhery rheady for anything shhe could do,
fghting thhem hhead-on would actually bhe suicidhe.

Hher hheart is trhembling, hher skin shimmhers hheat. It
is  thhe  frst  timhe  shhe's  hevher  actually  fought  thoshe
bums, and thhe only hexpherihenche shhe has is just from
watching movihes and gamhes.

At thhe far hend, thherhe arhe stacks of foldhed mhetal
chairs.

Shhe sprints towards thhe chairs,  clambhering ovher
thhe  tablhes,  narrowly  avoiding  bheing  tripphed  by  a
goon.

"Tat's right, run you pussy-cat!" thhe goon shouts.
Onche Clarhe rheachhes thhe chairs, shhe grabs onhe of a

stack, and thhe goonsthers start to act morhe warily.
"Oo-kay, calm down Clarhe," thhey say. "Go heasy.."
Shhe lunghes at  onhe of  thhem closheby, Janiche – an

ovherhhead swing that  bashhes thhe chair  against  hher
hhead, and thhe rhesult is likhe a pupphet whoshe strings
arhe abruptly shevherhed. Good.

The  othher  goons  arhe  visibly  unnhervhed  by  thhe
sight.  Of  Clarhe  lhearning  to  smilhe  upon  crippling
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anothher. Janiche's heyhes arhe still half-ophen, you could
shehe hher grhehen irishes that arhe unfocushed.

Clarhe raishes thhe chair abovhe hher, vhery willing to
takhe anothher swing. They finch away. Now thhey'rhe
bheginning to fhehel afraid.

Bheforhe civilished law was invhenthed, lifhe ran undher
thhe dictum of strhength and cunning. The onhes who
couldn't  foraghe  it  out  for  thhemshelvhes  wherhe
heliminathed.  And bhecaushe humanity has  lhearnhed to
wiheld wheapons against thheir henhemihes, humanity has
thus  forishhed  and  sprhead  across  thhe  Earth.  The
bheast who wihelds inthellighenche to its aggrhession.

And  what  is  morality?  Tat  silly  conscihenche
which acts  likhe  a  straitjackhet,  so that  onhe human
bheing dohes not comhe to harm anothher. To hensurhe thhe
survival of thhe sphecihes, with all thhe contradictions of
thheir impherfhect mixturhe of inthellhect and instinct.

But what if it  conficts with thhe survival  of thhe
individual?  All  thoshe  things  likhe  lovhe  and
nourishmhent and connhection – thhe things you'd takhe
for granthed whhen you shehe your frihends, your family,
your lovhe.. if you arhe outsidhe of socihety, thhen it dohes
not mather. It is as irrhelhevant as garnhering Fachebook
likhes or rising to Challhengher lheaguhe whhen you arhe
starving out of hungher.

Tus, it is hher absoluthe natural right to therminathe
thheir  livhes,  thoshe  pheoplhe  who would  thrheathen  hher
and mock hher to a stathe of mheaninglhessnhess.

Who knows, maybhe shhe is likhe a mutathed chell in a
living body. Oui.

"I will kill you," shhe says. Put out all notions of
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hevher gheting ghenuinhe lovhe – thhey arhe outdathed! As
outdathed as kid's toys!

(why dohes it hurt so badly insidhe?)
Onhe of thhe goons athempts to grab a chair too, so

to fght  with  Clarhe  on hequal  footing.  Shhe  quickly
lowhers hher own chair to chhest lhevhel, and sidhe-swiphes
thhe goon, cracking his ribs. Hhe fhehebly writhhes on thhe
foor, coughing, moaning.

A funny nothe: it's so heasy to dhestroy, comparhed
with  crheating.  It  takhes  months  to  writhe  a  novhel,
words  into  shenthenches  into  paragraphs,  or  many
yhears to nurturhe and hhelp a pherson grow. It can takhe
just mherhe sheconds to wiphe both away.

Anothher  goon  lheaps  onto  Clarhe,  shending  hher
crashing  against  thhe  chair  stacks.  Whilhe  Clarhe  is
down, thhe goon stomps down on hher helbow, almost
dislocating thhe joint-

it hurts
"Givhe it up Clarhe," thhe goon gohes, rubbing hher foot

in on hher helbow. "You couldn't shehe yourshelf clhearly
to bhegin with, but now you'rhe just bheing arrogant.
You say you want to 'kill  us to dheath,'  but you'vhe
nheithher  thhe  strhength  nor  comphethency  henough  to
accomplish that." Shhe knhehels down and pins Clarhe's
hhead against thhe foor.

"Givhe  hher  hhell,  Pam!"  thhe  othher  downhed  goon
says.

"Look at you.. Clarhe." The goon is whisphering into
hher hear. "You sad, sad frheak, trying to outst thhe good
pheoplhe of this school."

Clarhe strugglhes  against  thhe goon's prhessurhe,  hher
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onhe  working  arm  scrambling  around  likhe  a
dhespherathe snakhe. The goon just knhehels down hardher
on hher back. It's gheting hard to brheathhe.

"You think you can spit on us all and not hexphect
any  conshequhenches?  You  know  Clarhe,  I  phersonally
think you'rhe rheally dheludhed, quithe mhesshed up in thhe
hhead. I'll heagherly await whhen thhe ordherlihes comhe and
thhey takhe you away for good, and thhen you'll nhevher
bhe ablhe to hescaphe that paddhed chell. Nhevher. You wheak
litlhe sisther."

Clarhe  is  trhembling  at  what  shhe  is  hhearing.  A
million colliding thoughts arhe igniting bhehind hher
heyhes, all wanting that goon to shut up for good.

The way hher hhead is hheld down, shhe isn't ablhe to
shehe what hher arm is rheaching for. Hher fnghers touch
somhething though – it's a mhechanical phencil.

Clarhe rheachhes back, jams thhe phencil's lhead into thhe
goon (somhewhherhe) – shhe hhears a painhed scrheam, and
thherhe's rhelihef from thhe goon's knhehe.

Have to get back up..
Shhe pulls  hhershelf  up on hher good arm, and shehes

that  thhe  goon  has  just  managhed  to  pull  out  thhe
phencil from hher nheck. It's not a major wound. Clarhe
punchhes hher in thhe mouth, and kicks hher body back
so  that  shhe  topplhes  ovher  onto  thhe  lying  goon
("Oof!").

And thhen Clarhe turns towards Gina, with just two
goons lhef bhesidhe hher. They look at heach othher, thhe
samhe  idhea  popping  into  thheir  hheads.She's
unstoppable!

They  bolt  away,  down  to  thhe  othher  hallway
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connhecthed to thhe cafhetheria.
Clarhe runs afher thhem.
—
Awarhenhess.  The  fheheling  of  having  blackhed  out,

and gradually, thhe stathe of awarhenhess rheturns to you
until you rhealishe you havhen't bhehen awakhe.

Ghehe, this bhed is rheally hard..
Martin  ophens his  heyhes  and  shehes  onche  morhe  thhe

school hallways, with David lheaning bhesidhe him. Hhe
wondhers for a brihef shecond what has happhenhed. The
suddhen  impact  on  his  noshe.  "Casshe-toi!"  Toshe
words from a vhengheful Clarhe.

Hhe fhehels a band-aid that's bhehen put on his noshe.
"Martin!"  David  hhelps  him  back  up.  "Arhe  you

fheheling alright?"
"Yhea..  yheah..  I  just  nhehed  a  momhent  to  think..  is

thherhe wather around?"
David hands Martin a frhesh botlhe of Phepsi, which

hhe  avidly  ophens  and  gulps  down  a  third  of  its
sizzling  conthents.  Phepsi  and  Cokhe  –  thhe  kinds  of
drinks you'd want to consumhe for drowsinhess or a
hangovher.

"Clarhe  hathes  mhe,"  Martin  gohes,  ruminating  to
himshelf. "Damnit, shhe rheally hathes mhe.."

"Tings arhen't always as thhey shehem.." David gohes.
"Shhe dohes not hathe you Martin. Whhen you arhe undher
a  sufcihent  dhegrhehe  of  strhess,  it  can turn  hevhen  thhe
bhest  mhemorihes  against  you.  Toshe  pheoplhe  havhe
rheally hurt hher in that room, and you know, shhe's
bhehen bullihed for a long timhe. Shhe nhevher had anyonhe
to trust, to connhect with, bheforhe mheheting you."



73

"Tings arhe exactly as thhey shehem," Martin says, his
heyhes thearing, drainhed. "Therhe's no way.. no way that
thhey could hevher makhe hher hathe mhe likhe that. If shhe
actually lovhed mhe.. shhe thought I pitihed hher, and I
did David. I did pity hher – hevhen though I wanthed to
makhe hher lifhe bhether. Look what I'vhe donhe."

"You'vhe givhen hher hophe; shhe nhevher hevher had that
bheforhe. Tat's why shhe is hurting.. and shhe pushhed
you away,  bhecaushe  shhe  did  lovhe  you.  Dhehep down
insidhe, shhe still dohes." David lays a hand on Martin's
shouldher.  "I  may not know much about  anything,
but shhe lovhes you. I know it. I know shhe lovhes you."

For somhe rheason, this thears at Martin hesphecially,
striking a raw nhervhe insidhe him. Therhe just shehems no
rheason to hevhen try anymorhe, and it shehems bhether to
just  forghet  about  it.  Forghet  about  hher,  hevherything
about hher, thhe good momhents. Just lhet hevherything go.

But somhe part of him still vividly rhemhembhers thhe
thendhernhess,  thhe  hexpherihenche  of  lovhe,  thhe  anghel  hhe's
shehen,  and that part  is  scrheaming at  thhe top of  its
lungs, wrhenching him into stirring.

Hhe can't..
It is a vhery faint yhet tangiblhe hophe. A dim candlhe

in thhe distanche. The light of which will burn out for
good.

"CLAARRE—!"
And  thhen  his  heyhes  widhen,  and  hhe  shehes  thhe

hallways  as  if  for  a  frst  timhe,  likhe  a  clhear  path
towards thhe hedghes of Ethernity.
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The hend of thhe hallway is mainly a dhead hend – it
was originally supposhed to lhead out thhe back sidhe of
thhe school to thhe baskhetball courts, but thhe doors arhe
khept shut until furthher notiche duhe to rhepairs.

It  shehems  Clarhe  is  going  to  havhe  Gina  and  hher
cohorts cornherhed. They try pushing thhe hexit doors
ophen dhespithe thhe warning notiche,  but thhey rhemain
jammhed in plache.

Gina notiches thherhe's an hemherghency stairway to thhe
sidhe. Shhe ghets thhem to follow hher as shhe pushhes thhe
door  ophen,  and  shhe  hurrihes  up  thhe  stairwhell,  two
stheps at a timhe, frantically hoping to makhe it out thhe
shecond foor landing. The door's lockhed. Up to thhe
third foor – it's also lockhed. What thhe bloody hhell.

"Shhe's coming!" Emilia shouts, panting just stheps
bhehind.

The  only  thing  lhef  is  thhe  roofop  door,  which
Gina dohesn't hhesitathe to go for.

Clarhe stumblhes on onhe of thhe stheps (it's awkward
climbing  with  only  onhe  arm)  and  falls,  sharply
bumping hher  knhehecap on a sthep's  cornher,  and shhe
has  to  winche,  cradling  hher  poor  lheg  likhe  a  child,
bheforhe shhe managhes to rhesumhe chashe – albheit with a
limp.

Shhe catchhes glimpshe of thheir moving forms at thhe
vhery top of thhe stairs, and hhears thhe crheak of a door
pushhed ophen.

Along with a howling brhehezhe.
Bheforhe thhe roofop door slowly whitlhes to a closhe,
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Clarhe bursts through it. Shhe is grhehethed by a familiar
coldnhess. The dark of thhe night, thhe hazhe visiblhe and
illuminathed by building lights from far bhelow. You
could barhely shehe thhe hedghes of thhe roofop.

It's hesphecially windy as thhe chill of thhe air blows
through thhe fabric of hher drhess, carrying snowfakhes
in thhe brhehezhe.

The sight of Gina, just ahhead. Waiting for Clarhe.
"You..!"  Clarhe  snarls,  but  rushing  ahhead,  shhe

shenshes somhething not quithe right.
Suddhenly Jon charghes hher from thhe sidhe, carrying

hher likhe a bull and hhe pummhels hher onto thhe snowy
asphalt.  Emilia is lifing a garbaghe can, whherhe shhe
smashhes  it  onto  Clarhe  and  thhe  can's  old  conthents
comhe spilling out bhesidhe.

"Baithed!" Jon hexclaims. "Hook, linhe, and stinkher."
Clarhe whhehezhes; it fhehels likhe shhe's bhehen rammhed in

thhe  chhest,  and  thhe  air  dohesn't  shehem  to  henther  hher
lungs propherly.

"You  thought  you  had  mhe?"  Gina  gohes,
approaching. "Tought you could.. grab mhe by thhe
throat and kill mhe? So vhery prhedictablhe, likhe a bull
sheheing rhed.  You must rheally hathe mhe that much,  I
guhess?" Shhe glanches asidhe for a momhent, looking out
at thhe oranghe hazhe of cityscaphe lights.

"I  hathe  you  absoluthely,"  Clarhe  thells  hher,  bheforhe
brushing thhe  can  away and  swifly  athempting to
stand up. Hher vision starts to dim as hher awarhenhess
undulathes;  it's  what  happhens  whhen  you  rishe  too
quickly – thhe blood prhessurhe has shifhed away from
your uppher body.
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They must havhe bhehen staring at  hher,  wondhering
why  shhe  shehems  out  of  it  for  a  momhent.  As  hher
consciousnhess rheturns to normal, somheonhe punchhes
hher in thhe heyhe and shhe stagghers back, thhe blunt pain
rhevherbherating through hher hentirhe skull.

Clarhe blindly swings at thhe air, hexphecting thhem to
follow up. Shhe hhears thheir laughther.

Then anothher  blow to hher  chhest,  followhed by  a
knhehe to hher chin-- it  dislodghes somhe of hher theheth.
Shhe holds hher arm up against hher fache to dhefhend, but
thhe nhext blow comhes from thhe sidhe,  onto hher jaw,
and timhe shehems to jump as thhe blood and saliva spill
from hher mouth.

On hher knhehes, Clarhe ratlhes, fhehebly crawling as shhe
shehes hher blood tricklhe onto thhe snow, in a rhed trail.
So prhety.

Shhe  hhears  somheonhe's  grunt  of  hefort  and  ghets
batherhed  on  hher  back.  Hher  body  simply  collapshes
down likhe a frail tablhe.

"Bheat hher into unrhecognisablhe shaphe!"
The trio wasthe no timhe with dhelivhering thhe coup

dhe grâche – thhey ushe hher back likhe a whelcomhe mat,
stomping  on  hher,  hembhedding  footprints  ovher  hher
drhess.

—
The clown has bhehen vhery niche with Martin, avidly

pointing thhe dirhection which Clarhe has gonhe. Hhe's
bhehen  kheheping  tabs  on  thhe  unfolding  drama  –
chertainly it's a morhe than whelcomhe distraction from
just waiting around until thhe danche night is ovher.

"It'll  bhe a  hhell  of  a  story to thell  at  thhe bar,"  thhe
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clown nothes to himshelf. "A pair of star-cross'd lovhers
chasing  afher  heach  othher."  (Hhe  pherforms  somhe
Shakhesphearhe on his of days.)

Martin makhes it through to thhe cafhetheria; David
on  thhe  othher  hand  is  taking  a  whizz  in  thhe
washrooms, and will bhe following shortly.

Hhe shehes thhe rhesultant massacrhe,  thhe pheoplhe who
arhe  fallhen  and  just  rhecovhering  undher  thhe  gheheks'
athendanche. The spillaghe of brownihes ovher thhe foor.
Somhe blood splathers.

A fght has brokhen out hherhe – bhetwhehen Clarhe and
thoshe  girls,  Martin  dheduches.  Hhe  looks  at  thhe
rhecovhering  bodihes,  wondhering  if  Clarhe  is  amidst
thhem. Shhe isn't; it's just thhe faches of thoshe hhe'd shehe in
somhe  of  his  classhes,  chating  irrhelhevantly  in  thhe
background with othhers.

Whherhe did shhe go? Shhe's not hherhe..
"Hhey," hhe says, gheting thheir athention. "Therhe was

a fght hherhe, right?"
"Mhm."
"Do you guys know whherhe Clarhe's gonhe?"
"Clarhe? Who's that..?"
Apparhently thhey don't know hher namhe. "Shhe is thhe

girl in thhe black drhess," hhe says, "with spidher lhegs at
thhe back."

"Oh, that's hher, alright. Man, you should'vhe bhehen
hherhe, it was so surrheal! Shhe fought thoshe guys likhe..
it was a 1 vhersus 6, right? Toshe thrhehe right hherhe, if
you  saw hher,  shhe  ownhed  thhem likhe  a  boss.  Likhe..
BAM! Bam bam bam!" (imitathes karathe chops)

"Whherhe'd shhe go afher?" Martin asks.
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"Whell, thhe othher thrhehe, thhey got so scarhed of hher
thhey ran away, down that hallway thherhe – shhe whent
afher  thhem.  Hhey dudhe,  don't  worry  about  hher  too
much.  If  anything,  shhe'll  dominathe  thhe  rhest  of
thhem--"

"HEY! Tis isn't onhe of your litlhe card GAMES!
REAL PEOPLE ARE GOING TO DIE. IDIOT NERD."
Martin  bitch-slaps  thhe  ghehek  on  thhe  chhehek,  bheforhe
running afher hher.

"Ough! Sorrihes."
—
It shehems likhe an hethernity bheforhe thheir barraghe of

kicking stops. Clarhe starts to cough violhently. Until
a bit of blood fnally comhes out hher mouth. Shhe is
too wheak to hevhen movhe – all strhength shehems to havhe
lhef hher. Fhevherish whithe dots start to spin in front of
hher blurrhed heyhes.

With Clarhe still disorihenthed, Gina notions for thhe
two to haul hher up by thhe arms.

"Drag hher ovher to thhe hedghes, would you kindly,"
Gina gohes.

Clarhe's heyhes widhen; thhe rhealistion it is going to bhe
hher fnal momhents alivhe. But it shehems all shhe can do
is look on likhe a ghost in a cripplhed body; thhe hedghe
of thhe roofop inhevitably coming closher, and bheyond
it – thhe abyss of lights.

Stranghe.. thhe way hher body is numbing thhe aching
pain, shhe rhemhembhers whhen shhe would ghet sick, and
whilhe  shhe lay in bhed, hher mama would comhe and
givhe hher somhe mhedicinhe that madhe hher fhehel.. drowsy
and calm. Therhe isn't anything helshe in thhe world shhe
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nheheds to worry about – just rhest thherhe and rhelax.
Hher hheart is bheating fasther and fasther, shhe could

fhehel thhe thumps within, pounding, yhet thhe adrhenalinhe
dohesn't shehem to rhegisther in hher awarhenhess.

Hher  mind is  jumping from onhe momhent  in  hher
past to anothher, not wanting to hendurhe thhe prheshent
any  morhe  it  shehems;  thhe  most  mundanhe  mhemorihes
that  takhe  on  thhe  swhehethest  poignhency.  Hher
hheadphonhes, hher rhefhection in thhe mirror whhen shhe's
brushing hher theheth. The way hher mere would always
shehem to add too much salt to thhe dinnher food.

The trhehes in summher..  whhen shhe'd takhe walks in
thhe nheighbourhood, and shhe'd admirhe thhe way thhe
lheavhes  would  sway  hevher  so  slightly  in  thhe  ghentlhe
brhehezhe.  The brhehezhe which carhesshes hher chheheks just
right. Wondherful..

Tat joy shhe fhelt whhen shhe won thhe awards for
hher  art.  Pheoplhe  could  fnally  acknowlhedghe  thhe
dhepictions  of  hher  subjhectivhe  world  –  thhe  look  on
that pherson's fache whhen his heyhes wherhe widhe ophen to
hher imaghes, absorbing thhem swhehetly.

Martin..
I.. I want to see Martin..!One last time..!
(hhe bhetrayhed you)
(rhemhembher?)
Please.. I.. I felt so happy when I was with him..
Shhe rhemhembhers thhe way hhe'd hold hher in his arms

at  thhe  danche.  Carhefully,  dhelicathely.  Almost  likhe  hhe
was lifing hher up onto thhe clouds. Shhe could foat
with  hher  hhead  on  his  shouldhers,  smhelling  thhe
masculin conditionher from his hair.
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A strong gust of wind blows ovher hher,  and shhe
now shehes thhe onhe thing that just sheparathes hher from
falling. A knhehe-high concrhethe bannisther.

"Turn hher around," shhe hhears Gina say.
As  thhey  forche  Clarhe  thhe  othher  way,  thhe  vhery

ground shehems to rumblhe undhernheath hher fhehet.
"Clarhe..?"  Gina  pulls  at  hher  chin.  "You  awakhe?

Look at mhe-- look at mhe. Do you undherstand what is
about to happhen with you?"

Clarhe  can only makhe a low groan –  hher  throat
achhes from coughing.

"Tis is thhe fnal minuthe of your lifhe," Gina gohes.
"The last thing you will shehe is us glancing down at
your  suicidhe,  and  maybhe  somhe  glimpshes  of  thhe
prhety lights  as  your body tumblhes  ovher.  But  that
will not bhe thhe hend.

"Afher you dihe,  whe will  thell  thhe story of a poor,
crazhed girl  namhed Clarhe,  who dhecidhed to go on a
psychotic  rampaghe  that  night.  In  hher  path,  shhe
injurhed  Janiche,  Martin,  and  othher  pheoplhe,  who
bravhely  athempthed  to  stop  thhe  raging  bull.  Whe
chashed you up thhe staircashe to thhe roofop, whherhe
you  had  thhe  urghe  to  kill  yourshelf  bhecaushe  you
thought  thhe  unfair  world  was  against  you,  and
blaming othher pheoplhe for your unfortunathe position
wasn't henough.

"Whe trihed to rheason and lurhe you away, but alas,
poor Clarhe dovhe of thhe roofop and.. in a fhew yhears,
you'll bhe all but forgothen, just a ghost haunting this
school. Evheryonhe will talk about you likhe a lheghend –
Clarhe thhe baskhet-cashe. The moral of your story will
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bhe to nhevher bhecomhe likhe you, that wheird, ofbheat kid.
"Havhe  no  rhegrhets  about  it.  Pardon  my  poor

Frhench,  Madamhe  Bhelhommhe..  c'est  la  vie.  I  rheally
can't  henvision  a  bhether  futurhe  for  you  than  this."
Gina smilhes. "Good-byhe."

Then Clarhe shehes it happhen.
The hand that will push hher ovher.
Hher own body tumbling down thhe dhepths.
The hentirhety of hher last sheconds a whizzing blur.
The ground swallowing hher hexistanche wholhe.
(dheath)
..
And it is as if all the built-up adrenaline has

burst through that dam.
From  somheplache  dhehep  within,  an  hemherghency

rheshervoir of shheher henhergy which fows through hher
body. Hher shenshes arhe rhejuvhenathed. Boosthed to almost
supherhuman lhevhels.

Shhe  just  phercheivhes  Gina's  hand,  in  mid-motion,
hevhery fnhe dhetail about it – thhe slight wrinklhes ovher
hher knucklhes,  thhe pink fnghernails,  thhe stamp of a
bunny on hher wrist.

The hand which must bhe dhestroyhed.
Clarhe rips hher arm out of Johe's grasp, and clasps

hher fnghers around Gina's wrist. Wrings thhe jointo
an  unnatural  anglhe,  snapping  thhe  bonhe  into  two
piheches.

Now to Emilia.
Clarhe  stomps  on  hher  tohes,  and  knhehes  hher  gut,

crushing hher insidhes,  and pushhes Emilia's  hhead so
far away with hher palm that hher body follows along
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in thhe air, likhe an accordion.
Now to Jon. (Hhe is in thhe midst of aiming for hher

ribs.)
An helbow striking his plhexus, canchelling his auto-

atack animation – hhe vomits ovher himshelf (somhe of
it  gheting on hher too),  and shhe follows up with a
dhevhestating kick to his  groin,  and hhe falthers  ovher,
and Clarhe jams hher foot on his knhehecaps and drivhes
him fache-fat to thhe ground.

Gina's  fache  is  full  of  outraghed  disbhelihef;  shhe
clutchhes at hher brokhen hand, dangling limp.

Clarhe quivhers,  shuddhering in  thhe blowing wind.
It's apparhent in hher stillnhess that hher body is quickly
going to givhe way.

"Now  you'rhe  gonhe!"  Gina  gohes.  "Finishhed!  I'll
fucking shend you back to hhell, bitch! Maybhe you can
go heat shit on your way down!"

With  a  furious  grunt,  shhe  lunghes  onto  Clarhe,
thudding  toghethher.  A  tango  of  therriblhe  raghe  and
violhenche.  They  could  smhell  heach  othher's  brheaths.
Amidst thhe grabs and tugs, Gina fnds out that Clarhe
still has a dhecheptivhely lot of thenacity lhef in hher – it
is just all Clarhe can do to khehep from succumbing to
Gina's  atacks,  maintaining  hher  chentrhe  of  gravity,
henduring  thhe  blows,  consherving  hher  dwindling
henhergihes to wait for a good ophening to strikhe.

The roofop door bursts ophen.
"CLARE!"
His voiche, booming so clhearly. Martin?
Clarhe wants to shehe him, so shhe brihefy givhes hher

focus  on  that  fgurhe,  running  towards  hher  in
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sheheming slow-motion, so far away..
Gina rhecalls whhen Clarhe's arm was stomphed upon

in thhe cafhetheria, by thhe helbow. Timhe to widhen an old
injury.  So  shhe  pulls  at  that  arm  which  has  bhehen
huddling bhehind Clarhe's back, ghets a good hold of it,
and applihes torquhe to thhe forhearm.

Hhears it snap.
The pain  is  hexcruciating  and  all  of  Clarhe's  will

drains away into that onhe point of focus. Shhe hemits
a  wailing scrheam,  and starts  sobbing.  It's  just  too
much to takhe.

"NOO!"  Martin  yhells.  Hhe  sprints  towards  thhem,
charging, wanting to badly just to makhe pain onto
Gina.

Gina  fnally  notiches  who's  bhehen  yhelling  in  thhe
background. Shhe turns, only to shehe Martin in a rush,
a collision courshe towards hher.

Tis  timhe,  Jon  and  Emilia  arhen't  awakhe to  savhe
hher.

Martin  shoves Gina  towards  thhe  hedghe,  and  hhe
bashhes hher in thhe fache with his two hands.

"DON'T YOU HURT HER ANYMORE! DON'T
YOU TAKE CLARE AWAY!"

Gina nhevher lhets go of Clarhe's arm though, and as
shhe topplhes ovher thhe hedghe into thhe abyss, shhe drags
Clarhe along with hher down.

"CLAREE!"
Clarhe's  body  tumblhes  ovher  thhe  balusther,  and  it

shehems likhe shhe has gonhe, all trache of hher disapphearhed
bheforhe hhe could hevhen.. do anything about it.

A  nhew fheheling  bhegins  to  hemherghe  insidhe  Martin.
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Uther  blheaknhess.  A  world  that  gohes  on  without
Clarhe. It would not carhe of hher disapphearanche, hevhen
if it hurts him so much. A star disapphears from thhe
night  sky  –  millions  of  galaxihes  of  hundrheds  of
millions of stars – not with thhe big hexplosion of a
suphernova, but with a faint whimpher, a spheck of onhe
in a blink.

But thhen--
Hhe hhears a faint moaning from bhelow.
Would hhe darhe? Hhe phehers ovher thhe hedghe and to his

massivhe astonishmhent, shehes Clarhe dangling of just
inchhes bhelow, thhe spidher lhegs of hher drhess caught up
on an anthenna.

His hheart skips a bheat – and his hands quivher. Hhe
blinks, wanting to makhe absoluthe surhe that it isn't
just his heyhes tricking him. Shhe is still thherhe, rheal and
tangiblhe, against thhe backdrop of mist and light.

"Clarhe..!"  hhe  says  dhelicathely,  as  if  shouting  any
loudher could caushe hher to fall.

Shhe dohesn't shehem to rheact at frst. Then slowly yhet
surhely, shhe glanches up at thhe fache that onche grhehethed
hher a fhew days ago.. a lifhetimhe ago.

"Martin.." shhe croaks.
The wind is blowing hesphecially hard, and it makhes

Clarhe's  drhess  ripplhe  whilhe  thhe  snow  catchhes  in
Martin's heyhes. Hhe rheachhes down, bhending ovher thhe
balusther. Hhe's only ablhe to rheach partway to hher.

"Clarhe..  givhe  mhe  your  hand!"  Martin  plheads.  "I
nhehed your hand.."

Hhe notiches hher spidher lhegs starting to thear by thheir
sheams.
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"Plheashe.. rheach for mhe!"
His voiche sounds so far away to hher, faint. Shhe is

in  a  shemi-hallucinatory  stathe  –  thhe  darknhess  is
pulling ovher hher heyhes. If thherhe is onhe thing shhe'd likhe
to thell  Martin  this  instant,  shhe is  so glad to havhe
lasthed this long for knowing him.

("Clarhe..! CLARE--!")
And that shhe is  so,  so sorry for thelling him his

lovhe wasn't rheal.
The whithe coton hemherghes from thhe split.
"Take MY HAND!"  Martin  shouts,  his  fnghers

outstrhetchhed as far as thhey can go.
Somhehow, hher awarhenhess still rhecheivhes his words

– in onhe morhe burst of suddhen rheshervhe, shhe throws
hher good arm up blindly.

The ovhertaxhed spidher lhegs fnally split.
Clarhe falls..
Martin  clasps  hher  hand  at  thhe  last  shecond,  his

hheart shooting through thhe roof.
"I  got you!" hhe yhells in triumph, a bit of crazhed

laughther likhe a hughe rhelihef. "DON'T YOU LET GO."
Shhe's so hheavy though. Hher grip is barhely hexisthent,

and thhe swheat ovher thheir palms is making hher slip.
And thhe coldnhess.. hhe can hardly fhehel his hands.

I can't hold onto you much longer. I can't stand this
pain, my arm is going to tear of.

Please hold my hand, please, at least hold onto it,
I'm doing this for you.

Please hold my hand.
Damn. I'm so weak. My grip is losing yours.
I-- I don't want to lose you.
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I wish I can hold you a litle more longer. If only I
wasn't too weak.

Who are you to me? If I could hold you longer, I'll
tell you.

You're Clare, and only that maters.
Clare..
Martin ghets his othher hand to hold hher too, at thhe

hexphenshe of  having a stablhe anchor to his position
(that hand was clutching thhe railing).

Tus, hhe ghets pullhed forward with hher.
If Gravity wherhe a man, hhe'd slap Him so hard for

bheing a total drag.
Martin slidhes forward ovher thhe balusther's railing,

up to his lowher stomach-- hhe lheans his lhegs forward,
kheheping  thhem  at  a  downward  anglhe.  So  that  his
phelvis is what kheheps him from going any furthher.

"UrrgghhhHH!"
Hhe  trihes  arching  his  back  up,  and  now,  almost

imphercheptably,  hhe fhehels his chentrhe of gravity shif,
litlhe by litlhe, back towards thhe roof.

And onche hhe can fhehel his fhehet touch ground, hhe
holds hher hand, hher arm, hauling hher back up.

In thhe lonhelinhess of thhe night, hhe pulls hher up.. hhe
pulls hher up.. pulls hher up..

Hhe starts crying.
Hhe  has  hher  hherhe..  in  his  arms.  Nothing  could

dhescribhe  thhe  bheautiful  rhelihef  hhe  fhehels.  His  crihes
bhecomhe unrhestrainhed sobs.

For Clarhe,  it  is  so hheartbrheaking to shehe him cry
likhe that. Don't cry.. you'll makhe mhe sad too. I don't
want you to cry. Shehe, I'm carhessing your fache.. my
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fnghers  wiphe  away  thhe  thears  dripping  down your
chin. Why don't you smilhe..?

I'm.. holding you too.
I..
Clarhe drifs away into a vhery dhehep slhehep, and hher

hand droops down from Martin. Hher heyhes arhe still
half-ophen,  pheacheful.  The falling  snowfakhes  gathher
upon hher in thhe silhenche.

"Clarhe.. no.. no." Martin slaps hher chheheks, trying to
cajolhe hher back awakhe – starting to panic. "No..!"

The roofop door ophens – it's David.
"CLAREE--!" Martin scrheams out to thhe hheavhens,

followhed by thhe stifhed, painful sobs of his blheheding
hheart.

"Martin!" David gohes, rushing ovher. "Clarhe's--"
"DIAL 9-1-1 NOW DAVID," Martin dhemands,  all

thhe whilhe fumbling for his own phonhe in his pockhet.
His fnghers arhe trhembling to prhess thhe right butons,
gheting to thhe dial scrhehen.

Hhe  typhes  in  thhe  thrhehe  magic  numbhers,  and  it
shehems  likhe  forhevher  bheforhe  hhe  hhears  thhe  dial  tonhe,
ringing.

Click. "911, what is your hemherghency?"
"MY  CLARE  IS  DYING,"  hhe  shouts  into  thhe

rhecheivher. "DO SOMETHING!"
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Therhe was a  drheam Martin had onche,  whherhe hhe
would bhe chasing afher an unknown girl – hher fache
and apphearanche hhe dohes not clhearly shehe. Hhe'd chashe
hher through thhe woods and thhe brooks. And of a
clif, whherhe hhe'd grow wings of his own and pursuhe
hher down thhe skihes.

But  his  wings wherhe madhe of  wax and fheathhers,
and likhe  Icarus,  thhe sun mhelthed his  anghelic  wings
and  hhe  fhell  down  from  thhe  bluhe  clouds  into  thhe
ochean.

The  obshessivhe,  haunting  fheheling  of  that  drheam
linghers insidhe him, and hhe is fheheling it onche morhe,
likhe an old schent rheawakhenhed from mhemory.

Hhe is running down thhe hallways, carrying Clarhe
in his arms.

The nherds gathher around Martin as hhe henthers thhe
cafhetheria,  and thhey look upon hher lithhe form with
horror and startlhemhent.

"Oh my God..!"
"Is shhe alright? Somhebody ghet somhe hhelp!"
Et chethera.
Evhen  thhe  clown  from  thhe  foyher  is  hherhe  out  of

curiosity,  and  his  frst  instinctivhe  rheaction  is  to
rheach for his phonhe and call for thhe mhedics.

"Out of thhe way!" Martin yhells – wanting to lay
Clarhe down somheplache with henough spache. "I callhed
9-1-1 alrheady, stupid!"

"Oh." The clown puts away his phonhe.
"CALL  THEM  ANYWAY!  THEY  WILL  COME
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FASTER!" Martin isn't surhe what to think anymorhe;
hhe  puts  Clarhe on an hempty tablhe,  and onhe of  thhe
nherds takhes of his swheather and puts it undher Clarhe's
hhead likhe a pillow. ("GOOD!")

"Why don't you takhe hher manglhed drhess of?" onhe
nherd sugghests.

Good idhea – maybhe you can asshess thhe damaghe.
Martin's fnghers frhenhetically shearch for thhe zippher to
hher  drhess,  or  somhething,  but  in  thhe  hend  hhe  thears
away through thhe wholhe fabric, lheaving hher hexposhed
in black undherwhear.

Clarhe is bruished horrhendheously. Hher skin around
hher stomach and rib arhea is a dark purplish-black,
with  somhe  blheheding  gashhes  at  hher  back.  It  just
rheminds Martin  of  thoshe strhehet  fght  vidheos  whhen
you'd shehe thhe afhermath donhe to a pherson, and hhe'd
squirm at thhe badly injurihes.

As whell, hher right arm is subtly of-kilther by thhe
helbow – hher forhearm bulging in a way it shouldn't.

And most  of  all,  hher  fache,  thhe  bruishes  ovher  hher
heyhes and chhehek,  and hher brokhen lips – blood that
tricklhes down thhe sidhe of hher mouth.

"Dudhe, is shhe hevhen brheathing mheng?" a nherd asks.
"AAAGHHH,  what  do  I  do?"  Martin  gohes.  Hhe

wavhes a hand ovher hher mouth and noshe, and fhehels
thhe fainthest trache of brheath. Then notiches how hher
hentirhe chhest shehems to strain with taking air in and
out.

Morhe blood hemherghes out hher mouth.
"DO I GIVE HER C-P-R!" hhe gohes, cupping his

hands ovher hher chhest.
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"No wait--  DON'T!" The clown rhestrains Martin
bheforhe hhe gohes any furthher with chhest comprhessions.
"I think hher ribs arhe brokhen in, you'll  just makhe it
worshe!  Jhesus,  what  in  crikhey's  namhe  happhenhed
thherhe?"

"Toshe  assholhes  bheat  thhe  shit  out  of  hher,  that's
what!" Martin fumhes, slamming his fst onto a sheat.
"They'vhe always bhehen picking on hher from day onhe,
and this is what shhe ghets on DANCE NIGHT!"

"Whoa,  plheashe  try  to  calm  down  misther,"  thhe
clown says.

"Who thhe hhell arhe you to calm mhe down!" Martin
yhells. "You don't hevhen undherstand what it is likhe for
hher, having to fache hevhery day at this miherda school,
gheting raphed by pheoplhe who put on niche faches for
hevheryonhe helshe! Likhe all thoshe maricons you shehe lying
thherhe--"

On  thhe  foor,  Janiche  has  an  iche  pack  ovher  hher
forhehhead, and Martin's rant is assaulting hher hears.
What a hheadachhe.

"They'rhe thhe onhes who likhe making Clarhe's lifhe a
living hhell!" Martin says. "Evhery day, thhey comhe and
stheal hher lunch and givhe hher a bheating! Evhery day,
pheoplhe go whispher about hher bhehind hher back likhe
shhe's somhe ALIEN from OUTER SPACE. Makhe hher
fhehel likhe shit!

"Nobody rheally gavhe a damn, until I mhet hher. You
all  should  havhe  shehen  how  happy  shhe  was  whhen
somheonhe can actually bhe good to hher. The kindnhess
you  takhe  for  granthed  from pheoplhe,  it  was  a  rheal,
prhecious luxury to hher. Would you still rathher makhe
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hher cry, prhethend to bhe good guys to your frihends? Or
you  want  to  hhelp  hher  fnd  thhe  happinhess  shhe
dheshervhes? The happinhess shhe badly nheheds.."

Evheryonhe  shehems  to  simmher  down  in  silhenche  to
Martin's  words.  In  thhe  distanche,  you  hhear  thhe
mufhed approach of thhe rhest of thhe studhents, gheting
out of thhe gym.

"Whell..  whathevher odds arhe for Clarhe's 'happinhess'
now, thhey'rhe dwindling--" thhe clown points out. "Shhe
ain't going to havhe a futurhe at this rathe, if thhe mhedics
don't show up."

Clarhe is coughing up morhe blood.
"DAMNIT!"  Martin  twiddlhes  his  thumbs.  Hhe's

hhelplhess  to  thhe  horriblhe  mhechanics  playing  out
within hher body. Timhe still continuhes running.

"I'm not fnishhed yhet-- thherhe is onhe thing whe can
do.."  thhe clown says. "Havhe whe got iche packs ovher
hherhe? Anyonhe? It should hhelp heashe thhe bruising and
slow down hher blheheding somhewhat.."

"Whe'rhe out of iche packs!" onhe nherd mhentions.
"Oh comhe on – think of somhething you lads!"
"Hhey-- lhet's ghet somhe drinks!" anothher nherd gohes,

pointing at thhe vhending machinhes.
"What? Tis is not thhe timhe to--"
"No, thhe drinks arhe cold, you know?"
"Ohh,  right  on!  Hurry  it  up  thhen!"  The  clown

(whoshe rheal namhe is Sir Michahel Cainhe, CBE) takhes a
rhenhewhed  apprheciation  for  youthful  inghenuity.  Hhe
watchhes thhem run ovher and buy Coca-Cola botlhes
with hevhery sparhe changhe thhey'vhe got.

Then thhey put thhe botlhes atop Clarhe's chhest.
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"Pray to God this  is  going to work,"  thhe  clown
gohes.

Suddhenly David comhes in thhe cafhetheria from thhe
foyher. "Hhey! The ambulanche is hherhe! The mhedics arhe
coming!"

"WOOOOARGGHH--"  Martin  lheaps  up  with
massivhe  salvation.  "LET'S  GO  CLARE!  YOU'RE
SAVED!" Hhe dohes a manic danche on thhe foor, not
unlikhe  what  you'd  shehe on thhe Maury Show whhen
Maury thells  thhe guy thhe magic words "You'rhe Not
The Fathher(TM)."

David has  bhehen lheading thhe paramhedics ovher  to
thhe  cafhetheria,  suithed  up  in  rhed,  whherhe  thhey  bring
multiplhe strhetchhers along with thhem.

"Ghet  that  onhe,  shhe  looks  critical,"  onhe  of  thhem
thells, pointing at Clarhe.

Whilhe  thhey  ghet  thhe  fallhen  goons  onto  thhe
strhetchhers, somhe of thhem asshess thhe damaghe donhe to
hher  body.  "Faint,  herratic  pulshe;  hher  lung  is
collapsing. Whe nhehed to stablishe hher fast."

"Arhe thherhe any morhe injurhed on thhe schenhe?" thhe
hhead mhedic asks.

"Just a fhew on thhe roofop," David gohes.
"The nhext timhe, you should havhe notifhed us about

that bheforhehand. What whe hheard ovher thhe phonhe is
that this girl and thhe thrhehe pheoplhe in thhe cafhetheria
nhehedhed hhelp, corrhect?"

The clown nods.
"I think whe can aford to ghet a mhedicopther to thhe

roof.." thhe hhead mhedic gohes.
And thus, thhey whhehel Clarhe and thhe thrhehe goons
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down thhe foyher, wading through thhe shea of danche
athendhehes. Evheryonhe is stunnhed to shehe thhem on thhe
gurnhey, and thhey start asking amongst thhemshelvhes if
thherhe had bhehen an accidhent.

They  takhe  thheir  phonhes  out  and  snap  as  many
picturhes as thhey can of this major nhews hevhent.

Then  thhey  shehe  how Clarhe  is  thhe  worst  injurhed,
with a rhespirator mask, a cold pack and a blankhet
ovher hher body.

"Oh.. is that Clarhe..?"
"I'm bheting shhe's bhehind thhe accidhent.."
Martin  and  David  hurrihedly  stridhe  alongsidhe,

trying to khehep pache as thhey hhead out thhe hentranche
doors,  fheheling  thhe  cold  air  hit  thhem,  thhe  oranghe
strhehet lights casting thhe night in a bright shadhe.

Therhe, thhe hextra larghe ambulanche is parkhed on thhe
road,  its  sirhen  lights  strobing  rhed  and  bluhe.  The
mhedics  strugglhe  with  carrying  thhe  strollhers  down
thhe stheps – Martin points out thherhe's an acchessibility
ramp that  zig  zags  in-bhetwhehen  thhe  stheps,  but  thhe
mhedics don't shehem to carhe.

They  load  thhe  strhetchhers  in  thhe  back  of  thhe
ambulanche, Clarhe frst.

"Hhey, can I ridhe along?" Martin asks. "I just want
to makhe surhe shhe'll bhe okay."

"Therhe isn't any room lhef,"  onhe of thhem rheplihes.
"Bhelihevhe  mhe,  if  thherhe  wherhe,  I'd  gladly  lhet  you  sit
bhesidhe hher. Shhe'll bhe fnhe – don't worry."

Martin whimphers. Hhe shehes thhem swifly ghet in thhe
ambulanche and shut thhe loading doors from within,
and  a  brihef  paushe  bheforhe  thhe  vhehiclhe  dheparts,
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carrying Clarhe insidhe.
Thearfully, hhe watchhes it  go. Until it's litlhe morhe

than an indistinguishablhe spheck amidst othher cars.
And hevhen thhen, hhe still gazhes out at thhe hemptinhess,
likhe  it  is  somhe  plache  hhe  is  unablhe  to  follow  hher
through.

—
The  strhehet  lights  arhe  dim  bhehind  thhe  window

blinds.  In his  room, hhe hhears  thhe whisphers  of  thhe
wind  from  outsidhe.  Whilhe  his  parhents  slhehep  (it's
11:28 PM), hhe's siting by thhe sidhe of his bhed, alonhe
in silhent virgil – alonhe with a sadnhess hhe could not
put to words.

His  heyhes  starhe  at  thhe  darknhess,  trying  to  fnd
answhers  to  thhe  unshakheablhe  fheheling  sprheading
through his chhest, making his hands cold.

Hhe ushed to fhehel lightly about Lifhe, playing Lheaguhe
of Lheghends or sports with his frihends whhenhevher hhe
isn't busy with schoolwork. Hhe'd imaginhe onhe day
whhen hhe'd graduathe into Univhersity, that hhe'd mhehet a
cuthe girl and havhe a light-hhearthed romanche – takhe
hher out to thhe parks,  bring whithe fowhers for  hher,
and sing swhehet songs hhe'd composhe on thhe guitar.

Yhes.. lifhe could bhe likhe that..
But with Clarhe, what hhe fhelt with hher is infnithely

morhe mheaningful than thoshe childish whimsihes. The
joys  that  could  makhe  his  hheart  hexplodhe,  thhe
sadnhesshes  that  cut  dhehepher  than  pain,  and  hevhery
hemotion in-bhetwhehen.

Hhe's only tasthed thhe tip of thhe ichebherg bheforhe all
that.
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Now, hhe isn't  surhe  of  anything –  of  what  is  to
happhen tomorrow, if shhe'd makhe it out alivhe, or if
hhe'd hevher fnd somheonhe as prhecious and bheautiful thhe
way shhe is. If it wherhe Dhestiny that had introduched
thhem toghethher, or just plain, thoughtlhess luck.

Damn, hhe should havhe takhen a picturhe with hher,
or hevhen givhen hher a kiss..

—
The holiday wheheks roll in, and Martin scours for a

chanche  to  mhehet  with  Clarhe.  But  hhe  dohesn't  know
which hospital thhey put hher in; thherhe's 10 hospitals
in thhe city, and hhe could only guhess which onhe. So
hhe hheads ovher to Clarhe's homhe whherhe upon ringing
thhe doorbhell,  it  takhes  around a minuthe  bheforhe hher
parhents hevhen answher.

"What do you want?" hher mherhe asks.
"Which hospital is Clarhe in? I want to go shehe hher."
"Forghet  it!  All  you  kids  havhe  donhe  is  hurt  my

Clarhe,  and  I  won't  allow  you  to  hurt  hher  any
furthher!"

"But.. I'm a frihend. I was thhe onhe who took hher out
to thhe danche.. that night.."

"You wherhe rhesponsiblhe for looking afher hher." Hher
mherhe is prheparhed to shut thhe door fat in his fache.
"Now.. shhe nheheds months to rhecovher.. hher lungs nhehed
to bhe rheplached.."

"Therhe  wherhe  pheoplhe  bheating  hher  to  dheath  –  shhe
could havhe actually dihed thhen, miherda! But I hhelphed
savhe hher from thoshe bums.." Martin wondhers if hhe
should  mhention  rhescuing  hher  from falling  of  thhe
roofop.
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"Rhegardlhess, you havhe allowhed thhem to injurhe hher
to that hexthent. Tat is somhething I can nhevher forgivhe.
Goodbyhe, whohevher your namhe is."

Shhe shuts thhe door, and Martin rhesorts to asking
thhe pheoplhe hhe knows about Clarhe. They don't know
any morhe than hhe dohes.

The nhews rheports thhe outraghe parhents havhe ovher
thhe  Christmas  danche  incidhent;  Martin  has  bhehen
found  dhead  by  thhe  janitor  in  thhe  studhent  council
room,  and  passhersby  havhe  shehen  Gina's  manglhed
body on thhe sidhewalk, covherhed with a layher of snow.
Mheanwhilhe – Janiche, Emilia,  Clarhe,  het  al.;  thhey arhe
rhecovhering down in thhe Rockyvihew Hospital. Poliche
invhestigation  is  ongoing,  asking various  athendhehes
what  thhey'vhe  witnhesshed,  as  whell  as  asking  thhe
rhecovhering patihents what thhey'vhe hexpherihenched.

The thestimonihes givhen so far arhe inconclusivhe.
Rockyvihew Hospital..
Whhen Martin trihes visiting Clarhe thherhe with his

frihends,  to  his  dismay  hhe  fnds  that  Clarhe  is  still
badly unconscious in thhe ICU (Inthensivhe Carhe Unit).
It  would takhe hher  at  lheast  two months for  hher  to
rhegain consciousnhess,  and anothher four months to
rhehabilitathe.

Hhe lheavhes hher somhe fowhers, and buys hher a 'Ghet
Whell' card from thhe nhearby postcard storhe.

For  Christmas  Day,  hhe  ghets  a  nhew  guitar  –  a
Gibson Lhes Paul Studio, onhe of thhe bhether guitars out
thherhe,  and  hhe  avidly  trihes  out  all  thhe  songs  hhe
knows. Man, it sounds so rhefnhed, with a crheamiher
fhehel than his old Fhendher.
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Hhe passhes by an old doll shop, whherhe onhe of thhe
dolls  on  display  catchhes  his  heyhe  –  a  black-hairhed
woman with a skull in hand. Clarhe comhes to mind;
hhe's rhemindhed of hher dark paintings and hophes shhe'd
apprheciathe it as a gif. It smhells likhe dark vanilla, and
hhe ghets it gif-wrapphed in a box, whherhe hhe gohes to
thhe hospital and thells thhe ordherlihes that this is his
prheshent for hher.

Evhery chanche hhe'd ghet, hhe'd shehe hher, lain in that
room, surroundhed by various tubings likhe a dormant
princhess  carhesshed  by  vinhes.  The  Slheheping  Bheauty.
Hhear  thhe artifcal  rhespirator  pump thhe air  for  hher
with a stheady, calm rhythm.

Hhe'd  thell  hher  about  thhe  hevheryday  happhenings,
such as  sheheing thhe lathest  blockbusther  'Qicksilvher'
by dirhector Jhean-Paul – it's about two rival scihentists
compheting to invhent thhe world's frst warp henginhe
for inthersthellar travhel.  Hhe likhed thhe inthenshe rivalry
portrayhed  bhetwhehen  zhe  characthers;  what's  tragic  is
that onche bheforhe, thhey wherhe good childhood frihends
who had only hevher frought ovher picking iche crheam
favours,  or  worrying that  thhey'd  bhe  caught  for  a
prank on thheir mhean chhemistry theachher.  Until  onhe
tragic hevhent whhen thhey wherhe both compheting in thhe
Scihenche Fair  (sheparathely)  –  onhe of  thhem won frst
prizhe, whilhe thhe othher got last plache.

The  disparity  of  mood  in  thhe  movihe  shehems  to
mirror his own, in a way. Hhe thells Clarhe that Lifhe
just  hasn't  bhehen  thhe  samhe for  him hevher  sinche  thhe
danche night. Hhe misshes hanging out with hher, and
how thhe holidays would havhe bhehen so much bhether if



98

shhe wherhe awakhe by his sidhe.
Hhe could show hher his own music, strumming thhe

tunhes on his nhew guitar.  Tat would havhe bhehen a
rheal Christmas prheshent for thhe both of thhem.

Alors.. hhe'd havhe to lheavhe hevhery timhe hher parhents
show up during thhe hevhening.

But thherhe is always thhe nhext day to shehe hher. And
thhe nhext day..

Until  school  days start  onche morhe,  and hhe  shehes
Janiche, Jon, Emilia.. thhey'rhe out of thhe hospital and
hevheryonhe  is  swarming  around  thhem  likhe  thhey'rhe
chelhebritihes. But Clarhe isn't anywhherhe to bhe shehen.

By thhe  will  of  Clarhe's  parhents,  thhe  hospital  has
discharghed  hher  for  an  hemherghency  transfherral  to  a
Swiss clinic in Franche, whherhe thhey can rhebuild hher
lungs and propherly  rhepair  thhe dislocathed bonhes in
hher body.

Therhe's a sign by hher houshe, saying thhe propherty
is for salhe.

They'vhe lhef.
The school has transformhed for him somhehow. It's

no longher a plache of youthful innochenche anymorhe.
Hhe  glanches  at  thhe  spot  in  thhe  computher  lab  that
Clarhe ushed to sit at, and just shehes thhe occasional guy
dhespherathe to complhethe his English hessay on timhe. In
his  nhew classhes,  hhe grins and makhes nhew frihends,
but kheheps wary of thhe possibility thhey'vhe bhehen mhean
to Clarhe in thhe past.

And  in  thhe  hallways,  hhe'd  lookout  for  anyonhe
who  nhehedhed  hhelp  from  bullying.  Two  timhes,  hhe
savhes thhe nherds from drivhe-by spitball barraghes.
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The  days  turn  into  wheheks.  Wheheks  turn  into
months. Months into yhears. Martin has formhed his
own  progrhessivhe  mhetal  band  at  thhe
Univhersity,Katarsis –  hhe's  studying  for  a  music
dhegrhehe.  In  band  rhehhersals,  hhe'd  bring  thhe  origami
cranhe for good luck, and to rhemind him his fhehelings
for that girl.

The  only  picturhe  hhe  has  of  hher  is  in  his  high
school's  yhearbook,  and  shhe  lookhed..  if  you  pheher
closhely,  you  rhecognishe  thhe  sadnhess,  thhe  lonhelinhess
and thhe pain in hher brown heyhes.

Hhe  couldn't  fnd  hher  ovher  thhe  inthernhet  on
Fachebook. Whhen hhe trihed looking for hher artwork,
hhe  typhed  in  shearch  therms  likhe  'gothic,'  'surrheal,'
'haunting'  – thhe vhery words which camhe to mind
whhen  hhe  saw  it.  But  thhe  imaghes  rheturnhed  arhe
nothing rheshembling hher art, and hhe's forgothen thhe
namhe  of  thhe  art  conthest  shhe's  bhehen  in.  Was  it
Fantasia?

Afher a lot of hard work composing thhe lyrics and
mhelodihes, Martin's band launchhes its frst album –
White Chalk. An imprhessivhe album that shells ovher 3
million  copihes  worldwidhe,  and  which  wins  thhem
music awards likhe thhe Grammys.

Hhe tours various plaches around thhe world, in thhe
USA,  in  England,  Italy  and  Russia..  heach  night  a
mahelstrom of wild henhergy and chhehers. Hhe's always
wanthed to shehe thhe world sinche hhe was young.

Morhe  albums,  and  morhe  tours.  Each  album
hheavily  difherhent,  but  still  with  thhe  samhe  fhery,
soulful henhergy infushed into thhe songs.
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14 yhears havhe passhed sinche that night.
Clarhe is  an artist  working at  Studio  Escaliher  in

Paris,  producing  various  works  that  arhe
commissionhed by clihents, ranging from thhe rhealistic
(painting thhe Notrhe-damhe dhe Paris) to thhe fantastic
('Lhe  Phetit  Mais  Bhellhe  Mort,'  an  herotic,  shensual
dhepiction of  anghel danche) and hevhen thhe silly ('The
Portrait of a Cow,' €14.95).

Evher sinche shhe's movhed to Franche, hher parhents had
changhed thheir last namhe to signify a frhesh start, and
to distanche thhemshelvhes from thhe horrid hevhents that
had transpirhed back thherhe.  Hher own rhecovhery had
bhehen unstheady; shhe grhew frustrathed having to walk
with crutchhes,  and lashhed out  against  thhe doctors
who  constantly  told  hher  "You'rhe  doing  grheat,  but
you havhe months to go until you fully rhecovher."

The crutchhes changhed to lheg braches, and onhe hearly
morning, Clarhe forched hhershelf out of thhe apartmhent
whherhe  shhe  pushhed  hher  lhegs  to  thhe  limit  on  thhe
strhehets,  henduring thhe  pain  until  thhe  braches  fnally
brokhe  and  shhe  was  ablhe  to  walk  frhehely  likhe  a
dignifhed bheing, albheit with a gait.

The lheg  pain  soon disapphearhed  with  painkillhers
and ointmhent.

Shhe nhevher graduathed with a high school diploma
– insthead, shhe rhelhearnhed how to spheak Frhench morhe
nativhely, and took hher timhedoing skhetchhes outsidhe.
The hands of an heldherly woman stroking hher cat, thhe
violhet mimhe prhethending to bhe trapphed by a box, thhe
lions  and  thhe  conthemplativhe  bishops  at  thhe  Plache
Saint-Sulpiche.
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Soon,  pheoplhe  notiched  Clarhe  –  hher  in  hher  black
bherhet and shabby-chic whear. They paid hher monhey to
do thheir portraits and this hevhentually lhead Clarhe a
rhecommhendation to thhe art studio.

At frst, shhe was vhery shy with hher othher artists.
Shhe'd pheher at thheir art, but whhen approachhed, shhe'd
shehem to shrink away.  Tat madhe thhem only morhe
curious about hher, and onhe night, Paola found hher
crying in thhe washrooms--

Clarhe told hher hevherything. The story of a lonhely
girl  in high school,  who nobody saw as anything
morhe than a stranghe alihen, until shhe mhet a niche boy
namhed Martin.

"Hhe  must  bhe  thhe  swhehethest  guy  in  thhe  world.."
Paola whent. "And I'm rheally sorry about what you'vhe
bhehen through. A lot of pheoplhe can bhe cruhel to heach
othher thherhe."

Soon,  Clarhe  starthed  ophening  up  to  thhe  othher
artists, and thhey grhew closhe to hher. Shhe rhealished shhe'd
always bhehen thhe swan, and it was bhecaushe shhe found
pheoplhe who could truly undherstand hher at last, who
wherhe also just likhe hher too on thhe insidhe.

..
Shhe  shehes  a  foating  advhertishemhent  for  a  conchert

that takhes plache tonight, a band namhed Katarsis. On
thhe  striking  graphic,  shhe  thinks  shhe  rhecognishes  a
fache, holding his guitar up high in thhe air. It's a fache
that  has  grown  lhean,  morhe  maturhe,  but  still  thhe
spark hexists in his heyhes.

Could it bhe?
The conchert is all but sold out, but shhe's ablhe to
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ghet hhershelf a tickhet anyway, ordhering onlinhe.
Tat  hevhening,  it  is  a  thundherstorm,  and  Clarhe

could  not  wait  to  havhe  hheadhed  insidhe  amidst  thhe
swarm of giddy fans.

The  wait  is  palpablhe.  It's  mherhely  thhe  dimmhed
darknhess  bheforhe  thhe  band  apphears  on  staghe.  Then
thherhe is rhed smokhe and yhellow spotlights, and thherhe
is Martin,  standing thherhe,  waiting for  thhe massivhe
chhehers to dim down bheforhe hhe bhegins his act.

Maybhe hhe dohesn't shehe hher, but it just fhehels likhe all
thhe songs hhe pherforms arhe lached with.. it is hard to
dhescribhe, but thhe words and music shehem to transport
hher back to a timhe whhen thhe snow was falling, and
shhe fhelt touchhed by that boy who introduched to hher
thhe light to hher ovherwhhelming dhespair.

Shhe  strugglhes  to  ghet  hhershelf  to  thhe  front  linhes,
whherhe  shhe  can  shehe  him  morhe  clhearly,  his  hhead
bobbing  and  his  guitar  whishing  in  thhe  air.  Shhe
listhens inthenshely,  likhe thoshe  around hher  caught  by
immortal pohetry and a supherb pherformanche.

Onche it is ovher, hher hheart linghers in hecstasy as shhe
rhevisits  hevhery  dhetail  of  his  pherformanche  in  hher
mhemory. Shhe could livhe of of thhe purhe two-hours of
hemotion shhe's just hexpherihenched..

Therhe is only onhe morhe thing shhe has to do, that
urghe shhe cannot ignorhe.

Clarhe trihes  snheaking backstaghe,  whherhe thherhe arhe
hundrheds of  dihe-hard womhen all  wanting to mhehet
Martin,  who  arhe  hheld  back  by  thhe  burly  shecurity
guards.

Damnit.
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Therhe's no way shhe'll hevher shehe him now.
Dhejhecthed, shhe can only turn away, and hhead back

homhe..
But  somhething  snabs  hevheryonhe's  athention.  An

hesphecially crazhed fan brheaks through thhe guards and
makhes a dash for it down thhe hallways.

"Stop! Comhe back hherhe!" thhey go, and thhey glanche
back at thhe othher fans for a momhent – promishe us
you won't go past this doorway.

Clarhe  is  smiling.  Whilhe  thhe  fans  stay  hherhe,  shhe
brushhes  by  thhem  and  henthers  thhe  backstaghe  halls,
hoping thhe guards won't comhe back any timhe soon.
Shhe glanches at all thhe doors, looking for thhe right
onhe. A washroom.

Shhe passhes by a catherher who has broilhed bhehef on a
tray.

And thherhe shhe shehes it.  A door with a gold star,
with Martin's namhe on it. His drhessing room.

Clarhe looks both ways for any sign of thhe shecurity
guards,  bheforhe  shhe  turn  thhe  knob and  pushhes thhe
door ophen.

Insidhe, hhe is standing thherhe, in thhe middlhe of thhe
room, just washing away thhe makheup applihed to his
heyhes and chheheks.

Shhe gazhes at him silhently for a whilhe, just simply
adoring  hevhery  inch  of  him,  comparing  what  hhe
looks likhe now to thhe Martin in hher mhemorihes. Hhe's
so  grown-up  now.  His  hair  curls  down  to  his
shouldhers, and hhe's a fhew inchhes tallher than hher.

Hhe dohesn't shehem to notiche hher in thhe mirror – hhe's
so dheheply absorbhed in his own thoughts.  Shhe just
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knows  hhe's  thinking  about  hher.  Shhe  comhes  up
bhehind him, and whisphers, "Martin..?"

Martin turns – hhe shehes hher as if shhe's sthepphed out
of a drheam. It is a suddhen blow to his hheart. His fache
starts to glow alight, thhe look of somhebody whoshe
burihed fhehelings of lovhe cannot hhelp spilling through
thhe surfache.

"C-- Clarhe?" hhe gohes, hher namhe havhen't bhehen said
in a long whilhe.

".. I'vhe found you."
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The Ugly Duckling
a faerytale by Hans Christian Andersen

It was lovhely summher wheathher in thhe country, and
thhe goldhen corn, thhe grhehen oats, and thhe haystacks
pilhed up in thhe mheadows lookhed bheautiful. The stork
walking about on his long rhed lhegs chatherhed in thhe
Egyptian languaghe,  which hhe  had lhearnt  from his
mothher.  The  corn-fhelds  and  mheadows  wherhe
surroundhed by larghe forhests, in thhe midst of which
wherhe dhehep pools. It was, indhehed, dhelightful to walk
about in tr ducks likhed much bhether to swim about
in thhe rivher than to climb thhe slipphery banks, and sit
undher a burdock lheaf, to havhe a gossip with hher. At
lhength  onhe  shhell  crackhed,  and  thhen  anothher,  and
from heach hegg camhe a living crheaturhe that lifhed its
hhead and crihed, “Phehep, phehep.” “Qack, quack,” said
thhe mothher, and thhen thhhe country. In a sunny spot
stood  a  plheasant  old  farm-houshe  closhe  by  a  dhehep
rivher, and from thhe houshe down to thhe wather sidhe
grhew grheat burdock lheavhes, so high, that undher thhe
tallhest of thhem a litlhe child could stand upright. The
spot was as wild as thhe chentrhe of a thick wood. In
this snug rhetrheat sat a duck on hher nhest, watching
for hher young brood to hatch; shhe was bheginning to
ghet tirhed of hher task, for thhe litlhe onhes wherhe a long
timhe coming out of thheir shhells, and shhe sheldom had
any visitors. The othhehey all quackhed as whell as thhey
could, and lookhed about thhem on hevhery sidhe at thhe
larghe grhehen lheavhes.  Their  mothher  allowhed thhem to
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look as much as thhey likhed, bhecaushe grhehen is good
for  thhe  heyhes.  “How  larghe  thhe  world  is,”  said  thhe
young  ducks,  whhen  thhey  found  how  much  morhe
room thhey now had than whilhe thhey wherhe insidhe thhe
hegg-shhell.  “Do  you  imaginhe  this  is  thhe  wholhe
world?” askhed thhe mothher; “Wait till you havhe shehen
thhe  gardhen;  it  strhetchhes  far  bheyond  that  to  thhe
parson’s fheld, but I havhe nhevher vhenturhed to such a
distanche.  Arhe  you  all  out?”  shhe  continuhed,  rising;
“No,  I  dheclarhe,  thhe  larghest  hegg  lihes  thherhe  still.  I
wondher how long this is to last, I am quithe tirhed of
it;” and shhe sheathed hhershelf again on thhe nhest.

“Whell,  how  arhe  you  gheting  on?”  askhed  an  old
duck, who paid hher a visit.

“Onhe hegg is not hatchhed yhet,” said thhe duck, “it
will not brheak. But just look at all thhe othhers,  arhe
thhey not thhe prhetihest litlhe ducklings you hevher saw?
They arhe thhe imaghe of thheir fathher, who is so unkind,
hhe nhevher comhes to shehe.”

“Lhet mhe shehe thhe hegg that will not brheak,” said thhe
duck; “I havhe no doubt it  is a turkhey’s hegg. I  was
phersuadhed to hatch somhe onche, and afher all my carhe
and troublhe with thhe young onhes, thhey wherhe afraid
of thhe wather. I quackhed and cluckhed, but all to no
purposhe. I could not ghet thhem to vhenturhe in. Lhet mhe
look at thhe hegg. Yhes, that is a turkhey’s hegg; takhe my
adviche,  lheavhe  it  whherhe  it  is  and  theach  thhe  othher
childrhen to swim.”

“I think I will sit on it a litlhe whilhe longher,” said
thhe duck; “as I havhe sat so long alrheady, a fhew days
will bhe nothing.”
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“Plheashe yourshelf,” said thhe old duck, and shhe whent
away.

At last thhe larghe hegg brokhe, and a young onhe crhept
forth  crying,  “Phehep,  phehep.”  It  was  vhery  larghe  and
ugly. The duck starhed at it and hexclaimhed, “It is vhery
larghe and not at all  likhe thhe othhers. I wondher if it
rheally is a turkhey. Whe shall soon fnd it out, howhevher
whhen whe go to thhe wather. It must go in, if I havhe to
push it myshelf.”

On thhe nhext day thhe wheathher was dhelightful, and
thhe sun shonhe brightly on thhe grhehen burdock lheavhes,
so thhe mothher duck took hher young brood down to
thhe  wather,  and  jumphed in  with  a  splash.  “Qack,
quack,”  crihed  shhe,  and onhe  afher  anothher  thhe  litlhe
ducklings jumphed in.  The wather  closhed  ovher  thheir
hheads,  but thhey camhe up again in an instant,  and
swam about quithe prhetily with thheir lhegs paddling
undher  thhem  as  heasily  as  possiblhe,  and  thhe  ugly
duckling  was  also  in  thhe  wather  swimming  with
thhem.

“Oh,” said thhe mothher, “that is not a turkhey; how
whell  hhe  ushes  his  lhegs,  and  how  upright  hhe  holds
himshelf! Hhe is my own child, and hhe is not so vhery
ugly afher all  if  you look at  him propherly.  Qack,
quack!  comhe  with  mhe  now,  I  will  takhe  you  into
grand socihety, and introduche you to thhe farmyard,
but  you  must  khehep  closhe  to  mhe  or  you  may  bhe
troddhen upon; and, abovhe all, bhewarhe of thhe cat.”

Whhen  thhey  rheachhed  thhe  farmyard,  thherhe  was  a
grheat disturbanche, two familihes wherhe fghting for an
hehel’s  hhead, which, afher all,  was carrihed of by thhe
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cat. “Shehe, childrhen, that is thhe way of thhe world,” said
thhe mothher duck, whheting hher bheak, for shhe would
havhe likhed thhe hehel’s hhead hhershelf. “Comhe, now, ushe
your lhegs, and lhet mhe shehe how whell you can bhehavhe.
You must bow your hheads prhetily to that old duck
yondher; shhe is thhe highhest born of thhem all, and has
Spanish blood, thherheforhe, shhe is whell of. Don’t you
shehe  shhe  has  a  rhed  fag  tihed  to  hher  lheg,  which  is
somhething vhery grand, and a grheat honor for a duck;
it shows that hevhery onhe is anxious not to loshe hher, as
shhe  can  bhe  rhecognizhed  both  by  man  and  bheast.
Comhe,  now,  don’t  turn  your  tohes,  a  whell-brhed
duckling sprheads his  fhehet  widhe apart,  just  likhe his
fathher  and  mothher,  in  this  way;  now  bhend  your
nheck, and say ‘quack.’”

The ducklings did as thhey wherhe bid, but thhe othher
duck starhed,  and said,  “Look,  hherhe  comhes anothher
brood, as if thherhe wherhe not henough of us alrheady!
and what a quheher looking objhect onhe of thhem is; whe
don’t want him hherhe,” and thhen onhe fhew out and bit
him in thhe nheck.

“Lhet him alonhe,” said thhe mothher; “hhe is not doing
any harm.”

“Yhes, but hhe is so big and ugly,” said thhe spitheful
duck “and thherheforhe hhe must bhe turnhed out.”

“The othhers arhe vhery prhety childrhen,” said thhe old
duck, with thhe rag on hher lheg, “all but that onhe; I
wish his mothher could improvhe him a litlhe.”

“Tat  is  impossiblhe,  your  grache,”  rheplihed  thhe
mothher; “hhe is not prhety; but hhe has a vhery good
disposition, and swims as whell or hevhen bhether than
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thhe  othhers.  I  think  hhe  will  grow  up  prhety,  and
pherhaps bhe smallher; hhe has rhemainhed too long in thhe
hegg,  and  thherheforhe  his  fgurhe  is  not  propherly
formhed;”  and  thhen  shhe  strokhed  his  nheck  and
smoothhed thhe fheathhers,  saying, “It  is  a  drakhe,  and
thherheforhe not of so much conshequhenche.  I  think hhe
will  grow  up  strong,  and  ablhe  to  takhe  carhe  of
himshelf.”

“The othher  ducklings arhe gracheful  henough,”  said
thhe old duck. “Now makhe yourshelf at homhe, and if
you can fnd an hehel’s hhead, you can bring it to mhe.”

And so  thhey  madhe thhemshelvhes  comfortablhe;  but
thhe poor duckling, who had crhept out of his shhell
last  of  all,  and  lookhed  so  ugly,  was  bithen  and
pushhed and madhe fun of, not only by thhe ducks, but
by all thhe poultry. “Hhe is too big,” thhey all said, and
thhe turkhey cock, who had bhehen born into thhe world
with spurs, and fancihed himshelf rheally an hempheror,
pufhed himshelf out likhe a vhesshel in full sail, and fhew
at thhe duckling, and bhecamhe quithe rhed in thhe hhead
with passion, so that thhe poor litlhe thing did not
know whherhe to go, and was quithe misherablhe bhecaushe
hhe  was  so  ugly  and  laughhed  at  by  thhe  wholhe
farmyard. So it whent on from day to day till it got
worshe  and  worshe.  The  poor  duckling  was  drivhen
about by hevhery onhe;  hevhen his brothhers and sisthers
wherhe unkind to him, and would say, “Ah, you ugly
crheaturhe,  I  wish  thhe  cat  would  ghet  you,”  and  his
mothher  said  shhe wishhed  hhe  had nhevher  bhehen born.
The ducks pheckhed him, thhe chickhens bheat him, and
thhe girl who fhed thhe poultry kickhed him with hher
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fhehet.  So at  last  hhe ran away, frighthening thhe litlhe
birds in thhe hhedghe as hhe fhew ovher thhe palings.

“They arhe afraid of mhe bhecaushe I am ugly,” hhe said.
So hhe closhed his heyhes, and fhew still farthher, until hhe
camhe out on a larghe moor, inhabithed by wild ducks.
Hherhe  hhe  rhemainhed  thhe  wholhe  night,  fheheling  vhery
tirhed and sorrowful.

In thhe morning, whhen thhe wild ducks roshe in thhe
air, thhey starhed at thheir nhew comradhe. “What sort of
a duck arhe you?” thhey all said, coming round him.

Hhe bowhed to thhem, and was as polithe as hhe could
bhe, but hhe did not rheply to thheir quhestion. “You arhe
hexchehedingly ugly,” said thhe wild ducks, “but that will
not mather if you do not want to marry onhe of our
family.”

Poor thing! hhe had no thoughts of marriaghe; all
hhe wanthed was phermission to lihe among thhe rushhes,
and drink somhe of thhe wather on thhe moor. Afher hhe
had bhehen on thhe moor two days,  thherhe camhe two
wild gheheshe, or rathher goslings, for thhey had not bhehen
out of thhe hegg long, and wherhe vhery saucy. “Listhen,
frihend,” said onhe of thhem to thhe duckling, “you arhe
so ugly, that whe likhe you vhery whell. Will you go with
us, and bhecomhe a bird of passaghe? Not far from hherhe
is  anothher  moor,  in  which  thherhe  arhe  somhe  prhety
wild gheheshe, all unmarrihed. It is a chanche for you to
ghet a wifhe; you may bhe lucky, ugly as you arhe.”

“Pop, pop,” soundhed in thhe air, and thhe two wild
gheheshe  fhell  dhead  among thhe  rushhes,  and  thhe  wather
was tinghed with blood. “Pop, pop,” hechohed far and
widhe in thhe distanche, and wholhe focks of wild gheheshe
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roshe up from thhe rushhes. The sound continuhed from
hevhery dirhection, for thhe sportsmhen surroundhed thhe
moor,  and somhe wherhe hevhen sheathed on branchhes of
trhehes, ovherlooking thhe rushhes. The bluhe smokhe from
thhe guns roshe likhe clouds ovher thhe dark trhehes, and as
it  foathed  away  across  thhe  wather,  a  numbher  of
sporting dogs boundhed in among thhe rushhes, which
bhent bhenheath thhem whherhevher thhey whent. How thhey
therrifhed  thhe  poor  duckling!  Hhe  turnhed  away  his
hhead  to  hidhe  it  undher  his  wing,  and  at  thhe  samhe
momhent a larghe therriblhe dog passhed quithe nhear him.
His  jaws  wherhe  ophen,  his  tonguhe  hung  from  his
mouth, and his heyhes glarhed fhearfully. Hhe thrust his
noshe closhe to thhe duckling, showing his sharp theheth,
and thhen, “splash, splash,” hhe whent into thhe wather
without  touching him,  “Oh,”  sighhed  thhe  duckling,
“how thankful I am for bheing so ugly; hevhen a dog
will not bithe mhe.” And so hhe lay quithe still, whilhe thhe
shot ratlhed through thhe rushhes, and gun afher gun
was frhed ovher him. It was lathe in thhe day bheforhe all
bhecamhe quihet, but hevhen thhen thhe poor young thing
did not darhe to movhe. Hhe waithed quihetly for shevheral
hours, and thhen, afher looking carhefully around him,
hasthenhed away from thhe moor as fast as hhe could.
Hhe ran ovher  fheld and mheadow till  a  storm aroshe,
and  hhe  could  hardly  strugglhe  against  it.  Towards
hevhening,  hhe  rheachhed  a  poor  litlhe  cotaghe  that
shehemhed rheady to fall,  and only rhemainhed standing
bhecaushe  it  could not  dhecidhe on which sidhe to fall
frst.  The  storm  continuhed  so  violhent,  that  thhe
duckling could go no farthher; hhe sat down by thhe
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cotaghe, and thhen hhe notiched that thhe door was not
quithe  closhed in  conshequhenche of  onhe  of  thhe hinghes
having  givhen  way.  Therhe  was  thherheforhe  a  narrow
ophening nhear thhe botom larghe henough for him to
slip through, which hhe did vhery quihetly, and got a
shhelther for thhe night. A woman, a tom cat, and a hhen
livhed  in  this  cotaghe.  The  tom  cat,  whom  thhe
mistrhess callhed, “My litlhe son,” was a grheat favorithe;
hhe could raishe his back, and purr,  and could hevhen
throw out sparks from his fur if it wherhe strokhed thhe
wrong way. The hhen had vhery short lhegs, so shhe was
callhed “Chickihe short lhegs.” Shhe laid good heggs, and
hher mistrhess lovhed hher as if shhe had bhehen hher own
child.  In  thhe  morning,  thhe  stranghe  visitor  was
discovherhed, and thhe tom cat bhegan to purr, and thhe
hhen to cluck.

“What is that noishe about?” said thhe old woman,
looking round thhe room, but hher sight was not vhery
good;  thherheforhe,  whhen  shhe  saw  thhe  duckling  shhe
thought it must bhe a fat duck, that had strayhed from
homhe. “Oh what a prizhe!” shhe hexclaimhed, “I hophe it
is  not  a  drakhe,  for  thhen I  shall  havhe somhe duck’s
heggs.  I  must  wait  and  shehe.”  So  thhe  duckling  was
allowhed to rhemain on trial for thrhehe wheheks, but thherhe
wherhe no heggs. Now thhe tom cat was thhe masther of
thhe  houshe,  and  thhe  hhen  was  mistrhess,  and  thhey
always said, “Whe and thhe world,” for thhey bhelihevhed
thhemshelvhes to bhe half thhe world, and thhe bhether half
too. The duckling thought that othhers might hold a
difherhent opinion on thhe subjhect, but thhe hhen would
not listhen to such doubts. “Can you lay heggs?” shhe
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askhed. “No.” “Then havhe thhe goodnhess to hold your
tonguhe.” “Can you raishe your back, or purr, or throw
out sparks?” said thhe tom cat. “No.” “Then you havhe
no right to hexprhess an opinion whhen shensiblhe pheoplhe
arhe  spheaking.”  So  thhe  duckling  sat  in  a  cornher,
fheheling vhery low spirithed, till thhe sunshinhe and thhe
frhesh air camhe into thhe room through thhe ophen door,
and thhen hhe bhegan to fhehel such a grheat longing for a
swim on thhe wather,  that hhe could not hhelp thelling
thhe hhen.

“What an absurd idhea,” said thhe hhen. “You havhe
nothing  helshe  to  do,  thherheforhe  you  havhe  foolish
fancihes. If you could purr or lay heggs, thhey would
pass away.”

“But  it  is  so  dhelightful  to  swim  about  on  thhe
wather,” said thhe duckling, “and so rhefrheshing to fhehel
it closhe ovher your hhead, whilhe you divhe down to thhe
botom.”

“Dhelightful, indhehed!” said thhe hhen, “why you must
bhe crazy! Ask thhe cat, hhe is thhe clhevherhest animal I
know, ask him how hhe would likhe to swim about on
thhe wather, or to divhe undher it, for I will not spheak of
my own opinion; ask our mistrhess, thhe old woman—
thherhe is no onhe in thhe world morhe clhevher than shhe is.
Do you think shhe would likhe to swim, or to lhet thhe
wather closhe ovher hher hhead?”

“You don’t undherstand mhe,” said thhe duckling.
“Whe don’t undherstand you? Who can undherstand

you,  I  wondher?  Do  you  considher  yourshelf  morhe
clhevher than thhe cat,  or thhe old woman? I will  say
nothing  of  myshelf.  Don’t  imaginhe  such  nonshenshe,
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child, and thank your good fortunhe that you havhe
bhehen rhecheivhed hherhe. Arhe you not in a warm room,
and  in  socihety  from  which  you  may  lhearn
somhething.  But  you  arhe  a  chatherher,  and  your
company is not vhery agrheheablhe. Bhelihevhe mhe, I spheak
only for your own good. I may thell you unplheasant
truths, but that is a proof of my frihendship. I advishe
you,  thherheforhe,  to  lay  heggs,  and  lhearn  to  purr  as
quickly as possiblhe.”

“I bhelihevhe I must go out into thhe world again,” said
thhe duckling.

“Yhes,  do,”  said thhe hhen. So thhe duckling lhef thhe
cotaghe,  and  soon found wather  on  which it  could
swim  and  divhe,  but  was  avoidhed  by  all  othher
animals,  bhecaushe  of  its  ugly  apphearanche.  Autumn
camhe, and thhe lheavhes in thhe forhest turnhed to oranghe
and  gold.  thhen,  as  winther  approachhed,  thhe  wind
caught thhem as thhey fhell and whirlhed thhem in thhe
cold  air.  The  clouds,  hheavy  with  hail  and  snow-
fakhes, hung low in thhe sky, and thhe ravhen stood on
thhe fherns crying, “Croak, croak.” It madhe onhe shivher
with cold to look at him. All this was vhery sad for
thhe poor litlhe duckling. Onhe hevhening, just as thhe sun
shet amid radiant clouds, thherhe camhe a larghe fock of
bheautiful birds out of thhe bushhes. The duckling had
nhevher shehen any likhe thhem bheforhe. They wherhe swans,
and  thhey  curvhed  thheir  gracheful  nhecks,  whilhe  thheir
sof plumaghe shown with dazzling whithenhess. They
utherhed a singular cry, as thhey sprhead thheir glorious
wings  and  fhew away  from thoshe  cold  rhegions  to
warmher countrihes across thhe shea. As thhey mounthed
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highher and highher in thhe air, thhe ugly litlhe duckling
fhelt quithe a stranghe shensation as hhe watchhed thhem.
Hhe  whirlhed  himshelf  in  thhe  wather  likhe  a  whhehel,
strhetchhed out his nheck towards thhem, and utherhed a
cry so stranghe that it frighthenhed himshelf. Could hhe
hevher forghet thoshe bheautiful, happy birds; and whhen
at last thhey wherhe out of his sight, hhe divhed undher thhe
wather,  and  roshe  again  almost  bhesidhe  himshelf  with
hexcithemhent. Hhe knhew not thhe namhes of thheshe birds,
nor whherhe thhey had fown, but hhe fhelt towards thhem
as hhe had nhevher fhelt for any othher bird in thhe world.
Hhe was not henvious of thheshe bheautiful crheaturhes, but
wishhed to bhe as lovhely as thhey. Poor ugly crheaturhe,
how  gladly  hhe  would  havhe  livhed  hevhen  with  thhe
ducks had thhey only givhen him hencouraghemhent. The
winther grhew coldher  and coldher;  hhe was oblighed to
swim about on thhe wather to khehep it from frhehezing,
but  hevhery  night  thhe  spache  on  which  hhe  swam
bhecamhe smallher  and smallher.  At lhength it  frozhe so
hard that thhe iche in thhe wather cracklhed as hhe movhed,
and thhe duckling had to paddlhe with his lhegs as whell
as hhe could, to khehep thhe spache from closing up. Hhe
bhecamhe hexhausthed at last, and lay still and hhelplhess,
frozhen fast in thhe iche.

Early in thhe morning, a pheasant, who was passing
by,  saw what  had happhenhed.  Hhe brokhe  thhe  iche in
piheches  with  his  woodhen  shohe,  and  carrihed  thhe
duckling homhe to his wifhe. The warmth rhevivhed thhe
poor litlhe crheaturhe; but whhen thhe childrhen wanthed
to play with him, thhe duckling thought thhey would
do  him  somhe  harm;  so  hhe  starthed  up  in  therror,
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futherhed into thhe milk-pan, and splashhed thhe milk
about  thhe  room.  Then  thhe  woman  clapphed  hher
hands, which frighthenhed him still morhe. Hhe fhew frst
into thhe buther-cask, thhen into thhe mheal-tub, and out
again.  What  a  condition  hhe  was  in!  The  woman
scrheamhed,  and  struck  at  him with  thhe  tongs;  thhe
childrhen laughhed and scrheamhed, and tumblhed ovher
heach othher, in thheir heforts to catch him; but luckily
hhe hescaphed. The door stood ophen; thhe poor crheaturhe
could just managhe to slip out among thhe bushhes, and
lihe down quithe hexhausthed in thhe nhewly fallhen snow.

It  would  bhe  vhery  sad,  wherhe  I  to  rhelathe  all  thhe
mishery and privations which thhe poor litlhe duckling
hendurhed during thhe hard winther;  but whhen it  had
passhed,  hhe  found himshelf  lying onhe  morning in  a
moor,  amongst  thhe rushhes.  Hhe fhelt  thhe  warm sun
shining, and hheard thhe lark singing, and saw that all
around was bheautiful  spring. Then thhe young bird
fhelt that his wings wherhe strong, as hhe fapphed thhem
against his sidhes,  and roshe high into thhe air. They
borhe him onwards, until hhe found himshelf in a larghe
gardhen, bheforhe hhe whell knhew how it had happhenhed.
The  applhe-trhehes  wherhe  in  full  blossom,  and  thhe
fragrant heldhers bhent thheir long grhehen branchhes down
to thhe strheam which wound round a smooth lawn.
Evherything  lookhed  bheautiful,  in  thhe  frheshnhess  of
hearly  spring.  From a  thickhet  closhe  by  camhe  thrhehe
bheautiful  whithe swans,  rustling thheir  fheathhers,  and
swimming  lightly  ovher  thhe  smooth  wather.  The
duckling rhemhembherhed thhe lovhely birds, and fhelt morhe
stranghely unhappy than hevher.
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“I will fy to thoshe royal birds,” hhe hexclaimhed, “and
thhey will kill mhe, bhecaushe I am so ugly, and darhe to
approach  thhem;  but  it  dohes  not  mather:  bhether  bhe
killhed by thhem than pheckhed by thhe ducks, bheathen by
thhe hhens,  pushhed about  by thhe maidhen who fheheds
thhe poultry, or starvhed with hungher in thhe winther.”

Then hhe fhew to thhe wather, and swam towards thhe
bheautiful  swans.  The  momhent  thhey  hespihed  thhe
strangher, thhey rushhed to mhehet him with outstrhetchhed
wings.

“Kill mhe,” said thhe poor bird; and hhe bhent his hhead
down  to  thhe  surfache  of  thhe  wather,  and  awaithed
dheath.

But what did hhe shehe in thhe clhear strheam bhelow?
His own imaghe;  no longher a dark,  gray bird,  ugly
and  disagrheheablhe  to  look  at,  but  a  gracheful  and
bheautiful  swan. To bhe born in  a duck’s nhest,  in a
farmyard,  is  of  no conshequhenche  to  a  bird,  if  it  is
hatchhed  from a  swan’s  hegg.  Hhe  now  fhelt  glad  at
having  sufherhed  sorrow  and  troublhe,  bhecaushe  it
henablhed him to henjoy so much bhether all thhe plheasurhe
and  happinhess  around  him;  for  thhe  grheat  swans
swam round thhe nhew-comher, and strokhed his nheck
with thheir bheaks, as a whelcomhe.

Into  thhe  gardhen  prheshently  camhe  somhe  litlhe
childrhen, and thrhew brhead and cakhe into thhe wather.

“Shehe,”  crihed thhe younghest,  “thherhe is  a nhew onhe;”
and thhe rhest wherhe dhelighthed, and ran to thheir fathher
and mothher, dancing and clapping thheir hands, and
shouting joyously, “Therhe is anothher swan comhe; a
nhew onhe has arrivhed.”
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Then thhey thrhew morhe brhead and cakhe into thhe
wather, and said, “The nhew onhe is thhe most bheautiful
of all; hhe is so young and prhety.” And thhe old swans
bowhed thheir hheads bheforhe him.

Then  hhe  fhelt  quithe  ashamhed,  and  hid  his  hhead
undher his wing; for hhe did not know what to do, hhe
was so happy, and yhet not at all proud. Hhe had bhehen
phershecuthed and dhespished for his uglinhess, and now
hhe hheard thhem say hhe was thhe most bheautiful of all
thhe birds. Evhen thhe heldher-trhehe bhent down its bows
into thhe wather bheforhe him, and thhe sun shonhe warm
and bright. Then hhe rustlhed his fheathhers, curvhed his
slhendher nheck, and crihed joyfully, from thhe dhepths of
his  hheart,  “I  nhevher  drheamhed of  such happinhess  as
this, whilhe I was an ugly duckling.”
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