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It was always there.

IT HAD A NAME but it didn't always stick. I chalked this up to me being a bit of a space

cadet as a child, hence why it went by a different time every time I saw 7z. It was one of those days
when 7 showed up. I can still vividly recall the day 7z came into my life because it was a warm,
muggy Monday afternoon near the tail end of June. Spider-Man 2 had just hit the big screen,
and all the kids in my neighbourhood flocked to the nearest theatre. I was on my bed when 7z
happened. I heard a smattering of approaching footsteps, a peal of percussion against the floor

that stopped abruptly in front of me. I look up, only to see a black cat.






MOM PLACES A PLATTER of crumbly apple pies and strawberry shortcakes stuffed with

sweet cream on the dining table. I see it's tucked itself neatly into the armchair. The room smells
difterent, not like the usual sandalwood air freshener that gets sprayed everywhere. /¢ sits
perfectly still, on the bleached leather armchair, not moving, barely breathing. Like there’s
something inside of 7¢ that it's holding onto with a leash, like it’ll come snarling right out of 7z if
it's not careful. Its left paw is swollen with bandages. I get distracted for a second thinking about
the rerun of Futurama on TV tonight, and then my attention trickles back towards 7¢ on the
other side of the coffee table. It’s still staring at me; its eyes are guarded behind all too bright

pupils, its expression unnaturally passive like the deathly-still surface of a lake.






I USED TO HAVE THIS LANYARD attached to my Nintendo DS. I'm pretty sure I had

nicked it from my cousin back in the day. It was this appalling shade of blue, and attached to it
was this dangling monstrosity of charms and other miscellaneous keychains I collected. I was
especially fond of this one charm that was a cartoon dog dressed like a strawberry shortcake.
Somehow, I lost the charm during a family outing and couldn’t go look for it. I waited until I got
home to bawl my eyes out. I remember 7 was near me the entire time, its presence brooding and

nearly suffocating.






“And just like that? I#’s gone for good?”

“Can’t say,”. Nothing has changed since I last checked my phone except there’s a new
notification from Restaurant Story telling me my ravioli is ready. I put it face-down. “It’s been a
hot minute since I last saw 72.”

“Has 7t always been like this?” He turns the page on his Socials 8 textbook. It’s three hundred
something pages long and looks like it's been cursed five times since the Victorian era.
“No, I think 7£’s getting worse with age. Thought it was supposed to be the other way around.”
There’s a pregnant pause. “Do you ever wonder,” He starts.

“About?”

I waited for him to continue but he didn’t. The silence stretched between us as the fan hummed
in the background. My phone goes off, and I dive for it as a knee jerk reaction.

“What?”

I put my face against the table. “No. It’s Restaurant Story. My Peking Duck is done.”






ITHAD A LOT OF TIME to think about the events that took place this morning.
Enough that /7 realized that everything was off, from the angle of the shadows, to the bruised
quality of the sky. Everything feels marred and cauterized with anger and frustration, in that
bizarre, unidentifiable way all preadolescent musings are. Being back here feels like tempting
fate, as if if might not be allowed to leave again. In spite of this, 7 places one foot in front of the
other in a continuous movement, like clockwork, feeling an eerie lot like the rocking of a little
red rowboat in helplessly hungry waters. /¢ redirected its attention up ahead, surveying the

intersection that cleaves between the ghostly lit pathway and the main street.
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I THOUGHT of ¢ today. My boots hit something distinctly not gravel, sitting
innouncoulsly in the loose debris of the pavement. I crouched down, face scrunching in
concentration as I tentatively dislodged it with my shoe.. It’s a red greeting card, of the generic
pharmacy kind. It was waterlogged and covered in dirt, but otherwise unremarkable looking. I was
about to leave it as it is until I recalled seeing something familiar, a memory tethered in the past,
inverted and vivid like a technicolour photograph. Uncertainty unfurls at the base of my spine as I

turn it over.

Happy Birthday! In cat years you're dead! It reads. There’s a hastily drawn cat at the

corner to match the equally unnerving writing above. Black fur, black nose, bulging eyes.

[ stare aimlessly at the words until they blur together at some points, coagulating into

something bigger than themselves.






THE WORLD DOESN’T COME TO A STANDSTILL when the outline of Arbutus

Corridor eats into its line of vision. The first day of the week is always a tragedy in the making,
especially at the tail end of winter. There’s a washed out grey light falling over everything, and 7¢’s
already cold hands are colder than usual. It's nothing to make a big deal out of. After all, there are
more pressing affairs, like climate change, the energy shortage, and the ever bizarre fact that all the
McDonalds ice cream machines across the town simultaneously broke down on Monday and now

all the kids are walking around in the cold, carrying empty cones. Warmth from a nearby cate swells
into the streets alongside the telltale whistle of an espresso machine, while Taylor Swift waxes lyrical
from its loudspeakers. The sound is stubborn, soft, invasive, a disconnected ballad that forms the

skeleton of its shapeless, soundless memories.

“I don’t know where I am,” 7¢ says to no one in particular; 7zs voice cresting above the

splintered sounds of the day.






THE LAST TIME I SAW IT I was seventeen, still made of helium and a catastrophe of

high school horror stories. The interior of the living room is gentle with the muted glow of late

August, the sunlight chasing the encroaching shadows away. All, but one.

It still looks the same, even with all the years between us. Its fur juts out at acidic angles and
resembles a twisted tangle of wires, as if it's been charged with static. This preoccupation shaped like
a black cat, continues to occupy me for many years. Somewhere along the way, 7z stops being a
preoccupation, starts being a fascination. I figured I'll be fine eventually.

Eventually it turns into a mantra.

“You’re not gonna leave, are you?”

A beat of silence. A monumental void of nothingness, like the world is getting sucked out

through the backdoor.

It smiles, or at least tries to. /¢ looks like melted plastic, the way all of 7¢ looks like a

carefully-crafted mirage in the summer heat.

It says, “Maybe one day.” I think its eyes say never.





