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                                                             I was waiting in line outside the bakery and the guy in front of me took a long, slurpy sip from
 his disposable cup and said, “M

m
m

, soy good,” passionately announcing to the w
orld that he w

as drinking a soy latte.  I was trying to guess how old he was, observing him in a clandestine way and taking note of the se
m

i-w
rin

kl
ed

 sk
in

 u
nd

er
 h

is 
stu

bb
le

, t
he

 g
re

y 
ro

ot
s o

f h
is 

lo
ng

, p
in

k,
 g

re
as

y 
ha

ir,
 th

e 
ye

llo
w

ed
 te

et
h…

al
l t

he
se

 c
lu

es
 le

d 
m

e 
to

 th
e 

co
nc

lu
sio

n  that he must be in his late 40s. He was sporting a typical raver look, if you know what I mean: baggy neon trousers, w
hite platform

 sneakers, a lim
e w

ristband, and so on. I pulled out m
y phone and aim

lessly scrolled betw
een apps because his fidgeting was trickling in all directions and I wanted to avoid any potential co

nt
ac

t. 
A

nd
 th

en
 h

is
 g

az
e—

I c
ou

ld
 fe

el
 it

—
pa

us
ed

 o
n 

m
e.

 H
e 

w
as

 se
ar

ch
in

g 
fo

r s
om

et
hi

ng
, s

om
eo

ne
 to

 e
ng

ag
e 

w
ith

, a
nd

 li
ke

ly  knew I was using my phone as a shield. Please don’t get combative, I pleaded inw
ardly, please just let m

e get m
y loaf of bread w

ithout any aggression, please take your eyes off m
e, please go pick on someone else, please, not me. “Damn cold out today, gonna take a loooong na

ke
d 

ba
th

 a
s s

oo
n 

as
 I 

ge
t h

om
e,

” 
he

 sa
id

 to
 n

o 
on

e 
in

 p
ar

tic
ul

ar
. A

 n
ak

ed
 b

at
h…

 H
ow

 e
lse

 d
o 

yo
u 

ta
ke

 a
 b

at
h,

 y
ou

 b
oz

o,
 I thought, is that how you hope to scandalize me? Then it was his turn to go inside the bakery, and there w

as no unpleasantness after all. I put m
y phone back in m

y pocket as soon as the door closed behind him, and then I saw that the sign on the door had ch
an

ge
d 

no
w

 a
nd

 it
 sa

id
 th

at
 th

e 
pl

ac
e 

w
as

 a
 2

4-
ho

ur
 la

un
dr

om
at

.



                                                                                                                                                                          
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

 I 
w

as
 in

 th
is

 li
vi

ng
 ro

om
 o

f a
 h

ou
se

 w
he

re
 a

ll 
th

e 
fu

rn
itu

re
 a

nd
 o

bj
ec

ts
 w

er
e 

fr
om

 m
y 

ch
ild

ho
od

 home, but the shape and layout of the room was different, so it felt familiar and strange at the same tim
e. I had a rotary phone in front of m

e, and I kept dialing the num
ber of m

y doctor’s clinic over and over and getting the voicem
ail each time, but then finally the receptionist answered and asked me why I wanted to make an ap

po
in

tm
en

t. 
I d

id
n’

t w
an

t t
o 

lis
t a

ll 
m

y 
tro

ub
le

s 
be

ca
us

e 
th

en
 s

he
 w

ou
ld

 ju
st

 th
in

k 
I w

as
 a

 h
yp

oc
ho

nd
ria

c,
 s

o 
I s

ai
d,

 I’
m

 h
av

in
g 

difficulty concentrating and I feel tired and anxious a lot of the time, so I want to get my B12 and iron levels checked. She told m
e m

y doctor w
as on m

aternity leave and that they had a D
r. Eng w

ho w
as taking over for the time being. Which was a relief, because frankly, I’m not too crazy about my u

su
al

 d
oc

to
r. 

Th
en

 th
e 

re
ce

pt
io

ni
st

 sa
id

, l
ik

e 
al

m
os

t i
n 

an
 a

cc
us

at
or

y 
to

ne
, “

Th
e 

he
al

th
 c

ar
d 

w
e 

ha
ve

 o
n 
fil

e 
fo

r y
ou

 se
em

s to have expired over a year ago, you don’t visit us much do you?” As if I’m m
eant to pop over for tea every now

 and then? Im
agine feeling guilty for not visiting your doctor frequently enough. Anyway, I fumbled with one hand in my wallet, found my health card, and t

ol
d 

he
r t

he
 u

pd
at

ed
 v

er
si

on
 c

od
e 

w
as

 J
-V

. T
he

re
 w

as
 a

 sh
or

t s
ile

nc
e 

an
d 

th
en

 sh
e 

sa
id

: “
H

m
, t

ha
t d

oe
sn

’t 
se

em
 to work. J-B. B as in Bravo?” No no, J-V, V as in Virginia, I said. The receptionist giggled, and this felt to m

e like a m
ockery of m

y V-w
ord. W

ell sorry, I don’t know
 the N

ATO alphabet! I protested, and the receptionist kept laughing, and fin
al

ly
 sh

e 
sa

id
: “

O
h 

no
 sw

ee
tie

, i
t’s

 ju
st

 th
at

 m
y 

na
m

e 
is

 V
irg

in
ia

, w
ha

t a
re

 th
e 

od
ds

!”
 A

nd
 to

 b
e 

ho
ne

st
 with you I just didn’t believe her, I remember thinking, Okay, I’m

 going to ask this D
r. Eng w

hen I see her, just you w
ait, because I w

ill find out your real name and I will confront you.



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                I w
as shielding the lighter from

 the breeze w
ith m

y hand but it w
as running low

 on fluid and m
y  cigarette remained unlit. I hadn’t lost my determination, but I got distracted when I heard a cat’s m

eo
w

 n
ea

rb
y.

 I 
lo

ok
ed

 a
ro

un
d 

in
 a

ll 
di

re
ct

io
ns

 a
nd

 it
 se

em
ed

 li
ke

 I 
co

ul
d 

se
e 

th
e 

tre
es

 a
ro

un
d 

m
e 

gr
ow

in
g 

br
an

ch
es

 in
 re

al
 ti

m
e.

 T
he

n 
I  realized the cat’s meow was actually coming from above. It was stuck high up on one of the w

arping branches, pleading at m
e. I felt responsible for finding a w

ay to bring it dow
n safely so I decided to call for help. I reached in my pocket for my phone, and as I pulled it out, an older woman appeared in front of m

e 
to

 jo
in

 in
 o

n 
th

e 
re

sc
ue

 m
is

si
on

. S
he

 sa
id

: “
Th

e 
be

st
 w

ay
 is

 to
 lu

re
 h

im
 d

ow
n 

w
ith

 fo
od

.”
 I 

di
dn

’t 
se

e 
ho

w
 th

at
 c

ou
ld

 p
os

si
bl

y  work, since the problem wasn’t that the cat didn’t want to come down, it was that it couldn’t. I told her that I thought this w
as a job for the fire departm

ent and she sm
irked at m

e and s aid: “Fire departm
ents don’t rescue cats in real life you know, this is not a quaint little village.” I could ju

st
 fe

el
 it

, c
le

ar
ly

, t
ha

t s
he

 w
as

 ta
lk

in
g 

do
w

n 
to

 m
e 

be
ca

us
e 

sh
e 

kn
ew

 I 
w

as
 a

n 
im

m
ig

ra
nt

, I
 h

ad
 th

is
 se

ns
e 

th
at

 sh
e 

wanted to belittle me and teach me how things were done or something. B
ut I w

as sure w
hat she said w

as w
rong so I politely said, Let’s give it a try anyw

ay, and punched the num
ber into my phone. The woman who answered the call had my ex-girlfriend’s v

oi
ce

, b
ut

 I 
kn

ew
 it

 w
as

n’
t r

ea
lly

 h
er

—
it 

w
as

 ju
st 

th
e 

vo
ic

e 
m

y 
ex

 w
ou

ld
 p

ut
 o

n 
w

he
n 

sh
e 

w
as

 b
ei

ng
 k

in
d 

an
d  helpful to strangers. This woman with my ex-girlfriend’s voice said she’d send help right aw

ay. I told her the nam
e of the park and confirm

ed that I’d be there until someone arrived. She wanted to take my contact information, s
o 

I s
pe

lle
d 

ou
t m

y 
na

m
e 

be
fo

re
 sh

e 
ev

en
 a

sk
ed

, s
in

ce
 n

ob
od

y 
ev

er
 g

et
s i

t r
ig

ht
. W

he
n 

th
e 

ca
ll 

w
as

 over I felt quite satisfied with myself, and I remembered I still hadn’t m
anaged to light m

y cigarette. Then the older w
om

an started speaking and her voice had turned into my ex-girlfriend’s voice as w
el

l. 
Sh

e t
ol

d 
m

e m
y 

na
m

e w
as

 v
er

y 
un

iq
ue

 an
d 

as
ke

d 
m

y 
et

hn
ic

ity
 in

 th
is 

str
an

ge
, r

ou
nd

ab
ou

t  way—something like: “What language other than English w
ould one speak to have a nam

e like yours?” The w
ay she asked m

e made me feel kind of anxious, like I ne
ed

ed
 to

 p
er

fo
rm

 th
e 

ro
le

 o
f a

 “
go

od
 c

iti
ze

n”
 fo

r h
er

 o
r p

ro
ve

 m
y 

in
no

ce
nc

e 
or

 something, but I also didn’t want to give her any kind of satisfaction, so I said, N
orw

egian, although it m
ust have been evident to her that this w

as
n’

t t
ru

e.
 A

nd
 sh

e 
sa

id
, s

ar
ca

sti
ca

lly
, “

A
h,

 lo
ve

ly
—

is 
sm

ok
in

g 
pe

rm
itt

ed
 in public parks in Norway then? I see no one has inform

ed you that in this country it is not.” Then she started w
al

ki
ng

 a
w

ay
 a

nd
 I 

sa
w

 th
e 

he
ad

 o
f t

he
 c

at
 st

ic
ki

ng
 o

ut
 o

f h
er

 handbag, and I thought, Shit, w
hat am

 I going to say to the firefighters when they co
m

e 
an

d 
th

er
e’s

 n
o 

ca
t?



                      The ferry was painted in dazzle camouflage, which made everything feel a bit dismal, like w
e w

ere about to be taken to a w
ar zone instead of just getting on public transit. The w

ind w
as very strong and I couldn’t get the zipper on m

y jacket to hold—I would do it up and it would immediately come undone. So I was preoccupied w
ith

 th
at

 a
nd

 I 
fe

lt 
co

ld
 a

nd
 a

ls
o 

na
us

eo
us

 in
 a

nt
ic

ip
at

io
n.

 I 
av

oi
d 

ta
ki

ng
 th

e 
fe

rr
y 

on
 w

in
dy

 d
ay

s b
ec

au
se

 m
y 

st
om

ac
h 

is
 so

 se
ns

iti
ve

, b
ut

 the traffic on the bridge was so backed up that I just had to bite the bullet. I had retreated into m
y scarf like a tortoise, m

y shoulders all tense, and I w
aited on the dock as long as I could w

hile all the other passengers boarded. When I finally got on, it was already full and stuffy inside, so I walked out onto the deck a
nd

 sq
ue

ez
ed

 m
y 

w
ay

 to
w

ar
ds

 a
n 

em
pt

y 
se

at
, e

xc
us

in
g 

m
ys

el
f a

s I
 w

en
t. 

O
ne

 o
f t

he
 w

om
en

 I 
w

as
 tr

yi
ng

 to
 g

et
 p

as
t w

as
 st

ar
in

g  at me intently. Then she grabbed my arm and said: “Jenny?” Like as a question, not a statem
ent. A

nd I w
as taken aback because I haven’t been going by Jenny since I left high school tw

elve years ago, even my parents call me Jen now. So I scanned my memory for any trace of fa
m

ili
ar

ity
 w

ith
 th

is
 w

om
an

, b
ut

 th
er

e 
w

as
 n

on
e 

w
ha

ts
oe

ve
r. 

I h
es

ita
te

d.
 I 

co
ul

dn
’t 

de
ci

de
 w

he
th

er
 to

 p
re

te
nd

 to
 k

no
w

 her or admit that I was drawing a blank. The motor was roaring and I really w
anted to sit dow

n before I felt any sicker. “D
on’t you rem

em
ber m

e?” the w
om

an asked. She seem
ed m

ildly offended, which made me feel bad. Then she said: “It’s Wendy, from th
e 

W
ild

lif
e 

C
en

tre
.”

 I 
ha

d 
no

 id
ea

 w
ha

t s
he

 w
as

 ta
lk

in
g 

ab
ou

t, 
I’

ve
 n

ev
er

 h
ad

 a
ny

th
in

g 
to

 d
o 

w
ith

 a
 w

ild
lif

e 
centre, and the ferry was taking off, I really just wanted to sit dow

n. So I said, I’m
 sorry—

I can’t place you and I don’t know
 any w

ildlife centres. “B
ut you’re Jenny, we used to volunteer together,” she insisted, still holding on to

 m
y 

ar
m

. T
he

n 
sh

e 
as

ke
d 

m
e 

m
y 

la
st

 n
am

e,
 a

nd
 I 

st
ill

 e
nt

er
ta

in
ed

 th
e 

po
ss

ib
ili

ty
 th

at
 w

e 
di

d 
kn

ow
 each other. But my patience was quickly being replaced w

ith seasickness and I w
asn’t keen to share m

y last nam
e w

ith a stranger. M
y nam

e is Jen but  I’m not who you think I am, I’m pretty sure we’ve n
ev

er
 m

et
, I

 re
pl

ie
d.

 S
he

 sm
ile

d 
pr

ov
oc

at
iv

el
y 

an
d 

m
um

bl
ed

, “
A

lri
gh

t J
en

ny
, i

f y
ou

 sa
y 

so
.  You’ve always been too good for us.” And this sarcastic tone, this total nonsense, w

as the final straw
 so I snapped and I asked her to let go of my arm. She obliged with th

at
 sm

ug
 e

xp
re

ss
io

n 
st

ill
 o

n 
he

r f
ac

e.
 I 

re
ac

he
d 

th
e 

em
pt

y 
se

at
 a

nd
 th

re
w

 m
ys

el
f at it, feeling like I was about to throw

 up. I closed m
y eyes and I could still feel the w

om
an’s piercing eyes on me. And hoping that she co

ul
d 

re
ad

 m
y 

lip
s, 

I m
ou

th
ed

 th
e 

w
or

d 
cr

ee
p.
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