FURTHER THAN YOU THINK

~ ~ ~

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

~ ~ ~

And then one day something clicks.

I wake up one morning from a dream I've had the night before. Mum and Dad and I. We're happy. I can't be that much older than Sarah. Mum and Dad are in a front yard, relaxing in front of a plain red-brick house with a white picket fence. I have a skipping rope. The rope swings under my feet before the little black Mary Janes drop back down onto the cement of the side walk, over and over again. Out of nowhere a car, out of control, comes speeding up over the side walk towards me. I can't see the driver's face. Mum screams distantly. Dad runs towards me but he takes too long. My little face smashes from serene to fear of the still unknown.

I wake up, something clicks and suddenly it's all over.

Whatever purpose it existed for, has disappeared. 

I'm late this morning leaving for school and I don't care. Something has filled my insides now and it's not food because I skipped breakfast. The numbness has given way to something else. Something wants to beat me up and make me cry. Kind of feels like when I want to cry and I'm feeling it for seconds then minutes then hours then days. At least that's what I remember wanting to cry feels like.

There's thousands of steps from the footpath to the school's front doors. Seems like thousands this morning anywhere. I don't think I can climb them but everybody else is rushing towards up the steps. They have no trouble and neither will I.

They have no troubles and neither should I.

I stop halfway up the stairs. I stand in the middle of a thick wave of people, all my age, walking by hurriedly in groups and pairs, some laughing, some talking, all having a place in this school and all destined for some place. They brush past me; some giving me strange looks as to why I've stopped where I've stopped, no one actually stopping alongside. Am I invisible? No, I'm just different. What's worse?

Feeling invisible sounds easy.

They've found themselves a place. A place where they are a normal person going to a normal school with normal friends and they go to their normal home to see their normal family. I've never thought about that because what I did have was normal to me. Now I know different. Now I don't like this difference but it's been slapping me in the face the whole time. I like sleep. Why did I wake up this morning?

I feel my feet slip from under me in slow motion and I make no attempt to catch myself. The cold cement stairs rise up to meet my bottom. My curtain of hair reacts as my final shield and hides my face from the rush of people. A wet spot appears on my jeans and I touch my cheek curiously.

Tears. Crying.

'Hey, are you alright?'

I turn my head to face the voice. A girl from school that I don't recognise is crouching beside me, her face full of concern and sympathy. She seems a little shocked to see me blubbering, but tries to cover it well. 'Do you want me to get you a teacher or anything, Lexie?'

'No, thanks.'

'Are you sure?'

'I'm sure.'

She seems a little hesitant to leave but as I'm not going to add any more to our little conversation, she gets up and enters the school through the doors. Joining all the other normal people. I can't sit in classrooms with twenty nine other normal people and be the usual odd one out. Not today. Mid years are right around the corner and Nancy will be more than pissed if she finds out I'm wagging, but I don't care.

I'll go to Mum's. It's Friday anyway and Maria's got the day off. I can be unnoticed.

I make it to Mum's without problems. I consider eating but I don't really feel like it. I don't drop to my knees on the stairs and it's not until my head hits the pillow that I realise that I'm tired. I fall asleep and hope to awaken from my dream.

I wake up back into reality and everything's just as it was when I fell asleep. The only thing that has changed is the dusk light falling into my room through the windows. The clock tells me that it's six thirty. How on earth did I sleep the day away?

My cheeks are wet and so is the part of the pillow my head has been resting on. I lick the corner of my mouth where the wetness has drifted down. Salty.

I get up.

There's complete silence in the house as I walk down to the kitchen, the indication that Mum isn't home yet. Maybe it's better this way. I spot the little note on the bench and realise she's already been home and left again, for an unknown amount of time.

Hi Lexie,

I checked on you, but you were asleep. I've got an appointment 

with a doctor and then I'm going out with some friends. I might

not be back until late. Enjoy the house to yourself tonight and

we'll talk tomorrow about your sleepwalking.

-
Mum

My sleepwalking? I don't sleepwalk. Surely the boarding school would've told me if I had.

I look around the kitchen, before fishing my house key out of my pocket, walking out of the house and locking the door behind me. I'm not sure where I'm going and I realise that I haven't known for a while now, but I have to get away. I'll come back before anyone sees me.

I'm at the end of the winding road before I realise I should've brought a jacket, but it's too far back to walk. I look up to see almost no leaves left on the trees that line the road. The branches are bare. It's nearly winter. I'll have to remember to dress warmly. Cover myself.

I cross the street onto Alexandra Parade. I stare at the signpost, seeing my name as white capital letters on a strip of green metal. I wonder if Mum and Dad named me after the parade or if it's just a coincidence, not that it really matters.

Sitting on the riverbank, I stare out at the city and its lights. City lights have always captured me. They're so different to the lights in Lorne, where you can't see anything beyond the town other than an abyss of dark ocean. Here, there are lights of the buildings, lights of the houses, lights of the cars going across the bridges and freeway. But the city lights are those like the ones I've seen on tours with Dad and the suddenly new-found friend called tears spring again. I'm almost afraid to shred them, in fear of making the river rise and watching myself drown.

'You okay?' a smoker's voice murmurs in my ear. 

I turn to see the voice's face, which immediately looks concerned. 'Hey, what's - '

I feel the tears break down over my cheeks for the third time as I hurl myself at Richard, sending him down on the grass on his back. He strokes my hair as I sob into his shirt.

* * *

Someone would think I'm pissed, looking out of the windows of their castles.  They'd see a young girl, seemingly drunk, clutching onto a man who could be her father who keeps trying to pull her away from gutter as they walk along.

Richard saves me yet again as my foot slips down into the gutter, his arm tight around my waist as he pulls me to safety, back to his strong, warm, nice smelling body. 'Sorry,' I mutter. Sorry for him being out late yet again to save me and sorry for him just wearing his shirt against the cold night because he gave me his jacket.

After he'd sat us both up on the riverbank, Richard had let me cry myself out before standing me up and beginning to walk me home. 

My head fits perfectly on his shoulder, cradled against his jaw. I glance up at him. He's beautiful. His eyes, unnerved by the streaks of hair falling into them, glance ahead and down at the sidewalk to make sure we're still on track. I rub my nose against his neck. He smells of smoke. I wouldn't want his scent to be anything else.

I can feel Richard's cheek press down onto the top of my head. 'So are you going to tell me why you were crying?'

I snuggle deeper into his warmth, watching as his damp shirt sticks against his chest. 'Do you want your jacket back?'

'Why would I want my jacket back?'

'Because I've made you cold.'

'Who said I was cold?' I don't answer. 'No, you need it. You wear it and tell me why you were crying.'

Richard rubs my back gently and as I'm smoothed into his body, I feel as if my energy has disappeared and I'm just going to give in and tell him everything. I know that I barely know him but it feels that he knows everything about me without saying much at all. It doesn't creep me out. 'I realised I was different today.'

'Different in what way?' His breath is warm over my forehead and I close my eyes, trusting in him completely to keep me walking in the right direction.

'Different in that… I'm different to everyone else.' I pause, trying to think of the words to express myself and Richard doesn't say anything. 'I woke up this morning feeling different. Feeling numb. Feeling depressed. I guess I realised or something in my sleep that just being me is different to everyone else and if I wasn't me then I would be the same as everyone else… that doesn't make any sense…'

'It does. You think that because of who your parents are, it makes you different to everyone else? And if they weren't famous then you'd be like everyone else?'

'Yeah… I guess. I don't know.'

'I think you do.' Normally, any accusation like that would anger me. But I don't even feel the urge to snap back. 'What do you think made you realise this?'

'A couple of things.'

'What were they?'

I don't answer for a while and all that can be heard are our steps along the footpath, but we know that I'm going to answer his question and so eventually I speak up softly. 'At boarding school, all the kids were like me so I felt normal to have famous parents because everyone else did to varying degrees, too. It didn't seem to bother anyone. Lorne was like the dumping ground for rich kids. Then Dad died.'

Dad died. I feel the sudden and now familiar rush of tears to the corners of my eyes again but I fight to hold them back. There's no one in the world I want more right now than him.

'Then I'm at this new school. And I become the only person in the newspapers or gets stared at because of Mum and Dad. I'm different to everyone else and they make me know it. I guess this morning I realised it.'

I have to squeeze my eyes shut to prevent the tears from falling and I clutch at Richard. He makes no sound so he doesn't complain.

'I hate it, Richard. I feel as if I'm inside a glass box on display and the glass separates me from the normal people. I couldn't even go to school today because I didn't want to be different amongst the normal people.'

'You're going to be different amongst the so-called normal people wherever you go.'

'Yeah, I know… I don't even really have anyone to blame, which even sounds weird because I know it isn't anyone's fault. I didn't ask to be born to Mum and Dad and they love and loved their careers…' I sigh. 'I just want things to be how they were. But I have to let go of the past… Anton said that…'

Like Dad's dying, Anton wants to make me cry.

'Who's Anton?'

'My ex-boyfriend.'

'Ex?'

'He broke it off a couple of weeks ago.' It's quiet again. Richard squeezes me around the waist a little tighter and though I don't want to speak, I know I will. 'He said that things had changed. Since I left he felt he needed someone. He nearly slept with my best… well, was my best friend.' Despite myself, I had to believe Anton when he had said he was telling the truth. He could be low, but he could never be underground. 'He said things couldn't really be the same again.' Now I realise that he was right.

Mum's house is dark when we get there. Her car isn't in the driveway. Richard stares up at the house and whistles softly. 'Some place your mum has here.'

'Yeah, well, the whole street is kind of like that.' Mum said that this street is the most expensive street in Melbourne to buy a house. Looking around at the other mansions and then mansions the size of hotels, I have to say that it may be true.

Richard gently disentangles himself from me and I feel the cold. 'I should probably let you go. Must be kind of late.'

A dam breaks inside me. 'I didn't want Anton to leave me! But he did anyway!' My hands gasp Richard's wrists. The desperation pours over me like a sudden shower. Someone might walk out now and close the door that separates me to them. I want that door open. 'Please. Come in.'

Richard looks at me for a long moment. In the darkness, I can feel his eyes searching deeply into mine. For some unknown reason, I sense his déjà vu. 'All right. For a little while.'

I don't say a word as we walk up the driveway and neither does he. I link my fingers through his fingers and I don't get a gut feeling when he doesn't return the gesture.

I just want him to stay a little while.

The sound that comes from me opening the front door echoes through the house and the moonlight spraying through the windows onto the marble foyer floor is somewhat creepy. I imagine this would've scared me as a child. Being outside on the street and becoming lost in amongst crowds of people had scared me. In many ways, I'm not that child anymore. But I still need to find someone, like I had to find Dad, to make everything okay again.

Now that I'm with Richard, everything's going to be all right.

My hand still holding Richard's, I lead him to the stairs and slowly begin to ascend. He stops. I turn to face him and see the déjà vu flicker in his eyes. 'What is it?' My voice is quiet.

'I don't think this is a good idea…' Richard sounds hesitant.

I'm terrified when his fingers start to slip through mine and so I grab them tighter. 'Please.'

His steps follow mine up the stairs, reassuring me.

I didn't leave a light on in my bedroom before we left, so I find my way into my bedroom through the natural light. Richard follows in behind me. 

'Nice room.'

Something about the way he says that, just like Anton did, bursts a dam inside of me and I don't shut it by kissing him on the mouth.

I can taste the smoke on his lips and I close my eyes in heaven. My hand brushes up against his cheek and I ignore the way his face tenses in surprise. 

I'm not sure what type of figure Richard is to me. I guess he is, in a way, filling Dad's shoes in which case this would seem so disgustingly wrong. Which it doesn't. I don't love him, at least, not how I loved and possibly still love Anton and that makes me feel bad as I want to have him so much. I'm disappointed when Richard doesn't respond and pulls sharply away from me, his eyes averted.

 'Lexie, stop it.'

I grab his collar to pull myself close to him and even on tippy-toes, my mouth doesn't reach his ear. 'No. Stay. I need you.'

'I'm to look after you, not have sex with you.'

My mind doesn't comprehend. 'I don't need looking after.'

That's a downright lie and you know it, the voice of reason snaps at me, but I tell the voice of reason to go to Hell. I completely disobey that and Richard as my lips are on his again.

I wrap his arms around me and hold them there with one hand, rapidly trying to unbutton his shirt with the other. He still refuses to respond but I know that I can break that down. I walk him quickly backwards to my bed and fall down on my back onto it, giving Richard no choice but to fall down on top of me.

Damn, being crushed onto a bed by a fully-grown man hurts.

I feel his hands quickly move off my waist and onto the bed, but I ignore that. I wrap my right ankle around his right leg. I lick his lips between kisses, wanting him to open his mouth, but he won't do it.

Suddenly he pushes himself off me, straddling me across the waist. His eyes show no affection though, and have enough anger in them that I have to bite my lip and turn my head away.

I've turned into a right little slut, I know. I jump when his hand slams down onto the bed. 'This is fucking ridiculous!'

I'd do anything to make him stay. 'I love - '

'No, you don't! And look at me!' I look straight up at him in response to the snapping in his voice. His eyes bore down into mine and for the first time, I feel afraid with him. My hips hurt under him and I squirm. 'You don't love me and I don't love you! Can't you see how wrong this is?'

In spite of myself, I gaze at his chest, white in the moonlight and reach out with a hand to touch him. He clutches my wrist before I get very far and I yelp in pain as his fingers squeeze. 'But I need - ' My whimper doesn't get far.

'There are other ways of needing someone than sleeping with them!' Richard's voice is still furious. 'I thought you would've figured that out by now!' His voice softens suddenly. 'Lexie, I can't sleep with you. Even if I wanted to.'

His voice switches from fury to sympathy so fast that when I look up into his face and see pity, I can feel the tears ready to come again. Why can't they dry up? 'Why not?'

'Because I'm supposed to protect you.'

'Why? Who told you to?'

'I'm your guardian - '

'What the Hell is going on here?!'

I squeeze my eyes shut as the harsh, electrical light flicks on full beam in the room. Upon opening them again, I see Mum standing in the open doorway, her hand over the light switch. 'Mum, I…'

But Mum's not paying any attention to me. I may as well not be in the room. Her gaze is trained on Richard and her face doesn't show a hint of anger - instead, it's sad, sorrowful and a remembrance of distant dreams that were once real. A glance up into Richard's face reflects the same emotions, but his includes sympathy. He moves off me and begins to walk towards Mum. Blood runs into my legs again.

'Laura…'

Mum steps backwards, her voice high. 'Richard… what are you back here for?'

'Laura, I…'

I watch in stunned silence as Richard cups Mum's face in his hands and kisses her softly.

~ ~ ~
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