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To everyone dealing with their own shit!




CHAPTER 1

‘They’re calling me Shit Bag!’

My words hang in the sterile hospital air like a privacy curtain speckled with an ominous brown stain.

I wait for Suriya’s rage. Morven’s rebuke. Neither come.

‘The boys are calling me Shit Bag!’ I repeat. ‘Look!’ I turn my iPad screen to face them like I’m revealing their Miss Universe scorecards, as they stand before me all dolled up for our end-of-year ball.

This time Morven shakes her head slowly, and the realisation that they knew already makes me gag.

Morven leaps into action and passes me the paper mache puke receptacle.

I dry-retch into it. ‘Gu-uhh!’

Suriya has bolted for the door, as far from the potential splatter range as possible – not hugely surprising considering she’s wearing a white evening dress.

‘Gu-uhh!’ The physio warned me about coughing and sneezing. She didn’t mention retching in the list of pastimes that’ll feel like someone’s clawing-at-my-belly-with-a-garden-fork. ‘Gu-ugh!’ Thank God I’m restricted to clear fluids. If I do finally squeeze something from my shrivelled stomach it’ll only be green bile. Though, green bile and white chiffon …

‘Shall I get a nurse?’ Morven says, patting my shoulder.

I shake my head. And accept her tissue to wipe the drool from my mouth and nose. I wouldn’t put it past Morven to use the hem of her mum’s Lanvin dress to mop my brow. Yes, Lanvin. Really.

‘You sure?’ Morven says, furrowing her professionally contoured forehead.

I nod and lie back knackered against my pillows.

The girls do a slow-dance shuffle round my single hospital room. Suriya relocates to the plastic upholstered recliner in the corner. Morven hovers midway between the bed and the door, apparently unconvinced I’m well enough not to alert a nurse.

Wishing I was just high on their perfume fumes, I close my eyes and say, ‘Who started it?’ I crack open an eyelid.

Morven winces and bites at her high-glossed bottom lip.

Now the garden fork’s at my lungs.

Suriya stretches out red-tipped, dark fingers along each armrest, like a cat about to rip up the sofa with her claws, and says, ‘Lockie started it …’

‘Shut up!’ I hug my grey paper mache chunder bowl.

‘Told you she wouldn’t believe us,’ Suriya says.

They exchange this look.

‘Fu … c … k … !’ I exhale like it’s my last breath. I can’t believe this. ‘How do you know Lockie started it?’

‘I heard him,’ Suriya says.

‘When?’

‘Technically, Meathead spread it though,’ Morven adds helpfully.

‘I’m aware …’ I hold up my iPad and point sarcastically at exhibit A.

Morven buttons her lips.

‘When and how,’ I say to Suriya, ‘did Lockie start calling me Shit Bag?’ My voice breaks.

‘Oh, Freya, don’t cry,’ Morven says, patting my pyjama sleeve.

‘I’m not … crying …’

Suriya curls her lip when I use my sleeve’s cuff to wipe my runny nose.

Yes, I’m disgusting.

But then she runs her mouth. ‘Maccy D’s on Princes Street after my ballet exam Wednesday.’ She adds, ‘I wanted a McFlurry, and Lockie, Meathead and Shawsie were in the queue in front of me.’

‘And what?’ I snap. ‘Lockie just called me Shit Bag?’

Ignoring my interruption, she continues. ‘They didn’t see me because I was stuck behind tourists. And you know what tourists are like, they’re so slow – and I thought I’d ask Lockie if he wanted to come visit you tonight before the ball. So I queue-jumped. But before I could say anything, I heard what they were saying—’

‘Tell her exactly,’ Morven says. ‘Word for word.’

‘I’m trying!’

I hold my breath.

‘So Meathead said, “Lucky escape, mate. Imagine shagging her while she’s got the bag. Talk about boner killer.” And Lockie laughed. Well, he bit his bottom lip, which is the same thing with him. Then Shawsie said, “She always treated you like shite anyway. That’s karma for you.”’

Morven explodes. ‘Freya treated Lockie like shite? You didn’t tell me he said that!’

Suriya jiggles her head, bouncing her dark, blow-dried waves. ‘And Lockie agreed – well, he made that inhaling gasp sound that means he agrees.’

Suriya’s description of my monosyllabic long-term on-and-off ex is like a fist in my gut. I slump lower, using my bowl as a shield.

‘Anyway, the tourists noticed I’d queue-jumped so I had to move back, but then I heard Lockie say, “Shit Bag.” And when I looked round, Meathead smacked him on the shoulder and shouted, “Shit Bag, that’s it!” And they all burst out laughing. Meathead kept saying Shit Bag over and over like it was comedy glitter. There’s no way you can get back with Lockie after this!’ Suriya stabs the air between us with a blood-red nail. ‘This has to be the end.’

Morven folds her bare freckled arms, looking like an unamused yet stylish Merida. ‘You should’ve said something, Suriya!’

Suriya, on the other hand, resembles a bored Jasmine. ‘What could I possibly say to stop Meathead spreading that round the entire school?’

‘The entire school – gu–uhh!’

‘Suriya!’ Morven hisses. She waits till I finish my dry-retch fest then adds, ‘Honestly, Freya, it’s not that bad. It’s the end of term. By the time we’re back in September everyone’ll be talking about their summer holidays. No one will remember this …’ She waves her hand to encompass my body, and swiftly changes the subject. ‘Are your mum and dad coming in tonight?’

Dumbly, I nod. But they’re not. They knew the girls were coming to see me so they’re having a night off. ‘You should probably get going,’ I say, dragging my mouth into a smile.

Suriya pouts and bouffs her hair as she stands. ‘Don’t worry, Frey-Frey, we’ve got your back. I’m gonna give Lockie a piece of my mind!’

‘You do that,’ I say, and wake my iPad again to stare at Meathead’s star post from two days ago – likes tallying 378 – of a dancing paper-bag meme with a steaming poo curling out of the top like it’s a shitty hairpiece atop the bag’s head. Some joker – not Meathead because he’s not up to this level of artistry – has superimposed my face on the side of the bag and, in bold print below, my new name: SHIT BAG.




CHAPTER 2

Now I feel like Cinderella. This isn’t how it should be, Lockie and me. We should be heading to the ball together. Thought he’d at least come visit tonight. Bring me flowers. Say the ball will be shit without me.

If this hadn’t happened, I know we’d be back together—

Don’t, Freya!

Winston’s on his plastic chair below the telly. I ease carefully out of bed and creep across the rubber floor, dragging my rickety drip-stand with me like I’m a geriatric Bo Peep. I manoeuvre Winston – heavy lump of stuffed fluff – keeping bent over to protect my tummy from the strain, and nudge him over the bumpers and bars onto the end of the bed. I shuffle back, shutting the door and the light off on the way past, and perch before lifting my wasted legs back under the covers, one at a time, and pull Winston slowly up the bed to join me.

Dad bought me this giant teddy when I was in High Dependency. He and Nibblet have been a tag-team of support over the last couple of weeks. Nibblet’s my old stuffed rabbit. I’ve had her since birth. And by ‘he’ I mean Winston, not Dad. Though, of course Dad’s been supportive. Mum too, in her own unique way. But they aren’t here to get me through the nights like Winston and Nibblet are. Not here at six thirty in the morning. That horrible time when the nurses change shift and come round to wake you up before they go home. I’ve usually only just fallen asleep again and breakfast isn’t for another hour and a half so why they do it I don’t know. Maybe to check we haven’t died on their watch. Guess they’d feel pretty stupid handing over to the next team. ‘Yes, Freya was up twice through the night so we thought we’d allow her to sleep in before waking her for a wholesome and filling breakfast of clear fluids.’

‘Er …’ says the next nurse come breakfast time. ‘Freya’s cold and rather solid. I think she’s been dead for a while!’

I dunno what it is about this place. It makes you think stuff like that. Morbid. I’ve even left letters – handwritten ones – in my bedside locker. In preparation. If I do pop my clogs. Morven’s one has a list of the songs I want played at my funeral. As for Lockie’s letter, I’m tempted to rip it up and write him another. Only, I’m not so sure I want his last memories of his first love – we finally made it official in Primary Four – to be an angry ranting scrawl splashed with snot and tears. Nah. Lockie can read the letter with all the happy memories, full of thanks for always being there when I needed him. That way he can feel guilty for ghosting me and instigating everyone calling me Shit Bag for the few remaining, sad, lonely days of my pathetic life.

I prop my iPad up on the narrow table that niftily slides over my bed and click through to see what the movie algorithm gods are suggesting for my viewing pleasure today … The Fault in Our Stars. Nice. Positive.

An hour or so later the door opens and I freeze. The overhead light pings on, blinding me.

‘Having a picnic, are we?’

Rumbled. I scrunch my nose at Julie – my favourite staff nurse. I got a wee bit depressed during the film. So maybe I threw caution to the wind and scarfed most of the packet of chocolate digestives that Suriya left me.

‘Diet Coke?’ Julie says, shaking one of the empty cans on the overbed table.

Umm, yeah, so it seems I’ve drunk two of the four-pack Morven brought me too. This is bad. Really, really bad.

‘How are you feeling?’ Julie says, stern-faced but raising an eyebrow.

‘Pretty good considering.’

‘Mmhm. You won’t be needing this anymore then.’ She reaches over my head and wipes Clear Fluids Only from the whiteboard above my bed frame. ‘Are you still hungry?’

‘Well …’

‘How about some toast and honey?’

‘Yeah? That would be nice.’

‘And I’ll bring you some peppermint tea. It might help with the wind.’

Oh, bollocks! The wind. ‘Julie!’ I shout after her. ‘Please take these cans or I’ll drink them too.’

‘If you insist.’ She winks and pivots on her Crocs.

The wind. The wind and its inflationary properties become too much about midnight. I don’t dare just let the wind out … Trust me. Bad idea. And of course I can’t sleep. Even with the sleeping pill I get on the late-night drugs round, the caffeine from earlier has me wired. Heck, the sleeping pill wakes me at four a.m. on the dot anyway so it’s not like it works. And even if I had slept until four a.m. it would be too late to deal with this situation.

Resigned to the inevitable, I edge my anti-embolism-stockinged foot onto the shiny rubber floor, lean on my drip-stand and steer the wheely Bo Peep crook to the door. I look out into the corridor. There’s no one at the nurses’ station. I hear a little kid wailing from a private room. The scream sharpens as the door opens and a nurse rushes out and along to the Sluice Room. I wait a moment more, to see Julie speed-walking, carrying a cardboard tray from the Meds Room and disappearing inside to the crying kid.

Julie said she’d help me empty this, but I can’t interrupt her now. I’ll just have to try on my own. I close the door again.

I wheel to the en suite. Awkwardly. I have a cannula tube stuck inside my elbow, so I have to keep my arm unbent. If you tipped me on my back, I’d look like a zombie throwing the javelin.

Bashing the doorframe, I squeeze inside, and me and the drip-stand back up towards the loo. Hey, at least I know my plumbing’s working again. My recent pukeathon, that’s extended my time in hospital-hell, started because of a twisted gut. Seems the surgeon was right, painkillers and time have unravelled my pipework. Hurray for small mercies! I look down at the measuring jug. I’m supposed to pee in it. So they can check how well this old saline drip’s hydrating me.

Peeing’s not the plan though.

Just … I’ve not had to do this on my own, and I’m not that good at it yet. But sometimes a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do, right? I push my doughnut-print pyjama bottoms down, and my Disney Princess pants. They’re ironic.

It’s heavy. This thing on my tummy. Really full. Ballooned. Maybe I should pull the emergency cord over by the shower? But a siren will go off. Everyone will come running. Nurses will pile into this glorified cupboard. Maybe even that fit student doctor with the big hands and cauliflower ears. ‘Hey, guys! It’s okay. Go back to your cuppas and Quality Streets. I just need one of you to help me go potty.’ Maybe not. I sit down on the loo. Sloshing. Why’s it so watery? Will it ever go back to normal? I hoick the hem of my pyjama top up out of the way and grip it with my chin. And fumble with the plastic clip at the bottom. Tense. You know when a plaster’s stuck on too tight you don’t want to rip it off? In particular if you’ve not shaved your legs for a few days. You have a choice. Brace yourself and yank. Or have a bath and wait for it to unstick and fall off. Well, there’s nothing in this situation that would ever make me choose the latter option. Never ever would I want any of this to unstick and fall off. Most especially not right now. Bombtastic!

I grip the beige banana clip, right forefinger teasing the catch. Do it. Just don’t miss. I check my aim. Close my eyes and hit the trigger – WHOOSH!

You know if you’ve drunk too much cider and you puke, there’s a load of watery stuff that explodes from your mouth like someone’s thrown a bucket of cider and maybe a liquidised piece of toast and some mysterious boiled carrot in the direction you pointed and shot? Not chunks, more a marbling of certain colours? Well, that’s my view inside the loo’s front right now. Or maybe more like the projections after a day of green-juice cleansing. Say I’d drunk kale, spinach and celery juice all day (bleugh) and hurled. I didn’t miss. Yay! Life just got so, so much better.

I try to twist on the loo to flush because that’ll make this faffy next part a tad more pleasant for me. But I can’t because my stomach has a line of metal staples from just above my belly button down to my pubes. And when I move suddenly or rotate beyond a trifling twenty degrees the staple train track causes every nerve in my core to hurt like a psychotic puppeteer has me barbed with fishing hooks and line.

And also because I still have my pyjama top under my chin, an open plastic clip in my left hand and something between my legs that if I do rotate will no doubt slobber on my thigh. No. I have to finish then I can flush.

I prop the banana clip on the edge of the sink and tear off a couple of squares of bog roll. How did the nurse do this again? Still trying to keep my right arm open so I don’t crush the cannula inside my elbow. Seriously, this is like some sort of complex equation – if Freya has X in her elbow and Y on the sink and Z under her chin and can’t rotate beyond C, what does Freya have left to perform the task? Anyway, I’m holding the tissue out in front of me, taking X into account, and fold one corner into a point. Nope, that’s not what the nurse did …

Oh, yeah, I curl the point over the end of my finger and take hold of the spouted bottom of the clear plastic bag. I haven’t mentioned the clear bag in the equation yet. I should’ve. Because the equation wouldn’t exist without the bag. The one stuck just to the right of my belly button. I don’t get why it’s clear. As if this isn’t disgusting enough! I really don’t need to see the green, seaweedy smears inside. And the red— Don’t look at it, Freya! Focus on the bag’s opening. Keep your eyes down to the bottom. I rub the narrowed end of the clear bag between my first finger and thumb like you do with a new black bin bag. Do they make black bags? Anyway, I get the plastic separated, prod my tissue in the end to wipe around the opening and drop the paper into the loo. I do this two more times, just to be sure it’s completely clean. Feeling ever so slightly proud of myself and super accomplished, I scissor the banana clip over the base of the bag and snap it shut so that everything is sealed, watertight.

Yay! Good job, Freya. That went very well! Now … I guess I stand up. No, wait, I need to pee. Sod the jug. Yep. Wipe. Stand, feeling light and liberated from the hot-water-bottle weight I was toting on my tummy earlier. Quick wipe around the loo rim with tissue, and flush. Wash. Dry. And pootle back to my bed.

That lot at the ball don’t know what they’re missing. This is the best night I’ve had since … well, since they rushed me into hospital, cut out my large intestine and stuck a poo bag on my belly.
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