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What I wanted was to 

be able to like myself, 

just the way I am. 
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M 

y name is Ockley, and I’m an octopus. 

At school, people sometimes used to make fun 

of me and say I looked like I’d been boiled – because 

when I get nervous, the blood rushes to my head and 

my face goes bright red. 

I’m rubbish at schoolwork, and I’m useless at sports, 

too. I can’t even talk in front of other people properly. 

And so right from the start of junior high school, 

I was bullied. 

I felt like it was only natural. If 

I’d 

had a classmate who 

was that much of a loser, I’d probably have laughed at 

them too. 

I remember someone saying that every night comes to 

an end. That no matter how tough things are, it won’t 

be forever. That eventually, morning will come. 

What that 

really 

means is, ‘You hang in there. Do your 

best to just put up with it for now.’ 

Junior high school only lasts three years, true. 

Eventually it’s over, and then you start senior high. 

But three years might as well be forever. 
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So when I heard people say things like, ‘Every night 

comes to an end,’ I always thought, 

You’re telling me I just 

have to put up with things the way they are? For three whole 

years? Easy for you to say, when you don’t even know what 

it’s like! 

Now, a single letter has brought the events of that time 

back to me. 

I remember those ten days or so that saved me from 

my daily misery. I remember that old hermit crab, who 

I met just by chance in a corner of the park. 

He was the one who showed me how I could get 

through that lonely night that felt so endless. It was he 

who took me down the long staircase of the mind. 

Illuminated by the light from his words, I went down 

and down and down ... 

I’m sure that if the old hermit crab were here now, 

he would say this: ‘Every night comes to an end. 

You might be all alone, but you’re going to make it 

through the darkness. Dawn is waiting for you. So open 

your notebook, and pick up your pen ...’ 
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8 

How I met the old hermit crab 

I’m in my third year at Undersea Junior High. This is 

the final year, and then I’ll start senior high school. 

Right now, I’m the only octopus in the school. 

There are squid, crabs, sea bream, jellyfish, even 

seahorses – but I’m the only octopus. 

Ever since I was little, I’ve always wondered: 

How come I’m the only one? 

Why did I have to be born this way? 

If only I wasn’t an octopus, things would be different. 

Like in class. When the teacher calls on me, I flip 

through the pages of my textbook in a panic. Everyone 

looks at me. 

Stay calm, stay calm, stay calm

, I tell myself 

again and again, but it’s no good – I can feel my face 

going crimson. 
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‘Hey look, he’s a boiled octopus!’ yells Finn from the 

baseball team, and all the other kids burst out laughing. 

‘That’s enough. Quieten down and listen,’ the teacher 

warns the class, rapping the desk with a set square. But 

by this time, I’m not capable of saying anything at all. 

I try to force myself to speak, but the only thing that 

comes out of my mouth is a dribble of ink. I feel my 

face flushing redder and redder as I wait for the laughter 

to die down. 

And the same old words whirl round and round inside 

my head. 

Why did I have to be born an octopus? How come 

I’m the only one? Why can’t I be like everybody else? 

I hate being an octopus. 
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At lunchtime, most of the other boys rush out into the 

playground. Usually the only ones left in the classroom 

are Murray, Conga and me.We push two desks together 

and sit there talking about what we saw on TV 

yesterday, or what we watched on SeaTube, or what was 

in our latest comics. The three of us are the ‘go-homers’, 

the ones who haven’t joined any school clubs and go 

straight home after school. 

‘Hey, Ockley, did you see that video? On SeaTube?’ 

Murray says, sticking his long neck out towards me, 

always getting just a little bit too close. He keeps quiet 

when Finn and the others are around, but when it’s just 

the three of us he acts all grown up, like he’s the leader. 

Are Murray and Conga my friends? Is this what you 

call friendship? I don’t really know. 

In primary school, I 

did 

have people I could really, truly 

call my friends. But when I started junior high, it was 

Murray and Conga who filled those spots. No one else sat 

next to me, so I just sort of ended up hanging out with 

them. But I’ve always felt like that was the only reason. 

I gaze out of the window into the playground, where 

Finn and the others are racing after the ball. I wish 
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I 

could be on the other side of the window too. With 

all the kids who don’t need to be nervous at school. The 

kids who are respected by even the teachers, and who 

don’t get laughed at, but are always the ones doing the 

laughing instead.The kids who actually enjoy school. 

‘Right, Ockley? Right?’ 

Murray and Conga are laughing, baring their pointy 

teeth. One of them must have said something funny. 

‘Yeah,’ is all I say, forcing myself to smile. 
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It all started in homeroom, when the teacher brought 

up the topic of sports day. 

The annual sports day is always the biggest event at 

Undersea Junior High. The highlight of the opening 

ceremony is when one pupil stands up in front of the 

whole school to give the sports day speech. Luckily for 

our class, it was decided that this year we’d be voting to 

choose one of us to represent the school. 

We didn’t even need to hold a vote, I thought. Surely 

it 

had 

to be Squiddo. He used to be captain of the 

school football team, and everybody respected him. 

The teachers obviously placed a lot of trust in him, 

and he was really smart, and athletic too – for sports 

day, surely they’d 

have 

to pick him to swim the last leg 

of the relay. I could just picture Squiddo standing tall 

and proud as he recited the speech, his voice carrying 

through the water. 

‘All right, class,’ said Mr Snips as he sat at his desk in 

front of the board. ‘Let’s take some time now to discuss 
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who’s going to represent the school and give the speech 

at sports day. Would anyone like to nominate someone?’ 

Finn immediately leapt up and stuck his fin in the air. 

‘I think Squiddo should do it!’ he said, and most of 

the class clapped in agreement. Squiddo, sitting there 

with his tentacles folded, gave a nod. He didn’t seem 

unhappy to be nominated. More nominations followed: 

Puffy from the softball team, and Mack from long- 

distance swimming. Both were popular kids who would 

be in their element at sports day. 

‘All right, shall we move on to the vote?’ said Mr Snips. 

Just then, Squiddo stood up from his chair and raised a 

long tentacle. As he was getting up, I thought I saw him 

glance at me just for a second. 

‘What is it, Squiddo?’ asked the teacher. 

‘Sorry, but I’d like to withdraw from the nominations,’ 

Squiddo said. 

A little ripple went round the classroom. 
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‘You want to stand down? But why ...?’ Mr Snips asked. 

‘I’d like to nominate Ockley instead!’ Squiddo’s voice 

rang out. 

My heart lurched. 

‘I don’t think sports day should just be about those of 

us in the sports teams,’ he continued. ‘I think the 

go-homers should play a part too!’ 

Finn and the rest were giggling, turning to look in my 

direction. 

They’re in on this! 

I thought. 

They want the 

whole class to make fun of me again! 

The girls were all 

exchanging worried glances. Murray and Conga, on the 

other hand, showed no sign of surprise. They just stared 

down at their desks as if waiting for a storm to pass. It 

looked as though they had both known this was going 

to happen. 

‘I see ...Well, yes, you’re right, Squiddo. The sports day 

belongs to all of us, and everyone in the school must be 

involved in making it a success,’ Mr Snips said. Then he 

moved on swiftly, as though to avoid any further 

disruption. ‘Are there any other candidates? You don’t 

have to nominate someone else – you can nominate 

yourself, too.’ 

He looked around the classroom, but everyone just sat 

there, eyes boggling, without raising a fin or a tentacle. 
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‘No? Are you sure? If so, we’ll just have to go on to 

the vote!’ Mr Snips was practically shouting now, and 

there were bubbles streaming out of the corners of his 

mouth. Something in his voice sounded almost as 

though he was casting around for help. 

The class voted, and I was chosen to be the school’s 

representative, three votes ahead of Puffy. 

Finn got out of his chair and laughed and laughed, 

clutching his sides. Some of the girls clustered around 

Puffy, and one of them glanced over and said, ‘You’re the 

worst

, Finn.’ Mack slapped his desk, said, ‘Toilet!’ and 

swam out of the room. 

My classmates’ comments leapt out at me from among 

the hubbub. 

‘Seriously?’ 

‘This is a disaster!’ 

‘How’s 

that 

going to work?’ 

In the chaos of the classroom, only Squiddo sat there 

quietly, his tentacles still folded and his eyes closed. 

My memories of what happened afterwards are a little 

hazy. Mr Snips handed out forms for us to fill in with 

our choice of senior high school, and told us to get 

them back to him by next week. I think he said 

something about a parents’ evening and mid-term tests, 
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and something else about being careful 

around strangers when we’re out and 

about – anyway, whatever he was 

saying, his voice sounded muffled to 

me, as though he were a long way off. 

Homeroom ended, and Finn and the 

others all streamed out of the 

classroom. Murray and Conga left too, 

following in Finn’s wake. 

‘Did you see Ockley’s face?’ I heard 

Finn say from far down the corridor, 

and everyone burst into loud laughter. 

Murray’s hiccupping guffaws rose 

above the rest. What was so funny 

about my face? I guessed it must have 

been crimson as usual. Maybe I would 

turn bright red at sports day too, and 

then everyone would laugh and call 

me a boiled octopus again. 

Alone in the classroom, I clutched 

the form the teacher had handed out. 

The harder I tried not to cry, the more 

the tears came welling up. 
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The next morning, I woke to my alarm like I did every 

day. I ate my usual breakfast, left home at the usual time, 

and caught the usual bus. 

On the bus, nothing had changed.The other kids 

were chatting excitedly or were absorbed in tapping 

away on their shellphones, flipping through vocab 

flashcards or having a snooze.They were all doing 

whatever they liked in this short space of time before 

school. Just the beginning of another ordinary day. 

‘Undersea Junior High, here we are.’ 

The driver’s 

voice rang out through the speakers as the bus came to 

a halt, and all the pupils began to file out. But the 

moment I grabbed my bag, ready to get up, my whole 

body froze. I had just caught sight of Finn going 

through the school gates. 
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I can’t do it! 

I thought. It had taken me the whole 

journey to realise that I couldn’t face seeing Finn, or 

going back into that classroom, or sitting through a 

lesson with everybody else, or being laughed at and 

called a boiled octopus again. I just couldn’t. 

For a moment I felt a little sick, and then I gasped at 

a jabbing pain in my stomach.Tears came to my eyes, 

but my thoughts were in such a jumble I couldn’t tell if 

I was crying because of the queasiness and the stomach 

pain, or because of something else. 

The doors closed, and the bus set off again.There was 

an old lady herring sitting beside me. ‘Are you all right?’ 

she asked. 

‘Oh, er ... Yes, I’m fine.’ 

‘Are you quite sure? You can always say if you’re 

struggling with something,’ she said kindly, and then she 

adjusted her large pink spectacles and said nothing 

more. It felt like she was the first adult who had spoken 

nicely to me for ages. She went back to reading her 

magazine until we arrived at the final stop: the park. 

I felt too awkward to speak to her again, so I waited 

for her to leave before I got off the bus. 
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Undersea Park was in a quiet spot on the edge of town. 

I floated through the thickets of seaweed and into the 

park. The place was already full of families. In among 

the seaweed I found a white rock that was just the right 

size for a seat, and I sat there and watched the children. 

Some kids were swinging on the swings, or scrambling 

up the climbing frame, or playing catch with their 

mums. I thought about how I had once loved doing 

those things too. It was hard to believe, somehow. I felt 

as though I had been at junior high forever. 

As I sat 

there on the rock, my shellphone began to ring. 

The call was from an unknown number, but I guessed 

it was probably the school. Everyone would be in class 

right now. After homeroom was maths. Second period 

was English. Maybe Finn and the others would be 

disappointed that they couldn’t tease me about sports 

day. Or maybe they had already forgotten all about it. 

Maybe they hadn’t even noticed I was absent. 
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I imagined them all sitting in class, and my chest 

tightened. I’d pretended to be ill plenty of times so my 

parents would let me stay home, but this was the first 

time I’d just skipped school without anyone knowing. 

If someone found me here, would they take me to the 

police? Would they call my mum and dad at work? 

Maybe Mum would cry. The more I thought about 

what might happen, the more tangled my mind became. 

I lay back on top of the rock. Up above I could see the 

surface of the ocean, the sunlight sparkling through the 

water. The yelling of the children darting around the park 

grew fainter and fainter. 

Ahh

, I thought, 

this is nice

. It was so 

quiet, so beautiful. I wished I could stay there forever ... 

And then my shellphone rang again, interrupting my 

thoughts. I was still clutching it in my arm. It was the 

same number as before. 

Leave me alone! 

I thought. 

Don’t make me go back there! 

I didn’t want to go to school anymore – and I didn’t 

want to go home, either. I just wanted to disappear ... 

‘I wonder,’ came a muffled voice from somewhere 

underneath me, ‘whether you wouldn’t mind getting off 

presently?’ 

I leapt up in a panic. Beneath the rock I could see two 

huge, goggly eyes shining out at me. 
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‘Oh – sorry!’ I said. 

Holy mackerel! I’d got comfy here thinking I was 

lying on a rock, but it had turned out to be the 

enormous shell of a hermit crab! It was he who had 

spoken. He had been sitting under the shell with his legs 

all tucked away, but now he was unfolding them and 

having a good stretch. 

‘So, you don’t want to go to school?’ he said. 

‘What? I ... 

How did you know?’ 

The old hermit crab laughed. ‘Don’t fret. It’s just that 

I overheard you talking to yourself about your worries.’ 

I felt my face flush bright red. Had I been speaking 

out loud? I hadn’t realised. How much had he heard? 

‘Oh, er ... 

sorry, Mr Hermit Crab,’ I said. ‘I promise I’ll 

go to school tomorrow, so please don’t tell on me ...’ 
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‘It’s all right, I won’t tell anyone. Anyway, you should 

take tomorrow off too,’ he said. ‘And the day after, if 

need be.You should rest for as long as you want to.’ 

‘I should?’ I was baffled. 

‘Look over there,’ the old crab said. ‘Do you see those 

grown-ups sitting on the benches? The ones who’ve 

come here alone?’ 

Sure enough, on the benches around the edge of the 

park sat a few solitary grown-ups. They weren’t doing 

anything in particular – just sitting there. 

‘For children, this park is an exciting place to play. But 

for adults it’s a quiet spot in which to find refuge,’ said 

the hermit crab. 

‘Refuge?’ 

‘That’s right. Just as you came here instead of going to 

school, these adults have all escaped to the park to get 

away from the difficulties of reality.’ 

‘You mean, they’re skipping work?’ I said. 

‘I’m sure some of them are, yes.’ 

‘But why? What are they doing here?’ 

‘They’re enjoying being on their own.’ 

‘

Enjoying 

being on their own ...?’ 

What was the old hermit crab talking about? 

Whenever 

I 

stayed off school and ended up home alone, 
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