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Technically, Woolway Walk belongs to me.

It’s my park. People shouldn’t invade it, not even in summer. It isn’t fair.

It would be fair if this plague of people came here in winter, when Woolway Walk turns bleak, cold, desolate. The trees look like cobwebs then, everything’s grey, and the mud makes walking almost impossible—unless you know this place as well as I do, when it’s at its most hostile.

I’ve grown fond of it. Perhaps because I can see beauty where ordinary people see only ugliness.

...

...Or perhaps even I see nothing beautiful in Woolway Walk. Perhaps I cherish it precisely because it is grey, and cold, and deserted—like me.

It isn’t beautiful.

They call me Buff. Well, not at home. That’s what they call me at High School. They do it because I’ve not got a princess’s body, because I’m a brute, a misfit. And I’m dark—never wearing colour. Never. I dress in black, in grey, in funereal crimson, in shadow. I like it that way, because I love to go unnoticed.

Unfortunately, that’s made me a perfect target in class. Everyone hates me—though I suppose I hated them first. They bully me. Well, they used to. I know how to bite. I bite well. I know how to leave a mark on people, and that’s my signature. Things have only worsened since I started wearing braces to fix my teeth—though now they laugh behind my back, because my steel jaws terrify them.

Whatever. They don’t matter to me. Not unless they trespass on my territory—when they come here, to Woolway Walk, my kingdom—or queendom—on those rare days when the weather’s fine.

Fortunately, Woolway Walk lies in a corner of the UK where fair weather is almost non-existent. Technically, that makes this place my private possession, since no one else wants to claim it. So it’s mine, always, through my marvellous winters alone here... except today.

Today there’s a bloody yellow tape cordoning off a huge part of my domain.

It’s insulting. And there are people by that tape, like in those crime films where onlookers gather, hoping to glimpse something gruesome—a corpse, a murder. I saw it coming with all those blue police lights flashing.

I hate this. I’m the one who walks here alone nearly every day. No one else comes, not even to walk their dogs. And as someone attuned to darkness, I should have been the one to discover that body.

“Someone’s fallen down a well,” I hear among the murmurs of the crowd.

A well? In my lands?

I had no idea.

“Boooh, boooh.” That’s Gorky.

Damn. The idiot’s here with his gang of calves. Gorky and his lads were the first to make my life hell at school. They pick on everyone, but mostly on me.

Well, they used to, until I gifted Gorky a fine tattoo of my teeth—a perfect bite on his forearm. Since then, although he still mocks me, he does it from a safe distance, out of reach of my jaws.

In a way, we respect each other.

“Boooh, boooh,” he jeers again, playing the fool, feeding off the crowd’s uncertainty. Who does he think he’s scaring?

He’s just a kid. An idiot. He knows nothing else. Technically, he’s only acting his part.

We lock eyes. His face changes, grows serious—

Then he starts again.

“Boooh, boooh.”

I don’t care for any of this spectacle. I’ve said already—these are my grounds. I lift the police tape and keep walking. I can get away with it because all eyes are fixed on the corpse being hauled from the well. There’s a local reporter too, his cameraman in tow, covering the scene live. He’s thrilled. The crowd’s whispers rise to a collective gasp as the winch of a small local crane begins to draw something from the depths. Something, because at first, it doesn’t look human.

It’s black. Like tar—dark and twisted. It seems more a creature from Hell than a person. People cry out in horror, everyone except Gorky. Once he recovers from his brief, uncharacteristic moment of awe, he mocks the twisted pose of the well’s creature—that’s what the local press will end up calling her.

That’s what’s truly obscene. Inhuman. Gorky shouldn’t be doing that, because it’s obvious that whoever fell into that well—small, fragile—must have suffered terribly. Her posture is desperate, full of the terror that must have accompanied her last moments.

Thinking that way is a paradox for me, because I despise people—good and bad alike. The world’s cruel. But for some reason, I feel pity, even kinship, for the creature from the well—as though there’s some hidden bond between us that I can’t yet see.
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I used to come to Woolway Walk to be alone.

Just the woods, the meadow, the pond, the old wall, the cemetery...

In the distance, the town; and not so far away, the imposing Victorian building of the war museum.

Yes, a war museum here—technically in the middle of nowhere. Sometimes they hold conventions for veterans and military obsessives. They come dressed in their uniforms, with their medals, with their green-painted vehicles. Once they even brought a helicopter, though I know there’s nothing like that inside the museum. Well, yes—but from a much older time, when people who dressed as soldiers slaughtered one another with sabres, with muskets and bayonets, with cannons lit by a fuse.

Fortunately, there’s little to celebrate here besides the summer fairs. But now it’s autumn, and I’m in my element—alone, utterly alone, sitting beneath one of these leafless trees, reading a book in the absence of shade.

But... technically... I’m lying. I’m not alone.

I’m with September. I come here, slip my hand into the hollow of the tree, and take her diary. I take her, I find her again, when I open the pages and we are together, the two of us. That way, I don’t feel quite so alone, and she doesn’t feel quite so forgotten.

And I’ve done my research on September. She lived in the museum—or rather, I deduce she lived there, judging by what she wrote in her diary, at least what I’ve been able to read so far. Back then, it wasn’t a museum. It was a house. Or more than a house—a mansion. A vast mansion, technically, belonging to a retired general, a place where the upper crust of military society held their grand balls.

It all sounds so majestic, but September wasn’t part of any of that. That’s precisely why she hid her diary in the hollow of this tree, where I found it. She was sixteen, I suppose, and a bit of a fool—naïve. Girls that age nowadays are all little perverts. I’m thirteen, and honestly, what she wrote feels childish, saccharine, infantile... at least what I’ve read so far.

...

But technically, September doesn’t exist.

Technically—I say that word a lot, don’t I?

Never mind.

Yes, technically, September no longer exists. I can’t see her, though I can hear her. That happens inside my head, and I should make it clear that I’m not paranoid. In fact, September exists only when I want her to. On the other hand, she remains trapped, confined in a limbo that comes and goes at my will. And it’s not exactly inside my head, I insist, but somewhere misplaced within my identity.

September is a diary, as I’ve said. And I didn’t just find her lost in space—I found her lost in time. Hidden, shy, probably frightened, within the hollow of a tree shaped like a post-box slit. Perhaps that’s why she survived for so long: the few mischievous boys who visit this park—Gorky among them—never dared to put their hands in there.

I did.

And I found September.

Back then, September was a lump of chewing gum shaped like a book—its cover faded, devoured by mould. Fragile, limp, on the verge of collapse. I thought it would disintegrate in my hands. I even thought it was just a book, some dull volume a regular visitor to the park used to hide there, so as not to carry it back and forth from home.

...

...I think now it was hidden there for more than convenience.

I’m sure of it.

But no—it was a diary. Handwritten, in a lilting, slanted hand, as though the letters themselves had weathered a storm.

The park’s vermin might have devoured it, recycling it into their nests. Insects might have eaten away not just the paper but every single letter.

That would have been the end of September.

Yet, against all odds—defying fate itself—September is here, in my hands, two hundred years after she wrote her diary. She survived what the world had planned for her: oblivion.

Of course... technically, September only comes back to life when I read her words—when I immerse myself in her consciousness, through that mysterious legacy... that final breath pressed between the pages of her adolescent diary, much like me.

Mouldy pages, stuck together, unreadable at first.

But I didn’t hesitate. I placed it in the sunlight, and the diary began to breathe again. Slowly, the crimson of its cover started to gleam once more, and with every passing minute the diary thickened and began to rise and fall, as though drawing breath—like something resurrected upon the riverbank.

It was summer. It was in this park. The day was radiant. Technically, there are no better conditions for the dead to want to return to life.

And September did—when at last I opened her diary, and began to read.
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