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About Mistakes and Other Lovers

El O’Reilly is exceptionally good at making mistakes. Mistakes like:

•   falling in love with the charismatic youth pastor, Mace, while engaged to her high school boyfriend

•   breaking up with her fiancé the night before Valentine’s Day

•   walking out on her family

•   dropping out of uni with no plan B

•   ghosting her old friends

•   kissing her new friends

•   sleepless nights with beers and bongs and boys and girls.

But when Mace proposes to someone else, El’s world finally breaks. Will she go back to the safe love she’s always known, will Mace realise that she’s the one, or will El forge her own path into the unknown?

Mistakes and Other Lovers explores the pressure, pain and freedom of being on the cusp of adulthood and realising things aren’t what you thought they’d be. That disappointing the people you love (and yourself) is inevitable. That making mistakes might be the best thing you’ve ever done.
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To all the girls who made a different choice


1

I wait to cross the road by the old train station. The roller door is pulled shut over the little window-kiosk that used to sell sandwiches to commuters. We’re all allergic to gluten these days.

The roller door is graffitied, each aluminium groove coated in coal dust from the harbour. You can see the water, shimmering just beyond the red brick building that once housed station masters and conductors and waiting rooms, first glances and goodbye kisses, a few toilets and a smashed vending machine. Now it’s an empty shell, full of the ghosts of people’s hopes and dreams. The town doesn’t know what to do with it.

There’s a gym nearby and I can hear the echo of a group fitness class floating towards me, bouncing off the brick and back to my skull.

‘And push! Come on. Three more! Yeah! You. Can. Do. It!’

The music intensifies, the energy lifts, the sweat’s surely flying. It makes me want to cry with exhaustion, just listening.

Newcastle is like one of those giant thousand-piece puzzles that happy families do at Christmas time – but it’s the slow disassembling stage, after the festive season. Small cut-out pictures of what once sat proud, now disconnected, unhinged and floating. I parked at the beach and walked past them all on my way here this morning: the cathedral, the gutted heritage buildings, the new gyms, new cafes, new bars, the abandoned train station. Messes of construction at every corner, men in fluoro gazing at holes in the ground. I’m heading for the row of restaurants along the harbour at Honeysuckle, where boomers say you couldn’t drive, back in the day. Too dangerous to linger near all those warehouses and factories – the potential crime in this blue-collar town. Now with million-dollar penthouse apartments, accounting firms and health funds.

And a Family Planning Clinic. Where I’m heading now.

This would never have happened with Brendan. We were so careful. And obviously I was on the pill. I used to whisper, ‘Use a condom’ to tease his younger twin sisters when they went out with their friends, to the movies, the high-school disco, not yet sixteen. To make them giggle, blush. Big sister in waiting. Things are different now.

If Brendan were here, he would be here right now. He was that kind of guy. His parents didn’t want us having sex until we were both eighteen; made us keep the door open at his house, but we found a way to break the rules. Obviously. We didn’t even need to have the condom conversation. There he was, pinching his fingers at the tip to let the air out as he rolled it down, the way he’d learned in sex ed, or maybe in YouTube videos.

I rest one elbow on the nearest pole, waiting for the lights to change. The sky is clear and blue, the air crisp. The sun doesn’t have much strength to it, this late in May. Cars dart this way and that. Cyclists, a shiny new red tram: everyone’s moving. Everyone’s got somewhere to be.

I hear footsteps behind me. Two girls. Sweaty and red-faced, tight shirts showing off their boobs. They smile, slightly. ‘Hey,’ one of them breathes, before taking a swig from her water bottle. I’m not sure if I’m smiling back – I touch my cheek, it feels like nothing. They walk straight past me and I realise the green person is flashing. Follow them across the road, sweat towels around their necks. Skin glowing but goose-bumped. I think of me and Gabby, on a health kick in our final year of high school. But we were procrastinating, going to the gym instead of studying. I really should text her back.

They go left, I go right. Head for the clinic. Fill in the form, sit in the waiting room. There’s a girl in the opposite corner, chin down, eyes darting. I know her, but I don’t think she knows me. Her profile is public. She doesn’t have a boyfriend, as far as I can tell. She goes to Mercy Grace, the big church on Hunter Street with the glowing neon pink cross. They baptised her in the lake just last year. I saw it on Instagram.

I heard she’s pregnant. Lux told me – she heard it from Kik, who only goes to church service when he feels like it. Or when he starts to feel guilty. When he’s kissed me, or kissed Lux, or kissed someone, and needs to redeem himself. I’ve heard it all. Blow jobs in the back of his van from girls he’s known since Sunday school, all grown up now. Lux would never be caught dead in church, but she lives for the gossip, for the stories. For the social media show; the who’s who of Newcastle in tiny phone-screen squares. I think about them, probably back at my house already. They would’ve let themselves in, opened a bag of chips. I think about telling them I saw her today, this girl from the church. Their eyes on me, their mouths open, their questions hushed and delicious, as I shared a piece of information they couldn’t possibly know. I think about the way my status might rise in their minds. The parties I’ll always be invited to, not as an afterthought, not as a tag-along. That Kik might hold my hand as we walk into a pub.

When I first heard the girl was pregnant, I didn’t care. She was just a story. We hear them every day. But now I see her face, her short brown fringe and big blue eyes and perfect brows, and I feel it. She’s staring at her phone, not making eye contact with anyone, and I feel the shame rising up my neck at the thought of it, the sight of her; at the fierce relief that I am not her. Will she have to leave the church, or is it a thing they’ll ignore, like they’ve done before?

I can’t tell Kik and Lux about her. Not least because it would mean revealing where I was, and why I was here.

I’m just here for the morning-after pill. I’ve had it too many times from the pharmacy, apparently, so they sent me over here this time. It seems I’m more willing to swallow my dignity and approach the counter time and again than to ask Mace to wear a condom.

I saw Mace last night, for the last time. He was leaving early this morning, for Sydney. For his new life. We didn’t even bother getting fully undressed when I turned up at his house near midnight, knocking on his window like something out of a sad eighties film I’ve never seen.

‘You can’t stay,’ he said. ‘I’m preaching at Newtown in the morning.’ Grabbed my hips to show me the sex was done. Pushed me off him then pulled me close to his side.

‘Do I ever?’ I rested my head on his chest, tingling with something unfinished, burning with shame that I hadn’t made him cum, again.

At least with Brendan, I always knew where I stood. For five years, his eyes never failed to pop when I took my shirt off. That was amazing, he’d say afterwards, red-faced and sweaty. At least he tried to make sure I finished too, his brows knitted in concern whenever I gently suggested I was fine, all good, no worries. And before Brendan, with Lara, as easy as breathing.

I reached to the bedside table for my phone: 11.49 pm. Fingered the tattoo on Mace’s forearm, traced the curve of the anchor. He pulled me closer again, breathed into my hair.

‘You know, if things were different . . .’ he started. But I knew he wouldn’t finish.

‘Yeah. But they’re not.’

He nodded slightly. ‘But they’re not.’ A confirmation of the truth we both shared, that we’d repeated to ourselves these past months.

‘You’re leaving anyway,’ I said. He’d been offered the lead pastor role at Mercy Grace in Newtown. Everyone’s been talking about it – how happy they are for him, how amazing he will be. How much he’ll be missed. How lucky he is to have a great girl by his side. She’s such a nice girl, they say. He deserves it, they say. I’ve seen it all on social media, thumbing through their comments, their praise, her profile, her playlists, in the middle of the night when I can’t sleep.

‘Exactly,’ he said.

‘And you have Jessie.’

His body tensed slightly. ‘I needed to make it public. People were starting to talk. Surely you can understand that.’

We laid there in silence for a while, then I moved to find my underwear. ‘Okay. Bye then.’ I got up from the bed we’ve never slept in together.

‘It’s not goodbye.’

‘Yeah. It is.’

‘Why’d you come over tonight anyway? If you think I’m with Jessie?’

‘Don’t do that.’

‘You can’t stay away from me, O’Reilly.’ He grinned like it was all a big joke and before I could move to the door, he pulled me back onto the bed. Hand up my dress, his mouth on my neck.

My face hot. Breath hitched. Then it all stopped. He pushed me away, back off him. Harder than he needed to. Always pulling and pushing. I ricocheted like I was in those childhood games where the person in the centre is blindfolded, being bounced around the circle of grubby hands as a trust exercise.

I pulled my undies back on as he sat up, his back to me, leaning over his knees. Head in hands. I saw a glimpse of the scratches on his back, wondered which were mine.

‘Hey—’

‘Don’t fucking say it.’

‘You know this needs to end . . .’

‘Of course I fucking know! That’s why I came over. To say goodbye.’

‘This is hurting you.’ He had the hide to look solemn.

‘Oh, so it’s not hurting you?’

Mace looked at me and said nothing. Somehow the silence felt worse than if he’d said no, actually, I’m fine thanks. Thanks for all the sex, goodbye.

I shoved my phone down into my bra, picked up my keys from the floor. Just walk to the door and don’t look back. Do it. Suddenly, I didn’t want to be there at midnight. When the day became new.

Then I turned. I fucking turned around, at the bedroom door. ‘Aren’t you going to lock the door behind me?’

Mace just looked at me, bottom lip pouting slightly. Then he smiled. My gut twisted. I don’t want to go.

*

He never came, never finished inside me. But I’m here at the clinic anyway. Because even though a twisted part of me enjoys the idea of being tied to him forever, the other El knows better. How would I explain it to Brendan? Hey babe, I know I said I needed six months to get my shit together and figure out what I want but surprise! I’m pregnant with someone else’s child. I dunno. Maybe it would actually be easier that way.

‘Giselle?’ A nurse calls my name. They never use surnames.

I approach the counter. I’ve forgotten to fill out a part of the form.

I fix it, sit back down. In the other corner of the room, near the coloured plastic toys, all nibbled at the corners, is a young girl. Younger than me. She has a bottle of soft drink in her lap, eyes glued to the screen of her phone. Swipe left, swipe right, swipe right, pause. There’s a small child at her feet, probably just learned to walk, sucking on the edge of a Winnie the Pooh book. I’m judging, I realise, then I feel terrible, so I stop. Then I judge her again. The kid squawks and she cuts her off – ‘Quiet, Ebony!’

I wonder what happened. I feel sad for her, for a moment. Then the sadness shrinks back into itself, like a petal that almost unfurled but realised the sun wasn’t bright enough. Too much emotion, retreat.

The child runs over to me. Places a toy in my lap. I smile – I do feel the smile this time.

The mum heaves herself off the chair, adjusts her top, bra exposed.

‘Ebony, get back here.’ Picks the kid up, smack on the bum. Launches back into the chair and plops the kid on the floor. Kid’s up and running back to me. A dribbly smile. I smile again. I’ve never been good with kids.

‘Ebony!’

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘She’s okay.’

She gives me a look that’s halfway between filthy and grateful. Like she’s used to getting shit from people and didn’t have time to change her expression when she realised I was being nice.

I never know what to say to children. So fucking awkward. I open my mouth and nothing comes out. Feels like I haven’t spoken in hours. I haven’t, I realise. No work today; one of the few cafes in Newcastle that isn’t open on a Sunday. The Family Planning Clinic is, though. The unwanted don’t do the nine to five.

The little girl’s pigtails are lopsided, breakfast on her chin. I have the urge to reach down and wipe the yoghurt away with the sleeve of my hoodie. A sudden memory, a sharp pang in my chest. You’re just not mother material. Mace is not yet thirty but has a child of his own – she’s only one, but I was never allowed to meet her.

And now I won’t. Because last night was the last time.

Last night, Mace stood from the bed and moved closer, towering tall over me then bending to lick my lips as he passed through the bedroom door into the dark hallway. Black jeans and no shirt. I watched every ripple on his back as he walked. Past the moving boxes with scribbled handwriting: sheets, footy, books.

I followed him into the lounge room and to the front door, like a puppy. Tiptoeing, just like always. Don’t wake the baby. Sleeping down the hall, the card that can’t be trumped. I’ve got to think about Bella. I’ve got a daughter to think about. You’re not a mother. You wouldn’t understand.

I told myself I was ready. To leave. He held the double doors open, glass shining, reflecting the moon. The night’s chill breeze reached inside and held me, like it could suck me out the door and away at any moment. I was ready to walk past, head high, to get in my car, drive away, never look back.

I looked up at him and he gazed back with a knowing look; he saw me trying to be strong. He knew I couldn’t just walk past him into the night. Mace held his hand to my throat and kissed my forehead. Murmured something like I love you, and then the door shut behind me and I hated him just as much as always. Hated that I’d turned up at his house in the middle of the night. Again.

The little girl in front of me bends forward and picks up the pen I was using. It’s fallen to the floor. Throws it back on the ground and giggles, eyes wide and expectant, searching my face. I pick up the pen, give it back to her. She throws it down again, giggles. This could get old fast.

The mum tears her eyes away from her phone and storms over, sneakers scuffing on the carpet. Lifts the girl by one arm. ‘That’s not yours! No! Naughty!’ The kid starts squawking. Really howling. I have a moment of jealousy. Imagine the freedom, to be able to cry like that. In public. Really let rip, relax the jaw muscles, scream it out, feel those burning tears. Imagine the release.

Instead, I pick up my phone and Google ‘how to make someone love you’ because that’s how pathetic I’m feeling today.

A few minutes later, the nurse comes back. ‘Giselle?’

I lift my bag from the carpet and walk over. ‘Just El,’ I say. She nods, smiles, turns her back and trots down the lino corridor.

Before I follow, I approach the young girl and her daughter. She looks up at me from the couch, like maybe I might hit her. I hand the pen over to the child. ‘Here, she can have it.’

It’s over with Mace and it’s time to actually get my shit together. To be free, clean of him. I told Brendan I needed six months. And I’m already halfway there.

With the little foil packet safely in the pocket of my jeans, I leave the clinic. Turn left and head for the mall, where every second shopfront is boarded up and waiting for something to happen.

Kik and Lux are coming over tonight, no doubt. They’ll want snacks. Booze.

I’m walking up the mall towards the beach, against the tide of one-way traffic crawling through, drivers peering through shiny windscreens, looking for a park. Hands in my pockets, eyes to my favourite building on the high side of the street. It’s all brick and nothingness, with some smashed windows right near the top. Looming and ominous as it rises up the hill. I think it used to be a theatre. I always study it, search for ghostly faces looking back, watching me.

My shoulder collides with a real-life human and I jump away, electric-shock startled.

‘Giselle. Sweetheart.’ It’s my mother. She looks as shocked as me, rubbing her shoulder. ‘Sorry, I was in a rush. I . . .’

‘Hey, Mum.’

Well, this is fucking awkward. I shift from foot to foot. She moves her handbag from one tiny forearm to the other. We’re standing in front of the pharmacy and I have enough time to think thank the shit I wasn’t in here getting the morning-after pill before she speaks again.

‘How are you?’ She moves slightly towards me, eyebrows raised in earnest. Then shifts back a fraction, like I’m a skittish horse about to bolt. She’s not wrong.

‘Yeah, good thanks.’

‘Good,’ she sighs, visibly relaxing, as if I’ve answered with the truth. As if that’s all there is to it. ‘That’s good to hear.’ Smiles. Faint lipstick on her teeth. Just like the time she looked me dead in the eye and said, ‘I hope you realise you’ll regret this.’

‘How’s . . . Dad?’

‘Good, great!’ She says it fast, like the faster she can say it the faster we can both escape this situation.

‘Anyway, I better run . . .’

‘Sure, sweetheart. Going to work?’ She knows the cafe isn’t open on a Sunday, I’ve been working there for years, and she realises this as she says it. The desperation of this whole scenario is too much for us both to bear. So we both ignore it.

‘Yep. Okay . . .’ I start to move away, picking up my pace. ‘Bye!’

‘See you . . .’ She trails off, and I wave my hand in response.

As I walk away, I feel a sinking regret that I didn’t ask how she was. That I rushed to escape. But she did too. It’s been months since I put a bomb under my life and she still can’t stand to look at me.

The whole thing with Mace started before that, before my mother and I couldn’t bear to make small talk outside a pharmacy. Sometimes I feel like time should be separated, compartmentalised – before Mace and after Mace.

Before anyone else – before Kik and Lux and Jessie – it was just Mace. And me. And my engagement ring. Driving to his house in the middle of the night. Walking back to my car, night after night, slipping the ring back on my finger because I wasn’t ready to take it off for good. Swallowing bile all the way back to my parents’ house. Before Mace, there was Brendan. After Mace starts now.

My body remembers the warm nights with Mace. The sticky heat of the bitumen at three am. Last night, I almost didn’t notice the cold or the slight frost on my windscreen or the raised little bumps on the flesh of my arms and legs because this whole thing began when it was still summer.

When I left his house, I climbed in the car, looked at myself in the rear-view mirror and said ‘Don’t’ out loud. Then I fucking texted him anyway.

Good luck in Sydney. x

*

I walk back past the dilapidated train station, heading for my car. Stop at the beach to sit for a second, get my bearings, exhale. Think for a moment about how Mum’s perfect blonde hair was slightly greying at the roots. How weird it was to see her with lipstick on her teeth, in public. She’s usually so careful. I wonder if she’s okay. Hope it’s not like last time. Maybe I should text Dad, check in. Or maybe not.

I think about Kik and Lux again. Rent will be late when we’ve satisfied our munchies. That’s where we always end up, high as kites, walking around Coles. Throwing stuff into trolleys. White bread and devon and Doritos and vanilla-flavoured soy milk, as per Lux’s request. One time, a whole tube of cookie dough. Then we get to the cash registers and no one pulls out their wallet. They step back, or disappear.

Mum would hate to know what I’ve been eating, what I’ve been doing with my body. The people I’ve been letting in.

Anyway, fuck it. I’m late for church.
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‘Hi! Welcome to church!’

A ridiculously attractive blonde girl is grinning at me with straight white teeth and I’m awkward and taken aback and I think I whisper thanks because this isn’t like, a retail smile, this is a best-friends-forever-I-genuinely-care-about-your-wellbeing smile. We’re walking through the entrance and there’s a procession of attractive hipsters. Same smile, same line. Everyone is so fucking perky.

It’s the furthest cry from Sunday Mass with Nan and G when I was a pre-teen with braces. Making excuses to go to the toilet during the Rite of Peace because I couldn’t bear to have sweaty, wrinkled hands grip me and say Peace be with you. My brother Andrew and I sitting awkwardly in the pew during the Communion, because we couldn’t possibly eat the body of Christ, not being baptised and all.

My friend from work, JD, is holding my hand. It’s nice and soft and non-sweaty. She has strawberry blonde hair that’s always tied in a long braid and I follow that messy braid through the entrance, afraid of making eye contact with anyone.

I’m breathing through my mouth, chest a little tight. Is this the worst idea I’ve ever had?

JD never wears any make-up; she’s pure, and she can get away with it. Naturally thick, dark lashes and clear, slightly freckled skin. Big eyes, big smile, open heart. She looks like a fucking bluebird helps her dress in the morning. Moved to Newcastle for this church, for Mercy Grace, because she followed their Instagram and fell in love with who she thought she could be there. They didn’t have a church like this back home, in the country, she says. Lives with her aunty and uncle, sleeps in a single bed. Her cousin got sick last year, moved away, so JD moved here to keep them company, she says. Reckons she’s always loved Newcastle. She has a degree in IT but loves working in hospo and volunteering at the church because people are amazing, she says. We’ve shared cups of tea on that single bed, talking about life. Not as much since Kik and Lux came into my life, though.

I didn’t know JD was churchy when she first started at the cafe. She seemed nice, funny, normal. Pure, not preachy. And it’s not like she talked about it much with me. Happy to answer my questions, didn’t force her beliefs on anyone. Not like those suited dudes at the beach handing out pamphlets, or the women in long skirts holding hand-painted signs outside the clinic. The door knockers. Not like my Nan, rosary beads and Hail Mary every night.

But then a few days ago, she invited me here. Just dropped it into the conversation, like a petal on the water. I was making coffees, she was running them to tables in the morning rush and then suddenly she says, really casual, You should come to church with me! It was in response to something I’d said, something that made her laugh. She laughed again when she saw my face. Explained that her good friend had just been chosen for the band that performs at the Sunday arvo service. I’d love it, she said. They’re so good, she said.

I just thought she was super friendly, welcoming, but now that I’m here with all these other people who look just like her, I wonder if I got it all wrong.

Maybe she thinks I need saving. Do I need saving?

‘Hi! Welcome to church!’

All I’m thinking is They know. That I’m a hedonist. Who fucks girls and boys and drinks and smokes and broke someone’s heart because I didn’t know who I wanted to be.

JD smiles as she walks through the entrance, shoulders relaxed and a bounce in her step. She’s still holding my hand. This is her home, she’s one of them, so surely it can’t be that bad – said the girl to herself at the gates of hell. At least I know Mace won’t be here. Even though my body still craves him.

We enter the nightclub. Yeah – dark walls, strobe lights. Church by day, club by night. There’s a stage, a standing area in front of it, then tiered seating that looks like it’s been wheeled in. Hipsters, musicians, the obvious cool people crowd the standing area. I recognise them from social media. I recognise their children. Lights are dim. Music pumping, electronic stuff. Young mothers with babies in their arms, huge headphones over their ears, looking a bit like aliens, or oversized flies. Poor little fuckers, with no idea what they’ve been born into.

When we take our seats, JD holds my hand again, smiling and waving to people, introducing me to those who stop for a chat. They don’t all have her lovingly open eyes. Most are cautious. A bit reserved, like in-laws meeting in-laws. They’re thinking: Does this person belong in my family? I’m thinking: Do they recognise me from the clinic this morning?

The lights go down, cheers roar, stage lights scream for attention. A few musos run onto the stage like rock stars, eyes closed, big smiles, arms outstretched. Just like every other person in the room. I stand too, not sure whether to look around or stare straight ahead. Then the music starts and everyone is singing or mouthing the words like it’s fucking Bon Jovi, words up on the big screen. A giant pink neon cross illuminates us all from above. I don’t catch all the words in the song.


Jesus that

Save this

Love that



Jumping and dancing and arms up and holding each other. JD doesn’t have my hand anymore, hers are clasped tight under her chin, her eyes shining. To be honest it’s hard not to move to the music, but I feel stiff, like two sides of myself are battling it out for dominance. My head nods, out of time, like I’ve never danced in my life.

The pastor is wearing skinny jeans, boots, an oversized tee. Tattoos. His back is to us as the song comes to a close. He seems young, maybe early thirties. My gut lurches: it could be Mace in the dark. The lights are too bright in my eyes. No, it can’t be. He’s in Sydney now. I saw the boxes. Gut settles, barely.

The music is fading, with a gentle riff in the background, and his voice booms over the microphone. One arm raised above his head, still facing the back of the stage. He waxes lyrical about Jesus and his beautiful wife, as if they are one and the same. Something about how we’re all his family, we’re all one, God loves us. If we’re in need, we have a family here.

Jesus Christ. No wonder people get sucked into this shit. Imagine this – you’re having a hard time, you’ve just moved to a new city, and you’re feeling a bit lonely and lost and wondering if maybe you made the wrong decision. Maybe you’ve just broken up with someone. Then someone nice like JD says hey come watch my friend’s band, so you do, and some cool guy with tatts says we’re all family and next minute you’ve got your eyes closed and arms reaching up to the Lord.

Everyone cheers for the guy up the front, on the stage, one hand clutching a microphone, one hand clutching his chest. He closes his eyes and the crowd calms, quiets.

The pastor starts telling this story about a guy at McDonald’s who said he liked his shoes so he took them off and gave them to this random guy and walked out of McDonald’s with bare feet. People are crying. Shouting out YES. AMEN. YES. But they’re grinning, so it’s like, all these watery smiles, like everyone is being proposed to all at once. JD puts her arm around me, squeezes, snuggles her head into my neck for a moment. Like family.

Suddenly, we’re standing and the pastor’s voice is louder, really enthusiastic. He’s probably spraying spit at the people in the front row. There’s a timer on the screen.

‘Okay, in the next ten seconds I want you to make a choice . . .

‘A choice to be happy. To be whole . . .

‘To be loved . . .

‘A choice to throw up your hands and surrender and know deep in your heart that you have a family and that this life is out of your control, it’s in God’s hands . . .

‘Ten seconds!

‘Raise your hands to the Lord if you accept Jesus Christ our Lord as your saviour . . .

‘Five – four –’

Jumping yelling chanting crying arms in the air arms around each other.

I’m thinking in those last five seconds . . . do I? Do I raise my arms to the Lord? It would be so easy, just to reach up and be part of this community, be accepted, even just for the next hour. Do I raise my arms in front of all these people while I’m here?

‘– three –’

Will this solve all my problems, was this what I needed all along? To just . . . surrender? Let someone else take control? Hand it all over to some force greater than me, let it take me in its arms and stroke my hair and tell me everything will be alright. Put me back together.

If I close my eyes, lift my arms, will I finally see the future? Will the right door light the way, like the windows in Play School? We’re going through the arch window today. Maybe this is it, the answer to it all. Whether I can go back to the happy days of Brendan, when we talked about getting married like it was a fact of life, as easy and as obvious as eating breakfast. Whether I should go back to uni, finish one of the three degrees I’ve started in my search for something that makes sense. Whether I met Mace for a reason – and that reason is forever. Maybe being here, in his place of worship, is what I needed all along, to be closer to him. To make him choose me.

‘– two –’

But I can’t do it. My arms are heavy, bags of sand against the bursting banks of a swollen lake. Frozen. Staring at the back of the head in front of me. The beads of sweat falling from his hair to the collar of his shirt as he jumps up and down with his arms to the ceiling.

‘– one!’

I look over to JD and she is clapping slowly with her eyes closed, a small smile on her face like she knows the secrets of the world.
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By the time I make it back to my house, the sky is dark. A crisp breeze, a few clusters of stars. Kik and Lux have already let themselves in. It’s a white weatherboard shack with a dark red bullnose verandah, backing onto the train line. My housemate owns the house and I rent the second bedroom – he flies in, flies out. So I’m here alone most of the time. Well, I was when I first moved out of home. Until Lux and Kik came along, folding seamlessly into my life these past six weeks. It feels like no time, and also years. All of it, everyone at once. Like they’d been there all along.

I didn’t tell them where I was today, just that I had plans. If I said I was with friends, they’d wonder who the fuck. We’ve been together almost every day for the past month. They probably think my life is theirs. No before, no after.

Kik used to be a regular at Mercy Grace but now he only goes occasionally. He wouldn’t like to know I was there today, around people he knows from his other life. It’s too close; he keeps everything at an arm’s distance. If Lux knew, she would laugh, then freeze, wondering if I was trying to steal something from her. Something like Kik. She wouldn’t understand that me going to church has nothing to do with her. She’d just panic at the proximity to Kik, protective of her own place in his life.

They’re sitting on grubby lawn furniture in the backyard, huddled around a petrol drum. We’re always outside, rugged up, blowing smoke. On these nights, I often fantasise about crawling into bed with a hot water bottle and a book. Tonight, they’ve brought Kik’s childhood mate, Pumba. They grew up next door to each other, played barefoot in mud puddles and rode their bikes to the beach, boogie boards under their arms. I can see an empty chair through the kitchen window as I fill a glass with water and guzzle it, bracing myself. Gazing at their faces, glowing in the light from the fire. Lux is sitting on Kik’s lap, tossing her hair, laughing, always living with a reckless abandon I can’t seem to muster. She walks into a room and just seems to belong there.

Kik is wearing a grey beanie over his shoulder-length, ash-blond hair. Always salt-matted and tangled; he sometimes ties it in a ponytail and it just fucking undoes me. Pumba’s in a big, puffy jacket that makes him look larger than he already is. I can hear him wheezing from in here. A smoker. He’ll definitely die young.

They haven’t noticed I’m home yet and for a second I consider just sneaking off to bed. How long would they stay out there? Would they worry when I never showed up? I don’t even want to know the answer; the thought of them whiling the night away in my backyard without actually needing me there is enough to make me slide open the back door, letting the rattle announce my presence.

The low rumble of their chatter rises in temperature as I walk to the fire, and they greet me with raised beer bottles – the ones I had in the fridge. They’ve saved me a dirty plastic chair, and I’m sickened by how endearing I find that. Talk about low fucking standards.

I take my seat, stretch my fingertips out to the fire for something to do.

Lux rises from Kik’s lap – ‘Hey, you were warm!’ he protests – and brushes her fingers along my shoulder as she passes. It sends a shiver through me. She grabs two more beers from the esky behind my chair, hands one to me on her way back, planting a kiss on my temple that shoots an injection of warmth down my thighs. Lux settles back into Kik’s embrace, curling up like a cat. Eyes on me.

She has amazing blonde hair. Like a mermaid. Sometimes dyed pink when inspiration strikes. Lux is a sometimes girl. Sometimes babysitter. Sometimes model. Sometimes my friend, other times not. The modelling is grunge stuff – local boutiques, always in sepia tones with a cigarette in hand. Insta only. The glowing embers in the barrel between us make her eyes look red tonight. She pulls a hideous face when she sucks on the joint. Peace fingers spread wide like she’s licking someone out. Kind of unsightly, kinda hot. It makes me feel better that even Lux has her ugly moments.

‘What’s the difference between hipster and indie?’

That’s Pumba. He’s always around lately. From the moment we met, he acted like he’d known me for years. Like I wasn’t a new friend or a random blow-in. I don’t know whether that’s genuine or if he just takes it in his stride, used to bouncing around with people, house to backyard to balcony to van to gig and back.

He passes the joint back to Lux. I don’t even know his real name. Everyone calls him Pumba, which I assume is a nod to The Lion King. I wonder if he minds the bush pig reference. He’s a plumber. Big, bushy beard. Covered in tattoos, like Lux. Like Mace.

‘I dunno.’

‘Indie is a muso term, like independent artist. Hipster has nothing to do with music, it’s just like a vibe thing.’

‘Working in a cool job.’

‘Yeah like, not a lawyer or some shit.’

My mind flashes to Brendan and I redirect it. I listen and sip my beer and think about how these people think they’re above labels.

‘And you have to be into good music.’

‘What’s good music, though, isn’t that subjective?’ My one contribution. Everyone ignores me.

‘Vintage clothes, I reckon.’

‘Yeah, and having babies when you’re young! So cool.’ Lux cackles, rolls her eyes.

‘Babies with tattooed parents, for sure.’

‘So hipster.’

‘All the churchies seem to be hipster.’

‘Hey!’ That’s Kik. He throws a bottle cap across at Pumba, pretending to be offended. Maybe he actually is offended, but he’s pretty good at making fun of himself when he’s with us, his friends from the dark side. Kik straddles two different worlds.

‘They should have a bumper sticker for hipsters that says Made at Mercy Grace,’ says Pumba, his laughter turning to a wet splutter.

‘Fuck you.’

Pumba launches into an improv rap about churchies and hipsters and sex, drugs and rock n’ roll. I’m not really listening. Kik starts beatboxing, Lux joins with some harmonies, and I sit in silence. Nothing to offer. I don’t think it bothers them. Just a way to balance the gender dichotomy.

Kik sees me shiver, pull my arms around myself. We lock eyes across the fire. His hands wrap around Lux’s waist and he lifts her off his lap – ‘Hey!’ she protests – then crosses the circle to me.

‘Here, El.’ He shrugs out of his big denim jacket. ‘Wear this. You don’t wanna get sick.’ Wraps it around my shoulders, giving them a little rub. The gesture is so sweet, so gentle, so at odds with the sharp edges I’m feeling, that I almost cry. I almost kiss him. But of course I don’t. Lux’s eyes are on me, always.

What was I doing on all the nights before these people? Movies with Gabby. Dancing to nostalgic hits in loud pubs on the weekends and during semester break. Curled up with a book on my parents’ ‘good’ couch – the one we only used at Christmas. I don’t let myself think about the nights with Brendan. Especially not the ones when he was in Sydney and I drove to see Mace.

These are our conversations. Discussing ourselves like we don’t belong anywhere. I watch with what I’m sure is a pathetic little smile. Am I having a great time, pretending I’m bored as shit? Maybe. Maybe I’m bored as shit, pretending to have a great time.

Pumba lives out of home too, but his aunty owns the apartment so he’s weird about people hanging out there. Even though he grows weed on the balcony. No one ever asks me to roll a joint and I wouldn’t know how. Maybe they know that. I’m the location, the snacks, the petrol drum, the booze. I could be anyone.

We look the part. The four of us. But it’s like we can disconnect from the zeitgeist while secretly striving to be what defines it. Hipster, indie, goth, surfer. Whatever. We don’t want to be defined but it helps to have an identity, to know where you fit. El, the one with the green eyes and long black hair, doesn’t say much. Lux, the blonde one, the loud one, always around. Kik, the bass player with the van and the button-up shirts. Pumba with the beard and the cigarette breath. I close one eye, squint at them each in turn, imagine them standing alone in a crowded pub. But there’s no presence. No fire. Wouldn’t have a chance without each other.

Like always, like most times, I wonder what I’m doing here. I wonder if I really, truly want to belong with them, or if it’s a way to pass the time, to navigate the grey space between what I knew before and what I don’t know now. And whenever I feel strong enough, sure enough, to break away from them, I’m reeled back in. By a kiss on the temple. A gift of a warm jacket.

Near midnight, we move to the living room that opens to the dining room that opens to the kitchen and I think that these probably were all separate rooms once, back in the day. Cordoned off to signify the different adult responsibilities required in each. Prepare dinner for guests in kitchen, carry food into dining room, retire to lounge room for a sherry and a cigar. Or, you know, smoke weed over nachos at the kitchen table with the TV blaring in the large open space. That’s what we do now. Lux is crouched in the corner critiquing my housemate’s DVD collection like it’s a lost archive, the most interesting thing ever, which it kind of is right now. We’re all ignoring her. Pumba is bashing around the kitchen and Kik and I are hovering away from the action, beers in our hands, quiet and buzzed.

‘You look good in that jacket,’ Kik says. ‘But maybe it’s just coz it’s you wearing it.’ He looks at me over his beer and I blush. There it is, another gift. A warm bubble in my chest. Does what he said make sense? No time to think, must respond. I glance down at his oversized denim jacket, enveloping my body.

I want to say something. Anything. Respond with a witty joke, a flirty comment. But my brain is paralysed. Am I smiling? Do I look like a fool? Can’t feel my face. I bring a cuffed denim sleeve to my cheek. Press hard. It smells like him. Like boy. Like Brendan. But with a sweaty, smoky aroma instead of cologne and something like home. No, don’t think of Brendan. Suddenly my knees want to collapse under me – I want them to. I want to feel a physical manifestation of what just happened in my chest cavity. Months after we broke up, I can still be floored by a whiff of something particular, knocked down by a memory of the way he used to smile at me. Does that mean I miss him? That I’m sad? Did I make a mistake?

Kik’s still looking at me, staring, oblivious, high. Say something. Before he moves.

I think of texting Brendan. The smell of him would make me feel seen again. No. Nope. Fuck no.

It’s confusing, the way that years of growing alongside another person, becoming who you are right next to them, somehow fuses the helix of your DNA. And yet. I’m not entitled to cry, break apart, because I’m the one who ended things. How dare I feel sad or lonely when this was my decision, when it’s all my fault?

It’s way too big, this jacket. I’m going to wear it every day. Over everything. It covers me. On the couch, watching TV, going to work. If I run into Brendan in town sometime, I hope I’m wearing this jacket that smells like another boy. If I ever see Mace again, I hope he recognises someone else on me.

Kik’s eyes bore into me, unaware of my private little pity party. He doesn’t touch me when the others are around. But I want him to remind me why I’m here, hanging out with these people who make me feel like I’m balancing on one leg. I will him to touch me.

Lux is filming Pumba sharpening knives in the kitchen. She’s singing for some reason. Laughing loud.

I think of texting Mace. The weight of him moving on me would help me feel like I exist again. Bile rises. No. Just be here. Stay here.

I straddle the heater, feeling the warm air blow up my crotch: the most action I’m getting tonight. That’s funny, say that out loud. Say it. Too late. Did I say it already? Can’t feel my face.

I stare at Lux and Pumba in the kitchen, not blinking, until I feel like my eyes are falling down my face. Voices are murmurs and I tune in and out, out and in. Watching everything from outside my body.

Someone says Macca’s and everyone’s out the door. No one invites me. I stay because it’s my house. I live here.

‘Keep the jacket,’ Kik says at the door. Touches his rough hand to my cheek. He keeps it there a second too long and we hear Lux shriek, ‘Come on!’

Kik jumps to attention, and they drive away. I shut the door. Walk back to the kitchen, put the knives away, stack the cans and bottles beside the sink, wipe down the table. Light some incense.

My housemate has a new girlfriend. She’s here one week out of each month, when he flies in. She’s a hairdresser. He works in the mines, makes good money. Already owns a house and a tropical fish tank. I have their lives planned for them. They’ll kick me out soon, get a dog. She’ll get pregnant quickly, shotgun wedding – at the RSL, the one with the nice view of the lake. Strapless gown with those tight undies that pull right up and suck in all the excess. Heaps of make-up. Sweat marks under her armpits at the end of the night. They’ll be happy. Expect nothing of each other because they know they can’t do any better. Simple life in the burbs. This house, forever maybe, with an extension out the back for more kids. Eventually he’ll set up the garage so she can run a hairdressing business from home. Never leave Newcastle. Maybe a holiday or two, clad in Bintang.

Even this story seems grander than mine. Because at least they have one – a story. A plan.

I drift to the bedroom, find my phone on the floor, willing someone to stop me.

I open my messages, find Brendan’s name.

The last message he sent, one month after the day we broke up: 14 March. I’d moved in here, deferred uni again, working four days a week at the cafe and picking up extra shifts whenever, to pass the time. Driving to see Mace – fucking in cars and in car parks. On sand and concrete. I hadn’t even met Kik and Lux then, didn’t know they existed.

I miss you.

I never wrote back.

I start to reply now. Stop. Start. Stop. Imagine him at the other side, seeing the three grey dots appear and disappear. Wondering if he would actually be looking at his phone right now. Then I remember we’re not in a movie. Realise I’m torturing us both.

Do I miss him now, or am I just high?

I delete the message thread. Open a new message – type in a number I know by heart. I have never saved Mace’s name in my phone.

I miss you.

Immediately regret it.

Another one – to Gabby, my oldest friend. My anchor. My conscience. Damage control, distraction. I’m going to tell her everything. It’s time.

Coffee tomorrow? x

She’ll write back early in the morning with some suggested times and some enthusiasm and I already know I won’t reply.

I throw my phone on the bed and leave the room. Change my mind, double back, grab it again. Sit on the toilet, toothbrush in my mouth, scrolling.

Instagram is all inspirational quotes. Photos of people’s breakfast. Happy couples.

Wait.

I scroll back up.

Freeze.

He’s on a stage in front of a crowd, their arms up. Huge smiles. He’s kneeling, she’s standing. Hands over her mouth. A big screen projected behind them with words too blurry to read in the tiny square picture on my cracked phone screen.

If the location tag didn’t say Mercy Grace Newtown, I’d swear on my life that the photo was taken today in Newcastle, when I was at the church with JD, wondering whether to throw my hands up to the Lord. The same neon pink cross, the same crowded congregation with their white-teeth smiles.

Swipe. A close-up. The ring. Her manicured fingers. I recognise the numbers tattooed on his wrist, his daughter’s birthdate.

Swipe again. Mace and Jessie, smiling at the camera. Her straight teeth, her sparkling eyes; his are aimed slightly to the left of the lens.

Swipe. Another long-distance shot; he’s sliding the ring on her finger, she’s crying. People in the crowd are holding up their phones. Probably filming. Maybe it’ll go viral. Ten perfect proposal clips to make your heart pop.

Am I shitting out my heart, or is that just my period coming?

They said it would be funny if I looked at myself in the mirror while I’m high. I wipe myself, pull up my jeans, walk across to the mirror. Expecting my face, I see someone else’s and it’s not funny. I can see every slightly crooked tooth. My lips look smaller than they ever have, eyes shrunken. They used to be pretty, I think. Brendan loved my eyes the most. I’m even wearing make-up tonight; I wipe mascara from the corner of my eye. My nail polish is chipped. Everything less than desirable stares back and I’m not laughing. It’s not funny at all.

Mace must have commandeered the service this morning. Or is it yesterday now? It’s past midnight. He must have driven straight to the new church with his car full of boxes, with Jessie in the passenger seat, their fingers entwined on the gearstick. Was the whole congregation in on the big surprise? I was taking a pill to expel him from my body and he was kneeling at the feet of someone else.

I read my unanswered texts to torture myself.

Good luck in Sydney. x

I miss you.

If there was an exit button, I’d press it. If there was a pill I could take to expel the dumb fucking text messages I’ve sent in the past twenty-four hours, I’d pop it.

I stare into the mirror for I don’t know how long, thinking of all the things I said tonight, all the things I didn’t say, should have said. Not just tonight. I think about it all. It’s all going on behind my flickering eyelids and I’m totally, unequivocally not present, ever. Maybe it’s just the weed.
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I met Mace at a Halloween party. A sprawling old house in some forgotten corner of suburbia. Grubby grey weatherboard behind a short metal fence. Faded prayer flags hanging from the verandah’s awning, not moving in the still, sticky air.

Gabby dragged me to the party, it was being held by one of her uni friends. She was studying law – is studying law. Her and Brendan, about to finish their fourth year. I’d already switched out twice by then, and Gabby’s boyfriend Alex had finished his degree. Biomedical something.

I didn’t want to be there. Brendan was studying for exams and my parents were out and my brother Andrew had moved out of home and it seemed too good, too perfect, the chance to be alone. For a night. But Gab said it’d be good for me to be with other people. That I hadn’t seemed myself lately. We hadn’t been seeing each other as much as usual – she’d been busy studying, working as a dental receptionist a couple of shifts a week, then with Alex in every spare moment that he wasn’t away on some surfing trip with his uni mates. I missed her. Felt salty and second-rate.

So I agree to go. From the outside, it looks like nothing is happening. The windows make a happy face framing the dull red door; it’s creepy if you look for too long. The front door’s been plastered with cut-out cardboard shapes – bats and spiders. Inside, a long hallway that stretches forever. Rooms open on either side, a doorway in the distance leads to the backyard. Shadows move in and out of the ripped screen door, but it never bangs fully shut.

Nostalgic movie posters in the kitchen hide peeling paint and cracked plaster. A magnetic dartboard with no darts in sight. Little jars of herbs lined up and labelled. Discarded bottle caps in every corner. It’s an art house, a display, an installation – Portrait of Youth, it would be called.

I’m not ready to reach the backyard, where Gabby has already disappeared, not ready for a long night of inane chatter and the feeling of being on the edge of things. I peek my head into the darkened bedroom at the end of the hallway, the closest one to the back door. There’s a mattress leaning up against the wall, clothes piled in the corner. The faint smell of spray deodorant, weed, unwashed socks.

Someone leans into the room behind me. ‘Reece lives in there.’

I turn to find myself eye-level with the boobs of ‘Hanna no h’ from high school. I’ve called her ‘Hanna no h’ privately, to myself, since the first day of Year 9, when Mr Prick (also a name of my own choosing) spelled it wrong on the chalkboard and she chanted ‘Hanna no h’ over and over until he kicked her out of class. We made out at a party once. Too much saliva.

She’s standing close. I don’t know who the fuck Reece is. I shift back into the musty room, away from the breasts spilling out of her tight dress – a maid’s outfit, on closer inspection, but with a rubber knife at the side of her waist. A murdered maid, then.

‘Hey, Hanna.’

She continues as if I didn’t speak. ‘It was the last empty room when we moved in. So we thought – cool, spare room. Shoved an old mattress in there. Next thing we know, we’ve got ourselves an extra housemate. Must’ve strolled in the back door one night, saw the mattress and crashed. No one said anything, and next thing there’s someone else using our kitchen. Someone else peeing in the shower. But whatever, you know. He’s pretty cool.’ She talks fast, her eyes wide. Probably already high. ‘So we let him stay. We call him Vampire Reece.’ She throws her head back with laughter and I’m mesmerised by the remains of crackers and cheese stuck in her back teeth. ‘He’s so elusive. Anyway, he’s pretty cute.’

She whispers this last part suggestively, even though she must know I’m engaged to Brendan. Everyone probably knows. Who gets engaged at twenty-two? I feel a flash of relief that I’m not wearing the ring tonight. It’s being resized; it was suffocating my finger.

‘Right. Cool.’

‘Oh my god! You’re missing something,’ Hanna suddenly shrieks. Her hair is cropped close to her head. I think she shaved it for some kind of social media protest. She pouts her lips and pretends to think while I stare at her, sifting through things I could say that I don’t, witty comments to make me seem charming when really, I’m in over my head at this party. I’ve always sucked at small talk and large crowds. But anyway, I truly think if I continued standing here like a non-responsive house plant, she’d never actually get bored and walk away. We’d have a whole in-depth conversation, starring Hanna. So maybe I should stay. It’d really take the pressure off.

‘You don’t have any fake blood yet!’ She wipes her hand down her arm, catching the still-wet liquid, and slaps it across my chest. It smells disgusting. She rubs it all the way up one side of my neck. ‘There ya go!’ She winks at me, taking in my black lace dress, knee-high socks and chunky black boots. Best I could do for a costume at the last minute. Now I guess I’m Wednesday Addams, with blood.

‘Find me later!’ Hanna calls as she stomps away.

I take another look at Vampire Reece’s room. Wonder why the mattress is against the wall. I feel the urge to kick it to the floor and lie down for a while. So tired lately. It’s barely ten pm and everyone’s already broken the seal; there’s a line forming at the bathroom door. Six bedrooms, one bathroom, large backyard. A renovator’s dream.

Outside, Gab pulls me into a circle of people on the patio, sausages in bread and potato salad on everyone’s lips. She pushes a cup of sweet liquid into my hand and I down it in one gulp.

Bodies move around me, voices whirring. I’m trying to catch conversations like a fly in my hand. I’m on a trampoline now. Drunk enough not to care that I’m lying here with people I don’t know, not talking to anyone. I feel the slight bounce and settle when someone leaves or returns. Another plastic cup of punch is shoved into my hand. Bodies lie next to me, hands intertwined, voices murmuring, the start of something new. Mosquitos sting my legs. I kick my shins, one at a time with my heavy boots, slap at my arms when I feel them itch. I’m just about done with this party. Wondering if I should call Brendan to pick me up.

A voice above me. ‘You getting bitten too?’

I look up. Dark eyes flick away from me quickly and then back, like he shouldn’t be talking to me. He looks kind of familiar from my upside-down position, still lying on the trampoline. I frown, roll over and prop myself on my elbows. Glance at his hands. One is holding a beer, cigarette balanced between two fingertips, the other rubs the back of his head. Weathered and smooth at once. The fingers are long and strong and I immediately want them inside me.

I sit up. Holy fucking shit. It’s Mace Bedford. The musician. I’ve seen him on Instagram, been to some of his gigs.

‘Um . . . okay.’ He sounds kind of pissed off, looking everywhere but at my face now.

I realise I haven’t actually responded to him. ‘Yeah.’ Slap and scratch. ‘They love me for some reason.’

‘I bet.’ He chuckles. Stops himself. Looks right at me. His lips are full and they open slightly with the sound, revealing straight teeth and prominent canines. He’s got a kind of boyish face, long forehead, with dark edges. If that even makes sense. He looks like one of those guys. You know the ones.

‘Oh em gee, El! Ellie! What’s that even short for? Or is it L? Like, capital L? I can’t remember . . .’ Hanna stumbles towards the trampoline, dress hitched, all heavy, dimpled thighs. ‘Come meet . . .’

She stops when she sees Mace, standing at the edge of the trampoline. ‘I see you’ve met Mace. Be warned, El. He’s not very nice.’ She does that stage whisper thing again. Then cracks up laughing.

Mace’s eyes flash with something barely contained, a sneer on his plump lips. Hanna jiggles with her own hilarity. She reaches out and slaps him on the cock. Laughs again and jostles away, calling to someone on the other side of the yard. Mace is hunched over, wincing. He glances at me then stalks away, all skinny jeans and broad shoulders. I haven’t had a chance to say anything.

There are so many people from high school here. I’m finally feeling like part of the party, but also wildly, deeply, not. Someone asks me what I’ve been up to the past few years, someone else congratulates me, asks where Brendan is tonight, but I’m thinking about Mace. Those fingers strumming a guitar, dancing across the strings. Clutching at a microphone, eyes closed. He’s king of Newcastle’s indie music scene. And some sort of youth pastor at the local clap-happy church, I’m pretty sure. He’s always posting bible verses in between gig updates on Instagram. But he’s here with a beer and a cig. Nan reckons she’s never had a drop to drink in her life, but she’s pretty old-school. Maybe new-age Christians can drink, smoke. Or maybe it’s all for show – the beer or the bible, who knows. All those times I’ve gazed up at him from the crowd at the pub. One of so many faces. And tonight he talked to me, sought me out. In this crowd.

People come and go. Lukewarm punch is poured, I let it slip down my throat, eyes always searching for Mace. But he seems to have disappeared. I try to shake it off. Not as if anything would happen. He’s, like, an adult. And there’s Brendan.

A text message from an unknown number.

Hey

Hey . . . who’s this?

You look amazing tonight.

Seriously, who is this?

Come outside.

I am outside.

Smart-arse. I mean out the front.

If it was a horror movie you’d be screaming No! Don’t do it! Throwing popcorn at the screen, chortling to your friends. Whadda dumb bitch.

Back down the hallway to nowhere. Past the kitchen – empty glasses, broken bottles, shit everywhere. When did so many people arrive? The smell of charred BBQ remains mixes with cleaning fluid. People in little groups dot the lounge room, blurred faces laughing and squealing. Music so loud the house is shaking.

I trail my fingers along the walls, peeking into each room as I make my way slowly to the front door. Some are dark and empty, others dark and occupied. Stop for a moment to touch the fake cobwebs. Sticky, like fairy floss. Sway a little in my boots. Plastic spiders on the ceiling. Open the front door. There’s no one out here.

I feel safe. Serene. Like I’m gliding. The grass is dry and brown. Summer is coming – it’s warmer than it was earlier, or maybe that’s just the alcohol. Heavy air, the smell of a storm coming. The rusty gate creaks loudly when I open it. I might walk home. I could walk home.

In the middle of the road, I savour the quiet. It must be after midnight. Everyone is safe behind their front doors, lightly snoring next to husbands and wives and lovers. I smile to myself, reach my arms to the sky. So many stars. I twirl, watch my dress fan out at my thighs, black lace. I lie down on the gooey tarmac, legs and arms outstretched like a star, making a snow angel on the bitumen.

Gab is growing out of me, I can feel it. Something has shifted and I can’t figure it out. Everything was fine, normal. And then it wasn’t. It’s a similar shift to when Brendan proposed. As if I’d seen a framed picture on the wall my whole life, come to expect it, rely on it, and then woken up one day to find it tilted, uneven. Together for five years, but now in a different way. Everything and nothing changed. Gab doesn’t understand, but she’s trying. I feel her desperation, and her frustration that I’m stagnant. She’s waiting for Alex to propose. Can’t comprehend that I’m not excited about the next step. Is she jealous?

‘What are you doing, Giselle O’Reilly?’ A deep voice snaps me out of my thoughts. My eyes return to focus.

I sit up, whip around to face the voice. A tall dark figure leans against a car. Long legs fold like a spider as he crouches low, coming down to my level.

‘Oh. It’s you. Wait, how do you know my name?’

Mace stands and reaches out a hand. I take it and let him pull me up. We’re a bit too close. I can see flecks of grey at his hairline. I wonder if he cares. He smiles, showing those canines again.

‘So, what are you actually doing out here?’ he says.

‘Nothing. How did you get my number?’

He grins. ‘Shhh.’ I don’t know why that’s an acceptable answer, but I take it. Walk over to his car. Dark silver, recently polished. An adult’s car. Is that a baby seat in the back?

‘So, you’re El,’ he says.

‘Apparently.’ I don’t want to smile and give myself away. It’s exhilarating, talking to Mace. The Mace Bedford. Thank god I’m pretty drunk. With the usual insecurities melted away, I have a shot at this conversation. Without the overthinking. The forming of perfect sentences in my mind that never quite reach my lips.

‘You know me, don’t you? I think I’ve seen you at gigs.’

There’s no way he’s seen me at gigs. ‘Yeah, maybe,’ I say.

‘So what are you doing here?’

I take a deep breath. ‘My best friend Gabby, from high school, goes to uni with someone who lives here, and then “Hanna no h” is a kind-of friend from school and apparently she lives here now too, so yeah.’ Good one, El. Could you try to be more interesting? Funnier? Sexier?

‘Hanna no h?’ Mace repeats.

‘Yeah. Long story.’

He laughs. ‘I’ll take your word for it. I actually meant, what are you doing out here? On the street?’

‘Oh.’ Pull yourself together. ‘You texted me. Didn’t you? Anyway, what are you doing here? Aren’t you a little old to be hanging out with twenty-one-year-olds?’

‘Are you twenty-one?’

‘Nope,’ I say defiantly, a smile on my lips.

‘Guess I’m not too old then.’ He laughs at his own wit and I feel the warmth of it travel up my neck. He runs a hand across his head and I see a tattoo peeking out from beneath his sleeve. A girl’s name.

‘Anyway, I better get back inside,’ I say. Not that I want to go back inside.

‘Come with me.’

‘Hey, you know what they say about riding in cars with boys.’

He scoffs, like he wants to laugh but it would be uncool to admit I’m funny. ‘C’mon. Let’s go for a drive.’

‘You can drive me to my boyfriend’s house.’ For a second I’m surprised at what I’ve said, that I’ve blurted out the fact of a boyfriend, and that I called him that. But fiancé still feels weird. Or am I consciously downplaying?

Mace doesn’t flinch. His eyes light up, like me having a boyfriend is the best news ever. ‘Deal,’ he says, opening the passenger door for me. Small, closed-mouth smile as he shuts it behind me. When did I get in the car? We were on the street and now we’re here and I don’t actually feel that drunk anymore, but I do feel a bit dizzy, electric. High on life and Mace Bedford.

‘So, where am I taking you?’ Cruising through back streets, heading towards town. Brendan’s in the opposite direction.

I tell him to drive through McDonald’s because I want a cheeseburger. But Mace doesn’t order my cheeseburger; asks for a cup of ice instead. I’m privately horrified. The worker gives us a dirty look as we drive away with our free cup of ice and nothing else.

‘Here, put this between your knees.’ I do what he says and he moans softly, putting the car into drive. ‘If you want me to take you to your boyfriend’s house, you’ll have to put those legs away.’

We’re only fifteen minutes from Brendan’s house but I won’t give Mace any directions so he’s driving aimlessly, asking questions I can’t remember answering. It’s okay, I’m in control of all this. He is so tall that his dark hair brushes the roof of the car. Short back and sides. He has to hunch over the wheel, resting his elbows and peering out the windscreen.

We’re near a multi-storey car park when I tell him to pull over.

Just us, Mace’s car, an empty street and flickering lamps that barely light the way. My brain is a whirlpool and someone’s drowning in it. It’s the feeling I crave when I’m drinking – when I hit the sweet spot of enough booze to lower my inhibitions and still keep my wits about me. But there’s something different about this moment. Thoughts of Brendan surface and then fade, too quickly. Sweet Brendan, gentle Brendan. Always-there Brendan, high-school Brendan. Fiancé Brendan.

The car has stopped. Mace drums his fingers on the dash, whistling. ‘Sooo . . .’ he starts, an invisible question mark hanging between us. I’m suddenly terrified he’s going to lean over and kiss me.

‘Is anyone home?’ He waves his beautiful fingers, calloused by guitar strings, in front of my face and when I turn to look at him he smiles, the first maybe genuine smile I’ve seen all night. Reaches across to touch his fingers to my knee. ‘Where did you go just now?’ His voice is soft. My breath catches at his touch.

I undo my seatbelt, step out of the car and stride with as much confidence as I can towards the car park, the looming concrete structure across the street. A set of metal stairs leads to the top level and I stomp up them, relishing the dull smack of my boots. I’m swimming in my thoughts and the noise brings me back to earth.

Mace takes a while to follow. Playing it cool? Or maybe he’s taking a piss. Later, I’ll realise he could’ve driven away, left me there. We owed each other nothing.

I hear his boots on the stairs before I see him. The echo of the slap reverberates across the car park, bouncing off pylons with colours and numbers and letters. He’s holding a guitar, wringing it by the neck like a chicken up for slaughter.

He looks everywhere except at me as he walks over; his almost shyness is endearing, especially at his age, and especially because I’m feeling unusually confident thanks to my cheap punch haze. I’m soaking in this guy who I’ve idolised on stage. Brendan exists only in a tiny corner of my mind, not quite strong enough to light the way. Like a flickering streetlamp on its way to a fizzling death.

Mace is walking towards me with his fucking guitar and I might just die here. Melt through the concrete. Black boots, dark jeans, shirt with a wide, open neck so I can see his collarbones and a thin silver chain with a cross around his neck. Tattoos peeking nervously out over his chest, his arms, from under his sleeves. We look the part, together in this car park. Industrial chic, the magazines would say.

‘Don’t try to kiss me,’ I blurt. He kind of scoffs, taken aback. Maybe because he was going to, so now he’s immediately defensive. Or maybe because I’m a fucking idiot and I need to pull myself together. The streetlight in my mind flickers again – okay, it hasn’t left me. Don’t leave me. ‘I just mean –’ I search for the right words, but he cuts me off.

‘No. Fine. Whatever. I won’t kiss you,’ he says, looking very much like he might kiss me at any moment. His eyes are several shades darker now, like a cartoon when a shadow passes over the bad guy’s face, and it’s in that moment that I realise – holy fucking shitballs – I’m going to fall in love with this guy. He’s going to destroy me. It’s a disembodied thought that means nothing until it means something.

‘I’ve got a girlfriend anyway,’ he says.

His smile is cheeky while my stomach splatters onto my feet.

‘Um. Okay. Shouldn’t you . . . not be hitting on girls at Halloween parties then?’

‘Who said I was hitting on you?’

‘We’re in a dark car park. You drove me here. You look like you’re about to serenade me. You told me I look good, and to put my legs away. You texted me, and I still have no idea how you got my number, by the way.’ I tick off the list on my fingers, trying to be smart and sassy and confident while my inner self is scraping my guts off the ground.

‘So?’ That darkness in his eyes again. It’s intimidating, and I suddenly hate myself.

‘How old are you anyway?’ I cross my arms over my chest, somehow cold on this warm night.

‘Older than you,’ he says. ‘By the way, your boobs look amazing when you do that.’ He nods at my folded arms and I let them fall to my sides.

‘That’s . . . inappropriate.’ The words fall to my sides too.

He throws his head back and laughs. ‘Don’t worry, El. I was just kidding about the girlfriend thing.’

I let out my breath. Smile a little and fold my arms again. Feel a bit relieved, but then also not at the same time. ‘Weird thing to lie about.’

‘Seemed only fair, since you’re taken too.’ He shrugs, sticks his bottom lip out.

I turn and walk away, tracing the lines of the parking spaces. This time, he follows me. I wonder what could have been, if this were an alternate universe. If there were no girlfriends, no fiancés, no rules, just us. As the alcohol seeps out of my pores, away from my bloodstream, I decide to soak it all in. This night, the stars the only light up there, with the moon on its way to new. This boy – this man – a few steps behind me, playing the soundtrack to my life. I decide to just imagine, to just be here now in the heat of it all, without creating a mess. I can totally do that.

We move around each other, bubbles projected from a child’s toy – no touching, or we’ll burst into wisps of soapy nothing. I ask him about his music, he says it’s the only thing that ever felt real to him, the only way he can truly express himself. He asks me whether I’m studying and I say I’m doing an arts degree; he calls me a wanker and we both laugh. I say that I used to do law, and then business, but I hated it so I switched. He calls me indecisive; we laugh again. He asks about my family and I tell him how I’m closer to my grandparents than anyone else, how Nan and G’s home has always been mine, how my father left for a while, and then my mother was in hospital. The grey year, Gabby and I coined it. He doesn’t respond, so I ask him about his parents. He doesn’t say much. They’re involved with the church.

I ask him about Mercy Grace, he says it’s his home. I wonder what that would feel like; the strength of it, the weight of it. Believing in something intangible.

I launch onto the trolley rack, a balancing game I’ll surely lose this time. And when I do lose my balance, those beautiful hands catch me around my waist, warm and big, and there’s nothing hesitant about his touch, nothing hesitant about the way he sets my feet down. I feel myself projected into a teen rom-com, minus the com, and I’m half expecting us to start making out furiously as the music swells, this is our moment, but no, I stumble backwards and he doesn’t catch me again.

‘Do you think this is the best or the worst place to be in a zombie apocalypse?’ I stop and lean against a pillar. There it is again. My habit of awkwardly filling space.

He finds his own pillar and mirrors my position. One foot propped behind him. ‘The best.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Once you get inside the shops over there,’ he points to the far corner of the car park, where closed blue-grey doors mark the entrance to the shopping centre, ‘you’d be set for days. Years, even. Plenty of food.’

‘And natural light. What would you do if zombies came stumbling up that ramp over there?’ I point to where the cars come and go.

‘Do you think about this all the time?’ He smiles, mouth slightly open, expectant.

‘All the time,’ I admit.

‘I love that,’ he laughs, then thinks. ‘I’d pray. No, I’d kiss you. Then pray.’

I say nothing, heat rising in my cheeks. I bend down, pick up a stray rock, clutch it in my palm. It’s cool and smooth.

And for a split second, I believe this can happen. That he’s the one for me. Mace and El, me and him. Giselle Bedford sounds fucking awesome and oh god, Brendan. Shit. What is wrong with me? He’s fading. The streetlight flickers once more, zaps out. Images of my life with Mace tease those dark corners.

‘I think we’d be great together,’ he says. My heart lurches, breath catches in my throat, goosebumps down my arms. I squeeze the rock tighter. ‘In a zombie apocalypse,’ he adds. Did he mean for that pause to be so long?

I clear my throat, search his face, but he’s not giving anything away.

We start walking again and I love that he’s playing along. I walk to the edge, look across to the skyline, down to the street below, to the blinking lights of McDonald’s, Hungry Jacks, KFC. Only a few cars creep along the drive-through lanes, arms reaching out to pay, to collect their food.

‘So what do your parents do?’ he asks me.

‘Are we going to have a real conversation then? No more doomsday planning?’

‘Why don’t you tell me?’

‘I suspect you don’t really care . . .’

‘Do you live with them?’

‘You’re not hard to read, Mace.’ It’s the first time I’ve said his name out loud and it gives me a zing. Or maybe that’s the lie I just told.

‘You think you’re so sassy,’ he says. Moves closer to me, elbows resting against the railing next to mine. ‘I want to know everything about you, El.’

I tell him I live at home, but not for much longer, if I can help it. I tell him Brendan and I have been together since high school, that he loves me a lot. I tell him that my parents love Brendan a lot. I don’t tell him we’re engaged. I tell him my mum used to be a ballerina and my father is a doctor and that I don’t think they understand what I want to do with my life, that I don’t really either. I leave out key details and wonder if he can see them, lurking below the surface of my story.

‘So, he loves you and your parents love him . . . do you love him? This magical unicorn man who gets to be a part of your life?’ He watches my face intently, maybe wondering if he’s pushing too far, or maybe too cocky to care.

‘Tell me about your girlfriend,’ I say.

‘What girlfriend?’ he says.

‘Are you serious?’

‘About what?’

‘Do you have a girlfriend or not?’

‘Do you care?’

‘I’m just wondering.’

‘Why?’

‘I saw the tattoo on your bicep.’

‘Who says that’s my girlfriend’s name?’

‘I’m confused.’

‘Good.’ And then he steps even closer. Leans in, face moving towards mine, doused in shadow. I’m cornered against the railing and I think: this is going to happen. It will, it has to. I really want it to.

His breath is on my lips and it’s so fucking sexy, but – ‘Don’t,’ I say.

He freezes, so close. ‘Why?’

‘Just don’t.’

He doesn’t move. So close. He swallows. I swallow, looking at his lips. Then he backs away slowly, like I’m a wild animal, and it reminds me of parents telling children not to turn their backs on the ocean. Because you just never know – a wave could catch you unawares.

‘Guess we better go then,’ he says. Picks up his guitar. And he is all dark edges again.

I am the waning moon and he is a shooting star.

‘Yep,’ I say. Whose idea was this anyway?

We start walking towards the exit ramp. I feel so small and so big in this concrete car park on top of the city. This place is so empty, so transient. People only ever come and go here, there’s no use staying still.

‘So,’ he says. ‘Are you going to fuck your boyfriend tonight?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

He grins. Flicks his hair away from his eyes like a teenage boy. This time it’s me following, a few paces behind him. All the way back to the car.

I give him directions to Brendan’s house and we drive in silence.

We’re driving past the nature reserve, along the dark road that dips up and down, bush on both sides, leading to the highway. Mace flicks the headlights off and I squeal, shocked into losing my cool. It feels kind of good, to lose myself for a moment. To speak a sound, not a sentence. It’s pitch black, we’re careening forward through empty space. The stars show the outline of the tallest trees. Mace starts laughing as the road inclines. Almost manic. He accelerates. I have time to think thank god we’re not driving downhill and then he reaches over and grabs my thigh, holding us both steady. My fingers lace through his and I laugh too, a high-pitched sound that doesn’t belong to me. I feel full, alive, whole, nothing, laughing into the darkness with this stranger by my side.
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Eventually, I stop looking at the photos of Mace and Jessie and the ring. I stop obsessively reading the comments, fuming at everyone’s excitement. Eventually, I fall into a fitful sleep, clutching at my thighs, cursing my uterus because I’m all out of painkillers.

When my alarm goes off at five in the morning, just a few hours after I finally put my phone aside, there’s a dull ache spreading, a fire in my fallopian tubes. I hobble around the cold house, hunched shoulders; the wind floats straight up through the old floorboards. I double over against the pain, against flashes of the photos I saw on Instagram last night. Mace hasn’t posted about the engagement yet.

And now I’ve got that song in my head, my alarm tone, the one that always reminds me of Mace. The one I’m ashamed to admit I imagined dancing to at our wedding, if only he realised I was the one. We’d laugh about the Halloween party, shake our heads at the scene in the car park, amused and blissful. ‘Would you believe,’ he’d say at dinner parties, one arm around me, ‘that we were both engaged to marry someone else!’ They’d all chortle, sip their drinks, watch our adoring faces and think, what a story. They’d all wish for a love like ours.

I grab Kik’s jacket and head to my car.

The cafe is light and spacious with a minimalist aesthetic that’s so hot right now. We’re one of the earliest open in town. Not quite an institution, but well enough known that my boss can afford two baristas in the morning. Me and Yasmin – four days a week for the past three years. Today, she’s on milk, I’m on shots. Which is great. I can hide here a bit, behind the coffee machine, head down.

Newcastle’s finest come here – radio presenters, the richest family in town with their bratty, well-travelled kids, the dudes from Silverchair, famous surfers, some fin-fluencer with long blonde hair and Botox who lives in an elaborate mansion at Merewether. Some guy who used to be on Water Rats. It’s the seven am rush.

I fall into a rhythm. Docket spits out, bash the head, wipe the grind out so the basket’s clean. Fill the head, tamp it down – not too hard, not too soft. Perfect. Even on both sides. Stand with your legs apart, equal weight. Ballet class. Plié. Groom the grind with the peace fingers of my right hand. Burn those callouses just a little more. Now watch the pour, don’t take your eyes off it. Not too slow, not too fast. Cut it off just in time, when the chocolate turns to caramel. Check the wet grind – no holes, good to go. The perfect shot.

Pass the cup to the bench. Yasmin has dashed to the bathroom so I greet the steam wand, waiting like an erect penis. Hello, lover. ‘Neurotically hot’ for the lady with the frizzy brown hair – her words, not mine. Burn the fuck outta that milk, holding the bottom of the jug because we don’t need a temp gauge. We’ve all been doing this for years. I always hold it just a little longer, in case I’ve lost all feeling. More callouses.

When the before-work rush is over, we get a five or ten-minute recovery period. Yasmin blows her fringe out of her eyes. Looks at me. Grins. An espresso shot each. With whipped cream on top, coz we’re fucked.

She grabs her hands together behind her back and pulls tight. Shoulder stretch. I flop my body down over my legs, grab my ankles. The chef behind me whistles, methodically chopping sweet potato for the lunch salad special. He’d never dare if the boss was around.

‘Quick, El. Number One.’ Yasmin pokes me in the ribs and I stand up, blood rushing from my head, fuzzing the edges of my vision.

It’s a game we play. Every person who walks in is scrutinised. One, Two or Three. You’ve gotta fuck one of them. If you don’t pick One or Two, you’ve gotta take Three. Helps pass the time. We’re subtle. Subtly objectifying every person who walks in.

I’ve seen Number One before. Latte with an extra shot. Curly hair to his shoulders with weathered skin and kind eyes, sometimes with a kid. Never with a wedding ring. Classic DILF. Probably a surfer. Tells his Tinder dates he does yoga regularly, when he’s likely done a class or two max, at the local surf club.

‘Hmm. Great butt,’ I say, peering at Number One over the top of the coffee machine. I pull a takeaway cup from the teetering pile and shove it under the head of the basket as the shot pours out. Inhale the scent, shoulders dropping. Muscle memory.

‘You do love a good butt,’ says Yasmin out of the side of her mouth while Number One places his order with the waitress.

JD is on front of house today, her strawberry blonde braid bouncing as she strides from the bench to the tables, delivering coffees for hours on end. We’ve started the DILF’s coffee before he has even ordered. Barista intuition. Yasmin takes the cup from my hand, pouring frothy milk straight into it. No need for latte art when we’re just going to shove a plastic lid on top. He probably says he’s a bit of a greenie, too – but not enough to actually bring his own cup.

‘I do.’ Bash the grind out of the head, wipe, fill, groom. ‘But I have a good feeling about Number Two today.’ I don’t need to see Yasmin to know she’s rolling her eyes as she washes out the milk jug, ready for the next pour. The period pain is intensifying, I can feel the downwards push, the need to expel something large and monstrous from inside me. I wonder if it’s the morning-after pill that’s fucked with me. This seems worse than usual. Or is it the same every time, and we just forget? Like how new mothers claim to forget the pain of childbirth once the happy hormones kick in. Is my period even due? I’ll never admit to the sweet relief and bitter disappointment of the red-stained undies every month or so since I first slept with Mace.

I slide my hand under the coffee machine where my phone is hiding. No messages. Has Kik seen Instagram yet? Does he know what’s happened? He’ll have something to say about it. They used to be best friends, him and Mace. And Jessie is his ex-girlfriend. Maybe Kik’s still sleeping. Maybe he’s surfing. Maybe his phone ran out of battery. I’m not going to message him first.

My boss, Greg, slinks into the space between me and Yasmin. I slide my phone back under the coffee machine. Greg walks like a cat, soft and slow and agile. But with purpose. Confident, but trying to blend in. He always looks at me like he knows all my secrets. Like he knows I don’t belong here, pulling shots and carrying plates of perfectly poached eggs to tables of suits and ties and lipstick-stained teeth. Like he’s expecting more from my life. I hope he’s right.

‘Who was Number One today?’ He knows the rules, wants in on the joke.

A girl approaches the counter, orders a long black. My kind of lady.

‘I choose Number Two,’ I say to Yasmin, ignoring Greg. ‘Told you I had a good feeling.’

‘Ha!’ Yasmin barks as I watch the coffee pour. ‘El has made her choice. The girl with the blue hair. Classic!’

‘Turquoise.’ Greg and I say it at the same time, glance at each other, laugh softly. I turn back to my shots. Bash, wipe, fill, groom, watch the pour.

‘Fucking turquoise, blue, whatever . . .’ Yasmin grumbles as she pulls two mugs out from under the head and places them on the counter to pour the milk.

Number Two takes a seat at the bench near the window, pulls a book from her backpack. I can’t see the cover, and it’s suddenly my life mission to know what this girl is reading. Jeans, oversized shirt, big, fun tattoos all down her arms.

These are the kinds of people I watch in the mornings, make up stories about. She’s been hurt before, this Number Two. There’s a hint of vulnerability in the way she hunches her shoulders over the pages of her book, pulls the chunky headphones from around her neck to cover her ears. An energy that’s both still and also scanning for the nearest exit. I wonder if she’s into girls. Never have been good with that. In high school, I had no idea my friend Lara was into me until one night it was all tongues and heat. She was in the year above me and Gabby, folded into our circle after we all got drunk together at an eighteenth birthday party. Me, Gab, Brendan and Alex. Then Lara. But she was only with us for a few months; right before Brendan and I were officially together. She had the same kind of face as Number Two – furious and tender.

‘El!’

I jolt back to the room. Yasmin and Greg are standing close, staring at me with bemused expressions. Greg makes to wipe drool from the side of my mouth with a coffee-stained rag and Yasmin laughs.

‘Number Two is yours alright!’ she says over her shoulder as she washes her hands. She grabs a tea towel, whips me with it. ‘Eyes on the prize. A bit of extra love in that one.’ She gestures to the waiting coffee, then winks at me as she dings the bell twice, calling JD over to carry the girl’s long black to her seat.

I laugh along with them because it’s easier than vomiting. Yasmin and I aren’t close enough for me to tell her what happened, what I discovered last night. She’s almost thirty, been working here for ten years, since Greg first opened the place. I don’t know much about her, just that she’s always saving to travel, but never seems to go anywhere. JD and I barely get a chance to talk when I’m on coffee and she’s on the floor. She’d know about Mace and Jessie being engaged, because they all go to the same church. At least, they did, until Mace left for Sydney. But she wouldn’t know what that Instagram post means to me.

Greg is enjoying the show, even though he once kicked a man out of the cafe for commenting on JD’s nipples. How they stood to attention through her apron on a cold day. Greg quietly approached the man, told him his coffee was on the house today, if he never stepped foot in here again. It was all so quick, so quiet. No veins pulsing, no fingers pointing. Just a calm, orderly, fuck you and your disrespect, please have this free coffee and piss off forever.

Brendan loved that story. Said it made for a safe workplace, showed that I was looked after, which always made me feel a bit ill. Then came the guilt I’d feel at feeling ill. Like, how dare my boyfriend want me to be safe at work, to be looked after? People wished for a love like ours. Didn’t they?

Brendan loved Greg – and the feeling was mutual. They’d have long chats about economics and cycling and whatever else, when Brendan used to pick me up from work.

One time, a regular customer gifted Greg a copy of Lolita, said he might enjoy it. Like, a very bro-to-bro move. This guy was also asked never to return. And yet. Greg’s happy to let us objectify the patrons every single morning. Because we’re girls? People are complicated.

‘Okay, back to work now.’ Greg chuckles softly and slinks away to his office. Even though we were working the whole time.

I grab my phone and head for the staff toilet to change my tampon.
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JD grabs me at the end of my shift, suggests we go to the movies later. I smile, say I’ll text her. I’m still consumed with thoughts of Jessie and Mace. I have every intention of going for a walk; I even drive to the beach. But I sit in the car, staring at my phone. Refreshing the apps, waiting for the next part of the story.

Kik still hasn’t said anything. Heart thuds when I finally get a text, but it’s from Gab.

Hey babe! Would love to catch up, how about Sat? miss you, thinking of you x

Then another, from Lux.

Got my period. Movies and chocolate? Miss you x

We literally saw each other last night. And yet, I smile when I read it. Apparently she’s the one I want to see. I marvel again at the speed of our almost-sort-of friendship.

A few hours later, I’m groaning on my couch, writhing and balling my hands into fists. ‘The devil is literally eating my insides with a spoon!’

At the other end of the couch, Lux starts laughing then cringes in pain, our knees knocking together. Her forehead wrinkles. ‘Oh my god, El, don’t make me laugh, I can’t move.’

‘Do you know,’ I say, ‘the first time I read about this period alignment business was in a magazine interview about Charlie’s Angels. They said when they were filming, the three of them had their periods together.’ I sip my beer. ‘I didn’t have mine yet so I thought it sounded fun.’

‘Fuck you! This is not fun.’

I throw a cushion at Lux’s head. ‘I know that now.’

We laugh. Lux’s hair is piled on top of her head, tendrils falling around her bare shoulders. She’s wearing a white singlet – it looks like it might be one of Kik’s. It’s way too big for her pear-shaped frame: tiny upper body, wide hips and chunky thighs. I know she hates them.

‘Okay, if you had to kill, marry or fuck one of the Charlie’s Angels, what would you do?’ She reaches across to the coffee table for her beer.

‘Like, the original one?’

‘Original for us. Drew Barrymore, Cameron Diaz, Lucy Liu.’

‘Okay: kill Cameron, she’s too perky. Marry Lucy, she seems like she’s got her shit together.’

‘No way! As if you wouldn’t kill Lucy!’

‘Nah. Because I’d want to fuck Drew.’ I’m comfortably buzzed, like most nights since I met Lux and Kik. I started drinking when I got home from work; it seemed like the right thing to do. My mind was whirling, and my phone wasn’t giving me answers.

What if Mace proposed to Jessie before we slept together the other night? Maybe they’re old photos and they were just waiting until now to announce it. Is she moving to Sydney with him? I feel sick imagining them laughing over my text – I miss you – so I crack open another beer. Then I remember that Jessie would never know about me; Mace is too careful. I wonder if she’s met Bella. If she’s ‘mother material’.

Lux is whooping. ‘El and Drew! Going all the way . . .’ She does a ridiculous little dance with her arms and the oversized singlet shifts to one side, revealing one of her huge pink nipples. She’s done a good job of catching up to me, must have had two beers for every one of mine since she arrived.

‘I think I’m more of a Cameron girl,’ she says. We’ve made a nest of blankets and pillows on the couch. Open bars of chocolate and empty bottles litter the coffee table.

‘Too obvious,’ I say. ‘Too . . . blonde.’

‘Offensive!’ Lux pretends to flick her blonde hair across her shoulder, forgetting it’s messily piled in a bun. ‘Anyway, didn’t you used to be blonde?’

‘Not really. More like a light auburn colour. Very Irish,’ I say. I dyed my hair not long after Brendan proposed. He took it in his stride, but Mum was horrified. Said black hair would ruin the theme of the wedding. First of all, what theme? And second, Brendan has black hair. Our kids would’ve been dark featured, had tanned skin – his genes would have won over mine. Was I trying to blend into him? Did I think that would make everything feel easier?

‘Alright, alright, the lady has made her choice. Drew it is. I’ll take Cameron!’ Lux winks and does that peace-finger-licking gesture, but tonight it’s not ugly. Probably because I’m halfway to wasted.

‘I reckon Drew would know what she’s doing,’ I say.

‘Oh yeah,’ Lux says. ‘Maybe I should change my mind; I’d need a lady who can show me the ropes.’

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Lux . . . you’ve been with girls, right?’

‘Oh. Ha. Kind of. I don’t know! Maybe?’ She’s blushing slightly, all giddy and giggly, and it’s weird – she’s usually so together, so fiery, so sure of herself. I take a kind of twisted pleasure in seeing her less than confident; it feels like she’s meeting me on my level for once. The whole thing is a weird turn-on. But again, I’m halfway pissed.

‘That’s not an answer,’ I tease, feeling suddenly more in control than I ever have around her.

‘I dunno.’ She grins at her hands in her lap, shimmies herself up straighter. The singlet twists further to the side and her boob has pretty much fallen out of it. I can’t believe she hasn’t noticed. Takes all my strength not to reach out and cup it gently in my hand. What the fuck is wrong with me? Mace’s face suddenly moves through my mind and I bring my focus back to Lux.

‘You know Zander? The tattoo artist, who did this?’ She points to the feather on her right tricep. I nod. I’ve met her at one of Kik’s gigs. ‘We were, like, infatuated with each other in high school. We both worked at the bakery by the lake, and we’d smoke weed on milk crates out the back when our shift ended. Shit like that.’ I suddenly feel inferior again. Lux has been this version of Lux for much longer than I’ve been this version of El, the one who hangs out with Lux and Kik, who drinks and smokes by the petrol drum on weeknights. ‘Anyway, we sometimes made out at parties. In front of the boys and stuff.’

Every girl’s got a story like it. I don’t say it out loud, but she catches me rolling my eyes and throws a cushion at me. I knock it out of the way as it flies towards my face, surprised at my own reflexes, though I’ve managed to spill my drink down my shirt in the process.

‘As if you have a better story!’

‘Well . . .’ I start, but she cuts me off.

‘Wait, I haven’t finished! Give a girl a chance.’ Her eyes lock on mine as she sips her beer, and I wait. Maybe she does know that her nipple is on full display. Is she looking at me with a new heat, or am I drunk on beer and painkillers?

‘Keep going,’ I say. I unravel myself from the blankets and walk into the kitchen for paper towels to clean up the mess.

‘Anyway,’ Lux raises her voice so I can hear from the next room, ‘one afternoon at work we were messing around, throwing flour at each other or whatever, and then we started kissing. With no audience this time.’ I’m back in the room and she sits up straighter again, eyebrows slightly raised, as if she’s challenging me, as if she’s proud of her story. ‘Then we were just, like, pantless. Awkwardly fingering each other.’

I burst out laughing at the image, curling back into the couch.

‘Fuck you, El!’ She flips me off, laughing with me. ‘As if you could do any better.’

I say nothing for a second, just open a fresh beer, eyes on Lux, wondering if she’s flushed from the story or the blankets or the alcohol or the fact that when I was in the kitchen I took off my wet pyjama shirt so now I’m just wearing a lacy bralette.

‘I prefer going down on them.’ I say it casually, even though I know she’ll be shocked because she really doesn’t know anything about me. I reach towards the table for a square of chocolate and see her freeze out of the corner of my eye. I look over and she’s staring at me, mouth working as if she’s trying to figure out what to say. Beer halfway to her lips. Those little, always-red lips that are in perfect proportion to her chipmunk cheeks. ‘It’s more . . .’ I search for the right word. ‘Delicate.’ I put the piece of chocolate on my tongue, hold it there for a second, then fold it into my mouth, basking in the glow of superiority for a moment. I don’t tell her it’s what I think about when I touch myself. I don’t tell her there’s really only been one girl. I don’t tell her it didn’t last long with Lara, that it all fell apart quickly. That we all pretend it never happened. My parents never spoke of it to my face, Brendan let it pass because he got what he wanted at the end of it all – me.

Lux looks breathless. ‘El!’ is all she can manage. ‘I had no idea!’ She sips her drink, looks at me again. Incredulous, impressed . . . turned on?

‘There’s a lot you don’t know,’ I say, almost under my breath.

‘Did your ex know? That you were into girls?’

‘Yeah. He didn’t think it mattered. Kind of like a party trick, you know. Doesn’t count, he reckoned.’

‘Did he like it?’

‘I mean, it’s not like he ever watched, but it was going on with . . . her . . .’ – I almost say Lara’s name, but something holds me back – ‘. . . when we were together. Kind of. We were sort of in the process of getting together, when it happened.’

‘So you cheated?’ Eyebrows raised.

‘Not really, it was more complicated . . .’ I trail off.

To be honest, I don’t know if Brendan really was okay with the Lara stuff. He definitely knew about it, everyone did – it’s not like we were hiding. I think he would have said anything to keep me happy, even right at the start. He was Alex’s best friend, the natural fourth wheel. Smug in love, Alex and Gabby waited for us to get together. To complete the perfect picture of friends-to-lovers. Brendan was a devoted friend, as protective of me as Gabby was. Especially during that grey year. Which is when I finally turned towards him. Away from Lara, away from my parents – one far, one close; both absent.

It always felt thrown together, inevitable, but not in a star-crossed kind of way. Brendan liked me, wanted to be more than friends, but I held him at arm’s length for a while. I was having too much fun, kissing boys and girls at parties, running around with my friends on the weekend. I think he didn’t care about what happened with Lara because he believed in a future for us, one I couldn’t yet see.

I sometimes wonder if he proposed because he didn’t know what else to do, after all those years of loving each other, growing up together. If maybe it just seemed the logical next step; instead of the thing you do because you can’t stand not doing it. The thing you do because you have to, it takes over, a call from the wild. Like me, diving headfirst into Mace. Like me, wanting nothing more right now than to reach out and take Lux’s pink nipple into my mouth, swirl it around in there like a maraschino cherry.

‘I thought you were so . . . innocent,’ she says. ‘You hadn’t even smoked weed before you met Kik and me a few months ago.’

‘I fail to see the connection between fucking girls and smoking weed, but okay.’ I’m angry, unexpected fire rising in the depths of my belly and it’s not my period this time, it’s the assumption that things like sex and drugs have to go together, that they’re rebellion, not choice.

At first it was just fun, sneaking into empty classrooms to kiss when we had free periods. Until one night, when the three of us planned a sleepover and Gab had a cold and couldn’t come, so it was just me and Lara in a tent in her backyard. I was infatuated with her from the start. She wore coloured knee-high socks, cut her own hair and was whip-crack funny and smart. We’d been eating a bucket of Neapolitan ice-cream, which became a sticky, milky liquid on the grass. Half empty bottle of vodka between us, stolen from her parents’ cabinet. Moisture curling into teardrops on the roof of the tent as we faced each other in an oversized sleeping bag, our hopes and dreams on full display. She had a boyfriend who’d already finished school, called him David instead of Dave, which bugged me. Like he should be an accountant. Or someone’s dad. But she didn’t know if she loved him the way he said he loved her. She teased me about Brendan, wondered when I’d give in to him.

Everyone likes the chocolate bit, but the pink was her favourite. She tasted like strawberry ice-cream when she kissed me that night and a new heat spread from the inside out.

It didn’t feel like rebellion, it felt like honey. Like a good cup of coffee. Like diving under the waves in winter. My whole body alive. Until her parents walked in on us one night, half naked and panting, pressed together against her bedroom wall.

Lara’s parents called mine, but nothing really happened. Heated words were exchanged. She was about to finish school anyway, so we spent the next few months avoiding each other’s gaze in the hallways. Then, my father left the country, seemingly for good. And Mum disappeared inside herself.

My mother saw it as rebellion, back then. Just like she did when she caught me sneaking back into the house earlier this year. She was always perfectly blow-dried, but her hair was sticking up at the back when she confronted me that night, in the early hours, my keys in hand, Mace under my skin. She finally realised it wasn’t Brendan’s place I was coming home from night after night, that we weren’t trying to figure things out, right our wrongs.

‘I thought this sneaking around was all over,’ she’d spat at me, pulling her dressing gown tight around her chest, red face, pinched features. ‘After everything with that girl.’ I’d never seen her look less beautiful, and her rage was strangely comforting in that moment, when I felt out of control, wild, careering down the highway with no brakes on. I felt like I’d met my match. But she couldn’t pull me out of it. The whirlpool of Mace.

‘Sorry,’ Lux says, noting my shifting energy. ‘It’s just . . . unexpected.’

‘Don’t judge a book by its cover, as they say.’

‘Well, I know that now.’ She laughs softly, still a bit flushed, eyes on mine, eyes on my chest, eyes on the blanket, eyes on her drink.

‘Your nipples are fucking huge, by the way.’

She laughs out loud in surprise, looks down at her dishevelled top and moves to fix it, can’t with one hand. She puts her bottle down, then pauses. Looks at me. Takes the singlet off in one swift motion. Her expression is unreadable now, or am I just drunk on the wild? The unexpected?

Lux shifts on the couch so that she’s free of the blankets, bare-legged, bare-chested: an invitation. I move towards her, slowly, trying to match her stare. Hoping she won’t notice the fear in my eyes, that this all might just be a challenge, a stand-off, a moment that will slip through my fingers. She looks like the Lux I’ve come to know these past weeks. The one I first met, who didn’t like me very much, the confident, intimidating firecracker. I never know if we’re friends or enemies. Should I take my bra off?

Lux reaches across and puts a hand on my throat, chipped white nail polish. A flash of Mace again. That night – this bra. His hand on my throat when I said goodbye. Barely concealed aggression. Can she tell I’m thinking about Mace right now?

She runs her hand down my neck to rest on my cleavage. One finger hooks onto the lace fabric and pulls it slightly away from my skin.

‘My nipples would look better on you,’ she says. Drops her hand away from me and my stomach drops with it. She looks down at her bare chest. ‘My boobs are too tiny. Out of proportion.’ She pinches her own nipples playfully, smiling at me from under her eyelashes.

She raises one eyebrow just a fraction. And now I’m undone.

I lean forward, wrap my hands around her tiny ribcage. ‘You’re freezing,’ I murmur. Rub my hands up and down her sides. My thumbs push over her nipples and her mouth parts slightly, her head dropping back, chin raised, a hint of a groan, and I lunge my head down, licking right on her sternum. She leans back over the arm of the couch, hands in my hair, and I hear her breath catch as I move my mouth down over each nipple in turn, giving them the attention she wants as she rubs my scalp lightly behind my ears like a cat and I push her upper body further over the arm of the couch until she’s arching back. Her legs have uncrossed, open around me. My hand is between her legs, rubbing the heat of her over her thin cotton shorts. She’s warm, panting, and I move back to take off my bra when she sits up suddenly, hands cupping her breasts. Covering them completely.

‘Pasta won’t cook itself,’ she says, smirking at me and my pink cheeks, my tousled hair, my pulsing everything.

She lifts herself off the couch, finds her discarded singlet on the floor and pulls it back on as she walks to the kitchen, away from me. Artwork moving with her limbs, each bone of her spine popping as she stretches her arms over her head.

‘Fuck it’s freezing in here!’ she calls from the kitchen, out of sight. ‘Kik will be here soon!’ As if nothing happened. As if nothing almost happened.

I hear water running. Knobs turning. Gas firing up. I’m still sitting in the same position when she walks casually back into the lounge room. My mind is racing. How did we become friends? Why is she here, suddenly, in my life? When the fuck did Mace know he was proposing to Jessie?

There’s a knock at the door. Didn’t know Kik was coming to girls’ night.

‘Hey, El,’ Kik murmurs when I open the door. He’s as tall as Mace, but stocky at the same time. Ash-blond hair peeking out from his trademark beanie, big blue eyes and sunburnt nose, even in winter. Hardly ever wears shoes. Does he know about Mace and Jessie yet? I can’t see it on his face. I want our pain to match, to meet in the middle and dance together. He’s the only one who could possibly understand what it felt like to see that photo on Instagram. To see the one he supposedly loves, grinning widely, teary-eyed, at someone who isn’t him. There’s no way he doesn’t know yet.

‘Aren’t you cold?’ he says as he brushes past me, a quick kiss on my cheek. I look down and realise I’m still just wearing my lacy bralette and flannel pyjama pants. I throw my shirt over my head and join them both in the kitchen.

Kik has pulled a beer from the fridge and is leaning on the counter top, watching Lux stir sauce into pasta, mermaid hair spilling down her back now. She’s moving around the kitchen like a 1950s housewife, but in that oversized white singlet, little cotton shorts, and some knee-length socks she must have taken from my drawer. She knows we’re watching. Mothering, feeding, flirting. She leans across the counter with a saucy spoon, feeds it into Kik’s waiting mouth, shorts barely containing her tattooed arse. Two flying sparrows high up in the crease. I take the opportunity to grab Kik’s beer and swig.

‘Got any more?’ he asks, gesturing to the bottle I stole from his hand. ‘Looks like I have some catching up to do.’

Lux and I have made our way through most of the beers, empty bottles lined up next to the sink. ‘There’s another six-pack somewhere,’ I say. ‘And a bottle of red in the cupboard. It’s a nice one.’

‘Ooo, fancy!’ Lux teases. Kik makes a face. They make eye contact, chortle, a private joke I might never understand, a relaxed camaraderie I can never seem to nail.

After dinner, we drive to get ice-cream. We know we’ll want it later, after a few joints. Me still in my flannel pyjamas and slippers. Lux in Kik’s jacket, Kik with no shoes. They’re at the cigarette counter while I scan our snacks through the self-checkout. There’s a hand on my shoulder. ‘Giselle?’

Mum’s eyes flick towards the ice-cream and then back to my face, nostrils slightly flared. ‘Hey . . .’ I drawl, trying to sound less drunk.

It’s amazing that I can go for months without running into any of Brendan’s family, a secret fear I’ve been harbouring, but here I am face to face with my mother’s disapproval twice in as many days.

‘Are those your friends?’ Mum nods towards Kik and Lux, whooping and nudging each other over something.

She tells me to come over for dinner sometime soon. Andrew is there every Tuesday night, she says. Nan and G can come too.

When she walks away, keys in one hand, bag of groceries in the other, I feel strangely empty, yet also full. Like my insides are a fire pit and people are leaning in to light matches, fire up the kindling: their hopes and dreams for me. But it just won’t take. And they lean back on their heels, disappointed. Shaking their heads. Tutting. I built it just right, they think. All that newspaper and the small dry sticks and the good school and the birthday presents and look, I even threw in a fire lighter, one of those chalky white ones designed to burst into flames – the engagement ring with the diamond and the rubies, my birthstone.

As we walk to my car, Kik says, ‘Was that your mum?’ and Lux says, ‘She’s so tiny! And so pretty.’

‘She used to be a ballerina,’ I say as we pull away from the kerb.

*

Later, we’re sitting on the back step, looking across the yard to the train line. It’s too cold to fully commit to being outside, and no one could be bothered lighting a fire in the petrol drum, so we’re huddled against the sliding door, smoking a joint, trying to keep each other warm. We’ve been talking about Mace and Jessie. Lux brought it up – she saw it on Instagram. Kik doesn’t make eye contact with me.

Lux is telling him not to worry, plenty more fish in the sea, he can do so much better, blah blah.

‘She’s an idiot,’ she says.

‘Better to be a married idiot than a single idiot,’ says Kik.

Lux and I burst out laughing. ‘Are you fucking serious?’ she says, before I get the chance.

Kik’s eyes are smiling, the first smile I’ve seen all night; he looks somehow pleased that he’s the butt of our joke, that he’s outnumbered. Lux is shaking her head in amused disbelief and I’m watching Kik’s face for signs of a crack. He’s been holding himself together all night.

‘Still can’t believe she’s engaged. Engaged! Fuck.’ He flicks ash from the joint, passes it to Lux.

‘I don’t get it,’ she says, taking the joint, taking it in. ‘What even happened between you and Jessie? Wasn’t it just a high-school fling?’

I’m surprised that Lux doesn’t know the full story, the story I know – the one from Mace, from Kik, from everyone in between. Jessie and Kik had been together since high school – she was fifteen; he was seventeen. They met at church. Youth group. Their families were friends, prayed together, had barbecues every other weekend, went on skiing trips, sailing trips. He was supposed to marry that girl. Before everything turned upside down. She broke up with him out of the blue, he reckons. Right before Christmas. And I’ve wondered, since hearing this story, since the events of my own, how much is anything ever out of the blue? If you look back far enough, deep enough, you can see the cracks and follow them to a source, a festering inside.

And then one day, Kik found out she was seeing Mace, who used to be his best friend. His mentor. They went to church together, too. Played music, toured their bands up and down the coast. Kik leaned on Mace when he was heartbroken over summer and they went on the road. And then, in February, in that one picture-perfect Instagram moment a few months ago, Kik lost them both. And all hope that he and Jessie would get back together.

I remember the photo – it was the beginning of my ending, too. Mace posted a black-and-white photo of a small, dark-haired, pale-skinned girl sitting in the courtyard of a cafe, her perfect chin resting on her perfect hand, gazing off into the distance as she waited for her perfect coffee. The caption: Perfection.

The way I felt about that photo made me realise I couldn’t go on pretending. Smiling on the outside when people complimented me on my ring. It’s when I knew for sure I’d fallen hard for Mace.

He told me later, his fingers inside me, his mouth on mine, that it wasn’t serious with Jessie, told me she was just a friend.

That photo must have been a gut-punch to Kik, and I felt it too. We suffered privately until we met each other.

Lux hands me the joint and I watch Kik’s face as he searches for an answer.

‘She called me last night, before the Insta post went live,’ he says. My breath catches in my throat. He went outside to take a phone call, I remember now. When the fire was burning low in the petrol drum and we had moved inside. He went out there, came back in, told me I looked good in his jacket.

He knew. When my face was hot with the weed, when I stood buried beneath his jacket, when he left to go get food with the others – the whole time, he knew what I’d see when I opened my phone. Acid burns in my stomach. I swallow, look away from his face. Take another toke. And another.

‘Said she wanted to warn me,’ he continues. ‘Out of respect, she reckons. She was crying and everything. Said that her and Mace have always had a special connection.’ A pause. Lux reaches out for the joint and I pass it to her. My mouth on hers, almost completely forgotten. ‘Goddamn it,’ he breathes. Rubs his face as if to rub the memory right off it.

‘Did she apologise?’ I ask, not looking at his face. Are you going to apologise, for not warning me? I want to ask.

Lux jumps in. ‘Why do you care? It’s been over for ages. And it’s not like you could have sex, right? Honestly, I don’t know how you churchies do it.’

So she doesn’t know what I know. It makes me feel privileged, closer to Kik, higher ranked for a moment. Like when I told her I fucked girls. Smug in my weed cloud and my knowledge. He slept with Jessie on her birthday one year, when they were younger; she was still in high school. They thought they’d be together forever, so it didn’t count as rule breaking. They thought they’d be forgiven. He said he’d be in deep shit if his parents found out, if hers ever did. Not to mention the church leaders.

I pull the hood of my jacket over my hair and sink lower against the door, folding my arms. Lux is watching Kik’s face, his sheepish smile, and the fact that he doesn’t respond straight away is all she needs to confirm the truth.

‘Oh my god! You totally did it!’ Lux is lapping up all this drama like it’s an IV drip and she’s hungover. ‘I thought you weren’t allowed, naughty boy!’ Her eyes widen, a grin cracks her lips.

Kik nudges her with his shoulder playfully. She slaps him away, he pretends to bite her; it’s all very sickening.

‘It’s crazy, don’t you reckon?’ says Kik, taking a long drag, pausing, then taking another one. ‘That the reason we’re all here right now is because of Mace.’

‘Gotta pee!’ Lux bounces up, crashes open the door, thumps her way through the house.

Kik carries on like she never left, leaning towards me. ‘You know, you just would have been another face in the crowd. If you hadn’t come to that party after the gig, we wouldn’t have met. And if I didn’t realise you were sleeping with Mace, I would never have suggested that we hang out.’

‘Gee, thanks,’ I scoff. What am I supposed to do with this information? With Kik’s help, I plucked out my battered and bruised heart, after months of having it lobbed around by Mace, and I gave it to him for protection. Kik understood; he saw me, I thought. But maybe not. ‘So I’m just a wallflower?’

Kik reaches out and taps my hand with one finger. It’s as if he knows when I’m at breaking point, when I’m about to shout fuck you and go back to my old life. He throws a lifeline. It’s such a simple gesture, like all the other simple gestures these past few weeks, that have made me feel welcome and uneasy in the one breath, the one look, the one touch.

‘You know what I mean,’ he says.

‘So let me get this straight – you only became friends with me to warn me off Mace?’ I stumble on the word friends. He used to want more than that, I thought. Just a few short weeks ago. But maybe not. My chest feels like it might explode. Hot wetness between my legs; it’s been a while since I changed my tampon.

‘Yeah, I guess,’ says Kik. ‘But then I got to know you.’ He smiles like that’s the best compliment he could give anyone.

‘Right.’ I reach over and take the joint from him. My fingers don’t look like mine, mottled white from the cold. ‘Anyway, Lux doesn’t know about Mace. Let’s keep it that way, okay?’

‘Seriously, El.’ His blue eyes find mine; he tucks a strand of salty hair behind his ear. ‘You’re one of a kind.’

I don’t say anything, just stare at the line of ants moving past my legs. Breathe in the cool night air, the stuffy scent of grass. Am I just a project for him? Was I just a way for him to get back at Mace for stealing his high-school sweetheart?

‘I’m glad we met,’ he says softly. I want him to touch me again. So that I can feel something.

I try to harden my expression. ‘So, hanging out with me was a way to get back at your ex-girlfriend and your ex-best friend? Kill two birds with one stone, as they say?’

He shakes his head, eyes on the grass, pulls his beanie down lower across his forehead. ‘No. El. No way. We have something. You and me. Like this magnetic field, drawing us together.’

‘What about Jessie?’

‘What about her?’

‘I know you’re devastated, Kik.’

‘Yeah, and so are you. I know you pretend not to care about Mace anymore but I can tell. That’s why we’re special, you and me – we get each other. What it’s like to be in love with what you thought you had, and then it’s gone.’

He shuffles closer to me, his jeans scraping on the concrete step. Reaches one hand for my face, captures my chin with his thumb and forefinger. It’s the kind of scene that should make me cry, but I feel nothing.

Then Lux comes back outside. She’s wearing my university hoodie, mascara slightly smeared under her eyes. Sits on Kik’s lap instead of in her own spot on the step, while I lean my spine back against the door, shuffle away from them. Lux is back in all her confident glory, claiming Kik as her own. He wraps his arms around her and she takes the joint from his mouth, takes a drag, takes it all.

‘I just don’t get it. The sex thing. I mean, look at all those guys in your band. Snorting lines of coke, dressing the part for the parties but then going to church with their parents on the weekend. Playing in bands at pubs but also at church while someone sings about Jesus. Is that, like, allowed?’ It’s amazing, Lux’s ability to behave as if the whole world is on pause when she’s out of the room. That she can just pick up where she left off and everyone else will fall into step. Which they inevitably do. Like Kik does right now. The moment he just tried to create with me is already a memory.

‘They’re not hurting anyone. So what if they dabble?’

‘So why judge people like me and El? For not believing?’

‘You’re hurting yourselves.’

‘Sometimes I feel like we live on different planets,’ says Lux. But she’s looking at him with these fairy princess eyes and he’s looking back at her the same way, with deep affection. And I’m just over here with my beer and my cold feet.

‘So then why did you sleep with Jessie?’ I ask. ‘If you’re all against sex before marriage? Isn’t that hurting people?’

Kik’s eyes flash towards me. ‘No one’s supposed to know about that.’

Lux and I look at each other. She says, ‘Well, yeah. You’re hurting, because now she’s off to marry Mace and she’s probably fucked him too. She’s probably hurting, because you’re hurting, and he’s hurting because she’s hurting, if he has any feelings at all. Not that I really know the guy.’

‘We thought we’d be together forever,’ says Kik. Like it’s all the explanation we need. Like the conversation is over. He taps Lux on the hip, a signal that she needs to move.

‘So that’s the rule?’ I say. ‘If you say you’re going to be with someone forever, then you can have sex and no one will mind?’

‘Well, no one knows, that’s the thing.’ He seems agitated.

‘But don’t you think people would know? Wouldn’t they guess? If the rule is that loose, isn’t everyone doing it? Like, you told us.’ Lux gestures over to me.

‘I dunno. Anyway. Obviously some people know. But not, like, our parents. Or people in the church.’

I can’t keep quiet anymore. ‘But how is that a fair rule? Who knows what they want when they’re this young? Who even knows what they want in life? How can you meet someone and be like yeah, I’m definitely gonna marry you when you haven’t had any life experience yet?’

‘It’s about knowing what you want, what you’re destined for,’ he says. Then, after a pause, ‘We’re not all as fucked up as you, El.’

‘Ouch.’ I can feel my cheeks hot against the icy breeze. I can feel Brendan’s words under my skin, from the day I left. You’re always one foot in, one foot out. Why is it so hard for you to figure out what you want?

But Lux is laughing. Kik is laughing. We’re all laughing.

‘Some of us know what we want,’ he says. He says it with a smile, but he knows about Brendan, that I called off the engagement because it didn’t feel right, because I didn’t yet know what I wanted. His words are a needle coated in cotton wool.

‘Fair,’ I say.

‘Hey, I don’t know what I want either. Try before you buy, that’s all I’m saying.’ Lux winks, and I’ve never been more grateful for her.

‘What do you think I was doing with Jessie?’ says Kik. Sticks his tongue out. And there’s the switch. He’s back with us, the other Kik.

‘You’re fucked,’ says Lux, laughing.

‘Aren’t we all,’ sighs Kik, resting his head back against the door.

‘Glad it’s not just me then,’ I say.

The three of us sit there, our backs to the house, our fronts to the outside, neither in nor out. There’s silence as Kik rolls another joint. Lights it and passes to Lux.

‘You guys just don’t get it,’ he says.

‘Get what?’ I say.

‘The church thing,’ he says.

‘What is there to get? You believe or you don’t,’ says Lux.

‘It’s more complicated than that. I’ve been in this thing forever.’

‘So it’s all you know then,’ I say. I think of those babies at the church yesterday, their huge headphones and wide eyes, their parents crying out to the Lord, reaching out for each other.

‘Hey, I’ve lived in the real world,’ he says.

‘Riiiight . . .’ It’s fun, me and Lux against him. Exchanging glances, smirking over our beer bottles. The secret we now hold between us.

Kik’s staring hard at the ground, brow furrowed, serious now. ‘You haven’t known it.’

‘Known what?’ Lux says.

‘The Holy Spirit.’ He shakes his head, eyes still on the ground. ‘How do you explain just literally lying on the bathroom floor for hours, not being able to move, just paralysed to the spot. What do you call that?’

‘A really fucking bad day,’ I say.

We crack up laughing but Kik doesn’t join in this time.

‘Nah, it’s different. Like there’s something else keeping you there. Cementing you to the spot. You’ve got to listen. To your purpose.’

‘How can you use the holy spirit to explain depression?’ I say.

He ignores me. ‘I’ve seen it. At camp, early high school – that was like, my moment, the moment when I realised this shit was real. The Holy Spirit filled me. I was in the hall, packing up the instruments and this guy, about my age, can’t remember his name, was just going mental, surrounded by pastors. He was shaking and convulsing and saying all this weird shit and then one of the guys went and just put his hand on his head and prayed, and then the shaking dude just calmed right down. You can’t explain that shit.’

I don’t even know what to say. Neither does Lux. We don’t exchange a look this time, we’ve been silenced by Kik’s earnestness. I just stare at the ground and wonder what makes us all so different. I wonder if my life would be more fulfilled if I believed, if I saw things so passionately. I think of the countdown on the big screen. JD texting after I dropped her home on Sunday afternoon.

Wasn’t that amazing? Can’t wait to go with you again xo

‘It’s all about passion,’ Kik continues. ‘You guys, you don’t have it.’ He narrows his eyes, a small smile on his lips, waiting for us to counter him. If only he’d known how close I was to raising my arms yesterday; to closing my eyes and letting tears fall down my cheeks. ‘Look at El. She can’t even finish one degree at uni.’

‘Like you can talk!’ Kik is studying music at the conservatorium, a prestigious program. He was lucky to get in, but he never goes to class.

‘I’m taking my time, around other commitments,’ he says. ‘You’ve switched degrees like three times.’

‘I’m working! Some of us have to pay rent.’ I stare pointedly at them both. Lux avoids my gaze.

Kik looks embarrassed for a moment, then shakes his head. ‘It’s not all about work—’

‘Who paid for these beers?’

‘You don’t know what you want, El. It’s about finding your passion.’

‘I passionately believe you’re full of shit,’ I say. Lux giggles and Kik flicks ash at her.

‘So what’s wrong with just believing what you wanna believe?’ I carry on. ‘Being a nice person and just making your way in the world without God or the holy spirit or whatever. Can’t I just go through life being good and loving people and not doing bad shit, and still be saved?’

Now they’re both staring at me, open-mouthed and uncomfortable. They’ve probably never heard me say so many words in a row, they’ve never felt the heat of my sentences. I stare into my beer bottle, enjoying the irony of my passionate moment.

We drink in silence, drink in the silence.

The night I met Mace at the Halloween party, after he dropped me at Brendan’s parents’ house, I leaned through his open window and kissed him on the cheek. His skin was so soft under my lips, so odd when I expected stubble, or some kind of hardness. I wondered for a moment if I’d ever see him again. I hoped not. Too complicated, this heart racing, quickening breath I felt under his gaze. I felt ready to let him go, to let that night be that night, a moment in time. Something to never think about again as I tried on white dresses, as I stood holding Brendan’s hands, vowing to love him forever; something that never happened.

‘Nice to meet you, Mace Bedford.’

His laughter was soft, but nothing was funny.

Bare feet on bricks as I scaled the steep driveway, climbed the low stone wall, weaved through the fences, jumped at shadows. My boots in hand, trying to be quiet. I knew exactly how to avoid the security lights. How not to wake Brendan’s parents, how not to make the dog bark. The key was cool in my hand, sliding in easily. The perfect fit.

The one I was supposed to marry, so sweet in sleep. His innocence stopped me in my tracks, but then he frowned, like he was trying to solve a problem. I wondered if he was dreaming, wondered if his dreams were blank, like mine, just grey space, like his face when he looked at me sometimes, looked past me, through me. Or maybe his eyes were a mirror.

I stripped to my undies and climbed into bed with him, so warm and familiar. Curled my hand over his side, let it rest on his stomach. As the warmth seeped into my bare chest, I whispered against his back, ‘You’re not supposed to make me feel lonely.’

Morning wood, he woke up, groggy. Turned to face me and pulled me closer. One hand down his pants and he was ready to go. I rolled over, let him fuck me from behind. He grabbed at my neck, my shoulders, groaning, releasing himself, and it was honestly the best sex we’d had in ages because neither of us was thinking about it. But I didn’t sleep afterwards. The nausea of guilt sat like kidney stones. They will pass, I reminded myself; in the morning, it will be like a dream, the only clear memory the flutter deep in the pit of my stomach, the jolt I felt when Mace’s hands were on my waist, like an invisible force that plucked me from obscurity into somethingness. My hand worked furiously between my legs, biting my lip to keep quiet so Brendan didn’t wake again, trying to finish what he’d started. What Mace started, with his eyes and words and the sound of his guitar.

With Brendan, I sometimes found myself saying don’t leave me, with the rhythm of I love you, even though I already knew I’d be the one leaving.

*

Lux, Kik and I finish the second joint, move inside, and I fall asleep eventually. I wake in the early hours, that dull ache in my abdomen again, see the credits of a movie rolling. Can’t even remember what we were watching. Kik and Lux are gone. I frown, pull myself up off the couch, rubbing out a crick in my neck from my awkward sleeping position. I look out the window to the dark street, see their cars silhouetted against the street lights. Find them both asleep in my bed. First in, best dressed, I guess. No new messages on my phone. An empty packet of painkillers on the kitchen bench – Lux must have taken the last few.

I curl back up on the couch. Reach my hand down between my legs, rub my clit in circles on top of my undies. It helps with the pain. The heated moment with Lux is already faded, fizzled, forgotten – but my body remembers. Don’t we all go to sleep each night, one hand between our legs, thinking of someone? I see myself through to the end, then lie awake waiting for my alarm to sound, for that dreaded song to play. Scrolling through Instagram, waiting for Mace to say something.
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I met Kik and Lux back in April, at the party after a gig, in an apartment somewhere in Honeysuckle. A faceless, nameless, no-personality building where twenty-somethings live like they’re adults, until they realise that no one is.

Mace and I were still seeing each other, but Gabby didn’t know. She agreed to come with me to his gig because she’s an excellent fucking friend. It wasn’t hard to hide my feelings for the guy with the guitar at the front of the stage. He didn’t look at me, but he knew I was there. During a break between sets, he sent a text.

There’s an after party, come?

I run into JD in the crowd, which turns out to be the perfect excuse not to leave with Gab when Alex picks her up. On the street, she kisses my cheek and Alex gives a sad smile and a two-fingered wave from behind the wheel as he pulls away from the kerb.

Mace tells me to meet him at the stage door, and I stand on the street for what feels like an hour, wondering if he’ll ever show up. Then he does. His eyes flick left and right before he kisses me, quickly, handing me a heavy bag of equipment. I struggle with it all the way to his car, feeling awkward, restrained, uncool. Once we’ve hauled the equipment into the back seat, we walk to the apartment. I try to steal his warmth while I have it – I know by now that he won’t touch me at the party, that we’ll float around each other, rendered platonic in public.

It’s no longer because I have a fiancé, but because the church wouldn’t understand. He has a responsibility, he says. He’s a role model.

Mace was amazing that night and everyone knows it. It was one of his best shows yet. And everyone is at the party, trying to gain his approval. It’s Pumba’s place, the one his aunty owns – this is the night I first meet him, too.

The drummer from Mace’s band sits in an armchair out on the balcony. Win, I think his name is. It’s a warm night and he’s snorting lines off the armrests. Piercings in his eyebrows and ears and nose, glinting in the streetlights. Karaoke is happening somewhere and Myra Backson, Newcastle’s up and coming soul singer, has just released an album, and she’s dazzling everyone with her vocal cords. She’s strutting around, friends with everyone, humble but not. Like most of the musicians here. They know you know who they are.

There are two people at the party who everyone wants to be friends with, I can tell. They generate the energy – Lux, the girl with the loud laugh. The flowing blonde mane of hair that looks like it’s never been brushed, but in a sexy way. And Chris, I think that’s his name, the bass player from the support band. I recognise him, sitting on the couches with a guitar. His hair is almost as long as Lux’s, and it’s the same ashy tone; I wonder if they might be brother and sister. The ebb and flow of the room revolves around them. But then, people pulsate around Mace too, with a quiet respect. He’s the talent, the one with all the power. This party is for him, though no one admits it.

I feel extremely fucking out of place. I stand in the corner with Mace, our arms always a millimetre from each other, but he doesn’t introduce me to anyone. If I move to the right, he’ll move towards me, but never touch. I like to think he’s not doing it on purpose, that he’s just gravitating towards me subconsciously, because maybe on some level he feels as uncomfortable as I do, maybe he needs me, tethering him to the moment. But at least he has something to do with his hands, which alternate between sipping beer and dragging the joint. Doesn’t offer and doesn’t share. No one would dare ask, of course, least of all me. He told me he was getting booze for us, before the gig. He knew I was coming without asking me, knew I’d bring Gab so I didn’t have to show up alone, so that he wouldn’t have to talk to me in public. Turns out the beer was just for him. So now I have nothing to do with my hands.

I’m accustomed by now to the intricate rules of the congregation. Beer, weed, tattoos and other secular pleasures – sins of the flesh, they might have once been called – are totally fine. For most. As long as you quote the bible in your social media bio and raise your hands on a Sunday. Oh, and blow jobs don’t count.

I watch Lux bounce back from the kitchen, lean over Chris on the couch and hand him a beer. He takes it with one hand, the other clutching the guitar, and lifts his chin. She pecks him on the lips and they both laugh for some reason. Not brother and sister, then.

I wish JD was here. But when I asked if she was coming, she said it wasn’t her scene. Not quite judgemental, not quite not. I wonder wildly at the fact that six months ago, I never would’ve gone to a party knowing no one, and that I never would’ve had to. Brendan or Gabby or even Alex were always by my side. Maybe this is growing up. Wringing the rings on my fingers. Twirling my hair. Here I am, being the mate or the cousin or a member of the congregation or whatever I’m supposed to be tonight. Always a new story, a new identity to cover the lies. Never questioning, just wishing he’d hold my hand or kiss my temple or do something to stop the awkwardness, to stop everyone staring and wondering who I am and why I’m there. No one cares that he’s the youth pastor of Mercy Grace, because tonight he’s Mace the muso. There’s power in that; everything else forgotten.

It’s like a mirage on the horizon – I just want to be his but I don’t know how. And it would be unacceptable to let it show, so I stand and watch and try to have a good time, try to look like I’m having a good time. Not that anyone really cares. So I sway in my misery until a voice breaks through.

‘How can you look so cute without even trying?’ His voice is kind of hostile and exasperated, but his cheeks are rosy and his eyes look kind.

‘Chris, right? You were great tonight.’

‘Kik. Only my parents call me Chris.’ His massive blue eyes are childlike and endearing. ‘So you’re a . . . friend . . . of Mace?’ Something in the way he says it makes me realise he knows the situation, so I laugh, a quick scoff.

‘Something like that.’ I didn’t even realise Mace had left my side, so Kik and I are just standing there grinning at each other. I’m having fun for the first time, for no tangible reason.

‘Oh, sorry. I’m El.’ I reach forward to shake his hand. They’re a lot like Mace’s. Weathered, strong, calloused, smooth. But no tattoos.

‘What’s that short for?’

‘Something my parents call me.’

He laughs and we’re still grinning at each other and I wonder when it will get awkward because it always does, but it hasn’t yet. I look down at my shoes, grab a fistful of my dress, smooth it back out, then look around the room. Check for signs of Mace. ‘So, where’s your girlfriend? She seems great, but I haven’t met her yet.’

Kik’s brow furrows in confusion. ‘Huh? Oh, Lux. Nah, we’re just mates. She’s a good chick.’

‘Right.’ I think about the way they moved around each other in the room, like a comfortable, interpretive dance, like they’d known each other all their lives. Like how I feel now with Kik, and we’re only talking. I’d watched them laughing together, lightly touching each other, the way I wish I could with Mace.

‘I don’t know if I’ve seen you at Mercy Grace?’

‘Oh.’ It takes me a second to figure out how to answer that. I don’t want to offend him, because he’s clearly churchy, and I’m trying to remember if Mace gave me instructions tonight on who I am, who to be. ‘Nah, not my scene.’

Kik grins. ‘I get it. Each to their own.’

‘So how do you know Mace? From church?’

‘We go way back.’ I wait for him to elaborate but he doesn’t.

‘Cool.’

We keep chatting, light, surface, nothing. But I’m not having fun anymore. I just wanna have sex. With Mace. Just get the fuck out of this fucked-up party. With Mace. Because something about having sex with Mace makes me feel normal, even loved, for a really short moment in time – like a bizarre twist of pain and pleasure. The way I imagine it feels to shoot up and come down then shoot up again after the agony of having nothing left in your system.

Then Mace is by my side again and Kik steps back. ‘Just chatting to your girl here, mate. She’s a keeper.’

‘She’s not my girl.’ Mace says it without missing a beat. Defensive. But he moves a fraction closer to me and I try not to think about what that could mean. There’s something in the way they’re looking at each other that I don’t understand. ‘El volunteers at Mercy Grace Youth.’

I can feel my cheeks flush from the lie that isn’t mine, but Kik just winks at me, unfazed. ‘On the market then!’ Turns to Mace, ‘How’s Jessie going?’

‘You tell me, mate.’ They face off, stare at each other for a moment, lips tight.

Something catches Kik’s attention and he walks away. But not before throwing me a small smile, which I catch in the palm of my hand. Soft, gentle, important.

Mace turns to me. ‘What did you guys talk about?’

‘I said I didn’t go to church.’

‘Fuck!’ Mace’s head snaps forward when he swears, like he means it.

‘Don’t worry about it, Mace. He’s a friend of yours, yeah? Everyone here seems pretty chill.’

He glares at me. ‘It’s complicated. Wouldn’t expect you to understand.’

I’m thinking, get out of here. Just go down to the street. Call a taxi. Call Gab. Call your fucking brother, your fucking mother. Just get out. But I don’t. My pores open, taking in his words as he pours the story out. Kik’s ex-girlfriend, Jessie, started volunteering at Mercy Grace Youth. They got close, she confided in him, and then Jessie realised she and Kik weren’t right for each other. She had to leave him. Their lives were going in different directions. Mace supported her, listened, they studied bible passages together. It’s his job, his role there: to mentor, coach, guide, love the flock. He tried to stay out of their relationship stuff, because he and Kik were mates. Kik looked up to him, like an older brother. But now he blames Mace for the break-up. Tried to get him kicked out of church by saying he was sleeping with Jessie. It was a whole big thing. But Mace and Jessie are just friends. He already told me that part, when I saw that photo of her, back in February.

The party goes on around us, melts away, and it’s just Mace and me in the dark corner. He tells me his secrets, sips his beer. I don’t want it to end. I want to tell him my secrets too.

‘Do you want to get out of here?’ I whisper. Our fingers lightly find each other, our hands by the wall, shielded from view by our bodies. His touch is soft. Our faces are close.

He kisses my forehead, leans back, drops my fingers, glances around the room. Barely a feather touch; no one is paying attention. ‘Sorry for spilling my guts, O’Reilly. Let’s go.’

Then suddenly he’s whisked away, jamming on the balcony. Half an hour later, we still haven’t left. My head is swimming. Just leave without him.

I move around the room. Kik follows me, maybe not on purpose. He always seems to be talking to the same people as me.

Mace disappears. He was supposed to take me home, but more than anything, I’m thinking, we don’t get to fuck tonight, and I’m feeling a bit sick in my gut with disappointment. I briefly wonder who he’s gone to see. Because I’ve learned by now that Mace never just goes home.

Kik brings me a beer. ‘Noticed you weren’t drinking.’

‘Thanks.’ I twist the lid off, gesture around the room. ‘I should get going soon. I don’t know what happened to Mace.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Kik clinks his bottle to mine. ‘He always does a Houdini. Probably just a church emergency.’

We smile at each other. It’s well after midnight now. Then he rolls his eyes, murmurs something like fuckwit and my stomach lurches.

‘Stay and finish your drink at least. Then I’ll drive you home.’ We move to a couch. ‘So, what’s your story, El?’

‘Dunno if it’s worth writing down, to be honest.’ Kik laughs, and I smile. ‘I’m still living it.’

Kik never takes his eyes from mine. ‘Touché. I suppose Mace told you we used to be friends?’

‘I got a little backstory, yeah.’ I sip my drink, suddenly tired, my bones like lead.

‘Wanna hear my version?’ Kik is still smiling at me, so I know he’s not too serious. Or is he? Tucks his hair behind his ears, taps one of his ringed fingers against the top of the beer bottle.

‘Hey, I’m not taking sides. Just here for the tunes.’ I point my drink towards the balcony outside, where some guys are catcalling down to the street and performing screeching renditions of eighties power ballads.

Kik laughs, shifts a little closer to me, says quietly, ‘How much do you really know about him?’

I’m glad to be distracted by the label on the bottle. I dig my fingernails beneath the sticky paper.

He tells me that Jessie was the love of his life, they’d been together since his final year of high school. I swallow bile, think for a fleeting moment of calling Brendan to pick me up and transport me back to the life I knew before. Back when things were easier – when I didn’t even know I was unhappy, because I hadn’t thought about it, just going through the motions.

Kik tells me about the surprise party he threw for her eighteenth birthday, the dress she wore, how he played her favourite song on their anniversary. About how they were so in love they held hands while driving, resting on the gearstick. ‘Have you ever known a love like that?’ he asks me, without waiting for an answer.

He hasn’t even reached the part about Mace, the part I assume is coming, when someone puts on a movie and we’re interrupted by the remaining party stragglers joining us on the couches, mesmerised by the flickering lights of the TV. Another guy is talking about seeing coyotes, freaking out a bit. Pumba takes him into the bathroom, patting his back, muttering platitudes about how it will all be okay. I look around and realise there’s only like five people here and I know none of them, except my new friend Kik. Even Lux is gone.

‘Hey, where’s Lux?’

Kik laughs, and so does the drummer guy, Win. Like there’s some private joke I’m not allowed to know.

‘She left. Pissed off that I was talking to you so much,’ Kik says.

‘What?’ I’m taken aback, confused. ‘But she doesn’t even know me.’

‘Yeah, but you’re hot.’

‘She’s hot!’ I say, indignant.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Win. They’re the only words I’ve heard him say all night. He doesn’t even look at me.

‘El – you’re adorable! You’re a girl, you’re supposed to know what girls are like,’ says Kik. Ah yes, it’s one big club, I want to say.

No one is sober enough to drive me home, so Kik and I end up sleeping in Pumba’s housemate’s single bed. He’s the one who was talking about coyotes, and he won’t be sleeping anytime soon. Kik keeps a respectful distance at first, then just as I’m drifting off to sleep, his warm arm snakes around my waist. In my dress, shoes still on.

In the morning, Kik is gone and I hear people out in the lounge room. Murmured voices. I wipe mascara from under my eyes, tie my hair in a ponytail and tentatively leave the bedroom. What will they think, of this girl who arrived with Mace and slept next to Kik and still hasn’t left this goddamn apartment even though the sun is high in the sky? But I didn’t need to be nervous; they’re all still fucked up from the night before, barely notice me. Except Kik, whose face cracks into a wide smile when he sees me. Fills a glass with tap water, brings it over to me.

‘How can you look so cute after a night like that?’ he says.

Later, Kik drives me home in his van.

‘So, welcome to my place.’ We both laugh. The vinyl seat shudders underneath me as we pick up speed. A small dreamcatcher swings precariously from the rear-view mirror, the faint musty smell of weed and dirty feet emanating from the piles of blankets and pillows in the back.

‘Are you gonna take me on a tour later?’

‘Well, I’ll show you the bedroom.’ He winks and jabs a thumb over his shoulder. I glance behind me. Empty bottles rattle somewhere near the rear door as Kik flies over speed humps.

‘Charming,’ I say, smiling. We’re getting along just fine. Wish I had a toothbrush though.

I come to know Kik as the guy in the band who lives in his van. It’s his thing, his jam, his defining personality trait for the people who float around him. The blue van is perpetually parked on the cliff above the Bogey Hole. Surfboard on the roof racks. If the police tell him to move on, he parks at someone’s house for a couple of nights. Probably Lux’s, I figure.

He stops outside my place, engine idling. Looks past me to the weatherboard house, the old steel awning that’s rusting over the tiny verandah. ‘Hey, so is this your parents’ place?’

‘Nah, I moved out a couple of months ago. My housemate’s always away though – works in the mines,’ I say.

‘Sick! You know I’m moving in, right?’

I don’t know what to say, so I laugh, climb out, slam the door, wave, go inside. And I text Mace.

*

Later that night, I meet him at the lookout on the cliff near Merewether Beach, the one where hardly anyone drives on a weeknight.

My neck hurts, head pressed against the roof, but everything else is on fire in a good way. Arms gripping the headrest, driver’s seat back at an angle. And Mace. Mace beneath me. Nothing else matters and it’s easy to forget everything, for a minute or two – and I try not to hate myself too much as I feel him going soft.

I keep moving on top of him but he slips out and then we just breathe together until he digs his fingernails into my hips. Which means get the fuck off me. I try to ignore that he never cums, never helps me finish, never ask why. Maybe I don’t want to know the answer. Maybe it’s a church thing; doesn’t count if you leave no trace. He cracks the window a fraction and I climb back into the passenger seat.

‘Here.’ He flicks my undies at my face. ‘You’re all over my seat.’

‘Sorry.’

‘So, Christopher liked you.’

‘Who? Oh – Kik. He was nice I guess.’ Are we forgetting the story, the conversation, when he told me everything about that guy?

‘We used to be best friends.’

‘I know.’

‘He got really jealous, you know. After I was promoted to youth pastor. His band wasn’t doing so well either. He used to be frontman, you know? Then they decided he was better on bass. Couldn’t hack it.’

‘I thought you said it was all about Jessie, and how they broke up and Kik accused you of sleeping with her?’

I see his slight frown in the darkness. Still staring straight ahead. ‘Yeah,’ he says, finally.

I take a deep breath, sigh it out. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep seeing each other,’ I say.

Silence. He’s heard me say this before, doesn’t react. I wonder how he keeps his car so clean. And then I see a pair of earrings in the drink holder and they definitely weren’t there last night when we loaded the car with his equipment. He sees me looking and grabs them in his fist, chucking them out the window.

The silence feels loaded and strange while I debate whether to say something. But who am I to open my mouth? No point – I know I’m not the only girl he’s had in his car.

We sit and stare at the ships and twinkling lights on the horizon. A couple strolls past, giggling and kissing, heading for the bench seat on the cliff, no idea we’re sexed up in the darkness, watching them. I imagine gripping the handbrake, releasing it and turning the wheel hard left. His car cruising over the cliff and into the water, his pants around his knees and my undies in my lap.

I finally speak because the energy in the car is palpable, the air around us thick with tension and unspoken thoughts, accusations and lies.

‘Let’s recap. You were best friends with Kik, then he and Jessie broke up, and she went to you crying for help—’

He opens his mouth to say something but I cut him off. ‘—whatever, counsel, prayer, just friends et cetera et cetera. Then. Kik accuses you and Jessie of being together, of having a thing. And now you’re not friends anymore. But you are friends with his ex.’

‘Yep. That’s it.’ He glances at me, smiles with half his mouth. ‘Do you want a prize?’ Reaches across and grips my thigh, as high as he can reach without hitching my skirt or turning to face me. There’s a hot flush up my neck, a pulsating current right where I want him to touch me.

But I brush his hand off my leg. ‘A word of advice.’ I turn to face him, walk my fingers up his veiny arm, his tattooed skin, to pinch his earlobe between my fingers the way I know he likes, the way I know makes him grow, makes him groan. ‘Get your story straight before the next girl.’ Light, breezy lies. I move to kiss his neck, to show that I’m cool with it, that I don’t care. That I know it’s not just me, we’re not exclusive, there’s no cheating here. I was only just engaged. I’m meant to be seeing my ex-fiancé in September. We said six months, which took us to mid-August, but then settled on the first of September because it felt more poignant. New season, new vibes. That’s when I’m meant to be making a decision. It’s fine, I’m fine. Mace pushes me away from him, back into my seat.

‘Did you fuck him, did you fuck Kik?’ He’s still staring straight ahead, all shadows.

‘Ha. No. I’m not that kinda girl.’ I try to poke him in the ribs, to show I’m messing around, and he swats my hand away.

‘What kind of girl are you?’ He turns to face me, eyes glinting in the moonlight, streetlight, phone light. His phone has been buzzing for hours.

He starts the ignition, puts the car into reverse and backs away from the cliff, and it takes me that long to realise I have no idea what kind of girl I am.

‘I’ll drive you home.’

Well, yeah. Obviously.

I check my phone – Kik’s followed me on Instagram.
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It’s forty-eight hours since I found out Mace is getting married and twenty-four hours since Lux and Kik fell asleep in my bed. When I get home from work that afternoon, they’ve both disappeared. They can’t have left that long ago; the air is thick with the smell of recently sleeping bodies. A part of me wonders if they rushed out when they realised the time, knowing I’d be home soon.

It’s dark inside, musty, but I can see my breath. It’s June today. Winter is officially here, and the curtains are pulled against the fading afternoon sunlight. Blankets and empty bottles lie strewn across the lounge room floor, and there are dirty pasta bowls next to the sink – at least they carried them into the kitchen for me, I guess. I open the cupboard above the microwave. Could really do with a glass of the nice red they turned their noses up at last night. But the wine is gone.

I walk into my bedroom and their presence hangs in the air, on the crushed pillows, the tangled sheets. I think about stripping the bed, putting everything in the wash, opening the windows, letting the cold breeze move through. Instead, I lie down on the rumpled mess and close my eyes.

Lux sends me a text a few hours later. She wants to go to Kik’s gig on Thursday. It’s Mace’s gig too. I’ve seen it all over Instagram – the Mace Bedford is coming back to Newcastle for one last show. I wasn’t going to go, because I don’t want to be alone in the crowd. Neither does Lux. That’s why she’s texted me. It’s fine. I’ve got nothing better to do except torture myself by scrolling back through Jessie’s Instagram, tracking when Mace started liking all her posts.

I may as well torture myself a bit more. So I say I’ll go to the gig.

We agree to have dinner first. Lux tags me in a meme on Instagram: a cartoon lady holding a blank canvas with the caption Look it’s a picture of my love life. Right, good. This is giving me the flavour of what’s to come. She’s setting the scene. We’re friends again. Even though she knows it was a shitty move to curl up with Kik in my bed for the night, after the heat we shared before Kik came over. After the conversation we had in the cold air, siding against Kik and his beliefs, his passion. Or maybe she doesn’t care, maybe I’m the one making a big deal out of nothing. Lux doesn’t even know the whole story about Mace. She wouldn’t know how I’m feeling, how I’m breaking.

When Kik isn’t in his van, which is more common on these cold nights, he’s either sleeping in my bed or Lux’s. Usually Lux, because she tends to get pissed off when he chooses me. She’ll be frosty for a few days, then it fades and she’s back to wanting girls’ nights and sleepovers and dinner before gigs, just the two of us.

I respond with a laughing face emoji, she responds with a kissing face emoji, and so on. It’s easy to pretend on social media that there’s no tension, that we’re not playing a weird platonic tug of war with Kik. These brief moments of banter defuse the situation, level out the playing field. Solid friendship still a mirage.

Come Thursday, we’re at a pub not too far from where Kik is playing tonight. It’s under new ownership, all American-style food. Big, dirty, on trend. We order garlic bread because we can’t afford anything better, and we’ve gotta save our coins for beer.

Except Lux orders a bottle of wine. Girls’ night, I guess.

‘So anyway,’ she begins, when the waiter has left. ‘I’m heaps sorry about the other night.’ Not quite meeting my eyes.

‘For what?’ I can’t be bothered making it easy for her. It’s not fair, that I have to muster the energy to have the same conversation, over and over, while she gets to pretend, over and over, that this is all new. She wants Kik, but isn’t ready to admit it. She’s worried I’m getting in the way. So she pulls me closer, confides in me. Kisses me, lets me touch her. Tries to rattle the bars of the cage she puts me in.

We wouldn’t know what to talk about if we weren’t talking about Kik. We’re friends by default, because it’s easier than hating each other. And this way we both get to keep him.

‘You know what, El. Don’t act dumb. I just don’t really want Kik to find out, you know? I don’t think he’d be cool with it . . . us making out.’

I take a sip of my wine. ‘Yeah, ’course. Not a big deal.’

Lux sighs as if she was holding her breath, relaxing her shoulders. ‘Yeah. Not a big deal. I was just being stupid. Too much beer.’

We avoid eye contact, sipping wine and tearing pieces of bread, swirling them around the oil on the plate.

She keeps talking, animated now. ‘I was pretty out of line, I know. I started the whole thing. But . . . it’s really got nothing to do with you.’ Gee, thanks. Could I feel any more disposable right now? ‘I’ve got some stuff going on, drank too much. There’s just some things I can’t talk to you about—’

‘Lux, I know you’re in love with Kik.’

‘What?’ She looks flustered suddenly, caught off guard. ‘No, it’s not that . . .’ She fades away.

I sigh. ‘When are you going to believe me? There’s nothing going on between me and Kik. Nothing romantic, anyway.’

‘I know, I know.’ She looks relieved to hear it, again. ‘But . . . he’s my best friend, you know? I don’t want to lose him. That’s why I can’t tell him how I feel. And now . . . it’s hard having someone else in the picture. It was just me and Kik for ages, once Jessie was gone, I mean. And now there’s you and me.’ She’s rambling and I’m overwhelmed by a profound sense of boredom, like I could lie down under this table and nap forever. I find myself wondering, once again, what I’m doing here, if I even like her. ‘I know he loves me, like, I know it. Guys are just weird at showing it.’

My lips move of their own accord. ‘Yeah, he does love you.’

She looks at me, eyes screaming with insecurity and doubt and hope and everything in between. Girls always know when they’re being told what they want to hear.

I sip my wine again, savouring each drop, since I’ll probably be the one paying for it. ‘You know, Lux, you’re never gonna find someone, like an actual boyfriend, with Kik in your life. If that’s what you want, I mean.’ I search her face for the flicker of denial. I can practically see her mouth forming the words. ‘I don’t think many people would be okay if their girlfriend slept with someone else in her bed every night. Even if you are just friends.’

She looks down at the plate and goes to speak again but I’m really feeling myself in this moment, so I keep talking. ‘You know he hooks up with other people, so why shouldn’t you? He knows you’d never, though. He knows he’s always got you to fall back on when he needs company and he’s sad about Jessie and he wants to feel wanted. Like, sorry if this is harsh. But you deserve better.’ Does she? Do I? I don’t even know. I’m tired of this game. These repetitive speeches. Too tired to recognise the irony of what I’m saying to her, when I’m doing the same thing, looping back to Kik and Lux because I crave the connection, and failing to remember how I got here, where I fit.

Lux is quiet for a moment, drinking in the girl power. Still not looking at me. I can tell she’s not really digesting what I’m saying, though. She’s probably trying to decide whether I’ll care if she eats the last piece of garlic bread.

‘We were talking on Tuesday morning, me and Kik. When you left for work. Just, like, under a blanket outside . . .’ Lux says. I imagine them lighting each other’s breakfast cigarettes on my front verandah while I made endless coffees for strangers. ‘. . . and we just have this connection. You know. Like a magnetic field, constantly drawing us together. It’s hard to explain.’

‘I get it.’ And I really do, but I don’t say that out loud. Part of me wants to break her golden little bubble and tell her that Kik said the same thing to me, probably a mere eight hours before he said it to her. But I’ve felt it too – the moment when you believe you’re the centre of Kik’s universe. It’s snatched back as quick as it opens up. And then you’re left wondering if you even wanted the attention in the first place. It’s so similar to Mace, that pull and release. With Kik, it feels so momentary, fleeting. But with Mace, I know I want to stay in it. That’s how Lux must feel about Kik, I realise, with a pang.

‘And anyway, he said, like, Lux, mate, I swear, if I’m not married by the time I’m thirty I’m just gonna cut my losses and marry you.’

I laugh. Her eyes are shining, like she’s a fucking fairy princess, like she’s won a prize. ‘Thirty?’ I scoff. ‘Not giving himself much time. What is he, twenty-five now?’

Lux tries to laugh with me. ‘I know. But anyway, I’m really not in love with him or anything.’

‘Right.’ I force myself to nod as if I don’t think she’s lying to us both. ‘Anyway, cut his losses? Not very sexy. Come on, Lux.’

She ignores the pointed remark. ‘He probably thought he was going to marry Jessie pretty soon. He told me that ever since he found out about Mace and Jessie, he wonders if maybe, if he’d popped the question earlier, they’d still be together.’ Her eyes look sad for a hot second, and I find myself wanting to lick away her pain.

‘Hmm.’ I don’t tell her he’s kidding himself. I don’t say I know for sure that Kik never stood a chance once Mace swept in, his electric toxicity, his addictive heat. I don’t say that I understand what Jessie’s going through more than anyone else right now.

Lux’s eyes search my face and I wonder what she knows. What she doesn’t know. What’s mine to protect. ‘Do you know Mace very well?’ she asks me.

I ignore her question. ‘Kik will be gutted when he sees them at the gig tonight. If he hasn’t already.’

‘I dunno,’ she says. ‘I reckon he’s mostly over her. They broke up months ago.’

‘Come on, Lux, don’t kid yourself,’ I say, starting to lose patience now. ‘You know as well as I do that he’s still hoping they’ll work it out. That this will turn out to be one big nightmare.’

I’m thinking of Brendan now – am I over him? Is he over me? What does it even mean, to be over someone you built a foundation with? I wonder if Brendan is hoping it will turn out to be some sort of nightmare. Blink and we’ll be back there, relatively blissful, not knowing what we don’t know yet.

‘I always wanted kids before I was thirty.’ It’s such a quick change of subject that I have conversational whiplash. I raise my eyebrows at her and she looks a bit sheepish. Flicks hair off her face, adjusts her oversized knit so that it falls off one shoulder.

‘Well,’ I say. What can I say? ‘You’ve got time.’ We’re the same age, Lux and I. She turned twenty-three in February, before we met.

‘I guess . . .’

‘You guys would have cute babies,’ I say. Because I have to say something, I have to keep the conversation away from Jessie and Mace. But it’s true, I guess. They would have cute babies. Blond, blue eyes. They’d probably come out with pink hair and tattoos and amazing vocal cords and undeniable skill on a surfboard.

‘I know!’ she squeals, then catches herself. Scoffs. Fiddles with her hair. Her eyes are doing that shiny fairy princess thing again, then they darken. I could watch her eyes forever, to be honest. ‘Anyway, I know nothing is going on with you and Kik. He told me.’ Confident, matter-of-fact. A hint of pride, maybe?

‘Yeah?’ I sip my wine again, holding my voice steady. I hate that they talk about me when I’m not there. I hate the way this conversation is flip-flopping. There’s never been any flow between us. Except for when her nipple was in my mouth, her hands in my hair.

‘He just said it’s different with you two. He said you kissed a few times – like, a couple of months ago, when you first hung out – but that it doesn’t matter. He’s kissed me before too, ages ago. Before we were best friends.’ She says the last two words as if she’s speaking them to a crowd, as if she’s eight years old and just exchanged friendship necklaces on the primary school playground.

‘Yeah, exactly,’ I agree. ‘It’s different.’ All I’m imagining now is Kik’s bony cock pressing against Lux’s creamy thigh. Is that just for me? Or is that a thing he does with everyone? The thought makes my chest burn with a flash of anger. Then it’s gone. Am I in love with him too? Or do I just want something, someone to help me feel the world?

‘Like, we will always have a connection. Which is special.’

‘Totally,’ I agree. ‘It’s pretty amazing.’ I say it like a best friend should, like I’m the one wearing the other half of the gold-plated necklace, holding the other half of her heart, wondering what it would feel like to carry someone’s heart again. Whether it would be porcelain or brass, whether I would shatter it or bury it or keep it under my pillow, kiss it before I went to sleep every night. Something like acid soup is stirring in my stomach. I tell myself it’s just the wine and the garlic, check my phone. ‘We better go.’

Kik’s band is supporting Mace’s band tonight. There’s a crackling tension in the air as we walk in, show our IDs to the bouncer, then stride out the back to the beer garden. I see people I recognise from social media, people from Mercy Grace, people who love Mace and love Kik and don’t know which side to choose, who feel the danger of getting it wrong. They linger awkwardly around the pool table, at the bar, spilling outside. Smiling and nodding to people they know.

I hear whispers from the crowd, see the fangirls taking selfies near the pokies, hoping to catch a glimpse of Mace, hoping he’ll catch a glimpse of them. I hear how jealous they are of the Mercy Grace Newtown congregation, who get to have him full-time now. How he’ll need to come back and play for us every now and then. How they’ll need to go to Sydney to see him preach. They wear crosses around their necks and tattoos on their wrists, lacy underwear peeking out from beneath jeans and jackets.

In the beer garden, we huddle together against the chill and Lux lights up a cigarette. We don’t approach anyone, a few come to us. Little huddles, merging and dispersing under the ripped lanterns and patchy festoon lighting. Together, it’s easy to be friends with everyone. Together, we can belong here.

The cold is biting; we pull our jackets closer up our necks. I’m wearing Kik’s denim. Lux makes sure that hers is falling off one shoulder, like her knitted jumper underneath. She knows it looks dishevelled and sexy.

People pass sneaky joints to each other. You don’t ask, just take. It’s cooler, like you belong. Everyone’s rugged up, packets of tobacco in the back pocket of their jeans. Nodding, exchanging personal jokes. Pretending I remember people’s names when most of them don’t know mine anyway. Lux doesn’t introduce me.

When I go to the bar, I go alone. To prove I don’t need anyone.

Brendan would introduce me, in that classic Emily Post etiquette kind of way. ‘Cameron, this is my fiancé, El. Have you two met? Cameron and I work together.’ Or some bullshit. It makes me cringe. But it also makes my throat tighten. Gabby would’ve come inside with me, to line up at the bar. Keep me company. She would’ve followed me to the bathroom. Made sure I was warm enough. Her hands, always so warm. Freakish circulation. I think about her text from a few days ago, her excitement at my suggestion of catching up. Feel bad for not replying.

JD spots me from across the room, rushes over to envelop me in a warm hug. Her hair is free from its trademark braid, wild and curly around her face.

The line creeps slowly forward and I see Kik, but pretend I don’t, pretend I’m too cool to say hi, having a rad fucking time. But actually, I’m just chicken shit. He’s over near the door, dirty blond hair pulled into a bun at the base of his neck, flannel shirt open at the collar. Tucking his ID into his back pocket. His white-teethed smile lights up the room and people float towards him with hand slaps and fist pumps and one-armed hugs.

Three nights ago, he told me there was a magnetic force field drawing us together. Then he slept in my bed without me. And in the morning, he said the same thing to Lux. My favourite pillow is still in his van from the nights when we first met, when we slept near the beach. And yet I won’t approach him at the pub.

Then I see Mace. The room tilts.

He’s on the stage, setting up with purpose, like he always does. I wonder who I’m supposed to be tonight. His cousin, sister, colleague? His daughter’s babysitter? A member of the congregation? A volunteer who helps him with the after-school Jesus talks? Let’s wait and see. Maybe he’ll ignore me altogether. We did promise we’d never see each other again.

In the meantime, I focus on the wine glasses hanging above the bar top, creeping slowly forward with the rest of the thirsty punters. I feel Mace clock me, watching me casually. I can always feel him in the room, sense where his energy orbits, where his eyes land. If I looked over, he’d look back vaguely, like I’m just another face in the crowd. But with a hint of something else. Almost challenging me to acknowledge him. I know that if I look directly at him I will literally feel it everywhere in my body. But it’s no effort to continue looking straight past him, as if he’s not there. I’ve been doing it for months. It’s the safest way, he says.

I can see Jessie out of the corner of my eye. I’ve never actually seen her in real life, but I’d recognise her anywhere, even in my peripheral vision, because I stalk her incessantly on social media. She exists to me as the idea of a person: Mace’s fiancé, Kik’s ex-girlfriend. The one who tore his heart apart. If I look over, will I see the ring? Is it big enough to shine from fifteen metres away? Is it shiny enough to blind me through my sad girl haze?

I look over there now. She’s sitting on the edge of the stage, passing Mace cords and looking effortlessly stylish and bored. She has no idea I exist. And that’s fine. No one knows how long those two have been seeing each other, but everyone speculates. She left Kik before Christmas, and that’s when I remember Mace disappearing from my life for a few weeks. Then in February, Mace posted that perfect photo, but denied they were a couple. Until the engagement post, I liked to convince myself that it wasn’t yet official with Mace and Jessie. That it was still okay for me to walk around town with his saliva drying on my inner thighs.

I’m at the front of the line now, order drinks for me and Lux.

Mace and Kik used to be the voice and the sounds, playing together at their church, at pubs up and down the coast. Now they hang out in opposite corners, surrounded by their respective minions, each pretending not to care about the other. Kik is in the corner playing pool, ignoring me back, and I can see him constantly looking over at Jessie. I can see his inner torment. He wants to confront them, demand answers. Everyone’s cheating on cheaters with cheaters and I think the word so many times that it stops making sense.

Heart beating, fast. Too fast. Mouth dry. Vision blurry. I half-walk, half-jog to the toilets, leaving the bartender open-mouthed and cashless.

I’m at the mirror. Fuck, I look like garbage. Heart still pounding. Face pale and sweaty, neck all red and blotchy. I can’t bear to look. I hunch over the sink, gripping it, just as a girl pushes through the door behind me. She giggles drunkenly to her friend, muttering something – bitch needs a taxi – and then they turn around and leave.

This is fucked. Fucked. Fucking fucked. How did I let this all get so fucked up?

Brendan would rub circles on my back. I’d be able to smell his cologne and it would make me angry but calm me down at the same time. Gab would hold my hair back if I needed to spew, which I probably do right now.

I held hers back at Brendan’s twenty-first birthday party, which was here at this pub. I organised the surprise, invited friends he hadn’t seen in forever, the ones he talked about missing. Gave a speech, made everyone laugh, stood by his parents, let him kiss me in front of the small crowd as they cheered. Baked twenty-one cupcakes. It looked like a twenty-first birthday was supposed to, and I looked like a girlfriend was supposed to. Drunk, but not too drunk. Not like Gabby that night; we had to carry her to the car.

I gave him head when we got home in the early hours. He said it was the best birthday ever and I felt proud.

I reapply my lipstick, for something to do. The pub noises filter back in now, the cotton wool fading from my ears. Music and beats and laughter and swearing from the beer garden, coming through the crack in the bathroom window.

I go into the cubicle, for something else to do. I text Gabby. Ask if she’s around now. She’s probably the only sane person in my life, has been since forever. She writes back straight away, am I okay? Where am I? Do I need her to pick me up? She’s such a fucking good friend and I’m so shit that it makes me feel worse so I ignore her. Again. I leave the cubicle and stand at the mirror again. Look into my eyes this time. They’re mine. I keep staring.

What have I done?

Someone walks into the bathroom, gives me a weird look. I don’t care. I wonder how long I’ve actually been in here. Wonder if anyone’s noticed. Doubt it.

What have I done?

My parents were at Brendan’s twenty-first birthday too. Dad hugged me before they left at midnight, and I let him. Heard him joking with Brendan’s dad, both saying they were saving their big speeches for the wedding. We weren’t even engaged yet. Mum kissed my cheek, said we looked lovely, and I swelled with something like pride, catching her praise and cupping it in my hand.

When I emerge from the bathroom the music is louder and the lights are brighter. Talking, strums, drums, glasses clinking as a bartender does the rounds, clearing empty drinks and stacking them in a pile taller than his head. My instincts locate Lux and I walk over, hug the guy she’s talking to, who greets me as if we’ve known each other forever. Have we met? He seems happy to see me so I go with it.

Lux doesn’t even notice that I returned with no drinks because someone’s bought her a beer. She’s holding a cig between two fingers, gripping the glass with the same hand, still that chipped white nail polish. Glamour and grunge. I need something to do with my hands – no drink, no cig, no words. Old mate walks away eventually, saying something about catching up soon. I grab Lux’s beer and take a sip. Foul. Take another one. What’s yours is mine is yours.

‘You seen Kik?’ she asks, taking a drag of the cigarette.

‘Yeah, he’s playing pool.’

‘Talk to him?’

‘Nah.’

Silence as we both blow smoke, mine from the cold because that’s the only thing on offer.

‘Jessie’s here,’ I say.

‘Shit!’ Lux’s eyes go wide; her chipmunk cheeks bunch up then flatten as she sucks on the cigarette again.

‘Yeah, on stage helping Mace set up.’

‘Fucking Mace!’

‘Yeah.’ I pause. ‘Poor Kik. He looks pretty rattled.’

‘He probably deserves it. Fuck him.’

She laughs and I do too but it’s empty. I love Lux more when she’s mad at Kik. One minute she’s all fairytale dream then the next she’s pissed off. It’s exhilarating, to be along for the ride.

‘I can’t believe he hasn’t come to say hi!’ But we both know she won’t have the guts to approach him either. Not when he’s cut up about Jessie. Not with everyone else here. The church crowd. They wouldn’t approve of Kik’s friendship with Lux, with us. ‘Prick.’

I’ve got ants crawling under my skin. So much of me wants to walk away, get in my car, drive home, never see these people again. The one per cent always wins. I’m stagnant in the sky while Kik and Lux orbit, waxing and waning so I can’t keep hold. Mace is an outer star. Brendan and Gabby are whole other galaxies, too far to reach right now. I need to stop imagining them into these scenes.

I while away my dark nights at pubs, at gigs, in backyards. Smoke and booze, smoke and mirrors.

I hear off-key strumming – test test, test test. We drift back inside to the sweaty staleness under fluorescent lights they really should turn off. Sticky carpet, the pong of unwashed bodies. Everyone has come straight from beaches or beds or bongs.

Eager not to look too eager, we lurk off to the side near the pokies, Lux sipping silently on her beer. I look around, not bothering to act like I’m enjoying myself or like I come here all the time and know these songs backwards and am mates with the band. I can’t even be bothered listening to the music, but everyone else is digging it so I let myself be washed along with the riptide, occasionally crashing to the shore, feeling that pit of loneliness, regret and guilt smash me awake, until I push it aside and drift off again.

The lights finally go down and the vibe is happening now. People stand closer to each other, surge closer to the band. I see Kik up there with his bass guitar.

Mace and Jessie have disappeared, finished setting up. Their crowd now mingles at the pool table with Kik’s crowd. Coz they’re all still friends, really, but in the darkness of the pub they don’t have to look like they’ve chosen a side.

‘When was the last time you had sex with Mace?’ Lux whisper-shouts in my ear.

‘Huh?’ My heart leaps, stops, pounds.

She looks back at me for a moment, her expression unreadable. ‘Kik told me you were in love with him.’

I let out my breath. ‘Not sure. Can’t remember. Ages ago. And I’m not in . . .’ Can’t even finish the sentence. But Lux has moved on, doesn’t notice my slip-up, my lie.

‘Is it awkward at gigs like this?’

‘Nah. We just pretend we don’t know each other.’ I smile without my teeth. Not looking at her, just watching the band.

‘Does he still text you?’

‘Nah. Changed my number.’ More lies. I read through our texts too often, trying to find the thread that was pulled, the one that made it all unravel. I wish I had the strength to delete everything. To erase my want, my need, with a simple swipe. The music is swelling now and we’re too close to the stage to properly hear each other without leaning in and out, spittle-flecked mouths reaching towards each other’s ears.

‘Nice one! Plus, I guess he’s with her now. Good little church boy.’ I don’t respond, I just think, what do you know? Seriously, what do you know?

Lux leans over to shout in my ear again, over the music. ‘Wonder if he’s got any secret friends at the moment.’ I don’t respond. ‘Poor Jessie.’

‘Thought you hated her?’

‘Yeah,’ she shouts, shrugs.

‘She’s pretty hot.’ I deflect.

‘Fuck her,’ she says.

‘Fuck Kik,’ I say. We both laugh, exchange a conspiratorial glance, watching him strut his stuff, fingers strumming, head popping forward in time like some kind of zoo animal. He never looks in our direction.

The lights come up at the end of their set. Lux goes to the bar, Kik disappears, Mace is nowhere to be seen. I can see Jessie near the pool tables, laughing with friends. Someone grabs her hand, holds the ring up to the light, they all fawn. She has the good grace to look humbled and shy. I need air.

I push out through the doors, past the bouncer, past the smokers lined up along the brick wall, sheltering from the stiff wind under the wrought-iron balcony above. The first floor of the pub is off limits. It’s an old hotel, crumbling; a condemned building desperately kept alive by our collective want for dark spaces, sticky floors, music to destroy our eardrums and break our hearts.

I cross the road, striding out, arms stretched above my head to shake the numbness from my fingers. Stop in the middle of the street, twisting my wrists up high. No one drives down this road, it’s a dead-end. There’s a faint whistle from behind me, some chortling, a quiet, ‘Hey, you okay?’ I realise I’m putting on a show, realise I don’t care. Wonder if I should lie down in my car for a bit, decide to keep walking.

I see a shadowed figure in the distance, also walking. In front of me, away from me. I recognise the curved shoulders, the boots. He has five pairs the same, lined up neatly at his front door. I don’t call out to him, just follow.

He knows I’m here, behind him. I can feel that he knows. He keeps striding, I keep following, walking nowhere with purpose. The terrace houses blur on either side of me and I see nothing but Mace. The voices from the pub, the sounds spilling from the door as it opens, fade to almost nothing when he stops walking, unlocks his car, then turns to face me. We’re two metres apart, squaring off. My whole body shakes – from the cold or the adrenaline or both.

‘Hey, you.’ His face is partially in shadow, but I can see the amused glint in his eyes, the smirk on his lips. ‘What are you doing?’

I say nothing, just stare at him, glare at him, work to be angry and hard, when really I want to collapse into his arms.

Mace looks uncomfortable now, frowning slightly, keeps glancing over my shoulder, towards the pub. I’m reminded of the night we met, his constant roaming eyes, scanning, checking. His phone rings in his pocket, and he pulls it out, glances at it. ‘I’ve got to get back,’ he says.

I want to say, how long have you been together? Were you sleeping with us at the same time? Why do you want to marry her? Is she mother material? I want to say, I thought you loved me. Why don’t you love me?

But I say, ‘Okay.’ And I turn, and I start walking back to the pub. His phone rings again and he answers. I hear him say ‘Hey, babe,’ and open the car door, ‘Yeah I’m just getting the spare mic.’ I’m breathing hard, arms swinging, holding it all in. I pass Win, the drummer, on the street; he looks at me, looks at Mace, looks back at me, confused, but I’m already gone.

At the pub, Kik stands at the front door next to the bouncer, smoking, looking right at me. Looking at me like he knows I followed Mace to his car and back, like he saw everything. I go to walk straight past him and into the crowd, he’s ignored me all night, but he catches my hand as I pass. I turn around, let myself fold into him. My face buried in his chest, his arms tight around me.

But he lets me go as quick as he pulled me in, steps back, eyes on something over my head. I turn and Mace is walking back towards us, his hard eyes on Kik. A small figure bursts out of the door next to us. ‘There you are, babe!’ she calls. Jessie meets Mace halfway across the road, he leans down to peck her lightly on the lips and she folds into his side as they walk hand in hand towards me. I’m frozen to the spot, heart in my throat. Any second, she’ll see me and she’ll know, she’ll look at me and realise that I’m in love with her fiancé, that I fucked her fiancé, that I’m now standing next to her ex-boyfriend, who occasionally sleeps in my bed. That I’m someone to notice, to know. But they walk straight past me without a glance. Mace refuses to look my way; Jessie is distracted by the way he pulls her close to him, a kiss on her temple, a whisper in her ear. And I realise they don’t even see Kik. Because he’s gone; I turn and see his broad shoulders disappearing through the crowd, as if he was never there.

And I’m nobody again. Just a girl on the street.
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A couple of days after I met Kik, he liked some of my Insta photos. We exchanged some DM banter. A Facebook friend request. It’s what you do if you want to be noticed, want people to notice you’re noticing. You don’t like someone’s photo from last year if you’re not kinda maybe into them a little bit. Or at least, you want them to think you might be. You’ve spent time browsing through photos to find one that’s part sexy, part goofy. Play the game, don’t be too keen, don’t hit back too quickly. It’s how we flirt.

He sent me a message:

Nice to meet you.

A funny GIF that had nothing to do with anything but could be a hint at a thing I said that night, a personal joke we now share. There’s always a hook, something one of you refers to that can serve forever as the connection, drawing you together.

I replied:

Thanks for the lift home.

Mace had gone quiet since the night after the party, when he denied being with Jessie, again; threw those earrings out the window. I couldn’t call him, of course; that wasn’t what we did. Wasn’t the first time he’d disappeared – he always came back with the I miss you, I’ve been thinking about you texts, I need to see you, you’re so adorable. But that didn’t placate the anxiety. So when Kik suggested we hang out, I was in need of a distraction from the itch of waiting for Mace.

Kik invited me to Myra Backson’s farewell party – she was going to LA, to record a new album, to meet with people. My heart raced when we arranged it all, the familiar high creeping through my limbs every time the phone screen lit up. The attention, the distraction. Something waiting for me when I finished work. A smile on my face, a lightness in my chest as I drove home. Is the sky bluer today? No? Just me then.

I kind of wanted Mace to find out that I was spending time with Kik. To punish him for the days of silence, the messages left unacknowledged. Would he be pissed off? Would he care? I wanted him to know I was wanted.

*

The night of the party, I drive to the address Kik gave me. He’s wearing a grey beanie and a denim jacket. No shoes. I’m in ripped jeans and a flannel shirt. We look good. It’s not quite El and Mace, but it’s a flavour I could get used to.

‘You look good. Hope you brought a jacket.’

‘Where are you taking me?’

‘Where am I taking you? I believe you’re driving me. Modern woman and all that. Bet you’re a control freak.’

We grin at each other.

‘How good that it still feels like summer?’

‘So good.’

It’s April and the days are still long, dragging out the warmth, the light. It won’t last long. We go for a drink first, at a new bar in Carrington. No one seems to mind that he’s barefoot. Carrodise, they used to call this island that’s not really an island. Once upon a time, it had everything they needed. Now it’s old terrace houses, new apartments, old post office, new coffee and cocktails.

All the nerves are gone now as we sit across from each other on bar stools. It’s the same feeling I had when we first met, like I’ve known him forever. He’s never had a job, and for some reason I find that charming. He lives in his van, crashes on his friends’ couches, surfs the waves, and occasionally sleeps at his parents’ house. Apparently that’s charming, too. Doesn’t go to church anymore, so he reckons.

‘I had a dream about you last night,’ he says.

‘What? That’s weird.’

‘Yeah, and I just woke up feeling really fond of you. Has that ever happened to you?’

‘Nope, and I’m the queen of crazy dreams.’ I sip my wine.

‘Really? Well, it wasn’t crazy. Just nice. Don’t really know what happened but I woke up with a warm feeling in my heart. I was looking forward to seeing you tonight.’

It’s the lamest thing anyone’s ever said to me but it works in the moment. I feel better than I have in weeks – months. Like I can take on the world, and everything will finally be okay and not fucked up. We talk about his van.

‘I’ve always wanted to drive all the way around the coast in a van,’ I say. ‘Like, the perimeter. Nothing to do, no one to see.’ What I don’t say is that’s what Brendan and I were planning for our honeymoon. I’m struck by the sudden realisation that I cared more about the honeymoon – the escape – than the wedding itself.

‘So do it!’ He holds his beer in front of his lips, as if he forgot it was there.

‘Nah.’

‘Why not?’

‘Work. Life. Money.’ I look out the window to the people wandering past, mainly coupled up, arm in arm. Rent to pay, I don’t add. I won’t take any help from my parents since I left. Can’t deal with their disappointed platitudes. And I can’t just run away from my problems. I’m supposed to see Brendan again in September, to sort it all out.

Kik waxes lyrical about living in the moment and just vibing and doing what you want when you want and it’s all appealing to my senses, just not my brain. He seems to have no responsibility, which is both attractive and infuriating. Makes me feel like an idiot.

‘Man, I’m so keen for winter cuddles in the van,’ he says.

‘Ha, with who? Your pillow?’ Apparently we’re at the teasing stage now. Am I the worst for getting that sparkle in my belly at the idea that he’s thinking of me months into the future? It’s what I want with Mace. It’s what I had with Brendan, though, and it became suffocating.

‘Nah, with anyone! Anyone. But I have one of those heaps good pillows, the long maternity ones. Lux bought it for me.’

I laugh.

‘We should go on a winter trip!’ he says, eyes shining. So he is writing me into his life, and I like it.

When we’re ready to leave, he goes to the bathroom so I pay the bill. We make an appearance at Myra’s farewell, another bar. She hugs Kik but doesn’t remember me from the party just a few nights ago; too busy busting out harmonies on the balcony. We have another drink, I pay. We sit at a tall bench overlooking the harbour: lights and smoke stacks and a ship coming into the coal port. Ignoring the party behind us.

‘So what do you feel like for dinner?’

I tear my gaze from the ferry lights. ‘Oh. Are we having dinner?’ I’ve already eaten.

‘Yeah! I’m hungry. Pasta?’

We drive to pick up takeaway and he directs me to the fort on top of the hill, looking out over all of Newcastle. The cathedral, the obelisk, they’re lit up against the black sky. He guides me through the dark bushes, the empty car park roped off for the night. It feels like high school. Late night drives to the park, daring each other to run up to the abandoned structure on the hill. Like that final year of high school, when we felt our freedom taking hold – Brendan, Gabby, Alex and I. Making out on the swings.

There are already people on top of the fort; a couple, sitting close. We call it the fort but it’s just an outpost, where the army waited with guns and cannons during World War II. It seems weird that this happened in Newcastle – our sleepy little not-quite-city where things don’t happen. Except an earthquake in ’89, but I wasn’t alive then.

We climb up the far side, away from the other couple. Sit on the lower tower, backs against the concrete. Kik’s phone rings and he checks the caller but doesn’t answer. I’m not cold, but maybe in another situation I would be. If I wasn’t warm with possibility, container of pasta on my thighs. We sit in silence and it feels comfortable, okay. We both notice the ease.

‘Can’t believe you’ve never been up here before!’ says Kik, through mouthfuls of carbonara.

‘Yeah, I feel like a faux Novocastrian.’

He smiles, but I don’t think he knows what I mean.

There’s silence again as we look out over the ocean, counting the coal ships. Wonder what the men are all thinking about, whether they hate being out there, for weeks sometimes, land so close but so far away. We talk about the June floods, back in ’07. The Pasha Bulker. He has a shirt with the ship on it, washed up at Nobby’s Beach. Wears it to gigs sometimes, he reckons.

The rusted metal gate shakes back and forth in the breeze, making a creepy banging noise we try not to notice. Occasionally I hear a whisper from inside the fort and tell myself it’s just the ocean talking.

‘Did you know there’s a tunnel that goes from under here all the way to the Great Northern Hotel? They built it during the war, apparently,’ says Kik.

‘Are you serious? That’s so cool. And creepy.’

‘Yeah, Win’s been down there. One day we were here having beers and writing songs and he was high as a kite, wandered down into the fort, you know how the gates are sometimes open? Just kept walking for ages. Appeared about half an hour later, all white and shaken. He was so excited. Said he walked past junkies and shit! They’re just living down there.’

‘Holy shit.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Hey, what’s Win’s real name?’

‘Winston!’ He grins. It’s a rosy-cheeked, boyish smile. Blue eyes sparkling.

‘No way!’

‘Yeah, epic. His parents are so strict. He’s the golden child at home. Takes out his piercings before he goes inside.’

‘Wow. What an effort.’ Kik doesn’t say anything. His phone is ringing again but he ignores it.

‘They should do tours or something,’ I say.

‘What?’

‘Of the tunnels.’

‘Oh, yeah. Totally.’

After a while, the other couple leave and we take their place on the top of the fort. Perched on the concrete at the highest point, bums going numb. Legs crossed in front of us, sitting close but not too close. I’m watching the cathedral – the highest point in Newcastle – lit from below to make it look even more ominous. Or more beautiful. Waiting for something to happen, anything, nothing.

‘Thanks heaps for hanging out with me tonight.’

I laugh, then realise he’s serious, earnest. ‘Yeah, no worries.’

‘I mean it. It’s been real nice.’

‘Yeah, it has.’ I smile, but find it hard to maintain eye contact. I can tell he wants to kiss me.

‘I know this sounds real lame but I feel like I’ve known you my whole life. I’m so comfortable.’

‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’ I pull my hair into a ponytail so my hands have something to do. It’s getting a bit chilly and I cross my arms, partly because I’m cold and partly because I still think he’ll try and kiss me soon and I don’t know if that will ruin it for me. I’m not sure if I’m attracted to him, or if I just want to be wanted because I can feel Mace fading away.

We walk back to my car and Kik asks to borrow my phone. His is out of battery. ‘Lux has been calling all night,’ he says.

I hand over my phone and he dials, affection in his voice when she answers. He’s scolding her gently for getting too drunk, saying he can’t pick her up, doesn’t have his van. Looks at me expectantly, rolling his eyes a bit.

‘We can pick her up,’ I offer. I don’t know these people, doesn’t matter. Maybe I’ll never see Kik again. Maybe Mace will text me back.

I climb into the driver’s seat and wait while he chats, leaning against the passenger door. When he hangs up, he climbs into the car, leans across the centre console and kisses me before I know what’s happening: just once, chaste, on the lips. It’s over in a second, almost as if it was out of habit, like we’ve done it before. Almost like the way I saw him kiss Lux at the party the other night.

We drive to Macca’s, where girls in miniskirts spill out of the fluorescent lights, clutching cheeseburgers, looking like shit and I’m thinking: I hope I never looked that bad when I used to go out. It’s been a while. Lux is stumbling through the car park in the same ripped jeans as me, with a low-cut singlet. Boots with stiletto heels. Small boobs and long, fleshy arms covered in tattoos. Hair falling across her face and all the way down her back.

Kik and I watch her approach. ‘She got a new tattoo the other day. The dreamcatcher on her arm.’

I nod, silent. Lux eventually falls into the back seat. Mumbles something like, ‘Took you long enough.’

‘Don’t be so rude, mate. El offered to pick you up.’

I turn around in my seat and smile bright. ‘Nice to meet you,’ I say. Her pupils are tiny and she tries to smile back but it’s more like a grimace in her drunken state.

I drive out of the car park, past the beefed-up rev-heads with their lowered utes and doof-doof pounding.

At Lux’s house, she lurches out of the car, calling Thanks! then trudges down the front path, shoes dangling from one hand.

It’s the same house where I picked up Kik earlier. I wonder if they live together, but Kik said he was mainly living in his van. She turns around before she goes inside, checking to see if Kik is following, but he’s not. He’s still in the car with me. She rolls her eyes before darting inside and slamming the door.

Kik gets out of the car then crouches down to look at me through the window. ‘I had the best time tonight.’ Eyes sparkle.

‘Yeah, it was fun.’

‘I’m staying with Lux while the van’s in service.’ I didn’t ask for an explanation; not my business, not my worry. ‘Hang out tomorrow?’

‘Ha, sure.’ I roll my eyes and laugh. ‘I know the rules of dating.’ Fuck. Did I just say dating? I don’t think I want to date him. Do I?

‘I’m serious!’

‘Yeah, okay. I finish work at one.’

‘I’ll text ya!’ He grins once more, then saunters down the path. There’s the faint glow of candlelight coming from one of the street-facing windows. Lux’s silhouette is visible behind the curtains; she’s pulling a shirt over her head, moving around the room.

Part of me felt weird about the situation but I chose to ignore it. Because it also felt good. Mace had pulled me off the conveyor belt where I’d been headed for happiness, a future – but instead of falling to the factory floor, I landed in a river, and now I was being swept along with the current faster than I could make sense of. Kik felt like a moment of peace, overriding the guilt and confusion that lingered at the corners of my life.
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True to his word, Kik texted the next day. And the one after that. And again. He folded into my life as if he’d been there all along. Movies in the van, swimming at the beach, sharing containers of street food.

*

Let me know when ur home, I’ll pick u up x

Kik pulls up at the front of my house in his blue van, two surfboards strapped to the roof. Beeps the horn. His hair peeks out from under a beanie. He drives us to the cliff above the Bogey Hole, where he usually parks his van, he says. Where he usually sleeps.

He reaches for a laptop at my feet. ‘Keen for a movie sesh?’ He grins and his blue eyes sparkle, matching the colour of the ocean. A big kid’s face, even though I know he’s a bit older than me. Long, tangled hair and day-old stubble. The van smells of sunscreen and cigarette smoke and unwashed clothes. I can’t help but grin back at him, surprised by the sudden urge to wash the salt from his hair and kiss his eyelids and iron his shirts.

He opens the rear door of the van, letting the fresh air in.

‘It’s comfy in here.’ I say, tucking my bare feet under a cushion.

‘Yeah. She’s a beauty.’

‘Do you ever get sick of living on the road?’

‘Nah. Means I’m free. My parents decided to start charging me rent so I bailed. Bought this bad boy.’

‘Thought she was a girl?’

‘Depends who’s in it.’ He winks.

‘Been on any road trips?’

‘Yeah. So good. Went up the coast last summer, surfing and playing music. Supporting Mace. Before he was a douchebag.’

I remember when Mace disappeared from my life over Christmas, New Year. I’d watched his journey on Instagram, the gig announcements, the artful shots of waves and palm trees and beers in the back of the van at beaches far away from here.

Kik looks like he wants to say something else but shuts his mouth and leans back. We still haven’t even acknowledged that Mace is the reason we are both here now.

During the movie, I can feel he wants to kiss me. Again. It felt so chaste the night before, when he kissed me right before we picked up Lux in her drunken state. All I know is that he used to date Jessie, who may or may not be dating Mace, and there is a girl named Lux who doesn’t seem to like me. It’s like I left my old life behind and landed in a completely new one, with every decision, every person, leading me further from what I used to know.

I can see his face reflected in the glare of the laptop screen. His head leans towards mine, eyes distracted.

The tension is too much. Explode, release. Don’t kiss me.

‘Hey, I’ve gotta be honest,’ I say, words pouring out of me in a rush. ‘Mace told me you’ve just broken up with someone.’

Kik looks at me, eyes wide. ‘Did he? That’s funny.’ A twitch in his jaw. I wouldn’t have noticed, but I was used to those looks from Mace. The light that quickly darkens. The smile that fades so fast.

‘He said you guys used to be friends. A long time ago.’ The Dandy Warhols song rockets through my brain.

Kik takes a breath. ‘Yeah, well that’s true. But it’s been a while – since Jessie and I broke up. Did he talk about her?’

I hesitate, loyalty to Mace sends shockwaves across my chest like a weird tic. ‘Not really,’ I say.

He seems relieved. ‘Not much to say. We’d been together since we were pretty young. People grow up, change, move on. She reckons her and Mace are just friends but . . . I dunno.’ I try to ignore the faint emphasis on the word friends.

‘Sounds like me and my ex. We were together since high school. It just . . . didn’t work out,’ I say.

He shuffles under the blankets, adjusting the pillow behind his back, not looking at me. The movie is still playing, the laptop heating my shins. We finish it, watch another one. As the autumn sky fades to dusk, Lux calls him, wanting to hang out. He beeps the horn once when he drops me at my house, then drives away to be with her.

*

After that, being with Kik felt easy, simple. It was the closest thing I’d had in months to my chosen family – those three who saw me through the grey year. Gabby was still trying, suggesting gigs and parties and homemade pizza nights, but I didn’t feel ready to face her. I was scared she’d see straight through my facade. That she’d ask if I was okay and I’d crumble under her concerned gaze. I dreaded the familiarity, the way she bites her bottom lip while listening to me spill my guts, the way she did for almost a year back in high school, sleeping side by side at my house, or sometimes at Nan and G’s, when Mum wasn’t well.

Lux hated that Kik and I were spending time together. He rolled his eyes when she called, but I could tell he loved the drama. Lux wore her want for Kik like a badge of honour and he kept it polished. My desperation was quiet, hungry, and I think Kik was fuelled by us both. I could see that we were holding him together, a distraction from the pain of losing Jessie, because I was using him in the same way. I needed him to see the love I was capable of, that I wrenched away from Brendan, had thrown back in my face by Mace.

Daily texts from Mace were replaced by Kik, beeping the horn of his van outside my bedroom window when I got home from work.

I thought of Brendan, who used to come inside when he picked me up, chat to my parents, shake my father’s hand. Kiss my mother on the cheek. Even if he’d been there the day before, and the day before that. And every day before that.

Then one day, Kik was gone. My latest text about a fifteen dollar pasta and wine deal went unanswered, left on read. And that was it – the spell was broken. I’d learned from Mace that trying to initiate contact would only make me feel worse. It was better to wait, to be seen, to be wanted again. A week went by before I got another text, and then he showed up at my house again.

*

‘Hey mate, looking good!’ Kik grins at me as I open the passenger door, flicks his gaze up and down my body. I’m wearing a bikini under overalls. Hoodie in my bag. It’s just passed into May and the days are still warm, but the nights are colder, slowly transitioning to winter.

I roll my eyes, smile as I climb in. ‘Righto, mate.’ My heart is singing and then it stops, slams shut. I call him mate because I know he hates it – ‘It sounds wrong coming from you . . .’ It’s an act of defiance, to stop myself becoming the girl who gets excited about the boy who says she looks good. I made that mistake before, swimming through the intoxication of Mace’s compliments, in the early days.

‘You bought my favourite lollies!’ he says.

‘The things I do for you.’

‘You love it,’ he says. ‘I bet you’re an amazing girlfriend.’ He pulls away from the kerb, joins the line of traffic.

I don’t respond, just look out the window, tucking my legs underneath me on the wide seat.

Kik reaches out to squeeze my knee. ‘Good to see ya.’

I look over at his profile: slightly crooked nose, scruffy growth across his cheeks, chin, neck. Dirty hair, sun-bleached and tied back. He’s light, where Mace was darkness. I exhale, release the anxiety of his silence this past week. I’m just being paranoid. This is going to be okay.

‘Yeah, you too,’ I respond.

‘Went up the coast for a few days,’ he explains. ‘Had a couple of gigs.’

I already know this from Instagram, but I don’t admit it. I don’t tell him how my chest was tight at his absence, how I’d noticed him liking Lux’s posts but not mine. It’s been two weeks since we first watched movies in the van. I hate how quickly I wrapped my worth, my energy, into his daily texts, hanging out after work or lying on my bed, barely ever touching but the air between us alive, crackling with static.

When Brendan was doing his internship in Sydney, we would go days without texting. A comfortable absence. The bungee cord between us stretched, then bounced back on weekends when he came home to Newcastle. With him, I felt much more like myself. But was it true, was it real? How could it have been, when I lost myself in Mace so quick?

All I know is I was breathing easier then. I’m desperate to get back there. To indifference. To leaving my phone in another room for hours, not caring if I came back to a blank screen.

‘Sweet,’ I say. ‘How did it go?’

‘So sick,’ he says.

‘Awesome,’ I say.

His fingers drum against the steering wheel.

‘So anyway.’ He glances at me from the corner of his eye. Hint of a smile. ‘Are you an amazing girlfriend?’

My stomach lurches. I laugh. What else to do? ‘I go alright.’

‘Knew it,’ he says, smiling. So casual. Winds down his window, lets his forearm hang out the side. ‘What happened to you, anyway?’

‘What do you mean?’ I wind my window down too, let the breeze fan my skin, suddenly clammy.

‘Like, why are you single?’

‘You know that’s not a compliment, right?’

He whoops in response. ‘How come?’ Leans over the wheel as he turns corners, like he’s driving a bus.

‘It just comes across a bit negative, you know, like what’s wrong with you?’

‘As if! Lucky I didn’t ask you that question on our first date then.’ He laughs.

‘Wasn’t a real date,’ I say, under my breath. I think of the party, the fort, the quick, familiar kiss, watching movies in the van. Trying to see it all through his lens. Maybe I’m taking it too seriously, trying to make something of it, analyse it. Maybe he thinks we’re dating. Or maybe we’re just two people, passing time.

I stare out the window at the passing scenery. Kik hears me, but he doesn’t respond for a while. The song has ended and the only thing we can hear is the ticking of the indicator and whoosh of bitumen under the wheels.

‘That’s what you think.’ He pokes my ribcage and I flinch, burst out a laugh that I wish had stayed inside. ‘Seriously, El. You’re a catch. What’s the deal? Your ex . . . what’s his name again?

‘Brendan.’

‘Well, come on. Spill. What happened between you two?’ Kik sneaks glances at me in between focusing on the road.

‘Nothing really happened. It just didn’t work out. Like I said last week.’

‘I’ll bet that’s your standard line.’ He laughs.

I roll my eyes but he can’t see, I’m still looking out the window. ‘You know how it is. People grow up, change, move on.’ I throw his own words back at him.

‘When chicks say that it didn’t work out, it always means they’ve been dumped. Or they cheated.’ My breath catches in my throat. We come to a stop at a set of traffic lights.

‘Oh yeah?’ I say. ‘Well, when guys say their ex-girlfriend was crazy that’s a fucking warning sign if I’ve ever heard one.’ I hope he can feel the smile in my voice; that he doesn’t hear the quiet guilt. I reach forward and fiddle with the radio.

‘Fair enough!’ He laughs. ‘But in my defence . . .’

‘You’ve got nothing.’ It’s nice to be laughing about the things we leave unsaid. I’m relieved that he’s not asking about Mace, that we haven’t really talked about him since we started hanging out. The traffic is moving again. ‘No, really. Brendan is a nice guy, but the timing was all wrong. I can’t fault him too much. It’s just . . .’

‘Just what?’ he prompts.

‘It’s not it.’

‘It?’

‘Yeah. It. The thing. That we’re all waiting for. Know what I mean?’

‘I do,’ he says.

Kik pulls into the car park overlooking the Bogey Hole. His car park. Clifftop movie-watching in the van again. It’s raining now, a light sprinkle. We climb over the low partition to the mattress in the back.

‘Who broke up with who?’ he asks.

‘I broke up with him,’ I say, avoiding his gaze.

‘Ah,’ he says. ‘You’re one of them.’

I know what he means, even if he doesn’t know what he means. The guilt starts to rise, and I push it back. There’s silence while we get comfortable.

‘Lux is working today,’ he says, and I wonder – like I always do – if we’d be here like this, just the two of us hanging out, if Lux was around. She would call or text and he’d go running, like all the other times. ‘Don’t worry. She’ll warm up to you.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

I don’t tell him that we’re becoming friends, that she’s been texting me. I’m sure he likes the attention, the idea that Lux hates me, that she’s jealous. Because then he’s the centre of his own universe again. Lux added me on Facebook when Kik was away, sent a message: You spend so much time with Kik these days, we may as well hang out too. Like she’s laying claim to him somehow. I recall the way they moved with each other; two puppets, one string.

Lux and I have had coffee. We talked about Kik, talked about boys, but not about Mace. We wouldn’t pass the Bechdel test. I’m guessing she hasn’t told Kik about it either, and I wonder why. Does she feel the power of secrets, the pull of the unknown, like me?

The sun gradually sets. It’s earlier each day now. The rain has stopped, but I still can’t see the stars or the moon. There’s no one around. No one quite as wild and free as us.

When it’s pitch black outside, we dare each other to run down to the Bogey Hole and jump in the water. Wrapped in salt-crusted towels from the drawers under his mattress, our bare feet slap the steps that snake around the cliff. Kik leads, his phone shining on the path ahead. My heart’s pumping before I even jump in the water. It’s not so bad once you’ve dunked your head in a few times. Actually kind of refreshing, like being reborn. And you can always touch the bottom, it’s not too deep. I feel alive, and for a moment, nothing matters. We’re just two kids with no responsibility, open hearts and an expansive sky above us, sea life swirling at our feet.

I dive again under the icy water, emerging slowly right in front of Kik’s stationary body. I’ve got his attention and it makes me want him suddenly. I wrap my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck. Wet kiss on his lips, droplets of ocean water falling from our eyelashes. He holds my waist, looks me in the eyes. Lets us drift with the gentle current.

Then he launches me into the air and I squeal. Splash awkwardly into the water and emerge spluttering, laughing at him laughing at me. We circle each other like predator and prey and I’m trying not to look over at the dark shadows of water near the cliff.

‘You’re not like most girls,’ he says.

‘What do you mean?’ I wipe the water from my eyes.

‘Do you reckon you could have sex in here?’

‘Who, me? Or just anyone?’ I grin and he copies me, moving his hands through the water in front of him.

‘You know, anyone? Reckon it could be done?’

‘I dunno. Yeah. I mean, there’s no one around now,’ I say.

He grins but looks down, looks uncomfortable.

‘But I had sex with a guy in a pool once and he said it felt like wearing six condoms.’

‘What? You slut! Who with?’ There’s laughter in his voice, but the words are like venom.

Slut.

I could say so many things. I have sex in a pool and I’m a slut? The feeling in my chest: open, exposed, vulnerable. A smile plastered to my face and mascara probably running down my cheeks. Shame, that’s the word. I could say so many things. But will I?

‘You don’t wanna know,’ I say. And he really doesn’t. We dance around the edges of the people who connect us. The person this is all about.

I backflip into the water and when I resurface he’s walking slowly towards me. I push my hair back from my face, wait for him to reach me. Tiny little lumps appear all over my arms and chest and I shiver and try to breathe deep. He doesn’t hold me this time.

‘It was Mace, wasn’t it?’

I say nothing. It’s suddenly colder in here.

He clears his throat, glances away then back to me. ‘Are you guys still hanging out?’

‘No,’ I lie. Although it’s almost the truth. I only saw him once, when Kik was away. We didn’t talk much.

‘That’s good,’ he says.

‘Is it?’

Kik nods. ‘You know he’s been hanging out with Jessie. My ex.’

‘Yeah, I know. That’s why I broke it off.’

‘You broke it off?’ Emphasis on the you.

‘Too messy,’ I say. Our voices are quiet. The water even colder.

‘I stopped going to church, you know. Can’t stand to see them together.’

The word together types across my mind, circling, repeating. ‘He said they’re not really together, though.’

Kik lets out a soft chuckle, gives me a pitying look. ‘He said that, did he?’

I nod.

‘He said you were cheating on your boyfriend.’ Kik watches me carefully, drifting in front of him. It’s impossible to stand still in the water. ‘Told me you were engaged.’

‘Wait, when did he say that? I thought you guys weren’t friends anymore.’

‘Ages ago,’ he says.

‘So you did know who I was at that party. Why did you want to hang out with me, then?’

‘We get along so well. You’re a cool chick.’ His tone is suddenly lighter.

And just as suddenly, I’m done. With the bullshit. If there were a table in here, I’d flip it. I don’t even know what I wanted to hear. But I stay, raging on the inside.

We dip our bodies lower in the water so our shoulders are submerged, circle each other again. Gently, in the opposite direction. Floating. His hands occasionally find my hips under the water.

‘You’re so much better than him, El.’

‘Am I?’

I let myself drop beneath the surface, open my eyes against the salt and see green shadows. It’s clearer under here than I expected, even with no blue sky to light the dark. Rise up, push my hair back, wipe droplets from my mouth. Kik is standing right in front of me, close. He reaches for my hips again.

‘Dude, your eyes.’

‘What about them?’

‘You have the most beautiful eyes.’

‘Okay. Thanks.’

‘So green.’

‘Is that a problem?’ I smile without my teeth. My skin feels hardened.

‘Means I can’t be a jerk to you. Because you have the best eyes.’

Before I can even process what he’s said, he swims away from me, to the rocky stairs where our towels wait. ‘Fuck, it’s cold! Quick!’

I follow and he chucks me a towel. We don’t talk as we walk back to the van. It must be after midnight now. Bare feet slapping on cold concrete, up zillions of steps. Heart pounding, breath short. We undress and re-dress in the empty car park, backs to each other on opposite sides of the van. And I can’t help but notice the significance of this. This deliberate separation. Who are we to each other?

I can’t stop shaking but I don’t think I’m that cold. It’s something else. Something like extreme discomfort, like living things moving under my skin. The ease of what we were a few hours ago has vanished.

We climb inside the van. My teeth are chattering. The cool night breeze weaves its way through the wet strands of my hair as I lie down on the mattress. Kik lies down next to me, bringing me close and pulling a blanket over our bodies.

‘Can you close the door?’ I ask, through a tight jaw.

Kik extricates himself from me and reaches out to slam the back door shut, blocking out the wind. Folds his warm body back over me, hands creeping low to the waistband of my jeans. He bites down on my ear and I wince. His teeth catch my piercing, but I keep quiet.

Soon, we’re making out. Somehow I end up on top. I sweep my hair over my shoulder, lean down over his face and grind my pubic bone against him, try to melt into him, to forget it all. It’s mechanical, it’s chemical, I feel nothing.

‘I knew you had a sexy side,’ he breathes. Runs his hands down my shoulders then across my breasts.

I lean down to kiss him again, his hands still against me. He thrusts up lightly with his hips and I gasp. Sit up and pull my shirt off.

He doesn’t touch me, doesn’t look at me, sitting bare-chested above him. His eyes are glazed, slightly to the left of mine. He doesn’t move, so I don’t, until I lean down to kiss him again.

‘Tired,’ he mumbles against my lips. I sit up, wait for his next move. It doesn’t come, so I climb off him, burrow under the blankets. Eventually fall asleep.

*

Now here we are, a month later. I drive Lux home from the gig, feeling the buzz, eyes blurry. All good. She kisses me on the lips through my open car window, wants me to stay but I’ve gotta work early in the morning. We didn’t stay for Mace’s set, and I suspect Kik would have left soon after us. He’ll probably show up in his van any minute, spoon Lux to sleep in her childhood bedroom.

I wake to the sound of keys at the front door. My room faces out to the street and I hear everything in these old walls – the street outside, the cockroaches scratching, next door’s kids when they so much as sneeze.

My housemate isn’t due home for another two weeks. Whoever is trying to get in the house is not doing a great job. Before I have a chance to panic, I hear the key rattle to the ground, then a voice: shit. It’s Kik. Is he alone? I roll over in bed to face the window, shuffle my body over, reaching for the curtains – yep, his van’s parked out front. I can tell he’s been drinking from the way he’s struggling to get the key in the door, dropping it again, swearing.

I shouldn’t have told him where the spare key was hidden. But it fills me with a gooey sense of pride that he came here, instead of to Lux. I groan when he drops the key a third time, throw the covers off and move quickly to the front door to save him from his misery. My feet are freezing on the wooden floorboards, my toes numb as I reach one arm out and pull Kik inside my house, my other arm wrapped across my chest.

‘El,’ he whispers. ‘Did I wake you?’ Sways a bit as he leans forward to kiss my forehead.

He strips to his boxers in my room, crawls under the covers and reaches for me. A train hurtles past, shaking the house. It’s after midnight.

‘Doesn’t it wake you up?’ He gestures to the backyard, to the noise.

‘Nah,’ I say, moving deeper under the doona. ‘You get used to it.’

‘Saw you at the gig tonight,’ he says.

I don’t respond. Has he forgotten our brief encounter, when he pulled me into his chest and held me together just as I thought I was about to fall to pieces? I’m on my back, staring up at the dark ceiling. He’s facing me, creeping closer, trying to warm his icy feet against my legs.

‘Was it hard, seeing them together?’ His voice cracks slightly, or is that my imagination?

‘Yeah,’ I say. Swallow. ‘But I’m kinda used to it, being invisible. Bit different for me, I s’pose. You’ve still got to see them at church and stuff.’

‘Mace is leaving. He’s left.’

‘Oh yeah, true.’

‘She’s not going with him,’ he says, and my heart pounds with something like relief. ‘Not yet. Her parents . . . they want him settled first. They’ll move in together after . . .’

‘The wedding?’ I finish. He doesn’t respond. Another train rattles past.

‘What did you say to him, when you followed him to the car?’

‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Couldn’t.’

I roll over to face him, smell his sweet beer breath, the alcohol coming from his pores. He moves closer, presses himself against me; I can feel his hardness on my thigh.

‘You shouldn’t have driven here in this state, Kik.’

He moves his face closer again, brushes his lips against my eyebrow. ‘Lux told me you’ve had sex with chicks.’

Fucking Lux. She said she didn’t want Kik to know. Didn’t want me to be the one to tell him, more like. Probably painted a picture of me as some kind of seductress, casting herself as a curious innocent who just got swept up in the moment.

‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘I don’t care or anything.’ And I’m thinking, what’s there to care about? It’s not like he and I are fucking, or that he and Lux are fucking. Even though she definitely wants to be fucking him.

‘Is that why you’re kinda weird about sex?’ he continues.

‘What?’ I splutter, half laughing, louder than I expected.

‘Ssh,’ Kik hushes, as if there’s someone else here who I might wake up.

‘You think I’m the one who’s weird about sex?’ My voice is hushed. I lean my head back to inspect his face, his eyes, and see genuine confusion. Then I realise, Lux didn’t tell him about us, the whole my-mouth-on-her-nipples thing. She just told him about me. I imagine them the next morning, under the blanket, watching the sunrise while I was at work, talking about how I swing both ways. Bonding over their incredulity, their surprise.

‘Yeah, well.’ He has the decency to look awkward now. ‘We’ve been hanging out for a couple of months and you’ve not given me head or anything.’

I could laugh, but I don’t, purely because I’m too fucking tired. ‘It’s not really my thing.’

‘How can giving head not be your thing? If you can go down on chicks and stuff?’ He looks genuinely confused, like it’s all the same, and I wonder if he’s seen that movie, where the chick has a clit at the back of her throat, and he thinks it’s real life or something.

‘I can’t believe we’re actually talking about this,’ I say. ‘After all this time with your just friends banter and not wanting to upset Lux and all that shit. You kissed me, several times, then you always said we should stop.’

‘Come on, El, you know how I feel about you.’ Do I?

‘Honestly, I’d just rather have sex.’

‘Wait . . .’ His eyes widen. ‘What the fuck? You’d prefer to have sex than give a blow job?’

‘Yep.’

He grins, like I’m making a sick joke and will right the situation any moment now. ‘Isn’t that heaps backwards? I don’t get it. BJ’s just a BJ.’

‘I dunno. You don’t know where that shit’s been. And at least with sex you’re both getting something out of it.’

‘What?’ He chuckles softly, like the whole concept of female pleasure is laughable.

‘Seriously. Head is more intimate. It’s like a relationship thing. Fucking is just fucking.’

‘You’re overthinking it, El.’

I’m the one overthinking it? I’m the one taking it too seriously? He’s the one who had sex with Jessie, but only because he thought they’d be together forever, because sex before marriage is sinful. But he’s happy to take a BJ from whoever’s offering.

Kik’s got his hands over his face now, like he can’t quite believe what he’s hearing. Reaches one hand over, grabs my hip. Squeezes.

I don’t know whether to laugh or be embarrassed. I’m angry, of course I’m angry. But my anger has nowhere to land. We’ve been here before, it’s the same story, same pattern. So I say nothing, just relish the feel of his warm hand on my hip. God, I hate myself right now.

‘You’re not like other girls.’

Ah, that line again. I say nothing.

‘I just love head.’ He groans, and his hand slips away from me as he rolls onto his back. The warmth leaves with him.

‘Yeah. I know.’

He’s still going on about it, while I plan the line that will bring him to his knees, so to speak. How many girls have you licked out then? I’ll blow you when you blow me. But I can’t get the wording right, so I say nothing. As usual.

‘I’ve had some good head. Fuck.’ His eyes are closed, mouth really close to my ear again, his voice husky. He thrusts gently into the side of my thigh, just in case I hadn’t felt it the first time. ‘So. How good are you at head? Outta ten.’

‘Fuck off!’ I laugh, pushing him slightly away from me, but we’re entwined now, in the blankets.

‘Now I can’t stop thinking about it.’

‘Who’s your golden girl? Jessie? She a ten?’

He doesn’t answer and I regret saying her name out loud. He moves away from me again, quiet now.

My rage dissipates and I suddenly want to hold his face in my hands and tell him I understand what his heart feels like right now. But I’m afraid I’ll crack, spill all my secrets, tell him that I saw Mace the other night, the night before they got engaged.

I roll away from him instead, tuck my arms behind my head. Paint is peeling off the ceiling. The blankets rustle and shift. He shoves his erection into my side again. Groans a bit. I roll my eyes, hard jaw. It never goes anywhere. I’m sick of getting all heated up then shut down. So I reach down into his boxers and grab his dick, start working. I need to break this cycle once and for all. He groans and moves as if to push me away. But then he finds my lips and we kiss, heated and frantic, his hips thrusting towards my hand, my other hand reaching to pull off my pants. I break away from the kiss, from his dick, to remove my clothes and suddenly he’s facing away from me, shoulders shaking, whispering, ‘Sorry. Sorry.’

So I keep my clothes on, wrap my arms around him, spooning him, gripping tight, until he stops crying and stops apologising and we both fall asleep.
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It’s almost six am and I’ve hit the snooze button too many times. Eyelids snapping open then dropping in a rhythm every eight minutes.

‘El,’ Kik grunts. ‘Shut it the fuck off.’

My first conscious thought is of Kik’s body next to me. Next to me, not wrapped around me. Not the sweaty chest against my warm back, his torso enveloping mine, the way we eventually fell asleep last night. After he stopped crying, he turned to me and rolled me into the little spoon, naval to neck, like an extra skin. I have a vague memory of him moving away from me in the night, to the furthest corner of the bed near the window. Raindrops are pelting on the tin roof.

And then – shit. I’m gonna be late for work.

I fall out of bed, pull on a pair of jeans and the nearest black shirt I can find. Don’t say goodbye, just slam the door behind me and realise, too late, that I’ve left my jacket. Kik’s jacket – it was hanging over the back of the couch. I shiver in the brisk winter chill, the sun only just rising. Tap the steering wheel, blast the heat, but it’s just blowing out cold air. Bleary eyes, messy hair. At least there’s a spare elastic band around my wrist. I manage a high ponytail at the next set of traffic lights.

I was only fifteen minutes late in the end but it affected the energy of the day – Yasmin had to do milk and shots for the busy first rush and I was nowhere in sight. Greg called me twice while I was driving, but I didn’t answer, knew I’d be there soon enough. He didn’t say anything when I rushed in, just held his arm out, a clean apron hanging from his wrist, a small frown on his face.

Only a few hours from the finish line, I start to wonder if Kik is still asleep, or if he’s taken his van to the beach. Maybe he found his way back to Lux’s house. I might do a drive-by after work. Or text him. Or neither.

I’m pouring milk today and Yasmin is slamming shots down faster than usual, testing me; she’s frosty with me for being late. She loves this job, takes it really seriously. It’s a team sport and I let her down, dropped the ball, swung a foul.

I feel her before I see her – Lux waltzes into the cafe wearing a long, white lace dress, shabby Converse sneakers and a bright orange cardigan. She has the hippy-child look nailed to the cross today. I feel a mix of elation and anxiety as she approaches. She’s got a smile on her face, but that doesn’t mean she’s not dirty about Kik sleeping over. Does she know? Being friends with Lux is like swimming with sharks. All adrenaline, no trust.

Someone orders chai tea on oat milk; I hold the teapot under the steam wand, watching the leaves swirl faster and faster, blending into the milk. My hands burn, heart racing. Lux is almost at the counter.

‘Hey girl!’ She leans both arms onto the counter in front of me, no awareness that I need the space. I snatch a cup from somewhere near her left hand, the next shot in line, and concentrate on pouring the milk just right – this customer always sits out front with his fluffy white dog, needs the shape of a swan in his latte, or else.

‘Hey . . .’ I smile but concentrate on the milk jug. ‘Great dress.’

‘Thanks, babe!’ She flicks her long hair away from her eyes. ‘Looks like you didn’t get much sleep!’ She winks. Before I can respond, she says, ‘How’s work?’ Leans forward on the counter again, looking over her shoulder at the line of people waiting to place their order.

‘Yeah, busy.’ I keep my tone light, hoping she’ll place an order and take her coffee away, take herself away too.

Yasmin reaches across, slams a few takeaway cups down in front of me, each with a double shot of coffee. Lux finally gets the hint and steps back slightly, reaching into the bag she’s got slung over one shoulder.

‘I’m applying for a job!’ She beams at me, pulling a sheet of paper from her bag with a flourish. My heart skips a beat and sinks at the same time, at the prospect of more of her in my life. Is that possible?

‘Oh, cool,’ I say, distracted by the orders.

She joins the line of people creeping closer to the cash registers. That familiar dreaded flush of heat starts at my neck, spreads to my cheeks as I avoid her gaze, too busy to pay her attention, but so aware of her.

‘She’ll order a double latte on soy,’ I mutter to Yasmin.

‘On it,’ she responds, all business, biceps bulging as she yanks the head off, bashes the grind, refills and tamps it down. She’s been going to the gym. Grabs a takeaway cup for Lux and watches the coffee pour into it. Yasmin thrives on these caffeinated rush hours, always loves to be one step ahead of the regulars. If they tap their card and she’s already handing them their coffee order, she’ll have a great fucking day. It’s honestly inspiring, how much she cares.

JD goes to find Greg, then waves Lux over to the milk fridges in the corner. I see her out of the corner of my eye, handing over her resume, smiling, laughing, pointing to me. Working the Lux charm.

‘El!’ Yasmin snaps. Order receipts streaming to reach the ground like a lame party decoration. I’m not keeping up.

‘Shit, sorry.’ Back on my game. We swap positions. Head down, grooming the coffee, tamping the grind, watching the pour. Over and over. It’s easy to forget about Lux, easy to forget about the world when you’re right in the moment, doing what you’re being paid to do. Maybe she won’t get the job. Maybe I kind of want her to. Maybe I’ll quit.

The pace is slowing by the time Greg comes over. There’s no line for takeaways anymore, and we’re shifting to the lunch menu. More expensive. I reach for a bag of beans, rip open the top and take a huge whiff of the sweet poison. Greg laughs softly and leans his head down to smell the fresh beans. A little too close.

‘So, your friend . . .’

‘She’s not really my friend.’ Where did that come from? An instinctive reaction that sparks an immediate pang of guilt. ‘I mean, we’ve not known each other that long,’ I explain.

Greg nods, watching my face. ‘Lux. Interesting name.’

‘It’s from The Virgin Suicides,’ I respond. ‘Her parents are pretty alternative.’ Apparently. I haven’t met them, but it’s what Kik has told me. A far cry from his strict, churchgoing parents, he reckons.

He nods, quiet. I continue moving around him, refilling tea leaves, washing out milk jugs, staying busy while he watches me, hands in his pockets.

‘Good book,’ he says eventually.

‘Yep,’ I agree.

‘Seems nice enough. Interesting girl.’ He’s still watching me and I don’t meet his eye. ‘We need someone now that JD is leaving.’

JD has resigned to work at a small bar in town. Said she wanted to work nights for a while so she could volunteer at Mercy Grace in the mornings. For youth group, or something. I wasn’t listening. She’s been wanting to catch up – drinks, coffee, gigs – but I’ve been distracted lately by Kik and Lux.

‘Mm-hmm,’ I respond.

‘So,’ Greg presses. ‘Should I hire her?’

I was afraid he’d ask me that. I could tell him that she’s pretty unreliable, that she stays up late drinking and smoking, that she won’t deal well with the early mornings. I could say that I actually want to spend less time with her, that I want to hold her at arm’s length. I could say that she’s hypnotic, that I kissed her the other night, that I kinda like the feeling of her being close to me, where I can keep one eye on her.

But instead I say, ‘If you like.’

Greg laughs again. ‘Guess I’m the boss!’

‘That you are.’

‘You wanna train her?’

‘Righto.’ I smile, conceal a sigh. He wanders away. He likes to test out new personalities; watching the new hires intently, to see what they’re made of, how long they might stick around. Maybe he can tell me more about Lux than I’ve figured out myself.

Yasmin has been here since the beginning, she’s the star barista. I’ve been working here since my second year of uni, three years ago. He used to like hearing about what I was reading in class. He’s soft spoken and well-read, I can tell. But he doesn’t give much away. I don’t even know if he has a partner; Greg keeps his private life private.

He always says we’re not supposed to recommend our friends for jobs unless we know they’ll definitely work out. Otherwise it gets messy, he says.

‘I’ve told her to come in tomorrow morning,’ he calls back over his shoulder, before disappearing into the office.

When I finish my shift, there are texts from Lux. Nothing from Kik.

What did your boss say?

Come over!

I drive to her house, knock at the door. I’ve only ever dropped Kik here, never been inside. I’m hoping her parents don’t answer, I have no more energy for adults today. But they’re always home, which is why Lux is always out. I have no idea what they do for a living; something about acting, and electricity. Lux likes to pretend that they’re her housemates; refers to them by their first names, shares quippy anecdotes. She likes to pretend she’s not twenty-three and unemployed and living at home.

Lux’s dad answers the door. He’s tall, younger than I expected, greying at the temples, with a faraway kind of look in his eyes.

‘Hi,’ he smiles vaguely.

‘Hi, Mr Twine,’ I say. ‘I’m El.’

I put my hand out to shake his but he doesn’t take it, just opens the door wider and leads me into the kitchen, chatting as we walk. ‘Call me Fred,’ he says, and laughs. No idea why. Maybe his name isn’t actually Fred. I wish Lux would come out of her room, if she’s even here. It would be so like Lux to tell me to come to her house but actually be in Kik’s van at the beach.

Fred makes me a cup of tea, eyes a bit glazed, and asks me where I’ve come from today.

‘I work at a cafe,’ I say. ‘I’m a barista. Lux actually applied for a job today. Looks like my boss might hire her.’

‘Oh,’ he says, pouring so much milk into my tea that it’s practically white. ‘What happened to babysitting?’

I shrug. He laughs quietly to himself. ‘That girl. She loves those kids.’ It’s like his brain is having a hard time putting a sentence together. He’s perfectly lovely, but I’m feeling antsy at being in someone’s parents’ house. I’ve avoided it for months now. Haven’t even been to Gabby’s place – too afraid of how they might look at me.

‘She’s babysitting tonight,’ he says, and it doesn’t seem like he wants a response.

I ask how his day has been and he mumbles something vague in return, then raises his eyebrows. ‘What’s it like working in a cafe?’ He leans his elbows on the countertop and moves to take a sip from his cup. But he’s not actually poured the hot water in it yet; there’s just a lonely tea bag lying flaccid at the bottom of the mug.

‘It’s . . . good,’ I say, distracted by his tea, or lack thereof. ‘Busy.’ He nods, like I’m saying the most interesting thing in the world. ‘Anyway, I’d better go find Lux. Nice to meet you!’

He gestures down the hall. ‘Lux and Babe are in her room.’

Lux is in the bedroom at the far end of the hall with someone I assume is her mother; she’s got the same long, blonde hair falling in messy twists and turns. I watch them from the doorway for a second, giggling together. Lux’s mum – I can’t bring myself to call her Babe, if that is indeed her name, and not a term of endearment – is leaning back on the bed, flecks of purple paint on one forearm. She’s holding a sunflower in one hand, and she’s got perfectly painted nails, rings on every finger, like a character in a fucking novel. She acts happy to see me without meeting my eyes and flounces out of the room, pausing to tap the edge of my boiling mug. ‘I see you got yourself a Fred special.’ I hear her laughter moving down the hall and away from me.

I turn to look at Lux, sitting on the floor near a bookcase of old records. She cracks up laughing when she sees my face.

‘She meant the tea!’

I look down at the mug in my hand. It’s just milky water, he didn’t put a tea bag in. I laugh.

‘You never know what you’re gonna get with Dad’s cuppas.’

‘Is he . . . high?’ I don’t want to offend her, so I say it tentatively, placing the mug carefully on the bedside table.

‘Oh, shit yeah!’ She laughs again, so full of joy today, the way she laughed and talked animatedly with Greg at the cafe. She’s acting like I’ve been to her house millions of times. I sit down on the side of the bed and look around the room – band posters on the walls, candles and incense, matching bookends with no books in between, a pack of tarot cards still wrapped in plastic, and a pile of clothes in the corner that look like Kik’s. I try to imagine what my parents would be like if they were high, but I just can’t. Mum – always so put together, so thin and poised, a small glass of wine on special occasions and nothing more. Dad – holding everything in, bending to her will, after he came back to us. Everyone tiptoeing around her, scared she’d get sick again.

I wonder what my life would look like if my parents were more like the Twines. Maybe they would’ve embraced me when I broke off my engagement. Passed me a joint and told me it would all be okay. Maybe there never would have been an engagement, maybe I’d have been too free-thinking and free-loving and free-wheeling to blindly say yes because I thought that was my only option. As it happens, I didn’t even know there were any options other than yes, when someone hands you a ring.

Lux joins me on the bed. ‘Woah, you smell like coffee.’

‘Yeah, sorry,’ I say. ‘Perks of the job.’

‘Lucky I love coffee!’ She leans in, sniffs my neck, licks behind my ear. I feel a tingle between my legs, like a small electric shock that comes out of nowhere. She’s bright-eyed and shiny. Still hasn’t mentioned Kik; maybe she really doesn’t know he stayed at my house.

‘So, you got the job,’ I say, lying back on the bed, arms over my head to stretch out the tension in my shoulders. ‘Come in tomorrow at seven. Greg wants me to train you up.’

‘That’s awesome! Work buddies!’ She leans across and drums on my exposed stomach. I feel weirdly vulnerable on her behalf, being in her childhood bedroom; like the walls hold too much growth. I hate to imagine Lux as a kid. It’s abject, to think of her getting her first period here, maybe staining the sheets, maybe crying over homework. I’m struck by a desperate need to block out all but the Lux I know right now.

We move in and out of conversation as if we’ve done this all our lives and I marvel at her ease, her confidence. I’m trying not to be awkward, to relax and pretend it’s me and Gab and we’ve got nine years behind us. But I’m balancing on one leg again, wary, never quite settled.

‘Hey!’ she says. ‘Kik wants to watch a movie tonight, we’re gonna come to yours.’

‘What about babysitting? Your dad said . . .’

‘Yeah, I quit! Or they fired me. One or the other. So tonight? Yours?’

By the time I leave I’m feeling exhausted by the vortex that is Lux. She never opens her mouth properly, as if she hates her teeth. It’s one of those things I’m learning about her. So when she laughs, it’s restrained. She pulls her cheeks up like a chipmunk, mouth in a little pout, eyes dancing. She has little hands that curve slightly at the wrists, like an old woman with arthritis.

When I walk back through the house, I see her parents together on the lounge, and for a moment it could be my parents – it’s a filtered image, like on Instagram.

After Mum caught me sneaking back in the house, I decided I couldn’t take it anymore – the guilt that burned through me whenever she glared at me, lips pursed, over her steaming mug of tea, sitting in the near darkness of the kitchen in her leggings and puffy workout vest when I left for work each morning. Sharp words and icy stares. Always so neat and tidy. Just the sight of her slim legs, neatly crossed at the kitchen bench, was enough to make me feel like my very soul was fraying. The pointed remarks, leading questions, Will you be home after work? Will we see you for dinner tonight? I can’t imagine what Brendan is going through. I’ve never once heard her yell. Raised voices might have hurt less than her disapproval, disappointment, raised eyebrows.

Dad didn’t say much – kept his distance, tried to placate my mother. Helped me carry boxes of books to my car when I moved out. Slipped me a few fifties before I drove away.

They loved Brendan. Or was it the idea of him they loved? And his parents loved me; or perhaps they just loved the idea of folding our two families together. They are both lawyers, my father is a doctor, my mother volunteers at the hospital; it’s the perfect fit. And I ruined it all. Just like when I was seventeen and my father left. For good, though I didn’t know it yet. I remember sitting on my parents’ bed, hugging a pillow to my chest, as he foraged around the room. He chatted to me about my day, about school, about Brendan. How are his parents? Tell them I said hello. Such a nice family. He knew I didn’t want a boyfriend, didn’t see Brendan that way. Dad and I were closer then, and I leaned on him when Mum was volatile; picking at me, pushing me to do better – at school, at sport, even my diet needed improvement. I wasn’t allowed to do ballet as a child; she said I didn’t have the body for it. But we never talked about Lara. It was like there was an unspoken agreement that we’d all just move on from the mess.

Then right around my seventeenth birthday, Dad said he was going on a work trip. That wasn’t unusual – he was always flying to the UK, to see his parents, his old friends. Andrew and I had never met our Irish grandparents, but they sent birthday cards full of money every year. Mum didn’t want us going over there; Dad said it was too triggering for her, to be back in the country where her life, her career, fell apart.

He zipped zips and locked locks and pulled on his favourite pair of plane socks, thick and grey. ‘I’ll miss you, El.’

He called me El, even though Mum hated it. We didn’t look at each other; we were never an affectionate family. I wished he carried a picture of us in his wallet. If something ever happened, who would know where he belonged?

I didn’t notice at the time that his suitcase was bigger than usual, that the pile of books and spare reading glasses by his side of the bed were gone. Later, I felt stupid for not realising, for missing the truth: that he didn’t plan to return.

‘Look after your mother, okay?’ He said it every time he went away, like it was my responsibility even though she was the one who birthed me, who was supposed to be the adult. Even though Andrew was older, and got along better with Mum. They seemed to understand each other.

‘Oh, that reminds me,’ he said, on the day he left. ‘Look at this.’

He picked up a letter from the dresser, extremely short, with a doctor’s letterhead on top. Words like depression and insomnia and poor diet jumped out at me. ‘Stephen saw your mother last night, for a consult.’ Stephen was his partner in the practice. ‘She’s not quite herself at the moment. I just thought you should know.’ He gave the paper a final flourish and placed it back on the dresser next to several bottles of pills, all different colours and sizes and shapes, the labels too small for me to read from where I sat.

I used to run up and down our driveway, over and over, just to feel myself sweat, feel the blood rushing in my ears, my heart pounding. Sometimes I’d stand at the top and scream down to the street. Open my lungs, arms out wide, just to feel what it sounded like.

‘Stop it,’ Mum would hiss from the upstairs windows. ‘The neighbours!’

The memory feels far away now. I imagine screaming and nothing coming out. My voice feels trapped deep inside me, under layers of weed, booze, coffee, other people, shame.

Mum always woke at five am, went to the gym, came home, made breakfast for me and Andrew. But one day, a few months after my father left, her room was still dark when I walked past, schoolbag on my shoulder, so I poked my head in. She didn’t move or speak. Her eyes were open and she was staring at the ceiling, her breath deep and slow like she was meditating.

Smooth blonde hair spread evenly along the pillow, perfect symmetry on both sides. I’d expect no less, except it looked like it had been carefully arranged that way and it worried me. I dropped my backpack on the floor and lay down on the bed beside her, watching her chest rise and fall to make sure she kept breathing. She didn’t say anything, and I wondered if I should stay home. If I did, would she notice me there?

That day was the biggest dust storm on record and there were warnings on the radio for people with asthma to stay inside. Brendan was the first to get his licence. He drove me to school, picked up Gab and Alex on the way. Everything was tinted yellow and orange and red, hazy, like looking through 3D movie glasses. The outline of the trees in the quadrangle was barely there. At school, the corridors were weirdly quiet, lockers like rows of empty suits of armour, waiting for their chance to wake up and strike.

After school, Brendan drove me home again. Sometimes he came inside to study or hang out, sometimes he kissed me, if I let him, but I still didn’t want to be more than just friends, even with Lara out of the picture. On this day, I grabbed my backpack from the boot of his car and scaled the driveway alone. Mum was still in bed, sitting up this time, watching an old ballet video. I crawled up next to her again, pressing my left arm against her right one, leaning against the white leather bedhead. Her long, pale neck angled out of the covers like a swan, and she’d tied her hair into a low bun at the base of her skull, each strand of hair slicked back perfectly.

It didn’t look like she’d moved all day. She linked her arm in mine, kissed my temple. It reminded me of the days when I was little. Sometimes, on a Saturday morning when Dad took Andrew to cricket practice, Mum and I would watch ballet videos, old tapes of her dancing. She would hold my feet in her lap and it was so comforting I’d often fall asleep.

‘That’s me,’ she said, pointing at the screen.

I’d seen the video before, her last performance with the ballet company. The one when she injured herself and gave up dancing forever. She always told me the story with a kind of accusing tone, like it was my fault, even though I wasn’t alive then.

‘Your father was so handsome, and that Irish accent,’ she said. ‘I’ll never forget that night – so cold in Brighton! Even though it’s by the sea. I think I could hear the waves crashing while I was dancing, which is silly, of course, because there are no waves in Brighton.’ Her voice was light and airy, and it filled me with dread for some reason. She was acting weird, not like herself, but it felt nice to sit together, arm in arm.

‘They had to call a doctor,’ she continued. ‘Because of my fall. You know Giselle has a weak heart? In the ballet? Poor thing. It was the last act when I fell over but I pushed through because ballerinas don’t get injured and they especially don’t cry in front of anyone. Your father let me cry, though, on his shoulder.’

The words were tumbling out of her and then she let out a kind of manic laugh. ‘He didn’t even know me! My make-up must’ve been running, how embarrassing. He probably wondered who this crazy Australian ballerina girl was, sobbing into his nice coat.’

She laughed again, her eyes on the screen, hardly blinking. ‘Have I ever told you about the story of Giselle?’ I nodded, but she didn’t see me. ‘Giselle falls in love with another peasant but he’s not really a peasant, he’s only pretending to be one so that he can sow his wild oats before he gets married.’

She took a breath. I was frozen, wishing Andrew was home, but his car wasn’t out the front.

‘Your father was engaged, you know, when we met. Have I told you that?’

I didn’t need to respond – she wasn’t looking at me anyway.

‘You know the Wilis? Those ones.’ She pointed, the colour rising in her cheeks as she stared at the TV screen, at the dancers moving around, a white blur. ‘They’re the ghosts of women who died before their wedding day.’

She took another breath.

‘I was the Queen, see? The Queen of the Wilis. But I was supposed to be Giselle.’

‘Mum?’ I said, voice small. I squeezed her arm against my body, but she still didn’t look at me.

‘That’s why I fell. Because I was supposed to be Giselle,’ she said, her voice firmer, hard edged.

My heart pounded in the silence. She was watching the video on mute. I waited for her to tell me how she and Dad got together, the way she always does, about when Andrew was born and they moved to Newcastle to be close to my grandparents.

‘I desperately wanted a girl,’ she said, looking at me finally, her gaze a bit vague, hovering at my hairline. Searching my face without seeing me.

‘You got one,’ I said, forcing a smile. Heat flushed to my neck.

She made a noise through closed lips, picked a stray thread off my school shirt and rolled it between her thumb and forefinger. ‘It’s not what I expected. And now he’s gone.’

‘Who’s gone?’

I didn’t know what she meant. That having a girl, having me, wasn’t what she expected? Or that my father wasn’t what she expected? I only know the skeleton of the story from her past. That Dad was the physician on the scene. I’ve puzzled the pieces together from other people’s stories, from hushed comments, from Mum’s winding memories of her ballet years.

‘Your brother was such a blessing, though,’ she said, without feeling, as if trying to convince herself. Her eyes cleared for a moment. She smoothed the bedspread over her lap.

I still thought my father was coming back. I knew he missed home, he talked about it all the time, but I guess he thought it would be okay, to settle down here, with us. That he could marry a beautiful ballerina from Australia and move to a place where the sun was always shining. Did they think they would be happy? Maybe they thought they could make it work if they just feigned normality fiercely enough. But the fact is, he was engaged to someone else, knocked up a dancer and, well, maybe he got stuck. Maybe he couldn’t see a way out. Maybe he was flooded with dopamine when Andrew was born and thought the universe had brought them together for a reason. Then I came along. Fucked it all up.

‘The truth is, Giselle dies of a broken heart,’ she said to me that day of the dust storm. Then she looked back at the TV screen, lifted the remote and turned up the volume until the sound blasted through the whole house. A small tear slid down her cheek and she shuffled herself down under the covers again.

I stared at the screen and the image was static, the music building, Mum in her youth, leaping across the stage. Then she was on the ground. Blurry figures rushed onto the stage, carried her off – blink and you’ll miss it. White figures kept dancing. The show must go on.

The orchestral music was beautiful once, I loved it when I was a kid, but on the old video that day I remember it sounded hollow and out of tune.

She’d had a call from my father the night before, I later discovered. He’d been offered a longer secondment in London, wouldn’t be coming home anytime soon. He emailed me a lot through that grey year, but I never wrote back.

‘I wouldn’t mind being danced to death,’ Mum said. And closed her eyes.

*

That night, Lux sits on the couch next to me, her head on my shoulder, my forearm in her small hands; she’s stroking me like a cat. Marking her territory. She loves to touch, needs to touch. Her hands are dry, scaly. Poor circulation, she says. Always cold, she says. Tucks them into my armpits, under my knees, beneath my shirt. Kik is on the other couch, perpendicular to us, stretched out on his own, cradling a beer and paying us no attention. As if he wasn’t here last night, sobbing into my pillow. As if Lux isn’t mad at him for sleeping over. I can feel the tension between them and I feel like a toy, a pawn in the game.

Someone wants chocolate so I volunteer to drive to the nearest servo. Later, they leave my house together, jump in Kik’s van, drive away. Lux says she’ll see me tomorrow, at work – my work, her new job. Guess I’ll be seeing a lot more of her. I stand at the door, watching them go, and feel myself slipping, washing away with the current. Being sucked into another life I’m not sure I want.


12

Andrew texts, wants to shout me an early birthday coffee, because he’ll be away at the snow next month, semester break. I choose a seat in the sunny courtyard of the worst place to get coffee on campus. Andrew tutors here now, while studying for his PhD in Economics. I’m assailed by flashbacks to my first year here, lugging heavy piles of textbooks from one side of the campus to the other, Brendan’s hand in mine when our classes overlapped; meeting Gabby in the sunshine when we had breaks together, shoes off on the grass. The taste of freedom felt fun at first. No uniforms, no rules.

I remember my first lecture, when a girl shot her hand to the sky and asked if she could go to the bathroom. People tittered, and my face flushed in embarrassment for her. Haven’t you heard? We’re adults now.

I stretch my legs out under the table, rest my feet on the chair opposite and wait for my brother to arrive. Pull my coat closer around me. We’re a few weeks into June and despite the blue sky, the warmth doesn’t seep too deep.

‘Hey, sis.’ Andrew squeezes my shoulders from behind, plants a rough kiss on my cheek, which I instinctively wipe off as he pulls the spare chair out from under my feet. My boots fall heavy to the ground.

‘I don’t have long.’ He loosens his tie.

‘No worries,’ I say. I don’t bother reminding him that he’s the one who wanted to meet.

‘Have you ordered?’ He looks over his shoulder to the counter inside; he has Dad’s straight nose, Mum’s long neck and ashy blonde hair. I got Dad’s colouring: pale skin and freckles, auburn hair. We used to be the perfect picture of four, such a neat fit.

‘Yep. Latte for you?’

‘Ah, shit,’ he says. ‘I’m not doing dairy at the moment.’ Andrew jumps up and heads inside to change the order. There are patches of sweat on the back of his shirt; he must have rushed to get here between classes.

‘It must suck to have to wear nice clothes every day,’ I say as he sits back down.

He laughs. ‘You know, El, one day you’ll have a job where they don’t let you wear combat boots and Converse.’

‘Never.’ I smile.

He closes his eyes, soaking up the winter sun. We sit in silence for a moment, until the waitress arrives with our coffees. I shot my espresso straight away. Cringe.

‘Let me guess,’ he teases. ‘Not extracted properly?’ He smirks at me, sipping his soy latte with one hand, broad shoulders slightly hunched. The breeze has picked up. I pull my jacket down over my hands.

‘I just don’t understand. There’s no excuse for bad coffee these days.’

‘Yeah, but this is the uni, El. No one cares, as long as they’re caffeinated.’

‘I care!’

Andrew chuckles. ‘Anyway, happy early birthday!’ He leans forward to clink his cup against mine. I roll my eyes.

‘So is that why you deferred?’ he says.

‘What, because of the shit coffee?’

‘Yeah.’ He laughs.

‘Oh, definitely.’

The cafe isn’t too busy – it’s late afternoon, mid-year exam time. Students are napping under trees, in the library.

‘So what’s new with you?’ he says, casually.

We’re better at the surface banter. Even though he’s only three years older, it feels like he’s always been a grown-up. It seems to come naturally to him – pleasing my parents. Achieving what he sets out to.

‘Not much,’ I say, eyes on the table. ‘Just working at the cafe. What about you?’

‘Up to my eyeballs in marking papers at the moment. With their exams coming up, I’ve got students knocking on my door left, right, centre.’

I should text Gabby, wish her luck with her exams.

‘How’s Nicola?’

His eyes widen for a moment, crosses one hand over his forehead. ‘Shit, sorry. I forgot to tell you – we broke up.’

‘What? Why?’ I liked her; she always defended me at the dinner table when Mum and Dad were hounding me about uni, when I dropped to part-time study to work, when I switched degrees.

‘Wasn’t working out. Lives going in different directions, all that.’ They were together for three years, but he seems totally unfazed, so together. So like my mother. Most of the time.

‘Fair enough . . . sucks though. Bet Mum and Dad were disappointed?’ I say it with a question mark, hoping for the response I already know I won’t hear.

‘Nah, they were cool. They understand.’

He takes a sip of his coffee, places it down and looks back up at me. He pauses when he clocks my expression and his eyes soften slightly.

‘Sorry . . .’ He exhales. I can tell he doesn’t know what to say, which is rare.

There are ants crawling under my skin, across my shoulders. I try to shake them off, shake off the bubbling anxiety. Lean forward, place my elbows on the wrought-iron table. It’s patterned, and it hurts.

‘El . . .’ he tries.

‘It’s fine,’ I say, pulling my hair into a ponytail, for something to do. ‘Well, no, it’s not. I don’t get it, Andrew. How come it’s all the same to them, no matter what you do?’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’ He sits up straighter, shifts in his seat. ‘They come down hard on me too, you know.’

I scoff.

‘Seriously!’

‘Don’t you see how completely unfair it is? That you can float easily through a break-up because you’re going in different directions but I’m not free to do the same?’

‘I didn’t say it was an easy break-up—’

‘—I’m practically kicked out—’

‘They didn’t kick you out—’

‘They think I ruined my life, I made a bad decision, and oh, poor Brendan, poor hurting Brendan, how could you do that, what has love got to do with it—’

‘El, woah.’ He holds his palms up, almost in surrender. ‘Take a breath.’

His ears are going pink, but he never loses his cool. I’ve never even seen him angry. Just like Dad. I envy them all their togetherness.

I sigh, lean back in my seat again. ‘Maybe coming down hard looks different for each of us.’

‘We’re just worried about you,’ he says. I feel a pang in my chest at the collective we. I know he’s being protective, but the way he refers to himself and my parents as some sort of unified team really burns. ‘You never tell anyone how you actually feel.’

‘I’m feeling great,’ I lie. ‘You can tell them that.’

‘You should tell them yourself! Wouldn’t hurt you to reply to a text every now and then.’

I feel a stab of guilt. He’s right; they have been reaching out since I left home. Mainly Dad. Asking about work, inviting me over for dinner. That’s all he’s got, not a lot else to say. It will be good for your mother to see you. Which is why I have trouble writing back. It feels too forced. Not real. Like it’s all about placating her, walking on eggshells like always. And I’m angry. Things haven’t been the same between us since he left. It all happened in less than twelve months and once he came back everyone else just seemed to carry on like normal. But I couldn’t. Mum was out of hospital, Brendan and I were together, Gabby was my lifeline, and I buried myself under their skin, in their families. Finished school, went to uni, got engaged. But I still don’t know how to repair that fracture with my father.

‘Look, I feel bad about it, I really do. I hate ignoring them. But I just don’t know what to say. They’re still so mad about what happened with Brendan. And I can’t take it – the disappointment. From them, from you, from him, from Gab . . .’

‘Do you think they’re actually still angry, or is it you who’s angry?’

‘I’m sorry, didn’t realise this was therapy,’ I swipe back. He laughs.

‘Seriously, El,’ he says, softening again. ‘Give them a chance.’

‘Like they gave me one?’

He laughs again and it burns through me. That he can sit there and laugh, that he can break up with his perfectly lovely girlfriend and face no consequences, that they’ve sat around discussing me and my life and what I’m going to do with it and all the things I’m not doing right. It hurts that he’s not on my side.

‘You would’ve made a great lawyer,’ he says, raising his nearly empty coffee cup in my direction like a salute. He looks at me, frowning slightly, neat eyebrows knitting together.

‘No one is taking sides, El,’ he says.

I cross my arms tighter, clock my defensive body language, exhale, try to relax. I’d forgotten how much he could read my mind.

‘I’ll get you another coffee,’ he says. ‘Wanna share a toastie?’

I nod. ‘Righto.’ He heads back inside the cafe.

A few days after Valentine’s Day, I told my family that I’d broken up with Brendan. It was Andrew’s birthday dinner, his girlfriend Nicola was there, she gave me a hug. Nan and G were there too. I didn’t cry.

My father looked worried, kept glancing at Mum. ‘I’m sure you’ll work it out,’ he said. Carried plates into the kitchen.

‘What did you do?’ Mum said, eyes sharp on me.

When I reacted – ‘Nothing! Why do you assume I did something wrong?!’ – she just left the room, following my father into the kitchen, not looking at me.

It wasn’t until later that I realised, she didn’t ask what I did wrong, she just asked what I did. Maybe she wanted to know what I’d said to Brendan, how I’d phrased it. But it was too late. She’d seen the guilt in my eyes, my quick defence.

I heard her hissing at my father down the hallway, not really trying to keep her voice low, What does she think she’s doing? Why didn’t you say anything? She’s making a mistake. I need to call the Yukis. Brendan needs to know this isn’t permanent. What will they think? I heard Nan whispering to G, worried this would all set Helena off again. Everyone was so concerned about my mother. How would she react, would she be okay? Hoping it wouldn’t be like last time.

Andrew took me outside to calm down, while Nicola cleared the rest of the table. I shed no tears, but my heart was thumping with the adrenaline of telling the truth: I don’t think I want to marry him, words I hadn’t yet said out loud, hadn’t even allowed myself to think.

‘I met someone else,’ I said, quietly. My anger had softened into defeat. I told him about Mace, just the bare details. How I thought I loved him, but didn’t know if he felt the same. How I thought he might have a girlfriend anyway, but wouldn’t admit it. How confused I was, being a secret but also keeping a secret. We were in the front yard, sitting on the brick letterbox outside the home we both grew up in. I wanted him to tell me what to do, how to solve it, how to clean up the mess I’d created. But he just listened. Nodded occasionally.

‘Maybe you need a break, from all of it. Not just Brendan.’ When I didn’t respond, he said, ‘Seriously, El. This guy sounds like bad news.’ But I wasn’t ready to hear it. We never talked about it again.

‘Is it safe to sit down again?’ Andrew feigns fear, hovering over his seat, and I laugh, despite myself.

‘Sorry,’ I say. But I’m not sure if I really am sorry, because even though I’m angry, it feels good to be burning again, to raise my voice. My shoulders feel softer, sitting a little lower than before. Andrew’s the only one who doesn’t say, what about Mum? He’s a soft landing. Like Gabby. There are so many parts of me, so much unspoken, that Kik and Lux and Mace and everyone else don’t get to see.

Andrew passes me half the sandwich, and a napkin. A string of cheese melts out the side and burns my finger.

‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘I know you think I don’t get it, but I do.’

I don’t know what else to say, so I just say, ‘Thanks.’

He takes a bite, chewing slowly. I can see he wants to say something more.

‘You’re right, though,’ he says once he’s swallowed the food. ‘It is a bit different for you.’ He hesitates, looking at me warily as if he’s afraid I’ll flip the table, like I’m something that can’t sit still. ‘Everything with that guy from the church. I know you never told them, but I’m sure Mum and Dad picked up on it, that there was more to the story . . .’

He trails off and I feel sick. I put my food down on the napkin, but don’t speak.

‘Are you still seeing him?

‘No way.’ My eyes flash up. It feels good not to lie, for once. ‘He’s left, actually. Moved to Sydney.’

‘That’s . . . great,’ he says, watching me carefully, watching his words.

I make a noise, something like agreeance. Clear my throat. ‘And he’s actually engaged.’

I’m too afraid to look up and see my brother’s face. Afraid that he might look pained, like he gets it, like he’s feeling it all with me. Afraid that he might look relieved, or that he might look like nothing.

‘Which is great,’ I say, before he has a chance to say anything, to say the wrong thing. ‘Good riddance, as they say.’ I try to laugh.

‘And Brendan?’

‘We haven’t spoken yet,’ I say. I clear my throat, think of the last text he sent, the one that went unanswered. ‘We said September.’

‘I hope his job’s going well,’ he says. ‘Probably good for him to be in Sydney. Away from it all.’

I make a noise, nod in agreement. Then he changes the subject, asks about work, tells me about a student who kept signing her name with ‘xoxo’ in all her emails, how he had to report her to the head of department. How embarrassing, how hilarious.

‘I better go.’ He glances at his watch. ‘I’ll be at Mum and Dad’s for dinner, Tuesday nights. You should come one time. I’ll drive you.’

‘Maybe.’

‘They miss you, El.’

I don’t tell him that I actually did text Mum a few weeks ago, after seeing her at the shops. Asked her when it would suit for me to come over. She wrote back: Ask your father. But I never did. I wanted her to say the words, make the plan, make me feel like I was actually welcome. Any moment of yearning I felt from her at the mall, at the self-checkout, quickly evaporated, just like always.

I’m tired now. I scrape my fingers hard against my scalp, pushing loose strands of hair back from my face.

‘I hate the black,’ Andrew says, gesturing to my hair with a wary smile. ‘Let it grow out, for the love of all that is holy.’

I laugh, stand, grab my bag from under the table. Andrew stands too, brushes crumbs off his pants.

He pulls me in for an awkward hug and says over my shoulder, ‘Oh, almost forgot. I bought you a book voucher for your birthday, I’ll email it to you.’ I’m overcome with a sudden rush of emotion. Desperation. I squeeze my arms around his back, holding tighter than I normally would. Almost like I wanna cry. Or maybe it’s just my period coming.
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It was the first day of November, the night after I met Mace, when he first sent me a message. I didn’t save his number in my phone; just let the digits sit there, unidentified. Easy to erase.

What are you doing to me?

The words sent a rush of heat, a skip in my chest. I managed to ignore the message for six whole hours. Woke up next to Brendan, had breakfast with his parents by the pool, a sunny Sunday. His mum showed me wedding dresses she’d saved on her phone, talked about where in the backyard they’d string the fairy lights, if we decided to have an engagement party. Then home, to study for end-of-year exams, to lie in bed, to think of Mace and try not to think of Mace.

I eventually wrote back.

Hi

Send me a pic

Of what?

Your arm

So I did. It was easy. It was fine. My bedroom was bright with the promise of summer. Warm days and long nights. We’d finish our exams, we’d celebrate at Brendan’s house, me and him and Gab and Alex, the four of us spending late evenings in his pool. And then Christmas brunch with my parents, my grandparents, and Andrew and Nicola. Board games and bad movies at the Yukis’ with Brendan’s two younger sisters, his older brother and whoever he decided to bring home from Sydney for the holidays. The seafood Christmas dinner in the sprawling backyard, because Brendan’s dad was determined to celebrate ‘the Australian way’ since emigrating from Japan as a child. My parents, more than welcome. Plenty of room, the more the merrier.

We would have the best summer ever, and then Brendan would go to Sydney in the new year for an internship at his uncle’s law firm, crashing on his brother’s couch. He’d be home on weekends when he could, then back in March for his final year of uni before the real world beckoned. He was hungry for it, always talked about what we’d do, where we’d live. I was more content to work in the cafe, head to the beach after and then spend summer nights with my friends, live music and drinks at the pub and card games in backyards. I was hungry for something different to Brendan; to squeeze the juice out of what we already had, not ready for the next step.

And Mace was right there. Hungry for me.

Texting all the time, never calling. It felt innocent enough, but exciting. Addictive. He dealt the friends card and I played it. Came into the cafe when I finished work, followed me to the bookshop down the street. We’d browse through old records, talking about nothing. He came with me to the bank, the newsagent, to buy groceries, never touching, just orbiting. Then he’d hop in his car and disappear for a few days. Just friends.

I wondered at the ease of it all. The plans I had, that had been made for me, they wouldn’t be erased by a simple exchange with someone else. A Halloween party flirtation.

But then the darkness would settle and the guilt would arrive. I remembered when I was younger, assuming that everything would be alright as long as the sky had a sun to light up the world so that everything could be seen. I would cry when night fell. Feel relief in the morning, happy to be alive again. It took me ages, growing up, to realise that the darkness comes every night, that it’s always there.

Then Mace disappeared over Christmas. Didn’t hear from him for weeks. And the guilt started to fade.

The agreement was there’d be no wedding until Brendan had finished his degree. There was no mention of my plans. They were pale in comparison. The adults apologised to me with sparkling eyes, tinkling laughs, at how serious Brendan was about his career, about how tough it would be for me to resist the magazines showing slim figures in white lace and satin. How tragic it must be for me, not to have set a date, bought a dress, made a spreadsheet of catering options. Your time will come, El.

But I was relieved. If we couldn’t talk about the wedding, then I wouldn’t have to think about the way my mind had gone blank when he’d proposed. I was pretty sure you weren’t meant to feel that way. Every time I gazed down at the ring on my finger, emptiness blanketed me. My hand looked like someone else’s. I would lie in bed at night listening to our song, trying to imagine walking down the aisle towards Brendan. A brick in my chest, a mango seed in my throat. And it was so confusing because I loved him, so much, loved his family. They felt like home, safer than my own sometimes.

Then, one sticky night in January, Mace is back. Sends a photo of his hand gripping the base of his penis. I laugh out loud and look away quickly, sickened. But then I look back. Face hot, breath shallow. I wonder again at the ease of it all. I’ve got plans. This is not one of them.

Days continue to pass and Mace is there, always there, in the vibration of the phone in my hand. The screen is full of him when I finish work, when I wake up in the morning, when I’m passed out asleep and awake again.

Can I come over?

No way. I have a boyfriend, remember?

Parents love me *winking face emoji*

I highly doubt that

Come on cutie. We won’t do anything. I’ll stroke your hair while you sleep.

I fall asleep alone, smiling to myself. It’s summer, I’m having fun. This is what it was supposed to be. And it’s all fine, all good, all innocent.

I come to expect the messages, the pictures on Instagram that I know are for me.

It’s addictive. To be wanted, to be chased. To be seen.

But I feel in control.

And suddenly we’re back at the car park. Our car park. It’s a hot night in late January. Brendan is in Sydney and I’ve been to the movies with Gab. She noticed me texting my way through the movie, wouldn’t know it wasn’t my fiancé I was messaging. I saw her watching me, noticing the small smile I couldn’t help forming when Mace said something like I miss you. When can I see you again? You’re killing me. I need to see you.

I meet him on the rooftop again, like all those months ago. We circle each other, no purpose, inane conversation but hyper self-aware, watching ourselves watching each other, hiding our insecurities behind sarcastic smiles. We make fun of each other, tease each other, and I’m better at it than him, quicker.

We could definitely just be friends, this could be okay. Brendan could ask, Hey babe, what did you get up to today? And I could say, Just hung out with my friend, Mace. He’s older, he goes to church. It’s okay, isn’t it?

We’re sitting on the cool concrete between painted white lines. The air is hot and heavy, moist, holding the promise of a storm later. Mace with his guitar, me with my arms and legs folded beside him. We’ve been playing the unspoken game of don’t kiss me.

But the actual game is ‘guess the song’. He plays the first few bars of a song and I have to guess what it is. He says, ‘This one reminds me of you’ and his smooth voice croons about loving me just the way I am.

I can see he’s trying to be unimpressed with my trivia prowess. So he slips into something unrecognisable, murmuring words I’ve never heard. Unmistakably hipster Jesus hymns.

‘Do you play this game with all the girls?’

‘What girls?’ He rearranges his face into a picture of innocence.

‘Don’t be coy with me,’ I tease.

‘How does your boyfriend feel about us hanging out?’

Mace is more aloof in real life, colder than his texts. Stiff and awkward; it’s harder to find the flow.

‘I’m allowed to have friends,’ I say.

‘So am I,’ he says.

‘I bet you have plenty of girlfriends,’ I say.

‘Why do you care?’

‘So we’re friends?’

‘I have plenty of friends who are girls,’ he says.

‘That wasn’t the question.’

He smiles, strums a few chords.

I want him to say, you’re the only one I’m spending time with. I want him to admit that this spontaneous game, this concrete car park jungle we’ve gravitated back to, is just for us. I want him to spout all the romantic bullshit that I don’t even believe in. Sing to me again about how I shouldn’t change to please him. But why do I want these things, when nothing can happen between us?

What I want to ask is, ‘How many girls have you slept with?’ But he probably doesn’t believe in sex before marriage. But then I remember I’ve seen a child on his Instagram, I think he has a daughter. So maybe he was married before, which means he’s definitely had sex.

Instead, I default to asking, ‘How long have you been with Mercy Grace?’

‘Pretty much my whole life,’ he says.

‘What do you love about it?’

‘Who says I love it?’

I scoff in frustration and he laughs.

We think we’re getting to know each other but we’re not. We’re the montage scene in the movie, all uplifting background music and close-up shots of our big, white-teethed smiles and whispers in ears and sunset backdrops. It’s all surface; the climax is coming, the credits will roll. Are the basic facts of our lives the things that define us? Where we live, what we do with our time, what our parents do, the car we drive? Does Brendan love me because we moved through our younger lives together? Do my parents love him because he will eventually work in his family’s law firm? Because with him, my future is secure, set in stone, or perhaps in a pending property portfolio. Brendan is something and someone they understand. On a path. A trajectory. In a place where there’s no room for my questions.

These things we know about the people we supposedly love – are they the reason for our closeness, or is it the deeper, murky waters that we discover within each other? What we believe, how we feel, the way we react to events and situations – maybe that’s the real stuff. Navigating around each other, treading the waters above a bottom we cannot see, something we don’t want to be disturbed.

Mace is the eel in the depths. Not to be disturbed.

‘I’ll tell you what I do love,’ he says, holding one hand flat on the strings to silence the guitar.

‘What?’ My heart flutters and I hate myself a bit.

He leans in closer, eyes moving past my lips and down towards my neck. ‘That freckle, right on the base of your earlobe.’

My mouth is dry. I instinctively reach one hand up to cover my ear. He’s looking right into my eyes now.

‘Don’t try anything,’ I blurt out.

He doesn’t move. Here we are again. Too close.

‘I think you might be too cool for me.’

I laugh and it breaks the tension. He pulls back, puts the guitar on the ground next to him.

‘Me, too cool for you? Yeah sure, big shot Mace Bedford. I’ve seen the drool sliding down people’s lips when they look up at you on stage. At the pub, I mean. I’m sure the church girls are way too pure to be lusting after you when you’re preaching.’

He sighs, closes his eyes, leans his head back against the pillar. ‘But they’re not like you, are they?’

‘I’ve seen you at gigs,’ I say, because I don’t know what else to say. Too close.

‘Don’t play with me.’ His voice is harder now, and also softer. ‘We both know you couldn’t love anyone like me.’

‘Why do you say that?’ I’m almost whispering.

‘Because if you did, you’d know it already.’ He turns his head to face me and I hope he doesn’t notice the hitch in my breath. ‘I can tell that you’re the kind of person who knows it when they feel it. That true connection, the longing to be with someone. Like you can’t not be with them.’

I swallow, our eyes searching each other.

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘I mean. I used to think that. I used to know that about myself.’ Did I? What the fuck am I saying? A hand has reached up from the base of my spine, through my insides, finding a home in my jaw and now I’m the ventriloquist’s dummy, being directed by a force greater than myself.

He smirks, looking at my lips. ‘When you feel it, you’ll know.’

He’s sitting on the concrete, leaning against a concrete wall, eyes the colour of wet concrete. I move towards him with confidence, straddle him, my knees drawing blood on the concrete, and I lean down and I fucking kiss him. On top. In control. Hands in his hair, his arms around my waist. It’s just a kiss, just one kiss, and I’ll remember it forever: when I’m walking down the aisle, when Brendan’s warm hand brushes against my swelling stomach, when our kids are grown up and move out and make the same mistakes we did. I’ll think about it, remember it, thank myself for my youth, but it won’t cause me any guilt, it won’t eat away at me because it’s only a kiss.

And he pushes me down on my back, grabbing my skirt and hitching it up around my hips and in the haze of wanting I see Brendan’s face above me, while Mace’s fingers creep closer to the place I most want him to touch. I panic.

‘Don’t push your luck,’ I say.

He’s up in a second, on his feet, like he wasn’t fully committed to the moment, like he was expecting it the whole time. There’s an awkward pause while I stand up and struggle to adjust my clothes without humiliating myself too much. He marches away, to where our cars are parked down on the street, one behind the other.

I follow, wonder if he’s going to say anything, if he’s even going to look at me. Maybe he’ll get in his car and never look back. Maybe that’s what I want.

I felt so good, on top of the world, on top of my life, on top of Mace. Like he understood, like he could see right through me, see all the uncertainty that consumes me. Now I just feel like shit. I shouldn’t have kissed him. Shouldn’t have teased him like that. It was so unfair, after all these weeks of telling him nothing would ever happen between us.

He pauses at his car, opens the door and looks back at me, eyes dark. ‘You shouldn’t have kissed me.’

‘Sorry,’ I say. It’s all I can say.

‘This never happened,’ he says.

‘Yep, this never happened,’ I say.

I don’t sleep. For hours I stare at the ceiling, re-read our months of texting. Where did it go wrong? How did I almost lose myself tonight? I never thought I was that kind of girl, that person.

At three am he sends me a message.

Bad dreams. You?

I write back straight away.

I don’t think we should see each other anymore. Hope you understand x

Then another message at six am.

You know we can’t stay away from each other.

And then another, from Brendan.

Morning babe x

Just a kiss.
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That Valentine’s Day morning when I woke up next to Brendan, sweaty and puffy, salty tear stains down our cheeks, he kissed me but didn’t say anything. We’d said it all the night before. He helped me sneak out before his parents woke up to start their Sunday. I gripped the front of his shirt, navy blue, smelling like everything I’d ever known, and had a hard time letting go. I didn’t want to walk to my car, climb in, drive away, but I didn’t want to do anything else either; just stand there clutching at his shirt, his chin resting on the top of my head, forever in limbo. Eventually he held me by the shoulders, gently nudged me away from him and turned back to the house, which loomed large behind him. He didn’t watch me leave. I drove straight to Gabby’s house, avoided Mr and Mrs Dara, and poured it all out while she fed me chocolate, then vodka with lemonade once midday hit, because that’s all her parents had in the fridge.

I got a text from Brendan:

See you in spring. I love you x

And another, from Mace. I didn’t read it.

Gab ditched her Valentine’s Day plans with Alex and took me out instead. Said I needed a shake-up. She knew I couldn’t face my parents yet. I think she hoped the break-up would just be a passing phase, that it wasn’t to be taken too seriously. She could hug me while I cried and buy a bucket of ice-cream and take me out to drink and dance and laugh, but she probably thought it was temporary. In all the years it had been me and Brendan, her and Alex, none of us had wobbled. She probably thought it was the pressure of uni, of being engaged, the classic cold feet. I didn’t tell her about Mace.

Because that’s not why I broke up with Brendan. Well, not directly. A week before, Mace had posted a photo – that photo – on Instagram, of the girl in the cafe courtyard, with that caption: Perfection. It felt like a gut punch, and that made me realise I couldn’t go on. How could I marry Brendan, plan a future, when I was brought to my knees by someone else’s photo?

The mere presence of Mace in my life, his constant texts, the kiss at the car park, had me unsettled, untethered. Questioning everything. Turning my back on a life laid out, walking away from someone who loves me.

*

Shit clubhouse music that I hate and Gab loves smashes between my ears, sweaty bodies knocking into me, but it’s okay because I’m buzzing. We ended up shotting the vodka before getting an Uber into town. Gab has been watching me carefully all night, like she doesn’t trust the single version of me. As if I’ll throw myself on the sticky floor and cry, scream, bash my fists, or I’ll throw myself at the nearest body and be impregnated on the dance floor. She’s been with Alex since we were all sixteen and she’ll be with him forever. Some people are just like that.

In the bathroom, I pee while reading my texts. Nothing more from Brendan. Three from Mace. I still haven’t responded to his message from this morning.

I miss you

Where are you?

I want you.

I check Instagram, see if he’s deleted the photo. Maybe it was all a misunderstanding. Maybe he doesn’t have a girlfriend. But it’s still there. She looks alarmingly like me. I did a literal double-take when I first saw it. Dark hair and pale skin.

I get a painful stab in my chest to see the photo again. Even through my tear-stained haze, I’m excited to hear from Mace, still feel that embarrassing heart flutter when I read his texts.

I ignored him this morning. And it felt fucking delicious. Powerful. The kiss could have been a bad dream. Except that I can’t forget it, can’t purge it from my being.

Gab is at the sink, chatting to me through my cubicle door as she reapplies her lipstick. I’m affirming what she’s saying without knowing what she’s saying. I should talk to Gab, tell her about Mace, about how I can’t seem to untangle myself. About how I’m already addicted. She’d have good advice. She’d tell me to change my phone number, to think of Brendan, of how unfair it is on him. To give myself time to heal, to figure out what I want.

And maybe that’s why I don’t tell her.

She’d say that he doesn’t really want me, that he’s just using me, that he’s not going to choose me, that he’s too old for me and too religious for me and that it looks like he has a girlfriend, El, for fuck’s sake. Pull it together. That’s what I would say to her, if the roles were reversed. And yet. And yet.

The darkness has already spread like ink through my veins and my good sense, the good friend in me, is clouded by the allure of what I can’t – shouldn’t – have. I think of Mace grabbing my hips when we kissed at the car park, my hands in his hair. The texts he’s sent since then, that I’ve been trying to ignore, about wanting me, needing me. And suddenly I’m scrolling through his Instagram again, seeing the signs that are meant for me. His latest post, just two minutes ago. Black background, big white letters: THERE IS ONLY LOVE. Then another, just now, as I’m sitting here on the toilet, someone knocking at the cubicle door, loud music pumping but muted by the bathroom tiles. White background, big black letters: LET LOVE IN.

So I text him.

Happy Valentine’s Day.

He responds almost instantly.

Not anymore.

I check the time. It’s 12.30 am. Eye roll emoji.

Where are you?

I send him my location. Gab and I push our way back to the dance floor and move and grind and giggle like we used to when we first turned eighteen and I feel light and free and ready for the world and everything will be okay.

Mace calls, he’s outside. Gab looks at me, a question on her lips.

‘Friend from work is here,’ I shout over the music. ‘You still ready to go home? He can drive us.’

She looks confused but follows me outside, doesn’t say anything as we stand on the street, look for his car, climb in. Mace stops outside her house and Gab gets out, waits for me. She walks around to the passenger side window and frowns when she realises I’m not getting out of the car.

‘I’ll go home,’ I whisper.

I reach out the window to squeeze her shoulder as she kisses my cheek. She doesn’t look convinced; her eyes keep flicking to Mace, trying to figure him out. He waves to her as she walks up her driveway and when she’s out of sight he grips my thigh so high up that his fingertips graze the edge of my undies.

‘You’re so cute,’ he says. Pulls away from the kerb, both hands back on the wheel. ‘Is that tequila I smell?’

I slump back in the seat, elated. The night is warm, the sky is clear, and Mace is here, driving me somewhere.

‘Vodka,’ I sigh, arms gripping the headrest behind me. ‘Anyway, how’s your new girlfriend?’ My voice has a mind of its own tonight.

I see him tense out of the corner of my eye. Keep talking, can’t stop myself.

‘You know, Jessie? Your new girlfriend?’

He laughs, a cold laugh. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’ A hiss in his words.

‘Why didn’t you just tell me?’

‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Jessie, the chick on your Instagram? How long have you been together?’ I’m willing myself to shut up because I actually don’t want to know the answer.

‘You’re one to talk,’ he says, clutching the steering wheel, knuckles growing white.

‘I’ll have you know that I’m single now.’

Mace doesn’t respond. I keep pushing.

‘Just tell me!’

‘We’re friends.’

‘Yeah, right, heard that one before.’ I laugh, trying to diffuse the dark cloud that’s gathered around him.

He throws me his wallet from the inner console. I flip it open to a passport photo. Fucking cute kid, curls and a fairy crown. My heart’s in my throat. I’ve seen photos of her before, on Instagram, but he doesn’t post many. In all the times we’ve texted, chosen records for each other, drank coffee at the beach after I finished work, he’s never talked about her and I’ve never asked. Assumed there was some kind of shared custody.

‘My daughter,’ he says, tone clipped. ‘Bella.’

‘Oh,’ I say, then clear my throat. ‘She’s . . . cute.’ My mind is racing, street signs blurry as we race past them. Where are we? What the fuck am I doing here? ‘I’d say she’s got Jessie’s eyes but . . .’

‘She’s not Jessie’s.’ He says it short, like he wants to drop the subject.

‘Oh.’ Smooth, El.

Mace pulls over abruptly, almost hitting the kerb. Spins to look at me front-on. I let go of the headrest, let my arms drop into my lap. Frozen under his black gaze.

‘Bella’s mum is gone. She wasn’t right in the head, so she moved away. My parents and I take turns looking after Bella. I’ve got a lot going on with church and my music and . . .’

I can feel my heartbeat like it’s the only reminder of my physical body. ‘What about Jessie?’

‘I don’t have time for a girlfriend, El.’ Is he talking about me, or Jessie? Or both of us?

‘But she’s . . . perfection,’ I tease, my fingers rising in air quotes near my face. Okay, I’m drunk.

‘We know each other. From church. That’s it.’ He sighs, frustrated. Rubs one hand across his face. ‘She’s going through some stuff, and I’m helping her out. It’s my role. At the church. You wouldn’t understand.’ He looks down at the photo in his wallet, lying open on my lap.

I follow his eyes, look at the child again, and I feel suddenly sober. I close his wallet, place it back in the console and reach over to touch his shoulder, but he won’t look at me.

‘Mace, I’m really sorry. That must be . . .’ Hard? Terrible? Fucked up? Fabulous? I don’t have a clue, so I let my hand slide down to his forearm where it sits motionless, hand gripping the gearstick. ‘You’ve never mentioned your daughter.’

He says nothing. Just breathes and stares out the front window. The engine is still running.

‘I feel really shitty,’ I say.

He looks at me and his eyes flash; his mouth is a straight line. We stare at each other until he finally looks away. ‘So can we drop it now? You’re much cuter when you shut the fuck up.’

He shoves the car into gear again and pulls away from the kerb. I’m appeased on one level and confused on another. Danger signs flash in the distant recesses of my mind, but I’m too drunk to care right this second. What does he mean, Bella’s mother is gone? And this Jessie girl – he posted a photo of her a week ago, but she’s not the mother and they’re not even dating? I pretend to zip my lips shut and throw away the key. It’s disgustingly out of character, but my head is spinning.

He’s driving us out towards the lake and I wonder for a moment how I’ll get home, but I’m not sober enough to care. I know he’s taking me to his house – will his daughter be there? – and that we’ll have sex, and suddenly I don’t know if I want to. Memories of the night before flash by, of being curled in Brendan’s arms, crying our goodbyes. This is all too much, too fast, too soon. But I can’t find the emergency exit.

At his house, we dance the awkward space around each other, both trying to pretend there’s no tension. Everything’s just slightly hazy on the edges, and his room lacks personality. I don’t know what I was expecting, I haven’t thought about him beyond preaching and singing and sexting me, but there are no books, papers, records. A single rack of clothes, mainly black and grey, a row of boots on the floor and a desk with a laptop. Guitar in the corner, Bible by the bed. There’s nothing to suggest he has a child – no photos, no toys, no bottle or dummy or whatever it is kids need.

We’re suddenly naked and there’s no mention of a condom, he just goes for gold and I don’t stop him because apparently everything I’ve ever believed in is hiding under the bed along with my dignity. I feel nothing. Switched off, numb. I just have room in my mind to think that I must be the shittest lay right now, stationary starfish with my brain on fire behind my eyes. All these weeks, months, of build-up and want have translated into nothing but numbness, and I truly never saw that coming.

He carries me to the kitchen, props my bare butt on the bench and thrusts a few times. No noise, no fuss. Stops and pulls out. Leans his hands on either side of me before pushing away and backing up against the fridge, arms crossed. I am naked, up on the bench, exposed and awkward. I let my legs drop, and cross them, too scared to look down at his penis, so I fixate on his face.

He glares at me. ‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’

‘Nothing! What the fuck is wrong with you?’

He walks closer, runs his hands up my thighs, arms, collarbones, neck. Eyes following the path his fingers trace. ‘You have the best body.’

‘You don’t even know me.’ I look away.

‘You don’t even know me.’ He leans in, softly kisses my neck and I melt. ‘Are you worried about your boyfriend?’

‘I don’t have a boyfriend.’

He grins, canines prominent. ‘What happened?’

‘It didn’t work out.’

‘What are you going to do with the ring?’

I go cold, glance down at my left hand. Fuck. Didn’t realise I was still wearing it. Brendan didn’t want it back, said to keep it, that it was mine. Maybe he was hoping if I kept it, then it wouldn’t really be the end of us.

‘Were you going to tell me you’re engaged?’ His eyes are hard.

‘I was.’ I cross my arms over my exposed chest. ‘But it’s over.’

‘You never should’ve kissed me.’ His voice is quiet and I wonder for a brief moment if we aren’t really alone in the house. My face feels hot.

‘Do you think there’s only one perfect person for everyone?’ he says.

‘No, I don’t. I think there are several soulmates out there, floating around, and we end up with one of them based on the decisions we make throughout our lives.’ I’m surprised by my answer, by the words that poured out on their own. And I’m still naked. Sitting here naked, with my soul in my hand.

‘Wrong answer.’ He leans in and finds my lips. ‘Guess we’re not meant to be.’

We’re tangled together again. I think this is what I’ll always remember – Mace, that guy with the sexy hands, amazing voice, long body with tattoos, canines and shark eyes.

He enters me again, his not-quite-hard penis thrashing away for another minute. I grip his broad shoulders and let my mind wander to the photo I’m staring at on the fridge. Mace and his parents – I assume – Mace holding a toddler with curly hair and the same cheeky grin I’ve just seen from him.

And then the next minute I’m hunched over the kitchen sink in this stranger’s home, coughing up bile.

He tells me to be quiet, because his parents are home. And the baby’s asleep.


15

It’s not as bad as I thought, having Lux working at the cafe with me. I start early, she comes in before the lunch rush and stays later in the afternoon. I’m making coffee, she’s carrying food to tables, taking orders, getting along with everyone. Her black shirt is always off one shoulder, her hair piled on top of her head, and Greg doesn’t seem to mind. I see his eyes follow her around the cafe. Then he looks at me, winks, approving. It wasn’t my choice to hire her. But I suppose I did kinda let it happen.

It’s July now. There’s a text from Kik when I finish work.

What you doing?

My mind immediately starts to list all the reasons why he’s texted me instead of Lux.

Then I remember she’s having dinner with her parents tonight; it’s her dad’s birthday. I wonder why Kik isn’t invited to dinner. She’s always banging on about how much her parents love him.

It’s my dad’s birthday soon – just a couple of days before mine. I haven’t decided yet if I’ll see him, or even text or call. Even though Mum is the one with all the words and the looks, I’m equally mad at my father for everything that happened when I left Brendan. Maybe even more so. It feels like more of a betrayal, somehow, that he didn’t offer platitudes, ask gentle questions, support me blindly. After what he did to our family. He was more concerned about keeping the peace – keeping Mum balanced, so she wouldn’t tip over the edge again.

The sun is setting fast when Kik picks me up. He drives us to the lookout up the hill from Bar Beach. There’s only one other car parked here; it’s too cold for most in the coastal darkness of July. We sit on a grimy, salt-coated bench seat that’s losing more paint every minute in the buffeting wind. Tiny shards of seaweed green lift off the corners of the wood, take flight and swirl in circles, spinning while I watch. I’m wearing a hoodie, nowhere near warm enough for this weather. Kik has his denim jacket on, and this time, he doesn’t offer it to me. Side by side, pizza box open on my lap, oil seeping into my jeans.

I have one piece then stop eating. Kik doesn’t notice. I’ve been watching Jessie’s Instagram, every day. She’s so thin; her upper arms bony, collarbones always on show. Like my mother: dainty features, ballerina poise. Everything looks good on her, even Mace. She’s been posting more of him, almost like a back catalogue of their love, unfolding over the past few months. I’ve zoomed in on their photos, studied the blue of the sky, trying to work out whether they were together before I broke up with Brendan, or after, or somewhere in between. Or if Mace was driven into her arms when I told him we shouldn’t see each other anymore.

I’ve been obsessing over the timeline, like that will make the whole thing feel any better. I’ve tried, over and over, to push Mace away. And yet.

Kik and I stare out at the sea we can’t see, those twinkling ship lights, while he reaches across me in a wordless rhythm of grabbing food, chewing, thinking. I remember when we tried to count the ships, the first time we hung out. How I didn’t want him to kiss me. Didn’t want to break the spell.

‘It’s all so fucked, you know?’ He doesn’t need an answer. It’s getting colder and I hug my arms tighter into my chest. ‘She’s just not the same.’

‘Of course she’s not, Kik. People change. That’s what happens. Jessie’s never gonna be the same as when you were teenagers.’

I think of Brendan and I, walking hand in hand through the school corridors. The smiles of approval from our teachers. Such good students. Such great parents. Everyone was so pleased when we got together, finally. When I relented, like they knew I would all along. The framed photo of us at our school formal is still on my parents’ fridge.

‘Yeah,’ Kik says, unconvincing. ‘I just want to help her, you know. Like, save her. She’s making a mistake. This is fucked. He’s all wrong for her. And she’s too young to be a mum to someone else’s kid.’

I’ve figured out from Instagram photos of past birthdays that Jessie and I are the same age. I’ll be twenty-three next week. Maybe she is naturally maternal. Unlike me. I think about how it might feel when she eventually posts a photo of Mace’s daughter. Pushing Bella on swings, Easter egg hunts, reading together on the couch on Sunday afternoons. I flick the images away.

‘Kik—’ How to console someone who’s feeling all the same things as I am right now?

‘Fucking Mace!’ He yells it out over the water and it startles me; I almost drop the pizza box. But the sound only travels a metre in front of our faces then disappears, the wind whipping the words away. He drops his head into his hands, elbows on his knees.

‘It’s her choice,’ I say, rubbing the space between his shoulder blades as he hunches over.

‘I always knew there was something weird about him.’

‘Mace?’ My heart freezes and my stomach lurches and all the other cliché things that happen every time I hear his name, even when I’m the one saying it. Kik just nods. ‘Weren’t you best friends, though?’ My voice is quiet.

A pause. I feel the fight drain out of him without looking. It oozes out his back and directly into the palm of my hand, which shakes in anticipation of nothing.

He sits up. ‘I’m sorry, El, sorry. You’re beautiful.’ Turns to face me on the bench seat. Reaches forward to rub his hands over my legs, sparking goosebumps below the denim. Kik pushes his hands up through my hair, bringing my forehead close to his. His eyes are screaming out in pain and I want to say I understand everything. Everything.

‘You don’t deserve this,’ he says.

‘You’re right, I don’t.’ I smile. He doesn’t.

‘You don’t deserve me sitting here complaining about my ex. Especially when . . .’

I say nothing. His rough, calloused hands slide down the sides of my face. One thumb pushes over my bottom lip. He’s going in for the kiss.

I look away as he looks at my lips.

‘This is fucked,’ I say, surprising myself.

‘Yeah.’ He drops his hands abruptly. Sighs. The love sighs away from me too. I can practically see the cloud of affection, the mist of possibility, swirl and fade towards the horizon. Sometimes I think he sees me and thinks I’m Jessie. And other times, I see him and think he’s Mace, projecting feelings towards him that don’t belong there. What do they call it? Misplaced affection. I think he does it with Lux, too, but she doesn’t know it. Honestly, neither does he. We’re just lost and broken souls, bouncing off each other in the night.

I haven’t been around long enough to be El, just El.

Kik takes another slice of pizza from the box in my lap and holds it in one hand, pineapple pieces sliding off onto the grass. ‘Food’s getting cold,’ he says. ‘Can you shut the lid?’

I do. Put the pizza box on the bench seat between us. Place my hands between my thighs, thawing my fingers.

He takes a deep breath. ‘You know how you can pinpoint the start of it all? And you wish you could go back and change it, before everything gets ruined?’ He keeps chewing.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Just press pause, rewind.’

‘Exactly,’ he says.

‘That Halloween party when I met Mace . . .’ I laugh softly under my breath. ‘Sometimes I think you forget who you’re talking to.’

‘Oh, right.’ He looks at me blankly, not interested in sharing the pain. Not interested in understanding. ‘Of course.’ He shakes his head and starts kicking his legs under the seat like a child.

‘I’ll never forget mine,’ he says, glances at me with hooded eyes. ‘My moment . . . Everything was fine. So good. Jessie was with my family at dinner and they just fucking love her and it was her birthday. Last year. We went to my room later, after dinner. She sat on my bed and wouldn’t let me shut the door and I knew something was up. Usually we’d try to . . . you know . . . while mum’s cleaning up. Anyway. She said that Mace had been texting her and she thought I should know. And I didn’t think anything of it, you know? Like, he was my best mate.’

I’m nodding and he’s speaking to the ground.

‘I told her it wasn’t a big deal. That I trusted her. She was crying, though, and I was just comforting her but I had no idea why she was crying. Like, sobbing. She was really worked up and I kept telling her it was okay and I guess she thought she had told me everything I needed to know because she calmed down and then . . .’

‘All downhill from there.’

‘Exactly.’

I can imagine Mace getting under her skin. Jessie’s like me; she’d been with the same guy for so long. Mace would have offered a taste of what she didn’t know she was missing. A shoulder to cry on. Someone more mature, more together. She would’ve seen Mace as more emotionally evolved than Kik might ever be, with his sometimes-surfing and his sometimes-music and his sometimes-prayers. I wonder if Mace was texting her when he was road tripping with Kik, when he’d disappeared from my life. I wonder how Jessie felt, coming home to the two of them. The confusion, the loneliness in the face of a choice that no one would walk away from unscarred.

The envy I’ve been feeling is suddenly replaced with a flash of something else. I picture her, curled up in bed somewhere, alone, admiring the diamond on her finger, imagining their first dance, waiting patiently for Mace to share the exciting news with his thirty thousand followers. Is my heart actually hurting for her? The girl who broke Kik, who broke in Mace, who’s everything I sometimes want to be.

‘I just want her to be the same Jessie,’ Kik says. ‘The one she used to be.’

I wonder if Mace and Jessie are fucking yet, or if she’s following the church’s rules this time. I wonder if he cums inside her.

‘I mean, she’s the same person,’ I say. ‘She just made a different choice.’

‘The wrong choice!’ he shouts, fired up again.

‘I understand—’ I start, but he cuts me off.

‘No you don’t understand, because you’re the cheater, not me, do you get it?’

I’m shocked into silence. He scrapes his beanie off his head, throws it on the grass in front of us. Hair whips across his face in the wind. ‘Do you know – like, do you have any idea, El, how bad that dude is?’ His eyes flash towards me, then back to the horizon. ‘You sit there all high and mighty saying that Jessie just made a different choice, as if it doesn’t even affect you, but you have no idea.’

Kik’s voice fades out, his nostrils flaring. I say nothing, my heart pounding again.

‘It was fine, when we were friends. Like, I knew he was a fucker and he knows he’s a jerk and it was all sorta laughable, you know. He was okay with it, and so were we. He was a youth pastor, you know.’

He says it without a question mark, like it’s obvious. That his role in the church meant they all turned a blind eye.

‘What about his parents?’

He scoffs. ‘They’re all caught up in the church world, trying to protect his reputation and take care of Mace’s fucking illegitimate child and everything. He’s fucked, El.’

‘I know, it’s okay, I’m not seeing him anymore, you know that.’ It comes out in a rush. I’m so used to a different version of Kik that I’m desperate for him to calm down. But is it okay? Why am I defending myself? Am I defending Mace in the process?

‘He raped a girl!’ he explodes.

‘What . . . do you mean?’ That heart-fizzle-pop thing again. The one piece of pizza I did eat is rolled up into a ball, on fire in my stomach. Travelling up my throat.

Kik finally looks at me, tucks some of the loose hair behind his ears. The look in his eyes is earnest, like he really needs me to understand. But I can’t compute.

‘Yeah. Our friend,’ he raises his eyebrows pointedly, almost accusatory. I shrink into myself, waiting.

‘She fell asleep at a party,’ he continues, ‘and he took her into a bedroom to look after her and didn’t come back for ages and everyone kinda knows what happened but no one is saying anything. Coz it’s Mace, you know. You don’t say anything.’

‘Maybe he was taking care of her?’ I hear myself saying from afar. Thinking of all the times I just wanted to talk but we ended up having sex anyway. When he’d say at the end, ‘Isn’t that what you came here for?’ And I’d think, not really, but yes? I don’t know anymore.

‘For fuck’s sake, El,’ he spits. Looks at me, his eyes hard. ‘You know just as well as anyone. He’s bad news.’ Yet you kept going back for more, is the subtext.

I clear my throat but I’m not sure my voice will work. ‘What happened to the girl?’

He frowns slightly. ‘Well, she told a few friends and everyone kind of found out. But that was it. She moved away. Out west, I think.’ He shrugs, as if I’m missing the point.

I want to scream, but the girl? Where is she, who is she? Maybe he didn’t do it, maybe it’s all a mistake. A rumour.

My eyes burn and I feel sick. All I can say is, ‘That’s fucked up.’ I can’t properly absorb the moment. I’m numb. Salty ocean air whips my cheeks.

Kik is facing away from me again, gazing forward. ‘He’s got so many girls on the go. Always on his phone. When we were mates, he never let me stay at his place. Always blamed the baby. But it was weird, not even letting your best mate crash on the couch. Like . . . he always had something going on, someone sneaking over. Something that I wasn’t a part of. That none of us were. All his mates.’

His voice cracks, almost imperceptibly, and he clears his throat.

‘What happened to the girl?’ I’m not done with this story. He can’t just drop a fucking grenade like that and leave it to roll away unexploded.

‘Oh, who the fuck knows?’ He shakes his head, rubs his palms across his face, like I’m missing the point again. ‘If I had known he was fucking around with Jessie then . . .’

He trails off. Shoves his hands in his pockets. The left side of his face is illuminated in the glow from the moon, which is massive, now that the clouds have moved. But it’s not full. Not yet.

‘Kik.’ I grab his shoulder, force him to face me. ‘The girl . . . is it Bella’s mother?’

He told me she was sent away. That she wasn’t right in the head, started saying things that weren’t true. I feel sick.

Kik looks at me with a hint of pity. And I know the truth. I stand up, grip the back of the bench seat and dry retch over the grass.

Kik doesn’t move for a beat too long. Then he shuffles closer, rubs my back without standing up, the way I moved circles across his spine earlier. But I can tell his heart’s not in it. He’s lost in his own thoughts, his own grief. He has no idea of the impact his words have had on me.

I believed Mace, listened to his lies, wasted time and energy thinking about how hard he had it, how sad the whole story was, how I could make it better if he’d just let me, how sexy his single-dad photos were.

I retch again, spicy bile.

‘Sorry, El,’ Kik says again. ‘You don’t deserve this.’

But I thought I did deserve this. Because I’m the cheater in this scenario, as he said. I’ve played my part. His hand leaves my back and I straighten up.

‘Want any more of this?’ I pick up the pizza box and hold it out. He shakes his head without looking at me, scuffing his feet on the ground again.

I walk across the car park, heart pounding and teeth chattering. Find the only garbage bin. When I walk back, he’s leaning against the van. Guess we’re leaving then. Part of me wants to talk all night. Part of me wants to drive off without him. He smiles at me, a half smile, like he’s looking for forgiveness.

He grabs my arm as I move past, turns me to face him, one finger under my chin. He leans down, folding my body into his jacket, and kisses me like we’re in a movie. Kisses my vomit mouth. Until I break away, or maybe he does, and he drives us away from all this.

The journey back to mine is silent, music playing softly in the background. It’s too cold to sleep in the van tonight but he’s not coming inside. He must be going to Lux. Or back to his parents’ place.

Before I get out of the van, he stops me. ‘Can you text him for me?’

‘What?’

‘Just text Mace. Tell him you never want to see him again.’

I think of how I texted him that night, before I saw the engagement photos. Of how he never wrote back, of course he didn’t. Of the way he looked at me and said nothing when I followed him to his car after the gig, the way he looked past me when he was with her. Now he’s gone again. Faded away, like he did before, like he’s done over and over. But this time, I don’t think he’s coming back. I don’t think I can bear to bring him back.

‘I’m not seeing him anymore, Kik. It’s over.’ I try to open the door again but he grabs my arm.

‘El, come on, don’t fuck with me. We both know you’re not over it. That you’d go running if he gave you the chance. Even after everything I’ve told you.’ My face flushes at the truth of it; my gut fills with dread, self-hatred. ‘Just text him.’

‘I don’t know his number,’ I say.

‘Yes, you do,’ he says.

I’m too tired to deny it again. There’s silence, except for the radio.

‘You’re not like the other girls,’ he says. What other girls? I want to close my eyes, melt into the seat, pixelate away my physical body so I’m not here anymore, just floating and free.

Kik reaches over to cup my cheek again and I’m thinking, where did all this affection come from? What happened to the fire, the passion, the rage that I could feel through him? He left his beanie at the lookout, but I don’t tell him that.

‘Please just do it, El. He doesn’t deserve you.’

‘Okay, okay, calm down, I’ll do it.’ I move to grip his hand in mine but he pulls away. He’s thumping his fists on his knees, childlike again, a kid not getting his way at the supermarket. I can see his agitation out of the corner of my eye as I type in the number that’s been burned into my brain for almost nine months now.

‘I’ll do it.’ Kik snatches the phone from my hands, face illuminated in the streetlight shining through the windscreen.

My face flushes to see Kik holding my phone, the humiliation of my unanswered texts to Mace. He types out a message and I look away. He touches me lightly on the hand when he’s finished. Passes the phone back and I read the text.

I know everything now. Never contact me again.

We sit in the car for a minute. Then I go inside and Kik doesn’t follow me.
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The next day, we’re on the top of the fort in the winter sun: me, Kik, Lux, Pumba and his housemate. A proper bird’s eye view. To the left, the lighthouse, the breakwall, shipwrecks, sharks. To the right, the Anzac Walk, alongside mansions, leading down to more ocean. A full stretch of sea, painted beyond the cliff’s drop. Surfers and sand. Behind me, the city. Church spires, terracotta tiled roofs, patches of semi-dead grass and rusted swing sets.

Something about the ocean relaxes me, calms my nerves. It reminds me there are bigger things out there, bigger things than me and my life.

When I moved into the house on the train line, I wanted a fresh start. I was finally free of my parents’ house, of driving to Mace’s in the middle of the night for quiet, desperate sex that never felt quite finished. I was done with car parks and concrete and back seats of cars. But even through it all, I had pictured him eventually staying over, holding me in sleep, soft kisses in the morning before we both went to work.

He’d text occasionally, in the middle of the night. I’d wake up, the vibration like a chainsaw to my scalp, my heart in my throat when I saw his number on the screen. I always replied, always wishing I could stop myself. But he never came over. And I’d fall back to sleep waiting. Then I met Kik and Lux, buried myself in them when I had no one else. They were compelling, with their easy way of being together around coffee tables and petrol drums and in the back corner of gigs. The way they hung out and talked about nothing; I wanted in. To feel a connection again, part of something, instead of constantly in between. And here I am, still navigating that liminal space. Waiting for texts and stolen kisses, both heated and chaste.

Mace hasn’t replied to the text Kik sent from my phone. And Kik hasn’t mentioned it either. He’s lying on his back next to me, knees bent, feet bare. A guitar across his belly. Blocking out the view, and everything else.

The others sit in a half-circle slightly away from us, sharing a longneck bottle of Tooheys. Kik keeps playing the same intro to the same song, over and over, like it’s unconscious. No one seems to mind. The sun is warmer today than it has been in weeks. With my eyes closed, the brightness burns my eyelids and heats my face. The song he’s playing is an original. I know, because he played it for me one night, months ago, when we first met. Alone in his van.

The seasons change

But your green eyes stay the same

For another day

I wondered at the time whether he was singing about me, but didn’t want to get my hopes up. He was a stand-in for Mace. For all the times I stood in the dark corners of the pub, wherever he was playing, wishing I could stand up the front and have him look me in the eye. Dedicate a song to me. Declare his undying love for me in front of his congregation, no big deal.

Jessie has green eyes too, I’m pretty sure. Hard to tell with all those filters. Also, whose eyes change with the seasons? Kik is a pretty good singer, but not amazing. Nothing like Mace. I think of all those nights me and Kik have spent up here, parked in his van or climbing the rock walls, watching the waves roll in the darkness. They feel so long ago, all of a sudden.

One of the first times we came up here alone, he said, ‘It’s so great up here. I come here to write music, mostly.’ Which is possibly the most cliché thing a guy with a surfboard strapped to his van and a guitar slung across his shoulder could ever say. I went along with it.

‘Oh, so you write too?’

He seemed a bit defensive, shook his head, the first sign of Kik being anything other than chill. ‘Yeah, ’course. Bass players get so much shit.’

I backtracked. ‘Not what I meant. Just that I haven’t heard you sing or anything.’

‘I’ll have to, one time. For you.’

‘Okay, yeah,’ I said. ‘Cool.’

One time, he said, but he played for me straight away, the same song we’re listening to now. He was staring into my green eyes, singing about green eyes . . . how was I supposed to feel? Obviously, we kissed. But there was something in it that time, unlike that first chaste kiss. Unlike whatever that was last night at the clifftop. The desperate kiss, the one he wanted to give to someone else.

That night, afterwards, he put the guitar away and we watched a movie and he looked at me, all frustrated, and when I asked what was wrong he said, ‘How can you be so cute without even trying?’

‘How do you know I’m not trying?’ It was a joke. He didn’t get it.

He pulled my feet onto his lap and we kept watching the movie, wind buffeting the van from all sides. Everything felt okay, for a while. I told him how big I thought the world was, and how sometimes I get so overwhelmed thinking about it all – who we are, what we’re all doing here. He was gazing deep into my eyes, like he was really listening.

I’m lying here now, staring at Kik, and despite everything that happened last night, I can just taste the edges of what we had for that moment in time. Something about the combination of the late winter sun and the salty breeze and the gentle, repetitive thrum of the chords has me feeling all invincible and unconditional. Like I could spend my life ironing someone’s shirts and be happy.

Lux chimes in with a melody and Kik turns to her with a grin that could light up Halloween, and then they’re singing together while I lie still, the legs of my jeans rolled up as high as they can go.

Whatever. It’s a shit song anyway.

Pumba and his housemate leave, climb down the side of the concrete structure and land with a thud on the grass.

‘Going to get pizza!’ Pumba calls. ‘El, wanna come?’

His mate hasn’t said a word to me but I’ve felt him eyeing me all afternoon. Pumba is clearly trying to play matchmaker.

I glance at Kik, make eye contact. He shakes his head gently without missing a word of the verse he’s singing. Lux sees him do it, turns to face me.

‘Stay with us, El!’ she mimics Kik. Softly, eyes not leaving mine, knowing I don’t want to go, knowing I don’t want to stay. She’s testing me, wondering if I’ll notice I’m the third wheel.

‘I’m good here!’ I call to Pumba. The boys shrug and lope off down the grassy slope to the car park.

‘El’s got a new fan!’ I hear Lux giggle and I turn to catch her whispering close to Kik’s ear. He ignores her, looks straight at me.

‘I like it better when it’s the three of us,’ he says. Lies down on his back again.

I think about telling them it’s my birthday next week. But I don’t, because I just want them to know it. The way I know the dates of my friends’ birthdays. Gabby’s parents, Brendan’s sisters.

One year on my birthday, sometime after high school, the four of us drove to the beach. Apparently the swell was huge, an unprecedented east coast low. We climbed up onto the lowest railing of the white wooden fence along the sand, wind buffeting at our faces. The strong winds had lifted the beach right up onto the footpath and across the road, sand everywhere. We squealed and hugged our jackets tight around us. Alex ran back to the car for a towel, wrapped it around Gabby. Brendan pulled me close to his side, kissed my temple. Later, we drove to get ice-cream and the boys ran inside while Gab and I cowered in the car, huddled against the cold. Brendan always bought me two scoops, even though I only ever asked for one, because he knew I had trouble deciding between my two favourite flavours. He did it every time, and somehow it still surprised me, made me glow.

I knew I was happy then. And I think I’m happy now, in this moment, with the sun on my face. But it’s different. I still haven’t settled. Haven’t felt like I’m sinking back into my skin. With my old friends, it felt safe, sure. Now, I feel like the moment could be ripped from me in an instant.

‘Come over later, El?’ says Lux.

‘Yeah, okay. Having dinner with my grandparents first though.’

‘We’ll text you,’ says Kik. ‘Let you know where we’re at.’

Lux takes off her jumper, balls it into a pillow and lays her head on the concrete next to Kik. I lie down next to her and the sky is light and also dark enough that we don’t have to shield our eyes. The three of us in a row, on our backs, gazing up at blue on blue on blue. I can feel the grains of dirt and sand under my feet and I’m thinking about the stars and this moment and what it would look like painted, or as a postcard: Welcome to Newy. Where twenty-somethings spend their days drinking beer and playing guitar and looking up at the sky.

Lux’s hand finds mine and her fingers move between my fingers, a loose grip. I don’t look at her, but I feel it in my chest. That little glow. Like this is what youth is for. In moments like these I can imagine forgetting about Mace forever.

‘Where do you think the sky stops?’ says Kik.

‘It doesn’t.’

*

Nan has been calling me for weeks and she’s finally locked me in for a birthday dinner. She invited Andrew but he’s still frantically marking student papers before his trip to the snow. I don’t mind. It will do me good to have solo time with my grandparents – and not having Andrew there means they won’t be asking incessant questions about his PhD.

When I arrive, G is in the corner of the lounge room, smoking. I kiss his rough cheek and he grabs my hand when I start to move away.

‘Never start smoking.’ That mischievous glint in his eye.

Nan’s paperbag skin is warm when she hugs me. I cup the soft skin hanging below her upper arms, like I know she hates, but we both laugh as she slaps my hand away. She gives me a kiss on my temple and my heart lurches. Why? Maybe it’s the genuine affection, the energy of love I haven’t felt in a while. Maybe it’s the guilt. I sit at the kitchen bench buttering bread while Nan leans over a pot of soup, stirring rhythmically and occasionally throwing in herbs and pinches of salt. It’s like watching a dance. She asks about uni, I remind her I’ve deferred, she hmphs in response. She asks about work, I say it’s fine, the same, nothing to report. She asks about Gabby.

‘How’s my girl?’ she says with tenderness in her voice; I say she’s great, exams are coming up. I really should text her.

I look around the room, so similar to the house I live in now. Kitchen, lounge, dining, all rolled into one. I remember coming here in the holidays, Nan letting me stay up as late as I wanted. Watching reruns of tennis games with G in the middle of the night; the grunting and whacking of ball on racquet used to send me to sleep, and he’d cover me with a knitted blanket. I remember coming here the night Mum had her breakdown. Gabby came with me, curled on a mattress on the floor next to me.

Nan is beautiful. There’s a perpetually pleasant smile on her face, even when she’s mad, even when I told them all about Brendan that night. She closed her eyes for a moment, shook her head lightly. I felt the disappointment seeping out of her pores, the sadness in the slouch of her shoulders, but she had the decency not to say anything. Unlike my mother. And she hugged me before I left. Mum had disappeared to another corner of the house.

When we’re at the table, Nan looks at me over her glass of soda water.

‘How’s your mother?’

‘You probably know better than me, Nan.’

‘I see,’ she says. ‘So you’re still not talking?’

I shrug.

‘And how is Brendan?’ She takes a sip from her glass. ‘Nice boy,’ she adds. Almost to herself.

‘Not sure, Nan.’

‘You haven’t spoken to him either?’ Her voice is sharper.

‘No,’ I say. ‘Not until September, we said.’

Nan tuts. ‘A time limit!’

‘We thought it would be easier, not to speak, to let it all . . . settle down.’

‘So he’s just out there somewhere? Waiting?’

‘Well, he’s not exactly waiting,’ I start, my face hot. Brendan is one of the few people our age without social media, so I don’t honestly know what he’s doing, how he’s doing. I could ask Gab, or Alex, but I haven’t. I do know he’s living in Sydney now; the internship turned into a job, so he’s finishing his degree remotely.

He probably is waiting, knowing Brendan. He’ll wait exactly to the day we agreed on. He hasn’t texted since that last I miss you message, the one I never wrote back to. Honestly, I admire his resolve. The number of texts I’ve composed to Mace, not sent, then sent anyway and immediately regretted.

I get a flash of his face, blotchy, skin pink and mottled from a night of crying, clutched together in his bed. We’d woken up together on Valentine’s Day. It was a Sunday. We had decided to celebrate the night before, because he usually drove back to Sydney on Sundays to catch up on some work. His uncle was cracking the whip, preparing him for the world.

But we never made it to dinner that night, because when I showed up at his bedroom door wearing denim shorts and a T-shirt, bare feet, he knew.

‘Hey.’ His smile faded. ‘What’s wrong?’

I was already crying before I made it inside; everything set me off. Parking on the street outside his house and thinking about the first time I came over after school, how he led me by the hand to his room but didn’t shut the door. His parents’ rules, until I turned eighteen. I felt the gravity of what I was letting go of.

We held each other all night, let the tears fall, made promises we wouldn’t keep. How we’ll always love each other, who knows what will happen in the future, maybe we just need a break. I said I wasn’t ready, I needed time, I was confused.

I didn’t tell him about Mace. I’d already convinced myself it was nothing, a blip, merely a catalyst to show me what I didn’t want for my life.

‘He loves you!’ shrieks Nan. ‘Of course he’s waiting!’

‘It just . . . didn’t work out,’ I say in a small voice.

‘What is this didn’t work out business? Your generation just doesn’t know what commitment looks like.’

G sits quietly next to me at the small round table, reaches out to hold my forearm gently. I want to cry but I can’t. I clutch at his hand, hold it steady for a moment, then let go.

‘Let’s not do this, Nan.’

‘Don’t you love him, El?’ Her voice sounds desperate now, imploring me to tell her what she wants to hear.

‘Yeah, of course. But I’m not in love with him.’

Nan makes a noise that sounds like bah, an exclamation point. She leans back in her chair and takes a gulp of soda water. Bet she wishes it was something stronger. I catch G’s eye and he winks slightly. He’s amused. And it calms me – he’s seen it all before. Just let it all play out, he’s saying, with his small smile.

‘This is what I said to your mother and I’ll say it to you. When you find someone, you hold onto them.’

‘But I don’t want to be like Mum! Look at her, falling apart when Dad left. I don’t want to rely on someone like that.’

‘Look, it’s not as if I thought your father was the best choice for her. I knew from the start he wasn’t to be trusted . . .’ I roll my eyes. I remember Nan fawning over him, thinking he was the best thing since sliced bread, until that grey year. ‘. . . but I said to her, Helena, you hold onto this one. Good man, handsome, good job. ’Course I wasn’t thrilled when she came back from England pregnant! Out of wedlock! But she could do worse, and I said as much to her.’

‘Oh my god, Nan, that’s so old school!’

‘And it’s the same with you and Brendan, young lady. You think it’s all about true love and finding the one, and it’s bullshit—’

G chokes, coughs over his soup. He’s laughing and I can’t help myself, I laugh with him.

‘She hasn’t sworn since 1968,’ G growls, still trying to clear the breadcrumbs from his throat. ‘Since your mother was pushing her little head up against—’

‘It’s about making a choice, doll, and sticking with it—’

‘—her pelvis. Poor little thing. Didn’t know what—’

‘—you know it’s not all about love. It’s overrated. It’s about commitment and making a life—’

‘—had hit her. Poor little thing, coming into this world to a screaming, swearing mother—’

‘Poor little thing!’ Nan has finally realised what G is saying. ‘What about me?’

‘Oh, doll, you were tough.’ He reaches out to hold her hand.

‘Yes, you’re right. I was tough. Knew I’d never bloody do that again though, didn’t I? Once was enough for me.’

They go off down memory lane together. I’ve heard this story a billion times, their miracle baby, their only child, so I let my eyes glaze over, sip my disgustingly sweet wine and submerge bread crusts into the chunky pea and ham soup. I’m a bit jittery, got that balloon-in-my-chest feeling of inexplicable anxiety at being surrounded by people who love me. Because I’m not sure I deserve this right now. It’s the same way I felt when I met Andrew for coffee, like something’s about to pop out of me, explode and cover them in gooey liquid.

Nan and G go quiet, eventually. We eat. Drink. Talk about the weather. And the birds. I pretend to care about Wimbledon. G’s lost his spark again, looks tired. And Nan’s pleasant smile is back, and I wonder if they love each other, or if they’re just putting one foot in front of the other and surviving the only way they know how.

Nan has her heart set on my marrying Brendan, because we’d been together since high school and I’m in my twenties now, and he knew all the right things to say to my grandparents, and I had a key to his rich parents’ house and he wanted to have my babies or whatever and those are all easy green ticks, and I’m exhausted at trying to explain myself. To explain that it scares me, to see how I’d started to rely on Brendan for my happiness. It felt like he was writing a future that wasn’t built for me. It was easy, and sometimes it was beautiful, but I realise now that I was sleepwalking.

After dinner we watch The Bill, like always. They own all the box sets, still have a DVD player. I text Kik and Lux, tell them I’ll be leaving soon. But when the episode is over, neither of them has replied. So I watch another, G dozing in the corner. Nan makes me another cup of tea. And when I do leave, it’s still too early, too depressing, to go home to my empty room by the train line so I drive past Lux’s house, check for Kik’s van. It’s parked out front, and I feel sick and stupid.
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The morning after dinner with Nan and G, I’m behind the coffee machine. I feel palpable relief when Lux walks in to start her ten am shift. That’s a new one, I think, as I make her a double soy latte while she ties on her apron. She kisses my cheek when I hand it over and I smell beer on her breath.

‘Any birthday plans, El?’ Greg appears out of nowhere, Lux close enough to hear as she punches an order into the register.

‘Not much.’ I shrug, face hot. ‘Maybe go up the coast for a few days.’

Greg smiles. ‘That sounds good. Take Monday off, yeah?’

It’s Friday and I’m not rostered on tomorrow, so that would give me three days to get up and back before my shift on Tuesday morning. My parents used to rent a small holiday house a few hours north, some sort of time share. I looked it up when I got home from Nan and G’s last night and it’s not too expensive. My pay came in yesterday so I reckon I can swing it. I’ve been thinking it’ll be good for me to be alone. Since February, my life has felt like one big technicolour dream of people in and out; booze, bars, sleep deprivation. I want to sit still, swim in the winter ocean, know no one.

I’m fucking terrified, to be without distraction, but it’s only six weeks until I’m supposed to see Brendan and I still don’t know what to say.

‘So obviously I’m calling in sick tomorrow!’ Lux rushes to my side once Greg has disappeared out the back. She has a plate of poached eggs in one hand, side of mushrooms in the other. The chef is throwing her dirty looks, but she doesn’t notice.

‘Huh?’ I’m distracted; coffee orders are flowing in. I jump behind the machine and start pulling shots before Yasmin gets cranky.

‘Let’s go up the coast!’ There’s excitement in her eyes. ‘For your birthday!’ She says it with generosity, as if it’s her grand idea. As if I’m not the one who’s going to pay for our road trip.

So that’s how we ended up here, the very same day, driving north in the blue van, Kik’s arm slung across my shoulders. I hear the death rattle of the bong that’s being passed around the back seat. The sound of wheels on the road mingles with snorts and the quiet hiss of bottle caps popping, the crack of cans opening. Someone connected their phone to the speakers and it’s the background noise to the peace and quiet I decided that I needed.

I focus hard on the bitumen, the white lines in the dark marking the clear path ahead. I think I’m a little high. Passive smoke and all that. I’m driving; I offered. My hands are on the wheel but I’m also floating alongside the car.

Kik is next to me, in the passenger seat. Lux and Pumba are lying on the foam mattress in the back of the van, stretched out on their stomachs. Kik uploads a video to his Instagram, of me filling the tank at the petrol station by the freeway. Cuts to Lux and Pumba smiling and laughing, raising their beers to the camera. Caption: Best ever. It’s my first feature.

There’s the vaguest hint of fear. Danger. No seatbelts in the back, three passengers high as kites. But I’m having too much fun. Am I having fun? I’m just glad to be in the driver’s seat of this moment in time. From here, I can control the narrative.

I’m hit with the stench of mothballs and seaweed as we enter the shack. It’s weather worn and friendly, across the road from the beach. There’s a stretch of brown grass in front, even browner grass out the back. More dust and cobwebs, a musty smell. Looks like it’s been a while since my parents were here. For me, it’s been years.

‘Shotgun this bed!’ Pumba lunges at the oversized day bed on the patio. A puff of dust rises as he drops his bag on the verandah where Andrew used to sleep on hot nights during long family holidays.

‘Sleeping under the stars. At one with nature. Fuck. Yes.’ He’s already laid back on the musty crocheted blanket, hands behind his head, eyes closed. Dreamy and high.

‘Watch out for mosquitos, Pum,’ I say. But he’s already sleeping. It’s nearly midnight. We took a while to get out of town, once I’d finished work. Long enough for Lux to invite the boys, for the three of them to show up at my door with a crate of beer and a foil packet of unchopped grass.

‘Girls’ room!’ I hear Lux call from inside, shuffling along the lino floor, dragging her bag. An entire suitcase of shit for two days away. All three of them jumped at the chance to head up the coast. I’m envious of their recklessness, the lack of responsibility. Lux just texted Greg, cancelled her shifts. Pumba had a couple of leave days owed, he reckons. Kik has nowhere to be. Jobless, anchorless, weightless. I used to think it would taste like freedom, to be like them. Now I’m not so sure.

‘Fuck off!’ says Kik. I hear Lux giggle and slap something, like he’s tickled her.

‘It’s got a bathroom, it’s ours. Right, El?’

I don’t answer. Kik grunts and shuffles along to the next room, where I used to sleep. Bunk beds. I move up the hallway to meet Lux in the main room, smiling in my mind that she chose me.

The next day, we walk to the beach. Hot chips on white bread with tomato sauce and chicken salt and a joint or three. Bare feet, colder than we were expecting. Lux and I sit on the sand, Pumba and Kik surf. I wanted to swim, but once the boys stripped off and pulled on their wetsuits, I suddenly felt self-conscious about the bikini under my jeans.

‘You know, I think it might finally happen with us,’ says Lux.

I’m lying on my back, shirt lifted to catch the sun on my midriff, one arm flung across my face to block out the blinding light. ‘You mean, you and Kik?’

‘Yeah, who else would I mean?’ She laughs, throws a handful of sand at my stomach. I brush it off, look up at the halo that’s surrounding her head, a trick of the waning afternoon sun. I can see every single hair, every single part of her. She’s wearing a long dress and she’s rolled it up to her thighs, tucked the fabric into her undies, working on her tan. The small fingers on her small hands dig through the sand on either side of her. She’s looking out at the waves, watching the boys move through the water, whoop to each other.

‘You reckon he’s ready to move on? From Jessie?’

Lux looks down at me, my hands cupped across my forehead to create a visor. Her eyes are sparkling. Fairy princess. ‘Yeah, I reckon,’ she says. Bites her lip. ‘I’ve been getting a vibe from him. You know, he’s looking at me for longer, he’s been staying over a lot.’

I imagine Kik pressing himself against her in the night, how it would awaken the want within her. And I suddenly feel protective, scared for her and her fairy princess eyes.

‘Just be careful, Lux,’ I say. ‘You don’t wanna get hurt.’

Do I really mean that? Or am I just saying it because it’s what you say?

‘I know.’ She frowns. ‘But I’ve spent so long feeling like a rebound. We met back when Jessie first broke up with him and so we kind of fell into each other, you know? And all this time I’ve been waiting for him to realise we could be more.’

I didn’t realise that Lux and Kik had only been friends since February. That she was falling into him just as I was falling into Mace, who was falling into Jessie. My heart swells a little with this new insight. Lux’s confidence in Kik’s love for her – even when it felt platonic – couldn’t be shaken. But she was vulnerable, too, our storylines folding so closely, when all this time I thought she’d been around forever.

Wetsuits and wet hair as Kik and Pumba run out of the ocean and tackle us, breaking me free of this conversation.

Back at the house, we sit on chairs around nothing, the outdoor table long disappeared. Our seats are cracked and salt-crusted. We may as well be at home.

When the sun goes down and we’ve lost track of cones and chips and conversation, we follow Kik and his guitar across the road, leaving the doors and windows wide open, like it doesn’t matter who breezes through, like it’s a 1950s vacation movie, drenched in sepia. Kik’s playing a song and I’m hit with vague memories of Mace and the car park, but I push them to the back of my mind, to the bottom of the bottle I’m clutching. Lux follows, blonde hair salty and matted and piled on her head, smiling up to the darkness of the sky and holding a long-neck in each hand. Pumba is next, his sweaty T-shirt clinging to his belly and back, pants hanging low on his hips. He’s the only one in shoes. Then me.

The night is almost black, the half-moon covered by clouds, not enough stars. We traipse across the road to the sand-scattered footpath that leads through thick shrub and vines and trees. We can hear the ocean, the rumbling, ahead of us and we move towards it, each of us entranced by the person in front, the guitar strings, the briny smelling air. Breathing deep through my nose, I can barely see my feet, let alone Pumba in his black clothes. A panic starts to rise from beneath my ribs and bubble up into my throat. It’s dark, colder in my mind perhaps than it is in real life, and my feet hurt on the poorly nailed logs of wood that are supposed to be steps.

I reach out in front of me, catch Pumba’s shirt. If he reacts, I don’t hear or feel it. One step at a time until I feel the freedom of space in my lungs as we reach the wide beach that stretches for hours in each direction. The water is directly before us, waiting: black swell, white foam, over and over again. As huge as a tsunami coming straight for us. Building, churning, reaching.

‘Woah,’ someone says.

‘Is it really that big?’

‘Fuck. Me.’

‘Woah.’

I’m focusing hard on pulling air into my lungs. Down my legs into my toes into the sand into the earth into the molten lava core. Exhale. Inhale. The breath rises from beneath the surface I’m standing on, up my legs into my pelvis into my chest into my head into the scattered burst of stars I can finally see above me. Breath turns to golden light and it keeps moving up and down and I’m wondering if this is what it’s like to tap in, you know, to consciousness, to be one with nature, with God, the way the tattooed pastor talked about in that Sunday service. Or whether I’m just high as fuck.

Whose idea was this anyway?

Back at the house, the boys sit outside. Lux and I are cold. We retreat to our bedroom to find extra layers, but we never quite make it back out there.

I’m on the floor, with my back against the floral armchair; Lux is opposite me, sitting on the carpet with her back against the bed. I lean back, stretch over the seat of the chair, enjoy the feeling of my chest muscles ripping open. Feel Lux’s eyes on me, following my movements.

I fiddle with the hem of my singlet. It’s faded, white; used to be Brendan’s. Suddenly I remember being here with him. The four of us came to the beach shack after finishing school. While everyone else went further north, to Byron or Surfers, we revelled in our freedom, walking barefoot through the small-town streets, eating fish and chips, playing cards in the backyard, my cold skin under Brendan’s warm hands when we left the beach, retired for an afternoon nap that became much more heated when Gab and Alex drove to the next town for groceries.

‘I love you,’ he’d say, kissing the tip of my nose after every fast teenage fuck. We were still finding our way through each other. It felt amazing, to be away from home for a few days, away from the volatility. My mother’s moods. Andrew had moved out, so the heat always fell on me. Those three were my chosen family, my corner of comfort.

I thought being here would give me clarity, remind me of the good times we shared, land the answers softly in my lap. Brendan and I came here a few more times after that, between semesters. It always felt like a refresh. The salt water and sunshine did something to me, and the sex got better through the years. I became a better girlfriend through the years, too, the human equivalent of rose petals on the bed.

There’s a bucket of Maltesers open on the floor between me and Lux. I don’t remember buying them. I move it to cover the red wine stain from too many years ago to count. Lux is peeling the label from her bottle of cider.

‘Dude, I’m high as fuck,’ she announces, staring at the bottle, or maybe past it.

I say nothing because I never know if the feeling of overwhelm mixed with apathy is the weed talking or a product of these people. I can’t find the source, pull it from my gut like a rope, hand over hand. I never know if Kik makes me nervous or Lux makes me feel like a loser or Pumba is trying to hit on me.

Inhale, the world goes fuzzy; exhale, cling film over my eyes. Inhale – should I be here? Exhale – do they love me? Do they care? Are these my friends or are they just tolerating me? Shrink, sink, into my skin.

‘I think my parents are splitting up.’ Lux’s eyes are downcast, focused on the bottle. Her gaze flickers up to me, then down. Red lips moist from the cider, eyelashes posing like vulnerability.

‘How do you know?’ I take a sip from my own bottle.

She shrugs. ‘Just a feeling.’ Sighs. Takes a sip. ‘What was it like when your parents got divorced?’

‘They never got divorced.’

‘Oh. Sorry. I thought . . . just assumed . . .’ Lux half-smiles, half-shrugs. ‘You never mention them.’

‘Not much to say. Dad left for almost a year, when I was seventeen. But he came back.’

‘Did they kick you out when they found out you were gay?’

I almost spit out my drink, choke. ‘I’m not gay.’ Wiping drops with the back of my hand.

‘I mean . . . You know what I mean, El.’ I spot the beginning of an eye roll that she catches just in time.

I decide to let it go. Not worth the effort. ‘We never really talked about it. After everything with Lara, I got together with Brendan. And then. That was what everyone wanted. My dad was away. Wasn’t really a thing.’ My sentences fall from my lips in fits and starts, not quite making sense.

‘So it’s more about your ex, then? The fact that you don’t speak to your parents?’

‘You’re making a lot of assumptions.’ I try to laugh but my face is numb.

‘Were they mad, when you broke off your engagement?’

‘How did you know I was engaged?’

‘Kik told me.’

Of course he did.

Lux shuffles towards me, leans forward to tap my shin. ‘Sorry if that was kinda rude. You know, calling you gay.’ She looks up at me through lashes thick with mascara, smudged rims. Did we swim tonight? There are tiny freckles on her nose that I never noticed before, illuminated in the soft lamplight – the overhead bulb exploded.

‘I’m not offended. It’s just not me – not who I am.’ I unfold my legs, stretch them out to reach her hips between my ankles, squeeze and let go.

‘You’re super brave, you know.’ A warm hand around my ankle. Her yellow beach dress slips off one shoulder. Sun-kissed skin, collarbone I suddenly want to bite down on. Her bony chest moves up and down with the breaths she takes. She’s still touching my leg. ‘For knowing who you are.’

I can’t help but smile, laugh softly, roll my eyes. If only she knew. Did I say that out loud?

‘How did you know?’ Soft voice, soft touch. ‘That you were into girls too?’

She shuffles even closer, rests her forearms across my knees, her cheeks a little pink. A curl of hair falls into her face and I reach down to tuck it behind her ear. She kneels before me like a schoolgirl, the grubby soles of her feet exposed. We haven’t worn shoes in two days.

‘I don’t know,’ I say, quietly, carefully. ‘Can’t remember. It just is – just was.’ My heart is thumping in my chest but I’m tired, exhausted, ready to curl up and sleep.

‘How come you don’t talk about it more?’

‘We’re more than that, Lux. Don’t you think?’ Barely a whisper. My fingers move up and down the goosebumps on her arms. ‘More than who we love. Who we fuck.’

She lunges at me, pouty lips finding mine, pulling me onto her lap with ease. I’m straddling her, hands tugging her hair. Exhausted, like I’m moving through honey, but I’m breathing hard, hips rocking. No time to think, her hands capture my ribs and our lips do the work, tongue, teeth, nibble, pull, lick.

I straddle one of her thighs and Lux grabs my hips, helping me move on her, grind on her. My head tips backwards, her lips on my nipple; she’s pulled my singlet above my head and I take it all the way off, hold the back of her neck so she doesn’t stop sucking. Grind, rock, lift.

She lifts my hips up, sliding her legs out from under me. I’m on my knees, carpet burn, Maltesers rolling everywhere. A sickly sweet apple scent rises from where we’ve knocked over her bottle of cider; the liquid fizzes softly as it chugs out onto the carpet.

I kneel, undies soaked. She stands, dress hitched. Hooks her fingers into her bikini bottoms. Waits.

We stare into each other’s eyes, chests heaving, tired but elated, the air thick with salt. Is it the weed?

Lux giggles softly, slides her bikini bottoms all the way down to her feet. Steps out of them, kicks them to the side. I shuffle forward on my knees, breathing deep. There’s a throbbing behind my eyes.

‘So, we’re doing this?’ Did I say that out loud? I think she tells me to fuck her, sitting on the edge of the bed, legs closed, hands clasped like she’s waiting to be called for communion.

I take hold of her knees, push them slowly apart, take her in my mouth, push my peace fingers inside. Lux gasps, moans, falls back on the bed, rising hips. Hot air, sticky room, sand between my toes.

‘Fuck. El.’ Over and over.

A distant creak, a murmured sound.

‘Kik . . .’

Her hips shift beneath my face.

‘El, stop!’

Who said what? We didn’t hear the music stop. Did Lux notice the silence through her want?

I turn my head to the side and see Kik standing in the doorway, eyes wide, mouth agape. Can’t tell who he’s looking at – maybe neither of us.

When did I take my fingers out of Lux? She’s sitting up, her dress suddenly covering the mess I’ve made, her cheeks flushed. She stares at Kik with bright eyes and they’re saying something I don’t understand. None of us speak.

*

I wonder all the time what would’ve happened if I never saw Mace again, after Valentine’s Day. If I went to therapy, took time to myself, had movie nights with Gabby instead of dry humping Kik and making out with Lux in a smoky haze that means I’ve hardly slept for weeks.

When Brendan was in Sydney, probably breaking in two, Mace and I kept seeing each other. But he stopped coming to the cafe, we didn’t walk through vintage stores trying to find the most ridiculous item for under ten dollars, we just fucked. Mainly in his car, sometimes at the house he shared with his parents, his daughter. I knew I needed to be single, wanted to be alone for a while, to gather my thoughts, but I also couldn’t stop. It felt the same, somehow, as the way I used to smile bright when people commented on my ring, even though I didn’t feel the excitement I was trying to convey, trying to emulate.

I wanted to fall in love with Mace because I wanted to feel something other than crushing guilt. I felt drunk on possibility, desperate to fold myself into someone. The absence of Brendan from my life was more blinding than I ever expected.

For weeks after the first time we had sex, we’d meet at our car park again, but I never knew if he’d show up after we made our plans. The anxiety of waiting, of wondering whether it was all a game, a trick, a set-up. Sitting in the car on the hill, my stomach flipping every time headlights turned the corner. Mace would text: time, location – then nothing. I’d watch the minutes become the next number in line. How long was too long to wait, too long to be humiliated? Refresh my apps: Instagram, Facebook. Turn my phone off and on. Am I missing something? Then drive home alone, hot with guilt, sick with shame.

One night, he arrives before me.

I slide into the passenger seat of his car and I can tell he’s in a good mood already. The air around him is light, fresh, sparkly, and he asks if I’m going to kiss him.

One part: fuck no. One part: girl power. Two parts: lean in to kiss him. And there you have the Mace cocktail.

‘You look beautiful.’ He looks into my eyes. It’s moments like these when I know we can be something. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘Oh, you know me. Out on the town, hitting the clubs, sleeping around.’

‘Funny.’ But he says it with no humour.

He leans across to kiss me again and I take a moment to relish in how good it feels when he’s the one leaning in. A hand moves up my arm to my shoulder, behind my neck, gripping at the base of my skull. I let out a breath that’s almost a whimper as he moves his mouth to my neck, runs his teeth over my collarbone.

‘That’s my girl,’ he murmurs into my ear.

We cross the street, into the caverns of the well-lit car park. Trace the illuminated lines with our boots, fingers weaving together and apart. He asks if I’m okay but doesn’t wait for an answer. He talks about his parents, about Bella; she’s having trouble settling into day care. He talks as if I know the answer. I don’t even know his fucking favourite colour or what he eats for breakfast. And he never asks how’s work, how’s life, how’s study, who are you?

The dust never settles around us. Our roots don’t move below the asphalt. We’re clouds, whispers, vacant air.

We sit with our backs against the warmest wall; the one that caught the last of the day’s sun, with the air vents above our heads and a flat expanse of divided space beyond our feet. A wide, clear sky dotted with stars that I try to count while Mace works between my legs. Warm tongue, cold concrete. Flickers and whispers.

My hips grind on the ground, his fingers move with his mouth.

We fuck. Never just once. Our hands and knees split and broken. And when it’s over, we’re back with our backs against the wall but there’s no warmth left in it now.

I break the silence, like I almost always do. ‘We need to stop this. It’s not fair to . . .’ Who? Brendan? We’re technically not together. Jessie? Mace says they’re not a thing. Not fair to me?

‘Okay.’ He runs his thumb over my brow, tucks a twirl of hair behind my ear. He kisses me and it tastes like me.

‘I’m serious, it’s getting too complicated.’

‘Have you met someone else?’ Only half-joking.

Breathe in, breathe out. Say nothing.

‘Don’t worry so much,’ he says. ‘You know how I feel about you.’

‘Do I?’ I move away from his warm hand, his cold words. He’s doing the thing he always does – the push, pull, grind to a halt. Before I know it, this ending will be all his idea and I won’t be the one walking away.

‘I thought it was obvious.’ He kisses me hard and deep, flicking his tongue lightly inside my lips, the fire starting up again. Throw the match, watch the whole thing explode. Then he pulls away, picks up my hand, squeezes it, places it on the hard concrete, puts his own hands on his knees.

‘We need to stop this,’ he says. Was it his idea all along? ‘I’m moving to Sydney anyway.’

‘Since when?’

‘In a couple of months. I haven’t told you because . . .’

Because we’re not officially dating? Because you mean nothing to me? Because it hurts too much to leave you?

‘Mercy Grace at Newtown offered me a position there. My parents think it’ll be good for me to leave Newcastle, for a while.’

Be still, beating heart. ‘And Bella?’

‘She’ll stay with them. Here. For a while.’

A breath of a pause. ‘What about Jessie?’

Mace sighs, like this whole thing is too much, like it’s a charade I’m forcing upon him. ‘It’s not serious with Jessie. Just a church thing. It matters to her parents that we hang out. They reckon I’m good for her.’

‘Ha!’ It comes out more bark than the bite I was expecting.

‘Come on,’ He smiles without his teeth, eyes flashing. ‘Are you saying I wouldn’t be good for you?’

He’s got me there. Mace in my waking thoughts, Mace in my dreams, Mace spray all over my fucking life.

He rests his head against the wall behind him, staring up at the sky. I stay still, watching him, waiting for answers, wondering if it’s time to walk away.

In my mind, I stand up and leave. Just like that, like nothing’s wrong. Cool and calm, as if I’m wandering into the shopping centre on an unsuspecting Tuesday. He’d watch me go and think I was coming back, that I’d cave, but I never would. He’d never see me again; he’d be the one driving home with the hot flush of hurt creeping up his neck to his jaw, cheeks, temples, eyeballs. And Mace would always wonder what happened to that girl – that El girl – who he fucked in a car park on occasion. Who asked too much of him.

‘What’s the line from that movie?’

‘What movie?’

‘I can’t seem to give you up.’ He says it slow and soft, turning his head to me as if he’s a character at the end of a war film, dying on the battlefield. The faint glow of times gone by reflected in his eyes.

‘But you’re going to anyway?’

Mace reaches for my hand again. ‘Come here.’

One part: go to hell. One part: it was my idea to break up. Two parts: crawl in between his knees, rest my back on his chest and feel his heart beat in time with mine until we’re numb on the concrete and it’s time to drive home. I lose count of the stars.
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It’s my birthday today and I’m on lunch shift, because Greg thought I might like to sleep in. Not that my body clock would allow it. He had coffee and a cupcake waiting when I arrived. Yasmin smiled and hugged me tight.

Andrew called this morning, checking in. I told him I have plans with Gabby; he sounded relieved, and I am too. I finally feel ready to face her. Dad sends me a text, happy birthday, signed from him and Mum. Nothing from Brendan. I don’t blame him. This day is probably a funeral to him, as much as it is a celebration of my birth.

The truth is, I don’t think much about this time last year. Because it was my birthday for twenty-one years before it became the day that Brendan proposed. And now it’s just my twenty-third birthday.

I deactivated my Facebook account in preparation for this. Didn’t want those memories, those photos, the belated congratulations, strangers wondering why they haven’t seen any wedding photos yet. Fuck it. I don’t want randoms wishing me a happy birthday anyway. I guess it also seemed like a good way of testing people. The real people. The active-in-my-life friends, if there are any left now.

I try and tell myself that just because I remember numbers and dates doesn’t mean everyone can. Some people need the help of Facebook prompting them. Gone are the days of diaries and calendars hanging in the kitchen. I sound so old.

Then I think, well, age is relative, isn’t it? To the length of our lives. Twenty-three was old for James Dean. For Kurt Cobain. For Heath Ledger.

Then I think, well, do I want to die? At twenty-three? And I realise, nah, I don’t. And when I have that thought, in that moment, something shifts. Something beyond reach, just beyond the veil. Cars keep driving past, waves keep crashing. But the axle of the universe dropped a centimetre.

I haven’t heard from Kik or Lux since we arrived home from the beach house a few days ago.

JD sends me a bunch of flowers – they arrive at the cafe and Greg displays them on top of the cake fridge. I feel guilty seeing them up there, bright and blooming, accusatory. I’ve neglected JD, like I’ve neglected Gab, when all she’s ever done is be nice, welcoming, tried to get to know me. She’s been replying to all my Insta stories, liking my posts. Texts: I miss you, let’s hang, lysm. It’s been a couple of months since I went with her to church. I keep blaming the time difference of our lives. She works nights now, at a bar in town, and I’m still on early shifts at the cafe. Except today.

From behind the coffee machine, I reactivate my Facebook account.

A stream of birthday wishes pour in. People I never talk to. People who don’t give a shit whether my birthday is actually ‘happy’ or not. Somewhere over the last year or so, I stopped doing that. Stopped writing meaningless messages on people’s walls, encouraged by the Facebook robot to ‘wish Tom a happy birthday!’ It seemed rude, ignoring these people forever, not knowing what they’re doing with their lives, then wishing them a happy birthday.

Yesterday I made my birthdate private. Fuck everyone. Then, because I’m pathetic and had depressing visions of no one remembering at all, I made it public again. Another part of me was looking on, tutting and chuckling affectionately like a grandmother to a toddler. Oh, El. You’re a crack-up. A real lost cause.

Then, another voice I haven’t heard before – an inflection of my own. You’ll be okay.

But really, I’m just waiting on three people. Actually, two. Mace would never text me for my birthday.

The day after our road trip, I sent Lux a text, asking about her next shift at the cafe. I hoped she’d reply, and then I could suggest we do dinner, or watch movies, but she never wrote back. Then I saw Kik’s post on Instagram the next night; they were at a gig together, with Pumba too, and I wasn’t invited. Lux posted about the party as well, all filters and filtered light. I commented, Love this for you x but then deleted it. Couldn’t get the tone right, didn’t want to come across desperate or passive aggressive. Even though I feel both those things.

My shift finishes at five and I drive straight to Gab’s and my favourite restaurant, the one that saw us through free periods and study days and all our birthdays throughout the years.

‘Happy birthday!’ She jumps up from her seat as I ascend the stairs to the mezzanine level.

Her grin is wide, straight white teeth and sparkling eyes, like she’s genuinely excited to see me, and I don’t know who I feel most sorry for in that moment, me or her. I should have written back to her texts all these months. But she’s here anyway. I smile too and it feels forced, but I hope it looks okay.

‘Thanks, Gab!’

She jumps into my arms, planting a warm kiss on my cheek. ‘How are you, babes?’

‘Not too bad.’

She always looks so nice. I’d forgotten how beautiful she is; her long dark hair and thick, shapely eyebrows framing deep brown eyes. She never makes much effort, she doesn’t have to, but not in the grungy style of Lux, which actually does take effort. Gab’s all neutral colours and modesty. Like her aura is clean, her face is clear. Everything about her is warm and familiar to me. I suddenly feel harsh next to her in my mustard-coloured jumper, baggy and slipping off one shoulder. Standard ripped jeans and my boots. Rings on every finger. Chipped polish. In comparison, she looks elegant and dainty. I feel myself relaxing in her presence, until I think about how bad a friend I’ve been these past months, and the tension rises in my shoulders again.

‘How’ve you been?’ I ask. ‘I’m so sorry I’ve been shit at texting . . .’

‘Don’t worry about it! I’ve been good, exams are over, thank god! I think, think, I got an internship at Family and Community Services. For the summer. The interview went pretty well, so fingers crossed.’

‘I can’t believe it’s almost your last ever semester. Did you ever think this day would come?’

‘I know! Finally. But I still feel like I know nothing!’ She laughs but I know she’s serious; she’s never been very confident. She followed me into studying law because she didn’t know what else she wanted to do. And I’d followed Brendan, because I didn’t know what I wanted to do. Her parents were pleased; they named her Gabrielle Dara because it’s a good, strong politician’s name. This country needs you my darling – a lady! A woman of colour! You will fix all the problems, Gabrielle, her mum used to say when we were literally thirteen. She loved the degree from the first week, but she doesn’t want to be in court, in parliament, talking and performing. She wants to help people, bring justice to situations that need it, be a case worker on a shit wage or something equally noble.

I’ve never fully appreciated, until right now, how much I admire her, for not drowning under the weight of expectation, just doing what she wants. No matter what the rest of them think. And how could her family not be proud?

Giselle and Gabrielle, two peas in a pod, our teachers would say. But she’s always just been Gab to me, quiet and loyal and so very good. Our conversation used to be so much more than just dialogue – we didn’t have to speak, to catch up, to fill in blanks. So now I feel exhausted by the back and forth.

‘Don’t you feel, like, not adult enough to have a real job?’

She laughs. Pours us both a glass of water. ‘Define adult.’

‘Gah! Always with the semantics.’ But I laugh too.

‘Do you ever regret it, G?’ She’s the only one who still calls me that. ‘Like. Don’t get me wrong. I know you made the right decision for you, but . . .’

‘Nah. I’m way happier now.’ I smile as if to prove it, not entirely sure if she’s talking about breaking up with Brendan, or deferring uni.

‘I can’t wait to finish,’ she says. ‘I just want it to end, you know? I want to work. Move out with Alex finally and buy an ironing board and not have to worry about whether that means I can afford food or not.’

We laugh. ‘Speaking of, how’s work?’ she says.

‘It’s fine, you know. I’m trying to save,’ I say. Am I?

‘That’s great,’ she says; her eyes take on an earnestness, and I can’t intercept the next question before it’s here. ‘How do you feel about everything?’

I can tell she’s stopped herself from saying his name. I sigh, take a sip of my water.

‘Honestly, I feel just as confused as before.’ My voice cracks and it almost startles me, how close I’ve come to showing emotion.

Gab’s eyes fill with tears and I clear my throat, look down.

‘We haven’t spoken,’ I continue, ‘and I still don’t know what to say anyway. I had these grand plans of rediscovering myself after being with the same person for so long. But it’s all gone to shit.’

The waitress approaches our table with wine and takes our order, which is a blessed fucking relief. I can feel my phone vibrating under the table and I can’t concentrate, so I just order the same thing as Gab. I need to know who is texting me.

As the waitress walks away, I feel a sudden flutter in my chest. Like I need to get out. Right now. I’m about to go to the bathroom when she squeals, ‘Oh!’ I jump, startled, and she reaches under the table. ‘Before I forget.’ She passes me a huge bunch of flowers and a little brown paper bag.

‘Wow, thanks, Gab. You didn’t have to get me anything, honestly.’ She smiles, waiting delightedly for me to open it. ‘You’re too good to me.’

I put the flowers on the spare seat next to me, then unfold the top of the bag and peer inside. A red velvet cupcake, perfect cream cheese frosting – our favourite. But. Instead of the usual little edible red heart on top, there’s a thin silver ring. With a miniscule silver heart at the top.

‘Far out, Gab. What the . . .?’ Her eyes are shining a little bit. ‘Oh my god.’

‘Do you like it?!’

‘Are you serious? I love it.’ I stand up tentatively, reach over for a hug, squeezing, fighting the urge to vomit or cry or both. ‘I’ve been eyeing this off for months.’

‘Guess I know you well.’ She smiles, but her comment feels loaded. I don’t think she meant it that way.

‘I love it, Gab.’

‘God, I’m so relieved. Thought you could use a little extra love right now. But I didn’t know whether it would be inappropriate, you know? A ring on your birthday . . .’ She trails off and I can feel her eyes on me. She wants me to say more about Brendan, about where I’ve been these past months, but I just can’t. I can’t bring myself to admit the mess I’ve made.

‘I really need to pee!’ It’s all I can think of to say. Her love is suffocating me.

She laughs. ‘Okay, go! Be quick, coz I wanna hear all about your life.’

I crack the window in the toilet cubicle, breathing hard. Claustrophobic. I feel tears burning in the corners of my eyes but I don’t think they’re coming and I’m pissed because I’d actually love nothing more than to let rip and cry my eyes out right now.

Two texts. One from JD:

Happy birthday honey!

I write back with flower and heart emojis because I have no brain space for more.

And one from Brendan.

Happy birthday El x

I wondered if he’d text me today, and I’m both surprised and not at all surprised. If it were me, I wouldn’t be able to help myself. We’ve shared too many birthdays; I feel as if I’ll still be texting him when we’re eighty and living completely separate lives. I write back.

Thanks. Hope you’re doing ok x

He starts replying immediately.

Wasn’t sure whether you’d want to hear from me today.

I write back again. It’s the most we’ve spoken in months and my heart is thumping in my chest.

I know, I get it. But I’m glad you msgd x

His reply, immediate.

Can I see you soon? We need to talk. I don’t want to wait until September.

I flip the toilet lid open, lean over and shove two fingers in my mouth, tickling the back of my throat. It’s mindless. Like an uncontrollable tic, a product of utter desperation like this moment. Hurl, retch, heave. All dry. I fall onto my butt, probably bruising my coccyx bone on the hard tile floor. Haven’t eaten breakfast, or lunch. Just that cupcake at work. And even then, I shared it with Yas. I lean against the wall, clasp my hands together. Stare at the ring from Gabby. I don’t remember putting it on my finger. It’s covered in saliva. I grab some toilet paper, wipe my hands dry.

Gab is such a fucking good friend. Loves me so unconditionally. And I feel so damn sorry for myself because of it. I hate that all I really care about right now is whether I’ll get a message from one of my new friends who aren’t so new anymore, and aren’t so friendly. I can’t seem to fathom how I lost it all so quickly, fucked it up. I consider going back to the table and telling Gab everything. Right from the start. Maybe she could help me untangle what happened because all I know right now, blood rushing between my ears, is that I thought Mace fell for me, I really did. And now he’s marrying someone else – and I ended up alone, with new friends who I don’t think even like me very much.

I consider telling her how it felt to be fucking Lux. How it felt when Kik walked in, the way they both looked at me the next morning when we packed the van and drove south. I consider telling her that sometimes I still think about Lara, in an abstract way. Like she was the beginning of it all, and how sometimes I am ferocious with rage at Brendan, as if it’s all his fault, and that I hate him for waiting for me back then when we were teenagers, and I hate him for waiting for me now. I consider telling her I’m so confused and alone and angry and will she please just hug me? She’s been there through it all. The person who loves me most is right in front of me, but I don’t say any of this.

Back at the table, our dinner has arrived.

‘There you are! I was about to start, I am so starving.’

‘Remember going to the toilet in restaurants as a kid? And trying to take your time, hoping the food would have miraculously appeared when you got back? I used to love that. Thank you, universe!’ I raise my arms in prayer as I sit down. Gab laughs. I’ve always been good at making her laugh.

‘Yes! And how twenty minutes or whatever always felt like hours? I mean, it can’t have been that long, waiting for food. It’s not as if all of a sudden fifteen years later restaurant service has improved.’

‘Exactly.’ I push my knife into one egg, watching the dark yellow yolk ooze over the toast. Breakfast for dinner. It’s kind of our thing. She’s back, I’m back, we’re here together, and I can do this. I can tell her everything.
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And suddenly, it’s August. I wake in a sweaty panic each day, willing the clock to stop for a moment, just so I can get my head together. Each time my phone vibrates, I think it might be Brendan, asking again if I’m ready to talk.

I haven’t heard from my parents since my birthday either. I wonder if they’ve seen him, spoken to him, reassured him I’ll be back.

Still nothing from Kik or Lux since our trip up the coast. Silence since they dropped me at my house on the train line. Lux and I have been doing opposite shifts at the cafe. I see her in passing and she always says, I’ll text you, smiling wide but never quite meeting my eyes.

I get texts from Gab, though:

How are you going?

Thinking of you . . .

Here if you want to talk x

So, I didn’t tell her everything. In fact, I didn’t tell her anything. Over our familiar eggs on toast for dinner, we talked about everything except what I’ve been up to. But she knows something is up; that I’m not really doing okay. In the past months, I’ve been frustrated that Kik and Lux don’t really get me. Don’t understand what I’ve been through or who I was before all this. But there’s also been safety in that. Gab can see right through me. She cares. And that’s more than I can take right now.

Early in August, I wake up to a text from Mace, from his number that still sits unidentified in my inbox.

We need to talk.

And an hour later.

I made a mistake.

I haven’t written back, but it’s all I can think about. Is that in response to my last message – the one Kik typed out a month ago? Does he want to talk about what Kik told me? Or has he realised he made a mistake with Jessie? I don’t want to let myself imagine what he might have to say.

Yasmin is another perfect friend, in that she’s not even really a friend. We’ve been working together for years and we have great chats behind the coffee machine, but we don’t hang out. Outside of work, I mean. Just the occasional long lunch after our morning shifts, surrounded by our colleagues, joking with the chefs. Bridging the line between awkward and comfortable, hovering on the edge of intimacy.

She noticed, earlier this year, when I took the engagement ring off. She didn’t say anything, but she was softer with me that day. She held the weight of the social interactions with customers. Quietly passed me shots of coffee with whipped cream between rushes. But if I tell Gab what’s been going on, she’ll ask questions, want answers, hug me, cry. So I’ve been spending more time with JD. I haven’t been to church again, but we go on long walks past the ocean when our rosters align. Endless cups of tea, chatting into the night when she isn’t working, curled up on opposite ends of the single bed she sleeps in at her aunty and uncle’s house. It feels wholesome. We even made brownies one time. Like, normal brownies.

The rain is beating down on the street outside, and the hiss and rush of cars going past filters through the glass windows to where Yasmin and I stand behind the coffee machine. It’s quieter today; the people of Newy don’t like going out when it’s wet.

I’m crouched behind the counter, stocktaking our bags of tea. Trying not to think about whether I’ll see a message from Kik or Lux at the end of my shift. Even though it’s been three weeks of silence. There’s a gig, a party, let’s watch movies, anything. I’m sick to my stomach that I pushed it too far. Is Lux embarrassed? Is Kik disgusted? Are they both totally chill and I’m making this all up in my head? Why don’t I just text them again? Great fucking question.

I hear a voice above me, ordering a takeaway coffee. Latte. Two sugars because we don’t have that disgusting caramel syrup shit. The hairs on the back of my neck ripple. I’ve never heard her voice before, but for some reason I know what I’ll see when I stand up.

Jessie is wearing an effortlessly chic grey raincoat over jeans and heeled boots, studded and pointy-toed like all those Instagram girls. Tousling rain droplets out of her messy curls as she taps her card for payment. Red lips. Big eyes. Smooth and shiny; everything that I am not. Especially not right now, with my ripped black shirt and oversized linen pants and coffee-stained apron. Must be on her way to the mall in town. I know from Instagram that she works at one of those shitty old buildings turned industrial chic fashion store, as part of a new initiative in Newcastle where the council leases crumbling heritage shopfronts to artists, designers, entrepreneurs, bearded baristas. The store has a huge Instagram following and a cute dog always sitting out the front. I suppose she’ll transfer to an even cooler store in Sydney, once they’re married.

She stands right by the counter the whole time we make her coffee. I spend those four minutes of my life with my heart pounding and a cotton wool throat, willing her to look up at me, but also hoping she doesn’t. She’s texting, tapping away at the screen with her long, painted nails. A small smile whenever her phone dings in response. I feel sick, knowing it’s Mace on the other side of the screen. Is he sending her dick pics too, or is that something reserved for people like me – fuck buddies, fake cousins, pretend church volunteers, big secrets, fucking nobodies like me?

I can see the soft winter sunlight glinting off the huge diamond on her left hand. Yasmin puts Jessie’s coffee on the counter with a smile. She’s staring at the diamond too.

‘Wow, that’s beautiful,’ she says.

‘Thanks!’ Jessie responds with a bright smile, placing her left hand to her chest the way only engaged girls seem to. Her eyes flick to mine, then quickly away. I’m frozen to the spot, awkwardly holding a latte glass in front of me, never having placed it under the head to catch the shot. Coffee pours straight down the drain, the machine shudders, makes a few spitting noises. Jessie’s attention is back on her phone. She picks up her coffee, turns and struts back into the rain.

Does she know who I am? Does she know I was once just like her, with a ring on my finger and a bright smile on my face too?

To be totally honest, I don’t remember much about the proposal. It was in Brendan’s bedroom, on my twenty-second birthday. I sat on the edge of his bed, pulling on my shoes. We were heading out to dinner. Then suddenly he was kneeling at my feet. For one bizarre moment I thought he was going to slip my other heel on for me, Cinderella style, a misplaced gesture of romance that wasn’t really our thing. Then I realised he was holding a small, open box, and my mind went blank.

I remember thinking the box seemed bigger, chunkier than the ones you see in movies. I remember thinking all the things that could have happened that didn’t, and feeling relief. Thank god he didn’t do this at dinner. Thank god there’s no one else home. Thank god the ring isn’t ugly AF.

So when I say my mind was blank, I don’t mean totally blank – I thought some thoughts, and I knew he was saying things, but I couldn’t hear. When I asked him later, he couldn’t remember what he’d said either. Like we both had this shared yet separate out-of-body experience.

Meanwhile, I hadn’t even answered the question. I came back to earth for long enough to see Brendan’s dark eyebrows knit together just slightly; to see the hint of innocence, fear, betrayal flicker across his eyes.

‘El . . .?’ he stuttered.

‘Oh my god, sorry!’ I rushed. ‘Of course!’

Relief flushed through his face.

For weeks, I obsessed over the image of him sliding a ring onto my finger while I was wearing only one shoe. It felt out of balance. If I were to stand, I’d literally have toppled over.

In hindsight, the scene is clunky, unpolished. Juvenile. Nothing like what I’d imagined. I’m not a robot – of course I imagined what it’d be like one day. Just not so soon. I remember Gab asking if we’d ever talked about it, wondering why it was such a shock to me. Of course we’d talked about it, getting married, being together. But it was in the abstract sense, of the faraway genre. The ‘one day’ of adulthood, not the day of my twenty-second birthday.

At dinner, Brendan ordered a bottle of champagne. He’d shaved that morning, but dark stubble was already finding its way through the skin; he could pass for a bit older than his twenty-two years, which made me feel better that night, gave me a sense of legitimacy. Until he mispronounced the label of the sparkling wine and the waiter gently corrected him and I felt so embarrassed; seventeen again, my face hot. Too much make-up, dress too short. My hair flat and lifeless, the same boring colour since childhood. We felt like children playing house, playing restaurants.

After we ate, the waiter brought a raspberry brownie, sitting on blood-clot-coloured syrup, a heart-shaped candle on top. It was tacky and cheap-looking, like someone had rushed to the corner store and bought the first thing they could find. Brendan must have arranged it when he went to the bathroom earlier.

‘Congratulations,’ said the waiter, his tone clipped and professional, before leaving us with two forks and an existential crisis.

At Brendan’s cousin’s wedding, a few months before, we sat in the pews hand in hand and he leant over to whisper in my ear, ‘I can’t wait to call you my fiancé,’ and I loved it. I fucking loved it, my body warming from the inside out.

But the night of the proposal, I remember going to the bathroom and wanting to slap myself. What was wrong with me? I loved him, I was happy. Staring at my face in the mirror, bringing my left hand up and trying to wiggle my hand suggestively so the diamond caught the light, so that I’d feel what engaged girls are supposed to feel when they’re sparkling, in love. When the world knows they’re chosen, taken – trapped.

And now, I’m supposed to be seeing him again in a few weeks. Will he recognise me? I feel so different. Bloated and pale, sleep deprived. My dyed black hair fading in patches, auburn peeking through. I haven’t been getting enough fresh air, enough exercise. Can’t remember the last time I felt salt water on my skin, in my eyes, waking me up. In the Bogey Hole with Kik back in April, I guess. I was already sleepwalking then.

I haven’t written back to Brendan since my birthday, when he asked to see me soon. He wants to talk, but I still don’t know what to say. The night we broke up, his eyes were red-rimmed when he said, ‘I know what I want. And it’s you. Why is it so hard for you?’

And I’ve spent almost six months trying to answer that question.

My phone beeps under the coffee machine; I forgot to put it on silent. My heart leaps out of my chest and I drop the latte glass I’m holding. It smashes into hundreds of tiny pieces on the tile floor.

People look up from their breakfast; furtively glance away in ricocheted shame.

I’m not ready. I can’t do this.

I ignore Yasmin shoving a dustpan and brush into my hands, grab my phone, rush to the bathroom. Slam down the lid, sit there and try to breathe. Who will it be, what will it say, do I have the energy to care?

With shaking hands I unlock my phone screen. It’s a fucking text from the bank. A courtesy message. My account is overdrawn. I laugh maniacally, then stop myself. The walls are thin.

Something has to change. I can’t keep doing this. Instead of joining Yasmin at the coffee station, I walk straight into Greg’s office, knock lightly on the door frame.

He looks up from his laptop, eyes wary.

‘El?’

‘Hey, Greg . . .’

‘You’re quitting,’ he says. No question mark now. His shoulders drop slightly. I’m surprised at his intuition, wondering how unbelievably transparent my face must be. Searching for some words.

‘It’s alright,’ he says. ‘I had a feeling this was coming.’

‘Did you?’ My voice is small. My hands haven’t stopped shaking.

‘You never were supposed to stay here for long.’ His eyes soften. ‘You okay?’

I swallow hard. ‘Yep.’

‘Finish your shift, go home and shower, then come back in later, okay? At closing. We can chat.’

‘Thanks, Greg.’

He nods, eyes back on the laptop, and I walk to Yasmin. Decide not to tell her yet. When I finish my shift, I drive to the lookout at the top of Bar Beach. I walk along the clifftop, then lie down on the grass. Let the wind buffet me.

Later, when I return to the cafe, there’s one chef still in the kitchen, hosing down the floors; two waitresses clearing tables, vacuuming. Greg is sitting at the bench seat, at the front of the cafe, looking out the glass doors that I’ve walked through every week for almost three years. I don’t feel sad.

He’s surrounded by paperwork, has cracked a bottle of red. Two glasses. I sit on a stool next to him so I can look out at the street too. City workers with number-punching jobs are driving home, crowding the roads, hunched over steering wheels. I wonder who they’re going home to, what’s waiting for them.

Greg pours me a glass of wine, tops up his own. Clinks them together. ‘Cheers to a good few years.’

‘Cheers.’ I smile. I feel lighter now than before. Calmer. Like the salty wind blew away some of the cobwebs. ‘And sorry. I know this morning was abrupt.’

‘It’s alright, mate. Like I said, I knew it was coming.’

‘I love it here.’

‘I know,’ he says, sipping the wine. ‘That’s why you can’t stay.’

I frown slightly, swirling the liquid in my glass. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You don’t want to get stuck here, El. Sometimes you gotta let the things you love . . . go.’

I get the feeling that he’s not really talking about the cafe now. We sit, sip in silence, watching the traffic.

‘So, what’s the plan?’ he says.

‘I don’t really know,’ I say. He nods, mouth full of dark liquid. Watching me. ‘Think I’ll text JD, see if any jobs are going at that bar by the beach in town. I just need a change. Something needs to change.’ I know that I can’t be working at the same cafe I was when I walked out on Brendan. It feels important, to be living a different life when I eventually see him again.

‘That’s a good idea.’

‘Thought it might be good to get away from . . . everything. Clear my head.’

‘Everything okay with Lux?’ he says.

‘Not really.’ I clear my throat. ‘But I’m sure it’ll be fine. We haven’t been friends for very long, she doesn’t really know me.’

‘I’m surprised you’re still here.’ His voice is quiet, I almost have to strain to hear him. ‘Knew from the moment you walked in that you wouldn’t last long.’

‘Proved you wrong!’

He glances at me, fingers on his wine glass. ‘That you did.’

I look out the floor-to-ceiling glass windows. Fat raindrops have started to fall in arrhythmic patterns, colouring spots on the pavement. A lady across the street ducks under a shop awning and rummages in her bag, pulling out a small umbrella. Calm down, lady. It’s just a bit of water. I think it must be peak adulthood, to have a spare umbrella in your bag, just in case. The sky was so clear earlier.

‘Can’t believe it’s already August,’ Greg says, eyes on me, voice soft. ‘Are you going to meet up with Brendan?’

I swallow in response. Shake my head slightly. ‘I dunno,’ I say. Take a gulp of my wine. It’s weird, really, that this middle-aged dude knows more about me than Kik and Lux. But I suppose he’s been around longer. The one day in my life I’ve ever called in sick to work was the day after Valentine’s Day. Monday, my usual six am shift. Two days after I left Brendan’s house. The morning after I first had sex with Mace.

I texted Greg at four am when Mace eventually dropped me home.

Won’t be in today – so sorry

He wrote back, no worries, left me alone. And the next day, I was back in here at the crack of dawn. Life carried on. All he had to do was ask, ‘What happened, El?’ and it came pouring out of me. The break-up. Brendan’s face. How I didn’t feel right, nothing seemed to fit like it used to.

‘I don’t know what I want,’ I’d said. ‘Don’t know what’s wrong with me. I love him, but . . .’

Greg had nodded in response. ‘Sometimes that’s just not enough.’
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After my final pay cheque came through from Greg, I managed to stretch the money for a couple of weeks while I searched for a new job. It was easier without Kik and Lux to feed, to buy booze for, and I even had some left over for a new pair of Doc Martens. I walked my resume around town while JD was on the case with her boss at the bar, begging him to hire me. And here I am, doing the Saturday night shift with JD and one other girl, floating between the kitchen and the lounge in quieter moments, getting ready for the gig tonight. Just acoustic stuff here. Myra Backson is playing at ten. Guess the whole LA record deal thing didn’t work out. Small fish, big sea. Unlike Newy. People know her name here.

I’m in the corner of the lounge area, sitting on a rustic, backless stool that Myra requested, adjusting the mic, about to do a sound check when I see Pumba, wearing a loud button-up shirt with short sleeves, Hawaiian themed – presumably in irony. He’s coughing like he’s dying. Walks straight to the bar. I feel like I’ve swallowed a whole grape and it’s caught in my windpipe. He’s the kind of guy who will call everyone darlin’ when he orders. Rum and coke please, darlin’. Even though he’s younger than us all.

My heart beats a little louder when the door opens again. I haven’t seen Kik since the day we drove home from the beach house. We were all quieter, more subdued, not the beer and bongs and singalongs of the drive north. I wonder if Pumba knows what happened, if they told him. I wonder if he wonders where I’ve been, why we haven’t all been lighting up around the petrol drum in my backyard. Or if it’s all the same to him. Was I just the flavour of those few months?

I’ve been driving past the beach a lot, past Lux’s house too, usually on the way home from work. To see if the blue van is there, if anyone’s around. The thing is, I don’t even know if I miss them. What did we talk about, all those nights around the fire, those early hours of the morning snuggled under the covers with Kik when he should have been anywhere but with me? It feels so distant now. But the pang in my chest is still immediate and close when I see their posts on Instagram, their parties and movie nights and gigs with people who aren’t me.

Kik walks in, a head taller than Pumba. He’s let his beard grow out since I last saw him. Approaches JD at the bar, they smile at each other, speak words I can’t hear – of course, they’d know each other from church. But JD has never mentioned him to me. She must have known that we’re friends. Or that we were friends, for a time. Though there’s no photo evidence of our time together, save for that one picture of me pumping petrol into the van, Lux holding a beer aloft, tongue out, Pumba hanging out the window throwing shakas. Immortalised on Kik’s Instagram.

Then Lux follows, in jeans and a white singlet – maybe the one from that night we had our periods? – and it’s obvious she’s not wearing a bra. She’s wearing Kik’s huge denim jacket with the elbow patches. She walks up close behind him, hooks one finger into the back of his pants in a possessive gesture that is so Lux. Puts her hand out to shake JD’s when they’re introduced. Someone says something funny and she’s laughing in that reserved way, mouth closed but head moving from side to side, mermaid hair whipping around her back. She looks behind her to share the joke with Myra, who has followed them in, guitar in hand. Kik is carrying some sort of amp.

They see me, one at a time, as they search the room for a place to sit. To Myra, I’m just the new girl who works here and adjusts her mic, gets her a glass of water before a gig. She doesn’t remember me from the after-party back in April, at Pumba’s apartment. Or the farewell party a week later, with Kik. Or if she does, it’s not acknowledged. She barely looks at me as she approaches, dumping her bag in the corner behind one of the speakers. Pumba waves at me from over at the bar, where he seems to be trying to chat up JD, who looks politely amused. His shirt rises with his raised arm, revealing the hairy lower part of his belly hanging over his pants. He definitely doesn’t know what happened at the beach house.

To Lux, I’m the girl who once had her head between her knees, bringing her to the brink of something she’d probably never felt before. The girl she used to work with, who she kept close and pushed away depending on how secure she was feeling about Kik. She smiles vaguely, we’ve made eye contact so she can’t look away now. I see her slide one hand into Kik’s pocket, nuzzle into his shoulder. There’s no mistaking they’re together now. And Kik does that thing you do when you’ve seen someone but you pretend you haven’t because you’re too busy having a great fucking time.

They find a table with four stools, drinks in hand. A wine for Myra – Pumba walks over to deliver it just as I’m about to head back to the kitchen. He looks genuinely happy to see me, pulls me into a one-armed hug. Tells me to come and sit with them, when is my break? I tell him I definitely will, even though I definitely won’t, and he grins, winks, sips his beer as he walks back to the table. It makes me feel sad, to see him sitting there with Lux and Kik, orbiting their little universe of two. From behind the bar, I see Lux wave to Myra, gesture her over, pat the empty seat next to her. She moves her seat closer to Myra. They bend their heads together, laugh, take selfies. I get it, it’s Myra now. She’s the new me. She’s short, dark, edgy, in her platform heels and leather coat. Dark purple lipstick and harmonies that give you goosebumps. I see Myra watching Kik, and Lux watching Myra, and I wonder whether there’s something going on with Myra and Kik. Why can’t it ever be just Kik and Lux?

On my break, I hang out in the kitchen. My favourite chef makes me a salad and I sit on one of the benches next to his chopping board listening to Myra’s soulful voice filter through. When my break is over, I head to the bathroom. Almost bump into Lux on my way out of the kitchen. Her expression goes from shocked to fearful to ecstatic in about two seconds. A face like playdough, always exaggerated. How did I never notice that before?

‘Hey!’ She grabs my shoulders and pulls me into a warm hug, ever affectionate, and I fold into her like muscle memory. Then pull back.

‘Just finished my break,’ I say.

‘I didn’t even know you worked here!’ The brightest smile, lips pressed together, eyes looking everywhere but at me. ‘Greg told me you quit but I didn’t know where you’d gone.’

‘Yeah, a couple of weeks now.’

‘Amaaazing!’ she gushes, before I’ve even finished my sentence. ‘Anyway, I’ve really gotta pee! Come over later?’

‘Okay, yep,’ I say, turning away from her, towards the bar. ‘See ya!’

‘I’ll text you!’ she calls, pushing her way into the bathroom.

The whole exchange is empty, futile, and we both know it. I don’t even know where the over part of the come over is. Where are they spending time now that they’re not at my house? Maybe at Lux’s parents’ place, jamming in the driveway. Kik’s van, Pumba’s apartment, Myra’s place? Maybe she’s the new location.

I really needed to pee but I hold it until the end of my shift, at midnight, because I just can’t face running into Lux again. When they leave, she calls ‘text me!’ over her shoulder. Kik just smiles at me like I’m a stranger, tying his hair in a knot at the back of his head as he walks. I see him mouth something like see ya.

The bar is finally empty.

‘So, is your sleeping pattern totally messed up since starting this job?’ JD is unpacking the dishwasher and I’m polishing wine glasses.

I laugh. ‘Honestly, it was messed up beforehand. At least I don’t have to wake up at five in the morning anymore!’ But I secretly miss the early starts, somewhere deep in my bones. I didn’t realise that mornings gave me purpose. Now I wake without an alarm, groggy and disoriented, with hours to kill before I start work. Even when I’m doing a lunch shift, time seems to stretch out and linger in a way that it didn’t before. I’ve been walking to the beach, thinking of diving into the crystal blue. The ocean has always been more beautiful in winter.

JD greets me with excitement whenever we’re working together, with kind eyes, as if I’m the best thing she’s seen all day. She showed me the ropes when I started. Has this incredible mental spreadsheet of regular customers and their orders. Like Yasmin, at the cafe. Who wants Heineken in a glass with just a dash of ice, who to avoid for bum-pinching, who’s innocent enough but you still wouldn’t want to be left alone with them.

‘Still keen to come with me tomorrow?’ she asks, depositing a tray of steaming glasses on the bench beside me, fresh from the dishwasher.

‘Yep, definitely.’ She keeps mentioning her friend, who’s just had a baby. I have no idea why she wants me to tag along. But I’ll take anything right now to distract me from wondering about Kik and Lux and Mace and Jessie and Brendan and Gab and anyone I’ve ever fucking crossed paths with.

*

My body still wakes me up at five am, so I’ve been switching between apps and mindlessly scrolling for hours by the time JD picks me up the next morning.

As we walk towards the house, she has a hold of my hand again and this time instead of walking me into church, I’m following her long braid up a paved driveway to a house that looks like something you’d draw in kindergarten.

A young woman swings open the door before we get a chance to knock. She’s not much older than me, with long brown hair, a sleeve tattoo, flushed face. And a baby in one arm.

‘Hi! Sorry, come in! Brooklyn is going nuts. He needs to be fed.’

I don’t know why she’s apologising. JD throws her arms around her friend, who smiles at me over JD’s narrow shoulders.

‘How are ya, Janey?’ Ah, so she’s a church friend. They’re the only ones who call JD by her real name: Jane. She hates it, she’s told me. Jane Davies. Plain Jane.

‘Good, babe. Shivani, this is El.’ JD’s eyes shine as she introduces me. She squeals and claps her hands. ‘Two of my favourite people together!’ She’s all popcorn and butter, honey and excitement.

‘Hey, El!’ Shivani puts her free arm around me in a warm hug, like we’ve known each other forever. She pulls away before I get a chance to reciprocate, smiling at me. ‘I’ve seen you around town.’ She steps back and ushers us further inside. Her smile is kind, but I wonder what she knows. Where she’s seen me. Is she friends with Jessie? With Mace?

The lounge room looks like a preschool exploded in a vintage store. There are mismatched couches, rugs, and cool, minimalist artwork sprinkled with bright plastic toys and a rainbow rug, where she places the baby. The beige exterior hides everything inside.

JD swoops down on the baby, picking him up and burying her face in his belly. He giggles. ‘Aunty Janey’s here, Brooklyn!’ His deep brown eyes lock with JD’s and she groans dramatically. ‘Ohhh, my ovaries!’

JD bounces him around the room, all natural instincts. Shivani picks up a pile of kids’ books from an armchair and tells me to sit. Bustles around while I hover awkwardly, wondering why the fuck I’m here.

‘So glad you guys are here. I really have to pee and Mitch isn’t home yet.’ She rushes out of the room. The new mum mantra: I don’t have time to even go to the toilet. It’s like the secret password to a club I don’t know if I want to be in.

‘I’ll make us cuppas.’ JD hands me the baby and skips off into the kitchen.

The child squirms in my arms, lets out a whimper. Oh fuck. He’s gonna cry. I sit him on my lap facing away from me, bouncing him on my knee a bit. I should say something. ‘Shh. It’s okay.’ But I’m not convinced, and neither is he. Brooklyn whimpers again and I keep bouncing my knees, willing JD to come back and rescue me. It’s not that I hate kids. They’re cute. I just don’t know what to say to them. They’re so vulnerable, and they expect so much from you. It’s terrifying.

I turn him around to face me, standing his chubby feet on my thighs. His eyes say, You don’t know what you’re doing but he giggles, and drool oozes from the corner of his mouth. His skin forms rolls, like a Shar Pei. I can’t help but smile back at this tiny human, but my ovaries don’t do anything in particular. I don’t feel the maternal pull. I’ve never even known if I want kids. It’s like I’m missing an essential gene.

Shivani bounces back into the room, wiping her hands on her ripped skinny jeans. It’s hard to believe she had a baby only six months ago. As effortless as a #mumstagram frame.

‘Here.’ I pass the baby over. ‘I’ll go help JD in the kitchen.’

‘Oh, thanks, El.’ Her face lights up when Brooklyn’s in her arms and I wonder if I’ll look like that one day. If that’s what Jessie looks like holding Mace’s child. He still hasn’t even announced their engagement on his feed.

We’re all sitting around drinking green tea, the baby rolling around on the floor, being a baby. JD and Shivani watch him in awe, talking all things baby.

After a while, Shivani exclaims, ‘Oh my gosh, El, I feel so rude. Here we are talking about babies and birth and everything! Tell me about you . . . How do you two know each other?’

JD smiles at me encouragingly, like I’m a child learning to speak for myself. ‘We work together at the bar. And before that, the cafe.’

‘Oh, right! I love that place. My friends do heaps of gigs there.’ She blows on her tea before taking a sip.

‘Yeah, it’s great,’ I say, wondering who her friends are. There’s a moment of silence, broken only by Brooklyn cooing happily on the rug.

‘How’s Mitch? I haven’t seen him in ages!’ says JD.

‘Yeah, he’s working so hard. We’ve been going to the evening service, because he’s been running auctions on Sunday mornings. That’s why I haven’t seen you at Mercy Grace in ages! He’s good, we’re just so tired, you know.’

JD nods sympathetically and sighs, looking down at Brooklyn. ‘I just can’t wait to have one of these little guys.’

‘We’ve just got to find you a hubby first!’

JD rolls her eyes. ‘I know, I know.’ They both laugh like it’s an inside joke.

‘What about you, El, any kids on the horizon?’

‘God, no. Ha.’ I shrink into my seat.

‘Do you have a boyfriend?’

‘Ha. No, thank you!’ I laugh, trying to break the awkwardness. Do we still ask those abrasive questions? I don’t even know where my answer came from. It occurs to me a split second after I say it out loud that it’s the kind of line heartbroken people say. Or middle-aged divorcees. God no, who has the time for men when you’ve got three cats to feed ha ha ha.

Shivani looks at me blankly. Polite, but I can tell she’s confused. It’s what she’s been trained for, I guess. Marry young, procreate. JD has told me all about it. The pressure to find someone. The more intense pressure when you do. I’ve heard it all from Kik, too, when he was ruminating on whether he should’ve locked it down with Jessie, if maybe then she wouldn’t have run off with Mace. I was always confused about why her parents went along with it, when she was so young and with Kik for so many years. What did they think, when two months after a break-up she announced she was marrying someone else? My parents couldn’t even handle the break-up part of my story, let alone what I’ve done since. Imagine if I said I was running off with someone else. Mum would have a heart attack, surely.

But then Kik would remind me of the mantra: the quicker you get married, the quicker you can have sex.

Maybe Jessie’s parents were there in the audience at Mercy Grace when it happened. Maybe, and this really fucking winds me, Mace even asked their permission before proposing. Just like Brendan did.

And then I remember, my parents went along with it too. When I got engaged at twenty-two, before I knew what I wanted with my life. I guess, church or not, it’s the narrative that makes the most sense. I was so angry that they were angry, that they were disappointed in me. For leaving Brendan out in the cold. But now that I’m watching the way Shivani and JD talk as if marriage and kids are the goals, the natural next steps, the accomplishments to be proud of, I realise that maybe they weren’t angry so much as worried, anxious for my future. Maybe it wasn’t about the image they wanted to uphold of their perfect, put-together lives, or about preventing my mother from having another nervous breakdown. Maybe they just wanted me to be happy and maybe they thought handing me over to Brendan was the best way to make that happen.

That last thought shocks me; do they just want me to be happy?

I remember waking at Nan and G’s house, tears dried in sleep, on a weekend morning after Dad left. Nan had made pancakes, doused in syrup. I only had a couple of bites.

‘Is Brendan taking you to the hospital today?’

‘Yep.’

‘Such a nice boy.’

The mantra, the line, her hope for our future.

‘Love you, El.’

‘Love you too, Nan.’

‘G loves you too, okay, doll?’

‘I know.’

My grandparents built a nest for me to crawl into. Andrew was studying at the time, and usually staying with Nicola, but he would come home if I asked him to. Gabby rarely let me spend a night alone, Brendan shadowed me in the hallways, between classes, lunchtime, as if I might fall backwards at any moment and he’d be right there to catch me. But I didn’t feel any less lonely, walking past Lara at school, wanting to reach out and touch her arm, feel that she was real.

Brendan took me to the hospital, made himself busy in the gift shop and cafe while I breathed through my mouth to avoid the smell of disinfectant, of decay. Found Mum’s room, heard the whispers, that’s the daughter, because of course, they know her here. All her volunteer work, the prestige of her husband, my father, who worked here until he left us all for London and a different life.

I remember seeing her under white sheets and a cotton blanket tucked neatly at the edges. ‘Giselle.’ She said it as if she were surprised to see me, but with a hint of embarrassment, too; of shame. I rushed to help her with the pillows as she sat up, grateful to have a purpose. I don’t remember breaking through the awkwardness of the visit, but I do remember her catching my hand in hers. ‘I’m sorry, Giselle.’ A pause; I hate my full name. ‘El . . . I don’t know if . . .’ She cleared her throat. ‘I just want you to be happy.’

How tired we both were. Too tired to say what we meant. On the way back to my grandparents’ house, I let Brendan hold my hand on the gearstick. And then I finally let him love me, turned my face to his chest and wet his shirt with my tears. He was right there, waiting.

I brush the memory away.

JD changes the subject, winking at me lightly then turning back to Shivani. ‘So, you must feel pretty isolated. Do you miss work? Have many people visited you guys?’

‘Yeah, it’s hard sometimes, but I just love this little guy so much. Keeps me going. Mum’s over a lot – as you can imagine!’ They both laugh. ‘People from church are constantly bringing food, which is amazing. So blessed. And then Jessie was here the other day, Mace came back from Sydney for a meeting at church, so they brought little Bella with them. Jessie is just so good with her, you wouldn’t even know . . .’ She trails off. Uncharted territory.

‘I can’t believe the wedding’s only a couple of months away!’

‘I know. Crazy. It’s all wedding talk of course.’

‘I imagine,’ JD gushes. ‘And she’s so lucky to be marrying Mace. What a guy. I can’t wait to see photos.’

I clutch my mug of tea, feel my fingers burn. Think about what Kik told me. He raped a girl. How can that be possible, when these wholesome Jesus-loving girls are saying what they’re saying?

‘It’ll be stunning, I know!’ says Shivani. ‘But aren’t you coming to the wedding?’

‘No.’ JD shrugs. ‘I don’t really know her that well. She’s a few years younger, you know, so we haven’t really crossed paths much.’

They keep chatting, Brooklyn in his bouncer on the floor. I fall into a rhythm of gushing every time he squeals or laughs or makes a baby noise, following JD’s lead. Shivani’s long, dark hair swishes and catches the light from the window every time she looks my way. Her eyes are so open, her smile so big. She doesn’t even know me. About half an hour later, Mitch comes in, the yin to her yang. Pale skin, scruffy beard, knot of hair at the base of his skull, like Kik, and a titanium ring shining on his left hand. We shake hands, Brooklyn propped in his other arm.

But I’m in a daze. Why the fuck am I here? Maybe a few months ago I would’ve had the energy for these new people. Maybe they would have become my friends; I would have wanted to be part of their circle, especially if their circle overlapped with Mace. Not long ago, I felt like I was collecting ammunition, gathering data to convince him I was the one. Look, El has friends who are also friends of mine. El has come to church. El understands me, has climbed into my world. I believed in something then. The future. Leaving Brendan, trying to love Mace, spelled a freedom I’d never known. Now I can’t muster the will to participate in a conversation that has nothing to do with me.

I watch JD and Shivani and Mitch and baby Brooklyn, just living and laughing and loving. Talking about church, casually throwing out bible passages with big smiles on their faces, in answer to questions or life dilemmas they’re throwing around. They use the so-called words of Jesus the way other people talk about horoscopes. Amen to that, amirite? That is such Virgo energy.

It must be nice. To believe in something.
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I have one weekend off a month, so I decide to get out of Newcastle. Seeing Lux and Kik last weekend really spun me out, more than I expected. I thought I was getting over it, moving on, falling into a healthy friendship with JD instead. Our late-night shifts end with steaming mugs of peppermint tea in her tiny bedroom, under fairy lights and bunting pegged with polaroid photos of her life. One time, I even invited Gabby to have coffee with us.

All of this helps me forget; I can push Lux and Kik to the edges. Now I don’t always feel like the kid picked last for the team when they post photos I’m not in, showing places I haven’t been. They were only my friends for such a short time. Almost the same amount of time that I was sleeping with Mace. And yet, while they fade, Mace is still here, in everything I see, touch, smell.

On the train to Sydney, I choose a dirty purple seat near the window, purposely not entering the quiet carriage because I need noise. Need to eavesdrop on conversations that don’t concern me. I feel like I need to be around people, strangers; to wonder at their lives and remember that I’m small and don’t matter.

I catch the train to Kings Cross, the heart of it all: an epicentre of sin and excitement. Darlinghurst and Potts Point encroach from both sides like mountains closing in on a lone, leafless tree. I see abandoned shopfronts for lease every few steps, but there’s a cafe here I want to visit. I’ve seen it on Instagram, roasting the same beans that we did at work. I think of Greg and Yasmin, still there, being them. The thought is so comforting that I smile as I walk along Darlinghurst Road. Relish that no one looks twice. Because no one cares, and here, among strangers, that’s okay. Here, there’s nobody I can disappoint. In another life I might be bold and brave and confident enough to turn heads, if only briefly, sporadically, occasionally, and it occurs to me that maybe that’s okay, maybe that’s not who I want to be.

What kind of girl am I, Mace once asked. I’m the kind of girl who will get on a train to Sydney, pretending she’s not going to hunt down the boy she thinks she loves. The kind of girl who finds herself in a love triangle where she doesn’t actually want either party. The kind of girl who can be your best friend but also fuck your best friend.

I need to see water, any sprawling body of water. I’m feeling claustrophobic. I follow my feet, find myself at Rushcutters Bay. Squealing children run in every direction on the oval, coloured witch’s hats and harsh whistles punctuating the movement. It’s actually peaceful. People are on their own, lying on the grass by the harbour, sleeping, reading, eating, soaking up the sun. Two girls sit near me on a picnic blanket and they’re chatting quietly, seriously, with small smiles and a container of fruit between them. I wonder if they’re praying or meditating or gossiping. Small white dogs chase balls and they’re so well trained they don’t bother anyone but their owners. There are fast footsteps on the path behind me and a distant cacophony of chatter builds and then fades as the pack of runners passes me, heading away from my position on the grass.

I look across to the city skyline, the Sydney Tower, which is right near Brendan’s office. Before he started the internship, we had plans for weekends in Sydney, getting to know the inner west, the northern beaches, the south near the national park, planning where we’d make a home together. I wonder if he’s here this weekend, or in Newcastle. It’s amazing that we haven’t crossed paths in almost six months, when Newy is as small as it can feel sometimes. Not quite city, not quite town.

I walk along the harbour. Massive houses, massive boats. Wander along a jetty and sit down on a floating platform, the bridge in the distance, surrounded by cranes. I think of staying here tonight; being adventurous. It’s not too cold, just a light August breeze. I stretch out on my stomach on the cool, rough wood; rest my cheek on my folded arms and watch the city lights rise and fall as the platform bobs up and down. I imagine a fin surfacing before my eyes. The thrill and adrenaline. Stories to tell. I saw a shark once. In the lake. It was Brendan’s birthday, I think, a night-time rendezvous, fucking on the grass before we could fuck in houses. I wasn’t eighteen yet, but we broke the rules. No one believed us anyway. About the shark.

The wind picks up and the jetty crashes into the platform, squealing and banging non-rhythmically. It gets annoying fast and who am I kidding? I’m the kind of girl who’s used to having a roof over her head; I’m hardly going to spend the night on a floating jetty for no good reason. Childish whims and wandering aside, I guess I’m the kind of girl who likes comfort, a shoulder to rest my head on, someone to listen when I speak.

I think about texting Brendan. Maybe we can talk, maybe I’m ready.

A father and son ride by on scooters; two young men steal a kiss near the playground. Everyone has a life and a story.

But we all know I’m going to see Mace.

I just need to see him one more time. Just to check. What the fuck even happened between us? Was it real? I want to know if I still feel the same – that heart dropping through the floor feeling when I see him. It’s not a good feeling, I’ve realised. But it’s there. Gut drop heart drop mind drop. I want to know if things have changed, since I learned what Kik told me. Unverified, but it sits at the edges of my consciousness, colours all my memories of our time together.

I think I’m strong, and then I see his Instagram and fade into myself. Become a puddle. The toxic lurk of anxiety sits behind my rib cage, pressing low. I fucking hate the power he has over me, and I need it gone. But most of all, I need to rid myself of him before I can even contemplate seeing Brendan.

Two dollars for a double cheeseburger at Macca’s. How could you ever go hungry? I see a sign for a backpacker’s hostel, near the station. A night of anonymity. Behind the reception desk is a bright, amateur mural of Sydney Harbour, paint flaking away in misshapen sheets like peeling skin from a sunburnt back.

I drop a crumpled twenty dollar note on the counter. Winter special.

‘The Cross is dying,’ says the guy behind the counter. He slams a key on the counter; maybe he’s already tired of my awkwardness. ‘You’re not supposed to stay here if you’re Australian, so just don’t tell the boss, eh?’ He thrusts a rolled-up pile of stained linen at my face. ‘Sheets, showers, TV room, kitchen.’

He nods his head in vague directions, then goes back to staring, glassy-eyed, at the computer screen in front of him.

I shoulder my tote bag. He didn’t look twice at my lack of luggage. Must get all sorts here. I find myself wishing I’d brought a spare pair of undies, but then again, why would I? I can pop to Coles and buy some. Or not. Clutching the key, sweaty fisted, I start climbing stairs to level three. Each new landing has a different mural – clearly the same artist. Blue Mountains, Palm Beach, Opera House.

The room is empty, luggage and wet clothes and wrappers everywhere. Empty beer bottles and a ripped sign: No Food and Drink in Rooms. I throw my bag on the spare bed near the window, lie down on the lumpy mattress and close my eyes. Stretch my arms up and let my fingers trace the pattern on the springs of the bunk above me.

A shard of sunlight has found its way through the ripped curtains, shining directly onto my bed. Spring is on its way.

I think about winter, how it’s over before you know it. It doesn’t even feel real, everything that happened. As if we were all just waiting for something better.

*

Everyone’s clustered around a pale pink coffee van, spilling from the car park, moving in hordes from the entrance to Newtown station. I move with them, heart racing, willing myself to blend into the crowd. You can pretend. You belong here. They’re dressed in chunky scarves and effortless hats, clutching pale pink takeaway cups. It’s a pull, a longing, to be a part of it all – I’m almost too embarrassed to show the chipped jar I’ve been using as a reusable coffee cup. Because this is the new world. A world where the outside doesn’t exist, where reality is this – warm smiles and shiny hair and white teeth. Tattoos and no climate change. A kind of church utopia that I don’t know if I’m ready for. I guess I can do without coffee, but now I have nothing to do with my hands.

Double doors crack open somewhere behind me.

Head down, I head for the door. Straight to the back of the auditorium. But not so far back that I’m making a statement. The chatter is deafening, like a swarm of bees that’s dangerously close. No one notices me anyway. We’re in Sydney. It’s bigger, brighter, shinier. More crowds, more cliques, and people by themselves. I can see them now. They’re like me, but they look like they belong, like they’re comfortable. Maybe that’s how they see me too. A woman catches my eye as she slides into the row in front of me. We exchange a shy smile. Is it her first time too?

We’re in a cinema; the screen is lit up like a starry night sky. It makes me think of Harry Potter. It’s bewitched. There’s no stage here, just empty space where the pastor will stand. Where Mace will stand. And we’re all rising up above him in the crowd. The music is swirling and I notice a band below the movie screen, standing in almost darkness, giving it their all. People are still filtering in the double doors from the car park, throwing their coffee cups into the overflowing bin by the door.

And then the music stops, abruptly, or maybe I didn’t notice it fading. The lights go out, the screen becomes a giant cross, illuminated, as if lit from behind by a pale pink glow. Fucking great branding. And the lights come up on him.

My heart falls through the floor.

It’s Mace.

We’re still in darkness, bearing down on him from the seats rising above. He’s in a white shirt, open at the neck, black jeans.

‘Let me see all your faces!’ The lights suddenly illuminate the crowd. ‘Yes!’ he yells into the microphone, grinning. People are laughing, clapping, smiling.

I can’t stop staring at the veins in his forearm as he holds the microphone. I can see them even from back here.

There he is, the girl in the seat next to me whispers to her friend. I glance at them and they’re both smiling excitedly. Cheeks flushed, nudging each other, playing with their hair.

‘I’m Mace Bedford!’ The crowd laughs appreciatively. Some whoops. Voices call ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’. Someone calls, ‘We’re lucky to have you here, Mace!’

I close my eyes. I never felt the excitement like that girl next to me, just the gut lurch when he texted. Breath catching, heart racing when he posted a new photo. Anxiety, not passion. Like a fish hook caught inside me, tugging, tugging, tugging. And yet, I still went back for more.

‘The first thing I want to say is . . .’ Mace closes his eyes. Takes a breath. We all breathe with him. ‘You. Are. Loved.’

The crowd whoops. His voice sounds different when he’s not just talking to me.

There’s a bead of sweat on his brow, I can see it reflecting even from back here. And his eyes are wild and wide, not dark and guarded like I know.

‘And that’s all this is about, you know. Love. Just love. Your message, your light to the world, is to love. Love each other the way Jesus loves us, loves you.’

People clap, shout.

Mace smiles with his teeth. ‘So you all know that love is kind of a big thing for me right now.’ He has the audacity to look bashful and coy as my heart beats faster. ‘I’m due to be married in a couple of months. And it’s got me thinking about this life I want to create with my new wife. This life that will be celebrating our love every day, but also keeping Jesus at the centre. Because Jesus is love.’

Amen, Yes, Only Love, Amen!

I watch, listen, zone out and float above myself.

And I wonder what’s the difference here. Between listening to lectures and listening to sermons and listening to speeches by Oscar-winning actors. What’s the difference between Oprah talking about living your best life and new-age gurus talking about choosing love over fear and therapists talking about saying affirmations in the mirror to ease your anxiety? That’s prayer, right? What we choose to believe.

‘What kind of life are you creating? Who are your loved ones and how do you hold them close, how do you help them see the light of Christ every. single. day?’

Between the amens, his congregation are taking notes, clutching Bibles, swiping psalms on their phone screens. He’s a pastor, a musician, a guru. Like the yoga influencer posting perfect backbends on Instagram and writing captions about how love is all there is, we’re all one – and they’re double-tapping him like crazy. Love, actually is . . . all around. They’re clicking the link in his bio to get a discount on the e-book and the yoga tights and the green smoothie recipes. I wondered why everyone threw out their coffee as they walked in, why they didn’t want to drink it while they listened. Now I realise it was because they needed their hands. To raise them to Mace. To the Lord. Is he their lord? He seems to think so.

‘Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonour others. It is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered. It keeps no record of wrongs.’ He looks up. Through me, into me. He can’t possibly see me all the way back here. But still: gut lurch, heart drop, fish hook.

‘Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.’

Shouts, claps, amens.

‘It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.’ He’s shouting now, more sweat beading at his temples, his lips moving in ways I’ve never seen. He’s morphing into the pastor I saw in Newcastle, the ones on YouTube from New York City, the men who project their voices in raspy tones that somehow never fade, only get stronger, deeper, wetter; spit flying, muscles bulging.

‘Love. Never. Fails.’ He shouts each word. He was silent during sex, biting his lip as he thrust, barely making a sound. Soft crooning on stage with a guitar at small gigs in small pubs, but now he’s loud and sweating with his congregation. Which version of him does he offer to Jessie? When they’re married, when they move in together and create this family in Jesus’ image or whatever the fuck he’s talking about . . . will he be silent, or will he shout out his orgasms just for her?
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My head lolls forward, jerking me awake on the train back north. The vinyl seats are worse for wear, closing in on me from all sides. There’s something that looks suspiciously like tuna smeared in the carpet at my feet. The sky’s on fire with brilliant shades of red, orange and yellow, reflected on the clouds and fading out, draping a colourful crocheted blanket over the day. It makes me want to weep like I’m in a fucking Jane Austen novel.

This is possibly the most amazing sunset I’ve ever seen.

I pull out my phone, press the camera lens to the dirty glass window and take picture after picture. It’s amazing and beautiful and wonderful, and I become obsessed with capturing the moment. But the train is moving fast and the trees are in the way and it’s blurry. The photo will never be as good as the real thing.

I press my forehead to the glass, staring at this sunset like it’s the last thing I’ll ever see. Lamenting the moment even before it’s been and gone; I want to stay in it. How am I supposed to remember this incredible sky tomorrow, or next year? Desperate for a hot tear to fall down my face, I stare without blinking, longing for the feeling, the emotion that will disturb me into action.

Pull my phone out, try again. Why the fuck am I wasting time staring through the lens instead of looking at the real thing? I want to tattoo this sunset to the inside of my eyelids. I want so badly to be moved by this moment.

A new message from Mace pops up on my screen. It’s been two months since Kik sent the message from my phone and a few weeks since he said he wanted to talk. That he’d made a mistake. I open the message.

Haven’t heard from you in a while.

I said goodbye, didn’t I?

You’ve said it before.

Maybe I meant it that time.

Liar.

Ten minutes pass. I don’t reply, and he texts again.

I saw you today.

Where?

At church. I miss your skin on mine.

He can’t have seen me there, in that dark cinema with hundreds of faces looking down at him. Then again, I wasn’t shouting amen, raising my hands, wasn’t clapping and laughing and worshipping like the rest of them. Maybe I should’ve tried harder to blend in. I scroll, check, click, stalk. Ten more minutes pass. I decide I need answers.

I know a lot about you now.

Like what?

Did you assault someone, Mace? Was that Bella’s mother?

You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.

Shouldn’t I?

Fuck off if you’re going to believe them over me. All I ever did was care about you.

Funny way of showing it.

I thought what we had was special. And then you had to go and tell your little friends about us. Almost got kicked out of fucking church because you can’t keep your fucking mouth shut.

I suck in a breath. Has Kik been talking? Maybe he’s been telling his church friends about us, about what Mace and I once had together. Has he told them all about me and Lux, too? The thought makes me sick. If JD found out that I used to drive to Mace’s house in the middle of the night, that I slept with him even after I knew about Jessie, that his sweat was still drying on my skin when he woke up one Sunday morning and proposed to her in front of a crowd . . . would we still drink tea together? Would she still listen to the words that come out of my mouth, or would she leave me like the rest of them did?

There’s no way Mace could’ve picked me out of that dark crowd this morning. But. Maybe it’s one of those things, those moments, where you see the one face you’re supposed to, the one that lights the way.

You could’ve been happy with your ex, we coulda stayed friends but you went and ruined it all and for what?

Mace, I have no idea what you’re fucking talking about.

Potty mouth. I miss you.

I love being the one he’s waiting on. Love it when he’s the last to text.

Another double text. My lucky day.

Miss you even more when I think about my kitchen table.

And then. A photo. Blurry, skin, his hand gripping my hips. Are they my hips? Is that my skin? My back? I can see the unmistakable tattoos on his arms. But she could be anyone. She could be me. I feel sick in my stomach, fire between my legs, panic in my chest, the flush of shame creeping up my neck.

All at once I remember. It was one of those nights, in the early days. The days I crave now. He was alone in the house, or so he said. His parents had taken his daughter away for the night. We swam naked in their pool, he bent me over the kitchen table, and it was fucking hot. It was good. He didn’t cum, he never did, and I felt as insecure about it that night as I always did. I don’t remember seeing his phone. Could he have taken a photo?

All. At. Once.

The train goes through a tunnel and the fluorescent lights seem too bright. I can see myself in the reflection; outside is pitch black. I close my eyes, lean my head back against the squeaky seat. Sunsets are almost cleansing – another day is over, it’s time to go to sleep soon. I’ve survived another day, whether I want to or not. I wonder if I can use words or music or paint to recreate that sunset. Then I realise I am ordinary.

I don’t write back. Don’t delete the messages. Just let the photo sit in the conversation in all its fetid glory.

I scroll through my sunset photos, choose the best one for Instagram. Wonder what it would be like to have the confidence to take just one photo – like being a white man walking through a crowd, assuming the sea will part. It was Gab who taught me not to move off the path, to let them walk around me. I struggle with a caption and decide on none, hoping others will accept the poignancy. I’m waiting for the likes to roll in when the train pulls into the station. I get another message. Another photo?

It’s Lux.

El! What u doin tonight?

Strangely, I don’t get the heart flutter I used to. Maybe I’m distracted by the messages from Mace, or maybe there’s just no electricity anymore, like switching on a lamp to find the bulb has blown. She probably wants to go to a gig that she can’t turn up to alone. If Kik is playing, and they’re together now, and Myra is off singing somewhere else, and Pumba has other plans, then who can she turn to so she doesn’t have to stand alone in the crowd?

I get another text, this one from JD.

Drinks tonight? xxx

And one from Gabby.

Feel like coming over tonight? Alex is going out with the boys. Miss you xo

*

JD picks me up when the train pulls into the Newcastle terminal, the last stop before the bright red light-rail into town. We drive to the bar and there’s already a line forming out the front. Sunday nights are a thing. Live music, great tapas and cocktails.

‘Mitch and Shivani loved meeting you!’

I smile without my teeth as we wait to show our IDs to the bouncer.

‘They’re so happy.’ She sighs, eyes closed for a moment. ‘And Brooklyn, what a cutie!’

‘Yeah, he really is.’

‘How could you not want that?’

I don’t think she’s really asking me, just wistfully staring down the street as we make our way to the front of the line. In any case, I don’t have an answer.

This seems to be the new place where the churchies hang out. JD’s been smiling, waving, hugging people, slowing our journey to the bar. She leans across the bar to order two glasses of champers and I gaze around the crowded room, follow the sound of the mic check to the far corner. Freeze.

You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

Mace is sitting on a stool, guitar in hand. Dark hair pushed back from his forehead, the pendant lights above him casting shadows down his face. JD taps her card, hands me a glass and turns to see what I’m looking at.

‘Ugh, I really don’t like that guy,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘That’s Mace, the one Shivani was talking about the other day. I don’t know what he’s doing here, he’s meant to be in Sydney . . .’ She trails off, leading me away from the bar and through the crowd. Such a great guy, she said when we were at her friend’s house. I feel uneasy. What does she know?

‘Should we go somewhere else?’ I suggest, desperately hoping she’ll say yes, despite the full glasses in our hands.

‘Nah, it’s alright – look, there’s a seat by the window!’

As we make our way through the crowd, I see Kik on a lounge in the back corner with a bunch of guys I don’t know. What is he doing at Mace’s gig? Are they friends again? Lux is nowhere to be seen. This must be why she texted me. I feel a muted sense of triumph that I’m here and she’s not. Then I remember I don’t really want to be here.

I focus on the back of JD’s head as we walk. Following her lead, again. ‘Cheers, my gal.’ Her face is bright as we clink glasses. She takes a sip, lets out a deep sigh. ‘I’m just so glad we met.’ Looks into my eyes.

‘Me too, yeah.’

‘I was so excited when you started working at the bar. I was like, yes, this is someone I can connect with.’

‘Oh. That’s . . . cool. You too, yeah.’

‘I mean, I know we had some fun at the cafe but I just knew when you followed me to the bar that this was it. You’re awesome!’ She clinks my glass again and I mumble something like thanks. Distracted by the face I don’t want to see. Was he driving alongside the Hawkesbury River while I slept with my head against a grubby train window? Was he on the same train, texting me that photo? Did he know, when he was texting me, that he’d see me again here in Newcastle? Did he hope to?

JD throws her head back in laughter, then places a warm hand on my knee. ‘El, you’re hilarious. So awkward. Just own it, girl! You. Are. Awesome. You’re so cool and funny and just doing your thing, ya know? So inspiring.’

I clear my throat, take a sip of the sickly-sweet bubbling liquid, mumble out a lame, ‘You’re so nice . . .’

‘El! Take the compliment.’ She reaches forward for my knee again. ‘Take. The. Praise. You’re worth it.’

Prickles at the back of my neck. ‘Anyway, what did you get up to this weekend?’

JD’s eyes shine. ‘No, El, what did you get up to this weekend?’ She takes a sip of her drink, smirks at me. ‘I know people.’ Wiggles her eyebrows.

‘I went to Sydney,’ I start, frowning, confused by her cryptic question.

‘To Mercy Grace! I know, babe! When my friend texted to say she’d seen you there I was so excited.’

My blood runs cold. No secrets in the church. What friend does she know at Mercy Grace Newtown who also knows me? I’m supposed to be a nobody, invisible, figuring it out behind the scenes. I think of Mace’s words: You had to go and tell your little friends about us.

‘Don’t look so freaked out!’ She throws her head back and laughs again. ‘I’m just so proud. I didn’t think you were that into church when we went a few months ago. I wish you’d told me you were going, I totally would’ve come with.’

I’m about to change the subject, or climb right out the window, when I’m saved by JD spotting someone she knows. She waves at them, mouthing animatedly, gesturing.

‘Anyway,’ JD leans forward to touch my knee again, ‘you would’ve seen Mace this morning, yeah? He’s a super talented musician or whatever, but I just can’t stand him.’

‘I thought you said the other day he was a great guy?’ I say. I can’t help myself. But she dismisses me with a flick of her wrist, as if what I’ve said is ridiculous.

‘It’s all relative,’ she says. Relative to . . . what?

I’m confused, but intrigued. Feeling a little buzzy from the drink, the noise of the crowd drowning out my thoughts for once. It feels deceptive and delicious at the same time, longing to hear words about him spoken by someone else. I’m a sucker for punishment, a true slave to the gory details I’m still to uncover, to the Mace I’m trying to untangle myself from.

‘It’s not like you to hate someone, Janey,’ I tease. She doesn’t laugh or chide me for calling her that, like she does to the others at the bar, to our manager. She wants to be JD when she’s at work. Maybe I’ve been elevated, maybe we’re more than just work friends now.

‘I know, I know. Love everyone and blah blah. This guy though . . .’

Instinctively, we turn our heads to the corner. Thank fuck someone’s head is in the way so I can’t see Mace, only hear him.

‘So, how do you know him?’ I ask, even though I already know the answer.

We turn back to the street. Lights twinkle in the puddles on the ground; it must have rained earlier.

‘Just from Mercy Grace. He was kind of a big deal when I moved here a couple years ago, but things went downhill. Before he moved to Sydney.’

‘Oh really, how do you mean?’ My heart thumps at the thought of JD repeating Kik’s story, the one I don’t want to believe.

‘Nothing much,’ she shakes her head, ‘just some people weren’t too happy with him. It was his time to move to a bigger flock, I think.’

She’s being evasive, unwilling to speak out of turn about her beloved congregation. ‘Seems like there’s a lot of drama in the church,’ I push.

‘No, not really.’ She says it lightly, not quite defensive. Maybe she’s been trained to face any situation with positivity. Light and love. Peace and joy. ‘I love it. I really do. They’re my family. It’s just hard, you know, having all these expectations. Sometimes I wonder if . . .’

‘If what?’

‘I shouldn’t say it.’ She shakes her head, as if to shake the thoughts right out of it.

‘If you belong?’

‘Ugh. Cliché, right?’ She stares down into her glass. ‘It’s just all so complicated. But they make it seem simple. You know, meet someone from the church, fall in love, get married, have babies. Everything by the rules. I’m twenty-five and everyone’s wondering when I’m going to get my life together.’

‘Life isn’t about rules.’

‘Exactly. And also, my best friend, she’s getting married next year and she’s been with her partner for, like, five years. She just finished uni and they decided to book a trip to Europe to celebrate. Which is flipping awesome, you know, but everyone at the church is all frowny.’

‘I don’t get it . . .’ I can feel my phone vibrating, and part of me hopes it’s Mace, or Kik, or even Lux.

‘Well, you know, it’s against our values. No sex before marriage and all that.’

‘People still believe in that?’ I’m trying to make light of the situation because she’s clearly distressed, and I can feel Mace’s and Kik’s eyes finding me in the crowd and I’m determined to look nowhere except into my new friend’s face.

‘Yeah. Anyway. I just feel really sorry for her, because doesn’t love trump everything?’

‘I guess . . .’

‘And I know they’re not going to sleep together.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘In Europe! They’re like proper Christians, and I know they’re going to wait until marriage.’ Wide eyes. Sparkling teeth. She really believes it.

‘Wait. Let me get this straight – you’re saying that two people in their mid-twenties, who are madly in love and about to get married, are going to travel through Europe together, alone, and not have sex?’ I’m wide eyed now, too, my neck flushed from the alcohol.

‘El.’ She says it with a small sigh, takes a sip of her drink, then puts her glass down and focuses on my face. ‘We’re not lukewarm Christians.’

I almost laugh. But I don’t. Because she’s my friend. And I suddenly realise that she’s in it – like, really in it. She’s frowning on the church for frowning on her friend because she thinks they should be able to do what they want, but only because there’s no way in hell they’d do anything wrong. And I can’t figure out if that’s the most logical thing I’ve ever heard or if logic is dead and buried, never to return.

‘Yes, there’s a rule book,’ she continues. ‘But it’s not about the rule book. My friend isn’t going to have sex because she’s committed to living in the Lord’s image.’

‘But . . . you just said that love trumps everything. So don’t you think they’d be forgiven even if they did have sex?’

‘It’s not about forgiveness. It’s about upholding standards. It’s about making the commitment to the values of the church and being a role model for others and helping them see the light.’

‘I thought it was just about love,’ I murmur into my glass.

‘I see people like that guy – Mace Bedford – getting married soon, after all the shit he’s done, and standing up in front of the congregation and preaching and it just doesn’t make sense.’

It’s hard to keep my voice from wavering when I ask, ‘What shit has he done?’ I wonder if this is the moment when her eyes will harden and she’ll finally reveal that she knows. About me and Mace and Jessie and Kik and the whole twisted mess of it.

‘Oh, you know, just sleeping around. And he’s got a kid, for goodness’ sake, and the mother is gone – it all happened right before I moved here. But then somehow my friend gets in trouble for going overseas with her fiancé? Makes no sense. Mace apparently always has several girls on the go and they all think that he’s really in love with them, even when they find out about the other girls, which they inevitably do. I guess he’s just super manipulative or something, but it’s like, can he really be that manipulative? Can anyone? I just don’t get it. And most of them call themselves Christians too.’ She pauses. Purses her lips. ‘Lukewarm, El.’

‘What happened to his daughter’s mum?’ I ask, quietly, one ear on Mace’s dulcet tones, one eye on the street. Should I just leave?

‘People say she had mental health issues or something, but I don’t buy it. I reckon he had something more to do with it.’ She jerks her head in Mace’s direction. ‘She wouldn’t go willingly, no way. I mean, hello, you saw Shivani and Brooklyn the other day. How could a mother leave her child unless there was something more going on, you know?’

I think I might vomit. JD keeps talking, sipping bubbly, looking around the room, occasionally glancing at me, studying me. She leans in, voice quiet, and I have to lean closer to hear what she’s saying.

‘My cousin had a thing with Mace. She ended up moving away; she just, like, couldn’t go to church for a while after it all happened. Everyone thought he would propose to her, but no. I think he still contacts her sometimes too. Texts and stuff. Messes her up.’

She drains her glass while I clutch mine, my knuckles white, looking past her, avoiding her eyes and staring above her head.

‘Anyway, I shouldn’t be talking about other people.’ She exhales. ‘Let it go. It’s about forgiveness. He’s on his journey, he’s made a commitment to the Lord and, like, props to him for that. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth, as they say.’ I can feel the smile in her voice, even though I’m not looking at her anymore.

I see my face reflected in the windows and I swear I’ve never looked so haggard and anguished. She flicks her hair over one shoulder, swipes her tongue across her teeth and rubs her lips together. Her lipstick still looks great, even though it’s stained the edge of the champagne flute. She’s the picture of moral perfection.

Then she looks at me, really looks. ‘El, oh my goodness.’ Her brows knit together and she leans forward to focus on my face. ‘What’s wrong? You’ve gone so pale!’

My head is spinning. ‘Be right back.’ JD doesn’t try to stop me. I rush to the bathroom, shove my fingers down my throat and heave.

When I return, JD is sitting with her legs crossed, fixated on her phone. Mine is sitting next to her on the bench and I pick it up as I sit down, not ready to check my messages.

‘You okay?’ she says, a wary look on her face, like she’s not sure if I’m going to stand on the table and start singing or storm out and run to the beach. I’m not sure either.

I nod. ‘Just a bit lightheaded. Didn’t get much sleep last night.’

JD frowns, bites her lip. ‘I’m so sorry, El, I shouldn’t have gone on that rant!’

‘No, it’s not you, it’s okay.’

‘I get really caught up in semantics, I know.’ She rolls her eyes as if she’s gently scolding herself. ‘Everyone deserves to be loved and everyone is welcome.’ She pauses, just as the song fades. ‘Like you, El.’ She smiles, warm, flushed cheeks, eyes shining bright.

‘What do you mean?’ I can’t shake the urge to purge again, it’s all I can think about.

‘It was so much fun when you came to Mercy Grace with me! And then coming to meet Shivani and Brooklyn was so special, right?’

The prickle on the back of my neck again.

‘I thought you should meet them, you know. Just to show you how great it can be.’

And I realise, in all these chats and cups of tea and glasses of bubbly, where we were connecting and laughing and wondering at the state of the world, I never really showed her who I was. Or maybe she never really saw. Because I told her about Brendan, about waking up in the middle of the night next to him, in the midst of a panic attack, taking off the engagement ring and feeling like I’d taken off a heavy backpack. She drank it all in, listened to my stories, and I thought she saw me. Understood me. The only thing I haven’t told her is that I was ridiculously in love with Mace Bedford, the guy she looks up to but hates at the same time, the one who’s screwed so many people around, her cousin included, but somehow keeps redeeming himself. And I haven’t told her that maybe I’m still in love with him, despite it all.

And what does that mean, to show me how great it can be? Am I a project? Does she think I need saving? Words are tumbling out before I can stop myself.

‘But Janey, you know I’ve had sex,’ I hear myself say above the music. ‘Like, multiple times. With multiple people. Some you might know even. And . . . girls too. I told you that. Am I still welcome?’

She doesn’t bat an eyelid. Looks at me like she knows the secrets to the world, like she’s heard it all before.

‘And I don’t know if I believe in marriage, I’m not sure that’s what I want. I don’t even know if I want kids, and I definitely don’t want to be told when and where and with who.’

She just smiles back at me, her face poised as if listening intently, head at a slight angle. Her innocence is suddenly infuriating, suddenly seems really fucking fake. I want to shock that smug look right off her face, I want to slap her. I want to slap myself.

‘I fucked Mace,’ I say, and down the rest of my glass in one gulp. I’m prepared to walk out, prepared for JD to rail on me, to look sick, shocked, horrified, anything.

But she doesn’t react at all, just reaches forward to hold my knee again. There’s no surprise in those sparkling eyes. ‘Everyone deserves a fresh start, El.’

‘What . . . do you mean?’ I can hardly get the words out. She should be shocked. I’ve never told her this before. Did she know anyway, all along?

She gives my knee a little squeeze, smiles big. ‘I know you’ve got it in you to redeem. God just wants you to be whole. You. Are. Worthy. Got it?!’ Her words are bright and bubbly with a sickly pink aura. ‘Another champers?’


23

We stay for another hour then JD drops me home, says she’ll see me at work this week. I feel tense but she’s acting normal – warm and snuggly, familiar, and it’s confusing but I’m too tired to process it all. What does she mean I deserve to be whole? As I climb out of her car, she says I should come to see her friend play at church again next Sunday. That she’s going to meet Shivani and Brooklyn for a coffee in the park tomorrow, that I should join.

I haven’t seen the inside of my house since early yesterday morning and I’m desperate for a hot shower, for my own bed. Desperate to wash the last twenty-four hours right off me.

When I get out of the shower, wrapped in a towel, there’s a message on my phone. It’s almost midnight.

I’m sitting on your car.

I’m instantly ashamed at the feeling in my chest, the elation. Mace has never come to my house before. I didn’t even think he knew where I lived. I tell him to come inside, that the door is unlocked. I find my robe, wrap it around myself just as he walks into my bedroom. And it’s weird, I expect to feel nauseous, like I can’t speak, with him here, up close, after so long. But it’s like when Lux sent me the text . . . I feel nothing. I’m suddenly indifferent to his presence. Just tired.

‘So, this is it . . .’ he says, looking around the room, cautious, as if he expects someone to jump out from under the bed and catch him here. Hands in his pockets, no shoes.

‘This is my castle,’ I say, sweeping my arms across the room then folding them tight across my chest.

He wanders towards the chest of drawers, pulling a white lace bra from the top and flicking it at me. ‘Messy one, aren’t ya?’ The drawers are open haphazardly, clothes spilling out.

‘We can’t all be minimalist freaks like you.’

He still can’t laugh at himself. Soon, it’ll be a year since the car park and the memory of the jolt near my navel when he caught me, hands around my waist. Boots slapping on the concrete, echoing the song of what was to come.

I interrupt his inspection of my room. ‘What are you doing here?’

He walks towards me, his eyes never leaving mine. I sit down on the bed. Curl my knees up to my chest.

‘I did see you this morning, at church,’ he says. Stands at the edge of the bed, looking down at me. ‘What were you doing there?’

I sigh. Honestly? Just self-destructing, no biggie. ‘I wanted to check something.’

He smiles without opening his mouth. Leans down, one hand on either side of me, propped against the bed. ‘You’ve gotta be careful, you know.’ His voice is quiet. ‘I wasn’t kidding that I was almost kicked out. Because of the rumours. That Newtown opportunity came at just the right time . . .’

I say nothing, breathe heavily, looking up into his dark eyes. I suddenly wonder if this was a bad idea, letting him into my house. Should I be afraid? Am I in danger? But I honestly can’t summon the energy. It all feels so abstract, not real. That third glass of bubbly. The sneaky tequila with orange juice that I downed when I said I was going to the bathroom again. JD stopped at two glasses; she was driving.

‘So, did you get your answers?’ he says, tone lighter now. Backs away and leans against the wall.

I nod.

‘And?’ He grins like he knows all my secrets. ‘Do you still love me?’

No. Yes. Maybe. I settle on the truth. ‘I don’t know.’

I shuffle back against the head of the bed, knees still pulled up to my chest, and wrap my robe around my legs to stay warm. He walks towards me again, stops just in front of me, lamplight illuminating his face from underneath, like a kid holding a torch, telling a ghost story. I have to strain my neck to look up, he’s so tall and so close.

‘I’m sorry, El.’

More than the apology, I’m shocked that he’s said my name out loud, by how alien it sounds coming out of his mouth. He hasn’t said it since the night we met.

‘For what?’ My voice is small and low.

‘That you had to find out on Instagram,’ he says.

‘You waited three months to say sorry?’

He says nothing, doesn’t move. Then he sits down abruptly; the mattress bounces under me.

‘I know it wasn’t you who sent me that text,’ he says. ‘Telling me never to contact you again.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you.’ He reaches across and runs his finger along the bedhead, making patterns in the dust near my head. ‘Kik wrote the text, didn’t he?’

‘He told me all about Bella’s mum.’

Mace rolls his eyes. ‘Do you really think you’re the only one to hear that story? I’ve seen the same shit before.’

‘What do you mean?’ I twirl the top corner of the doona in my hands. Unravel the twist, ravel it again.

‘Kik! Fucking Chris-toph-er.’ Words spitting. ‘Every time I start seeing someone, it’s the same pattern. It’s all going well and then he’s suddenly on the scene, being their best friend, warning them off me, telling them lies.’

‘So it’s a lie?’ Heart pounding. I don’t know what I want to hear. ‘You didn’t assault a girl at a party, get her pregnant, then have her sent away and keep her fucking baby?’

‘Listen to yourself.’ He’s quiet, eyes burning into mine. I admit, the story sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud, but it didn’t when Kik told his version, when JD told hers. It sounded like the kind of shit that happens all the time; the he-said-she-said on the news.

‘Have you ever thought about how he feels now? He was with Jessie for years.’

Mace scoffs. ‘Of course I know how he feels.’

‘Well. Cut him some slack,’ I say. Why am I suddenly defending Kik? I want to say, where’s the guy who got down on his knees in front of a congregation to declare his undying love for a girl? Give me that version of Mace.

‘He told the lead pastor, you know, at church.’ I don’t say anything. His eyes are glinting again. ‘Didn’t think I’d have to deal with that sort of shit ever again. Not after the lies people spread about Bella’s mum.’

‘I don’t even know what you’re talking about. What did Kik tell the lead pastor?’

‘It was a mistake ever getting involved with you.’ He stands up, paces the room. ‘Why do you think I transferred to Sydney? It wasn’t an amazing job offer, it was a way to get rid of me. I had to leave my parents, my daughter. All because of you.’

‘I seriously don’t know what you’re talking about!’

‘Don’t play dumb! I know you and Kik planned the whole thing.’

‘What whole thing?’

His voice rises alongside mine. ‘The lead pastor said there was evidence, of my behaviour! You sent photos and screenshots of our texts to Kik. He probably sent them around. Who else could it have been? He wants me gone. It’s not my fucking fault his girlfriend fell in love with me!’

‘Mace, I literally have no idea what you’re talking about. What photos, what screenshots? You sent me photos, you sent that photo today! Is that even me in the photo?’

‘Do you have any idea how humiliating this is?’ he hisses, staring down at me.

‘Yeah? Well how do you think I feel? I know there were others, Mace, why are you so sure it was me who shared your texts, your booty calls?’ My face is hot. The ghost of something prickling behind my eyes. I scrape my hair back. ‘This is all so fucked up.’

‘I thought you were different. We could have been something. I gave you a chance.’

And I’m thinking . . . when? When was this chance and how the fuck did I miss it?

‘Mace – you’re fucking getting married.’ He’s backed himself into the corner of my room, near the door again. Staring at me. Silent. Hands in pockets. ‘You probably knew you were getting married when we met! Isn’t that what you people do?!’ He’s still silent. ‘Just tell me, Mace. Just please tell me. Were you with Jessie when we met? At the Halloween party? Were you planning to propose to her when we slept together for the first time in February?’

‘You’re asking me this now?’

‘Don’t try and make me feel like the bad guy.’

‘Oh yeah, so who is the bad guy, then?’

I release a half-hearted scream of frustration. ‘This is fucked.’

‘Fucked?’ He moves towards me again.

‘Yes. Fucked! Just. Just. Fuck off.’ I can’t get mad enough. It’s building in my chest but I don’t know how to set it free. He’s closer to me now. Leans his hands down on the mattress, moving his face towards mine. I try to move, to roll away, but there’s nowhere to go, just the wall. One of his hands finds my bare thigh under the robe, inches closer, moving between my legs.

‘Come on, we’re great together,’ he murmurs, so close to my lips I can feel his hot breath on my face. ‘You need me. I make you whole.’

‘Fuck off.’

His hand freezes right where I most want him to touch me. Do I want him to touch me? ‘Say it like you mean it, El.’

My neck is hot. Skin burning. I’m on the stake in front of the crowd, naked. Witch. Jezebel. Slut. There’s lava boiling through my windpipe, ants crawling under my skin.

‘Fuck. Off.’

Voice barely a whisper, shaking. Can’t look him in the eye. He’s going to kiss me, he’s going to fucking kiss me and I can’t stop it happening but I have to. I don’t look up. Push his arms away. Heart pounding.

Mace stays still for another moment, then kisses my forehead and climbs into the bed. Pulls my arm away from my chest, forcing me to lie down next to him. He moves me like a broken statue. Rolls me onto my side, then shifts his body closer. Warmth seeps into my back and along my legs as he curls himself around me. His arm snakes around my waist and he takes a deep breath, right near my ear.

There are no more words.

I fall into a feverish sleep. Every time I wake, his breathing is too even, he’s too still beside me, so I don’t know if he’s real or inside my head.

He didn’t answer my question, didn’t verify the truth and I’m so fucking tired I don’t know what to believe anymore.

When the light starts pouring in through the window, I peel his arm from my waist and say, ‘You have to go.’ I don’t look back when I leave the room. When I get out of the shower he’s gone, and the room doesn’t even smell like him anymore.

I sit down on the floor, on the carpet that I really should vacuum. And I cry. I fucking cry my eyes out.

I never even asked if he thought it would have worked between us. I never figured out if he was telling the truth, just so I could lie to myself about it. But I did hear him say that Jessie fell in love with him, not the other way around. I feel a pang of loneliness for her; he still hasn’t announced their engagement on Instagram. But then, he did talk about her at church, in front of a crowd of hundreds. He did get down on one knee in front of the congregation. Maybe he’s in love with his fiancé, maybe he’s in love with me. Maybe it’s my fault he moved to Sydney, maybe that’s all a lie. And instead of all this, I should be thinking about the fact that he probably assaulted someone, and I’m sick with self-hatred at my fixation on the story that doesn’t matter.

Maybe life isn’t meant to be this hard or messy. Maybe I can learn to be happy, to move on from his toxic whirlpool. Maybe it won’t be like this forever.

When I eventually stop crying, I reach for my phone. It’s the last day of winter. I text Brendan.

Are you in Newcastle next weekend?
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The sun is high, the sky expansive and blue. Waves creep slowly up to the base of the cliff, kiss the rocks, roll backwards. Rinse and repeat.

It’s calm today, flat, but a few dedicated surfers straddle their boards, far out past the gentle break, occasionally riding a baby wave just a few metres before they drop gracefully onto their boards and turn around, swim back to their mates. Everything done with a sigh out, gentle. Like they don’t really mind if they catch a wave today. Because they’re breathing, floating in the crystal blue. Rinse and repeat.

People walk in pairs, or solo, and no one’s in a rush to get anywhere. The same energy as the surfers. Nowhere to be, laughing, chatting, soaking up the warmth. One foot in front of the other.

I climb the stairs all the way from the beach to the fort, stand at the white railing and catch my breath. I study the flowers – some plastic, designed to stand the test of time, to prove that love and memory will hold hands forever. Messages are written on the wood, carved into small crosses and planted in the dirt or zip-tied to the fence. I read them all.

I keep walking over the hill, around the clifftop to the lookout, heading southeast down the memorial walk, tonnes of steel to commemorate soldiers lost to the war. The bridge rattles, sings, bounces lightly as I walk, gazing out over the ocean, the bright green shrubs clinging to the side of the cliff, tiny purple flowers starting to bloom. Mind, quiet. Hear the seagulls, the traffic. One foot in front of the other.

I pass another grassy lookout, where someone’s placed a small buddha statue near the fence, prayer beads around its neck. Breathe.

When I make it down to the beach, I kick off my shoes, walk onto the sand and turn left, following the base of the cliff I just walked over. Trace my fingers through carvings on the rocks. It’s a Tuesday morning in early spring, not many people around.

I reach the quiet little beach tucked into the bottom of the cliff. Strip off my shirt, my shorts. The sun warms me to my bones. Strip off my bra too. Walk into the ocean. Low tide, clear water.

Each part of me dissolves as it hits the water, a salt doll, melting away, becoming one with the tiny fish, the crabs, the seaweed clinging to rock that moves back and forth with the current, like a dance.

Finally, I’m deep enough to dive under. And I come up smiling. Float on my back over rock pools, face up to the sun.

At the bar, lunch rush, alone behind the coffee machine while the others carry wine and steak and aperitivo to tables. Fill the head, tamp it down – not too hard, not too soft. Groom the grind with my peace fingers. Head’s back in. Watch the pour, dark like chocolate, cut it off when the caramel comes.

I’m not spending time with JD outside of work. Haven’t seen Gab since my birthday, but we’re texting pretty often. Kik is a distant memory.

Brendan’s overseas – he wrote back to me the next morning, a few weeks ago. His great-grandmother died and the whole family were flying to Japan. He was sorry, wanted to see me, wanted to talk. Soon.

Later, pulling beers, pouring wines, shaking cocktails. Angle the glass away, hold it up high under the tap. Watch the pour. Bring the glass down. Little swirl of the foamy liquid. Bring it back up, watch the head. Two fingers, perfect. On the bar. And again. Scoop the ice, point the soda gun, pour the liquor, drop the shot, pour the liquor, drop the shot, pour the liquor, drop the shot.

Beach, work, home, sleep. Rinse and repeat.
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I never wrote back to Lux’s text from that night I went out with JD, but she writes to me again a few weeks later, says we should go to the beach. I’m headed there anyway, before work, so I say yes without thinking. Note the lack of anxiety, the way my thoughts on the drive there are wandering and free, not obsessively focused on what I’ll say, what she’ll say, where I stand with her at this moment in time.

I briefly wonder why she wants to see me, realise I don’t care. If she’s worked to forget all that transpired from hating me in April to kissing me in May. To almost fucking me before ditching me completely near my birthday in July, then fine. So can I.

We’re lying side by side on beach towels. A couple of months ago I’d have been licking the salt off her body. I can still taste her, feel the wet warmth of her, hear her soft breathing. It travelled with me, from the shack back down the coast to my quiet house, my empty bedroom. Something unfinished.

‘How are you already so tanned?’ I say.

Lux turns her head towards me, squinting in the sun. ‘Been to the beach a lot. When Kik started surfing again.’ She trails off. I wonder if they’ve seen me here, avoided me. It feels delicious to realise I wouldn’t have noticed anyway.

‘Right. How is Kik?’

‘Plus, I quit the cafe.’

‘Ha, saw that one coming.’ Bet she got fired.

‘Greg’s pretty weird, right?!’

‘Nah, he’s alright.’

She pulls her bikini top loose, rolls over onto her belly. ‘Can you sunscreen my back?’

I straddle her, reach forward and pull the tube from the canvas bag near her head. Let my nipples, hardened with salt and the light breeze, brush against her bare back. I know she feels it. I know she swallows it down.

‘How’s the bar going?’ she asks.

‘Not bad. Kind of need a break from hospo work though.’

‘I know what you mean.’

Does she? Sound like she’s not working at the moment, back to beers and bongs in the van, no doubt. But who am I to judge?

I climb back onto my towel and pull my bikini top loose, rest it across my chest, facing up to the sky. She turns her head to me and smiles, one cheek squashed against the towel, grains of sand on her lips. Reaches one bronze arm out and pokes the side of my breast with her finger.

‘Hey, me and Kik are moving out!’

‘Yeah? Where to?’

‘Town somewhere. We started looking at places a while back.’ I can tell she wants me to ask whether they’re together, what happened between them, so I don’t.

‘Neither of you have any money! Especially if you quit the cafe. Will you go back to babysitting?’

‘God no. Taking care of Kik is enough.’ She laughs with affection and I wonder when we decided that taking care of boys was work, was fulfilling, something to be proud of. ‘Nah, it’ll be fine. He reckons he’ll just do a few more gigs. Any jobs going at the bar?’

‘Maybe.’ Fuck you.

‘So if you hate the bar what are you gonna do?’

‘I didn’t say I hate the bar.’ I fling an arm across my eyes, bikini top resting precariously over my chest.

‘Ha! Come on, El, you hate everything.’

Shit. Do I? ‘Well, I dunno. There’s still uni.’

She scoffs. ‘As if, El.’ She’s forgotten about my life before her.

‘I’m seeing my dad today, he’s coming in to work.’

She perks up at this. ‘Wow, that’s big. Hasn’t it been, like, forever since you spoke?’

I say nothing. Again. Scrape my hand through the sand until it’s caked under my fingernails, pushing further. Deeper. Wondering, in a kind of detached way, if she heard Kik coming down the hallway, if she knew he was there, that night.

‘So,’ I can’t help myself. ‘How’s Kik?’

Lux groans. Closes her eyes. ‘Fuuuuck. I keep forgetting you don’t know.’

‘Know what?’ She squirms on her towel. Pretends to rummage through her bag, avoiding my eyes with that fucking fairy princess smile. Did she plan the whole thing? Did she know that Kik walking in on me with my head between her legs would be the magic potion that would make him fall in love with her? That he’d realise what he was missing? That he’d be turned on by it? I swallow bile at the thought.

She pulls out some lip balm, rubbing it over her pouty red lips. ‘Let’s just say . . .’

‘You slept together, didn’t you?’ I can’t decide if I care, but what comes out of my mouth is, ‘It’s about fucking time.’

She groans again, burying her face in the towel. ‘I know.’ Pushes herself up on her elbows like a sphinx, pink nipples pointing out to the lifeguard stand. ‘It’s just . . .’

‘What? Was it bad?’

‘Nah. I mean, it was alright. He totally cried.’

I cringe. ‘Oh, fuck.’ Try to stifle a laugh. ‘Sounds . . . amazing.’

Lux flicks sand at me. ‘Fuck you.’ But she’s smiling. ‘Things are pretty good.’

‘That’s great.’ All the things I could say.

I keep waiting to feel the acid in my throat and it doesn’t come. Just a hollow feeling in my stomach when I picture Kik’s face. It’s blurry, like I can’t even remember what he looks like.

‘Anyway, I kind of told him how I feel and . . .’

I close my eyes and relax. Block it out. Let the waves lull me into a coma. Pretend Lux isn’t there, so I don’t have to listen to the bullshit.

‘. . . he kind of freaked out when I said I loved him . . .’

It’s too rough to swim today, so we just splash around. She’s pretending it was only yesterday that we were smoking joints in my backyard. Acting like the road trip never happened.

‘. . . but he’s calmed down now. Probably just a bit much for him, after Jessie and all that.’

She reaches into her bag, pulls out a piece of fruit and takes a bite. Lux is the kind of person who eats the skin of a kiwifruit.

And here we are, pretending we’re something we’re not. Bringing each other down and lifting each other up above the rest because we don’t know how to just be. The sun goes behind a cloud and it suddenly feels like winter again. Goosebumps prickle down my arms. I feel a gentle, excruciating vibration of unwanted adrenaline from the soles of my feet to my hips and I suddenly need to kick my legs out and spasm and punch a hole in the sand where my head should be.

She reaches out, catches my hand in hers. White polished nails stark against my black ones. She squints at me out of one eye. ‘I’ve missed you.’ We fall asleep with the sun beating on our skin. The noughts and crosses tattoo on her right shoulder blade rises and falls, rippling with her breath.

I wake up and she’s gone. The Notes app on my phone is open, screen unlocked and face up to the sun on the towel next to me. She’s typed me a message.

Had to go pick up a friend. Text me later. Luv ya x

I don’t text her.

I lie in the sun, letting it soak my bones. Thinking back to the road trip up the coast. Getting high on the beach in the middle of the day. Winter jackets and sandy feet. Eating a bucket of Maltesers. Three days and what did we do? Where was I – floating above the scene? Music, a circle. Lux’s salty skin under my tongue. Pumba snoring on the verandah. I remember driving Kik’s van there, Lux in the passenger seat and the boys sprawled in the back on the mattress, empty bottles rolling in places we couldn’t reach. The boys pulling from a homemade bong. We were young, happy, free, driving halfway to nowhere. And back.

It wasn’t that long ago but the memories are foggy. Like a solstice, a ritual, a goodbye. Because everything changed. One night we were high and it was pitch black, pushing through the bush to the ocean. The waves coming in so close, so big. We oohed and aahed and I couldn’t see straight.

The next day, we questioned if it was all real. But maybe that was just me. Lux, sweat-stained and writhing beneath me. Footsteps, a door, words exchanged with no sound. Kik, turning his back on us.

*

I’ve been polishing the same glass for ten minutes, waiting for my father to walk through the door. I wish daytime was busier here so I could say, ‘Sorry, it’s a bad time, I’m run off my feet’ when he arrives. JD is on shift with me, and we’ve been taking turns playing our favourite songs over the speakers. Haven’t talked about that night, haven’t mentioned Mace to each other. But we also haven’t shared pots of tea at her house in a while.

The glass door squeals open, letting in a rush of fresh air. I hear the dull click of business shoes on the hardwood floor. When did I manage to duck? I’m squatting low behind the bar, staring at my boots, one hand clutching the sink above me. I can hear him strutting around the empty room, waiting for service. I let air out of my chest as I stand abruptly. He’s at the kitchen end of the bar, turns to me, taken aback. I almost say hi but bite my tongue – he should be the first to speak.

‘Giselle!’ His wide eyes soften and he smiles cautiously. ‘Sweetheart.’ Places both hands on the bar, sliding them sideways towards me. His auburn hair is the same as my natural colour, though a little darker. I’m thinking about growing out the black. We share a smattering of freckles across our noses.

‘Hi.’ Small voice. ‘I’m about to take a break.’

‘Good. Right. Excellent. Shall we sit?’ He glances around. ‘Are you here alone? Sure it’s okay?’

‘It’s fine.’ I untie my black apron, throw the cloth from my shoulder to the waiter’s station. ‘JD is out the back.’

I can feel him watching me as I move around the bar. My hands are clammy; I smooth them down my pants. He chooses two vintage armchairs, one burgundy velvet, one a floral nanna print. A small table between us, too small for the actual distance between us.

‘Oh, would you like a drink?’ I spring to my feet just as I’ve lowered myself into the chair.

‘No, honey, I’m fine. Thank you,’ he adds quickly. He has his arms out, palms out, like he’s trying to calm a wild animal.

He texted me this morning, before I met with Lux. Andrew told him I was working in the bar now, he thought he might come in and say hello.

We make boring small talk about my job – he asks all the questions. I feel sad for him, that he’s forgotten how to talk to me. And I wonder if Mum sent him here, or if he came of his own volition.

‘So, do you think you’ll go back to uni next year?’

‘I don’t think so. I was thinking I might go travelling,’ I say. ‘Been saving.’

‘Andrew tells me you’ve changed again? What happened to law?’

‘I hated it.’

‘And business? Andrew could’ve helped with the theory, you know he’s lecturing now?’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘Look, I know it’s hard, but don’t throw away your best years behind a bar.’

‘So I should throw away my so-called best years in a lecture theatre instead?’

‘Uni takes you places. Look at Andrew.’

‘I don’t care what Andrew does! It’s great, fucking awesome, he’s successful, whatever. But I don’t measure success by how much money is in my pocket. It shouldn’t matter what I do with my life as long as I’m happy!’

‘And are you happy, Giselle?’

He’s got me there. Fuck. If I was a tiny bit more sentimental I’d probably cry now. I slump back in my seat, broken for a moment.

‘Sweetie, we’re just worried about you.’

‘We?’

‘Your mum misses you.’

‘She’s no stranger to people leaving.’ His eyes harden. I admit, it was a little below the belt but I can’t seem to stop myself. ‘How’s your British family going anyway?’

He sighs. Tired of the childishness. And look, so am I. But here we are.

‘I know what it’s like, believe me. The need to get away from everything. Escape. God knows I know. But it’s different, Giselle. I was an adult. I had money to live off, and then some for you guys. A great job opportunity back home.’ I raise my eyebrows at the reference to home. In London.

‘And a daughter who disgraced you.’

He frowns. ‘What are you talking about, El? Your mother and I needed a break. It all made sense at the time.’

That’s not how I remember it. I remember Mum being devastated. I remember Nan and G spending a lot of time with us, I remember Nan’s whispers, murmuring about Dad when she thought I couldn’t hear. I remember Mum hissing my name. I remember her comments, her glares, the way she said it without saying it: that it was all my fault. I remember her falling apart, her nervous breakdown, visiting her in hospital, everyone tiptoeing around her once she came back home. I remember falling into Brendan’s life, his family, their safety. And I remember feeling like it didn’t matter what I did because I was like a helium balloon, floating up and up and up.

‘Anyway,’ I say. ‘I’ve got my whole life to make a decision about uni.’

‘And what about your other decision?’

I say nothing, look out the window. Feeling like a teenager again.

‘You know what, maybe I will take that drink.’

Every fibre of my being wants to say ‘bar’s closed’ and storm out. But I get to my feet and walk behind the bar. I can hear my phone beeping from the storeroom, message after message, and I’m distracted. Should’ve switched it to silent. I watch my father rub his eyes and pinch the bridge of his nose as I pour a scotch and dry. Double. I don’t even need to ask. I take him a coaster, place the drink in front of him. He smiles up at me and I can’t help but return it.

‘So, dare I ask?’ His eyes are teasing and it makes my shoulders feel less tense, for a second. He looks so much like Andrew when we had coffee at the uni. ‘Have you spoken to Brendan?’

If nothing else, I admire his courage. His directness. It’s the doctor in him, he sticks to the facts, but I will admit he has a softer bedside manner than most. Mum, on the other hand, wouldn’t know what to say to me, she’d just hiss questions and then exhale loudly through her nose when I tried to respond.

‘No,’ I say. ‘But we’re meeting this weekend, for coffee. When he’s back in town. I suppose you heard about his great-grandmother? He’s been in Japan for a couple of weeks.’

He nods. Waits for me to say more.

‘The six months kind of came and went.’

That’s the truth of it, that’s all I can muster. I still don’t know what I’ll say to him, how I’ll feel when I see his face. Smell something familiar. I’ve been hoping to just show up to the moment and see what happens.

‘And what about him, how do you think he feels about it all?’ His tone is light, not accusatory like my mother’s was all those months ago.

‘I honestly don’t know, but I think about it every day. I can’t bring myself to text him, to check in. Because if he says he’s not okay, then what do I do with that? I don’t think I can make it better, you know? I hold my phone for hours just staring at the screen, wondering what I’ll say.’ I exhale the words out in a rush, shocked at my candour, at the ease with which I slipped back into our old way of talking, freely, like we did before he left.

‘El, I know I haven’t really been there for you,’ he reaches forward to hold my knee, the same way JD did in the bar a few weeks ago, ‘but I want you to know that I really do understand. Maybe more than most.’

I lean back in my chair, meet his eyes, nod quickly, not trusting myself to speak.

‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to make such a massive decision,’ I say.

‘That’s okay,’ he says. ‘Just take your time. If he really loves you, he’ll give you that. Like . . . like what your mum did for me. And our door is always open. She wanted me to ask you—’

We’re interrupted by a voice bursting through the peace, through the quiet jazz playing on hidden speakers.

‘Hey girlfriend!’ Lux waltzes in, a sheet of paper in one hand, beach bag flung over her shoulder. Hair like a mermaid, eyes bright and glassy, cheeks a little pink from the sun. She’s a breath out and a sharp inhale, all at once.

JD is still out the back, my phone is still beeping incessantly.

‘Dad, this is Lux.’ I don’t say my friend.

‘Oh my god, you’re El’s dad?! Sooo nice to meet you,’ Lux gushes, holding out her hand. My father, charmed, smiles back. ‘I’m applying for a job here.’ She thrusts the resume in his face and I hear them chatting as I walk behind the bar – ‘Wow, Mr O’Reilly, you look so much like El!’; ‘Please, call me Jack.’ – and pretend to knock on the door of the office where I know my boss is either napping or counting stock.

But I don’t actually knock. I sit down beneath the bar, on the wet and sticky floors, giving myself a minute.

I’m going to tell her that my boss isn’t here. I’m going to throw her resume in the bin. I’m going to watch my father finish his drink, let him finish his sentence, and I’m probably just going to move home. Because that’s what they want, and I’m tired of pushing against the grain. I’m tired of a dark path, not knowing what I’m walking towards. I’m so tired.

JD emerges from the storeroom, almost trips over me.

‘Oh my goodness, you scared the living daylights out of me!’ She thrusts one hand against her chest; the other is holding my phone.

‘Sorry,’ I say, reaching for my phone.

‘Won’t stop beeping,’ she says, eyes nervous.

I unlock the screen, see at least ten messages.

Mace’s number, still not saved in my phone. Message from Gabby, which I open first. Mace can wait. That’s progress, a gold star for me, I think smugly.

Hey isn’t this the guy who dropped us home that time? Wild! Hope you’re okay X

I have no fucking idea what she’s talking about until I open the photo attached and the pieces slide together in my brain. It’s Mace. A screenshot from Instagram, but not his account. A mirror selfie, shirtless. I’ve seen the photo before; my stomach drops as I remember. It’s one he sent me almost a year ago, after we met at the party. I sent him a photo of my arm, he sent a mirror selfie, several, a video, the dick pic. The start of it all.

The guy who dropped us home that time. The night we went out. Valentine’s Day. When I slept with Mace for the first time. He picked us up, dropped Gab home, I told her he was a friend from work. Feels like a lifetime ago.

I open the texts from Mace. I can hear Lux still chatting with my dad. Her confidence astounds me.

What did you do?

Was it you?

Did you send the photos?

Fucking bitch

I’m not kidding, text me back

This is serious, I’m in serious shit

Why couldn’t you keep your mouth SHUT

I thought you were different

You’re just like the rest of them. I knew you would do this.

Back to the screenshot Gabby sent. It’s from an account called @notyourmercygrace__

I search it on Instagram. Only three hundred followers or so, but looks to be climbing every time I refresh. Nine posts so far: photos, screenshots of photos, of text conversations. My whole body is numb.

The bio has a symbol of a cross, a pink heart emoji, and the words: Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 1 Cor 13:6

I scroll through the posts, heart pounding. I’m not going to vomit.

Our text exchange from the train is there:

I saw you today.

Where?

At church. I miss your skin on mine.

The senders are blocked out. I have a weird moment where I wonder what name he’s got me saved under in his phone. Like it fucking matters.

So, this is what Mace was talking about when he accused me of sending texts and photos to the pastor, almost getting him kicked out of church. Almost.

The photo he sent me the other day, it’s there too. Still blurry, still unidentifiable, but it’s definitely Mace’s hands gripping faceless hips. Swallow. Breathe. There are so many other photos that exist. Ones I’ve sent. Ones he sent back. But they’re not on here. Yet.

More screenshots of texts:

Miss you even more when I think about my kitchen table.

And ones I don’t recognise:

Meet me round the back. She won’t be able to see

Are u sure about this?

I need to have you now

Ok coming x

I go to Mace’s Instagram, check his profile. There’s his last post, from this morning. I’ve already seen it. A white background, black text. THE LORD IS A REFUGE FOR THE OPPRESSED, A STRONGHOLD IN TIMES OF TROUBLE. Psalm 9:9–10.

Appropriate.

Nothing since then.

I check Jessie’s Instagram account. Her last post was two days ago, a wedding dress fitting: her head poking out from between white silk curtains, grinning widely, hiding the dress from view, white girls with white teeth in the background, holding champagne. Not long now xxx

Mace had commented. Can’t wait to be your mr <3

Nothing since then.

Back to @notyourmercygrace__ Up to six hundred and ninety-eight followers now. Another post has been uploaded. More texts I don’t recognise. But all eerily familiar.

I think of falling asleep on the beach, my phone next to my head where Lux lay beside me. I think of going to the bathroom and leaving my phone next to JD at the bar. I think of Kik, sending the text to Mace. Do they know, did they see, are they the ones gathering this so-called evidence?

JD walks into the storeroom, straight up to me, hugs me, holds me tight.

‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.’ On repeat.

My phone buzzes again. Mace, again:

Please answer. Are u ok?

Classic Mace, icy then warm, he’s trying all the tactics to get through to me. And again, I refuse to vomit.

‘Was it you?’ I pull away from JD.

Her eyes are wide, lips in a small O shape, shaking her head, but she doesn’t say no. She doesn’t say definitely not. She talks about her cousin, about her friends, about what they’re going through, about what Mace deserves, about her cousin who was sent away – her cousin who was sent away, her cousin who is Bella’s mum, his daughter’s mum. She was sent away and they covered it up and he got away with everything and the church is better than him, the church can do better than him, she loves the church so much. Tears roll down her cheeks as she holds my wrists, pleading with me, but her warm hands feel cold on my skin.

It’s too much.

I walk straight past JD, out the front to where Lux has taken my seat, across from my father. She sees me coming and stands, smiling, moving towards me, ready to be friends, ready for me to tell her she has a job here, that she can start tomorrow. Let’s go up the coast, let’s make out, let’s hate Kik together, let’s love Kik together, let’s let’s let’s. But she stops when she sees my face. Her eyes glance down to the phone in my hand and I see recognition, I see the flicker of her facade.

‘Do you know about this? Does Kik know?’

She nods, then shakes her head, then looks up at me, her small mouth opening and closing like a fish, and she doesn’t look anything like Lux anymore. Nothing like the girl with the open face and the mermaid hair who turns heads and steals hearts and kisses girls and boys and circles the truth. She didn’t even see what was on my phone screen before she started trying to formulate a response. So, she knows. And, for once, she has nothing to say.

My father excuses himself to the bathroom. My phone buzzes in my hand again. Mind racing, everything moving fast and slow around me. This time it’s Brendan.

We need to talk. Before the weekend. Is that okay? Can I call you?

And then another. I see it appear as I’m trying to process the first message.

I met someone.

One day, I’ll bump into Brendan at a high-school reunion. We’ll hug, he’ll show me photos of his kids. I’ll meet his wife, she’ll kiss my cheek. Remember the old days, remember how much we loved each other. Did we, though? We loved a version of each other. We’ll laugh, chuckle, swap platitudes. It will be nice.

One day, I’ll walk past JD on the street and we’ll hardly recognise each other. Vague memories of church hymns and cups of peppermint tea and pouring beers for sweaty men in high-vis.

One day, I’ll see Lux again on Instagram with her new husband, her new baby and I’ll smile and be grateful for the way we’re drifting away from each other.

My dad drives me home. He doesn’t ask what’s happening, just knows I’m upset. I sit back in the seat, close my eyes, breathe, feel the air in my lungs, feel it move through my body, feel my body melt into the seat, feel the most present, the most infinitely here that I have in almost twelve months.

At home, Dad opens the passenger door, grabs my bag in one hand, puts the other around my shoulder as we walk together to the front door.

Nan is at the kitchen bench, holding a cuppa. Mum is chopping veggies, wiping something down.

G is on the armchair in the corner. The TV is on, muted. His eyes are closed. I lie down on the couch, close my eyes too. I feel Nan’s warm, soft hand on my temple, smell her talcum powder scent. Then I feel the couch move as someone sits near my feet, picks them up, places them on her lap. Her perfume, the light tinkle of her bracelets.

‘It’s okay,’ says Mum. ‘Go to sleep.’
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I climb the steps to Gabby’s house, hoping her parents don’t answer the door because I don’t feel like talking to anyone. Not even Gab, really. But she won’t take no for an answer, like she knows exactly when I need her, even if I don’t want to admit it. The door’s open so I let myself in, the way I’ve been doing since we started high school.

Her voice comes from the kitchen. ‘I’m making smoothies, you keen?’

‘Christ, is this another health fad?’

‘Shut your face.’ She laughs. ‘Alex bought me this epic blender, you just throw stuff in there and it smooshes it all up, even nuts. Keeps the nutrients or something. Here, check it out.’

I sit on a stool and drum my fingers on the benchtop. Her parents just had the kitchen renovated; I’ve heard the Daras talking about it for years. Possibly even a decade.

‘What’s up?’ says Gab.

‘Nothing, just tired.’

‘You’re always tired, El.’ She looks concerned over her chopping and slicing.

‘Don’t remind me.’

It’s been a long month. A month of waiting. Checking Mace’s Instagram, Jessie’s Instagram, Kik’s Instagram. Mercy Grace Official posted a statement, but nothing since. We are aware of the blasphemous and defamatory account and will be launching an independent internal investigation into the accusations against some of our pastors. We pray for all to hold grace in their hearts as we seek for truth. Please be patient and respect the privacy of all involved at this difficult time. @notyourmercygrace__ stopped posting within three days of the first leak and has been silent ever since. The account maxed out at twenty-two posts. Screenshots of texts between Mace and others. And between people talking about what happened to JD’s cousin, Bella’s mum. Photos, no faces. Whoever was behind the account clearly wanted to protect people; protect everyone but Mace.

A month of waiting for my photos to show up, more of them. To be seen and maybe recognised by more than thirty thousand followers. Beach, work, home, repeat.

Gab tells me about the final exam I once would have stressed about too. I can barely hear her over the lawnmower sound of the blender chopping up fruit and seeds and fuck knows what else. When it’s over, she pours, then pushes a glass of green stuff towards me.

‘It’s good for you.’ She winks. ‘The good green stuff, if you know what I mean.’

‘I literally don’t know what you mean.’

‘El. Please. I’m not a fucking idiot. Give me a little credit.’ She sounds angry, but she’s smiling. ‘For months you’ve been treating me like I’m stuck in the past and you’re the only one moving forward.’ I pause, the glass almost to my mouth. She just described how I actually do feel, but in reverse. Like everyone except me knows how to put one foot in front of the other, while I’m dragging myself in circles.

I never heard from Kik. He’s gone dark on Instagram too, no posts in four weeks. I haven’t seen his van on the cliffs. But I also haven’t been looking. I wonder if Kik and Lux are still sleeping together, realise I don’t care. JD quit the bar to dedicate more time to the church. She’ll probably move back to the country, who knows.

‘Yeah, well, I’m not hanging out with those people anymore,’ I say.

‘It’s not that I care you were obviously smoking weed,’ she says, ‘it’s that you didn’t tell me anything about your life.’

‘I know,’ I sigh. ‘It just seemed too . . . messy . . . to explain. Like, where would I start?’

She doesn’t say anything, just sips her smoothie and stares out the window, looking like she’s got a lot to say. Maybe she won’t take my word for it. Maybe she knows as well as I do that I’d go running the minute I heard from any of them again. But . . . maybe I wouldn’t. Not anymore. Lux saw the look on my face in the bar. I saw myself reflected back. Done.

‘Come on.’ Gabby picks up both our glasses. ‘Let’s go sit by the pool.’

I follow her outside, sliding the door shut behind me. The little waterfall is soothing and I feel like I’m at a tropical resort. Palms above the fence line and a perfect blue sky and sounds of the kids next door splashing and squealing in their pool. The sounds of our childhood. It must be after school time. We used to play a game. Spin around and around, as fast as we could, then dive into the pool and try to swim in a straight line.

Feeling like you’re moving through a tornado, water churning around you like you’re drowning: it was the best feeling in the world.

A month of trying to figure out how I feel about Brendan, about the fact that he met someone. She’s interning at his uncle’s firm in Sydney, too. She’s really nice, he said. Reckons I’d really like her. All those months of dreading him trying to arrange to meet up when we promised we would, the mounting pressure on my shoulders thinking he was waiting for me. Turns out he wasn’t.

From that first text, I felt something like relief. But then the grief came, pouring out at unexpected moments. Hearing a song we listened to, driving past the turn-off to his parents’ house, seeing the ring box at the bottom of my drawer. And somewhere in between was the feeling of being untethered, like my safety net had been pulled away and if I were to fall, I would really, truly fall. I always knew he’d love me, no matter what. He was a safe forever. And now, someone else gets to be held in that secure embrace. While I float.

Gabby sits on the step at the shallow end of the pool, her dark brown hair pulled off her face.

I turn in circles, slowly at first, then faster and faster and faster, and instead of diving into the water I collapse on one of the sunbeds, head spinning. I realise it’s the feeling of drinking too much and lying down and trying not to vomit. The world crazy and colourful for a few seconds.

Gab is laughing. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I don’t know.’ I shield my eyes from the sun, sprawled on the sunbed like a drunk at the train station.

‘You’re crazy.’ Her bare legs are dangling in the crystal blue water.

‘I wish I was crazy.’ I sit up straight. ‘Seriously, Gab. Do you ever wish you could just go off the rails? Like, get diagnosed? Be committed. To an institution. So that you had a legitimate excuse for all the shit days and the weird moods?’

‘El, that’s heavy. And stupid.’

‘And self-indulgent, I know,’ I add. Slump onto my back, throw a hand over my eyes again.

‘Yeah. I wasn’t going to say it, but . . .’

‘I know. I just don’t know what I’m doing.’

‘None of us do, G.’

‘You do!’ I sit up, tie my hair back. It’s shorter now, so the natural colour will come through faster. ‘You’re finishing law so you’ll have an actual qualification and you know the kind of work you want to do and you want to help people! I can’t even help myself! And you’ve got Alex and . . . just . . . your shit together.’

‘There’s more to life than a degree and a boyfriend, El. You know that. I’m shit scared of the future, just like you. Everyone is.’

I raise my eyebrows, screw up my nose. How else can I show her that I think she’s got it all wrong?

‘Seriously. I’ve been thinking about this. Twenties are for figuring it out. Thirties are for doing it. Forties are for livin’!’

‘You should trademark that,’ I say.

‘I know I used to want to live with Alex and play house and buy a microwave and whatever, but I don’t know . . . I don’t think I’m ready for that. I want to have fun. Like you.’

I laugh before I realise she’s serious, looking at me in that beautiful, earnest way. Imploring me to understand.

‘I don’t think you have any idea how inspired I am by you,’ she says. ‘It was so brave, what you did. What you’re doing. There is so much power in not knowing what you want.’

I clear my throat so I don’t cry. ‘I guess they do say thirty is the new twenty.’

‘They do.’

‘And if you’re not ready for a microwave then I definitely wasn’t ready for marriage.’

‘Exactly,’ Gab laughs.

We’re quiet for a minute. The mother next door yells out to the kids that there are ice-blocks waiting inside, that it’s time for a break from the sun.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I say. ‘For pretty much ditching you this year.’

‘I know you are,’ she says. ‘How did it go with Brendan?’

‘So you know about the new girl?’

She nods, looks worried. ‘Yeah. Alex told me. I hope it’s okay that I didn’t say anything. I wanted you to hear it from him.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘Honestly, I didn’t feel much when I got the text. We didn’t end up having coffee that weekend when he came home from Japan, decided it would be too hard on both of us.’

‘I’m sure you’ll catch up eventually.’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘When the time is right.’

‘So you spoke on the phone?’

‘For like an hour,’ I say. ‘But honestly, I couldn’t tell you what we said. It’s all such a blur and I think I was in shock, you know?’

‘That makes sense. I mean, you’d really built it up, the whole decision-making thing.’

‘Turns out I didn’t have to worry, I guess.’ I chuckle softly. ‘Could’ve saved myself a lot of stress.’

Gab laughs. ‘We all know you would’ve found something else to stress about.’ She eases herself into the water up to her waist, running her hands through the rippling turquoise.

I heave myself off the sun lounge and take her place on the pool step. Feel my entire body soften, relax, as my feet hit the cool water.

‘By the way, I ran into your mum the other day.’

My heart leaps into my throat. ‘Oh, really?’

‘Yeah. She was asking me about you.’

I still wake up with guilt, imagining how she must feel, but still unsure if I can forgive her. She held my feet while I slept on the couch that day, but it was a miniscule step towards repairing something so much bigger. It’s the same with Dad – I don’t know how to fix what’s broken. I think about what he said at the bar. How the door is always open.

‘I don’t think I can stomach moving home,’ I say. ‘I don’t want them to win.’

‘Don’t you get it, El? You win. Yeah, fine, they were angry when you broke up with Brendan. We all thought you had gone a bit mad, to be honest, but I get it. I really do. You weren’t happy, you guys hadn’t been happy for ages. But you’re free now. And your parents, they want you back. Can’t you see they’re not angry at you? You win.’

‘How can you be so confident? I just can’t seem to get past the look in their eyes when I told them I was leaving Brendan.’ I shudder, it’s still so visceral.

‘El, it was almost eight months ago. They know it’s over. I’m sure they’ve spoken to the Yukis, heard about the new girl. You know how much they love him, they’ll be happy that he’s happy at least. You’re off the hook, right?

‘Why is it all about Brendan being happy, and tiptoeing around Mum so she doesn’t get bad again?’

‘Because you haven’t shown them any of your happiness yet!’ Her voice is rising as she bobs around in the pool. ‘All they know is you moved out, disappeared, dropped out of uni, changed jobs. Show them who you are now.’ She pauses, smirks. ‘The good version of El, not the weed-smoking, sullen ghost.’

‘Ouch!’ But I laugh. Why is it so different, the way it stung when Kik and Lux made fun of me, of my indecision? With Gab, I know it’s true, what she’s saying, but it hits right. I guess it’s because of the love. She loves me.

‘Move in with me,’ she says.

‘What, here?’

‘No, you dickhead. Let’s find a place.’

‘What about Alex?’

‘I want to live before I die,’ she says, deadpan.

I pause, unsure if she’s serious. Is she leaving Alex?

‘El, I’m joking!’ She laughs. ‘I love Alex, obviously. I just don’t want to live with him yet. When I’m married with babies, I’ll look back on my twenties and I don’t want to regret a single bit of it.’

‘But I want to go overseas next year, remember?’

‘I know, that’s fine. We’ll figure it out.’

‘Okay.’ I bite my lip. Take a deep breath. ‘That thing you said about not wanting to regret your twenties. Sometimes I regret saying yes to Brendan. Like, that it was the engagement that really set things off in the wrong direction. Everything went downhill from there. I feel like we were happy before.’

‘El, you weren’t happy. We could all see it.’

‘What about what Mum said . . . do you think I’ll look back and regret leaving?’

‘You need to learn to back yourself,’ says Gabby, walking towards me, resting her elbows on the edge of the pool beside me. ‘It’s your life, your decisions. Why are you putting so much weight in how your parents felt about it? Fuck them. I hate that they made you feel like that. And you know I love your parents.’

I laugh. ‘Kind of how I hate-love you right now?’

‘Exactly. Get your shit together, or I’m leaving you.’ She smiles from under her hat and glasses.

‘If you only knew the half of it,’ I say.

‘So tell me,’ she says. ‘I’m ready to hear it all. Even the ugly bits – and we all know there’ll be plenty of those.’

‘You know you’re the only one who’s allowed to say this shit to me?’

‘I know. Your smoothie’s getting warm.’

She climbs out of the pool and joins me on the step and I tell her everything, from the beginning, halfway and back again, swinging my legs back and forth in the water.
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My bike is covered in dirt and rust from being locked outside at the shack by the train line, unused and forgotten for months. I load it into the car, drive to somewhere quiet and suburban, near the harbour, then unload it. I ride past coffee houses and art galleries and antiques stores tucked into warehouses that bikie gangs no longer inhabit. And I wonder where they went. Someone’s parents just bought an old factory nearby, turning it into a luxury apartment, like something out of a magazine or a place you’d rent in New York City. I ride past small houses and terraces and miners’ cottages. Flat bitumen is easy to navigate. I’d forgotten the feeling of the wind on my face, of moving faster than walking or running.

I keep going.

At the foreshore, there’s a bike lane but I ride on the footpath. Seagulls and pelicans on the streetlights. Bird shit on the concrete. The sky is blue and the sun is gentle for the end of October. Dark clouds over near the lighthouse, black and rolling in. I move towards them, chasing the inevitable storm. All the way to the edge of the world. Past the lighthouse to the end of the breakwall, rocks and cement blocks painted with messages of love. The water crashes on both sides of me, occasionally splashing up and over the wall to the pavement. Making patterns, cutting shapes, carrying thoughts.

I’m breathing deeper than I have in months. Excited to move in with Gabby, to a tiny brick apartment near the beach. No heating, no cooling, just the ocean breeze. We’ll walk to get coffee in the mornings before she starts her days of interning at FACS, and I’ll swim then head to the bar. Pick up extra shifts to save for my trip next year. She and Alex will come with me for a few weeks, a hot European summer. Then maybe I’ll stay, get a job, figure out my next move.

When I told her the story of the last twelve months, I left nothing out. She cried in all the right places, laughed in all the right places, hugged me tight when my throat caught.

‘Why did you stick around?’ I asked. ‘When you could’ve ditched me so many times? I ruined our foursome.’

‘Fuck off with the foursome!’ She laughed, watery smile. ‘You need to get over it. That’s not what it was about.’

‘What was it about then?’

‘It’s like you broke up with Brendan and just assumed that nothing would ever be the same. And that’s true, it wouldn’t, but it didn’t mean you had to walk away completely. From everything, or everyone.’

‘I know that now,’ I said. ‘It definitely felt like it at the time, though. I just couldn’t stand being close to anything or anyone safe. Anyone who actually knew me. Also, maybe I thought I didn’t deserve that kind of safety. Like, who am I to keep my friends and my family, when I’m the one who did what I did? Maybe I assumed you’d ditch me, so I got in first.’

Gab rolled her eyes. ‘Look, I did think about it a couple of times. Especially when you were being a dick, not writing back, basically ghosting me. But I knew something big was going on and I figured you had to work your way through it. And I dunno . . . I guess I hoped you were still in there somewhere. The real you.’

‘I don’t know who she is.’

‘Doesn’t matter. I get a whole new you now.’

I stop my bike when I can’t ride any further, lay it down on the ground and climb onto one of the biggest rocks. It’s the only place where you can stare out to sea and see no land. Ships and water and sky ahead of me. I breathe in the salt, imagine slipping on the wet stone and falling into the waves. Imagine riding them back to the shore.

I’ll probably see Brendan closer to Christmas, when he’s back in town for the holidays. We have things to say, stuff to exchange. I know I’ll find the words when it happens.

Gabby asked how it felt, to know Brendan found someone. And you didn’t, is the silent part of the sentence. The thing is – he’s destined for that life. To make a nice girl happy, make her feel loved, provide a home, security, loyalty, all the things we should crave, that most of us do crave. Some people are just really good at it. Like Gab. But I need time. To come home to myself. Bouncing from body to body, heart to heart, means I’ve lost parts of myself along the way and I have to figure out if they’re parts I want back, or if it’s okay to let them fall. And I can’t do that when I’m caught in the cycle of someone else, of waiting for a knock on the door, or a wedding date.

We’ll say a proper goodbye, eventually. Or maybe we don’t need to. Always a part of each other.

My phone beeps from the bike basket. I climb down from the rocks. One new message.

I’m back in town. Car park tonight?

My stomach. My heart. I check Instagram. His. Hers. The Mercy Grace Newtown account. Still nothing. No activity, no further statement about the accusations, the texts, the photos. I can’t tell if Mace has been preaching still, playing music. Whether he’s been in Sydney or Newcastle. He’s ghosted all of us.

They must be getting married soon. Are they still getting married? Maybe not.

I wanted to be free. And maybe he does too. To have a last fling. Or does he want to fling forever? That’s how this all started, isn’t it? Meeting Mace a year ago at the party with the fake blood splattered across my chest, down my arms, I didn’t know what I was craving, but now I know it was this – this exact feeling of elation, possibility, an open door.

Another text.

I miss you. Want to see you.

Maybe it is over with his fiancée. Maybe, like me, he was staring down the barrel of a life he doesn’t think he wants. Now he’s finding his way home.

I could leave him hanging, like all the times he left me, at the beach, the car park, sitting in my car around the corner from his house, waiting for the text, the confirmation that it was okay for me to come inside. Driving away feeling sick with shame, confused with the version of myself who found her way there, at the mercy of someone else’s games, their lies. But then I imagine Mace standing there alone, leaning against a concrete pillar, heart pounding, waiting for me. And my chest aches for him.

I want to see him. It’s primal. It just is. So I write back.

Ok.

Another message.

Happy one year.

My stomach. My heart. I write back again.

What time at the car park?

I turn around and ride back the way I came. Flying along the breakwall towards the city skyline. The afternoon sun drips slowly behind the cathedral, the apartment buildings, the old wool shed that stands proud over the sprawling green of the park. I wonder if I can beat the clouds creeping up behind me. My legs move harder than before and I’m making an effort and I can feel muscles working and sweat on my brow and it’s alien but nice and normal and okay. I think about getting home, having a shower. Same outfit as last year? I haven’t packed the black lace dress into a box yet.

I wonder whether he’ll apologise. Wonder if we’ll start again. Hoping he has the answers to it all – what really happened, who posted those photos. I’m so ready for the truth.

Warmth floods my neck. This is it, the moment I’ve been waiting for. All roads leading to here. I think about my favourite underwear, the ones he loves.

Twenty minutes later, I turn the corner at the yacht club, riding slow, face to the sky. Small drops of rain on my arms. It’s refreshing. A baptism. Stop my bike, balance it next to me as I check my phone.

Mace hasn’t replied. And there’s the sickness, immediate, creeping through my gut. Like those videos of oil spilled in the ocean, the way it spreads, floating on the surface, like something that doesn’t belong, that can’t be contained.

Hands shaking, I open Instagram.

A new post from Jessie. Her and Mace, in black and white. One of those pre-wedding professional photo shoots with loose hair in the wind and billowing linen shirts with the ocean in the background. The caption:

Let love and kindness be the motivation behind all that you do. 1 Corinthians 16:14. Only a few days my love! <33

My eyes burn and I want to punch something and my arms get that jittery feeling but I’m not crying. I won’t cry. Willing myself to feel the anger, not push it away like all the other times. Just breathe. Lean in. Can I forgive myself for the moment of weakness? I lay my bike under a tree and sit at the edge of the water.

I’m a fucking idiot. Sitting at the end of the breakwall looking out at the expansive ocean, I felt ready for what’s next. Now here I am, swallowing bile again as the sun sets, the last remaining shards of deep orange cracking through the black clouds. Thunder rumbles in the distance; the rain falls harder.

I open my phone again, ready to delete our entire message chain. Finally. I’ll forget his number eventually, won’t be able to type it from memory. Three dots appear beneath my last message. He’s writing back. But I don’t want to know what he has to say. The screen is wet, raindrops dripping from my eyelashes as the rain falls harder still.

A man is watching me from the top deck of his yacht, beer in hand. He waves and I don’t wave back.

But I do raise my arm.

And throw my phone into the water.

*

Tonight, it’s Halloween again and I’ve cleaned my old room. Packed up my books. I’m meeting Gabby for drinks at our new place, before a party that I haven’t decided if I’ll go to. We’re going to sit on the floor of our empty apartment by the beach, drinking wine and planning where we’ll put the furniture. Once we can afford to buy some. The damp will watch us from the mouldy corners of the ceiling because the lounge room doesn’t get enough sun. But we won’t care.

I load my bike back into the car and drive to the new apartment. I’ll tell Gab about how close I came to stumbling off the edge again. She’ll give me one of her big, warm hugs and I’ll cry tears of fear and relief at the freedom, the unknown.

I feel it now: the past transforming into moments in time. Space unfurling in front of me, for new seasons, new love, new mistakes.

I should turn left at the main intersection but instead I turn right. The rain has stopped but it’s dark and there aren’t many cars on the road. I find myself going past the long stretch of road with the bush on one side and endless black on the other and there are no cars so I switch off my headlights and laugh. At the past, at the future, at the close call. My body feels light, cracked open, ethereal. And there I am, driving, laughter ringing in my ears, with the lights off and no one by my side.
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