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About the Book




THREE GOALS.

TWELVE MONTHS BEFORE SHE TURNS THIRTY.

THE CLOCK IS TICKING.


Prue is about to turn thirty and feels like everyone else is living their best life. Her friends are posting online about their amazing relationships, exciting travel plans and newborn babies. Prue, on the other hand, has been dumped by her fiancé, she’s dropped out of uni, and her job counselling lonely people only makes her feel more alone.


With the help of her best friend, Delia, Prue sets three goals to turn her life around before her milestone birthday: ditch the job, move out of her brother’s house, and find love.


But when Delia’s perfect marriage begins to crack, and a secret threatens to shatter their friendship, Prue realises there’s a difference between seeming to have a perfect life and finding your own perfect-ish life. And maybe being far from picture perfect is perfectly okay.
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JANUARY




@AmySmith Can’t believe our youngest is already four months old. STOP GROWING!!! #workingmumma #proudmumma #mumlife


@Kristyall_Egden The day all my dreams came true. Yesterday @MattGowell got down on one knee and I SAID YES! Grateful to be able to relive this magic. I’m still pinching myself! #partnerincrime #bestfriend #happiness #fiance #dreamsdocometrue


@ElyseQuintz Just reminiscing about our honeymoon in Hawaii <3 Last year was full of milestones and I thank God every day. My vision board is constantly evolving and I feel so grateful to be starting a new job today! Remember, if you can DREAM IT, you can DO IT xxxxx #businesswoman #empoweringwomen #love #journey











 




It’s Saturday afternoon, not yet 2 pm, and the humidity is relentless. I feel it against my skin – slick, sticky. It envelops me, holds me hostage.

When I disembark the bus at Bondi Junction, somehow the air smells of sunscreen and tan lines. I can sense the beach, even though I can’t see it. Outside, on the street, the glare reminds me that I didn’t bring my sunglasses, and my hair feels hot to touch. I’m worried that my scalp will burn, my skin will peel and I’ll get another freckle to add to my collection.

People flock towards the beach, desperate for a reprieve from the heat. There’s a traffic jam in every direction, the occasional moment of road rage, cars blocking intersections. Any available street parking was snatched hours ago, but cars continue to circle back. Vultures, all of them, as they prowl around the block.

Everyone around me is half dressed, with overstuffed duffel bags thrown over their shoulders. The sound of flip-flops is distinct – that wet slap as the shoe licks a heel.

I’ve already forgotten where the church is and how to get there. I’ve come out the wrong side of the street, and now I’m checking my phone again to find the location.

Two women pass me and glance down at my outfit. One, I believe, recognises the label. I pause for a moment because I’m sensing a compliment, but then she looks away and resumes conversation with her friend.


When I re-check my phone, I realise how late I’m going to be. What if the wedding has already started? What if the bride has already walked down the aisle?

Delia is going to be so sour with me.

I scurry off.

 

There’s an alcohol stand behind the church, which is rather thoughtful. It’s unexpected, but welcome, and naturally I grab two glasses of champagne on the way. One for Delia, so she’ll forgive me for being late.

When I slip in through the side door of the church, my high heels scrape the ground and a horrid screech ensues. Suddenly, hundreds of eyes are on me.

Christ.

Someone blows their nose, and the silence is broken. People go back to looking straight ahead.

The church is a cavernous, monstrous space. Pews for days. I count six gruesome statues of Jesus, and then I spot the groom, Thomas, jittering by the altar. His hair is an interesting situation – so much gel, so slicked back he looks like he’s just stepped out of the shower. He’s dyed it, I think. It was light brown before, but now it’s closer to blond, brushed behind his ears and down to the nape of his neck.

He should know he has too much forehead for this hairstyle, which for some reason reminds me of Nicolas Cage and the word ‘lacrosse’ – I can’t quite explain it.

A furtive glance around the room tells me that the wedding has not yet started but that most of the seats are full. I scour the faces, looking for Delia. I’m wondering how Thomas knows this many people when a rigid arm shoots into the air.

Delia.


She’s waving her hand around in circles, bracelets jingling along her wrist. Over here, she mouths. Hurry up.

I shimmy past a few disgruntled guests and reach her in the middle of the pew.

‘You’re late, Prue.’ Delia is indeed sour, her lips pressed and her voice flat.

‘Only a little,’ I say. She raises an eyebrow.

The first thing people ever notice about Delia are her eyebrows – sculpted with the sole intention of catching your attention. Thicker than a finger, darker than black, and carved with such rigidity you’d think Delia had taken a knife to her own forehead. I’ve tried to replicate them myself without much success. If someone asked me what I envied most about Delia, I’d say it’s her eyebrows.

I extend one of my champagne glasses towards her. ‘Want one?’

She declines. ‘Where did you get those?’ She frowns. ‘You’re the only person here with alcohol.’ Her legs are crossed and her head dips. I know she’s frustrated. Maybe even a little exhausted. She’s in that position where her back is curled over and her chin juts out. She looks like poultry.

‘Really?’ I ask, triggering a brief browse around the room.

Delia huffs, straightening. She’s wearing those beige heels she loves because they go with everything, and a dress I haven’t seen in years – slim-fit, floral, strapless, with a zipper up the back. She’s got all her best jewellery on, rings on every finger, bracelets on both wrists and her favourite gold necklace draped across her collarbones – her birthstone, ruby, the focal element. The last time she wore this dress was at her engagement party, where I drained too many glasses of chardonnay and had to peel myself off her sofa the next morning. The dress’s sprightly colours remind me of a primary school juice box.

‘I waited out the front for forty minutes,’ Delia continues. ‘You said you’d be here early.’


I’ve accidentally spilt some of my drink on her, it seems. She’s licking a finger and wiping her forearm.

‘I thought you said this wedding was by the beach,’ I say.

Delia frowns. ‘I never said that.’

‘I thought it was going to be outside. It’s a bit ghastly in this church. I certainly wouldn’t choose to get married here.’

‘Is that why you’re late?’ she asks. ‘Because you got lost wandering around Bondi Beach?’

I take a sip of champagne. And another one. I sneak a look at Delia. ‘No, I left the house late, so . . .’

She rolls her eyes.

‘And I forgot there were roadworks this weekend,’ I add. ‘Sorry.’

‘Right.’

‘I’m here now, aren’t I?’

She sighs, then nods. She can never stay mad for long. That’s what I love about her. I readjust my dress as the groomsmen take their places, and Delia finally notices my outfit. It’s a body-hugging, burnt orange number with lace and a low cut across the chest. The internet tells me that orange clothing contrasts well with blonde hair.

Delia’s eyes travel from my feet all the way up the dress, landing on the leather shoulder pads. They slide off my shoulders at any sudden movement.

‘It’s designer,’ I say.

Delia’s face is unreadable.

‘There’s time to take a photo, right?’ I ask. ‘Hold these.’

She rather reluctantly holds my drinks while I fish my phone out of my clutch.

‘Remember what we talked about—’

‘Yes, I remember,’ I say.

She looks at me. ‘I need to hear you say it.’

‘Every time?’


‘Yes, every time.’

Sigh. ‘I promise I will only post a photo where we both look good, not just me.’

She appears satisfied. ‘Thank you.’

It takes a moment to capture a selfie we’re both happy with – Delia doesn’t like it when her neck looks wrinkly, and it takes me a few shots to get my smile right. I try to do a casual grin – no teeth – but then I look like a gummy bear.

‘What do we think the caption should be?’ I ask.

Delia merely shrugs, uninterested.

I think on it for a few seconds. ‘Let’s go with . . . We love love. Can’t wait to see my best friend’s dumb boss Thomas—’

‘Don’t write that.’

‘Can’t wait to see the slick-haired Thomas—’

‘Not that either.’

‘The formidable Thomas,’ I type. ‘Marry the beautiful . . . What’s his fiancée’s name again?’

‘Gillian.’

‘Can I write Gill?’

‘No, it’s only ever Gillian.’

‘Hmm,’ I say. ‘We love love. Can’t wait to see the formidable . . . Actually I’m going to take that out. I’m not entirely sure what the word means. We love love. Can’t wait to see Thomas and Gillian get married today. Bondi, you look beautiful.’

Delia’s nose scrunches. ‘Maybe you should say something about Gillian looking beautiful?’

I glance up. ‘But I haven’t seen her yet. We don’t know if that’s true.’

She doesn’t respond, frowning.

‘What’s their wedding hashtag?’

‘Thomas got Gillianed.’

I bite the inside of my cheek. ‘That’s fairly funny. Do we think Thomas came up with that?’


‘Definitely not.’

Once I’ve posted the selfie, I take a sip of my drink, and Delia scans the glasses of alcohol in my hands. ‘I didn’t think you liked champagne?’

‘I don’t, but they’re free, so . . .’

She holds my gaze; her lower lip bubbles out in a pucker. ‘Seriously though. Where’d you get those?’

‘They’ve got a little stand set up around the side,’ I explain, tilting my chin towards the right side of the church. ‘Swiped a couple on my way in. Fancy champagne for a fancy wedding.’

I sense her disapproval.

‘There’s a fiftieth in the park,’ she responds, rather curt. ‘You stole them fr—’ She stops and takes a steadying breath. ‘Never mind.’ She tucks a piece of stray hair behind her ear; her usually frizzy black hair has been straightened within an inch of its life. Flyaways have been tamed with product, and it all drapes neatly behind her shoulders. She looks clean and collected.

Everything about me is damp from sweat – my armpits, the backs of my knees, and even my calves drip like they’re leaking. I peek down at my cleavage and it looks like my boobs are crying into each other.

‘Can you check I’m not sweaty when the photographer comes around?’ I ask. Delia doesn’t reply.

Another quick glance around the church tells me there are still a few guests filing in. Some clasp clutches or handbags, some carry presents, but none of them are holding any alcohol. It appears I did actually steal these drinks.

I drain the first glass. ‘Can you believe Thomas is getting married? Who would’ve thought he’d find someone.’

Delia smiles and stares ahead at her boss. Tall and lean, he’s flipping through some palm cards, mouthing his vows to himself. He’s the kind of person who constantly licks his lips, like an efficient windscreen wiper. In. Out. In. Out. Blink and you might miss it.

‘He’s not all bad,’ Delia says.

‘Not all bad? Righto.’

Recently promoted to deputy editor, Delia has worked with Thomas at the Food & Wine Collection magazine for five years. While she tells me everything about him – every comical sentence he’s ever uttered, every selfish decision he’s ever made – she doesn’t like to admit she despises him, despite the fact that he’s an inconsiderate arse. He takes credit for work that isn’t his, he’ll cut you off during a conversation just to talk over the top of you, he will brag about his job every chance he gets, and he once blew his nose into his cardigan sleeve right in front of me at a barbecue.

And, sometimes, Thomas likes to refer to himself in the third person.

‘I still can’t believe we’re in Bondi of all places,’ I say. ‘How showy of him. It’s like, we get it, you have money.’

Delia smirks. ‘Says the person who lives one street from the beach in Rose Bay.’

‘That doesn’t mean I have any money. If anything, it explains why I have none of it.’

I fidget with my dress, tugging it so it doesn’t ride up my thighs quite so much. The shoulder pads slip down again; I shove them back up to their rightful place.

Delia glances at my dress again, hiding a grimace.

‘It’s a hire,’ I clarify.

‘Right.’

It’s a lot more orange than it looked online. The hue is particularly crass. And, admittedly, it was a better fit on the girl who rented it to me. But I could hardly change my mind when I picked it up this morning, could I? I’d already paid the deposit. The girl met me kerbside with the dress in one hand and an open palm in the other, awaiting the rest of my money.

Delia continues. ‘Why didn’t you just wear something you already own—’

‘Do I look ridiculous?’ I ask, shifting on the pew.

‘Who cares—’

‘I feel a bit ridiculous.’

‘Stop stressing,’ Delia says. ‘You didn’t have to come, you know.’

I swivel to face her. ‘You think I’d miss this?’

Delia gives me a look.

‘You begged me on the phone last night,’ I add.

‘I did not.’

‘You did.’

Delia’s husband, Nico, was supposed to be her plus one, but he works long hours as a surgical resident and can rarely commit to anything outside of an operating room. One time I invited him to a brunch, but he let out an exhausted sigh and said, ‘Probably not, Prue. Lives to save, you know?’ So now I buy him hideous dress shirts every Christmas.

Delia places a gentle hand over mine. ‘Thank you for coming.’

We’ve been best friends for ten years, Delia and I. We met when I was nineteen and we were both working the cash register together at a discount clothing store.

Someone clears their throat. ‘Excuse me.’

Behind us, a woman towers – pointed nose, headset fixed around her ears. Her hair is slicked back into a bun, and she’s wearing a blazer. Poor thing, I’m thinking, until she reaches out and grasps at my champagne.

‘These are not allowed in here. It’s a church,’ she whispers. And then she darts off.

‘Rude,’ I mumble.


Delia smirks a little. ‘Must be the wedding planner.’ She shifts, pulling at her dress and wiping the backs of her thighs with her hands. ‘I think I’m getting sweat on this seat. They wipe these down afterwards, right?’

‘My eyelids are damp,’ I say. ‘Do you think it’s biologically possible that they could slide off?’

Thomas now paces back and forth at the front of the church. He rolls his shoulders back every so often and smoothens out his tie. Licks his lips. Licks them again.

Like the rest of us, he’s sweating through his clothes. He keeps turning his back on the guests to fan his armpits with his hands.

‘Poor Thomas,’ Delia says, wincing.

‘It’s his own fault. He didn’t have to propose.’

One of Thomas’s groomsmen – glasses, stubble, a tailored navy-blue suit – slaps him on the shoulder and whispers something. Thomas visibly relaxes and leaves his armpits alone.

I can’t help but feel intrigued. ‘Who is that—’

Music starts, and I’m cut off. It’s our cue to rise, swivel and stare at the back of the church in silence.

The venue is overwhelming. When I stumbled into the church, I didn’t have the time to really assess what was going on in here. I didn’t notice the design flaws – the optics. It’s a disco for the eyes. An oversized red bow, the kind reserved for newly purchased cars, is taped to the end of each pew. The centre aisle is carpeted in an unnatural shade of dark green. Ceramic flowerpots hang from the ceiling, and I spend too long trying to work out how someone got them up there.

Bridesmaids now file through the church door, and looking at their dresses feels like peering into a mirror ball. They’re shimmering and silver, almost too bright to be real. Countless beads surround the necklines. Each time the bridesmaids take a step, the light catches their dresses, and I’m forced to blink. Delia leans over to tell me that one of them is called Petra and she’s a social media influencer for bubble tea. Almost instantly I know I will end up lurking through her profile later this weekend.

The bride – Gillian – walks down the aisle, and suddenly everyone is crying. Thomas is looking at her like she’s actual sunshine, and both families let out gasps. My eye is caught by that wedding planner hovering near the back of the church with her headset and her clipboard, and I wonder if she’s the one who chose the colour of the carpet. If she is, I’m judging her. Judge, judge, judge.

Gillian’s dress is sleek and minimal. Elegant. I want to despise it, because I’d need to sell a limb to be able to afford it, but I can’t find a fault with this dress. I hate that I can’t hate it. The V-neck design draws in at the waist, and then the crepe material falls straight to the floor. As Gillian passes us, we get a glimpse of the low-cut back. The material gathers towards the base of her spine. She looks beautiful.

The marriage celebrant is a woman named Hilda who speaks in a measured, low tone. She welcomes the guests, tells us what a glorious day it is in Bondi and how the weather is a sign that this marriage will be a successful one. She makes a joke about the beach, but I miss it because I’m trying to guess what Gillian does for work. Thomas’s salary couldn’t possibly cover this venue.

I lean towards Delia. ‘Seriously though. Bondi? They should be giving us money, not the other way around.’

She silences me with a harsh look.

In a soothing, slow voice, Hilda tells us the story of how Gillian and Thomas met. ‘It was love at first sight.’

A lady in the front pew nods and bounce bounce go the curled ends of her hair. Hilda surveys the church for a brief moment. ‘It was four months ago—’

Excuse me?

Delia chooses this exact moment to turn away. To avoid my eye. She’s suddenly fixated by the hemline of her dress, hiding her face.


Four months? Now I think I’m going to cry. Delia just put one hundred dollars into their wishing well and they’ll probably be divorced in a year. I think of the shoes in my closet and realise I’ve owned them all longer than these two have known each other.

‘—and Gillian was eating alone at a restaurant in Darling Harbour,’ Hilda finishes. Someone behind us chuckles as if to say, Oh yes, that Gillian. At a restaurant alone. What a crack-up!

Hilda inhales, as if gearing up for the rest of her speech. ‘Thomas was at the next table, as luck would have it. Many of you know Thomas as the editor of a prestigious and award-winning magazine.’

Somebody to the side of us murmurs, impressed. Delia pretends to scratch her nose to hide a smile. I’ve met Thomas about a dozen times – only ever at Delia’s work events when Nico couldn’t attend – and he likes to use every opportunity to talk about his job, including, apparently, his own wedding.

I angle towards Delia, my voice soft. ‘You didn’t tell me the magazine was prestigious and award-winning.’

She bites her lip. ‘It’s really not.’ She looks back at the altar, nervous, as if Thomas heard her.

I joke, but I’m proud of all that Delia has accomplished. She excelled through a journalism degree and managed to support me while I faffed about trying to pick a career. I stayed at that clothing store for far too long, while Delia landed a job at Food & Wine and rose within the company faster than any of her colleagues.

Hilda continues, her soothing voice projecting through the church. ‘Thomas regularly eats out alone so he can review the latest restaurants. But in all his years as a magazine editor, he’d never come across someone like Gillian before.’

Gillian blushes. She looks poised and radiant, and a sharp pain bleeds through my chest. The feeling hits me for a split second, and I have to force myself to shrug it off.


‘Thomas was just starting to eat his lobster when he saw Gillian surveying the menu,’ Hilda says.

I scoff, turning back to Delia. ‘How come we never get lobster?’

Delia usually invites me when she needs to review a restaurant or bar, because she can’t rely on Nico to turn up. She glowers at me. ‘Lower your voice.’ She’s using her wedding invitation to fan her neck. Beads of sweat have formed along her hairline.

Nearby, a young woman is capturing a video on her phone, and I’m wondering if she knows the bridesmaid who influences others through fruity tea.

Hilda goes on. ‘Thomas was immediately taken with Gillian. He worked up the nerve to approach her, and I’m sure many of you know the rest of the story.’ She pauses. ‘Thomas’s first words to Gillian, of course, were, “I couldn’t help but notice we’re both here alone. Would you like some company?”’ Another pause. ‘“I’m the editor of the Food & Wine Collection magazine, in case they didn’t tell you.”’

A laugh slips out and I nudge Delia’s leg. ‘Who’s they?’ I whisper.

‘Behave.’

Hilda is still talking. ‘Gillian and Thomas got along like a house on fire.’

I feel like I’m sitting in a house on fire. I dab my forehead with the back of my hand.

‘There was an instant connection,’ Hilda says. ‘Their attraction for each other was automatic perfection.’

My attention flickers over to the handsome groomsman; he’s pretending to cough to hide a smirk and I think this makes us soulmates. There’s a lingering moment as our eyes meet, and he smiles. Has he been watching me?

Hilda claps her hands together, bringing me back to the ceremony. She’s interlocking her fingers now, finally wrapping up. Her dulcet voice is slowing down and she’s growing a toothy smile. ‘As soon as Gillian met Thomas, she knew she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. Many of you know Gillian as the hardworking, straight-talking criminal defence lawyer—’

Ah, of course. Lawyer. That’s how they can afford a wedding in Bondi. For a moment I envy Gillian’s success, but then I remember she’s marrying Thomas.

‘—but now you’ll get to see Gillian as a wife.’

Christ. I don’t know Gillian, but I’m embarrassed for her.

‘Stop that,’ Delia hisses, kicking my ankle. Her voice is sharp; her mouth is now just a thin line.

‘Ow,’ I whine, throwing her a glare. ‘Stop what?’

A couple of irritated guests glance our way. Delia’s focus returns to Thomas and Gillian. ‘Stop cringing,’ she mutters. ‘You’re jealous.’

‘I’m not jealous,’ I snap.

Delia locks eyes with me for a few moments, one eyebrow raised. ‘You’re not? Are you sure?’

I take a moment to think about what she’s suggesting. Am I jealous?

No, I’m not. I’m deciding right now that I’m not jealous of Gillian and Thomas and how they met over free lobster. Why would I be jealous? Because this couple met four months ago and are getting married, and I was with Joseph for two years and my wedding got cancelled?

I’m fine.

I’ve moved on.

I’m not jealous. Not at all. I refuse to be jealous.

I’m completely and utterly fine.

 

The reception is held that evening at the Darling Harbour restaurant where Gillian and Thomas first met. Lobster is not on the menu.

We’re in a function space called the Gold Room, which has a waterfront view and an elongated garden balcony that stretches out across the harbour. Somehow, they’ve fit a spiral staircase in this place, but it’s blocked from guest access.

A server hands me a glass of prosecco as I enter, and I wait until she hands me a second one before Delia and I head to our table. Nearby, I overhear one of the guests say that there’ll be a fireworks display later tonight, and that the initials T & G will light up on the outside of this building.

Oh, will you look at that. I’ve already finished one of my drinks. I grab another from a passing server as we arrive at our seats.

The decorations are a bit more tasteful than the church, but they’re still an unnatural affair. No red bows, but the tables have so many flowerpots lined down the middle that it’s a struggle to fit the dinner plates around them.

Gillian is over by the champagne tower. What a ghastly and unnecessary spectacle, and yet I’m envious and would rather like one for myself.

For the reception, she has changed into a white jumpsuit – tailored perfectly to her body – and she’s so chipper it’s gut-wrenching. I make an effort to not look at her, otherwise I feel nauseated and breathless. Thomas stands at her side with a couple of guests. He’s rather jittery for a man who has just got married. When Gillian places a hand to his chest, he rubs his thumb along her wrist. Tender, subtle in nature.

Delia and I have been seated with her colleagues from the magazine. There’s a red-haired, fair-skinned woman who introduces herself as ‘Sheryl Bogue, director of marketing’ and offers a firm handshake. She compliments Delia’s dress but not mine, and then tells me she was excited to finally meet Nico and is disappointed that he won’t be coming. Later in the evening, after a few drinks, she tells Delia she has a rather painful ache in her foot and she was hoping to ask Nico about it at some point tonight.


There is also someone called Darius, from the magazine’s creative team, who doesn’t offer up his last name and has to tell the waiter three times that he’s not a drinker before they stop trying to fill a wine glass for him. I ask him if he saves a lot of money being a non-drinker – he simply nods.

Another guest at our table, a man I can best describe as being square in shape, works part-time in brand partnerships and asks me if I like listening to audiobooks because he narrates novels on a casual basis and maybe I’ve heard his voice before? I had not.

After the speeches are over and dessert has been served, guests make their way to the dance floor and most of our table vacates. Delia swoops over to the other side of the room to congratulate Thomas and Gillian. I escape to the garden balcony for some fresh air, and a tall, lean man with a body like a beanstalk offers me a cigarette.

‘Yes, please,’ I say, even though I don’t smoke. I pinch the cigarette between my forefinger and my thumb and give it the lightest of inhales. My insides coil.

‘So, how do you know the bride and groom?’ I ask.

He frowns, raising the lighter to the cigarette at his lips. ‘I don’t,’ he says. ‘I work here.’

A quick glance at his crisp black shirt and I see he’s one of the waiters. ‘Ah, sorry,’ I say. ‘Didn’t realise.’

He shrugs, cigarette aloft in his hand.

I assess him now, trying to decide if I think he’s good-looking. Ashy brown hair, unwashed. Quite greasy, actually, when I really peer at him. I just know I’d hate to run my hands through it. And he seems to be rather dazed in his movements, slow and a little despondent.

But I do like his elongated fingers, and the thick copper ring he wears on his right thumb. There’s an element of class to it and, as such, I sense there is the possibility I could enjoy having sex with him.

‘You must attend a lot of weddings,’ I say, stepping closer.

Weddings. The word haunts me, hangs on my tongue. I was supposed to be married right now. And instead, I’m single. Single. I’m not sure which word hurts more.

‘I guess,’ he replies. He eyes me carefully, like he can smell my desperation. ‘They’re all the same, after a while.’

‘This one was a bit tacky,’ I respond.

‘They’re all tacky.’

His blunt reply is a shock. ‘I guess they kind of are, maybe.’

He turns to face me, inadvertently blowing cigarette smoke right into my face. I pretend not to notice, blinking a couple of times to squeeze out the tears. Is he still sexy to me? Is he sexy to anyone?

‘So, what do you do for work?’ he asks.

I feel the tension in my shoulders. ‘It’s not very exciting.’

‘Most jobs aren’t.’ He takes a drag. ‘I wait tables.’

I steer the conversation away. ‘What do you think I do for work?’

His interest piques. An eyebrow arches, responding to the game. ‘Okay, I’ll bite. I’ve got time,’ he continues, pausing for a moment. ‘Something fancy. Expensive.’

‘Expensive?’ I echo, standing straighter.

‘Something oh là là.’

‘Oh là là?’ I repeat.

He glances down at my dress. ‘You’re in fashion, right?’ he asks. ‘A designer or something. I never really understand women and their need to wear ugly things that cost a lot of money. Personally, I think you look kind of like a sweet potato, but I bet that thing cost a bomb. My sister works in retail and talks about it all the time.’

Sweet potato.

He clocks my reaction. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘You don’t work in fashion.’

I pause while I look down at my dress and run my hands over it. Do I look ridiculous? I pluck my shoulder pads back up my arms and shake my head.

‘Oh,’ he responds.

‘Do I really look like a sweet potato?’


He shrugs. ‘Well, yeah. A bit.’

‘But this is a hire,’ I point out. ‘Designer.’

He looks away. ‘Sure, okay.’ He puts out his cigarette, crushing it with the heel of his boot. His interest has waned. ‘I should probably get back.’

He leaves soon after that.

When I can’t find Delia, I make a beeline for the bar. ‘Two glasses of something that will promptly get me drunk,’ I instruct the bartender. ‘Please.’

He grins, turning away. I pull out my phone and punch in a text message to Delia.


Serious question! Do I look like a sweet potato in this outfit?


I sense someone on my right side and, when I turn, find myself mere inches from the handsome groomsman. ‘Is it because the dress is orange?’ he asks, pointing to my phone. ‘Serious answer – no. You do not look like a sweet potato.’

‘Well, that’s embarrassing,’ I mutter, slipping my phone away. ‘Best pretend you didn’t see that.’

He smiles, and I spot two dimples. ‘There is actually a rather beautiful fish that’s orange.’

‘You’re not talking about a goldfish, are you?’

He sniggers. ‘No.’

‘A clownfish?’

He shakes his head and pulls out his phone. ‘Betta fish. Siamese fighters. They come in different shades, but I think the orange is the most striking.’ He holds up his screen to show me, and I notice the similarity. I scan my dress again.

‘The outfit is certainly noticeable, that’s for sure,’ he says. ‘Especially when you arrive late to a wedding. Been meaning to ask you all day, actually, about how you managed to sneak in those champagnes for the ceremony.’

I feel my cheeks flush. ‘Turns out I stole them.’

‘Ah, that explains it. Gillian was very strict with the wedding planner – no alcohol until the reception dinner.’

‘There was a fiftieth in the park behind the church.’

He shrugs. ‘Their fault for leaving the glasses unattended,’ he says, holding out a hand. ‘I’m Hugh.’

I tuck a piece of hair behind my ears. ‘Prue.’ Almost instantly, we both realise our names rhyme and I do that thing where I half laugh to appear quirky and interesting, perhaps a little fun and full of life – like someone who might write blessed on Instagram.

Resting an elbow on the bar counter, he scans the drinks menu. One hand is tucked inside a pocket and the other traces the items on the list in front of him. He’s tall up close – taller than I’d guessed when I saw him on that altar. His body could be best described as narrow, thin and stretched from end to end. The sides of his head are shaved, but the top is not – soft, tousled brown hair flops towards the back.

‘So, you see my outfit and the first thing you think of is a fish,’ I say.

He turns to face me, discarding the menu. I feel his attention. ‘Yeah, they’re my thing.’

‘Your thing?’

A grin. ‘I’m a zoologist,’ he says. ‘Ichthyology. All things fish. I work at the aquarium, actually. Not too far from here.’ He points his thumb over his shoulder, gesturing to the other side of the harbour.

‘A zoologist?’ I ask, impressed. ‘Jesus, that’s . . .’

His eyebrows rise.

‘Pretty impressive,’ I continue. ‘Not sure I’ve met a zoologist before, let alone an . . .’


‘Ichthyologist?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not a very common career.’

‘I believe you,’ I say. ‘What did you have to study—’

The bartender slides my drinks – gin and tonic, triple shots – across the counter and then asks Hugh what he’d like.

He tips his head in my direction. ‘Same as her, thanks.’ And then he swivels around to face me again, although I notice the proximity is closer this time. ‘And it was just a bachelor’s degree. Marine biology,’ he says. ‘What did you study—’

‘—so, what do you do at work? I’m trying to picture it.’

If he notices that I’ve diverted the conversation away from my own career, he doesn’t show it. He merely shrugs. ‘I’m in the tanks a fair bit. Cataloguing and feeding, and I do the talks sometimes, especially when the school kids come through. That’s fun. And there’s a lot of opportunity beyond the aquarium. Research work, for example. But I’d need a master’s degree or a PhD for that, and I don’t think I’m ready for the commitment.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘And your favourite fish?’

Hugh tips his head back. ‘People ask me this all the time,’ he says. ‘It’s the African cichlid.’ He pronounces it sick-lid. ‘They come in different colours, kind of like the bettas. But the cichlids – they’re beautiful, but they’re also aggressive, and they can be quite small, so people often think they’re going to be a lot more docile than they actually are. We have a few of them at the aquarium, actually. You should stop by sometime.’

This might be the quickest a man has implied he wants to see me again; it catches me off guard and I’m too slow to acknowledge it.

His drinks arrive and I take a split second to pull up my shoulder pads again. Hugh suggests we find a quiet place to chat, leading us away from the bar towards the spiral staircase.


Hugh slips underneath the rope and winks at me. ‘No one will bother us up here.’

I follow.

Upstairs is just another garden balcony, albeit an empty one. Despite the long row of comfortable lounges, Hugh gestures to a couple of benches down the side of the balcony and we sit.

‘So, the real question is . . . do you eat fish?’ I ask.

He winces. ‘I do, I do,’ he says. ‘I eat everything. Maybe it’s bad, and maybe I shouldn’t, but it’s the circle of life, you know? And I love fish.’

‘Eating them or working with them?’

He laughs. ‘Both. Is that weird?’

I smile. ‘Not sure I’m the best person to ask.’ I’m surprised to find how interested I am in a man who has done nothing but talk about fish. There’s something captivating about how much he loves his job. I don’t think I’ve experienced this reaction to work before – this elation. What would it feel like to find a job I love? To feel proud of what I do and to look forward to going to work every day, like Hugh tells me he does?

‘Don’t you think it’s exciting to have a job you like?’ he asks.

I nod into my glass. ‘Mmm,’ I murmur. I say, ‘Yes’ even though I have no clue. I say, ‘Of course’ even though I’ve never worked a job that excited me.

‘I’m lucky,’ he says.

‘Yes.’

He straightens. ‘But enough about fish, as fascinating as I find them. Tell me what you do. You’re not a zoologist, I suspect.’

‘I am not,’ I answer. ‘I do not have a bachelor’s degree in marine biology. I actually do not have a bachelor’s degree full stop. Dropped out in my fourth year.’

He bites a lip and makes a face. ‘Ah, you would’ve been so close to the end. What were you studying?’


‘Veterinary science,’ I say. ‘So, I guess we have something in common.’

His head cocks. ‘Vet science? Animals, yes, but that is more impressive than marine biology. Not sure I have the smarts for it, and you got four years in.’

‘Yes, but I didn’t finish.’ Out of habit, I cringe. ‘Not sure that’s worth celebrating.’

‘What made you stop?’

Too personal too soon, so I take a sip of my gin and tonic. ‘You know, someone earlier tonight thought I might’ve worked in fashion.’ I glance down at my dress; Hugh does too.

He senses the shift in topic. ‘And do you?’ he asks. ‘Work in fashion?’

‘Oh. No, I don’t.’

He waits for me to continue, but I don’t. He leans in, even further than before. He’s close – close enough that I could kiss him. So close I could run my hands down his chest. I contemplate it while he glances at my lips.

‘So, you don’t work in vet science, and you don’t work in fashion,’ he says. ‘What do you do?’

I’m about to answer when he pats my knee and raises a finger in front of my face. Normally I’d find this patronising, but it excites me. Him touching me. Him thinking about touching me. ‘Hold that thought,’ he says. ‘Our glasses are empty. I’m going downstairs to get another round, and when I come back I want to hear all about what you do for a living.’

There’s something comforting about being with him – something about his floppy hair and his somewhat goofy love of fish that I can’t help but feel drawn to. God, I hope he’s not ditching me up here.

I take a moment to check my phone, spying a missed call from Delia and a couple of querying text messages.



Where’d you go?

You still here?

You didn’t go home yet, did you? It’s only eight.


She hasn’t answered my question about the dress.

 

Hugh returns juggling four G & Ts. ‘Okay, Prue, which I assume is short for Prudence. Tell me all about how you don’t have a job in vet science or fashion.’

I take a sip of the fresh drink, and then another one. ‘I’m a crisis supporter.’

He frowns. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘A crisis supporter,’ I repeat, holding my hand to my ear like a phone. ‘Ever heard of Love on the Line?’

His eyes narrow, his fingers going tap tap tap on the bench. ‘Yes, maybe. It sounds familiar,’ he drawls. ‘Did I see a poster at a bus stop?’

I nod. ‘That’s it. I designed that poster, actually.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, I suggested we make a poster.’

‘Oh, right.’ He fidgets. ‘It’s a charity, right? A not-for-profit?’

‘It is,’ I say. ‘We refer to it as a call centre. People who are lonely, or alone, people who need someone to talk to – they ring us, and we have staff rostered 24/7 to talk to them.’

‘And how did you get into crisis support?’

‘Well, I needed a job and Love on the Line were hiring.’

‘Ah.’

I’ve been working at Love on the Line since before my life imploded. People call us at all hours of the day and night. Sometimes they’re elderly or widowed. Or perhaps they’re sad, or they’re lost, or they live alone and just want to talk to someone. The callers differ in age and gender; sometimes it’s a seventy-six-year-old man whose wife has passed away and she was the one who managed all the paperwork and he can’t work out how to process the insurance. Other times it’s a twenty-three-year-old woman who can’t afford therapy and whose depression has her dangerously low.

‘The plan was to work there until I graduated vet school and then get a “real job”, as my mother calls it. But I’ve since dropped out of uni, and I’m still there, four years later.’

‘And do you love it?’

I smirk. ‘Do I love my job as much as you love fish, you mean?’

His mouth twitches. ‘No one loves their job as much as I love fish.’

I can’t help but snicker. ‘No, I do not love it there. It’s an important job, I get that. It feels significant, the work we do. And I actually think I’m pretty good at it. But do I love it? No, not really.’ Sigh. ‘Lately, I’ve been starting to wonder how much longer I can keep it up. Some days the calls are so rough, it’s hard to see out the end of my shift. Other days, it doesn’t feel like I’m doing nearly enough to help.’

‘The training must have been . . . a lot.’

I wince. ‘You’d think so, but it’s a few months of online modules, some supervised training, and then you’re out on your own.’

‘Seriously?’

‘They have guided responses, but they don’t always work, and it feels stiff using them.’

‘I see.’

‘I need to think of my next move. I need a plan, or something.’

‘A plan?’ His face scrunches; he’s clearly confused.

‘Yes, a plan,’ I respond. There’s frustration here, in how I’m feeling. Gnawing at me. ‘I’m almost thirty, and this isn’t what I thought I’d be doing with my life.’

‘And what did you think you’d be doing?’


I think of my veterinary degree, unfinished. I think of my engagement, cancelled. I think about my life, completely askew from where I wanted it to be.

‘Things just didn’t happen how I thought they would,’ I say, swallowing. ‘I worked really hard to get somewhere, and then I dropped out. You should see my mum’s face whenever she asks if I’m going to finish the degree – so hopeful. She was so excited when she thought I’d be a vet.’

‘And now?’ he asks.

‘She’s noticeably less excited and notably . . . less present in my life.’

‘She’s got high expectations?’

‘The highest,’ I say. ‘She’s almost impossible to please. God knows I spent years trying.’

‘Years?’

‘Almost all of high school. My brother was a few years above me, barely passed high school, so he dropped out early. Then he started working as a scriptwriter for porn movies and my mum was so stressed about his life that she was one step away from a heart attack—’

‘I’m sorry,’ Hugh says, cutting me off. ‘But I’m going to need us to return to your brother writing porn movies.’

‘It sounds more interesting than it actually is.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t believe you.’

I drain the gin and tonic. ‘He struggled in school, but he was good at writing. Decided he didn’t want to go to university, so he started looking for content-writing jobs, and the only thing he could get was writing the dialogue for porn videos.’

Hugh’s eyes widen, his face frozen. ‘I’ve never once thought about the people who have that job.’

‘Turns out Ben was pretty good at it. He quit to become an erotic novelist, and now he’s wealthy and successful and my mum doesn’t stress about him anymore,’ I say. ‘If I think about it too much, I want to rip out my own hair. I spend years trying to impress my parents, and he sails through doing whatever the hell he wants.’

Hugh doesn’t mention it, but I can tell he’s still hung up on the porn story. ‘And are you and Ben close?’

I shrug. ‘Somewhat.’

He frowns.

‘I mean, yes, I guess we’re kind of close.’

His head cocks to the side. ‘Interesting.’ There’s a slight peak to his tone, and I can tell he’s genuinely interested to find out more. But he doesn’t press. ‘Well, no judgement from me. We all know what my brother is like.’

It’s my turn to frown. ‘Why, who is your brother?’

He points downstairs to the wedding reception. ‘Thomas. As in, Thomas and Gillian.’

Some kind of choking sound escapes me and I try – and fail – to mask it with my clammy hand. Thomas? He’s related to Thomas?

‘I know.’ Hugh chuckles, leaning forward and resting an elbow on one knee.

‘You don’t even . . . look similar,’ I say, studying his face. His full eyebrows and smooth, tanned skin, and his full head of hair. Thomas is . . . all forehead? Thomas is . . . pale-skinned? Thomas is . . . Thomas?

Hugh touches his hair briefly, and for a moment I wonder if he can read my mind. I want to ask him about Thomas’s tongue thing – why does it slither out of his mouth so much? I want to ask him why Thomas likes to speak in the third person.

Instead, I ask him if he and Thomas are close.

He shrugs in response. ‘I guess we are. Mum forces us to be.’ He’s about to finish his drinks. ‘So how do you know Thomas and Gillian?’

‘I don’t, really,’ I respond. ‘My friend Delia works with Thomas.’


There’s a flash of recognition across his face. ‘Ah, the famous Delia,’ he says. ‘Thomas mentions her quite a bit.’

‘Good things, I hope?’

‘Great things. He calls her his Greek goddess.’

‘Yes, she really hates it when he does that.’

‘She sounds like a firecracker.’ Hugh smiles.

‘She is.’

I’m very aware of how close he is, his breath fanning over my face. I can see the label written on his suit buttons, I can see the colour and design of his cufflinks, and I can see his long, slender fingers as he rests one hand on the bench between us. He takes my hand, rubs circles along my palm. Something inside me flutters, and my toes curl inside my heels.

Hugh’s phone rings and he appears startled, his body twitching a little, as if he’s on edge.

‘Are you going to answer that?’ I ask.

He shuts off his phone. ‘No.’ His expression is unreadable – blank. He slides his phone back inside his pocket and rises. ‘Another drink? My brother’s shout.’

 

A piercing noise wakes me the next morning. It’s shrill and repetitive. It startles me, rips me instantly from sleep. I groan and clutch my forehead. My temples throb, like my head might crack open.

When I finally manage to sit up, I realise the noise is Hugh’s phone. Ringing and ringing and ringing on the side table. It vibrates so much I’m worried it’ll drop onto the floor and smash itself.

Text messages ping. Once, twice, and then a third one arrives.

Hugh rolls over. ‘Jesus, what is that noise?’ he mumbles. Morning light peeks through the sheer curtains. He shields his face with his left arm. There’s a clang as a neighbour drops some empty bottles into their recycling bin.


‘Your phone,’ I say. ‘Can you turn it on silent, please.’

The phone stops ringing and Hugh falls back into a slumber. He jolts in his sleep, with a furrowed brow and a pinched bottom lip. Every so often his arm flicks – twitch, twitch, twitch. He looks dishevelled – his hair chaotic and rumpled – and it startles me to see how much his stubble grows in just one night. But I also look at him and feel hopeful, because yesterday was much more enjoyable than I could’ve anticipated. I hadn’t considered I might meet someone at Thomas’s wedding.

Is this what it feels like when your life starts turning around? Because I’m definitely overdue. I’m convincing myself that this is one of those moments when everything horrendous in your life suddenly transforms into something less horrifying.

A wave of nausea hits and I realise how much everything aches and how rotten my breath probably smells. With each pulse of this pounding headache, I’m thinking about how much harder the hangovers hit when you’re borderline thirty, and how easily your body turns to garbage.

Maybe I should take a shower before Hugh wakes up. But that would require getting up, so I just lie here and work to claw back the evening, bit by bit.

I remember the heat, and Delia’s disapproval at my lateness. The stolen champagne and that wedding planner plucking it from my hands.

I remember Hugh, and the alcohol. So much alcohol – it makes me shudder. How many drinks did we inhale up on that balcony?

Our conversation comes back to me. Hugh kept asking me about my job because he found it fascinating and wanted to know more. By drink number eight, we were rambling about things we like and don’t like, and suddenly he was telling me about his sixth-grade teacher who had an affair with his dad and how it triggered his parents’ divorce. When he told me that he hadn’t seen his dad in over twenty years, his face stilled and his voice went quiet, and then I asked him if he wanted to come back to my place.

It was clumsy, fumbling sex. I shimmied out of my dress while he wriggled out of his suit. He flicked off his watch before he grabbed at one of my boobs, and I pawed his bicep and asked him how often he goes to the gym.

Before we fell asleep, he whispered the word beautiful and stroked my hair with a delicate finger.

And now his phone is coaxing him awake. It rings again and he stirs, sticking out an arm to silence it. He’s groggy, but conscious. When he rolls over and spots me, I can see the realisation dawn on him – memories from the night before. He tenses. ‘Shit.’

The reaction stings. ‘Good morning to you too.’

When his phone rings again, he casts a long glance at it but hides the screen from my view. His face grows pale.

‘Somebody is trying really hard to get in touch with you.’

He doesn’t reply at first, just rubs his chin. And then he checks his messages again. ‘Ah, yeah. Just some family from last night. Worried about me.’

‘Worried you’ve been murdered?’ I ask, laughing.

He doesn’t say anything, slipping out of the bed to search for his clothes. His movements are jolty and erratic, and I sense a shift in the air. I slide out of bed and get dressed. I’m not sure what’s going on – this isn’t the same smooth, considerate, laid-back, fish-obsessed man I met yesterday. His anxiety is evident from across the room.

‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got to head off,’ he says, stepping back into his pants.

My stomach plummets – gutted.

Hugh is moving around the room reclaiming his clothes. He doesn’t notice my reaction, and I know it’s not normal to make a scene. ‘Okay, yeah, sure,’ I say.


He’s out of my bedroom now, wandering through the corridors of the house. The architecture is boxy, although Ben tells me that’s fashionable at the moment. Tall ceilings, oak cupboards, white walls and tiles. The house has two storeys, with an upstairs view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. On a clear day, the sunset lights the west-side windows with a warm glow. The kitchen is what Ben loves the most about it – the marble island, the oak benchtops, the white wooden slats on the cupboard doors. I love how stretched out everything is, with rooms on opposite sides of the property.

Hugh can’t seem to work out how to exit the place – I follow and watch as he stumbles into the wrong rooms.

‘This place is huge. I can’t believe you live here all by yourself,’ he says, looking back over his shoulder.

I don’t correct him, but when he clocks my reaction, he narrows his eyes. ‘Do you really live here alone?’

I pause. ‘Actually, no. I have a roommate. But he’s hardly ever here. It’s practically my house,’ I add, although at this point I’m certain he isn’t listening. He’s moving through the house again, trying to find the front door.

Ben’s writing has proved so successful he’s away for almost four months of every year, either on tour, or on a research trip, or at a writing retreat. Sometimes it’s a literary festival on the other side of the world.

As Hugh continues to make his hasty exit from the house, he accidentally enters the laundry, and Lachie – Ben’s labrador – sits up from his bed. I have a faint memory of staggering in here last night and pouring some food into his bowl.

Whenever Ben travels, Lachie is my responsibility. I feed him, wash him and walk him. And if he gets sick, I take him to the vet. In exchange, my brother lets me live in his house for reduced rent. We’ve had this arrangement for about two years, and while I find it infuriating that I had to move in with my brother, I’ll admit I haven’t made any kind of effort to find alternative living arrangements.

Hugh’s phone rings again. ‘I really have to go,’ he says.

‘Down there and to the left.’ I point.

‘Right, right, thanks. I’m sorry I have to leave. Really. I’m just booking an Uber now.’ We pause at the front door, and his fingers hover over his phone. ‘I don’t actually know where we are.’

‘Rose Bay.’ I go to recite the full address, but he cuts me off.

‘Oh, wait, I’ve got it. Booked,’ he says. ‘Oh, Jesus, look how close we are to the beach. How the hell do you afford this place?’

I don’t answer, and suddenly things grow awkward. And go silent. We stare around the hallway, at the floor, anywhere but at each other. Hugh bounces twice on his toes.

‘Well, thanks,’ I say.

Hugh deflates, running his hand along his chin. ‘I normally wouldn’t leave so soon, I promise. I just . . . have to go. I’m sorry. I really did have fun though. A lot of fun. God, I’m hungover.’

His Uber arrives in the driveway and the driver beeps the horn twice.

When Hugh’s phone pings again, his face darkens. ‘Can I ask you a favour? Would you mind . . . not telling anyone about us? Not yet, anyway.’

I pause, swallowing my surprise. ‘What?’

‘Us,’ he says, gesturing at the space between us. ‘Last night. Please don’t tell anyone.’

‘You don’t want people knowing you stayed here?’ I ask, hurt.

He winces. ‘I know it sounds bad.’

‘It sounds very bad.’

‘I can’t really explain. I’m sorry, really sorry.’ He slips out the front door with another apology. ‘Nice place, by the way,’ he calls back.


‘Thank you,’ I shout. But he’s already gone, slipping into the Uber. I watch it reverse out of the driveway.

 

One week later, Delia meets me inside the veterinary clinic while I wait for Lachie’s appointment. She rushes through the front door, handbag swinging and her blouse billowing around her. She’s flushed.

‘Everybody knows about you and Hugh.’ She plonks herself down on the bench beside me. ‘Everybody.’

Her nose crinkles as the smell hits. This waiting room reeks of animal food – bags of dog, cat and bird food line the shelves by the receptionist’s desk. I’m also certain an animal had an accident shortly before we arrived – there’s a distinct smell of methylated spirits and white vinegar, and then somehow I can smell a spritz of vanilla, like they’ve tried to mask the smell with air freshener.

Lachie’s pulling on the lead, whimpering, desperate to get to Delia. Another urgent tug from Lachie and I loosen my grip on his lead so he can reach her.

‘Hey sweet boy,’ she croons, rubbing his ears and his neck and then moving her hands along his back.

Straightening, she holds out both hands and her fingers splay wide. ‘Thomas won’t look at me. The entire office is buzzing. I can’t walk into the kitchen without someone asking me about it,’ she says.

My chest constricts, like something is squeezing and squeezing it. ‘Your entire office knows?’

She nods. ‘Thomas told everyone. Literally the second he stepped into the staff briefing on Monday, he told everyone. Third person and all. “Thomas’s brother has been a very naughty boy. Who can guess what he did on the weekend?”’

Someone brings their two staffies into the waiting room and Lachie goes unnecessarily berserk. It’s an utter shitshow for a hot moment – barking, yapping, all of us snapping at the dogs to stop, tugging on their leads and forcing them into a sit. The receptionist asks the other owner to put their dogs on the scales for a quick weight check, and I have to keep both hands on Lachie to stop him trying to dart across the room. After a quick rub under his right ear, he calms down, his ears relax and I can loosen my hold on his lead. Our vet calls the staffies in first and the waiting room is empty again.

‘So how did Thomas find out?’ I ask, turning back to Delia.

‘He saw the two of you leaving the wedding together, P. You weren’t exactly discreet, clambering into that Uber.’

I wring my hands.

‘And everyone’s looking at me like I could’ve stopped it,’ Delia continues, scoffing. ‘You’re sure Hugh never told you he was engaged? Not even once?’

I huff, tired of repeating myself. ‘No, I told you. I didn’t know.’

It’s been one week since Hugh fled my bedroom. One week since I found out Hugh is an engaged man.

I’ve replayed the evening over and over in my mind all week. What did I miss? A glance? A reaction? The cancelled calls were surely a sign, and I hate that I didn’t connect the dots sooner. Someone was at home, waiting for Hugh to return, and instead he was with me.

It was Delia who figured it out. Towards the end of the reception dinner, when Thomas asked her if she’d seen where his brother had gone, and then she saw me fleeing the reception with one of the groomsmen, she put two and two together.

Thomas’s brother. Thomas’s engaged brother.

It was too late to tell me; I’d had too much alcohol and I was too besotted. Drunk Prue thought Hugh could be more than a one-night stand.

Drunk Prue is an idiot.

At the wedding, Delia had tried cornering me in the bathroom to talk to me about Hugh, but I’d been dismissive and impatient because Hugh had already booked the Uber. I have no memory of these events.

Lachie stands again, his ears pulled back and his attention directed at the door. It’s rather remarkable how easily dogs can sense another animal. I tighten the slack on the lead.

It’s a ragdoll kitten this time, curled up in the corner of her cage. Timid but alert. Lachie growls while her owner greets the receptionist and plonks down in the corner of the room.

I turn to Delia. ‘Can you hold Lachie for a moment?’

She takes the lead, and I’m at the other side of the waiting room in three steps. ‘Hello, hi. Do you mind?’ I ask the owner, pointing to her cat. ‘I love ragdolls.’

She smiles, lifting the cage lid. ‘Not at all.’

The owner is an older woman – fifty-five, at the most. She’s got manicured hands, a well-kept dark grey bob, and her sweater is covered in her cat’s fur. ‘Thank you,’ I say, as she lifts out the cat and nestles it against her chest. I reach across for a pat, and the kitten offers a rumbling purr in response.

It makes me anxious every time I visit the vet clinic, because I can’t help but think of what might’ve been. Maybe I’d be working here. Maybe I’d be the one treating this ragdoll. I’m imagining my graduation, and my salary. I’m imagining that Joseph is still with me, and that we ended up buying that brick two-bedroom Bondi apartment we’d been eyeing off.

I’m imagining a lot of things that I shouldn’t, and so when I return to Lachie and retake his lead, I let Delia steer the conversation back to Hugh.

‘I’m still in shock, I think,’ she says, tucking her hair behind her ears. ‘I can’t stop thinking about it. Him and you.’ She rests her hand atop my thigh and juts out that angular chin of hers. She looks like she’s about to squawk. ‘The whole situation is so odd, isn’t it? Don’t you think it’s odd he never told you?’


‘It’s awful, is what it is,’ I say.

Delia softens. ‘You didn’t do anything wrong, though. It’s not your fault Hugh cheated on his fiancée. I mean, it’s terrible for his fiancée. But you’re not his fiancée, are you?’

I give her a look.

‘Sorry, insensitive.’ She leans back.

A couple of minutes pass before Delia swivels around to look at me, her eyes narrowing. She’s assessing me. She’s questioning me. This is what she does when she fails to comprehend something. ‘He really didn’t tell you—’

I hold up a palm. ‘Delia, I’ve told you I didn’t know.’

She nods, her lips pursing like she’s been pinched. ‘Sorry, can’t help myself.’

‘I would know if he’d mentioned it,’ I insist. ‘I wasn’t that drunk.’

Delia makes a noise. ‘You were pretty drunk,’ she says.

‘Did I embarrass myself?’

‘Well, I kept you away from the dance floor.’

‘Thank you.’

‘How many drinks did you have?’ she asks.

I’m distracted for a moment because Lachie is growling at the ragdoll again. ‘Stop,’ I say. ‘Naughty.’ Another chin scratch and he quietens. I turn back to Delia. ‘Sorry, what did you—’

‘I asked how many drinks you had.’

God, who knows. ‘It was hard to keep track. Hugh just kept getting more.’

The corners of her mouth twitch, suppressing amusement.

‘Why didn’t you stop me?’ I ask.

She’s horrified by the accusation; her smile dies on her lips. ‘I am only one person,’ she tells me. ‘And I tried. Really hard. I couldn’t find you, and when I did, you kept swatting me away like some fly. And then you disappeared inside that Uber.’


I cringe, and Delia turns silent.

‘Do you think it’s still happening?’ I ask. ‘Hugh’s wedding?’

‘The rumour is that it’s off. Cancelled. But that’s just whispers. Thomas, for once, isn’t revealing anything.’

‘And his fiancée? What do we know about her?’

‘Very little. Thomas always referred to her as “Hugh’s lady friend”. I’ve never even known her name.’

‘She must be so upset,’ I say. ‘Maybe she’ll track me down, kill me or something.’

‘No one is going to murder you,’ she drawls, rolling her eyes. ‘Well, Thomas might.’

‘He’s angry?’

Delia’s expression suggests yes. ‘He thinks you stole his thunder. Everyone’s talking about you and Hugh, and not about him and Gillian.’

My face crumples. ‘That’s because the wedding was boring.’

Her mouth quirks into a faint smile.

‘And a little tacky,’ I add.

‘The dinner tables were too small,’ Delia contributes. ‘They almost couldn’t fit the plates.’

Lachie’s now sniffing something by the scales and I lure him back with treats so he’ll sit. ‘It’s a cookie,’ I say, and his tail wags. ‘Your favourite.’

Delia continues. ‘You shouldn’t feel awful about it, you know. We all make mistakes,’ she says, patting my knee. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘Well, of course it’s not my fault,’ I retort. ‘I hope people aren’t blaming me in this situation.’

Delia looks away.

‘Great,’ I mumble.

We fall into another silence, and I think about that wedding reception again. ‘You know, it explains why Hugh wanted to keep our conversation upstairs. I thought it was romantic that he wanted to be alone, away from the crowd.’

Delia frowns. ‘Weren’t you sitting on some dirty concrete bench in the dark?’

I look at her.

‘You told me,’ she points out. ‘In the bathroom, before you left. “You’ll never believe where I’ve been, D. Upstairs with a groomsman. Squeezed together on a concrete bench like teenagers.”’

Jesus, why can’t I keep my mouth shut when I drink? ‘Well, I don’t think I ever said the bench was dirty.’

Delia twitches, clearly embarrassed for me.

It’s not the first time I’ve done something like this – invested in someone too soon. When your closest friend is happily married, sometimes you wish you weren’t so alone. Not that I’d ever admit that to Delia.

‘I liked him,’ I confess, looking across at Delia. ‘Drunk or not, he was quite charming. And kind. And he was genuinely interested in what I had to say.’

She pulls me in for a hug. ‘I’m genuinely interested in what you have to say,’ she says, her head tilted towards mine.

‘Yeah, but I don’t want to have sex with you,’ I respond. ‘That’s the difference.’

We sit in silence for a few moments, and then my phone vibrates with a text message.


Prudence, hi, it’s Dad. Call me when you get a sec.
 
Okay, bye.


Chuckling, I slip the phone back into my pocket.

‘Okay, so why wasn’t she there?’ I ask Delia. ‘Hugh’s entire family would’ve been there, but his fiancée wasn’t. That’s bizarre, isn’t it?’

Delia says nothing, simply glancing at me.


A sharp voice calls out across the waiting area. ‘Lachie?’

The vet is a woman called Cindy and she steps into the waiting room with her hands deep inside her pockets. We follow her through the clinic, past the kennels and the operating rooms, to one of the back rooms near the staff toilets.

I scratch Lachie’s belly until he rolls over on the ground.

‘See?’ I’m pointing at a rash on his penis, and Delia is seated in the corner checking her emails.

‘Oh, yes.’ Cindy is most sympathetic. She gets down on her knees and bends over to assess. Her long black hair falls over Lachie’s stomach. She’s looking at those red bumps very closely.

‘I’m thinking it’s a seasonal allergy, right? Because there’s grass pollen everywhere, and he’s always rolling in things he shouldn’t and shoving his face in plants he’s not supposed to. And they don’t seem to bother him, you know? The red bumps. They’re not itchy, and he’s not scratching them. Sometimes they blister but—’

‘Have you been looking on Google?’ Cindy asks, peering at me over her glasses.

‘Oh, no. I . . .’ I trail off. ‘Just an educated guess.’

She seems unimpressed. ‘Let me have a look for a moment, okay?’

In the end, her diagnosis is indeed a seasonal allergy. She gives us an ointment and some gloves and tells me I have to rub it on his penis twice a day until the rash goes away.

‘Lovely,’ I reply. ‘And people wonder why I dropped out of my degree.’

When I try to pay with Ben’s credit card, the receptionist’s computer shudders and stops working. She taps the side of it, hits the keys a few times, and then groans.

‘Sorry about this.’ She tries again. ‘Computer is fiddly with some cards. Do you have another one you’d like to try?’

I shake my head. ‘This is the only card Ben gave me,’ I say, turning it over in my hands.


The receptionist takes the credit card and heads to the back room, where there’s an additional computer. ‘Won’t be a moment.’

We sit back down and Delia releases a sigh. ‘One day that’ll be you,’ she says. And it’s too much to hear, mainly because I’ve been thinking about exactly that since the second I walked through the doors, and it’s not something I want to talk about right now.

Tugging Lachie’s lead, I rise. ‘Do you mind waiting for Ben’s card? I got a message from my dad. I’ll let Lachie off the leash in the park around the back and give him a call.’

Delia shrugs. ‘Sure. See you out there.’

 

Park is a generous term. It’s an empty patch of grass behind the vet clinic, but it gives me a reprieve from Lachie and lets him wander around on his own for a sniff.

Dad answers on the second ring. ‘Lovely Prudence. You got my message then?’

‘Dad, we’ve talked about this. When you text me, your name pops up so I know it’s you. You don’t need to type “it’s Dad”,’ I say. ‘But yes, I got your message.’

‘Great,’ he says. ‘Your mother asked me to ring you during the week but I forgot. Are you busy?’

‘No, just outside the vet.’

‘Ah, the red bumps. Was it the seasonal allergy?’

‘It was.’

‘How smart are you, diagnosing him yourself. Soon you’ll be the one giving other owners their—’

‘So, Mum asked you to ring me?’

‘Yes. It’s about Ben.’

Of course it’s about Ben.

‘She wants to organise something for when he’s home from his book tour in March. A brunch, or something. Maybe at the house, the Saturday after he returns? She asked me to ask you if you’re free. She’s checked with Ben and he doesn’t have anything on. I mean, he has a manuscript to edit, but he’ll work around it.’

‘I’ll check the diary,’ I say, even though I know it’s empty. ‘If I have something on, you can just have brunch without me.’

I can tell he’s shaking his head. ‘If you have something on, I’ll tell your mother it needs to be the weekend after. Or the weekend after that, until we find a Saturday when you are free.’

Damn it. ‘Okay, yes, I’m free that weekend.’

‘Great.’ There’s a muffled sound on the other end of the line – faint voices, the sound of Dad whispering. ‘Hold on, Prue, just chatting with your mother.’

The phone goes silent for a moment or two before my father returns. ‘Okay, your mother is saying that she’ll put a list together for the groceries, if you can please pick them up that morning. She’s planning to cook—’

No surprises there; my mother must always be the one who cooks.

‘—but she’s asking if you can please pick up the food? Oh, actually, hold on. Your mother is saying something again.’

The line goes dead.

And then he’s back. ‘Okay, sorry. She’s saying it’s not actually an ask but a request. She’s requesting that you pick up the groceries.’

My eyes seem to roll on their own. ‘Yes, that’s fine. But can you ask her to be specific with the list? Otherwise she writes something like mushrooms but not the quantity and so I’m standing in the store and I don’t know how much to get and she never answers my calls.’

‘Okay, hold on,’ he says, and I hear him call out to the other side of the house. ‘She says she wants you to be specific and include quantities on the list.’

My mother takes a second to respond, as if considering the request. ‘Can you please tell her to use her instincts?’

 


Delia finds me picking up Lachie’s poo. She waits until I’ve dropped it in the bin before handing back Ben’s card.

She senses my mood. ‘Is your dad okay?’ she asks.

‘He’s fine.’

‘It’s your mum then,’ she guesses, trying to pinpoint what’s got me sour.

‘It’s always my mum. She wants to host a brunch for Ben, the weekend after he gets back.’

Delia lets out a low whistle. ‘Ben’s home and Cynthia suddenly makes an appearance? How utterly unsurprising.’

‘I’m not saying I actually want this, but it’d be nice if, just one time, the brunch was for me,’ I admit. ‘Do you want to come? You can talk to my mother for me.’

‘No, thank you.’ Delia laughs, and I suspect it’s out of pity. ‘Did I see she’s announced plans to open another restaurant?’ she asks.

My mother is Cynthia Dashen, the fine-dining chef. The owner of the award-winning and adored Dashen Dining & Co. restaurant along the harbour. She once cooked a meal for the King’s cousin and she’ll bring it up if given half the chance.

I nod. ‘Michelin-style, this time on the lower North Shore. That’s what Dad tells me, anyway.’

Delia’s eyebrows rise. ‘Lavish.’

‘Indeed.’ My eyes follow Lachie while he travels across the park. ‘Sometimes I wonder what her and Ben like to talk about. She calls him all the time. She can’t possibly pick up the phone when it’s me, but she’ll pick up the phone when it’s him.’

‘P—’

‘I bet they talk about how successful they both are. How much money they make. How many people love them,’ I say. ‘I bet they talk about how unsuccessful I am.’

‘I wouldn’t call you unsuccessful, Prue—’


‘Do you ever feel like you’re due for something better?’ I ask. ‘Like, things haven’t been great so you’re almost . . . owed an improvement? I turn thirty in December, and there’s this voice in the back of my head that’s constantly reminding me of it, forcing me to think about what I’m missing.’

Delia looks confused. ‘Your life is hardly bad, Prue.’

She’s right. I know she’s right, and yet it doesn’t make me feel any better.

‘You almost have a veterinary degree,’ she offers.

‘Almost a veterinary degree. And almost a wedding with Joseph.’ I sigh. ‘I finished top of my class in school because my mother wouldn’t accept anything less. Because my brother had done so terribly, and she wouldn’t let me ruin my life like he was ruining his. And then he started writing books and suddenly she’s telling him how proud she is. How intelligent he is. She had no time for me then, and she has no time for me now. And now I’m the one whose life isn’t going so well and my mother is nowhere to be found.’

Delia edges forward. ‘P . . .’

‘Never mind. Forget I said anything.’

Delia waits for a moment. ‘Want me to give her next restaurant a bad review?’ she asks, with a sly smile. ‘I could say the food was bland, or the sauce didn’t match the main. Maybe the meat was undercooked?’

‘That’s thoughtful of you,’ I say. ‘But I know how often Nico takes you to the Balmain restaurant. Don’t pretend you don’t love her food.’

She appears sheepish. ‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t be. She’s talented, and people love her. I get it. She and Ben have that in common.’

She lets me stew before bringing him back into the conversation. ‘So, where is he touring this time?’

‘New York.’


His latest release is about a young, cash-strapped bartender, with hopes of making it as a dancer, who meets a famous musician and is suddenly swept up in a world of fame and fortune. It’s selling thousands of copies a week, apparently.

‘Well, I’ve heard New York isn’t great this time of year anyway. It’s too cold to do anything, and there’s garbage everywhere.’

I appreciate her efforts.

Lachie brings over a stick, and Delia and I take turns throwing it for him. The quiet stretch allows my mind to drift. Wander. Assess. I’m almost thirty and I have no idea what I’m doing with my life. I’ve got no direction, and I’ve quite possibly ruined someone’s engagement – someone’s relationship.

‘Thirty isn’t a big deal, you know,’ Delia says.

‘That’s because you had your shit together at thirty. You had a degree, and a career, and a husband,’ I say, hands on hips. ‘And I’ve got . . .’

Delia pulls me in for a hug. ‘You’ve got me—’

I shimmy out of her grip. ‘I’m crashing at my brother’s place and I’m spending my Saturday morning taking his dog to the vet because he has a rash on his penis. A rash I could’ve diagnosed myself, but because I need a prescription for the cream, I needed to bring him down here. On a Saturday.’

Delia’s expression softens, but she remains silent.

‘Just thought things might start to improve, that’s all.’ I shove a hand in my pocket. ‘If you tell anyone I said these things, I’ll deny it. I don’t even know why I’m saying anything.’

She gives me a knowing smile. And then, ever the optimist, Delia tries to offer up a positive spin. ‘At least Ben charges you cheap rent,’ she says. ‘Most people would kill for that.’

I look sideways at her, and she raises her hands. ‘Sorry.’

‘There’s something about that wedding I just can’t get away from. Something about it that felt . . .’


‘That felt?’ Delia prompts.

‘I don’t know. I felt something there,’ I say. ‘I’m not saying I thought Hugh was true love or anything. I mean, it was a surprise that I enjoyed his company so much, given how much we talked about fish.’

Delia cringes.

‘But if you’d asked me at the wedding? I would’ve told you that it was something. That it might’ve led somewhere.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’

‘A stupid thought, in hindsight.’

‘You’re never stupid,’ she says.

‘And now with all this gossiping . . .’ I say. ‘I don’t like the idea of other people thinking that I knew he was engaged. The idea that people are talking about me like I’m some kind of harlot.’

‘Who cares what strangers think?’ Delia asks.

I care, I want to scream. I care about what strangers think.

‘If they were saying nice things, I wouldn’t care. But they’re probably saying things that aren’t true.’

‘P,’ Delia starts. ‘You really have to stop thinking about it so much.’

‘It’s almost impossible, D. I’m alone most of the time and I hate that – of course my mind wanders. Of course I can’t stop thinking about that wedding.’

Pause. ‘What do you mean you’re alone most of the time?’

I fidget, angling my body away from her. ‘Nothing. Forget I said anything.’

She watches me for a time. Just when I think she’s going to say something, she reaches inside her handbag and plucks out a notepad and pencil. ‘I know what we can do.’

It takes a moment before I realise what this means, and then I groan. ‘A to-do list? Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t need a list.’


‘You just said you were stressed about your life—’

‘I don’t think I used the word stressed.’

‘You’re certainly stressing about your thirtieth, even though it’s not until December,’ she says. ‘And even though your life is perfectly fine, I’m making you this list.’

‘Seriously?’

Delia is defensive. ‘They work for me.’

‘You put them on your fridge,’ I say. ‘For all to see.’

‘It keeps me accountable.’

‘Nico makes fun of you for them. At any opportunity.’

The mention of Nico triggers something in Delia; she grows silent, despondent. Before long, she directs us back to the list. ‘I’m writing them down,’ she says. ‘Laugh all you want.’

I glance at the paper.


I don’t want to be alone anymore.


‘Jesus, D,’ I say. ‘It’s embarrassing when you write it on paper like that. Makes me sound really pathetic.’

Delia gives me a look.

‘Okay, fine. Keep it there.’

She leans forward to write again.


I don’t want to live with my brother anymore.


‘I can’t put this on the fridge if I live with him.’

‘But he’s hardly ever home.’

‘Fair.’


I don’t want to work at the call centre anymore.


My eyes scan the third goal. ‘Interesting.’


‘You don’t like admitting you work there,’ she says. ‘And you’ve been meaning to go back to uni and study anyway. I’m just joining the dots.’

There’s something about the way she assumes I’ll go back to my degree that bothers me. What if I never go back? What will Delia think then?

‘I feel foolish talking to people about Love on the Line,’ I admit. ‘I fell into it. I didn’t work for it. I didn’t obtain a degree for it. I applied online and did the training. I’m doing something lots of people could do. I hate that.’

Delia disagrees. ‘It’s very admirable, what you do.’

We’ve had this conversation too many times before. I glance down at the list of goals. ‘I’m not using this,’ I say.

‘Yes, you are.’

‘I’m not putting this on our fridge.’

Delia sighs and leans close. Her voice is low. ‘Prue, you slept with an engaged man last weekend. After he compared your outfit to a fish.’

I pause, and then snatch the piece of paper from her notepad. ‘Fine.’

 

Friday night, three weeks after the wedding, I accompany Delia to a media awards event in the city and spend most of the evening avoiding her colleagues. They whisper – all of them. Behind their hands and in darkened corners, and when they think I’m not looking, they watch me. Stare at me. I’m the woman who slept with Thomas’s brother, and they’re fuelled by the curiosity.

I’m wearing another hired dress, this one better suited to my body shape and the colour less noticeable. A high-necked, belted, dark grey number. It stops just below the knee and I’ve paired it with tan ankle boots.


Delia uses the event to break in a new outfit – an olive-green tailored suit with black stilettos. With her jet-black hair loose and wavy down the middle of her back, she’s quite striking tonight, and it makes me think what that kind of outfit might look like on me.

When the event formalities are completed, mingling commences. Delia darts off to find a bathroom, and Thomas appears out of nowhere. His shirt is a ghastly shade of pink and his tie is the colour of bubblegum.

‘I’ve told my therapist all about you,’ Thomas says. ‘She tells me I’m not to blame for what happened at the wedding.’

His tongue slips out to lick his lips, and I want to tell him that I don’t care about his therapist, or what she said to him. I want to tell him it wasn’t my fault.

Instead, I glance around to find Delia but realise she’s been eaten up by the crowd.

Thomas continues. ‘She tells me that what happened with my brother was a result of his own choices.’ Voice softening, he says, ‘He’s an adult, Prue. And he made a mistake. And now he’s dealing with the fallout.’

‘Interesting.’

‘Mmm, indeed.’ Thomas empties his glass and places it on a nearby table. Only now do I notice that the tablecloths are the same colour as those used at Thomas and Gillian’s wedding – some sort of washed grey, purposely crumpled in texture.

Thomas talks again. ‘I’ve been meaning to speak with you all night, actually,’ he says. ‘You know Thomas loves to chat.’ He reaches out and places a sympathetic hand on my shoulder. I suddenly feel itchy and confined, as if his hand were permanently attached to me.

A little pout of his lower lip tells me that Thomas is embarrassed for me.


‘It’s fine, really,’ I say.

Thomas stretches out an arm, exhaling. ‘Hugh doesn’t blame you for what happened, you know,’ he says. ‘He wanted me to tell you that.’

I perk up, suddenly interested. ‘He did? Hugh . . . talked about me?’

‘Oh.’ His shoulders stiffen. ‘Well, actually, no.’ He chuckles, raising a hand to his mouth. ‘Thomas is cheeky sometimes, isn’t he? No, Hugh didn’t know I’d be seeing you here tonight. But if he did, I’m sure he would’ve asked me to tell you that.’

‘Ah, well, it doesn’t really bother me either way,’ I say.

Thomas holds my gaze, and then looks away. ‘Right. Well, you are quite the talk of the family,’ he says. ‘Cousin Stephen doesn’t think Hugh deserves to be happy, after what he did.’

I’m not even sure who that is, but it hurts. My chest pinches.

‘But cousin Stephen smells a bit like a sofa, so no one really listens to him anyway.’ He smiles, and the nicety is unsettling.

‘Okay, well, thank you. But we don’t need to keep talking about the wedding, do we?’ I ask.

I thought things would’ve gone back to normal by now. I wanted them to go back to normal. No more talk about Hugh and the wedding. No more worrying about whether Hugh’s wedding will be cancelled, or if his fiancée has returned the ring. Is it cancelled? Has she returned it? Why do I care so much? Why is this still keeping me up at night?

Thomas and I both spot Delia at the same time, chatting to a waiter nearby. I want to wave her over, but it’s like she’s forgotten all about me.

‘You and Delia are awfully close, aren’t you?’ Thomas asks.

‘We are.’

‘You’re always her plus one at these things.’

‘Yes.’


‘Lucky you.’ Thomas hums, taps his heels together. ‘You know, I think we see you more than we see ol’ Doctor Nico.’ He’s got that toothy grin that irks me so much it makes my stomach clench. I wonder if Thomas knows that Nico doesn’t like him; I wonder if he knows Delia detests working for him.

‘Not that I’m complaining,’ Thomas says. ‘Nico ain’t the easiest guy to have a conversation with, is he?’

I’m assessing the mischievous, lopsided smile on Thomas’s face, the slight laugh, and I realise I’m not the only one who isn’t a fan of Nico. How can I be, when he’s never around? Nico cancels on Delia every chance he gets, and he always uses his job as an excuse. Delia will never admit it, but every time Nico cancels their plans, he’s hurting her. I’ve long suspected they spend more time apart than together.

When Thomas smacks his lips together, it’s the final straw. I point to the bar and mimic an apologetic sigh. ‘I’m actually going to get a drink—’

Thomas cuts me off. ‘Oh great, I’ll join you. Feeling a bit parched myself,’ he says, trailing behind me. My shoulders tense.

Thomas quickens his pace to keep up with me. ‘Winning always makes me feel a little dehydrated. Can you believe we won, Prue? Us. Little old us. Independent magazine of the year. And for the fourth time. Wow. It really is an amazing feeling. Thomas is struggling to believe it.’

He starts reciting his acceptance speech again. ‘I mean, to think that when I started working for this magazine, it was making a loss and it was on the brink of receivership, and now, ten years later, here we are.’ He raises his arms and motions around the room.

I already know how much Delia is going to hate work on Monday. Another award for Thomas to brag about at the company; another moment where Thomas will take all of the credit. Delia puts in more effort than Thomas every day of the week, and he’s too obsessed with himself to notice. If I were any drunker, I might say something.

‘What would you like?’ The bartender leans in, his fingers behind his ear as he strains to hear us over the crowd.

‘I’ll have a pinot, please. Two.’ I fear I’m shouting. The bartender nods and begins preparing my order. Thomas pretends to recoil, his hands rising in defence.

‘Two glasses? Careful there, Prue. You know I’m married, right?’ he says, and then he throws his head back in a laugh.

‘You know I only go for engaged men, Thomas.’

He laughs again. Does he have extra teeth? Seems like it. God, they’re white. How are they so white?

I glance across at Delia again. She has been talking to that waiter for an awfully long time. I’m starting to wonder if she knows him – maybe she’s friends with him – but then she touches him gently, a slight caress of his shoulder. The movement is awkward, clunky even, but this is what she does when she drinks – she gets flirty. And she’s doing that thing she does when she’s in a good mood, biting her lip and tapping her toes on the floor.

When someone passes her and she tries to step out of the way, she stumbles slightly and spills her drink. Her ankles look like they’re about to give way beneath her.

The clumsy drunk is about to make a fool of herself. ‘Excuse me,’ I say.

I snatch my drinks and manoeuvre away from Thomas, navigating through the crowd. I bump into a few guests, clip a few elbows. Someone clicks their tongue at me.

When I reach Delia, I realise how drunk she actually is. Too-far-gone drunk. Must-be-on-drink-number-eleven drunk. I haven’t seen her like this in years.

‘Prudence, there you are,’ she says, placing a hand on my chest. ‘Been meaning to ask you about this hire dress. Another one. You could’ve just worn something from your cupboard and saved yourself the debt. And yet here you are, wearing something expensive again.’

She laughs; I don’t.

‘Although, your boobs do look great in the dress. Absolutely fantastic. What’s your secret?’

The waiter slips away; Delia doesn’t even notice.

‘Is it the bra?’ she asks, worming her hand around to my back. She tries to reach inside my dress. ‘What brand is it?’

I’ve got a drink in each hand, so I can’t pull her off me. I shimmy my body and dart out of the way. ‘Stop trying to feel me up.’

Delia smiles, and then glances down at my hands. ‘Oh, is one of those for me?’ she asks, analysing my drinks.

‘Actually, no.’ I discard the first glass on a table. Delia staggers when I grab her forearm. ‘Come on, let’s go outside. Just us two.’

It’s like dragging some kind of noodle. Her arms are flopping around, her legs won’t hold her up and she’s lost one of her heels.

Outside is balmy, but pleasant. The lighting is dull, a few floor lamps scattered across the space. Some palm trees in terracotta pots. There is a slight chill in the air, and it is alarmingly busy out here, given how small the space is. Along the railing, a group of young women pose for a selfie, and beside them their partners stand despondent – bored.

‘This is nice, isn’t it,’ Delia remarks, glancing around the balcony. ‘Warm and toasty, though. She’s a bit humid tonight, isn’t she?’

‘You might need a seat,’ I say.

There are none free, but a man nearby is merely scrolling on his phone. I tap his shoulder and ask him to move.

‘But I’m sitting here,’ he notes, voice flat.

I gesture at Delia. ‘My friend is a health and safety hazard and you’re sitting on your phone, alone. Can you get off this bench, please?’ I ask. He grumbles, but slides off and walks away.


Delia flops down, her eyelids fluttering. ‘I haven’t even had that many drinks, you know.’

‘Right.’

‘Promise,’ she responds, tapping the side of her nose. Her laugh morphs into a snort. ‘Isn’t it kind of funny?’

‘What?’

‘Last time we were out together, you were the one who got drunk. And now . . .’ She points to her own face.

‘Do you need an Uber?’ I ask.

Her ponytail flick, flick, flicks as she shakes her head. ‘Sorry I left you alone with Thomas,’ she says. ‘Yeek. You poor thing.’ She glimpses my drink again. ‘Can I have that?’

‘No.’

Her shoulders slump and her lower lip sags. ‘Bummer.’

I slide onto the now-vacant seat next to her and grab her left hand, running my fingers along hers. The first thing I notice is how smooth it is, how soft her skin is. Like a baby at a newborn photoshoot.

But then I realise Delia isn’t wearing her wedding ring. I glance down. Her hand looks bare without it – lonely. I’m not sure what to make of this.

Delia nods off and I tap the side of her cheek to wake her. She rises a little, her eyes still misty.

‘D, where’s your wedding ring?’

When she looks down at her finger, she grows still. She peers at the ring finger, and then up at me again. ‘Oh, God. P, I’m not wearing my wedding ring.’

‘Where is it? Did you lose it?’

Her mouth forms a thin line. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘You forgot to wear it?’

‘Must have,’ she says. ‘That’s sort of odd, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is.’


I’ve never seen Delia without her wedding ring. Ever. It’s glued to her hand morning and night. She doesn’t take it off when she goes swimming or starts gardening. She doesn’t take it off in the shower. She doesn’t remove it, ever. Why isn’t she wearing it tonight? Has something happened with Nico? I must squash the selfish part of my brain that feels a little excited at this idea.

‘I hope I didn’t lose it.’ Delia’s staring at her fingers again. ‘Do you think Nico would be mad?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Where is Nico tonight anyway?’

I know the answer already, of course, but I can’t help fishing for information from a drunk Delia. Did they have a fight? Is she sick of his company?

But when Delia retracts her hand from mine, her face hardens and she acts like she’s been sliced. ‘The hospital,’ she says, her voice clipped. ‘I told you.’ Her eyes are focused and her mouth is set.

‘Okay.’

‘You think I lied? You think he just didn’t want to come?’

Yes.

‘Well, you’re wrong,’ she insists, as if reading my mind. Her forehead pinches and her voice grows loud. ‘He had to work, P. Okay? I’m not lying when I say he can’t come. Everyone always looks at me like I’m lying when I say Nico can’t come. When I tell people I’ll be bringing you instead. I’m not lying, okay? He has to work—’

I cut her off. ‘It’s okay, D. I believe you, okay? Just breathe. Take a breath.’

It is rapid, how fast she nods. Her cheeks puff out as she inhales and then exhales. She repeats the action.

‘Sorry,’ she says eventually. ‘It just frustrates me.’

‘I know,’ I say.

As she rubs her nose with the back of her hand, Delia hiccups twice.


‘You’re going to be very hungover tomorrow,’ I say. ‘I don’t envy you.’

‘I don’t envy me either,’ she says. There is no joy in her flat smile. ‘There’s nothing worth envying in my life, is there?’

I frown, confused. ‘What?’

Delia just leans down and rests her head on my shoulder. She sniffles, rubs her nose again and snuggles in to me. For a moment I think she’s fallen asleep, and then she shuffles a little and sighs.

‘Have I told you your boobs look great in that dress?’ she asks.











FEBRUARY




@SarahMareeEden Welcome to 30 years of debt @billyeden. Just picked up the keys to our DREAM HOME. Removalists are coming tomorrow so we’re sleeping on the floor tonight with tinned soup for dinner and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love doing life with you #keys #house #homeowners #adults


@DaisyF What better way to celebrate turning 30 than a trip away with my gorgeous girls. Thanks to these ladies for organising an amazing getaway weekend. Can we do it all again soon??? #besties #proudfriend #family #love


@Paul_Swarmst Last Sunday session with the lads before I head to South America for a year. The hangover on the plane tomorrow will be worth every pint #sundaysesh #holiday #yeahtheboys











 




It’s Saturday afternoon at Love on the Line, and I’m thinking about food and a glass of wine. I’m thinking about how alone I am. I’m thinking about Joseph. Sometimes the phone rings and it’s another person who is just as alone as I am. Sometimes they cry. Sometimes they hang up after mere minutes.

My colleague Ryan sits beside me, his headset fixed to his ear. He’s short but built, with a pointed nose and hair that is always flattened with gel. In addition to being quick-witted and sharp, he likes to wear clothes that are both extravagant and oversized. Today is his final day of module training, and in a brief moment between online lessons Ryan opens an audition notice on his computer and asks me if I think he could pull off playing a teenager.

‘I’m told I have a circular face,’ he says, rubbing his chin. ‘Round. Youthful.’

I stare at him. Really stare. I assess the four o’clock stubble and the bushy eyebrows, the thick layer of hair atop his hands. ‘Aren’t you thirty-two?’

He pauses. ‘Everyone looks younger on the screen,’ he says, scanning the notice.

Ryan works afternoon and night shifts at the call centre so he has time to attend acting auditions. He’s now surpassed three months at the company, and in the time I’ve known him, he’s secured zero acting roles. He blames it on his height, because he’s only five foot and all the love interests are taller than him.

‘What’s this one for?’ I ask, rolling my chair across to him.

‘A post-apocalyptic film,’ he recites. ‘Filming in Buenos Aires.’

I check the notice. ‘They’re looking for a sixteen-year-old male.’ I look sideways at him. ‘Who speaks fluent Spanish.’

Ryan frowns. ‘So?’

Suddenly my phone erupts and all talk of Ryan’s audition ceases. ‘Love on the Line, this is Prue,’ I say.

It’s a teenage girl – pregnant, alone, sitting on the kerb outside her parents’ house because they’ve changed the locks on their front door and now she can’t get in.

‘They’ve taken all my stuff,’ she says. ‘And I know they’re home, but they’re not answering and I’m royally screwed.’

‘Why don’t you start by telling me your name?’ I ask. And she tells me it’s Meryl, like the actress.

‘Meryl Streep?’

‘Of course Meryl Streep. Who else would it be?’ she snaps. ‘Sorry. That was rude.’

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘Is there anywhere else you could stay? Any friends, or perhaps other family members?’

‘I could, but I shouldn’t have to. They can just change the locks? Just like that? And I’m expected to sit out here while they hoard all my stuff?’

A key part of Love on the Line’s online modules, and the supervised training, is understanding that you can’t necessarily solve everyone’s problems. We are here to create a safe space for callers to raise their concerns. There’s something about talking to a complete stranger that can bring them comfort, and so sometimes the best thing we can do is simply keep them talking.

‘I’m going to try the window,’ she says, determined. ‘I’m not showing yet. I can fit.’


Breaking and entering is not something we want to encourage. ‘What if you try speaking with them again tomorrow?’ I suggest. ‘Stay with a friend tonight, someone you trust, and then tomorrow come back and try the door again. They might have calmed down, and you can say to them that if they don’t plan on welcoming you in the family, the least they can do is let you collect your belongings.’

She huffs, frustrated. ‘Can’t believe they changed the locks.’

‘I know.’

‘If I go through the window, I’d be in and out in only a few minutes.’

‘What will your parents do if they find you sneaking in?’

She huffs again, and I’m assuming the answer is not a good one.

‘Try talking to them again tomorrow,’ I say. ‘As long as you have someone you can stay with tonight?’

‘I do.’

‘Somewhere safe?’

‘Yes, somewhere safe.’

This is the hardest part of the job. You can help, and you can aid. You can advise. But when they hang up, you often never find out anything further. You catch them at a small moment in their life – a snippet – and then you move on to the next caller. And because of that, all of these calls hurt in some capacity. You can’t do this job and not be affected by the calls you receive. Each time you pick up that phone, you have no idea what’s waiting for you at the other end.

After Meryl, a drunk man calls and proposes to me because he feels he has no other option. A widowed woman rings to talk about her deceased husband. An elderly gent phones in to discuss his daughter’s marriage, which appears to be on the rocks. My dad calls me, just to ask how my week has been, and to remind me to take a break for dinner.

This might not be a job that I ever imagined I’d have – it certainly isn’t a job I realised anyone could have – but if you take out the prank callers, the abusive callers, and the people who only want to complain about something that was entirely their fault, you get the people who this helpline was created for. Every day, people call through who are sitting at home, usually alone, and they’re miserable. Maybe their wife died, or their child died, or they’ve lost their house and they’re sleeping in a motel. Maybe they can’t afford therapy, or they don’t want to go, and they feel they have no one they can talk to. Their thoughts spiral and sometimes the only thing stopping them from making a grave decision is calling us and speaking with a total stranger about why they’re lonely. It’s haunting work, but it feels worthwhile.

‘Prue. A word please?’

I swivel. Our boss Rafe hovers by my desk, one thin, pale hand buried deep inside his pocket and the other adjusting his tie. He’s the only person in the office who wears a suit.

‘Of course,’ I say.

He stretches a finger towards his office as if I don’t know where it is. Before we go inside, he turns to Ryan and pats him on the shoulder. His lips thin out into a sly smile. ‘Ryan Sheffield, our determined actor, hello. How are you doing?’

Ryan smiles. ‘Great.’

‘Good to hear. Hope those auditions are going well, hey?’

‘Very well,’ he says, although he is trying his best to hide a grimace.

‘Fantastic,’ Rafe says. ‘You know I love a dogged artist. And hey, happy end of probation, Ryan. Three months! Your final day of the online modules. An amazing feat. Congratulations.’

‘Oh, thank you.’

‘No,’ Rafe says, serious. ‘Thank you. And you know what this means, don’t you? Some quality one-on-one supervised training with me. My favourite part of the job. Can’t wait to pass on all this wisdom.’


He taps his head before breaking away from Ryan and leading me into his office. He leaves the door open and I take a seat. ‘First off, how are you?’ he asks, sitting at his desk and resting his chin in his hands. ‘How is our lovely Prudence this evening?’

‘I’m good.’ When I look down at Rafe’s desk, I notice he’s recently purchased a name plate – silver, smooth, with fine writing in italics. Rafe Olofsson, Managing Director & Lead Trainer & Chief Supervisor.

‘Yeah? Good? That’s great. I’m glad. Been meaning to check in with you. Circle back. Regroup. You know we love your work here. A top-performing employee and colleague. You’re very well respected here.’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’

Rafe’s praise is flattering, but it’s frequent and not always genuine. He likes to attend seminars about business management and leadership excellence, and loves reciting all the phrases from the pamphlets. He’s learnt the importance of compassion, understanding and encouragement. Anything he says to me, I know he says to the others as well. Ryan and I like to compare notes sometimes, when we’re four drinks into a post-work dinner.

‘It’s good to have some one-on-one time, just you and me. Don’t you think?’ he asks. He doesn’t give me time to answer. ‘Anything you want to chat about? You know I love to bounce ideas around, think creatively. Push ourselves,’ he says. ‘Anything you want to raise with me? You know you can always come to me.’

I pause, unsure why I’m in here. ‘No, I’m okay.’

He nods, smiling. ‘Good stuff, Prue. Good stuff.’ He’s using his computer now, and clicks his mouse a couple of times. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to stay here, or if we’re done now. He runs a hand through his ashen hair, and it flops to the other side of his head.

‘I just wanted to chat to you about some emails we’ve received in the inbox,’ he says. ‘Nothing too terrible, just a little awkward and personal.’


My throat constricts. ‘Emails? From who?’

He puts on his glasses, leaning closer to his screen. ‘Let’s see. Just opening the company inbox here. The general one from the website. Not my own personal one.’

‘Okay.’

‘And don’t worry about these, okay, Prue? I’m going to delete them after we chat, so no one else can read them. There’s no need to be worried at all. This is a safe space. You know that, right?’

‘What are these emails?’

‘Ah,’ he says, sheepish. ‘Well, according to our inbox, you did something you perhaps shouldn’t have done, and now some people feel rather aggrieved by it.’

My face grows hot. My stomach pains for a split second. ‘Sorry?’

Rafe checks his computer. ‘Yes. An email from . . . Let me just find it . . . Ah, Florencia and Juno. Do you know them? Doesn’t matter, really. They’re friends with someone called . . . Melanie. And they want you to know that they think you’re a . . .’ He raises his pointer fingers to make air quotes. ‘Quote unquote whore for sleeping with Melanie’s fiancé.’

I blink.

‘Their words, not mine.’ Rafe holds my gaze, as if to check I’ve heard him. ‘Just reading out what the email says here . . . I would never describe anyone as a whore.’

‘Is this a joke?’

Rafe grimaces. ‘I don’t joke. Not a great skill of mine, if I’m being honest with you, Prue.’

My face grows hot and blotchy, so warm I want to strip my skin off. ‘They really said those things?’ I ask, trying to see the computer from across the desk. Rafe shifts his screen, angling it away from me.

‘Yes, they did,’ he says.

‘How did they find out where I work?’

Rafe doesn’t answer.


‘I can’t believe they called me a whore.’

Rafe peers at the email once more. ‘They also called you a . . . fat ugly bitch.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Again, their words. Not mine. Just want to make that clear. I’ll be emailing HR a rundown of our meeting today, just in case you get confused about who said what, and so we have a wrap-up of the meeting for our reference.’

‘They really sent you this?’ I ask.

‘Yes.’

‘About hating me?’

Rafe nibbles on his lower lip. ‘Well, the wedding is off.’

My gut drops. ‘It’s off?’

Cringing, Rafe says, ‘It’s off. The whole thing. Venue cancelled, wedding dress returned.’ He leans in, as if whispering a secret. ‘Apparently Melanie’s fiancé has moved into an apartment above a taco restaurant over near Kings Cross Station. Sounds tragic, the whole thing.’

Well, there it is – confirmation. Hugh’s one night with me has ruined his entire relationship. I should’ve known, after Delia’s suspicion, but to hear it confirmed is another thing.

‘You know we have a company psychologist on call if you need to talk to someone,’ Rafe says. ‘And there’s the terrace as well, if you need some fresh air. It’s really lovely this time of year.’

‘They really said the wedding is off?’ I ask.

Rafe nods.

‘Can I read the emails?’

Rafe winces. ‘It’s best you don’t.’

‘Well, we need to reply. Set the record straight,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know about Melanie, and I don’t like the idea of these people believing lies about me. If you could pass me the keyboard—’

‘Ah, no. Not a great idea, Prue. Let’s not use company accounts for personal exchanges.’ His voice is sterner than usual, and I instantly feel ashamed. ‘And now that we’ve talked about this I’m just going to go ahead and’ – he concentrates on his computer, clicks the mouse a few times, taps the keyboard once – ‘delete them all. Forever. Gone from the inbox. Gone from the recycling bin. Done.’

He leans across the desk. ‘Try not to get too down about it,’ he says, patting my hand. ‘I looked him up online and his last name is Sprawner. Did you know that? Spraw-ner. Melanie dodged a bullet, don’t you think?’

 

The doorbell rings while I’m trying to pop a pimple. It’s humid, I’m not wearing any pants, and the pimple wasn’t ready to be popped, so now my forehead has a red lump and I’m angry at myself.

The doorbell rings again.

‘I’m coming!’ I shout.

I’m not coming. I haven’t even moved. But now that my forehead is enraged, I’m splashing some water on it and trying to pat the pimple away.

Ring ring.

‘Just a second!’ I glance at myself in the mirror and briefly wonder if my eyes are a bit too far apart and I’m only just noticing that fact. Am I an ugly person? Is that why Joseph left?

Ring ring.

‘Okay, now I’m coming.’

I sniff a dress that’s draped over my bed. Still good. When the doorbell rings once more, I’m wondering if it’s a salesman on the other side. What if I’ve spent all this time rushing to the door and it’s for someone on the other side who thinks I have money? I’ll just have to close it again.

Lachie barks and I shush him, nudging him away from the door.


When I find Hugh standing outside, it throws me – startles me enough that I have to take a step back. That mop of tousled brown hair is the last thing I suspected I’d see when I opened my front door.

He offers a smile, sheepish. ‘Hi,’ he says, with a slight wave. His shorts are rolled up above the knees, and his unbuttoned linen shirt exposes some chest hair.

Lachie greets him with a pant and a bark and Hugh bends down for a quick pat. ‘Lachie, hi.’

I regret throwing on this dress. It’s patterned with fruit, and I’m not even wearing make-up. Hugh is going to realise how far apart my eyes are. He’s going to see my greasy hair, and the red lump on my forehead. He’s going to notice I tried to pop a pimple that wasn’t ready to be popped.

‘Lachie, stop. Let him come inside,’ I say, and it prompts him to sit, tail wagging. I turn back to Hugh. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Sorry to turn up like this,’ he says. ‘I thought about calling, but I don’t have your number.’ He lets out a slight chuckle and fidgets with his hands.

I don’t respond but open the door wider. He follows me inside, and is forced to pat Lachie again for a couple of minutes until the dog is satisfied with the attention.

Hugh glances around the living room, his eyebrows rising. I notice him eyeing off the oat-coloured wool rug, expansive across the entire length of the room. His eyes move to the black sofas, the flat-screen television, and then, finally, the arched timber roofing in the corner.

‘Looks different in daylight,’ he says.

I turn to the nearby table and busy myself with some letters and bills. ‘Is there . . . Do you need something, or . . .?’

‘I’ve lost my watch.’ He raises his left hand and gestures to his bare wrist. ‘I’ve been looking for weeks. I thought it was at my old apartment, but it’s not, and then I thought I lost it. But I remember wearing it at the wedding. I was in such a rush to leave here the next morning, I can’t actually remember if I had it on me.’

‘Oh.’

‘Do you know if I had it on when I left?’

My memory is blurry. ‘No. And I haven’t seen it, sorry.’

He nods.

‘But . . . we can look, if you want?’

Hugh’s posture loosens. ‘That’d be great. I’ve been searching for it everywhere. And I didn’t even think about your place, but Thomas suggested I check—’

I drop the letters and lead him further into the house. ‘It’s fine, really,’ I say, turning away from him.

‘If you have to be somewhere, I can come back.’

I shake my head. ‘I’m meeting my dad for dinner, but that’s later.’ I glance back just in time to catch Hugh’s smile. ‘Bedroom, right?’ I suggest. ‘We can start there.’

He follows me through the house, up the stairs and towards the back of the property. ‘This place makes me want to burn mine down,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘The size of this house is unbelievable. Is there a pool?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jealous,’ he says. ‘What about a tennis court?’

I give him a look and he shrugs, unapologetic. ‘Thought there might’ve been. Do you mind me asking how much rent you pay?’

‘What makes you think I rent this place? I could own it.’

He catches my attention with a grasp of my hand, his eyes narrowed. ‘Do you?’

I smile. ‘No, of course I rent,’ I say, and then I can’t help but lie. ‘Three hundred a week.’

His eyes bulge. ‘Bargain. I pay that for my studio in Kings Cross.’


Now I’m worried he’s going to look for rentals nearby. I’m concerned I’m going to see him on the street one day when I’m walking Lachie. Maybe I’ll spot someone on the beach next summer and think, That torso looks familiar. And it’ll be Hugh, my new neighbour.

When we pass the bookshelves in the hallway, his attention diverts. ‘Hold up a sec,’ he calls out, plucking a few textbooks from the bottom shelf. ‘I recognise a couple of these,’ he adds, grinning. He sits down and grasps a textbook – Introduction to the Biology of Marine Life – and it jogs the memory.

‘Ah, I took an elective in marine.’

‘Really? And? Did you love it?’

‘Hmm. It was . . . interesting.’

‘You’re lying,’ he remarks with a laugh.

‘Yeah, I am. It was my worst subject,’ I admit.

He clutches his chest. ‘God, that hurts. Your worst subject?’

‘I know, I know. Worse than chemistry, which I was surprisingly good at.’

‘Chemistry?’ he cries. ‘God, I needed a tutor to get through those subjects. Spent the whole semester wanting to stab my eyes out with my pen.’

He’s flicking through the textbook, running his hands over the pages. Smiling. ‘I spent a lot of time studying this book. Hours, late at night, making palm card after palm card after palm card.’

His expression is something quite captivating – I recognise the adoration in the furrow of his forehead, and the reverence in his quiet, unassuming nature. How easily he folds his body over that textbook, like he must’ve done countless times before.

‘You can have it if you want. I won’t be needing it again.’

‘I’ve still got mine,’ he says, grinning. ‘Just haven’t pulled it out in a while.’

He’s so in love with what he does for a living, and each time I see it, I’m reminded of how I don’t feel that way. Not at the call centre, or at university. Did I ever pore over a textbook as delicately as Hugh is doing now?

No, I didn’t. Not ever. I spent four years in college striving for top marks, and I’m not sure I was ever doing it for myself.

I sit down on the floor with him, cross-legged and so close our knees are almost touching. ‘Why did you decide to study it? Marine biology?’

He glances up, snaps the textbook shut. ‘Because I’ve always loved it. Don’t you find it fascinating, that there’s this whole world under the water that so many of us know nothing about? Thousands of living things are down there that we’re still trying to understand. I think I’ve always had an interest in it, so it was a bit of a no-brainer.’

‘Right.’

‘I’d do it all over again, if I could.’

‘You’d go back to university?’

‘Oh yeah, in a heartbeat,’ he says. ‘Wouldn’t you?’

I laugh. ‘Well, I didn’t even finish the first time.’

He realises his error. ‘Yeah, sorry, I forgot about that for a moment. Four years in, so close,’ he says.

‘I know.’

He pauses and shifts closer. ‘So, why did you decide to study it? Vet science?’

I stumble with the answer; it’s not a question anyone has ever asked me before. And it’s certainly not something I’ve ever asked myself. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘It’s a real commitment, vet science. My aunty is a vet, did I mention? I remember her talking about how long the study took. Undergrad and honours. Maybe even more? I’m not really sure, but I know it’s an awfully long time. You must’ve loved something about it.’


‘I loved seeing my mother’s face when I told her I was accepted into the course.’

Hugh frowns, and I realise the answer is not the right one. I feel compelled to fix this. ‘And yeah, of course. Animals, I love. Sure. All sorts of animals. Maybe not fish – sorry to say it – but animals on land? I’d be excited to work with them. To help them.’

There’s scepticism in his expression, and maybe he’s figuring out why I didn’t make it to the end of my degree. He places the textbook back on the shelf. ‘Work is what I like to focus on when other things in my life aren’t going so well,’ he says.

Great. Now I’m thinking of Melanie and the wedding and the fact that Hugh is now living above a taco restaurant.

‘I know about your fiancée,’ I mutter.

Hugh’s jaw hardens for a moment, and then he forces a smile. ‘Ah.’ He deflates a little and runs a hand through his hair.

‘I feel pretty awful about it all,’ I confess.

He shakes his head and tells me not to be sorry. ‘Everything that happened was my fault.’

‘I heard your wedding was cancelled.’

‘It was.’ His tone implies a heightened level of sheepishness.

‘I should be angry at you,’ I point out. ‘For hiding it. For staying over and then rushing out the door. For telling me to keep us a secret. It made me feel like crap when I found out.’

‘I know. I should’ve told you.’

‘Yes, you should’ve told me,’ I respond, eager to tell him what I’ve been feeling all these weeks. ‘It made me feel so small. And your poor fiancée. I’d hate to be cheated on like that. Everyone knows.’

Hugh is quiet, sombre.

‘Cheating on your fiancée is a really terrible thing to do.’

He doesn’t say anything.

‘But I’m sure you’ve realised that,’ I say. ‘You look like you have, anyway.’


He appears despondent. ‘Sorry for rushing out the door the next morning. And for asking you to keep it a secret. I’m sorry for a lot of things, Prue.’

I catch his eye. ‘Well, I’m sorry your engagement didn’t work out.’

He searches my face for a split second. ‘Thank you.’

We fall into a silence, neither of us wanting to move from our positions on the floor. It feels comfortable, having him here.

‘So, romance books, huh?’ he asks. His head tilts, a common quirk I’m now picking up on.

I frown. ‘What?’

He tilts his head towards the bookcase again, and he runs his hands along the spines of a few of Ben’s books. ‘You own a lot of them.’ The corner of his mouth twitches. ‘And all by the same author, it seems.’

‘Oh, they’re not mine.’

That piques his interest. ‘Roommate?’

Nod. ‘My brother, Ben,’ I say. ‘He’s the author, actually.’

‘Interesting,’ he says, putting two and two together. ‘And you live with Ben? Your brother?’

I nod again. ‘He’s away a lot and needs someone to help with the dog. And the house. He pretty much begged me to move in with him. Wouldn’t really take no for an answer . . .’

Hugh assesses my face.

‘I’m just here to help him out for a bit—’

‘Have you read any of his books?’ he asks.

I say nothing. Hugh looks away to inspect some of the titles. ‘I’ve seen these on my mother’s bookshelves,’ he says. ‘She doesn’t read as much as she used to, but she’s definitely read some of his earlier works.’

‘Ah, well, she wouldn’t be the only one. A lot of people seem to have him on their bookshelves.’

He clocks my expression. ‘I gather he’s very successful?’


I gesture to the lavish house around me. ‘Well, yes.’

‘And you seem thrilled about that.’ He scans the space. ‘You don’t actually pay three hundred a week in rent, do you?’

My mouth twists. ‘No.’

‘Please tell me you don’t live here for free,’ he says, his voice lowering.

‘Not for free,’ I say. ‘But it’s cheap.’

‘How cheap?’

I pause. ‘One hundred,’ I admit. ‘I look after his dog. It’s like a trade.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ He makes some sort of strangled noise. His throat seems to gurgle.

‘In my defence, Lachie is always sick,’ I say. ‘I’m constantly taking him to the vet. He likes to bark at birds, and he sits at the bathroom door and cries whenever I’m on the toilet. Sometimes he vomits on my shoes. Sometimes he actually poos in them. I do my share.’

Hugh laughs, soft at first, and then building into a loud, guttural choke of a laugh. ‘He poos in your shoes? Jesus, you told me at the wedding that you lived alone. You told me Lachie was your dog.’

Pause. ‘I did?’

Hugh nods. ‘I kept wondering how you could afford to live here by yourself, especially with a dog.’

‘I must’ve had too much to drink.’

‘Clearly.’ If my lie bothered him, I couldn’t tell. He’s grown quiet. Pondering. His face relaxes, and his attention wanders. There’s a moment where his eyes become glossy and he seems to disappear from the room. He seems to do this a lot – get lost in his thoughts and let himself float away.

‘Come on,’ I say, rising. ‘Let’s go find your watch.’

We split up and search different parts of the bedroom. I check behind furniture, and Hugh slides under the bed. His sneakers poke out.


‘Found it!’ he shouts, reversing out from under the bed by doing a little side-to-side jig with his body, and when he stands, he exhales, bringing a hand to his chest.

I close the distance between us. ‘It must be important,’ I say.

He nods. ‘It was my grandfather’s watch,’ he says, running his thumb over the surface. He clicks it with a fingernail and it reminds me of Rafe when he taps his desk with his forefingers.

I hover nearby as he fastens the watch around his wrist. ‘Next time I’ll just have sex with it on,’ he quips, sending me a cheeky grin. My neck prickles. I hate how attracted to him I am right now; I hate that it’s been over a month and I can’t stop thinking about the wedding.

‘What are these?’ he asks, moving towards the pile of garment bags laid upon my pillows. He runs a delicate hand over them, as if sensing their worth.

‘Clothing.’

‘Yes, I guessed that,’ he says, sarcastic. ‘I mean what’s in them?’

‘Hired clothes.’

He glances back over his shoulder. ‘Hired clothes?’

‘Pay a fee, wear them once and then return them,’ I answer.

He flicks through the bags. ‘There are like six of them here.’

‘I couldn’t decide what to wear to the wedding, so I got a few options,’ I lie.

He smiles and straightens. ‘Well, I’m glad you chose the orange one or we might not have met.’

My head tips in disbelief. ‘You’re glad we met?’

That makes him frown. ‘Definitely.’

‘You’re glad you went home with me? No regrets?’

‘Of course not,’ he says, face scrunching. ‘Why would you think that?’

Your fiancée, I’m thinking. And I can tell he remembers at the same time because guilt crosses his face.


‘Ah.’ He sits down on the bed, curling over with his elbows on his knees. ‘We’d actually already split up,’ he says, so soft I almost don’t hear it, ‘Melanie and I. That’s why she wasn’t at the wedding,’ he finishes.

‘Excuse me?’

‘We’d already split up,’ he explains, louder this time. ‘That’s why I didn’t say anything to you that night.’ He looks up at me. ‘I didn’t want you to write me off.’

‘Oh.’ There’s a quick pause to catch my breath, and then I sit next to him on the bed. I’m working to wrap my head around this news – this update.

‘So, you didn’t cheat on your fiancée?’

He shakes his head and I physically feel the weight lift off me.

‘Oh,’ I repeat. He is silent, so I ask, ‘But people don’t know?’

‘Not yet.’

‘You’re letting people think you cheated.’

‘I know.’

‘Everyone thinks I knew.’ Anger simmers within me. I have to look away and force myself to breathe.

‘I’ll tell them you didn’t,’ he says.

‘When?’ I snap, harsher than intended.

He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.

‘People have been saying horrible things about me,’ I say. ‘People have been . . . emailing the call centre.’

‘Christ,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry.’ He reaches across to grab my hand, but I jerk it away.

‘How long has it been?’ I ask. ‘Since it ended?’

He lays back on the bed, and stares at the ceiling. ‘July,’ he says eventually.

I count the time in my head. ‘Seven months?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s a really long time, Hugh.’


He says nothing. I glance down at his watch for a moment and admire the rose colouring.

‘I don’t understand why you haven’t said anything,’ I say. ‘Why I’ve got people thinking I’m some . . . whore.’

He winces. ‘I’m sorry—’

‘You said that already.’

Something crosses his face as he glances at me – grief, perhaps even sorrow. I have to remind myself that Hugh is still processing the end of an engagement, something I have experienced as well. Something I wouldn’t wish upon anyone.

Hugh rises, sitting upright again. ‘Melanie really wanted it to work. I was the one who ended it, and she was distraught. She convinced me to keep trying. So, I stayed at the apartment,’ he says. ‘For months. I think I felt guilty, like I owed her a second attempt or something. We thought maybe . . . with time . . .’ He sighs. ‘But it didn’t work,’ he says. He starts picking at his fingernails, anxiously. ‘I was checked out of the relationship, to be honest. We ended it properly at the end of last year. Mel begged me not to tell anyone. Not straight away, at least. I think she felt embarrassed . . . and I went along with it. It was going to be hard to tell people, and I had Thomas’s wedding coming up. I didn’t want pitying looks. Or sympathy. I just wanted the wedding to be over first, and then we’d tell people,’ he explains, meeting my eyes. Our faces are closer now, our bodies almost touching.

I’m thinking about my own broken engagement. I wonder if this is how Joseph felt, after he left. Was he going over everything in his mind, even months later? Was he meeting other women at family events and stumbling home with them?

Hugh trips over his next words, treading carefully. ‘Can I ask you something?’ He doesn’t wait for a response. ‘At Thomas’s wedding, you told me about your engagement.’

Pause. ‘I don’t remember that.’


‘You said the hardest part about splitting up was not how you felt, it was how everyone else made you feel.’

‘I said that?’

He nods. ‘You did, you did,’ he says. ‘And it got me thinking, especially these last few weeks. Like, I’ll run into someone on the street – someone I went to university with, or someone I once worked with – and they’ll say, “Hugh, how are you? How’s Melanie?” And you’re suddenly trying to figure out whether to say, “She’s fine” and find a way to leave, or to be honest and say, “We split up, actually.” But then you’ve got to stand there while they apologise to you, because they’re feeling awkward. Because I dated Mel for ten years and they’re shocked it’s over. The whole situation is stilted and uncomfortable. And you don’t know what’s going to happen when they walk away. Will they text a bunch of people and tell them? You kind of hope they do, so you don’t have to repeat the scenario when you run into other people on the train or the bus. Did that happen with you as well? Is that what you meant?’ He stops to take a breath.

‘I have no memory of telling you that at the wedding. I had no idea I even . . . thought that.’

‘Really?’

I nod. I’m angry that Hugh still hasn’t told people the truth about his engagement – making me look like a homewrecker – but it’s selfish to think that. It’s not about me; it’s about him. And Melanie.

‘I hope Melanie knows why it ended,’ I say.

His energy drains, his enthusiasm gone. There’s guilt pasted on his face – and grief. ‘She does.’

‘Good.’ So, Melanie got the closure I never did.

‘I should probably go,’ Hugh says, getting to his feet. There’s a familiar trace of mourning in his expression. He still hasn’t processed the end of his relationship. Perhaps in another life Hugh and I could’ve been together. It’s certainly something I hoped for when I met him.

‘You never really told me what happened with your engagement,’ Hugh says, looking back. ‘What went wrong, and why it ended.’

I hesitate, rubbing my hands along my thighs. ‘That’s because I have no idea.’

 

Tamarama, five minutes south of Bondi, and a few blocks from the water. The apartment building is best described as ‘yellowed brick’ – three levels, with concrete balconies wrapping around each storey. Faded, stained walls, withered with age. I google the building while I’m on the sidewalk and learn it was built in the late sixties. It appears nothing about the exterior has changed since then.

My phone vibrates with a text from Delia.


Well? How does it look?


I shoot back,


Like the inside of an egg.


The listing said it was a three-bedroom apartment, but the building doesn’t look big enough to house three-bedroom apartments. Suddenly, I’m worried I’ve misread the ad.

I knock on door 209 and an unkempt, rather scruffy blond man with a curved posture answers it. ‘Prue? I’m Ollie. Come on in.’

He waves me inside and hands me a beer automatically. ‘Oh, thank you,’ I say, and take a sip out of courtesy. It’s ten-thirty in the morning.

I scan the open-plan apartment quickly. Cream walls on one side, maroon on the other. Black leather chairs – more specifically, six single recliner chairs – face the television in the right-hand corner of the room, instead of a lounge or sofa. I want to ask about them so bad. I spot three doors, probably leading to the bedrooms – two are closed – and one bathroom next to the kitchen. The concrete balcony looks smaller now that I can see it more clearly. It is but a sliver around the outskirts of the place, with barely enough room for the table and two chairs I spot out there.

‘So, this is the place,’ Ollie says, stretching his arms out. He gestures to one of the closed doors. ‘Pete and Claude are in their room. They’ll come out soon. Meanwhile, I can give you a tour of our humble abo—’

‘You have six recliner chairs instead of a lounge?’

Ollie smiles like he was expecting the question. ‘That’s how we all know where we’re supposed to sit. Your chair would be the one on the end, next to the wall.’

‘I’d get . . . a specific chair?’

‘Yes,’ he states, and then leads me to the kitchen. ‘So, we don’t have a dishwasher but we do have a pantry, which, I’m sure you know, is not always guaranteed around here.’

‘Right.’

‘And the great thing about this place is that it’s all carpeted and the walls are thick as hell, so in winter it doesn’t really get cold.’

I dare a glance down at the carpet.

Ollie fidgets. ‘We’re getting it steam cleaned soon.’

He leads me to the bedroom on the left-hand side of the apartment. ‘So, this is the room. Built-in wardrobe, another plus. Again, carpeted. The girl who lived here before, Alice, she chose to have a double bed in here, so she could fit in a desk as well, but if you don’t want a desk, you could easily fit in a queen. Not a king, though. Would you be bringing a king bed?’

‘No.’

He smiles again. ‘Great.’


‘And it’s just the one bathroom, right?’

Ollie nods. ‘Yeah, but you’d only be sharing that with Pete and Claude. My bedroom with Roselyn has the ensuite.’

‘Ah.’

‘Have a seat, have a seat,’ he says, leading me back to the living area. ‘Let me do the introductions.’ I sit on the arm of someone else’s recliner chair while Ollie knocks on Peter’s bedroom door.

Out step two men. ‘Pete and Claude,’ Ollie says, pointing at each of them in turn. ‘This is Prue.’

We all offer waves. Claude whispers, ‘Hello.’ They’re both wearing the same colour sweatpants – speckled grey – and a round-neck t-shirt. Pete’s bald and Claude has a moustache. It’s so distinct in its shape, so clean cut, I’d believe someone if they told me the moustache was fake.

Ollie continues. ‘My girlfriend Roselyn is usually here but she had to step out this morning for a family thing. If you’re successful, she’ll meet you next time.’

‘Successful?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, we’ve got a few people coming through today,’ he explains, nodding. ‘It’s really important that our new roommate passes the vibe check, so we’re meeting a bunch of applicants. We’ll make the call tomorrow once we’ve chatted to Rosie.’

Claude chimes in, ‘We’ve done this three times already this morning.’

Ah. I hadn’t realised this would function like a job interview. The three of them stand before me like some sort of panel. Pete folds his arms. How am I meant to move out of Ben’s house and tick off a goal on my list, if I don’t get picked?

I point to my beer. ‘Three other people already? You must be going through these like crazy.’

Pete grins.

‘So, tell us about yourself,’ Ollie says. ‘Where do you work?’


Turns out none of them have heard of Love on the Line, so I spend a fair amount of time explaining the mechanics of the job.

‘Over the phone?’ Claude asks. ‘Like a call centre?’

‘A bit like that, I guess,’ I say.

‘Are you a psychologist?’ Pete asks.

‘No.’

His head tips downwards, as if sceptical. ‘But you’re allowed to talk to people who might be struggling? You’re allowed to help them?’

‘We receive some training.’

‘Some?’ Pete repeats, his mouth twisting.

‘Three months of full-time training. Another three of supervised training,’ I say. ‘So at least six months in total.’

Pete and Claude give each other a look, and I realise that this isn’t going as well as I’d hoped. ‘So, what about everyone here?’ I ask. ‘Where do you all work?’

Ollie rattles off a speech I know he’s already given three times this morning. ‘I work in graphic design, full-time from home, actually, so I’m kind of always around. These guys here? Pete is an engineer, which means he has to shout us an extra round at the pub whenever we go. Claude is a surfing instructor down at Maroubra Beach, which you’d think might start to taper off during winter, but you’d be surprised how many people around here want to learn how to surf.’

Claude smirks.

‘Fun,’ I say. ‘And Roselyn? What does she do?’

‘Oh, she doesn’t work,’ Ollie says.

‘Sorry?’

‘She doesn’t work,’ he says again, and no one in the room seems to think that’s out of the ordinary. ‘I mean, she used to work in marketing, but she quit to go back to uni. Primary-school teaching. And she finds it hard to work at the same time, you know?’


I don’t know.

‘But how does she afford rent?’ I ask, without thinking.

Ollie frowns. ‘Well, she crashes in my room, so she doesn’t need to.’

‘She lives here permanently but doesn’t contribute to the rent?’ I ask. And no one says anything, maybe because I’m the only one who finds it odd. Pete shuffles his feet, and Claude keeps trying to catch Ollie’s eye. Ollie seems to be glancing down at my beer, and I’m wondering if he’s regretting giving it to me.

‘Well, the place seems great,’ I say, hopping off my recliner perch. ‘You say you’ll make a decision tomorrow?’

I make a beeline for the front door. Someone – Pete, I believe – calls out ‘Bye!’ and then I hear their bedroom door click shut.

Ollie follows me out and I’m wondering what I’ll say if I’m somehow the person who vibed with them the most. Surely they won’t pick me, right? We barely spoke and I only had one sip of their beer. What a waste!

Ollie waves me out the door. ‘So lovely to meet you,’ he says. ‘I’ll text you tomorrow.’

I never hear from him again.

 

Delia drops by the house to help me prepare for a date; she lounges on the sofa, flicking through a magazine while I showcase potential outfits.

‘I’m worried I look like a squashed blueberry,’ I say, spinning, in a shift dress – purple, with navy pockets. Part crochet and part satin. I’m wearing a white t-shirt underneath.

She snaps the magazine shut, gives me a once-over. She hesitates before speaking. ‘I think you look great.’

I can tell she’s lying. ‘I hired this one last week. But it’s quite casual. Too casual for a date?’


Delia shakes her head. ‘Not at all.’

‘You don’t think I’m too short for this? Mum says I look boxy and stiff when I wear shift dresses.’

‘Since when do you listen to Cynthia?’ Delia asks, frowning.

I run my hands along the dress, assessing my reflection in the mirror again. ‘Are you just saying I look good to be nice?’

She pauses. ‘No.’

I check my appearance in the mirror one more time. ‘I look like a giant rectangle,’ I say, walking back into my bedroom. ‘I’m changing.’

The next outfit is a high-waisted animal-print skirt that I actually own, paired with a black singlet I bought years ago at a street market in Surry Hills.

‘You look nice.’ Delia leans against the door. ‘See, you don’t need to hire clothes all the time.’

I check my phone – still twenty minutes before I have to leave. ‘Want a drink?’ I ask, leading Delia back downstairs and into the kitchen.

‘So, who is this guy again?’ she asks, grabbing the open bottle of wine from the fridge. She sees my list of goals stuck on the door, and touches the paper briefly.

I pull out two glasses from the cupboard and hold them steady while she pours. ‘Mike,’ I reply. ‘He phoned in at work earlier in the week.’

We both sip from our glasses.

‘So, you’ve never met him?’ Delia asks.

‘I’ve spoken to him over the phone,’ I respond. ‘Does that count?’

‘Not until you’ve seen his face,’ she replies, shaking her head. ‘What did you talk about? What do you know about him?’

I rest my glass on the bench and use my fingers to count my facts. ‘Mike, short for Michael. But he hates being called Michael, unless it’s his grandparents, in which case it’s fine. He’s in his thirties. Single – he’s been single for a while. He has two dogs, a cat, and he wants a bird, but he’s not sure if that’d be a boring pet or not—’

Delia cuts in. ‘Yes, that’d be boring.’

‘So boring,’ I agree. ‘And he works in web management for companies that sell . . . something. I want to say construction equipment? He makes good money.’

‘He told you he makes good money?’

‘No, I assume he makes good money,’ I correct. ‘He travels overseas at least twice a year. Who can afford to do that if you’re not earning good money?’

‘Right.’

‘He was born and raised in Sydney, but he spent a couple of years living abroad – Europe, I think? He’s saving up to buy an apartment next year. Somewhere in the Inner West, he’s thinking,’ I finish.

Delia grimaces. ‘So, he talks a lot, huh?’

‘I guess so.’

Draining her glass, she adds, ‘Did he ask you anything about yourself?’

I pause. ‘Actually, no.’ Odd – I’d never noticed that until Delia pointed it out. ‘But that’s what the date is for, right?’

Delia says nothing, turning away.

‘Do you think it’s weird that I’m going on a date with a guy I met over the phone?’

‘Who cares what I think?’ asks Delia, and she taps my goals on the fridge door. ‘And it’s all about these, right? No longer wanting to be alone?’ Then she’s distracted by a new thought. ‘Are you allowed to go on dates with the people who call you at work?’

‘Not really,’ I admit, and Delia’s face breaks into surprise. ‘No, actually, we aren’t. Rafe would probably fire me.’

‘Really?’ she says, intrigued.


I reapply lipstick. ‘I’m trying not to think about it too much.’ Even if I did get fired, at least it would tick off a goal on the list.

‘Mike could be a murderer or a rapist,’ Delia continues, pulling out her vibrating phone and staring at the incoming text message. Her face sours for a moment.

‘Is that Nico?’

She slips her phone back into her pocket and looks away.

‘You still going out tonight?’ I ask.

At first, she’s silent, and then I almost don’t hear her when she does speak. ‘He’s been called into another surgery,’ she murmurs, not quite meeting my eye.

‘Interesting,’ I say. ‘Third cancellation this week? That’s got to be a record for him.’

‘He’s saving lives.’

‘His cancellations are growing more frequent,’ I say.

This is the first time we’ve discussed Nico since the awards night last month. Delia freezes whenever I bring it up; she does everything she can to stall the conversation. And when Nico disappoints her, she pretends he doesn’t. She refuses to admit that he lets her down – that he upsets her. I’ve tried over the years to get her to talk about it, about how she feels when her husband keeps putting his job first, but she always changes the subject.

I edge closer to her. ‘Do you . . . want to talk about it?’

‘Not really.’ She shrugs, appearing disinterested. ‘He cancels all the time. He’s a surgeon, and I knew what I was getting myself into when we started dating. I can’t really complain, can I?’

‘But still, if you hardly get to see him, that must be tough,’ I say. ‘For both of you.’

Delia nods, running a finger along the kitchen bench, tracing the grains in the oak. ‘It’s looking pretty spick in here,’ she says, impressed. ‘Have you been cleaning?’

This is very on brand for Delia, avoiding any emotional conversation when things get too deep. She did it when she got passed over for promotion at Food & Wine, and she does it every time someone asks her when she and Nico will start having children – a question she truly despises. Whenever anyone does possess the courage, or the stupidity, to ask, she’ll baulk, point at her face and say, ‘With this nose? No child wants to inherit that.’

Delia is still waiting for my answer. ‘I had to,’ I say, glancing around the spotless kitchen and living room. ‘Ben’s back in a week. The place was covered in Lachie’s hair.’

‘He’s back next week? I swear he just left.’

‘I know.’ I nibble on a strawberry from the fruit bowl. ‘Mum and Dad are coming over for that brunch,’ I say, exhaling dramatically.

I haven’t spoken to my mother in weeks. What’s the point? On the rare occasions she answers my calls, the conversation is forced and awkward.

Walking over to the pantry, I say, ‘They were going to have a brunch the weekend after he came back, but then my mother decided it’d be ideal to have it the day he comes back.’

‘Cynthia and a jet-lagged Benjamin? Fun,’ she says as I pull Lachie’s food from the pantry and fill his bowl. Checking the time on her phone, she adds, ‘I should probably go. You’re off to get talked at for two hours, and I’ve got to pick up some food that I’ll now be eating at home alone. You have fun tonight, okay?’

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘I’m going to have fun. I’m going to meet up with this stranger and have fun.’ I’m talking it up, at this point. I need tonight to go well. I mimic Delia and tap the goals on the fridge.

‘Meet him in a crowded spot, where there’s light.’ She straightens her skirt and throws her hair up into a bun before heading for the door.

‘He’s not a murderer,’ I call out after her.

Delia turns and points a finger at me. ‘Don’t let this one take you to some dirty bench in the dark,’ she says.


‘I told you, it wasn’t dirty.’

‘You know, if you’d found Hugh’s watch first, you could’ve sold it to a pawn shop,’ she says, unapologetically. ‘Used the cash to get a facial or something.’

I pack my phone and wallet into a side bag and apply a quick spritz of perfume, pausing to check my appearance in the hallway mirror. ‘I should go. Mike will be there soon. Tonight is going to be fun,’ I say again. ‘I refuse to let it be anything but. I’m moving on from Hugh. I’m taking charge. I’ve got goals, and I’m going to meet them.’

‘I’m proud of you, P.’

I reapply lipstick once more. ‘I’m going to go on this date with Mike, and I’m going to enjoy it,’ I say, stepping into my heels near the front door. Delia is a few steps behind me, gathering her car keys. ‘Mike is going to fall in love with me, and my life is going to change. I’m going to be so charming he’s going to think I’m perfect.’

Delia avoids my eye. My phone buzzes in my pocket; Mike has sent me a text.

‘Ah, fuck. He’s cancelled.’

‘What?’ Delia stops in her tracks, with a slight gasp.

My gaze hovers over the message. ‘Something’s come up, apparently.’ I stand at the door for a moment, feeling sorry for myself. I’ve showered, I’m dressed, I’m wearing high heels, and Mike has dumped me before he’s even met me.

‘Damn it,’ I say, slumping.

Delia drops her car keys back on the side table by the door. She lets her bag slide off her arm and onto the ground. She slips off her shoes and walks to the kitchen again. ‘Jesus, that’s a dog act. I’m sorry, P.’

I follow her, kicking off my high heels that were already causing me pain. ‘Ugh, I spent all that time getting ready.’


‘I can’t believe he cancelled. What is it, half an hour before you were supposed to meet him? What could possibly have come up this last minute?’

‘Maybe someone died?’

‘Doubtful.’

‘Maybe he has to work?’ I suggest.

‘On a Saturday night?’

‘Nico has to work.’

‘Nico is a surgeon.’ Her tone is clipped, unimpressed. ‘What does Mike do again?’ she asks, her eyes narrowing.

‘Website management,’ I mumble.

I notice a brief wince across her face.

‘I’m going to die alone,’ I say.

‘You’re not going to die alone,’ she says.

‘Am I stupid?’

‘Of course not.’ Her words are quick and snappy.

I nod, pulling all twelve bobby pins out of my hair and casting them aside on the counter. ‘We both got dumped tonight,’ I whisper. ‘How’s that for bad luck?’

Delia makes some sort of disapproving click with her tongue. ‘I got dumped by my husband,’ she says. ‘You got dumped by a stranger who likes birds as pets. There’s a difference.’

Delia reopens the bottle of wine. ‘Another glass?’
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When Lachie charges from the upstairs bedroom down to the front door in a matter of moments – tail whipping back and forth, a deep bark building in the base of his throat – I realise Ben must be home.

He growls when I slip out the front door and leave him behind. ‘You’re a flight risk,’ I whisper. ‘Stay inside.’

Ben slides out of the Uber like liquid. Eyes bloodshot, hair tugged to oblivion, knees seemingly too exhausted to function. He seems ready to collapse on the driveway.

‘I think the drive home took longer than the flight itself,’ he says, spotting me.

‘Bad traffic?’

‘Car crash.’

‘Ah.’

Ben’s body is made up of bony limbs and big feet. Knobby elbows and knees. Thighs so skinny he got called ‘chicken legs’ in high school. When we were kids, we’d measure our arms and our calves and our wrists, just to compare the difference in size. A cousin once joked that if we were twins, I’d have eaten Ben in the womb.

He drags his suitcase to the front door and one long arm pulls me in for a hug. He tells me I look great. Refreshed, even.

But then again, his eyes aren’t open all the way. He goes on about how packed the plane was, and how he desperately needs a shower, or a nap. There was a baby that cried for the entire flight, and another baby that gurgled in its sleep.

‘I thought Mum and Dad were picking you up at the airport?’

‘An hour in the car with Mum?’ he responds, nose crinkling. We both laugh, because we know what that’s like – suffocating, but without the possibility of death.

Ben rests one hand against the front door, the other on the doorknob. ‘What’s that I hear?’ he asks, a smile forming. He rests an ear against the door, but I can hear Lachie’s excited wail from where I’m standing. Ben whirls around to face me. ‘Has he been good?’

‘Of course.’

‘The rash?’

‘All gone.’

He nods. ‘Good,’ he says. Lachie lets out a bark. ‘Do you think I’ve kept him waiting long enough?’ And then he shoves open the front door and Lachie slithers outside so fast all I see is tail.

It’s about five minutes of pats and belly scratches and ear rubs before Ben’s jetlag hits again. ‘Okay, inside, inside. I need to sit.’

I drag his suitcase into the house and the broken wheel scrapes along the floorboards.

‘God, it’s good coming home,’ he says, removing his fleece sweater. Underneath is a charcoal V-neck shirt. He lets out a relieved breath. ‘Mum and Dad are meeting us here. Didn’t Mum tell you?’

Of course not. ‘Mum never tells me anything, you know that.’

‘Well, they’re picking up the food on the way.’

‘But I’ve already got the food,’ I say, frowning and plucking open the fridge door. ‘Picked up everything yesterday. I told them I’d buy it all.’

Ben’s face pinches. ‘Oh. Weird.’ He nibbles on some nuts from the plane.


‘How many times did Mum call you while you were gone?’

He learnt to avoid that question long ago. ‘You know I don’t keep track.’

I slam the fridge shut. Ben sees my list of goals on the door; he squints as he tries to read Delia’s handwriting. I tug the list off the fridge and stuff it in my handbag.

 

Mum and Dad arrive in their brand-new two-door black coupe. Ben tells me that, early last week, Mum got drunk and punched in a long-distance call to him, just so she could tell him how much she paid for it – she said the purchase made her feel powerful.

‘Isn’t it marvellous?’ she asks, slipping out of the car. ‘Come and run your hands along the interior. It’s like the inside of a cloud.’

This week her wig is a sleek black bob, smooth and shiny. Mum’s real hair – blonde like mine, but wispier – only ever gets to her shoulders before it starts to splinter and break. She must feel embarrassed about it, because long ago she purchased a gallery of wigs, and she switches between them depending on the occasion.

Ben darts across the lawn and gives her a hug. She gestures to the boot of the car and requests that he carry in the groceries.

Mum’s outfit looks so pristine that I know she’s wearing it for the compliments – ironed trouser pants, a white turtleneck and a blazer with pleats. She’s got sunglasses that stretch across the width of her face, and her scarf covers her entire mouth and chin. She looks like she’s just returned from space.

Damn it. Why does she always look so good?

‘My God, the traffic in this city,’ Mum says, using one finger to wipe her brow.

Dad has to grip the roof of the car to lift himself out of the vehicle. The coupe wasn’t his choice – nothing ever is – and I know his knees are like sawdust after four decades of playing tennis. It’s like watching a giraffe squeeze itself out of a soda can – stretched, angled limbs and then a brown mop of hair flops its way through the open car door. At some point, I hear his back pop.

He’s the first one to the front door, pulling me in for a warm, enveloping embrace. I squeeze him tight and rock him side to side. Side to side.

‘Hi,’ I say, my voice muffled by his shoulder.

It’s been one week since we last saw each other, and two days since we last spoke. He smells like home-brand supermarket body wash and today’s newspaper is tucked under his arm.

‘Prue, you look beautiful,’ Dad says.

Inside, Mum dumps her handbag on the kitchen countertop and leans in to give me a stiff hug. Her hands are cold on my lower back, and I’m wondering if they’ve always been like that. She runs a hand down my sleeve. ‘You know, Prudence, just because you don’t need to iron linen, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.’ And then she examines my face. ‘Have you been sleeping?’ She doesn’t allow me to respond, and instead turns her attention to the kitchen.

I try to recall the last time I saw her, but flounder. The details are hazy. She never visits when Ben is on tour. She never phones. She never drops by unless absolutely necessary.

‘Prudence, dear, have you moved the rosemary?’ she asks, rifling through the cupboards.

And it reminds me. Christmas day. Three months earlier. That’s how long it’s been since I’ve seen my own mother, and she only lives an hour away. Has it really been that long?

‘Prudence, have you run out of salt – oh, wait, I found it.’

Yes, I’m now sure of it. Ben hosted Christmas lunch here at the house last year, and when I tried to help with the cooking, Mum had barked instructions and snapped her tongs at me.

Everything needs to be perfect when Cynthia cooks – everyone needs to be perfect.


‘Would you like some help?’ I ask her.

Mum’s attention is fixed on unpacking the groceries: eggs, seasoning, milk, sauce, a loaf of bread. All the things I told her I’d buy, so she wouldn’t have to. All the things that I spent money on, that I didn’t need to.

Mum starts opening and closing cupboards, swinging open the fridge door and inspecting the trays in the freezer. When Ben compliments her outfit – as he always does – she thanks him and directs our attention to her new shoes.

‘Beige,’ she points out. ‘With daisies atop. My mother had a pair just like them.’

‘Really?’ Ben asks, not looking.

‘Oh, yes,’ she says. ‘Almost exactly. I couldn’t believe it when I saw them in the shop. Isn’t that right, Paul?’ Mum winks at Dad, affectionate and playful.

Dad returns the gesture. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

We never met Mum’s parents. They had both passed away by the time we were born, and there aren’t any photographs of them. But Mum’s told us so many stories, so many tales. Like how her mother – a small, frail woman with delicate hands and a voice like a bird – had maintained a vegetable garden all her life, right up until she went into a nursing home. She fed their family for decades with her homegrown food. And how Mum’s father liked to wear bucket hats and go fishing on weekends. He loved playing cards and learning magic tricks. He sang songs he barely knew, making up the lyrics as he went. Mum brightens when she talks about them, and I feel like I know exactly who they were, what they looked like. I believe they’d have liked me. I believe they’d have liked to know me.

Ben joins Mum on the other side of the marble island. ‘Let me help you with brunch,’ he says.

Mum softens. ‘So kind of you to offer.’


I scowl.

‘So, tell us about your tour. I want to hear all about it.’ Mum tells Ben again how marvellous she finds the entire thing, how impressive she finds his success. She can’t get enough of Ben and his writing. She claims she doesn’t have time to read his books, but she’ll spend all the time in the world asking him about them.

‘I can’t believe you were touring for six weeks,’ she says. ‘I’ve been telling everyone we know about it, and your father has been down at the tennis club talking to everyone about the tour. Showing them the itinerary, and the Instagram photos. I’ve had to screenshot the photos for him because you know he can’t work the app.’ She inhales quickly to catch her breath. ‘God, you’ve got a lot of followers now.’

She’s pulling out pots and pans, and turning on the oven. Dad helps with the plates and cutlery, and he starts setting the table. Once finished, he slides onto a stool beside me at the kitchen bench.

Ben rolls his eyes. ‘It was just two weeks,’ he corrects. ‘The rest was a holiday.’

‘Potato, potahto.’

‘And it was fine,’ Ben says. ‘Not that different from the others.’

Mum clicks her tongue. ‘Oh, I’m sure that’s not true,’ she pesters. ‘What about your events? Your fans?’

‘Another time, maybe.’ Ben sends me a panicked expression. ‘I’m feeling pretty shattered this morning.’ His lips stretch back over his teeth. Help me, help me, he’s signalling.

Dad acts first, looking up from his newspaper. ‘Prue,’ he says. ‘How’s your job going?’

‘Good,’ I reply. He really needn’t ask, since we already spoke this week about my job. ‘They’ve promoted me to evenings, actually. Fewer days but longer hours. A bump in pay, because the calls are usually more alarming at that time of night.’

‘Fewer days and more pay?’ Mum asks. ‘What a rarity.’


Dad slides his hand out along the bench and nudges me. ‘Such an important job you have.’

When Ben nods in agreement, I realise my mother is the only person who has never commented positively on the nature of my job. She’s never told me that what I do is important or worthwhile. She’s never acknowledged that with every phone call I answer, I am helping a vulnerable person on the other end of that line.

I’m about to continue when Mum suddenly animates. ‘Benjamin, guess who I ran into the other day?’

I sink into my seat. Dad sends me an apologetic look – he gets it. Sorry, he mouths. But I wish he’d do more than just say sorry. I wish he’d muster the courage and say something to Mum when she acts like this.

Ben steps closer to Mum, frowning. ‘I could be guessing all day—’

‘Susan,’ Mum replies, impatient. ‘You remember Susan, right?’

Ben pauses. ‘Who?’

She speaks louder. ‘I said Susan.’

‘I heard what you said, I just don’t know who that is.’

‘Her sons, Matthew and Marcus, went to primary school with you both,’ she says. ‘She’s a bit of a round woman. Curly hair. Wears a lot of purple and married that accountant with the glasses and the crusty dry lips.’

‘I have no memory of Susan,’ Ben says, uncertain.

‘Matthew is a pet photographer now, which is endearing,’ Mum continues. ‘Prudence, maybe you know him? From your vet school days.’

I feel the full weight of her dig. The only reason she’d mention vet school is to remind me that I dropped out. Make me feel guilty for not going back – for not being successful. She’s so desperate for me to return to uni – so desperate to be interested in my career again – that she’ll use any opportunity to bring it up in conversation.

‘I don’t remember Susan either,’ I say.


She cocks her head. ‘Well, I saw Susan at the grocery store. Don’t ask me what was in her trolley – someone gift her a cookbook, please.’

‘Oh, wait. Has Susan got grey hair?’ I ask. ‘And she always carries around a branded tote bag, like some sort of conference attendee?’

Ben laughs. ‘Oh, yes, I remember Susan. Isn’t she a hoarder? Should’ve led with that.’

Mum purses her lips. ‘Okay, yes, she’s a hoarder, and yes, she loves going to conferences.’ Sigh. ‘But, she also has two boys who went to school with you both. Anyway, she told me she saw your books at the newsagent the other day, Ben, and at the post office. I didn’t know that. I thought they were only in bookstores.’ She’s running her hands along a fresh tea towel, folding it neatly and hanging it on a hook next to the dishwasher. ‘Benjamin, did you hear me? Newsagents and post offices. Isn’t that just fantastic?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ Ben says. His tone suggests he’s known for quite some time about the newsagents and the post offices.

‘And you didn’t hear it from me, but Marcus has moved back home.’ Mum makes a face; her mouth pulls down to the side in a cringe. Crinkles form along her forehead. ‘His marriage to Stephanie has ended. Apparently, Stephanie fell out of love with him.’ She stretches out a long, manicured finger at Ben. ‘But you didn’t hear it from me.’

When Mum gets a phone call, she points to the kitchen and requests that Ben take her place.

Won’t be long, she mouths, stepping out the front door.

Once she’s gone, Ben catches my eye. ‘Any chance you might be heading back to that degree soon? Mum’s constant questions, as well-meaning as they are, do tend to exhaust me. I could use the distraction.’

‘I wish she peppered me with questions,’ I say. ‘Her eyes glaze over whenever I speak.’


‘That’s because you try too hard.’

‘I shouldn’t have to try at all.’

Dad offers to take over the cooking for Ben, who tells us he’s considering disappearing for a nap. ‘Do you think she’d notice?’ he asks.

Dad and I answer at the same time. ‘Yes.’

‘Damn.’ He notices Lachie, asleep on the tiled floor. ‘And now I’m jealous of my dog.’

He leans against the kitchen island, rubbing his eyes and slapping his cheeks. ‘Wake. Up. Wake. Up. Wake. Up.’ Each whispered word grows more aggressive.

Dad catches my attention. ‘How’s the job hunt going?’

‘Eh. Seen a few vacancies, but nothing I think I’ll apply for.’

This piques Ben’s interest. ‘You’re going to quit the call centre?’

‘Eventually.’

‘Interesting,’ he says. ‘And your plan is to work . . . where?’

‘Don’t know,’ I say. ‘Been sifting through entry-level positions. How much do you think I’d make as a marketing assistant?’

Dad cranes his neck and then cracks it. ‘Forty-five thousand, if you’re lucky.’

My jaw jolts. ‘Damn, was thinking it’d be more.’

‘You don’t have any marketing experience,’ Ben says, chuckling. ‘Why are you even searching for a job? What’s wrong with the one you have?’

I consider telling him about my goals, but ultimately decide not to. ‘It’s fine. I like it, but I don’t love it,’ I explain. ‘And it’s not a job job.’

Ben is amused. ‘What’s a job job?’

‘You know, something you feel you were born to do. Something you work hard for. Something you feel proud of.’

‘Right,’ Ben says. ‘So, tell me, what were you born to do?’

‘I don’t know, that’s why I’m looking.’


‘At marketing jobs?’ he asks, sceptical. A smile tugs on his lips.

‘Har har,’ I snap. ‘Love on the Line is a job I have because I needed one, but it’s not a job I want to do for the rest of my life. It pays the bills, that’s it.’

There’s the smallest of smirks on Ben’s face. ‘What bills? Your tiny amount of rent?’

Dad raises a hand. ‘Hey, easy.’

‘Let’s not forget your first job after you dropped out of high school was for a company that made porn movies,’ I say.

Ben looks unperturbed, simply spreading his hands. ‘And look at me now.’

Dad winces. ‘No need to be cocky, Ben—’

‘You got lucky,’ I snipe.

He takes offence. ‘I worked hard,’ he says. ‘I found something I was good at and made a career for myself. I didn’t sit around worrying about what I was born to do. If I want to do something? I just do it, even if other people don’t agree.’

He’s not wrong, and, admittedly, there is a part of me that respects Ben for how he’s approached his life so far. He never cared what Mum and Dad thought, or what I thought. He never asked for permission or for validation. He did what he wanted, and I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t think it was brave.

Infuriatingly successful, but brave.

‘You could learn from me, you know,’ Ben says. ‘Be a little more decisive. Think less about what others want and more about what you want. You want to go back to vet school? Go back. You don’t? Then don’t. Mum will do whatever she wants, regardless. You could quit that call centre job tomorrow and she probably still wouldn’t return your phone calls.’ He gives me a lopsided smile. ‘No offence.’

‘Maybe a change of topic is in order,’ Dad says, exasperated. ‘Ben? The signing later this month. You got many coming?’

Bugger. I’d forgotten about his CBD book signing. In a moment of weakness, I said yes when Ben asked for my help taking photos and videos for his social media accounts.

‘Yeah, a few. You never really know until the night,’ he says, and then he wags a finger at me. ‘Don’t even think about bailing, by the way. I need to up my social content, and I feel bad asking Flo.’

Flo, his publicist.

‘Isn’t that her job though?’

He huffs. ‘Her job is managing the event. Writing the Post-its for the signing. Snaking the line. Posting to the publisher social accounts. She’s got a million things on, so the least you can do is snap some pictures and record a couple of videos.’

I deflate. ‘Right.’

 

Mum returns and the morning progresses. I come back from a trip to the bathroom and find some cash and a handwritten note stuffed underneath my wallet.


For the groceries today.


Dad winks at me from the living room – he taps the side of his nose.

‘Food is ready,’ Mum calls, untying her apron and hanging it back in Ben’s pantry. We take our places around the dining table – I deliberately choose the seat next to Dad – but Mum hovers by the corridor. She spotted one of the paintings in the hallway and is running her hand along the frame. ‘Benjamin, this is gorgeous. Is it new? You always have such great taste in art.’

‘Flower in a can? That was there when I moved in,’ he says, giving me a look across the table

Mum turns away from the painting. ‘Interesting,’ she says. ‘This has been here the whole time?’


Ben doesn’t reply, already filling his plate with a bit of everything from Mum’s spread – French toast, maple banana pancakes, yoghurt pots, bacon-and-egg muffins, sausages, scrambled eggs and roasted tomatoes. Her meals are always too much for the family, but she’ll make the exorbitant quantities regardless of our complaints.

Lachie knows if he lays under the table and behaves, we will all save him a bite at the end. Doesn’t stop him from drooling on the floorboards though.

When Mum joins the table, she asks everyone to stop eating. ‘I’d like to make an announcement,’ she says, her voice rising. There’s a giddiness to it – a giggle at its core. ‘The reason why your father and I are here today.’

Ben stills. ‘I thought you were here to see me?’

‘Oh,’ Mum says, startled. ‘Well, yes, of course. But we do have some news we want to share.’

I look to Dad for insight, but he’s wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin and staring ahead at nothing.

‘Your father and I are getting married,’ Mum cries. ‘Again.’ She raises her hands to clap and they almost seem to arch back, they’re so stiff. Clap, clap, clap, clap.

Jesus, a second wedding?

Ben chokes on his toast, his eyes watering. ‘Wow,’ he says, once he’s swallowed. ‘That’s . . . great.’

‘Forty years,’ Mum says. ‘A milestone worth celebrating.’

Another wedding? What would be the point?

Ben turns to Dad. ‘Did you propose again?’

Dad fumbles. ‘Ah, no. Not really. Sort of—’

‘It was more of a conversation,’ Mum interrupts. ‘It’s something we both wanted, and we decided to go for it.’

Dad glances away, shy. I’m trying not to scoff because I know exactly how that conversation would’ve gone. This isn’t Dad’s idea at all – Mum wants an opportunity for people to marvel at her, to admire her. To love her.

‘When?’ Ben asks.

Mum looks to Dad; she wants him to contribute to the conversation. Dad catches on and clears his throat. ‘August, in Byron Bay.’

‘Byron Bay?’ Ben and I splutter, in unison. A destination weekend with my mother? God, help me.

‘Yes,’ Mum says.

‘But it’ll be winter,’ I say.

Mum rolls her eyes.

‘It’ll be cold,’ Ben explains.

Mum shakes her head and takes a nibble of her eggs. ‘It’s never cold in Byron. Bring a jacket though, Prudence. Your skin has a habit of turning blue when the wind picks up.’

‘Right, well, I guess I’ll have to buy a new suit,’ Ben says.

‘Me too,’ Dad adds, and everyone laughs.

It sparks a thought for Mum, and she turns to me. ‘Prudence, no hiring a dress for this one,’ she requests. ‘I don’t want you wearing something that’s cloaked a bunch of strangers. It’s a sadist concept. I’ll send you a mood board. Look at it before you buy anything please.’

I intend to object, but Mum raises a glass of orange juice and the moment is lost. ‘Let’s toast.’ Everyone else mimics her. There’s a collective chorus of ‘Cheers!’ as we bring our glasses together. Clink, clink, clink, clink, clink.

‘Who will do the catering?’ I ask.

Mum stares. ‘Me.’

Ben cuts in. ‘How many people will you invite?’

Mum holds my gaze for a moment longer, and then turns to him. ‘Not many,’ she says. ‘Just our closest friends. Nice and exclusive.’

I want to ask how much this is costing them, and why they even need to do it. They’ve been married for forty years; why do they need to get married again?


Instead, I ask Dad if his tennis friends will go, and he says he hasn’t asked them yet. He thinks they’ll come. Probably. Although, Byron is expensive, and some of them have matches on weekends. One of them is the president of the local tennis club, so he might be busy that day.

Mum starts talking about possible venues, rattling off restaurant names and outdoor venue spaces.

‘Why don’t you just do it in Sydney, if it’s going to be small,’ I ask. ‘Everyone who’s going will be coming from Sydney anyway.’

Mum tilts her head to one side. ‘So?’

‘Well, why Byron?’

Silence. Dad scratches an elbow, and Ben takes a bite of his food. Mum leans forward. ‘Because it’s my wedding, and I want it in Byron, Prudence.’

‘It’s Dad’s wedding too,’ I say, pivoting. ‘Thoughts on Byron, Dad?’

Dad stills. He fiddles with his cutlery and clears his throat. He’s stuck at a crossroads now. He can’t side with one of us and not disappoint the other.

‘Paul?’ Mum asks, amused. ‘Thoughts on Byron?’

Dad’s lips stretch a little, revealing some clenched teeth. He’s looking anywhere but at our faces.

‘Dad?’ I prompt.

He gazes at me, and then at Mum. His eyes soften, and he clears his throat again. ‘Byron sounds perfect.’

 

When Nico cancels dinner plans with Delia thirty minutes before they’re supposed to meet, she immediately calls me.

‘Typical,’ she stammers. ‘Just so typical of Nico to do this.’ She hasn’t responded to his text yet, and she’s already on the train to the restaurant in North Sydney. What is she supposed to do now?


‘He’s been doing this all year,’ she says. ‘All year.’

I rush over in an Uber and meet her in the back corner of an Italian restaurant. Sulking in the dark, she has already finished two glasses of red wine.

‘I requested this table specifically,’ Delia says, glancing around. Her voice wavers. ‘I thought it’d be secluded and romantic.’

‘Oh, D.’

‘And I bought him a present too,’ she says, glancing down at the handbag beside her feet. ‘A new watch. I thought it’d be funny, you know? Buy him a watch so he doesn’t miss all the times we’re supposed to be together.’

The venue is loud and the atmosphere chaotic. Every seat is full, and every table is so close to the one next to it, you can only pass between them if you think thin thoughts.

‘Everyone is staring at me,’ she whispers.

‘No one is staring at you.’

Delia exhales. ‘I ordered for us already,’ she says. ‘Sorry. Hope you feel like fettuccine.’

I smile. ‘Sounds wonderful.’

When our food arrives, she starts hacking into her meal. Each slice of the knife feels more ferocious than the last. When her cutlery makes squeaking noises on the bottom of the plate, an elderly man next to us glares over his shoulder to express his disapproval.

‘Oh damn,’ she says, meeting my eye. ‘I didn’t give you a chance to take a photo of our meals.’

‘D, it’s fine, please. I don’t care about the food right now. I want to know how you’re doing.’

‘I’m pissed off, that’s how I’m doing. I can’t believe I thought he’d actually come,’ she says. ‘When I rang up this place and booked a table three months in advance, I knew I’d be let down. I knew he wouldn’t be here.’ Patchy red blotches spread from the top of her chest all the way to her neck and chin.


‘Easy, D.’ I place a hand on hers. ‘You’re getting upset.’

‘It’s our anniversary,’ she splutters. The corners of her eyes appear misty, and her bottom lip quivers. ‘Eleven years, Prue. We’ve been together for eleven years, and he can’t even come to dinner.’

‘I know.’

For the decade that I’ve known her, there have only been two occasions where I’ve seen Delia cry. The first was when her dad fell in love with his mistress and moved back to Greece. Delia can’t speak Greek, can’t read it and hasn’t visited her home island since she was a teenager. Her extended family are scattered all around the world, and so her father leaving the family felt like she’d lost one of the strongest connections to her heritage that she’d ever had.

The second time I saw Delia cry was just last year, when her mother’s mind started to jumble and the doctor diagnosed her with dementia. Now living in a care facility north of the bridge, Delia’s mother speaks Greek most of the time and Delia struggles to understand what she needs. The two almost always end up shouting in a desperate bid to communicate with the other.

Delia discards her meal and rests her head in her hands. Her fingernails have been chewed right down to the skin. ‘What do I do?’ she asks.

I feel like a fraud for giving her marriage advice – I’m chronically single and have been for years – but I do like giving my opinion whenever the opportunity arises. And I do like helping vulnerable people.

‘Is there a chance you already know what to do, you just need the courage to do it?’

Delia and Nico have been together longer than I’ve known her. It’s a struggle to try to picture what Delia’s life would resemble without Nico in it. He’s always been there, even if only on the periphery. And in the beginning, they were so suited, so similar. They were both unbelievably driven – motivated, hardworking. And then when Delia’s father left, she found comfort in someone who knew what it was like to have a broken family – Nico, who spent his late teens tracking down his birth mother, only to find she’d died years earlier of an overdose. Delia once told me that she loved Nico’s blatant honesty more than anything else. After her father abandoned the family, she was determined to be with someone who would never lie to her.

‘Prue, help me.’ She peeks at me through her fingers. ‘I don’t know if I want to be married anymore.’

My hands clasp the corners of the table. Delia is a closed-off person, a reserved person. She’s nice to her boss even when he’s selfish. She’s patient with me, even when I’m being inconsiderate. But right now, Delia is being raw and honest and she looks broken. I have to ignore the part of my brain that knew this was coming. All the cancellations, and the missing wedding ring – the flirting with that waiter at the media awards night. I knew something was wrong.

‘Jesus, D.’ I push my chair next to hers and pull her close. ‘I’m sorry.’

The waiter suddenly reappears, a tall, wiry sort of man with smooth skin and long, thin fingers. ‘Hellooo,’ he says, his hands clasped firmly in front of his chest. ‘How is everything this evening? Would you like more wine?’

‘Yes,’ Delia says, her face still resting on my shoulder. ‘A bottle.’ Her voice is muffled and not overly coherent; the waiter glances across at me, concerned.

I smile. ‘Pinot noir, thanks. And the dessert menu.’

He fumbles, looking between our plates – the meals are still unfinished. ‘Oh, are you done?’

‘No,’ I say, bringing my plate closer. ‘But we will need dessert.’ I gesture to Delia and he seems to understand.


After he disappears, I stroke Delia’s hair. It’s soft and smooth. I’d comment on it, if the timing were appropriate, or perhaps ask her what product she was using. ‘How long have you been feeling like this?’ I ask instead.

Her eyes drift to the ceiling, and her mouth wiggles a little as she thinks back. ‘A few months. Maybe more.’

‘Okay.’

‘I didn’t think I’d ever be divorced.’

‘I know.’

‘He’s my husband, you know?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’ve been together for eleven years,’ she whispers, her jaw relaxing slightly. She’s in shock, or at least I think she’s in shock. Her face pales and her hands slacken. ‘Eleven years. Married for seven. Please tell me I didn’t waste it.’

I force her to look me in the eye. ‘You didn’t waste it. You, Delia Savas, don’t ever waste a single second of your life. You’re too smart for that.’

‘Maybe this will blow over.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Everything might be okay.’

‘It might be.’ I’m indulging her, and I don’t know if I should be. Nico isn’t going to change – he’s only going to get busier at work. He’s only going to keep putting himself first. Delia has changed, and that’s the difference here.

‘Sometimes he tells me to grow up.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Nico,’ she says. ‘I’ve never told anyone this. But if he’s in a bad mood, which happens sometimes after a difficult surgery . . . He tells me to grow up. Because he’s out there saving lives, and all I’m doing is eating food, apparently.’

‘Oh, D. That’s not okay—’


‘And he tells me I should be grateful he’s in medicine because it means we’ll always have money. And he asks me when I’m going to be ready to have kids, and then we argue, and he tells me I need to start being an adult, and then he’ll stop speaking to me and sleep on the couch for a couple of nights.’

Jesus Christ. ‘I had no idea.’

She offers a half smile and pulls away. ‘I’m pretty good at keeping things to myself.’

‘You shouldn’t have to do that,’ I say.

Frowning, she replies, ‘I’m not sure I’m ready to picture my life without him yet.’ She’s retreating further to her side of the table, putting extra distance between us. The tears have stopped and she’s wiping her cheeks. I know what this means.

‘I know it’s a big step to—’

‘We’re going to be fine,’ she says, straightening. ‘I’m okay. We’re going to be okay. We’re just going through a rough patch, that’s all. We haven’t even tried counselling, you know? Maybe that’s step one.’

I know I should try to be honest with her and make her see how unhappy he’s making her, but this conversation has me thinking back to when Joseph left.

I thought he’d come back. I thought he’d change his mind. And every time I said that, Delia agreed with me. No matter what I said, she agreed. While my mother was pestering me to go to him and fix what I broke – as if it had been my decision to end it – Delia was telling me that I’d done nothing wrong. She sat with me and delivered wine to my hands, and she told me that he might still change his mind. She told me he’d made a mistake and that he’d soon realise it. She kept telling me what I needed to hear because I was broken – and now Delia is broken, and I know it’s time to return the favour.

‘You’re going to be fine.’

‘Really?’ she asks, hopeful.


I nod. ‘Don’t you have a holiday booked in the Hunter Valley? That’ll be nice. Just the two of you.’

That seems to comfort her, and relief flashes across her face. ‘Yes, we do,’ she says. ‘Next month.’ She inhales and lets out a sigh.

‘Wineries, sunsets, drives through the hinterland . . .’ I say. ‘And you know I’d be here for you if it didn’t work out, D. You’d meet someone else. I hear second weddings are a lot of fun. Less fuss, more drinking. I could be emcee again, open with a joke. “Welcome back, everybody!”’

Delia laughs and chokes on some wine. ‘You wouldn’t dare,’ she says.

We sit in silence for a few moments, and Delia begins to brighten. Her expression suggests she’s going to be okay. She’s Delia, and she can make it through this. ‘Maybe I’m overthinking it,’ she says.

‘Maybe you just need to talk to Nico?’

She makes a face and glances away. ‘He’s going to think I’m being stupid,’ she says, using the sleeve of her shirt to wipe away some stray tears.

‘He shouldn’t think that, and he won’t.’

Delia is patting her cheeks now, rolling her shoulders back, and suddenly it’s like the conversation we’d just had hadn’t happened. ‘I’m fine,’ she says, more to herself than to me. ‘I’m okay.’

‘You’re okay?’

She nods. ‘I just had a moment, but it’s gone now.’ She shakes her head, lips wobbling, and then she smiles.

‘Everyone has those.’

‘I can’t believe I said those things.’ She’s laughing a bit now, and we’re entering dangerous territory. Denial territory – I know it well. ‘I love being married, and I love Nico,’ she adds. ‘I don’t know why I said those things. I’m such an idiot.’

I hold her gaze. ‘Remember he’s not here though, D.’


Delia rubs her hands along her thighs – she’s carefree, confident again. ‘Yes, but he’s a doctor, P. He’s in the operating room half the time, and then he’s in the emergency department the other half. He pulls double shifts because they’re understaffed, and he spends half the week sleeping in the hospital. Of course he has a right not to be here.’

‘But—’

‘I really can’t believe I said all those things,’ she says, a hint of a smile on her lips. I’m not convinced it’s real. ‘You won’t tell him, will you?’ She eyes me, nervous.

This is why I didn’t tell her the truth, what I really thought. Because people can always change their minds, but you can never take back what you said. If I told her she deserves better than Nico, if I implied in any way that she should leave him, she’d never forget it. It’d always be in the back of her mind, bubbling.

‘Why would I tell him?’ I ask, confused.

‘I know, right? You never see him. I never see him!’ She laughs before composing herself. ‘Okay, I shouldn’t joke. Jesus, things got dark there for a second.’

She drains her glass of wine and returns to her food, and I’m met with silence. The waiter drops off the bottle of pinot noir and the dessert menu, and he seems pleased that Delia is making her way through her meal.

My plate, however, remains untouched.

‘Thanks, P. You really helped pull me out of that black hole.’

I’m not sure that I did anything, and I’m still processing what happened. I had no idea how she was really feeling, but now I do. What am I supposed to do with that information? Delia has been hiding her true feelings about her relationship with Nico – she’s been discarding not only her wedding ring, but also the potential of her marriage altogether.

Was it wrong that I indulged her?


When Joseph left me, Delia was sympathetic and understanding, until she wasn’t. There was a moment when I started to come out of my wallowing and move on with my life. And that’s when Delia finally told me the truth.

You don’t need him.

You’re better than him.

Why did he always want to go camping? You hate camping.

Who dumps their fiancée?

Who leaves without an explanation?

I wonder how long it’s going to be until I have to do that for Delia – until I have to take her by the shoulders, squeeze tight, and tell her she’s spent too much time and energy in this marriage. Just because she’s spent eleven years with Nico, that doesn’t mean she has to spend the next eleven with him.

‘I’m so glad you’re here.’ Delia is shovelling the remainder of her food into her mouth, and every so often she throws me a smile.

‘Me too.’

She’s tipsy now, her eyes a little fluttery and her hands all over the place. ‘You’re my best friend,’ she says, her voice rising. She slides her hand across the table and links her fingers with mine.

‘I know.’

Delia whispers, so quiet I almost don’t hear it, ‘You’re all I have.’

 

On the evening of Ben’s book signing for The Billionaire’s Mistress, a torrential downpour is expected. Weather forecasters recommend that everyone stay at home and cancel any plans. The clouds ease over the city in the early afternoon, growing darker by the hour, until peak hour hits and the sky cracks open.

I peek outside the windows at work and watch the sea of umbrellas on the sidewalk beneath, people scurrying across the street with their handbags held above their heads. I’m hoping Ben will cancel, or perhaps he’ll text me and let me know that I’m no longer needed. How many people are going to show up in this rain? How dedicated are his fans?

When he calls to tell me the event is still happening, and that he still requires my help, I begrudgingly slide into an Uber and meet him at the back of the bookstore.

‘I would’ve been angry if you bailed,’ he says. He’s wearing a patterned shirt that’s rather aggressive in nature. Purple and orange, and those silver buttons up the front are quite the eyesore.

‘I did consider it.’

We’re forty-five minutes early and the bookstore’s staff are still setting up, including the store manager, Cherry, who acknowledges our presence by waving both hands in a jolty motion.

The bookstore is three storeys, with sandstone-clad walls and a fibreglass dome roof. A brass spiral staircase stands in the centre of the store, demanding attention.

A young, red-headed woman wearing high-waisted jeans and gumboots greets Ben with a loose hug. ‘Sorry about the rain,’ she says, as if she caused it. She sticks out her hand and I shake it. ‘Flo, publicity.’

‘Ah, I’ve heard about you.’

‘And I’ve heard about you,’ she says with a grin. ‘All this time as Ben’s publicist – three years – and I’ve not once met someone from his family.’

‘Yes, it’s been a while since I’ve been to one of these events,’ I admit. ‘Not since the beginning, I think. The first book.’

‘And look how far he’s come,’ she says.

‘Mmm.’

She’s suddenly all business. ‘So,’ she says to Ben. ‘Lectern, no lectern?’

His lip curls. ‘No lectern, too formal. Just give me a microphone.’


‘Great, and the speech—’

‘A few minutes, tops. Cherry can speak first if she’d like, to introduce me. There’s going to be a lot of people here and if the line snakes out the door, people will be standing in the rain. I want to get the signing started quickly so we can move through at a solid pace.’

Flo nods.

‘Actually, Prue will be helping tonight,’ Ben says, motioning to me. ‘Taking photos of the crowd and uploading to my stories.’

‘Oh, great. For the big milestone.’ She looks my way. ‘Sorry, I should’ve brought someone from my team—’

‘No, it’s fine. Isn’t it, Prue?’

Not many options for how to respond to that. ‘Yes. So fine.’

Flo doesn’t look convinced. ‘We could ask Cherry to do it again?’

‘Again?’ I ask Flo.

‘It’s okay. Prue doesn’t mind doing it,’ Ben says.

Flo slips away to source water bottles and sharpies for the signing table. I turn to face Ben. ‘Big milestone?’ I ask.

He doesn’t respond.

 

When guests start arriving, store manager Cherry shuffles us into the staff room until they’re ready to begin the signing.

‘Sit wherever you can find space,’ she says. She’s an older lady – grey hair, brushed back into a sleek bun. She’s got a grin the width of my hand.

The staff room is filled with boxes of stock, very few places to sit, and a kitchen sink in the corner. There’s an odd smell by the staff lockers, like unwashed gym gear.

‘Thank you.’ Ben smiles at Cherry. ‘And thank you, once again, for helping organise this. I hope the rain doesn’t affect crowd numbers too much.’


She blushes. ‘Oh please. Your fans? They’ll be here regardless of some rain.’

‘They’re predicting the city will flood,’ I say.

Cherry shrugs and slips out of the room.

Ben tries to find a space to occupy. He slides his slender body between some boxes. I lower myself down onto a dirty milk crate near the sink.

‘Your fans must really love you if they’re planning to stand in the rain all night,’ I say. ‘Dad told me you once went on a date with someone from a signing.’

‘It wasn’t a date.’ Ben seems repulsed. ‘She invited me to the pub with some friends after the signing, and it turned out she didn’t have any friends! She just wanted to go home with me.’

‘Right.’

He shivers. ‘I told her I was going to the bathroom and . . . I left.’

Dad and I like to joke that Ben writes romance novels because he hasn’t figured out his own love life yet. He distracts himself with fictional romance so he doesn’t have to acknowledge that he has yet to find a real one.

My back aches; I manoeuvre the milk crate to try and get more comfortable, but it ends up screeching on the ground and making an awful noise. Ben recoils.

‘I can’t believe we have to do this on a Friday night,’ I groan.

Ben folds his arms across his chest. ‘Why? What else have you got on?’

Nothing. Absolutely nothing and he knows it. I hate that.

Cherry returns, poking her head into the room. Distant chatter filters through the open door. ‘It’s chaos out there,’ she whispers. ‘We’ve already sold eighty copies of your book, and we’ve finished putting out all the chairs. Everyone will congregate together for the beginning – we’re moving people through the store at the moment – but then once you’re finished with the microphone and the signing starts, we’ll ask everyone to form a queue.’ She wiggles her eyebrows and slips back out.

Ben cranes his neck. ‘Okay, so, I want you to capture videos of the signing line for social media. Work from the front to the back, starting with the first person and walking in haste to the end. Encourage people to wave. Shout out—’

‘What about during the event? Before the signing starts.’

His expression drops. ‘I was just about to get to that.’

‘Right. Sorry.’

He continues. ‘Grab some photos from the back of the crowd. If you get too close, sometimes it looks like no one turned up. Just capture heaps of stuff, and I’ll sort through it tonight when we’re home.’

Noise from the store filters into the room.

‘Why didn’t you ask Cherry to help you, if she’s done it before?’ I ask. ‘Is she rubbish or something?’

‘No, she’s good. But I wanted some additional help.’

‘And you asked me? Surely there could’ve been someone else.’

He pauses. ‘Like who? Dad? You know technology confuses him.’

‘I don’t know.’ I shrug. ‘Mum, maybe?’

‘You know she never comes to these events,’ he says, glancing away. ‘Hasn’t made an appearance since the first book.’

‘Well, neither have I.’

His face darkens. ‘Yes, I know that too. You’ve never read any of my books either. You and Mum have that in common, I guess.’ There’s a bitterness to his tone – a bubbling anger.

‘Does that bother you?’

He says nothing, clearly upset with me, and perhaps with Mum. But surely he knows why I don’t want to read my brother’s erotic fiction? Surely he understands how disturbing that would be?


‘Mum told me about Hugh,’ he says, breaking the silence. ‘Bummer about the engagement, huh?’

It takes me a second to process. ‘She told you about Hugh? How does Mum even know about him?’

‘Thomas,’ Ben states. ‘They’ve been like this’ – he crosses two fingers – ‘ever since he reviewed her restaurant favourably that one time.’

Great – now I’m thinking about the wedding again. The one-night stand, the horrendous hangover, the email in Rafe’s inbox. Above all else, I’m wondering what my mum thought when she found out about Hugh.

‘Well, what did she say about it—’

‘I could use it, you know,’ Ben says, cutting me off. ‘I’m on structural edits for the next book, but I need to start piecing together a new idea for my publisher. I thought of you and Hugh. And Joseph. I could make it a love triangle.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Use your own life for inspiration. When was the last time you went on a date?’

Ben shakes his head. ‘I’m off the market.’

‘You’re off the market? Since when?’

He smirks. ‘I’m off the market . . . emotionally.’

Groan. ‘You never should’ve dumped Liz. She was great.’

Ben met Liz at the supermarket three years earlier, and it was like he’d never met a woman before. They went to dinner that night, she met Mum and Dad one week later, and she and Ben moved in together a month after that. Ben fell hard. He saw a future with Liz – marriage, kids. It was the happiest I’d seen him.

And then he broke up with her, out of the blue, not long after I moved in. And he has never explained why.

Ben’s reply is curt. ‘She wasn’t great.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Oh, come on. Liz was sweet. And Mum liked her, which is rare because Mum judges just about anything that moves, and she’s scary. I’m terrified of her and we’re related.’

Ben relents a bit, smiling softly as he says, ‘Mum did really like her, didn’t she?’

‘Mum loved her,’ I respond. ‘I thought she was going to wail when you broke the news. Liz was the best.’

‘Liz wasn’t the best.’ Ben’s voice drips with disdain. ‘And I’m not the only one here who is alone.’ He gives me a look.

‘I’m not alone.’

‘Delia doesn’t count,’ he says with a smirk.

‘I choose to be single.’

He rolls his eyes. ‘What about Mr Engaged?’

I scoff. ‘Well, he came to pick up his watch and I never saw him again. So, I guess you could say things are going well.’

‘Shame.’ He rolls his shoulders back. ‘Good for you, though. Getting out there, meeting people.’

‘He was engaged. Sort of.’

‘Eh. It couldn’t have been going that great if he slept with you. Maybe it was a good thing everyone found out about the two of you. Poor bastard might’ve married a woman he didn’t really love.’

Cherry reappears at the doorway, raising her phone to tap the screen – her fingernail clacks against the surface. ‘Shall we get started?’ she asks. ‘It’s just gone six o’clock.’

The crowd is much bigger than I had envisaged. Rows and rows and rows of seats, and every one of them is full. I spend a moment trying to count how many people are here, but I lose track after one hundred. At his first signing event, it was mostly family and friends. But now I don’t recognise a single person. His readers are predominantly female, and fifty years old at the absolute minimum. Quite a few seem to have his entire collection in their carry bags.

I hover near the back of the store and take a few photos while Ben makes his way to the elevated platform at the front of the crowd.


‘Jesus,’ I whisper, as Flo comes to stand on my right-hand side. ‘What a turn-out.’

‘One hundred and seventy,’ Flo says. ‘Just did a head count.’

‘Is that good?’

‘With weather like this?’ she asks, arching an eyebrow. ‘Yes, it’s good.’

Something seeds in my chest – perhaps jealousy – and I have to push it down. I’m overwhelmed by how many people are here. I knew Ben was successful, but I don’t think I really knew. God, sometimes it’s impossibly hard being around people who have their life together.

A pull-up banner stands behind the signing table, tall and flimsy. Every so often, it sways, ready to topple. Ben’s name is written in block letters across the middle.


BENJAMIN DASHEN

Internationally bestselling romance author


Ben stands on stage with Cherry and he gives the crowd a sheepish wave. They all clap and Ben ducks his head a little, embarrassed by the attention.

Cherry introduces him to the crowd – not that he needs an introduction – and thanks everyone for turning up in this weather. She encourages all attendees to buy a copy of The Billionaire’s Mistress, and she warns that the signing line will be long, so Ben’s fans should be quick when it’s their turn to meet him.

It’s Ben’s turn to speak, and I hold out my phone to snap some pictures for him.

‘Good evening, everyone.’ Ben rests one hand on the signing table and the other hand slides inside the front pocket of his jeans. ‘I’m thrilled to be meeting you all. I’ll sign any books you have tonight, as long as I wrote them.’


Laughter erupts. I’ve heard this joke before – he was telling it at the beginning of his career to a room of ten people. The joke lands a lot better when there are almost two hundred fans in the store.

‘Tonight’s a big moment, so I’m thankful you’re all here to celebrate it with me.’

I turn to Flo. Big moment? I mouth. She wiggles her eyebrows but doesn’t say anything. I switch to video mode on my phone and hit record.

‘Ten years,’ Ben continues, ‘since my first book was published, almost to the day.’ The crowd claps again.

Ah, Jesus. Big milestone. Almost ten years since I accompanied Ben to his first signing – I hadn’t realised it had been that long.

‘Ten years and nine books,’ he says. ‘If you’d told me any of this when I was younger, I’m not sure I would’ve believed you.’ He clears his throat before continuing. ‘I’ve spoken about this before, so if you’re a long-term fan you’ll be aware. But I didn’t have the most conventional route to publishing. I dropped out of school and perfected my writing by working for a pornographic film studio. It’s not something I was proud of at the time, and God knows my poor mother was very stressed—’ He pauses as the women laugh. ‘But I’m really proud of where I am now. How hard I’ve worked. And I have all of my fans to thank. So, if you’re here for the first time – welcome. If you’re here for the second, third, fourth, fifth or sixth time – thank you. I couldn’t do what I do without you, and I am so incredibly grateful that you’re here.’

He continues with his speech, but I stop the recording.

‘Who usually does this at his events?’ I ask Flo, tapping my phone. ‘You said Cherry?’

She nods. ‘Usually someone at the store is happy to take photos. I often do it too, when the event is on, although it’s a bit harder when the signing is happening, so sometimes his publisher might do it.’


‘But there’s usually someone, right?’ I’m trying to work out why Ben asked me when there clearly wasn’t any need.

She smiles. ‘Yeah, there’s usually someone.’

On the stage, Ben invites the crowd to ask a few questions, and dozens of hands shoot up all at once.

‘If The Billionaire’s Mistress was turned into a movie, who would you cast to play Countess Cindy Von Schnitzen and gardener Roody?’

‘Where do you get your ideas from?’

‘How do you write such strong female protagonists?’

Ben visibly grimaces at this one, and answers with a polite, ‘Nobody ever asks me how I write strong male protagonists.’

‘What is your writing process?’

‘How many words do you write a day?’

‘When did you quit your day job?’

‘Your sex scenes are so realistic.’

‘This isn’t really a question, but I just wanted to say how much I love your work and how much it inspired me to write my own books.’

Cherry stops them, eventually, because the questions are getting unwieldy and most of them are only statements now. She’s eager to get the queue started on time so they can shut the shop by nine o’clock.

‘Orderly line, please.’ Her voice projects further than I’d guessed it would. ‘We’ll snake it through the store, so hopefully none of you have to stand outside in the rain.’

Ben thanks her again. ‘Now, let’s get signing.’

 

Later, at home, Ben flicks through my photos and videos while I pour myself a wine.

‘So, why did you really invite me?’ I ask.


He looks up. ‘Because I needed help.’

‘Right. And no one at the store usually takes photos for you? No one from your publishing house, perhaps?’

He says nothing, just starts flicking through my photo album again.

‘I didn’t realise it had been ten years, Ben.’

‘I don’t think any of you did.’

By the time he speaks again, my glass is empty. ‘I just thought it’d be nice,’ he says. ‘To have someone from the family there.’
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There are no seats on the train, and places to stand are limited. I’m crushed between two burly men and an elderly woman, all of us clutching the same pole. There’s a harsh jolt as the train lurches forward and my elbow collides with someone’s bicep.

‘Sorry,’ I mutter. The man says nothing, doesn’t even look at me.

We’re experiencing a mild autumn heatwave, with rancid levels of humidity for April. My face feels moist, my hairline wet. Every minute or so, I angle my face down towards my armpit, worried there’s a whiff of something that others might be able to smell.

Naturally, the Inner West line is reserved for the worst trains – no air conditioning, with ripped seats and slivered windows that barely open. Frequent service cancellations mean the trains are few and far between, and so I’m jammed up against the door trying desperately to make myself as small as possible.

The wine bottles – yes, plural – in my handbag knock each other, over and over. Someone glances at me and I want to tell him the wine was on special. Two for thirty. Does he understand how ridiculous it would have been to buy one bottle?

‘Excuse me,’ someone whispers.

This lady is getting off at the next stop, and she is gesturing for those of us near the door to move. But there’s nowhere to go. Can’t she see there’s nowhere to go? We’re just as cramped and uncomfortable as she is.


So, so uncomfortable.

‘EXCUSE ME.’ She pushes past, shoving my handbag. Her forehead pinches when she hears the bottles clink together. ‘Just . . . need . . . to . . . get . . . through.’

I manoeuvre myself out of the way, we all do, but she only manages to get by a couple of passengers. She’s still four people deep in the train. She clicks her tongue and one of the burly men exhales. ‘Just wait, okay? This is my stop too.’

Her face turns sour. She flicks her head, lets her hair swish around. Her mouth makes some sort of frustrated noise – tsk, tsk, tsk. The man rolls his eyes.

When the train pulls in at Central Station, I’m pushed onto the platform as hordes of people disembark. I stand to the side of the door, finally able to breathe.

I re-board and relax as fresh air fills the compartment. I drink it in. I’m free. I tip my head back, let the breeze cool my face. I’ve got this pole and a radius of at least half a metre to myself now.

‘Prue?’

A voice, low and smooth. It curls around my name, holds it captive. I freeze, tightening my grip on the pole. Suddenly, the train carriage feels hot and cramped again. Am I sweating? I feel like I’m sweating.

‘Prue? Is that you?’

It’s Joseph. The Joseph. He looks exactly the same and yet nothing like how I remember. That wonky smile and curly blonde hair, now clipped back to almost nothing. The haircut feels like a crime, somehow. A personal attack on something I used to love so much. And there’s a beard now. Something I would’ve hated back then. Long and bushy – unnecessary.

‘Shit, I can’t believe it,’ he says, stepping closer. He’s smiling like he still loves me, holding out his hands as if he’s welcoming me home.

‘Joseph. Jesus.’


He sweeps me up into a hug and I savour the moment. He smells exactly like he used to – musk and mint, a warm fire. I’m in his arms again for the first time in over two years, and it feels dangerously good. God, I’ve missed this. God, I’ve missed him. I hold on that little bit too long, drink him in that little bit too much.

Instantly, I’m worried about how I look. Do I smell? Is make-up dripping down my face? Are those sweat patches coming from my armpits? He always told me to stop chewing my nails, and now here I am, curling my hands into fists so he doesn’t see that I still haven’t kicked the habit. It surprises me, how these memories can seep back into consciousness so seamlessly.

He joins me at the pole. ‘What a coincidence. I’m on this train every night.’

I remember.

‘Really?’ I ask. ‘How funny.’

He nods, narrows his stare. ‘So, what are you doing here? How are you?’

Those are two very different questions, and I’m not sure which one he cares to know. ‘I’m heading to Delia’s for dinner,’ I say.

He tips his head back. ‘Ah, Delia. Of course.’ He slides his hand down the pole, takes a step closer. ‘She still at Food & Wine?’

I nod. ‘She’s deputy editor now.’

He’s impressed, and lets out a low whistle. He tells me he thinks of her whenever he sees the magazine. He doesn’t say if he ever thinks of me. It’s alarming, how easily that eats at me.

‘I miss Delia. What a boss.’ He bites his lower lip. ‘And what about you? Are you okay?’

I’m miserable.

‘I’m fantastic.’

Joseph smiles and relaxes, like he’s off the hook. ‘Great.’ When he runs a hand through his hair, I realise it’s darker now that it’s shorter. ‘I can’t believe I ran into you,’ he adds. ‘Small world, huh?’


‘Indeed.’

I want to ask him why he left. I want to ask him why he broke my heart.

‘You look great, by the way.’ He holds my stare and I’m wondering what he sees when he looks at me.

Joseph and I met on a Thursday night four years earlier. I’d dragged Delia to a bar in the city because I was meeting a guy from a dating app and I didn’t want to go alone. I needn’t have bothered though, because he didn’t show up. He rang last minute to cancel, and I’d felt stupid at the time – foolish. I was worried I’d never meet someone. I was desperate, impatient.

After my date cancelled, I’d carried a drink back from the bar and, in a rush to find Delia, my shoulder clipped Joseph across the back. He’d winced and apologised, and then he asked for my name.

He was a wise guy, Joseph. Always very observant and clever, and quick with his jokes. Whenever he laughed, he’d place a hand to his chest and his whole torso would shake. He had a full-bodied belly laugh that could burst a window.

‘Wait,’ Joseph says, and I remember where I am. Joseph raises a finger at me as the train screeches to a stop. ‘I completely forgot. You must be finished with vet school now, right? Congratulations.’

‘Oh. Yes,’ I lie.

He asks me how the final years of the degree were, and whether I was happy with my grades. He asks me how my dad’s tennis club is going, where I’m working now, and whether my mother managed to make it the entire way through my graduation ceremony without telling some other guest about Ben and his books.

I lie about it all.

When I tell him the last couple of years were tough, he thinks I’m talking about the degree, but really I’m talking about my life.

I hate where I am right now. I hate that two years ago, Joseph and I were spending our weekends looking at apartment listings and going to auctions. I hate that I was so in love with him, and he was preparing to end it all. I hate that I still don’t know what I did wrong.

‘Prue, I can’t believe you did it,’ he says, reaching forward to squeeze my arm. He beams. ‘Veterinary school.’

‘Yes.’

‘I can’t imagine what life is like for you now,’ he says. ‘You must be thrilled.’

I say nothing.

‘I’m pleased everything has worked out for you.’ His smile wavers for a moment afterwards, as if remembering the past. He’s thinking about what he did. He’s relieved I’m okay. He’s happy he didn’t ruin me.

I should tell him. I should tell him how I feel, how my life is worse than I ever thought it’d be.

‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘Still in criminal law? Still at that fancy firm on Foveaux Street?’

His dimples grow more prominent. ‘Fuellerman and Sacks? Yeah, I’m still there.’ He pauses and then lets out a big sigh. ‘It is really good to see you, P. You look well.’

Joseph calling me P feels scarily familiar. His voice is the same, his smell is the same, and his smile is intoxicating.

I miss him.

But I also hate him.

‘So, are you seeing anyone?’ I ask. I shouldn’t be doing this – I shouldn’t be asking this question. But I just can’t seem to stop myself.

His eyes seem to plead with me, begging me to take back the question. He rubs his chin. ‘Ah, yeah. Magdalena. She works at Fuellerman and Sacks too.’

Of course he’s dating someone. He’s happy. I bet she’s gorgeous.

Joseph looks away, as if embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t need to apologise.’

‘I feel like I do,’ he says.


The train approaches my stop, and I make for the door. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it?’ I say. ‘One day I’m browsing wedding dresses, and the next you’re telling me you don’t want to be in my life anymore.’

Joseph’s face folds in. ‘I’m sorry, Prue. I don’t know what to say.’

 

‘What a turd. What an absolute, utter disgrace.’

Ryan pours himself a cup of tea. ‘Of all the things he could’ve said, he comes out with that? “I don’t know what to say.” What a cop-out, Prue. And what a real loser, honestly. I’m so sorry.’

We’re debriefing in the work kitchen, our hands wrapped around mugs of English breakfast. Ryan wears white skinny jeans and an oversized, pale-salmon-coloured shirt. He’s already asked me twice if I like his new outfit, but he refuses to tell me how much he paid for the shoes, which resemble some sort of brown loafer.

‘It wasn’t that bad,’ I say.

Ryan’s left eyebrow arches. He taps a foot against the ground.

‘Okay, it was bad.’

‘I hope someone poops in his trousers one day.’

‘Ryan.’

‘I’m serious,’ he says, defensive. ‘You’re a saint for even talking to him in the first place. I would’ve pretended I didn’t recognise him. But you’re so stoic. And confident.’

‘I cried the entire way to Delia’s,’ I admit. ‘And then I hid in her bathroom and cried some more.’

He clears his throat. ‘Men like him make me so angry,’ he says, one hand flicking to the side. ‘What do they want, Prue? What do they want?’

Ryan’s phone vibrates in his front pocket. The light of the screen shines through the material. He ignores it, but a sly grin spreads across his face.

‘I asked him if he was dating anybody,’ I say.


‘You didn’t.’

‘I did.’

‘Why?’

I hesitate. ‘I’m not sure. But it didn’t make me feel great.’

‘Of course it didn’t.’

‘Her name is Magdalena.’

He groans, rolling his shoulders back. When his phone vibrates again, he pretends he doesn’t notice.

‘Someone’s popular today,’ I say.

Holding back a grin, Ryan wiggles the phone out of its snug position. ‘I know, sorry. Let me turn it off.’

‘No, it’s fine.’

‘I am listening to your story, I promise.’

‘It’s fine,’ I repeat. ‘It’s obviously important.’

‘It’s not important. Just turning it off now.’ He slides his phone back inside his pocket.

‘You want to tell me who has you so happy?’ I ask. ‘Or is it about an audition? Did you get a role in something?’

Ryan’s pleased expression falters for a brief moment. ‘No, not an acting job,’ he says. ‘Got a few more rejections this morning, actually.’

‘So it’s a guy then.’

Ryan pauses and glances away. He’s acting coy. ‘Maybe.’

I cling to the news, rest my tea on the table and step closer to Ryan. ‘You let me whinge about Joseph for our entire break, and you didn’t mention this at all?’

Ryan shakes his head. ‘I like hearing about Joseph,’ he says. ‘Plus, there’s nothing really to tell yet. Early days. I mean, of course we’ve had sex, but I haven’t met any of his friends. He hasn’t even invited me to meet his friends. Is that weird? Probably not, right? But he’s started putting an “x” in his text messages now, so that’s fun.’ He alters the direction of the conversation. ‘Tell me more about Joseph. I know he’s toxic and we hate him, but how did he look when you saw him? I’m imagining a sleek business shirt with tailored pants and some chunky-heeled black shoes. Glossy, gelled hair, styled with a side part.’

‘He looked good.’

That intrigues Ryan. ‘Yeah?’

‘Really good, actually. Still as handsome as I remembered.’

Ryan ponders this. ‘It’s a shame about his personality.’

‘He seemed . . . happy to see me,’ I admit.

I feel his gaze land on me. ‘You could just ask him next time,’ he says. ‘About why he ended it. Might help you move on.’

 

Later that morning, a soft-spoken man rings from a payphone; it’s a struggle to hear him.

‘I saw your phone number on a billboard,’ he mumbles. In the background I can hear the distinct, imposing sound of cars speeding past. The phone is evidently close to a motorway.

‘Are you safe?’ I ask.

He doesn’t answer me. ‘I live in the park here,’ he says. ‘Got a nice spot in the sun, near the lake.’

Calls from people who are homeless are rare and can be quite transient. They’re not always near a phone, or they might not have money to spend on a phone call.

‘What would you like to talk about today?’ I ask.

‘My son.’

‘And where is your son?’

Nothing comes through for a while, and then he speaks.

 

Ryan finds me in the courtyard, crouched in the corner against a concrete wall, hands resting beside me. I’m not sure how long I’ve been here. It feels like ten minutes, but it could be closer to thirty. I come here after particularly hard calls, when I feel emotional and need time to process the day.

‘Bad one?’ Ryan asks, approaching.

I nod. ‘His son suicided.’

Ryan joins me on the floor, silent for a moment. ‘Where?’

I lean forward and rest my head in my hands. ‘Regional, somewhere. He didn’t go into much detail and it was hard to hear him.’

‘He okay?’

I nod again. ‘Said he felt better after talking.’

Ryan reaches over to give my arm a reassuring squeeze. I let my head fall on his shoulder. It comforts me, makes me feel like I’m not alone in this.

Why do these calls affect me so much? At work, at home, in the middle of the night when I can’t sleep. Is this job supposed to be so difficult, after all this time? I should be used to these sorts of calls by now, but I’m wondering what they might be doing to my mind. I’ve found myself out here in the courtyard more and more. Questioning my role here. Rethinking my choices. Determined to quit, like I vowed I would back in January.

‘Do you ever wonder . . . if this is healthy?’ I ask.

Ryan is confused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Sometimes I feel like I should be the one calling through.’ I hug my knees.

‘Is this about Joseph?’ Ryan asks, frowning.

‘No,’ I say.

Ryan gives me a look.

‘Okay, maybe it is.’

‘You’re a kind person,’ he says. ‘That’s why this job bothers you so much. You want to help the people who call. Be there for them. It’s admirable, really. And just because you feel like your life isn’t perfect doesn’t mean you can’t help others. The fact that you’re not desensitised to their struggles says a lot about you.’


‘Sometimes I want to ask them where they are and go find them.’

Ryan retracts. ‘You know we can’t—’

‘I know,’ I say.

‘Seriously, Prue, Rafe would fire you.’

‘I know, I know.’ I run a hand through my hair. ‘But I do think about it a lot. How could I not? I want to help. I want to do more.’

‘You’re already doing a lot.’

I should believe him. I know the limitations of my job and I should accept that, but there’s something niggling at me, telling me there’s more that can be done.

‘It’s hard not to take everything home with me,’ I say. ‘It’s tiresome, most days. How does this job not affect you?’

His reaction is swift – he pulls away from me, his hand snapping back like an animal. ‘What are you talking about? You think I don’t struggle? You think you’re the only one who dreads each call?’

This is the strongest emotional response I’ve seen from him. He can’t look me in the eye. ‘Of course this job affects me,’ he says. ‘More than you’d think.’

He cracks a couple of knuckles, glancing away, but the sunlight momentarily blinds him and he recoils.

‘Sorry,’ I reply.

His phone vibrates again, and this time he responds, tapping away for a couple of minutes. It’s like he welcomes the opportunity to be somewhere else, to talk to someone else.

‘Why don’t you tell me about him?’ I ask. ‘The mystery man.’

And suddenly, the moment has passed. Ryan is back. My Ryan. He straightens and stretches out his hands, getting ready to launch into it. ‘His name is Anton. Very cute. He’s Cuban, which is also cute. Works in a cafe during the day and creates visual art by night. He talks about his parents a lot – he helps them with their herb garden. I haven’t met them yet, but they sound so sweet I want to sob sometimes.’


‘Jesus, you really like him.’

‘I do.’

‘It’s not just a fling?’

He shakes his head. ‘Don’t think so,’ he says. ‘When you know, you know. Have you ever felt like that?’

Yes. Joseph.

He realises his mistake. ‘Oh God, sorry. Dirtbag Joseph, I forgot. What a toad. “I don’t know what to say.” Honestly, I’m still not over it. It’s past us now, though. We’re moving past it. Back to Anton.’

I force myself to forget about Joseph. ‘How did you meet him? Anton?’

Ryan smiles. ‘On the street.’

‘The street?’

‘Literally. Followed him from Central Station all the way to that Vietnamese restaurant we went to once.’

‘And you . . . what? Just started talking to him?’ Ryan’s confidence astounds me.

‘Of course,’ he says, quick and matter-of-fact. ‘I shoved my arm in his path and stopped him right there. Told him I liked his outfit, and that I respected his jawline.’

‘He could’ve been straight.’

He folds his arms. ‘He wasn’t.’

Ryan spends the next ten minutes telling me about how the dinner reservation for their first date was accidentally double booked, and so they picked up a pizza and some beers and went back to Anton’s apartment.

‘Greasy pizza on his roommate’s couch – so spontaneous.’ Ryan’s face lights up whenever he speaks about Anton. ‘So unlike me.’

‘How often do you see him?’

‘A couple of times a week,’ he says. ‘Always his place, though. I’d invite him over to mine, but Stephanie is always home and the house is actual trash. Did I tell you we have mice? You can actually hear them crawling inside the walls at night.’

‘Foul.’

‘And cockroaches. The little German ones that are impossible to get rid of and are always skittering around. I opened the laundry window the other night because of the mould, you know? I was trying to air the place out. And they all just crawled inside. I can’t believe I’m renting some two-million-dollar property with mould and mice and cockroaches. It’s criminal. Why must we all live in these foul share houses?’

‘Because that’s all anyone can afford?’

Ryan murmurs in agreement. ‘Except for you, living it up in your brother’s swanky house. Why can’t my brother be rich?’

‘Because your brother is a musician.’

‘He prefers the term “recovering lawyer”.’ Ryan jolts, suddenly alert. ‘Oh, that reminds me. He’s invited me to another gig.’

I know where this is going. ‘No. I told you the last one was the last one,’ I say. ‘I’m not spending another night squished in some underground bar with sweaty nobodies while we watch your brother scream into a microphone.’

‘Please?’

‘Invite Anton.’

Ryan winces as if burnt. ‘God, no. He would never talk to me again. One bellowing screech from my brother’s colossal mouth and Anton would disappear into thin air. His penis might just shrivel up at the mere thought of being near me again.’ Ryan grabs hold of me again, his eyes pleading. ‘Please?’

I sag against the wall, defeated. ‘I suppose we could get very drunk,’ I suggest.

This cues a groan. ‘It’s on a Tuesday night.’

I let out a wail. ‘Seriously? What’s the venue?’

Ryan winces. ‘Not really much of a venue, more of an underground shed north of the bridge. He did say there’s all-night pasta next door though. And a rooftop cocktail bar two doors down from that.’

I contemplate it. ‘What time?’

‘He said their set won’t be until at least ten o’clock,’ he explains. ‘Sorry. I’ll make it up to you, I promise—’ Ryan stops mid-sentence, his attention stolen by something behind me. He gives a small nod and I glance back over my shoulder.

Delia is here.

She stands by the courtyard entrance, her chest and face peppered with red, her cheeks swollen like bulbs, her eyes rubbed raw. She makes no effort to brush away her tears.

‘Rafe told me I’d find you out here,’ she whispers. ‘Can we talk?’

That’s when I notice the bags in her hands – two duffels, overstuffed and heavy. She lets go and they plonk on the ground. She appears visibly relieved, stretching out her hands and rubbing them together to soothe the skin.

I turn to Ryan, who seems to be piecing together the situation. ‘Delia?’ he asks me.

I nod. ‘Can you give us a—’

‘Of course,’ he says, rising. ‘I’ll cover your calls.’

‘Thank you.’

Ryan shuffles across the courtyard, whispering something to Delia and placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder before he slides through the door. Delia smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

Delia and I meet halfway, and I envelop her in a hug. She feels frail in my arms, like she might shatter at any moment. Like her bones might crumble within my grasp. I squeeze tight, and we stand together in silence for a couple of minutes.

‘My marriage is over,’ she whispers.

Her face is buried in my shoulder, so it takes me a moment to really hear what she’s said. She pulls away from the hug.

‘Oh, D. I’m sorry,’ I stammer. ‘I’m really sorry.’


She mumbles a thank you. ‘Can I have another hug?’

I crush her to my body once again. She sniffles, and I rub her back.

‘Come sit down,’ I say.

She pulls away again and nods, using her sleeve to wipe her nose. We leave her bags by the door, and I lead her to a nearby bench. She sits down most elegantly – knees together, hands rested atop her thighs. She’s staring at nothing.

I sit sideways, cross my legs, and simply watch her. ‘So, your weekend away with Nico . . .’

She stiffens. ‘It was awful,’ she admits. ‘Horrible.’

‘You fought?’

‘No,’ she says, a light laugh playing on her lips. ‘We didn’t fight, we just . . . barely spoke. It was four days of silence.’ Delia turns to me, her face pale. ‘We didn’t have anything to say to each other. Literally nothing. And we tried to go out – I’d booked us tables at some truly beautiful restaurants – but we just . . . barely spoke.’

‘Okay.’

‘There was just nothing left to say to each other. And Nico, he really tried, you know? He was trying to ask me about my work. And I was trying to ask him about his. But it felt like two toddlers learning to walk. We didn’t gel anymore. And I realised I don’t actually want to talk about his work, because I’ve spent so long hating it. His work became the most important thing in our relationship, and I get it. He saves lives. But things are different now.’

I grab her hands to stop her from picking at her fingernails.

‘I was checked out, I realised.’ She looks away. ‘We were staying on this gorgeous, lush farm, and I should’ve been happy, but all I wanted was to be alone.’

‘Right.’

‘He asked me if I was happy. And I said nothing for a while because I was thinking about it. I kept thinking, Am I happy? Do I enjoy my life? Is it strange that I cry myself to sleep at least three nights a week?’

My heart breaks. ‘Oh, D.’ I squeeze her hands. ‘I didn’t know.’

Delia is quick to defend me. ‘I didn’t want you to know,’ she says. ‘I didn’t want anyone to know. I thought it would get better. Like I said at dinner? I thought this was a rough patch, and things would get better. Eleven years. And now I’m single again.’

She seems to focus on those last few words. Her eyes bulge ever so slightly. ‘I’m single again,’ she repeats. ‘Single.’ Her pronunciation is strict and particular. ‘I’m alone.’

I direct her attention back to me. ‘You are not alone.’

Her lip quivers.

‘Do you . . . need anything?’ I ask. ‘I can go over and get the rest of your stuff?’

‘I grabbed the basics.’ She glances over at her bags.

‘Where’s Nico now?’

Delia pauses. ‘Home,’ she says, her voice catching. ‘His home now, I guess. I don’t even know what we’re going to do about the apartment—’

I silence her. ‘We’ll figure it out later.’

She nods.

‘How is he?’ I ask. ‘Nico.’

Delia’s lip wobbles. ‘Devastated. He said he’s been throwing himself into work to try and avoid thinking about things,’ she says. ‘And the more he stayed away, the more upset I got, and then the more shifts he picked up.’ She’s crying much harder now, and wheezing a bit. ‘If I’d known earlier, maybe we could’ve fixed it.’

I edge closer. ‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘Or maybe not. I think this has been a long time coming, and perhaps you wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.’

She hiccups. ‘You think?’ she asks, her eyes pleading. Like she doesn’t want this to be her fault. Like she’s waiting for someone to tell her that there was nothing that could’ve changed what happened.

‘Yeah,’ I reassure her.

‘It’s going to be so hard,’ she says.

‘Yes.’ She has no idea how hard this is going to be. Telling people it didn’t work out. Moving out. Accepting the marriage is over and forcing yourself to forget about him when all you want is to speak with him. Realising he’s going to date other people. Realising you’re going to have to date other people. It’s exhausting.

Delia speaks again. ‘What am I going to tell everyone—’

‘You don’t have to tell them anything,’ I say. ‘Just take some time. Take some leave from work, maybe?’

She nods.

‘Maybe a nice break? Like a holiday. You could come to the wedding in August with me and Ben.’

For a fleeting moment, she smiles. And then it disappears, almost like she feels bad about smiling. ‘For now, I actually just need a place to sleep. Can I crash with you and Ben for a while?’ she asks.

‘Absolutely.’

 

Delia hasn’t moved in seven hours; Ben and I hover by the door of the spare bedroom, discussing next steps.

‘Do we . . . poke her?’ Ben suggests, peering through the gap at Delia’s still body in the bed. The covers are pulled up over her shoulders and she’s facing the opposite wall, so we can’t tell if she’s awake. ‘Check she’s alive?’

I slap his chest, and hiss, ‘No, we do not poke her, Benjamin. That might upset her.’

Ben gives me a look. ‘You think she could get any more upset than she already is? She hasn’t left this room in a week.’


‘She goes to the toilet,’ I respond.

Ben rolls his eyes. ‘Right, the toilet, my mistake.’ He’s standing so close to me I can smell his aftershave – musty, with a tang of vanilla. ‘Seriously, though. What do we do?’

‘I don’t know,’ I exclaim, my hands on my hips. ‘I’ve never ended a marriage before.’

Ben trails off to the kitchen and leaves me standing by Delia’s door. I step gingerly into the room and nudge the door closed behind me. The curtains are drawn, the room is dark, and there’s a stale smell hanging about. Like clothes that have been kept inside a cupboard for too long.

Delia’s dark hair is visible at the tip of the bed, splayed out like a carrot top. The gentle rise and fall of her body under the covers provides some reassurance that she is indeed alive.

‘You don’t need to check on me.’ Her voice is hoarse and strained, like she’s been screaming her grief instead of sleeping through it. ‘I’m fine.’

I lower down onto the bed, and she rolls over to face me. She’s still wearing the same sweater and leggings that she changed into when she moved in here last week. Her hair is greasy, she hasn’t showered, and her eyes are red.

‘Have you been sleeping?’ I ask.

She looks away. ‘A bit. Not a lot.’

I climb under the covers and lie down facing her. We’re so close I can see the strain in her eyes, the pale complexion of her cheeks. ‘Is there anything I can get for you—’

‘Did it feel like this for you?’ she asks, holding my gaze. ‘Every time I wake up, there’s a moment where I’ve forgotten. Just a split second where I’m back at home and Nico is in the bed beside me.’

‘I know.’

‘And then I remember that my marriage is over, and I want to go back to sleep so I can wake up and have that moment again.’ Her voice is light, her expression blank. ‘Was it like that for you? When Joseph left?’

‘Yes.’

She lets out a breath. ‘How long does it last?’

She’s desperate, her eyes boring into mine, waiting for something helpful to come out of my mouth. My hands find hers and I give them a squeeze. ‘The only thing that helps is time.’

She swallows. ‘So, I just have to wait this out?’

I nod. She’s displeased with my response, her face falling. She sniffles and rubs her nose with the back of her palm.

‘Sometimes I think about calling him,’ she whispers. ‘Just to see how he’s doing.’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘Sometimes it’s really quiet in here and my mind goes to dark places. I picture Nico with other women.’

‘That won’t help, D.’

‘I know,’ she reassures me. ‘But sometimes I can’t control it.’

A few seconds of silence pass. ‘Would it help if you went and saw your mum?’ I ask. ‘Ben said he could drive you.’

Delia gives a small smile. ‘That’s nice of him,’ she says, before shaking her head. ‘But I can’t see Mum right now. She’ll ask about Nico, and then after I tell her, she’ll ask about him again. She’ll forget, and I’ll have to repeat myself. That’s what she does. Just like with yiayia.’

Delia’s mother’s memory has slowly deteriorated over the past five years, to the point where she now doesn’t remember that Delia’s grandmother has passed, and sometimes she doesn’t even recognise her own daughter. I used to tell Delia how much I envied her relationship with her mother, but now they can barely communicate with each other and I realise that’s never going to be something I can wish for. If you were to ask Delia what her biggest regret is, she’d say it’s that she can only speak English. If she could do her life over again, she’d learn Greek the minute she was able to talk. She downloads language-learning apps every so often, and she picks up books from educational stores. But it never lasts long – the task of learning the language feels too big, even for someone as smart and driven as Delia.

‘Let’s keep talking,’ she says. ‘It helps. It feels nice, even, to talk about other things, so my mind doesn’t land on Nico.’

I snuggle deeper into the bed, bringing the covers up to my chin. ‘I ran into Joseph.’

Delia whips her head up to face me. Her eyes widen. ‘When?’

‘The Thursday I came to yours.’

‘Before I went on that trip? You kept crying, but you wouldn’t tell me what was wrong.’

‘I was going to tell you when you got back,’ I say, relaying the conversation to Delia; she grows more alert, more interested in the story. ‘He hugged me. He said it was good to see me.’

Delia considers my words. ‘Remember when you moved out and he forced you to take the furniture because he felt guilty?’

Yes, I think to myself. All the expensive furniture I spent hours picking out, now living in storage until I find a place of my own. ‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot,’ I admit. ‘The past week.’

‘Joseph?’

‘I should’ve just asked him, D. How hard is it?’ I run a hand through my hair, frustrated. ‘We bump into each other after two years and I still can’t build up the courage to ask him.’

Delia wiggles closer to me. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I shouldn’t think about it as much as I do.’

‘The relationship?’ she asks. ‘Or the conversation?’

‘All of it.’

‘You were preparing to spend the rest of your life with him.’ There’s a hint of sadness to her voice, like she’s finding similarities between our situations. ‘And then it ended. It’s not always easy to get over that.’


‘Part of me is afraid to find out why he ended it.’

She pulls the covers up around her neck. ‘Tell me more about it.’

‘What?’

She sits up, resting on her right elbow. ‘Tell me about that feeling you get when you’re around him, or when you think about him.’

I’m taken aback by her question, because it’s not something I’ve been asked before, and I’ve never really thought about it. What do I feel when I remember him?

‘It’s not love,’ I state. ‘I miss him sometimes, but I’m not in love with him anymore.’

‘So, what is it?’

It takes me a few moments to grasp the emotion. ‘I feel . . . down. Sad. Like maybe I did something wrong, but I’ll never know what it is because I can’t bring myself to ask.’

‘You didn’t do anything wrong.’

‘There’s this gap. For a long time he was in my life, and then he wasn’t. And he’s out there, happy, and I’m here just . . . sad.’

Delia nods. ‘Do you think I’ll feel that way with Nico?’ she asks.

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘You know why things didn’t work out. I never got that closure.’

Delia falls asleep again shortly after, and I slip out of the room.
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Mike is twenty minutes late for our dinner date.

He bursts through the door to Bambini Wine Room, face damp and chest heaving, his sweater darkened around the neck. He speaks briefly with the waitress, who recoils at the sight of him, and then she points him towards my table.

He shuffles over with his hands raised, surrendering. ‘You must be Prue. So sorry.’

I rise from my seat and we share a brief, albeit damp, hug.

‘I’m Mike. So great to finally be doing this.’

I wait for an explanation to justify his lateness, but it doesn’t come.

‘You look wonderful,’ he says, eyes raking over my body. ‘I love your skirt.’

It’s a dress – hired, of course – but I don’t correct him. He’s flustered, wiping his palms along his pants. We’re of a similar height, which is not very high from the ground at all, and I can tell he’s relieved that he’s taller than me. He’s wearing long chinos, slip-on navy shoes, and his sweater is a respectable shade of brown. He looks thirty-two, tops.

He’s got a black buzz cut, and lips so thin they could disappear at any moment, but I also spot solid, carved cheekbones, and genuine remorse in his expression. He apologises again and again, and then a few more times. Given I met this man over the phone at Love on the Line and had no idea what to expect in person, I’m rather pleased.


We slide into our seats opposite each other. He starts chatting while I survey the drinks menu, but I can’t quite catch what he says. Bambini is at capacity tonight, and the noise echoes. I ask Mike to repeat what he said, so he leans next to my ear and shouts just a little too much.

‘I SAID I LIVE IN CRONULLA. THIS IS QUITE A TREK FOR ME. SORRY I’M LATE.’

Instantly, I feel guilty that he’s travelled so far to see me. Why didn’t he say something when I suggested this restaurant? We’re in the heart of Sydney, an enormous distance from where Mike lives in the city’s south. Must be at least an hour on the train, maybe more. And while I suggested this place because I’ve always wanted to try it, I realise now that I didn’t bother to ask him where he might like to go for dinner.

‘Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise. We could’ve met halfway.’

He bats away my apology with a flick of his arm across the table. ‘No bother. I must really like you, hey?’ He throws me a wink and I feel compelled to offer a fake laugh. He seems to believe it.

‘This place is . . .’ he trails off, glancing around. The chandeliers capture his attention. ‘I actually don’t know how to describe this place.’

‘Lavish? Sophisticated?’

He thinks, then finds the word. ‘Raucous.’

‘Ah.’ I follow his eyes around the room. It is busy, I’ll admit that. And the music does make it hard to hear anyone. ‘I think it’s quite handsome.’

‘God, it’s so dark in here,’ Mike says, squinting at the menu. He looks up. ‘I can barely see you. You could be naked, boobs out and all, and I wouldn’t realise.’ He holds his hands out, as if pretending to walk around in the dark. ‘Your skirt looks grey to me, but it could be another colour.’ He laughs.

The first date I’ve been on in months and I’m starting to wish I never turned up.


‘It’s a dress,’ I clarify, and then realise it doesn’t matter. He’s not listening anymore; he’s looking at the menu again.

Hmm. When Mike bailed on our first scheduled date at the last minute, I told myself – and Delia – that I wouldn’t accept another invitation from Mike ever again. ‘How rude!’ I’d said to the bathroom mirror. ‘What a waste of my time!’

But then Mike had texted and caught me during a particularly lonesome moment, and I thought, Why not? Beggars can’t be choosers, and Mike could be the perfect guy for me. I’m not going to tick off my goals if I stay home all the time.

‘Would you like to share a bottle?’ I ask, holding out the wine list.

Mike declines because he doesn’t drink wine, and I realise that he’s actually not the perfect guy for me.

Fuck.

I decide to order a bottle of wine anyway, for myself. To get myself through this dinner. The wine list is six pages long, and the waiter watches me expectantly. He’s got that expression where his lips are stretched into a smile but his eyes are frozen, like he might actually be miserable inside. I ponder the list and point to some options and pretend I know what I’m looking for, but I’m actually waiting an appropriate amount of time before choosing the second-cheapest option.

When our drinks arrive, Mike sips away at a beer and I ogle the concrete pillars by the restaurant’s entrance. ‘I think this place won an award recently. Bar of the Year, maybe?’

Mike looks up, squints, and places a hand behind his ear. ‘Sorry, what? Couldn’t hear you.’

‘Never mind.’ I drain my first glass and pour another.

‘What’s that smell?’ Mike asks, his nose twitching, and then he continues. ‘I’m not one for fancy restaurants. I’m happy if it’s just a schnitzel and a beer at the pub.’


I consider fleeing to the bathroom and abandoning Mike at the restaurant, but this is Bambini. You don’t abandon Bambini.

‘My sister, on the other hand, loves posh food like this.’

‘Posh?’

‘Oh, yeah. This is posh for sure.’ He looks around. ‘Raucous and posh. But that’s okay. I’m not going to hold it against you, that you like going to fancy places. Some people need that, you know? Expensive experiences.’ He winks again.

Time to top up my wine glass and drain half of it.

‘So, Love on the Line, huh?’ he asks. ‘What’s that like?’

I’m not exactly sure what answer he’s after. ‘It’s good. Challenging, though. Some days it’s really difficult,’ I say. ‘Most calls are straightforward—’

Mike’s gaze is directed at the kitchen and so I’m not entirely sure he’s listening.

‘—but others can be rough. Older callers break my heart sometimes.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ He perks up. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

I wince at his eager tone. ‘Nothing is wrong with them. They’re just lonely, I guess. Everyone gets lonely sometimes,’ I add. ‘Remember when you called us?’

His shoulders stiffen. He glances briefly behind him to see how close we are to the neighbouring table. ‘Ah, yes. Well, things were tough, and my parents, well they don’t really—’

‘You don’t have to explain why you called.’

Mike does not seem convinced. With a sheepish shrug and a brief laugh, he attempts to ease some tension from the conversation.

‘And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone about this date,’ I add. ‘Truthfully, this is against the rules. Going on a date with a caller.’

Mike’s lips part into a devious smile. ‘Ah, really? Interesting. That is very . . . interesting.’ He makes a rather delighted face and I realise he’s drunk with power. I shouldn’t have told him. ‘I can keep a secret,’ he says.

I’m not sure I believe him. When he finishes his beer, I take the moment to divert his attention. ‘Another?’ I ask.

Mike’s eyes flick towards his empty schooner. ‘Why not?’

He’s quick to flag over the waiter, and at the same time we order our mains – pan-roasted ocean trout for me, Angus-beef eye fillet for Mike.

I jump back into our conversation. ‘You know, I got a call last month from a woman who spent time in rehab for being an alcoholic. Her family are big drinkers. There isn’t a single meal of the day when they won’t have drinks. Even at breakfast it’s mimosa cocktails. Can you believe that? Every. Single. Morning,’ I say. ‘Anyway, she’s recovered, but she hasn’t seen her family much and she was headed to a big luncheon with them. She was petrified they were going to mention her sobriety, and her time in rehab. I felt like I could hear her heart thumping from the other end of the line.’

Mike’s expression remains neutral, like he might just be staring through me, ears switched off. ‘Wow, yeah.’ He offers up a weak smile. ‘That’d be hard.’

I deflate a little, disappointed. ‘So, Cronulla, huh?’ I ask, changing the subject. ‘You must go to the beach a fair bit.’

He lights up. ‘Of course. I’m big into surfing and it’s a ripper at this time of year. The crowds start to thin out, so it’s easier to get your own space out in the waves, you know?’

‘Do you live on your own?’

‘God no. I couldn’t afford that,’ he says, choking out a laugh. ‘I live with three other guys in an apartment overlooking a carpark. Bit small, but it’s cheap. There’s no chicks in the place, so no fights over the bathroom or anything.’


He chuckles, and I drain yet another glass of wine.

‘You said you were saving up to buy your own place closer to the city?’ I ask.

Mike gives me a critical look. ‘Hmm, not sure I said that. Are you remembering things correctly? I mean, I’d be saving forever if I wanted to buy somewhere. Sydney housing is a mess. Where do you live again?’

‘Rose Bay.’

‘Fancy,’ he says, with a slight British accent. ‘Share house?’

I lower my glass onto the table. ‘Yes. I live alone most of the time, though, which is nice. My roommate . . . He travels.’

‘I can’t even imagine what your rent is. Mine’s two-ninety, but I’m in some side alley an hour from the city. Rose Bay? You must be paying, what, over three-fifty? Or closer to four hundred?’

I nod. ‘Mmm-hmm.’

He lets out a high-pitched sound. ‘Sheesh. You must be poorer than I am.’

‘I do okay,’ I say. ‘And like you said, it’s nice to be near the beach, especially this time of the year.’

‘Oh, you surf too?’

Oh dear, I’ve led him astray. ‘I dabble,’ I lie.

‘Great,’ he says. ‘We’ll have to surf together sometime.’

I grab at my wine with both hands and simply drink.

‘So, you just have one housemate?’ he asks. His next beer arrives.

‘Yes. Older guy. A journalist.’ The lie comes easily.

Mike perks up. ‘Ah, journalism! You know, I once considered a career in journalism. I’m good with words, you see. And I’m motivated – perhaps the most motivated at my company.’

I frown. ‘Where do you work again?’

It’s just as uninteresting the second time I hear it. ‘Website management,’ he states. ‘We do repairs and services, mainly for construction. Like if a labourer needs some equipment but they don’t want to buy it, or maybe they’ve bought the equipment and it’s broken or something. Our company fixes it.’

‘So, you manage online?’

He shakes his head. ‘No. My job is more important than that, Prue. Lots of responsibility. I practically run the place, you know? I oversee a group of people who manage the back end, the tech sort of stuff. I’m the strategy guy. Keeping the website functional, switching things up if there are some errors.’

It sounds like Mike manages online. ‘Interesting,’ I say, despite feeling like it’s anything but. ‘And do you like your team?’

‘No manager actually likes their team, Prue. You’ll realise that if you become a manager someday.’

Our food arrives, and I welcome the progression of the evening. Why does time move so slowly when men are being boring? And I am bored, I realise. Delia was right; he doesn’t enjoy speaking about anything other than himself.

This date was a mistake.

‘—so I had a chat to him, you know? I had to! I pulled him aside and I said, “Wesley, doctors’ appointments should really be kept to the weekends. No more ducking off at four in the afternoon.”’ Mike wipes his mouth with his sleeve, which is now stained with sauce. ‘When you’re a boss, you’ve got to be firm, you know?’ he says, although it’s clear he’s not expecting an answer. ‘They need to be slightly scared of you. Otherwise they just walk all over you.’ He holds out two fingers and walks them across the table to drive his point home.

‘Mmm, of course.’ Is it too late to abandon him here? There’s something about the way he eats that I can’t stop watching – his mouth opens wider than I’ve seen before, and his cheeks expand with each bite. Munch, munch, munch. It’s like watching a balloon inflate.

‘Tell me about your pets,’ I say. ‘Two dogs and a cat—’


Mike cuts me off with a finger in the air. ‘Sorry, Prue, one second.’ He fishes out his phone. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he mutters.

‘Everything okay?’

‘Ah, yeah. Just a work thing,’ he says. ‘A client has emailed. It’s a long story – not sure you’d fully understand it, Prue – but I’ve got to send one of my team members a quick text.’ He lets out a frustrated groan. ‘This is why I can’t trust anyone. Do I have to do everything myself? Christ almighty.’

I glance at the time. ‘You’re going to text your colleague at . . . eight-thirty on a Saturday night?’

He throws me a pitying look. ‘There’ll come a time in your career, Prue, when you’ll have to text your workers on a weekend. Sometimes it has to be done.’

Once he’s sent off four fiery texts to his poor colleague, he slides his phone back into his pocket and picks up the conversation.

‘What did you ask me again?’ he asks. ‘Earlier, before the email came through.’

‘On the phone, when you rang Love on the Line,’ I say, ‘you mentioned you owned animals.’

Realisation dawns. ‘Ah, yeah. I did. But I had to give them up.’

‘Give them up? Why?’

He shrugs. ‘Too much work, you know? I thought they’d be fun to have. But living in a share house, at my age. You want to go out, you know? Have fun. You don’t want to have to run home and feed them dinner, you know?’

Jesus, I hate this guy and his brown sweater and his boat shoes and how often he says ‘you know’ in conversation.

‘Take tonight, for example,’ Mike continues. ‘I would’ve had to rush home to give them food.’

‘Wouldn’t you feed them before you leave?’ I ask, checking my phone and clocking the time again. ‘Poor things would be starving if they were still waiting for dinner.’


Mike ignores that. ‘And what about tomorrow morning, you know? What if I didn’t go home tonight, and I wasn’t there to give them breakfast?’

It takes me a second to realise he’s talking about staying over at my place. He thinks there’s an invite coming. Cringe.

Thankfully, we’re interrupted by the waiter, who arrives to collect our plates. ‘Would you like to see the dessert menu?’ he asks, hopeful.

‘No,’ I say quickly and without looking at Mike. ‘Just the bill.’

The waiter gives me an understanding smile, and shuffles back with the bill not two minutes later.

‘I’ve got it,’ Mike says, pulling a credit card from his wallet. If me cutting the evening short bothered him, I can’t tell. He’s chipper and unperturbed, and a horrifying thought hits me: What if he thinks I’ve reneged on dessert because I’m eager to take him home? Another cringe.

‘I can pay,’ I insist. He pays almost three hundred a week in rent, I pay next to nothing, and I’m also never going to see him again. Guilt is driving me to pull out my wallet. ‘Or we could split the bill?’

‘No, it’s my treat.’ He slaps his credit card down onto the table and the waiter takes it away to process it.

‘Lucky for you, web management pays good money.’ A smirk crosses his face. Immediately, I want to reach for my phone and text Delia.

He does earn good money. I told you!

After the bill is settled, we’re standing on the kerb outside the restaurant and Mike is trying to hail a taxi.

‘You’re not going to . . . take a taxi to Cronulla, are you?’ I ask. ‘That fee would be enormous. At least book an Uber. It’d be cheaper.’

He’s downcast for a brief moment, and I know it’s because he wants me to invite him back to my place. When the invite doesn’t come, he recovers quickly. ‘I’ll head to the train station, and you can head home.’

After a few unsuccessful attempts, a taxi pulls up kerbside and we both slide into the backseat.

‘Dinner was nice,’ Mike says, reaching across to grasp my hand.

The driver won’t depart until we tell him where we’re going. ‘One stop,’ Mike instructs, simply staring out the window.

I snatch my hand from his, appalled by his unearned confidence. I know I’ve complained about being single, but when I set those goals and said I wanted to find love, this wasn’t what I meant.

‘Two stops,’ I shout to the driver, holding up two fingers in his rear-view mirror. I turn to Mike. ‘We’ll swing by Town Hall Station and drop you off.’

Mike grows distant and angles his body away from mine.

‘You sure I can’t come back to yours?’ he asks. ‘We don’t have to do anything.’

We don’t have to do anything means the guy will slowly try to touch your body until you feel semi-interested in doing something with him.

‘I’m sure,’ I say. ‘A friend is actually living with us at the moment, so it’s not a great time. She’s going through a divorce.’

‘Oh.’ This information pleases Mike. ‘Well, next time, then?’

I can’t look him in the eye. ‘Sure. Next time.’

 

When I return home, Delia is curled up on the couch with a bowl of cereal, watching a movie. It’s the first time I’ve seen her outside of the bedroom in weeks.

‘Look who’s alive,’ I say, dropping my handbag on the kitchen counter.

Delia smiles and pats the space next to her. ‘And look who’s home from their big date at Bambini.’


‘Bambini? Oh là là.’ Ben is sprawled across the other couch, sipping a whisky. Lachie rests at his feet at the far end of the couch, too exhausted to greet me at the door, but I do get some tail wags. ‘I notice you haven’t brought your date home with you.’

I throw a cushion at him and he catches it, a laugh hanging off his lips. ‘He’s currently at the train station awaiting his express service to Cronulla,’ I say.

Delia puts her bowl aside. ‘That bad, huh?’

‘He was . . . fine. Bit of a gaslighter, though.’

‘And dull?’ Ben asks. ‘Delia told me he cancelled on you a few weeks ago.’ He shakes his head and clicks his tongue. ‘Rookie mistake.’

Delia is more reassuring. ‘At least you’re putting yourself out there,’ she says. ‘Going on dates.’

‘Dud dates.’ Ben chuckles into his whisky. Even Delia snickers behind closed lips.

‘Well, what have you two been doing?’ I ask, glancing at the television. ‘Doesn’t look like you’ve had a wild night either.’

‘Ben submitted his latest edits tonight, almost time for the printer,’ Delia says, readjusting her position on the couch. ‘I read some of the first chapter, and it’s good. Really good.’ Their eyes meet.

‘Oh.’ I glance between the two of them, and back again. ‘Interesting.’

‘We’re both writers, in a way,’ Delia says. ‘It’s been nice, chatting about it.’

Ben smiles into his tumbler.

In the ten years I’ve been friends with Delia, there’ve only been a couple of occasions where she and Ben have been in the same room together, let alone actually conversing.

‘Delia surfaced about two hours ago,’ he says. ‘I’d kind of forgotten she was here until I heard her fixing up some food in the kitchen.’


‘Cereal?’ I ask, gesturing to the bowl on the table. ‘We’ve got better food than that. Mum would be horrified.’

Delia shrugs. When she shuffles along the couch, I notice that she’s changed since I left the house. She’s wearing a different pair of leggings, and she switched out the baggy, stretched shirt for a fitted white singlet. Her hair is wet, and I recognise the smell of my lavender body wash.

‘You showered,’ I note.

Delia grins. ‘Are you proud of me?’

‘Very. How are you feeling?’

With that, Ben rises from the couch with a groan. ‘I know when I’m not needed,’ he says, and Lachie stirs but ultimately doesn’t leave the couch. Ben stacks his empty whisky glass into the dishwasher and stretches his arms over his head. ‘See you in the morning.’

Once he’s left, I lean closer on the couch. ‘So how are you, really?’ I ask.

‘I’m . . . okay.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ she says, this time more confident. ‘I feel good. I had a good day today.’

‘Do you feel sad?’

‘All of the time,’ she admits. ‘But we did the right thing. I know that now.’

‘You weren’t happy.’

She pauses, avoiding my gaze. ‘I wasn’t happy, no.’ She pulls a blanket around her. ‘In hindsight, we should’ve split earlier.’ There’s a pause before she says, ‘Some nights he slept over at the hospital to avoid seeing me. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel about that. It was really bad, towards the end.’

She never told me any of this, and it makes me feel guilty. Unreliable. Unaware. I’m her best friend, and she didn’t feel like she could tell me the truth about what was going on.


‘I would’ve helped, you know.’ I force her to look at me. ‘If you’d told me, I would’ve been there for you.’

She nods. ‘I know, but if I’d told you how bad things really were, then it would’ve made it real. I was pretending that our problems were fixable – that they were just going to sort themselves out. If I’d told you, then I would’ve had to admit to myself that the issues were too large to ignore.’

We say nothing for a while; I rest my head on her shoulder, and together we watch the remainder of a Russian film with subtitles, and I pretend I know what’s happening.

‘Seriously, though, how was the date?’ Delia asks.

My nose crinkles.

‘That bad?’

‘He kept calling my dress a skirt.’

Delia gives me a once-over.

‘At one point he talked about my boobs, which is weird because—’

‘You don’t have any boobs.’

‘Exactly. Just a torso with nipples. Flat as tarmac.’

That makes Delia smile.

‘Truthfully?’ I say. ‘I was clock watching. He said he gave up his pets for adoption because he didn’t like that he had to feed them. And he actually told me – twice – that he earns good money.’

‘Cringe.’

 

Mum invites me to a late lunch to talk about the wedding, but then she cancels just as she’s meant to arrive. I’m already seated at the cafe when she texts to tell me she’s fruitfully busy and can I please meet her at her restaurant? We can chat in the kitchen while she works.

The first time my mother makes an effort to see me in months, and she doesn’t bother to show up. My blood boils the longer I ponder it.

I hand the menu back to the waiter, whisper an apology, and dart off.

 

When I finally arrive at Dashen Dining & Co., Mum doesn’t even notice. I have to tap my toe on the kitchen floor before she lifts her head away from the pot on the stove.

‘Oh, Prudence, hi.’

There isn’t an ounce of an apology in her expression.

‘You really couldn’t step out?’ I ask.

Mum clicks her tongue. ‘Apologies, Prudence. My heart was in the right place. But now my hands are in about ten different meals. We’re understaffed, and we’re booked solid this evening. It’s a shame you can’t cook, or I’d ask you to help.’ She’s so distracted by what’s happening in the kitchen that she flaps her hands about.

Mum darts off in another direction, over towards the back exit. She yanks open the fridge door and pulls out an assortment of meats. She rejoins me at the kitchen bench, piling the meat on the end of the table. ‘Grab me that pan, will you,’ she says, pointing to an area full of crockery. ‘No, not that one – the other one – to your left. The big one, stainless ste— Yes, that one. Thank you, Prudence. Now bring that over to me.’

‘You mentioned you wanted to talk about the wedding,’ I say.

‘Ah, yes. I do.’ She wipes her hands with a nearby tea towel and pulls something out of her back pocket. ‘But first, this.’

She slides a brochure across the bench and I catch it under my palm. It feels cold between my fingers. ‘This is a university brochure.’

‘Yes.’


‘For vet school.’

‘I know.’

‘Why are you giving me this?’

She brushes a rogue piece of her hair – her real hair, given the wigs never enter the kitchen – behind her ear. ‘Mid-year enrolments are open, in case you were thinking about returning,’ she says, and then she clocks my expression. ‘Or not.’

‘Did you trick me into coming here so we could talk about my failed degree?’

She tries to appear innocent. ‘It’s not failed if you go back.’

I slide the brochure back along the bench, and her face falls.

‘So, no vet school then?’

‘No.’

‘Maybe next year?’ she asks, hopeful.

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘Going back this year wasn’t really in my plan.’

‘Your plan? You have a plan?’

‘Yes,’ I respond. ‘I have . . . goals. A plan. Things I want to achieve before I turn thirty.’

She frowns. ‘What does turning thirty have to do with anything?’

I shrug. ‘Just a time frame, I guess.’

Her head tips. ‘Interesting.’

When Mum’s sous-chef, Marcel, arrives, we both realise the moment has passed; she snatches the brochure and tucks it into her pocket, as if for safekeeping. Marcel collects most of the meat from the table, whispers ‘Excuse me’ and directs me to stand somewhere else.

‘So,’ Mum says, perkier. ‘Let’s talk about the wedding.’

She starts assessing some chicken on a cutting board, pressing it rather forcefully with a finger. She gives it a sniff. ‘There are some lemons and limes over there. Can you get me one of each?’

I pluck two from the bowl and then Marcel is suddenly at my hip. He asks me to move.


‘Sorry,’ I say, walking around the bench. He slides into my spot and starts chopping some sweet potato. ‘This kitchen isn’t really big enough for me to be in here,’ I add, handing Mum the fruit.

‘Nonsense,’ Mum says. ‘Just move around as you go, and don’t get in Marcel’s way.’

I’m in Marcel’s way no matter where I stand. It’s like some sort of dance; he manoeuvres himself around the kitchen and I scutter to the opposite side.

‘Over there, Prudence.’ Mum uses tongs to point to the corner office. ‘There’s a display folder on the desk. Grab it, will you?’

It’s beige, bulky and filled to the brim with plans for the wedding. I hadn’t realised this second wedding was going to be such a grand affair.

‘I’ve been jotting down some ideas for August,’ she says.

She’s been jotting down a lot of ideas, it seems. There are pages on dresses, make-up, food, decorations, venues. I recognise some of the details from my own wedding plans a few years earlier. Mum’s shortlisted photographers seem familiar, there’s a three-tiered mauve cake design that I’d considered for my own reception, and the names of potential hair and make-up artists mirrors my list rather closely.

‘Is this bringing up memories?’ she asks.

Yes.

‘I’m sorry if it is,’ she continues.

‘It’s fine,’ I say. My mother gets two weddings, and I don’t even get one.

‘Can you open up the tab on location?’ she asks, lowering some chicken breasts into the boiling pot over by the fridge. ‘Page thirty-five.’

She’s memorised the page numbers. Jesus.

‘The ceremony is going to be on the main beach, just up from the tourist area with the bars and the clothing stores. I do not want tiny tank tops and flimsy flip-flops in the background of my photos.’


‘I’ve never been to Byron before,’ I say. ‘Always wanted to go, actually.’

‘Everything is just so poky up there. The shops, the cafes, the people.’

‘And you want to get married there?’

She purses her lips, tosses another chicken breast into the water. Marcel appears out of nowhere, arms cradling a few more sweet potatoes. He says to me, ‘Move please.’

Mum hums to herself. ‘When will you and Benjamin be arriving?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘The Friday? We’re driving.’

Mum considers this. ‘Leaving it a tad late, don’t you think?’

I don’t say anything and soon her attention diverts. She smooths her hair, runs her hand over the bun at the back and then points a finger at me. ‘Page sixty-two please.’

I flip through the folder and land on some clothing samples.

‘There won’t be any bridesmaids, but there will be photos with the family,’ she says. ‘So, I’d like to know which dress you’re planning on wearing. I’d like us all to match.’

The wedding isn’t for another three months; I hadn’t thought about my outfit yet.

‘Please don’t say that orange dress you wore to that Bondi wedding,’ she says.

I swallow my disappointment. ‘What was wrong with the orange dress?’

She tilts her head. ‘You looked like a disgruntled carrot.’

‘You didn’t like the shoulder pads?’

‘Nobody after the year 2000 likes shoulder pads.’

‘Well, it was a hire, so it’s back with the owner.’

Mum winces. ‘Where it should stay. Don’t rent that one again.’

‘When have you ever seen me wear something twice?’

Mum turns away. ‘You know how I feel about hired clothing. But, that aside, whatever you decide to wear, make sure it goes with my colour scheme, please.’

‘What’s the colour scheme?’

Mum appears pleased. ‘Page seventy-two.’

It’s a colour wheel. Cream, white, even a light pink and a touch of tan. Underneath, Mum has jotted down a list of complementary shades.

‘So that is what we’re doing with my dress and your dad’s suit,’ she says.

I’m struggling to visualise.

She goes on. ‘I’m going to wear vanilla – something long and cotton, both casual and classy – and your father is going to wear a white suit. We thought it’d be fun. Mix things up.’

‘Dad is going to wear a white suit?’ I ask, sceptical, running my hand along one of the swatches. ‘Does he know about this?’

Mum turns away. ‘He will.’

I swallow a laugh.

‘So,’ Mum says, taking a brief pause from preparing the meals so that she can wash her hands. ‘What other options have you got for a dress?’

‘Oh,’ I respond. ‘I’ll need to have a look when I get home.’

Mum seems unconvinced. ‘Nothing comes to mind right now?’

‘Not really.’

An eyebrow rises.

‘Okay, I have nothing.’

Marcel reappears, pleading with Mum that he needs more of the bench space to prep. There’s irritation in his voice, and he throws my mother a scowl.

‘Okay, noted. Prudence? Let’s take this elsewhere,’ she says, gesturing to the corner office. I follow her, and she taps the door shut with her heel once we’re inside. ‘What do you mean you have nothing to wear?’


‘Most of what I wear is rented. I return it.’

Mum disapproves. ‘Oh, Prudence, you’re not joking, are you? You hire all your outfits?’

‘Not everything,’ I retort. ‘Not my work clothes, or my casual stuff. Not my gym clothes—’

‘You don’t go to the gym,’ says Mum.

‘Well, if I did, I’d wear my own clothing.’

‘Right.’

‘But formal outfits, like dresses and that. Yes, I do usually hire those.’

‘For hundreds of dollars.’

‘It’s environmentally friendly. I’m fighting the war against fast fashion.’

It’s Mum’s turn to suppress a laugh. ‘Sure.’

I say nothing, but I feel myself shrink under her gaze.

She purses her lips, entertained. ‘You spend money you shouldn’t on clothing you don’t need. I used to find it quite amusing.’

‘It’s cheaper than buying the actual dress.’

She plants her hands on her hips, and it prompts me to continue.

‘And it makes me feel good,’ I say.

‘It makes you feel good when you’re around other people,’ she retorts.

Her words stab at me, but I pretend I don’t notice it. She lets it go, for now. Waves a hand to the side and chuckles to herself. I have a moment to think about what she’s said, but I refuse to process it.

‘Whatever you wear, it needs to match Benjamin,’ she calls.

And the moment is gone, forgotten about. ‘Why? What’s Ben wearing?’ I ask.

Mum thinks for a second. ‘Peach could go quite nicely,’ she says.

I choke. ‘Peach? A peach suit?’

‘I’ll pay for it.’

‘That’s not the point—’


‘Don’t do this,’ she says, hands landing on her hips again. ‘Don’t be like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘Snappy, judgemental. It’s cruel, and unnecessary. It’d be nice if you could be supportive.’

‘I’m here, aren’t I? Came all the way down here after you cancelled on me at the cafe. I was already sitting there, you know.’

Mum averts her gaze.

‘I’m very supportive,’ I say.

‘Right.’

I fold my arms. ‘I’m being supportive.’

Mum makes an incredulous noise.

‘I actually need something from you,’ I say. ‘I asked Dad, but he said I should ask you.’

She perks up. ‘You need something from me? Call me intrigued.’

‘I’d like to bring Delia to the wedding,’ I say. ‘You know Delia?’

‘The divorced one.’

‘My best friend,’ I clarify.

‘Married to the surgeon?’

‘The food writer.’

There is a subtle smirk to her expression. ‘Of course I remember. She’s the only person you ever talk about.’

Ouch. ‘Well, I think it’d be good for her to get out of Sydney for a few days. She’s getting better, but she’s still pretty down. And I think being in the house alone for the weekend might derail her. Plus, you’ve got room, right? You’ve only got twenty-five people coming.’

Mum looks offended. ‘Yes, but on purpose. It’s meant to be exclusive. A familial soiree.’

‘Well, Delia is family to me.’

She does not immediately respond, and it has me wondering if perhaps she missed it. ‘I said—’


‘I heard you.’

I decide to compromise. ‘I promise I’ll buy a new dress—’

‘Okay, fine.’ She flicks away another stray piece of hair. ‘You’re lucky that Uncle Sal had to cancel, or there wouldn’t be a spot for her at the reception dinner.’

‘Uncle Sal? I thought this wedding was supposed to be exclusive.’

She stills, catching my eye. Her mouth pinches, her neck stiffens. I recognise the need to tread carefully.

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘Really.’

She traces the texture of the wall behind her – her fingers move in circles. She grows a sly smile. ‘I’ve been hearing a lot about Delia lately, you know.’

There is an unusual tone to her voice. Suspicious, perhaps. I ask her what she means.

‘Benjamin’s been talking about her. I think he’s rather smitten.’

I freeze. ‘Smitten? What do you mean?’

‘He talks about her a lot. When you’re at work, and it’s just the two of them. Whenever we speak on the phone, it’s been “Delia this” or “Delia that” for over a week now.’

‘But they hardly know each other.’

‘He tells me she’s a fantastic writer,’ says Mum. ‘Sounds like he’s been catching up on all her latest reviews.’

‘Really?’

She nods. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s reading his books too. Both of them being writers and all.’

I’m thinking back now. How often do they speak? Interact? Has there been a look I’ve missed, or a gesture?

My tone hardens. ‘They’d tell me if something was going on, right?’

Mum says nothing.

‘And it’d be wrong, if there was something going on. That’d be . . . that’d be . . .’


‘That’d be?’ Mum prompts.

‘Are you making this up? Are you saying this just to hurt me?’

She denies it, of course. She says she can’t believe I’d think so little of her.

‘It’s something you’d do.’

‘It most certainly isn’t,’ she says, her voice firm. Her face hardens now, her fingers grasping at the doorknob. She is about to dismiss me.

‘Delia would tell me if something was going on,’ I say. ‘She’d tell me. Yes, she would. Wouldn’t she?’

Mum sends me a pointed look. ‘I thought you said she was your best friend?’

 

‘You’re not allowed to cry in a bar, okay?’ Ryan says. ‘Your tears are getting in my drink.’

It’s a Friday evening, nearly ten o’clock, and Ryan has dragged me to a rooftop cocktail bar near the Opera House. The sun has long set, and the place buzzes with people. The city might be approaching winter, but there’s still the slightest hint of autumn this evening, with its crisp heat. We’ve snagged two seats on a lounge by the back corner, under a lacy mauve umbrella. A slight breeze picks up and the umbrella jiggles where it’s held. We’re already three drinks in. With each one, Ryan slides further down the lounge until he’s practically horizontal.

‘How do you do it?’ I ask, whining into my margarita. ‘You’re always so chipper. So positive.’

Ryan’s eyebrows arch ever so slightly. ‘Chipper? Really?’

‘Yes,’ I say, slamming a palm down on my leg. The couple on the lounge beside us peer over, and we quieten our voices. ‘Energetic. Eager. Just so incredibly happy all the time.’

Ryan’s upper lip folds over the lower one, and he lets out a low, pitying sound. He sets his drink down on the table at our feet. ‘No one is happy all the time.’

I’m trying to compose myself, but the more alcohol I consume, the less control I have over my emotions.

I can’t stop thinking about Delia and Ben. I can’t stop thinking about why Joseph broke up with me, and the fact that my mother is getting married again and I’m not. And I can’t stop thinking about how it’s been almost six months and my life is still exactly the same. What happened to my goals? What’s happening with my life?

‘There’s still time to fix this, right?’ I ask. ‘I’ve still got half a year left.’

‘You know how I feel about those goals.’ Ryan rolls his eyes. He plucks at a couple of loose eyelashes until they flick off. ‘You’re living in the east and you pay barely any rent at all. You’re five minutes from the beach. While the rest of us are slumming it in some decrepit terrace house with rodents for pets, you’re living in luxury.’ He sighs and continues. ‘Do you ever think about the job you have – the job that you are so desperate to leave – and how it’s the same job that I have? Are you trying to tell me my life needs fixing too?’

I’m too drunk to reel myself back in. ‘Oh. No, that’s not what I was trying to—’

He reclines, putting some distance between us on the lounge. ‘I bomb every audition I attend and I’m living pay cheque to pay cheque,’ he says. And then he cranes his neck and sits up, as if uncomfortable continuing. There’s a twitch of his fingers. ‘And that fling with Anton fizzled out. Not sure why. He won’t return my calls.’

‘Jesus, Ryan, I’m sorry.’ I run a hand through my hair. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it.’

He eventually softens. ‘I know.’

‘I’ve had a lot of drinks and this is a very deep conversation,’ I say. ‘And I know I complain about the call centre a lot, but, you like the job, right? It seems like you enjoy it.’


Ryan grows agitated. ‘Yeah, and so do you,’ he says. ‘You keep acting like you hate where we work, but I know you love it. You love helping people.’

I shake my head. ‘But we aren’t helping people, Ryan. We’re talking to them over a phone. How is that helping? Today I spoke to a sixteen-year-old boy whose parents kicked him out and he has nowhere to go. How can words possibly help that boy?’

He sips his drink. ‘It’s better than not talking to them at all.’ When he reaches forward to rest his drink on the table again, he notices something in the adjacent building and frowns. ‘My God, there’s a gym down there and people are actually in it.’ He taps his phone to check the time. ‘It’s . . . ten o’clock on a Friday night, and people are exercising right now.’

I shimmy along the lounge until I can spot the boutique gym on the ground floor – it’s compact and calls itself a wellness centre. I see a few bodies inside, on the treadmills and in the squat racks and by the water-cooler station.

‘What’s their secret, do you think?’ I ask.

Ryan shrugs. ‘Well, they probably pay like fifty a week. Kind of forces you to go, I guess.’

The conversation stills and we settle back onto our lounge. I suddenly remember what he said about his relationship. ‘That sucks about Anton,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry it fizzled.’

Ryan pretends not to care. He shrugs again, smiles, looks away. ‘Blessing in disguise, perhaps. Whenever we lay on the couch together, he’d call us a . . . cuddle puddle.’ He shivers. ‘I kept telling myself it was cute but it’s actually—’

‘Not that cute. Borderline creepy.’

He agrees. Nearby, a group of girls take photos of their cocktails, and, behind them, a waiter arrives with a tray of sliders.

I pivot the conversation back to work. ‘So, that teenage boy?’ I prompt and Ryan nods. ‘He was local, somewhere in Sydney, and I actually considered asking him where he was and figuring out a way to find him.’

Ryan is upright, all hints of amusement gone from his face. ‘But you didn’t, right?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Because Rafe would have a fit if you did,’ he says.

I exhale. ‘I know.’

‘And let’s continue to hope that Rafe doesn’t find out about Mike,’ Ryan says.

‘You don’t need to keep bringing that up.’

Ryan grows silent.

‘Maybe I should just quit,’ I say. ‘Goal ticked instantly.’

His rigid posture eases. ‘You have bad days. We all do. But I see your face when you’re helping someone. It makes you feel valid, it makes you feel like anything but a failure. Why else are you always out in that courtyard? It hurts because you care so much.’

I ponder his words and think back over the past few years at Love on the Line. Perhaps the reason I’ve stayed so long, perhaps the reason I haven’t really tried to leave, is because there are elements of the job that I’d find difficult to part with.

Ryan finishes his drink. ‘Think about Delia. She’s curled up on your couch trying to process a divorce after seven years of marriage. Now that I sympathise with.’ He rises from the lounge and returns to the bar for the next round.

It’s difficult to process our conversation when I’m so tipsy with tequila. My stomach gnaws at me, and I suddenly feel guilty for having those goals and embarrassed for wanting to change my life. I want to help Delia, and I want to help the people on the other end of the phone. But I also want to help myself. Is that so wrong?

Ryan returns and hands me the next cocktail – dark brown, misty-looking, and smells like tomorrow’s hangover. ‘Bourbon,’ he says. ‘Thought you could use a change.’


I hate bourbon. ‘Thank you so much,’ I say, taking the drink from him. I use the plastic straw to mix everything in. As if that’s going to make a difference to the taste.

‘Have you noticed how many cactuses this place has? Just counted twelve while I was waiting at the bar.’

I assess the space again. There are a lot of cactuses here, like some sort of Californian bungalow.

‘You should invite Delia, by the way,’ Ryan says. ‘She might need a drink as much as you do.’

‘I did,’ I reply. ‘She said she’s not feeling up to it.’

Ryan puckers. ‘Damn.’

‘Did I tell you my mum thinks that Delia and my brother are banging?’ I whisper. There’s a fleeting moment when I picture the two of them together, and I have to physically shake my head to push it out of my mind.

Ryan’s jaw opens right up, so big I’m worried he’ll swallow me whole. ‘Get out! They are not. Are you serious?’ He leans forward, an elbow on his knee.

‘I am. I wish I wasn’t, but I am.’

‘Your mum really said that?’

‘Sort of. Not really.’ I knock back more of the drink and it feels like petrol going down my throat. ‘She said that she thinks Ben is smitten with Delia.’

Ryan hollers. ‘Fascinating,’ he says. ‘They’re totally banging.’

‘God, I hope not. I’ve tried to catch them when they’re in the same room, to see if I can spot anything. But they’re either not together, or they shut up too quickly for me to hear anything.’

‘What have they been doing when you walk in?’

‘Talking.’

He makes a face. ‘Boring,’ he says, discarding the straw from his cocktail glass and sipping the drink directly from the glass.

‘But they never really talked before,’ I add. ‘Which has me stressed that there is something going on between them. Before Delia moved in, Ben had only met her a couple of times. And they hardly ever spoke. And now . . . they’re discussing writing. He’s reading her old articles, and she’s skimming through his edits. And he seems a lot more relaxed lately, which could mean something. Makes me feel so uncomfortable, even the thought of the two of them together.’

Ryan teases me. ‘Imagine in the middle of the night while you’re sleeping. They’re probably going to each other’s rooms for a session—’

‘Foul.’

‘And one of them says, “You have to be quiet or you’ll wake up Prue” and the other one whispers, “Who’s Prue?” because they’ve forgotten you’re even there.’

‘Stop,’ I say.

But Ryan won’t stop. ‘It’s fascinating,’ he repeats. ‘I hope you haven’t told them you know. You can play some kind of game of your own. Watch them, tag along with them if they ever go anywhere. That sort of thing.’

I pause. ‘On the other hand, there may not be anything to know,’ I say. ‘Mum likes to exaggerate. Always has. Maybe there’s nothing going on at all. Maybe I’m imagining things.’

‘Yeah, but it’s much more fun if there is something going on.’ He suddenly remembers something. ‘Didn’t you get Delia invited to your parents’ wedding?’

I nod.

‘And when is that again?’

‘August.’

‘Imagine if they go together, as a couple.’ His drink is already empty. ‘And you have to hang out with them for a whole weekend. And share a car with them all the way back to Sydney.’

My stomach drops at the possibility.


Ryan leans in close and whispers, ‘Nine hours of Ben and Delia, smitten in the car.’

‘She’s not even divorced yet.’

‘Yeah, but eleven years with the same man? I’m snoozed just thinking about it.’ Ryan is cringing. ‘God, Delia’s probably with Ben right now. Maybe that’s why she didn’t want to come tonight. She’s at home with him—’

‘Gross, Ryan. Please stop.’

This time, Ryan does cease the conversation. But he throws me a knowing smile as he travels back to the bar for yet another drink.

There’s something about Delia dating Ben that makes me feel queasy – jealous and bitter, angry even. But I can’t quite explain it. She’s my closest friend, my oldest friend. Am I allowed to be selfish here? Am I allowed to feel territorial over our friendship? My face grows hot, and I suddenly feel claustrophobic. I’m overreacting, I know I am. All this obsession over one minute thing that Mum mentioned, and she’s hardly the most observant of people.

‘You’re thinking about Delia with your brother, aren’t you?’ Ryan asks when he returns.

I hand him my bourbon, and he grabs the glass willingly. His head tips back and he finishes it in one gulp.

‘Maybe,’ I admit. ‘I can’t pinpoint why it bothers me so much. Delia dating my brother, of all people.’

‘It’s the success,’ Ryan says. ‘The books and the fans and that house. My brother was the same – lovely guy, absolutely nothing against him, but the lawyer thing made my parents fawn over him. Dad couldn’t get enough of him, and then all of a sudden Rowan quits his job to sing in a band, and now my dad barely acknowledges him at all. I’ll admit, I’m kind of loving it.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Try to stop thinking about them. Toss them from your mind,’ he says, flicking his fingers along the lounge to illustrate his point. ‘It won’t help imagining them together, and if they are shacking up, there’s really nothing you can do about it anyway.’

‘I could ask them to stop.’

‘Prue, honestly.’ Ryan laughs at me. ‘It’s out of your control. Even if you told her, you wouldn’t be able to stop her. It wouldn’t be fair.’

When I fail to respond, he eyes me. Assesses me. Tips his head forward and leans in closer. ‘You wouldn’t, right?’

‘Wouldn’t what?’

‘Try and stop her.’

I hadn’t considered it, to be honest. But now he’s planted the seed.
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The call comes through on a Wednesday afternoon when Ryan is off sick.

‘Love on the Line, this is Prue.’ The phone rests between my left ear and my shoulder; I squeeze it steady.

All I hear on the other end of the line is a wavering breath. Uneven. Raspy. Like the sound you make when you blow on a foggy window.

‘Love on the Line, this is Prue,’ I repeat, raising my voice.

There’s a forced chuckle, and now I know I’m speaking with a female caller. The tone of the noise and the lightness of the laugh, they give it away.

‘I don’t know why I’m calling,’ she finally says. Her voice is muffled, like she might have her palm over the receiver. I can’t detect any background noise. ‘This is so silly.’

We get that response a lot. I don’t know why I’m calling. As if people feel the need to apologise, to confess their sin of ringing for help. Ryan suspects it’s because they need to call, but really they don’t want to call, and so they want validation. You’re perfectly fine, they want us to say. You can hang up now.

‘That’s okay.’ My hand hovers over my computer mouse, scanning desktop folders as I await more information. ‘Why don’t you tell me your name?’

She pauses. Swallows her breath, a heavy gulp. ‘Maria.’


‘Maria, hello. Lovely to be speaking with you. My name is Prue,’ I respond. ‘You’re welcome to call any time, you should know that. We’re available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.’

She murmurs some kind of affirmative but offers no actual words.

‘How old are you, Maria?’ I ask, a relatively easy question to break the ice.

‘Thirty-four,’ she says. The same age as Delia.

‘There must be something that made you want to call us today,’ I prompt. This can be the hard part, getting them to open up. Too often people freeze and hang up before you get the chance to help them.

Half a minute of silence passes by. ‘Yes,’ she says, but she goes no further.

When the caller is closed off, and we’re not sure what’s happening, there is a strict protocol to follow. A particular set of questions we need to ask.

‘Are you safe, Maria?’ I ask.

Another pause. ‘Yes,’ she answers. ‘I’m safe.’

‘That’s good,’ I respond. ‘And are your surroundings safe?’

‘Yes.’

‘Great.’ I divert the conversation elsewhere. ‘Why don’t you tell me about yourself,’ I ask. ‘What have you been doing this morning?’

She stalls for a moment, and I hear the sound of her feet as she paces along some floorboards. She’s wearing a heavy footwear.

‘I . . . took my eldest child to school?’ Her voice rises at the end, like she’s not sure that taking her children to school is the right answer.

‘That’s good,’ I say, reassuring her. ‘So, you have children? How many?’

Her voice grows warm, as if I’ve led her into a comfortable space. ‘Two,’ she says. ‘They’re six and two.’ She’s stopped pacing.

‘And what are their names?’ I ask.


She coughs to clear her throat. ‘Luis. And Camila.’

She’s relaxed and she’s calm. I hear her body flop down onto something soft, and I’m imagining her curling up on her bed or her sofa. I’m imagining her tension releasing, her mind numbing.

We’re going so well – body-warming, ego-boosting well. A feeling of pride swells in my chest. My toes start to wiggle. This is what I wish my parents could see. I’m helping people, Mum. My job is worth something. It’s worth your attention, Mum.

And then Maria starts crying. Wailing. Waves of tears and choking noises. It’s like a flood pouring through a keyhole, like someone found the plug holding her emotions in and yanked it out.

Wheeze.

Wheeze.

Wheeze.

There’s nothing I can do but wait, and time goes slowly. If Ryan were here, he’d pout that lower lip of his and reassure me with a quick elbow nudge.

There’s a brief break in her sobs, and I seize it. ‘Are you okay?’ I ask.

She doesn’t answer, just lets out a small cry.

‘Are you alone right now?’

‘I’m always alone,’ she snaps. She then hiccups. ‘Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.’

Life halts while I take this in. There’s something about her words that lodges them deep inside my mind; they’re rooted in my brain, no chance of escaping.

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.

Perhaps it’s because I recognise the feeling. I relate to Maria. She’s a total stranger and yet, I can’t get these words out of my mind. They hover on my lips. They dance on my tongue.

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.

Nobody has ever articulated this to me so easily. Suddenly, everything shifts and my life is put into perspective. I have Delia, and I have my family, and sometimes I have Ryan. But I’m also painfully alone. Gut-wrenchingly alone. Why? How did I go from being a prospective veterinarian, engaged to the love of my life, to alone and hiring clothes to make myself feel better? To working at a call centre, speaking with people who are as unhappy as I am?

How did it come to this?

‘I know how you feel,’ I mutter, eventually.

‘Do you?’ There’s a snappy nature to her quick response, like she’s spitting out the words. She doesn’t believe me. She’s probably heard this from someone before.

‘Yes,’ I say, honestly. I want her to believe me. I need her to believe me. ‘I really do know how you feel.’

‘Sure.’ Her tone is clipped, sarcastic.

‘You’re calling me because I don’t know who you are, and you could easily hang up.’ I take a breath. ‘You’re calling me because telling a family member or a friend about how you’re feeling will mean there’s no running away from it. It’ll mean you’ll have to talk about it, and likely more than once. It’ll mean you can’t keep pretending you’re okay when you’re not. They might want to help, and you’re not sure you’re ready for that yet.’

She says nothing for a moment, and I’m imagining her lifting a hand to her mouth, her eyes closed, her body flooded with relief. ‘Yes,’ she says.

It’s one word, and yet it means so much to me. Maria and I, we’re so similar. How has it taken so long for this to happen, for me to realise that I could feel the same as the people on the other end of these calls?

She cries for most of the call, and perhaps that’s what she needs. Perhaps calling a complete stranger and breaking down is something she was craving. Maybe she doesn’t have that at home. Maybe I don’t have that at home?


‘I’ve been sleeping in my son’s bedroom.’ She really spits out those words, disgusted at what she’s telling me. I wait for her to elaborate. ‘For about two months now. We told him we wanted to paint it, and we moved his bed into his sister’s room.’

‘Okay.’

‘But really,’ she continues, ‘I’ve been sleeping on a blow-up mattress on the floor after they’ve both gone to sleep.’

My hands rest atop my desk. There’s nothing I can say that will fix this – there’s nothing I can ever say that will fix someone’s circumstances, because that’s not what we are here for. Our job is to listen, to be compassionate. Our job is to be there for the callers.

I wish there was more we could do.

‘Can you tell me why you’re sleeping in your son’s bedroom?’ I ask.

She struggles to admit it, at first. She’s upset and she’s tired and she’s hesitant. I’m imagining her hands raking through her hair in a flurry, because that’s what I do when I’m trying to hide how I’m really feeling.

‘Maria? Are you there?’

‘My partner and I are having some problems,’ she confesses. ‘We can’t even sleep in the same bedroom anymore. We’re so angry all the time.’

There is a sliver of my experience with Joseph that allows me to relate to Maria. You never fight at first, and then you do but you don’t realise it because it’s about minuscule things – conversations you remember differently, plans you can’t agree on, nights where work won’t leave your mind. In hindsight, fights about things that weren’t worth fighting over. But then they grow, and suddenly you feel like it might be normal. Maybe others do it too. And so you spend too much of your time wondering how often your friends are fighting with their partners. You don’t want to say anything because then he’ll think you’re needy. He’ll think you’re controlling. He’ll think he can find someone who is more laid-back. More manageable. And so you keep your mouth shut, except for when you’re fighting. And it’s becoming a lot. It’s all the time. And suddenly, it’s over, and you wonder what you did wrong.

You don’t ever wonder what he did wrong.

‘Where is your partner now?’ I ask.

‘He’s at work,’ Maria says. ‘I look after Camila all day, and he works. Then he comes home, and I look after Camila all night.’

She’s opening up now, allowing herself to say what’s on her mind. She’s reached that point where she feels comfortable telling me what she hasn’t been able to tell someone else.

Maria lets out a big sigh. Too big not to notice – too big not to feel the weight on her shoulders as she’s breathing.

She gives a light whimper. ‘I’m just so . . .’

‘Unhappy?’

There’s another sigh. ‘Yes. Yes, Prue. I’m just so unhappy.’ She seems freed by what she’s telling me. There’s something elated about her tone and her delivery; this is quite possibly the first time she’s admitted to anyone that she’s unhappy. ‘But the kids—’

‘Your kids wouldn’t want you to be unhappy, would they?’ I point out, quelling the end of her sentence.

A guttural noise comes through the other end of the line, like when you’re trying to bring up phlegm to clear your throat. ‘I know. And I don’t want to burden anyone.’

‘You’re not a burden.’

Silence.

‘Do you have anyone you can talk to?’ I ask. ‘A family member? A close friend?’

She dismisses me. ‘That’s why I’m calling you, isn’t it?’

It’s nasty, but I’m too embedded in this conversation to feel the sting. There’s crying in the background, and I can only assume it’s Camila.

‘Damn it,’ Maria says. ‘I have to go.’


‘Wait.’ I’m not sure why I’m stopping her, or why my voice comes out so nasal and shrill. A brief glance away from my desk tells me I’m largely alone in here. Rafe is in his office – the door shut. And without Ryan, the office feels eerily empty.

‘What?’ Maria asks, impatient. She’s walking somewhere. I hear the clunk of her shoes on the floorboards, and the swish of whatever she’s wearing as it brushes together with each step.

The crying gets louder, and Maria starts to coo to her daughter. She whispers ‘Sh’ so many times she might have forgotten she’s still on the phone.

‘Let me help. Where are you? Are you in Sydney?’

Her attention is elsewhere, and I’m losing her. I feel my grip on her slipping, and it overwhelms me. Why do I connect with Maria so much? Why am I struggling to end the call right now? She’s preoccupied, and what I should be doing is wrapping up this phone call and encouraging Maria to call back at another time.

But instead, I’m encouraging Maria to meet me somewhere.

‘A park,’ I suggest. ‘A shopping centre. I could come to you.’

‘I’ve got Camila—’

‘Bring her.’

She’s unsure. She’s contemplating my words, but she’s hesitating. I am, after all, a complete stranger.

Why am I doing this? I know I’m breaking the rules. I know I’m not allowed to do this, and yet I can’t stop myself.

‘Meet me somewhere,’ I say. ‘Just to talk. I can help you. You called us for a reason. Where are you? I’ll come find you.’

There’s a pause on the other end, and all I hear is the disgruntled, choking cries of a toddler. Maria lets out a defeated noise.

‘Tempe,’ she admits. ‘Inner West. We’re in an apartment just by the IKEA.’

I’m writing Maria’s information down on a scrap piece of paper. ‘Okay.’


‘You know, I don’t really have time to—’

‘Please,’ I say. ‘I think this could be good for you.’

I think this could be good for me, but I don’t say that. Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone. I want more from her. I want to understand. Does she get what I’m feeling all the time? Will helping Maria mean I can help myself?

‘You seriously want to meet us?’ she asks.

‘Yes, I really do.’

She stammers. ‘But why?’

‘I don’t know.’ I’m shaking my head and the phone jolts. ‘I really don’t. But I don’t want to just talk to you on a phone. Let me buy you a coffee. Let me sit with you and Camila. You called us for a reason.’

She names a cafe nearby. ‘It’s on the train line,’ she says. ‘You can’t miss it. It’ll stay open until six.’

I send a brief email to Rafe, explaining a headache; I snatch my handbag from under the desk and dart out of the office.

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.

 

I sit in that Tempe cafe all afternoon, waiting for her. Wanting to help her. Wanting to talk to her. I see Maria in every woman that walks in – every mother with a child.

But she never arrives, and when it hits six o’clock the cafe manager has no choice but to ask me to leave.

 

‘Time for a toast,’ I say, raising my tumbler. ‘To Delia. And to leaving the house.’ We clink glasses, and Delia offers me a genuine smile. It’s the first one I’ve seen from her in months.

It’s a Friday evening, the first night after a day back at work for Delia since she split with Nico. We’re sitting atop cushioned stools in a new Lebanese restaurant – Tarboosh. The restaurant is quirky, both the colour palette and the furniture, with pastel blue lounges, khaki cushions, and ornamental lamps lowered down from the ceiling. Above the tiled floor, local artwork adorns the walls, which Delia clocked almost instantly when we walked in. Tarboosh smells of slow-cooked meat, garlic paste and freshly risen pockets of pastry. Heat from the kitchen envelops us; we’ve long since removed our coats.

It’s been two months. Eight weeks of Delia living in the house, slowly processing the end of her marriage. I’m beginning to feel like things are returning to normal. Delia has emerged from her grief and is ready to rejoin the world.

‘God, it’s good to be back,’ she says, sipping from her straw.

Her hair is different. She’s had it cut this week, in a new style – the top half is pulled back into a high bun, and the rest falls loose and stops just past her shoulders. She’s wearing a green skirt, muted in colour, high waisted and long, paired with a thick long-sleeve sweater. She looks rejuvenated. She looks happy.

‘I even missed the office, if you can believe that.’ She throws her head back with a carefree laugh. ‘I missed my desk, and I missed that old, rundown little Cafe Nero next to our building. You know, that one with the rude cashier and the manager who only ever tucks in half his shirt?’ Delia sighs, then continues. ‘I was worried it’d be awkward at work, but Sherryn wrote me a card and Kee kept offering to make me cups of tea.’

‘And Thomas?’ I ask.

‘Thomas cornered me in the elevator and told me a story about a friend of his who got divorced,’ she says. ‘You know, just in case I felt like I was the only person in history who’d ever got divorced.’

‘I bet you didn’t miss him.’

She’s got a knowing smile. ‘I shouldn’t complain,’ she says, glancing around the restaurant. ‘He let me have this review.’


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘It almost makes up for all the attention he gets when you’re the one doing most of the work.’

I spot the smallest hint of a nod before Delia exclaims, ‘I’m too excited to care about Thomas right now.’ She knocks back the rest of her drink and immediately orders another.

It’s been over a month, and I still can’t stop thinking about the possibility of Delia and Ben. I’ve watched the two of them together, really watched them, for the past few weeks, and I haven’t stumbled upon anything that would suggest Ben has feelings for Delia.

If anything, they’re so plain around each other. So vanilla. They greet each other in the morning, and they say goodnight in the evening. There’s idle chatter and the occasional joke. Sometimes Ben talks about his current manuscript and Delia tells him the chapter sounds great, when really it sounds identical to his other chapters. Ben might ask for a restaurant or bar suggestion because he’s meeting some friends, and Delia will compile a list. A few times now Delia has mentioned that we’re running out of something at the house, and Ben has pulled out his phone and muttered, ‘Right. Better add that to the shopping list.’

I think I might be imagining things. I think Mum might’ve been imagining things. There’s nothing going on between Ben and Delia. I refuse to believe it. Mum simply said that she thought Ben was smitten with Delia. Ben could be so in love with Delia he’s about to write a memoir about his feelings, but that doesn’t mean Delia feels anything back. That doesn’t mean they’re . . . together. I need to stop jumping to conclusions.

Delia’s forehead furrows and she reaches over to clutch my hand. ‘Are you okay? You’re staring at the table.’

I should ask her about it. I can just ask her, right?

Ryan told me to rip off the bandaid and ask if she’s banging my brother; he made it sound so simple.

But what if she says yes?


‘No,’ I reply. ‘Nothing is wrong.’

‘Okay.’ She doesn’t appear entirely convinced. ‘Are you sure? Is this about what happened at work—’

‘No. It’s not. It’s got nothing to do with that,’ I respond hastily.

‘Because you know I admire you for what you did. Going out there and meeting that woman? Not a lot of people would’ve done that.’

I wasn’t thinking about Maria, but now I am. ‘She didn’t even show up,’ I say. ‘And she hasn’t called the centre since. What was I thinking?’

‘You were thinking that you wanted to help her.’

‘It would’ve been really strange, actually. If she had shown up.’

Ryan would never understand. Even I don’t understand why I went to that cafe, but I know I broke the rules.

Delia raises her glass and gestures for me to cheers again. ‘Come on, we’re not here to dwell,’ she says. ‘Tonight is supposed to be fun.’

Yes, I tell myself. Fun.

I’m not supposed to be moping about work, or about Maria. I’m supposed to be having fun. I’m supposed to be drinking Middle Eastern cocktails and gorging myself on baba ganoush and labneh, falafels and hummus.

‘Definitely,’ I respond, clinking my glass against Delia’s once more. ‘Tonight is supposed to be fun.’

A waiter brings us the food menu, and then he runs through the specials. Every table and stool in this place is occupied, and yet his eyes are only on us. He tells us that his name is Farez and that he’ll be serving us today. He points to various men in the kitchen, tells us that they’re his relatives and that Tarboosh is a family owned and operated restaurant. As we run our eyes over the menu, he recommends the shawarma and the moussaka, and tells us the Arabic coffee espresso martini is worth a try.

When the first round of dishes arrives at our table, Farez tells us to enjoy. He returns to our table later, to refresh our drinks and ask how the lamb is going down.

Delia smiles, another genuine one. ‘It’s delicious.’

‘Yes?’ he says, pleased. He claps his hands together. ‘Great to hear that.’

He leaves, telling us to let him know if there are any issues.

‘They’re desperate for your review,’ I say.

Delia pulls a notepad from her handbag and jots down a few thoughts.

‘They don’t even need it. Look at this place,’ I say, gesturing around us. ‘Do restaurants even need good press anymore?’

Delia shushes me. ‘Don’t give them any ideas,’ she murmurs, taking a bite. Her face shivers in delight. ‘I think I’ve missed the food more than Nico.’

We’re making jokes, I think. We’re out and we’re having fun and we’re drinking, and Delia is making jokes.

It’s called progress.

 

Later that evening, Delia and I are still huddled together on the cushioned stools, another few drinks in our system, and our stomachs full. Almost sick-level full. Can-barely-look-at-anymore-food full.

‘So, how much of this will work pay for?’ I ask Delia after Farez brings us the bill, eyeing off all the empty plates. ‘Tell me what I owe you.’

Delia’s face scrunches as she tries to remember. ‘They’ll cover the food, and two drinks. So, the other . . . six drinks we’ll need to pay for.’

‘My treat,’ I say, digging around in my bag for my wallet.

‘You don’t need to do that.’ She tries to slap my hand away from my credit card, but she’s so gentle that it’s merely a tap. ‘You’ve done enough.’


‘No, really, I can cover this.’

‘Seriously,’ she says, pulling my attention away from my bag and towards her. ‘I’ve been sobbing in your house for weeks now. This is my thank you. I couldn’t have got through the last two months without you.’

She hands a different waiter her credit card.

‘You have no idea how much I appreciate being able to crash with you at the moment,’ she says.

‘Well, it’s actually Ben’s house, and I guess both of us have been staying there,’ I say. ‘Maybe we should’ve invited him tonight as well. As a thank you.’

I assess her reaction.

‘Ha, Ben. Funny.’ She turns away from me. ‘Can you imagine if we brought him?’

Her words don’t match her tone. Her dismissal doesn’t reach her eyes. She’s conveniently using this moment to rearrange a couple of things in her handbag, and she lets her hair fall in front of her face so I can’t see her expression.

Hell.

‘Shall we go?’ Delia asks, swivelling back around. ‘I’m exhausted.’

My brain is firing at itself.

We layer ourselves to prepare for the cold winter chill outside. Delia’s got a stiff black coat and a tan woolly scarf that she wraps twice around her neck. She tucks her hair inside the scarf and then pats down the top of her head, to smooth down any wispy bits.

‘Oh, shit,’ Delia says, stopping mid-walk.

I collide into her back. She’s rooted to the floor of the restaurant, a few steps from the door. She whips around to face me, her cheeks flushed and her eyes finding mine. ‘You’re not going to believe who is here,’ she says. ‘Don’t look now.’

Of course I look now. Of course I peek around the side of her mammoth scarf to get a clearer idea of who’s got Delia so surprised.


It’s Hugh. The Hugh. From Thomas’s wedding. Standing outside the restaurant, his eyes seemingly fixed on us.

My throat constricts, and all thoughts of Ben and Delia are gone – scattered into oblivion.

‘Maybe he won’t recognise you without your orange dress,’ Delia mutters under her breath. She sidesteps to try and conceal me from view, but it’s too late. He’s seen us. His eyes meet mine and he slides open the restaurant door, entering, hands buried deep inside his front pockets. His dark grey coat is slightly too big for his body; his almond hair is parted and brushed back, and it looks so soft I want to rake my fingers through it.

‘Prue,’ he says. ‘Hi.’

He leans in for a kiss on the cheek, and I let him. He lingers there for a moment, his lips hovering by the side of my face. His left hand finds its way to my back and presses lightly. It’s exhilarating.

‘Hugh,’ I respond. ‘Wow. Hello.’

‘Hi, hello,’ Delia interrupts, sticking out her hand. ‘I’m Delia. Prue’s friend. I was at the wedding, you may remember?’

Hugh glances at her. He smiles. ‘Of course. Thomas’s deputy. You’re a saint, putting up with him all these years.’

‘Please, his wife is the saint,’ she says, and then immediately clamps a hand over her open mouth. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve had too many drinks and everything is moving.’

‘Are you meeting someone here?’ I ask, and Hugh pivots back to me.

‘No.’

‘Oh.’

‘I saw you from outside’ – his head tilts to the door – ‘and I thought it’d be foolish not to come in and say hello.’

‘You came in just to say hi to me?’ I ask.

Delia tries to catch my attention, but I avoid her eye. Next thing I know, a finger pokes my hip – once, twice, a third time.


‘I guess I did,’ says Hugh. He appears to shrink, embarrassed, perhaps.

‘Well, we were just leaving,’ says Delia. ‘I have to get going. I’ve got a . . . thing . . . on tonight. But Prue’s free now. Aren’t you, Prue?’

Somehow, she manages to wiggle just one eyebrow at me. I see what she’s doing. Hugh sees what she’s doing. I think Farez is somewhere nearby, and he probably sees what she’s doing.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I am free now—’

‘Can I buy you a drink?’ asks Hugh, cutting in like a whip. He steps closer, and I can smell that scent again – spearmint, sandalwood and something else I can’t quite place.

I’m feeling struck by everything, and somewhat frozen. I’m at a loss, but I’m pleased. Excited. And then my phone buzzes in my pocket. A quick glimpse reveals that it’s a text message from Mike.


Hey, just checking in again to see when you might want to do that second date? You’d be welcome at mine? ;)


Hugh catches sight of Mike’s name. ‘Unless you’ve got other plans?’ he asks, expression cracking.

I shove my phone back in my pocket and shake my head. ‘No, no plans. I’d love to get a drink. But we’re kind of done here. Maybe we can go somewhere else?’

Hugh brightens. ‘Great.’

There’s an awkward moment where the three of us shuffle single file out of the restaurant. Delia catches me before we exit. ‘I’m going to love you and leave you.’

‘You could come with us?’

She makes a face. ‘No, I can’t. I don’t actually want to, plus I’ve had too much to drink and I should go to bed.’


Hugh stands on the sidewalk, hands buried in his pockets, and he’s jiggling up and down to stay warm. Delia gives him a brief glance. ‘I can’t believe he came into the restaurant just to say hello to you. So goddamn ballsy. I love it. I can see this happening between you two. How exciting. He’s sweet,’ she rambles. ‘And I can say that now that I’m separated.’

I notice she doesn’t say ‘now that I’m single’ but I don’t have time to think over what it means.

‘How are you this drunk?’ I ask. ‘We’ve only had like . . . four drinks.’

She shrugs, and we pour out of the restaurant to meet Hugh. Christ, it’s cold, a real snap in the air as winter arrives in Sydney. I wrap my coat tighter around my body and then yank the collar up in front of my neck.

Delia bounds for the road almost immediately, peeking out at the incoming flurry of traffic as she tries to hail her Uber.

‘You sure you don’t want to come with us?’ Hugh asks her. ‘I was going to suggest a margarita bar.’

Delia shakes her head, sticking out her hand to signal the driver. ‘No, I’m okay. I don’t want to spend my entire Saturday hungover. And besides, you don’t really want me there, do you?’

Hugh looks down, sheepish. ‘Well, it was nice seeing you.’

Delia is already half into the Uber. ‘Yes, of course. Lovely to see you too,’ she says. ‘Prue, text me. Okay?’

I nod. ‘I will.’

‘And get home safe.’ Delia slams the door shut, and then quickly rolls down the window. ‘Bugger, forgot to say.’ Her voice is unnecessarily loud; her arm dangles out the window. ‘Hugh, really sorry to hear about your wedding. I’m going through a divorce, if that makes you feel any better. You’re like the before photo and I’m the after.’

The Uber speeds off. Delia’s arm slithers back inside the car.

 


Hugh directs our Uber into the city and tells me he’s taking me to Cantina OK!, a hideaway bar tucked in a deserted side alley, accessible only through back streets.

‘I’ve heard of it,’ I say. ‘Never been, though.’

‘Never been?’ he repeats. ‘It’s one of my favourites.’

When we step out of the car, I ask him what his plans were for the night. ‘Have I interrupted something?’

‘Not at all,’ he says. ‘I was just walking to the bus. It’s kind of a miracle I saw you. Perhaps a second earlier or later and I wouldn’t have recognised you and I would’ve walked right past.’

The alley is coated in graffiti, and the path is littered with discarded milk crates. Suspicious lumps of food have been thrown against the walls. Somewhere nearby in the city, someone is shouting, and there’s the faintest sound of a plane going over us.

‘Sorry about the smell,’ Hugh mutters.

I can see the bar up ahead, a low light illuminating the space and its crowd. Cantina OK! is literally a hole in the wall – tiny, compact, with over twenty people squished into its premises. There isn’t even a door, only an open space with a bar wedged in. The walls are lined with bottles of spirits, spices and mixes. The place has no stools or seats of any kind; everyone stands and huddles, and some people have spilt out into the alleyway.

The distant chatter grows louder as we approach.

‘This is one of my favourite places,’ Hugh says again, his voice growing soft. ‘They make the best cocktails. Hold on, I’m going to order us a round.’

He’s gone for only a moment, slipping his wallet from his back pocket and navigating through the crowd. The two staff serving drinks give him a nod in greeting, and then he rejoins me in the alley.

‘You really love it here, don’t you?’

He glances away, then back again. ‘It’s not the place, as such. It’s more the drink. Margaritas remind me of home.’


My eyebrows arch, surprised. ‘They do?’

He smiles and shrugs. ‘It’s my mum’s favourite drink, and she makes a great one. She’s really into her cocktails – always testing different recipes, always updating her notebook with recipes.’ I stare at him as he speaks; I’d never noticed the rich blue of his eyes before. ‘Whenever there’s a special occasion, Mum brings out her blender and her book and she makes us all a round. It’s become a family tradition.’

‘She sounds eccentric,’ I say, grinning.

‘She is,’ he says, bobbing his head. ‘Quirky and really out there. It makes her fun. Well, fun to be around. At least, I think so. Her wardrobe is mainly patterned pants.’

‘What?’

‘I’m serious. Those are the only pants she wears. Never anything with a solid colour. Only patterned – stripes, stars, whatever she fancies. God, she must own like, fifty?’ He chuckles then, remembering something. ‘She has a fair few with fish on them. Sometimes she likes to wear them when I go around for dinner. Gives her a bit of a laugh.’

‘You’re close with her, aren’t you?’ I ask.

I remember what he told me at Thomas’s wedding – his father had an affair with one of his schoolteachers, and it took his mum years to get over it. I’m wondering how she found out, and what that was like for her. Does she find ways to keep her sons close, because it makes her feel less alone?

Hugh nods. ‘Very close.’ He grins. ‘Thomas and I head over to hers most Sundays. She has this tiny rundown apartment, a two-storey rickety thing that she loves. It has a courtyard that she’s filled with trees and a garden, and like four citrus plants she doesn’t have room for. And inside, there’s a plant in every corner, or hanging from the ceiling. Dead or alive, it doesn’t matter. It’s like walking into a jungle.’


Hearing him describe his relationship with his mother triggers something in me. Perhaps jealousy, perhaps an uncomfortable bitterness about my relationship with my own mother. It’s debilitating, for a moment, stabbing at me from inside. How I wish we shared the same closeness.

‘Does she have any pets?’ I ask, trying to change the subject.

‘Not anymore. She used to have birds, but it’s been a while,’ he says. ‘I think she prefers plants to animals.’

‘Unlike us,’ I say, elbowing his side.

He blushes. ‘Yes.’

‘So, you didn’t get your love of fish from her,’ I say.

He shakes his head. ‘No, that I got from a field trip to the zoo in second grade. Walked straight into the seal habitat, where I stayed for most of the morning—’

‘Hugh.’ One of the staff shouts from inside the bar, holding up two margaritas.

Hugh waves a quick finger to indicate that he’s heard. By now, some of the crowd inside the bar has thinned out and there’s room by the back wall. ‘Come on,’ Hugh says, motioning ahead. ‘Let’s find a spot.’

He leads me inside and we weave our way through the small space. Hugh takes our drinks from the bar staff, passes me mine, and we find a ledge by the back wall to rest our drinks on.

I take a sip of the margarita and let my head tip back. ‘Jesus. That’s good.’

‘Right?’ says Hugh, sipping his own drink.

He flashes me a grin and I feel a brief pinch in my chest. ‘So, your mum,’ I begin. ‘What—’

Hugh lets out some sort of disgruntled gurgle sound. ‘No, no,’ he says. ‘We’ve already talked about me. God, I can’t believe I started our conversation talking about my mum. Not a very sexy topic, is it?’


The word sexy suddenly has me thinking of all the ways I find him attractive. His quirky half smile, and the way his hands go still when he speaks. The brass ring on his left pinky finger, and the crisp, blue-striped business shirt he’s wearing. The warmth of his hands, and the softness of them when he touches me. How he didn’t feel embarrassed entering Tarboosh just to say hello to me. No man has ever done that for me before; I’ve certainly never done that before.

I’m thinking of his confidence and his calm demeanour, and how he buries those hands in his pockets both when he’s cold and shy. I’m thinking about how close he is with his family, and how much he values his job.

I’m thinking back to the wedding – the enormous church and the tacky decorations, the piercingly bright bridesmaid dresses and how their shoes squeaked when they walked down the aisle. I’m remembering Hugh standing at the front of the church, calming his brother with a simple shoulder squeeze.

‘You look beautiful tonight, by the way,’ Hugh says, and I snap out of my trance.

He doesn’t break eye contact as he compliments me. He doesn’t rake his eyes over my body and make me feel uncomfortable.

‘Oh. Thank you.’ I run my hands down my coat. I don’t feel beautiful. If I’d known I was going to be having drinks tonight with Hugh, I would’ve worn something hired. But this? Dress pants, an old blouse, and a coat I borrowed from D’s wardrobe? None of this is meant to impress. And yet Hugh’s compliment feels genuine.

He closes some of the distance between us, leaning against the brick wall. There’s a silence and I can tell he wants to fill it.

‘Did I tell you I moved out?’ he asks.

‘You did.’

He nods. ‘It’s nice, I guess. Could be worse, could be better.’

‘Do you live alone?’ I ask, and he nods again. When he tells me it’s a studio apartment, he cringes. Fidgets.


‘Do you like living alone?’ I ask, and he thinks for a moment before giving a small shake of his head. I have a sudden urge to run my hand over his arm to comfort him. I abstain.

‘It’s fine,’ he says. ‘None of my friends are looking for housemates right now – most of them don’t have housemates. And when I moved out, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to live with strangers, so . . .’

‘Strangers can steal your stuff,’ I quip. ‘They don’t take out the rubbish, they eat your food, that sort of thing. Housemates are overrated.’

He smiles, amused. ‘Does your brother steal your stuff?’

‘What stuff? Everything in the house is his.’

Hugh laughs, and he chews on his bottom lip. It seems like some sort of nervous tic, and when I glance down at his fingernails I see they’re chewed right down to the base. Now I’m imagining him at home, alone, gnawing at his nails in the dark.

‘I told everyone, by the way,’ he says quietly. ‘We told everyone. Mel and I.’

It takes me a second to clock what he’s talking about. ‘Oh. Right.’

‘It was time.’

‘When?’

He pauses. ‘Not long after I was at your place, looking for my watch. I told Mel we couldn’t pretend anymore.’

He can’t look me in the eye, just stares into his cocktail glass. ‘She understood,’ he says.

‘How was it?’

‘Telling people?’ he asks, blue eyes flicking back to me. ‘Pretty awful. I mean, it was good to tell the truth, but it was still hard.’

‘Right.’

‘But it’s fine, really,’ he says. ‘I’m doing okay. Slightly lonely, but good.’

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.


‘That’s good, Hugh,’ I say. ‘Really good.’

The chatter and buzz around the bar drown us out for a moment. The bartenders shout orders, and guests bellow to be heard.

I notice Hugh’s gaze fall to my lips. ‘I’m glad I ran into you tonight,’ he says.

‘Me too.’

‘When I saw you in that restaurant, you must have been telling a story, because your hands kept moving through the air and Delia slapped your arm at one point and then the two of you laughed hard. Your head tipped back.’ He appears pensive. ‘It was freeing to watch.’

‘Freeing?’

‘Yes,’ Hugh says. He runs a hand along his thigh, gripping it ever so slightly. And then he changes the subject. ‘So, we’ve talked about my family, tell me about yours.’

‘Oh, we don’t have to.’

He winces, wounded.

‘I’m not as close with my family as you are with yours.’

‘Yeah, I’ve noticed,’ he says. ‘You avoid talking about them.’

Pause. ‘I wouldn’t say I avoid talking about them.’

When he gives me a look, I glance away, embarrassed.

‘Okay, maybe I do avoid talking about them,’ I admit.

He steps back for a moment, and I wonder if I’m boring him – he could be regretting our drink.

‘If it makes you feel any better, I don’t always like talking about Thomas,’ he says. ‘He’s my brother, but he’s a bit hopeless. Fairly oblivious to how ridiculous he is, but he means well. He’s a very loyal person.’ Hugh sips his margarita, then continues. ‘And I haven’t seen my dad in years, so . . . I get it. Family, right?’

The grin dies on my lips. ‘Sorry about your dad.’

He waves it off.

‘But your mum sounds great.’


He nods. ‘She is.’ When he pulls out his phone, I’m worried I’ve bored him again. I angle my body away, towards the door, and give him privacy while he scrolls on his device.

He says nothing until he hands me his phone. ‘Can I grab your number? I’d like to take you out to dinner.’

I swivel, looking down at his phone; he’s only pulled it out of his pocket to open up the contacts list.

‘Oh.’ I take the phone, run my eyes over the screen.

‘If that’s okay?’ he adds, expectant. ‘Please don’t fake number me.’

He’s trying to mask his nerves behind an awkward smile, his teeth glowing in the dim light. There are those dimples again.

I drain the rest of my glass and quickly punch in my phone number. After I pass his phone back to him, I grab his empty glass and, before I slip away, ask, ‘Another?’

 

For our first date, Hugh meets me on Oxford Street outside Delia’s favourite jewellery store. I’ve been meaning to come here all month and pick up a birthday present for her.

Hugh is rugged up – thick woollen coat, a scarf and a beanie. I recognise his frame, his lean body. The way he rests against the wall by lifting one leg and pressing the bottom of his foot against the bricks. He greets me with a hug, and I smell spearmint again. His hand rests briefly on my back, and I will it to stay there. In the last week, I’ve thought about him many times – the hand squeeze as we left the bar, the way he ran his thumb over mine. I’ve missed his smile and his stubble and his conversation. I’ve missed his charcoal coat that’s too bulky for him and makes me think that when he bought it, however many years earlier, he was heavier.

‘I’m excited to see you,’ he says. ‘Chilly afternoon, though. Jesus.’ He shimmies a little, rubs his hands up and down his arms in exaggeration.


‘Sorry about this. I won’t be long,’ I say.

‘It’s fine. I don’t mind helping.’

‘Dinner after, yeah? We’ve got time?’

He tells me we’ve got all night.

When we step inside the jewellery store, a salesman intercepts our path. He’s an upright, frigid sort of fellow with more neck than head. I feel instantly judged.

‘Good afternoon,’ he says, arching one eyebrow. ‘Are you here to browse for yourselves? Or shopping for someone else?’

‘Someone else,’ I say. ‘A birthday present.’

The man snaps a finger. ‘Ah.’ He twirls around and guides us to the bracelets. ‘Stylish. Classy. Effortless.’ He speaks like he’s reciting a pamphlet. ‘Each piece has been cut with precision and care.’

He doesn’t open the cabinet, nor offer to let us see the options closer. Hugh lowers his face down to the glass. ‘How much?’ he asks, and I have to work to hide my smile.

‘They differ,’ the salesman says.

I scan the options before me, dreading the price tags. ‘What about this one?’ I ask, pointing to a small, jewel-encrusted bracelet.

The salesman lights up. ‘Aha! The Transcendent Pearl of the Century,’ he says, slipping his hand inside the cabinet and pulling out one of the gold bracelets near the front. ‘It’s one of our more affordable pieces. You see this topaz jewel to the side? That is handcrafted. And see the clasp? The way it curves up to meet the other end? It’s one of a kind. We won an award for this bracelet, actually.’

Hugh and I share a look.

‘It’s certainly beautiful,’ I say. ‘How much is it?’

The salesman pauses. ‘A very respectable, reasonable price of seven hundred and fifty dollars.’

I keep my face slack, trying not to give anything away. I need to pretend I’m actually considering it. ‘Do you have anything else? My budget is more around one hundred dollars.’


The salesman says nothing, glancing around the store. Evidently, there is nothing here for us.

‘Thank you,’ I respond. ‘We’ll have a think about it and come back.’

When we exit, Hugh chokes on a laugh. ‘Seven hundred and fifty! Did you see his face? All frozen and sour.’

‘As soon as he said handcrafted I knew we’d wasted our time,’ I say. ‘Delia would flip if I spent that much on her birthday present. Although, is seven hundred and fifty dollars acceptable? Are we the unreasonable ones here?’

Hugh shakes his head. ‘It’s very pricey.’

I collapse onto a nearby bench and cross my legs. Hugh sits down beside me. ‘God, I’m sorry I dragged you out here with me. I have no idea what to get Delia now, and half the shops are closed. The rest are all expensive. And it’s freezing.’

Hugh dismisses my apology. ‘What about a nice handbag?’

I appreciate his efforts. ‘Women rarely need a new handbag.’

‘A new wallet?’

I say nothing, and he takes my hand. It’s quick and casual. Despite the weather, he’s warm to touch and I feel my hand melt into his. There’s a part of me that realises one of my goals might now be achieved. Or at least be on the way to being achieved. List started, box ticked. One-third of the way there.

‘Delia only buys things she needs,’ I say. ‘So, if she needs a new handbag, or a new wallet, she’ll buy it. If she hasn’t bought one, then she doesn’t need it.’

‘Right.’

‘So, I should get her something she doesn’t feel the need to spend money on.’

‘Like a beauty treatment?’ he asks. ‘Mum asks for those at Christmas.’

‘Maybe,’ I say, pondering. ‘I wish she’d just tell me what she’d like. Does she want a pillow that will hug her back at night? Does she want something to make her hair shinier? Does she want overpriced, posh bed linen? Every year, it gets harder.’

He shrugs, lets out a sigh. ‘Well you’ve been friends with Delia for . . . what? Ten years? You’ve used up all your good ideas. I’ve got friends like that. Gifts are impossible now.’

‘They are impossible.’

Hugh turns to me, his eyes softening. ‘What presents have you bought her before?’

‘Most of them were fairly average, actually, now that I think about it.’ I count some of the gifts using my fingers. ‘There was a scarf – never seen her wear it, though. Books. A cinema voucher, and a couple vouchers for hot air ballooning or axe throwing or something. Once I commissioned an artist to draw her portrait, but it was just Delia, alone on the page, so when it was complete it didn’t look as good as I thought it would. I think it’s in a drawer somewhere, never displayed.’

‘You didn’t get the husband in it too?’ Hugh asks.

My mouth twists. ‘It cost more to have a second person in it.’

‘Ah.’

‘And Nico didn’t feel worth spending the extra hundred dollars.’

Hugh straightens. ‘You didn’t like Delia’s husband? Interesting.’

‘That was pretty harsh, actually. He’s fine. Not spectacular, not terrible. Just . . . fine.’

‘The highest of compliments.’ Hugh nudges my leg, playful.

‘He talks about his job all the time. And I get it, he’s a surgeon, and when you spend that many years studying you do earn the right to brag about it. But it was all the time, you know? And I never really saw him talking about D at all. It was always, “my degree, Prue” and “my patients, Prue” and “my huge sums of money, Prue”.’

‘He talked about money?’

‘Yes.’


‘That might be one of the worst traits you can find in a person,’ he says, wincing. ‘When they love talking about their money.’

‘Right?’ I agree, remembering Mike. ‘And I know D hated it too. She’d never admit it, but I know her well. He’d talk about money and she’d tap him under the table with her hand. Or she’d bump his leg or ankle with her foot. So quick that others might miss it, but I never did.’

Hugh grimaces.

‘I just couldn’t stand it when Nico rubbed his job in my face. Some of us are still trying to figure our life out, you know? We don’t want to hear about your success at every minute of the day.’ I exhale, dejected. ‘I don’t know how Delia stayed sane all those years. I would’ve stabbed him by now. And knowing Nico, he would’ve sewed up his own wound. And then I would’ve had no choice but to kill him.’

‘And you never said anything to Delia—’

‘Are you kidding? Of course not.’

You never tell someone what you really think of their partner until well after it’s over. You say they’re great, nice, lovely. And then when it all goes south and stays south – that’s the key part, making sure it’s the point of no return – you can tell your friend that you always found her boyfriend’s jokes crude and sarcastic and unnecessarily mean. That’s when you tell them you think they could do better.

‘I actually can’t say I knew him well. Is that weird? After ten years?’

Hugh’s face suggests it is, in fact, odd.

‘He always wore this one leather jacket, no matter the temperature. Black, a bit frayed on the edges. Delia joked that he loved that jacket more than her, and honestly, I’m starting to think that might have been true—’

Hugh’s phone buzzes and he apologises. ‘Sorry, it’s my mum.’ He opens her text message, chuckles, then leans over to show me.



Hi, it’s Mum. Pork roast or chicken pesto pasta for Sunday lunch? Thomas prefers chicken.


‘I keep telling her she doesn’t need to write “it’s Mum”, but she won’t stop.’

‘My dad does the same thing. I’ve told him to stop no less than . . . twenty times?’

‘It’s the technology,’ Hugh says. ‘It confuses her. Hold up a sec while I reply. Otherwise she’ll call me, and then I’ll never be able to get off the phone.’

After he sends the text, Hugh turns towards me again. ‘Okay, back to Delia’s birthday present. I actually have an idea that might help. Quick questions about her. Answer as fast as you can, as truthfully as you can.’

‘Okay,’ I say.

‘Ready?’

‘Yes.’ I toss my hair back, focused.

‘What does she do in her spare time?’

‘Uh, read? I don’t know.’

‘She works for a magazine. Does she read other magazines?’

I pause. ‘Maybe? Christ, I don’t know.’

‘Does she play any sport?’

‘No.’

‘Does she watch any sport?’

I give him a look and he immediately moves on.

‘Any hobbies?’

‘Crying.’

He rolls his eyes, chuckles. ‘Not now. Before. When she was married.’

‘Oh. She went to the gym?’

‘That doesn’t count,’ Hugh says, frowning. ‘Lots of people go to the gym. Does she wear make-up?’


‘Rarely.’

He ponders again. ‘What does she like to do for fun?’

I stumble. What does Delia like to do for fun? We drink wine together. We eat nice food that someone else cooks for us. What else? ‘I actually can’t think of anything,’ I admit. ‘I should be able to answer this.’

Why am I struggling so much with these questions? Is it possible I don’t know Delia as well as I thought I did?

‘And what does she do in her spare time?’ I ask, more to myself. ‘I don’t even know.’

‘What about since she’s moved in?’

‘She watches TV occasionally, but I’m not sure what else. Shit. What was Delia doing while I was at work in the afternoons? What . . . interests does she have?’

God, I can’t think of anything from the last decade.

‘What did you guys used to talk about?’ he asks. ‘What do you talk about now?’

‘Well, we used to always talk about Nico.’

‘Really?’ Hugh asks, sceptical. ‘Isn’t that kind of . . . boring?’

‘Yes,’ I acknowledge. ‘Very boring. But that’s all she ever seemed to talk about. Nico and his studies, and then Nico and his internship, and then Nico and his residency. She liked to complain that he wasn’t around, but then she would talk about how she expected him not to be around. She knew he wasn’t going to be able to come to events, or weddings, with her. It’s like she was testing the situation, or something.’

‘This is grim.’

‘I mean, of course we talked about work. And her family – her mum especially. But, yes, it was mainly about Nico,’ I say. ‘Jesus, has she ever been happy? Has she ever had fun?’

‘Surely she goes out, sometimes.’

‘She goes on coastal walks. If it’s good weather.’


‘Well, that’s something.’

‘Walking, though?’ I question. ‘Is that fun?’

‘To some people it is. And she might like the silence of it. Maybe she likes being alone?’

I give him a look. ‘Well, I can’t buy that for her,’ I say. ‘That’s already free.’

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.

Hugh sidles closer to me on the bench. ‘What I mean is, maybe she wants to spend some time processing everything. Wallowing, maybe?’

I nod, and think back to my own grief. ‘When I broke up with Joseph, I used to run a lot of baths. Just cry in the water for like two hours.’

‘Yeah?’ Hugh asks, one eyebrow rising. ‘When Mel and I split up, we were still living together, so I’d lay on the couch with headphones. Real big ones, you know the ones I mean?’ He looks across at me. ‘And I’d listen to really slow music. Really emotional music.’

‘Didn’t that make you sad?’

‘So depressed, honestly. And Thomas kept trying to take me out to bars and restaurants, but I couldn’t think of anything worse.’

‘Too noisy?’

‘And just too . . . much. You know? People who don’t know you. People who don’t want to know you. And they talk to you like you’re not going through the worst time of your life.’

‘I do know.’

He’s very close now, leaning towards me. He’s readjusting on the seat, dissolving some of the distance. When he lifts an arm and wraps it around my shoulders, I feel comfortable in his grasp.

‘You said she’ll probably move out soon, right?’ asks Hugh.

‘That’s the plan.’

‘Well, maybe magazines wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Architecture, gardening, interior decorating. She might like reading them. Or stacking them on a coffee table, with a plant on top of them or something.’ He trails off for a moment, thinking of more ideas. ‘Or maybe something else . . . Do you think she’d like a facial?’ He doesn’t seem as confident with this suggestion, his pitch heightened. When he notices my expression, he is suddenly more alert. ‘What?’

‘You’re genuinely trying to think of ideas here.’

He frowns.

‘You’re really trying to help me buy a present for someone you’ve met like . . . once.’

‘Yeah, so?’

I grab his face and pull it towards me. Quick, urgent. I clasp those sharp cheekbones of his, thread my fingers behind his ears, and kiss him. I lean into the kiss; I lean into his body.

He’s startled, at first, but then his hands take my hips and draw little circles along my waist. It’s exhilarating and distracting. Hugh’s hands snake their way around to my back. He pulls me tight, closes the gap between our bodies. He moans, and that’s when I pull away. We’re in public.

‘Holy hell,’ he whispers, so low I almost don’t hear it. He suppresses a smile. ‘That was . . .’

‘Impulsive.’

His smile grows.

I shiver involuntarily, and we both realise how dark it’s getting. How close we are to being late for dinner.

‘I still need to get something for Delia,’ I whinge.

Hugh claps his hands together and straightens. ‘Okay, we can do this. What have we learned? She likes books, sometimes. She watches TV, sometimes. She likes walking . . .’

A couple of minutes pass.

‘Screw it,’ I say, rising. ‘I’ll get her the magazines. She can process her divorce while she reads about overpriced sofas. That’s fun.’











JULY




@SusanNewsWriter Tristan and I spent the weekend renovating our deck. We ripped out and replaced the floorboards, varnished everything, and now we have somewhere to sit in the afternoon and watch the sunset #lovinglife #homerenovation


@GenevieveParsley For our anniversary, Jared decided to turn 5 years into a lifetime <3 We’re getting married! #MyRock #BestPartner #LoveHim


@FleurVanguard BIG things are coming :) Amazing things happen when you follow your heart, your instinct, your passion and your strong inner voice <3 #strength #mindset #fitgirl #fitnessmotivation #fitnessmodel











 




Ben suggests we take Delia out to dinner for her birthday, but Delia insists she wants to spend the evening packing up her things at Nico’s apartment. She uses the word ‘cathartic’ to describe it – she says it once, twice and a third time, and soon the word loses all meaning.

‘I’m just sick to death of putting this off, you know?’ she says.

I don’t know, but I say I do.

She tries to tell us she can do it on her own – that she doesn’t need us there – but we dismiss it. Ben maintains that she should have company while she packs up her life, and when that doesn’t work, I remind her that I know where she lives so we’d turn up at the door regardless.

Ben drives.

‘Seriously,’ Delia says, uneasy. ‘I don’t need any help.’

Her old apartment is in Leichhardt in Sydney’s Inner West, so of course there’s no parking. Between the apartment blocks and the terrace houses and the shopfronts, there isn’t a vacant spot in sight. We spend fifteen minutes driving along the streets, and Ben says, ‘Let’s just do another loop’ precisely four times before I tell him the parked cars aren’t going to evaporate in the two minutes it takes him to circle back.

Delia grows desperate now, with a heightened level of anxiety that I’m not sure I’ve witnessed before. ‘Okay, really, just drop me off and I’ll get my stuff and bring it down,’ she insists. ‘I don’t need you to come inside.’

Even Ben notices her tone. ‘Why, what’s inside?’

She doesn’t answer, just picks at the skin around her fingernails until they bleed.

Delia tries again as we enter the apartment block, after we finally parked.

‘Seriously,’ she repeats. ‘Can you wait in the car?’

Ben eyes her, then holds out a hand. ‘Key please.’

Like most of Sydney, this apartment building is rundown and dilapidated – built in the eighties, with walls that have turned yellow with age. Blue shag carpet, not often vacuumed, and an eerie silence in the hall, apart from the occasional jingle of keys as someone is entering or departing their apartment.

Delia reluctantly fishes for her key while Ben and I hover by her apartment door with the empty boxes. She hesitates once again, as if afraid to open the door.

‘Jesus, D. He’s not dead in there, is he?’ I ask. Even Ben chuckles.

Delia’s apartment was always immaculate. Even stumbling in here after an unexpected night out together, I’d find it pristine. Clean, tidied, vanilla scented, dust-free. I’ve never spotted an empty bottle or a full rubbish bin, never a water stain on the glass coffee table or an askew painting on the wall.

But now?

The first thing that we notice is the smell. Sour and cheesy, like maybe there is a dead body in here. I smell feet and takeaway food. Like the windows haven’t been opened in a while and maybe someone has just done a poo in the toilet.

Turning back, I see that Delia hasn’t stepped a foot inside the apartment yet. She’s squinting, like she can’t bring herself to take it all in.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says.


Ben is recoiling. ‘Who lives like this?’

Delia surveys the room. Her mouth goes wonky and frozen, indicating she’s mad but not at all surprised.

‘He knew we were coming,’ she says, gingerly stepping through to the living area. ‘Even now, he can’t be bothered to clean up.’

The more you look, the more you spot. Pizza boxes piled high next to the front door, empty coffee mugs and wine glasses sit, dusty, on the coffee table – and the kitchen table, and the counter next to the microwave, and on top of the fridge. There’s a thick layer of dust over everything, from the bookcase near the bedroom to the side table next to the lounge, and along the top of the television.

Ben spins to face Delia, and she doesn’t even wait for him to speak before she says, ‘I spent most of our marriage cleaning up after him.’

No one says anything after that – no one needs to.

Ben grabs a roll of garbage bags and hands us two bags each. ‘Fill them up and I’ll empty them downstairs.’ He pinches the bridge of his nose. ‘But first, I’m taking out that kitchen bin. Before we all suffocate.’

He lifts out the bin bag, which reveals the source of the cheesy smell, and slips out of the apartment to find the garbage chute.

‘D . . .’ I start.

She senses the tone. ‘I thought it was normal.’

‘His mess?’

She looks at me. ‘He saves lives. He gets to be messy, right?’

‘Not really, no.’

She knows I’m right; I can tell without her saying anything. ‘Hindsight, right?’ she says, looking around. ‘I never even wanted to live here.’

‘Sorry?’

She gestures at the apartment. ‘It’s old. Falling apart. Surely you’ve noticed?’


Perhaps. The balcony tiles are cracked, the walls dented or scratched, and Delia was always calling a plumber about a persistent leak in the bathroom sink.

‘We could’ve bought something nicer,’ she says. ‘Something with a second bedroom would’ve been ideal. But Nico was careful with money. Stingy, even. And he didn’t like to share, so unless I could afford fifty per cent, we had to stay put.’

‘But he must earn . . .’

‘A lot,’ she says. ‘I know.’

‘And it had to be fifty-fifty?’ I ask.

She nods. ‘Always. Every purchase we ever made,’ she whispers. ‘Another thing I thought was normal.’

She steps past the lounge and assesses the artwork lining the walls – all colourful abstract pieces carefully selected from online showcases.

‘Nico loves these paintings,’ she says, running a hand along the edge of one of the pieces. ‘The bronze colouring, with the cream? I always thought they were too quiet – maybe a bit dull. But he said they reminded him of home.’ She runs her eyes over them for a moment, and then wrenches them off their hooks. ‘I’m taking them.’

Ben returns and asks Delia how he can help. ‘What about the shag rug?’ he asks, pointing to the yellow one underneath the coffee table. ‘Is that yours?’

After pondering it for a second, she says, ‘It can stay.’

‘Because it’s ugly?’ I ask.

She looks wounded. ‘No, because it matches the cushions. And it was a gift from Nico’s parents. Do you really not like it? I always thought it was quite funky.’

‘Funky good? Or funky bad?’

Delia considers the rug again, her mouth twisting.

‘I like it,’ Ben says, sliding his hands into his pockets. Delia looks validated. I roll my eyes.


‘This is going to take all night,’ I grumble.

‘I brought wine,’ Delia says, pointing to her handbag by the apartment door. ‘Want to pour us some glasses?’

‘Of course.’

Ben frowns. ‘We could pinch some of Nico’s alcohol,’ he says, glancing around. ‘Where does he keep it?’

Delia and I reply at the same time. ‘He doesn’t drink.’

Ben makes a face.

When I reach inside Delia’s bag to grab the bottle of red, I spot one of Ben’s books in there alongside it – Love and Desire in Tasmania. My hand hovers over the cover. Delia’s bookmark is three quarters of the way through. Why is she reading this?

‘What’s taking you so long?’ Ben asks, shooting me a look. I pluck out the bottle and close Delia’s bag. For some reason, it bothers me that Delia is reading Ben’s book, but I don’t have time to think any further on it.

‘Feels weird to be back here,’ Delia says, walking in circles around the living room. ‘Can you believe it’s been three months?’

Ben hands her a glass of wine, and clutches his own close to his chest. ‘There are a lot of photos of the two of you still showcased around the place.’ He points to the fridge door, and then to the television cabinet, and to the closet next to the bathroom door.

‘Jesus.’ I assess them all. ‘You and Nico in Greece. You and Nico at your vineyard wedding. You and Nico at Christmas. You and Nico, you and Nico, you and Nico. Feels like some sort of shrine.’

‘Smells like some sort of shrine,’ Ben says, his nose crinkling.

 

We split up. Delia opts for the bedroom while Ben tackles the bookshelf, pulling everything off the shelves and lining them up in boxes. I take an empty box to the bathroom to pack up Delia’s toiletries and shower products.


Now that she’s said it, I find myself re-evaluating the place. Its age, how it looks. What Delia must think about when she says it’s falling apart. I find myself noticing, perhaps for the first time, how her flushed-pink bath appears child-sized. I can’t imagine Delia’s legs fitting in. I remember, one time, she told me the bathroom floor tiles were chipped, so when she was on her hands and knees to scrub stains, she often found herself with a tiny slice along her palm.

‘These bath mats,’ I shout. ‘There’s a purple one and a grey one. Are either of them yours?’

Delia replies instantly. ‘They’re both mine, but just pack the purple one. I don’t need both.’

‘As if.’ I snatch up both mats and stuff them in the bottom of the box.

Suddenly, Ben’s voice travels from the living room. ‘Well, well, well,’ he says, shrill. ‘What do we have here?’

We rejoin him in the living room and find him transfixed by something on the bookcase. He reaches out to pluck a couple of books from the shelves.

‘You’ve read my books?’ he asks Delia. He’s holding up Fools in Love in the Maldives and Once Upon an Irish Holiday. My chest constricts.

Delia glances over. ‘Actually, I’ve read four. The others are in there, somewhere,’ she says. ‘And I’ve got another in my bag.’

Ben stills. ‘You’ve read my books,’ he says, his voice growing soft.

Delia continues packing. ‘Yeah, so?’

‘You’ve read my books.’

She frowns. ‘Yes?’

‘My own mother hasn’t read my books. Neither has Prue,’ he says, pointing a stubby finger my way.

‘No need to point,’ I snap. ‘She knows who Prue is.’

Delia’s not listening, gaze fixed on my brother. ‘They’re good, Ben. Really good, actually. You’re very talented.’


A look passes between them, something quite flirtatious. Ben’s got a gentle smile; Delia blushes. My stomach shrinks. Just ask them, I’m thinking. Just ask them if there’s something going on.

‘I can’t believe you never told me you’ve read my books. Bit sneaky, D.’

He’s calling her D.

Ask them.

Ask them.

Ask them.

‘I found a box of tampons and pads in the bathroom cupboard,’ I interrupt. ‘I’m assuming we’ll be taking them with us?’

Delia and Ben break eye contact. The moment is gone.

‘Obviously,’ Delia replies.

 

Later, Ben unveils a cake and we shout, ‘Happy birthday!’ to a stunned Delia. She tips back, surprised, and places a hand to her chest.

‘You guys,’ she says. ‘I told you not to organise anything.’

Ben shrugs. ‘We didn’t listen.’

‘Vanilla sponge with chocolate icing,’ I say. ‘From that poky bakery you love so much.’

‘This is so sweet of you both. So incredibly thoughtful. Thank you.’ She blows out the candles.

‘I’ll get us plates and some spoons,’ Ben says, slipping away to the kitchen. He’s opening cupboards and closing them.

‘Second cupboard next to the dishwasher,’ Delia calls.

Ben brings everything over to the coffee table. We sink down onto the sofa and carve up the cake into slices.

‘To thirty-five,’ I say, raising my plate. Ben does the same. Delia laughs and I reach into my handbag. ‘Here’s your birthday present.’

She puts her plate down, groans and tells me I shouldn’t have gotten her a present. Nevertheless, she tears open my package with eagerness.

‘Oh. Magazines,’ Delia says, flicking through them. Her voice deflates a tad, like she wasn’t quite expecting this. Like perhaps I’ve disappointed her. ‘I’ve never bought any of these before. What a treat. Thank you.’

I’m concerned I’ve let her down. ‘I went to that jewellery store you love on Oxford Street. But nothing seemed quite right, so . . . hopefully this is okay? Just thought you might like some inspiration before you move out and into your own place.’

Ben gives me a look, but I can’t tell what it means. My phone pings in my pocket.


So when do I get to see you again? ;) Work is so busy at the moment :@ but I could do any night this week? Maybe next weekend? It’s Mike, by the way. In case you forgot ;)


When Delia disappears back into the bedroom, Ben leans towards me. ‘Magazines?’ he hisses. ‘She works for a magazine, Prue. You could’ve done better than that.’

I instantly feel defensive. ‘I think she liked my gift.’

Ben scoffs. ‘She was being polite.’

‘Oh, and you know her better than I do?’ I ask, challenging him. ‘She reads a few of your books and suddenly you care about her birthday gift? I notice you didn’t get her anything.’

He goes to say something, but snaps his mouth shut, rising off the sofa. ‘Well, I think it’s nice she’s read my work. It bothers me that you can’t be arsed reading any of my books,’ he says.

Immediately, my stomach contracts. ‘Come on, Ben. It’s weird.’

‘Why?’ he asks, his arms slapping down against his sides. ‘Why is it weird?’


‘You write erotica.’

Ben swallows. ‘There’s a lot more to my books than sex.’

I finger the hem of my jumper, stretching the edge and then letting it contract. Again and again.

Ben turns away. ‘You’re just like Mum.’

‘Excuse me?’ I snap, feeling the sting.

He shrugs. ‘You’re just like her, which is ironic considering you hate her so much.’

‘I am no—’

‘You’re happy to live in my house, the house I pay for with my royalties, but you won’t read anything I write. Mum brags about me to anyone she meets, but she’s never actually opened a book of mine. How do you think that makes me feel?’

My voice tightens. ‘Be glad she brags about you, Ben. I’d love it if Mum showed enough interest in my career to talk about it with other people.’

He grows frustrated, running both hands through his hair. ‘We’re not talking about you right now. God, you have this rather impressive ability to make everything about you.’

‘I do not.’

‘You really do,’ he says.

‘Who even cares that Mum hasn’t read your books? Who cares that I haven’t?’

‘I care.’ He seethes, balls his fists. His jaw is rigid. ‘If it’s really about the sex scenes, you could skip those parts.’ Ben forces himself to calm down. He breathes in and out. In and out. ‘Jesus, even Delia has read my books, and we’re not even related.’

‘And I bet you’re glad about that.’

His eyes narrow. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ he asks, his voice low.

Now is not the time for confrontation; I don’t have the energy for it. ‘Nothing.’ I slip away from the living area.


He follows, which makes me anxious. ‘Tell me.’

‘No.’

‘I want to know what you meant by that,’ he says, grasping my elbow. He leads me outside into the corridor, so Delia won’t hear.

‘Ben, really, this is—’

He snaps. ‘Don’t say silly.’

‘It is silly, though. I didn’t mean anything, okay? It just slipped out,’ I say.

He scoffs, his top lip curling back. ‘You’re a terrible liar, Prue. I can see your mouth twitching. I can see you transferring the weight in your feet. Tell me.’

‘Fine,’ I say, dropping my hands down to my sides. ‘It was just something Mum said. That’s all.’

‘Mum?’ he repeats, frowning. ‘But you never listen to her.’

‘I listen to her plenty.’

Ben rolls his eyes.

‘She got in my head,’ I say.

‘Of course she did.’

I inhale, bracing myself. ‘She thinks there is something going on between you and Delia.’

Ben pauses, folds his arms. ‘She just split from her husband.’

‘So? She’s miserable, and you’re single.’ I ignore the way his face scrunches.

‘And you’ve spent a lot of time together lately,’ I say. ‘You writing at home, Delia taking time off work. You can’t blame me for wondering . . .’

Ben laughs. ‘It’s a stretch, Prue. Even for you. Mum got in your head.’

I refuse to admit that he may have a point.

‘You let her get into your head,’ Ben says.

‘She can be pretty observant sometimes,’ I counter. ‘I wouldn’t say she’s always wrong.’


‘Well she’s wrong about this. I don’t know what else to say.’

Instantly, I get flashes of Joseph. I’m sorry, Prue. I don’t know what to say.

‘You know better than to believe Mum anyway,’ Ben adds.

‘You’d tell me, right?’ I ask. ‘If there was something going on?’

His mouth slides into a reassuring smile. ‘There’s nothing going on.’

‘But if there was? You’d tell me?’

He stares at me too long, then swallows. And swallows again. He looks down at his feet, and then back at me. ‘Did you know Liz was stealing from me?’ he asks. ‘The beautiful, considerate Liz you all thought so highly of? I caught her swiping notes from my wallet when she thought I was in the shower.’

‘Oh.’

‘That’s why I ended it,’ he says. ‘Just never told anyone.’

‘Ben . . .’ Our eyes meet. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

‘Well, now you do,’ he snaps, irked. ‘She was stealing from me. How embarrassing.’

Ben runs a hand through his hair. I think back to when they were dating. Liz was a thief? She was such a quiet thing.

‘Do you think she was stealing from me too?’ I ask, trying to lighten the mood.

Ben’s lips twitch. ‘Did you have any money to steal? Only thing in your wallet is moths.’

‘That’s fair.’

Ben hands me a box and indicates he needs help carrying some things down to his truck. I follow him into the elevator, glance his way.

‘I don’t hate Mum, you know,’ I say. ‘I just find her difficult.’

Ben smirks. ‘Could’ve fooled me.’

 


When Sydney is hit with an uncharacteristically warm winter Saturday, I take Delia to lunch at Totti’s, an Italian eatery in the heart of Bondi with an open courtyard out the back, white wooden furniture and forest-green lounge covers, towering 50-year-old olive trees and trailing devil’s ivy down the walls. It seems half of Sydney had the same idea, but the manager, Raymond, manages to find us a table because Delia regularly reviews for them and they appreciate the business. Raymond greets us personally by the front entrance and escorts us through the restaurant and out the back doors.

There’s an atmosphere at Totti’s; I always feel it. Relaxed summer, no matter the time of year, nor the weather. Unbuttoned linen shirts and chino shorts, strappy dresses with Birkenstocks, fruity cocktails and spicy margaritas, crisp beers and that familiar scent of a pizza coming out of an oven.

When we sit, Delia shrugs off her jacket to let sunshine hit her skin. She tips her head back.

I hand Delia my phone and ask her to snap a photo of me, and then I ponder what the caption should be. Eating our way through Sydney. Ladies who lunch. Who even needs an excuse to go to Totti’s?

‘A lovely afternoon for a luncheon,’ Raymond says, sliding menus across the table. He gestures to the wine list. ‘Would you like something to start you off today?’

I grasp the drinks menu. ‘Shall we share a bottle?’ I ask Delia.

She waves her hands. ‘I’m not drinking today. Now that I’m back at work, I need to remain focused. No distractions, no stress, no anxiety, and definitely no crying in corridor closets because my husband won’t talk to me and I’m worried he’s screwing some other doctor.’

Raymond winces. ‘This feels like a personal conversation,’ he says. ‘I’m just going to . . .’ He slips away and disappears through a nearby door.


I discard the drinks menu for a moment. ‘Are you okay?’ I ask.

‘I’m good, I’m good.’ She inhales, steadying herself. ‘I’m feeling great, I’m going to do this lunch sober. It’s my second time out since the separation, and I feel fresh. I’m on the other side of a battle. You know, like a world war or something.’

‘You just referred to your marriage as a war zone.’

Delia grimaces.

‘Welcome.’ The word is dragged out by a pert voice coming from my left, a young woman with rolling red hair, thick-rimmed glasses and a deep blue apron. ‘How are you both? My name is Katy and I’ll be looking after you today. I hope you came hungry. First off, can I grab you both something to drink? Tap water? Still? Sparkling?’

‘Tap is fine,’ I say. ‘But we’re not quite ready to order, Katy. Sorry.’

‘Of course, of course.’ She raises a hand in defence, waves the apology away. ‘I’ll leave the two of you to browse our menus.’ She does some sort of shuffle and disappears from the area.

Delia exhales, rolls her shoulders back. I’m sensing discomfort, perhaps something she’s not telling me. The way Delia holds tension in her upper body always tells me when she’s concerned.

‘So how is work going?’ I ask.

Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘It’s been exhausting, actually.’

‘Exhausting?’

She tucks her chair in, propping her elbows on the table. ‘I went back motivated. I still am, most of the time. But I’d spent some of my time off thinking of new things I could bring to the magazine. I had all these ideas. Plans. But now I’m back, and Thomas just keeps shutting them down.’

‘Standard.’

‘I used to have a lot more patience for him, but now . . .’

Katy appears with water and two glasses, and then slips away again.


Delia continues. ‘I want to introduce a wedding section in the magazine. Cake designs, food menus, an editorial. I know it could bring in some extra advertising, and I think it’d be fun. It could be really beautiful, actually. And rather ironic, when you think about my impending divorce.’

‘D, that’s a great idea.’

She groans, deflating. ‘Thomas won’t have a bar of it.’

‘Thomas is a dick.’

‘He’s not that bad.’

I cut in. ‘Remember when he hired his friend to—’

‘Yes.’

‘And when he told you a desserts section was cliché but then—’

‘I remember.’

‘Don’t forget the time he stole your idea for a—’

‘I get your point, P.’

‘You need to stand up for yourself more,’ I say.

She contemplates that for a moment. ‘Do you think I’m too nice?’

‘Yes.’

‘Thomas doesn’t like conflict.’

‘You don’t like conflict,’ I say. ‘You need to fight for what you want. Stop letting people like Thomas walk all over you.’

She runs her hands along the tablecloth, pensive. ‘Okay, maybe Thomas is a bit of a dick,’ she says.

‘Huge dick,’ I agree. ‘Say it again.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Thomas is a bit of a dick.’

My phone vibrates in my back pocket. Hugh’s name flashes across the screen, and it’s somewhat pathetic how quickly I open his message. I’m embarrassed for me.


We still on for dinner tonight? x



Delia leans over for a closer look. ‘Please tell me Hugh is better than Thomas,’ she says. ‘I don’t want to despise him as well.’

‘Hugh is nothing like his brother.’

She nudges me. ‘Goal ticked, right?’

‘Maybe. Hopefully,’ I say. ‘You tell me when you’re ready to meet him, okay?’

She flinches. Quick, like a flash. ‘Not quite ready to be around couples yet,’ she says.

I tell her she doesn’t need to explain. I tell her she can wait as long as she needs. ‘You sure you don’t want wine today?’ I ask.

Delia shakes her head, holds her ground. Another moment passes before I slide my phone away, and then Delia raises her handbag from the ground. She lifts out a cream envelope – bulky, wrinkled.

‘Divorce papers,’ she says, sombre. ‘They arrived this morning.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah.’ She’s quiet for a time, and the two of us sit in silence.

‘I didn’t realise they’d be here this fast,’ I say. ‘You’ve only been separated for—’

‘He got impatient,’ Delia responds. ‘Wanted it over with. Hasn’t been twelve months since I moved out, but we’ve been over for a long time. The date we put on it doesn’t matter. We both realise that.’

‘Right.’

‘I knew they were coming. I mean, of course I did. He told me they were on the way.’ She runs her fingers along the edges of the envelope. She pulls out the pages and flicks through them. ‘But still, to see them here with Nico’s signature on all the pages . . . And once I sign, it’ll be done. It’ll be over between us, for good. It’s weird, isn’t it? Eleven years of being with someone, and now, with just a few signatures, that’s all gone.’

I drag my chair around the table, next to hers. ‘It’s not gone,’ I say. ‘It’s the end of a chapter. An era.’


She nods.

‘And it’s not just about the pages. It might feel that way, because signing them feels really final. But it’s been over between you and Nico for a while now.’

‘Thanks for the reminder,’ she says, grim.

‘Sorry.’

Delia glances down at the papers, and then she reaches inside her bag and pulls out a pen.

‘Oh, you’re going to sign them right now?’ I ask. ‘Here? In Totti’s?’

She pauses. ‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know. I guess I thought you might . . .’

‘What? Curl up in a ball and sob into a blanket?’ she asks, the hint of a laugh tugging at her lips.

‘Maybe?’

Delia shakes her head. ‘I’ve processed this.’

She pulls the divorce papers closer to her, her grip tight and assured. ‘This has been a long time coming,’ she says.

Each signature is quick – a wisp of a noise as she signs each page and flicks over to the next one. Once she gets going, she doesn’t stop. She doesn’t waver. She doesn’t question her decision.

Delia signs all the necessary pages and then closes the document in front of her.

‘I’m divorced,’ she whispers, running her hands along the pages. She slips the document back inside its envelope. ‘I’m . . . divorced. I, Delia Savas, am a divorcee.’ She pauses. ‘Oh, wait. I think I was supposed to have a justice of the peace as witness. Fuck.’

‘Hello.’ A perky drawl indicates Katy has returned. ‘Just wanted to sneak on back here and check if you’re ready to order yet?’

Delia and I share a look. ‘Bugger it,’ she says. ‘I’m ordering wine.’

 


When Mum decides she would like a slide show of photos on display at the wedding reception, she rings Ben four times until he answers.

‘A digital screen,’ she says. ‘As people enter. I’m sure you’d be able to hire something.’

Ben puts her on speaker. ‘Prue’s here too. We’re just eating dinner.’

‘Oh good, so you’re both free then.’

Ben chuckles from across the dining table. ‘Sure,’ he says.

‘I’ve been compiling them all day,’ Mum says, out of breath. ‘Scanning in old photos, uploading new ones. I’m going to email you a link, Benjamin. To an online portal. There are hundreds in there, but you don’t need to use them all. Send me a draft presentation when you have it, and if you could choose some photos with other members of the family too, that’d be good. It’ll get some laughs, I think. Lots of great pictures in there.’

Ben shovels some spaghetti into his mouth. ‘Music?’ he asks.

Mum pauses. ‘What about it?’

‘Do you want music in the background of the slide show?’

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Goes without saying.’

I cut in. ‘What music are you thinking—’

‘Oh God, I don’t even know. Barely have time for the radio. I’ll let you two pick something – Ben, maybe you choose. You’ll have some great ideas.’

It stings, naturally, that she thinks I can’t choose decent music.

‘There’s actually a lot of photos, now that I think about it.’ She makes a noise like she’s about to collapse. ‘Might need to bring in your friend, Delia, to help go through them.’

‘She’s working tonight,’ Ben says.

‘Ah.’

‘Does this need to be done tonight, though?’ I ask. ‘We’ve got time, right?’

The silence on the other end of the phone tells me that I am incorrect.


Ben flashes a tight smile, irritated. ‘I guess we’re doing this tonight, then.’

‘Thank you, Benjamin. And also Prudence, of course,’ she adds, an afterthought. ‘I’d love to see a version of the slide show over the weekend. I think it’s going to take a bit of back and forth to get it right.’

She hangs up.

The email hits Ben’s inbox after mere minutes.

‘I wonder if Dad cares about a photo slide show,’ I say.

Ben doesn’t respond, too distracted by the email. His eyes widen. ‘Jesus, she wasn’t kidding. Come see this,’ he says, waving me over to the chair beside him. He pushes his empty plate away. ‘Look how many there are.’

Hundreds upon hundreds of photos of Mum and Dad throughout their relationship, from baby-faced teenagers to first-time parents, second-time parents, and then, later on, during holidays, restaurant openings, nights out. Dad with his tennis team, Mum with her wine club.

Ben frowns. ‘Huh.’

‘What?’

He scrolls through the thumbnails again. ‘There are photos of Dad as a kid, but nothing of Mum.’

‘Really?’

We flick through all the photos again. And again. And once more.

‘Now that I think about it,’ Ben says, tilting back in his chair, ‘there were never any photos of her from when she was younger around the house.’

‘I don’t remember there being many photos around the house at all,’ I say. ‘I didn’t even realise she owned this many photos.’

Ben appears as perplexed as I am.

‘Want me to text her?’ I ask.


‘Maybe. She might’ve forgotten some,’ he says. ‘As hard as that is to believe, looking at them all.’

I send off a text to Mum.


We can’t find any photos of you as a child.


And her reply, twenty seconds later:


That’s because there aren’t any.


Ben shrugs. ‘I guess we just use photos of them when they were older. Might be a bit weird to use some of these photos of Dad when he was young, if there aren’t any of Mum—’

‘Hold on,’ I interrupt, capturing his attention. ‘Go through them again.’

He groans. ‘Again?’

‘Yes, again.’

I snatch the mouse from him so I can move through the images faster. ‘You seriously haven’t noticed it yet?’ I ask.

‘No?’

I assess other people’s faces in the photos – cousins, friends, old neighbours. And us.

‘There are so many photos of you in here,’ I say. ‘Book signings and festivals. Dinners. Mum pregnant with you. Mum on the swing set with you. Dad riding bikes with you.’

‘And?’

‘Well, where the hell am I? There are hardly any of me,’ I say, giving him back the mouse. ‘A few of me growing up, and then one of me as a teenager – my first day of vet school. Of course she chooses that one. And then a sporadic few of me as an adult.’

‘Hmm.’ Ben appears bemused.

‘She could at least try and hide her favouritism.’


Ben makes a noise. ‘Funny. I say that about Dad sometimes.’

‘Sorry?’

‘You and Dad,’ he says. ‘You haven’t noticed?’

‘What? That Dad makes an effort with me?’

Ben smirks. ‘That you’re his favourite. You have Dad and I have Mum.’ He runs a hand through his hair. ‘My therapist says that a parent’s love goes where it’s most needed—’

‘I didn’t know you saw a therapis—’

‘And I think that’s why all Mum’s attention went to me. I was never as smart as you – never as driven. Sure, you might’ve studied the wrong degree, but you still got in. You’ve got the brains for it. I never did. Dropping out of school? Working for a porn company? Of course Mum pivoted her focus to me. She felt sorry for me.’ He doesn’t give me time to reflect. ‘You know, for a while, before my books took off, she’d start every phone call with “My poor Ben”.’

‘Well, to be fair, I think we were all rather surprised when your books took off.’

He lets out an irritated sigh. ‘Anyway, I just—’

‘What do you mean I studied the wrong degree?’ I ask, remembering his comment. ‘Do people really think that?’

He shrugs, nonchalant. ‘Honestly Prue, do you even want to be a vet?’

Silence for a moment, while I try and answer. ‘I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that before.’

‘Right.’

‘I think I do want to be a vet, though.’

‘Really?’ he asks, sceptical. ‘You’re telling me that being a vet is your dream? That even though you haven’t been to vet school in over two years, it’s still the career you’re dreaming about? Still the career you desperately want to chase?’

No.

He clocks my expression. ‘Thought so.’


Damn. Maybe it’s not a matter of when I go back, but if I ever go back at all.

‘You’re too concerned with what others think,’ he continues. ‘Like those goals on our fridge – did you think I wouldn’t see them? All these things you want to do before you’re thirty, as if turning thirty is going to change anything. It’s this weird obsession with milestones that I can’t quite understand. People get engaged or married because they feel they have to – they have babies even if they’re not ready, or perhaps they don’t even want them. People hit all these life stages because they think it’ll change things, and it doesn’t. You wake up the next day and you’ve still got the rest of your life ahead of you. So, if you’re miserable, sure, you might change something and be happy about it for one day, but then you’ll wake up and realise you’re still miserable.’

‘I think this might be the most you’ve ever said to me.’

He smirks.

‘But what’s wrong with having goals?’ I ask. ‘You’ve just never had any. You do whatever you want, when you want.’

‘Yes, I know. Isn’t it refreshing?’ he replies. ‘Don’t you wish you did that more? You only started that veterinary degree to impress Mum.’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Prue,’ he says, the corners of his mouth turning up. ‘Let’s not lie to each other.’

 

Hugh’s apartment is an overpriced studio in Kings Cross; the bed slots in behind the living area, and the kitchen is squeezed into the corner of the flat. The sofa is an off-mustard colour, and to the right of it is a squeaking glass door that opens up to a spacious, concrete balcony overlooking the side alley below.

‘I’d offer you a tour,’ he says. ‘But there’s nowhere else to go. This is literally it.’


‘It’s nice,’ I say, as my shin clips the corner of the lounge. I wince. ‘Quaint.’

‘It’s too small, but it was the best I could do on short notice and I have another six months on the lease.’ He fidgets by the door, picking at his nails. ‘So, I’m kind of stuck here.’

‘It’s fine. A place all to yourself.’

Hugh nods. ‘Bit lonely, though. Living by yourself. Maybe I should’ve found a flatshare after all. Do you think this feels like an apartment for a sad person?’

I glance around the space, slipping my hand into his. The touch feels comforting and cosy, his hands warm around mine. ‘I think you got lucky. I’ve seen some of the places up for rent right now.’

‘Easy for you to say. I’d kill to live where you are.’

He’s right. Where I live is beautiful. There’s something about hearing people’s envy that I relish. That I love. And now that I really think on it, there’s something about Hugh’s jealousy that makes me feel good. But then Hugh finishes his thought before I have time to examine that part of myself any further.

‘Your brother must be raking it in,’ he says. ‘If he can afford that house.’

And now I’m reminded once again that my place is not actually my place. I glance sideways at Hugh. ‘Wine?’

‘Yes.’

He leads me into the kitchen and pours us each a glass. ‘I picked up some food on the way home from work,’ he says, pulling open the fridge. ‘Fettuccine, some meat, garlic and tomato sauce. Nothing fancy.’ He motions to one of the cupboards, and I help him retrieve plates, cutlery and kitchenware.

‘Want to help?’ he asks.

I pause. ‘I don’t really cook for other people.’

He frowns. ‘You told me you were a great cook. That you love cooking.’


Head tilt. ‘When?’

‘At the wedding,’ he says with a shrug, and then he smiles. ‘You were drunk though.’

‘Oh. Well, that’d explain it,’ I say. ‘I don’t really cook.’

Hugh frowns, and I back-pedal. ‘I can cook, obviously. Of course I can cook. But I wouldn’t say it’s a skill.’

He still seems confused. ‘It’s pasta. You can’t ruin pasta.’

I think of Mum, and all the times I’ve offered to help her in the kitchen. Of course I can mess up pasta. Of course I could make something simple taste terrible – inedible.

‘Is this because of your mother?’ he asks.

Yes.

‘No,’ I say.

Hugh doesn’t press the point, and the two of us move in sync around the kitchen. He is observant, complimentary and affectionate. He touches my hands or grazes my back whenever he can, and occasionally reaches up to stroke the back of my hair. The sensation feels so good it makes me shiver. When there’s a break in cooking, he’ll lean over and kiss my lips – so brief, it’s like it almost doesn’t happen.

‘So, what about Delia?’ Hugh asks. ‘Can she cook?’

I nod. ‘She’s a great cook. Intuitive. She has a lot more understanding than me when it comes to cuisine. Perhaps because of the magazine?’

Hugh smirks and something sparks across his face. ‘Not sure about that. Thomas is a terrible cook.’

‘Really?’ I’m happy to hear he’s incompetent at something.

‘Oh God, the worst. Doesn’t follow recipes, doesn’t care about allergies or intolerances. Truly terrible in the kitchen. Most of the time he and Gillian just order in.’

‘Please tell me they don’t.’

‘I’m afraid it’s true,’ he says, cringing.


‘How can they afford that?’

Hugh throws me a look. ‘Because Gillian is a lawyer,’ he explains. ‘And they’ve got family money. A grandmother died – or maybe a grandfather, I can’t remember – and Gillian inherited a small fortune. Did I tell you that they’re inspecting properties at the moment? In the Inner West?’

‘Seriously?’

‘Oh yeah. Terrace houses. Thomas tells me they’re only interested in places with a backyard. Just reeks of being rich, don’t you think?’

‘Jesus.’

‘I can’t dwell too long on it or I’ll get sad,’ he says. ‘We’ll just never be in that position.’

‘Well, that depends,’ I say. ‘Do you have a rich grandparent?’

His mouth twists, and he suppresses a smile. ‘Afraid not, sorry.’

I pour us another glass of wine and Hugh diverts the conversation back to Delia. ‘So, how’s she doing now that she’s signed the papers?’

‘Good, I think. Stronger.’

‘Yeah?’ he asks. ‘Are they still in touch?’

I shrug. ‘Only when they need to be. Bit hard, I think. Still quite raw,’ I say. ‘She doesn’t like talking about it.’

‘Can’t blame her.’

‘But she’s back at work now.’

Hugh nods. ‘Thomas mentioned.’

‘And all her stuff is gone from the apartment,’ I say. ‘They’re selling the place. Been on the market a couple of days now.’

‘Interesting,’ Hugh says, as he slices into a garlic clove. ‘You think she’ll move out of Ben’s place?’

Ooft. Hearing ‘Ben’s place’ always stings. ‘We haven’t really discussed it.’

‘She might like it there now,’ he says, and the corner of his mouth lifts. ‘She and Ben in that big house together.’


After Ben’s odd reaction at Delia’s birthday, I’d told Hugh about how I was worried the two of them would get together behind my back. ‘I think Mum only said that to mess with my head.’

‘I’m sure she didn’t,’ Hugh says.

‘You don’t know her like I do.’

He softens. ‘Maybe she just got confused when she spoke to him. Is it possible she could’ve been wrong about them? An honest mistake?’

I narrow my eyes. ‘Don’t think so. She likes to exaggerate things. She enjoys making a fuss.’

Hugh’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘Nothing.’

But I can sense something has changed. Something churns in his mind. ‘Seriously, what is it?’ I ask.

He sighs, puts down the cutting knife and wipes his hands on the tea towel. ‘It’s nothing, really. I noticed that you don’t really speak about your mum as much as you speak about your dad. Or about Delia. Even Rafe comes up in conversation more often than your mum does.’

‘So?’

Hugh pauses. ‘I just think it’s sad, that’s all.’

‘She’s the one who doesn’t answer my calls,’ I say. ‘She’s the one who doesn’t reply to my texts.’

‘I know.’

‘I’ve tried, Hugh. Really tried.’

‘I know,’ he says, exasperated.

‘She and I don’t have what you have with your mum.’

He thinks for a moment. ‘Maybe if you go over there, to their place. Ask her directly if there’s something—’

‘I shouldn’t have to.’

He nods. ‘Right. Okay.’


‘I’ve come to terms with it,’ I say. ‘My mother cares more about my brother than she cares about me.’ I ignore Hugh’s wince. ‘Which is why it’d crush me to find out he’s dating Delia.’

‘It’d crush you?’

‘Yes.’ I pause. ‘Even though I know it’s selfish. Even though I know I have no right to feel that way.’

‘Pr—’

‘It makes me uncomfortable,’ I say. ‘The two of them being together. And it has nothing to do with Delia.’

I tug on the ends of my hair, hanging past my shoulders now and in desperate need of a trim. ‘Ben succeeds without even trying, and I hate that. He does whatever he wants and it always works out. And I’m reminded of that all the time – not just at home, but during every family dinner, every conversation, every time someone comes up to me and tells me they read his books. That they love his work. People ask me if I’m proud of him, and it makes me want to vomit. And I know that I should be grateful because I get to live in his amazing house, but I can’t help it. I can’t get away from him, but I can when I’m with Delia. Because she doesn’t know him and she doesn’t care about his success and we hardly ever speak about him.’

‘Right.’

‘But if they start dating?’

Hugh nods, as if finally understanding. ‘I see.’

‘It makes me feel claustrophobic.’

Hugh holds my gaze for a moment. He opens his mouth to say something, but then seems to decide against it.

‘What?’

He’s searching my face, his expression softening. ‘When I meet your mum I’m going to tell her how amazing I think you are.’

‘Please don’t. She’ll hate that.’
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Saturday evening before the wedding Dad calls me over to their house because he needs help with his vows. Even during moments of stress, he chooses to wear khaki pants.

‘Help me!’ he cries when I arrive, clutching my wrist. He tugs me inside. ‘The only words I’ve come up with are the exact same words from our first wedding, paraphrased.’

I dump my handbag on the kitchen table and scan the room. Their house is a beautiful, two-storey rendered Georgian house in Miranda, south of Sydney, with exposed timber in the ceiling and a spiral staircase leading up to the attic. I realise how much I miss this place whenever I visit – the elongated backyard stretching down to the river behind it, the marble bathrooms and the windows that line the eastern side of the house.

‘We’ve been married forty years and I’m struggling to come up with anything new to say,’ Dad whines. He sits at the kitchen table, defeated, his chin resting in his hands. He holds the expression of a person who’s dropped their meal. ‘I’m not good with words. I woke up in the middle of the night because I thought of something amazing. Look! I even wrote it down.’ He plucks a scrap of paper from his back pocket and unveils it. ‘But I checked this morning and it says, “loaf of bread”. What do you think that could mean?’

‘I’m not sure.’


He stares down at the notepad in front of him. ‘Why can’t I think of anything?’

‘Maybe there’s nothing new to say,’ I comment. ‘Maybe she’s exactly the same person as she’s always been, and that’s why the old vows still work.’

His face tightens. ‘That can’t be right,’ he says.

‘It couldn’t?’

He pleads now, desperate. ‘Help me, Prudence.’

‘Ben is the writer in the family,’ I say.

Dad softens, and offers me an encouraging smile. ‘I don’t want Ben’s help. I want yours.’ He takes my hand, gives it a squeeze.

His support pinches at me, and I relent. ‘Let me see what you have so far.’ I point to his notepad. ‘May I?’

He slides it across the table, nods.

‘Dad, this is blank.’

‘I know.’

I flick through the book and back again. ‘There’s literally nothing written in here.’

‘I know.’

‘I thought you said you started—’

‘It’s in the bin,’ he says, jerking his head behind him, like I don’t remember where the kitchen bin belonged all those years I lived here.

‘Okay,’ I say, drumming my fingers along the edges of the paper. ‘Well, do you know what Mum’s written?’

‘We don’t share vows before the wedding,’ he explains. ‘But I know it’ll be something very eloquent – incredibly articulate. She’s spent weeks working on them.’

‘That doesn’t help us.’

‘No.’

‘Do you think she’ll notice if you recite the same vows again?’

He gives me a look.


‘Right,’ I respond. ‘Well, surely you don’t need to write new vows for this wedding if you don’t want to. It’s a second wedding.’

‘It’s what your mother wants,’ he says.

‘Is it what you want?’

He looks at me like that might be a riddle. ‘Does it matter?’

‘Yes.’

Silence.

‘Do you think she’d listen to you if you told her you didn’t want to write new vows?’ I ask. ‘That you don’t want this wedding?’

‘Why would I tell her that? I don’t think that. Not at all.’

I assess him, trying to figure out if he’s lying to me as well as to himself. ‘I just want to know,’ I say, ‘if you told her, would she listen?’

He senses the trap now, and I can see him falling down the rabbit hole. ‘I don’t like where this is going.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

Dad’s reluctance to criticise Mum unsettles me more than anything else. I keep pushing. ‘I don’t think she’d listen to you. You know that, don’t you?’

He glances over his glasses; his gaze holding mine, no longer flustered. ‘Prue . . . What is this about?’

I don’t respond, and he continues to press. ‘Come closer,’ he says.

I push the notepad away from me, creating some distance between us. ‘No, it’s fine.’

Dad waves an extended finger. ‘You can’t say these things and not want to have a proper conversation about it. Come on, talk to me.’

‘I don’t need to talk.’

He waits for me to realise I’m wrong. ‘Ben thinks I hate her,’ I admit. ‘Which I don’t. I could never hate my own mother.’

Dad’s mouth forms a line. ‘Well, good. It would upset me if you said you hated her.’

‘She frustrates me, though.’


‘Understandable. She’s complex.’

I frown. ‘She’s exhausting. And really infuriating. And she’s . . . not really there, is she? She only talks about herself, or her business, or Ben. But she’s . . .’

‘She’s what?’ Dad prompts.

‘Don’t you think she’s a bit cold?’ I ask. ‘Distant?’

Dad’s eyebrows rise and he leans back in his seat. ‘Okay, I’m listening.’

‘I can’t remember the last time we had a meaningful conversation.’

He folds his arms across his chest. ‘That’s quite the statement,’ he says.

I don’t reply.

Dad sighs. ‘I’m sorry you feel that way.’

I roll my eyes. ‘That’s such a non-apology.’

‘It’s not really my apology to make, and this isn’t really a conversation you should be having with me.’ He straightens, tucks his elbows in. ‘Have you tried talking to your mother about this?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Because that might be a good place to start.’

I choke out a laugh. ‘That’s a bit rich, coming from you.’

He tenses. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You let her walk all over you,’ I say.

Dad’s body stills.

I can feel myself unravelling, my lips opening and my thoughts tumbling out. Every. Last. Horrible. One.

‘You’re a doormat, Dad. “Yes, dear. Of course, dear. You might be right, Cynthia.” Mum dominates every decision you make, and you let it happen. She’s got you wearing a white linen suit at the wedding, for Christ’s sake.’

His eyebrows rise again.

‘Why don’t you tell me what you really think instead of what Mum wants you to think,’ I say.


My words have wounded him; I see that immediately. His face has crumpled, his shoulders sag. He can’t look me in the eye, and I instantly feel guilty.

‘I had no idea you felt that way,’ Dad says. ‘When you bottle up your thoughts like that and then just’ – he tosses his hands in the air – ‘explode, it hurts people’s feelings.’

It’s another minute before Dad speaks again. ‘And I don’t know where all this comes from – this incessant need to prove I’m unhappy when I’m not. Like I’m trapped.’ He takes a breath. ‘I know she’s not perfect, but your mother does love you. And Ben.’

‘Well, of course she loves Ben. We all know that.’

He clicks his tongue, and lowers his gaze. ‘Prue . . .’

‘She calls him ahead of every writers’ festival. Every event he attends. Just once, I wish she put that much effort into caring about my career.’ We lock eyes.

‘Oh, Prue,’ Dad says, his head tilting with concern. ‘She’d feel awful if she heard this.’

‘Would she? Really?’

‘Your mother may be complex at times, but she’s still your mother.’ Dad swallows. ‘She has so much love for you, but sometimes she struggles to express it.’

I smirk. ‘Maybe don’t put that in your vows.’

He nods, and there’s the hint of a smile. The conversation has lulled, and he changes the subject. ‘Come over for dinner soon, maybe? I’ll make sure she attends.’

‘No, it’s okay.’

‘You could bring Hugh,’ he says. ‘I know she wants to meet him.’

‘I think she just wants to see if he has two heads, maybe claws for fingernails or something,’ I say.

‘I want to meet Hugh as well.’

My mouth twists. ‘Bit soon to be meeting the family.’


‘Really?’ His head dips.

I pause. ‘Bit soon to be meeting my family.’

 

We leave for Byron Bay at five in the morning, bodies cloaked in jackets and hands wrapped around thermal coffee mugs. Delia has drawn up a driving roster and volunteered to take the first shift. Her tiny hands caress the steering wheel.

Nobody says anything until we hit the highway.

‘What are you working on?’ Delia asks, glancing sideways at Ben. He sits in the passenger seat, his laptop resting on his thighs. He looks up from his manuscript.

‘Just plotting something new,’ he says. His attention returns to his laptop; his teeth latch back onto his fingernails.

Delia speaks again. ‘If you need help, we’ve got like . . . eight hours.’

At first, he’s hesitant. Ben doesn’t usually share his ideas this early in the process. He nibbles on his lower lip, contemplating, and pinches the bridge of his nose with his forefingers. ‘I’m trying to think of an exotic setting.’

‘What about the Caribbean?’ chimes Delia.

‘Done it already.’

I join in. ‘Maldives?’

‘Same.’

Delia suggests Hawaii, and Ben gives her a tired look. ‘So cliché,’ he says. ‘And I’ve already done it.’

‘Mexico?’ I say.

Ben thinks for a moment. ‘Maybe.’

‘Croatia?’ Delia suggests.

Ben is chipper. ‘Croatian Betrayal. Secrets in Croatia. Love Upon a Croatian Secret.’ He types the titles out. Delia seems pleased with herself; she sits a little taller.


An accident on the highway halts the flow of cars and we’re stuck in standstill traffic for a time.

‘I’m working through the premise,’ Ben says, straightening in his seat. He shifts his body so he’s facing both of us. ‘How does this sound?’ He clears his throat. ‘Stacey works at a hair salon in Los Angeles and she craves adventure.’

I cringe. ‘Then why is she working at a hair salon?’

Delia smiles. Ben shushes me. ‘Because she’s bored? Or needs the money?’ he replies, impatient. ‘I don’t know. This is just a draft.’

‘Why Stacey?’ I ask.

‘It’s a sexy name,’ he says. ‘Stop interrupting.’

Ben takes a deep breath and restarts. ‘Stacey works at a hair salon in Los Angeles and craves adventure. When the handsome Tomislav comes in for an appointment, sparks fly. The two begin a whirlwind romance that takes Stacey all across Europe – France, Germany, Spain. Until she finds out her beloved Tomislav is the prime minister of Croatia. Can she learn to forgive him?’

The silence that follows tells us he’s finished. Delia catches my eye in the rear-view mirror, and I can tell what she’s thinking from her eyes alone. I’m trying not to laugh – I’m biting the inside of my cheek.

Ben looks at me expectantly. ‘Well? Initial thoughts? Be honest.’

‘I wouldn’t say it’s the most compelling plot,’ I whisper, wincing. ‘Sorry.’

His face stills, before he turns to Delia. ‘Thoughts, D?’ His use of Delia’s nickname throws me for a moment. I observe Delia’s face for any kind of reaction, but she’s keeping her eyes on the road.

‘It’s a start, yes.’

Ben frowns. ‘What does that mean? Do you like it? Do you hate it?’

‘Mmm,’ Delia says. ‘I’m still thinking. Mulling it over in my brain.’

‘That means she hates it,’ I say. ‘She’s just too polite to say it.’


‘I don’t hate it,’ Delia says, defensive. She glances briefly at Ben. ‘It’s a draft though, so, you’re going to . . . change it, right? You might . . . rewrite it?’

Ben is visibly irked.

‘You asked us to be honest,’ I say. ‘It’s a bit boring. Nothing really happens.’

‘Why—’

I interrupt him. ‘Those European countries. Did you have to pick the most common ones? Everyone knows France, Germany and Spain are in Europe. Tourism 101. That’s where everyone goes. And also, are prime ministers sexy? Do people want to read about them in erotic novels?’

Ben releases some sort of disgusted choke sound. ‘Tomislav could be very sexy,’ he argues. ‘You’d be surprised how hot I can make these books. You’d know if you ever read any of them.’

I hold up a finger. ‘Excuse me, I pulled two of them off the bookshelf this week. Got them in my suitcase, ready to read.’

After the bookstore signing and then our conversation at Delia’s apartment, I felt guilty that she’d read half a dozen of his books and I’d read none. I could see how much it hurt him.

Something flickers across Ben’s face, and he looks away. ‘Oh,’ he says, attempting to suppress a smile. ‘Well, thank you.’

Delia reaches across and pokes Ben’s shoulder playfully. ‘I told you she’d read them one day.’

Suddenly, she seems to realise what she’s done and retracts her hand – her expression darkens. The whole thing happens so fast, no one says anything. I’d kill to see Ben’s reaction, but I can’t see his face from here. He’s tapping away at his laptop again, the only sound in the otherwise silent car.

‘So, you and Hugh,’ Delia says. There’s a forced bounce in her voice that she’s working to disguise, as if I don’t know what she’s like when she’s feeling uneasy. ‘Must be getting serious.’


She’s trying to distract me, and I hate that. ‘I guess.’

‘Have you met his parents?’ she asks.

‘It’s just his mum,’ I clarify. ‘And no. Not yet. Bit early.’

Ben swivels to face me. ‘Has he met Mum and Dad?’

‘Are you kidding? Of course not.’

‘You can’t hide him forever,’ he says. ‘At least let us meet him. Bring him over.’

‘No.’

‘Come on,’ Ben says. ‘He can’t be that bad. He’s not into CrossFit, is he?’

‘Of course not,’ I say. ‘He’s an old soul.’

Ben makes a face. ‘Old soul? Christ, he doesn’t re-enact medieval battles in the middle of Hyde Park, does he?’

‘He most certainly does not.’

‘So let us meet him.’

‘No. And it’s not because there’s anything wrong with him. It’s you I worry about. And Mum. You know what she’s like.’

Ben laughs, then covers it. ‘You’re scared.’

‘I’m never scared.’ I crack a couple of knuckles. ‘I just don’t want to bring him over yet.’

Delia looks to the positive side. ‘You can probably cross something off that list of yours now,’ she says. ‘You’re not really alone anymore, are you?’

‘Mmm.’ I mull it over. ‘Feels a bit premature.’

Ben grunts his disapproval. ‘Prue knows what I think of her goals,’ he says.

Delia challenges him, frowning. ‘I think it’s nice to have goals.’

‘That’s because the list was your idea,’ I respond.

‘And I stand by it. Goals help put things into perspective. And I like crossing them off.’

‘You must be the only one,’ he says. ‘Prue has yet to cross off a single goal.’


‘That’s because they take time,’ Delia says, trying to reason with him. ‘And you never know what could happen. This thing with Hugh is going well – if I were her, I’d take that as goal ticked. And Prue might find the perfect place to live soon and suddenly that’s the second one done.’

Ben gives us both a sideways look, squinting. ‘She seems awfully cosy in my house.’

Delia is flustered. ‘Well, the last one, that could be ticked off soon too. The mid-year uni semester starts soon. Prue might quit the call centre and head back to vet school. Anything is possible.’

Ben and I lock eyes in the rear-view mirror.

‘D,’ I start. ‘I don’t think I’ll be going back. At all.’

The mood in the car drops. Delia’s expression changes, her jaw slackening. Her grip on the steering wheel loosens.

‘Really? You haven’t told me that,’ she says. ‘You don’t want to be a vet anymore? You’re not going back at all?’

‘I didn’t say that. But I’m not sure I want to jump back into that particular degree. Who knows? Maybe I’ll study something else.’

Delia bites her lower lip. ‘This feels sudden. You could’ve talked to me about it.’

She’s right. I could’ve talked to her about it, and I haven’t. ‘I think I wanted to make the decision on my own.’

Delia is quiet. ‘I assumed you needed time to recover. After Joseph. I thought you’d go back eventually,’ she admits.

‘Probably not.’

She pauses again. ‘This is big,’ she says, and then catches Ben’s attention. ‘Did you know about this?’

‘It’s not big, D. I thought I knew what I wanted to do, and now I’m not so sure,’ I say. ‘Maybe I need to get out of my comfort zone, go re-enact some medieval battles in the middle of Hyde Park or something. Swing a wooden sword around, that kind of thing.’


Ben smirks, but Delia’s face remains unchanged.

‘Maybe I’ll just stay at the call centre for a while. Not all goals need to be ticked.’

Delia runs her hands along the steering wheel. ‘Well, you seem to enjoy it there,’ she says.

‘I do,’ I reply. ‘I do enjoy it there.’

Ryan texts me.


This house is full of marble. F-a-n-c-y.

Very $$$.

Your bathroom has two sinks.


He’s dog-sitting for us this weekend after Ben’s friend pulled out at the last minute. Ben was initially reluctant, since Ryan has never owned a pet and seemed more interested in the house than Lachie when he turned up this morning. He wore a purple kaftan with sandals and asked Ben if he’d be allowed to take Lachie to some of his auditions.

Ryan texts me again, just one minute later.


Your fridge has an ice dispenser.

I’m never leaving.


And another, shortly after.


Why are your goals on the fridge door?

They look kind of sad written down like that.


I tuck my phone away, and change the subject. ‘D, how’s your job going? You talk to Thomas again about that wedding section?’

She stills, her mouth stiff.

Ben answers for her. ‘No, she hasn’t. Despite my pleading.’


‘Oh, I didn’t realise you knew about it.’ Delia’s talking to Ben about her work problems now? Since when?

‘I’ve been telling her to go over her boss’s head,’ he says.

‘I’m not going over his head,’ Delia insists.

‘You’re too loyal,’ I say. ‘Thomas is a monumental pain in the arse. Hugh and I are meant to be having lunch with him and Gillian in a couple of weeks. They bought a house in Erskineville. I might take a cake with gluten, just to watch him squirm. Give him a bum tum.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ Delia says, her eyes narrowing.

To our right, two kids sit in the back of a sedan waving out an open window. Delia returns the gesture.

‘You know, you could do it without telling him,’ Ben suggests. ‘This weekend.’

‘What?’ Delia asks, her face scrunching.

‘Mum’s wedding,’ he says. ‘We’ll get you some photos of the food, and Mum can give you the recipes. Write it up and take it to Thomas. It’d be hard for him to deny the idea when it’s fully formed in front of him.’

‘That’s actually not a bad plan,’ I say. ‘I’m getting ready with Mum before the wedding. I could ask her?’

Delia considers it, her mouth puckering. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Don’t be weak, D.’

Ben whips around. ‘Bit harsh, Prue.’

‘She’s too anxious.’

Delia readjusts her position, twisting her torso to the left, and then the right. I hear her back pop. ‘I’m not going over Thomas’s head. I’ll just bring it up again another time.’

 

The next morning, we’re in Byron Bay. Stretched beaches, turquoise blue water, hordes of people in activewear, and every cafe seat full. Dogs everywhere – those small, white, crusty-looking ones. We all know the type. Not a lot of children, but scores of teenagers. Women in their early twenties descend into town, while retirees rest on their balconies and porches, trying to catch the morning sunlight.

It’s warmer than we’d anticipated, like perhaps my mother found a way to secure an early glimpse of spring. Someone, somewhere, is taking a picture for Instagram so that they can caption the post Day for it with a sun emoji.

When I knock on Mum’s villa door, she swings it open as my knuckle raps a second time, as if she’s been standing on the other side waiting for me – waiting for anyone.

‘Look at me,’ she says, hands on hips, chin tipped to the right. Mum’s wedding dress is a white pantsuit – crisp, pleated pants beneath a fitted corset and lace collar. An open skirt clips around the waist and trails behind her. ‘So slimming, don’t you think? Come in before anyone sees.’

She ushers me into her villa, then clicks the door shut behind us. Her hair and make-up are already complete, sleek and flawless. She’s not wearing a wig today, and her hair is just as stringy as I remember – blonde and wispy – and it reminds me how few times I’ve seen it like this. How little she embraces its natural state.

A woman hovers by the bathroom door holding a hairdryer. Her hair is the colour of rosé, light pink with a deliberate shine. It’s long, and swishes down to the top of her jeans. Her smile stretches further than I thought possible, and she’s wearing a linen green jacket that I can’t stop admiring. I immediately want to ask her where she bought it.

Cynthia steps forward to introduce the two of us. ‘Prudence, my daughter,’ she says, shoving a finger my way. ‘And Coral, hair and make-up.’

Coral nods; I nod. Of course she is called Coral. That name would make me feel like a chubby Christmas ornament, but on this woman, it fits. She’s effortless, graceful, and she gives the impression of someone who buys organic food, grows her own vegetables, chases a sustainable life and likes to post about it on social media. Perhaps she has a blog.

Coral asks me why I’m staring at her, and I flounder. I ask where she got her green jacket.

‘The colour is celery,’ she says. ‘But thank you. Glad you like it.’

She disappears into the bathroom without telling me where she bought it, and Mum reaches over to run a hand along my dress – it’s pastel blue, satin. ‘This is new,’ she says. ‘You look fantastic.’

‘It fits your brief?’ I ask. I don’t want to tell her how much it cost – how uncomfortable I felt buying something designer at full price. It will now sit in my closet until an appropriate amount of time has passed for me to wear it a second time. Maybe I could rent it out to others, make some of my money back.

‘Perfectly,’ she says, kissing her fingers. ‘I did pick up something myself, just in case, but no need to bring it out now.’

She brought a back-up dress for me to wear. Of course she did. Of course she was concerned that I could buy something off brief.

‘We’re running late,’ Mum says, grabbing me a chair.

I pull out my phone. ‘The ceremony doesn’t start for two hours.’ I open a search tab and type rent a celery linen jacket. The results are unhelpful – mostly gimmicks. I change the search terms to green linen jacket but the results are overwhelming and out of my price range. None of the jackets look like the one Coral is wearing. I shove my phone in my bag.

Mum looks at my hair, and then lifts some sections – she gently pinches the bottom of my chin and rotates my head, left and right, left and right. ‘This might take longer than I thought,’ she says. ‘Perhaps I should’ve asked you to come by earlier.’

Suddenly Coral is back. I smell lavender, somehow. She wants to start with my make-up, and then move on to my hair. She tells me to keep still, to talk as little as possible. Mum takes that as an indication to talk for the both of us.

‘The weather is gorgeous today, isn’t it? Don’t you think we’ve been blessed with this sunshine? In winter?’ she gushes. She looks out the window at the boardwalk beneath. ‘Did you walk past the beach on the way over here? Has everyone arrived?’

Coral’s mouth forms a thin line, silently telling me not to respond.

I try to groan my answer. ‘Uh-uh.’

Mum deflates. ‘Damn. I was hoping you might’ve had a stickybeak.’

She paces, and checks the time every minute. She runs a hand through her hair accidentally and then worries she’s wrecked Coral’s work. ‘Do I still look okay?’ she asks, twice. Coral tells her she looks beautiful, and I murmur in agreement.

Coral starts my hair and tells me I’m allowed to speak now. I catch Mum’s attention. ‘Stop biting your nails,’ I say.

‘I’m not.’

‘I can see you in the mirror,’ I say. ‘Are you nervous?’

‘What if it’s too hot and my armpits start sweating? I’m going to get patches and everyone will see.’ She shivers at the horror.

‘Put some tissues in there.’

Coral makes a face, and I realise I should be embarrassed about this fashion faux pas. I consider asking her again where the jacket is from, but I worry she might think I’m obsessed with her.

‘Where is your jacket from?’ I ask seconds later.

She holds my gaze for a moment, and then smiles. ‘Got it from an op shop, years ago.’ She starts brushing the knots from my hair. Tug, tug, tug. ‘Sorry, can’t remember which one.’

‘Ah, right. I never find anything good in op shops,’ I say. ‘Everything smells like a cupboard.’

Coral appears smug, like she holds the secret to scouring a second-hand store and finding clothing that fits just right but somehow isn’t made from material meant for sofas.

Mum is looking at herself in the mirror again. ‘A pantsuit was risky, but I think I pull it off.’ She’s running her hands along her hips. I know that’s what she worries about the most – her curves.

‘You look great,’ I say. And I mean it. Mum has always been effortlessly striking. I can admit that, despite everything. ‘Very slimming indeed.’

She appears pleased, then cracks her knuckles. Coral flinches.

‘You’re stressing again,’ I say. ‘I’m sure everything will run smoothly.’

‘It better,’ she says, in an oddly threatening tone. She laughs it off. ‘I’ve been planning this for a year.’

I frown. ‘A year?’

Mum is still looking at herself, checking her pantsuit for creases. This is the most stressed I’ve seen her in a long time – she’s reached her upper limit of flustered.

‘This means a lot to you, doesn’t it?’

She freezes, stares at me. ‘Well, obviously. Otherwise why would I be doing it?’

‘I thought it was a bit of fun for you.’

One gelled eyebrow rises. ‘A bit of fun?’

I know I’ve hit a nerve, but I can’t stop. ‘Yes. A wedding, some dancing. A Cynthia Dashen menu. A great night out.’

Coral makes a disapproving noise and disappears into the bathroom again.

‘A great night out?’ Mum repeats. ‘Please don’t call it that again.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I’ve been married to your father for forty years. Isn’t that worth celebrating?’ she asks. ‘Our lives were so different when we got married. Different careers, different friends. I want to celebrate with the people we have in our lives right now.’


‘You don’t need to explain—’

‘I want our family with us. When Paul and I got married, we had friends there. And his family, of course. But I didn’t have anyone. I’m an only child, and my parents were dead. This time, I want you and Ben with me.’

I swallow. I hadn’t realised how much this wedding meant to Mum. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay? You see now?’

‘Yes,’ I say, although my mind wanders. I’m adding up the dates in my head – going over timelines. ‘Our grandparents were dead when you got married? I thought you said they died before Ben was born?’

Mum’s face pales for a moment. She inhales sharply, looks away. ‘No, I never said that,’ she insists. ‘They died before our wedding.’

‘I swear you told us they died before Ben was born, so they never got to meet their grandchildren. You’ve told us like a hundred times, I swear to God.’

She appears puzzled. ‘Interesting. Not sure when I would’ve said that.’

‘All the time.’

‘All the time?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hmph. Interesting.’ She steps away, absentmindedly rakes some fingers through her hair, calls for Coral to come back and finish doing my hair.

‘I’m thinking a nice, tight bun right here,’ Coral says, pressing down on the back of my head.

‘Okay, sounds fine,’ I say.

She releases the pressure. ‘Oh, I wasn’t talking to you.’

Mum steps forward, glances down and then nods. ‘Yes, that will look nice.’

The room is tense. I’m suspicious of Mum. I’d bet money on her telling us that her parents died after her first wedding to Dad. Mum is wary of me, avoiding my gaze and taking the time to check her watch and her phone. She runs her hands down her outfit again and again.

Coral breaks the quiet. ‘So, Polly, is it?’ she asks. ‘You got a special someone here today?’

She’s got the facial expression of someone who doesn’t care about the answer – her eyes glaze over, her jaw is slack. She’s filling time, and silence. I try not to be offended that she couldn’t remember my name.

‘It’s Prue,’ I say. ‘And no.’

Mum simpers, looking pleased with herself. ‘Prudence didn’t want to bring him.’

‘That’s only partly true,’ I say. ‘I already asked Delia if she wanted to come, and it would’ve been rude to uninvite her.’

She looks away.

‘And what if Hugh was here and then we broke up?’ I continue. ‘He’d be in all the photos.’

Mum has an immediate answer. ‘We could’ve stationed him on the end,’ she says. ‘And then when it went south, I’d snip him out of the photographs. It would be like he was never here.’

I notice she says when it went south, and not if.

‘Well, I brought Delia, and I wouldn’t retract her invite for Hugh. Although, if I knew what you were going to tell me about her and Ben, I might’ve never invited her in the first place. I’m going insane watching the two of them. I feel like some sort of unpaid private eye.’

A laugh escapes her. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘Ben and Delia,’ I explain.

‘And?’

I wait for Mum to remember, but her blank expression holds. ‘You called Ben smitten,’ I say. ‘You thought there was something going on between them.’

Mum pauses; her mouth goes wonky. ‘I never said that.’


‘Yes, you did. Jesus, Mum. Has your memory collapsed today? You said Ben always talks about her – you thought he liked her.’

‘How funny,’ she says, with a delicate wave of her left hand. ‘I have no memory of this.’

‘You can’t be serious.’

Her voice is sharp. ‘When would I ever use the word smitten.’

‘To me,’ I snap. ‘When I came to see you at the restaurant a few months ago. You said the word twice, I remember.’

She sits on a nearby day bed. ‘I really don’t think I said these things.’

‘You did, Mum. You did.’ My voice is higher now. I’m desperate. Coral tells me my hair is done, and I’m too frustrated to respond. She slips away again, out of sight.

‘Well, I’m sorry, Prudence, I just don’t remember that.’

‘Jesus. I’ve spent months watching them because of what you said.’

‘Watching them?’ Mum exclaims, eyes like big bulbs. ‘Oh, Prudence, that’s not healthy.’

‘You think? God, you’re unbelievable. You made me think there was something going on,’ I say. ‘You always do this.’

Her eyes narrow. ‘Do what?’

‘Make something out of nothing. Blow everything out of proportion,’ I say. ‘You told me Ben was talking about Delia. I even questioned him about it.’

‘You questioned him?’ she asks. ‘What for?’

‘I thought they were together, Mum. You made me think there was something going on.’

She frowns, but ultimately says nothing.

‘Thank God I didn’t say anything to Delia. Thank God.’ I turn to her, close the distance. ‘Seriously, Mum. Think back. I came to your work – your hairy colleague kept telling me I was in the way. He told me to move like six times. Do you remember?’


Her face warms. ‘Ah, yes, Marcel.’

‘You said Ben talks about her all the time when you’re on the phone to him,’ I say. ‘You said that.’

Mum simply turns away.

‘So, you didn’t speak to him?’ I press. ‘Before I came to see you that day?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘You’re infuriating,’ I say.

She rises, approaches the mirror again. ‘I don’t really have time for this today. Much more important things are going on. We need to leave soon. Don’t want to be late.’

‘Jesus,’ I snap. ‘Why is this such a big deal? Why are we even here?’

Her face crumples, and she angles her body away from me.

‘You’ve got Dad wearing a linen suit,’ I say. ‘You know he’ll be itchy all day in that thing.’

‘Prudence,’ she says, her voice low.

‘You’ve got us doing a photoshoot on the beach, in winter. Half the people at this wedding I haven’t seen in years – I can’t even remember some of their names. You’ve asked us all to take time off work, for what? So you can force Dad to marry you again?’

‘That’s not fair. He’s excited.’

‘No one is excited about this wedding except you—’

‘Stop.’ She puts more distance between us, biting her lip. She steps towards her selection of jewellery laid out on the dresser and chooses a couple of bracelets for the ceremony. ‘Now isn’t the time.’

She’s silent. It’s something I’m not used to. The villa feels icy now, and I know I’ve gone too far. The occasional noise in the bathroom reminds me that Coral is still here, albeit in hiding, and I feel ashamed of my outburst.

‘Mum—’


‘Oh no, will you look at that,’ she says, inspecting her hair in the mirror. ‘Coral, dear? Could you come back in here? I think I’ve messed up my hair.’

 

After the wedding ceremony concludes, Ben and I are corralled for the family portraits while the other guests head straight to the reception. The photographer, a man named Sandy, wears a black eyepatch and bemoans about how his cat scratched his eyeball and it needs time to heal.

‘She’s a real jerk, is what she is.’ He’s cleaning a camera lens while we walk along the beach. ‘I think she can smell my fear.’ His hair is pulled back into a low bun; he’s not wearing any shoes, and his trousers are rolled up past his ankles.

Mum and Dad lead the group, walking at least fifteen metres ahead of us, holding hands.

The wedding was intimate, just as Mum wanted. Even counting Ben, Delia and I, there were only twenty guests on the esplanade. A couple of Dad’s sisters came – Ben and I nodded at them as we arrived, but then we sat as far away as possible to avoid small talk – and I recognised the faces of a few cousins. But other than that, it was mainly friends and their guests. People we didn’t know very well.

Ben studies me as we walk. ‘Dad said you helped him with his vows,’ he says.

‘A little.’

He nods. ‘They were quite moving. Did you see Mum cried? I didn’t know she had tear ducts.’

Sandy stops everyone. ‘Time for the fun stuff,’ he says. ‘Bride and groom first, just a few poses to kickstart the session.’

He directs them closer to the water, tells Mum to hold on to her bouquet.


Ben whirls around, lowers his voice. ‘Ten bucks says he’s going to ask her to lean against Dad and flick her leg up behind her like some prom queen.’

I smile. ‘He’s going to tell her to raise that bouquet high. Really stretch that arm up.’

Ben chuckles.

Mum and Dad hug, initially. Mum switches up her pose a couple of times, while Dad stays perfectly still and pretends he knows what he’s doing.

Sandy moves around on bendy legs, getting photos from different angles. At one point, he kneels in the sand. ‘That’s great, guys. Really great. But let’s make things more fun, shall we? Cynthia, kick up a leg behind you.’

Ben nudges my shoulder and fails to hold in a snigger. I expect Mum to ignore Sandy’s direction but to my surprise, she kicks up that leg. A chunk of sand flicks into the air. She winks at the camera.

Sandy is so pleased, he beams. ‘Yes, yes. And Paul? Try to relax. You’re looking stiff. Maybe do a closed-mouth smile, less teeth. And raise that arm, Cynthia. The right one, with the bouquet,’ he says. ‘Really lift that hand and push those flowers to the sky – that’s it. Nice.’

I give Ben a look. Told you.

‘Sandy will make us join in soon,’ he says. ‘Maybe he’ll request that we hold Mum sideways, lift her in the air while she props herself up on an elbow.’

‘Classic,’ I say. ‘Do we think Mum might tell him to bugger off at some point?’

He is dismissive. ‘Not necessarily. She’s in a rather good mood.’

Sandy suggests Mum ride Dad piggyback, and she agrees.

‘They’re too old for these poses,’ I say. ‘They look ridiculous.’

‘They look happy,’ Ben counters.

‘Happy and ridiculous.’


Ben’s smile suggests he agrees with me. ‘Did you notice Mum didn’t have a lot of photos from their first wedding? I must’ve checked like four times,’ he says. ‘I think that’s why she’s been so controlling this time. Telling us what to wear, locking down a theme. I promise you, ten minutes after these pictures get delivered, she’ll have them printed on canvases and hung all around their house. Just you wait.’

He’s right; I didn’t spot many photos from their wedding when we worked through the options for the slide show. Just one or two, and very grainy.

‘Why are wedding photos always so predictable?’ I ask. ‘Never any creativity.’

‘The only people who think they’re predictable are people who’ve never been married,’ he says. ‘It’s jealousy, perhaps. Your day will come, and you’ll be riding Hugh piggyback on a beach somewhere.’

‘I will not.’

He narrows his eyes.

‘Delia didn’t do any of this kind of thing when she married Nico,’ I say.

Ben’s mouth twists. ‘Nico was a bit of a dick though. And controlling, I suspect,’ he says. ‘I doubt he would’ve let her take these sorts of photos, even if she wanted to. Let people have their fun, I think. Who cares if you look stupid?’

The sun starts to set, and the temperature drops. When the wind picks up, I wrap my arms around myself to keep warm. ‘You know, I initially thought this wedding was a dumb idea,’ I say.

‘Is that supposed to be a revelation?’ Ben asks. ‘Prue, we could all tell you thought this wedding was a stupid idea.’

‘Right.’

‘And I’m not sure why it bothered you so much. Who cares that Dad’s in a linen suit, or that Mum spent too much money on a second wedding. Who cares that I’m wearing peach and I look ridiculous. They’re happy. Let them be happy.’


‘Will you let me finish?’ I ask. ‘I was going to say that initially I thought this wedding was a dumb idea, but now I understand it.’

Ben seems surprised. ‘Really?’

I nod. ‘They’re very happy. Stupid happy. Second wedding kind of happy. I was sour about the wedding, and I was pretty dreadful to Mum earlier today, but it’s been rather fun so far.’

Ben brushes sand off his calves.

‘I think I hurt her feelings,’ I confess.

‘Mum?’

I nod again.

Ben shrugs. ‘You know Mum – she bounces back. She’s probably forgotten all about it by now.’

Sandy shouts at us from across the beach. He’s almost ready for us and asks that we don’t wander too far.

‘Where would we even go?’ Ben asks me.

‘A bar, maybe,’ I say. ‘You don’t think Sandy is going to make me lie down in the sand, do you?’

It grows colder, and Ben passes me his jacket while we wait. ‘Have you ever seen Mum like this?’ he asks. ‘It’s borderline scary.’

‘I’ve never seen so many of her teeth before today.’

‘Maybe they had an incredibly boring first wedding and she wants a do-over,’ Ben suggests.

Our conversation jogs my memory. ‘Oh, hey,’ I say, garnering Ben’s attention. ‘Does Mum talk much about our grandparents to you?’

One side of Ben’s mouth pinches. ‘Random,’ he says. ‘But yes, she does. A lot, actually. I think she’s been missing them.’

‘And when did they die? Remind me?’

Ben’s forehead creases. ‘Bit grim, Prue.’

‘Just remind me, please.’

He kicks some sand with his bare feet. ‘Sometime before I was born. Can’t remember exactly. I think when Mum was pregnant with me.’


I grab his shoulders. ‘Yes, I knew it. I knew I wasn’t going crazy. They died while she was pregnant with you. Yes.’

Ben assesses me. ‘Are you feeling okay?’

I gesture for him to come closer. ‘Earlier today, she told me our grandparents died before her and Dad’s first wedding. I swear to God, that’s what she said. But it makes no sense, right? The dates don’t add up. And when I questioned her, she got all confused and said I was the one who wasn’t remembering correctly. Isn’t that weird?’

Ben pauses. ‘A little odd, maybe, but not that weird. Mum could’ve told us the wrong date. You know she gets muddled. Her memory isn’t great. And she does like to embellish her stories, to make them sound more interesting.’

‘Yes, I do know.’ I’m thinking of Delia and Ben now, and how easily Mum forgot what she told me about them.

‘Probably doesn’t mean anything,’ Ben says.

Sandy calls out to us again, waves us down the beach. ‘We’re ready for you now,’ he says, telling us where to stand. My toes sink into the wet sand. ‘Nice smiling faces, hugging each other. Nice and close, that’s it. Nice and close. Closer. Closer. More. More. Prue, I know it’s cold but you need to smile. Paul, take your hand out of your pocket. Cynthia? You look perfect, don’t change a thing.’

Sandy directs us through a few poses – I feel equally stupid in all of them. We smile so much my cheeks go numb.

‘Okay, final photo,’ he says, holding up a finger. ‘Paul and kids, pick up Cynthia on her right side. Hold her in a straight line – yes, that’s it. You got it. Amazing. Nice, big smiles. Cynthia, maybe sit up on your elbow, raise your other hand – beautiful, just fantastic.’

 

Ben lets me keep his jacket for the remainder of the evening. When we join the rest of the guests at the restaurant, we find that everyone has been split across two long tables. Delia shoves out an arm and waves the four of us over to the empty seats around her.

‘Thank God you’re back,’ she says, as I sit down across from her. Ben takes a seat to her left. ‘I tried talking to some of the guests but I got tired. People are boring. Been drinking by myself for like an hour.’

Mum and Dad dart off to chat with some of their friends, leaving the three of us alone.

‘How were the photos?’ Delia asks. ‘Did you all walk in a straight line, holding hands?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘Did someone sit in the sand?’ she asks.

Ben raises a finger.

‘Did you frolic?’

I exhale. ‘Yes. God, there were so many poses. Sandy was very thorough.’

Delia’s eyebrows jolt upward. ‘The photographer’s name was Sandy?’

‘His hair was pulled back in a bun,’ Ben says.

‘Of course it was.’

‘I’m glad you never made us do those kinds of photos at your wedding,’ I say.

Her expression falters. ‘Oh. Well, I actually wanted to. I think those cheesy photos can be kind of fun, but Nico didn’t want to do them. He thought they’d make us look stupid. His family can be fairly traditional, and he was worried we’d embarrass them.’

Ben gives me a pointed look. Told you.

Over the course of the next fifteen minutes, four people stop by to talk to Ben about his books – cousin Silvia and her partner, Triss, Dad’s tennis friend Simon, and then Mum’s girlfriend Judy from her wine club. They ask Ben when the next book is coming out, and they tell him how much they loved the previous release. Someone apologises for not making it to his Sydney signing, but they reassure him they managed to nab a signed copy from an online retailer upon publication.

I hold it together until Simon asks me if I’m proud of Ben.

‘When are we going to talk about my job, Simon?’ I ask. He tries, but fails, to remember where I work and so he sidles off.

Mum and Dad make their way back to the table. As they slide into their seats, Delia launches forward. ‘Congratulations, again,’ she says. ‘What a beautiful wedding. The weather was gorgeous – it’s getting chilly now, but the day was perfect – and your vows. Both of you. Wow.’

Mum beams. ‘Thank you, dear. That’s lovely of you.’ Dad nods, already digging into his entree.

‘And the food,’ Delia continues. ‘I’ve been spying the menu, and the kitchen. Had a chat to the chefs earlier, and they let me taste a few of the dishes ahead of dinner. I died. Actually died. I can’t believe you designed the menu.’

Mum drinks in her compliments, and I know this is the perfect time for Delia to talk to her about the magazine. But she says nothing, doesn’t even hint at it. Even Ben is looking expectant, waiting for her to bring up the subject. I realise Delia is too shy – too anxious about pushing forward with the idea. So, I do it for her.

‘Mum, Delia wants to write about your wedding for the magazine,’ I say.

Delia’s eyes bulge, and she flails her hands. ‘Prue, no. I asked you not to do this. You don’t need to do this.’

‘Yes, I do.’ I turn back to Mum. ‘Food & Wine Collection magazine?’

Mum nods. ‘I know the one. Very respected.’

‘Well, Delia wants to start a wedding section. How great would that be—’


‘Prue, no. It’s fine. Please stop,’ Delia says. ‘Cynthia, it’s not approved or anything, just a small idea.’

‘No idea is too small,’ Mum says. ‘Remember that, okay?’

Delia nods, desperate to please.

‘She wants to write about this wedding,’ I continue. ‘Your menu. Run some photos, maybe interview you. Wouldn’t that be great?’

‘Prue.’ Delia’s voice is low but cuts through the noise in the restaurant. She’s seething. ‘I told you I wanted approval first.’

‘You’re not going to get it, D. Your boss is Thomas. Come on, there’s no harm in drafting something to show him. It might help speed things along.’

Delia’s hands shake. ‘Prue, I appreciate your help. And Cynthia, this really is a gorgeous event. But I’m not ready.’

‘You’re never ready,’ I snap. ‘You’re such a people pleaser, Delia. Take some risks. Stop playing so safe. When are you going to start fighting for what you want?’

Delia is frozen. Her jaw lowers, and then she turns to Ben of all people.

‘Am I really a people pleaser?’ she whispers.

I shake my head. ‘Who cares what Ben thinks? What would he know about weddings and magazines?’

Ben tries to catch my attention. ‘Prue—’

Dad dings his glass a few times with his fork, and the room grows silent. Mum’s glaring at me, Delia won’t look at me and Ben’s only looking at Delia. I feel like I’m missing something here. Why did Delia turn to Ben? Why did she ask him, of all people?

‘Hi, everyone,’ Dad says, rising from his seat. ‘And thank you so much for coming to our wedding. It means the world to us that you’re here, celebrating with me and Cynthia.’ He reaches down and squeezes Mum’s shoulder. ‘We’re not doing traditional speeches today, keeping it simple. A nice meal with our family and friends.’


Waiters start bringing out the mains, lowering plates in front of guests.

‘Some of you might think a second wedding is a bit exorbitant, perhaps not necessary’ – Dad’s eyes find mine, and I’m forced to look away – ‘but today is very special to us. Forty years together feels incredible, and we realise how rare it is. Forty years is pretty fantastic, isn’t it?’

Cheers ring out, and suddenly, we’re all clinking our glasses. Dad sits back down. I only now notice that Delia’s wiping a couple of tears from her cheeks. Ben’s whispering something in her ear, comforting her, sending her a reassuring look.

I’m about to apologise – I am. My mouth opens and the words are prepared to tumble out. But then I spot Delia’s wrist, and the bracelet wrapped around it. Gold clasp, topaz jewel. It’s that bracelet from her favourite jewellery store. The bracelet worth seven hundred and fifty dollars.

I snatch her wrist, my grip tightening. ‘Where did you get this?’

She pauses. ‘It’s my mother’s bracelet. She handed it down to me when I moved her into the home.’ Her tone is even and measured, almost mechanical. Like she’s practised this answer in the mirror. She’s wincing, but I pretend I don’t notice. I’m surprised by how angry I am, how easily my fingers close around her arm.

‘I swear I’ve seen it before,’ I say.

‘Oh?’ She slithers out of my grasp, a slight jig of the body. Like a worm. Ben takes this chance to create some distance between him and Delia, and he goes back to eating his dinner.

‘At that jewellery store on Oxford Street that you love so much,’ I say. ‘A rather tall, slinky man was trying to sell it to me.’

She swallows. ‘Well, I don’t know where it came from.’

I’m wondering who it came from, because I know Delia would never spend that kind of money on herself. Did Nico give it to her? Perhaps he’s changed his mind about the divorce. Perhaps he feels guilty.

And then I know. The answer is so easy it’s almost comical.

Ben.

‘Oh, screw both of you,’ I snarl, eyes darting between the two of them. ‘Get fucked, honestly.’

Delia’s face pales, and she refuses to look me in the eye. She’s got that concave expression like she might cry if someone let her.

Mum whirls towards me. ‘Prudence, language.’

Delia hastily blinks a few times. Ben’s chewing a fingernail. ‘Did you seriously think I wouldn’t figure it out?’ I ask. ‘Do you think I’m an idiot?’

Mum chastises me. ‘Calm down, please, Prudence. Don’t make a scene.’

‘They are together,’ I say. ‘I knew it.’ A few guests glance our way, and Mum tries to shush me again. The lack of surprise on her face makes it very clear that she knew these two were together. She knew.

‘Prudence, stop leaning over the table. You’re going to get food on your dress.’

I laugh. ‘Well, I bought this dress myself, so I guess it doesn’t matter, does it? Could tip some sauce onto my lap, if I wanted to. Paid six hundred dollars, so I might as well get full use of this thing.’

Mum blanches. ‘You paid six hundred dollars for that dress—’

‘I don’t care about the dress. Jesus.’ I turn back to Delia. ‘I’m so angry, I could actually strangle someone.’

Delia slides out of her seat and darts outside. Mum grasps my arm and tries to keep me where I am.

‘I’m going after her,’ I hiss. I point a finger in Ben’s face as I pass. ‘I’ll yell at you later.’ I yank off his jacket and throw it in his face.

Outside is goddamn freezing and I instantly regret removing Ben’s jacket.


Delia’s stomping in circles, rubbing her arms to keep warm. She waits until I’m near, and then stills.

‘I’m sorry—’

‘How long?’ I ask.

She pauses. ‘I should’ve told you. Before now. I really wanted to. I was about to, once, when we were—’

‘You were about to? Once?’

Delia nods vigorously. ‘It’s bad, I know. It’s really, really bad. Please don’t hate me,’ she says.

‘It’s been ten years, D.’

‘I know.’

‘Ten years, and you only thought about telling me once?’

A tear slips down her cheek, and she brushes it away. ‘It’s really cold out here. Can we go somewhere else?’

I’m so cold my tits are about to fall off.

‘No,’ I say.

Her shoulders curl forward.

‘How long?’ I repeat.

‘It’s very new,’ she says, her voice soft. As if ashamed to admit it. As if afraid of my reaction. Her eyes dart down to the ground. ‘Only a month or so. It’s very casual.’

I scoff. ‘That bracelet cost seven hundred and fifty dollars, and it’s from your favourite jewellery store. Before now, the most expensive gift my brother has ever bought a woman was dinner and maybe the morning-after pill.’

Delia jolts, glances down at the bracelet. ‘Seven hundred and fifty? Christ. I didn’t know it was that expensive. He said it was a belated birthday present, nothing fancy.’

‘Ben wouldn’t have bought that bracelet if you two were just casual. Have you had sex yet?’ I ask.

She closes her eyes, says nothing.

‘Was I home at the time?’


‘You’re making me uncomfortable.’

I let out a sarcastic chuckle. ‘I’m making you uncomfortable? That’s rich.’

Her voice is croaky. ‘I should’ve told you, I know that.’

‘You should’ve told me the second something happened between you two.’

‘I really like him,’ she says, rubbing her hands together for warmth. ‘I know you’re angry. I knew you’d be angry, and I’m sorry. So sorry. But I like him. I really like him.’

‘I thought you said it was new.’

‘It is,’ she says. ‘But it’s . . . something. I know that. I’ve got a chance to be truly happy, for the first time in a long while. Don’t you want me to be happy? Ben is nice to me, caring. Really sweet, actually. And I know it might be difficult seeing us together, but—’

‘What do you mean by that?’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Prue, come on.’

I put my hands on my hips. ‘What?’

She stammers. ‘Come on. You’re jealous of him. Sometimes. Not all the time. But yes, sometimes. You are jealous, and I’ve noticed. Like just now, inside, when everyone was raving about his books. When Simon asked you if you were proud of him?’

She gives me a pointed look.

‘I couldn’t care less about his books.’

‘Not the books,’ Delia says. ‘It’s not about the books. It’s the career and the success. It’s his lifestyle and his house, which you sometimes pretend is your house, and I’ve never said anything because I don’t want to hurt your feelings. Kind of like the designer outfits you hire and how much you pay for them . . . Jesus, I’m not making sense. What I’m trying to say is Ben knows what he wants, and you’re still figuring it out. Which is fine, by the way. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with you, that’s not what I mean at all—’


‘This is making me feel great, thank you, Delia.’

‘Damn it,’ she says, pulling at her hair. ‘I’m ruining this. I’m saying it all wrong. I was trying to say he’s a great person. We got to know each other, over time. And . . . it’s going well.’

There’s an overly long pause. I can’t think of anything to say.

‘I’ve never felt like this before,’ she says. ‘Certainly not with Nico.’

‘That’s because Nico was a manipulative bulldog.’

She sucks in a breath, quick and sharp.

‘I guess I can say it now,’ I add. ‘No chance of that flame reigniting. Nico treated you like trash. He was an absolute cock.’

Delia’s face is expressionless.

‘And you did nothing about it.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘He made you feel terrible, treated you like trash, and I never said anything because I didn’t want to hurt your feelings,’ I say. ‘You should’ve split years ago.’

She smacks her lips together, nods. ‘Right.’

‘Jesus, this whole night is ruined. I can’t believe I just asked my Mum if you could write about her wedding. You know how I feel about her,’ I say. ‘You know how hard that would’ve been for me to do, grovelling about your wedding idea.’

Her hands are fists, clamped down by her side. ‘I never asked you to do that, Prue. Never. I wasn’t ready. I told you that.’

‘You’re never going to be ready, Delia. I know you. I was doing you a favour,’ I say.

‘I never asked for any favours, okay?’ she spits. ‘I don’t want to go over Thomas’s head. I want to do things my own way.’

‘Your own way isn’t working, D. You get stomped on. Thomas treats you like garbage, just like Nico. And you’re too weak to do anything about it. You’re too scared to confront Thomas, just like you were too scared to tell me about you and Ben, just like you were too scared to admit your marriage was dead.’


‘I swear to God, Prue, stop talking.’

Ben appears, swiftly taking his place next to Delia and slipping his jacket over her shivering shoulders. He slides his hand inside hers and I fixate on it for a second. How quickly they settle into holding hands, like they’ve been doing it for years. How Delia instantly relaxes, like Ben’s presence alone makes her feel more comfortable than she’s ever felt around me.

‘I want to talk to Delia alone,’ I say.

‘Really? It sounds like you just want to yell at her,’ Ben says. ‘Make her feel like dirt.’

‘When were you planning on telling me?’ I ask him.

‘I don’t have to tell you anything about my private life,’ he snaps. ‘It’s got nothing to do with you.’

‘Delia is my best friend.’

‘Really? You’re acting like she’s your property,’ he says, pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘You’re always so dramatic, Prue. Always so quick to whine and be miserable. I’ve made excuses for you in the past, but I’m not going to deny myself a healthy relationship because you might feel inconvenienced by it.’

‘There wasn’t anyone else you could date?’ I ask. ‘You had to go for Delia?’

His mouth forms a thin line. ‘There’s no one else I want to date.’ He squeezes her hand, and I study her face. She’s hiding a small smile.

‘If I made you choose, who would it be?’ I ask Delia. ‘Me or Ben?’

Ben rolls his eyes. ‘Real classy, Prue.’

‘Shut up,’ I say. ‘D? Humour me. Hypothetically, if I was the kind of person who made you choose, who would it be?’

Her eyes dart around my head. ‘Are you making me choose?’

‘No.’

‘Then why are you asking?’

‘Because I want to know,’ I say. ‘Who would you choose?’


‘You’re making me feel uncomfortable,’ she says again.

Ben steps forward. ‘Stop—’

‘Well, tough. I’ve been feeling uncomfortable picturing the two of you having sex, but I’m still standing here, aren’t I?’ I say. Ben retreats. ‘D, who would you choose?’

She opens her mouth to answer, and her expression seems sure. For a moment, I think she’ll say me, which would make me feel better about this entire situation.

But then she falters.

Her mouth snaps shut, and she pulls her hand out of Ben’s. She steps away from the both of us.

‘Please don’t make me choose,’ she says. ‘Even hypothetically.’

I nod, spin on my heels. ‘You’ve already made your choice,’ I say without looking back. ‘You’re just too scared to tell me.’
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@YanaSays And just like that, 12 months of maternity leave ends. Swapping the nappy bag for a handbag, milk breaks for coffee breaks, and digging into the deep part of my brain to remember how to function in a professional environment again. I don’t know what a day is like without this cheeky monkey attached to me 24/7, but we will soon find out #laurasmum #workingmumma #workingmum #mumsbacktowork
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@Philip_Anderson_Walker hi friends – I’ve decided to take a break from social media. If you need me, you can find me back on here in about two hours, kthxbye











 




‘This can’t be it,’ I say. ‘Are you sure we have the right address?’

Hugh hands me the salad bowl, pulls out his phone again. He frowns at the screen, scrolls through his text messages. ‘This is definitely it.’

‘I thought you said they paid two million?’ I ask.

He winces. ‘They did.’

Nestled within a quiet street in Sydney’s Inner West, Thomas and Gillian’s new house appears unliveable at first glance. Graffiti stains the front gate. The front courtyard has been destroyed by underground tree roots, pushing all the concrete to the surface and causing uneven breakages across the entire space. Weeds and cobwebs line the front porch, the tiles on the floor are all chipped or broken off. We look up to the second-floor balcony – the railing is missing a section – and the windows are boarded up.

‘They did just move in,’ Hugh says. ‘I imagine they’ll get around to . . . fixing it up.’

‘With what money?’ I ask.

He shakes his head and says nothing. His face suggests he’s equally appalled.

‘They told you it was a bargain.’ I run my eyes over the property, keep my voice low. ‘Do you think it might collapse while we’re inside it?’

Hugh stammers. ‘Thank God we brought alcohol.’


Suddenly, the front door swings open. It makes some sort of exhausted wheeze, like it’s given up on itself. ‘I thought I heard voices out here.’ It’s Gillian, shrill and energetic, waving us inside. ‘Come in, come in. So lovely to see you both.’

She’s wearing a gimmick apron. The text, bold and black, reads Lady in the streets, freak in the [spread]sheets. There’s a cartoon drawing of a computer beside it.

‘Love your apron,’ says Hugh. ‘Funny.’

Gillian blushes and explains it was a birthday present from Thomas. Then she points a finger at us. ‘Never mind the apron. You’re here. At our new house. What do you think?’

A bug lands on my arm, and I have to manoeuvre the salad bowl and the dessert to flick it off. ‘It’s lovely,’ I say. ‘Very . . . charming.’

‘Can’t wait to see more,’ Hugh adds. ‘The front has character, doesn’t it?’

‘It does,’ Gillian exclaims. ‘It’s a shame we can’t do much to it. Heritage listed, and all. But it’s kind of beautiful anyway, don’t you think? Very rustic.’

Hugh coughs. ‘Yes, of course.’

‘The real estate agent told us it’s a renovator’s delight,’ she says. She looks at me expectantly. ‘Would you agree that it’s a renovator’s delight?’

I nod. ‘Yes, of course.’

She waves us inside again. We stop just inside the door and kick off our shoes. I turn to Hugh and whisper, ‘I thought she was a lawyer? Do they even use spreadsheets?’ Hugh shrugs, unsure.

A warm hand touches my wrist. ‘Prue, I love your dress.’ Gillian tugs on the red viscose material. It’s one of the nicer pieces in my closet – a loose, sleeveless dress with one long zip down the centre at the front. It draws in at the waist.


‘Thank you,’ I say. I hold out the bowl in my hands. ‘We brought salad.’

Hugh unhooks the tote bag from his shoulder. ‘And alcohol.’

‘Oh,’ Gillian says, her grin slipping for a brief moment. ‘Well, come this way, through to the kitchen.’

The front of this place may look like a dilapidated, dirty shed, but I can see the inside of the house has the potential to be beautiful, in time. Cream walls and exposed timber ceilings. Plenty of natural light. The floorboards shine beneath our bare feet.

‘We’ve been cleaning like crazy,’ Gillian says.

We pass through the living room. The television stand is varnished timber, with pockets of cabinets and drawers. The sofas are patterned white, and the rug beneath the coffee table is a statement piece – swirls of colour in the shape of flowers and foliage.

‘You have a fireplace,’ Hugh says, pointing to the corner of the room.

‘It’s fake,’ Gillian clarifies, with a wonky smile. ‘Doesn’t work.’

‘Oh, okay.’

‘And that’s how the cockroaches are getting in, we’ve realised,’ she adds.

‘Right.’

‘Bathroom is upstairs if you need it,’ Gillian says, pointing to the narrow staircase tucked away behind the sofa. ‘Watch your head, though. The ceiling gets low up there.’

‘You must be excited you’re all moved in,’ I say. ‘I was expecting boxes everywhere.’

Thomas steps out of the laundry and into our path. ‘Hugo,’ he says, hands on his hips. ‘Is it twelve o’clock already? Bloody hell. Time flies, doesn’t it?’ They shake hands, and then Thomas swoops towards me for a kiss on the cheek. I go to pull away afterwards but then realise he was also going to stay for a hug, and now he’s got his hands pawing at thin air. Things grow awkward.


‘Good to see you, Thomas,’ I say.

He steps back, shrugs it off. ‘Yes, great to see you again, Prue. Sorry to hear about that wedding. Delia and your brother? Sheesh.’

Hugh appears sheepish; he must’ve told Thomas. He jumps in before I can say anything. ‘So, the house looks great. Charming. Very rustic.’

‘It is rustic, isn’t it?’ Thomas agrees, popping open a beer. ‘A real hidden gem in a prized position. That’s how they described it on the website. Huge potential, they said. Huge. Did Gillian tell you the real estate agent called it a “renovator’s delight”? An utter bargain, when you think about it. Worth every million.’

 

Lunch is pan-fried salmon and steamed vegetables. I’ve already had three glasses of rosé, because Gillian doesn’t seem to be drinking and I was relying on her to help me finish this bottle.

‘Just needs a lick of paint, really.’ Thomas hasn’t stopped talking about the house since we sat down for lunch. ‘Maybe some insulation. It gets cold at night. And there wasn’t a letterbox here when we moved in, which we thought was odd. But who really gets letters these days anyway?’

I nod. ‘Mmm.’

‘And the best part? No more rent,’ he says. ‘Which is great, isn’t it? Rent is dead money.’

The only people who call rent ‘dead money’ are those who are wealthy enough that they don’t need to pay rent anymore. Gillian places a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. ‘Babe, I think they’re sick of hearing about the house.’

I’m caught off guard and try to laugh, but out comes a stifled choke of a sound. ‘What? Of course not,’ I say. ‘We love hearing about the house.’


Hugh takes a bite of food, swallows. ‘Actually, I could do with a subject change. Not sure how many more times I can hear “renovator’s delight”.’

Thomas raises a finger. ‘Fun fact. Sometimes they call it a renovator’s dream—’

Gillian silences him, resting her elbows on the table. ‘So, Prue. Hugh tells me you work for a charity. That sounds interesting.’

Time to divert. ‘Oh, it’s not very interesting.’

‘She’s being modest,’ Hugh says, intersecting the conversation. ‘Love on the Line. You’ve heard about it, right?’

Gillian’s eyes glaze over while she tries to place the company name. ‘Um.’ She pauses. ‘I think I saw a poster on the back of a toilet door once?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Support for people who are alone?’

‘Yes.’

Gillian’s reaction resembles admiration, her attention sharper. ‘You must have a lot of patience.’

Hugh serves himself more food. ‘She’s a saint, that’s what she is. You should hear about some of the people she talks to. The saddest stories from people who are struggling. And Prue sits there for hours talking to them – helping them.’

The compliments unsettle me, as lovely as they are. ‘Not hours,’ I respond.

‘But a long time,’ he says, sending me a wink. He is so proud of me and my job – you’d think I was curing cancer. ‘You shouldn’t feel embarrassed to talk about where you work.’

‘I’m not embarrassed,’ I say. ‘It’s just . . . people hear it’s a call centre and they tend to make assumptions. Love on the Line sounds a bit like a phone line for sex.’

Thomas nods. ‘It does sound a bit grimy, doesn’t it?’

No one answers him.


‘And it’s not really what I was planning for,’ I continue. ‘It’s a job I fell into, rather than something I saw myself doing when I was younger. And so, strangely it doesn’t feel like a real job. Does that make sense?’

Thomas’s mouth is full of food. ‘Not really,’ he says, words muffled.

Hugh smiles, winking at me once again. ‘What she does is pretty damn amazing.’

My instinct is to ignore his words – his praise – but perhaps it’s time that I try and see my career through his eyes. Am I actually doing something amazing? I’d never really considered my job as being that important, but whenever I’m around Hugh, it’s like I’m some kind of saviour.

My phone vibrates on the table. Delia. I decline the call and place my phone face down beside my plate.

Thomas leans in. ‘So how do you help people if it’s over the phone?’

Gillian swats him.

‘No, it’s a legitimate question,’ I say, surprised by Thomas’s interest. ‘And it’s hard. There are a few months of study at the beginning, and then you go through supervised training. So, by the time you’re on your own, you do feel equipped to handle the calls. And there are some guided scripts, if you need them. But it’s mainly instinct. A lot of the people who call us just want someone to talk to.’

‘Oh, right.’

‘I mostly listen.’

‘Fascinating,’ Thomas says, nodding. ‘It’s like another world, isn’t it?’

‘Mental health is like another world?’

‘Not at all.’ He opens another beer. ‘But when you think about it, the concept is certainly out there. People calling up, talking to strangers. It’s not exactly the everyday, is it?’


I choose not to answer. ‘Do you want any wine, Gillian?’ I ask, holding out the bottle.

She stammers, waving her hands back and forth. ‘No, no, I’m not drinking today.’

‘Oh,’ I say, pulling away. ‘Sorry.’

I suddenly feel self-conscious for bringing an entire bottle. And yet, I pour myself another glass.

‘We had a big night yesterday,’ Gillian explains. ‘I’m still feeling hungover.’

She laughs but it’s forced. Fake.

‘Gillian is so secretive, isn’t she?’ Thomas adds, looking between me and Hugh. ‘I’ve always told her she’s a terrible liar.’

‘What?’ Hugh asks, cutting into his meal.

Gillian blushes, hiding her mouth behind her hand. ‘We said we weren’t going to tell anyone,’ she whispers to Thomas.

‘It’s Hugh,’ Thomas says. ‘We can trust him.’

Hugh looks to me, then at his brother again. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

Thomas is unable to contain his excitement. ‘We’re trying for a baby,’ he announces, beaming. ‘We want to get pregnant.’

Hugh blinks. ‘Oh. Wow. That’s great. Really great news.’

‘Yes,’ Thomas says. ‘Isn’t it? And you know what they say. Stop drinking when you start trying. I mean, I’m still drinking of course, but Gill and I both felt it best for her to stop. You never know when it might happen.’

‘So fantastic,’ I say, because it’s the only thing I can come up with in this moment. A baby? These two have only known each other for a year, and they’re already married and trying for a child. If I’d known this relationship was actually going to last, I might’ve considered putting money in their wishing well.

Gillian’s face contorts. ‘Thomas can’t keep a secret. And he’s clearly very excited.’


Is it wrong of me that I’m counting the months since they’ve been married, questioning the quickness of that decision?

Thomas turns to Hugh. ‘Don’t tell Mum, okay? We want to tell her.’

Hugh pretends to zip his lips.

‘Actually,’ Gillian says, a nervous laugh slipping out. ‘Your mum shouldn’t know yet. No one should know yet. It could take months to fall pregnant. Years.’ She turns to Thomas, whispering, ‘I told you not to say anything.’

Thomas frowns. ‘Hugh is my brother. We share everything with each other.’

Gillian purses her lips, looks away. The vibe grows awkward.

‘We won’t say anything,’ Hugh assures her. ‘Promise.’

This seems to relax Gillian, but she’s still apprehensive – stiff in her seat.

‘Some might think it’s too soon, but Gill’s in her mid-thirties and you know how it is,’ Thomas says. ‘We’re on a bit of a timer, aren’t we?’ He taps his watch. ‘And we both wanted kids, so we thought, why wait? Let’s get them all out before Gill hits forty.’

He’s talking about children like they’re appetisers departing a kitchen – one by one until the chef runs out of food. I want to vomit in my mouth.

‘Hmm,’ Hugh says, choosing this moment to shovel down some salmon.

If Gillian finds Thomas’s words offensive, she doesn’t show it. I’m starting to wonder if she even wants a child yet, or if this is Thomas’s decision. There’s something about the biological clock that pushes people in their thirties to have children before they’re ready. Quick! Get them out while you still can!

My phone vibrates again. This time, it’s a text message from Mike.



No need to be a bitch about it. Don’t like me?

Just tell me.

You’re ugly with no tits.

I wouldn’t sleep with you if someone paid me.


My face grows warm while I read his words. I consider firing off a sarcastic response, but ultimately decide to stash my phone away in my handbag.

‘So, your parents’ wedding, Prue. Tell us more,’ Thomas says.

‘What?’

‘It’s hard for Thomas to picture it,’ he says. ‘Delia running off with your brother. I’ve been thinking about it a lot these past couple of weeks.’

‘You’ve been thinking about it?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘I’ve worked with the woman for five years, and it just doesn’t add up.’

‘Uh, well—’

‘You caught them, right?’ he asks. ‘She didn’t confess? I can’t really see her working up the courage to tell you she’s sleeping with your brother.’

I flinch, but Thomas perseveres. ‘She’s been awfully quiet at work since it happened. I don’t think she knows that I know.’

‘Right.’

‘The situation is remarkable. A real water-cooler topic,’ he says. ‘You shouldn’t blame yourself.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Sometimes these things happen.’

‘Do they?’

‘Sometimes there’s nothing you can do.’

‘Right.’

‘Real kick in the guts though, I bet. Hugh said you took a Greyhound bus all the way home,’ he says, making a face. ‘Nine hours on one of those things. I can’t even imagine. The toilets on those buses. Revolting. Although, the drive this time of year is rather lovely.’ He takes a breath. ‘So, how are you doing now?’

Horrible. Depressed.

‘Great, actually,’ I say, and drain the rest of my glass in one.

‘Have you spoken to Delia?’ Gillian asks.

‘No.’

‘Course not,’ Thomas responds. ‘Why would she? Her brother bought her best friend that fancy bracelet and they hid it for months. Just imagine.’

I turn to Hugh. ‘You really do tell each other everything, don’t you?’

He winces and sinks further down in his seat, but says nothing.

Gillian nudges Thomas. ‘Babe, you’re making things awkward.’

‘Right, right, okay.’ Thomas backs off. ‘I’ll keep my trap closed.’

God, I wish he’d keep his trap closed more often.

He opens it again. ‘So, here’s my theory, okay? About Delia. About what happened. I don’t know your brother, but I know Delia and I reckon she was miserable. Like really scraping the bottom of the barrel for some happiness. And she’s lonely, right? Because we’re all lonely. Her dad pissed off back to Greece with his mistress, her mother is sick and they can’t even communicate with each other, and apparently Delia’s trying to learn Greek but she’s struggling, and then she finally divorces that twerp of a husband – I’m really bloody pleased he’s gone – and she turns around and there’s your brother. And perhaps he’s nice, you know? Nicer than the husband. And he’s got that house in Rose Bay. We all know how hard it is to get into the property market in Sydney, how difficult it is to find hidden gems in prized positions. Not everyone is lucky like me and Gill. And so, there’s your brother, and he’s single. Maybe he’s lonely too. And she’s probably not thinking about you at this stage, and she’s in her mid-thirties, so she might be thinking about children like Gill is, and she goes, “Screw it. He’ll do.” And then she remembers you, Prue, but by then it’s too late, because they fell for each other.’

All I can hear for a few moments is the rumble of the fridge, and the ticking of the kitchen clock. I’m hoping someone else might break the silence, because I’m still trying to process his story.

Hugh straightens. ‘Thomas, mate, let’s change the subject, hey? This isn’t really something Prue wants to talk about right now.’

Thomas tips back in his chair, nodding. ‘Of course, of course. As I said, such a water-cooler story. I can’t wait to find out what happens next. Fascinating—’

Gillian cuts in. ‘So, Hugh tells us you’ve moved out? That’s exciting.’

I have to peel my eyes off my plate and direct my attention to her. God bless her for changing the subject. ‘Yes. I’m living in a two-bedroom place with a flatmate.’

Thomas makes a little hmph noise, like he’s never heard of a flatmate before. ‘You moved in with a friend?’

‘No,’ I reply. ‘I found him online. He’s . . . a total stranger, actually.’

‘Oh. Right,’ Thomas says.

‘It’s temporary, of course. I’ll be back beachside before we know it.’

I’m not sure anyone believes me.

‘Is it an apartment? Or perhaps a house?’ Gillian asks.

‘Apartment.’

‘And the suburb? Is it close to where you were before?’

I think of Leichhardt, where I live now, and I think of my brother’s house in Rose Bay. Not at all close. Not at all the same level of prestige. And yet, I can’t admit that. Not yet, anyway. If someone asks me what I’m paying in rent now, I might capsize.

‘It’s a couple of suburbs over from here, but please don’t tell Delia about any of this,’ I say to Thomas. ‘I don’t want her showing up.’


He mimics Hugh and pretends to zip his lips. ‘You keep our secret, we’ll keep yours,’ he says, with a half smile. I can’t tell if he’s being serious.

 

Ryan finds me in the courtyard, hunched over on a bench. ‘You’ve been gone a while,’ he says, sitting beside me. ‘How bad?’

We lock eyes. ‘A woman with an abusive husband. He’s threatening to take the kids,’ I say.

Ryan puts an arm around me.

‘What about you?’ I ask.

He looks down. ‘Single father with a drinking problem.’

None of this is getting easier, even after four years. These calls, what we do here – it doesn’t make me feel like a superhero. We simply talk to them. How is that helping? Hugh always talks like my job is the most noble thing I could do, but I’m slumped on a courtyard bench because a woman I don’t know might get beaten up tonight and there’s nothing I can do about it. There’s nothing I’m allowed to do about it.

Ryan’s mouth twists. ‘Some days it’s hard to separate from this place.’

‘The callers get stuck in your head.’

Ryan agrees.

‘I don’t understand why there can’t be more to this,’ I say. Pause. ‘Can I tell you a secret?’

‘Always,’ he says, perking up and crossing his legs. ‘I love secrets.’

I’ve been thinking of this for a couple of months now – telling Ryan. Of all the people in my life, surely he’d get why I did it. Surely he’d understand why I broke the rules. He works here every day. He’s listened to these people and their problems. He’s heartbroken too, right?


‘A couple of months ago, I left the office to help a caller,’ I say.

Almost immediately, his face crinkles. ‘Oh, Prue, no. You didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t.’

I’m wrong. He doesn’t sympathise.

‘What?’ I mutter, defensive.

‘You met with a caller?’ he asks. ‘Seriously?’

I’m startled. I wasn’t expecting this reaction. ‘I wanted to help. She was scared. She was upset. She was—’

‘You could’ve been hurt,’ he says. ‘Something could’ve happened.’

‘But it didn’t.’

‘You’re supposed to help over the phone. That’s as far as it goes.’

‘Yeah, and it’s bull,’ I say, my voice rising. ‘I don’t understand it, and I don’t enjoy it. I’m sick of scurrying out here after every call.’

Ryan says nothing.

‘How is what I did any different from what happened with Mike?’ I ask.

Ryan rolls his eyes. ‘That was different.’

‘How?’

‘That was a date, and it wasn’t even any good,’ he says. ‘I mean, sure, it was wrong. But it was a bit of fun. We laughed about it, remember? The guy has been texting you non-stop for months. This is different – this is a vulnerable person who called you, and you went and met with them.’

‘And isn’t that better?’ I ask. ‘I don’t understand why I’m in the wrong here.’

‘It’s against protocol,’ he says. ‘We’re not trained for that, or qualified.’

My anger doesn’t ease. ‘Screw protocol. I wanted to help her.’

Ryan sighs. ‘You didn’t tell anyone, did you? Rafe is a stickler for the rules.’

‘Just Delia.’ It hurts to say her name.

He nods. ‘Okay. Good.’


I’m about to tell him that the woman never even showed up – that she abandoned me there in that coffee shop. But Rafe’s assistant enters the courtyard and we’re interrupted. Mandy is wrapped in a fleece jumper and she’s wearing gold slip-on shoes that are scuffed around the heels.

‘Prue?’ she says. ‘Rafe wants to see you in his office.’

‘Oh, okay.’

She nods and leaves, and Ryan and I are alone once more. ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you? About what I did?’ I ask. ‘I don’t have to tell you to keep this a secret, right?’

‘Of course I won’t,’ he says. ‘Why would I do that?’

‘I know I’ve said it before, but you seem to manage this a lot better than I do.’ I’m fiddling with the ends of my cardigan. ‘This job. I mean, I know it gets you down sometimes, but it doesn’t seem as crushing for you.’

He glances away.

‘I’ve been working here too long,’ I say.

‘Maybe you need something to take your mind off it,’ he says. ‘Why don’t we go out tonight for a couple of drinks? My shout.’

‘I don’t want to drink tonight. God, I thought my life was already at its lowest and then everything got worse.’

He frowns. ‘You’ve got Hugh.’

‘But I don’t have Delia.’

Ryan rests against the wall behind us. ‘Not all friendships last forever you know.’

He’s right, but it’s not something I want to ponder right now. Delia was someone I always wanted in my life – she was always there for me. Dependable. Supportive. I don’t have her now, and suddenly there’s this giant hole in my life where she used to be. I feel more alone than ever.

 


Rafe asks me to close the door as soon as I step inside his office. It’s a Friday, so he’s dressed casually – jeans and a buttoned-up teal shirt. No tie, and some sort of navy shoe that my mum would love.

‘Take a seat,’ he says. It’s that clipped but authoritative tone, like he’s trying to hold attention during a board meeting.

I’m worried. Rafe never tells me to take a seat. Rafe never asks me to close the door after I’ve entered the room. I turn around and spot Mandy’s head poking over the top of her partition like some kind of meerkat.

Okay, now I’m really worried. ‘Is everything alright?’ I ask.

Rafe rests his elbows on the desk; his fingers interlace. He’s opening and closing his mouth, as if trying to find the words. Did he overhear my conversation with Ryan?

‘I’ve received correspondence from a young man who claims he met with you for a date some months back.’

Oh shit.

Rafe continues. ‘He says he spoke to you over the phone during your shift, you asked him out on a date, and then you took him to dinner in the city.’

I swallow. ‘Technically he was the one who asked me out.’

Rafe is silent for a second. ‘But you went out with him?’ he asks.

I could lie. I could say no. I could declare my innocence. But I’m guessing Rafe has some evidence. Mike might’ve sent him our text messages – he might’ve recorded us on the date, for all I know.

‘Yes, I did.’ I can’t look Rafe in the eye as I say it; I have to glance down at my lap and watch my hands shake. Shake, shake, shake.

‘Prue . . .’

‘I know,’ I say, trying to get ahead of him. ‘I know it was against the rules. It was a mistake. I was desperate, and it was a mistake. I haven’t seen Mike since that night.’


‘That’s not the point.’ He sighs, taking off his glasses and rubbing his eyes. ‘It’s not about whether you’ve seen him since. It’s that you did it at all.’

‘I know.’

‘We have rules.’

‘I know.’

‘We have a responsibility,’ Rafe says. ‘The people we speak to? They need our help, and they require confidentiality.’

I nod.

‘They need to feel like they’re not going to be exploited or taken advantage of,’ he says. ‘That’s the core foundation of your role here.’

‘I didn’t take advantage of him.’

Rafe isn’t listening. ‘We need to make our callers feel safe when they reach out. We want them to call back. We want them to feel supported.’

I nod again. ‘Yes.’

‘You’ve broken my trust, Prue.’ He rubs his eyes again, then glances around his office. ‘I don’t know what to do now.’

‘It won’t happen again.’

He lets out an exaggerated cry. ‘Why did you have to do it at all? A date, seriously? This guy is very upset.’

‘I understand.’

‘He says you treated him badly.’

I go to defend myself, but then stop. I think of Mike’s messages, and how I ignored them. I think of all the times I saw his texts and slipped my phone inside my pocket.

‘I did,’ I admit.

Rafe takes a deep breath and collapses back in the chair. He seems torn.

‘I’m going to have to let you go, Prue. I have no choice.’

My stomach drops, and it feels like my whole body is shrinking. Fired. I’m being . . . fired.


Rafe’s voice drips with sympathy, and he’s visibly pained. It’s like he can’t bring himself to look at me. ‘You’ve been with me almost as long as Mandy. You’re part of the furniture here. But . . .’

I’m gutted. I’ve never been fired from anywhere before. What will Hugh say? What will my dad think? Oh God. Is there a way I can get fired without my mother finding out?

‘I hate to do this,’ Rafe says. ‘But what you did? I can’t have that. I have these rules for a reason – we’re not accredited for face-to-face meetings with callers.’

I dip my head in a small nod. ‘I understand.’

‘Have there been other times? Anything else I need to know?’ He stares, long and hard.

I pause and think about Maria. ‘Will my punishment be any different if I tell you?’

‘No.’

‘Then it’s probably best you don’t know.’

He closes his eyes, takes a breath. ‘Okay.’

I’m trying not to cry, but I’m failing. I brush away a few tears. Am I crying because I don’t want to lose this job? Or am I crying because I don’t want to be fired? It feels so harsh – fired. It feels so personal.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Rafe says. ‘You’re determined, and you’re passionate. And you really care about these people.’

I do care about these people.

‘You’ve helped a lot of people here.’

Is he saying all these things because he feels sorry for me? He looks like he feels sorry for me, with that dipped mouth and the despondent tone.

‘You understand I can’t write a reference for you,’ he adds.

‘Yes.’

‘Right.’ He stands and walks around the desk to face me. ‘Do you need some help packing up your things? Mandy will have to grab your access pass before you depart.’


I falter. ‘Oh, I need to leave right now? I don’t get until the end of the day?’

Rafe looks around, awkward. ‘No. We’ll need you to pack up your things now, and I’ll walk you out.’

We step out of his office and Mandy disappears behind the partition. She’s been watching – listening. She knew.

Rafe is handing me an empty cardboard box. ‘I’ll wait by the printer while you pack up,’ he says.

‘This is so sudden.’

‘Another policy, I’m afraid.’

 

My apartment smells particularly stale today – a pungent, vinegar aroma wafts through the hallway.

Dad dumps a duffel bag by the door and surveys the living area, his eyes darting between the shabby furniture and the thick, woven carpet. He takes the opportunity to step out and assess the narrow, grilled balcony.

When I fled Ben’s house after the wedding, I didn’t have a lot of choices for rentals. It felt too early to stay with Hugh and too much of an inconvenience to stay with Ryan. I crashed at an Airbnb for the first couple of nights, pulling myself together – trying to force Delia and Ben out of my mind. I spent most of that time huddled over my laptop, scouring rental options.

My expectations were too high at first. I was searching beachfront listings or central locations. I was looking for close proximity to cafes and bars, and a gym that I could sign up to but would never actually attend. I wanted natural light, and gorgeous high ceilings with an array of elongated windows. Most of all, I wanted to live alone.

And while these places did exist, I couldn’t afford them. I couldn’t even afford the bond. And so, I got frantic and ended up moving in with a stranger in a first-floor, two-bedroom Leichhardt flat.

Pros: the two bedrooms are on opposite sides of the apartment, rather than next to each other, and the thick concrete walls block out sound. I’m told there’s an older woman down the hall who bakes Christmas cake for everyone, and a cafe downstairs that makes one of the best croissants in the city.

Cons? The apartment is compact – kitchen, bathroom, small living space, two tiny bedrooms and a tiled square balcony. A couple of the windows don’t open, so fresh air is limited. And we’re above a major road, so sirens sound throughout the night.

‘This new place . . . It’s nice,’ Dad says, returning inside and clapping his hands together. The noise is dull – a thud as his palms meet. ‘How long do you plan on living here?’

‘I signed a six-month lease.’

He nods. ‘And your roommate . . .’ He glances over at the closed bedroom door.

‘Shane.’ A thirty-nine-year-old man who likes rock music, lunch breaks, and who rarely wears a shirt. I should be alarmed, but I don’t see much of him. He’s elusive. Keeps to himself, arrives home late, occasionally slips out to pick up food, never uses the kitchen. Sometimes the sound of the shower running is the only indication that he’s alive on any given day.

‘He’s nice?’

‘He keeps his distance,’ I reply. ‘He’s a late riser.’

‘Is he still asleep?’ Dad asks, astonished. His eyes dart back to the bedroom door. He checks the watch clasped around his wrist. ‘It’s midday.’

Dad runs his hand along our brown couch – it’s slightly sticky for unknown reasons. I’m almost certain Shane has had sex on it at some point. It looks like that kind of couch, and he’s certainly that kind of person.


Dad steps through to the kitchen. It’s a squish – the gas stove is rusted, and the recycling bin in the corner is overflowing with beer cans. Dad makes a couple of surprised noises with his mouth shut.

‘Don’t tell Mum, okay?’ I ask.

He frowns.

‘Just . . . don’t tell her it’s like this. I’d prefer it if you lied.’

‘Oh, Prue, this place isn’t terrible,’ he says, softening. He tips his head towards the balcony. ‘You’ve got a nice view out there.’

‘We’re on the first floor,’ I say, sceptical.

‘Mmm,’ he murmurs. ‘But if you twist yourself around the edge of the railing? And squint? You can see water.’

‘Right.’

He sighs. ‘I won’t say anything.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll tell her the apartment is newly renovated. I’ll tell her the kitchen is almost the size of hers.’

‘Perfect.’

He heads towards the door and picks up his bag – it’s too heavy for him and he groans as it weighs down his back. There’s a couple of awkward movements as he travels through the apartment, and the occasional clang as tools and supplies bang against each other in the bag.

‘So, the bathroom?’ he asks.

‘Around the corner.’

Dad stomps through the threshold and dumps his bag in the bathtub. His nose wriggles; he sniffs. And then he sniffs again.

‘Well, now I know where the smell is coming from,’ Dad says, looking around.

‘There aren’t any windows in here,’ I say.

‘In a bathroom? That’s criminal.’ He sniffs one last time, looking up at the ceiling. ‘Seriously though, what is that smell?’


I nod to the side of the bathroom. ‘Shane’s towel. He doesn’t wash it much.’

His nose crinkles. ‘Oh, Prue.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I was desperate. Picked this place too quickly, perhaps.’

Unzipping the bag, Dad plucks out a couple of pieces of wood and a small box of nails. He scours for his hammer, and then lifts it out of the bag too. ‘Alright, let’s take a look.’ He lays down on the tiled floor beside the bathroom cabinet. ‘I still can’t believe the landlord won’t fix this for you. Not sure how you’re sleeping at night, to be honest.’

I noticed it for the first time last week, late one night after waking on the couch at one in the morning. I was groggy at first, and so I thought I was imagining things. Perhaps my sight was clouded.

Overstuffed rats were slinking out of the bathroom and scurrying around the apartment in search of food. Their shadows bobbled as they ran, and their thin tails wiggled behind them.

It took two nights to find where they were coming from – the underside of the bathroom cabinet. With a missing wooden panel, rats inside the building walls had easy access to the apartment. I’m not sure how long the panel has been missing – how long these rats have had free rein. Months? Years? I feel nauseated if I dwell too long on it.

The real estate agency has yet to respond to my emails.

‘So, what have you got in here now?’ Dad asks, spying the gap in the cabinet.

‘An old tablecloth. Just shoved it in until you could get here.’

‘Ah.’

We each grab hold of one end of the cloth and yank it out, letting it slide across the bathroom floor. The ends of the material have holes; the rats on the other side have tried to chew their way through.


‘Revolting,’ I say.

Dad cringes. ‘Yes. Uncomfortable to imagine, isn’t it?’ He runs a hand over the bitten material. ‘You know this won’t get rid of them, right? It’ll stop them coming into the apartment but they’ll still be inside the building.’

‘I know.’

‘You’ll hear them scurrying up in the walls, scratching. It’s an awful sound.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard them.’

He nods, and carries on. At some point, his mind drifts. ‘So, have you seen Delia at all?’ he asks, holding a piece of wood in place. ‘I think she’s been pretty upset.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘She’s sent me like a hundred texts, and she calls me at least three times a day.’

Dad brightens. ‘Oh? So the two of you have spoken?’

I fold my arms. ‘No.’

‘I’d hate to see your friendship end over this,’ he says, putting the tools down. ‘I’m sorry about Delia and Ben. That would’ve been difficult for you. But I like her. She’s sweet, and I think she’s good for him. Don’t you want them to be happy?’

I nod, looking down. ‘Does it have to be Ben? Of all people.’ I kick at the floor. ‘She could date anyone and she chooses Ben?’

‘What’s wrong with Ben?’ Dad asks, frowning.

‘You know he hasn’t even contacted me since the wedding. Not even to apologise? To explain?’

Dad laughs. ‘Ben doesn’t care. I love him, but he puts himself first. His own happiness first.’

I glance away. ‘I thought he might’ve checked in.’

‘Well, he might when I tell him where you’re living,’ Dad says, shooting a desperate look around the bathroom.

‘Funny.’ I pick at my fingernails. ‘You won’t though, right? Tell them?’


He sighs. ‘Prue, I was joking.’

I nod.

‘I don’t understand why you’re so embarrassed anyway,’ Dad says. ‘This place is fine. Once you get past the smell.’

‘So, have you seen them lately?’ I ask.

I don’t need to explain who them is. Dad drops his gaze.

‘A couple of times,’ he admits. ‘Ben cooked us all dinner the other night. Delia said she invited you, but . . .’

‘I didn’t respond,’ I finish for him.

‘Prue—’

‘So, they held a little dinner party,’ I say, sitting on the edge of the bathtub. ‘How cute. How sweet of them. Things must be going well then.’

I picture Delia at the dinner table, in my seat. I picture Mum, peering out over the rim of her wine glass and querying Delia about her job. I’m imagining laughter – a lot of laughter.

‘Her mum isn’t doing well, Prue.’

My gut pinches.

‘I thought you should know,’ Dad says. ‘Because I think that might be another reason she’s been calling you.’

‘Oh.’

‘I mean, physically her mum is okay. But her mind deteriorates more every day. Communication is hard for them, from what I can tell. Ben says Delia goes there a few times a week, but Delia just sits in silence so she doesn’t upset her mother.’

‘In silence?’

‘Yes.’

‘They can’t speak to each other at all now?’

He shakes his head. ‘Don’t believe so.’

‘That would be killing her. She used to talk to her mother about everything.’

‘She’s trying to learn Greek,’ he says. ‘But not sure how that’s going. Not an easy language to learn.’ He scratches at his beard. ‘You’ll call her, right?’

There’s a pause while I consider it.

‘Prue? Please tell me you’ll call her soon.’

‘Soon. Yes.’ Even though it feels too late now. Even though I’m not sure what I’d say to her. Can I be there for her, while she deals with her mother’s diagnosis, and still be mad at her for what happened with Ben? I’m not sure. ‘You must think I’m a terrible person—’

‘You know I don’t,’ Dad says. ‘You know I never would.’ His expression is sympathetic, perhaps a little too pitying, like I might be wounded. ‘Prudence, do you need to live with us for a while? You could move back into your old bedroom.’

I wince.

‘I’m serious. This is hardly sanitary.’ Dad is glancing down at the tablecloth, which is completely ruined and will need to be tossed out. ‘Move in with us. You wouldn’t need to worry about rent, which, at the moment . . .’

‘I’m twenty-nine.’

‘We wouldn’t get in your way,’ Dad says. ‘And we’d wash our towels.’

‘It’s not that.’

‘Right.’

‘I don’t want to move back home.’

Dad nods. ‘Well, the offer is there if you need it.’

I won’t need it. I’ll never need it. The second I moved out of Mum and Dad’s house at twenty-one, with a group of three girls I met during my animal welfare class at university, I told myself I wasn’t allowed to move back.

‘I can’t live with Mum again,’ I say. ‘It’s hard enough having a conversation with her. Living with her? I can’t.’

His face noticeably crumples, and he waves me over. ‘Come here,’ he says, resting on the edge of the bath. ‘Come here.’


He sidles up next to me. Our shoulders touch, and I feel at home with him here.

‘We need to talk about you and your mother,’ he says. ‘This thing between you, that doesn’t seem to go away.’

I let my head loll to the side, resting on Dad’s shoulder.

‘You don’t like her very much,’ he says.

‘I don’t hate her, if that’s what you’re implying.’

‘It’s not. I’m saying you don’t like her. And you wish she made more of an effort with you.’

Silence.

‘I know she can be difficult,’ Dad says. ‘I know that. And I know that I don’t always tell her how I feel.’

‘I shouldn’t have called you a doormat,’ I say. ‘I hurt your feelings.’

He doesn’t argue. ‘She always seems like such a tough person, your mother.’ He sighs. ‘But she’s very fragile.’

I scoff. ‘Mum? Fragile?’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘You don’t know her like I do. Forty years married. I know her better than anyone. She’s scary sometimes, but she’s also really sad too. She thinks a lot. Too much. And I think she feels weak if she shows that side of her, so she doesn’t.’

I can tell from his expression that he’s not finished.

‘She never had anyone growing up,’ he says. ‘She’ll tell you about her parents, and how much she loved them. She’ll tell anyone who’ll listen that she had a great childhood . . .’

‘But?’

‘But the truth is, she had no one,’ he admits. ‘I told her I’d never say anything, but it’s been too long now. There’s too much friction.’

I wait for him to continue.

‘Her parents died when she was little,’ he explains. ‘Too little to remember them.’

‘Oh.’

He has to take a breath to continue, and he can’t quite look me in the eye. ‘A car accident when she was a toddler. Neither of them had any siblings, and so she went into foster care—’

‘But she talks about them,’ I snap. ‘A lot. I’ve heard the stories. What they wore, what they were like.’

‘Calm, please, Prudence.’ He holds out a hand, lowering it towards the ground to placate me. ‘Take a breath.’

‘But I can picture them in my head,’ I insist. ‘What they look like, the perfume Grandma used. What kind of fish Grandad liked to eat. Their vegetable garden. Sometimes it was the only meaningful thing Mum talked about with me.’

Dad’s face is grim. ‘All lies. I think it makes her feel better to imagine a life where they existed. To put on a persona.’

I’m thinking back over all my conversations with Mum, like the one at the wedding when the dates about her parents’ deaths didn’t add up. When she got muddled and couldn’t remember when they were alive and when they weren’t.

‘Why would she lie?’ I ask. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? You should’ve said something.’

‘I’m telling you now. Because I feel I have to,’ he says. ‘Your mother would give anything to have her parents alive – anything. And you’ve got yours right here, but there’s this horrendous rift between the two of you. Can you blame me for trying to fix it?’

He waits for me to process. And waits. And waits. And waits.

‘You never wondered why there weren’t any photos of her parents?’ Dad asks eventually.

‘I thought she didn’t have any.’

Dad is curled over now, leaning his arms on his thighs, recounting the story with a measured voice. ‘She doesn’t talk much about foster care, but I know she moved around a lot. Went to a lot of different families. Some were okay, some weren’t. There were siblings, over the years, but never long enough for any sort of lasting friendship to form.’


Every interaction with my mother – every conversation, remark, action – flicks through my mind on high speed. The stories, the lies, the wigs. My mother pretending to be someone she’s not.

Something clicks. What about my lies? My stories? Are the wigs she wears that different from the clothes I hire? To the Rose Bay house I pretended was mine?

‘She split when she turned eighteen,’ Dad explains. ‘Got a job as a waitress at a restaurant, worked her way up.’

‘I can’t believe she never told us,’ I say. ‘Is it wrong that I feel angry? Don’t tell me Ben knows about this. If I find out she told him and not me—’

Dad raises a hand. ‘Ben doesn’t know. And please lower your voice.’

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I just don’t understand why she never told us. She’s lied about her whole life.’

‘Why relive it?’ he asks. ‘Why relive a time when she was so unhappy – so lonely? No one wants that.’

‘This explains a lot,’ I say.

‘Yes.’

‘She’s always been so cold, so awful.’

‘Has she been awful?’ Dad asks. ‘Or has she just been . . . distant? She never had a loving family growing up, so how would she know what one looks like? It’s how she learnt to live. She closed herself off and kept everyone at a distance.’

‘Not you,’ I say. ‘She loves you.’

He smiles. ‘Yes.’

‘And you love her.’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

He scolds me. ‘Prue, that’s not nice.’

‘I’m not trying to be nasty,’ I say. ‘I’m being genuine. Why do you love her? Tell me.’


Once again, he scratches his grey beard. The creases around his eyes begin to soften, as if thinking about Mum makes him appear younger, somehow.

‘Don’t you think she’s incredible?’ he asks. ‘Don’t you think all that she’s achieved – the restaurants she’s opened, the kitchens she’s run – don’t you think that’s incredibly inspiring? Especially now you know where she’s come from?’

I’ve never seen Dad this animated. His arms are out and mobile – his fingers splay. He’s talking so fast that his glasses are fogging up.

‘I’ve never really thought about it.’

‘She’s an amazing cook. She can pull the most unlikely produce from a cupboard or fridge and whip up something beautiful. She’s worked extremely hard to get where she is. Yes, she can be prickly and dismissive. But she’s also built a name for herself. Don’t you think that’s something to admire?’

I’m seeing my mother in a different light – through my dad’s eyes. It’s like peering into a mirror where everything is upside down. Dad views her as this incredible woman. Someone to be admired, and loved.

To me she has always been domineering and judgemental. But here’s my father, so unbelievably in love with her, showing me all of the things I’ve never noticed about her.

‘Life is incredibly fulfilling if you find something you’re good at, and you push yourself,’ he says.

‘Mum pushes herself,’ I say.

‘Yes.’

And I don’t. The words go unsaid, but we both know it – we’ve always known it.

‘Prue,’ Dad continues, ‘I love you, but you’re circling the drain.’

‘I know.’

‘You’ve been miserable.’


‘Yes.’

‘You lost your job,’ he says. ‘You’re unemployed.’

‘Yes.’

‘Your life . . .’

‘I know.’

‘Do you want to go back to your degree?’

I force myself to say what I’ve been thinking for months now. ‘No. I’m not sure I ever truly wanted to be a vet.’

‘Well, that’s a start. What about Love on the Line?’ he asks. ‘Was that a dream job for you?’

‘No.’

‘Then what is?’

‘I don’t know.’

Dad sighs. ‘Isn’t it about time you figured that out? I was never planning on saying anything, but, well, you got fired and you’re moping around here with rats for housemates. And I don’t think you realise that life can be pretty amazing if you let it. If you find something you’re good at – something you love – and you go for it.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you? Because ever since Joseph left . . .’

‘I know.’

‘You know?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I know it, okay? And I’m trying to fix it. I’ve been setting goals. Real goals. Things I want to do before I turn thirty.’

‘You turn thirty in three months.’

‘I know.’

‘I didn’t know you had goals,’ Dad says. ‘That’s good, Prue. Really good.’

‘They’re on the fridge,’ I say. ‘If you feel like reading them.’

I’m remembering that conversation with Delia in the vet clinic, right at the beginning of the year. Before her divorce, before she moved in, before she started dating Ben.


I was going to quit my job. I wasn’t going to be alone anymore. I was going to move out of my brother’s house.

‘Oh, shit,’ I say.

Dad whips around. ‘What?’’

I sit straighter, and glance around. ‘One of my goals was to move out,’ I say.

‘Huh?’

‘Move out. Move out of Ben’s house. That was one of my goals, and I actually did it. Jesus Christ, I actually did it,’ I say, rising to my feet. ‘This dumpy apartment is a monumental step forward for me. Even if there are rats in the building.’

The panicked decision to get away from Ben and Delia meant I ended up ticking off one of the items on my list.

I’d forgotten about that goal until this very moment. We’re nine months into the year, and I’d given up thinking I was going to achieve anything worthwhile. I was ready to throw in the towel, wait until next year, and then set the same goals again and pretend I never failed at all. It was a perfect plan – a solid idea. But here I am, one goal down.

‘I can’t believe it.’

Dad doesn’t understand.

‘I actually did something I said I was going to do,’ I explain.

Dad’s eyes flicker around the room. ‘Living here?’

‘Here. Anywhere. It didn’t matter as long as it wasn’t with Ben,’ I say.

I automatically reach for my phone to text Delia, but I stop myself. My fingers hover over the buttons for a couple of seconds before I lock the phone again and slip it into the back pocket of my jeans. Something like this would normally mean a lengthy phone conversation with Delia – after all, she was the one who wrote these goals in the first place. She’s the only one who’d care.


But I can’t call her. Not anymore. She’s with Ben, and things aren’t the same. I can’t call her to update her on my life. I can’t call her to talk about my goals. Things have irreversibly changed between us.

It’s not the first time I’ve missed her. There’s a dull ache, a sinking feeling that takes over my body. It’s like I’ve been dumped – like someone I love doesn’t want to be with me anymore.

‘Well, I’m glad you’re getting out there,’ Dad says. ‘Moving on. Getting back on your feet. You were never planning to live with Ben forever anyway.’

The mention of Ben’s name takes me back to Byron, back to the wedding and the reception and the fact that he bought Delia a seven-hundred-and-fifty-dollar bracelet. I’m wondering when they first had sex and how long it’s been since they started and the whole thing makes me feel incredibly sick.

Dad grips my hand and squeezes. ‘What were the other plans you made?’

‘Well, I was going to quit my job.’

‘Ah.’ He leans back. ‘I guess in a way . . . you kind of have.’

‘I got fired, Dad. It doesn’t count.’

‘No, I suppose it doesn’t.’

‘I can’t believe I’m unemployed.’

‘You didn’t love that job anyway,’ he says, consoling me.

‘No, but there were aspects of it that I loved.’

‘Yeah?’ he asks, his voice laced with interest.

I nod. ‘I was helping people, and I liked how that made me feel. When someone called and I talked them through a crisis? I loved that.’

‘I like hearing that.’

We sit in silence for a moment. ‘I didn’t want to be alone anymore,’ I say.

‘Huh?’


‘That was the third goal,’ I say. ‘I didn’t want to be alone.’

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.

He softens. ‘Oh. Well, you’re never alone, Prue. You have us. And you’re dating that aquarium guy now. Not that you’ve let us meet him.’

‘In time.’

‘Delia tells us he was engaged once,’ he says. ‘So, I guess you have that in common?’

‘You’re fishing,’ I accuse, my mouth pinched.

‘Guilty,’ he says, raising a hand and chuckling.

‘Yes, he was engaged once. It didn’t work out.’

He pats my hand. ‘Seems like he got it right this time.’

‘You’re only saying that because you love me.’

‘Guilty,’ he says. ‘Again.’

Dad wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me in tight. ‘You’re making plans. That makes me proud.’

I’m brought back into the moment. Despite the rat-infested apartment, despite having no job, despite the Delia-shaped hole in my life, I feel more optimistic than I have all year.

‘I’m making plans.’
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Sunday morning, Hugh and I meet for breakfast at a beachfront cafe in Sydney’s Northern Beaches. Walls painted white and tablecloths stiff with starch, the place is buzzing with people. He’s booked us a table on the balcony, and the middle-aged couple next to us laugh when a seagull lands on the railing beside them. They feed it some of their toast before it flies away.

Below, surfers paddle out to meet the waves. Walkers pass by with headphones in, sweat already forming along their hairlines. Every second person appears to own a dog, and most of them are French Bulldogs. Even at eight o’clock, they appear to be struggling with the exercise.

‘It’s my shout today,’ Hugh says, as he orders our juices.

‘I do have savings.’

‘I know.’ He’s reading the menu. ‘But you need that for your rent.’

Once we’ve ordered, Hugh folds up our menus and tucks them beneath his elbows. He asks me what my plans are for the weekend.

‘I should probably apply for some jobs,’ I say. ‘Been putting that off.’

‘Anything out there?’

‘Nothing I’m qualified for,’ I say. ‘Dad said his tennis club needs someone in admin.’

Hugh says nothing.

‘I could always go back to retail.’


That makes him twitch.

‘Or perhaps I should aim for an assistant job somewhere? Work my way up?’ I say.

Hugh is silent, which concerns me.

‘What?’ I ask.

He shrugs. ‘I didn’t say anything.’

‘I can read you pretty well now.’ I reach forward and nudge him, poking his shoulder.

It takes him a second to reply. ‘I don’t think you want to do any of those things.’

‘I don’t,’ I state, matter-of-fact. ‘But they’re just jobs.’

He sighs. ‘Your attitude to jobs . . . I’ll never understand it. Prue, they’re not supposed to be just jobs,’ he says. ‘You should find something you actually enjoy doing.’

The words are eerily close to what my dad said mere weeks ago. I already know the answer, but I ask, ‘Do you like what you do?’

‘Yes,’ he replies almost immediately. ‘People find it strange when I talk about fish because they think it’s weird, but I genuinely love it. It’s fascinating to me, otherwise why would I be doing it?’

The excitement in his voice pierces me. It forces me to re-evaluate.

‘There was something I enjoyed once,’ I say, thinking of university. ‘Something I saw myself doing. But I quit.’

I quit because I didn’t want to do it. I might’ve blamed Joseph at the time, but that wasn’t the real reason. Joseph breaking up with me was merely the catalyst that set that decision in motion.

‘So, what do you actually want to do?’ Hugh asks. ‘Because you’d be better off spending this time working towards something you enjoy, rather than getting another job that might make you unhappy. Or unfulfilled.’

‘I’ve spent time thinking about what I’d like to do, what I’m passionate about,’ I admit.


‘And?’

‘I couldn’t think of anything.’ I shrug and pick at my fingernails. ‘Do I go back to university? Get some casual job that pays the rent, and spend my weeknights and weekends studying? Or do I find an industry that seems interesting, get an entry-level job and work my way up? Either way, I’m starting at the bottom. It feels too late. I’m almost thirty. What will people think?’

Hugh’s face scrunches in disbelief. ‘Who cares what people think? And it’s never too late. You’re going to be working for another thirty years, what’s a few more years working your way up?’

He’s right, of course. He’s always right.

‘I think it’s really inspiring when people chase what they want. Don’t you?’ he asks.

My mind drifts to Mum and Dad. I’m thinking of how hard Mum worked to become a chef – how sought after her restaurants are. Dad is so proud of her; he enjoys hearing her talk about her work.

‘Perhaps you spend too much time thinking of how your decisions will look to others,’ Hugh says. ‘Forget about your mother, and your brother. Forget about me, too. It doesn’t matter what other people think of you. Most of the time, people are only thinking about themselves anyway.’

He continues. ‘It doesn’t matter when you start. Some people go back to university in their fifties. Some people work for decades in a job and then quit’ – he snaps his fingers to prove his point – ‘just like that. I think that’s pretty incredible.’

The waitress arrives to jot down our order, and I take the moment to think back over my jobs – every place I’ve ever worked. Have I felt passionate about any of them? Did I love what I did? I’ve never really taken the time to think about what I loved doing. After Joseph left, it seemed too hard, and I was too heartbroken to think about anything else. And eventually it became easier to go about my life, day to day, without dwelling on something monumental like that.


Love on the Line was the place I’d worked the longest. Why? Is it because there were aspects of it that I loved doing? I struggled with the weight of it all. Helping people eight hours a day – some of them desperately teetering on the edge – felt like a lot of responsibility sometimes.

Hugh brings me back into the moment. ‘Was I too honest?’

I shake my head. ‘I’ve been ignoring my career for years.’

He offers me a sympathetic smile. ‘Tell me what you’re passionate about,’ he says.

‘What?’

‘You heard me. Tell me what you’re passionate about. I think, deep down, you know what you want to do – but you might be afraid to make the decision and do it.’

This feels strangely intimate; a microscope turned towards a part of my life I often like to keep hidden. It’s easier to talk to strangers about their problems than to confront my own.

‘Well,’ I say, thinking. ‘I did like the people I spoke with at the call centre, but I hated the actual centre. The environment, and the process of it all. I didn’t like Rafe and his sporadic efforts to secure funding. I found it stressful. And I didn’t like how small the office was. You could hear everyone’s conversations—’

‘This is fast becoming a list of the things you don’t like,’ Hugh quips.

‘Sorry.’

Breakfast arrives – scrambled eggs on multigrain toast, and two acai bowls with orange juice – and I continue. ‘I shouldn’t have tried to meet that woman from work. But I don’t regret doing it. I thought she was going to hurt herself, and if she did and all I offered was a phone call, I would’ve felt awful.’

Hugh bobs his head, encouraging me.

‘I liked that we were able to use our instincts,’ I say. ‘I liked trusting my gut. I liked it when they felt better at the end of the call, when it might’ve been my words that helped. When they told me they would take my tips or my advice. When they told me they’d call back to chat to me when they were at another low point. That made me feel happy.’

‘This is the most I’ve heard you speak about that job.’

I nod. ‘I think I was embarrassed,’ I admit. ‘Not because of what I was doing – I loved helping people – but because it wasn’t something I’d planned on doing and it wasn’t something I spent years working towards, so it didn’t feel like a career.’

Hugh’s grin is noticeably broad.

‘I don’t know if this is getting me anywhere,’ I say, deflating.

He frowns. ‘Did you hear what you just said? “I loved helping people.” I’ve never heard you say that.’ He inhales a mouthful of toast. ‘I’m sure there are a hundred jobs where you could help people.’

I dwell on this for most of the meal. I turn the conversation over in my mind – again and again and again.

I love helping people.

Why did it take me so long to accept what I’m passionate about? I’ve said these words before, but they never truly resonated until Hugh steered the conversation.

‘I love helping people,’ I announce aloud.

Hugh nods. ‘I know it feels like an enormous decision because it feels like the rest of your life, but it’s not. It’s the next five years. Or maybe ten. You just have to think of it bit by bit. Because in a decade’s time, you could look at what you’re doing and decide it’s not what you want any more. And then we’ll start this conversation again, and figure it out from there.’

He’s talking like he sees us together in ten years’ time – like he sees us sitting at this cafe, eating breakfast, on the verge of my fortieth birthday. It is both exciting and completely terrifying.

‘How did you get so wise?’ I ask.

That warm smile is back. ‘My mum.’


One of the other customers, a man wearing an olive-green crochet jumper, accidentally drops a mug and it shatters all over the floor. The cafe is a flurry of staff for a moment while they clean it up. The man whispers, ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry’ no less than ten times, and then, shortly after, my phone buzzes on the table. It’s a text from Delia.


Dinner soon? I miss you. I’m sorry.


I pause, about to slip my phone back into my pocket. I tell myself I’ll text her later, but there’s always the possibility that I’ll forget and Delia’s message will go unanswered.

‘Delia?’ Hugh asks, gesturing at the phone in my hand.

I nod. ‘She wants to get dinner soon,’ I say. ‘She misses me.’

An eyebrow arches. Hugh lets out a breath and stops eating. ‘It’s been two months, Prue. I think you should talk to her.’

I don’t respond.

‘You’ll talk to her?’

‘Maybe.’ I pause. ‘Things are different now. They feel different between us.’

‘Because she’s dating Ben?’

I struggle to clarify. ‘No, it’s not just that. After what happened at the wedding, I thought that was the problem. I thought it was because she was dating Ben and they lied about it. It hurt, you know? But it’s more than that.’

I have to force myself to get the words out. ‘We never really . . . talked, you know?’

‘What do you mean?’ Hugh asks. ‘She’s your best friend.’

‘Of course we talked. I don’t mean it like that,’ I say. ‘It’s just . . . We were in a bit of a pattern, I think. When I think back, our conversations were always . . . shallow?’

Hugh’s brow furrows. ‘You think Delia is shallow?’

‘No,’ I say, quick to correct him. ‘That’s not what I mean at all.’


‘I’m not following.’

‘I never knew she and Nico were struggling until she broke down at that Italian restaurant, and then turned up at my work with a couple of bags of her stuff. She never told me. And I didn’t know she was ready to date again until I found out she was with Ben. And Ben? Jesus, I didn’t suspect there was anything between them until Mum noticed.’

‘Ah.’

‘And she never knew how I really felt about vet school, or my job, because we never talked about it properly.’

‘Right.’

‘Okay, like just now, you pushed me to think about my career – what I enjoy, what I’m passionate about,’ I say. ‘I needed that. But Delia told me to go back to vet school, like everyone else did.’

‘Because vet school seemed like the easy option,’ he says.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘That’s right. The easy option for who, though? Me? Truthfully, I think Delia just told me whatever she thought I wanted to hear. And I let her. Perhaps I even encouraged her. And God knows I’ve done it to her. Look at her and Nico! I should’ve told her what I really thought.’

‘I see.’

‘We’re different now. Our lives are different,’ I say. ‘That happens, right?’

Hugh bobs his head. ‘Yes.’ He halts. ‘But she’s been your best friend for ten years.’

‘Eleven, now,’ I say. ‘And I think that’s why I’ve been putting off seeing her. Talking to her. Because I don’t want to step back into our friendship like it was before.’

Hugh seems to understand. He wipes his lips with a serviette and pushes his plate away. ‘Promise me you’ll talk to her soon.’

‘Soon. Yes.’

 


It’s after lunch on a weekday, but I’m not sure which one. When you’re unemployed, the days do seem to merge together.

I’m flustered when Ben shows up at my apartment, hands sunk deep inside his pant pockets. His expression is hard – angry, exhausted.

‘Get changed,’ he orders, leaning against the doorframe. He’s wearing a navy shirt. When he tips his head towards the elevator, I notice his hair is longer. ‘Let’s go.’

I wrap my dressing gown tighter around my body. ‘How did you find out where I live?’

He doesn’t answer, simply swivels on a heel and walks back down the corridor.

‘Where are we going?’ I call out.

‘I’ll be downstairs,’ he says, slipping inside the elevator. And then he’s gone, and the corridor is quiet. I blink a couple of times to check I’m actually awake – that he was actually here.

When I meet him on the footpath five minutes later, he doesn’t meet my eye, just leads me up the street to Norton’s Pub.

‘Why are you here?’ I ask.

He looks up, his mouth wonky. ‘Why do you think?’

I watch the pub entrance, hesitant. ‘Delia’s not inside, is she?’

‘No.’

‘Mum?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘Of course not.’

Once we’re inside, we slide into a booth – the air is humid and sticky, and my skin already feels clammy – and Ben orders us a couple of beers each.

‘Did Dad give you my address?’

Ben smirks. ‘Who do you think asked me to come?’

He doesn’t speak again until his second pint, and I refuse to give in first.

‘I heard you got fired,’ Ben says. ‘What did you do?’


I drain my first beer, rotate the glass in the palms of my hands. ‘Remember that date with Mike?’ I ask.

‘Ah.’ He nods. ‘We thought it might’ve been because of that woman you went to see.’

We. I glance up. ‘You and Delia?’

He stares at me, unapologetic. ‘Obviously.’

‘So, you’re still together?’

He ignores the question. ‘I can’t believe you got fired because of Mike,’ he says.

‘Did you come here to insult me?’

‘No, although that was definitely part of the plan. You overreacted at the wedding. You acted like a real cow to Delia.’

‘I overreacted?’

‘She’s been very upset. She misses you.’

‘She’s been upset?’

‘I know Dad told you about her mum,’ Ben says. ‘And you still haven’t bothered to call her.’ He raises a finger to flag the attention of a staff member and orders us another round.

The coaster on the table is frayed at the edges, and I pick at it with my fingertips. ‘Well—’

‘So, how’s the new place?’ he interrupts. ‘I tried to sneak a peek when you opened the door, but your dressing gown got in the way. Like some kind of tent, that thing.’

It smells like a damp foot, I want to say.

‘It’s nice,’ I lie. ‘Really nice. Great big kitchen, spacious rooms. Shane is hardly ever home.’

He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. ‘It’s been a while since you’ve lived in a share house.’

‘There’s a view, as well.’

‘Of what?’ he asks, frowning.

I pause. ‘The street.’

His nose crinkles, and I sense he pities me.


‘I should’ve moved out a long time ago,’ I say. ‘I’m loving it.’ The lies come naturally. ‘I barely see Shane, and the place is right near the train line, so . . .’

Ben nods and grows quiet, deep in thought. ‘We should’ve told you earlier,’ he admits finally. ‘We know that now. Delia regrets how we handled it.’

‘And you?’ I ask. ‘Do you have any regrets?’

‘Well, I wish I bought her a bracelet from a different goddamn store,’ he says, with a slight laugh. ‘How was I supposed to know you’d recognise it?’ He clocks my expectant expression. ‘Okay, yes, I have regrets. We shouldn’t have lied about it for so long.’

I meet his gaze for a beat.

‘And I told Mum to keep it a secret,’ he admits. ‘I shouldn’t have done that either. Sorry, okay?’

I tip my head. ‘Mum lied for you?’

The second round arrives and Ben takes a sip of his beer. ‘You were sniffing around about us at Delia’s birthday, getting suspicious. When you told me Mum had noticed my feelings? I rang her afterwards and told her to keep her mouth shut.’

‘Ben.’

‘I know,’ he says, raking a hand through his hair in frustration. ‘She feels pretty bad about lying to you, by the way. Before the wedding.’

‘I thought her mind was collapsing. I told her that I thought her mind was collapsing,’ I say, my insides twitching. ‘I said awful things to her.’

Ben seems to shrink. ‘My fault. Sorry.’

‘I thought my mind was collapsing. That I was going crazy.’

‘You were, a little. At the reception,’ he says. ‘You didn’t need to yell at Delia quite so loud. Everyone inside heard you. They all know we’re dating now, by the way. Thanks for that.’

‘I’m sorry.’


‘Mum is still pissed, though,’ he says. ‘Like, yes, she lied to you, but you made a scene at her wedding and then stormed off. She’s bitter.’

My face grows warm; guilt gnaws at me.

‘And you should’ve seen Delia’s face when we got home and your room was empty,’ he says.

‘Did she cry?’

‘You know she did.’

I hang my head. The impulsive part of me is screaming to call Delia and make things right. I’m sorry for what I said. I’m sorry it’s taken this long.

‘Why does it bother you so much that we’re together?’ Ben asks. ‘Is it that we lied about it?’

‘No,’ I say, after some thought. ‘Well, not just that.’

‘Then what?’ he asks, pushing his beer aside.

My reaction never made much sense to anyone but me. I could’ve explained better – should’ve explained better. I’ve been keeping my frustrations bottled up, punishing anyone who gets close enough.

‘It’s because she chose you,’ I confess. ‘Like you don’t already have enough.’

He stills, confused.

‘You have this amazing house, and an incredible career. Sometimes I told people that your house was my house, like I could afford that kind of place. It made me feel better. And I finally read some of your books, and they’re really good, which kills me a little. You have this remarkable ability to write about women as if you are one. I never would’ve guessed you could do that, given your disastrous dating history.’

Ben sighs, conceding the point.

‘And people love you. Mum adores you. That kills me too. Deep down, I’ve been jealous of all that,’ I say. ‘Jealous of you.’

I assess his reaction, check for sarcasm, for judgement. But his expression softens, and he folds back in his seat. ‘Oh, Prue. That’s absurd.’

‘I know.’

‘You shouldn’t be jealous of anyone,’ he says. ‘It might look like everything is perfect from the outside, but people are good at hiding what makes them miserable. Like Delia, with Nico.’

Ben’s right; I know he is.

‘Do you want Delia to be happy?’ he asks. ‘After everything that’s happened, don’t you think she deserves to be happy?’

‘Of course I do.’

‘Then it shouldn’t matter,’ he says. ‘None of this should matter.’

‘Things are different between us now.’ I pause. ‘When I called her a people pleaser . . .’

‘Yes, I remember.’ His expression is hard, his eyebrows furrowed.

‘Well, I realised that I’m the person she’s been trying to please all this time,’ I say. ‘I think she didn’t want to tell me about the two of you because she was afraid to upset me. Afraid to anger me.’

‘Sounds about right.’

‘And that’s ridiculous, right? That’s not real friendship.’

‘She would choose you, Prue. Hypothetical or not, she’d choose you. You startled her with that ultimatum, and she didn’t know how to admit that in front of me.’

‘I should never have said that. Hypothetical or not.’

He glances away. ‘You will call her, right?’

‘Soon.’

‘Promise?’

‘Yes.’

Ben nods, and thanks me. I’ve lost count of the number of drinks he’s had, of how big the bill is going to be.

‘You know, I was thinking about your goals this morning,’ he says. ‘And that ratty piece of paper that’s now missing from our fridge door.’


I hover over the use of the word ‘our’. Like Delia will always be there, at his house. Like she’s going to be in his life permanently.

‘I get it. You think they’re stupid.’

‘They’re not,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘They’re actually pretty great.’

‘Oh.’

‘I shouldn’t have made fun of them. I realise that now,’ he says. ‘I’ve had my career – my life – sorted for years, and you’re still . . . muddling through. And that’s not your fault. Some people just take longer to figure things out.’

‘You’re being rather insightful,’ I say. ‘It scares me.’

He laughs.

‘Don’t think this conversation means I’ll forgive you. I’m still mad at you both.’

‘In time, maybe.’

‘Maybe.’

The lights above us flicker, and the music seems louder somehow. There are a few extra people here now, hovering by the bar trying to decide what to order.

The words tumble out from me. ‘Tell Delia I miss her too.’

Ben looks up, surprised. ‘I will,’ he says.

‘Tell her I’m sorry about her mum. Delia once told me her biggest regret was never learning Greek, and I imagine she’s reliving that now.’

‘She is.’

‘I’ll call her soon,’ I promise again.

‘Good. She’s been miserable since the wedding.’

‘We’re all somewhat miserable, don’t you think?’ I ask. ‘And lonely. I’ve never been able to admit that to anyone, not until recently. I’ve spent so much time trying to make my life look perfect, and for what? It’s never going to be. I don’t have the fancy house, or the beachside location. I can barely afford the dresses I hire. I don’t work at a job I love. I don’t even have a job. I don’t—’

‘Maybe don’t think on it so much,’ he says. ‘Relax. So your life isn’t perfect. Big deal. Remember when you were engaged and Joseph left you? You held it together then, and you’ll hold it together now. You’re like a cockroach. You always survive. You think you’re jealous of me? I guess I’m jealous of you, too. You’re resilient as hell.’

His respect feels rather comforting.

‘You’re a strong person,’ he says. ‘Overly dramatic and unfairly bitter. Sometimes too opinionated. But you’re very strong.’

‘I don’t feel strong,’ I respond. ‘And I didn’t hold it together after Joseph left. I was a mess. And part of me worries Hugh will end it like Joseph did. It’s why I haven’t wanted anyone to meet him yet.’

Ben holds my stare for a moment, before glancing away. ‘You’re better off without Joseph.’

‘I know.’

‘Ending it was the best thing he could’ve done for you,’ he says. ‘And it wasn’t your fault.’

‘Not necessarily true,’ I counter. ‘It’s hard to know if it wasn’t your fault when you don’t know why he left in the first place.’

Ben frowns. ‘Does it matter?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘Right.’

‘I was too scared to ask, to find out the answer.’

Ben shrugs and gulps down the rest of his beer. ‘We’re all scared of something. I have to go,’ he says, rising. He reaches over and ruffles my hair.

When he slides out of the booth and heads for the door, I call out to him. ‘Hey, Ben?’ He turns. ‘My apartment is a real hole. We have rats in the walls.’

‘I know,’ he says, a smile creeping across his face. ‘Dad told me.’

 


Joseph still lives in the apartment we rented – a one-bedroom with oak floorboards, a sky-high ceiling and pearl-painted walls. He called it slick and modern. He loved the brass doorknobs and the oblong windows, and how you could get from one end of the apartment to the other in twenty steps.

The rest of the building? With its blue-and-red carpeted hallways and wooden foyer, Delia once said it reminded her of Wes Anderson.

Returning here feels like slipping into old skin. Sometimes I wonder, if we’d met when we were older, would we have made it? Would I have been enough for him?

My closed fist, hovers an inch from the door. I might be sweating through my jumper.

Two quick raps, and I step back. Run a hand through my hair to catch the flyaways.

When Joseph opens the door, elbows tucked in, tea towel slung over his shoulder, he tenses.

‘Prue?’ he asks. ‘My God. What are you doing here?’ He’s confused, I can tell almost immediately – that quizzical lift of an eyebrow, the pinch of a cheek, the hesitant half step forward.

‘Hi.’

Behind him, I can see the kitchen furniture has changed. The mahogany table has been replaced with something square and white. I hate it. Beside the table two surfboards rest against the wall. The wine rack is gone. There are more plants, which is odd, because I know how much Joseph hates indoor plants. ‘The gnats!’ he’d say. ‘They’re in my food. They’re in my mouth. Can’t you get rid of them?’

‘Sorry to turn up like this,’ I say. ‘Do you have a second?’

He’s startled, glances over his shoulder. It’s evening and I can hear the oven whirring. Someone claps tongs together, then turns something over on a frying pan – sizzle.


‘Uh, sure.’ He points to the corridor. ‘Outside?’

‘Yes.’

‘Back in a sec,’ he shouts behind him, throwing the tea towel onto the table and slamming the door shut. He leads me away from the door towards the apartment block’s courtyard – I remember it well. Joseph and I spent many nights out there, hosting dinners with friends.

‘So, this is a surprise.’ He doesn’t ask me to sit, even though there are benches all around the edges of the courtyard. He doesn’t sit either.

The bamboo along the left edge has grown significantly since I was last out here, now overstuffed inside of its pot. There’s a eucalyptus tree down by the entrance to the carpark; it appears the tree is still shedding far too much.

‘How are you?’ I ask, even though I don’t care. Even though I don’t want to know anything about him. But he’s jumbled and perhaps anxious, and some part of me feels bad for showing up here. For intruding. So, I try and be civil.

‘Uh, good?’ He makes it sound like a question.

‘I know this is strange, showing up like this.’

‘Well, yeah,’ he says glancing at his watch. ‘Are you in trouble? Do you need something?’

I shake my head. ‘No. I’ve been going over some things this year. I’ve been sorting out my shit, you know? Getting my act together.’

‘Okay . . .’

‘And every time I think of you, I get confused. Upset. And it’s not because I miss you. I don’t. It’s been too long for me to miss you.’

‘You came here to tell me you don’t miss me anymore?’

‘Let me finish,’ I say, silencing him. ‘When I think about our relationship, I get uncomfortable. Fidgety. I’m going over everything in my head, again and again, and I don’t think that’s going to stop until I figure us out. I didn’t get it then, and I still don’t get it now. Because I never asked you. I kick myself all the time because I never asked you, and so here I am, asking.’

Silence passes. Joseph frowns. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Why did you end it?’ I ask, the words slipping out.

He sucks in a breath; his chest puffs. There’s a moment when he simply gazes at the concrete ground beneath his feet, and then he runs a hand through his cropped hair.

‘Sit,’ he says, gesturing to the stiff, wooden table closest. We sit at opposite ends. ‘I wasn’t expecting this.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You don’t need to apologise.’

‘Really?’ I ask.

He doesn’t answer.

‘I know it’s been two . . .’ I pause to calculate. ‘No . . . three years. You’re happy now, and you’ve moved on, and I don’t want to drag up old problems that don’t need to be discussed. But . . .’

‘I never told you why I ended it,’ Joseph says.

‘No,’ I agree. ‘And I didn’t ask.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘And it means something to me. So here I am, asking,’ I say. ‘And please be honest. I can’t handle any more people lying to me this year.’

He opens his mouth as if he’s going to ask me who’s been lying to me, but then he stops himself. ‘I see.’

‘Did I . . . upset you? Offend you? Did I do something wrong?’

He shakes his head. ‘No.’ He leans forward and rests his elbows on the table. ‘Jesus. This is tough.’

‘It’s a bandaid,’ I say. ‘Rip it off.’

He tears it off. ‘I fell out of love with you.’

I’m expecting it, but it doesn’t hurt any less. And I can’t tell myself not to take it personally, because falling out of love with someone is personal.


‘Yes. Okay,’ I say, steadying myself with a hand on the table. ‘I assumed that, but to hear it is another thing.’

‘Sorry,’ he says, with a tilt of his head – with those creased lines across his forehead that only show when he pities someone.

I shake it off, rolling my shoulders back. ‘Why?’ I ask.

It feels dumb being here, asking him these questions. Silly, even. It’s been almost three years and here I am, showing up unannounced at his apartment to ask him why he dumped me. It’s almost comical how desperate I feel.

Joseph composes himself and lets his head dip. He stares at his hands – thinking, thinking, thinking. He opens his mouth and closes it, like he’s trying to work out what to say.

‘I wanted someone who . . .’ He trails off.

‘Who?’

He tries again, changing the wording. ‘You were always very . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Okay,’ he says, resetting once more. He slaps his cheeks and ends up blurting it out. ‘I never felt like you cared about us. About me. Sometimes I felt like you were in love with the idea of me, more than the real me.’

‘Oh.’

His revelation startles me, and my mind spirals back through the years, the conversations we had, the holidays and the parties and the evenings we spent together. The fights. The silences.

‘You were a bit absent,’ he says.

I hesitate. ‘I was?’

‘Yes.’ He nods. ‘You cared so much about what other people were doing – how they were living – as if you weren’t happy with your life. Our life. Kind of like you were obsessed with everyone else because they had what you didn’t.’

Something burrows deep inside my chest. Guilt, perhaps? Shame? Embarrassment?


‘I didn’t realise I was doing that.’ I want to crawl under the bench. Cockroach indeed.

Joseph isn’t finished. ‘I’m an adventurous person,’ he says. ‘I like to go out, and I like to do things I’ve never done before. But you never really seemed to enjoy that stuff, even though you pretended you did. It made me feel like we weren’t that compatible, or something?’ His voice rises like he’s trying to think up the answer to his own question. ‘You were good at pretending,’ he says. ‘But it made you really sad all the time.’

‘Did it?’

‘Yes,’ he says. He’s loosening up now, letting all his frustrations pour out. ‘Jesus, it made me unhappy, and I don’t want to be unhappy. I was looking ahead at our future, and the only thing I could see was me being lonely all the time. I guess I felt like . . . if we broke up . . . you wouldn’t even notice I was gone,’ he says. ‘There’s a difference between being on your own, and being alone, and I felt so alone whenever we were together.’

Even when I’m not alone, I’m alone.

‘Well, damn.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He releases a sigh.

‘I think we need to stop apologising to each other.’ I tuck hair behind my ears. ‘Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you talk to me about it?’

It takes him a second to answer. ‘I don’t know,’ he admits. ‘But it’s a fair point. I don’t know why I didn’t talk about it.’ He shifts, as if uncomfortable with the realisation. ‘Maybe, on some level, I didn’t think it would change anything? I thought it might upset you.’

‘You upset me anyway, in the end.’

‘Yes. I guess I did.’

‘You never liked conflict,’ I note. ‘Or difficult conversations.’

His eyebrows rise as if it’s the first time he’s been told this.


‘If you’d told me how you felt at the time, I wouldn’t have spent all these years wondering.’

Joseph shrugs, countering, ‘You could’ve asked sooner.’

He’s right. I could’ve come here and asked at any point during the last three years. Why didn’t I? Why did it take Ben mentioning Joseph – again – for me to find the courage to show up here?

It doesn’t take me long to realise.

Because I was scared of what he’d say. I was scared to find out why I was so unlovable to him. His rejection – anyone’s rejection of me – was a petrifying thought.

‘I truly did hate the hiking,’ I say, with a slight laugh. ‘And you always wanted to go camping.’

He smirks. ‘I know.’

When he pushes up the sleeves on his jumper, I realise how long we’ve been sitting here. Too long.

‘We weren’t right for each other, were we?’

‘No, we weren’t.’ He sighs. ‘We were planning a wedding, and with every little detail – the venue, the date, the suit, the guests – I could feel myself getting more and more scared. I thought maybe it was normal, but the longer we went on . . . the more we planned . . .’

‘The more you realised it wasn’t right?’

Joseph nods. ‘I really am sorry.’

‘And then you met Magdalena,’ I say. ‘Does she make you happy?’

He pauses before answering, as if worried about hurting my feelings. ‘Yes.’

It doesn’t hurt me to hear this, which is surprising. Even a sliver of a story about Joseph used to derail my emotions – wring my happiness dry.

‘Are the two of you better suited?’ I ask.

‘I think so.’

‘And you’re not lonely anymore?’


He glances away. ‘No, I’m not,’ he says, and I sense elation in his voice.

‘I’m sorry I made you feel lonely,’ I say.

‘Was it the same with you?’

I think back, trying to be honest with myself. How did I feel when I was with Joseph? ‘No, it wasn’t,’ I say. ‘I was so in love with you. I would’ve married you if you didn’t end things.’

‘Ah.’ There are those creased lines again; he feels sorry for me. Perhaps he’s even embarrassed.

‘It’s probably the scariest thing of all.’ I fiddle with the hem of my top. ‘At the time, I thought it was perfect. That’s why I came here. Because I hadn’t been able to work out on my own what went wrong.’

‘I’m sorry. I did love you,’ Joseph says, offering a small reprieve. ‘I really did.’

‘Just not forever.’

He’s silent, and looks away.

‘You’re happy, aren’t you?’ I ask. ‘You’re not just saying you are because you feel like you have to?’

He frowns. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I’ve been thinking a lot lately about how people avoid admitting that they’re unhappy. Or lonely,’ I say. ‘Have you noticed that?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s weird, right?’ I ask. ‘Do you think we put more effort into pretending we’re happy, than working towards actually being happy?’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ he says, with a soft smile.

‘How am I only now realising how common that is?’ I ask. ‘Other people always seem to have their life together.’

Joseph laughs. ‘Everyone is lying to you.’

‘You think?’

‘Oh yes.’ His words are raspy and quick, almost like he can’t believe I’m asking him the question.


‘Maybe that’s why I was absent,’ I say. ‘When we were together, I remember feeling like everyone else was having a better time than me. I still feel like that, sometimes.’

‘Better time doing what?’

‘I don’t even know. Living?’

His frown is immediate. ‘That’s stupid.’

‘Well, I know that now.’

We sit in silence for a couple of minutes, and it’s pleasant. There’s a slight breeze coming from the front of the building – warm and comforting – and Joseph seems content, less nervous. I feel calmer too.

There’s an unspoken moment where we both accept that this conversation has run its course. It’s getting late, and there’s a stretched silence before we both rise and head inside.

‘I’m curious,’ Joseph says. ‘What made you come here today? It was very strange opening up my apartment door to find you on the other side.’

‘Ben mentioned you the other day, and it got me thinking.’

‘I did always like Ben.’

‘Want to hear something interesting?’ I ask, and we pause in the corridor. ‘Ben is dating Delia.’

It takes a second for Joseph to process my sentence, and then his jaw drops. He plants his hands on his hips. ‘Are you serious?’

‘I wish I wasn’t.’

He chokes on a laugh and whistles. ‘Delia and Ben. But what happened to Nico?’

‘Divorced.’

He bends over now, as if his knees can’t handle the weight of his shock. ‘You’re kidding me.’

‘I’m not. I wish I was, but I’m really not.’

‘Jesus Christ. Delia and Ben. What a pair. I never would’ve picked it.’


‘Me neither.’

He eyes me for a moment. ‘God, this must be killing you,’ he says. ‘Your best friend and your brother.’

‘A little.’

Joseph laughs again, an enormous sound roaring through his open mouth. ‘Delia and Ben. Jesus.’ And then he shrugs. ‘But hey, as long as they’re happy, right? Who are we to judge?’

We arrive at his door and the two of us come together in a hug – I would’ve expected it to be awkward, perhaps a little forced, but it’s actually nice. Comforting. Soothing. Things feel so different compared to the last time we saw each other, standing together on that train.

‘I’m glad you came,’ he says. ‘It’s been good. Truly.’

We both know we’ll never see each other again.
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It’s lunchtime on Sunday and the rain won’t let up. When our Uber pulls up outside Hugh’s mother’s house, Hugh rests a hand on my mine.

‘She’s very excited to meet you,’ he says. ‘She hasn’t stopped talking about it all week. Oh, and look, there she is.’

The front door flings open and Trilby jogs her way to the front gate. She’s barely visible through the shrubbery and the trees. The front of her house is riddled with plants, crammed into every garden she could make room for.

‘Here. You take these.’ Hugh hands me the bouquet of flowers and lets me step out of the Uber first.

‘You must be Prudence.’ Trilby’s voice is light and sounds wafer-thin, like it’s floating. Her dress stretches out from her body and all the way to the ground; it trails behind her. She’s barefoot. Her silver hair trails down to her waist.

‘Prue,’ I say, pushing open the gate. ‘Please call me Prue.’

Suddenly, we’re hugging. It’s tight and Trilby is squeezing my back, but her hands are warm and soft against my skin; it feels so different from hugging my own mother.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ she says, her mouth muffled by my hair. She pulls away and stares open-mouthed at the flowers in my left hand. ‘Are these for me?’

‘Yes.’


She turns to Hugh, who joins us in front of the house. ‘I like her already,’ Trilby says, before a strangled chuckle slips out. She takes the bouquet from me. ‘Now come inside. Lunch is almost ready.’

As we enter, she excuses herself to use the bathroom, and Hugh gives me a tour.

It’s nothing like I imagined. Nothing. Hugh warned me about the indoor plants, but he didn’t quite capture the scope of it. Dead or alive, there’s one in every corner, on every surface. Pots of all shapes and sizes – plants coloured all sorts of shades and tones. Big towering palms in front of windows, and small succulents on bookshelves. There are trailing plants hanging from baskets, and I spot a cactus in the kitchen by the microwave.

‘It gives her something to do,’ Hugh says. ‘The plants. She likes looking after them.’

I take my eyes off the jungle and realise there’s furniture everywhere. There’s stuff everywhere. We walk past the living room and I spot three sofas, but as far as I know only one person lives here. And there’s an array of blankets and duvets tossed over each sofa – teal, yellow, pink. One of them resembles the colour of vomit, but Hugh tells me it’s tinged mocha.

The rug on the floor looks too small for the room, and there’s no coffee table – where does Trilby put her glass of wine when she’s watching television? Where does she put her stack of outdated and overpriced fashion magazines that have never been read but look great in a pile with a disused candle on top?

Mum would have a heart attack in this place. There’s no order to anything, and certainly no taste. All of the artwork is abstract and I can’t work out what they are portraying. The ocean? A human body? The inside of my brain trying to process this house?

‘Mum painted those, so don’t say anything about them,’ Hugh whispers, nodding at the paintings. I baulk.

Hugh has told me enough about his mother that I shouldn’t be this surprised by her house. I know she worked for decades as a primary-school teacher and has a particular knack for keeping flora alive. I know that when she met Hugh’s dad, also a teacher, she knitted him a scarf with her name on it. I know they were married for fourteen years, until she found him with another woman. He left soon after, and that scarf was the first thing Trilby burned. Hugh hasn’t seen or heard from his father since.

‘I know what it looks like,’ Hugh says, resting a hand on my back. ‘But Mum loves it in here.’

‘It looks like a fabric store threw up,’ I say.

‘Mum calls it eclectic,’ he says. ‘But don’t touch or move anything. She’ll know.’

I glance around. One wall in the living room is painted beige, but the rest of the walls are white.

Hugh follows my eyeline. ‘Oh, yeah, she was going to do them all but she got tired,’ he says. ‘And now I think she likes it. She calls that a feature wall.’

‘It’s beige.’

Hugh shrugs, and Trilby returns from the bathroom.

‘Sorry about that,’ she says. ‘Now, come on, to the kitchen. I’ve got some wine in the fridge.’

Stools are lined up along the kitchen bench, and Hugh and I slip onto a pair, side by side. When Trilby hands us each a glass of sauvignon blanc, she invites us to toast.

‘To Prue,’ she says, winking at me. We clink glasses.

‘And to Thomas and Gillian,’ she adds, prompting us to join glasses once more.

Gillian is pregnant, as expected. No surprises there. Hugh tells me they’re going to keep the gender a secret until the birth, but that Thomas had hoped it would be twins. ‘Two for the price of one,’ he’d said.

Trilby slides onto a stool on the opposite side of the kitchen bench. ‘So, Prue,’ she says. ‘I’m so excited you’re here. I’ve heard a lot about you. My Hugh is enamoured.’

Hugh’s face reddens.

‘Although we can’t really call this our first meeting, can we? We probably crossed paths at the infamous wedding,’ she says. There’s a playful look in her eye. ‘Before you two snuck off.’

There’s no malice in her words, no hatred. She’s having a laugh. Her tone is light.

‘Probably, yes.’ God, Thomas’s wedding. I thought I’d expunged that night from my brain. I’m not sure what’s more embarrassing – being reminded of it, or realising that I can’t remember seeing Trilby there.

‘Hugh’s told me all about your job at the centre,’ she says. ‘That must be challenging.’

‘Oh. Yes.’

Does she know I was fired? Did Hugh tell her that I’m unemployed? I try to catch his eye, but his focus is elsewhere.

‘And do you enjoy it?’ Trilby asks. ‘You know, I have friends that have called through. Maybe they spoke with you. Wouldn’t that be coincidental?’

Okay, she doesn’t know I was fired. This is going to be awkward for us all.

‘How funny,’ I say. ‘And yes, I did enjoy it. But I’m actually not working there anymore.’

‘Oh?’ she responds. That voice, delicate like paper.

‘Yes,’ I admit. ‘Just taking some time to think about where I’ll go next. Somewhere I can help people even more, perhaps.’

‘How fantastic,’ she murmurs. ‘What a woman, you are. It’s important to have a job you love – life can be rather dull if you hate your job.’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘And it’s taken me a while to figure out what that might look like.’


Trilby murmurs into her wine glass. ‘Hugh mentioned you started vet school when you were younger.’

I falter. ‘Ah, yes. Not for me, I’m afraid.’

She nods, understanding. ‘Not all it’s cracked up to be, anyway. My sister is a vet, did Hugh tell you? She spends most of her days doing anal gland expressions. Sticking her hand up dogs’ bums and pulling out blockages. Sounds horrendous. Imagine studying for six years, and that’s how you spend your days?’

She takes a generous sip of wine. ‘And Hugh tells me your mother is a fancy chef,’ she says. ‘Very popular, apparently.’

The change in subject throws me for a moment, but I adjust. ‘Yes, she is.’

‘How wonderful. I’d love to learn how to cook—’

‘You can cook Mum,’ Hugh says. ‘You’re a great cook.’

She brushes him off. ‘Sure, I can put things together. But I can’t cook cook. Some people are very gifted at that kind of thing.’

I’m reminded of Dad, and his admiration for Mum. The respect he has for her.

‘She is very talented,’ I say.

‘Hugh tells me you’re not very close,’ Trilby says, her face falling. ‘Now that’s just sad, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, well—’

‘I couldn’t imagine not speaking with my boys,’ she adds, brushing away some of her long, ethereal hair. ‘I call them on the phone every week, don’t I, Hugh?’

He mutters some sort of agreement.

‘And they come over most Sundays for lunch. I don’t like an empty house. It’s awfully quiet.’ Her gaze flits between the kitchen and the overstuffed living room. ‘The plants keep me busy, and I try to do some craft now and then, but it’s not the same as having people around.’

She continues. ‘I think we’re incredibly lucky to have each other. If we didn’t speak, I’d be beside myself. They were all I had, for a time.’

The mood turns sombre, and Hugh glances away, face red. His mind has wandered, I realise, and I know he’s thinking about his father.

‘Do you ever fight?’ I ask.

‘Oh, all the time,’ she says. ‘Especially with Thomas. Every time he talks in the third person, I swat him with a tea towel.’

Hugh chuckles. ‘Mum won’t admit it, but Thomas is her favourite.’

‘I don’t play favourites, Hugo.’ She takes another sip of her drink. ‘But, I will admit, perhaps a mother’s love goes to the one who needs it the most. And we’ve all met Thomas . . .’ She laughs. ‘But, to answer your question, yes, we’ve had many fights over the years. But we’re not angry for long. Someone has to extend the olive branch. That’s important, and something I’ve always told my kids. Even if you’re in the right, you talk to that person. Life is too short for silences.’

Neither Mum nor I have learnt that lesson. If we’re fighting? We just don’t speak until some family event forces us together. And both of us always believe we’re in the right, so apologies are rare.

Trilby rises. ‘Come,’ she says, beckoning me. ‘I want to show you my fiddle-leaf fig. Pedantic bastards they are. Real arseholes. They drop leaves like that’ – she snaps her fingers – ‘but if you give them proper care, they thrive.’

 

I invite myself around to my parents’ place when I know Dad is at the tennis club. Mum stands at the open door while I walk through the front gate. Today, her wig is a light shade of red with black tips. The top half is pulled back in a tight knot; the rest falls wavy just past her shoulders.


‘Well, this is a surprise,’ she says.

I don’t respond; I lean in and pull her in for a warm, close hug. She’s startled for a second, and then her arms slowly wrap around my torso.

‘Oh. What’s this for?’

‘Just saying hi.’

This is the first time I’ve seen her since Dad told me the truth about her parents, her life. It’s the first time I’ve looked at her since Dad opened up about the real Cynthia – about his adoration for her. I’ve only ever seen Mum for how she treated me, for how distant she seemed and how hard I needed to work to gain her focus. But things feel different now.

‘You lose your job and suddenly you’re free to come over at ten-thirty in the morning,’ she remarks.

I ignore her, breezing past and leading her inside the house. ‘Let’s have a tea,’ I say.

‘It certainly feels like you’re about to drop some sort of secret on me,’ she responds, and then her eyes widen. ‘Christ, are you pregnant?’

I groan. ‘No, definitely not.’

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Okay.’

‘I just wanted to come and talk.’

She makes a face. ‘Right.’ She’s holding one of Ben’s books – the most recent one, The Billionaire’s Mistress.

‘You bought Ben’s book?’ I ask, pointing.

She brightens. ‘Yes, I did.’ She waves the book around, and the front cover flaps open. ‘I realised how ridiculous it was that I’d never read any of his books. My son publishes all these novels, and I haven’t read any of them? Makes me seem kind of cruel, doesn’t it?’

This should hurt me, but it doesn’t. ‘He’d be happy to know you’re reading them.’


‘The sex scenes are a bit much,’ she admits.

I smile. ‘Just skip over them.’

‘Well, obviously.’ Mum plonks the book on a side table. ‘You know, the plot is a lot more substantial than I was expecting.’

The conversation stalls.

‘So, Dad told me about your parents,’ I say. ‘And the foster care.’
 
Mum is startled at first. She gapes. Blinks three times. And then she looks away, brushing her hair behind her ears. ‘He knows he’s not supposed to do that,’ she says. ‘I told him not to tell anyone.’

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘I don’t like to think about the past. Sometimes it’s easier not to.’

‘Mum, sit.’ I gesture to the dining table.

She does so reluctantly, crossing her legs and her hands. ‘I don’t like to dwell on this, Prudence.’

‘No, that’s not it,’ I say. ‘I wanted to apologise.’

‘Oh?’

‘For what I said at your wedding. In your villa,’ I say. ‘I was rude. I was crass and bitter and unbelievably unfair to you.’

Her stony facade falters ever so slightly, her body relaxing. There’s the smallest hint of a smile. ‘You were also selfish.’

Gulp. ‘Yes, okay, I was also selfish. I think back to that day and I wish I could take it all back. It shouldn’t have mattered what I thought about your wedding. Or the location. Or the pantsuit. Or Dad’s suit. I was in a terrible mood, and I took that out on you.’

She’s moved, but unsteady. Unsure of this sincere exchange. I’ve surprised her and she takes a moment to respond. ‘Thank you.’

‘And I’m sorry I bailed on the reception.’ I rest my chin in my hand. ‘I made a scene when I confronted Delia, and then I just took off – packed my stuff and boarded a bus back to Sydney. I didn’t even stay for dessert.’

Mum nods. ‘The dessert was very good,’ she says.

‘If I could go back and change things, I would.’


She nods again. There’s a rogue tear building up in her left eye, and she brushes it away before it falls. ‘Well, this is certainly unexpected.’

‘But necessary.’

She makes a face that suggests she agrees. ‘It’s no secret we’ve never been the closest family,’ she says. ‘I know that.’

‘Yes.’

‘I kept you at a distance.’

‘You did.’

‘It’s foreign to me,’ she acknowledges. ‘Being close with people. I never really experienced it, except with your dad.’ She chews her lip. ‘And sometimes I worry I’ve passed it on to you. It keeps me up at night. I imagine you with your own children, pushing them away. Fighting with them. Am I a terrible mother?’

‘Don’t be absurd.’

‘I was tough on you, though.’ Mum makes no eye contact at all. ‘So strict.’

‘Yes.’ The relief is so immediate, I can feel it wash through me. How validating it feels to have her admit this, after so many years.

‘For what it’s worth, I think your methods were questionable, but I don’t blame you for skipping out on the reception,’ she says. ‘I probably would’ve done the same thing. And I’m sorry I lied to you. Ben asked me to keep their relationship a secret, at least until he and Delia could figure out what they were to each other.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I do like Delia,’ Mum says. ‘I think she is good for him. But I acknowledge that it would have been awful to find out the way you did.’

‘It was.’

‘Delia should have spoken to you. Ben should have spoken to you. He likes to put himself first, and sometimes he doesn’t think of other people. He gets that from me, I suppose.’


‘Interesting,’ I say. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say a bad word about Ben until right now.’

She’s confused, her expression questioning.

‘You’re always focused on Ben,’ I say. ‘A little too much, now that we’re being honest with each other. How you speak about Ben has always made me feel like a failure in comparison.’

Mum’s jaw slackens. Her face pales. ‘I had no idea.’

I run my hands along the timber of the table, silent.

Mum continues, leaning forward to catch my eye. ‘Just because you don’t earn as much as Ben doesn’t mean you’re any less than him.’

‘Whenever we were together, all you wanted to do was talk about his job, his career,’ I say, adamant. ‘I had a job too, you know. And I was very good at it. I liked what I was doing, but nobody ever wanted to talk to me about it except Dad, and it made me feel like what I was doing wasn’t good enough. It made me feel like I had to be embarrassed about it, because it wasn’t something people saw as successful.’

She leans back, as if distancing herself. ‘I didn’t realise I was doing that.’

I hold her gaze, trying to work out if she’s telling the truth. ‘You really didn’t notice?’

She’s thinking back; her eyes drift to the ceiling. ‘No,’ she says. ‘I didn’t. But I guess, now that I think about it . . .’

‘You only ever talked about Ben. You only ever talked to him.’

She nods, understanding. ‘Ben struggled to find his feet,’ she says. ‘He was never as smart as you, couldn’t concentrate in school. Frankly, I couldn’t help but focus on him. And somehow, he carved out this career that no one thought he’d be capable of.’ She smiles. ‘Every time he achieved something, I knew how important that was to him. So I think I understood Ben more. I think I recognised that journey.’

‘Right. And me? What about my achievements?’


‘I didn’t know they were achievements for you,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were at the call centre because it was a job. Because you fell into it. I didn’t realise it meant that much to you, so I didn’t try very hard to understand it.’

‘I see.’

Mum folds over in her chair, letting out an exhausted sigh. ‘I really am sorry, Prudence.’

I step around the table and pull her into another hug.

‘I’m sorry if it seemed like I wasn’t proud of you,’ she whispers into my shoulder. ‘I never meant for you to feel like that.’

‘I know.’

‘I am proud of you.’

‘I know.’

‘And I do love you. A lot,’ she says. ‘Despite the fact you ruined my wedding reception.’

 

It’s the middle of the night, but I’m not sure of the exact time. My taxi driver keeps telling me that if I throw up in his car, he’ll force me to clean it up.

‘You vomit, you pay,’ he says, stern.

‘I’m not going to be sick,’ I say, although my voice wavers.

He doesn’t believe me, just shakes his head and his ponytail flicks side to side. He’s got muscles for days, and his shirt doesn’t really fit. The buttons are working overtime.

The driver glowers at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘How many drinks have you had tonight?’

‘I’m not drunk,’ I lie. But everything is moving. I’m trying to read his clock on the dashboard and the numbers blur together.

It’s definitely past midnight because when the clock struck twelve, Ryan bought us another round of cocktails to celebrate him booking an acting gig – finally. That was drink number nine. We didn’t make it to drink number ten, because the bouncer kicked us out of the bar and forced us both into taxis.

‘I need an address before I can leave,’ the driver says, and I realise we’re still parked kerbside.

It’s late, and I should head home. I should take a Panadol and drink some Berocca and go to bed. But something stops me. Maybe it’s the alcohol, and my lack of inhibitions. Maybe it’s the fact that all I want to do right now is talk to Delia.

‘Can you take me to Rose Bay?’

 

The streets are eerily quiet and cloaked in darkness. The driver glances at me over his shoulder. ‘You live around here?’ he asks.

This suburb feels familiar to me, but not like home. ‘Not anymore.’

When he drops me off at Ben’s house, I suddenly feel stupid for being here. It’s a wildly inappropriate time to knock on someone’s door, and I’ve consumed an enormous amount of liquor.

I knock anyway.

I wait, then knock again. There’s a scurrying noise on the other side – Lachie’s paws on the floor. He’s whining, and curious. There’s a small hint of a bark, and then he sniffs at the base of the door.

Somehow, there is still no other movement in the house, and so I pound my fist on the door, over and over and over, until someone inside turns on a light.

Delia’s trying to adjust to the light as she opens the door. She squints and rubs her eyes. She’s wearing her summer pyjamas – cotton shorts and a t-shirt, coloured pink like flushed lips.

‘Prue?’ she says, groggy.

I bend down to give Lachie a pat. He circles my legs, licks my calves. There’s a slight hop of excitement, and then he scurries back inside.


‘I’ve come to talk.’ I stumble inside without an invitation and dump my handbag on the kitchen counter.

‘Ben’s not here,’ Delia says. ‘He’s on a writers’ retreat.’

‘I didn’t come here for Ben.’

‘Oh.’ She’s waking up now, more alert. She closes the door and closes the gap between us. ‘Has something happened? Are you okay?’

‘There is a lot of alcohol in my system,’ I say.

She looks me up and down, takes in my slouched posture and my dazed eyes. ‘You’re drunk.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you need some water?’

‘I’ve ignored you for three months, and you’re asking me if I need water?’

She frowns, then darts towards the fridge. ‘I’m going to get you some water. And maybe some aspirin.’

A quick scan reveals that the house looks exactly the same. It brings me comfort, somehow, being back here.

Delia returns. I tip my head back to take the pills and drain the entire glass of water. ‘You want to tell me what you’re doing here at two-thirty in the morning?’ she asks.

‘It’s two-thirty? Christ.’

She shifts her stance and plays with one of the rings on her fingers – she slides it on and off. On and off. ‘You said you wanted to talk.’

‘I’m sorry it’s so late,’ I say. ‘Or early.’

‘It’s fine.’

‘I went out with Ryan tonight. Because I got Gillian’s baby shower invite in the mail and it’s not until April. It’s five months away. Five months! There isn’t an excuse in the world that will allow me to bail.’

Delia’s eyebrows rise. Even in the middle of the night, they’re sculpted to perfection. ‘Gillian’s pregnant? Thomas hasn’t mentioned.’


‘Not yet three months. Don’t worry, he’ll blurt it out any day now. He won’t be able to help himself,’ I say. ‘Hugh said that if it’s a girl, they’re going to call her Lemon. Lemon, like she’s going to arrive in a fruit bowl on the doorstep or something.’

Delia fails to hide a smile.

‘I wanted to talk to you about it,’ I admit. ‘When I got the invite. Can you believe they’re still together? And having a baby? I was going to call, but we’re not really speaking so I called Ryan instead. And he tells me he finally booked a gig, and so we went out and got plastered. And then we got kicked out of the bar, and the taxi driver was asking me where I wanted to go and . . . I said here.’

Delia folds her arms, and I notice how different she looks since the last time we were together.

‘You’ve cut your hair,’ I say.

She reaches up and strokes the ends, now sitting on her collarbone. ‘It’s too short.’

‘It’s nice,’ I say. ‘I like it.’

She nods, self-conscious. She points to the living room. ‘Do you need somewhere to crash—’

‘Dad told me about your mum,’ I say.

Delia’s stoic expression falls and she seems to slump where she stands. Her hair curtains over her eyes and she has to brush it away. ‘I tried calling you,’ she murmurs, voice strained.

‘I know.’

‘Many times.’

‘I’m sorry.’

She wipes her cheeks. ‘I was trying to learn an entire language as quickly as I could.’

‘And did you?’

She shakes her head. ‘Didn’t need to. Ben’s been helping,’ she says. ‘I write letters to her in English, and he translates them online for me. Prints them out. When I see her now, she actually smiles. She understands what I want to tell her, and she writes her own letters back. Can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself, to be honest.’

‘Ben thought of that?’ I ask.

‘I know.’

‘Ben. My brother, Ben. Managed to find the solution to speaking with your mother?’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Remarkable, really.’

There are no words to capture my disbelief. ‘The bracelet was one thing,’ I say. ‘But this? He might actually be in love with you.’

She shuffles backwards, attempting to hide how that makes her feel – I’d guess embarrassed, sure, but also pleased. Her lips turn up at their corners.

‘Did he tell you I got fired?’ I ask. My voice catches. ‘Did he tell you my apartment is utter filth? I have a roommate called Shane who eats oatmeal raw because he can’t be bothered cooking it. And I’m paying three hundred a week for it.’

‘Yeah, he mentioned,’ Delia says. ‘I’m sorry that you lost your job.’

‘Stop apologising. You’re always apologising.’

She looks away, as if iced. Perhaps she’s remembering what I said at the wedding. People pleaser.

‘I want to show you something,’ she says, darting to the living room and returning with a copy of the Food & Wine Collection magazine. ‘It’s the latest edition.’

She flicks to the back of the magazine – swish, swish, swish while she tries to find the right page. She flattens her hands along the magazine and swivels it around to show me the spread.

It’s Mum and Dad’s wedding. Gorgeous, glossy photos of them and the venue are splattered across the page. Delia’s article takes up half the real estate. I skim her words; I pore over each paragraph. She’s talking about the food and the wine and the appetisers. She’s talking about the reception restaurant.

‘Oh, Delia,’ I say. ‘You did it.’

She turns the page. ‘It goes on.’

There are two recipes on the next spread; I recognise the gorgonzola entree and the braised chicken main.

I shift back and forth between the pages. ‘This is . . .’

Beautiful. The photos are stunning, the food looks amazing, and I feel so proud of Delia for achieving this.

‘Has Mum seen it?’ I ask.

She shakes her head.

‘When is it out?’

‘Monday.’

‘Delia, this is . . .’ I inhale. ‘Fantastic.’

‘You were right, Prue. I was scared. I was being weak,’ she says. ‘It felt good getting this over the line.’

‘How?’ I ask. ‘What happened?’

‘I pitched it over Thomas’s head to Levi. He loved it – he said it was genius, actually. And he thought your parents’ wedding was beautiful. A perfect launch pad for the section.’

‘And Thomas?’ I ask.

Delia’s jaw clenches. ‘He was angry, at first. What I did was sneaky.’

‘But necessary.’

She winces. ‘I don’t think he sees it that way.’

‘He didn’t fire you, though.’

‘He couldn’t possibly,’ she says. ‘This section will bring in thousands of dollars of advertising. I’m making the company money.’

‘I’m so impressed, D.’

She perks at the mention of her nickname; her expression lightens. She pulls the magazine back towards her and runs her fingers along the edges.


‘Is Thomas still mad?’

‘A little.’ She tucks the magazine back into her bag. ‘But he did apologise. He told me he thinks the spread is a good idea, and that he shouldn’t have dismissed it.’

I’m in shock. ‘Jesus.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘Kind of wish I recorded it.’

‘I can’t believe he apologised,’ I say. ‘Maybe he’s morphing into a nicer person now that he’s going to be a dad.’

She nods. ‘Or maybe he just really liked what I wrote about the wedding. Who knows?’

I’m suddenly back at Mum and Dad’s wedding, remembering our argument. Remembering Delia and Ben.

Delia senses the shift in the conversation. ‘I really am sorry,’ she says. ‘I should’ve told you about us.’

‘Why didn’t you?’ I ask. ‘I know you, D. You would’ve been sick with anxiety all winter. Why didn’t you just sit me down and talk about it?’

She pauses. ‘I was scared of your reaction.’

‘You thought I’d hate you?’

‘I thought you’d make me choose.’

Her face visibly twitches when she says this, like the thought of picking one of us is too painful for her to contemplate.

‘And if I did?’ I ask, out of curiosity. ‘Who would you have chosen?’

She doesn’t hesitate. ‘You, of course.’

The answer should delight me, but the thought of Delia sacrificing her happiness makes me feel guilty.

She continues. ‘But making me choose? That would’ve been awful. I’d gone too far with Ben to go back. I liked him. Things were going well for me, and it’d been so long since that had happened.’

‘I wouldn’t have made you choose.’

She relaxes. ‘Thank you.’


I’m thinking about her happiness and what that’s worth. I’m thinking about my own happiness – my own relationship, what I have with Hugh. Does Delia have that with Ben? Are they perfect for each other, and have I been making Delia feel terrible about it?

She reaches forward, clutching at me. ‘I can end it, if that’s what you want.’

‘That’s not what I want.’

‘Then what is it?’

I run a hand through my hair, frustrated. ‘I want you to be happy,’ I say. ‘You deserve that, finally.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’re happy, right?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ she says, quick like a whip.

‘That’s good. Really good.’ Lachie appears again, perhaps a little cranky we’re keeping him awake. A quick rub under the left ear and he appears satisfied.

‘You were scared of me in Byron,’ I continue.

Delia’s brow furrows. ‘You can be pretty terrifying when you’re angry.’

‘But I don’t want you to be scared of me,’ I say. ‘Maybe that’s why you were so worried about telling me. Because you were scared of me.’

Delia opens and closes her mouth.

‘I think you were sacrificing your happiness for me,’ I say. ‘And that’s not fair. You’ve spent a long time putting other people first – Nico, Thomas, your mother. And me. You always told me what I wanted to hear, and I let you. You let me walk all over you, and I didn’t do anything to stop it.’

She looks away, interlaces her fingers.

‘I shouldn’t have said those things at the wedding,’ I say. ‘Particularly about Nico. I’m sorry.’


‘You were right, though.’

‘Doesn’t mean I get to act that way. Be honest with me, D. I was being a dick that day.’

She smiles. ‘I would never say that about you.’

‘D.’

She pauses, takes a deep breath. ‘Okay, you were being a massive turd, P. Quite a dick, really.’

We chuckle, and the mood lifts. Things are different between us, but maybe they’re not lost. Delia brings me more water and slowly I feel myself starting to sober up.

‘I know you’re plastered and your hair is a mess, but you look nice tonight,’ she says, giving me a once-over. ‘You look different.’

I nod, and glance down at my outfit – high-waisted jeans, ankle-high, chunky black boots, and a fitted V-neck cotton vest. ‘That’s because I’m wearing my own clothes.’

Her eyebrows rise. ‘No hired outfit.’

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘I was going to rent something to wear for my birthday breakfast and realised it wasn’t necessary, and I was being ridiculous. So, I didn’t, and I haven’t since.’

This sparks a new direction in the conversation. ‘Your birthday is soon. Cynthia tells me you’ve invited her and Paul for breakfast. She said you’re finally letting them meet Hugh.’

Hearing about her conversations with my mother still sends a jolt through my chest. There’s a feeling of rejection there that I think will take time to go away – my mother choosing other people over me is something I’ve thought about for too long for it to dissipate so soon.

‘Is that it?’ Delia asks. ‘No party? No weekend away?’

‘Just Mum, Dad and Hugh,’ I say. ‘We’re going to have it at Hugh’s place. I told Mum I’m cooking.’

‘She’ll hate that.’


I smile. ‘I know.’

I’m thinking about my birthday again – the low-key celebration I have planned and the fact that other people seem to be more excited about my thirtieth than I am.

‘Do you remember that conversation we had at the vet clinic at the start of the year?’ I ask. ‘When we took Lachie to get that rash checked out?’

Delia nods. ‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember what we talked about?’ I ask.

‘Your thirtieth,’ she replies. ‘Your goals.’

‘Yes.’

‘You were depressed,’ she says.

I halt. ‘I wouldn’t say I was depressed.’

‘You wouldn’t?’

‘No.’ Was I depressed? I’d felt upset – lost. I’d hated myself for what had happened at Thomas’s wedding, for feeling something for Hugh. I was thinking a lot about Joseph and I was wondering why he’d left. I was contemplating my veterinary degree and trying to determine why the thought of returning to university brought me such unease. ‘Actually, maybe. I might’ve been.’

‘You were going to move out of Ben’s house,’ Delia says.

‘And I did that.’

‘You were going to quit your job,’ she says. ‘Which I guess you sort of did.’

I groan.

‘I’m sorry, P. I know you liked it there.’

My mouth twists. ‘I did,’ I reply. ‘I did like it there.’

‘You didn’t want to end up alone,’ she adds. ‘And now you have Hugh.’

‘Yes, I guess. I do have Hugh.’

But I don’t have you, I want to say. I miss you, I want to scream.

‘Are you happier now?’ Delia asks.


The question hangs in the air. You were sad in January. Are you happy in November?

‘I like that I’ve moved out,’ I say. Am I happier, though? I miss Delia, and that’s all I think about when I think about that last goal. I have Hugh, but I don’t have Delia.

I try to brush off the lingering pain. ‘The goals don’t seem that important anymore, you know? Like, I’ve technically achieved all three, and I thought I’d feel different.’

Silence.

‘But I’ve realised it’s an ongoing thing, right?’ I add. ‘Looking ahead and deciding where you want to be. That doesn’t stop because I turn thirty. I’ll wake up the next day, and nothing will have shifted. Just another week, you know?’

Delia nods. ‘I guess so.’

‘I’m good now,’ I say.

She watches me with close concentration, assessing me. ‘Yes, you are.’
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@Briony_Tales It’s December baby! That means Michael Bublé is emerging from his cave and it’s officially Love Actually season.


@AaronMcKinney It’s okay if your year didn’t turn out like you predicted, if you don’t have life lessons or achievements to talk about, no wisdom to pass on. It’s absolutely fine if your resolution for next year is just to get from one day to the next.


@LouiseMitchell You have been criticising yourself for years and it hasn’t worked. Try approving of yourself and see what happens.











 




Mum expresses her adoration of Hugh while he’s frying a few eggs atop the stove. Despite my insistence on cooking, Hugh wouldn’t let me. Not on my birthday.

Mum turns to me briskly, places a manicured hand on my forearm and leans in real close. ‘He’s lovely.’

Today, she wears a wig the colour of ash. The hair falls just past her ears – it’s a well-kept bob. I’d look terrible with a bob, and yet I’m envious.

‘He’s a very good cook,’ she says.

I look over. ‘He’s frying eggs,’ I state.

Mum shrugs and returns to setting the table. Things have been much better between us since I went over to their house – since we sat down and talked about our relationship instead of skirting around it. She’s more patient and considerate. She asks questions. And she’s more aware of her behaviour. She and Dad have been at Hugh’s apartment for almost an hour now, and Mum hasn’t mentioned Ben once.

Dad slides onto one of the seats at Hugh’s kitchen table. ‘We picked up your favourite, by the way.’

‘Favourite what?’

‘Cake,’ he says. ‘Watermelon and dark chocolate. It’s in the fridge.’

My mouth salivates. ‘You didn’t have to do that.’


‘Of course we did,’ Mum insists. ‘It’s your thirtieth, Prudence. A milestone like that deserves an exorbitant cake.’

Mum pulls out a Food & Wine Collection magazine from her handbag. ‘Excuse me while I show you all this,’ she says.

I roll my eyes. ‘We’ve seen it already.’

Mum clicks her tongue. ‘I don’t care.’

She opens to the spread about her wedding, and I read the article again to appease her. I run my eyes over the superb imagery and the recipes, to keep her happy. Dad tells her how great the section looks, and Mum beams.

Hugh has a lot more patience than I do. Mum takes the magazine over to him, and he acts like this is the first time he’s seeing it. ‘Oh, wow,’ he says, reading the double-page spread. ‘What a great location,’ he says, despite the fact I’ve already shown him photos from the wedding and he has indeed visited Byron Bay before.

‘God, she’s good,’ Mum says, and then she slips the magazine away. It’s the first and only mention of Delia at this breakfast.

This is the first birthday in ten years that I haven’t spent with Delia. There’s an absence I can’t escape – a sadness. I could’ve invited her, I know that. She would’ve come. But our friendship has changed now. Perhaps it’s independence. I feel lonely without her in my life, yes, but just because things have mended between us doesn’t mean she needs to be in it all the time. Perhaps the distance is good, for both of us. Perhaps it’s better to grasp a storyline for myself that never would’ve happened if I hadn’t got drunk at Thomas’s wedding. If Delia didn’t start dating my brother. If my father didn’t tell me the truth about my mother.

Hugh is finishing up in the kitchen, piling eggs and toast and sausages onto a plate, and passing everything over the kitchen island.

‘Did Prue tell you she got a job?’ Hugh asks. He winks at me.

Dad glances up from his newspaper.

Mum turns, her hands raised. ‘Where?’


‘Nothing fancy,’ I say. ‘It’s a receptionist job.’

‘At an emergency centre,’ Hugh adds. ‘For women and young girls. They might be homeless or in trouble and need a place to sleep. Flexible hours. It’ll be perfect for Prue while she figures out her next move.’

Mum’s head tilts. ‘Your next move?’

‘Well, I can’t be unemployed forever.’

There’s a flitter of a smile. ‘Obviously not.’

Dad closes his paper. ‘So veterinary school is definitely out then?’

‘Yes.’

Mum does her best to smile – to be supportive.

‘But you’re not sure what’s next?’ Dad asks.

‘No,’ I say, calm. ‘But I’ll figure things out. I always do.’

‘Before I forget,’ Mum says, walking over to her handbag and lifting out a wrapped gift. ‘A present, for you.’

It’s a thin, rectangular gift – weighty but flimsy, like a notebook. The scrawl on the back of the present tells me it is from Ben.

‘Open it,’ says Dad.

The paper tears easily, and I pluck out four lifestyle magazines. Taped on top, the card reads:


Now you know how disappointing these are as a gift.
 
Happy 30th birthday Prudence, from one cockroach to another.
 
P.S. The real gift is taped to the back.


Turning the magazines over, I pluck off another card. ‘A spa voucher,’ I say. ‘An all-day package.’

‘And some magazines,’ Dad offers. ‘I wonder if Delia picked them out.’

I re-read the scrawl on the wrapping and the card. ‘No, just Ben,’ I say. ‘Interesting.’

‘Maybe her gift is separate,’ says Mum.


Hugh interrupts, handing us a couple of plates. ‘Time for breakfast.’

 

It’s later that morning and I’m drunk on cake. I sink into the sofa, and I suspect I may never get back up again.

I’ve made it. I’m here. Thirty. The number rolls off my tongue and, for once, I don’t flinch. Hugh sidles in next to me and wraps one arm around my shoulders.

‘How does it feel?’ he asks.

‘Mmm.’

Everything feels different.

I close my eyes and try to imagine an alternate reality, how I thought my thirtieth would go, but it feels fragmented. Disjointed. Like the scenario is something unnatural, and never destined to happen.

I think back to the start of the year – Thomas’s wedding, the drunken one-night stand, my far-fetched goals. My life looks nothing like what I’d imagined. Nothing looks perfect.

But I feel good. Like an adult who has their shit together – like someone who scrolls past an Instagram ad for charcoal toothpaste and instinctively realises it’s a scam.

I was a toddler learning to walk while everyone else was running marathons. But I glance down at Hugh’s fingers intertwined with mine, and I look ahead at next year and there’s no dread. There’s no worry. My body is void of anxiety, and it’s been a long time since that’s happened.

‘So, what are your goals for next year?’ Hugh asks, with a slight grin.

I ponder for a moment; I imagine myself in twelve months’ time. And then I bring Hugh’s hand up to my lips, kiss it ever so slightly. ‘Well—’


There’s a knock on the door, abrupt. Two raps, and then a third.

‘Did you invite someone?’ I ask.

Hugh shakes his head.

 

Delia grasps two bottles of champagne, both held out like a peace offering. At her feet, a tote bag reveals another bottle.

‘Hope you don’t mind,’ she says. ‘But I needed to make sure you knew the magazines were not my idea.’

‘I gather Ben thinks he’s hilarious.’

‘He hasn’t stopped chuckling all morning.’

‘Of course he hasn’t.’

‘I realise I’m not invited, but I decided I’m not missing this,’ Delia says, stepping inside. She wraps her arms around me and those cold bottles press into my back. ‘Happy birthday, P.’
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