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DEDICATION
For the ones who figure it out a little later in life.
 
It is sometimes embarrassing and maybe mortifying, but it is always, always worth it.
 
Everything happens exactly when it’s supposed to, exactly how it’s meant to.



CHAPTER 1
20 Dec 2020
Ashleigh von Bronckhorst, hello 👋 How are you? How have you been?
I suspect this is out of the blue, given the way our lives have progressed over the past few years. As you already know, I’m an over-thinker and a planner, but I was feeling brave, so I’ve sent this message. I hope you’ve been keeping well and safe and healthy, and living your best life.
So, there’s actually something rather delicate I wanted to talk to you about. It’s kind of an apology wrapped in an explanation, though I’m sure the last thing you want is to rehash any of our high school/university drama.
But, if you’re willing, I have a lot more clarity about my own self, and talking to you is part of my whole dealing-with-it process, bravery be damned. If you have time, of course. If you’re not interested, that’s also all right. Just know that I am sorry for being such a little shit back then. There was a lot going on that I didn’t fully grasp or realise, and I have regrets, obviously. You were a very important friendship for me, which I am grateful for, and I sometimes hate the way things were left.
They can stay left, of course, but I think you might get a kick out of what I’ve learned about myself. Until then, I wish you all the good things.
Take care,
Mikaila
* * *
IT TAKES A FULL TWENTY-FOUR hours to receive a reply.
In that time, Mikaila Mohamed obsesses about every scenario possible, ugly to perfect, and she’s certain her heart can’t handle the stress of the unknown. She knew it was a bad idea. She really should have just left well enough alone, but she couldn’t resist the temptation when Ashleigh’s the one who opened the proverbial window by following Mikaila on Instagram
completely out of the blue just three weeks ago.
Just when Mikaila’s accepted there won’t ever be a response, Ashleigh replies in a burst of three messages, and she has to force herself not to react in any noticeable way as she reads the previews.
It’s fine.
She’s fine.
Mikaila doesn’t reply right away. Instead, she pockets her phone and goes to make sure her sister’s children haven’t created a mess of the bathroom during their mission to get clean. It’s already been half an hour since she sent them both to bath, so she’s hopeful they’ve actually used soap. She’s not in the mood for either of them failing a sniff-test, though it’ll probably help keep her distracted from the discourse currently waiting for her in her inbox.
She’s done this twice before: sent a similar message to a particular girl, and what she’s learned is that it never gets easier. This time is different, though, because Ashleigh has always been a bit of an outlier and, as an engineer by degree, Mikaila hates that Ashleigh doesn’t quite fit into the empirical and semi-scientific evidence she’s managed to collect for herself.
This time around is also different because Ashleigh doesn’t do the expected and react the same way as the other two girls on Mikaila’s short, mental list. At this point, she shouldn’t even be surprised. She should have known because, instead of just agreeing to talk over the phone, Ashleigh rather asks where Mikaila is currently in the world.
As if she wants to meet up and have this all-important talk in person.
That is severely unexpected.
The first time Mikaila had the type of conversation she intends to have with Ashleigh, it was through a series of extremely long texts. The second was over a two-hour phone call that she remembers somewhat fondly. Talking to Ashleigh in person would be uncharted waters, but Mikaila is trying to be brave. She needs this, so she already knows she’s going to agree.
To both her immense relief and mild disappointment, Ashleigh has already revealed she’s nowhere near where she is at this moment, because why would she be? Last Mikaila heard, Ashleigh was somewhere in Europe completing her own master’s degree.
But they’ll be in the same city in two weeks’ time, and that creates an entire host of possibilities—and complications—for Mikaila. She’ll be travelling back to university then, and Ashleigh will also be in Cape Town doing goodness knows what.
They can actually meet up.
They can finally talk. In person.
But first, Mikaila has to make sure Sufjan and Samir haven’t actually killed each other in their mission to get clean. Trust her sister to birth such adorable heathens. At just eight and six years old respectively, these hyperactive boys have kept their family held together in ways she hopes they never quite comprehend.
As the only adult currently home, she’s in charge of preparing dinner by default. Any kind of pasta dish is always Sufjan’s favourite, so Mikaila already spent an hour earlier in the afternoon preparing a chicken and broccoli pasta bake.
As she moves through the house, she can hear the boys yelling at each other from the second living room. Truthfully, this isn’t how she expected to be spending her end-of-year holidays, essentially being a supplemental parent to her nephews, but here she is: coming up with ways to keep them occupied, running bath time, and ensuring they don’t pick up on any of her bad habits.
Well, somebody had to step up now that their father has decided to fuck off for good.
Mikaila isn’t entirely bitter about it because the man was kind of useless from the get-go. Barely a father and barely a husband. Barely a man, if she’s honest. She selfishly wants to tell her sister, I told you so, but she knows she won’t. She always had her reservations about Ahmed, who worked with her father for three years before he managed to get Zora to fall for him.
Well, really, he mostly hung around her with no intention of marriage until it became inappropriate for them to be spending so much time together. In the end, Mikaila knows Zora was basically pressured into the marriage, even if she could have vetoed the entire thing.
Mikaila will hand it to Ahmed, though, because he saw an opportunity to get into this family, and he took it.
Money is such a powerful motivator.
In Mikaila’s memories, they didn’t always have a lot of it. Of course, her parents made sure she didn’t feel it, because she went to some of the best schools and wanted for nothing, but she’s learned many dark truths about her own childhood as she’s grown older.
There’s no escaping that she was raised as a rather sheltered child, which was by her parents’ mutual design, but now she’s living this somewhat adult life. She’s less insulated, her eyes finally open to the world, and now she knows things she really wishes she didn’t.
Now, it’s a well-known detail that this little faction of the Mohamed/Parker family is well-off, only because her parents have spent years establishing themselves and creating something of an empire that’s meant to be passed on to Mikaila and Zora.
Mikaila is still trying to figure out to tell her mother she doesn’t want it.
When Mikaila finds her nephews, they’re both lying on the carpet of the second living room and watching Henry Danger, arguing about whatever hijinks are occurring on screen. She can see the appeal of the show. She, herself, was brought up on The
Suite Life and Wizards of Waverley Place, which were both such staples of her childhood.
It all reminds her of how old she is. She can practically feel the years creeping into her bones. Surely, twenty-five is too young to feel this weary and out-of-sorts. She’s deeply aware that she has her whole life ahead of her—near-death experiences do tend to alter your view on life—but it’s always just felt so difficult. Harder, still, because now there’s this added complexity to how she’s going to be navigating the rest of said whole life, and she just wants everything to stop.
Maybe just slow down. If only for a little while. Give her a bit of a breather.
It’s definitely not the first time she’s wished for a pause button—don’t even get her started on her final year of high school—but life hasn’t yet been kind enough to award her one.
Sufjan must be hungry, because he bounces to his feet as soon as he sees Mikaila step into the doorway, eyes hopeful for some food. It’s pretty damn cute, really, and she can’t even be bitter this is now a part of her obligation to her family.
“All clean?” she asks, and receives several nods from them both. “Let’s smell.”
Sufjan skips towards her, already lifting his shirt. Mikaila bends to sniff, making sure to exaggerate the sound until she actually snorts, which makes them both giggle. Satisfied, she moves on to Samir, who can’t even keep still long enough for her to do it again. She ends up tickling his side, which makes him recoil with a little shriek.
“Okay,” she says as she straightens again. “It seems you don’t smell terrible.”
With that, she sends them to wash their hands while she gets their food dished up, warmed, and placed at the kitchen table. She’ll wait to eat with her mother and sister when they get home from work—whenever that is.
In the meantime, Mikaila sits with the boys while they eat, engaging with them enough that they don’t quite notice all the vegetables she’s managed to sneak onto their plates. They’re actually rather good about their greens, and Mikaila reasons it’s because they imitate quite well. As long as the adults are eating their vegetables, then so too will the little people.
It’s really quite simple, but also quite terrifying. What if they end up imitating whatever is considered the wrong thing? That’s one of the reasons some parents claim to be so against people like her, isn’t it?
After they’ve eaten, she oversees as they clear their own plates, then sends them to watch television until it’s time for bed or their mother gets home—whichever comes first. Mikaila opts to watch The Food Network in the main living room, mostly because she doesn’t want to watch the Disney Channel, but also because she needs the privacy to send a suitable response to Ashleigh.
Mikaila wouldn’t even be able to explain how she managed to get to this point in her life. She hasn’t spoken to Ashleigh von Bronckhorst in such a long time, and now here she is messaging her—on Instagram, of all places—and potentially about to make plans to meet up as if they don’t have a complicated history.
It doesn’t feel real, if Mikaila’s being honest. They met when they were only twelve years old on their very first day of boarding school, both a year young, which is probably why the memory is still so vivid to her. She remembers Ashleigh’s smile was also tinged with nerves, something shared between them, and Mikaila cites that feeling as what would lead to her eventual demise. The two of them, in the trenches together, both knowing they weren’t going through it all alone.
That’s been a theme of her life since she matriculated from high school: flocking to people who are significant to the way she lives her life and holding onto them as tightly as possible. She knows how it feels to lose people who are important to her, and she’s not willing to go through it again. And again.
She also recalls that Ashleigh cried their first night—and every night for the rest of the week—and Mikaila had no idea what to do. They barely knew each other, and then Ashleigh was crying, sitting on her own bed across from Mikaila, and she realised belatedly that she was supposed to do something. Anything other than just staring at her.
So, bridging that first gap between them, she went to sit beside the strange girl. She didn’t touch her, just sat close enough for her presence to register as something like comfort. The difference between them, sometimes Mikaila likes to think, is that Mikaila is a younger sister and Ashleigh is an older one.
Mikaila said, “It’s going to be okay,” with all the belief she felt in the moment, which wasn’t all that much, but she’s always been good at portraying exactly what other people need from her. “You’ll see.”
In that moment, Ashleigh probably set both their fates in motion when she tearfully asked, “Promise?”
Mikaila remembers nodding, willing to say anything and everything to clear her crystal blue eyes of her tears. It’s constantly amazing that she’s never been able to get that singular image out of her head: lines of water on freckled cheeks, strawberry blonde hair framing a perfect, round face.
“I promise,” Mikaila said, finally taking her hand and giving it a squeeze.
Which is really how and why it’s so baffling to her that she’s managed to reach this point in her life where Ashleigh feels like a stranger. If she knew then what she knows now, she never would have left her side of the room.
No.
That’s not true. She knows it’s not.
The truth is she actually hasn’t talked to Ashleigh in four and a half years. Not since before Mikaila turned twenty-one and Ashleigh explicitly told her they were essentially done being in each other’s lives.
Perhaps that’s something they could talk about.
In person.
While Mikaila didn’t expect to see Ashleigh, she’s not going to say no to the opportunity to get all she needs off her chest. She really is taking a leap into the unknown when she mentions she’ll be back in Cape Town the first week of January, if that works for Ashleigh.
It feels less terrifying to send this second message, but Ashleigh replies just as quickly, already sending Mikaila’s heart into overdrive. They haven’t even met yet and it’s already going to be the death of her.
They work it out, though, both of them agreeing to make more concrete plans once they’re both in the same city, all within seven exchanged messages.
It suddenly feels as if she’s run a marathon.
Now, with the prospective meeting a real possibility, Mikaila almost doesn’t want to leave her hometown of Kimberley anymore. Which is silly, because she’s wanted to be back in Cape Town for the last few days. Weeks. Possibly since the moment she first arrived at her family’s home just over four weeks ago, finally able to travel freely after months of lockdown.
Don’t get her wrong, she loves her family very much, but they’re very stressful. Particularly her mother’s side, who can be rather overbearing now that her mother is a widow. They’re under the impression they’re now entitled to claim her back from her late husband’s family, but Janet Mohamed has always belonged to only herself. Never to her husband, never to his side of the family, and never to her own family.
If anything, she belongs to her children.
Either way, Mikaila is looking forward to having her own space back once she leaves. She misses her bed and her things. She misses what she considers her home, though she wouldn’t dare call it that in front of her mother.
Interactions have been rather tense about the fact she’s still living in Cape Town, particularly in the last year, and Mikaila is not willing to poke the bear until she absolutely has to.
It does help that she can tell her mother, “I work better in Cape Town,” and know that her mother will let her go, albeit reluctantly. It’s not that it’s not true, because it is. It’s just that there isn’t that much more work left to do on her master’s dissertation, but that isn’t something she’s willing to divulge to anyone just yet. She’s not ready for the inevitable follow-up questions.
What’s next? What is she going to do once she’s submitted her master’s?
As far as her family’s aware, she made a gentlewoman’s agreement with her supervisor, Jules Harris, that she would continue on with her PhD in the same department, but Mikaila has been having second thoughts ever since…
She could say since around the time her father passed away and still be correct in her timeline. Only, the true reason for her reluctance to commit her academic future to the University of Cape Town has little to do with her father’s death and a lot more to do with the reason she’s messaged Ashleigh.
There are revelations Mikaila has had about herself in the past year, and talking to Ashleigh is something she needs to do to move forward in this authentic life she intends to live. She’s seeking something like closure, and Ashleigh appears willing to give it.
Mikaila, perhaps naïvely, hopes this conversation with Ashleigh will help her find some clarity on what comes next for her.
Ashleigh von Bronckhorst is actually the last person on Mikaila’s three-person list. Mikaila wasn’t even sure she would ever get around to her, which she likes to think she could and would have accepted, but circumstances have changed, and now they’re going to have a very difficult, but necessary, conversation.
Until then, though, Mikaila has another two weeks at home to get through, acting as a part-time parent and filling in at the family business whenever her mother calls her in. It isn’t often, because Mikaila has managed to stay out of the daily operations by being so involved in her university work. Too young, too busy—she’s actually been rather strategic about it by pursuing a career entirely separate to what her family has become known for in the city of Kimberley:
towels.
It’s almost funny. Mikaila is now part of a towel dynasty, her parents building the towel factory from the ground up, funding the project with her mother’s fast-food restaurant and her father’s construction company. Both businesses that were once part of Mikaila’s biggest childhood memories are sold now and, these days, they’re known as the Mohamed family of the Banyan Tree Towel Company.
The name was her father’s choice, before any of the building and business plans were even submitted, mostly because his favourite fruit was always the fig. The company’s logo even pays homage to the tree’s characteristic spreading branches and aerial roots, designed by Mikaila’s older sister nearly a decade ago.
The factory, itself, has shut down manufacturing operations for the holiday period, but sales on existing stock are still underway. Christmas doesn’t really mean much to a Muslim family, so Mikaila does help out whenever she can despite her distance from the company and its ongoings. Her disconnect is mostly because she attended boarding school in Johannesburg just a few hours away, but also because she’s made a point to ignore all the strange hype around her family’s rise to a different monetary status within the Muslim community of Kimberley.
They’re known now, but Mikaila isn’t, which does give her the freedom to fill her next two weeks writing, painting, cooking, and obsessing over what she’s going to say to Ashleigh.
By the time she’s ready to depart in the new year, she’s actually finalised her master’s dissertation document, painted two canvases depicting the greenery of their backyard, attempted to make a chocolate soufflé and failed, and managed to envision a handful of reactions from Ashleigh, ranging from brilliant to plain awful.
She sometimes believes that, if she can think up a situation, then it must not be capable of happening. As if her imagination holds no bearing compared to the Great Big Plan of the Universe, which does bring her some comfort when facing her worst-case-scenarios.
But, then again, the worst thing she imagined could happen to her actually did happen, and she’s still trying to process it.
On the Thursday she’s meant to leave, Mikaila drives herself and her mother to the airport, Sufjan and Samir begging to come along. Her mother allows it because the boys are fans of the airport, both of them enjoying watching the planes through the floor-to-ceiling glass windows. In a city as grey and industrial as Kimberley, any kind of excitement is always welcomed.
It’s expected of a mining town, maybe, but it’s still quite sad that Kimberley’s only real attraction is just a random hole in the ground. When she and Zora were much younger, they used to make up stories about it, pretending aliens accompanied the famous meteorite, and they were the only two who could save the world.
Now, years later, Mikaila can’t quite recall how it feels to talk her sister, let alone joke with her. It’s maybe why she takes these annual farewells very seriously. She knows there might be a day when—well.
When it could be the last.
So, she hugs her mother tightly once she’s checked in, then takes the time to study her closely. The two of them get told they look alike quite often, both tall and soft-spoken, with dark hair and dark, intense eyes. Mikaila might have inherited her mother’s appearance but she definitely got her father’s intellect, eyesight, and abundance of hair.
Next, she squeezes her nephews until they squirm to get out of her hold. She kisses their cheeks, knowing it’ll be at least a few months before she sees them again, and she’s sure they’ll be a whole head taller by then. They’re growing so fast, and this is the one part she hates about living so far away from her family: all these moments and milestones she ends up missing.
On top of that, it’s definitely nice not to have to cook for herself all the time, or have to do her own laundry. Grocery shopping, too. Even just having someone to talk to at all hours of the day. That, in particular, is why it’s always a bit of an adjustment once Mikaila returns to Cape Town, taking a few days to get used to the quiet of living alone again despite the endless hustle of the city beyond her apartment’s walls.
So, she says goodbye to her slow-moving, sometimes-stagnant Kimberley life and boards a ninety-minute flight that takes her right into the heart of the Mother City.
She loves this city for several reasons. The independence, yes, and the distance from her immediate family. It’s given her numerous academic and networking opportunities. Table Mountain. The many beaches. Penguins.
But mostly her friends.
Particularly one Cassandra Evans, whom she finds leaning against a pillar when Mikaila emerges from Domestic Arrivals with her many suitcases. She’s definitely a sight for sore eyes, all long limbs and a decidedly calm expression, secrets hidden in her green eyes.
Mikaila hasn’t seen her since the end of November when she returned to Kimberley and Cassie went in the direction of the Eastern Cape for a much-needed break with her mother. Mikaila can’t even explain how much she’s missed her friend.
They’re not really the best at staying in contact but Cassie insisted on fetching Mikaila, and Mikaila wasn’t going to argue with her. It’s just really good to be back with people from whom she doesn’t have to hide parts of herself.
To be back in her own home and her own bed and her own kitchen and her own car. Just, her own things. Her own space and her own people.
Her own life.
After the obligatory hug they share less commonly than any of their other friends, the first thing Cassie says to her as they’re rolling through the airport towards the car is, “Can I ask about you-know-what?”
Which is expected.
At least she’s giving Mikaila the option.
“As long as I can ask in return,” Mikaila warns her.
Cassie huffs a breath, then very carefully says, “Tell me you’re done.” There’s just the slightest hesitance to her tone as she broaches the topic, because getting to this point has been blood, sweat, and tears, and not necessarily in that order.
Mikaila grins at her, hopping a little as she rests her weight on the luggage trolley she’s pushing. “I’m done,” she declares.
Cassie definitely doesn’t react the way Mikaila expects. Instead of any kind of positive remark at the decidedly monumental news that Mikaila has in fact completed her master’s dissertation, Cassie actually groans, tilting her head back and looking to the skies like Mikaila’s insulted her in some way. “I owe Mbali fifty bucks, now.”
Understanding dawns and Mikaila’s mouth drops open. “I can’t believe you bet on whether I’d finish in time. Honestly, wow.”
“To be fair, we did both have you finishing before registration deadline,” Cassie says, steering Mikaila towards Parkade 2. “I just thought you’d finish while you were here, and not at home.”
“I’m hurt, Cass,” she says, though she’s really not.
Cassie rolls her eyes. “You’re done,” she says, and maybe Mikaila needs to hear someone else say it out loud for it to be real.
“I mean, my final draft is currently with Jules, so I might have some last-minute changes to make, but, yeah, I’m basically done.” She glances at Cassie. “Now, it’s your turn to answer.”
Cassie doesn’t even take a breath before saying, “I’m not done.”
Mikaila eyes her closely, noting the sudden tension in her features, as if she expects Mikaila to be disappointed in her. “You upgraded to a PhD only last year, so I don’t expect you to be done. Nobody who knows anything about academia does.”
“Well, you should have stopped me from doing something so silly,” Cassie counters. “I could have been done, too.”
“You’ll get there,” Mikaila tells her, “We’ll figure it out; you’ll see.”
One would think Mikaila would stop saying such lofty words to the people in her life, but she believes in Cassie enough for the both of them, and that has to mean something.
* * *
Mikaila spends her first few days back in Cape Town cleaning her apartment, going grocery shopping, and taking her car for a nice, long drive along the coast to re-familiarise herself with her city, as well as to charge the battery after six weeks of disuse. She opts for heading south, taking the M5 towards Muizenberg and Hout Bay, the sun warm on her arms and the mountain behind her.
After a lunch of hake and chips at the famous Kalky’s overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, she decides on a whim to continue on to Simon’s Town, hoping to see some penguins, before returning home with a few snapped pictures to show her nephews. It’s been so long since they’ve visited that she’s sure they must think Cape Town is some mythical place.
Well, they wouldn’t be entirely wrong.
It’s only once she’s fully settled that she messages Ashleigh, and the two of them decide to meet on Thursday, early. Ashleigh suggests The Gardener’s Cottage in Newlands at eight-thirty in the morning and, after a taking a moment to balk at the suggested time, Mikaila agrees.
She gets little sleep the night before and is awake before the sun even rises. It was silly to hope for anything different.
Despite her early start, Ashleigh still beats her to the outdoor café. Mikaila’s heart does a little jump in her chest when she arrives, her eyes immediately landing on Ashleigh, who is already seated at an outside table, glasses on her face and a novel in her hands. She looks soft and unassuming as she sits there, a little other-worldly and seeming so very far away.
Untouchable.
For a moment, Mikaila just stands and watches her, caught in some memory that’s just out of her grasp. The last time they met like this was vastly different, the two of them going out to dinner in an attempt to capture something like the old times. That was nearly six years ago. Mikaila could tell things were changing already, desperate to bask in Ashleigh’s attention and hold onto how good it felt to have her so close.
Sometimes, Mikaila doesn’t let herself think past that last walk up to Ashleigh’s shared house’s gate, the moment feeling like something out of a South African romantic comedy. One that turned into some kind of a tragedy, with the way it all played out in the end.
She’s startled out of her thoughts when a waiter appears in front of her, and Mikaila stumbles through an explanation that she’s meeting someone who’s already here.
When Ashleigh spots her approach, she automatically smiles, unwittingly stealing Mikaila’s breath, and abandons her book. She doesn’t get to her feet, which is maybe for the best, because Mikaila is already going to be awkward enough without throwing in that terrifying ‘are they going to hug or not?’ moment.
Their last hug, as far as she remembers, happened that same night in her memories, right after Ashleigh asked her a very specific question and Mikaila didn’t say yes. That hug, looking back now, had been a goodbye, which she couldn’t have known at the time.
After a quick look around, Mikaila can’t quite bring herself to take a seat. The table Ashleigh’s chosen is so close to another pair of women, and Mikaila knows she won’t be able to say what she needs to with strangers in proximity.
It’s only a beat of hesitation, but Ashleigh must read it for what it is, because she’s already gathering her book and car keys as Mikaila asks their waiter for a different table, the two of them ending up in a quieter, emptier spot.
Once they’re settled, their waiter introduces himself and takes their order. Mikaila chooses a caffè latte, and Ashleigh orders a tea.
“And a scone,” she adds almost as an afterthought.
Mikaila is too nervous to eat, but Ashleigh seems at ease.
“Thank you for meeting me,” Mikaila begins, not quite ready to dive into talking about why they’re here. “How have you been?”
Ashleigh smiles, willing to indulge her in small talk. “Busy studying, and travelling,” she answers. “I finished my master’s in Brussels a couple of months ago, thank God, so I’ve kind of been wandering around Europe for a while.”
Mikaila uses the opportunity to study her, silently, wondering about this new Ashleigh who doesn’t look all that different from Mikaila’s memories. Maybe a little thinner. Leaner, rather. Her glasses are different, blue frames instead of the purple ones she wore their first few years of university. She’s still freckled, tiny dots prominent on her pale cheeks and bridge of her nose. Her long hair hangs loose around her shoulders, looking a darker blonde than Mikaila remembers in the shade of the trees.
“I spent some time in Amsterdam, as one does,” Ashleigh continues, slightly uneasy in the face of Mikaila’s silence. “And then skipped from town to town in the south of France before heading to Paris.”
Mikaila manages to find her voice when their waiter brings their order, her fingers automatically wrapping around the cup he sets in front of her. “Are you back in Cape Town now?”
“Yeah,” Ashleigh says. “I’m actually starting a new job in March.”
Mikaila can’t even imagine it. If she had her way, she’d never work a nine-to-five job. She just doesn’t think she’s built for it. “That’s soon,” she comments. “Doing what?”
“Consulting. It’s a business management firm.” She rolls her eyes a little. “I’m finally turning into an adult. Officially have to move out of my mum’s house now.”
“Your mum’s house?”
Ashleigh smiles like everything is a secret. “Oh, yeah, my parents are divorced,” she says. “My mum lives with her boyfriend now.”
Mikaila opens her mouth, then closes it. Opens it once more, but nothing comes out.
“My brothers live with her, and I guess I do, too, here in Newlands,” Ashleigh adds. “And my dad lives in Hermanus, now.”
Mikaila frowns. Her memories of Ashleigh’s parents wouldn’t have led her to such a conclusion, mainly because she was sure Killian and Claire were something akin to couple goals.
Ashleigh’s smile slips. “It was—it hasn’t been easy,” she admits. “They struggled a lot when I was in high school, but I—I didn’t really tell anyone.”
Mikaila audibly swallows. “You mean me.”
“We always just had so much going on,” Ashleigh offers, which is an understatement.
Mikaila has so many questions. “When was that?”
“My third year,” she answers, not quite looking at Mikaila. They both know that was a pivotal time for what eventually became of their friendship, marking the year everything truly fell apart between the two of them.
Some of it is starting to make more sense.
Ashleigh carefully spreads some butter on a broken piece of her scone, maybe giving Mikaila time to digest this new information. She’s going to need a lot longer than a few moments.
Ashleigh eventually clears her throat, straightening in her seat. “I suppose I should get this out now, but I chose to make myself and my family a priority, and I just—I don’t think that’s something I should apologise for.”
Mikaila frowns. Is that why Ashleigh thinks they’re here? Mikaila’s already told her that Ashleigh’s the one owed an apology.
“I was also drinking a lot and getting high more than I should have to cope with everything, but that’s neither here nor there,” Ashleigh adds, and Mikaila can’t even look at her. She says it offhandedly, as if it holds no significance, but Mikaila gets the feeling that is one of the truer reasons Ashleigh let them drift so far apart.
There is an extended silence that hovers between them, and Mikaila drinks nearly all her coffee before she can speak. She needs to switch topics, because she’s learned more than she intended before even telling Ashleigh why she messaged her in the first place.
“You were worried about me,” Mikaila says. “In high school.”
Ashleigh nods slowly. “Of course I was. I could tell things weren’t easy for you.”
There are reasons for that. She’s protected herself behind her religion and schoolwork for such a long time. They gave her an excuse to remain hidden, but life has a funny way of exposing everything.
Mikaila fiddles with the handle of her empty cup, licking her lips and preparing herself for her next words. “Something happened. Not this past year, but the previous one,” she says, suddenly feeling as if she’s about to give away such a huge part of herself. “I was in a car accident. I almost died. And I just—I didn’t want the people I didn’t speak to anymore to receive notice of my actual death that way, you know? It felt—I didn’t want the last things we said to each other to be what they were, but I also didn’t know how to start a new conversation with you after the way our last one ended.”
Really, she wasn’t ever sure she would have at all until Ashleigh decided to follow her on Instagram just a few weeks ago. It’s still a surprise, because Ashleigh made it very clear that Mikaila was no longer a person she wanted in her life.
Mikaila has thought about their last text conversation several times over the years, holding onto the bitter feelings to keep herself from ever reaching out like the idiot she can be when it comes to Ashleigh von Bronckhorst. Reading in Ashleigh’s own words on her phone’s screen just how they descended into becoming essential strangers, so far removed from each other’s lives, was formative in ways she’s not sure she’s ever been able to shake off.
“Something happened,” Mikaila says again. “Something I figured out while I was in the hospital. Something I think you already know. In fact, I’m sure you’ve always known.” She pauses. “Since Chelsea, and possibly even before.”
Ashleigh’s expression shifts with realisation, and her eyes widen just slightly. “Is that why we’re here?” she asks, voice a little low, tinged with wonder and a bit of disbelief. “Are you about to do what I think you’re about to?”
Mikaila nods. “I’m trying,” she says, actually meeting Ashleigh’s blue gaze. “There was someone in the hospital. My physiotherapist, actually, and I didn’t quite realise what was happening until I just did, and it was—God, it was terrifying.”
Ashleigh keeps her eyes on her, not looking away even once.
“I didn’t—I was still recovering from surgery and I was figuring out this huge thing about myself, and I spent so much time looking back on how my life and relationships have gone, and I—” she stops, biting down on her bottom lip.
She hasn’t even said it.
She hasn’t even admitted the thing they both know.
Finally, Mikaila tells her, “My physiotherapist, her name was Miriam, and I realised only after I was discharged that I actually developed a huge crush on her while I was in there.”
Ashleigh blinks. “Oh, my God,” she says. “You’re totally coming out right now.”
Mikaila drops her gaze, blushing. “I’m not sure what I am, exactly, but I’m aware enough that I don’t classify as straight,” she admits, comfortable with at least that much. “I’ve spent the last year or so trying to make sense of that, figuring out how to accept what that means for me, in terms of my past, present and future.”
Losing her father was traumatic, recovering from her own injuries was also traumatic, and figuring out the person she was becoming wasn’t even whom she was meant to be, was its own trauma. It’s been a lot to work through.
“I figured out there were three girls in my past whom I managed to develop feelings for and just didn’t realise it until I stopped and really thought about it.” She swallows. “And you are one of those girls.”
If anything, Ashleigh is the girl.
Mikaila clears her throat. “But I think you already know that, don’t you?” She doesn’t even give her the time to reply. “You’ve always known.”
“Mikaila.”
It stops her cold, the sound of her name, whispered in that tone.
“Is this what we’re doing here?” Ashleigh asks. “Rehashing the past?”
“No.” But she’s not quite sure anymore. Isn’t it all wrapped up together, past, present and future? Mikaila didn’t even know the role she played in the end of their relationship until just a few months ago. She didn’t anticipate just how much it would change to be aware. To replay those last moments together, standing on the street in front of Ashleigh’s shared house, her heart racing, too scared to share in Ashleigh’s ‘what if.’
How different would their lives be if Mikaila had answered yes when Ashleigh asked?
Mikaila abruptly turns her head and raises her hand to get their waiter’s attention, and orders another coffee when he comes by to buy herself time.
Ashleigh sits silently, watching her with those eyes that Mikaila has actually painted more times than she would be willing to admit. She’s tried to get the colour right, but never quite succeeded. They’re almost luminescent, the perfect blend of sea and sky, always so captivating.
“I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while,” Mikaila tells her, finding her voice again. “You’re on my list, you see, and I know we left things badly when we last talked. It’s taken a while, but I’ve figured out why it hurt so much when we—when we just stopped being friends, I guess. I didn’t even realise I’d gone through it before. With Chelsea, sure, and this other girl in my undergrad, Nicola, who ended up switching to Psychology and I just didn’t see her anymore.” She stops, heart beating double-time. “I’ve managed to have a similar conversation with them both, and I… Well, the truth is I didn’t know if I would be able to sit here and do the same with you.”
“Why am I different?” Ashleigh asks, crease in her brow.
“I’m the most confused about you,” Mikaila says. “Like, I am certain of harboured feelings for Chelsea, and for Nicola, but you—”
“Me?”
Mikaila feels heat on her cheeks. “Well, Ashleigh, if you must know, you don’t quite fit the profile of what my friends and I have established is my ‘type.’”
Ashleigh’s grin is sudden and even more embarrassing for Mikaila. “You have a type?”
Mikaila ignores her amusement. “Apparently,” she concedes, meeting her gaze. “I also can’t tell if I was so heartbroken about losing someone I had feelings for or about losing someone who promised to be by my side through everything the world threw at us.”
Ashleigh’s amusement immediately evaporates. “Mikaila…” she breathes, soft in a way that reminds Mikaila of warm Wednesday afternoons spread out on the carpet of their shared boarding room, The Script playing on repeat while reading Twilight.
“Because I recognise it now,” Mikaila says before Ashleigh can say anything more. “Heartbreak. It is—it’s not fun at all, and I’ve gone through it three times without even realising I was going through it.”
“Mikaila.”
“And I just needed you to know that I’m sorry if the way I reacted to our, um, end was so intense, because it turns out I was—I was actually losing someone whom I thought would be part of my forever, and then you just weren’t, and I definitely didn’t handle it well.”
“Mikaila.” Ashleigh’s voice is firmer, a bit sharper, and Mikaila finally stops. Ashleigh looks conflicted, as if there are things she wants to say but isn’t sure she should.
Mikaila is equally, if not more, unsure she actually wants to hear anything she has to say at this point. It’s already been a taxing day, and she feels raw and exposed, vulnerable in all the worst ways.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to say,” Ashleigh finally admits.
“You’re not supposed to say any specific thing. I just—I want closure on my past.” It’s the reason she convinced herself she needed to talk to Ashleigh at all, not sure she can get on with her life without working through the list. “I’m still figuring out my present, obviously, and I have no idea what’s going to happen in my future, but I just wanted to apologise for the role my inability to make sense of my feelings played in the end of our friendship.”
Ashleigh leans back against her chair, frowning in thought. “That sounds like a lot,” she says, which is yet another understatement. “Does your family know?”
“I haven’t told any of them, no,” Mikaila answers with a shake of her head. “I don’t think I could. They wouldn’t understand. I just—it doesn’t feel necessary to tell them, when there’s no need to. There’s nobody in my life I would be willing to risk my family for, so I just—I’m waiting to see what happens.”
“What? There aren’t girls just flocking to you?”
“Oh, my God, no,” she says, laughing through the sudden panic she feels at such a thing. “I am very much still firmly in the closet.”
“But—”
“I mean, my friends know, of course, but I’m—I can’t do that kind of thing in Cape Town.”
It’s a discomforting truth. Because she has so much extended family in this city, even the idea of being just a little outgoing in this new normal she’s discovered fills her with dread despite how much she longs for it.
“Have you kissed a girl?” Ashleigh asks.
Mikaila feels her cheeks warm again, more surprised that Ashleigh would ask the question, but she makes sure to maintain eye contact when she smiles and says, “No.”
“Mik,” Ashleigh says, voice soft. “You’ve got to kiss some girls.”
Mikaila shakes her head, finally dropping her gaze. “I’ll get right on that,” she says, only half-serious about it. “I’m still—I’m not sure how comfortable I am with the whole, uh, process.”
“The process?”
“Of finding someone,” she explains. “Of putting myself out there enough that people who would be interested in me would know I could be interested in them. I don’t even know what I would do, to be honest.”
“It’s unlikely some girl is just going to pop out of the woodwork and throw herself at you, you know?” Ashleigh points out, clearly amused as she sips her tea. “You should try a dating app,” she suggests. “But an actual dating one, not Tinder or one of those hook-up ones. You might meet people, if only just to talk.”
“I meet people,” Mikaila tells her, because she has met people in the few online spaces she’s joined while trying to make sense of the changes in her life. “Just, you know, they don’t know I’m me, and they kind of live on other continents.”
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh says around a laugh.
“What?”
“You’ve got international lovers,” she accuses lightly.
Mikaila’s instinct is to deny, the words on the tip of her tongue, but she can’t bring herself to. The accusation isn’t entirely inaccurate. She just wouldn’t use that word to describe them. Friends, perhaps. Acquaintances.
“I can’t help it,” Mikaila says, which is really the truth. She’s spoken to people with their own anonymous social media handles, wherever they are in the world, and it’s allowed her to be herself without actually being herself. She’s discovered a lot about the person she is because of it, and one of those things is, “It turns out I can be a bit of a flirt.”
“Oh, I know.”
Her eyes snap up. “What?”
“You totally used to flirt with me.”
“No, I didn’t,” she counters, voice a little high. “What? No, I didn’t, Ashleigh, that’s—I definitely didn’t.”
“You definitely did,” Ashleigh assures her. “You probably just didn’t realise it.”
“Well, obviously not,” she grumbles, frowning. “Wait, seriously?”
Ashleigh nods, looking amused. “Casual touches, as well.”
“No, now I definitely don’t believe you,” she says, because Mikaila keeps her hands to herself. Right? Well, now she does, constantly overthinking everything she never used to pay any attention to.
“It was—Yeah, you could be intense, sometimes,” Ashleigh says, smile fading a little. “It was... a lot.”
“Oh.”
Mikaila fiddles with the handle of her fresh cup once again, feeling particularly deflated. She really had no idea. It’s no wonder Ashleigh felt uncomfortable around her.
“I’m sorry,” she says.
“No, don’t,” Ashleigh immediately counters. “It’s—I should apologise, too.”
“What on earth would you be apologising for?” she asks, because Ashleigh explicitly said she wouldn’t be doing that.
“I don’t think I handled things with us well,” Ashleigh says, eyes slightly distant, and Mikaila can’t figure which part she’s remembering, because they’ve got their signals crossed more than once before. “I just didn’t handle it well, so I’m sorry about that, but not for—”
The other part.
For putting her family first.
For removing herself from Mikaila’s life in a way that hurt them both.
Mikaila tells herself the acknowledgement is enough. Whatever conclusion they’ve reached in this moment can be enough. The difficult part can be over. It feels as good a place as any to close the chapter on their mutual past.
“Thank you,” Mikaila murmurs, which Ashleigh acknowledges with a nod of her own.
Then, with a little grin, she asks, “So, besides these life-changing realisations, how have you been?”
The switch back to casual conversation is slightly jarring, but Mikaila just about manages it. “I think it says a lot that I’m just trying to survive,” she reveals. “Everything is changing for me right now. It’s almost as terrifying as when we were in Matric.”
“Those really were some wild times,” Ashleigh agrees. “Are you still in contact with anyone else from high school?”
“One or two,” she reveals. “Maintaining adult friendships isn’t easy. Are you?”
“Not at all, no, but you hear things, right?” Ashleigh says. “I mean, did you know Chelsea’s working in London now and living with her Irish boyfriend?”
“I—Yeah, I did, actually.” Not because Mikaila is overly interested in her once-best-friend’s life, but because Chelsea is the second person on Mikaila’s very short list and the two of them have already had this kind of conversation over the phone.
Thankfully, Ashleigh doesn’t press further, her attention switching when she receives a text from her mother that makes her audibly groan. “I have to get going,” she says, and she actually sounds reluctant, which is a foreign thing to Mikaila.
Half the time they hung out during their undergrad, Ashleigh seemed ready to leave as soon as she arrived.
“My mother, who is a grown woman, needs me to drive her to the dentist.” She rolls her eyes. “Honestly, doctors are actually the biggest babies.”
She types a message out on her phone while Mikaila gets the waiter’s attention once more and asks for the bill.
“You should keep me updated on how things are going,” Ashleigh tells her, and Mikaila is already certain she’s going to do no such thing. She still takes Ashleigh’s new number when she offers it, saving it as an entirely new contact, and wonders how strong she’ll have to be to be able to resist the chance to establish full contact once more.
If only this could be a chapter she could actually close and keep closed. She’s said her part. They can both move on with their lives. That’s why Mikaila wanted to talk in the first place, isn’t it?
When they leave, they walk side-by-side. It’s the closest they’ve been to each other in more than four years, and Mikaila is torn between treating it as something normal or taking the time to memorise everything about this moment.
Mikaila can see her own car as they walk out to the parking lot, and Ashleigh accompanies her right to it, steps assured on the uneven terrain. She looks thoughtful, as if there’s something she wants to say but can’t decide if she should. Mikaila almost laughs, because that’s never stopped her before.
Mikaila comes to a stop before Ashleigh does, turning her body to face her. It’s time to say goodbye. It’s likely they won’t willingly meet up again, and Mikaila is trying to be okay with that. It just feels safer this way, because Mikaila’s memories are potent, and Ashleigh is so very beautiful.
“Okay,” Mikaila says, trying to escape this moment intact. “It was—Thank you for meeting me. And for listening.”
“I hope it helped.”
“It definitely did,” she assures, though she can’t say how or why. It just did. Mikaila steps back, already turning away. This is it. This is all she really wanted. They can both finally move on. She won’t have any more excuses not to keep truly living her life.
But then Ashleigh asks, “Do you want to kiss me?” and Mikaila freezes. The question is asked softly, almost teasingly, and Mikaila would find it a cruel, sick joke if she wasn’t convinced Ashleigh is actually being serious.
It sends her right back to that all-important night, something like déjà vu, a younger Mikaila Mohamed standing in front of a younger Ashleigh von Bronckhorst in front of a quiet house, those same words rattling between the space between them. Mikaila remembers the shock, horror, fear and desire, all descending on her in an instant, forcing her back a step. It was that, maybe, and not the words that came tumbling out of her mouth, that sealed it for them.
Mikaila said no, then, and now Ashleigh is asking again.
Mikaila blinks. “Um…”
“Would you like to?” Ashleigh presses, and her eyes sparkle with intent. A test to see how far Mikaila has come.
Mikaila’s heart beats rapidly in her chest, disbelief clashing with anticipation. It isn’t shock or horror anymore, maybe some fear, and a lot of desire.
Ashleigh takes a step closer, right into Mikaila’s personal space. She has to resist the urge to step back, because Ashleigh smells exactly as she remembers: warm and floral, sweet and spicy all at the same time. It’s a little overwhelming how many memories a simple scent can evoke.
“Ashleigh,” Mikaila whispers, tempted to look around to see if anyone is watching them. It’s unlikely, of course, because it’s still early morning on a Thursday, and the parking lot isn’t easily visible from the actual café or the road. The only risk is the car guard’s seeing, so she hopes he isn’t paying them any attention.
“You can,” Ashleigh tells her. “If you want to.”
Everything about this moment feels surreal, and Mikaila knows she probably shouldn’t, but she’s also tired of doing what she’s supposed to.
If Mikaila wants to.
As if she wouldn’t.
Mikaila suddenly feels as if she’s been waiting to be able to rewrite the end of that night from the moment it spun so devastatingly out of control, her eyes slipping closed as she closes the gap between them.
When Mikaila kisses Ashleigh now, she thinks of nothing, and it is perfect. Eyes closed, lips pressed together for a long moment, this kiss confirms many things and leaves her wanting.
Before she can lose herself in the feeling, she forces herself to pull back, blinking against the morning light, and Ashleigh is looking at her with eyes that are just slightly wide as she absently licks her lips.
“I didn’t think you would,” Ashleigh whispers, and there’s an odd lilt of wonder— almost longing—in her voice.
Mikaila feels a little giddy, even a little reckless. She’s proud of herself, though, because she also knows she was nowhere near ready for this the first time around.
“Yeah, well, I think there are a lot of things you don’t know about me,” Mikaila says, tone coyer than she intends.
“I guess there are,” Ashleigh agrees, her eyes darting over Mikaila’s face as if she’s taking in whatever new things she might find just in her appearance.
Mikaila just smiles, putting some space between them. She needs to breathe air that doesn’t smell like Ashleigh. “Thank you,” she says after a moment.
“For what?”
“Everything,” Mikaila tells her, and she means it.
Ashleigh keeps her eyes on her, as if she’s seeing someone she’s never met before. It’s only a little unnerving, but Mikaila isn’t going to let it affect the way she feels right now.
“I should—I need to get going,” Ashleigh says.
Mikaila nods. “Your mother is waiting, yeah.”
Ashleigh rolls her eyes. “Like she doesn’t have other children to drive her around for moral support, seriously.”
“I don’t know if it’s appropriate, but please do pass on my regards,” Mikaila says.
At the sound of the words, Ashleigh reaches for her, gently pulling her into the type of hug that almost feels more intimate than their kiss. Mikaila allows herself to relax into it for just a moment, committing the feeling to memory. Allows herself to enjoy it for a sliver of time. Because then it’s over and Ashleigh is letting go, and Mikaila thinks she would be okay if this is the last time they talk. She’ll have to be.
“See you, Mikaila,” Ashleigh says.
Mikaila playfully salutes, like a complete dork. “AVB,” she returns, and Ashleigh beams—actually beams—at her.
“You’re still the only one who calls me that,” she says, and she looks particularly delighted by that fact. “I like that it’s stayed that way.”
And, well, Mikaila does, too.



CHAPTER 2
MIKAILA WOULDN’T ADMIT TO FEELING that monumental entity called ‘closure,’ but she does feel settled in the idea all the people she lost owing to her inability to make sense of her own feelings all now know some of the reason it all fell apart. Her list is complete. She can’t hide behind it anymore.
It’s all still a little terrifying, having to live a version of a truth she’s still trying to get comfortable with. It’s something to be proud of, as her friends keep telling her, which is why she finds it odd that she hasn’t been able to tell any of them about the kiss.
She doesn’t want to know other people’s thoughts on it, because she’s choosing to view it as a good thing. An experience she was always meant to have.
The problem is that not talking about it just makes her keep thinking about it and, in the two weeks since it happened, Mikaila has thought of little else.
It’s the reason she’s convinced she’s still caught in some fever dream when she’s shopping at Cavendish Square with Cassie and comes face-to-face with Ashleigh von Bronckhorst just as they walk out of a bookshop.
It’s definitely Ashleigh, though, right in front of her, eyebrows a little raised and slight smirk on her face as she approaches them. Mikaila almost convinced herself the safest way forward for all of them was avoiding her completely, but it is also just so good to see her again.
Her heart beats double-time as Ashleigh comes to a slow stop at the same time she does. Cassie takes a few extra steps before she notices Mikaila isn’t still beside her, and it is awkward immediately.
Mikaila clears her throat. “Ashleigh, hey,” she manages to say, keeping her voice steady.
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh replies, and Mikaila wonders if she just enjoys saying her name. “Fancy seeing you here.”
Mikaila laughs a little nervously. “Yeah, we’re, um, looking for a present,” she says. “This is Cassie. We were in the same master’s program. Cass, this is Ashleigh, my roommate from high school.”
She knows there are other, more detailed ways to describe both women to each other, but it feels unnecessary now.
Ashleigh tilts her head to the left, thoughtful, but then she smiles at Cassie, open and warm, and Mikaila is reminded of how and why she could fall for this girl and just never realise it. “Nice to meet you, Cassie,” she says. Then, unexpectedly, she adds, “You’re keeping an eye on her, right? She tends to overwork herself.”
At this, Cassie glances at Mikaila, looking only slightly confused. “I—Yeah, I guess we keep each other on normal schedules. Kind of.”
“Two all-nighters this week is not a normal schedule, Cass,” Mikaila reminds her, and Cassie rolls her eyes, because it’s really the norm for postgraduate engineers. If they’re not constantly on the cusp of a nervous breakdown, are they even working hard enough?
Ashleigh just darts her eyes between them, and Mikaila realises too late that Ashleigh must think there’s something going on between them.
Which there definitely isn’t. Cassie is just her closest friend in Cape Town, and Mikaila isn’t going to do anything ridiculous like develop an actual crush on her and potentially ruin a very important friendship.
She’s learned her lessons the hard way.
Mikaila looks at Ashleigh. “We’re trying to find a present for Cassie’s boyfriend, but someone can’t decide on anything,” she explains, and Cassie just shoots her a look. “Apparently, he just likes too many things.”
“I once bought my boyfriend clothes for his birthday,” Ashleigh says, her eyes on Cassie.
Mikaila feels a little numb at the mention of a boyfriend. Of course, Ashleigh has a boyfriend. She’s Ashleigh von Bronckhorst, for goodness’ sake.
“The guy can’t dress to save his life, so I had to pick out things I wanted to see him wear.”
“It’s why we’re headed to Woolies,” Cassie says, pointing a thumb over her shoulder. “It was nice to meet you, Ashleigh.”
When Cassie starts to walk away, Mikaila does not move, saying, “Cool, I’m right behind you.”
Ashleigh immediately makes her regret her decision to stay when she comments, “You’d make a cute couple.”
Mikaila frowns.
“Are you actually looking for a present for her boyfriend, or did you just say that to throw me off?”
“Throw you off of what?”
Ashleigh steps closer, and she really has no boundaries when she asks, “You’re not interested in her, are you?”
Mikaila finds herself shaking her head, but she can’t figure why she should even answer. Why does Ashleigh care about whom she may or may not be interested in?
“We’re just friends,” she still confirms.
“Like we’re just friends?” Ashleigh asks.
“We’re not friends,” Mikaila reminds her, because they’re not. They haven’t been for too many years to start kidding themselves now.
“No, I don’t suppose we are,” Ashleigh agrees. “You don’t go around kissing your friends, do you?”
Mikaila has no idea how to respond to that, but she doesn’t have to because Ashleigh continues speaking.
“We should hang out again,” she says, which is so unexpected. “Maybe actually do something other than talk about our feelings.”
“You actually want to do that?” Mikaila asks, perplexed, though she can’t be certain why. Ashleigh doesn’t have to do this.
Ashleigh nods, smiling in that way that tells Mikaila she thinks Mikaila’s being silly. “It was really nice to spend time with you again. Almost felt like the old days.”
Mikaila wonders which ‘old days’ she’s referring to.
Ashleigh winks. “Besides the whole kissing thing, of course,” she says, easily bringing up the kiss again as if she didn’t just say she has a boyfriend. “You should text me. Let me know when you’re free and we’ll organize something.”
“Oh, you’re serious?”
Ashleigh nods, right hand reaching out to squeeze Mikaila’s upper arm. She’s always been a tactile person, but this action feels purposeful. As if she’s saying something without words.
“Can’t wait,” Ashleigh says, and she sounds genuine. “You better get back to Cassie before she ends up buying her boyfriend something orange. Or, worse, purple.”
Cassie wouldn’t, but Mikaila appreciates the opportunity to escape. It’s all a little overwhelming at the moment. If Mikaila is reading her correctly, and she strongly suspects she is, then Ashleigh’s intentions are—
Well, there is intent.
Ashleigh squeezes once more before releasing her, and then glides past her in that way that makes Mikaila remember she was once a dancer. Perhaps she still is.
It takes her another moment to gather herself to go and find Cassie. She’s in the men’s section, sifting through a selection of pastel shirts, and she raises her eyebrows when Mikaila approaches.
“Was that some jilted ex-lover?” is the first thing she asks.
Mikaila laughs out loud. “You know as well as I do I haven’t even had a lover,” she reminds her, answering her unnecessary question. “And, no, she wasn’t. She really was just my roommate.”
“She was definitely more than that, Mikaila.”
Mikaila moves to a separate clothing rack, looking through the different colours. She finds a lovely pastel blue cotton shirt that she’s sure Lincoln would like, retrieving the hanger. She can’t bear to look at Cassie as she quietly confesses, “I’m pretty sure she’s the first girl I ever loved.”
“Does she know?”
“She’s always known,” Mikaila explains. “She knew from the start, probably even before I was a mess over Chelsea, and when I—”
“When you what?”
Mikaila swallows hard. “I wasn’t in a good way in the latter years of high school,” she reveals. “Dealing with things I didn’t even know I was going through. I guess I worried Ashleigh enough that she made me see one of the counsellors at our school.”
“Worried, how?”
“That I would hurt myself,” Mikaila confesses. “That I would hurt myself more.”
Cassie goes still, and Mikaila finally turns, handing over the shirt she’s picked. “We’ve never really talked about it, have we?” Cassie says as she takes the shirt and feels the fabric with her free hand.
“Talked about what?”
Cassie isn’t looking at her, either, which is maybe for the best, because it is an unexpected thing when she says, “I have to remind you to eat, sometimes.”
Mikaila blinks. “What?”
“You are kind of balls at taking care of yourself,” Cassie says, turning to face her, right there among men’s clothing in the middle of Woolworths. “Do you think I don’t notice all the parts of yourself you try so hard to hide?”
Mikaila feels a potent flash of annoyance at the sound of those words, and she turns away to find something else for Lincoln. His favourite colours to wear are blue and more blue, so she drifts to the left. Maybe she’s not used to being known.
“Hey,” Cassie says, and she’s suddenly at Mikaila’s right side. “Leave those. Link can wait. Look at me, Mik.”
Mikaila waits a stubborn four seconds before she lifts her gaze.
“We don’t talk about these things,” Cassie says, again. “We’re not those kinds of friends who hug and exchange hearts and all of that, but you know how important you are to me, right?”
“Cassie.”
“Who is she, really?”
“Who?”
“Ashleigh.”
Mikaila audibly swallows. “When we were twelve years old, we promised each other we would go through everything together, face the world side-by-side, but then we didn’t.”
“And now she’s back?”
“Now she’s back,” she echoes, but she can’t know for how long that’s going to be. Ashleigh could leave again. More likely, Mikaila could leave.
“What does she want?”
Mikaila fiddles with the collar of one of the shirts on a hanger. “I have no idea. I’m pretty sure we said all we needed to say to each other the last time we saw each other.”
“When was that?”
“Um, like two weeks ago,” Mikaila says, and Cassie’s eyebrows rise. “I know I didn’t mention it to you. I just—we’ve never really talked about our relationships the way other people do.”
“But you told Mbali?”
“Not all of it.” It makes sense that Mikaila would tell Mbali, given she’s the closest person to Mikaila who does identify as queer, but Cassie is still the person she finds it easiest to talk to. Mbali also has way less free time than they do, now that she’s joined the adult world and got herself a real job and a girlfriend. It’s a far cry from their days in their master’s when they would see each other nearly every day.
“Mikaila,” Cassie says, sighing heavily, almost as if it pains her. “Come on, let’s get some coffee, and you can tell me what you’ve done.”
It’s widely known among their master’s group that Mikaila is the Mum-Friend. She’s always the designated driver, loves bringing food and baked goods for all of them, and makes sure to text people to remind them to keep hydrated.
But, if Mikaila were to have a Mum-Friend of her own, it would be Cassie.
Cassie, who leads them to Mugg & Bean and finds them a table. Cassie, who orders a tea for herself and a caffè latte for Mikaila. Cassie, who doesn’t push Mikaila to speak, just sits quietly waiting for her to grow antsy enough to start talking all on her own.
“We stopped talking around my twenty-first birthday,” Mikaila reveals. “I was having this small dinner thing, and I invited her, but she—I mean, I guess I knew by then that things between us had deteriorated badly.” They never could quite recover from the fact Mikaila couldn’t answer yes the first time Ashleigh asked if she wanted to kiss her. “I thought, maybe naïvely, that we could use the dinner to try to fix things, but I rather just gave her an opportunity to call it once and for all.
“It was pretty dramatic, our very formal friend breakup. Over text. She was very clear about who I had become in her life, and there was just no coming back from it. We were just done, and all the years we knew each other were just what they were, and we’d both go on to become the people we were always meant to be. Without each other.”
Cassie looks immeasurably sad at the sound of those words, but even she must know that Mikaila is leaving something out. The end of a friendship is meant to hurt, but this one almost broke her. By not answering yes the first time, Mikaila essentially drove Ashleigh away, and she didn’t even realise she was doing it.
Mikaila can’t handle the expression on her face, so she keeps talking. “I think it was always going to happen, anyway.”
Aside from her own beliefs about fate and faith, a part of her always knew their break was inevitable. Outside of their boarding school room, they were just too different in the end, and trying to fit them together in the new environment of university was near impossible. Mikaila was too introverted; too much of a homebody and entangled in her academic commitments, and Ashleigh’s starting university after a gap year put them in very different worlds.
On some of Mikaila’s most cynical days, she blames her choice to study engineering for it all.
“It was just what it was,” Mikaila continues. “It was weird, though. After. Like, here was this person I grew up with and became myself beside, and she was just—it was like none of it ever mattered to her.” She drops her gaze to the table. She’s never talked about this with anyone, let alone with Cassie. It sounds worse when said out loud.
“It’s why everything is just that much harder,” Mikaila says. “I don’t—I can’t tell if people care about me as much as I do about them. Or if they miss me as much or at all. If they even think about me half as much as I think of them. I’ve been in so many friendships where I end up giving so much, and it—it’s always too much or not enough.” Here, she pauses and looks at Cassie again. “Am I as important to you as you are to me?”
Cassie frowns. “I wouldn’t be able to quantify that,” she says.
“You’re basically a scientist.”
“I’m also human.”
Mikaila bites the inside of her cheek. “Anyway, we didn’t talk in all that time,” she says. “We’d see each other in passing on campus, but that was it, and I was just about okay with it. Graduating, moving onto master’s, all of it. Then I had my near-death experience, lost my father, and figured out I actually like girls, and I was learning how to function in my new normal.” She rolls her eyes at herself. “Then Ashleigh von Bronckhorst decided to follow me on Instagram, and I damn near self-destructed.”
Cassie blinks. “Dude. Did you get Instagram like yesterday? How is it possible your old roommate wasn’t already following you?”
Mikaila breathes out a laugh, quietly thanking the waiter when he brings over their drinks. “I don’t even know why we didn’t follow each other before, because we’re totally listed as sisters on Facebook.”
“Seriously? This is incest, Mikaila,” Cassie points out with a little laugh.
Mikaila pours half a sachet of brown sugar into her coffee and slowly stirs it in, using the simple action to help soothe her. Ashleigh shouldn’t still be able to do this to her.
“I followed her back, anyway, because I didn’t feel as if it was a big deal,” Mikaila goes on. “But then I started to think that it had to be. I wanted to know why, or what prompted it. If she even thought it would mean something to me. And then I figured she probably didn’t think it would mean anything at all, because I’ve always been the one to overthink everything between the two of us.”
“How did you get from that to actually talking to her?”
“I messaged her.”
“What?”
Mikaila shrugs. “I don’t know. I was feeling brave this one night and just decided to go for it.” Even just thinking about it is slightly incredible. She can barely believe her own words as she fills Cassie in on the details of their initial meeting. Though, she still doesn’t know why she can’t bring herself to talk about the kiss. It just feels like something between only her and Ashleigh.
“Okay, so, now she wants to hang out?” Cassie questions, giving her a searching look. She’s always been a bit too good at reading Mikaila. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
“There’s so much I’m not telling you.”
“I’ll just ask Mbali,” Cassie threatens.
“She doesn’t know, either.”
“Mikaila.”
“Cassandra.”
She scowls in response, because she’s really not a fan of her full name. “I can’t help if I don’t know what’s going on.”
Mikaila sighs. “There’s nothing going on. We just—we talked, and I’m trying to move on with my life now.”
Cassie narrows her eyes, but she mercifully lets it go. “Does that mean you’re going to let Mbali sign you up for one of those dating apps?” she asks with a grin. “You realise she’s got a success rate of three, right? She should be a spokesperson for them.”
“She’s probably the only person who actually gets into relationships with the women she meets.” Mikaila sips her coffee. “But maybe, yeah,” she says eventually. “It’ll be something of a step, right? I’ve kind of just been letting my life pass me by, waiting for things to happen, but I guess I should start making them happen.”
“Please don’t start talking about your master’s.”
Mikaila shakes her head, laughing softly. “If I had my way, I’d never speak of it again.”
“But you are done, right? You said you were done.”
Mikaila nods slowly. “Jules is still reading it over, and then I’ll submit after I fix whatever final notes she has. It won’t be a lot, I don’t think. Not long left to go.”
“You don’t look very happy about that,” Cassie points out.
“Once I click that button, I have to figure out what to do with the rest of my life,” she says. “And it’s kind of expected I go on to do my PhD.”
“Is that not what you want?”
“Is it actually what you want?”
“We’re not talking about me.”
Mikaila looks away, her gaze drifting to a young boy and his mother sitting at a table a few over from them. He’s still in his school uniform, feet swinging beneath the table and enjoying what looks like a delicious bubblegum milkshake.
Sometimes, she wishes she were still that young, unburdened by the expectations of life and love and career.
And family.
“Can we go back to talking about my non-existent love life?” Mikaila deflects.
Cassie allows it. “I’m just surprised you’re going against your usual type,” she teases. “Ashleigh’s taller than you usually go for, and her hair is a lot lighter than the whole petite, pretty brunette thing you’re all about.”
Mikaila rolls her eyes, and then sighs. “Isn’t it just the biggest lesbian cliché to fall for your über straight roommate,” Mikaila grumbles, tilting her head back and groaning. She’s not entirely sure how much she believes her own words in assuming Ashleigh’s sexuality, given that Ashleigh instigated their kiss, but Mikaila is trying to keep herself safe here. She barely survived losing Ashleigh the first time. It would devastate her to regain her, and then go through that all over again.
Cassie knocks her knee against Mikaila’s. “That may be so,” she allows, “But imagine the story it’s going to be.”
* * *
While Mikaila can’t yet see herself sharing more about her situation with Ashleigh with either Cassie or Mbali, her two friends definitely talk about her in return. This is made immediately clear when Mbali arrives at Mikaila’s apartment for dinner the next night and snatches Mikaila’s phone right out of her hands.
It’s officially time to set her up with a dating service, apparently, and Mikaila doesn’t quite have it in her to fight her. Mbali Mogorosi is scrappy, hailing from the Free State, and grew up with two older brothers who taught her to aim for the knees. Mikaila is all about self-preservation these days.
Today, Mbali’s dressed casually when she steps through the door, her corporate office outfits swapped for white jeans and a purple Los Angeles
Lakers’ jersey Mikaila bought for her last birthday.
Despite her initial degree in metallurgical studies, Mbali is now making a name for herself as a bank consultant, jumping ship into Finance with her future in mind. Mikaila knows she made the decision primarily for herself, but the two of them also share the unfortunate reality that they need to figure out how to exist completely independent of their families if they intend to live authentically.
It is just unfortunate that she and Mbali view what that means very differently.
Which is why Mikaila can only stand and watch from her position at the stove as Mbali downloads an application named HER and starts filling in a profile for her.
She rues the day she ever shared her password with her.
Mikaila doesn’t even bother to grab the phone back, rather giving in to her fate and bending to check on the food she’s had cooking in the oven for nearly half an hour. It’s a lemon, chicken, and rice casserole dish that she knows Mbali likes, making it specifically because she’s really missed her friend while she’s been in Kimberley.
“Where’s that picture from that time Jenna forced us to go kayaking?” Mbali asks, barely looking up from where she’s hunched over the phone, seated at a bar stool at Mikaila’s kitchen counter. She’s thrown off her jacket and removed her shoes, already so comfortable in Mikaila’s space. She looks relaxed, braids hanging loose around her shoulders, her dark skin almost glowing under the kitchen light.
“You say that as if you weren’t game for it,” Mikaila accuses, moving to stand at Mbali’s left side, and peering over her shoulder. “Why would you need that picture, anyway?”
“You look hot in it.”
Mikaila rolls her eyes. “Don’t let your girlfriend hear you say that.”
“Lerato and I already agree on your hotness,” she says, eyes still on the screen. “We should also use the picture from your twenty-fifth birthday. I’m certain you’ll have ladies swiping right in no time.”
Mikaila groans. “I still don’t know about all of this,” she says, leaning her elbows on the counter and resting her chin in her hands. “What if someone I know sees me?”
“Then you get to decide if you’re going to be brave and swipe a certain way.”
“What if someone who knows my family sees me?”
Mbali pauses, her gaze lifting to meet Mikaila’s. “What I think, Mik, is that you would be putting up more of a fight about this if you didn’t actually want it,” she points out.
Well.
That’s probably true.
Mikaila flicks her finger against Mbali’s arm, always surprised by the size of her biceps. There always has to be at least one gym rat in every friend group. “Fine,” she relents. “Maybe you should pick one of the pictures from our last trip to Gordon’s Bay. My hair looked good that day.”
“Oh, and the sunglasses,” Mbali agrees, “The ocean in the background, that irritated pout you do when Jenna acts like an idiot. Yes, and yes. You always look doubly good when you’re wearing the black Ray-Bans.”
Mikaila drifts away, allowing Mbali to go wild. She just hopes she doesn’t say anything about ‘long walks on the beach’ or other dating app nonsense.
“You’re probably the only person in Cape Town who hates hiking,” Mbali complains, “And dogs.”
“I do not hate either of those things,” Mikaila argues, taking out a plate and a bowl from one of the kitchen cupboards. “I just wouldn’t plan a hike of my own. But I’ll go if someone else organizes it. And you know how I feel about dogs.”
“Not on your person, yeah.”
“It’s a Muslim thing.”
Mbali gives her a look.
“Don’t even start,” Mikaila warns, not willing to get into the tricky topic of religion and sexuality. It’s something she constantly struggles with, and she’s wondered more often than not if liking girls is just another way in which she’s a bad Muslim.
If it’s just the by-product of her Western education.
If it’s her father’s fault for not being stricter in their household.
If it’s the fact she went to an all-girls’ high school.
If it’s all the media she’s been exposed to.
They are all part of the many conversations she’s imagined having with her family about it. Every version of it ends terribly for her. Every version ends with tears and heartbreak, and Mikaila isn’t ready to lose her family over something that’s meant to make her feel free but has, instead, caged her further.
Mikaila checks the food once more, making sure all the liquid has been absorbed into the rice before pulling the casserole dish out of the oven. She sets it on a wire rack just as Mbali says, “Your hobbies are reading, painting and feeding people, right?”
“I can’t even tell if you’re messing with me or not,” Mikaila says, opening a drawer and finding a serving spoon.
Mbali rolls her eyes, carefully navigating through the profile. “How do you identify?”
“What?”
“Sexuality-wise.”
It is a scary, terrifying thing to put words to that. She’s spent quite some time thinking about this very thing, and she’s come to accept that she can find both men and women attractive, though Mbali claims she has significant gay energy.
She knows she exists on some kind of spectrum, that’s for sure, so she very carefully says, “Queer.”
She likes the word, as if it’s some kind of blanket term for someone who isn’t completely straight. She’s sure of that much, and she’s a little too scared to consider much else at this point. As far as she’s aware, she’s never quite fit into a specific box, and she’s not about to start now.
Though, if pressed, she thinks she knows. Deep down. She’s known for longer than she’s known she’s known.
When it comes down to it, there will only ever be one choice.
Mbali finishes with her profile as Mikaila dishes food for them and pours some iced tea into two glasses. “And... you are now active,” Mbali declares, handing the phone to Mikaila. “Look at you, all grown up.”
“I don’t know what you expect to happen,” she says, skeptical. “It is super doubtful I’m going to find the love of my life this way.”
“Hey,” she says, “It’s how I found Lerato.”
Mikaila’s eyebrows rise. “Is she the love of your life?”
If Mbali could blush, she probably would. A definite perk of darker skin. “I mean, yeah. Is that so wild?”
Mikaila shakes her head. “You are wild,” she says as she slides over Mbali’s plate. “Maybe I just—I can’t really talk about love, right? I’ve never quite experienced it.”
“You say that, but you know love.”
“I just didn’t know it at the time?”
Mbali shrugs. “The worst you can do is make some friends,” she says. “This thing—we need a community, Mikaila. People who understand what it’s like. Especially in South Africa.”
Mikaila glances at her. “What if we weren’t in South Africa?”
“Where would we even go?” Mbali asks immediately. It’s offhanded, almost rhetorical, so Mikaila doesn’t bother answering or even elaborating.
The thing is that she has all these dreams of escaping. She has dreams of being somewhere far away from where she is, and it’s nothing new. She didn’t have to figure out she likes women to know she wants out.
It’s not something she’s ever really been able to speak to Mbali about.
Speak to anyone about.
She told her mother she wanted to go to therapy after losing her father, but that was a conversation that never really went anywhere. It’s just not a thing they do in their family, and Mikaila hasn’t brought it up again. After the accident, she actually made a few appointments with the faculty’s psychologist at university, but she always, constantly, felt as if she was doing something wrong. Endlessly worrying that someone she knew would see her and—
It’s not a fear that’s ever gone away.
Mbali reaches for her fork, but stops halfway. “You know nothing is expected of you, right?” she says.
Mikaila almost laughs, because it really feels like the opposite.
“I just think you need to hear that,” Mbali adds.
Mikaila isn’t even going to kid herself into believing such a thing.
* * *
3 Feb 2021
You didn’t give me your number.
You’re not texting me, so I thought I would text you, but I didn’t get your number from you when I gave you mine.
But I have one of your old ones saved in my contacts. I don’t suppose you’ve changed yours, have you?
I’m going to try it.
 
Mikaila reads the messages on her Instagram three times, convinced she’s seeing something she wants to. She figured Ashleigh didn’t actually mean her words—too many people don’t—but the evidence to the contrary is right in front of her.
So is a WhatsApp message from Ashleigh’s new number sent just a few minutes after.
Mikaila Mohamed.
This better be you.
 
It’s all just a little weird to Mikaila, really, that Ashleigh is this interested in spending time with her. Mikaila hasn’t forgotten their history, though it’s not enough to stop her from texting her back.
Ashleigh von Bronckhorst. Why are you spamming me?
 
From what Mikaila remembers, Ashleigh is rather good at replying. They’ve had many an online conversation since they first met at twelve years old, first over Mxit and then over Blackberry Messenger, and now they’re about to start all over again on WhatsApp.
Because Mikaila hasn’t even put down her phone, in the middle of replying to her sister’s update on Samir’s birthday party plans, when Ashleigh responds and, dear God, Mikaila’s heart does a thing, because of course it does.
Oh.
Oh no.
Mikaila Mohamed. It’s literally one message.But I’ll spam you if you want.
Here we go.
I read The Help for the fifth time last month and boy have I got a lot to say about it. I could write an entire essay about it, you know? The book is always better, of course, but the film is actually really good.
Do you remember when we watched it at Dineo’s house? You totally cried.
 
Mikaila just shakes her head, because all of this isn’t making the entire situation any less bizarre. What is Ashleigh’s endgame is here? As much as Mikaila’s missed her, she reminds herself to be cautious, even as she types her response.
I mean, I’m not against letting you wax poetic about The Help, but I get the feeling you’re actually texting for a specific reason.
You always did know me too well.
I was there for the ear infection of 2008, Ash. I know many things about you.
Don’t even remind me. I still can’t decide if it was even worth it to get these stupid ears pierced, because that shit was painful.
You did seem pretty miserable.
My ear was GREEN, Mikaila. It was probably going to fall off.
Okay, Drama. Tell me what you want.
Ice-cream. Come with me to get some.
Mikaila’s fingers still. That’s unexpected.
Right now?
Put on your shoes and send me your address. I’ll come get you.
 
From what Mikaila remembers, Ashleigh has never – never ever – done anything like this before. Granted, back then, Ashleigh didn’t have a car to get around, and they were staying in shared spaces. Uber wasn’t even a thing yet.
Again, I ask: right now?
I have a craving.
Why do you need me to come with you?
I have a craving, Mikaila.
You already said that.
Ashleigh takes a moment to reply.
Will you please come and get ice-cream with me?
 
Ashleigh’s last text is followed by several smiley face emojis that Mikaila’s trying not to read into too much. Mainly because it’s embarrassing just how quickly she caves. Truly. The power Ashleigh von Bronckhorst has over her is astounding.
Just tell me where to go, and I’ll meet you there.
 
Experience has taught her she’s safest when in charge of her own transport, and she’s not entirely sure she wants to be left in Ashleigh’s hands—not when things are still so disjointed between them.
The Creamery. Newlands. Twenty minutes.
See you there.
 
Now, in another life, Mikaila thinks she would be more panicked about what’s about to happen. Well, maybe not, because nothing is about to happen.
Still, she makes sure to change into jeans and a baby blue blouse, squirts on some perfume, and walks out of her apartment. The drive to the ice-cream parlour is short, and she finds parking easily, spotting Ashleigh already waiting for her out front.
She truly is very beautiful, her strawberry blonde hair blowing in the slight breeze. Mikaila has had the thought many times in her life. Stared at her when she’s not looking and been paralysed by the intense blue of her eyes. She knows now why she’s had all these thoughts in the past.
Still has them, really, because Ashleigh spots her, smiles and waves, and Mikaila knows that, as much as she could fight it, there’s always going to be a part of her that’s a little bit in love with this flighty girl.
She’s mostly okay with it.
“You made it,” Ashleigh says, pulling her into a brief hug. “Which direction did you even come from?”
“Claremont,” she says, mouth entirely too close to Ashleigh’s ear. She pulls back far enough that she can see Ashleigh’s face, and it’s all so weird. “So, not too far from here.”
“I would have picked you up on the way.”
Mikaila shrugs. “It’s okay,” she says. “I just—you surprised me.”
“What were you even doing?”
“It’s a Wednesday, Ash,” she says, “What do you think I was doing?”
“Probably reading,” she says, “Maybe painting.”
Mikaila won’t admit how accurate her guesses are. “I thought you said you had a craving for ice-cream?”
“I said I have a craving,” Ashleigh returns, and her gaze feels heavy, all of a sudden. “I assume you’ve been here before.”
“Have I not been a university student in Cape Town for the past five hundred years?”
“You have been here a while, haven’t you?”
“Ouch.”
“No, I just mean, not like that, you know what I’m trying to—stop laughing at me.” Her eyes crinkle, amused and abashed simultaneously, and it feels new and dangerous.
“Come on, let’s go inside,” Mikaila says, stepping around Ashleigh and heading to the automatic doors.
Ashleigh follows her, and they turn to enter the small ice-cream shop side-by-side.
It is a Wednesday afternoon, so the place is blissfully empty, which is a relief because it takes Ashleigh nearly seven minutes to decide on which two half-and-half scoop flavours she wants.
Tiramisu and Sea Salt Caramel, apparently.
Mikaila picks Sweet Cream and Sea Salt Caramel, which is the combination she always gets. She’s too nervous to ask for anything else, and the lady behind the display already looks just a little annoyed with how often Ashleigh asks to try another flavour.
Ashleigh pays before Mikaila can offer, and Mikaila tries not to feel too weird about it. She’s pretty sure this isn’t a date—because it’s not, Mikaila, it’s definitely not. But she’s still a little surprised when Ashleigh asks, “So, would you bring a date here?” once they’ve found a table and taken seats opposite each other.
Mikaila doesn’t look at her, because good God. “Um. Maybe.” She clears her throat, trying to centre herself in this unexpected situation. “If she liked ice-cream, at least.”
“So, not your first choice?”
Mikaila shakes her head, finally meeting Ashleigh’s gaze. “No, probably not.”
“Where would you take her?”
Mikaila knows this is precarious territory. The two of them shouldn’t be talking about these things. Not this way. Not like this.
This isn’t high school anymore.
“Wherever she wanted,” Mikaila responds. “Maybe a café,” she offers, and definitely ignores that she’s describing the first place the two of them went together just three weeks ago. “Something low-key. Something that wouldn’t put too much pressure on either one of us. Especially if we met on an app.”
Ashleigh’s eyes light up. “You joined one?”
Mikaila scoffs, just a little too aggressive as she eats some ice-cream. “My friend kind of forced me.”
“And?”
“It’s been like a day,” Mikaila says. “It’s weird.”
“You must be a hit.”
Mikaila fights off the heat in her cheeks, because it’s not entirely inaccurate. “I mean, I don’t know how you’d even quantify a ‘hit,’ but it’s—I just don’t think I translate well through text when I’m thinking about it too hard.”
“Then don’t think at all.”
“That sounds dangerous.”
“Give me your phone.”
Mikaila’s eyes widen in alarm, and she actually backs up. “Absolutely not.”
“I wanna see.”
“No, that’s definitely not going to happen,” she says, firm.
Ashleigh pouts, her bottom lip sticking out, and Mikaila is transported back to the moment she had that lip caught between both of her own.
Nope.
She’s not thinking about that right now.
“You have a boyfriend,” Mikaila blurts, and Ashleigh goes still for a moment. Mikaila almost regrets it, but this is probably something they should talk about. It’ll also help maintain some modicum of distance between them. She needs all the help she can get to stop her brain from latching onto how it feels to have Ashleigh’s attention on only her.
“Not really,” Ashleigh says, fiddling with her little paddle spoon. “We’ve been ‘on a break’ since I left to do my master’s, but he says he wants to try again now that I’m back.”
“Back for your new job, you said?” she asks.
“I officially start next month, yeah,” Ashleigh says. “I’ve been looking for a place to stay closer to the city centre.”
Mikaila blinks. “So, you’re really going to be in Cape Town full-time?”
“For the foreseeable future, yep.”
“Oh.”
“Can’t quite get rid of me, Mikaila,” she says, sounding only half-serious, because that’s alluding to something else they should really talk about. Her mouth opens to add something more but her eyes flick to the right just as a pair of women enters the shop, and something rather particular happens to her expression.
Mikaila doesn’t turn her head, but she still knows Ashleigh well enough to recognise that there’s some unpleasantness coming in her future.
Ashleigh looks back at her. “Do you remember that night in my first year when I was supposed to meet you for dinner at Cavendish, and I couldn’t?”
Mikaila doesn’t actually have to think that hard to recall the memory. The two of them were meant to meet to have sushi together at a restaurant in Claremont, and Mikaila sat at a table and waited for nearly an hour before Ashleigh finally called on a number that wasn’t even her own.
Mikaila had asked what was so important that she was stood up, and Ashleigh hadn’t been able to give her a real answer.
They didn’t speak for fifteen days after that.
“I remember,” Mikaila says, a little tense.
“I never told you why.”
“No, you didn’t.”
Ashleigh drops her gaze. “Do you know you’re actually a little judgmental?” she says, out of nowhere and with absolutely no tact.
Mikaila would argue the point, if it weren’t true. In a sense. She’s not judgmental to the point she’ll disapprove, but she can’t quite understand why people make such stupid decisions in their own lives.
“You did something you thought I would judge you for,” Mikaila guesses.
Ashleigh nods once. “There’s a girl over there,” she says. “Lana. I may have hooked up with her boyfriend that night.”
Mikaila blinks, choosing to focus on only one part of that confession, because she never wants to think of Ashleigh ‘hooking up’ with anyone. “Did you know that at the time?”
“I honestly don’t remember,” she admits. “I was pretty drunk.”
Second-year-Mikaila probably would have felt many things about this revelation at the time, but this Mikaila has experienced some life in the years since. People make mistakes; they just have to own them.
“Okay,” Mikaila says. “So, Lana found out and she hates your guts?”
“Pretty much.”
Mikaila shakes her head, a little amused. “Did you apologise?”
“What?”
“Did you ever apologise to her?” Mikaila asks. “Even if you didn’t know, it was a shitty thing to do. And, I mean, you’re allowed to make those kinds of mistakes, of course, but you’re not allowed to pretend they don’t have lasting consequences.”
Ashleigh stares at her, because Mikaila may as well be talking about something else completely. “I don’t even know how I’ve managed to get through life without your moral compass.”
Mikaila just shakes her head, then turns to face Lana and her friend as they continue picking their own flavours. She waits until one of them glances their way to ask, “Are you Lana?”
The woman looks a little surprised, but she shakes her head and taps the shoulder of the shorter woman beside her, getting her attention. “She’s Lana,” she says, and the eye contact lasts just a little too long.
Mikaila will think about that later. “Lana,” she addresses the other woman. “Hi there, I’m Mikaila,” she greets. “Ashleigh here has something she’d like to tell you.”
Lana’s eyes drift to where Ashleigh is sitting, looking smaller than Mikaila has seen her. “Ashleigh,” she says, sighing as if this is the absolute last situation in which she wants to be.
“Lana, hi,” Ashleigh forces herself to say, audibly swallowing. “Um. Long-time, no see.”
It is as awkward as Mikaila anticipated, the silence that follows stretching for an uncomfortably long time. On any other day, she might even find it amusing, but it’s rather painful from where she’s sitting.
“Would you two like to join us?” Mikaila eventually offers. “Hopefully, Ash’ll find the words to say what she needs to by the time our ice-cream is gone.”
Which is really how Mikaila ends up seated beside a woman named Savannah, with Lana and Ashleigh opposite them. Ashleigh keeps watching them, and Mikaila keeps watching her and Lana.
Mikaila eventually has to kick Ashleigh under the table when they’ve exhausted themselves with small talk and Mikaila now knows their unexpected guests work as junior associates at a law firm in Claremont and they managed to sneak out early for a mid-week treat.
Ashleigh shoots her a look in response, and then takes a deep breath. “Lana,” she says, “I—well, you see, I realised that I never quite apologised for everything that happened with Kai. So, you know, I’m sorry.”
Mikaila almost rolls her eyes, because that’s a terrible apology if ever she’s heard one. No wonder she avoids having to do it.
Lana looks a little stumped. “Kai?” she says, looking bewildered. “Wow. That was years ago, wasn’t it?”
“You don’t seem as if you’re still mad about it,” Ashleigh points out.
“I’m not.”
“Then why do you always give me that look whenever you see me?”
“What look?”
“Like you’ve tasted something sour.”
Lana frowns for a moment, then shakes her head. “I didn’t—oh my God, it has nothing to do with Kai. The boy was kind of an idiot.”
Ashleigh nods in agreement. “He really was.” She catches herself and shakes her head, clearly unable to figure it out. “But then why?”
Lana lets out a small laugh. “It’s so silly now.”
Mikaila exchanges a look with Savannah, who looks just a little too amused. There’s also something else in her gaze Mikaila can’t quite figure out, and she’s not entirely sure she even wants to. One confusing situationship is more than enough to handle at any one time, thank you very much.
“Do you remember David Elliot?” Lana eventually asks.
“Who?”
Lana laughs again, looking embarrassed. “You had a group project with him, once.”
“Um.”
“He’s my twin brother, and you were kind of an asshole to him.”
Ashleigh’s mouth drops open.
Mikaila snorts, almost right into her cup of ice-cream. “Sounds like her, for sure.”
“Hey,” Ashleigh says, feigning hurt. “I can be nice.”
“Not in a group setting,” Mikaila reminds her. “Remember that science project in Matric when you— ”
It’s Ashleigh’s turn to kick her shin. “You promised we would never discuss that again.”
“I’m just pointing out you can be a bit of a heathen,” Mikaila says, entirely too innocently. She’s enjoying this too much, getting to spend time with Ashleigh without overthinking every little thing. They hold eye contact for just a bit too long, soft smiles on their faces, and Mikaila feels her head and heart drifting to places they really shouldn’t.
Mikaila’s not used to having to police herself around Ashleigh. Usually, nobody would notice, anyway, which is why it’s a surprise when Savannah looks between them and asks, “You two have been together that long?”
Mikaila almost chokes on air. “Oh, no, no, we’re not together,” she immediately says, because they’re not. Despite the little flame of hope burning in Mikaila’s chest, it’s likely never going to happen. “No. Definitely not.” She forces herself to ignore the sharp look Ashleigh shoots her, clearing her own throat. “No, we just went to high school together.”
“But you—” Savannah starts and stops. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed. Especially with the whole Kai thing.” She shakes her head at herself, looking slightly flustered. “You just—you just seem very close.”
“It was boarding school,” Mikaila says, as if it explains everything. “She’s also been an asshole to me in the past, but you kind of just get used to it and realise it’s a part of her charm.”
Ashleigh huffs. “I am sitting right here. Why’s everyone being so mean to me?”
Mikaila smiles at her, softer than she intends. “We’re making friends, Ash,” she says. “Behave.”
Ashleigh, once again, looks at her as if she barely recognises her, and it is a complicated thing. Because Ashleigh likes puzzles. She likes figuring things and people out, and the last thing Mikaila needs right now is Ashleigh looking at her too closely.
Savannah’s eyes dart between them again. “So, not together?”
Mikaila shakes her head, not even allowing herself to entertain such an idea. “I am very single, and Ashleigh is—well, you’re kind of taken, right?”
Ashleigh’s eyes are on Mikaila’s face when she says, “Something like that.”
Just from the tone of her voice, it feels as if she’s answering a different question entirely, but Mikaila won’t dwell on it.
“You were with Nick Calvert, right?” Lana asks. It’s the first time Mikaila hears the name out loud, and wishes he remained some kind of phantom, unnamed, despite his face appearing on Ashleigh’s social media.
Ashleigh looks slightly uncomfortable when she nods. She offers no verbal response, and Mikaila makes a note to ask her about it later.
Later.
After they’ve finished their ice-cream, Ashleigh casually mentions that she and Mikaila actually have somewhere they need to be—which they don’t—and initiates their departure.
Lana takes Mikaila’s number, joking about how she’s going to make sure Mikaila knows when Ashleigh’s being an asshole.
“We’ll definitely text you,” Savannah adds on, eyes on Mikaila, and then Ashleigh is hooking their arms together and dragging Mikaila out of the shop and onto the sidewalk.
“Dude,” Ashleigh says as soon as they’re in the hot sun. “You have really got to rein in your accidental flirting.”
Mikaila’s eyes widen. “What? No. I was not flirting with you.”
“With Savannah, actually,” Ashleigh corrects. “Did you not notice the way she was looking at you? It was positively indecent, but, you know, you could be into that kind of thing.”
“I didn’t even notice.”
“You are kind of oblivious, Mikaila,” Ashleigh tells her, keeping their arms linked as she starts walking to where Mikaila’s parked one street over. “But she has your number, so maybe she’ll message you.”
“Savannah?”
“What? Don’t you think she’s pretty?”
It feels too dangerous to answer that question, so she doesn’t and rather switches topics. “See? You and Lana managed to sort out your issues, and all it took was a little communication.”
“Only because you were playing mediator,” Ashleigh counters. “Your talents are wasted on—” she stops, frowning. “I don’t even know what you’re studying.”
“I’m not studying anything,” Mikaila tells her, tapping the side of her nose with her forefinger. “As far as I’m concerned, I’m no longer a postgraduate student.”
“You’re done?”
Mikaila shrugs. “My supervisor’s looking at my final document so, barring catastrophe, I’m days away from submitting it to the powers-that-be to decide the outcome of the rest of my life.”
“That serious, huh?”
“Basically.”
“And then what?”
“Isn’t that the question?” Mikaila muses. “I have no idea.”
“What do you want to do?”
“Sleep, mostly,” she jokes with a soft laugh. “No, seriously, I just—I want to take a break, you know, and figure things out.”
“Why don’t you, then?”
“Because then my mother will probably make me go home,” Mikaila tells her, and those are words that could open up a topic of conversation she’s not sure she should be having with Ashleigh. “But, um, I’m sort of considering staying on with my supervisor and continuing with a PhD. I’ve already put together a research outline.”
“You don’t sound too interested in doing that,” Ashleigh points out.
“What else could I do?”
“Find a Sugar Mama.”
Mikaila laughs, unexpectedly and a little sharply. “Wow, that would be—I mean, that would be amazing, wouldn’t it? Just have some older woman pay for everything while I laze about and live my best life. Sounds like a dream.”
Obviously, she’s being deeply sarcastic, but there’s some truth to her words. It sounds like a simpler life than the one she’s currently trying to live. She could really go for simple right now.
Ashleigh just watches her, standing entirely too close, and Mikaila looks away, so they can cross the street together. She takes road safety very seriously these days. She fishes for her keys in the back pocket of her jeans, forcing Ashleigh to release her arm and let her step towards the car.
For a moment, it feels as if time slows, the sounds of the world fading to nothing. It all focuses in on this single moment, where she’s looking away, and Ashleigh is looking at her, and Mikaila will cite this moment as the one that starts a series of events over which she has zero control.
“Hey,” Ashleigh says, slowing to a stop at the driver’s side door. “Thank you for coming.”
Mikaila eyes her, a little bit coy. “You didn’t really give me a choice.”
“It was free ice-cream.”
“Mhmm, that’s definitely the reason I came out to meet you.”
Ashleigh’s eyes suddenly seem bluer, sparkling behind her glasses. “Why did you come meet me?”
It is maybe the simplest thing Mikaila has ever said to Ashleigh when she turns her head and murmurs, “You know as well as I do that I wouldn’t have been able to say no to you.” And it’s true. “I’m not going to make that mistake again.”
Mikaila lets the words hang between them as she steps towards her door, carefully unlocking and opening it. Something feels heavy between them all of a sudden. Despite what’s happened in the last few years, they do know the truth of her words.
They also both now know why, and it’s a fact that’s both discomfiting and liberating.
Mikaila clears her throat, and then says, “I’ll see you around.”
Ashleigh hums. “When?”
“What?”
“When are you going to see me around?” Ashleigh asks, and she sounds far too casual for Mikaila’s liking. “Because I know you like plans.”
“Ashleigh.”
“What?”
“What do you mean what?” she says, a little irritated. “What are you doing?”
“What do you mean what am I doing?”
Mikaila sighs. “You told me you felt uncomfortable around me,” she says, and the words are an accusation, explanation and complaint all at once. “You told me I didn’t fit into your life, and that it would be better if we both just stopped trying. You told me not to be dramatic about it, so forgive me if I’m just a little bit confused about what’s happening here.”
“Mikaila.”
“No,” she snaps, and Ashleigh looks so surprised that she actually takes a step back. “I have been right here the entire time, okay? You don’t get to decide you just want back in my life because I’ve started making sense of things.”
“You’re the one who messaged me,” Ashleigh reminds her.
“For closure,” she says, voice a little too high. “We talked. Nothing has changed.”
“Everything has changed,” Ashleigh tells her, “I’ve changed, and you’ve changed, and it could be—”
“It could be what?”
“Did you see yourself in there?”
“What?”
“In the Creamery, the way you handled yourself with Lana and Savannah,” Ashleigh clarifies. “You never would have been able to do that before. You were—”
“I was not ready,” Mikaila finishes, irritation growing into genuine anger and hurt. “And you decided you didn’t want me then, so why would I be okay with it now? Hmm? You don’t just get to pick it all up where you left me. It doesn’t work like that. We talked. I said my piece.”
“Well, I haven’t said mine.”
“You had your chance.”
“Mikaila.”
She shakes her head. “You told me I was your past,” she says, and her voice has faded to a whisper, the anger with it. “Do you remember that, hmm? You told me that I wasn’t someone you wanted in your future.”
“Mikaila.”
“It shouldn’t matter that I’ve changed, or you’ve changed,” Mikaila adds, “It shouldn’t.”
“Mikaila.”
“Stop saying my name like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you care about me.”
“Of course, I care about you. I’ve always cared about you.”
“Then how could you just leave me?” Mikaila snaps.
“I didn’t,” Ashleigh automatically defends, and maybe they’re remembering it differently. “I didn’t just leave, Mikaila. Whatever I said at the end, it was—you know it was necessary. We were barely talking already, after what happened.”
After what happened.
The first time Ashleigh asked her if she wanted to kiss her.
“I just put a name to it, so we could both move on,” Ashleigh adds. Now, she’s the one who sounds irritated. Maybe this is her piece, because they didn’t really talk about it. Not then, and not now, which was likely part of their problem in the first place.
They should talk about it properly. They’ve grown and matured. They can have this conversation.
But then Ashleigh says, “I didn’t want to leave you in the dark the same way Chelsea did,” and all of Mikaila’s good will dissolves.
She glares at her, and it feels momentous, somehow. “Do you think you were doing me a favour?” she asks, voice coming out colder than she intends. “That it somehow made it hurt any less?”
“Would you rather I have said nothing?” Ashleigh asks, equally tense. “Would that have been better?”
And, for the most part, Mikaila believes it would have. Maybe, in the moment, she would have struggled to make sense of it, but she also knows she’s been irreparably altered by reading the words that she made Ashleigh feel uncomfortable.
Mikaila steps back, aching in ways she was convinced she left behind. It was years ago, her texted invitation to her birthday dinner met with an actual friend breakup. Ashleigh can allude to how much it was expected as much as she likes, but it was shocking and it did hurt.
Mikaila’s had time to digest it all. She’s spent years moving past it, acting as if it never quite affected her when it’s actually altered the way she looks at nearly all her relationships. Ashleigh has scarred her in ways she didn’t even realise until this second.
“You know what?” she says. “It doesn’t even matter.” And it is suddenly so very clear to her. “You weren’t even thinking about me, right? You were just prioritising yourself, weren’t you?”
Ashleigh blinks, then nods.
“Well, now, I’m doing the same thing.”



CHAPTER 3
MIKAILA DRIVES STRAIGHT TO CASSIE’S place.
She’s not usually one for spontaneously showing up at her friends’ homes—mainly because she would hate for them to do the same to her—but she’s experiencing something she’s never experienced before, and she’s going to need Cassie’s help to make sense of it.
Cassie is, predictably, surprised to see her, but she opens when Mikaila calls, makes her a cup of tea, and decidedly doesn’t ask why she looks irritated and miserable.
Mikaila just spreads out on Cassie’s lovely blue-grey couch and closes her eyes. She half-expects Ashleigh to call her but her phone is blissfully silent, which is probably for the best. She needs to unpack what’s happened herself.
Cassie just sifts through Netflix for something for them to watch, and she’s just put on an episode of Schitt’s Creek when Mikaila quietly confesses, “I kissed her.”
Cassie keeps her own gaze averted. “Today?”
“When we met the first time,” Mikaila explains. “A few weeks ago. After I came out to her and we were saying goodbye. She asked if I wanted to kiss her, so I did.”
She doesn’t need to see Cassie’s expression to know it probably wasn’t the smartest idea. But it happened, and Mikaila has thought about little else since.
“And, you know what, it was fine. I was fine with the way we left things, but now—” Mikaila stops, sighs, and turns her head to look at Cassie. “Do you know what she told me, when it all fell apart?”
Cassie doesn’t respond, just turns her head to look back at Mikaila.
“She told me we were too different, and that it wasn’t her responsibility to make me feel comfortable around her anymore,” Mikaila explains. “I didn’t—it didn’t make any sense to me at the time, but I—it’s a lot worse now, isn’t it? Because now I’m finally as comfortable and ready as I can get at this stage of my life, and now she decides she wants to be around me. That’s not how this works. It’s not.”
Cassie hums softly, as if she’s just figured it all out just from what little Mikaila has told her. She always seems to know things. She’s actually a few months younger than Mikaila, but she’s always seemed older. Already experienced enough life to be able to see things others don’t.
But then Cassie says, “She wants you.”
Now Mikaila isn’t so sure. “What?”
“She wants you.”
“Please don’t say that,” Mikaila says. The last thing she needs is someone actually saying the words out loud. Putting them in her head and dangling the hope for such a thing to be true right in front of her. After everything they’ve been through, her little, battered heart can’t handle it. It’s already trying so hard to protect itself. “You asked me what happened.”
“I did.”
Mikaila presses her lips together, conflicted. “If I tell you, do you promise you won’t judge me?”
“When have I ever judged you?”
“Just promise.”
“I promise.”
Mikaila drops her gaze to her hands, feeling slightly overwhelmed.
“Mik?” Cassie prompts, sensing Mikaila’s severity. “Stop worrying so much. She still replied, right? She still met you. She wouldn’t have done that otherwise.”
Mikaila takes a breath, steadying herself. “It’s not the first time she’s asked me if I wanted to kiss her,” she reveals. “She’d just started at UCT after her gap year. We’d seen each other a little, but it just—I was so happy to have her back, you know? But she was different. I was, too, I think. My first year was difficult in ways I wasn’t prepared for.
“Anyway, she was living at this shared house in Mowbry and we went out to dinner this one night, just the two of us. I think we were trying to recapture the past. We didn’t say it out loud, but it kind of felt like a date, and I think I would have been fine with that if she just—if she hadn’t asked.” She shakes her head at the memory of the end of that night, a coldness settling over her even now. How could everything go so completely off script?
That question, asked in that voice, brought into the light Mikaila’s every unspoken and unacknowledged thought and feeling so casually and abruptly. Mikaila knows she didn’t respond the way either of them expected. She knows their entire relationship changed in an instant. She knows she’s responsible.
Because, when Ashleigh asked, Mikaila said no.
“I panicked,” Mikaila admits now. “She had to be joking. I needed her to be joking. I just—I didn’t react well, and I remember I just couldn’t stop talking. It wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me. I couldn’t be gay. It was wrong. It was against my religion.” She swallows, voice dropping. “So I laughed it off, Cass. I couldn’t take her seriously. I wasn’t ready, and I just… Sometimes, I keep seeing the look on her face after that, like I drew a line in the sand I didn’t even know existed.
“We weren’t the same after that. We just never talked about it again, some moment in time that existed between us and would never again be addressed. Some maybe, some what if. We could never quite get any of that ease back. We didn’t hang out the same way. She didn’t randomly call. I think I broke something between us, and she fell away, but I just—I wasn’t ready. I didn’t even know what I was meant to be ready for.”
Cassie shifts her feet to the floor and leans forward, elbows on her thighs. “Mik, you know I wouldn’t have ever judged you for that,” she says. “If you weren’t ready, you weren’t ready. Sometimes, you have to figure it out for yourself. It’s why you can’t really be angry with any of us for not telling you what we could see. We love you too much for that.”
“And Ashleigh didn’t?”
“Ashleigh’s a special case. You know that. She was invested in your figuring it out for reasons the rest of us aren’t.” She meets Mikaila’s gaze. “So, I suppose, the question to ask is: are you ready now?”
“What?”
“You have changed,” Cassie tells her. “Just from when I met you. It doesn’t have to be a bad thing. She must see it and realise what it means, so of course she wants you.”
Mikaila sighs. “Cassie.”
“Mikaila.”
“She wasn’t supposed to want me,” she whispers. “Not again.”
“Why not?” Cassie asks, and she looks as if she’s gearing up to shoot down every single one of Mikaila’s insecurities.
But all Mikaila says is, “It wasn’t supposed to happen now.” She shakes her head. “It wasn’t supposed to be her.”
Cassie pats Mikaila’s knee, placating. “Maybe it was always meant to be her,” she offers, which isn’t at all helpful. “Maybe there’s no such thing as ‘ready’ anyway. Isn’t life always just about timing?”
Mikaila has no appropriate rebuttal.
Cassie gives it more thought. “I do think there are still things you’re not telling me about why you’re still so hesitant, but I will say that maybe this entire thing is something you need to see through. I don’t think you’ll get your full closure with her, otherwise.”
“What does that even mean?”
“It means that you’re going to respond when she texts you next, and then you’re going to meet up and talk to her about all of this like the adult you’re trying to be.”
“She’s not going to text me,” Mikaila immediately counters.
“She’s going to text you.”
“She’s really not.”
Cassie settles back against the couch, lifting her cup of tea and taking a deep sip before looking back at her. “Mikaila, she wants you,” she says. “She’s definitely going to text you.”
Mikaila just sighs, saying nothing.
Because she knows, if Cassie is right about this, then Mikaila is actually going to have to face it, whether she’s ready for it or not.
* * *
When Mikaila’s mother calls later that night, there’s a part of her that desperately wants to reveal everything. Her mother would know how to deal with this, because she usually knows how to deal with nearly everything. Here’s a woman who has raised two young women, became an actual grandmother, started a successful company, lost her husband, and she’s still killing it.
Somehow, Mikaila just knows adding girl trouble to that list isn’t going to work in her favour.
When she answers the call, Mikaila doesn’t mention Ashleigh. She hasn’t mentioned her in so long, in fact, that her mother has actually stopped asking. It’s for the best, because Mikaila wouldn’t know what to say, anyway. She’s hoping it’s never a conversation they end up having, though it might be inevitable.
Ashleigh is going to make it unavoidable.
Instead, her mother tells her about the crush Sufjan appears to have on one of his classmates. Apparently, he’s written her a love letter, asking her to be his Valentine when the holiday rolls around the following weekend.
It’s cute, obviously, but also a little worrying. He’s only eight years old. What do kids that age even know about the opposite sex?
Well.
Mikaila probably knows even less and she’s twenty-five.
She’s never had an official boyfriend. Only been on one date with a boy, and that was set up by both of their mothers some years ago. The first boy she kissed was at a party she was dragged to in Matric, and it’s not a pleasant memory. All she really knows about dating the opposite sex—and the same one, really—is what she’s learned from various forms of media: television, books and social networks.
It almost makes sense that Sufjan would have it figured out before her.
When she gets off the phone with her mother, Mikaila feels distinctly guilty. Her mother has always been in her corner, a cheerleader and an instructor. They’re close—a very different relationship than her mother has with Zora—and Mikaila thinks that’s a lot to do with the fact Mikaila is actually more like her father and Zora is more like their mother.
The guilt is because Mikaila is actively lying to her, and she’s really never been all that good at it. It eats away at her, even now. She’s stuck in this spot where she wants to stay as hidden as possible, but she also really wants to live as authentically as she’s able to, and the duality of that is simply and continually jarring.
Mikaila’s phone is still in her hand when it dings with a WhatsApp message, and her heart skips a beat at the thought it could be Ashleigh.
It’s not.
It’s actually an unsaved number, and Mikaila opens the message to find it’s Savannah who’s messaged her.
Mikaila, hi, it’s Savannah. From The Creamery, in case you need the reminder. I don’t know if you’d consider this too forward, but I thought we seemed to get along today, and you said you’re single. And so am I. So, I was thinking... Would you like to get a drink with me some time? X
 
Mikaila reads the message twice, silently lamenting how she managed to go from having zero real-life prospects to having two women expressing some kind of interest in her in the space of just a few weeks.
Apparently, they will just pop out of the woodwork.
She reads the text a third time, agonising over how she’s meant to respond. Saying yes to her proposition would be safer and smarter—someone completely new to her—because she’s not Ashleigh.
But it’s exactly that thought that stops her.
She’s not Ashleigh.
And if there’s a chance Mikaila can have Ashleigh, then—
With a sigh, she closes the message, tilting her head back and groaning. Probably best not to reply at all.
* * *
When Mikaila says she has a lot of family in Cape Town, it isn’t an exaggeration. Her father’s extended family is spread around the entire country, sure, but there is an abundant amount settled in the Mother City.
Before Mikaila was aware of her sexuality, she didn’t care all that much. She’s generally a homebody, sticks to herself and her schoolwork. She doesn’t quite interact with the members of the Mohamed family, except for a very specific handful, and only on special occasions: birthdays, weddings, funerals, and Eid celebrations.
Before, whenever her father would visit her in Cape Town, the two of them would do the rounds together, visiting all the uncles and aunties in their respective homes. Now that her father is gone, every house Mikaila visits is a constant reminder that she’s the late Imran Mohamed’s younger daughter who was with him when he passed.
Still, Mikaila can’t quite avoid visiting all the time. Especially not when the younger generation becomes aware of her return to Cape Town and her phone gets spammed with invitations to lunch after Jummah prayers on Friday afternoon.
Mikaila’s own prayer routine is sporadic, at best. Five times a day is nothing she’s ever managed to accomplish in her life, though even she knows she would be more inclined to do so if she grew up with an adult to imitate.
Her household did no such thing, and it’s one of the things she knows her father continuously worried about. She’s sure he was plagued with the question of whether religion would remain strong within her when she had her own children. Would she be able to teach Islam to them if she didn’t practice the correct way?
Well.
She knows he wished that she would end up marrying someone with a stronger religious background; someone who would guide her better than he was able to. Mikaila thinks it’s unlikely she’ll fulfil that wish, but all she truly wants is to be happy, and she likes to think her father would understand that.
Maybe.
She won’t ever know if he would, and that’s perhaps a mercy at this point in her life. What she does know is that he would want her at least to remain connected to some of his family in his absence.
So, after she’s prayed in her own home, Mikaila goes to one of her father’s aunt’s houses for lunch and encounters nearly thirteen people in the process. Which is good. If she can see as many people as possible in a single visit, merely proof that she’s alive and well, then she can probably go another few months without seeing any of them again. It’s a win-win.
The problem is they always talk about her father.
To the uncles, aunties, cousins, and everyone in between, Mikaila can’t quite exist separate from his memory. They loved him and so love her by association. They’re interested in her because of him, wanting to see her succeed, and Mikaila gets immense satisfaction informing them that she’s basically done with her master’s. It’s been a long time coming, and she hopes her father would be proud of at least that much.
The admission, though, leads to the inevitable follow-up question of what next? because of course it does. The expectations come from everyone, and Mikaila strategically deflects them by mentioning her intention to pursue doctoral research.
It’s perhaps the one thing that hasn’t actually changed about her future, when so much else has. She is very good at doing, saying, and being exactly who everyone expects her to be. It’s been ingrained in her from a young age, the weight of being the second daughter from a mixed marriage that was frowned upon then and has been begrudgingly tolerated over the years.
Mikaila knows they’ve written off her sister, in the sense that she’s already accomplished what’s expected of all women in their culture: marriage and children. It doesn’t matter that she’s in the middle of what could end up being a messy divorce, because she’s already reached that pinnacle. Mikaila knows that her considerable accolades as an academic will amount to nothing if she doesn’t end up with a family of her own.
Which she will. That’s her intention.
Just, it probably isn’t going to look anything like they expect it to, and it might actually be the first thing she does that nobody expects.
* * *
Ashleigh doesn’t text until Saturday. When Mikaila sees her name show up on her screen, she’s proud that she doesn’t immediately throw her phone right across the restaurant. It just vibrates in her lap, catching her attention, and her breath hitches only a little.
Opposite her, Mbali raises her eyebrows, and Mikaila definitely doesn’t need the reminder that Mbali and Cassie talk about her to each other.
Mikaila tucks her phone between her thighs, ignoring it, and keeps her focus on Lerato. She’s in the middle of a story from work, and Mikaila is determined to listen. Lerato deserves her attention way more than Ashleigh does, and Mikaila is able to give it to her and then some as she, Lerato and Mbali finish up their lunch, casually discussing the kitten Lerato is considering fostering and the apartment Mbali may or may not be considering moving into.
After, Lerato has to go back to work, complaining about having to be around her colleagues even on the weekend, and Mbali is meant to be meeting her cousin for an afternoon hike. Mikaila, of course, has her own company to contend with, and she decides a trip to the beach will do her well once she leaves her friends’ company.
She’s not usually one to get into the ocean unprompted, and she’s definitely not prepared for it, either. But she always has a beach towel in the boot of her car, ready and waiting for a moment just like this.
Sunglasses, book, bottle of water, and towel in hand, Mikaila chooses one of the quieter beaches she knows, Llandudno, picks a comfortable spot, and settles herself under the afternoon sun. This is notoriously Cape Town’s hottest time of the year, so there are small groups of people scattered around the strip of sandy beach, the breeze just cool enough not to be uncomfortable.
To her right, a young couple are doing yoga on brightly coloured towels, and her left side is occupied by a group of older women that Mikaila assumes is a book club from the matching novels they seem to be discussing.
But it’s the ocean in front of her, a blue that’s entirely too similar to the colour of Ashleigh’s eyes, that captures her attention. Of course she would find something to make her think about Ashleigh—as if she needed any more incentive. The waves are too gentle to be heard from this distance, but just the sight of them is enough to soothe the torrents in her chest.
She wants to be ready to live her life, but she’s not sure she truly is.
She makes a valiant effort to take in the water and read quietly, trying to relax her mind, but it’s as if her phone is burning a hole in her pocket, Ashleigh’s message waiting to be read. She doesn’t even know why she’s fighting what she’s too scared to hope for. Without even realising it, she’s been waiting for Ashleigh for years.
And now, Ashleigh is waiting for her in return. After all she’s been through, Mikaila knows better than to waste any more time. Ashleigh is not the kind of person easily ignored, and it takes zero more convincing finally—finally—to open Ashleigh’s text.
Mikaila,
The first night we spent as roommates, we promised each other we would face the world together, and I haven’t really allowed myself to think about what it meant that I broke my half of said promise. I didn’t let myself think about this moment right here, when we can look at each other and not recognise the person across from us.
We were so young. We knew nothing, and I’m convinced I still know nothing. I thought we were maturing at different rates, which was true, in a sense. We just matured in different ways, at different times, and I’ve spent the last few days realising I might have learned a lot about myself in the past few years, but not enough about you.
Truth be told, I’m not sure what’s actually happening with me. Especially when it comes to you. It feels as if I’m at my own set of crossroads, and you were always someone I could turn to. I took that for granted, I suppose, and I’ve done this all wrong.



It is your decision, of course, but could we start again? With these people we are now. I had this dream the other day that I would grow old and just never see you again, and I don’t like the way that feels.
You already know I wasn’t really thinking clearly back then, and I didn’t realise what it would mean for us to send that last text. I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought it would hurt less than having our friendship fade to nothing if I just called it.
Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I wasn’t.
I didn’t think this far in the future. That’s always been your thing. I didn’t think it would mean forever.
I’m sorry. I’m sorry we’ve got to this point, but I don’t want us to be. Not anymore. I don’t want to be back in Cape Town and not be part of your life. So I’m asking, Mik, could we start again? If that’s an unfair thing to ask of you, you can just tell me to fuck off, but I know I’ve always been my most selfish when it comes to you.
Tell me, will you let me take you to my favourite spot in this whole city? I think you’ll love it.
AVB ❤
 
Mikaila reads it a second and third time, screenshots it and sends it to Cassie – who responds with an extremely unhelpful shrugging emoji. Mikaila expects Ashleigh to bombard her with more messages, so it’s really a surprise when she sends nothing more in the nineteen long hours it takes Mikaila to come up with a suitable response. She’s given what she wants to say a lot of thought, allowing herself to sleep on it, before she types something she might regret.
Still, in the end, what she ends up sending is simple, a single question that says very little but gives away everything.
Where are we going?
 
Predictably, Ashleigh responds within a minute, and Mikaila couldn’t stop her smile if she tried. Her heart continually does that thing, and she would worry she has some kind of tremor if she wasn’t aware of just who was responsible.
Put on your shoes. I’m coming to get you.
 
Mikaila glances at the time, her eyes widening.
You take spontaneity to a whole new level. It’s almost eight o’clock on a Sunday night. I am NOT going anywhere.
Mikaila Mohamed. Spoilsport.
 
Mikaila shifts in her position on her couch, the television playing some show she’s definitely not paying any attention to.
Ashleigh von Bronckhorst. I am very comfortable in my pyjamas right now. Even you aren’t enough incentive to change that.
Ouch, babe.
 
Mikaila rolls her eyes.
What if I just want to see you?
 
Mikaila’s heart stutters, because this is—Is this it? Is she ready for what this could mean, for right now and for her future?
Regardless, Mikaila sends a location pin and a very important instruction.
Only a mini-tub of Häagen-Dazs will grant you entry.
 
The response she gets is a snapped selfie of Ashleigh holding up what must be her car keys as she grins into the camera.
Mikaila just smiles at the picture before she registers exactly what Ashleigh’s sent, and panics at the prospect of Ashleigh coming to her apartment. Mikaila is really in her pyjamas, basically bumming on her couch. Shit. She scrambles to her feet and looks around.
Okay.
Her place isn’t the untidiest it’s ever been, but she still spends a few minutes straightening the cushions on her couches and carrying her dirty plate and coffee cup to the kitchen sink. She makes quick work of the few dishes already in there, and then she goes to the bathroom to make sure it’s presentable if Ashleigh ends up needing it.
Next, she checks herself over, pulling her hair into a messy bun atop her head. She considers changing but decides against it. This isn’t that.
This is just—
Mikaila’s really not sure what it is, if she’s being honest. Just that Ashleigh is coming over for the first time.
Fifteen minutes later, she receives a second selfie of Ashleigh, this one darker and obviously in her car that is captioned with: Ice cream en route ☝
The entire thing is ridiculous, truly. Mikaila knows she’ll spook herself if she allows herself to think too much about it. She just sends Ashleigh her apartment number in response. And then she waits, heart rate slowly rising with the anticipation of seeing Ashleigh again. She’s spent some time accepting they won’t ever get back what they’ve lost in their missing years, but maybe that isn’t the worst thing in the world.
They could become something better.
Ashleigh texts once more, complaining that the ice-cream is melting in this heat as she waits for security to sign her into the building, and then there’s a knock at Mikaila’s door. She’s as calm as she can possibly be when she answers it, opening it to reveal an Ashleigh von Bronckhorst who is positively devastating, eyes shining and blue, her grin just a little sly.
“Delivery for Miss Mohamed,” Ashleigh croons, and Mikaila just smiles like an idiot as she steps back to allow Ashleigh to enter.
Ashleigh, who very purposefully doesn’t use all the space Mikaila has left for her, and rather brushes her arm against the front of Mikaila’s body as she passes, which doesn’t help at all with Mikaila’s accelerating heart rate.
“Whoa, this place is awesome,” Ashleigh says from behind her as Mikaila turns to close and lock the door. “Do you live alone? How long have you been in here? I’m totally stealing that cushion, by the way. It literally has popcorn on it.”
Mikaila turns around to find Ashleigh already standing near the shelves in her living space. She’s got trinkets and some books and several picture frames, and having Ashleigh in her home makes her feel exposed. She hasn’t spent much time thinking about what her apartment looks like to someone new, mainly because she’s maintained the same circle of friends for a solid three years now.
Nothing much has changed in all that time, the apartment’s open plan leaving every little nook and cranny in clear view. The same beige couches, the same green and brown drop curtains, the same mounted television, vinyl record player in the corner, and even her small chest freezer—a must-have in every self-respecting Muslim home.
And it is, isn’t it?
This is Mikaila’s home.
“Ash.”
She turns, smile steady but very obviously tinged with nerves. “I didn’t know if you’d eaten dinner yet, so I also bought some sushi while I was in Spar,” she says. “With extra ginger, of course.”
“I’ve eaten,” Mikaila tells her. “That’s why I asked for dessert, but thank you.”
“I wanted entry,” Ashleigh deflects.
“And you’ve entered,” Mikaila says. “Welcome to my humble abode.” She moves forward, stopping at the kitchen counter and fiddling with the ice-cream box. Ashleigh’s bought one of those multipacks with four little tubs, each a different flavour. “I’ve lived here since we bought it my third year of undergrad,” she explains. “My parents thought it would be a good investment, which I suppose it has been, because we would have wasted a lot of money on rent.”
“Smart.”
Mikaila hums.
Ashleigh slowly approaches her. “You wear glasses now,” she says, voice low.
“What?” Mikaila touches her face, surprised to find her glasses sitting on her nose. She forgot about them. “I—Yeah, I guess I do,” she says, laughing nervously. “Sometimes. Mostly for the screen. All that staring at a laptop takes a toll on your eyesight. The perks of choosing engineering. I thought we’d be matching.”
“Contacts.”
“I thought you hated those.”
“I do,” she groans, the Drama that is Ashleigh von Bronckhorst. “They’re honestly the worst and best thing at the same time. I hate that I sometimes need them. I mean, I can’t exactly dance while wearing actual glasses, you know?”
“You still dance?”
“Not the way I used to,” she answers. “There’s a studio in Claremont I used to go to. I guess I miss it, but not enough to do something about it. I’d rather just bust a move in my kitchen and call it a day.”
“Please tell me you did not just say ‘bust a move’ and actually were serious about it.”
“I’m fetch, Mikaila.”
She laughs. “Oh my god, shut up.”
Ashleigh smiles, looking thoroughly pleased with herself. She also looks a bit more relaxed, which helps. A nervous Ashleigh is a whole other beast, and Mikaila is already nervous enough herself.
“Your ice-cream is melting,” Ashleigh eventually points out.
Mikaila takes out one of the small tubs—Strawberry Cheesecake flavour—from the box and sets it on the marbled counter closer to where Ashleigh is standing. “Did you want something else?” she asks. “Something to drink. Do you want some sushi?”
Ashleigh steps around the counter, getting far too close to Mikaila. “I’ve eaten,” she says. “My mum made pasta.”
“You love pasta.”
“It is my guilty pleasure.”
Mikaila audibly swallows when Ashleigh is close enough to feel the heat off her body. “Don’t lie,” she manages to say. “There is no guilt involved.”
Ashleigh stares at her, and Mikaila stares right back. The air is charged, just waiting to ignite, and Mikaila isn’t sure she’s ready for what happens when they’re set on fire.
Mikaila looks away first, sucking in a breath. Ashleigh’s eyes have always been so intensely blue, sparkling in a way that reminds Mikaila of the ocean. They’re one of the features Mikaila has always loved the most about her, even before she was aware of why and how.
“I was about to watch the eight o’clock movie,” Mikaila says, absently picking a different flavour of ice-cream for herself before turning to pack the other two tubs in her freezer, the sushi going into the fridge. “I think it’s something with Zac Efron.”
Ashleigh nods slowly, looking slightly dazed. “He’s kind of hot,” she says, and then winces. “Is that—I mean, can I still say that to you?”
Mikaila laughs. “I still have eyes, you know?”
“I know that, but it just—I mean, you never actually said
how you identified.”
“Zac Efron is hot,” Mikaila confirms, because she doesn’t have to be straight to acknowledge at least that much. The man is a fine specimen, regardless of Mikaila’s preferences. “But my ultimate celebrity crush has to be Chris Hemsworth. And Jesse Williams, wow. I think I’m just a sucker for eyes.”
It’s never been truer than when it comes to this woman, it seems, whose eyes are so outrageous that Mikaila has caught herself staring at them more often than not. If Ashleigh weren’t right in front of her, Mikaila wouldn’t believe they were real.
“I am, too,” Ashleigh reveals, and she makes a point of meeting Mikaila’s gaze. Mikaila’s own eyes are a deep brown, though there are flecks of gold visible when she’s in the sun. “I read somewhere that they’re the one thing that never changes about a person, from birth until death. It’s where you’ll always find the most truth.”
“What truth are you seeing right now?” Mikaila asks, and this conversation is suddenly too heavy. They’ve jumped too far. They definitely need to take a few steps back and unpack what they need to.
“That we have far too much to talk about before I answer that,” Ashleigh says, as if she’s read Mikaila’s mind.
Mikaila nods slowly. Ashleigh’s right. It’s the smart thing to do. “We should sit,” she says. “The movie’s about to start.”
Now.
When Mikaila has only one person over, she usually sits on her own couch, and the other person chooses the other couch or one of the armchairs.
But not Ashleigh.
She rather plonks herself right beside Mikaila, taking the left seat cushion while Mikaila claims the right. It’s too close for comfort, and Mikaila can’t bring herself to relax. Even with the ice-cream, she’s acutely aware of Ashleigh’s presence and her scent and her heat and just everything about her.
Mikaila clears her throat. “Where did you want to take me, by the way?”
“Hmm?”
“Tonight. You said you wanted to take me somewhere. Where?”
“I’m still going to take you,” Ashleigh says, and then turns her body completely, carefully lifting her legs and draping them over Mikaila’s lap. “Which is why I can’t tell you.”
In Mikaila’s memories, this position isn’t anything new. Ashleigh has never really known personal boundaries and she’s extremely tactile. Not in an overwhelming way, but in a way that signifies she’s comfortable.
Among all of Mikaila’s friends in Cape Town, it’s really only Mbali who insists on hugs from Mikaila whenever they see each other. Cassie saves those for special occasions, having realised how uncomfortable Mikaila can get with too much physical affection, and Jenna goes through moods.
Ashleigh has no such qualms, and Mikaila now has to deal with the sight of her bare legs right in front of her face.
It’s okay.
She’s okay.
She just thanks the powers that be that Ashleigh can’t hear her heart beating. She’d definitely know something was up. Mikaila doesn’t even know where to rest her arms, awkwardly holding them suspended in the air until she just bites the bullet and rests them on Ashleigh’s shins, skin smooth and warm against hers.
See? She’s totally okay.
As it goes, though, Ashleigh just rests her back against the far armrest, eats her ice-cream, and easily tells her a story about her brother’s new girlfriend. Of Ashleigh’s younger brothers, Harry is the slightly older twin, with the darker hair and paler blue eyes.
“His girlfriend is older than me, Mik,” Ashleigh explains. “I mean, okay, fine, whatever, but it’s a little weird, right? I’m allowed to be a little weirded out, right?”
Mikaila laughs. “Okay, but like how much older is she than him?”
“Seven years.”
“Your twenty-year-old brother is dating a twenty-seven-year-old?”
“Yip,” she says, nodding. “Tell me that isn’t just a little weird to you, right? She’s like this actual adult, and my mum still does his laundry. Come on.”
Mikaila shakes her head. “I mean, I think I’d be the first person to advocate that love is love and has no bounds. But, yeah, it’s a little strange. How long have they been together?”
“Four months,” Ashleigh says. “He swears he’s in love. He was even talking about marriage and babies the other day. Something about her biological clock.”
“Oh, my god.”
“What even, right?”
Mikaila couldn’t stop her smile if she tried. “What do your parents think?”
“Oh, my dad doesn’t know. I think Harry would rather it stayed that way for as long as possible,” she says. “On the other end, my mum is thrilled.”
“Why?”
“Her boyfriend is also seven years younger than her.”
Wincing slightly, Mikaila eats some ice-cream, carefully licking the front and back of her spoon. “I suppose an age-gap is more forgiving the older you get.”
Ashleigh doesn’t respond, and Mikaila looks up to see her watching her very intently. Her eyes are still impossibly blue, if only a little dark and stormy, more cobalt than their usual cerulean. The freckles on her nose are a little more pronounced without her glasses, skin just slightly pink.
“Everything okay?” Mikaila asks.
Ashleigh nods slowly, eyes tracking Mikaila’s hand as she returns her spoon to her ice-cream cup. “Just thinking.”
“About?”
“You have paint on your hand.”
Mikaila looks down. “Oh. Yeah, I do.”
“Were you painting today?”
“Earlier, yeah,” she confirms. “When nobody’s visiting, the second bedroom acts as my makeshift studio. I couldn’t let go of it completely.”
“It’s your passion.”
Mikaila shrugs. “It’s just a hobby.” If anything, painting is therapy.
Ashleigh looks as if she wants to counter again, but the sound of a phone ringing stops her. She frowns slightly, and then shifts a little to retrieve the offending device from the back pocket of her denim shorts.
“Sorry,” Ashleigh says, ignoring the call and switching her phone to silent. “Caitlin has already started packing for the move, and she keeps texting and calling about all the things she’s picking to bring with her.”
“Caitlin Shaw?”
“That’s the one,” Ashleigh says. “She’s starting a new job end of March, and heard I was looking for a place too, so it just made sense to share the rent on a decent place closer to our respective jobs.”
Mikaila nods. “Where are you going to be staying?”
“Sea Point.”
“Nice,” Mikaila comments, because Sea Point really is prime real estate, overlooking the promenade and within walking distance of the ocean. She doesn’t even want to think about the rent they’re going to be paying.
“The commute to work won’t be too bad, at least,” Ashleigh says. “Traffic in Cape Town can seriously suck.”
“It’s worse than Jo’burg, but also not at the same time,” she comments, and knows Ashleigh will somehow understand. Despite how long they’ve both been in Cape Town now, Johannesburg is the city they shared first.
Ashleigh shifts again, getting comfortable once more. Her legs stretch out, and then relax, and Mikaila has the sudden urge to touch her skin; to feel it under her fingertips. It would be so easy. Ashleigh’s legs are right there, and Mikaila’s hand is also right there.
She doesn’t.
Instead, she rests her arms on Ashleigh’s shins once more and holds them still. “Caitlin did Chemical Engineering, right?”
“She did,” Ashleigh confirms. “At TUKS. We hadn’t talked in a while, so we caught up on quite a bit. She’s starting a job in, um, manufacturing, I think. She’s spent the last few weeks studying for these exams she has to write on project management. We’re both going to be super exciting people to be around, I’m calling it now.”
“You’re already a party, Ash.”
“Damn right I am.”
Mikaila relaxes further into the couch, silence enveloping them as the movie they’re supposed to be watching plays on.
“So, who are the people in your pictures?” Ashleigh asks after a while. “I recognise your mum and sister, and I assume those are your sister’s children all grown up.”
“Sufjan and Samir, yes,” Mikaila tells her, nodding. “They’re kind of stupid cute, aren’t they?”
“Eyes full of mischief.”
Mikaila looks at the selection of pictures she has on display. “Um, the picture on the far left is of my friends from undergrad. Sean, Rubi, Priya—we actually went to high school with her, remember?—and Lorenzo.”
“Are they still in Cape Town?”
“No,” she answers with a sad sigh. “Sean and Priya live together in Jo’burg, Rubi’s back home in Namibia, and Lorenzo is in Canada now.”
“They’re all scattered.”
Mikaila shrugs. “I had to make more friends.”
“Cassie?”
Mikaila’s eyes move to the picture on the far right of the same shelf, displaying what they nicknamed the ‘Donut Club.’ It consists of all the women in their master’s program, the five of them thrust together in what remains a male-dominated field.
“We met at the start of master’s, though we were doing parallel degrees during undergrad,” Mikaila explains. “It’s kind of trippy that we obviously saw each other and just never registered it. I’ve always been of the belief things are meant to happen when they’re meant to, and I believe that happened with Cassie. I met her when I was meant to. She’s exactly the kind of friend I need.”
“What kind of friend is that?”
Mikaila realises in this moment that Cassie is exactly the kind of friend Ashleigh couldn’t be all those years ago. Even when they first met, Cassie never asked her to change or rushed her in any way. She’s been patient in ways Ashleigh has never been.
“The kind that understands me,” Mikaila finally says. “She understands me, without my ever having to tell her.”
It’s not some kind of slight at Ashleigh—it’s honestly not—but Ashleigh still looks away, her expression falling at yet another reminder of how far apart they’ve managed to drift.
“There’s also Mbali, and then Jenna, who is positively insane. And finally Leanne, who is back in Bloemfontein now.”
Ashleigh nods slowly, digesting the information. “I’m in one of those pictures,” she says.
“The one from French class, yeah,” she says, eyes landing on the picture in question. It was taken with Mikaila’s laptop during what was their final lesson of high school French, all fifteen of them just so relieved to be able to say goodbye to their certifiably crazy French teacher. “It’s one of my favourite pictures, actually. Claudia looks like an idiot squeezed into the corner like that. I love it.”
“Do you still speak to her?”
“Sometimes, yeah,” she says. “If ever I’m in Jo’burg and she’s free, we try to make plans. She’s killing it making an actual career out of arguing with people.”
Ashleigh laughs. “Of course she’s a lawyer,” she says, rolling her eyes. “She really was very good at getting her point across, wasn’t she?”
“May as well get paid for it, right?” Mikaila finishes with her ice-cream in the next mouthful, and then carefully balances her empty cup on Ashleigh’s left knee. There are small goosebumps on her skin, the condensation from the cup pooling in a clear ring that Mikaila stares at for a moment.
“Don’t move,” Mikaila instructs.
“I’m not moving.”
Mikaila meets Ashleigh’s gaze for a moment. “Do you want to talk about it now?” she asks. “Tonight, at all?”
Ashleigh makes a point of finishing her ice-cream, removes her legs from Mikaila’s lap, and sits up. She sets their cups on the carpet and gives Mikaila her full attention.
“I’m sorry I’ve been an asshole,” she starts. “Going through my shit wasn’t an excuse, and I shouldn’t have pulled away the way I did just because things didn’t work out the way I wanted them to. I was hurt, or confused, or just impatient. That’s on me, but I can’t—you keep bringing up all this stuff I said at the end, but I have to admit that I don’t remember much of what I sent to you.” She looks embarrassed, edges of her mouth downturned. “I tried looking in my messages, but I guess it must have got lost with all the number changes.”
Well, Mikaila definitely isn’t going to tell her. She won’t ever repeat those words out loud, if she can help it—and definitely not to Ashleigh.
“Would you like to read it?”
“What?”
“I have the conversation archived,” Mikaila explains. “I would read through it whenever I felt nostalgic for what we once had, just to remind myself why I wasn’t going to be the one to reach out first.”
Ashleigh looks positively distraught for a moment, but then she steels herself and nods. Mikaila gets to her feet to retrieve her phone from the kitchen counter. She unlocks it and navigates to her WhatsApp.
It’s saved under Ashleigh’s old number, and she opens the conversation, scrolls up until she reaches the point where she invited Ashleigh to her birthday dinner. For a moment, she’s tempted to bypass the entire thing herself, but maybe she needs the reminder, as well.
Mikaila, I don’t know how to say this the right way, but why would you even bother to invite me? We’re barely even friends anymore. When we see each other on campus, it’s so forced, and you act like you don’t want to be talking to me. You get weird and awkward and that just makes me feel uncomfortable and want to avoid you. Don’t you get it? It’s painful for me to be in your company.
Be realistic here. We probably won’t know one another well again. I guess we’re not the same people anymore. That’s just the truth. You don’t have to make this some dramatic goodbye. We’re not teenagers anymore. Our friendship has been dead for years. It’s better this way, we both know that. There’s no point trying to convince yourself otherwise.
 
All these years later, and it hurts just the same.
With a sigh, Mikaila hands the phone to Ashleigh, who immediately starts reading.
Mikaila doesn’t want to watch her, so she bends to pick up the empty ice-cream cups and carries them to the kitchen. She dumps them in the bin, then pours two glasses of water for them. The ice-cream really was sweet, and she can still feel it on her tongue and back of her teeth.
She remains in the kitchen, sipping her water and packing away the few dishes she washed before Ashleigh arrived. She’s still busy when Ashleigh is very suddenly at her side, startling her. Mikaila barely has time to ask what’s wrong before Ashleigh is wrapping her arms around her midsection and hugging her so tightly that Mikaila actually lets out an involuntary squeak as the air leaves her body.
Mikaila awkwardly pats her shoulders, trying to make sense of what’s happening, but Ashleigh just holds her tighter. Eventually, Mikaila just gives in to whatever is happening, wrapping her own arms around Ashleigh.
This hug feels like an apology, an explanation, and a request for absolution all in one. It lasts forever. The longest hug Mikaila has ever had, probably, stretching for nearly eight minutes, and there is something inexplicably healing about it. As if the press of their bodies is stitching together what was torn apart all those years ago.
Ashleigh eventually loosens her grip enough to pull back to be able to look at Mikaila’s face. Her eyes are red but dry, and her brow is creased heavily.
“I was such an asshole,” she says, quiet in her admission. “I don’t—I didn’t even remember saying half those things. I hurt you. I’m sorry.” For someone who claims not to hand out apologies very often, she’s given Mikaila quite a few already. Ashleigh’s hold loosens that bit more and she straightens her spine. “Do you think we’re going to be okay?” she asks, the question genuine.
“You and me,” Mikaila says. “We’re going to be just fine.”
It doesn’t necessarily feel like a lie, but there’s obviously a part of her that knows it’s not going to be an easy road to get to that elusive ‘just fine.’ Whatever that even looks like. Mikaila certainly doesn’t know.
If Ashleigh doesn’t believe her, she doesn’t mention it. Instead, she smirks and says, “By the way, while I was using your phone, you got a Like from someone named Abu.”
Mikaila groans.
“You’re a popular gal, Mikaila Mohamed.”
Mikaila rolls her eyes, leaning against the counter behind her and forcing Ashleigh to release her. She misses the feel of her arms immediately.
“People keep liking me,” she says, and it comes out sounding like a complaint.
Ashleigh laughs, throaty and gorgeous. “Have you even swiped right on anyone?”
“Um.”
“You have, haven’t you?”
“One or two.”
“And?”
“And nothing,” Mikaila admits. “One woman messaged me, I messaged back, and then nothing. Another one, I messaged first, and nothing.” She shrugs, because it doesn’t quite bother her that nothing has worked out. Why would it when she has Ashleigh von Bronckhorst standing right in front of her? “Mbali says I’m being too picky, because I’ve had like two matches.”
“Oh, Mikaila.”
“Don’t laugh at me.”
“I’m not laughing,” Ashleigh says, but she’s definitely laughing. “You’re so cute.”
“I don’t even know if I want to be dating this way, anyway. It doesn’t feel real. I mean, can’t I just go out somewhere and meet someone? Can’t I just do that?”
“I mean, you could try, but I don’t know how successful you think you’ll be,” Ashleigh points out.
“Stop being the voice of reason.”
“When have I ever been the voice of reason?”
“Right now.”
“One time, Mikaila,” she deadpans. “Though, surely Mbali’s taken you to some, um, gay bars. Gay places. They have those, right? Do you go to bars?”
“I go to bars.”
Ashleigh looks so satisfyingly caught off guard by that news that Mikaila can’t help her laugh.
“You go to bars?” Ashleigh questions, borderline incredulous. “You, Mikaila Mohamed, go to bars? As in, plural?”
“Only with my friends,” she clarifies. “On a late Friday afternoon, after the week has burned us out and they need to decompress, we head down to Lower Main and bar hop.”
“Oh, my god, who are you?”
Mikaila smiles as innocently as she can manage. “It’s not that big of a deal, I don’t think,” she says. “My dad used to do it when he was at university. It’s not like I’m drinking or anything. I just like to spend time with my people, laugh at them when they get drunk, and then make sure they get home safely.”
“Gosh, you really are fucking cute.”
Mikaila does not think about how close to her Ashleigh is standing. Not a thought about it, nope. “I am cute,” she agrees. “Like, I’m super adorable. Everyone should be my friend.”
“Can I be your friend?” Ashleigh asks, leaning forward just slightly. At Mikaila’s silence, she adds, “Oh, that’s right, you don’t kiss your friends.”
It would be the perfect moment for a kiss, if Mikaila’s phone didn’t start to ring at that exact moment. They both startle, and Ashleigh steps back, blinking against the kitchen light as if she’s just realised where they are and what they were about to do.
What is happening? Honestly, just, what is happening?
“That’s probably my mother,” Mikaila says, deciding she’s actually relieved for the interruption. She’s not ready to deal with whatever it means to have Ashleigh von Bronckhorst look at her as if nothing else exists.
Mikaila’s not strong enough for that.
“I should get going,” Ashleigh says, running a hand through her hair. “It’s getting late.”
Mikaila nods slowly, agreeing.
Neither of them makes a move, Mikaila’s phone ringing to silence.
“When are you free this week?” Ashleigh asks.
“I’m always free,” Mikaila says. “At least until I figure out what to do with the rest of my life.”
“It doesn’t have to be such a monumental decision,” Ashleigh says. “It isn’t forever, you know?”
Mikaila sighs, because that’s where Ashleigh is wrong. That’s where everyone is wrong. Whatever she decides now is setting her up for the rest of her life, and she can’t realistically see herself spending that ‘rest of her life’ in this city. It’s one of the reasons she’s so hesitant to give into whatever this thing could become with Ashleigh. Mikaila has dreams for somewhere—anywhere—else, and Ashleigh is just now coming home. They will only hurt each other in the long run and Mikaila doesn’t want to do that again.
Ashleigh’s hand reaches for one of Mikaila’s and gently squeezes. “I should go,” she says. “And you should probably call back whoever that was.”
“Yeah.”
“What about Tuesday?” Ashleigh asks. “Spend the day with me? Please?”
“The entire day?”
Ashleigh nods. “Yeah. The entire day. Just you and me.”
It is everything Mikaila has ever wanted, truly. Ashleigh von Bronckhorst all to herself. All her attention solely on her. Those eyes focused on her, blinding smile directed at only her.
For the first time in her life, Mikaila is going to be selfish. “Okay.”
Ashleigh awards her with a beaming smile, wide and bright, and Mikaila isn’t even a little worried about what she’s just agreed to.
* * *
Cassie calls way too early on Monday morning and opens with, “Was I right or was I right?”
Mikaila is still in bed, rolling over onto her back and stretching her limbs. “About what?” she asks, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment.
“Your jilted ex-lover.”
Mikaila immediately smiles at the mere mention of Ashleigh, even if Cassie’s joke is well off base. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
“So would you.”
Mikaila yawns. “Did you call for a reason? Or are you just missing me?”
“Both.”
“Cute.”
“I actually wanted to ask you what you’re doing on Friday night,” she says. “Link’s friend, Marcus, is hosting one of those games’ nights that I know you geek about and I don’t want to go by myself.”
“Won’t Link be there?”
“Not the point.”
Mikaila chuckles, stifling another yawn. “Okay, yeah, I’m game,” she says. “Am I driving?”
“You always offer.”
“I always mean it,” Mikaila tells her. “You know I don’t mind.”
“Can you?”
“Of course.”
“Pick me up at six.”
Mikaila hums in agreement. “Are you already at campus?”
“I’m trying to have a productive day,” she says. “I’ve already had my tea and replied to four emails, so we’re off to a good start.”
“I’m sending you good vibes,” Mikaila tells her. “From my bed.”
Cassie chuckles. “Hmm, someone should get sleep. But, really, what are you doing today?”
“Laundry, probably,” Mikaila says. “I might cook, or I might not. Maybe I’ll bake. Ashleigh likes scones.”
As soon as the words are out of her mouth, she regrets them.
“Ashleigh,” Cassie says, and her voice holds far too much amusement. “You’re baking for Ashleigh.”
“I’m baking scones,” she confirms. “If Ashleigh happens to eat my scones, that’s something else entirely.”
“There is an innuendo in there, but it’s too early in the morning,” Cassie says. “Seriously, though? You’re going to see her?”
“Tomorrow,” Mikaila tells her. “I don’t know what we’re doing, but she seems determined to spend time with me.”
“To impress you, you mean.”
“Cassie.”
“Come on, Mik, you know she must want you, by now,” she says. “You essentially told her you’re hot for girls, and now she’s in your orbit. I’m right. Why not just enjoy it?”
There are a plethora of reasons she could mention, but she decides on, “I’m not convinced we won’t hurt each other again,” and suppresses something that feels like guilt.
Cassie huffs, seemingly already done with Mikaila this early in the morning. “Even if you knew for sure that’ll happen, would you still put an end to whatever is happening between the two of you?” she asks, sounding irritatingly smug.
Mikaila can’t quite reply to the question, which is an answer all in itself.
“What’s the part you’re struggling with?” Cassie asks. “The fact someone could actually want you, or the fact that someone is Ashleigh?”
“God, both,” she says, groaning. “I’ve spent so long hiding behind my religion` and my schoolwork, so I wouldn’t have to go through any of this. Not here. Not like this. The mere idea of dating at all is stressful enough, but dating Ashleigh—in this city, that’s something else entirely.”
“Mikaila, it’s happening,” Cassie says, firm and no nonsense. “Whether you’re ready or not, it’s happening. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? It’s why you’ve been on the apps; why you’re trying to put yourself out there. This thing with Ashleigh—whatever it is—can be a potentially life-changing experience you get to have. With
Ashleigh. How many times do I need to repeat it? So what if it’s stressful and confusing, because isn’t it also some kind of magical?”
“Not all magic is good,” Mikaila points out, but she knows Cassie is right. Mikaila set off a particular series of events the moment she sent Ashleigh that Instagram message, and these are just the consequences of her actions: Ashleigh von Bronckhorst, actually wanting her in return.
“Magic is magic,” Cassie counters, indulging her. “It’s what the user does with it that determines whether it’s good or bad.”
“I always forget you’re an undercover nerd.”
Cassie ignores her. “I’m right.”
“It is way too early for this.”
Cassie laughs, and then sighs, as if realising that Mikaila has reached her threshold. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop,” she relents. “Just promise me something first.”
“What?”
“Promise me you won’t run from it when it presents itself to you.”
“Run from what?”
“Everything you’ve been waiting for.”



CHAPTER 4
MIKAILA DOES TWO LOADS OF laundry on Monday, which really leaves her with her entire closet of clothes available for pickings for whatever she’s going to wear for her day with Ashleigh.
An entire day.
With Ashleigh von Bronckhorst.
What does a girl even wear for something like that? Whatever they’re going to call this day they’re about to spend together. A hangout? Is this a date? Something Mikaila wouldn’t have even dreamed was possible just a few weeks ago.
Whatever it is, it’s happening, and Mikaila has decided to go with the flow. She even messages Ashleigh for some guidance, but her response offers no real direction.
Something comfortable.
Oh, thanks Ash, that’s suuuper helpful.
I aim to please.
 
It is decidedly not sexual, but it definitely feels as if it is. Which is not helped by the wink emoji Ashleigh sends straight after.
In the end, Mikaila pulls on some blue jeans and a light green blouse. She’s more comfortable these days in her clothes, but not quite in her body. She’s always been so aware of herself; just always so conscious of how she takes up space, and it’s even more potent now that she’s permanently scarred. There is physical evidence of the trauma of the car accident that she’s intentionally hiding. Wounds that she could one day be comfortable telling Ashleigh about. Maybe even show her.
Maybe they can be better than they ever were, because the truth might be that they weren’t ever really friends in the normal sense of the word. No, they were always more, but perhaps always less, as well.
Ashleigh arrives promptly at nine o’clock, knocking on Mikaila’s door and giving her a smile that holds many, many secrets.
“There you are,” Ashleigh greets, stepping into the apartment and pulling Mikaila into a hug that feels too easy for people who are just getting to know each other again.
Mikaila breathes deeply, comforted by Ashleigh’s familiar scent. “Hi,” she murmurs, trying not to feel too disappointed when Ashleigh releases her. “You’re here.” She steps around Ashleigh, closing the door and carefully locking it. “Have you had breakfast? I’m still having mine.”
“You’re not ready?”
“I am; I just didn’t expect you to be on time,” she weakly defends, feeling a bit guilty for thinking it. “By my recollection, you run on Standard AVB Time.”
Ashleigh glances at her, eyes sparkling behind her glasses. “Well, yeah, but if I want to spend as much time with you as possible today, then I must do what I must.”
Mikaila just shakes her head, amused.
Ashleigh’s smile holds steady. “What’s for breakfast, then?”
“Eggs Benedict.”
“Seriously?”
Mikaila laughs. “Seriously,” she echoes. “Mbali had the same reaction when I told her. I was feeling fancy, so what? I baked scones yesterday, so not exactly English muffins, and I had some smoked salmon I have to use, so I—”
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh interrupts with a little laugh. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. Just feed me.” She knocks her foot against Mikaila’s. “Plus, you kind of had me at scones.”
Mikaila is immensely pleased to hear that, and she looks away so Ashleigh doesn’t see that she’s now smiling like a complete idiot.
Ashleigh moves to sit on one of the stools at the counter, eyes on Mikaila’s hands as she prepares a plate for her. She opts for tea when Mikaila offers coffee, and then the two of them sit side-by-side to eat.
“I don’t remember your being that interested in the kitchen,” Ashleigh says around a mouthful of food, and Mikaila chooses to be charmed by it. She’s allowed to have her graceless moments, only because she’s very cute.
“I didn’t have a kitchen, then,” she explains, which is true. The two of them already weren’t talking by the time Mikaila moved out of her catered residence and into her apartment, inevitably finding a love for the kitchen, so this is the first time Ashleigh is eating food she’s cooked.
Mikaila has almost grown into enjoying feeding the people around her over the years. She likes trying new recipes and baking all sorts of treats for her friends and colleagues, and now Ashleigh is one of them.
“This is amazing, by the way,” Ashleigh says. “I’m not—I don’t usually like Hollandaise sauce—wait, Mik, did you make this yourself?”
Mikaila nods, a little embarrassed at the praise.
“Amazing,” Ashleigh murmurs, wonder in her voice. “You truly are amazing, did you know that?”
“Tons of people can make Hollandaise sauce, Ash.”
Ashleigh doesn’t comment further, as if realising Mikaila’s discomfort, and instead tells her even more about Harry’s older girlfriend than Mikaila really needs to know. It feels like a safe topic to discuss while they eat, though, allowing them to focus on something unrelated to the two of them. Allowing them to settle into being together right now, even if it’s all just a bit of nonsense.
Because Ashleigh says, “Like, I don’t quite trust people who don’t like avocados, you know.”
Mikaila winces. This truth also never goes down well with her friends.
“No?” Ashleigh actually looks stricken. “Mikaila, babe, no, don’t do this to me.”
Mikaila laughs. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t like them. Except maybe in sushi, but even that’s pushing it. I think it’s a texture thing.”
“I can’t even look at you right now.”
It is a brave, terrifying thing when Mikaila lifts her hand and turns Ashleigh’s chin to face her. Ashleigh’s skin is soft and warm under her fingertips, and she knows it’s a mistake to touch even as she continues doing it.
“Look at me,” she murmurs.
“I’m looking at you,” Ashleigh confirms. “I’m never looking anywhere else again.”
Mikaila’s breath catches, but she can’t quite think of a suitable reply, and they spend the next minute just staring into each other’s eyes.
Ashleigh’s eyes are so blue; Mikaila has always wondered if they were actually real or not. Honestly, Mikaila’s convinced they actually put the sky to shame, and she could and would lose herself in them—willingly and wholeheartedly.
It’s startling, just how much Mikaila wants to kiss her, and she leans back at the thought, clearing her throat. It makes her wonder, once more, if this is really a date. What would she even be comfortable with happening between them right now?
“We do have a bit of a schedule to keep,” Ashleigh eventually tells her. “As well as quite a way to drive.”
“Where are we going?”
“You should just know right now that I’m not going to tell you.”
“Even if I ask nicely?”
“Even then.”
Mikaila leans in close, heart racing at merely the thought of what she’s about to do. She’s been accused of being an accidental flirt in the past, but now she’s actually trying.
“There must be something I could say to convince you,” Mikaila murmurs, and Ashleigh’s reaction makes it so, so worth it. Her eyes go impossibly wide and her mouth actually drops open. Mikaila wishes she had her phone on hand to snap a picture of her.
“You are dangerous,” Ashleigh concludes, shaking her head as she keeps smiling. “Finish up there, and then we’ll go. I made reservations for lunch.”
Truly, the Ashleigh Mikaila remembers likely wouldn’t have put this much thought into it. That Ashleigh was comfortable flying by the seat of her pants, so Mikaila knows she must be serious about this day and what it could possibly mean for them. This is the person Mikaila is now learning about.
“I’ll do the dishes while you finish getting ready,” Ashleigh offers, and Mikaila leaves her to it without protest. She disappears into her bedroom to fix her hair and put on her shoes. She sprays some perfume, grabs her sunglasses and shoulder-bag, and then walks out to find Ashleigh fiddling with the magnetic letters on the door of her fridge.
They don’t leave until Ashleigh has successfully written: AVB & MM, grinning all the while. Mikaila might even get a little lightheaded at the mere sight of it. Honestly, this entire thing makes her feel giddy and child-like in all the best and worst ways. Ashleigh winks at her over her shoulder, and then they’re on their way.
Only Ashleigh insists on driving, which—
Mikaila generally isn’t comfortable with other people driving her. Not since the accident.
She doesn’t like not having the control, and she doesn’t like the thought that what happened before could happen again. Cassie even lets her drive her car when she picks Mikaila up from the airport, which says a lot about her own comfort, because Mikaila trusts Cassie more than anyone.
At another time, Mikaila might just suck it up and endure the time in Ashleigh’s car, but she’s trying to be truer to herself in more aspects of her life than just her sexuality. Especially when it comes to Ashleigh, because this time around is meant to be better.
“Hey, Ash?”
“Hmm?”
“Can we take my car?” she asks, voice low.
Ashleigh regards her closely for a long moment. “Okay,” she says. “Do you want to drive?”
“Please.”
Ashleigh just nods, and Mikaila retrieves her car keys from their hook on the way out the door. She locks up behind her, then startles when Ashleigh’s left hand gently presses against the small of her back.
Mikaila suddenly feels very small, and yet very protected. It’s an odd thing, because she’s always been the tallest one in all her friend groups. Mikaila has at least five centimetres on Ashleigh even now, but it doesn’t feel like it in the moment.
“I’ll just put the address into your Google Maps for you,” Ashleigh says when they start walking through the corridor towards the building’s parking garage. “But you’re not allowed to peek, and you can’t ask questions, okay? Just follow what the trusty navigator tells you, okay?”
“Okay.”
Ashleigh’s smile holds understanding and questions, but she doesn’t say anything until they’re comfortably buckled into Mikaila’s Mercedes and Ashleigh is scrolling through her auxiliary-connected iPod that’s definitely seen better days for something for them to listen to during the drive.
“Actually,” Ashleigh says, “can I play something from my phone, or is that a no-go?”
“Depends on what you’re going to play.”
“I think you’ll like it, based on what I’m seeing here,” she says, and Mikaila half-pays attention as she checks her mirrors and pulls out of her parking spot. Ashleigh quickly connects the auxiliary cable to her phone, and a steady kickdrum comes through the speakers a beat later, filling the car.
Mikaila immediately recognises the song as ‘Marchin’ On’ by OneRepublic, feeling her heart actually give a pathetic thud in her chest.
“Seriously?” Mikaila says, absolutely not getting teary over some stupid song.
“Hey, this is our jam,” Ashleigh defends. “And, we have some years of music releases to get through, thank you very much.”
Mikaila can’t argue with that.
“From their more recent releases, I really like ‘Better Days,’” Mikaila tells her, finally exiting through the parking garage gate and turning left onto the street. She checks the screen of her own phone, Google Maps open, to make sure she’s headed in the correct direction, and turns left again.
“I can never sit still when ‘Connection’ comes on,” Ashleigh reveals, and the two of them spend the next ten minutes quietly discussing Ryan Tedder’s literal musical genius.
It’s when Mikaila realises they’re actually headed towards the Tableview area that she feels a little more relaxed, leaving the bustle of Cape Town city proper and heading north. It always feels as if she’s entering a completely different world once she turns onto Marine Drive, the majestic Table Mountain behind her, and the startlingly blue Indian Ocean to her left. It makes her feel a bit lighter, a bit freer. Like she’s escaping all the expectations the city holds of her: her university, her family, all of it.
It makes her feel comfortable enough to say, “My dad was driving,” barely loud enough to be heard over the music.
Ashleigh immediately reduces the volume, her eyes on Mikaila, who won’t look at her in return.
“He would fly down here, and the two of us would drive back home together,” she explains. “It’s only 962 kilometres to Kimberley, and I could do it myself, but he said he liked getting to spend that time with me before we got home to all the crazy of our family.”
In her memories, he always said it with this glint of amusement in his eyes, obscured by his thick-rimmed glasses. His laugh was throaty, though quiet like Mikaila’s, and she misses him more than she could ever say.
Today and every day.
“I usually drove the first leg, because he would get bored of the winding roads and scenery,” she says, carefully switching lanes to avoid a slow driver. “Then, once we were off the highway, it was his turn. He was always so interested in seeing the things around him, like what people were farming and what they were selling on the sides of the roads. Sometimes, he would get distracted, and I just—I never said anything. I didn’t—it wasn’t like something would happen.” Her breath catches. “And then something did.”
In general, Mikaila doesn’t think about that moment in her life too often. Sitting in her old Mazda
sedan, a passenger to her father’s driving, and knowing nothing about what was about to happen.
What she remembers most clearly of the day is leaving ahead of schedule. It was something they could do only when it was the two of them, because Mikaila’s mother and sister aren’t punctual at all and always have too much luggage.
He was impressed, even joking that they could take the scenic route and still make it home before the sun set. Her mother had already called, asking what Mikaila wanted for dinner, and everything was just so very normal. They’d already stopped twice—once in Beaufort West to buy some fresh Karoo lamb meat and the second time in Britstown to fill up the car’s fuel tank—before everything Mikaila ever knew about her life was suddenly altered.
Changed forever.
Mikaila clears her throat. “At the end of my second year of master’s, he flew down, and we were driving up together. It was a Thursday, and everything was fine. Just fine. He already had his second coffee of the morning. The weather was good, and I was even allowed to play whatever music I wanted to.
“And then, I don’t even know what happened. One second we were going straight, and then we weren’t going anywhere. I don’t remember much of anything beyond his saying my name, the sound of my own scream and the feel of his arm across my chest. I woke up in a hospital in Bloemfontein three days later, and my mother is the one who told me my dad was dead.” She breathes out. “They buried him while I was still unconscious.”
They couldn’t wait, obviously, because it’s custom in their religion to bury the dead within twenty-four hours of their passing. Imran Mohamed died instantly and painlessly, and he was buried the same way. Zora told her it was a massive funeral, basically the entire city of Kimberley going to Mikaila’s grandmother’s house to pay their respects. A funeral that his sisters had to organise, because Mikaila’s mother was in Bloemfontein with Mikaila, praying and praying that she wouldn’t lose two people she loved within days of each other.
There’s guilt that lingers in Mikaila, the truth continually haunting her that she’s the reason her mother couldn’t even attend her own husband’s funeral. That she couldn’t have him in their home for the final prayer and see him off the way he deserved. There’s other guilt, of course, for other things, because Mikaila is here when her father isn’t, and there are moments when she’s around her extended family that she gets the feeling they would rather have it the other way around.
If this truth comes out about her, they’ll wish it for sure, and she spends far too much time thinking about that than she should.
Slowly, Ashleigh’s hand appears in her periphery, giving her ample time to deflect it. Mikaila doesn’t take it with her own hand, because she’s driving, but she leans a little to the left, and Ashleigh’s hand settles on her leg, instead. Close to her knee. It is an action of comfort, and she gently squeezes where words aren’t appropriate.
Mikaila can’t bring herself to tell her she has never been able to visit her father’s grave. She’s never quite had the chance to say goodbye, and it’s a truth that continually plagues her mind. The other one is this:
“You didn’t call,” Mikaila whispers, because that’s also something that’s kept her from reaching out to Ashleigh before that unexpected Instagram notification. She was forced to go through losing her father without her, when they promised they would face everything together. “You didn’t text. You didn’t even say anything.”
Ashleigh’s hand trembles where it remains. “I didn’t find out until I was back in SA for the December break right after,” she says, quietly, like a confession of her own. “I didn’t know, Mikaila, and then it felt… It was too late to say something. I didn’t think you would even want to hear from me. After everything.”
“Don’t you get it?” Mikaila says, still unable to look at her. “You’ve always been someone I want to hear from, regardless of what happened between us.”
“I’m sorry,” Ashleigh says, and the words are meant for so much more than just this moment. “Mikaila, I am so sorry.”
They keep driving, making it to Bloubergstrand in silence, the music remaining at a low volume and leaving them to their own thoughts. Mikaila eventually pulls into a parking lot in front of a small strip mall, just a few stores open in front of them, and the ocean at their left side.
Ashleigh reaches for her hand as soon as she’s shifted into Park and gently holds it in her lap. She plays with Mikaila’s fingers, carefully tracing the lines of her palm and stealing her breath.
“I don’t want you to think I never thought about you, because I did,” Ashleigh says. “So many things happened that all I wanted to do was tell you, but I—”
“Why didn’t you?” she asks, and she’s wanted an answer to this question for longer than she’s willing to admit. “It’s been literal years, Ashleigh. Why didn’t you pick up the phone and call me? Why didn’t you text or send a Facebook message? Why was it just so easy for you to cut me out of your life?”
Ashleigh goes still.
Mikaila must have touched some exposed nerve, but her own are currently gaping wounds.
“I know I have made a mess of everything between us, but you have to know it was never ever easy,” Ashleigh says, voice steady, truthful, if a bit tense. “I know I put up a good front, particularly with everything I said in that last message, but it was not something I just did. It was not easy. It was actually seriously fucking hard.”
“But you still did it,” Mikaila says, not understanding why Ashleigh would put them through that, then. Instead of severing their friendship, they could have had a proper conversation about it, even if they both already know how Mikaila did react to such a suggestion back then.
“I had to,” Ashleigh says now, which is just confusing. “Maybe you don’t believe this, but you have always been braver than me, Mik.”
“What?”
“You thought I was joking,” Ashleigh says, and Mikaila wants to be able to look at her, but maybe it’s easier for them both that she doesn’t. “When I asked if you wanted to kiss me the first time. I knew I did it wrong the moment the words left my mouth. Making it your choice that way wasn’t fair, when I should have known how you’d react.”
“Ashleigh?”
“I shouldn’t have let you think I wasn’t being sincere,” she says softly. “Actually no, I should have been more direct with you. I should have told you that I wanted to kiss you, and that I wanted to be with you in a very real, scary way for us both. I should have told you that I missed you so much while I was on my gap year, and that I wish I’d just come with you that first year instead of putting us through that. I should have told you I was terrified we missed our chance; that everything was already screwed up, and I didn’t know how to get you and us back. I should have told you that I wanted more.”
And Mikaila gets it now, maybe, that she wasn’t the only one who wasn’t ready then.
“Even if nothing ever became of us, I owed you an explanation for why it hurt so much that you did think it was a joke,” Ashleigh continues. “I just wasn’t brave enough to make sure you understood, so I let us drift apart, and then I sent those messages, and I’m just—Mik, believe me when I tell you none of it was easy. Please don’t ever think it was. I never would have survived you becoming the loss of my life.”
Ashleigh might have asked the question the first time, but she let Mikaila say no, and the two of them have been drifting unmoored ever since.
Not anymore.
Ashleigh lifts Mikaila’s hand to her mouth and presses her lips against her knuckles, sending chills through her body. “We can keep talking about this,” she promises. “But, right now, I want to show you a slice of heaven, before we get some lunch, and then we’re going to laze about on the beach. Does that sound okay?”
“Yeah, that, um—that sounds perfect,” Mikaila murmurs, shakily. This conversation has been heavy. They need to do something else, decompress a little, digest everything that’s been said.
Mikaila doesn’t quite understand what Ashleigh means by ‘a slice of heaven’ until Ashleigh is leading her into a dark shop that is—
It’s just—
Books.
It smells musty and perfect, giving off dark academia vibes. It might as well be the Hogwarts library, with the way Mikaila feels in this moment. She glances at Ashleigh, who is already grinning at her.
“Ash,” Mikaila whispers.
“I told you.”
Mikaila steps forward and enters paradise. She’s always loved bookshops, and Ashleigh must remember that. Mikaila used to drag her to them on their weekend outings in high school. Bookshops and music stores. She’s even got a bit of a vinyl record collection now.
She just likes collecting things.
Ashleigh follows close behind her as she moves through the bookshelves that are packed to the rafters with every book in existence. What’s really great is that the space is large but feels tiny with the way every inch is used. They have to squeeze close to move between some of the bookcases, and it’s as if Ashleigh uses every opportunity to touch her in some way.
“Pick anything,” Ashleigh tells her, and Mikaila doesn’t even try to fight her. If this is a date, it’s already the best one.
Mikaila finds a travel book about Belgium, and she asks Ashleigh to show her where she was living in Brussels. She wants to know everything about the time they spent apart. She wants to know everything she’s missed.
Mikaila finds old books with sheet music, and she finds books on different painting techniques. She finds books about The Crusades, and she finds a very particular book with two women kissing on the cover, and Ashleigh waggles her eyebrows when she sees it.
Mikaila returns that book, ignoring Ashleigh’s pout.
At a few minutes before two o’clock, Ashleigh slips her hand into Mikaila’s and guides her through the shop towards a spiral staircase Mikaila didn’t notice until Ashleigh starts ascending the steps. They emerge to a whole other world, and Mikaila has to blink several times against all the sunlight. Ashleigh has brought her to a restaurant, it seems, which is confirmed when she tells the waiter who greets them, “Reservation for Ashleigh.” She glances over at Mikaila before she smiles back at him. “I wanted the Bay table.”
“Of course,” he says. “Right this way.”
The Bay table is the prime table, apparently, right at the edge of the restaurant and looking out towards the water. The ocean is bright and blue and beautiful, and they get seated opposite each other, a slight breeze coming through the open windows.
It’s really the first time Mikaila allows herself to view this as a very real, very romantic date. It cannot be anything else.
Ashleigh reiterates that when she orders a bottle of water for the table, and very casually slides her foot across the floor until their shoes are pressed together.
“Get anything,” Ashleigh assures her for the second time today. “The food is amazing.”
Unfortunately, Mikaila’s options lie in only something vegetarian or seafood-related, because this restaurant is very obviously not halaal, mostly given away by the separate wine menu. Ashleigh looks apologetic about it, but Mikaila doesn’t actually mind. It’s really a good thing she likes seafood.
It’s why she orders the line fish—which ends up being sole—with a side salad and roasted vegetables, and Ashleigh gets the fish and chips, but grilled instead of fried.
They don’t talk about the fact they’re on a date, and they don’t talk about their past or the future. Instead, Ashleigh tells her stories from her time in Brussels, and especially about how their Matric-level French didn’t really help her at all when she first arrived.
“At least I knew how to order a sandwich, though,” she jokes, and there’s such an ease to their interactions that it’s difficult to believe they’ve spent so long apart. Mikaila almost thought they would struggle to get back to this easy rapport, but it feels both different and exactly the same.
Because they are different.
They’re no longer just friends, it would seem. Ashleigh is at least right that Mikaila does not kiss her friends. They’re something much more now.
“Always a priority,” Mikaila agrees, smiling at her in a way she can’t quite control. This is Ashleigh von Bronckhorst sitting across from her, attention solely on her, and Mikaila doesn’t want this day to end.
Ashleigh seems to have the same thought, because they return to the bookshop only to pay for their books after they’ve finished with lunch, and walk out onto the blissfully empty beach just metres away. They find a spot, lay out Mikaila’s large beach towel she keeps in her car’s boot for impromptu beach visits such as this, and sit together. They’re somewhere near a few boulders, a little hidden from view from the parking lot, and it’s the only reason Mikaila lets herself sit as close to Ashleigh as she does.
Across the expanse of ocean in front of them, they can see Table Mountain in all its national-wonder glory. It’s a wonderfully clear day, leaving the entire landmark exposed as it overlooks the city, and Mikaila finds herself just taking in its famous flat-top with a certain calmness she wasn’t sure she would still be able to feel in Ashleigh’s presence.
It takes her a while to pick which book she wants to read first, and the two of them huddle together and read in comfortable silence for nearly half an hour before Ashleigh gets to her feet, disappears for nearly ten minutes, and then returns with a single cup and a single cone of soft-serve vanilla ice-cream.
Mikaila is left to marvel at just how many things Ashleigh actually remembers about her.
She takes the cup Ashleigh offers with a grateful smile and shifts just that bit closer to her. If Ashleigh notices, she doesn’t show or mention it. Instead, she licks her ice-cream, drawing Mikaila’s gaze to her lips and her tongue, and Mikaila will claim the next few minutes of her life are an out-of-body experience.
Ashleigh definitely notices Mikaila’s distraction, but she remains silent despite her obvious amusement—and glaring smugness. Mikaila has to force her attention to return to her book, ending up reading the same three sentences over and over. Ice-cream isn’t supposed to be this fascinating, surely—and distracting. Or is it just the way Ashleigh eats ice-cream?
Because, dear God, she does it sinfully.
Ashleigh is the one to gather their rubbish when they’re done, and she gets to her feet to throw everything away. Mikaila is always aware of her, so she feels the change in the air when Ashleigh returns to her spot beside her, again sitting just that bit closer. They may as well be touching.
Mikaila turns her head to find Ashleigh already looking at her. Her eyes are hidden behind the sunglasses she’s now wearing, but Mikaila can tell they’re focused on her face. On her lips.
“Mik,” Ashleigh murmurs, and it sounds like a question.
Mikaila leans in at the same time Ashleigh does, her eyes automatically closing the moment their mouths meet. Ashleigh tastes like sweet vanilla, her lips cold, and her tongue even colder.
Mikaila turns her body slightly, deepening the kiss and reaching out with her right hand. Her fingers find Ashleigh’s left cheek, her skin warm in the sunlight, and she feels Ashleigh’s mouth curve into a smile.
Ashleigh pulls back from the kiss first, her smile growing. “Hi,” she whispers, and she shifts close enough that there’s absolutely no space between their bodies.
“Hi,” Mikaila whispers right back, blinking a little dazedly.
Ashleigh kisses her again, a little firmer and with more intent. Mikaila has a fleeting thought about the fact they’re currently sitting on a public, though empty, beach, but she now has Ashleigh’s tongue in her mouth and her fingers in her hair, so does it even matter? She’s buzzing, every part of her body thrumming, heart beating erratically at the mere thought of what they’re doing.
Ashleigh nibbles at her bottom lip, and Mikaila has enough thought to stop herself from letting out an embarrassing moan, rather pulling back and licking her lips.
Ashleigh immediately kisses her cheek, her jaw, and then her neck.
Mikaila’s left hand settles on the back of Ashleigh’s neck, her fingers playing with the tiny hairs she finds there. She hums softly, closing her eyes for a moment. “You do want me,” she whispers, a little in wonder that Cassie was right.
“Hmm?” Ashleigh asks, lifting her head.
Mikaila just smiles, presses a single kiss to Ashleigh’s lips, and then looks back at the ocean. She’s aware of Ashleigh’s eyes remaining on the side of her face, arm sliding around her waist and hand curling around her hip. Mikaila leans into her that bit more, and Ashleigh practically purrs.
“Read to me,” Ashleigh gently requests. “I like hearing your voice.” She leans in even closer, practically curling her body around Mikaila’s. “I’ve missed it.”
So, Mikaila reads to her, though she couldn’t tell you what.
* * *
The first person she texts once she’s safely back in her apartment—and alone—is Cassie, who has been messaging her on and off throughout the day. Most of it has been teasing, but she was also clearly genuine in making sure Ashleigh treated her well.
Well.
Ashleigh definitely treated her far better than that, and Mikaila keeps having to pinch herself to remember it was real. She didn’t dream it all. Ashleigh even walked her right to her apartment door but didn’t come inside. Too much of a good thing and all that, and Mikaila can’t realistically claim she knows what would have happened if they remained in each other’s presence. It could have kept going really well, or it could have turned in an instant.
Ashleigh did step over the threshold, though, and backed Mikaila into the open door to hide them from view of the corridor, just to kiss her gently, slowly and deeply. In a way Mikaila has never been kissed before, hands holding her hips in place.
It was honestly a perfect day, and Mikaila has to tell someone. Cassie.
She liked my scones!
 
She regrets it as soon as she’s sent it, because it really just leaves her wide open for additional teasing.
Case in point, because Cassie doesn’t disappoint.
That’s definitely a new euphemism. I think I’m going to start using it now.
Cass. Shut up.
It went well then?
Ohmygod. I haven’t stopped smiling. I don’t think I could if I bothered to try.
 
Mikaila sends her one of the pictures they took on the beach, a selfie of just her and Ashleigh, heads pressed together and unstoppable, unfamiliar smiles on their faces. It’s a great picture, if Mikaila is allowed to have an opinion about it, and she immediately sets it as her home screen, not her lock one.
Only for her eyes.
Mikaila.
Yes?
I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile like that.
 
Mikaila goes still, because… she doesn’t think she has ever smiled like that.
Not in her own memory, at least. As far as childhoods go, she’s convinced she had a good one in that she hasn’t quite emerged traumatised. Though, being a full seven years younger than her sister almost forced her to grow up faster, trying to match the rate Zora was maturing. Their parents reacted and responded to them the same way, holding Mikaila to standards of children years older than her.
It’s probably why she’s done all she can to be the person her family has always expected her to be. But, perhaps, that person wasn’t ever quite happy. Cassie has seen Mikaila through the past three years of her life, some highs and a lot of the lowest lows. But never anything remotely this high, it seems.
* * *
When Mikaila’s mother calls later that evening, her feelings on the day have managed to temper slightly. Not completely, it seems, because her mother actually asks what has her in a good mood.
Apparently, even her mother can tell that much over the phone.
Mikaila deflects by alluding to her master’s, mentioning that the end is near. It should be enough of a distraction, but one can never quite know with her mother. There have been times when Mikaila has been convinced her mother knows. After everything that happened with Chelsea in high school, she was a mess in a way she still hasn’t fully grasped, and she knows her mother was worried about her.
She even mentioned once how eerie it was that Mikaila went so quiet, silently nursing a heartbreak she wouldn’t make sense of until years later.
Apparently, that’s just what Mikaila does when her best friend just stops speaking to her without any warning. At the time, it felt as if Chelsea woke up one morning and decided distance was the only way forward, prioritising herself and her family in a way that left Mikaila reeling. Years on from that particular friend breakup and a tentative reunion later, Mikaila understands the situation as it was then much better now. Because she and Chelsea have talked, yes, but also because Ashleigh has said the words the way Chelsea never could.
Mikaila made her uncomfortable by developing feelings for her without ever realising. And, instead of addressing it, Chelsea disappeared from her life so very effectively for someone who still went to the same school as her. Mikaila really knows how to pick them, doesn’t she?
Ashleigh claimed that she didn’t want to do the same thing Chelsea did, which is the reason she sent that final text in the first place. She didn’t want to leave Mikaila in the dark, flailing in the unknown the same way Chelsea had in Grade Eleven. She too did not name the issue head-on, and Mikaila does not know how she managed to get into this position twice before she was ever even aware she could like girls.
It’s her pride, maybe, that didn’t have her ask for more of an explanation, but she can honestly say she doesn’t know which one is worse: silence, or severance.
In the end, despite their intentions, they both hurt.
“Any news on the PhD?” her mother asks, dragging her back to the present. It isn’t a better topic of conversation, given Mikaila’s current academic position, because her mother does not yet know that Mikaila’s doctoral career could very well take her so very far from here.
On Mikaila’s most cynical days, she dreams of quitting her studies completely and opening an art studio. With books. And coffee. In the middle of a forest.
One day. Maybe.
For now, she doesn’t panic at the question her mother’s asked, but it does irritate her. She still has time.
“I’m meeting Jules once I hand in,” Mikaila tells her, keeping her voice steady. “Nothing is set in stone yet. She said we’d make decisions only after my master’s was submitted. I already told you that. One thing at a time, Ma.”
“Oh, okay.”
Mikaila closes her eyes, refusing to let this conversation alter her mood completely. She had a great day. She spent hours and hours with Ashleigh. She kissed Ashleigh. She kissed her a lot.
She’s going to kiss her again, surely.
“We met again with the lawyers today,” her mother tells her, switching topics once more. “About the divorce.”
Mikaila hums. “And?”
“It’s rather straightforward,” her mother says, sounding rather detached. “Zora wants full custody, and I don’t think any court would dispute that. Ahmed’s record as a father is non-existent.”
“And finances?”
“Obviously, he gets nothing,” she answers, scoffing. “At least your sister was smart about that part, keeping everything separate.” She pauses, and Mikaila already knows what’s coming. They so rarely have conversations that don’t allude to Mikaila’s future spouse at least once these days. “You’ll be smart about it as well, won’t you? You won’t let your husband control you or your finances, right?”
Given the implications of the instruction, Mikaila probably shouldn’t smile as wide as she does when she says, “Oh, you definitely don’t have to worry about that, Ma.”
It’s just really amusing to her—especially after the day she’s just had.
A husband.
Hah.
At this point in her life—and, in particular, after making out with Ashleigh—she can no longer deny it. If she’s going to live an authentic life—and she really, really wants to—there is never going to be a husband. She can hold onto her overreaching ‘queer’ label for as long as she wants, sure, but she also knows she’s never felt anything close to how she feels with Ashleigh with a single other person in this world.
She likes women.
She likes Ashleigh, and that is something she now has to navigate. Cassie was right: she has no choice but to be ready for it.
“Good girl,” her mother says. “I never have to worry about you. Not like with your sister. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Miki.”
Mikaila sighs, the weight of the role she plays settling on her shoulders even more—it’s no wonder her mother constantly complains about her hunched back.
“Of course, Ma,” she agrees quietly. “But—”
“But what, sweetheart?”
Mikaila contemplates the merits of even alluding to the idea she won’t always be able to be what her mother wants her to be, but the mere thought is already exhausting.
So she says, “But nothing, never mind,” and they move on to another topic once more.
* * *
Mikaila’s already-good mood gets impossibly better on Thursday morning when she wakes to an email from her supervisor saying the final draft of her complete document passes her inspection and is ready for submission after just a few grammar fixes.
It’s terrifying.
Mikaila has spent the better part of three years putting together this research, identifying a need and conducting the necessary investigation in order to address it. As an engineering graduate already, this master’s degree is further proof of her ability to do research. Her potential doctorate will allow her to create.
Obviously, Mikaila is going to conduct a thorough check of her prized document one last time, regardless, so she gets herself ready to go to campus for the first time since she returned to Cape Town. She still has workspace in a shared lab with the rest of her small research group, her desk filled with all her belongings—mostly trinkets and printed journal articles.
She’s the first one of her lab mates to arrive, and she spends a full hour carefully reading her various conclusions and recommendations. They’re the last sections she wrote, so they’ve undergone the least amount of editing over the months she’s spent writing and compiling—they require the most attention.
She’s already added almost thirty words by the time JP arrives, motorbike helmet tucked under his arm and every other part of him dishevelled. Even the little beard he keeps looks unkempt, but he looks so genuinely happy to see her that she feels a little guilty for spending so much time away from the lab since she’s been back in the city. She’s essentially left him to trudge through the rest of his postgraduate degree while she dilly-dallies over the end of hers.
It helps that she’s brought him some leftover scones. He always appreciates baked goods and promised to eat everything she attempted to make, as long as it wasn’t poisonous.
Mikaila hasn’t killed him yet.
They spend an hour catching up over tea, updating each other on the latest events in their lives. They might have started their master’s at the same time, but he’s opted to upgrade to a PhD, which he claims is going well, and definitely keeping him busy. In return, Mikaila dissects the potential end of her time here in the lab, right before she almost tells him about Ashleigh.
JP knows about her preference, without her ever actually telling him, and she loves that he’s never quite felt the need to bring it up. Just gives her a supportive smile whenever something alludes to it, and she would miss him quite terribly if she were to leave this lab.
Mikaila has a number of options elsewhere. She made sure she had an array of them the moment she realised she may not turn out to be the exact daughter her family wants her to be, and she needed to be prepared.
Prepared to stay, maybe, but mostly to go.
Mikaila hasn’t told anyone about the update to that situation that Jules included in the email she sent. She wouldn’t even know how to start that conversation with any of them. Particularly with Ashleigh, who messages about getting lunch with her at noon.
Mikaila has to tell her she’s actually at campus, trying to be productive, which would be going well if she wasn’t getting distracted by her reunions with the two other students in their lab. She doesn’t think it’s been that long since they saw each other, but Justine still gives her the tightest hug imaginable, and Kelebogile punches her arm hard enough that she’s convinced she’ll bruise.
Can I bring lunch to you? I kind of want to see where all the magic happens.
 
Mikaila’s heart rate doubles in a single breath. Just the thought of seeing her is enough.
I also just want to see you.
 
Mikaila doesn’t even think about it before she sends Ashleigh the lab room’s number.
What am I delivering to you?
Surprise me.
 
Ashleigh does surprise her, arriving at their door with two large pizzas for the entire lab to share. She’s in her element as she steps inside and grins at Mikaila like she has far too many secrets. She’s wearing her contacts today, her eyes so startlingly blue, and there’s something untouchable about her.
Mikaila has felt lost and untethered for large parts of her existence, desperately trying to figure out her own life and where she fits in it. But, then, Ashleigh von Bronckhorst just has to look at her, and she’s quite certain she’s always been exactly where she’s meant to be.
Mikaila gets to her feet to pull her into a brief hug, mainly because she can’t resist the temptation, and then carefully presents her to the other three people in the lab.
“Um. Ashleigh, this is JP, Justine and Kelebogile,” Mikaila introduces, aware she’s already blushing. “Guys, this is Ashleigh, my, um fri—my Ashleigh.”
Now, Justine and Kelebogile aren’t yet aware, but JP’s eyebrows rise in realisation, and Mikaila can’t even look at him, the tips of her ears turning red.
Justine and Kelebogile have questions for Ashleigh, mainly about their time in high school when Ashleigh mentions they’ve known each other that long, and JP fetches a chair for her to sit with Mikaila behind her desk.
The lab is small, fitting only four desks, two facing each other against either wall. Which means that Ashleigh immediately reaches for Mikaila’s hand once she’s seated, hidden from view and squeezes it in greeting.
Ashleigh ends up staying for a full hour, conversation flowing easily right until the moment Justine reminds Mikaila about the upcoming seminar with the research group from Virginia Tech currently visiting from the United States. They’re in Cape Town checking in with their research partner groups, and Jules has hinted very unsubtly to the cohort that Mikaila is a very promising student they could offer a doctoral position.
Mikaila doesn’t think she would ever go that far away, and the pinched expression on Ashleigh’s face is just one reason why. She probably doesn’t realise the significance of the seminar, but even the mention of somewhere that isn’t here is enough to cause alarm.
The question remains, if Mikaila were given the opportunity, would she go?
Could she?
What would something like that mean for whatever she and Ashleigh are trying to build here? Mikaila doesn’t even want to think about it.
When Ashleigh does leave, Mikaila rises to walk her out, wincing slightly when she says, “I’m meeting my brothers for a day-beer,” with a roll of her eyes. “Harry’s thinking of telling our dad about Courtney.”
“You sound as if you don’t approve,” Mikaila points out.
Ashleigh doesn’t say anything as they wind through the corridor towards the elevators, but Mikaila grabs hold of her wrist and drags her further down to the quieter side of the building. There’s a service elevator they can use there.
Just the two of them.
Ashleigh immediately catches on, because Mikaila is pressed against a wall with Ashleigh’s mouth against her own as soon as the doors slide closed behind them. They have five floors worth of time, and Ashleigh is nothing if not productive. They both taste of marinara, cheese and herbs, but Mikaila doesn’t care.
Ashleigh pulls away just in time for the doors to open to another empty corridor, and they step out together, Mikaila making sure to wipe her mouth on her sleeve. Ashleigh laughs at her, following as they emerge into the main foyer of the building.
Ashleigh unhooks her sunglasses from the front of her shirt and moves to put them on her face but Mikaila grabs them before she can, sliding them onto her own face, instead. They step out of the building together, Ashleigh’s arm brushing hers, and it’s Mikaila’s turn to follow her to wherever she’s parked her car.
Illegally, of course.
She’s just lucky she didn’t get a parking ticket.
“The things I do for you,” Ashleigh jokes, spinning around and leaning against her driver’s side door. It’s the first time she’s seen Ashleigh’s car and known it, a new model white Polo Vivo, and Mikaila can’t help thinking it suits her. “Look at me, just risking parking fines.”
Mikaila feels as if she’s a moth to a flame, drawn to her in the worst way, and willing to suffer the burn. “How noble.”
Ashleigh puckers her lips. “Babe.”
Mikaila shakes her head, amused. “So, Harry wants to tell your father about his girlfriend?”
“He’s honestly such an idiot,” she grumbles. “Having divorced parents really sucks, obviously, but this is literally one way it doesn’t. We can get away with all kinds of shit without one of them knowing. Even both of them.”
Mikaila can understand why Ashleigh would be annoyed. It’s going to create unnecessary drama and, despite Mikaila’s teasing, Ashleigh is definitely the type of person who would choose to avoid additional stress in her own life, as well as her family’s.
But.
“He’s choosing her.”
“What?”
Mikaila shrugs. “I think it’s sweet,” she says. “He’s showing Courtney that he’s serious about her, and one of the ways to do that is to tell his father. Let him.”
Ashleigh sighs heavily. “Why do you always make so much sense?”
“I guess there’s a part of me that envies him,” she admits quietly. “At this point in my life, I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone in my family about the person I’m dating.” She drops her gaze. “Especially not my dad.”
Ashleigh’s arms are suddenly wrapped around her, squeezing tightly. She holds her for a long while, the two of them in one of the university’s parking lots, and Mikaila doesn’t even care who sees them. Ashleigh is hugging her, and Mikaila has desperately missed her hugs.
“I guess things really get put into perspective when you look at it like that,” Ashleigh says, sighing against the skin of Mikaila’s neck. “I just—I guess it’s in my nature as the older sister to try to keep everything as settled and peaceful as possible.”
“Don’t you think your father will react well?” Mikaila asks, pulling back enough to look at Ashleigh’s face.
Her brow is creased; she’s obviously worried. “Maybe. Maybe not.”
Mikaila kisses her cheek, and then steps back. “Well, just hear what Harry has to say—he might surprise you, who knows—and then text me after.”
Ashleigh smiles at her. “Thank you, you know.”
“For what?”
She leans back, not responding to the question. “Do I get my sunglasses back?”
Mikaila grins. “Ask nicely.”
Ashleigh shakes her head, looking smitten. “You look really good in them, by the way,” she tells her. “Seriously fucking gorgeous.”
Mikaila flushes, immediately taking off the glasses and sliding them onto Ashleigh’s face. Her fingers linger a little too long, and Ashleigh just smiles, as if she knows exactly what she’s doing to Mikaila.
She probably does.
Ashleigh catches her fingers before she can remove them completely. “Can I see you tomorrow?”
Mikaila has to think for a moment, mentally checking her schedule. “Oh, um. I’m going to this thing with Cassie and her boyfriend in the evening, but I don’t have concrete plans during the day.”
Ashleigh’s lips twitch, giving her feelings away, and Mikaila actually laughs at her transparency. Ashleigh has to know she’d rather spend all her time with her, as well. It still amazes her how much has changed, and also just how little has, as well.
“What’s so funny?”
“You’re very cute,” Mikaila tells her. “Maybe some time over the weekend?”
“Can’t,” she groans, looking to the skies as if they’ve personally wronged her. “My mum is making us go to Gareth’s house in Port Owen for the weekend. It’s this Valentine’s thing, which is just all kinds of weird, you know? I don’t want to be in the same house as them when I know what they’re going to be getting up to.”
Mikaila’s smile slips at the mention of Valentine’s Day, because—
She’s never really celebrated the day with someone before, and now Ashleigh won’t even be around.
For the first time, Mikaila wonders just where Ashleigh’s maybe-boyfriend would fit into a family trip such as this one. Would he normally be a part of the festivities? Is there any kind of future where Mikaila would?
“Hey.”
Mikaila’s eyes snap up.
“I’ll see you when I get back, okay?” Ashleigh assures her, and then drags her into another hug. If possible, it lasts longer than the first one. She eventually tilts her head up to kiss Mikaila’s forehead, which is just ridiculous with their respective heights. Ashleigh lets out a small laugh, patting her back before releasing her, and then she really does leave.
Mikaila watches her go, wondering if she should feel more worried about all of this. Ashleigh wants her, which she’s proven, but she also still has a maybe-boyfriend who’s waiting for her, and that makes everything that bit more complicated.
Mikaila could ask. She definitely should, but she’s also not sure she wants the truth, regardless of what it means for her. She just never thought she would be this character in her own story. She thought she would be stronger, firmer with herself, but now she’s basically already fallen for a girl she’s not sure she’ll be able to keep.
It’s all she’s thinking about when she returns to the lab, finding only JP inside. His head is bobbing to the music playing from his headphones, but he immediately removes them and grins at her. Knowing and curious, sure, but he doesn’t actually ask the question.
He does say, “She’s very pretty,” with an absolutely infuriating inflection in his voice, though, which is just about the same thing.
Mikaila turns red. She doesn’t think she’s returned to her normal pallor even once since Ashleigh first arrived, her blush still evident on her tanned skin.
“And her eyes, oh my god,” he continues.
Mikaila settles into her chair and sighs. “They’re insanely blue, aren’t they?”
JP nods several times. “Kind of blinding, but in the best way possible.”
Mikaila likes that description. “I’ve tried to mix that colour with my paints so many times, but I’ve never quite been able to get it right.”
“I bet,” he says, and then purses his lips, gaze meeting hers. “I know we don’t talk about this, but is she your, uh, you know?”
Mikaila shakes her head. “Not quite,” she admits. “We’re—I’m not sure what we’re doing, if I’m honest, but, yeah, I guess we’re seeing each other.” She sighs, and it sounds dreamy to her own ears. “I’m kind of crazy about her.”
“She brought us all pizza, Mikaila,” he says. “If you don’t lock her in, I’ll do it for you.”
Mikaila laughs, shaking her head at his antics. “I’m working on it,” she assures him. And she really is.
She’s never wanted anything for herself as much as she wants Ashleigh, and she thinks this could be the one thing she could end up being the most selfish about.



CHAPTER 5
MIKAILA SUBMITS HER FINAL MASTER’S dissertation at 16h19 on Friday afternoon, says an extra lengthy prayer, and then drives to Cassie’s place. She’s aware she’s early—at least Cassie knows she’s coming—but they have a lot to talk about.
Well, Mikaila has a lot to tell her, and Mbali has been weirdly busy this week with organising apartment showings and that pesky thing she calls a job.
Once inside, Mikaila spreads out on Cassie’s bed while Cassie continues getting ready, telling her tale of the events of the past week. Cassie listens intently, picking out an outfit and doing her makeup. She doesn’t react much more than the slight widening of her eyes and a few smiles. Especially when Mikaila mentions the stolen kiss in the elevator.
“Mikaila,” Cassie finally speaks once she’s done. “It seems to me you have yourself a lover.”
Mikaila grins into a pillow. “I feel so silly,” she admits, her words muffled. “And giddy. I am smiling all the time, and my heart does this thing whenever she calls or texts. It’s—I used to scoff at people who acted all lovesick and pathetic.” As soon as the words leave her mouth, she sits up quite suddenly. “Granted, it was because I couldn’t quite grasp feeling that way about a teenage boy, but I totally get it now. I’m literally embarrassed for me, Cass. I’m almost twenty-six, for goodness’ sake.”
Cassie hums, expression thoughtful. “My cousin was actually telling me about this. You know he also came out a little later, and he was saying that he essentially missed out on all the excitement straight people go through as we move through puberty and basically discover the opposite sex the way society almost dictates we’re supposed to. The whole having crushes and getting into new relationships thing is sometimes such a part of the teenage experience, and you’re basically going through all of that right now.”
Mikaila’s eyes widen. “Oh my god, I can’t even imagine going through this at fifteen. I would have been a disaster.”
“Some would say you’re a disaster right now.”
Mikaila stretches, her arms rising above her head. “Some would, yeah, but I’m probably going to be a disaster on Sunday.”
“Why?”
“Valentine’s Day.”
“Did Ashleigh mention anything?”
“Just that she’s going away with her family,” Mikaila tells her. “Said she would see me when she gets back.”
“Why don’t you ask her to be your Valentine?” Cassie suggests. “Just see what she says.”
Mikaila shakes her head, not quite ready to consider it. “What are you and Link doing, anyway?”
“Apparently, he’s cooking for me,” she says, looking slightly alarmed. “So, if you get a call from the hospital, you know what happened.”
“He won’t poison you,” she says, laughing.
“He once put milk in his mince stew, Mikaila,” she deadpans, and then winks. “Believe me, I’m not dating him for his kitchen skills.”
“Gross.”
“You can’t even start with that,” Cassie says. “If you play your cards right, Ashleigh might actually really turn into your lover.”
Mikaila goes still. “She—Well, yeah, I suppose.”
Cassie gives her a confused look. “Why do you look so spooked by that?” she asks. “Mik, you know, in general, most young and hot-blooded people in their mid-twenties want to be having sex.”
“I know that.”
Cassie frowns properly now. “What gives, then?” she asks. “As far as I know, the general mechanics of two women having sex aren’t all that different to a hetero couple.”
God, Mikaila is not ready to be talking about this.
She clears her throat. “Well, I haven’t had either kind, so, you know…” she trails off, awkward.
Cassie moves to sit on the end of her bed, expression thoughtful. The patience she exudes makes Mikaila feel as if she’s a child being lectured by an actual parent.
Cassie is her Mum-Friend, after all.
“Is that what’s worrying you?” she asks. “That it’ll be your first time? Because, you know, I’m sure there are tutorials online. Also, Mbali could totally help.”
“Oh, my God, no,” Mikaila says, horrified. “Mbali cannot know about this.”
“What is it, though?” Cassie presses. “Is it that you think Ashleigh wouldn’t want to? Because you and I both know that’s ludicrous, Mik. She obviously wants you. The woman keeps manufacturing situations just so she can see you.”
Logically, Mikaila knows this already. Also, logically, she knows she doesn’t have much to be worried about when it comes to taking this step with Ashleigh, because Ashleigh is kind and understanding, and she will be careful with Mikaila. Logically, it all makes sense, but nobody said anything about her internal worries ever being rational.
They sit in silence for a full minute before Cassie asks the tentative question, giving voice to what Mikaila can’t admit is a significant hangup she’s not certain she knows how to navigate.
“Is it—I mean, is it because you’re Muslim?”
Mikaila immediately drops her gaze, heart beating in her ears. “It is a choice I would be making,” she says to her hands in her lap, left thumb picking at the skin around her right thumbnail. “A wilful sin. I don’t know—how do I be a good Muslim and—” she cuts off, frowning.
“Mik.”
“Until Ashleigh, it was all just something that would happen in the future,” Mikaila tells her. “I could talk a good game, you know? Pretend I was ready for something to happen. I could flirt with people halfway across the world, send a random message to someone I match with on a dating app. Those interactions weren’t ever going to go anywhere, I don’t think. But this thing with Ashleigh, it feels—would I be turning my back on my entire religion by being with her this way?”
And, frankly, Cassie looks absolutely thrown. They both didn’t expect some kind of religious crisis today.
Ah. Mikaila knew she arrived early for a reason.
Cassie puts her hands together, palms flat. “Do you think it makes you any less of a Muslim if you were to act on it?”
Mikaila can’t quite meet her gaze, voice dropping to a whisper as she admits, “I don’t think all the good I do in this world would be enough to make up for this perceived sin.”
Cassie audibly swallows, because this conversation has turned right into murky waters. Maybe they’ve all taken it for granted that Mikaila is just okay with what it means for her that her religion would deny her existence.
“Is that how you’ve been making sense of it?” Cassie asks her. “That the checks and balances would even out, and you’d still manage to get into Heaven? And, what, having sex with Ashleigh would forever put you in the red?”
Mikaila feels exposed, cheeks flushing. “I mean, yeah, maybe. Kind of. I don’t know. It sounds silly when you say it like that.”
Cassie does her the courtesy of not agreeing with her assessment. Instead, she says, “You know how I moved churches last year?”
Mikaila nods, a little jolted by the topic change. “You said they were getting a little too right-wing for your tastes.”
“Something like that, yeah,” she says. “I’m bringing it up because my new one is… well, let’s say it’s a bit more progressive. Uh. Let’s call it inclusive. They preach about causing no harm. Or as minimal as possible, because we are human, and harm is usually attached to intent.” She shakes her head, recognising she might be veering off topic. “What I’m trying to say is that I tend to view life through that lens, Mik. Who would it harm if you were to be with Ashleigh? Who does it harm to exist as you are? What harm could two people who like each other, regardless of gender, possibly cause this world? Ask yourself that and then tell me you don’t just constantly want to jump Ashleigh’s bones.”
The last sentence startles Mikaila so much that she can’t contain her laugh. She rolls her eyes, blush spreading down her neck. “I hear what you’re saying,” she says, needing some respite. “I’m working on it.”
“Good.” She gets to her feet once more, moving towards her dresser and retrieving her hairbrush. “I’m glad you’re talking to me about this, but you should also talk to Ashleigh. As the person you’ll potentially be sinning with, she should know your hangups about doing the horizontal tango.”
“You’re on a roll today, aren’t you?”
“And, imagine, the night is still young.”
Mikaila hums. “Well, now that we’ve somewhat successfully navigated that tricky terrain, is now an appropriate time to remind you that I am literally scarred right down my middle?” It’s maybe a little crude, but no less true. The car accident left her with the type of scar that will never allow her to forget what she’s been through.
Cassie has not seen the scar, so she cannot know how defining it really is.
Still, Cassie says, “I think this is a bigger issue than I could realistically deal with in this moment, but you are so much more than your physical body, okay? You are beautiful, and it has very little to do with your appearance. It just helps that you’re also pretty.”
“Cassie.”
“I’m just telling you the truth,” Cassie says. “When have I ever lied to you?”
As far as Mikaila is aware, Cassie has never lied to her. It’s just not something she does, and Mikaila has never lied to her in return. Not consciously, at least.
“I think, if you allowed yourself the opportunity to see yourself the way the rest of us do, you’ll be surprised by what you see,” Cassie says. “Try it. Tonight. Just stop thinking you don’t belong and embrace your physical body as it is. It’s the only one you have, and I reckon it’s a pretty good one.”
“That’s because you can’t see my scars,” Mikaila murmurs.
“Is that what you’re so worried about?” Cassie asks, “That Ashleigh will see your scars and no longer be attracted to you?”
“I mean, it’s one of the things I’m worried about,” she confesses, because there’s actually a list. Her religion and scars are just the top two, but there’s also the very real worry that she might just be bad at sex. Worse, yet, is what if sex is all they have in the end? And, really, Mikaila doesn’t think she could go through with it before everything with their shared past is properly resolved.
Cassie looks unimpressed, voice indignant and firm as she says, “Well, Mikaila, if the fact you survived a horrific car accident and have scars to show for it turns her off, then she’s definitely not the one for you. Anyone who would think differently of you because of that isn’t worthy of you, okay?”
Mikaila nods slowly. “Okay.”
“Good.”
“Good.”
“Now, we should probably get going before Link blows up my phone,” Cassie says, turning back towards her dresser to finish up getting ready.
Mikaila takes their teacups to the kitchen and washes them while Cassie gathers her things. Their conversation has definitely left Mikaila with a lot to think about.
They’re in the car and on the way into town when Mikaila asks, “So, what exactly are we doing tonight?”
“I’m not one hundred percent sure,” she says, fiddling with Mikaila’s iPod. “Marcus hosts these games’ nights sometimes, and a bunch of people show up and play different boardgames in different groups, so there’ll probably be quite a variety. We should be able to find something we like.”
“Reckon there will be Trivial Pursuit?” Mikaila asks, already laughing.
“Please don’t,” she mutters, and Mikaila can practically hear the phantom horror of the last time Jenna decided playing that game was a good idea. It’s a miracle they’re all still friends, truly.
And they say Monopoly is supposed to be the one that leads to attempted murder.
Cassie finally picks a song, only for the Bluetooth connection to Mikaila’s phone to show that Ashleigh is calling her, her name popping up on the screen embedded in the front console.
“Oh, my God,” Mikaila says, under her breath, because Cassie does like to remind Mikaila she’s the youngest of three siblings with her bratty behaviour in situations such as these.
Cassie grins like the cat that caught the canary, and she answers before Mikaila can decline the call, swiping right on Mikaila’s phone that’s sitting in one of the cup-holders in the centre console.
Neither one of them says anything for the first few seconds, just exchanging an expectant look, and Ashleigh’s voice eventually crackles through the car’s stereo.
“Mikaila?”
Mikaila switches lanes, and sighs. “Hey, Ash,” she says. “Sorry about that, I’m just driving.”
“Oh, should I call back later?”
“No, no, Cass and I are on our way to that thing I told you about,” she explains, checking her mirrors. “I definitely won’t be able to talk later.”
“Ah, yes, the thing you’re going to,” Ashleigh says, and she sounds weirdly tense.
Cassie looks at Mikaila and mouths, Is she jealous?
Mikaila nods. Very, she mouths back.
“Hi, Ashleigh,” Cassie says out loud. “It’s Cassie here, just saying hello.”
“Oh, hi, Cassie,” Ashleigh says, sounding a little caught off guard. “Didn’t realise you were—um—never mind.” She cuts herself off and changes tact. “So, where are you two off to?”
“My boyfriend’s friend is hosting this games’ night at his place,” Cassie tells her. “It’s just going to be a bunch of their friends, so I’m dragging Mik along to keep me company.” Her smile is all mischief, and Mikaila would reach out and smack her if she wasn’t busy navigating through a tight bend in the road. She just knows whatever is about to come out of Cassie’s mouth is definitely going to be blush-inducing. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone corrupt our sweet Mikaila.” She pauses deliberately. “I’ll leave that to you.”
“Cassie,” Mikaila hisses, and Ashleigh actually breaks into a fit of coughs.
Cassie just laughs. “Gosh, you two were made for each other, seriously,” she says.
Mikaila just shakes her head. “Ignore her, Ash,” she instructs Ashleigh. “She’s just—I don’t even know what she’s trying to do.”
“Um, okay.” Ashleigh clears her throat again. “Well, I’ll call tomorrow then, okay?”
“Okay.”
“You two have a good night tonight,” she says. “But not too much fun.”
“Not without you, Ash, don’t worry,” Mikaila assures her.
“I—Yeah, okay, later, babe,” she rushes and hangs up.
There’s a beat of silence, and then both Mikaila and Cassie burst out laughing.
“Oh, my god,” Cassie says, giggling now. “I don’t think that could have been any more awkward than it was. Wow.” She adjusts the volume on the song that’s now playing. “She calls you babe.”
“Sometimes, yeah.”
“Ugh, that’s so cute,” Cassie says. “I’m telling Mbali.”
“I’m meant to see her tomorrow,” Mikaila says. “I’m going with her to view an apartment in Muizenberg.”
“Why’s she looking at a place with you and not Lerato?”
Mikaila shrugs. “I asked her the same question, but apparently that’s not something you do in relationships unless you’re looking to move in together.”
“And they’re not?”
“They’ve been dating only six months.”
“I guess that makes sense,” Cassies says with a nod. “When Link moved to his new place, we’d already been together more than a year, and he only sent me the web link for the listing.”
“It sends a certain message when you’re in a relationship,” Mikaila muses. “Not that I would actually know.”
“You know enough.”
“I guess,” she allows, accepting that maybe she does.
They drive the rest of the way bobbing their heads along to Kygo. Cassie insists she’s not a fan of electronic music, but she also claims Kygo is the best music for thesis writing. Go figure.
Cassie eventually texts Link to come out and get them when Mikaila finds a spot to pull into on the street. Having to parallel park is the number one reason she avoids coming into the city proper unless she absolutely has to.
Link appears to retrieve them, and then they’re walking into a rather large apartment for the City Bowl area in the very heart of the city, already filled with more people than Mikaila expected to see, music thrumming just under the din of chatter. Even though there’s alcohol and various other substances likely to be here, Mikaila appreciates that adults still gather together like this just to play boardgames. It’s not a dying pastime.
Link makes the first introductions to Marcus, one of this evening’s two hosts, and then Marcus makes further introductions to the people they come across as he gives them a small tour of the main living space that includes the open plan kitchen and small dining area.
The thing is that Mikaila does not expect to bump into Lana. Or Savannah.
Cassie just looks between all of them when Marcus is making the other introductions, clearly figuring out there must be a story there. Mikaila does not handle awkward situations well, and this is surely to become one.
Marcus eventually offers to get them drinks, and Mikaila opts for a
bottle of ginger beer, stepping just that bit closer to Cassie, as if her friend’s proximity will protect her from having to face this moment.
Because the truth is Savannah texted her, even asked her out, and Mikaila just never texted her back.
Mikaila doesn’t know Savannah nearly well enough to predict whether she’ll bring it up, but she knows she’s not allowed to begrudge her if she does. It was an uncharacteristic, shitty thing for Mikaila to do, and Savannah deserves an apology, if nothing else. She still doesn’t know how she’s supposed to explain herself.
At least she does wait to get Mikaila alone, approaching her when Lincoln has managed to coax Cassie into his lap to be his good luck charm for his next turn during Settlers of Catan. Mikaila is leaning against a wall and watching them in amusement, trying to imagine a life of her own where she could just exist that way with Ashleigh.
The idea is honestly so foreign to her, having Ashleigh casually sitting that close, let alone on top of her, with their friends and even strangers around them. Mikaila wishes she could feel that free.
She wishes a lot of things.
It’s in the middle of her musings that Savannah comes to lean against the wall beside her and very pointedly says, “You didn’t text me back.”
Mikaila sips her drink in an attempt to buy herself some time before replying.
“I—Yes, that’s true,” she says, owning up to the slight with a wince. “I’m sorry, Savannah.”
Savannah looks a bit thrown by the immediate apology, her smirk slipping. “Oh. And there I was expecting a denial and some kind of excuse.”
Mikaila shrugs, taking the hit at face value. “Nope. I just—I’m not usually like that, but I, um—” she stops, trying to compose herself. “Look, it’s just that I figured out that I might have been accidentally flirting with you—which I sometimes do, apparently—and I was going to be super awkward about it, which is essentially what I’m being right now.”
And, to Mikaila’s great relief, Savannah actually laughs. “Wait, you were accidentally flirting with me?” she asks, looking very amused.
“Um, yes?”
“Wow,” she says. “You’re seriously even cuter than I recall.”
“What?”
Savannah glances at Mikaila’s bottle of ginger beer. “Can I get you an actual drink?” she offers.
“Oh, no thank you,” she says, finding her footing. “I’m driving.”
“Ah, you’re the designated,” she concludes, and Mikaila doesn’t try to correct her.
Something happens to people sometimes when they learn she’s Muslim. Not in the sense that they think she’s some kind of terrorist—not in South Africa, at least—but in the sense that they expect she’ll judge them for their actions. Mostly, they think she doesn’t know how to have fun.
Mikaila’s relationship with her religion is already complicated enough without having to explain why she’s actually comfortable being in a house with men and women and booze and weed and probably so many bad decisions just waiting to happen.
She feels more welcome here than she’s felt at mosque lately, and she knows she needs to take the time to unpack that. She feels less judgment here; less like she’s in a place she’s not allowed to be.
Savannah leans in a little. “So, tell me more about this accidental flirting,” she says, and her tone is undeniably sly. “Does that mean you didn’t actually mean to flirt? Is this something you do often?”
Mikaila clears her throat. “I really only know I do it when people point it out to me,” she explains. “Ashleigh mentioned I was doing it, and my one friend, Priya, says I tend to get handsy when I’m relaxed and comfortable.”
“And what exactly makes you relaxed and comfortable?” Savannah asks, and there is no mistaking that this woman is flirting with her.
Mikaila gulps her drink, her eyes darting around for someone or something to save her. Accidental flirting is so much easier than actual flirting. Not that Mikaila even wants to be flirting. Not with Savannah.
She’s not Ashleigh.
“Savannah,” she says, her voice clear. “You seem really great, but I’m—”
“In love with Ashleigh,” Savannah finishes for her.
Mikaila sputters unattractively.
“I knew there was something about the way you looked at her.”
Mikaila opens, closes, and then opens her mouth again. “I’m—I don’t—Wait, what?”
Savannah’s smile turns from flirty to something holding understanding. “It hasn’t been long since you came out, huh?”
Mikaila sighs. “You can tell?”
“A little,” Savannah says. “It almost makes you cuter.”
Mikaila looks away, her cheeks flushed. “It’s been a little over a year, yeah. I’m still figuring things out, but more things about myself and my past make sense now.”
“It’s kind of amazing when that happens, isn’t it?” Savannah says, tone oddly wistful. “I came out for the first time when I was nineteen, but I knew for sure when I was sixteen. Imagine being in high school and knowing how things would change if my friends knew I found them all so beautiful, but in a gay way.”
“That must have been hard.”
Savannah nods slowly, gently tucking a lock of her red hair behind her ear. “It wasn’t easy, no. It also didn’t help that the girl I liked was also my best friend at the time. Girls sometimes really have no boundaries.”
“Oh, my god, yes,” Mikaila immediately agrees, laughing unexpectedly.
“It’s like, do you like me, or do you like me?” She waves her hands in front of her, clearly passionate about this topic. “Just tell me, woman. Be clear.”
Mikaila laughs, but then makes a point of asking, “Have I been clear?”
Savannah nods, expression softening. “Crystal.”
Mikaila’s shoulders relax, settling a little now that it appears Savannah isn’t planning on actually pursuing her.
But then she shakes her head, as if clearing it, and says, “I think I could offer to be your friend and do a pretty good job of it, but I also know myself too well, and I doubt I could stay just your friend for very long.”
It is still a wild, unusual thing to be so openly wanted by another human being, and Mikaila doesn’t know how to reply.
“I figure it wouldn’t hurt to ask, at least,” she adds. “If you were looking.”
Mikaila audibly swallows, suddenly feeling caught. “I’m not.”
It’s not even a lie. Mikaila definitely isn’t looking for anything with anyone who isn’t Ashleigh, but she can’t quite say those words, can she?
Maybe it’s hesitation Savannah hears—or something equally damning—because her expression shifts, turning almost predatory. “You’re not?” she asks, and the inflection in her voice gives away her disbelief. She tucks more hair behind her ear, stepping closer to Mikaila, clearly intent on invading her personal space.
“I’m not,” Mikaila repeats. “I’m—”
And, mercifully, finally, someone or something does save her. It arrives in the form of the ringing of her phone, drawing attention to the hand that isn’t holding her drink. She and Savannah both see Ashleigh’s name onscreen, her Caller ID including a picture of her taken at Shimmy Beach Club for her birthday nearly six years ago.
Some form of realisation settles on Savannah’s face, and Mikaila does not know how to dispel her of wherever her thoughts have taken her. They’re either way off base or rightfully on the nose.
“Are you going to answer that?” Savannah asks, and maybe Mikaila has taken it for granted that Savannah would let it go. “She’s calling for a reason, surely.”
Ashleigh was already jealous, for whatever reason, before Mikaila even found herself in this position. Because, really, in another life, Ashleigh would have come with them, and Savannah never would have been baiting her this way.
Mikaila answers the phone, and it is immediately obvious Ashleigh is just left of tipsy from the way she says Mikaila’s name in greeting. Mikaila can’t keep the smile off her face, which is a dead giveaway to literally anyone looking at her, let alone the woman standing right in front of her.
“Are you having a good time there, hmm?” Mikaila asks.
“I miss you,” Ashleigh says in response. “I’m a little bit drunk, Mik. My brother made these fucking delicious cocktails and they knock a punch. Matt’s a genius, you know? Wait. What did I say? Punch a knock. Pack a pinch. Punch. Fuck, I don’t know.” She pauses, hiccupping. “Okay, I think I’m a little bit more than a little bit drunk.”
“I think so, too.”
“I just miss you,” Ashleigh says. “Is it bad that I don’t want you to have fun without me?”
Contextually, it probably is, but Mikaila can understand it. Particularly this early in whatever it is they’re doing together. If Mikaila wasn’t here right now, would she be with Ashleigh instead? Should she have invited Ashleigh? She doesn’t know how this is supposed to work.
“A little,” Mikaila admits now. “I’m allowed to have fun.”
“I didn’t say you couldn’t,” Ashleigh automatically counters, at the exact moment Savannah says, “You and I would have a lot of fun.”
Mikaila shoots her an irritated look, but Savannah’s just amused. Or pleased. As if she thinks she’s actually helping.
“Who is that?” Ashleigh asks, and she suddenly sounds very sober. “Mikaila?”
“It’s nobody.”
“No, it’s not,” Ashleigh says right as Savannah says, “No, I’m not.”
Mikaila sighs, putting some space between herself and Savannah. Seriously, how exactly did she end up in this situation? Not even half an hour ago, she was imagining a life where Ashleigh was here with her, and now she’s trying to navigate this absurd dual conversation.
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh says again, firmer.
“It’s Savannah,” Mikaila finally says, and she doesn’t even know why it feels as if she’s doing something wrong. She’s not. “She and Lana are here as well. She’s just—” she stops now, because she doesn’t know what Savannah is trying to do. This is, in no way, how to endear herself to Mikaila.
It takes Ashleigh a moment to place the name. “Savannah,” she echoes. “As in the woman you were accidentally flirting with over ice-cream?”
“Yes.”
“And she’s with you right now?”
“Yes.”
“She’s flirting with you, isn’t she?”
Here, Mikaila hesitates, because that is what Savannah is doing, and Mikaila doesn’t necessarily want to lie to Ashleigh.
She must take too long to decide on an appropriate response, because Ashleigh says, “Unbelievable,” as if Mikaila has actually answered. “Are you flirting too?” she asks. “Or are you just going to claim it’s accidental to get away with it?”
“Ashleigh, what are you even—”
“You know what, whatever,” she interrupts. “Forget I even asked.”
And maybe Mikaila needs to be the calm one here, because she knows Ashleigh isn’t quite herself, emotions possibly heightened, but there’s just something in Ashleigh’s voice that irks her; sets off some trigger in her head.
“You’re not my keeper, Ashleigh,” Mikaila says, her jaw clenched.
“Obviously,” she says, petulant. “You can do whatever you want.”
“The same way you do, right,” Mikaila says, and she doesn’t even know why or how they’ve tripped and fallen into this conversation. It shouldn’t be happening at all, let alone in front of Savannah. “Do I even ask?”
“What are you even talking about?”
“I don’t need your permission, Ashleigh.”
“Wow.”
Mikaila presses her lips together before she can say something more. This has got wildly off-track.
“Wow,” Ashleigh says again.
Mikaila halfway hopes that she doesn’t actually remember any of this in the morning.
“You know what? Fine. Hang out with your friends, or not-friends, or whatever the fuck they are. You really can do whatever you want. I don’t even care.” She’s spiralling, Mikaila can tell. “I mean, what did you think was going to happen, Mikaila?”
And now Mikaila is lost. What is Ashleigh even talking about?
“You contacted me.”
Oh.
“What did you think was going to happen?” she asks again, and then promptly hangs up.
Mikaila pulls the phone away from her ear, staring at the screen, perplexed.
“Trouble?” Savannah asks, smiling innocently.
Mikaila shoots her a dark look, a plethora of curse words stuck on the tip of her tongue. She saves her breath, turning and walking away from Savannah, ignoring the sound of her name. She holds her dark phone, still in a bit of disbelief that their conversation went so wildly off-script.
Yes, Mikaila did contact Ashleigh, but she also didn’t anticipate any of this happening. It wasn’t meant to; not quite like this. Mikaila didn’t realise what she needed to be ready for.
Once again, Ashleigh von Bronckhorst is several steps ahead.
* * *
“There’s a boyfriend?”
Mbali’s voice comes out a little too high, and Mikaila winces from her position in front of the stove. They’ve been here before, Mikaila holding court in her kitchen while Mbali sits at the counter and somewhat patiently listens to her dissect her own life with the promise of a home-cooked meal.
“There’s an ex-boyfriend, who is trying to become a boyfriend, once more,” Mikaila clarifies. She’s been explaining the lore to Mbali, not hiding anything anymore, because she’s found herself in a situation that’s very new to her and she’s not sure how to navigate it.
Ashleigh hasn’t texted her about what happened last night and Mikaila is conflicted. Is she supposed to be the one to bring it up? Should they just forget all about it? She should probably address the implications behind the conversation, shouldn’t she?
“Mikaila.”
“Mbali.”
“I know you watched all those lesbian movies I told you to watch, so you and I both know how this plays out for you, right?”
Mikaila shoots her a look. “You sent me far too many that didn’t have a happy ending,” she points out, recalling some of the films she’s watched in the past year.
It was something she set out to do, familiarising herself with all the media available to her. Television shows and novels, as well. Anything she could get her hands on, just to immerse herself in the community.
The piece of media that’s perhaps stuck with her the most is the film I Can’t Think Straight, based on the novel of the same name by Shamim Sarif. Mainly because of the fact one of the characters, Leyla, is actually Muslim and struggles through coming to terms with her own sexuality while reaching for her dreams of becoming a writer. It has an open-ended, somewhat happy ending, and Mikaila can only hope for something similar for her own story.
“Only to make sure you understand that it doesn’t always work out,” Mbali defends. “We exist in a very heterosexual society, and it sounds as if Ashleigh might be right in the middle of it.” She looks right at Mikaila. “What do you think you are to her?”
“Please don’t call me an experiment,” Mikaila warns, already feeling a little sick at just the thought.
Mbali must see the effect of her words in her facial expression, because she relents. “I just—I don’t want to see you get hurt, and the way you tell this story makes it sound inevitable,” she says. “I get why you like her, and it’s truly a lovely story, especially if it all works out, but we both know we’re never that lucky.”
“You’re the one who’s usually telling me to go for it, and Cassie is more reserved about these things,” Mikaila points out. “When did you two switch places?”
Mbali’s expression hardens. “I’m a black lesbian in South Africa. Excuse me for being more wary of heartbreak than Cassie.”
Mikaila is visibly caught off guard by the bitterness in her tone. “Um. Okay.”
Mbali sighs, her shoulders slumping. “Sorry. That was really bitchy, wasn’t it?”
“A little, yeah.”
“I’m just—Lerato and I are fighting,” she provides as an explanation. “Which is—I mean, we fight like a normal couple, sure, but—”
“But what?”
“I made plans for us for tomorrow,” Mbali says.
Mikaila pays attention even as she halves rosa tomatoes and dices a Mediterranean cucumber for their salad.
“A lunch reservation,” Mbali continues. “And then this show she’s been raving about for a few weeks.”
“That’s cute.”
“She told me we can’t do anything. Together. In public. On Valentine’s Day.”
Mikaila freezes, her own truth settling over her, because that does sound terrifying. “Oh.”
“And, okay, fine, I don’t really care that she’s not publicly out, but I—” Mbali stops, her expression a little lost. “I wish she’d told me. I just—I could have been more sensitive in public if she’d just mentioned it to me. I could have—I just could have been better for her.”
“Hey.”
“It’s stupid.”
“I mean, just a little,” Mikaila agrees, managing a smile. “You’re allowed to feel whatever you’re feeling, but every bit of her truth is her own, right? She shares every part of herself at her own time, and maybe—I don’t know, maybe she wanted to feel how it was to be perceived as out, but not quite fully. I can get that. Maybe she didn’t want you to act differently.” She gives it more thought. “Like, I know there’s a stark difference between my being assumed not-straight, and actually having it confirmed, which is something I can’t quite explain.”
Mbali nods slowly. “You should be a therapist,” she finally says.
Mikaila lets out an unexpected laugh. “Please don’t add yet another thing to my list of options,” she complains. “I have enough to consider, thank you very much.”
“Still no epiphany on your future?”
The answer is yes, but she still says, “I’m just waiting.”
“It’ll come to you when it’s meant to,” Mbali tells her.
Mikaila finishes up with the salad, and then takes the potato wedges out of the oven. “Lunch is served,” she declares.
They migrate to the living room with their food, each of them claiming a couch and settling in to eat while they watch the Food Network.
It’s in the middle of a Chopped episode that Mbali says, “You should take the tickets.”
Mikaila glances at her. “I should do what?”
“The tickets to the show,” she clarifies. “Take them. Ask Ashleigh if she wants to go with you. After your weird little fight, it might be a nice thing for the two of you to do to be able to clear things up.”
It probably would, yes, but, “She’s out of town.”
“Ask her anyway. She’s clearly worried about where the two of you stand, so this might show her you’re serious, or whatever.”
“Weren’t you just warning me about this?” Mikaila asks, perplexed.
“Just ask her, oh my God, before I change my mind.”
Mikaila shakes her head, amused, as she reaches for her phone. “Um. What time does it start?”
“Doors open at four o’clock, but the show is at five.”
Mikaila won’t admit that her fingers are trembling as she types her message, wilfully avoiding bringing up anything that happened last night. Mbali is right. Asking this of Ashleigh wouldn’t put it in any doubt how Mikaila feels.
But what if Ashleigh says no?
Either way, even if Ashleigh can’t—or won’t—make it to the show, the fact Mikaila is asking to spend time with her on Valentine’s Day will mean something. It will hopefully remove all the uncertainty.
She says an actual prayer before she sends the message, and then tucks her phone under her leg to finish eating her lunch. She and Mbali have plans to bake a cake for Lerato. Well, Mikaila is going to supervise Mbali baking a cake for her girlfriend because, dear God, she really needs the direction.
Mbali ends up picking a lemon loaf recipe, which is one of the easier ones Mikaila has. It’s what she’s thinking, at least, right until the moment Mbali starts measuring ingredients.
She obviously skipped her chemistry practicals.
“Okay, okay, you just mix, and I’ll measure,” Mikaila is forced to say, gently shoving Mbali out of the way. “Goodness gracious, what is wrong with you?”
“Just because you were brought up in the kitchen,” she grumbles.
Mikaila rolls her eyes.
It takes far longer than it should, but they finally get the metal loaf pan into the preheated oven—Mikaila taking pictures of Mbali as proof for Lerato—then they return to their respective couches to wait the required thirty minutes for it to bake.
Mbali grabs the television remote to find them something else to watch while Mikaila checks her phone to find a single message from Ashleigh.
Are you sure I’M the person you want to go with?
 
Mikaila frowns.
Right, so Ashleigh definitely remembers their phone conversation, then. Mikaila was worried she’d act as if she didn’t remember, but maybe this is worse.
I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t sure, Ash. Clearly, this is something we need to talk about, which we can do when we next see each other.
What’s there to talk about? You were right. I’m not your keeper. You’re allowed to have fun and flirt with whoever you like. It’s my own fault for thinking we were something more.
Ashleigh, come on, that’s not fair. You made assumptions about last night and about me, and then reacted based on those. I know I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but it felt like you thought I was. The jealousy was unnecessary.
We ARE more. That’s why I want to spend Valentine’s Day with you.
But are you sure? After all the stuff I said, I mean?
I’m sure, Ashleigh. Will you be able to make it?
We get back late tomorrow 😭 But, hold on, I’m going to see if I can convince my mum to let me leave earlier. I can tell her she should have private time with her boyfriend.
Ugh. Gross. I just read that over.
Okay, at first, it was not going well, but then Harry chimed in about wanting to see his own girlfriend, and we all know H is my mum’s favourite. Mik, we are a go! This is not a drill. Tell me when and where I need to be, and I’ll be there.
 
Mikaila finally lets herself smile, feeling it spread across her face with little effort. Crisis isn’t completely averted, but they’re going to see each other the next day.
“That must be Ashleigh,” Mbali says.
Mikaila’s eyes snap up. “Yeah, she said yes to the show.”
“She did?” she asks, not even bothering to mask her surprise. “How do you feel about that? It’ll be Valentine’s Day.”
“I think I’m okay,” Mikaila says, lifting her socked feet onto the coffee table in front of her. “I’m trying not to think about it too much.”
“Are you worried?”
“I’m always worried,” she admits quietly. “I know I want to be with her, every chance I have, but I’m not very good at asking for it. Ashleigh’s a lot better at that. Forward in all the best ways. She’s never been afraid of voicing what she wants.” Though, even as Mikaila says the words, she’s starting to get the impression that isn’t necessarily the case. Ashleigh has been waiting for this just as long as Mikaila has.
“She’s helping you with that,” Mbali notes. “You look—”
“I look what?”
“You look happy.”
Mikaila feels heat on her cheeks. “I—Yeah, I guess I am. Or I’m trying to be. We still have a lot to talk about, apparently. All I know is that she makes me feel good, and I’m trying not to be afraid of it.”
Mbali’s shoulders visibly lose their tension. “Then it’s my God-given right as your self-appointed lesbian godmother to tell you to go for it,” she finally says. “But remember to be careful, okay? You tend to feel things so deeply.”
Mikaila just rolls her eyes, but she’s pleased, gaze dropping to type out a response to Ashleigh. Big things are happening today, apparently. Mbali has baked her girlfriend a cake, and Mikaila is taking Ashleigh on a date.
I’m going to pick you up at 16h00, if that’s okay. I can’t wait to see you.
Awesome! I’ve missed you! Can you tell? I just want to say that I AM sorry about drunk dialling you. It won’t happen again. I’m never drinking again.
And, Mik, babe, if you want to know something, you can just ask.
* * *
Mikaila debates over her outfit in a way that is uncharacteristic of her, eventually choosing to wear tailored black trousers and pairing them with a sheer forest green top that shows off her collarbones. Besides her eyes, her collarbones are probably her best feature. In her humble opinion.
And Ashleigh just proves her point when she sees her and actually stutters through her greeting. She opens and closes her mouth several times, practically gaping as she meets Mikaila in front of her mother’s house at exactly four o’clock.
Mikaila is standing by her closed car door, sunglasses on her face, and Ashleigh emerges in a lovely blue dress and white sandals, a leather jacket slung over her arm and a bouquet of yellow and white flowers in her hands.
In fact, Ashleigh almost trips at the sight of her, which pleases Mikaila immensely. She gets to Mikaila eventually, takes a brief look around, and then presses her lips to Mikaila’s cheek.
She lingers.
“God, you look so fucking amazing,” Ashleigh murmurs right into her ear.
A shiver shoots down Mikaila’s spine. With her right hand, she grips Ashleigh’s dress, holding her there. At this stage, Mikaila never wants her too far away again, even dragging her closer. “Then you have no idea how good you look.”
“Well, we can look hot together.”
“Ashleigh von Bronckhorst,” Mikaila murmurs. “Will you be my first ever Valentine?”
Ashleigh pulls back, and her expression is soft with surprise. “Of course,” she says immediately, and then waits until they’re safely tucked away in Mikaila’s car to give her a proper kiss, leaning over the console, a steadying hand on Mikaila’s thigh.
Before Mikaila pulls onto the road, there is something she needs to say. Sure, they could ignore it and push it aside, but Ashleigh did ask her a question during that phone call that she hasn’t yet answered. What did she think was going to happen? They definitely shouldn’t let it stew. They’ve done that in the past, and it didn’t work out well for either of them.
“I didn’t think about it.”
Ashleigh looks over from where she’s scrolling through Mikaila’s iPod. “Hmm?”
“About what would happen, after I came out to you. I didn’t even think about it.” And this much is true. She didn’t. The only thing she agonised over was that first conversation itself, getting her truth out and withstanding Ashleigh’s potential reaction.
There was not supposed to be an after.
Ashleigh smiles knowingly. “I surprised you?”
“You kind of always do,” Mikaila says. “I think we need to talk about the jealousy thing. And the Savannah thing.”
Ashleigh looks away, jaw clenching. “We could just not.”
“I think we’ve spent enough time not talking about things, don’t you think?”
She sighs, and then slowly says, “I didn’t mean to imply you needed my permission for anything. I think I was just in my feelings about everything. I’m crazy about you. I like spending my time with you, but I know I don’t have the monopoly on all of yours.”
Mikaila has to tell herself she’s not allowed to swoon yet. “I wasn’t flirting with Savannah,” she says immediately, needing to be very clear about this. “I wouldn’t. I definitely didn’t want to. She was just trying to stir the pot, and it ended up shaken instead. I want to make it clear to you that there’s nobody else for me, okay? Accidental or not.”
Ashleigh chuckles. “You’re a walking, flirting hazard.”
“I’m working on it.”
“Good,” she says, leaning over to kiss Mikaila’s cheek, and then finally presses play on her choice of music.
It’s Coldplay this time, and Mikaila smiles at the sudden memory of the second concert they ever attended together, the two of them squeezed together in the middle of tens of thousands of people screaming ‘Paradise’ at the top of their lungs.
Ashleigh sets her hand on Mikaila’s thigh for the duration of the drive, and Mikaila tries her best not to focus on it, struggling to keep her attention on the road.
“So, tell me about this show.”
Mikaila clears her throat. “Okay, so, full disclosure, the tickets were originally Mbali’s,” she explains, “But they couldn’t make it, and she offered them to me, and I—”
“You thought of me.”
“Don’t let it go to your head or anything, but I think of you a lot.”
Ashleigh looks pleased to hear that. “How much is ‘a lot?’”
“A lot.”
“Late at night?”
Mikaila rolls her eyes, finally making it onto the highway and accelerating as she navigates into the far lane. “Even in my dreams, AVB,” she confirms, and laughs when Ashleigh beams at her. “But it’s an all-women show, as far as I know. Deals with gender-based violence.”
Her smile dims a little. “Kind of deep for a Valentine’s Day show, huh?”
“It will give us a lot to discuss after.”
“Yeah.”
Mikaila has never actually taken someone on a date—and known about it, at least—so she’s a little nervous. It feels big and monumental to be doing it for the first time on Valentine’s Day.
Parking is usually a nightmare, as is the norm in Cape Town city, but they pull into the lot easily and find a spot quickly enough, make out for a few glorious minutes, and then enter the theatre complex.
Mikaila won’t quite admit it, but she’s relieved to see other pairs of women waiting around. Whether or not they’re there as dates doesn’t even matter, and it’s just another sign to Mikaila that she’s not quite ready for what any of this actually means for them.
She’s not ready to be so proud about it.
Not in this city where the chances of meeting people she knows are so high, and definitely not with the surname Mohamed.
They still have almost twenty minutes before they have to find their seats, so they walk around, taking in all the art on display in the foyer and adjacent gallery. Ashleigh excuses herself a few minutes in and returns with two glasses of Appletiser.
Mikaila can’t help the rise of her eyebrows at Ashleigh’s glass of basically sparkling apple juice, and she just grins in response.
“I told you I’m never drinking again,” Ashleigh reveals, and she sounds very serious.
Mikaila blinks. “Ever?”
“Well, I’m going to try,” she says, shrugging. “When I’m with you, at least. I just—I want to—I want you to know—”
“What?”
Ashleigh’s expression shifts, flashing momentarily with something like guilt and fear, and Mikaila just knows the words coming out of her mouth now aren’t the ones she was originally going to say.
“You can kiss me whenever you want.”
Mikaila eyes her for a moment, almost willing her to say what she really wants to, but Ashleigh’s gaze drifts away to look at the art before them. The pieces are generally harsh to the eye, with dark, explosive colours. They force a reaction, and Mikaila can’t quite bring herself to look at them for too long.
Eventually, they head into the theatre and find their seats. Mikaila makes a mental note to thank Mbali for how great they are, close enough to the stage but a little to the right. Not dead-centre, and it makes Mikaila feel just that bit more secure. It also helps that the man who sits beside her takes about four minutes to fall asleep, and she would be irritated if she weren’t so relieved.
When the lights go down, Ashleigh takes hold of her hand, and Mikaila’s convinced she doesn’t take a proper breath for the next seventy-five minutes. The material is deeply profound, and it’s performed just as explosively as the art outside.
It demands they watch and experience and feel every second of the stories being told, none of the performers hiding from the darkness and ugliness that exists in gender-based violence in South Africa. It’s become an ever-growing endemic; a reality of their own lives from which women cannot hide.
It’s almost as if Mikaila blinks once, gets dragged into a different world entirely, and then blinks again when there’s applause and the lights are coming back on.
Holy shit.
What was that? It was dark and raw, and Mikaila feels exposed in all the best and worst ways. She did not need to be so viscerally reminded of the position of women in culture and society. She’s a qualified engineer; she already knows an uncomfortable amount about gender stereotypes, prejudices, and unconscious bias.
Mikaila looks over at Ashleigh, whose own eyes are a little red and puffy. She squeezes the hand she’s holding in her own and Ashleigh looks over, an embarrassed smile on her face.
“You made me cry on Valentine’s Day,” she says, slightly teasing.
Mikaila exaggerates a gasp. “I did no such thing.”
Ashleigh’s smile shifts into a grin. “So easy.”
She rolls her eyes, but her tone is serious when she asks, “Are you okay, though?”
Ashleigh considers the question carefully, the two of them remaining seated while the rest of the theatre begins to clear out. Her facial expression already tells Mikaila that she’s not entirely okay, so she tries to prepare herself for whatever Ashleigh might end up revealing.
“While I was in Brussels, I started seeing this boy,” she starts quietly. “We met on an app, believe it or not, but it was never really anything serious. He was just—I guess we hit it off, and I liked him. I thought he liked me.”
Mikaila knows she’s not going to like where this is going. Her fists clench in her lap, tension filling her body in anticipation.
“I always thought I would see the signs of that kind of violence in a partner. I thought I would know what to do in that situation, but it—it can really be a surprise when it happens to you, and I—” she stops and starts again. “It was just one time, but I remember being on the phone with my mum after he blamed me for what he’d done and stormed out, and she was telling me about this new spice mix she found, and I just burst into tears.”
Mikaila’s jaw clenches so tightly; she might crack a tooth.
“She was on the next flight out, and I didn’t ever see him again, but—” she stops again, letting silence settle for a moment. “But, you know, I’d think about Nick sometimes and just know, beyond anything in this world, he’d never intentionally hurt me. In any way. Not even emotionally. There was comfort in that, which isn’t fair to say to you, but I—”
Mikaila’s so thrown by what she’s been told that she doesn’t even react to the mention of Nick. Ashleigh has revealed so much here, but the first thing Mikaila asks is, “You think I’m going to hurt you? Emotionally?”
“I think the world has set itself up that we’re inevitably going to end up hurting each other, yes,” she says. “We have in the past.”
Mikaila considers those words. It’s true they’ve hurt each other in the past, and Mikaila isn’t naïve enough not to know the likelihood of it happening again is high. It’s bound to happen. They’re both only human. They just have to be prepared for it.
“Then, promise me something?”
To her credit, Ashleigh hesitates only slightly. “What?”
“If it happens—and I’m saying if, because I will do my best not to—will you stay?”
“What?”
“Just stay,” Mikaila says. “We’ll work it out, whatever it is, but I don’t think I could handle a life you’re not a part of again, after everything we’ve already been through. I know how it feels not to have you in my life, and I never want to go through that again. Do you?”
Ashleigh immediately shakes her head. “No, I don’t.” Her gaze is equally as intense as her tone of voice when she says, “I promise to stay.”
It doesn’t sound healthy, not at all, because there is still so much more they need to talk about. For now, though, Mikaila smiles at her, and Ashleigh smiles back, both a little dopey, interrupted only when a door closes a little too hard behind them, the sound loud and echoing.
Mikaila clears her throat, gaze drifting away.
“So, what’s next?” Ashleigh asks, eyes still a little red. “You have to feed me after you just put me through that.”
Mikaila gives it some thought. The idea of going to an actual restaurant right now is too terrifying, but she also doesn’t feel like cooking. It also seems a little too dangerous to take Ashleigh to her place right now. Mikaila might do or say something reckless. Something she knows she’s not ready for.
The idea she comes up with is actually kind of silly, but she chooses to roll with it.
“How do you feel about getting some sushi and going to hang out on Jammie Steps?” Mikaila suggests, only a little wary of bringing up their once shared university campus. The Steps are a known hangout spot, leading up to the upper campus’ main hall and offering them beautiful views of the university’s rugby fields and the suburbs of central Cape Town. During her undergrad, Mikaila was always too busy to enjoy any luxury time there, but her postgrad life has been very different.
Ashleigh laughs, looking positively delighted by the suggestion. She says, “Best date ever,” almost offhandedly, and Mikaila has to fight off a blush.
Ashleigh walks really close to her as they leave, body almost pressed against hers. It’s both exciting and anxiety-inducing, but they make it to Mikaila’s car without incident.
Mikaila eventually gets them going, pulling out of the parking spot and watching as Ashleigh picks music by John Mayer for them to listen to during the drive towards the university, filling the car with his mellow voice and impressive guitar.
While Mikaila drives, Ashleigh places their order from a sushi restaurant on Lower Main Road close to campus, and they barely have to wait once they arrive, Mikaila double-parking on the road while Ashleigh runs inside to fetch their food.
“We’re obviously not the only ones doing a food run,” Ashleigh comments once she returns, noting the streets lined with cars and the long queues in the drive-throughs of the franchise restaurants nearby. “People have better things to do today than bother with cooking, hmm?”
“Better things, huh?”
Ashleigh leans over to kiss her cheek, and then Mikaila drives right onto the campus, parking on Residence Road, before she turns to Ashleigh. “Where do you want to sit?” she asks. “Overlooking the rugby fields, or up at the hall?”
Ashleigh considers it, her eyes taking in the options around them. It isn’t quite dark yet as the sun sets a little later in summer, and they have quite an array of burning colours to look forward to.
“Up,” Ashleigh finally decides.
The two of them make their way up the stairs towards the entrance to the main hall of their once-shared university campus. There are a handful of people around, some jogging and others just walking between the buildings. It makes sense, seeing as the academic year’s classes are meant to be starting the following day.
Ashleigh picks a spot halfway up and on the right. They’re, thankfully, alone up here, a little hidden if they sit close enough together, with the view of the campus and fields right before them.
Ashleigh unpacks their food on the step below them and opens Mikaila’s can of iced tea for her, sliding in a straw before handing it to her.
“I appreciate you,” Mikaila tells her, trying to sound teasing but missing the mark and being very sincere about it. “I—Yeah, I really do.”
Ashleigh just smiles, and then continues unearthing the eighteen-piece platter they’ve decided to share. In turn, Mikaila uncovers their small tubs of soy sauce, setting them on a napkin on the step above them.
“Here you go,” Ashleigh says, handing her a pair of chopsticks. Then she shifts a bit closer, resting her knee against Mikaila’s. They have to be touching in some way, it seems.
Mikaila can’t quite focus on her meal with Ashleigh’s body heat keeping her warm. It makes her sweat a little, but she’s so glad she’s here right now, tucked away in this little slice of heaven with Ashleigh von Bronckhorst.
Mikaila is, however, rudely reminded that Ashleigh is one of those people who submerges each of her sushi pieces in enough soy sauce that they more often fall apart before she can even pick them up again. It’s always been one of those little quirks about her that Mikaila hasn’t managed to forget—or forgive.
“Ugh.”
Ashleigh grins at her. “Oh, I remember that expression,” she says, pointing at her with her chopsticks.
“I really can’t take you anywhere, can I?” Mikaila muses, shaking her head.
Ashleigh’s grin softens. “I’m glad I’m here with you right now. Even if you did make me cry.”
Mikaila reaches for her drink and takes a sip, almost preparing herself for her own words. “Something terrible happened to you, and I didn’t even know. I hate that I couldn’t be there for you.”
“What would you have done?”
“I don’t even know,” she admits. “Probably punched him?”
“I was in Brussels, Mik.”
“Then I would have got on a plane,” she says, and she means it. She would have flown halfway across the world for her, the same way she would have visited during the gap year Ashleigh spent on Rotary exchange in The Netherlands.
If Mikaila is pressed, she’ll say that initial separation after matriculating played a huge factor in the way they drifted apart once Ashleigh arrived in Cape Town, long before that misplaced question ever had a chance to do it. Mikaila came straight to university and had to get through her first year without Ashleigh, and they were already two entirely different people when Ashleigh eventually joined her.
They couldn’t ever get back on the same page. Neither of them were ready, and neither of them was brave enough to risk it all.
“It doesn’t matter the state of our relationship,” Mikaila tells her. “I would have come.”
Ashleigh’s hands fidget in her lap. “Maybe it’s better you didn’t know,” she says, not quite meeting Mikaila’s gaze. “I don’t know. Something happens to people’s faces when they find out. The way they look at me, it changes. As if I’m tainted somehow. Or like I must have provoked him into hitting me.”
Mikaila’s appetite evaporates having the words said so plainly.
Ashleigh very quietly says, “I don’t think I could ever bear it if you looked at me the same way.”
Mikaila doesn’t respond immediately, taking the time to think of the correct words. In situations like these, she’s never really known what to say in the moment. She’s the kind of person who takes the time to process, then puts her thoughts in the written word.
“Ashleigh,” she whispers. “Look at me.”
Blue eyes meet hers, dark and hesitant.
“You are not in any way tainted,” Mikaila firmly tells her. If nothing else comes of this conversation, that is the takeaway Ashleigh should have. “Please never think anything like that again. Okay?”
Ashleigh’s eyes flicker. “Okay.”
“People who think otherwise aren’t the people you want in your life,” she adds. “Nothing that he did defines you negatively in any way. Only the person who was stupid enough to hurt you.”
For a moment, Mikaila considers asking for more information on the actual incident, but maybe it’s best if it remains in the past. Ashleigh seems to want to leave it there, and Mikaila will follow her cues.
But first.
“How am I looking at you?” Mikaila asks her.
“What?”
“You said people change the way they look at you when they know, so I’m asking if that’s happened with me,” she clarifies. “How am I looking at you?”
Ashleigh eyes her, studying her face in search of something. “You’re looking at me as if I taste better than your very spicy, wasabi-covered Tiger roll there,” she says, her tone forcibly light, and Mikaila is thankful for the respite. She didn’t really mean to drop the mood of their Valentine’s date.
Mikaila leans in to kiss her mouth, thankful for the darkening sky and the shadows hiding what they’re really doing. It’s a comforting kiss, an attempt to convey what Mikaila is feeling in this moment.
But then Ashleigh pulls away quite suddenly and immediately takes a sip of her drink, eyes watering.
“Wow, your spice tolerance is horrendous,” Mikaila points out as she laughs at her antics, shaking her head. “It’s just a little wasabi.”
“Not all of us were breastfed on curry, you know,” Ashleigh comments, and they both burst out laughing at the absurdity of the statement. Ashleigh’s tapers off first, her hands reaching for one of Mikaila’s. “Thank you for today,” she says, and her words sound heavy with meaning. “It—I’m glad I got to spend it with you.”
“Thank you for agreeing,” Mikaila says in return, and she means it. “Thank you for being my Valentine.”
“You’ve been my most important one yet,” Ashleigh tells her, and then she leans in again, braving the spice.
They kiss slowly, deeply, and for long, long minutes. It feels monumental in the sense that this is the start of something they can’t quite hide from anymore.
If they ever could.
Whatever is happening between them, it’s happening.
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh murmurs, pulling back and looking into her eyes. “You’re—this is—”
“What?”
“You kissed me,” Ashleigh whispers, a little in wonder.
Mikaila stares at her. “Um, I’m pretty sure you’re the one who kissed me,” she points out.
“No, I mean, you kissed me first,” Ashleigh clarifies. “That day at the Gardener’s Cottage.”
Ashleigh always seems to come back to that, a single question altering both their lives so spectacularly for the second time. Is she in just as much disbelief at all of this as Mikaila is? Did she expect another rejection?
“You said I could,” Mikaila reminds her.
“It’s all I could think about, after,” Ashleigh tells her. “You, and your mouth, and the look on your face right before you kissed me. Like I was giving you everything you ever wanted, and I—”
“Ash.”
“Thank you.”
She frowns. “For what?”
Ashleigh rests her forehead against Mikaila’s, sighing deeply. “I am so glad you’re braver than I am,” she says, not for the first time, leaning in to kiss her again until they’re both breathless and wanting. This level of physical desire is new to Mikaila, her deepening feelings for Ashleigh contributing significantly.
She knows she’s never allowed herself to want any single person this way before. Whether that’s to do with her religion, the way she views her body, or just whom she is as a person, she doesn’t know. What she does know, though, is that Ashleigh is going to be the one to change it all.



CHAPTER 6
I want to cook dinner for you.
 
MIKAILA DOES A BIT OF a double take at the sight of Ashleigh’s text, because that’s something unexpected. Her phone pings where it sits on her desk in the lab, and she switches it to silent before it bothers the only other occupant of the room.
She and Ashleigh didn’t discuss any plans to see each other when they were together on Sunday, but it’s only Tuesday and Mikaila finds herself missing her quite terribly.
Um. Okay, if you really want to.
Do you want to come over tonight?
 
Mikaila’s heart stutters in her chest.
To your mother’s house?
Yip. They’re all going for dinner and a movie at the Waterfront, and I want nothing more than to wine and dine (without the wine) you in my kitchen.
Please say yes. I’m making salmon. It’s going to be fancy. And fucking tasty.
 
Mikaila doesn’t bother replying, and rather dials Ashleigh’s number, offering JP an apologetic look that he doesn’t even notice behind the booming music coming from his headphones. He’s glumly focused on his computer monitor, prepping for his upcoming meeting with his supervisors.
“Babe,” Ashleigh answers against Mikaila’s ear, and she sounds amused. “If you actually don’t like salmon, you can just say so.”
Mikaila’s smile grows. “You don’t have to cook for me, you know.”
“You cook for me,” Ashleigh points out.
“That doesn’t mean I expect the same in return.”
“I want to,” Ashleigh insists. “Plus, I don’t actually want you to think I can’t take care of myself. I have survived the past twenty-five years, somehow.”
“You eat some of the worst food,” Mikaila reminds her.
“But I still dance and also gym a lot, so who’s the real winner here?” she immediately counters. After a moment, she adds, “I have abs.”
Mikaila shakes her head, deeply amused and so stupidly smitten. “So, tonight?”
“Their reservation is for seven, so can you come by around six-thirty? They should be out of my hair by then. They’re planning on seeing a movie after, so we should have four hours or so.”
Mikaila ignores the part where this is still some big secret, all so very cloak and dagger, and agrees.
Ashleigh lets out a loud whoop, then says she’s headed to the gym and she can’t wait to see her before promptly hanging up.
Mikaila sits for a while, digesting, and then returns her attention to her computer screen. She’s currently rereading the research project outline she’s sent to Jules, already decided that she does want to pursue doctoral work in the research area of materials engineering. While she’s not certain on an exact topic yet, her interests are linked to sustainable practices, strengths of known and unknown materials, and designing for the safety of both drivers and passengers of motor vehicles.
What that means for her PhD prospects is that she has numerous opportunities to pursue—all over the world—so she has decisions to make.
It’s just, now that she knows she’s seeing Ashleigh later, she can’t quite get any other work done. She rather looks at potential housewarming gifts for Ashleigh and Caitlin online, absently wondering if either one is any good with plants.
Because Mikaila is, in a way. She used to have a small vegetable patch in their backyard in Kimberley that she worked on with her father. They grew cucumbers and green chillis and lots of potatoes. They were successful with spinach too, though weirdly abysmal with any kind of herb. She’s never met a basil plant she could keep alive.
She adds a few items to her Wish List, figuring she can decide later. There’s still some time. Next, she messes about with her social media for another half-hour, then looks through Ashleigh’s. The fact they took as long as they did to follow each other on Instagram means that Mikaila missed a lot of posts over the years.
God, she’s beautiful.
Mikaila has known this for years, of course. She was present for the entire transformation from awkward pre-teen to devastating young woman. She just wasn’t sure what she was witnessing at the time, standing just far enough not to be blinded by everything that was and is Ashleigh von Bronckhorst, but still close enough to feel the burn.
It’s amazing how much a person can learn just by scrolling through a profile, and Mikaila is able to place faces to names Ashleigh has mentioned. She’s had this entire life in the past five years, and it’s continually jarring that Mikaila hasn’t featured in any of it.
Even more jarring that Mikaila doesn’t feature in any posts, at all. Even before the big bad friend breakup of 2016 that they’re still trying to recover from.
Well, Mikaila can’t really say anything about it, because Ashleigh doesn’t feature in any of hers, either. With that thought, she shifts from Instagram to scroll through the pictures she’s taken in the past two weeks. Mainly of Ashleigh, or of the two of them, on the beach and on Valentine’s Day. In another life, it would be so simple to post one, or all, but that just feels—It would be giving away too much and Mikaila isn’t quite ready for what that would mean.
With a sigh, she sets her phone aside, closes all her open windows, and decides she can’t keep sitting here. She needs to go. She needs to be doing something, and she can’t do that here.
It’s earlier than she would normally leave, and JP gives her a curious look. She just shrugs in response, wishes him a productive afternoon, and then escapes. She’s a little antsy, energy in her limbs she should probably get rid of before she and Ashleigh end up having an awkward evening.
Mikaila ends up going to the beach.
With her beach towel and novel in tow, she spends a lazy hour in the warm sun trying to figure out if she really would be ready for what tonight could mean. It’s unavoidable, where her thoughts have taken her. Is she ready for sex with Ashleigh?
Probably not tonight, and definitely not anywhere that isn’t her own bed for the first time, but likely sometime soon. Mikaila could be ready, maybe—she definitely wants to be—but the mere idea of it is big and terrifying.
Aside from overcoming what she needs to regarding her religion, it would also mean exposing her body, and she doesn’t know if she’s yet willing to do that.
Maybe she’ll know in the moment.
They should probably talk about it, though. Isn’t communication supposed to be the key to successful relationships and all that? Isn’t that what Cassie said?
Either way, she still showers when she gets home, and makes sure to clean shave everywhere. Islam dictates hygiene quite strictly, so it’s thankfully a quick job. Barring her arms and abdomen, she’s essentially hairless from the neck down, and she’s suddenly curious about Ashleigh’s reaction to that bit of information. If nothing else, she at least knows there’s going to be kissing involved.
Mikaila dresses casually, at Ashleigh’s instruction, choosing jeans and an old t-shirt she stole from her father’s closet when she was last in Kimberley. It’s long ceased smelling anything like him, but it still brings her comfort.
The drive isn’t all that long, which is really the beauty of Cape Town. Everything is generally just ‘seven minutes away,’ even if it isn’t.
She messages Ashleigh when she arrives, pulling into the driveway, and the gate automatically opens a moment later. For the first time, Mikaila drives into the yard, parking behind Ashleigh’s car.
Mikaila has little time to compose herself before Ashleigh appears, standing barefoot at the front door, the light behind her creating the perfect silhouette.
For a moment, Mikaila sits and takes her in. She looks soft like this, glasses on her face and looking so young and alive. She’s wearing black shorts and a Linkin Park t-shirt that looks well-worn. Her strawberry blonde hair is in a messy bun atop her head, loose strands framing her face.
She truly is stunning.
Mikaila eventually gets out of her car, hanging her small bag off her shoulder and locking the doors. Ashleigh does an adorable little hop when she’s near enough and pulls her into a hug. And then a kiss that lasts far too long, both of them sinking into the embrace.
Ashleigh pulls back quite suddenly. “Shit,” she squeaks. “My pan.”
And then she’s scrambling away, leaving Mikaila standing in the front doorway and laughing. She steps inside properly and closes the door behind her. The front area leads into a massive living space, with an exposed staircase right down the middle.
“In here,” Ashleigh yells, and Mikaila follows her voice to the right, moving around the wall and through an arch to find Ashleigh in a kitchen that looks more like a bomb went off, and what’s left is just debris.
“Everything is fine,” Ashleigh says when she notices Mikaila’s wide eyes.
Clearly, everything is not fine.
“I know what it looks like,” Ashleigh tells her. “But the mess is only because I tried to bake as well, and it—well, it didn’t turn out so well. I’m better at the whole cooking thing. It’s more forgiving if you decide to freestyle the recipe.”
Mikaila can’t stop her smile, setting her bag on the kitchen table and moving towards Ashleigh. “What were you even trying to do?”
“Bake you a red velvet cake,” she says, looking at Mikaila. “‘Started making it. Had a breakdown.’” A pause. “‘Bon appétit.’”
Mikaila laughs, catching and definitely appreciating the James Acaster reference from the celebrity version of The Great British Bake-Off. They can agree that British humour has always been superior.
“So, what’s for dinner?” she asks, peeking over Ashleigh’s shoulder.
“I’m making something called, um, salmon en croûte,” she says, her French pronunciation just perfect. Mikaila kisses her cheek in response. “It’s a Jamie Oliver recipe. Do you like spinach?”
“I don’t hate spinach.”
Ashleigh actually looks relieved. Honestly, she can be so silly, because she has to know Mikaila would eat anything she prepared. Within reason, of course.
“I got you some iced tea,” Ashleigh says. “It’s in the fridge.”
Mikaila hovers near her side as she seasons the spinach in her pan. “I can wait,” she says. “I like where I am right now.”
Ashleigh beams at her, cheeks flushed. “Do you want to put on some music?” she asks. “Grab my phone out of my back pocket. The speaker’s already connected.”
Mikaila chooses some Ed Sheeran, making a point of not looking at Ashleigh when the first bars of ‘Perfect’ start playing. It’s just that there is something very otherworldly about this moment. Something surreal. And it never quite occurred to her she would one day listen to Ed Sheeran’s music and actually experience the emotions behind his lyrics.
Because, right now, she’s cooking dinner with Ashleigh von Bronckhorst, the two of them moving around each other with ease, almost as if they’ve been doing this their entire lives, and the lyrics suddenly make sense.
Mikaila is the one who rolls out the puff pastry, and Ashleigh spreads out the cooled spinach, leaving a six-centimetre edge all around. Ashleigh lays out two pieces of salmon and seasons them while Mikaila cracks and whisks two eggs in a separate bowl. Ashleigh is the one who egg-washes the pastry once she’s folded the edges up to form an open parcel, kind of like a basket, and then Mikaila opens the oven for Ashleigh to place the baking tray inside.
For the next ten minutes, they make out against the counter, Ashleigh’s hands restless and exploring. Mikaila can barely catch her breath, overwhelmed by her proximity. Ashleigh pulls away from her only when the timer goes off. It looks as if it pains her to extract herself from Mikaila, but the integrity of their dinner requires the sacrifice.
Ashleigh pulls the tray out of the oven, mixes sun-dried tomato pesto into the remaining beaten eggs, and then pours them into the pastry basket she created, coating the salmon and making the entire dish even richer.
Back into the oven it goes, and Ashleigh shoots her an amazed look. “You are dangerous,” she gently accuses, starting to clear up.
Mikaila helps, just to have something to do with her hands. It goes quickly, Ashleigh packing the dishwasher and Mikaila finally moving to the fridge to get them both something to drink. The iced tea is right where Ashleigh said, just in front of a few bottles of beer.
Mikaila turns her head and asks, “Have you really stopped drinking?” without giving it much thought.
Ashleigh freezes where she is, a pair of plates in her hands. “For the most part, yeah,” she answers, her shoulders slightly tense. “I might still, on special occasions, but I—”
“What?”
“It’s been only a few days, but I don’t miss it as much as I thought I would,” she admits. “Which is a relief, really. I was a little worried. My brothers have been giving me stick for it, but I told them I’m on a bit of a detox.” She rolls her eyes at the sound of her own words. “My mum is delighted, though.”
“Why?”
Ashleigh moves over to the kitchen table and sets the plates on two placemats. “I know I mentioned the whole drugs and alcohol thing rather casually before, but it was pretty close to becoming a serious problem for me.”
Mikaila doesn’t know what to say to that other than, “But you’re okay now, right?”
She gives Mikaila a tiny, pleased smile. “I think, at this point in my life, I’m probably better than okay,” she says. “The best I’ve been, truly.”
“You’re trying to charm me.”
Ashleigh drifts towards her, hands already reaching for her waist and turning her to face her. “I used substances to cope, before,” she says. “With the divorce; with all the changes we went through as a family; with what was happening with the two of us, and just coping with university and friends and boys. It was always so much, and I think I just didn’t want to have to deal with any of it.”
Mikaila understands that feeling.
“Therapy really helps,” Ashleigh confesses, and her voice drops, as if she’s actually worried about Mikaila’s reaction to the fact she’s in therapy.
She truly is silly.
Mikaila leans forward and kisses the tip of her nose. “I’m glad,” she assures her, hands sliding up her arms to rest on her shoulders. “I’m really, really glad it’s been able to help.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
When it’s time, they eat at the kitchen table, Ashleigh’s foot hooked around Mikaila’s calf, because she can’t seem to go any chunk of time without touching her in some way.
The food is actually delicious, and Mikaila tells her so.
“Well, there’s no need to sound so surprised,” Ashleigh says with a pout.
Mikaila just smiles, eating another forkful. “I like it. Thank you.”
“I know my baking expedition was unsuccessful, but I do have dessert,” Ashleigh tells her. “I know how much you love Tin Roof ice-cream.”
Mikaila almost says, I love you, but she stops herself, because whoa. Where did that even come from? Those words might send them both running.
“You’re really spoiling me tonight,” she manages to get out before Ashleigh notices her fumble.
Ashleigh shakes her head, gently dismissing Mikaila’s observation. “I’m just treating you the way you deserve,” she says, and Mikaila falls deeper and deeper.
After they’ve eaten, Ashleigh gives her a tour of the downstairs. It’s obviously different to the house Mikaila once visited when they were still in high school, where her family lived on the outskirts of Johannesburg. As far as Mikaila understands it, that house was sold after the divorce and the proceeds were evenly split between Ashleigh’s parents. Ashleigh’s mother moved to Cape Town when the twins started university, and then her father followed a year later.
Ashleigh says, “I didn’t really get the chance to live here the way my brothers have, I don’t think,” as they enter what Mikaila can immediately tell is her bedroom, now exploring the upstairs. “It always feels temporary when I’m here. Like, I’m just passing through. I mean, most of my things are packed in the garage, waiting for when Caitlin and I move into our place.”
Mikaila looks around, understanding what Ashleigh means. It does seem a little impersonal. Just a space she sleeps in but doesn’t really live.
Ashleigh does, however, have a few pictures on her dresser, and Mikaila is drawn towards them. There’s a picture of Ashleigh with her father and brothers, clearly on a hike of some sort. Then one of her and her mother with the Eiffel Tower behind them. Several are from the ballet recitals in which she performed when she was younger, hair in a perfect bun and long legs holding position. There’s also one with Caitlin and another girl Mikaila doesn’t recognise but has seen on Ashleigh’s Instagram feed.
“That’s Haley,” Ashleigh explains, and Mikaila can almost hear how much she must mean to Ashleigh. “I met her during undergrad. She’s probably one of my closest friends right now, but she’s currently teaching English in China.”
“You miss her, don’t you?”
She sighs, shoulders dropping. “Oh. So much.”
It’s the picture Ashleigh has from when they were in Grade Ten that draws Mikaila’s attention now. It’s of the two of them with another pair of boarders from school, the four of them sitting on Mikaila’s bed at the time. What strikes Mikaila so strongly about it is that neither she nor Ashleigh is even looking at the camera.
They’re looking at each other.
Mikaila glances over her shoulder at Ashleigh, who is already watching her intently. “Have I always looked at you like that?” she asks.
“The way you’re looking at me right now?” Ashleigh questions, and then nods. “Always, yeah.”
No wonder Ashleigh found it terrifying.
Mikaila returns her attention to the frames, her gaze landing on a picture of Ashleigh with her brothers and another boy she recognises just on principle. It makes her breath catch, heart thumping against her ribs, to see physical evidence of his importance.
“Is this Nick?” Mikaila asks, still needing the confirmation. Even now, he continues to exist among them.
Ashleigh moves closer. “That’s him, yeah,” she says, wary. “My, um, my brothers really like him. Love him, if I’m being honest. They’ve claimed him. Nick was here, you know, being a big brother to them while I was away doing my master’s.”
Mikaila looks at her. “You said I should ask.”
“I’m not with him,” Ashleigh immediately tells her, saving her from having to voice the question. “I just—he’s already such a part of my family, you know? Our families are friends. But I don’t do long-distance, so we decided to go on a break and try to pick it up again when I came back.” She sighs. “It feels—I didn’t actually expect him to wait for me, but he did, and now he wants to try again, and I can’t stop thinking that, I mean, don’t I owe him that much at least to try to see if we’ll work again?”
Mikaila drops her gaze.
“I know saying that isn’t fair to you,” Ashleigh says. “I just—I like you so much, Mik, and I enjoy what we’re doing here, but—”
She stops quite suddenly, and Mikaila thinks she gets it.
Ashleigh von Bronckhorst has the weight of expectations on her shoulders as well, tasked with keeping a family together that’s already fallen apart far too many times. They truly are so alike, aren’t they?
Mikaila steps into her space and wraps her arms around her waist, drawing her into a gentle hug. Ashleigh is tense for a beat before she allows herself to relax in Mikaila’s arms.
Mikaila suddenly knows, with such clarity, that she cannot be the first one to say I love you.
They hug for so long, the two of them existing in their little slice of universe, that they nearly don’t hear the stomping of feet on the staircase coming towards them.
Panic sets in quite quickly when they do, and they spring apart at speed. Mikaila returns her attention to the pictures, her heart pounding in her chest, and Ashleigh steps towards the bed, trying not to look suspicious as the loud steps get closer to Ashleigh’s open door.
“Ash, you won’t believe what happened,” a deep voice says, and Mikaila tenses, preparing herself. “Mum and Gareth got into this—oh.”
“Matty, hey,” Ashleigh says, voice just a little breathy.
“You have a visitor. I was wondering whose car that was. I didn’t think you knew anyone who drives a Merc.”
Mikaila turns around right as Ashleigh says, “Yeah, you remember Mikaila, right?”
Dear God, Matt has grown so tall.
“My roommate from high school,” Ashleigh continues.
Realisation seems to cross his face and he grins. “No way?” he says. “That’s awesome. Mikaila, what’s up? Long-time, no see.”
Mikaila blinks, because his eyes sparkle just like Ashleigh’s. “Matt,” she says, smiling. “It’s good to see you again.”
“What are you up to these days?” he asks, leaning against the doorframe and looking far too relaxed about the situation in which they now find themselves. Even though Mikaila’s sure Ashleigh’s had friends over before, she knows there’s a hint of subterfuge here that can’t be ignored. Ashleigh didn’t tell her family she was expecting company for a reason, the two of them hoping for more time together than they’ve been afforded.
Ashleigh tosses Mikaila a look of utter disbelief.
“Oh, um, I just submitted my master’s, so I’m shopping for PhDs at the moment,” Mikaila explains. “Ash mentioned you’re studying Mechatronics.”
He nods, grinning. “It’s complete balls,” he says. “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing half the time.”
“That’s kind of how it goes,” Mikaila sympathises. “I was an Elec-Mech, so I definitely feel your pain. Third year essentially screwed me over, big time. Ended up taking five years to get everything done.”
Matt opens his mouth to respond, but Ashleigh cuts in, looking a little annoyed. “What are you doing home?” she asks. “It isn’t even eight-thirty yet.”
Matt holds up his hands in innocence. “Hey, don’t get all twisted up about us interrupting your night,” he says. “I was coming to tell you that Mum and Gareth got into this massive fight with the restaurant manager about some racist shit another customer said and we had to leave. Decided to skip the movie as well. She’s still seething about it, I swear.”
Ashleigh’s eyes are wide in disbelief. “What?”
“Mum’s ordering pizza,” he says, not bothering to elaborate. “Do you want any?”
“No,” Ashleigh says. “We already ate.”
Matt looks between them for a moment, maybe sensing something in the air. “Right,” he says slowly. “Okay then. We’ll just be downstairs.” And then he backs away and closes the door.
Ashleigh waits until she can no longer hear his footsteps on the stairs to turn and look at Mikaila. She looks nervous, all of a sudden, fiddling with her fingers in front of her navel, her bottom lip trapped between her teeth. “Mik,” she mutters, eyes already darting around. “This is so not how I imagined this night going.”
Mikaila steps forward. “How did you see this night going?” she asks, genuinely curious.
Ashleigh takes her own step towards her. “We were supposed to have more time,” she explains. “I checked the movie’s running time, you know? We had at least another two hours. I wanted to show you the house properly, and then take you into the backyard. We could have had our ice-cream by the pool, curled up together on a deck chair, and I could have kissed you under the stars.”
They end up standing right in front of each other.
“Is that a fantasy you have?” Mikaila asks.
Ashleigh licks her lips. “I have a lot of fantasies,” she murmurs. “So many of them include you. In various stages of undress.”
Mikaila audibly swallows. “Yeah?”
“Is that okay?”
Mikaila has never known herself to be desired this way. It feels a little strange, because Ashleigh’s eyes are so obviously dark, giving away her thoughts. Mikaila is still trying to wrap her head around the idea of being attracted to someone who is attracted to her.
“I—um—”
Ashleigh’s head tilts to the left. “What is it?”
Mikaila’s aware she’s blushing as she softly admits, “I don’t know how much I’m ready for, yet. With you.” She drops her gaze. “I’ve never—”
“Neither have I.”
Mikaila lifts her gaze. “What?”
“With a girl,” she clarifies, cheeks also a little flushed. “I just—we can figure it out as we go along, right? You just have to tell me how much you’re comfortable with. All I know is I literally never want to stop touching you.” Her left hand is reaching out even now, seemingly a subconscious action, fingers landing at Mikaila’s hip, seeking permission.
When Mikaila nods, Ashleigh kisses her with purpose.
Whatever plans Ashleigh had for tonight probably aren’t going to happen, but they do kiss rather frantically for sixteen glorious minutes before the slamming of a door somewhere downstairs breaks them apart. Mikaila is breathless, and Ashleigh’s lips are a deep pink and kiss swollen.
“You’re really good at that,” Ashleigh reproaches with a soft smile.
Mikaila wipes at her own mouth. “Good at what?”
“Making me want you.”
Mikaila reaches for her again, and they somehow make it onto Ashleigh’s bed. Well, Ashleigh makes sure to lock her door first, and then she pushes Mikaila onto her bed, settles over her, and kisses her like the insatiable teenagers they could have been had they figured themselves out sooner.
Ashleigh’s t-shirt comes off at some point, and Mikaila’s brain short-circuits at the sight of her pale, freckled skin. And her abs.
She actually does have abs.
Who even has abs? Seriously.
Ashleigh smirks at her expression. “You can touch, if you want to,” she says, and Mikaila doesn’t need to be told twice. She doesn’t even hesitate or overthink it. Her palms spread over Ashleigh’s skin, and Ashleigh lets out a moan in response.
“Ash,” Mikaila warns, eyes a little wide at the volume of the sound.
Ashleigh’s mouth is on hers again, and her next moan is muffled by Mikaila’s tongue. Everything suddenly feels too hot. Ashleigh’s skin is practically burning her hands, and Mikaila doesn’t realise she’s reached the point she’s comfortable with until she’s already blown right past it.
Her heart thunders in her chest, feeling Ashleigh’s fingers start to sneak under her t-shirt, and her own hands immediately reach out to stop her.
The movement stills her, and the kiss ends rather abruptly.
“Sorry,” Ashleigh says, starting to pull away.
Mikaila holds her in position, fingers wrapped around her wrists.
“Mik?”
“Stay,” she whispers. “Just, stay where you are.”
Ashleigh holds herself perfectly still for as long as it takes for Mikaila’s breathing to steady itself. Slowly, Mikaila’s fingers release her wrists, slide along her bare arms and slip into her hair.
“I have scars,” she explains, looking right into Ashleigh’s dilated pupils. “Sometimes, it feels as if they’re everywhere.”
Ashleigh doesn’t once look away.
“They make me feel a lot of things,” she says. “Ugly, for one.”
“Mik—”
She gently tugs on Ashleigh’s loose hair, silencing her. “Then I feel guilty, because I’m alive and my dad isn’t. I can’t escape that day and its aftermath. Every time I look in the mirror, I’m reminded of it and what it’s meant for my life. Every scar is just another indicator of the way my life has been altered.”
She wraps her arms around Ashleigh’s shoulders, hugging her to her chest and closing her eyes. “I want you to know every part of me,” she whispers. “I want you to know all of me.”
They lie still, hearts pressed together, and Mikaila feels settled in the fact she’s voiced this specific concern. Even more that Ashleigh has been so receptive to her worries.
Ashleigh is the first to move, rolling off her and standing to retrieve her discarded t-shirt. She slips it on and then moves to sit beside Mikaila. Sliding an arm around her shoulders, she says, “I don’t think I would have ever been okay again if you were gone from the world.”
Mikaila’s heart beats hard in her chest.
“I think about it, sometimes, that the last thing I could have said to you was that it would be better if we existed apart from each other,” Ashleigh says. “I don’t—I can’t even think about life without you right now. So, you have to know I don’t care, Mikaila. I don’t care about whatever scars you have—physical or mental—because you are here. You survived, and I will be forever grateful to those scars, because they mean you’re still here with me, and I will never see that as an ugly thing. I hope you won’t, either.”
Mikaila blinks back tears.
“Whenever you’re ready, I’m here,” Ashleigh tells her. “Whatever you’re ready for. Even if it’s nothing.”
“It’s definitely not ‘nothing,’ I can assure you,” Mikaila says, because Mikaila definitely wants her. Body and soul. She’ll overcome whatever she needs to, in order to be with her.
Ashleigh exaggerates a sigh of relief, and Mikaila chuckles, burying her face in Ashleigh’s shoulder. Ashleigh kisses her hair, breathing in deeply. “I’ll wait as long as we need,” she whispers, and Mikaila believes her.
* * *
They eventually go downstairs, Mikaila desperately trying to stifle her nerves. She hasn’t seen Ashleigh’s mother since they matriculated, and she can only wonder what Ashleigh’s told her about the state of their relationship over the years.
Ashleigh leads her into the main living room to find her entire family spread out on the couches and floor. They don’t look too surprised by Mikaila’s presence, so Matt must have mentioned she was here.
Either way, Ashleigh still says, “Mum, Harry, you remember Mikaila,” far too easily. “Gareth, this is Mikaila, we went to high school together. Mik, meet Gareth.”
Ashleigh’s mother smiles warmly, despite the years and distance since their last interaction, and Mikaila breathes out, offering her a small smile in return.
Mikaila could be awkward, but she settles on the free couch beside Ashleigh and notices that they’re actually watching a football match. Liverpool FC is playing, and Mikaila knows a little too much about her father’s favourite football club just to sit quietly and watch the game play out in silence.
Somehow, she ends up in an intense discussion with Ashleigh’s brothers about the best frontline Liverpool have, and she’s only vaguely aware of Ashleigh leaving the room for a few minutes and returning with a tray of bowls of ice-cream. Ashleigh places one in her hands, but Mikaila doesn’t even break her flow as she explains to Harry that the team could probably use a better system of rotation if they want to maintain their performance levels in all competitions.
Ashleigh actually has to nudge her to eat her ice-cream before it melts completely, and she offers her a grateful smile. With the break in conversation, Gareth uses the opportunity to ask about Mikaila’s work at the moment, and she explains that her proposed doctoral work will likely be centred around the design of motor vehicles, from their manufacturing materials to their safety systems, with the objective of having them better withstand sudden impacts.
Ashleigh’s mother’s own interest piques, especially as a general practitioner and woman of science herself, and they end up having their own discussion about Mikaila’s master’s topic, which was focused on optimising the material strength and cost of a patient movement system for use by healthcare professionals.
Mikaila’s never really been one for self-praise, but even she has to accept that she’s passed this first little test. She could fit in with this family, and Ashleigh seems to agree when she declares, “They love you,” as she walks Mikaila out after the football match has ended.
Mikaila hums in agreement, unlocking her car and opening her door. Ashleigh immediately crowds her space, face entirely too close to hers.
“They love you,” Ashleigh repeats, a little in wonder.
“You sound surprised,” Mikaila points out.
“I’m not,” Ashleigh’s quick to say. “I just—I didn’t realise how much I needed them to like you until we were sitting there and you were schooling my brothers about players from like 2011.”
“My dad was obsessed,” Mikaila deflects.
“Your brain continually fascinates me.”
“Ashleigh.”
There’s this glint in her eye that’s unmistakable. She’s so obviously smitten, too. “Tonight was okay, right?”
“It was perfect,” Mikaila assures her. “Every moment with you kind of is.”
Ashleigh kisses her, just once. “Thank you for coming,” she says.
“Thank you for feeding me.”
“Thank you for letting me.”
Mikaila slips her arms around Ashleigh’s waist and hugs her close. She feels a little childish when she says, “Are you busy Friday night?”
“No.”
Mikaila glances at her, because that was a quick answer. Almost as if whatever she had going on suddenly isn’t important anymore.
“I’m not busy,” Ashleigh assures her. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m hosting my friends for dinner,” Mikaila tells her. “It’s something I do once a month; invite the Donut Club over and just cook for them.”
“Donut Club?”
“The girls from my master’s program,” she explains. “It’s just a name we adopted when someone brought a dozen donuts to class for our friend Jenna’s birthday one year. So, uh, would you want to come?”
Ashleigh lifts Mikaila’s head with a finger under her chin. “Do they know about all of this?”
Mikaila nods. “Cassie and Mbali do, but Jenna’s been out of town for the past few weeks, so she’s missed all the drama.”
“I’m drama?”
“With a capital D, Ash,” she jokes, before her expression softens. “I want you to meet my friends,” she says, fully aware this is a certain step forward, all of it still so new to her.
Ashleigh smiles, slight blush on her cheeks. “I will see you on Friday,” she confirms, kissing Mikaila one last time “If not before then.”
* * *
Like Ashleigh predicted, Mikaila does see her on Thursday when she brings their lab afternoon-donuts and successfully charms all of them once more. Mikaila is, perhaps, lucky to escape the short visit without any awkward discussion about her potential future, because she knows she has decisions to make.
Should she be making them with Ashleigh? What does it mean if she doesn’t? What does it mean if she does?
It’s still sitting on her brain when Ashleigh arrives at her apartment on Friday evening, grin on her face and the once-promised tub of Tin Roof ice-cream in her hands.
Ashleigh’s early enough to help Mikaila finish cooking and set out plates and cutlery. She’s really a very helpful sous-chef when she’s not being handsy and dragging Mikaila into brief, impromptu make-out sessions.
She does cease all her touching when Cassie arrives, both of them almost sizing the other up. Mikaila finds it all a little silly, really, but she lets them silently duke it out while she finishes with the mutton and dhal curry she chose to prepare for the evening. Cassie’s brought some basmati rice she made at home, and Mbali arrives with the fresh coriander Mikaila requested in their group chat just twenty minutes ago.
Jenna is predictably the last to arrive, and she comes in like a hurricane. She dumps her bags on the floor, presents several packets of vegetable seeds to Mikaila, then screeches, “Ashleigh von Bronckhorst!”
Mikaila isn’t the only one who winces at the volume. She hopes her neighbours aren’t going to complain about the noise.
Ashleigh looks just as surprised, severely caught off guard by the fact Jenna seems to recognise her. “Um. Hi. Hello there.”
Jenna looks positively delighted. “Dude. You’re a legend.”
Ashleigh looks helplessly at Mikaila, who suddenly has a sinking feeling in her gut. If Jenna knows Ashleigh, then she must know—
“I’m pretty sure Madam Ramsey hasn’t once shut up about you,” Jenna says, and realisation seems to dawn on Ashleigh, given away by her facial expression.
Mbali raises her hand. “Uh, hello, anyone want to fill us in on what’s happening here?”
Jenna looks at her. “Ashleigh here is my dance studio’s cult hero,” she explains. “Our instructor can’t go a single rehearsal without mentioning her name. She practically worships her.” Now, she looks at Ashleigh. “Dude. I feel as if I already know you.”
Ashleigh looks a mixture of uncomfortable, pleased and a little hesitant. She’s definitely in a situation she hasn’t been in before, and Mikaila goes to stand near her. Close enough that their hands can brush.
Cassie just looks amused by it all, but Mbali continually wears a thoughtful expression, as if she’s not sure she should be allowing any of this to happen. Ashleigh clears her throat, looks at Jenna, and asks after Madam Ramsey.
The evening seems to settle after that.
Mikaila wouldn’t classify herself as an affectionate person. Physical touch isn’t one of her love languages, but she’s surrounded by people who express themselves that way.
In fact, Jenna practically drapes herself over Mikaila on one couch, because they haven’t seen each other since Jenna submitted her own master’s and spent a few months recovering from that hardship at home. As a result, Ashleigh sits rather stiffly in one of the armchairs and valiantly tries not to stare at them, because Jenna doesn’t know yet.
She learns, though.
It’s when Mikaila is in the kitchen checking the pots that Ashleigh comes to help her with dishing up.
Help.
She really comes to distract her with her hands, carefully hidden from view of the living space, where Mikaila’s friends are discussing Leanne’s upcoming Cape Town visit that Mikaila will believe only when she sees it.
It goes like this: Ashleigh is handsy, Mikaila can’t quite handle it in all the best ways, Jenna gets thirsty and gets to her feet for a top-up on her drink, neither of them hears her, she yelps when she sees hands in places she shouldn’t, and they look far too guilty to be able to explain it any other way.
Mikaila, of course, was worried for nothing.
It has always been one of her concerns: how her closest friends and potential partner would get along. She worried about her family before, but now she knows her significant other can’t ever meet her family except as just her friend.
At least Ashleigh seems to get on quite well with her found family. Once all the secrecy is gone, she relaxes that bit more and very purposefully claims the seat beside Mikaila on the couch when they return. Jenna doesn’t even look sad about it. In fact, she looks positively delighted, and Mikaila makes a mental note to make sure she doesn’t end up telling anyone about this new development.
There are shared experiences that they can talk about, the five of them more similar than different. Mikaila really sees the Rainbow Nation in all of them, existing in ways that are so different but still so familiar. It constantly amazes her that this is the world she lives in. These are the people who have chosen her.
After they’ve eaten, Mbali makes Jenna do the dishes to burn off the excess energy that hasn’t allowed her to sit still since she arrived. Ashleigh offers to help, which leaves Mikaila to face her two closest friends like it wasn’t all some conspiracy on their part to get her alone.
Cassie says, “I already liked her for you, but she’s actually grown on me.”
Mikaila beams at her, because Cassie can’t even know how important her opinion actually is to her. Her approval.
Mbali nods slowly. “I’ll admit I was worried,” she says, voice low enough that Ashleigh and Jenna won’t be able to hear them over their own giggling in the kitchen. “But the way she looks at you, Mikaila,” she says, shaking her head. “It’s like nothing and nobody else exists in this world.”
The friend-approval means more than Mikaila could say. She doesn’t even have to ask Jenna her thoughts, because she’s very obviously a little obsessed with Ashleigh by the time the night is over.
The three of them leave just before midnight, each taking a food container of leftovers. Nobody will have to make lunch the next day, which means Mikaila has successfully done her job in feeding her favourite people.
Ashleigh hangs back, because of course she does, and Mikaila endures a full three minutes of teasing from her friends before she can get rid of them. It’s embarrassing, obviously, but she loves every second of it. She’s never had the chance to experience this before, so she’s going to take all she can.
And, really, all the teasing might actually be warranted.
It’s not as if Mikaila expects Ashleigh to spend the night, but that’s what happens. They end up curled up together on the couch while a rerun of The Kitchen plays on the television, quietly dissecting the success of the evening between heated, lingering kisses.
“I didn’t realise how much I needed them to like me,” Ashleigh says, lips trailing a fiery line along Mikaila’s exposed neck. “They did, right? I didn’t imagine that?”
“They did,” Mikaila confirms, fingers in Ashleigh’s hair, guiding her lips back to her own. She can taste their dessert on Ashleigh’s tongue, one of Ashleigh’s hands on her hip and the other holding her thigh. “Especially Jenna.”
Ashleigh’s eyes blink open as she pulls back enough to be able to look at Mikaila’s face. “I was most worried about Mbali,” she admits. “She didn’t—um, she didn’t necessarily warm to me, did she?”
“She doesn’t know you,” Mikaila points out. “Just of you.” But there’s also Mbali’s concern about Ashleigh’s attachment to Nick; a similar wariness that exists just under the surface for Mikaila, even if she understands why Ashleigh would want to hold onto the safety he would provide.
“So… nothing good, huh?”
Mikaila draws her back into a kiss, shifting her body so the two of them can lie together comfortably. She’s wanted moments like this for so long; just to have Ashleigh this close; to share this intimacy with her.
It’s the little things, too. Just to be able to look at her without worry, or reach for her without reproach. This is what they have now.
“She’ll get to know you now,” Mikaila assures her, peppering her cheeks with kisses until she gets an amused huff. “She’ll see you’re perfect for me.”
“I am?”
Now, Mikaila can acknowledge that life has proven to be all about timing. Even just a few seconds could have been the difference between whether her father lived or died. Mikaila recognises its importance, especially in this moment.
“I think so,” Mikaila finally says. “Maybe we weren’t always going to be compatible romantically, but I truly believe we are now.”
Ashleigh sits with that for a moment, and then playfully waggles her eyebrows. “Romantically, yes, but what about physically?”
Mikaila laughs softly, looking down to where their bodies are snugly pressed together. She feels warm and comfortable, safer in Ashleigh’s presence than she’s ever felt before. It’s why she draws her closer, as if she could absorb Ashleigh and everything she’s feeling right into her body.
“Yeah,” Mikaila murmurs. “I think we’re pretty compatible in every way.”
“Good,” Ashleigh whispers, settling more of her weight over her. “Because I do, too.”
It’s what Mikaila’s needed, maybe. To be able to be vulnerable in a physical way, she’s needed to feel settled emotionally. Without even realising it, Ashleigh has given her exactly what she didn’t even know to ask for.
“Are you staying?” Mikaila asks, fingers playing with her loose hair.
Ashleigh makes a tiny, pleased sound that is both adorable and heartwarming. “I’d like to, yeah.”
Mikaila can’t help her nerves at the implication of those words.
Ashleigh must notice, because she smiles softly. “I know you said you weren’t ready for more,” she starts, breath warm. “But can I—” she cuts herself off, maybe searching for the right words.
“You can touch me,” Mikaila whispers. “Just not—just not here.” She slides Ashleigh’s hand over her shirt, resting both their palms on her stomach. She can feel the bumps of her scar under her fingers. “Anywhere but here.”
“Anywhere?” Ashleigh asks, applying pressure to her hand.
“Everywhere but here, yeah.”
Ashleigh doesn’t immediately move. “I’ve been thinking about it,” she says. “About what I would do to you. Where I would put my hands. Where I would put my mouth. How I would touch. Where I would touch.”
Mikaila audibly swallows, already overwhelmed and Ashleigh isn’t even really doing anything yet.
“Will you tell me if there are other things I need to know?” Ashleigh asks. “I don’t—I just don’t want you to feel—” she stops.
“Uncomfortable?”
Ashleigh winces. “Mik,” she breathes.
Mikaila sighs. “I’m sorry,” she says, shaking her head. “I guess I just don’t like that word all that much.”
Ashleigh nods slowly. “I won’t use it again.”
Mikaila takes a breath. She doesn’t actually want to ruin the moment, and she won’t allow her subconscious to delay what her conscious desperately wants: Ashleigh, naked in her bed.
Mikaila already knows her first time is going to be Ashleigh. Perhaps she’s known all along that it’s going to be Ashleigh. Fourteen and fifteen years old and seeing sex for the first time in the media, wondering when or if it’ll ever happen for her. She never really considered it, because far too many things were and are still extremely taboo in her family.
If she’s going to be honest, she’s always thought she would remain a virgin until after marriage. Sex just didn’t appeal to her, even when she was crushing hard on Chad Michael Murray as a teenager. She was almost convinced she could possibly go through life without it, but—
This is Ashleigh, and Mikaila wants.
“Come on,” Mikaila says, and then slowly encourages Ashleigh to her feet before leading her into her bedroom and into her bed. Ashleigh kicks off her jeans, Mikaila hesitating for only a moment before she does the same, and their bare legs end up sliding together as they slip under the covers.
Ashleigh wraps her arms around Mikaila’s waist, holding her close in a way Mikaila has dreamt of only in the dark of night. In this moment, it’s a reality, and her imagination has paled in comparison, because Ashleigh is soft and present, and it is everything.
When Ashleigh does finally kiss her, slowly, deeply, Mikaila can taste sweet sugar on her tongue, feeling Ashleigh’s heart beating against her own. Then Ashleigh’s hands are under her t-shirt, blazing hot against the skin of her back. She rolls a little, and her weight presses Mikaila into the mattress. It is—
It is everything.
“Can I take this off?” Ashleigh asks, breathless as she tugs at Mikaila’s shirt, her actions a little desperate.
Mikaila immediately panics about the scars across her abdomen, and very carefully says, “Actually, can we leave it on?”
Ashleigh watches her for a moment, her eyes barely visible in the dark of the bedroom. “Of course,” she murmurs, dropping a kiss to Mikaila’s cheek. “I can definitely work around it.” Her mouth is already back on Mikaila’s skin, teeth nipping and tongue licking at her neck.
Mikaila’s head tilts back, a groan rumbling in her chest. Her own hands are on the skin of Ashleigh’s back, short nails dragging lines in her flesh as they shift right past the point of no return.
It’s all so much all of a sudden.
Ashleigh’s mouth is back on hers, hands on her covered chest and thigh sliding between her legs with intent. It’s a sensory overload, if ever Mikaila has experienced one, and she can’t quite catch her breath. Ashleigh kisses and kisses her, fingers sliding, twisting and pulling, and her hips creating a steady rhythm of pressure exactly where it’s needed.
“Ash,” Mikaila pants, heart threatening to beat right out of her chest. It’s too much. All of it, it’s just too much.
“It’s okay,” Ashleigh murmurs, lips against the shell of her ear. “I just want to make you feel good.”
When it happens, neither of them really sees it coming, and Mikaila loses her breath in the same moment Ashleigh finds her own. She closes her eyes tightly, nails digging into Ashleigh’s back hard enough to make her squirm.
Ashleigh smooths a hand over her hair, after, gently kisses her forehead, and then rolls to the left, staying close.
“Hey,” she says.
Mikaila opens one eye, peeking at her.
“There you are,” she says with a shaky smile. “Have you—um, have you ever done that before?”
Mikaila blinks open both eyes. “Not with another person.”
Ashleigh’s eyes go comically wide. “You mean—” she glances down. “By your—um—”
Mikaila laughs, breathing out and closing her eyes again. “I’m twenty-five, Ash,” she says. “I’m just as curious as the next person.”
“But you’ve never—not with someone else?”
Mikaila tucks her right hand under Ashleigh’s chin. “I’m glad it’s you,” she whispers. “I wouldn’t want anyone else.”
And it’s true.
She wants nobody else, today and forever.
Now, Mikaila smiles, her entire body still vibrating. “You did good, AVB,” she reveals. “It’s my turn now.”
When Ashleigh kisses her again, Mikaila is the one to deepen it, swapping positions. She’s a researcher, so she knows exactly what’s going to happen next. She thought she would be more nervous and unsure, but she’s trying not to overthink it. She can only learn and improve.
Mikaila wants to make Ashleigh feel good, too.



CHAPTER 7
MIKAILA DOESN’T WAKE UNTIL THE sun is high in the sky and Ashleigh’s body heat is actually making her sweat. She shifts, stretching a little, and then feels Ashleigh’s lips against the back of her neck.
“Morning,” Ashleigh murmurs, still half asleep.
“Good morning,” Mikaila says in response, her hands sliding over Ashleigh’s as she rests them over Mikaila’s covered abdomen.
Ashleigh is blissfully and unapologetically naked beneath the covers, but Mikaila put on her underwear to match her t-shirt during the night, feeling a little too exposed. Ashleigh said nothing about it, just dragged her back into her hold and curled around her.
“You’re awake.”
“Barely.”
“We don’t have anywhere to be,” Mikaila assures her. “We can stay right here for as long as we want.”
“But I need to pee,” Ashleigh complains, which makes Mikaila laugh. “I’m also starving.”
“Hmm, what do you want for breakfast?”
“Let me take you out,” Ashleigh insists.
“I like making breakfast,” Mikaila counters. “It’s—Look, one of my favourite things is to feed the people I care about. Apparently, it’s a trait I inherited from my grandmother, because my mother finds cooking such a chore these days, and you know Zora is really a hit or miss kind of lady when it comes to the kitchen.”
Ashleigh breathes out a laugh, and starts to move. Her hand manages to escape Mikaila’s loose hold, and those fingers slide under Mikaila’s t-shirt to rest at the waistband of her underwear. Mikaila tenses a little when fingers brush the very bottom of her scar, but Ashleigh just kisses her neck.
Last night, Mikaila had asked her to avoid the massive scar that cuts her abdomen in half, but she’s settled enough in the idea it won’t always be that way. There will be a day she will embrace the scar for what it is and let Ashleigh see even that part of her. It’s what the future holds for them: a life together that they can look forward to.
“I never want to leave this bed,” Ashleigh whispers, and Mikaila turns her head to kiss her. Ashleigh’s mouth curls into a smile, her fingers pressing against Mikaila’s skin. “But I actually really do need to pee.”
“Nobody’s stopping you,” Mikaila points out, unable to help her smile.
“You’re literally in this bed,” Ashleigh complains, but she does retract her hands, pulling away and leaving Mikaila with a chill. “Can I shower?”
“Of course,” Mikaila tells her. “There are towels on top of the dryer, and I have spare toothbrushes under the sink.”
“Is it too early in this relationship to be sharing underwear?” Ashleigh asks, and then positively chortles at the horrified look on Mikaila face. “Gosh, you’re too easy,” she breathes. “And I really did nearly pee myself laughing like that. Excuse me.”
She hops out of bed, bare legs proudly on display, and then disappears into the bathroom with a soft click of the door.
Mikaila rolls onto her back and stares at her ceiling as if it holds the secrets to the universe. She feels exactly the same, yet changed irrevocably. She can still feel the phantom touch of Ashleigh’s hands over her skin, tingling even from just the memory.
She climbs out of bed only when she hears the flush of the toilet and slides some pyjama pants over her legs. She runs her fingers through her hair to look more presentable, leaves her morning breath for later, and then goes to the kitchen to start on breakfast.
She’s going to go full English this morning, with eggs and baked beans and toast and, well, some macon—the beef version of bacon—she gets from the halaal butchery one suburb over. Some fried slices of tomato would go nicely, for sure, and she contemplates attempting some kind of hash-brown or latke mash-up as she starts dicing a small onion for the beans.
They end up being the only item not ready by the time Ashleigh emerges, in her own jeans and a t-shirt Mikaila recognises as her own. She gives Ashleigh an accusing look, but she’s all innocence.
“Watch the beans,” Mikaila instructs her, and then goes to brush her teeth and use the toilet. When she returns, Ashleigh has already dished for both of them and poured two glasses of orange juice.
Mikaila kisses her cheek in thanks and sets the kettle on to boil. She makes them both coffees as Ashleigh settles on a stool and watches her, smiling dopily.
“What?” Mikaila asks, starting to feel self-conscious.
“Nothing,” Ashleigh answers immediately. “You’re just—”
“I’m just what?”
“Nothing,” she says again, not once taking her eyes off of Mikaila. “I’m just looking at you. Will you please come sit now?”
Mikaila tops up her own coffee with some milk, then slips onto the stool beside Ashleigh. “You didn’t have to wait, you know? I know you don’t like that.”
“I can be patient,” she automatically defends.
Mikaila raises both her eyebrows as she prepares a forkful of food for herself, including a bit of everything and popping it in her mouth.
“I totally can,” Ashleigh insists around a mouthful of her own food. “Try me.”
“You want me to try your patience?”
“Exactly.”
Mikaila thinks it over. What could they possibly do that would require Ashleigh to be patient? And still. She’s the type of person who constantly has to be moving.
“You reckon you’re patient enough to watch me paint?” Mikaila finally asks.
Ashleigh’s mouth opens to reply, but she stops herself, because it’s immediately apparent to them both that the last time Ashleigh watched Mikaila paint was when they were still in high school. It was so soon after Chelsea started avoiding her, Mikaila withdrawing into one of their school’s art studios to nurse her confusion and heartbreak.
Ashleigh came to find her one evening, bringing her the dinner she ended up missing, and sat near her in silent solidarity while Mikaila attempted—and failed—to paint her pain. Neither of them understood it yet, exactly what happened, but Mikaila definitely doesn’t miss that feeling.
“It’s been so long since I’ve done that,” Ashleigh says, likely remembering the same moment in time. It is the last time Mikaila really remembers her being still. “God, I was so fucking worried about you.”
Her frown deepens. “That I would hurt myself?”
“You did hurt yourself.”
Mikaila feels cold at the reminder, glancing down at the back of her left hand where she once carved lines into her skin with a pencil. Ashleigh had a right go at her when she saw it, initially thinking it was some kind of tattoo, only to realise it was more troubling than that. “I didn’t even realise what I was doing,” she admits, voice barely audible.
“Which made it even worse.”
“That’s why you made me go see the school counsellor,” she states, remembering how Ashleigh dutifully walked her right to the woman’s green door. She glances up. “I don’t think she helped very much.”
“You didn’t even know what was bothering you.”
It’s true. Mikaila couldn’t make sense of what happened with Chelsea, other than knowing that she wanted nothing to do with her anymore. Mikaila wishes she could have placed blame on a single specific moment that broke them, but it took her until just last year, over a phone call with Chelsea to realise there wasn’t any one thing. Maybe a culmination of unintentional behaviour, capped by a gifted necklace and an intense birthday card message that overwhelmed Chelsea into a retreat. She actually read back some of the words to Mikaila, which was honestly embarrassing and borderline mortifying. Her behaviour was so textbook; why couldn’t she just tell?
Mikaila’s great betrayal was unknowingly falling in love with her best friend, and having that friend respond by dropping her completely when she figured it out instead of talking to her about it.
Ashleigh looks conflicted by Mikaila’s silence. “We talked about all of it once, you know,” she confesses. “In school. Me and Chelsea. I just—I wanted to understand why she stopped talking to you. I wanted to know why you were hurting the way you were, so I could help you, so I could figure out how to make it stop for you, and she—”
“What?”
“She said she wasn’t responsible for the version of her you created in your mind,” Ashleigh reveals.
Mikaila didn’t think anything about that experience could hurt her anymore, but here she is all these years later. It’s a well-placed hit, right in the softest part of her.
“Well,” Mikaila says, clearing her throat as she pushes her plate away, because she’s definitely done with her breakfast now. “Can we talk about something else, please?”
Ashleigh leans forward, catching her gaze. “Can I tell you something before we do that?”
Mikaila doesn’t really want to hear anything else but she still nods.
“Chelsea failed you, just as I have in the past,” she says. “I tried not to, but maybe I did it worse than she ever did. We should have been better.”
“Ashleigh.”
“But I’m here now, and I want this, and you, which means all of you, okay?” She reaches for Mikaila’s left hand and squeezes gently before bringing it up to her lips and gently kissing her palm. “You don’t have to pick and choose what to share with me. Whenever you’re ready, I am, too. I want to experience everything with you.”
Mikaila might actually cry. Honestly, she never could have predicted this is how her year would go.
“Okay, now we can talk about something else.”
Mikaila manages a smile. “Aside from watching me paint, what are your plans for today?”
“Actually,” she says, using her left hand to eat a forkful of beans because she doesn’t want to release Mikaila’s with her right. “How would you like to come to the gym with me?”
Mikaila almost chokes on the coffee she’s just sipped. “What?”
Ashleigh grins at her. “The gym, Mik. Later. You should come with me.”
Mikaila starts to shake her head but stops herself. She’s not against the gym. She has a membership to her own gym, and she goes maybe every few days, mainly for cardio, but the idea of going with Ashleigh would never have occurred to her.
“Um.”
Ashleigh bats her eyelashes. “Please.”
Mikaila was always going to say yes, they both realise, and Ashleigh actually whoops as she gets up to see to the dishes after placing Mikaila’s unfinished plate of food in the microwave for her to finish later.
Mikaila goes for her own shower while Ashleigh loads the dishwasher, using the time to reflect and assess how she’s really feeling about what’s happened in the last twelve hours. What it means for her, in terms of her mind, body, and faith. Does she feel any different? Should she? Was there some monumental shift?
A half-hour later, she emerges from her bedroom, hair still air-drying, to find Ashleigh thumbing through her collection of vinyl records. She looks up, expression slightly concerned but still smiling. “You okay?”
Mikaila just nods, waving a hand for Ashleigh to join her, and the two of them go into the second bedroom together. Her parents opted to purchase a two-bedroom apartment, so they could easily visit Mikaila, but her mother hasn’t returned to Cape Town since before her father’s death, and Mikaila tries not to think about the reasons for that too much.
The room is quite large, enough space for two single beds with white, wooden frames, an actual desk, and Mikaila’s little art corner. Her easel is set up close to the window, allowing for fresh air to dilute any paint fumes once she gets started.
Ashleigh settles on one of the beds, spreading her long legs out before her, and then props her chin on her palm, eyes on Mikaila. “Is this where the magic happens?” she asks.
Mikaila rolls her eyes as she sets up, her steps audible on the canvas beneath her feet. She doesn’t even want to think about having to get paint out of the carpet.
Ashleigh’s smile widens at her silence. “It can’t be,” she says. “Because you and I were making magic in your bed last night.”
“Oh, my God,” Mikaila says, groaning. “Please never say anything like that again.”
Ashleigh smiles, her eyes never once drifting from Mikaila. It’s a little unnerving, being Ashleigh’s sole focus, but she’s preening in it, too. Painting is sacred to her, which Ashleigh already knows, so it’s very significant that Mikaila has invited her into this part of her world.
For the most part, Ashleigh is quiet and still. She asks occasional questions about Mikaila’s process—she doesn’t really have one—but she’s mostly a silent observer. Mikaila doesn’t start out with any particular picture in mind. Sometimes, she just chooses a colour palette and messes around until something takes form, but other times she picks an object and puts it on canvas.
Today, what she ends up with are Ashleigh’s eyes.
Unsurprising and very embarrassing, but it does make Ashleigh smile in a way that is both new and perfect. Mikaila has never seen it before, and she can’t resist snapping a picture of her, fully prepared to fill her entire camera roll with only Ashleigh.
Ashleigh, who looks a bit bemused as she slowly gets to her feet. “What’s that for?” she asks, moving towards Mikaila, hands already reaching out and sliding around Mikaila’s waist from behind.
“Memories.”
Ashleigh rests her cheek against the back of Mikaila’s shoulder. “Those are my eyes,” she comments lightly. “There is literally no better place for a Titanic reference than right now.”
Mikaila chuckles. “Oh, am I painting you like one of my Belgian girls?”
Ashleigh’s hold tightens, her breath warm through the fabric of Mikaila’s shirt.
It catches Mikaila off guard how easy it feels to be with Ashleigh this way. She wonders if it’s a by-product of having grown up together, but even she realises she feels this way with none of her other friends from boarding school. With nobody else, ever.
It really is just Ashleigh.
Now, she turns around in Ashleigh’s arms, curls her left hand around the back of Ashleigh’s neck and pulls her into a deep kiss, desperate to taste. She gently tugs on her hair, kissing along her jaw and licking at her pulse point, turning Ashleigh to putty in her arms.
It is different in the daylight.
Ashleigh steps forward, into Mikaila’s space, leading the kiss. Her hands stray over Mikaila’s shirt, slipping beneath the fabric to touch the skin of her back. She makes the most delightful sound when Mikaila cups one of her breasts and gently squeezes.
Ashleigh’s right hand grips Mikaila’s hip tighter; tight enough to hurt in a lovely way, and the kiss turns dirty, wet and frantic, Ashleigh trying to get closer still.
“Baby,” she says, breathless and wanting.
Mikaila feels the tone of her voice all the way to the tips of her toes. It’s as if she’s spoken directly to Mikaila’s nerve endings.
Ashleigh pulls back slowly, gulping air. “Okay,” she says, eyes a little wild. “We should—I just—are you okay?”
Mikaila frowns. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I didn’t ask. I thought you’d bring it up, but you’re rather distracting me with your hands and your mouth and, like, your whole damn body.” She shakes her head. “Last night,” she finally clarifies. “What we did. Are you all right?”
Mikaila considers her response carefully, wanting to be truthful. “I know this probably sounds silly, but can you tell?”
“Tell what?”
She’s fully aware she’s blushing. “That we, you know?”
Ashleigh grins. “Oh, my gosh.”
“Don’t laugh.”
“You’re so cute.”
It’s an irrational fear she has, maybe, but the truth is that their lives are very different behind closed doors than they ever could be outside these four walls. What if people can tell just by looking at her?
Ashleigh wraps her arms around her, holding her tightly. There’s no escaping each other at this point. Not that Mikaila particularly wants to.
“I wish this wasn’t something you have to worry about,” Ashleigh says after a moment. “I wish you didn’t have to be so conscious of yourself or how you live your life.” She sighs. “I wish I could have been better with helping you navigate it all before.”
Mikaila’s own hands slide over Ashleigh’s back, drawing comfort.
“I feel lucky,” Ashleigh continues. “To have this; to have you back in my life again. I know you said so many things are changing for you, but I—I don’t want to be something that makes your life more difficult.”
Mikaila doesn’t tell her it’s too late for that, because that isn’t guilt Ashleigh needs. It wouldn’t be her fault. It’s not even Mikaila’s. As optimistic as she might want to be about her own future, the choice to act on her feelings for Ashleigh will have repercussions for her position in her family and this city that she cannot control. Religiously, culturally, maybe even nationally, this won’t end well for Mikaila.
“You’re not,” Mikaila tells her, trying to ease some of Ashleigh’s own worries. “You don’t make my life difficult. You are a reason it is so much better than I ever imagined.” And maybe those are heavy words to say in such a new romantic relationship, but Mikaila means every word, and she reads Ashleigh’s resulting silence as quiet belief. Mikaila kisses her again, just a soft press of her lips, lingering. “You don’t make my life more difficult,” she reiterates, needing Ashleigh to believe her. “We can keep talking about it. I want to spend forever talking to you.”
Ashleigh nuzzles her cheek, breathing in. “And also not talking, right?”
Mikaila is saved from a response by the sound of her stomach grumbling, drawing a laugh out of Ashleigh. Mikaila kisses the tip of her nose, and then escapes her hold, ending up eating her breakfast for lunch and making a sandwich for Ashleigh out of some leftovers.
Ashleigh devours her own lunch when it’s ready, and then she goes to fetch her gym bag from her car to change into her workout gear, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.
Once they’re both ready, Mikaila drives them to Ashleigh’s gym in the Claremont area knowing full well there’s a high probability they’re going to see people they know. Ashleigh seems calm and unfazed about it, so Mikaila is trying to mirror her. They’re just going to the gym together. This is something that friends do. It’s something that couples do.
“Just remember that I’m not as fit as you are,” Mikaila reminds her as she squeezes into a parking spot in what is probably the dingiest parking lot she’s ever come across.
Ashleigh very purposefully looks up and down her body. “Babe, you’re pretty fit,” she says, and Mikaila flushes to the roots of her hair. “Come on, let’s go.”
Ashleigh signs her in as one of her allotted guests on her membership, and she leads her up the stairs to the cardio area. They find a pair of unoccupied elliptical machines next to each other, and Ashleigh says they’ll just do half an hour of interval training before moving on to weight training.
Just.
Mikaila’s intensity is considerably lower than Ashleigh’s but she holds her own, listening to Ashleigh tell her a story about the last time she was here with Harry and he ended up face-planting on the weight floor.
Now, Mikaila probably wouldn’t have chosen this particular activity to do with Ashleigh—there are, incidentally, other ways for them to burn calories—but she quickly abandons that thought. Because Ashleigh is—
Well, she’s beyond stunning already. But now she’s in gym clothes: colourful leggings and a sports bra, with a loose tank top layered over. Her arms are fully on display, muscles flexing, her collarbones pronounced and her perfect neck so tempting. How does anyone even concentrate at the gym when people like Ashleigh von Bronckhorst exist?
Ashleigh is also a little flushed, barely sweating as she breathes through her workout. It honestly mystifies Mikaila that more people haven’t stopped to stare at her in all her strawberry-blonde-haired-blue-eyed glory.
Ashleigh catches her looking a few times, smirking, because she must know. This was probably her plan all along, for all Mikaila knows.
Weight training ends up being a lot of squats and lunges and these strange row things. Ashleigh has to correct her form a few times, which is really just an excuse for them to touch in public, hands lingering. Ashleigh does push-ups and burpees while Mikaila watches, and then they do a set of three one-minute planks.
When Ashleigh goes to do her cool-down cardio, Mikaila rather goes down to Kauai to order a pair of smoothies for them. Ashleigh wants the Berry Dairy, because she’s a heathen and loves every type of berry in existence, and Mikaila orders a Gem smoothie, which has the simple flavour profile of bananas, almonds, and honey.
Mikaila is already sipping on her drink when Ashleigh is done, coming to join her at her claimed table as she wipes sweat from her brow with her small towel.
It truly isn’t fair how gorgeous she is. Even after ninety minutes of building up a sweat. Some people get all the good genes.
“Did you have fun?” Ashleigh asks, dragging her smoothie towards the edge of the table and stripping her straw of its casing.
“I don’t trust people who claim they have fun at the gym,” Mikaila tells her.
“But don’t you feel good?”
“Ask my thighs tomorrow.”
Ashleigh’s eyebrows rise, her gaze dropping to Mikaila’s lap. “Is that an invitation?” she asks. “Does my mouth get to be that close to them, huh?”
Mikaila makes a point of looking away, only momentarily panicked at the thought of someone overhearing her. “And you say I’m the dangerous one,” she mutters.
Ashleigh grins around her straw, leaning forward and getting far too close to Mikaila. “I had ulterior motives bringing you here, you see,” she reveals.
“I could have told you that.”
“I wanted you to see me working out and getting all sweaty, obviously, but I also wanted to see you,” she says. Her smirk softens into a smile just for Mikaila. “I wanted to show you that we can have a normal life here, you and me. We can, Mik. I just—I know you worry about it.”
Mikaila sighs.
Now is definitely not the time for this conversation. Not when she knows what she knows and has big, potentially-life-changing decisions to make.
“What would be normal is not having to worry about it at all,” Mikaila says. Though, even as the words leave her mouth, she can’t realistically claim that she wouldn’t be feeling a similar sense of anxiety if she was here with a man she wasn’t married to instead of Ashleigh. That, people would read into immediately, and it would get back to someone in her family.
“I wish I could ease all that worry,” Ashleigh murmurs, her hand sliding onto Mikaila’s knee under the table. It’s brief, barely there, before it’s gone. “You deserve to live without it.”
Mikaila turns her head to look at the people around them. There are a handful of couples at the gym together. Boy and girl, man and woman, who can just go to the gym together and have nobody blink an eye.
Not that anyone is really giving her and Ashleigh a second look beyond the fact Ashleigh is unfairly beautiful. Right now, they’re just a pair of women at the gym together. They just can’t hold hands or sit too close together. Can’t give away quite what they mean to each other.
“Sometimes, I wish we lived somewhere else,” Mikaila says, meaning it with her whole heart. “Just, somewhere nobody knew us or our families. Somewhere we could be proudly out and live our best lives. Somewhere we could be free.”
Ashleigh’s expression is immeasurably sad when she says, “You know I would give you everything if I could, right?”
“What would that look like?” Mikaila asks, curious. “For you. For me. What would that even look like?” Because she can’t even see it. She can’t even imagine that freedom.
Ashleigh falls silent, giving it some serious thought. “I don’t know,” she finally says, shifting uncomfortably. “I don’t know, Mik. It’s all new for me too, you know?”
“I know,” Mikaila says, sighing. “I’m sorry. I don’t expect you to have all the answers, but I just—I need you to be aware and realise that this is what my life is right now.”
Ashleigh leans in close, dropping the volume of her voice. “I’m aware that I have to keep my hands to myself when we’re in public, yes.”
Mikaila laughs. “Yeah, you’re pretty useless at that.”
“I am,” she agrees. “I have to work very hard. I mean, have you seen you? Why aren’t people constantly just stricken when you walk into a room? I’d pass out.”
Mikaila stares at her for a moment, a tiny bit baffled that they’re apparently having the exact same thoughts about each other.
“What?” Ashleigh asks, nonplussed, as she drinks from her straw. “It’s true.”
“Just finish your smoothie,” Mikaila says. “I need to get some groceries downstairs.”
Ashleigh grins. “Avocados?”
Mikaila exaggerates a sigh. “If I must.”
“Oh, you must like me, huh? Going to all this trouble just to make sure I come home with you.”
“With the way you keep touching me, I barely even have to try.”
Ashleigh places a hand over her heart, faking hurt but looking absolutely delighted. “Oof, that’s a zinger.”
Mikaila just huffs. “Just drink your smoothie.”
Ashleigh’s amusement does not fade. She wears it so well, eyes shining as she unsuccessfully tries to temper her smile. It’s as if she garners so much joy just being here with Mikaila, spending all this time with her like there is nowhere else she would rather be.
They might joke about it, but Ashleigh does struggle with not touching Mikaila. It’s nothing untoward, and mostly unconscious, but her hands have a life of their own, and so she turns it into a bit of a game, pushing the limits to see just how much Mikaila will let her get away with.
It is surprising to them both that it’s apparently a lot.
Especially when they go downstairs, slipping into the supermarket to pick up a few items on Mikaila’s mental list. Ashleigh stands far too close to her, whispering wonderful, dirty words right into her ear, fingers dancing over her hips.
Mikaila enjoys the attention, her cheeks flushed, smile persistent. It widens even more when Ashleigh throws a red packet of Skittles into the basket.
“For later,” Ashleigh tells her. “I think we’ve both earned a little treat after all that cardio.” And, really, she could be referring to the elliptical upstairs, but the smirk on her face is a dead giveaway that she really means their bedroom exploits.
In some ways, Mikaila wonders if Ashleigh is attempting to push her into feeling more comfortable with the physicality of their relationship now that they’ve taken steps in that direction. She’s still getting used to talking about and voicing her desire, and she can’t be sure if her hesitance is related to the scars on her body, her relative newness to sex, or her religion.
All three, possibly.
For now, Mikaila enjoys Ashleigh’s attention, despite her wariness and relative inability to relax. Ashleigh is standing too close, and she is pushing her luck a little with the way her hands keep ghosting over Mikaila’s body. Anyone could take one look at them and make some damning deductions.
If Ashleigh is determined to prove to her that this could be their lives, then she’s—
“Mikaila?”
It happens while Mikaila is trying to decide between cheddar and Gouda cheese—or both—and it’s as if someone has dropped a bucket of ice water over her. Hearing her name surprises her so much that she actually drops the cheese she’s just picked up, spinning around and instinctively pushing away from Ashleigh, the warm hand that was creeping up her back falling away. Her pulse skyrockets, hoping whoever has spoken didn’t see anything, but mostly that they won’t read into their proximity if they did.
The owner of the voice turns out to be Faheem, one of her cousins on her father’s side. He’s a full decade older than her, married with two children of his own, and they definitely don’t see enough of each other for family members who live in the same city.
It does help that he’s alone, because he’s always more sociable without his wife around. She definitely would have noticed something.
“As-Salam-u-Alaikum,” Mikaila greets, keeping her voice steady, deeply aware of Ashleigh standing just behind her, silent.
Faheem eyes her for a moment, as if he’s trying to figure out if he’s seen exactly what he’s just seen. Mikaila doesn’t even know how to explain their closeness. “Wa-Alaikum-as-Salaam,” he says, cautious. “Wasn’t certain at first, but I thought it was you.”
Mikaila forces herself to smile. “Yeah, I’m just picking up a few things,” she says. “We were just at the gym.” She steps a little to the side to reveal Ashleigh, heart racing. “Faheem, this is my friend, Ashleigh. Ash, meet my cousin, Faheem; his kids are the two girls in the picture I have from Table Mountain on my shelf.”
Ashleigh gives him a small wave, staying exactly where she is. “It’s nice to meet you,” she says, genuine. “Your kids are super cute.”
“When they’re asleep,” he jokes, and then immediately yawns. “Sorry. We’ve just figured out that Aaliyah is actually lactose intolerant, and it’s been a severe adjustment, so I’m on a very specific brand of almond milk run.”
Mikaila winces. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“The joys of parenting,” he acknowledges.
“Well, good luck with that,” Mikaila tells him. “Please pass on my Salaams to the rest of the family.”
He eyes her for another uncomfortable moment, and then finally wishes her well, returning all the sentiments, before continuing on his way. He glances back just once, as if he expects them to have moved, but Mikaila just waves him on, watching as he disappears around the end of the aisle.
She didn’t even realise she was holding her body so tensely until she turns to Ashleigh, surprised to find her normally calm ocean eyes now dark and stormy.
“Ash?”
Her jaw is clenched, her brow creased, as her hands hang down at her sides. “I get this is all some big secret,” Ashleigh says, looking over Mikaila’s shoulder at the space Faheem just occupied. “But you did not have to shove me away like you’re ashamed to even know me.”
Mikaila frowns, having to recall the moment Ashleigh is referring to, and she can feel her own demeanour shift, growing defensive. “I don’t know what you expect me to do when you aren’t listening to me,” she points out. “This is what can happen if you continue to touch me in public.”
Ashleigh straightens, gearing up for whatever this may turn into. It could get ugly, and that’s really the last thing Mikaila wants. They’ve had such a good day, already managed to navigate some highs and lows. “Is this what it’ll always be like, then?” she asks, and it really does sound as if she hasn’t heard a single word Mikaila has said all day. “I just can’t touch you, ever?”
Mikaila sighs, not even bothered with choosing from the selection of cheeses anymore. “I thought you understood.”
“I clearly don’t.”
“Do you know what happens?” Mikaila questions. “If my family finds out about me? About us? Do you know?”
Ashleigh opens her mouth, and then immediately closes it. She shakes her head.
“Do you think I’m being dramatic or annoying by asking this of you?” she asks, an edge of incredulity to her voice. “Do you not understand that I lose them when they find out? Because I do, Ashleigh. There’s no two ways about it, so forgive me if I want to delay the inevitability for as long as possible.” She straightens her spine. “You need to tell me right now if you’re not willing to help me with that.”
Ashleigh looks up, her eyes softer once more. “I’m not saying that,” she says slowly. “I do understand. I just—”
“You just what?”
“I don’t know,” she mumbles, wringing her fingers together, searching for the right words.
Mikaila risks a step closer. “It won’t be forever,” she tells her. “Just until I can figure out what I’m doing next.” What she’s really saying is where she’s going next.
Ashleigh nods, maybe understanding at least that much. “I don’t think I would be brave enough, or selfless enough to—”
“Leave this city and this country just to save face with my family?” Mikaila offers, knowing she’s being facetious.
Ashleigh looks away, her throat bobbing as she swallows. “If that’s how you want to put it, yes,” she says. “I don’t think I could. That’s all. So maybe I don’t really understand at all.”
And maybe this is where they actually aren’t compatible. Because Mikaila is ready to go—wherever, whenever—and Ashleigh has just returned home, intending to stay. Before Ashleigh re-entered her life with the intention of staying, Mikaila wouldn’t have considered an alternative.
“You haven’t told your family about us, either,” Mikaila finds herself saying. She means for it to be a statement and not an accusation, but Ashleigh sucks in a breath, caught. “I’m just curious,” she says, gentle. “Is it because of me?”
“No,” she says immediately. “Yes. I don’t know.” Her brow creases. “Would you be okay if I did tell them?”
“Only if you’re okay.”
“Maybe we’re both waiting for something,” Ashleigh says softly. “You’ll tell me, though, right?”
“Tell you what?”
“When you figure out what’s next,” she says. “You’ll tell me, right?”
“Of course.”
* * *
As if Ashleigh has put it into the universe, an all-important email arrives in Mikaila’s inbox on Monday morning that has the potential to change everything. It shouldn’t really surprise her since she’s enquired about doctoral positions in more than just Cape Town, wanting to give herself every chance at getting out, but now that seems to be a part of the problem.
She never imagined receiving a nomination for a fully funded doctoral program in her research field would actually make her hesitate. A month ago, she would have accepted the offer without a second thought. A month ago, her life looked so very different to the way it does now, and she currently has so much more to consider.
Ashleigh.
She has to consider Ashleigh.
In another life, she might have talked to her mother about this particular dilemma. It’s always been her mother’s dream to have a doctor for a child, but Mikaila steered away from the medicine route while Zora got married a year out of university and just didn’t do much of anything with her degree.
Mikaila wouldn’t know how to tell her mother she might not want to do her PhD in Cape Town—let alone in South Africa—the same way she wouldn’t know how to tell her she’s sleeping with her high school roommate.
There have been numerous times when Mikaila has wanted to blurt it out. Just say the words that would alter everything, but she knows better than to risk it. She’s curious about her mother’s reaction, sure, but Mikaila also has these moments of bravery that might actually be moments of recklessness, and she’s had to force herself not to say or do things that would make her life that much more difficult before she’s put everything in place for her future.
Before Ashleigh, there wasn’t much reason to consider coming out properly. Publicly. Encountering Faheem is just another reality check. At this stage in her life, she knows she can’t be fully out. Not on social media, and not just out and about on the streets. She’s Mikaila Mohamed, and that isn’t something she can just forget. Not in Cape Town, and not just because she’s finally found a woman who makes her heart sing.
Speaking of.
Mikaila texts Ashleigh as soon as she gets to the lab. She sets up her laptop and gives herself the time to think long and hard about what she wants from her future. It’s such a complicated thing having someone actually ask what you want, and Mikaila doesn’t do well when left to figure out those steps for herself.
So much of her life has been dictated for her, a path laid out that she’s followed with little complaint. She is the perfect daughter in so many ways, worked hard at everything she’s put her mind to, and achieved many things. She never gave her parents any additional stress, and they rarely had to worry about her the way they did with her sister.
She was good.
She is good.
She also just happens to like women, and she knows that everything she’s ever accomplished in her life will mean nothing when that truth emerges. Every good thing, every expectation she’s met; they’re all going to be discarded because of this perceived sin.
It’s not fair. Mikaila could scream her throat raw at just how unfair it is. It’s not as if she’s harming anyone, like Cassie said. How can this thing that feels so good and brings her so much happiness be viewed as anything wrong? It just doesn’t make sense to her, and she hopes it never does.
Mikaila is still pondering her life when JP arrives at the lab, eyes a little glassy and bloodshot. It brings a smile to her face, because he’s dedicated enough to come into the lab while still obviously hungover.
“Good night?” she asks, not too loudly.
He looks as if he appreciates it as he settles into his desk chair. “Epic,” he tells her, and then immediately yawns.
Her smile widens, choosing not to burden him with her potentially-life-altering decisions. JP would understand what it’s like to have options, and to want all and none of them at the same time. Just last year, he had to decide between pursuing a fully funded doctoral upgrade or submit his master’s and take on a position at his dream company.
Sometimes, she wonders if he regrets his choice, but she’s not brave enough to ask. She’s not sure she wants an answer, because it’s the last thing she wants for herself, as well: regrets.
Sometimes, on her most optimistic days, Mikaila allows herself to think about what it would be like to have a family that would accept her. A mother who won’t hold the expectations to become someone over her, and a sister who doesn’t resent her for living the life she could have lived if she hadn’t managed to get roped into an unwanted marriage.
A father who was still living.
On her more pessimistic days, she doesn’t even allow herself to wonder.
Her decision should be simple. On paper, it’s a no-brainer, but there is so much more to consider now, and it is truly discomforting that Mikaila is hesitating this much with regards to Ashleigh when she wasn’t even going to give her family as much consideration.
Maybe she accepted a long time ago she would always lose them, but there’s a very real chance she’ll get to keep Ashleigh von Bronckhorst if she plays her cards right.
As if she can tell she’s sitting on Mikaila’s brain, Ashleigh texts her back with a selfie snapped in her bed, eyes squinting at the sunlight and looking stupid cute as she slowly wakes up. She’s really enjoying her last few weeks of freedom before the new job and the new place take precedence.
Mikaila stares at the picture and wishes she were with her. Lying beside her in her bed. Just with her, holding her, touching her, just existing in each other’s presence. While the rest of the world remains a complicated mess, that desire remains simple.
You should definitely come visit me today.
What time?
 
This is how Mikaila ends up sitting on one of the benches in front of her own engineering building, Ashleigh’s legs draped over her lap, and a plastic salad bowl resting on her bare shins.
Ashleigh looks fresh and bright-eyed, her strawberry blonde hair loose around her shoulders. She’s a bit quiet today, as if she can sense there’s something particular sitting on Mikaila’s mind. They’ve had a few heated moments in the past few days, and she wouldn’t know where to start voicing her worries about her own future, let alone their shared one.
“We can talk about it, if you want,” Ashleigh offers, probably sensing Mikaila’s difficulty. “But we also don’t have to, of course. Just know I’m here.”
It takes until Mikaila has eaten her last chickpea to be able to speak, first clearing her throat. “I know we were mostly not talking about it, but have you ever actually considered living somewhere else?” she asks.
Ashleigh’s smile slips slightly. “I have lived somewhere else,” she says. “It’s something I would recommend for the experience, but—I mean, Cape Town is my home now. My family is here. My mum and brothers. My dad is just around the corner.” She pauses. “You’re here.”
Mikaila rests her palm on Ashleigh’s knee. There is a very specific question she could ask in this moment, but she stops herself. They still haven’t properly defined what they’re doing, and Mikaila can’t ask things of Ashleigh she wouldn’t be willing to give in return.
What does it matter what Ashleigh would do if Mikaila were no longer in Cape Town?
“Mik?”
She sighs. “Just have a lot to figure out.”
“Professionally?”
Mikaila glances at her, noticing the unease in her expression for the first time. Oh. She thinks Mikaila’s questioning them.
So silly.
“Only professionally,” she says. “Personally, I’m pretty sorted, if you ask me. The person I’m seeing is smoking hot.”
“I am smoking hot,” she says, puffing out her chest rather dramatically.
Mikaila winks at her, tempted to make a joke about assuming Ashleigh’s the only one she’s seeing, but that would hit a little too close to home for both of them. Ashleigh’s jealousy could so easily flare, and Mikaila doesn’t even want to consider her insecurities around Nick’s position in Ashleigh’s life. So, instead, she says, “You are, indeed,” and delights in the pretty flush of Ashleigh’s cheeks.
They sit a little while longer, before Ashleigh tells her she’s meeting her mother to do some home décor shopping for her and Caitlin’s new place.
“She has it all planned out and everything,” Ashleigh complains, as she drops her feet to the floor. “There are colour schemes, babe. I don’t even know what to tell her, at this point. I think she’s going through it all over again now that I’m leaving home again.”
“She’s missed you.”
Ashleigh hums, gathering their food containers in her hands and getting to her feet to throw them into the closest bin. Mikaila stands, as well, stepping close to Ashleigh’s side when she returns and holding onto her t-shirt with her right hand. They stand there for a moment, together, and Mikaila can’t imagine life without her anymore. She desperately doesn’t want to.
The wind picks up slightly, and Ashleigh shivers.
“Walk me to my car,” Ashleigh says, and Mikaila does, carefully linking their arms at the elbows. It’s an innocent enough gesture between two women, and they walk in silence, bumping hips every few steps.
“I don’t really know what’s going on in that big brain of yours,” Ashleigh starts. “But I want to assure you there are no expectations from me.” Her gaze is intense, full of truth. “I do want specific things in my relationships, yes, but I can be patient, regardless of what you say.”
Mikaila just smiles, charmed.
“Right now, the only thing I want is for you to be happy, and I want you to do everything you need to, in order to be, okay?”
“Even if that’s not in Cape Town?” Mikaila asks quietly, almost too nervous to bring it up so directly.
Ashleigh stiffens, drawing them to a stop when they reach her car. “Are you saying you couldn’t be happy here?” she asks.
Mikaila audibly swallows. “I’m already happier than I’ve ever been,” she tells Ashleigh and means it. “That’s not the problem.”
“Then, what is?”
“I’m not free.”
Ashleigh’s expression shifts, confusion to contemplation to understanding.
Because Mikaila isn’t free. She’s shackled, stuck in this life that’s been laid out for her. Until this moment, she was willing to accept it for what it was. But not anymore. Not with this new path now presented to her and the opportunity to be with this lovely woman right in front of her. Mikaila isn’t willing to settle anymore, and the thought of what that means for her place in her family is enough to terrify her.
Ashleigh leans in close and whispers, “Be selfish.”
“What?”
“Be selfish,” Ashleigh repeats.
Mikaila sighs. “I don’t know how to be.”
She smiles, tinged with just a little sadness. “Whatever you decide, do it for yourself, and the rest will follow.” She gently knocks her head against Mikaila’s. “Including me.”
Mikaila didn’t even realise those were the words she needed to hear until Ashleigh said them. She wraps her arms around her shoulders, hugging her close for long, long minutes.
Ashleigh looks suitably bemused when Mikaila says, “Thank you,” but opts not to question it. She just kisses her cheek before she leaves.
Mikaila feels the tingle of her lips on her skin for the next few hours. It helps her make decisions and make requests and send a very particular email to her supervisor.
Mikaila also calls her mother. Not to give her any specific news, but just because she finds herself missing her. It helps that her mother is fully capable of having an entire conversation with Mikaila without requiring much input. She also doesn’t ask about Mikaila’s next steps, which is sweet relief but does very little to help ease her growing anxiety at all these decisions she’s making.
She’s still sitting at her desk when she receives a burst of texts from Ashleigh. JP glances over from his desk, always staying longer than Mikaila does, just on principle. They’re usually the only two in the lab, anyway, because their other two lab mates tend to come and go as they please, both of them enjoying being able to work from home a little too much.
My mum was asking A LOT of questions about you while we were shopping. Who you’re dating. Where you’re living. How your family is doing.
Babe. She nearly had an aneurysm when I told her about your dad. She wants you to come to dinner. Tonight. Tomorrow. Whenever.
Also, she said you’re looking very pretty these days, and it took EVERYTHING I had not to say, “I know right!” and just “how fucking lucky am I!”



So, come to dinner? Right now? I MISS YOU ☺
 
Mikaila says yes without really thinking too much about it, and drives straight to Ashleigh’s mother’s house from campus at the time Ashleigh specifies. She’s actually rather exhausted after a full day in the lab, but she’s not going to pass up the opportunity to see Ashleigh. They have so many years to make up for.
Ashleigh opens the front door before Mikaila has even exited her car. She crosses the paving in her bare feet and does a little hop as Mikaila opens her door. Ashleigh looks so young and bright and unburdened, as if she already knows Mikaila is so stupidly in love.
Mikaila was always worried that she would lose her common sense if ever she found herself in a serious relationship. And it is serious. It has been since the moment Ashleigh asked her question for a second time, and Mikaila said yes.
She said yes, and it seems rather that she’s gained her sense, because she’s suddenly very realistic about her life and how she’ll be able to live it if she gets to keep this glorious woman for as long as she intends to.
Probably, hopefully, for forever.
Ashleigh gives her a hug as soon as Mikaila has stepped out of the car. “I know I saw you like a few hours ago, but you are always a sight for sore eyes.”
“You sound like you’ve had a lot of sugar,” Mikaila points out.
“My mum and I stopped for Frappes on our way home,” she says, bouncing a little. “I’m probably going to crash soon, but you should know that I would spend every waking moment with you if I could.” She pauses. “Wait. And my sleeping moments, because you’re actually perfect to sleep next to. Truly the perfect pillow, even if you do sleep like the dead.”
Mikaila blushes, because Ashleigh always seems to say these words so easily.
“Come on,” Ashleigh says, starting to turn towards the house. “Before we got coffee, we went to Woolworths and picked up some halaal meat, so we’re having a roasted leg of lamb, apparently.”
“Oh, wow,” Mikaila says, touched at the thoughtfulness.
“You do eat lamb, right?” Ashleigh asks, looking a little concerned. “I mean, we Googled it, and I know you don’t eat pork, obviously, and the package was very clear, with the little sticker thing, but—”
Mikaila reaches for the collar of her shirt and yanks her into a hard kiss. It’s the first time she’s done such a thing, acted so brazen, and she ends up swallowing Ashleigh’s gasp.
Ashleigh’s hands settle on her hips, gripping tightly. “Baby,” she murmurs, forcing them apart before it can get out of hand. “I promise you can get your hands on me later, but first we have to spend the next hour or so listening to my mother wax poetic about her youth.” She groans lightly, still grinning as she slips her hand into Mikaila’s to lead the way into the house.
Ashleigh steals a kiss right as Mikaila crosses the threshold, and Mikaila can’t help chasing her mouth for a second one, and a third. Ashleigh actually giggles, which is the cutest sound, and Mikaila wants to bottle it up.
Goodness.
Maybe love is making her silly.
Ashleigh holds her hand right to the last second, releasing it only when they step into the kitchen to find Ashleigh’s mother stirring a pot at the stove. She’s in a black-and-white striped apron, hair tied in a ponytail, and glasses on her face. She looks so much like Ashleigh from behind that Mikaila actually does a double take.
Ashleigh laughs at Mikaila’s expression. “Youth,” is all she says, and then calls out, “Mum, Mikaila’s here.”
Ashleigh’s mother turns around and smiles widely at the sight of Mikaila. Then her eyes suddenly widen. She crosses the kitchen in a few quick steps and, before Mikaila can even react, she’s being hugged by this woman for what must be the first time since she was in high school.
“I’m so sorry to hear about your father,” she says when she releases her. “It’s such terrible news. He was always so kind to us when we saw him.” She looks at Ashleigh. “Have you told your father?”
“I’m seeing him on Wednesday, so I’ll tell him then,” Ashleigh tells her, and then looks at Mikaila. “You should come to lunch with us. I think he’d love to see you.”
Mikaila looks from one to the other, blinks once, and then nods. “Sure, yeah.”
Ashleigh beams, and moves towards the kitchen table where she looks to have been setting out their crockery and cutlery for dinner, pausing only when Mikaila arrived.
Ashleigh’s mother steals her attention and holds it while she finishes up with the cooking, softly declining Mikaila’s offer to help and insisting she call her Claire. She asks about Mikaila’s family, gushing when Mikaila actually pulls out her phone to show her pictures of Sufjan and Samir over the years.
Then Claire asks, “Do you want children?” out of nowhere.
Ashleigh’s head snaps up from where she’s sitting on the edge of the kitchen table, her legs swinging. Her eyes are wide as she stares at her own mother in disbelief.
“Um,” Mikaila stutters.
“Don’t worry, it’s just us girls tonight,” Claire assures her, as if she thinks that’s the reason Mikaila has hesitated. When in reality it’s because, unbeknownst to her, Mikaila’s significant other is sitting right there and hearing this all for the first time.
Mikaila clears her throat. “I mean, uh, yes, I do,” she admits, not quite looking at Ashleigh. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my sister and my nephews, though; it’s that you have to be ready financially, emotionally, and mentally.” She pauses. “It’s also not something I would take on alone, or with a partner who wouldn’t fully contribute. Children aren’t easy.”
“No, they’re not,” Claire agrees. “And that’s a truly sensible way to look at it, Mikaila. You’ve got a good head there.”
“Oh. Um. Thanks.”
When she does eventually look at Ashleigh, her eyes are dark and focused solely on Mikaila. In the few short weeks they’ve been doing this—whatever this is—Mikaila has been able to figure out the way Ashleigh looks when she’s turned on.
Exhibit A.
Apparently, hearing Mikaila talk about wanting babies does it for her.
Claire declares dinner ready a few minutes later, and Mikaila is forced to endure a few other probing questions about her life, family and future. If Mikaila didn’t know any better, she’d think she was being vetted. She can’t even decide which would be more alarming; being considered as a potential partner for Ashleigh or, absurdly, for Matt, the other currently single von Bronckhorst child.
If it is some kind of test, Mikaila must pass. She compliments the food—it is actually really good—listens as Claire goes on about her younger days, and helps clear up afterwards. Ashleigh watches her intently the entire time, eyes straying only to her food when not on Mikaila.
Matt wouldn’t stand a chance.
When dinner has been successfully cleaned up, Claire convinces them to join her for an episode of House Hunters International. They sit through almost twenty minutes before Ashleigh manages to excuse them to her bedroom. Her body looks and feels tense, and Claire lets them go with a smile that’s perhaps a little too knowing for Mikaila’s comfort.
She doesn’t really have time to ponder that, though, because Ashleigh is on her as soon as the door has clicked shut and the lock engages. Mikaila barely gets a breath in before they’re kissing, and she isn’t even going to complain.
They can talk later. Whenever. Never.
Before Ashleigh, Mikaila didn’t really see the appeal of kissing. It just seemed strange—which, if one were to stop and really think about it, it kind of is—but now there are lips and teeth and tongues, and Mikaila can honestly say she would consider spending large chunks of her life doing just this.
Which is why she actually whimpers when Ashleigh pulls away.
Ashleigh chuckles at her reaction. “Hold on,” she says. “I want to show you something.”
‘Something’ turns out to be a new addition to her picture frames on her dresser. It’s a little hidden behind the others, but it’s there, and it’s a picture of just the two of them. For people who know who they are and what they’ve been doing, the picture is of a pair of women who are so obviously romantically involved. Mikaila is visibly taller, but the dynamic in their relationship doesn’t care about their heights.
The picture is from their day spent in Bloubergstrand, the two of them at the beach on what could be classified as their first date. Mikaila remembers Ashleigh asking someone to take their picture when they got back to the parking lot, the ocean at their backs, Ashleigh wrapping her arms behind her waist from behind. Mikaila had been so surprised that she turned her head to look at her, taking in the content look on her face as her head peeked over Mikaila’s shoulder, and that is the picture she’s now looking at.
To people who aren’t in the know, they’re just really close friends, and Mikaila shouldn’t be this thrilled about the danger of being found out this way. It tickles at the tips of her fingers, having Ashleigh this way, in secret and in the open.
People could see.
People could infer, and people would be right.
Even now, Ashleigh stands behind her, vibrating a little in anticipation of Mikaila’s reaction.
Mikaela’s reaction, which is to turn towards her and look right into her impossibly blue eyes, so perfectly clear as she looks straight back at Mikaila.
“AVB,” Mikaila whispers.
“M&M,” Ashleigh echoes, murmuring Mikaila’s own initials back at her.
Mikaila knows she would confess her love in this moment. She would say the words out loud and put them into the universe. She would give Ashleigh this power over her all over again.
God.
She would give Ashleigh everything.
Even herself.
Ashleigh tilts her head to the left, and barely has time to blink before Mikaila closes the minimal space between them and kisses her for all her worth. Ashleigh takes a step back, stumbling a little, and then another and another until the backs of her knees hit her bed, and then they’re toppling over. Mikaila might wind her, but Ashleigh doesn’t seem to care, hands sliding under her shirt and touching her skin.
There is something intoxicating about being able to get Ashleigh von Bronckhorst to make those sounds. They’re perfect and involuntary, and she obviously can’t catch her breath. Mikaila shouldn’t feel this smug, but she can’t help it.
Desire is such a strange thing. She never quite understood it until Ashleigh. She could never put words to the idea of wanting to be with another person, to share their breath and their skin. As if she could crawl right into this person and experience everything within them.
Ashleigh is breathless when she asks, “How many children do you want?”
Mikaila kisses her harder for a moment, shifting her hips and sliding their legs together. “At least two,” she reveals. “We keep trying until we end up with at least one boy and one girl.”
Ashleigh goes still. “We?”
Mikaila could panic about it, but she doesn’t. She just nods as her lips trail over the line of Ashleigh’s jaw, inhaling the sweet spice of her skin. “I can’t even tell you how happy I would be to have a child with eyes as blue as yours, and a heart as—”
Ashleigh surges up to kiss her before she can finish, and, yip, she’s definitely turned on. There’s no mistaking it now. Mikaila’s sure she could do just about anything and it would result in a tighter coil.
Mikaila’s not sure she’s ready for what it means to have that released while in Ashleigh’s mother’s house, so they just keep kissing, fast and furiously, and Ashleigh gamely lets Mikaila remain on top of her; lets her touch her as she pleases, nails digging into her hips, palms on her abs, familiarising herself with this person she’s claimed as her own in her head and her heart.
They kiss and they kiss—making the silent, mutual decision not to go further, because Ashleigh’s mother is just down the stairs. Mikaila definitely doesn’t want to have to explain to the woman why she has her daughter’s hand down her pants.
Eventually, their kisses slow to gentle pecks. Then to nothing, Mikaila rolling off Ashleigh and tucking into her side as they both try to catch their breaths. She feels warm and content, as if this is exactly where she’s meant to be. There is nowhere on this Earth she would rather be, anyway.
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh whispers, face tucked into the crook of Mikaila’s neck.
“Hmm.”
“Can I tell you a secret?”
“You know you can tell me anything.”
Ashleigh breathes in and out, breath warm against Mikaila’s skin. “I’m so happy,” she says, so quietly that Mikaila feels rather than hears her. “It is terrifying.”
Mikaila holds her tighter, because they both know that’s a mutual truth that isn’t going to disappear any time soon. There are words she could say, but it’s probably a mercy to them both that she says nothing. Just holds Ashleigh tighter and lets them exist in the same moment for as long as they possibly can.



CHAPTER 8
IT IS HONESTLY WILD THAT Mikaila has gone from literal years without seeing Ashleigh, to seeing her every other day.
Then, every day.
Ashleigh brings dinner to her apartment on Tuesday night, apparently leaning into the idea that bringing Mikaila some of her favourite foods will grant her entry.
Really, Mikaila is looking forward to spending the night with just Ashleigh, blocking out the rest of the world and all the decisions she’s making.
Which gets derailed the moment Ashleigh tells her, “You’ll never guess who messaged me today.”
Mikaila lists a handful of ex-boarders they lived with before she gives up and settles further into the couch they’re sharing, hand automatically reaching for Ashleigh’s, fingers tracing the lines of her palm as she holds it in her lap.
“Chelsea.”
Mikaila’s eyes snap up. “Chelsea?”
Ashleigh is looking at her very carefully, watching for her reaction. As much as Mikaila likes to think there’s been closure with Chelsea, the sound of her name still produces some kind of involuntary response in her.
“Do you still talk to her?” Ashleigh asks, and there’s just a hint of tension in her voice.
Mikaila would find it amusing if this weren’t such an uncomfortable topic for her, and for them. Chelsea is part of a shared history that they haven’t spoken about, particularly when Mikaila recalls that Chelsea, like Ashleigh, was aware of her feelings for her long before she ever was.
She’s convinced she’s not bitter about it because she knows she was meant to figure it out exactly when she was meant to. She also suspects she would have stamped down on her own denial if anyone were to have pointed it out to her in high school. There’s documented evidence of it—just ask Ashleigh. It took Mikaila years to catch up.
“Not really,” Mikaila answers. “I think we’re at a point where I could wish her a happy birthday and not have it be weird, after everything.” Her forefinger draws the letters of Ashleigh’s own name in her palm. “Why?”
“She asked about you,” Ashleigh reveals. “After I put you in my Instagram story over the weekend, I guess she was just wondering if we were talking again.” She frowns. “Though, I’m not sure how she knows we ever actually stopped, but, yeah, that’s what she asked about.”
Mikaila licks her lips. “It’s actually one of the things I was most worried about, if I’m being honest,” she says, recalling her last phone conversation with Chelsea, a few weeks after the car accident. After Mikaila took the time to marinate in what her time in the hospital revealed about her sexual preference.
From the very short list of people she felt she needed to speak to, Chelsea was second, merely a person who could give Mikaila some kind of closure. By then, she was finally able to put a name to what happened all those years ago. She’s moved on now.
“That she would tell me you came out?” Ashleigh asks.
“Yeah,” Mikaila says. “That she would tell you what I told her before I was ready for you to know. But then she mentioned you two didn’t actually speak anymore, either, so I just—did she say something to upset you?”
Ashleigh leans into her, pressing their shoulders together. “She told me to be careful with you, and I can’t figure if that’s meant to be protective of you, or of me.”
Mikaila couldn’t tell anyone how she feels about that piece of information because Chelsea is in neither of their lives. She doesn’t get a say.
“Maybe both of us,” Mikaila offers. “I mean, there are a lot of ways this could have gone, whether I told you how I felt or not.” She pauses deliberately, and then says, “It could have been like last time.” When Ashleigh pulled away from her, invariably hurting them both.
“I wanted to protect us both,” Ashleigh admits. “But I ended up doing the opposite. And then, when it all reached a head with those messages, I just—Mik, it wasn’t meant to be forever.”
Mikaila breathes out slowly. “Do you know why I couldn’t answer yes? Back then? Did you understand why? Do you?”
Ashleigh meets her gaze, giving her this moment to explain; to confess to still being a teenager and faced with a choice that would be between losing Ashleigh or losing her family. She doesn’t think she truly understood it herself in that moment, but some part of her had to. She wasn’t ready then. She’s not sure she’s entirely ready now, but she knows what and who she would choose if it came down to it.
“I didn’t think I would make it to graduation,” Mikaila starts, so quietly she’s amazed Ashleigh even hears her over the sound of the television. “The same way I didn’t think I would matriculate.”
“Mik,” Ashleigh breathes.
“You know how I’ve struggled with the pressures of achieving in every aspect of my life. I didn’t yet know how to speak about my family’s expectations of me, or maybe I just wasn’t ready for the truth about my feelings for you.” She shakes her head. Her words all sound like well-placed excuses even if they’re true.
As a daughter of ambitious, successful parents who somehow managed to prove wrong everyone who thought their mixed marriage would fail, many eyes have always been on Mikaila and her sister. It definitely would have helped if Zora had performed just as well academically, and maybe not married the first man who got too close for their extended family’s comfort. But she’s given the family grandchildren, which seems to make up for everything else, and Mikaila just knows everyone is waiting to see what happens with her—where she ends up working, and who she ends up marrying.
As Mikaila stumbles through trying to explain this all to Ashleigh, it becomes increasingly clear to them both that some distance between them was always going to be inevitable. Mikaila needed to figure it out herself. She had to have a moment where she just knew and, oddly, for them to work now, it had to have nothing to do with Ashleigh.
So much has happened, and Mikaila is still here; she’s toughed it out this long. Mikaila is going to make it to her second graduation intact. Possibly even be happy.
Isn’t that a wild thing?
Just the thought that this is now her life still catches her off guard, because she never could have predicted any of this when Ashleigh initially followed her on Instagram
just weeks ago. Mikaila would have been content to leave their past where it was, but that single action set off a series of events that has led them right to this moment.
“Would you have ever reached out to me?” Mikaila asks, curious to know if it really could have been forever. Would Ashleigh have ever made contact again? If Ashleigh hadn’t opened a proverbial door, would Mikaila have?
Ashleigh looks thoughtful, as if this is the first time she’s actually considered this alternate reality where they’re not here together like this. They both know she’s telling the truth when she says, “No.” She audibly swallows. “It always had to be you.”
“Why?”
“After the way things ended between us, it could never be me,” Ashleigh says. “I didn’t—I shouldn’t have tried to rush you, and I—”
“Hey.”
“Mikaila, you know as well as I do that everything happens for a reason,” she says. “It all happens exactly when it’s supposed to, exactly how it’s meant to. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?”
Mikaila turns her head, eyes meeting Ashleigh’s. “It’s what my religion tells me, at least,” she murmurs. “But are you trying to tell me we were always meant to be?” she asks, and she’s at least half-serious even if there’s a hint of teasing in her voice.
“I am, and we are,” Ashleigh confirms, and then she kisses her. She tastes of soy sauce from their dinner, but Mikaila probably does, too. Wasabi and ginger and mayo.
They kiss slowly for a moment, before Ashleigh gets impatient and tugs. Mikaila’s unsure exactly what she wants right until the moment Ashleigh sets her hands on her shoulders and lifts herself up.
Mikaila yelps a little, and then laughs softly when Ashleigh settles in her lap, straddling her thighs.
“Is this okay?” Ashleigh asks, mouth already on Mikaila’s jaw, fingers in her hair.
Is this okay?
Is this okay?
She manages a nod, and then Ashleigh is kissing her mouth again. It is intense in all the best ways, Ashleigh filling every one of her senses. Her scent is everywhere. Her taste. The way she feels under Mikaila’s fingertips, against her own body.
Ashleigh’s shirt gets removed first, thrown somewhere over her shoulder, and Mikaila doesn’t see much more than a topless Ashleigh right in front of her.
“You’re beautiful,” she says before she can stop herself.
Ashleigh threads her own hands through her hair as she shifts it out of her face. “Would you believe me if I said the same to you?” she asks.
Mikaila doesn’t respond.
Ashleigh shuffles back slightly, expression slightly unreadable. “You are, you know,” she says. “So fucking beautiful. I wish you’d believe me.”
Mikaila swallows hard. “You haven’t seen all of me.”
“Then, show me.”
The words come out soft, a request rather than a demand, and Mikaila will give her everything. Anything. Every part of her.
Ashleigh moves right back and off Mikaila’s legs, knees on the carpet and body nestled between Mikaila’s legs. She waits in silence, not pushing at all, and it takes Mikaila a full minute to start on the buttons of the shirt she’s wearing.
Ashleigh watches every move, as agonisingly slow as it is. Her eyes are so dark, focus entirely on Mikaila’s hands and fingers. Waiting to see what Mikaila has been so determined to hide. Every time they’ve touched, Mikaila has remained carefully covered in this one area.
Not today.
Besides her doctors, nurses, mother and sister, Ashleigh will be the first person to see the Jackson Pollock that’s been made of her abdomen.
She waits until the last button has been undone to pull her shirt open and shrug it off her shoulders. There’s a central line scar just below her left collarbone, a selection of dots that actually itch on occasion.
Then there are random lines over her chest and upper arms from the glass that was embedded in her body. Other, more pronounced lines are from the laparoscopic procedure they attempted before deciding to slice her open from a few centimetres below her sternum to just below her belly button.
It took Mikaila weeks before she could actually look in the mirror and not be disgusted. It’s almost the same reaction she expects from Ashleigh, but Ashleigh’s made a living out of surprising her at this point. Because Ashleigh rather looks fascinated. Her eyes are wide with wonder, and she hasn’t once looked away.
“Can I?” Ashleigh murmurs, her hand already lifting to touch.
Mikaila nods slowly, tilting her head back against the pillows of the couch and closing her eyes. It stretches her abdomen slightly, shivering at the first brush of Ashleigh’s fingers against her exposed skin. Her eyes remain closed, heart beating steadily. Ashleigh’s fingers are cool against her skin, and then—
Mikaila gasps when Ashleigh replaces her fingers with her lips. Those are warmer, wetter, and Mikaila’s breath is unsteady as she slowly opens her eyes. Ashleigh is already looking at her, eyes blue and dangerous. She trails kisses along the length of Mikaila’s middle scar, up her abdomen. Kisses the valley between her breasts, up her sternum, her neck, and finally her mouth. Once, twice.
“You are beautiful,” Ashleigh tells her, and her voice shakes as she murmurs the words. “You are so beautiful, and I am so fucking lucky.”
Mikaila wraps her arms around Ashleigh’s shoulders and hugs her close. The press of their bodies feels like coming home, every nerve in her body settling within her. It feels—
Mikaila has felt out-of-sorts her whole life. As if her entire body has been vibrating on a frequency different to the entire world. She’s slowly been calibrating since she started to figure out what made her so different, but this is the moment—
This is the moment everything aligns.
As if all her particles are now spinning in the same direction.
Mikaila isn’t even surprised that it all has something to do with Ashleigh von Bronckhorst, who has been a part of every important realisation in Mikaila’s life—even if neither of them knew it at the time.
Well, Mikaila knows it now, and so does Ashleigh.
Mikaila kisses her hair, inhaling deeply. She is in love. She is happy. She also knows there’s going to be hell to go through in order to stay this way.
“You should take me to bed,” Mikaila murmurs right into her ear.
Ashleigh looks up, eyes giving away hints of concern and what is obviously hesitant excitement at getting all of Mikaila. “Are you sure?”
Mikaila nods. “This is—sorry, this was just—this is the last thing I was worried about.”
Ashleigh opens her mouth, maybe to assure or question, but she rather just shuffles back, slowly getting to her feet. “I’m telling you now that I’m going to kiss you all over,” she promises.
Mikaila chuckles, relieved, as Ashleigh gently pulls her to her feet and wraps her in another hug. She needs to feel Ashleigh around her, just as much as she thinks Ashleigh needs to be around her.
“Everywhere,” Ashleigh reiterates, softly nuzzling her neck as her palms dance over Mikaila’s bare back. “I’m going to show you just how beautiful you are.”
Mikaila doesn’t think she’s quite at the level of belief she and Ashleigh would like her to be, but Mikaila will certainly let her try.
And try, and try, and try.
* * *
Mikaila’s midweek is spent having lunch at a restaurant in Constantia with Ashleigh and her father, Killian, which feels both more and less stressful than interacting with Claire. Ashleigh acts differently around him, less easy-going but somehow more sarcastic. It’s fascinating for Mikaila to witness, and Ashleigh seems unperturbed when she mentions her observations after.
“I’m his little girl, but also his oldest child,” Ashleigh says, as if that explains it all.
Mikaila was only one of those things to her father, so she can’t quite compare. Ashleigh seems settled in her assessment, though, so Mikaila rather asks if she thinks the lunch went well and ends up thoroughly kissed for her benign worries.
Early Friday morning, Ashleigh texts about going with her to pick up the keys for her and Caitlin’s new place after lunch. Apparently, the old tenant moved out a little earlier than expected, and they can spend the weekend moving in, if they want to.
Ashleigh wants to.
Caitlin isn’t arriving until Monday, though, which means Mikaila now actually has to get out of bed and shower and put on outside clothes. And probably eat.
The things she does for love.
It is Friday, so this would be the day to go to mosque and probably visit one of the older aunties’ houses, but Mikaila rather prays in the comfort of her own bedroom, just her, her own faith, and Allah. She remains in the Final Qa’dah, the upright and seated position, for a long while after she’s completed her four Rakats, praying for guidance and blessings. She takes her time praying for her family, her friends and for all those who have lost their lives, before she prays for herself.
It feels selfish, sometimes, but that’s a feeling she’s been trying to navigate for years. She’s happy with Ashleigh. What does that now mean for her family, her religion, her life?
Honestly, she thinks she’s lost sight of who exactly she’s trying to protect. Herself? Her family? Her father’s memory? Her mother? Mikaila just isn’t sure anymore.
She’s suspected she’s going to end up in Hell for a long time already, every good thing she’s ever done in the world outweighed by this adjudged sin. She’s a believer, a follower of most of the Five Pillars of her religion, making sure to fast and give to charity. She just doesn’t pray enough and happens to have fallen in love with a woman.
Maybe things will be different on the Day of Judgment. Maybe they’ve all been reading and understanding the Word of God wrong for all these thousands of years, and He has no opinion on homosexuality, at all.
Maybe love really is just love, and human beings are the ones who have twisted everything to fuel their own hatred and intolerance.
Maybe a lot of things.
It’s a lot to ponder, yes, but she manages to shake off her introspection when she leaves to pick up Ashleigh, the two of them heading towards the city centre an hour later. Ashleigh spends the first few minutes deciding on their playlist for the drive from the passenger’s seat, eventually picking old school Westlife, which gets a little laugh out of Mikaila, the artist bringing up fond memories. Mikaila has never been able to listen to ‘You Raise Me Up’ and not think of Ashleigh.
The real estate agent and landlord are already waiting when Ashleigh and Mikaila pull up in front of the building a few minutes later. The exchange of keys goes quickly, and Ashleigh takes her up to the fifth floor for a first look at the space.
For Sea Point, the place is quite large, with two decent-sized bedrooms and a respectable view. It’s also within walking distance to the Promenade, which must have been a significant selling factor.
Ashleigh holds her hand as she walks her through the apartment, giving her an official unofficial tour, and eventually guiding her through the open door of one of the bedrooms. It’s slightly bigger than the other one, with some good natural light.
“And this is where I’ll be sleeping,” she declares. “Where you might be sleeping, as well.”
“Are you manifesting?” Mikaila asks, releasing her hand and moving to look out the window.
“Just putting it into the universe,” Ashleigh tells her. “Predicting the future.”
“The future, huh?” Mikaila muses, startling slightly when she feels Ashleigh’s arms slide around her waist from behind.
Mikaila leans back against her, sighing, allowing this moment to settle over her.
“It’s all I’ve been thinking about,” Ashleigh murmurs, lips pressed against Mikaila’s neck. “Having you in my bed. Naked. Getting to sleep beside you, right here in this space that’s going to be mine. Wanting it to be ours.”
Mikaila hums. “It really depends on how comfortable that bed is,” she teases, and Ashleigh lets out an unexpected laugh. Mikaila turns her head and kisses Ashleigh’s cheek. “Though, that is a little presumptuous of you, don’t you think?”
“Not at all,” Ashleigh says with what Mikaila would describe as a shit-eating grin. “I already know how much you want me.”
“I do want you,” Mikaila admits, the truth resonating between them. She’s never wanted anyone else the way she does Ashleigh. This other human being, with whom she feels this deep connection. She wasn’t sure she would ever find this—and actually know about it.
The mere idea that she spent so many years feeling feelings for Ashleigh and just didn’t realise it is more embarrassing than baffling.
“Honestly, I just want to be able to lie in my bed over there and watch you stand here, your body draped in my clothes, painting our view,” Ashleigh confesses.
Mikaila turns her body to face her. “You know, you’re the only person who really even remembers that I paint,” she points out. “Even I forget, sometimes.”
Ashleigh looks down for a moment. “I still have everything you ever painted for me,” she confesses quietly. “Especially the paintings of me.”
Mikaila’s eyes widen, because isn’t that a glaring sign of her past subconscious attraction? The only girls she ever deigned to paint were Chelsea, Nicola and Ashleigh, and it’s irritating just how much of a cliché she actually is. How humiliating for her, really.
“You do?” Mikaila asks, a bit in disbelief.
“Every single one,” Ashleigh murmurs. “I could never part with them.” That feels like a heavier confession, some hidden meaning behind it, but Ashleigh kisses her before she can ask about it. She kisses her hard, and with intent. Mikaila ends up pressed against the window, Ashleigh filling her space and making sure she knows just how much she’s wanted.
Mikaila is overwhelmed, of course, but she’s always been deeply fascinated by Ashleigh’s intensity. The focus in her blue eyes, and the way everything she does is so purposeful. She never quite does things halfway; she’s a ride-or-die, full-throttle kind of person, and Mikaila can’t imagine loving anyone more than she loves Ashleigh in this moment. Or ever.
It is a terrifying thing, because she and Ashleigh haven’t been doing this all that long. Not even a full month of this secret dating, so it still feels dangerous to want this way. As long as her postgraduate future will likely take her elsewhere, Mikaila doesn’t know if she’s brave enough to allow herself to believe this really could be forever.
Ashleigh slides her hands under Mikaila’s top, her palms cool against her burning skin. She makes a sound in the back of her throat, something guttural, and everything suddenly feels unhinged, on the precipice of something they can’t come back from. Ashleigh kisses her with purpose, and Mikaila does all she can to hold onto her as Ashleigh takes them both higher and—
Ashleigh’s phone starts to ring, and they both startle at the intrusive sound.
“Fucking hell,” Ashleigh complains as she removes her one hand from Mikaila’s body and reaches for the offending device in the back pocket of her shorts. She puffs out a breath as she looks at the screen. “It’s my mum,” she says, and steps back as she answers the phone.
Mikaila uses the opportunity to straighten her own clothing, turning away to look out the window again. Ashleigh can see them in this place together, just existing, and Mikaila wants to see the same thing. Ashleigh believes they can have a full life here, but Mikaila knows better. It’s a pretty thought to have that it could all work out, but Mikaila wouldn’t choose it—she couldn’t.
She’s terrified Ashleigh might ask her to.
Before she can get completely caught in her swirling thoughts, Mikaila reaches out, her fingers hooking into one of Ashleigh’s belt loops. Ashleigh glances over, still on the phone, and smiles this soft smile that Mikaila has claimed as her own. That smile belongs to her.
Mikaila tugs.
Ashleigh comes willingly, her smile turning dopey. It’s very cute. She’s very cute in this moment, and Mikaila pulls her right into her space, kissing her neck and smiling when Ashleigh’s breath hitches.
Ashleigh barely wastes a moment as she mumbles, “Mum, I’m going to have to call you back,” into the phone, hangs up, and then they’re kissing again. It’s sloppy and rushed, hands everywhere and nowhere, and Mikaila suddenly wishes there were sheets on the stupid bed.
Whoa.
Mikaila breaks away, gulping air. “We should—um—we—” she stops, taking extra breaths. “As much as I want to, we are not doing it here. You don’t even have curtains.”
Ashleigh’s smile is saucy now, something of a smirk, those strong hands holding Mikaila’s waist. “I could always try to convince you,” she murmurs, pupils dilated.
Mikaila kisses her softly, her own heart rate decidedly calmer now. “Let’s not, hmm.”
“Damn,” Ashleigh hums, softly kissing her cheek, her lips lingering. “That was my mum, by the way,” she says, keeping her face turned away. “She wanted to remind me to invite you to the little get together we’re having at the house for Gareth’s birthday tomorrow night.”
The invitation is unexpected, but so is Ashleigh’s tone. “Did you just forget or is there another reason you’ve waited until the day before to bring it up?” Mikaila asks, not sure she wants an answer.
“A bit of both,” Ashleigh admits. “There’s a lot going on, but it’s also—I just—”
“Ash.”
She takes a deep breath, releasing it slowly before she blurts, “Nick is going to be there.”
“Oh.”
“He’s close to Gareth,” Ashleigh explains in a rush. “He’s close with the whole family and, ordinarily, this wouldn’t be any kind of issue, because he’s just my ex, but you and I are seeing each other, and nobody knows that, and I just—I don’t know how I’m meant to navigate all of this.” She’s looking at Mikaila as if she would have all the answers, but Mikaila is just as stumped. “And, to make matters worse, I actually haven’t seen him since I got back to Cape Town, so I think he’s going to want to talk, and I don’t—I just don’t want to do that. I’m allowed to not want to do that, right?”
It’s a lot of information at once, but Mikaila knows she has to answer Ashleigh’s most pressing question. “Of course, you are, Ash,” she says softly, lifting her fingers to Ashleigh’s chin, turning her head. Then: “Would it be easier if I didn’t come?”
“What? No.” Her grip on Mikaila tightens. “I want you there. I’m just being a baby about it.”
“You’re not,” Mikaila assures her, because she doesn’t even know how she would handle being in Ashleigh’s position. “What if you told him that you don’t want to discuss the two of you tomorrow night, but you could schedule another time?”
“That would be the grownup thing to do, wouldn’t it?”
Mikaila gently pats her cheek. “Look at you.”
Ashleigh lets out a heavy sigh. “I’ll figure it out,” she promises. “Will you be okay?”
“To be honest with you, I’m trying not to think about it too much.”
“That is not a grownup thing to do, Mikaila Mohamed.”
Mikaila rolls her eyes. “Shut up.”
“Yeah, well, neither is that.”
* * *
After their outing, Mikaila drops Ashleigh off at her mother’s house, pulling into the driveway when Ashleigh uses the remote on her house keys to open the gate. It’s late afternoon now, and Mikaila feels light and floaty, but still conflicted.
“You sick of me already?” Ashleigh asks when Mikaila makes no move to get out of the car. “You can come in, you know? I think only my mum and Matt are home.”
As if on cue, the front door opens to reveal Claire, who calls out, “Hi, girls,” making them both laugh.
“Come inside,” Ashleigh says, opening her car door and climbing out. “I need to pee, though. I didn’t want to say anything. Don’t leave yet. You can tell my mum that the apartment isn’t a complete disaster in the meantime.”
Mikaila follows her out, watching as Ashleigh says a quick greeting to her mother before shooting into the house. Mikaila just shakes her head, amused, as she closes her door behind her.
“What’s up with her?” Claire asks.
“She needs the loo, she said.”
Claire just nods, because she has to be used to her daughter’s antics by now. “Everything go okay today?”
“Pretty smooth, yes,” she says. “It’s a great place. I think she’ll like it there.” And they’re true, the words. Ashleigh will like it there. She sees herself there, with Mikaila. She can see a life for them there and here that Mikaila knows she won’t be able to give her.
Something must happen to Mikaila’s facial expression, because Claire leans forward, suddenly concerned. “Are you okay?” she asks, and then smiles softly, knowingly. “Are you nervous about meeting everyone tomorrow? Because there’s nothing to be worried about. Ashleigh has always been a bit crazy about you.”
Mikaila’s breath catches, heart leaping into her throat. “She told you?”
“Not with her words, no,” she answers, the words coming out easily. “I just know my daughter.”
“And you’re okay with it?”
She looks bemused by the question, as if there isn’t even a world that exists where she wouldn’t be. “Of course.”
Quite alarmingly, Mikaila has the sudden urge to cry. It feels a bit like she’s been sucker-punched, because she hasn’t been able to talk about any of this with her own mother, and now Ashleigh’s is here, telling her everything is okay without a second thought.
“Oh, Mikaila,” Claire says, and then she’s stepping forward and wrapping Mikaila in a hug. It feels motherly, soft and warm and comforting, and Mikaila really is going to cry, because Ashleigh has this. They could have this, but—
They can’t.
She can’t.
Mikaila sniffs. “I don’t know how to tell her,” she admits now, only for Claire.
She releases Mikaila just enough to be able to look at her face, trying to read her expression when her words aren’t making sense. “Tell her what?”
“That I’m not staying.”
Mikaila expects more questions, because Mikaila could be referring to just about anything, but Claire is a smart woman, and it takes her a moment more to realise that Mikaila is talking about the future here.
“You’re not?” Ashleigh’s voice reaches them from where she’s now standing on the front steps. “You figured it out?”
Mikaila cannot lie now. “I did.”
“When?” she demands, and this is tricky to answer, because Mikaila has known she was going to depart Cape Town from the moment that specific email nomination arrived in her inbox and just hasn’t known how to tell that to Ashleigh.
“I—” Mikaila starts, but can’t quite choose an appropriate timeline. She glances at Claire for some help, but the woman just gives her a small, encouraging smile, and then disappears into the house, leaving them to talk in private.
“Why wouldn’t you just tell me?” Ashleigh asks, and she sounds genuinely confused. Because why wouldn’t Mikaila just tell her? It’s the obvious question, but Mikaila still doesn’t have a suitable answer. She’s stumped.
Ashleigh moves down the stairs towards her, frown deepening. “You said you would.”
“I know.”
Ashleigh studies her closely, shoulders eventually dropping in some kind of realisation Mikaila isn’t yet privy to. “I don’t understand.”
And, frankly, neither does Mikaila.
“Just talk to me,” Ashleigh says, and it is such a testament of how far they’ve come. “Tell me what’s happening.” This moment is weirdly reminiscent of that other moment, the two of them standing in front of each other in another Cape Town driveway, one girl saying it’s okay to kiss her, and the other running from it.
It takes Mikaila a minute to find her voice, desperately trying to make sense of her own thoughts. She’s put this all off for long enough. They both have.
“I just—I couldn’t,” Mikaila starts. “You know what it means to share my scars with you. What it means to have you in my bed. It means love, Ashleigh, that I have for you. I just—I am terrified all the time, too scared to live authentically, and willing to run away to save face. I want to be selfish and choose my happiness and freedom, but the cost feels so, so heavy. My entire world is changing, and I’m here and I’m showing up, but—”
Ashleigh’s expression shifts, something like comprehension crossing over her features. As if she’s just now understood what Mikaila is trying to tell her.
This is where Mikaila is right now, but it also serves as some kind of explanation for why she could never say yes all those years ago, whether she was ready or not.
“You talk about my being braver than you, but I’m not, Ash. I’m not. I could never be. Not when I know I can’t live and exist the way we both want to in this city. I need you to understand that. I need you to understand what that means for me, and what that means for us. I need you to accept that I can’t stay.”
“Mik,” Ashleigh says, hand reaching out.
Mikaila steps away. She thinks she might start crying if Ashleigh actually touches her right now.
“Mikaila.”
“I’m sorry,” she says, automatic. “I just—this is—this is what’s been happening.”
Ashleigh studies her for a long, long moment, finding the right words after Mikaila just vomited everything she’s been keeping inside. When she does finally speak, she says words Mikaila definitely doesn’t expect.
“You’re wrong.”
“What?”
“You’re wrong, do you hear me?” Ashleigh repeats. “Mikaila, you’ve been so brave.” She uses Mikaila’s momentary confusion to get closer, crowding into Mikaila’s space. “You are being brave,” she says. “All of this, being with me, everything we’ve already become, it’s because of your courage.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
And finally, unexpectedly, Ashleigh says, “Mikaila, I love you, too.”
Of all the things Mikaila anticipated hearing, that is definitely not it. “What?”
“I’ve always been too afraid of telling you out right,” Ashleigh says. Her expression is determined now, eyes trained on Mikaila. It’s finally her turn to say her piece, all these weeks after their first meeting.
Mikaila braces herself, not daring to look away.
“I’ve watched and I’ve waited,” Ashleigh says. “I got impatient, and when you—when you said no the first time, I just—I thought it would hurt us both less if I let go. I won’t stop apologising for that. I just didn’t think this day would come. You came out to me, Mik, and you were so beautiful and so fucking brave, and, dear God, I am in love with you. I’ve always been.” She’s breathing heavily when she’s finished with her shorter monologue.
All Mikaila can do is stare at her.
She doesn’t know how a conversation that should have been her apologising has ended up with exchanged declarations of love.
“Mikaila,” Ashleigh breathes. “Please say something.”
“I don’t know what to say right now,” Mikaila tells her, and it’s the first time she’s felt so far away from Ashleigh. They love each other, but it feels like there are currently canyons between them.
“I’m still here,” Ashleigh says. “We promised each other we would stay, so why wouldn’t you just tell me?”
Mikaila audibly swallows. “Would you choose me?” she asks. “If I wasn’t here? If we had to figure out some other way to make this work, would you still choose me?”
And she knows she’s asking a lot of Ashleigh here. They’re so brand new, and Ashleigh has been explicit that she doesn’t do long-distance. It’s already too much.
But Ashleigh doesn’t even blink out of sync when she says, “Yes.” She steps forward, looking into Mikaila’s eyes as if imploring her to believe her. “Is that really what you were worried about?” she asks. “I already told you I would follow.”
“I don’t know how to ask for that when our families don’t even know about us.”
Ashleigh’s expression shifts, her head nodding. “That’s an easy fix for me,” she says. “I’ll walk in there and tell them right now.”
Mikaila’s right hand automatically shoots out, fingers on Ashleigh’s wrist to stop her. “That’s not—I’m not rushing you. I just—it feels too big to ask.”
“It is big.”
It feels a bit like an understatement put that way, because Mikaila feels as if everything about their lives is shifting beneath their feet, and it’s all happening right now.
Mikaila clears her throat. “I think I’m going to go home,” she says. “We should have—I should have—”
“Hey.” Ashleigh moves right into Mikaila’s space, cupping her cheeks in her palms. “You don’t need to leave. I promise everything is going to be okay.”
“That isn’t a promise you should be making to me.”
“This isn’t the hard part, Mikaila,” she says. “This is the easy part.”
“The easy part?”
“I love you, and you—” she stops, frowning, because this is the moment they both realise Mikaila has never actually said the words I love you to Ashleigh and meant them romantically—at least consciously, or that Ashleigh has heard.
Mikaila rolls her eyes, because, seriously. After everything they’ve already been through, how can Ashleigh be in any kind of doubt?
“Of course I love you, you big idiot,” Mikaila says, right hand reaching out to hold the fabric of Ashleigh’s shirt in her fist. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have let you anywhere near me if I wasn’t in love with you, and you know that. I’m stupid for you. I’m literally head-over-heels, would-choose-you-over-my-own-family in love with you, so you just—just know that I am choosing you, too.”
Ashleigh blinks as if Mikaila has told her something she doesn’t already know, and then her mouth is so suddenly on Mikaila’s that she actually stumbles back, Ashleigh’s arm now around her waist to keep them from toppling right over.
“I’ve got you,” Ashleigh murmurs, and then she’s kissing her properly, pulling her closer and closer still. Mikaila settles against her, wanting to forget the entire world exists, but Ashleigh pulls back eventually, eyes soft. “I’m going to tell them,” she says. “All of them.”
Mikaila immediately drops her gaze. Would it help Ashleigh to know that her mother already knows about them? “You don’t have to do that. I’m not asking you to do that.”
Ashleigh tucks some hair behind Mikaila’s ear. “I want to,” she affirms. “I’m going to tell them, and then you and I are going to figure out everything else.”
The unfortunate truth is that Mikaila is a realist, and she knows things won’t always be this simple. The trade-off is immense. Choosing Ashleigh in this moment is choosing the very real possibility that she might be effectively cut off from her family for it. Maybe, in the long run, everyone will be okay, but they’re nowhere near that.
“I don’t want you to worry about anything, okay?” Ashleigh says, which is really all Mikaila does. “It’s all going to be okay. You’ll see.”
Mikaila really, really wants to believe her.
Ashleigh presses a kiss to Mikaila’s hair. “It’s going to be okay,” she says again, and she sounds so sure. “We’re going to figure it out.”



CHAPTER 9
MIKAILA SPENDS HER FRIDAY EVENING at Cassie’s place, just needing to talk to her best friend. Apparently, she’s now turning these impromptu visits into a thing. At least Cassie greets her with tea and freshly baked macarons.
“I’ve been baking all day,” is Cassie’s explanation when Mikaila raises her eyebrows at the many delicacies spread across nearly all the kitchen counters. “I’m stressed.”
“Why?”
“I think Link wants to propose,” Cassie reveals, and Mikaila’s eyes widen. Of all the things she expected her friend to say, that was extremely low on the list.
“I know,” Cassie says, obviously reading the surprise on Mikaila’s face. “I am not ready for such a thing.”
Mikaila climbs onto a bar stool and watches Cassie move around her kitchen, gathering cups and putting on the kettle to boil. “What makes you think he’s going to propose?” she asks.
“Well, there was a night a few weeks ago when he asked me about what my perfect proposal would be,” she explains. “I think we’d just watched the finale of The Bachelor, and it was all romantic, and I thought he was just curious, but—”
“But what?”
“He’s been acting really weird lately,” Cassie says. “And his sister asked me about jewellery the other day. Like, what are my sizes, because she’s got this friend who makes jewellery and she wanted to get me some.”
“Are you sure you’re not just—”
“I found the ring in his closet.”
Mikaila’s mouth snaps shut.
Cassie faces her. “He’s going to propose,” she says, voice steady. “And I don’t think I’m going to say yes.”
“Cassie.”
“I am twenty-five years old,” Cassie says. “I am still a PhD student. I can barely take care of myself, and he wants—this is what I get for dating a thirty-year-old.”
“Cassie.”
She turns away when the kettle boils, then pours water into their cups. Each action is slow and deliberate, and she eventually slides one of the plastic containers of macarons towards Mikaila.
“Tell me about Ashleigh.”
Mikaila sighs, contemplating whether it’s a good idea to let them avoid talking about Lincoln, but Cassie has opened the proverbial door for a reason. She’s asking for this respite.
“I was just at her mother’s house,” Mikaila begins, going on to reveal the events of the day. She’s sorely tempted to leave out mentioning the doctoral opportunity abroad, but it’s essential to their initial conflict, and she has to look away when Cassie’s forehead creases. “Ashleigh said she’s going to tell her family about us, so I guess we both have some big decisions to make in the not-so-distant future.”
Cassie looks genuinely disbelieving. “Holy shit.”
“Right.”
“Maybe we need coffee instead,” Cassie says, glancing down at their tea selection. “Or tequila.”
Mikaila manages a smile, reaching for a macaron, mostly to have something to do with her hands.
“You don’t think you should have stayed?” Cassie asks.
Mikaila pauses, macaron freezing in the air. “Uh. No.” She swallows. “I think this is something she feels she needs to do alone, and I didn’t want her to have to worry about how I’m handling it. We decided we’d see each other tomorrow, after everything has settled. I have—”
“You have what?” Cassie prompts.
“I have my own decisions about my future to make,” she says, reaching into her pocket for her phone. She wants to pull up the doctoral nomination she’s received on her email to get Cassie’s opinion as a fellow postgraduate student, only to find her screen flooded with three missed calls and almost a dozen WhatsApp messages from her sister.
Mikaila freezes. Zora’s last two messages are just repeated instructions to call her ASAP. God, what’s happened?
Instead of calling, Mikaila texts a bunch of question marks, not prepared to hear her sister’s voice. She’s had enough excitement for one night, thank you very much. But, barely a beat later, Zora calls her, and Mikaila sighs heavily as she answers, offering Cassie an apologetic look.
“I texted for a reason,” is Mikaila’s opening line.
Zora is silent for a moment. Then: “Just what do you think you’re doing?”
Mikaila frowns, because her sister’s voice is—it sounds strange. “Excuse me?”
“After all the shit we’ve already had to deal with, why would you do this?”
Mikaila goes still. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t play dumb, Mikaila,” Zora says. “You’re in Cape Town, for fuck’s sake. Did you not stop and think someone from our family would see you? How stupid can you be?”
The blood drains from Mikaila’s face and Cassie stops moving, sensing something severe.
“You’re just lucky it was Faheem, and not one of the aunties,” Zora says. “You’re also lucky I’m the one he contacted and not our mother. God, Mikaila, do you have any idea what this’ll do to her?”
“You can’t tell her.”
Zora scoffs. “Of course, I’m not going to tell her,” she says as if the mere idea of it is ridiculous. “Nobody is going to tell her, because she’s never going to know. It stops now.”
“Zora.”
“You’re coming home.”
“What? No.”
“Do not—there is no room for negotiating here,” she says, firm. “First thing in the morning, you’re coming home. Ya Allah. What would Dad think?”
Mikaila’s breath leaves her body. Because, yeah, what would her father think? She’s allowed herself to think about it only a handful of times, imagining conversations they would have about it.
Her memories of him tell her he would definitely be against it based on the way he always commented about the queer community on television and in the news. But there’s a part of her that dreamed he would understand, because it was her: his daughter, whom he claimed to love more than the moon and the stars.
There are times she’s almost glad he’s not around to see who she is.
It seems Zora agrees when she says, “I’m just relieved he’s not around to have to see this.”
The words should hurt more than they do, but Mikaila has always expected the worst. She thought her sister would be on her side when it came down to it, but it’s so much worse to realise just how wrong she was.
“You’re coming home,” Zora says. “Pack your things. You’re done with all this PhD bullshit. There’s a boy here. We can get you married and you can forget all this nonsense.”
“Zora!” she says, horrified, and Cassie’s tea almost slips out of her hand. “What is wrong with you?”
“What is wrong with you?” she counters, voice louder.
“You can’t just do that.”
“Why not?” Zora snaps. “It’s what this family did to me.”
Mikaila knows this already. Zora didn’t really want to marry Ahmed, but there were too many eyes on them, and maybe this is actually how the two sisters are similar: they do what’s expected.
“I’m not you,” Mikaila says.
“Oh, that’s for sure,” Zora agrees, sounding bitter. “Golden girl Mikaila, who can do no wrong. This whole time, you’ve just been making fools out of all of us.”
“You know that’s—”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Zora snaps again. “I’m not going to say it again. Pack your things. Come home.”
Mikaila clenches her jaw. “No,” she says. “You’re not even trying to—”
“Do not make me come down there,” Zora interrupts again, a clear warning in her tone. “Because I will, and I will remove you from there. Mikaila, seriously, are you trying to break Ma’s heart all over again? She’s just barely survived nearly losing you too, and now you’re doing this.”
“What am I doing?” she asks, pointed. “What is so wrong about it?”
“Do not—don’t even try to rationalise this,” Zora says. “We are Muslim, from a prominent Muslim family in our community. What would they think?”
“I don’t care.”
“Stop it!” she hisses. “You are not this naïve. Do you have any idea what this will do to her, to me, to all of us? Your mother is a widow, I’m the woman who has a rascal for a husband, and now you’re—you’re—”
“I’m what?” Mikaila presses. “What am I, Zora? Disgusting? Unnatural? An embarrassment? Are you going to tell me I’m confused? That I don’t know what I’m doing? It’s just a phase, right?”
Zora is silent.
“I am none of those things, and it is none of those things.” She breathes out. “Am I sorry that you had to find out this way, yes, but you don’t get to call me and make me feel small for finally figuring out my truth. For the first time in my life, I’m happy. I’m in love. I feel settled in my life and my skin, and it’s your own fault that offends you so much.”
Zora doesn’t speak for a moment. When she does, her tone is clipped, void of any warmth. “Pack your things. I’m coming to get you.” Then she hangs up.
Mikaila sits, silent as she breathes in through her nose and out through her mouth. Cassie doesn’t say or do anything because she must know what’s happened. Just Mikaila’s end of the conversation is clear enough.
Her tea goes cold as she sits there.
Her heart rate slows, mind still whirring.
“My sister knows,” she finally says. “One of my cousins saw me with Ashleigh. We always try to be so careful when we’re in public, but she knows.” Her shoulders slump. “She’s not happy.”
Cassie steps forward, looking unsure.
“It’s not as if I expected her to be happy about it, of course, but I—I thought she would at least—I don’t even know.” Her eyes fill with tears before she can stop them. “She said she’s coming to fetch me. She said I have to go home, and that there’s a boy there. They’ll get me married, and this will all just... disappear.”
“Mikaila,” Cassie whispers.
“I don’t—I can’t—”
“Mikaila.”
“I’m about to blow up my entire world, Cass.” Just saying the words out loud spikes her heart rate again. Everything she’s tried to keep at bay is reaching its head right now, in this very moment.
It is suddenly so clear to her that she’s ready.
To decide.
To make a choice.
Cassie looks just as thrown by Mikaila’s words. “What are you going to do?
Mikaila breathes deeply. “Well, firstly, I’m definitely not going to be here when my sister arrives.”
“You’re just going to leave?”
“No,” she says with a tired sigh. “I mean, I don’t really want to be fighting with Zora at all, but she’s really scary, and she will not leave without me if she does come here.”
“So, what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to have to tell my mother.”
Cassie’s eyes widen. “What?”
“I can—if I can just explain, maybe she’ll understand,” she says. “Maybe we can figure something out. Maybe I can go somewhere else where nobody knows me or my family, and I—”
“Mikaila.”
“Do you have any idea how crippling it has been being the daughter of Imran and Janet Mohamed?” Mikaila suddenly asks. “When people look at you, all they see is this legacy. There’s always been this weight of expectation to be something; these eyes constantly watching and waiting, because my father, he was so large, and he married this woman who was supposed to bring him down, but they built these lives with each other and had these two daughters, and now I am—”
“You’re what?”
“I am going to destroy everything.”
“Mikaila.”
She suddenly gets to her feet, surprising them both. “I have to go,” she says. “I have to pack. I need a ticket.”
“Mikaila, just—can you just stop for a second?”
She stops.
“Tell me what’s happening.”
Mikaila meets Cassie’s gaze. “Three days after I woke up in the hospital, they figured out I was getting sepsis,” she tells her, because Cassie doesn’t actually know this part. “They rushed me to emergency surgery, cleaned out all my insides and pumped three pints of blood into me. I should have died. In the car accident. In the hospital. I should have died, Cass, but I didn’t, and I have struggled so much trying to figure out why I didn’t. Why I’m the one here and my father isn’t.”
“Mikaila.”
“If all I’m doing is going to cause my family more pain, what is the point? Why am I still here?”
“Your family would rather have a gay daughter than a dead one,” Cassie tells her, and her voice is pained and angry and so righteously confused.
“Don’t you see, Cass?” Mikaila says, “They’re exactly the same thing.”
* * *
Cassie offers to go with her, but Mikaila books a single ticket on a flight straight to Kimberley early Saturday morning. Cassie does accompany her to the airport, though. She’s convinced this is a terrible idea, but Mikaila knows it’s time. Even if she doesn’t end up with Ashleigh—which, God forbid—she’s definitely not going to end up marrying whatever boy her family picks for her.
Mikaila tries Ashleigh’s number once she’s checked in at the airport, but it’s early enough that it just keeps ringing with no answer. Sighing softly, she switches to WhatsApp, and sends her a voice note instead.
“Ash, something’s happened. I have to go home, so I probably won’t be able to make it tonight. Will you call me when you get this, please? Tell Gareth I’m sorry.” She pauses, almost steeling herself. “I love you,” she says, “I need you to tell me everything is going to be okay again.”
The flight is quick, almost ninety minutes for her to try to figure out what she’s going to say. She hasn’t checked in a bag, so she doesn’t have to wait once they disembark. She just orders an Uber and spends the time during the drive to their house trying not to panic at the fact a stranger is driving her and wondering if this will be the last time she goes home to see her family.
She already knows it will. It’s why she takes in the city she once called home as they drive, remembering moments from her childhood. With her father, and now without. She had a feeling the last time she left would be the last time, so this is just a bonus. Her mother deserves a final goodbye. She deserves a proper explanation.
Their house comes up far too quickly for her liking, and she thanks the driver when he pulls up in front of the gate. She’s already exhausted, her body coiled so tightly at the mere thought of what she’s about to do.
It’s not as if she actually blames her sister. She expected this reaction from Zora, because this is how they’ve been raised. If they were in each other’s places, she’s convinced she would probably be doing the same thing. Maybe. One can’t ever truly tell until it’s actually happening.
Still, she likes to think she would love her sister more than this, if the roles were reversed.
Mikaila tries Ashleigh’s number one more time, getting her voicemail again. She also hasn’t yet checked her messages, so Mikaila just sends another voice note, hoping that Ashleigh’s morning is going better than her own. “My sister knows, Ash,” she speaks into the phone. “I don’t know what’s going to happen right now, but I’m about to tell my mother, and it would be really great if you could call me back.”
Once she’s sent it, she steels herself and rings the Intercom.
Sufjan answers, and then screams when he sees that it’s her. He immediately lets her in, and Mikaila watches as the gate opens completely before she moves. She steps over the threshold and tries to ignore the chill that settles over her.
It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.
Maybe.
She really, really hopes it will be.
It’s her mother who opens the front door, looking bewildered but pleased to see her. At least she’s smiling, which means that Zora definitely hasn’t already told her Mikaila’s truth. Mikaila should get the opportunity to do it herself.
“Well, this is a surprise,” she says.
Mikaila can’t bring herself to respond. She can’t even return her smile, and rather just steps right into her mother’s waiting arms and hugs her as tightly as she can.
It might very well be the last hug she ever gets.
Her mother must be able to tell something isn’t quite right because she holds on for as long as Mikaila needs, letting go only when Sufjan gets antsy and squeezes between the two of them to get his own hug from Mikaila. Her mother steps back, allowing it, and Sufjan hugs her tight enough to hurt. God, she’s missed him so much.
And Samir, who is shyer than his older brother, but likes hugs just as much. He usually falls into them, though, and Mikaila has to catch him before he ends up knocking his head against her hip.
If she holds on a little too tightly and a little too long to both of them, only she knows.
Mikaila eventually drops her backpack at the door and allows Sufjan to drag her further into the house. He has all sorts of things to tell her about school, but he makes it only halfway into his third story before Mikaila’s mother interrupts with, “Didn’t you have a book to finish reading?”
Sufjan pouts, but scurries away with Samir at his heels, and Mikaila is left with her mother once more. Mikaila has to stop herself from hugging her again.
“I’m making lunch,” her mother says, already turning and walking to the kitchen. Mikaila follows, as is expected. It might end up being the last time she does what’s expected of her. “Sufjan asked for spaghetti.”
Of course he did. He would probably eat some form of pasta for the rest of his life, and Mikaila loves that for him. She wishes she could have had more time with him.
It’s when they’re in the kitchen and far enough from small ears that her mother finally asks, “What’s happened?”
Mikaila barely steps through the door, threatening to lose her thunder. That’s a loaded question, though she’s not surprised her mother can already tell there’s a very serious reason for the fact Mikaila has turned up unannounced.
Her mother doesn’t look at her as she reaches for some spices to top up the mince curry she’s currently making to go with the spaghetti.
Mikaila wants to wait. Maybe until after they’ve eaten. She would really like to eat one last meal with her family. She’s just worried she’s going to lose her nerve if she doesn’t say what she needs to say right now.
She has a truth to tell, and she feels ready to face whatever comes after.
What Mikaila ends up asking is, “Where’s Zora?”
“She left for the factory early,” her mother explains, and Mikaila can tell that she finds Zora’s behaviour odd. She’s usually the one who sleeps in as late as possible on a Saturday. Mikaila wonders if Zora is on a plane right now. This could get ugly very quickly.
It’s already ugly.
“Mikaila,” her mother prompts, frowning now.
“Mummy,” Mikaila says, and her hands tremble. “I need to tell you something.”
Her mother stands at the stove, facing the burners.
Mikaila stands near the door, ready to bolt if this goes as terribly as her nightmares have told her it would.
“What is it?”
Mikaila audibly swallows. “I met someone.”
Her mother goes still.
“I—I’ve fallen in love,” Mikaila says. “For the first time, and I’m actually happy, and I—” she stops. Breathes. Steels herself, once more. “She’s a woman.”
There.
There it is.
She said it.
Mikaila can’t even look at her mother, tears kept at bay, as she essentially breaks all their hearts. The words almost echo in the space between them, ringing to a silence that feels oppressing and never-ending.
It stretches and stretches, and Mikaila feels as if she’s being pulled apart at the seams. She’s not sure what she expected, but a forever silence was never on the list. Maybe yelling, some disappointment. At least some disbelief.
Instead, her mother sighs, switches off the stove, and takes a seat at the kitchen table.
Mikaila doesn’t move.
Then: “Sweetheart, I know.”
Mikaila’s head snaps up, eyes wide. It feels as if even her heart has stopped beating. “You know?” she whispers, disbelief in her voice.
“I’m your mother,” she says. “I gave birth to you. I know everything about you.”
Mikaila just continues to stare at her. “You know?” she asks again.
“You couldn’t hide anything when it came to Chelsea,” her mother says, and Mikaila actually flinches at the sound of her name. Her mother’s not supposed to know anything about what happened with Chelsea. “You went so quiet, for so long. Your father and I were so worried about you.”
Mikaila sucks in a breath at the mention of her father. “Oh, my God, did he know?”
“No.”
Mikaila wouldn’t be able to tell anyone why she’s relieved, but she is. It’s better her father passed away believing his daughter would remain on the path to being everything he ever expected of her. He should never know just what his death ended up revealing to her.
“You know?” Mikaila asks for the third time, because her brain just won’t compute.
Before her mother can reply, they hear approaching footsteps, Sufjan popping his head into the kitchen and quietly asking, “Can we eat lunch now?”
Mikaila can’t decide if she’s relieved for the interruption until her mother is gently agreeing to the request, telling him to fetch his brother and instructing Mikaila to set the kitchen table in the same breath as if nothing has changed.
The next thirty minutes of Mikaila’s life are completely surreal, her body using muscle memory to gather the placemats, plates, glasses, and cutlery.
Her mother knows.
Her mother has always known.
Mikaila thought she would feel reassured by something like that. It should bring her comfort, surely, despite her own surprise, but it rather fills her with anger. Her mother has always known, and she’s—
She’s perpetuated this idea that Mikaila is supposed to find a good man, get married, have children, keep a home, and do all those things she’s had to do since she was twenty-two years old.
Actually, it enrages Mikaila that she’s had to go through all of this alone. She’s had to lie to her mother for years, whether consciously or not, and it seems her mother has always known. What is she supposed to do with that truth now?
Mikaila knows she’s unusually quiet as they eat lunch, Sufjan and Samir dominating conversation. She listens as best she can, committing every little thing to memory, saving them for when she knows she no longer gets to experience moments like these.
She can also count the number of times her mother has looked at her on one hand, her own expression pinched as she uses this time to adjust to the fact that Mikaila has just told her what she already knows, apparently.
Is she also thinking of ways they can navigate this? Is she also trying to come up with solutions that will work for everyone? Because Mikaila has already gone through every possible scenario, and there is no way they all come out of this unscathed.
Sufjan and Samir help clear the table once they’re finished eating, before leaving the women to talk. Mikaila moves on autopilot as she rises to her feet to start on the dishes. She won’t be the one to speak first. Her mother’s revelation feels almost as shocking to Mikaila as her own.
She’s known this entire time.
“Bubu,” her mother finally says, wearily.
Mikaila looks at her, hands submerged in soapy water. She’s still seated; still unmoving.
“You know this can’t be. You were supposed to be stronger than this. Why would you do this to us? To me?”
She doesn’t sound angry. She just sounds sad. Like she was expecting Mikaila to force this massive part of her aside and just—what?
Be normal.
Mikaila stares at her. “You never expected me to tell you,” she surmises.
She’s met with silence. Her mother is watching her, expression unreadable aside from the obvious disappointment.
“I didn’t mean to,” Mikaila continues, because she honestly didn’t. If it were really a choice, she would choose anything else, which is something other people can’t seem to understand. If it were really a choice to be queer, why would she ever choose it when she’s inevitably going to lose so much in the process?
But, dear God, she’s happy.
She’s finally happy, and it is sick and twisted that the thing that makes her happy is also what’s going to condemn her.
Her mother presses her lips together. “Who is she?” she asks.
In another life, Mikaila would have been able to gush about her love, talk endlessly about the way being with Ashleigh makes her feel. In this life, she can do no such thing.
“Do I know her?” she asks. “One of your university friends?”
Mikaila takes a deep breath, releasing it slowly as she removes her hands from the water and reaches for a dish cloth to dry them. There’s no way she can mention Ashleigh’s name. She wouldn’t mention anyone’s name, at all.
“It doesn’t matter who she is,” Mikaila tells her, because it isn’t meant to matter. “I’m still gay.”
“Mikaila.”
“I am,” she insists. “And I’m sorry. I’m sorry this has happened. I just—I can’t help it.”
She needs her mother to understand. She has to.
“I have struggled so much, Ma,” she continues. “Trying to figure out where and how I fit into this world. And then I did figure it out, and perhaps I wasn’t ever meant to fit anywhere, at all. Because I finally know who I am, and I know what I am, and it’s—it’s so freeing.”
“Stop it!” her mother snaps, and this is a reaction Mikaila expected. There’s the anger and disappointment. The hurt. “Do you even hear yourself? Do you realise what you’re saying? This is—my daughter is not a sinner.”
Mikaila could stand here and speak until her last breath but she knows it would be pointless. Instead, she says, “I have already had every argument you could make with myself.”
And it’s true. She’s gone through every debate endlessly, talked herself in and out of acceptance of herself. There is literally nothing her mother could say that Mikaila hasn’t already said to herself.
Except this, apparently:
“Go to your room.”
Mikaila looks up, blinking stupidly. “What?”
“Go to your room,” she says again. “I can’t deal with this right now.”
“Ma?”
“I need to think,” she says, gaze averted. “Just go to your room, Mikaila. Let me think.”
Mikaila doesn’t need to be told thrice. This was one of her worries: that her mother would respond with her head and not with her heart. This moment, right here, tells Mikaila everything she needs to know, so she turns and walks out of the kitchen.
Her own heart aches, but there’s nothing more she can say at this point. She could try, sure, until she’s blue in the face, but Mikaila won’t bother. Not when she knows her mother won’t listen to her.
Mikaila walks through the house, noting the few things that have changed while she’s been in Cape Town the last few weeks. It’s nothing much, but it’s clear there are children living here.
Mikaila picks up her backpack from the front door and heads to her bedroom, bypassing the room that Sufjan and Samir share, hearing them giggling within.
She smiles a little, but her heart just isn’t in it.
It’s not really in anything at the moment.
Cassie has called four times by the time Mikaila makes it to her bedroom, dumping her bag on the floor and flopping onto her bed.
Mikaila rolls onto her back and sends Cassie several messages.
I arrived safely. I told her. She already knew. I don’t think it went well. I’m now in my bedroom, and it remains to be seen if I’ll ever be let out of this house again.
I thought she would understand. I need her to understand. I don’t want to have to do what I have to if she doesn’t.
Have you heard from Ashleigh?
 
Mikaila sets her phone aside and closes her eyes. She can’t really say how long she lies there, heart beating steadily in her chest. Her duvet smells a little musty from disuse, but there’s comfort in it.
Cassie texts her back, but she has no news. She also doesn’t appreciate Mikaila’s attempt at humour, reprimanding her first, before proceeding to send her an endless stream of memes and dog videos that slowly drain Mikaila’s battery. It’s a loving attempt at a distraction, but Mikaila is currently sitting in the eye of a hurricane that is likely to leave only destruction in its wake.
What Mikaila wants from her mother right now is absolution. She doesn’t anticipate receiving any form of understanding or acceptance, but maybe she can get something close to permission and forgiveness.
If she cannot stay, then she should be allowed to go.
What must be hours later, there is the sound of a knock at her door and she opens it to find Sufjan carrying a tray with a plate of food on it, obviously her dinner. Perhaps this is actually the moment Mikaila realises there is no way to get her mother to see reason. This moment right here, where her mother isn’t the one to—
She takes the tray from Sufjan and sets it on her desk, before kneeling in front of him. “Listen to me,” she says, making sure he’s looking at her. “You are so good and so brave.”
She knows he’s a little on the sensitive side, and she also knows a lot of the stress and responsibility in this family is going to land on his tiny shoulders as he gets older—being the oldest boy in the upcoming generation.
It is the most heartbreaking reality that he likely won’t ever meet her own children.
“Trust yourself,” she tells him, unsure if he’ll remember any of this; remember her. “I love you,” she murmurs, bringing him into a hug that lasts until he starts to squirm to be released. He looks confused and just a little terrified, as if he already knows what’s going to happen.
Maybe he does.
“It’s okay,” she says, running a hand over his hair. “I promise everything is going to be okay.” It’s a promise she probably shouldn’t be making, but she can’t stand to see the conflict in his brown eyes. After one last hug, she finally lets him go, and he scurries away, leaving Mikaila alone, once more.
She closes her door, eats two bites of her food, crawls into her bed, and curls into a ball, as if the action itself could protect her from what the reality of her life is going to be now. It feels like an entire lifetime has passed since she was last in this bedroom. It’s difficult to imagine it’s been only a few weeks. Already, so much has changed. Already, decisions have been made.
There’s no going back now. Mikaila wouldn’t want to, even if her mother were to ask it of her. Even if she demanded it. In the past few days, Mikaila has felt the highest of highs, as well as the lowest of lows. She knows exactly which one she would choose.
The rest of Mikaila’s life is starting right now, and it is going to look very different to what every member of her family envisioned. Including herself.
* * *
In the morning, Ashleigh is there.
She’s just there, sitting in the kitchen and casually chatting to Mikaila’s mother as they eat breakfast together. Mikaila walks into the room and freezes, convinced she’s dreaming. She looks between them, caught off guard, and then promptly bursts into tears.
Ashleigh immediately springs to her feet, crossing the room with the intention of wrapping her arms around Mikaila. Just having her close should calm her, but Mikaila rather backs away, shaking her head and letting panic consume her.
“No, no,” she says, holding her hands out in front of her. “You’re not here. What are you doing here? Where—what—I don’t understand.”
Her gaze drifts past Ashleigh to find her mother looking at them both, expression unreadable.
“Ma?”
“She showed up at four o’clock in the morning,” her mother explains. “Rang the Intercom fifty times, I’m surprised you didn’t hear her.”
“She sleeps like the dead,” Ashleigh says, and then immediately looks as if she regrets it.
Mikaila’s mother’s expression pinches for a moment, but the reality is that she and Ashleigh did share a bedroom for five years in high school.
“She came in, guns blazing, declaring her love for you and asking me not to send you away and begging me not to marry you off to some boy and take you away from her.”
Mikaila stares at Ashleigh in disbelief.
“I’m drama, remember?” Ashleigh tells her, winking so only Mikaila can see.
“I don’t understand why she thought I would do any of those things,” Mikaila’s mother says, looking between the two of them.
“Zora,” Mikaila and Ashleigh say at the same time.
Her expression shifts to one of understanding. “She really is my daughter, isn’t she?”
Mikaila nods slowly, still very unsure about what’s happening right now.
Her mother waves a hand. “Sit,” she instructs. “Have some breakfast. I think we all need some food before we try to figure this out.”
Mikaila knows she won’t be able to eat but Ashleigh tugs on her sleeve, and the two of them settle across from Mikaila’s mother. It’s all too weird. Mikaila’s convinced she’s actually still asleep. This is a dream. Or a nightmare, depending on how it plays out.
Which is like this:
Her mother says, “We both know your father’s family won’t accept this.”
And Mikaila says, “They won’t.”
“We also both know the best thing is for them never to know.”
“It is.”
“We both know there are very few places you can live and... be the way you are.”
“I know.”
“We both know you’ve exhausted yourself coming up with ways to make this work.”
“I have.”
“We also both know you came home because you already have a solution.”
And Mikaila finally says, “I do.”
The solution hedges on several factors working in her favour, and the least she has right now is her mother doesn’t seem to hate her even if nothing that’s happening is proving her love for her.
Ashleigh takes hold of her hand under the table, but Mikaila doesn’t risk looking at her. Not yet. Not when she’s about to reveal in full that she’s been planning beyond this moment—with and without Ashleigh.
“There’s a PhD opportunity for me at Cambridge,” Mikaila tells her mother, and Ashleigh’s hand tightens around her own. Mikaila holds on just as firmly. “Jules helped facilitate it, and I would officially start in September. They’re doing the kind of work I want to be doing, but better, and it’s fully funded.”
Silence follows the confession, prompting her to continue.
Mikaila breathes out. “I can go, Ma. I can go there, and work in a field I actually enjoy. I can go and live where nobody knows who I am, or who you are or who we are. I can go where I can step out into the world and not have to worry about who I’ll see, or who will see me. I can go somewhere where I’ll just be another woman. I can go where I can love the person I love, and nobody will know to judge me. I can go—” her voice catches. “I can go and finally be free.”
Mikaila doesn’t realise she’s actually still crying until Ashleigh hands her a paper towel with her free hand. She gives her a shaky smile, because, dear God, Ashleigh is here.
It is also so much easier to look at her than it is to look at her mother, which is why Mikaila only hears rather than sees her mother get to her feet.
Both Mikaila and Ashleigh turn to her, but she walks around the kitchen table and leaves the room without a word. Mikaila watches her go, heart breaking all over again. She sobs once, but Ashleigh is here.
Mikaila stares at her, forcing her tears away. If she really starts crying now, there’s a chance she won’t be able to stop.
“You’re here,” she whispers.
“I’m here,” Ashleigh confirms, and it’s really what Mikaila needs to hear.
“How are you here?” she asks. “How did you even get here?”
“I drove,” Ashleigh reveals.
“What?”
“This place is far,” Ashleigh tells her. “I mean, like, I knew it was far, but now I know.”
Mikaila reaches for her, hands on her cheeks, fingers in her hair. “You’re here,” she says again. “I actually can’t believe you’re here. In my house. I thought—” she stops, frowns. “Are you okay?” she asks. “You weren’t answering your phone. What happened?”
“Babe,” Ashleigh whispers. “Everything was suddenly just happening in both our lives at exactly the same time. I’m kind of pissed at the universe at the moment. But, yeah, I’m okay. We can talk about it later.”
Mikaila searches her face, looking into her eyes to determine just how truthful she’s being. “I can’t believe you’re here,” she says, brow creasing. “Wait. How did you even know where to go?”
“Oh, um, apparently you share your Uber rides with Mbali, so I just came to the last address you were dropped off,” she explains.
Mikaila leans forward, resting her forehead against Ashleigh’s. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Cambridge,” she whispers. She should have said this right at the start. “I wasn’t—I didn’t know if I would accept it.”
Ashleigh rests her hands over Mikaila’s. “And now you know?”
Mikaila closes her eyes. “I told my mother,” she whispers.
“I told mine.”
“The world hasn’t ended,” Mikaila says. Yet. “Has it?”
Ashleigh shakes her head. “I’m still here,” she affirms. “And I still want you. In every way you’ll allow me.”
“I love you.”
Ashleigh startles a little, but her resulting smile is blinding. “Do you know, in the entire time we were roommates, you never once said those words to me?” she points out. “Always just texted them. Never in your own voice.” Her smile softens. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to hearing you say them to me.”
“I won’t stop.”
Instead of being charmed, Ashleigh looks deeply concerned. “We’re doing this?” she asks. “We’re really doing this? Whatever it is?”
“You mean Cambridge?”
“I mean, I could probably make that work,” she says, and Mikaila knows it wouldn’t be fair to expect an answer from her right now, but it would be nice to dream. “At least it’s not somewhere really exotic, you know? They speak something that sometimes sounds like English there, last time I checked.”
“You would do that?”
“You would know that if you’d just talked to me about it,” Ashleigh points out.
Mikaila has to concede the point.
“A job is just a job,” Ashleigh continues. “I can find another one. I just—we can do this, if you really want to.”
“We’re talking about forever here, Ash,” Mikaila says, her voice cracking. She’s not dealing in anything else. “I can—I can never come back. There’s no way I can have you and my family. Do you understand? Do you understand what that means?”
Ashleigh presses their foreheads together. “Do you understand what that means?” she counters.
“I don’t want you to regret any of this,” Mikaila tells her.
“Do you really think I don’t have the same worry?” Ashleigh asks. “You’re choosing me over your family.”
And this is the moment Mikaila knows, with the utmost clarity, that she’s not doing that at all. This is the moment when it makes the most sense. The moment she figures it out. It’s like a lightbulb going on, and her breath catches at the sudden realisation.
“No,” she says, “I’m not.”
“What?”
“I’m not choosing you over my family,” she says.
Ashleigh watches her very carefully.
“I’m choosing me.” She lets out a single laugh. “For the first time in my life, I’m choosing me.”
Ashleigh’s expression shifts, and she basically epitomises what it must look like to be in love. It’s right there in the blue of her gorgeous, outrageous eyes and the softness of her expression.
No matter what happens from this point forward, Mikaila has Ashleigh, and it’s all she’s ever wanted. Everything else will work itself out.
Ashleigh bumps their noses together. “See,” she says. “Told you we’re going to be okay.”
They’re still sitting that close together when Mikaila’s mother returns, and Mikaila does her best not to act as if they’re doing anything wrong as she straightens in her seat. Her mother doesn’t quite look at them, which hurts a lot more than Mikaila would care to admit. Ashleigh’s hand remains in hers, though, and that helps immensely.
Her mother sets a thick folder on the table. “That’s everything your father left for you,” she says.
Mikaila’s heart cracks that bit more.
“Your account details. The one we set up for you as a baby. They’re also in there. All your original documents, birth certificate and everything else. The blue book for your car. The title deed for the apartment in Cape Town. It’s already in your name, so do with it what you wish.”
Mikaila’s jaw clenches tightly, because this is the moment her mother ceases to be her mother. This is the moment that begins their goodbye.
“Hide it,” her mother tells her, voice firm. “And then go. Our family cannot know about this. Especially your father’s.”
Mikaila considers revealing that Faheem already knows, but she’s sure Zora will inform her later. They can figure out how to deal with that themselves. The rest is getting taken care of right now, isn’t it?
“Okay.”
Her mother looks stoic and unaffected, but Mikaila can tell this is hurting her too.
It was always going to hurt her, but this is what Janet Mohamed is convinced needs to happen. Mikaila can only agree that it is the only feasible option besides her mother’s unconditional love and acceptance. This is the only way that makes sense if they’re going to consider everything else.
Mikaila’s mother looks at Ashleigh. “Do you mind if I speak to Mikaila in private?”
Ashleigh hesitates, but she eventually leaves the kitchen while Mikaila remains seated.
Her mother looks at her, finally. “When the time comes, I will have to tell them something,” she says.
“You can tell them I met someone overseas and it’s unlikely I’ll ever come home again,” she offers, because she really has spent months thinking about every possible scenario. “You can tell them I died. You can tell them whatever you want. But you won’t have to worry about anyone else finding out. I know how to hide. I’ve been doing it all my life.”
“Mikaila.”
“I tried, you know,” she says. “To be perfect. It was such a point of pride that you never had to worry about me; that I was the child everyone could look to. I tried to live up to every expectation you put on me, whether you realised it or not, and I am exhausted.”
“Mikaila.”
She gets to her feet. She stares at the folder on the table, tempted just to leave it there. But no. She needs it. Financial security is one of the reasons she would have kept herself hidden for longer, and so she takes it.
“It was—” she starts, and stops. “I am sorry,” she tells her mother. “Not for finding my truth, and not for falling in love. Just for how it looks. I know how much our lives have revolved around religion and keeping up appearances, so, yeah, I am sorry for that.”
There are so many things she’s dreamed of saying in this moment, but she knows nothing will change the outcome.
It was always going to end this way.
It was always going to end.
Mikaila audibly swallows.
She takes two deep breaths.
“I love you,” she says, which is maybe the saddest part of all of this.
“If you loved me, we wouldn’t be here,” her mother automatically says. “You would never have told me.”
Mikaila almost smiles. “I also love Ashleigh,” she says.
Her mother actually flinches.
Mikaila feels silly for ever thinking her mother would understand. “The difference is that she loves me for exactly who I am, and not who she has always expected me to be.”
Her mother says nothing, because they all know it’s true.
Maybe it might have been more dramatic. It could have been, if Zora were here. It stings that the final time she probably speaks to her sister will be that last conversation.
Mikaila takes one last look at her mother, hugs the folder to her chest, and then leaves the kitchen without saying another word. She finds Ashleigh sitting stiffly in the main living room, and she jumps to her feet when she sees Mikaila.
“Come with me,” Mikaila tells her, and Ashleigh dutifully follows Mikaila to her bedroom. They step into the room, Ashleigh closes the door, and Mikaila is very suddenly in her arms.
They hug until they’re not hugging anymore, Mikaila telling Ashleigh that she needs to gather a few things before they can leave. She directs Ashleigh to a suitcase and asks her to pack some of her clothes, her books and all the photographs in this room.
While she’s doing that, Mikaila sits at her desk and writes letters. One for Zora, and then another two for Sufjan and Samir, respectively. She hesitates before writing to her mother. She’s had this letter worded and reworded in her mind for months, and it pours out of her before she can reconsider.
It’s a goodbye, sure, but it’s also an introduction to the Mikaila she was always going to become. It is a heartbreaking reality that her mother will never know that Mikaila.
When she’s done, so is Ashleigh.
“Stay here,” Mikaila says, and then she moves through the house gathering the few items she wants to take with her. Most things belonged to her father, books and pictures and t-shirts. She takes one of his topi hats, his prayer mat, and the scarf he wore only when Mikaila wore her matching one. She takes photographs from photo albums, and she takes the blue mohair blanket her mother bought for her while she was still in the hospital.
In the end, her loot isn’t all that much, but it’s okay. Her life is in Cape Town, anyway.
Ashleigh zips the suitcase closed and sets it upright. “I’ll take this to the car,” she says, as if she senses Mikaila needs a moment alone. “I promise you’ll get the keys back.”
Here, Mikaila pauses. “What makes you think I’m driving?”
Ashleigh looks stunned. “What?”
Mikaila doesn’t quite realise the implications of her own words until Ashleigh actually sputters. Eyes wide and so damn blue.
“You want me to drive?” Ashleigh asks, and she sounds borderline incredulous.
“I—Yeah.” She laughs a little. It might even sound hysterical, based on the look on Ashleigh’s face. “The first leg, at least. Is that okay?”
“Are you sure?”
Mikaila nods slowly. “I love you,” she says. “I trust you.”
Ashleigh kisses her cheek on her way out, and then Mikaila spends the next two minutes taking in her bedroom that hasn’t quite felt like hers, her one foot always just out the door. Still, it does hold memories she’s rather fond of, because it’s also the room she first considered what it would mean to live her life authentically.
She didn’t see a way out, but here it is.
Mikaila still doesn’t fully know what all this means for her. Maybe it hasn’t quite hit her yet, but her life is going to be very different from now on, and it has a lot to do with the woman currently waiting for her. Sure, it took Mikaila’s own fleeting courage to send Ashleigh that first message, but she’s able to continue being brave now because of Ashleigh, and that means something.
Mikaila finally leaves the room, stopping by Sufjan and Samir’s shared bedroom. They’re both still asleep, and she hugs them and kisses their foreheads as they remain in slumber in their own beds. She tells them she loves them, says quiet prayers for their continued happiness, and then she walks out.
She finds her mother and Ashleigh standing at the front door, Ashleigh just inside and her mother two metres back. The gulf between them is massive, and Mikaila can only imagine what they’ve said to each other.
She’ll ask Ashleigh later.
Right now, she hands her mother the letters.
“You can read them, or don’t,” Mikaila says. “I just—when Sufjan and Samir are much older, when they can understand and if they’re still curious, can you—” her voice cracks. “I won’t ask for anything else. Just, if they want to know why I’m gone, please will you give them those?”
Her mother looks reluctant, but she still nods, saying nothing more.
Mikaila already knows they’ve shared their last hug. It’s why she savoured it the way she did. Now, she walks out the door, and her mother lets her.
Ashleigh’s hand slips into hers as they walk, and this moment feels so big and so small at the same time. She glances over at Ashleigh, who looks sombre, slight crease in her forehead as the reality of their lives settles over them. This is a forever goodbye, and Mikaila has chosen happiness. This, she cannot see herself regretting.
Because, when it finally came down to it, she’s always known there was going to be only ever one choice.
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