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Sydney 
Monday, 2 April, 2018
JEN STARED BLANKLY AT her laptop screen, unmoored and overwhelmed. Conversations during the afternoon staff meeting had been demoralising, scratching raw nerves she’d already been nursing for months. Her private self had been unceremoniously dragged into her professional world, and now she couldn’t seem to right herself. Prep for tomorrow’s classes would have to wait. 
FaceTime chimed, and she cupped her face in her palms a moment before tapping to connect. Abigail’s face loomed large on screen, her warm smile chasing away the malaise Mrs MacKechnie’s afternoon vitriol had caused. 
“Heya,” Abi grinned. “How are ya?” 
Her Scottish lilt made Jen smile back. “Argh.” She rolled her eyes. “Be thankful your Monday hasn’t started yet.” Flapping her hands at the screen, she paused before her grievances became the topic of conversation. Instead, she propped her elbows on the desk and cradled her chin in her hands, a deep sigh escaping her. “Tell me what you did during your amazing weekend.”
“Oh god, you need a distraction already. Ok…” 
If anyone could raise her spirits these days, it was Abi. Abi, who tugged at her heart in uncomfortable ways. Jen was glad for the distance that separated them sometimes, but for all those moments in between, she hurt. Their friendship had blossomed during a week-long holiday in France—far too brief a time for them to have become so enmeshed. Yet, nine months on, they called and texted each other too frequently. Jen had lived her entire life without Abi, but now she struggled to function without her advice and insight. And her smile. That smile. As she peered at the view from her apartment window, she shook her head at the absurd turn her life had taken. 
The last rays of afternoon sun flung a wild pastiche of colour across the sky, and flocks of cockatoos swooped between pealing eucalyptus trees. Three years ago, when she had moved into her apartment, it had been for this view—treetops, raucous parrots, a glimpse of the ocean, extravagant sunrises and sunsets. But now everything was too vivid, too optimistic, too cheery, too “she’ll be right, mate” when all she felt was sad and alone. Tucking her hair behind an ear, she drifted back inside. A ride would fix things. 
Jen changed swiftly, pulled a bike off its hook in the hallway, checked the tires, hefted it onto her shoulder, and made her way outside. There was less than an hour of light left, but North Bondi was hilly. It wouldn’t take long to burn off some of the angst of the day. A simple remedy for her restlessness and resentments.
The revulsion the staff meeting had triggered was mostly gone by the time she got home. As she hung her bike up in the hall, she shook her head, recalling the Principal’s face as Alice, Head of Wellbeing, surfaced rumours about a student’s troubling sexuality. A lesbian at St Mildred’s Ladies College? Surely not. It would not be tolerated. Reflecting on the hypocrisy of the school’s leadership, Jen muttered her mother’s favourite idiom. “There, but for the grace of God go I.”
Teaching at an Anglican school was no cake-walk—she’d known that when she accepted the job. But teaching positions in Sydney were fiercely contested, and having a high-ranked private school under your belt took teachers places—places with decent salaries, adequate budgets and resourcing, and stable futures. The opportunity had been far too good to pass up. Still, there were Anglican schools and Anglican schools, something she’d learned within a few months of starting at the College. The primary/secondary combined interviewed like a liberal institution, with values of inclusion and respect, and educating girls to be ready for their dynamic, empowered futures. In reality, deep-rooted traditional Christian values, typified by the knees together rule enforced during assemblies, underpinned the school’s culture. She was repeatedly reminded that the values of respect and inclusion only extended to those who walked in Christ. 
The spectacle that had unfolded during the afternoon staff meeting earlier that day caught Jen off guard. It was all too close to home, painfully reminiscent of childhood and teenage years she had left hometown Bathurst to escape. Not that Bathurst was the actual issue. It was more her mother’s holier than thou Christian matriarchy and the regular Sunday church visits that had done it. No wonder today had sparked such an acute sense of despair. She knew what allegations of sexual deviance felt like to a young woman finding her way into herself in a community leaving no space or grace for that kind of growth. Sour nostalgia, that was what had rattled her. 
Moving to Sydney for university at eighteen had been a godsend for Jen, giving her room to catch her breath and shake off those small-town conservative Christian constraints. And she thought she had put sufficient distance between herself then and now, but reflecting on her reactions at the staff meeting, maybe she hadn’t moved as much as she’d thought. 
In hindsight, deciding to teach at a conservative Anglican school was a recipe for… well, nothing good. She had been eager enough at the time, given where the experience might take her. And the culture felt familiar and manageable. But the longer she worked at St Millies, the more challenging it became. It was one thing to negotiate her way through the requirements of providing a faith-informed education, but another to be dragged into discussions about a student’s emerging sexuality as though it was a bad habit to be addressed. 
All of which would make tomorrow demanding. She had the offending student on her timetable, and from the sounds of teacher reports, the mean girls’ bitchery flying around free period the week before was enough to straighten out the staunchest lesbian. To add insult to injury, she looked so much like Abigail. 
Abi. A bright light that had lit up Jen’s existence for almost two weeks last year. With her long russet hair, bright blue eyes, and a vibrancy Jen couldn’t help but admire, she had changed her life. A crazy thing to admit—that one person could do that to you so quickly, but such was the reality of their time together. By the time she boarded the plane to return home, Jen’s world had changed irrevocably—brighter, clearer, full of possibilities she would never have previously entertained. A switch had flipped. She was suddenly impatient with the drudgery of daily life, the lock-step nature of her rituals and interactions, the blandness of her environment. All she wanted was to reignite herself, to stay connected to the emotions that holiday had sparked. Abi was that bridge. 



Paris 
Friday, 30 June, 2017
JEN HAD NEVER BEEN so grateful to disembark a plane. After nearly twenty-four hours of flight time, a very confusing transfer in Dubai, and virtually no sleep, all she wanted was to escape Charles de Gaulle and breathe Parisian air. Her Lonely Planet and the inflight movie selection had occupied her during the flight, but now she itched to experience Paris. 
France was Jen’s first European country, her first outside the Asia-Pacific, in fact. Like many Australians, she’d done Bali and Thailand to death but never ventured much farther afield. When a colleague shared his photos of his recent biking tour in the Champagne region, it had inspired her. Three days later, she was booking a tour package—eight days riding in Provence. All so romantic. She had chosen a tour company to handle logistics, so all she needed to do was ride the recommended route and not get lost. Daily distances were moderate and the terrain fairly gentle, rolling through some of Provence’s most scenic villages. The itinerary afforded plenty of time to sightsee, and eat and drink her way around the wine region. Three days in Paris to finish—including Bastille Day—before flying home for the start of term two. An efficient two weeks. And just long enough to either whet her appetite or cure a curiosity.
With her Roissybus ticket in hand, Jen boarded the airport shuttle bus and spent the ride to the centre of Paris with her face pressed against the window. Everything was different. Compact cars and scooters whizzed down tree-lined avenues under cloud-spattered skies. Buildings along the route were a jumble of eras and styles, and the closer she got to the Palais Garnier drop off, the grander the architecture became. Already it was like nothing she had ever experienced, and giddy excitement bubbled away inside her. Jen had worked hard prior to leaving Sydney to not let her expectations of the city run away with her, but she needn’t have worried. Paris from a bus was incredible. 
It was nearly noon when she arrived at her drop off point. The pavements bustled with tourists snapping pictures of the Opera building nearby—a ridiculously opulent melee of grey stone columns, cornices, and gilded figures. She stopped to take the obligatory selfie to text to her family before setting off towards her hotel. 
The walk to her accommodation was an easy ten-minute stroll. Located within walking distance of some of Paris’s most iconic attractions, she had chosen an ideal location to explore the historic city from. The Eiffel Tower, Place de la Concorde, and Seine were all accessible by foot—a tourist’s paradise. Too early to check in, she dropped her bags at the front desk and headed back out. There was ample daylight left to wander the streets and imbibe her surroundings. 
With her phone in hand, Jen rambled along the Rue Tronchet. She couldn’t help but stop for more pictures of the L’eglise de la Madeleine for her mother. Sally liked nothing more than a grey church and la Madeleine was that in spades, a grey stone monolith of condemning angels and grim columns. It seemed to echo her inner martyr, and Jen wondered if it gave her mother solace to think women had been sacrificing themselves for centuries, toiling on their Christian paths. 
On to the Place de la Concorde, with its old cobbles and misappropriated Egyptian obelisk. Tourists of every nationality buzzed about, taking selfies with a tiny Arc de Triomphe or bubbling Fontaine des Fleuves in the background. Jen joined them, snapping away as she admired the gilt and stone, hypnotised by history and grandeur. Moving on, she rambled through the parks along the Champs-Élysées and filled up on crepes in the Jardin des Tuileries. It was surreal to walk through gardens commissioned by Catherine de Midici almost five hundred years ago. Until that moment, Catherine had been little more than a name in an English lit text to her. 
After a while Jen put her phone away to people-watch and just stare at everything. With less than a day under her belt, she was already falling for Paris’s charms. Cliché, she realised, but cliché for a reason. The city was sumptuous, a sweeping, intoxicating indulgence of architecture and antiquity, making her feel worldly and provincial at the same time. Why she’d taken so long to make the trip escaped her. 
By late afternoon, jet lag and the long journey caught up with her, so she headed back to the hotel. Her room was a quaint, compact box with an even smaller en suite—snug, but more than enough for her night’s stay. Kicking her shoes off, Jen tugged the window open to let the street noise in and flopped back on the bed. She nodded off to the sound of motor scooters and French pedestrians, any thoughts of her students and the term two workload lost to the resplendence of Paris.



Paris to Avignon 
Saturday, 1 July, 2017 
JEN WOKE EARLY, QUICKLY packed and checked out so she could spend the few hours before the next leg of her journey exploring the banks of the Seine. With her pack snuggly on her shoulders, she dawdled along the river and across the bridge to the fabled Place Dauphine. Beautiful apartment buildings with cafes below flanked the three sides of the public square, their stone façades casting narrow shadows and slight relief from the sun. She googled locations as she walked, lost in the city’s tumultuous yet remarkable history. 
With the Eiffel at her back, she sat by the river to feast on baguettes, picturesque pastries and coffee. Glass topped tour boats drifted by, taking her thoughts along with them. With less than twenty-four hours of Paris under her belt, she already felt like a different version of herself. Stale Jen, rigid, boring, rut-bound Jen was nowhere to be seen. Even her mother’s persistent nagging in the back of her mind was drowned out by the babble of French locals and beeping traffic. Jen didn’t want to stop walking. It was all too enchanting, too intoxicating. 
Her route took her towards Gare de Lyon, the major station for trains heading to Avignon. But there was so much to see along the way. By the time her watch buzzed to remind her the train was due to depart in an hour, she was hardly half way there. Travel advice recommended budgeting plenty of time to navigate to the right platform, so she ordered an Uber, sacrificing the walk to ensure she didn’t miss her train. 
As she wove her way through the throngs of summer travellers, she was glad she had paid attention. The station was organised but busy, and it took her some time to get her bearings. When she finally found her platform, she wondered if she’d ever be able to go back to the utilitarian trains that dragged her around Sydney. Shaped like a bullet with seats made for comfort, the TGV has designed to move people in style. She sighed contentedly as she settled into a window seat. Three hours of French countryside awaited her, all from a plush interior that felt more homely than her apartment. 
Jen napped despite her best intentions, but only for the last thirty minutes of the journey. The young man seated opposite woke her gently after they’d pulled into Avignon. They were the last two people on the carriage. 
“On holiday, mademoiselle?” French, and nice looking. He smiled at her as she rubbed the sleep from her face.
“Ah, oi,” and she reddened, realising she had replied to his perfect English with her poor Australian-tinged French. 
“A long journey from Sydney?” When she frowned, he pointed at the luggage tag on her pack. “There are many thieves in summer. You might, perhaps, remove this?” 
“Thanks.” She yanked the label off and jammed it in her pocket. “You? Holiday?”
“No. I work for a vineyard, here in Provence. My family is in Paris.” 
Jen smiled, following him as they disembarked. “You work on a vineyard? I’m here on a wine tour. Well, sort of…” 
He was delightful company, and they chatted as he led her out of the station and pointed her towards her hotel. He worked on vineyards across the region—a different one every season—and recognised the tour company she was booked with. She would ride near the vineyard he was travelling to, and he recommended she drop in. Their exchange was flattering, a clichéd but charming start to her time in Avignon, and as he waved goodbye, she made a mental note to find his vineyard. If she played her cards right, she might score more than one Provence adventure. 
Her tour company had recommended a variety of hotels for tour guests while they were in Avignon, and she had chosen the Hotel Medieval. It was too French to miss and had a bathtub in the room to boot. The walk there took her into the heart of old Avignon, winding through narrow streets within its medieval walls, leading her into the shadows of the famous palace, the Palais des Papes. As soon as she checked in, she headed straight back out to wile away a few hours wandering its corridors and garden. No doubt her mother would be particularly pleased to see her spending time in another old Catholic haunt and she took a raft of photos to send back to her. 
Comfortably exhausted, Jen strolled back towards the hotel. She’d been lucky to get a seat at a small street side cafe for a late afternoon lunch, and the local produce had been amazing. Avignon was wooing her as vigorously as Paris had. Despite the tumult and the waves of tourists, in between were splashes of French living that soothed her. The food, the air, even the clouds whisking across the evening sky were fresh and unsullied. Sydney’s stresses had evaporated. No one tugged at her for attention, and her sense of overwhelm was ebbing away. With 17,000 kilometres between her and her problems, there was nothing left to do but explore. 
When she arrived back to the hotel, the sun was well on its way to setting. In the foyer, a small group of tourists milled, their luggage stacked high in a disorganised pile. English. And irate. Something was wrong with their booking… something about their rooms? For an instant, Jen thought to step in and lend a hand. The children in the group looked exasperated, and the youngest pummelled his mother’s leg, battling for her attention. 
Jen looked away, wondering if her impulse was appropriate, and locked eyes with a woman at the foot of the stairs. Ice-blue eyes rolled, and a smirk followed. Before she realised what she was doing, Jen was gliding past the melee to stand beside her. She was lithe, with a head of long, rich auburn hair that flowed past her shoulders. Dressed in jeans and an untucked shirt, she oozed self-assuredness. 
“Drama.” She cocked a russet eyebrow as she hoisted her bag. “If we’re lucky, we’ll manage our escape before all hell breaks loose.” With a grunt, she manoeuvred her luggage up the first few stairs. Snapping back to reality, Jen bounded after her and grabbed the bottom of her suitcase. As they rounded a corner to the first floor landing, the sound of a loud smack and a dramatic howl echoed up the stairwell. “Yup, lucky escape.”
“I hope their rooms are nowhere near mine,” Jen muttered, pulling a face.
“Oh, Australian!” She dropped her bag on the landing and grinned at her as she stuck her hand out.
Jen’s throat went dry and her skin tingled as she slipped her hand into hers for a brief shake. “Ah, yeah. Yes. Australian. Scottish??”
“God, how could you tell?” Her salty laugh matched her smile. She glanced at her room key tag and tilted her chin down the passageway. “That’s me down that way. See ya round, Ozzie.” 
Her door closed before Jen thought to say anything. Collecting herself, she climbed the stairs to her room, a little discombobulated by their interaction. 
Later that night Jen stood at her window to gaze out over the narrow street, medieval stonework illuminated by old-fashioned street-lamps and the hotel’s glowing neon sign. Another amazing day. France kept failing to offer a single irritation or disappointment, and Provence’s hypnotic atmosphere was no exception. But it wasn’t the city that occupied her mind, and as she drifted off to sleep, blue eyes and auburn hair were all she imagined. 



Sydney 
Tuesday, 3 April, 2018 
THANKFULLY, THE MORNING PROGRESSED smoothly enough. Jen did her best to keep away from the bulk of conversations bubbling away amongst the staff regarding their newest student challenge. She sensed the split already—those who sided with the Principal in her anachronistic bigotry, sneering as they gossiped, while everyone else stayed silent. 
The Head of English found her near the end of the lunch break, camped out in her small corner of the office. “You’ve got Emily for last period.” 
Karen was a good stick—solid, experienced, and well used to mediating the relationship between some of the younger, more progressive staff and the school’s often staid leadership. She supported Jen’s desire to move the curriculum forward, to include more texts written by women and people of colour, and to foster creative assessments to help keep the girls engaged—ideas that didn’t always find her in good stead with the executive. But she advocated, defending worthwhile innovations she recognised could benefit students. Despite being near retirement, she was more creative than many English teachers Jen had worked with. And she could be trusted.
“How’s it been today? Have the girls settled down a bit?”
“No.” The older woman pursed her lips as she pulled a chair up beside her. “She had a difficult time in chemistry this morning, apparently. But you’ve got the main culprits in class with her this afternoon. You’ll need to be on your toes.”
“Who is it?” The names of the girls implicated in the bullying hadn’t been shared with staff to protect them from unwarranted discrimination. The lack of transparency irked Jen, so she was glad she was about to discover who the troublemakers were.
“Who do you think?”
Jen reflected on who would be in her class and quickly shortlisted some likely suspects. Her roll of girls was reasonably diverse when it came to backgrounds and attitudes, but like any high fee paying school, a segment considered their privilege deserved, and it gave them licence for all sorts of distasteful behaviour. “Ashleigh Graham and Zoe Morrison.” 
“Bingo. If anything happens, come get me. I’ll be in my office. Yvonne made it very clear she won’t tolerate any disruptions, but reading between the lines, those two won’t be the ones ending up in trouble. Keep your wits about you.” 
Jen had done well to avoid crossing paths with the Principal during her two years at St Millies. The school’s Board had hired her as a teacher of promise, and although she wavered with maintaining that status, she kept out of trouble. If anything happened in class today, that might change. Emily was a highly capable student, a kind and creative young woman, and it came as no surprise to Jen she wasn’t conforming when it came to her sexuality. She was often on the periphery of her peer group because of her quirks and ideas. Jen imagined she was experiencing quite a bit of nasty ostracism because of this latest revelation. 
“How did this all start?”
“Apparently she’s been messaging someone, another girl. Ashleigh took her phone and read the texts out in free period on Friday. There’s been bullying via social media and in class. Emily’s mother rang to alert the school.”
Jen shook her head. “Girls at this age…”
“Tell me about it,” Karen pulled a face. As she got to her feet, she set a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Don’t take any of this on on your own. If anything happens, come and get me. You don’t want to get tainted with anything, Jenny.” 
Her comment was an odd one, but Jen nodded, trying not to read anything into it.
Emily’s Year Ten class was Jen’s last for the day, and she had a long walk across campus to their allocated room. By the time she arrived, the bell had already rung. When she opened the door conversations stopped, and she pulled up short in the doorway. Something was going on. Faces turned away from her, some appalled, others disgusted or angry, and amongst them all sat Emily, stony and dejected, cheeks a violent red. Any good humour Jen had marshalled on the walk over evaporated. She was as cool as they were silent as she shut the door, and the girls quickly found their seats. 
The lesson began innocuously enough, and for a while Jen thought she might get away with a drama-free lesson, but mid-way through everything unravelled. During a small group discussion on a theme in their assigned text, giggling erupted from the group sitting with Ashleigh. Jen caught them staring at Emily before breaking into another wave of laughter. She had been circulating around the room, asking questions as the girls discussed the topic, so made a beeline for the group.
“This sounds like a lively conversation. What were you discussing, Ashleigh?” 
“Nothing much, Miss. We were wondering what the story would be like if Josie was a lesbian.” At the mention of the “L” word, the class became quiet and from the corner of her eye Jen saw Emily colour. This discussion could easily get away from her if she wasn’t careful.
“That’s an interesting idea, Ashleigh. Are you talking about the different kinds of discrimination Josie might face other than racism?” She sat back on an empty desk and crossed her arms, her expression serious. 
“Sort of. We were saying that you can’t help where you come from, but if Josie’s a dyke, someone should talk to her about stopping that.” A chorus of gasps followed.
Jen’s jaw clenched. “First, we don’t use words like that to describe someone who identifies as LGBTQ.” 
“But they call themselves that, Miss.” 
“Everyone knows you’re a homophobe, Ash,” another student sniped. Jen held her hand up to stop any further comments. 
“It’s not a phobia, Maria,” Ashleigh snarled back. “The Bible says it’s a sin. It’s not natural.”
“We’re not discussing the Bible, Ashleigh. The school has very clear rules on homophobic language.” Jen frowned and hoped her obvious lack of enthusiasm would be enough to stop this turn in the discussion. But Ashleigh’s hubris was seldom curbed, and today wouldn’t be any different.
“We’re an Anglican school, Miss Cosgrove. We discuss the Bible all the time.”
“I’m well aware of that, but our values also include inclusivity and respect. Do you think your language is respectful?” 
“Sorry Miss. Emily, respectfully,” and she flicked a contemptuous smile Jen’s way before turning back to her repellent classmate. “What do you want us to call you?” 
Jen’s mouth dropped open and Emily blanched before going a deeper shade of red, tears welling. 
“We do not tolerate bullying at St Mildred’s,” Jen snapped, hands gripping the edge of the desk, her knuckles whitening. 
“I’m not, Miss! I’m being respectful. I’m asking Emily what we….” 
The room exploded, students yelling at Ashleigh to be quiet, others jumping to her defence. That Emily was gay and shouldn’t be at the school, that she was sinful and dirty. The altercation spiralled far quicker than Jen could keep up with. Before she knew it, she was yelling. 
“Be quiet! Quiet! Everyone, shut up!” 
Shock swept around the room. Only Ashleigh was unabashed. She could barely contain her snigger. Emily collapsed into tears. Two girls crouched beside her, attempting to console her. Jen’s rage was palpable. 
“Ashleigh, Principal’s office. Now.”
“But, Miss?!”
“NOW!” 
Her chair scrapped loudly as she stood and stuffed her books in her bag. “What do I say when I get there?”
“You’re on report for bullying and hate speech.” 
“Being Christian isn’t hate speech,” she sniffed, hauling her bag onto her shoulder. Someone whooped as she stalked out of the room, and there were snickers as the door slammed. 
“Nicole, can you please take Emily to wellbeing? I’ll be along shortly.” 
One of the girls crouched beside the distraught teen nodded and helped her to her feet. Another packed her bag and in a heartbeat, they were gone. 
Jen stood quietly, trying to catch her breath. Her heart hammered, and she realised she must have looked rattled. Around class she saw a mix of reactions—students who would complain to their parents that she hadn’t done enough to stop Ashleigh’s homophobic attack, others that she had defended Emily’s unchristian lifestyle. Teaching at St Millies required engaging in a delicate game of political dodgeball. Usually, she avoided being dragged into conversations which might reveal elements of her personal politics that could put her job at risk, but there was no way to avoid the implications of what had just happened. 
“Right,” and she checked her watch. Only twenty minutes til the end of class. She was impatient to escape and retreat to the safety of her apartment, to regroup and prepare for the inevitable fallout. “If you haven’t finished the homework that’s due Friday, you can spend the rest of period on that. The rest of you… keep yourselves occupied.” 
Jen busied herself at her desk, wasting time to give the school’s Wellbeing Office an opportunity to counsel Emily, or for the girl to at least get herself together. With ten minutes to the bell, she packed her bag and stood. “Sadie, you’re class lead until the bell rings. I’m expecting all of you to act responsibly until then.” 
Gathering what little composure she had, Jen left the class and headed to the Wellbeing Office. The corridors were quiet when she reached the main building, so she took her time, scrambling to strategise how best to approach the situation. She should have done more—or at least something different—to protect Emily. Instead, things had rapidly escalated, all at cost to her student. A sharp pang of guilt stabbed Jen, and she looked down at her feet as she walked, the gravity of the situation weighing on her. It didn’t take much to imagine how Emily had felt during the altercation, and her stomach churned.
The Wellbeing Office was at the opposite end of the main building from Principal MacKechnie’s office and Jen scampered past, hoping not to poke the beast. She figured she’d end up there soon enough. 
She found Emily sitting in the corridor, her cheeks tear-streaked and a wad of tissues in her fist. When she saw Jen, fresh tears started. 
“Where’s Miss Clark?”
“Calling my mum to come and get me.” Emily scanned the corridor before going on. “She preached at me, Miss, that it’s my fault Ashleigh and the other girls are picking on me.”
“She said that?” Jen was horrified. 
“Not in those words, but it’s what she meant.”
“What did she say, exactly?”
“I shouldn’t expect other girls to want to be around me because they’ll be worried about their salvation.”
“Jesus,” Jen muttered, scowling. 
The clip of heels on wooden floorboards rang out and they stopped talking as Miss Clark rounded a corner. She was an older woman, prim and stereotypically a private school mistress. With grey hair swept into a tight bun, she wore a ridiculous cardigan that must have cooked her alive in the April heat. “Miss Cosgrove. Good to finally see you. I’ve called the parents and asked them to collect Emily as soon as possible. The mother is on her way.” Her distaste leaked out around her smile. “I’ve updated Mrs MacKechnie.”
“Right,” and Jen urged Emily to her feet. “I’ll wait with Emily at the gate.” 
“That’s unnecessary. Emily isn’t five.”
“No, she’s not, Alice. But she’s been bullied, and she’s obviously very upset.”
“That’s not quite my understanding of things,” Miss Clark shot back, and her over-plucked eyebrows arched provocatively. “Ashleigh was quite clear about what’s been going on.” 
Jen’s eyes narrowed, and she looked at Emily. “Were you and Ashleigh questioned together?” She nodded. “Let’s go.” Jen could barely contain her anger. Not trusting herself to say something she would regret, she pointed Emily towards the doors and steered her out of the main building, putting as much distance as possible between them and Miss Clarke. “I’m sorry, Emily,” she offered once they were out of earshot. “None of that should have happened.”
“That’s ok, Miss.”
“No, it’s not,” and she shook her head as they walked, unable to find words to consul the young woman, or herself. 
They stood together in silence at the gate for twenty minutes until Emily’s mother finally arrived. She gave her arm a squeeze as she got in the car, and they stared at each knowingly as her mother drove them away. 
Jen stood, looking down the road long after they disappeared. At least Emily was safe for now. She couldn’t say the same for herself. Her defiance in response to Alice’s accusations would likely have already been whispered into the Principal’s ear, but the hole she had inadvertently dug herself was the least of her worries. Emily’s distress, and the memories it stirred, were all she could think about.
At home that afternoon, Jen paced about restlessly, watching the clock tick by. Abi was in London, ten hours behind and yet to wake. But there was no-one else she wanted to talk to about what had happened. As soon as 7 a.m. GMT ticked by she tapped FaceTime and waited for her friend to pick up. When Abi appeared, she was still half asleep.
“Hey. What time is it? Bloody hell.” A long pause as she squinted at her phone screen. “You ok?” The camera skewed about as she sat up, pushing an unruly wave of russet hair from her face. 
“Bad day,” Jen sighed, slumping onto the couch. As she described what had happened that afternoon, Abi’s expression flashed through a range of emotions to finally settle on resignation. 
“That’s bloody awful, Jen. How are you feeling about it all?”
She shook her head, waving the question away. “What do I do, Abi? I can’t trust the school to deal with this. They’ve already traumatised the poor kid.”
“Well, it all sounds complicated,” and Abi sighed. “I’ll be brutally honest with you. From everything you’ve told me, I’d say it’s going to be a shit-show. I’ve a friend who came out at Catholic school. He lost friends, his family were shite, and he got bullied. All pretty traumatising. I hope it’ll be better for this student of yours, but realistically, I’d prepare for the worst-case scenario, y’know?” She shook her head, her expression grim. “The bigger question is, what do you want to do?”
“Well, of course I want to help her as much as possible.” 
“But what does that actually mean, Jen? Do you want to defend her right to express her sexuality? Do you want to stand up against institutionalised homophobia? Or do you want all this to go away? Do you want her to fit in?”
“As in straighten out?” Jen replied defensively. “Of course not.” 
“You haven’t always been the most comfortable in this space, Jen.” She gave her a lopsided smile. 
“You know what my family’s like….” Her tone was prickly.
“I know that, that’s…”
“Look, I’m working on doing better with this stuff, ok. I am doing better.” 
“I know. I just want you to know that when you going looking, you’re going to find more than you expect,” and the camera jerked as Abi stood and walked into her kitchen. A flash of blue sky, then the white of her kitchen cupboards back-lit her as she propped her phone up on the counter. “You only know about… what’s her name?”
“Emily.” 
“You only know about Emily because she’s the one who’s been outed. But there will be other girls who identify as queer or are working out their sexuality. They just have the good sense to keep it to themselves.” She clattered about, making herself a cup of coffee. As the jug clicked off, she turned back to the camera, her expression sympathetic. “You’re teaching at a conservative Christian school. And your principal’s suggested Emily isn’t a student she wants to keep. If you’re going to stand up for someone, you’ve picked a hell of a battleground. Especially considering… well…” and she trailed off. 
Jen opened her mouth to say something, but reconsidered. The situation was more complicated than that—it always was with Abi. This issue with Emily demanded more of her morally than she’d ever extended in defence of a student, and if she had been speaking with anyone else, the conversation would have ended there. But Abi wasn’t that person. She’d hold up a mirror and tell her to take a good long look at herself. 
“I know you want to help this girl,” Abi offered, her face suddenly large on screen. “That’s who you are, Jen. You’ve an enormous heart. But I’ve watched you struggle with anything even remotely gay since the day we met. If you dig in and stand up for Emily, they’ll ask why you’re so invested. You’re going to have to have an answer you can live with. I can’t tell you what that is. But what I will say is, you’re my friend, and I’ll be here when you need me.” 
With that, Abi signed off. Jen stared at her phone, as directionless as she had been before the call. 
Of course, Abi was right. Bullying happened all the time at St Millies, sometimes in her classrooms. But this was the first time she had waded in to defend a student, and that would raise questions. Her reaction to Ashleigh’s behaviour had been too disproportionate, and far too out of character. Cool, calm and collected Jen had abdicated her role in favour of what could easily be described as a defensive over-reaction. Yes, questions would be raised. But honestly, did she need to be so damned proper when defending a girl being victimised so ruthlessly? Surely the right thing to do was to stand up? Surely that was enough. 
Jen understood things weren’t that simple. She was choosing a battleground. And that stand centred on homosexuality, not bullying. The prospect of being linked to that word made her skin crawl. She’d spent much of per professional life avoiding choosing sides or being cast as sitting on either side of the liberal-conservative divide. Not having to have those conversations, or defend herself to her colleagues, helped keep work and life separate. It had worked for her so far. But now, here she was, throwing herself into the middle of a moral debate on a deeply personal subject in the least rational environment—she was just asking for trouble. More trouble than she thought she could deal with. Abi was right—this was one hell of a battleground. One that was far too personal and emotional for her. And it all made Jen feel like a coward. 
Emily’s resolute face came to mind. As disconsolate and traumatised as she had been during the attack, she hadn’t denied a single accusation. She may have been wounded, but it wasn’t because she felt ashamed. That was Jen’s burden. 



Avignon 
Sunday, 2 July, 2017
JEN WOKE WITH THE sun the next morning. Her body clock was slowly aligning to the local time zone thanks to exhaustion and a good dose of melatonin. A cold shower pummelled away the last vestiges of sleep and as she dressed she ran through what she’d planned for the day. The bike tour company had an introductory meeting that evening at 7 p.m., leaving her the entire day to wander Avignon. 
Jen had a short list of things to buy for the ride, a fabulous excuse to find a new, distinctly French riding gadget to take home for one of her bikes. But she would have to watch herself, she determined. This particular penchant, her friends reminded her, was why she was still trying to get on the property ladder. It wasn’t the expensive Saturday morning Sydney brunches but the unending plethora of cycling gear and gadgetry that ate her income. 
After emptying her daypack of all but a water bottle, sunscreen, cap, sunnies, and phone charger, she checked herself in the mirror. Shorts, t-shirt, trainers, Apple watch, nothing too obviously touristy about her. Ready for the Avignon alleyways.
At thirty-four, Jen was trim and fit, a result of a long love affair with distance cycling and walking hilly Sydney suburbs. Long hours in the saddle had left her cheeks ruddy and her limbs a deep tan. She usually secured her shoulder-length brown hair in a ponytail, but since her arrival in France she’d set both her hair and smile free, metaphors of a promise she made to herself when she boarded the plane to Paris—let go, and live a little. As she scrutinised herself, she thought she looked happier than she had in a long while—at least the last few months. 
The last Christmas holiday with her family had been particularly confronting and fraught, leaving her bruised and fragile. The tensions between her parents and siblings seemed to worsen every year. The youngest of three children, expectations had long been set for Jen in ways her older brother and sister avoided. Michael leveraged his golden child status as a free pass to avoid any responsibility, bulldozing through two marriages and many affairs without an ounce of guilt or a single word of censure from her parents. Oldest sister Caroline spent most of her efforts carbon-copying their mother, much to Sally’s delight, adding another level of piety and sanctimony to the family discourse. Jen was simultaneously her mother’s greatest promise and deepest disappointment. When she dropped out of law school to pursue an English major and a teaching certification, her mother had called her choices mediocre for a girl with “her brains”. And now all she did was ride her bike and read books. It was no wonder she was single. Her two boyfriends in her twenties failed to measure up, both too unambitious and ungodly for her mother’s liking. Jen, Sally told her repeatedly, needed someone professional to handle her because she was headstrong and idealistic. Her independence would leave her an old spinster if she wasn’t careful. Her love-life had become another kitchen table conversation casualty—so much so that rather than having to deal with her family obsessively talking about it, Jen stopped dating altogether. Michael, of course, found that absolutely hilarious and spent most Christmas holidays making jokes about boring old single spinster teachers, dusty books and too many cats. Every year Jen returned home without a boyfriend, fiancé, wedding ring or children was yet another piece of evidence she had run away to Sydney to become a lesbian. 
Everything about her life grated on her mother of late, and at the end of their last Christmas together, Sally had exploded with shame. By the time Jen left Bathurst, her hate for small town living was rekindled, and she vowed to herself she would be none of the things her family mocked her for. 
The painful thing about the ongoing conflict was the shard of truth among the mockery. She was boring, she even bored herself sometimes. But it wasn’t by design. The sense of adventure and delight that kept her afloat during her twenties had dimmed beneath the constant weight of work and the grind of living in a city that never eased up. She missed the easy access to open spaces and wilderness Bathurst provided. Although Bondi offered so much, the constant flow of tourists made life exhausting. Getting out of the suburbs required a monumental effort sometimes, especially during summer when she didn’t have the time nor motivation to be bothered with peak gap year tourists. To complicate her circumstances, she was stuck where she was while contracted to the College. Given how bottle-necked roads in and out of the eastern suburbs were, moving even a few kilometres away wasn’t an option. So habits accrued as she worked at her career—daily rides, evenings working, reading or watching Netflix, weekends with friends in local cafes or walking the clifftops. Daily life solidified into a rut. No wonder her brother judged her a boring spinster. 
The trip to France had been her first concrete decision to change things. The result of a chance conversation, the holiday felt like a stake in the ground. After that, she joined a riding club to expand her circle of friends, and started exploring suburbs she never visited. Every weekend she pushed herself, holding fast to a promise to not just work but live. She suddenly planned all manner of first time experiences, from indoor climbing to gin making, to the point her friends dreaded and avoided her invitations. 
Unsurprisingly, not everyone was pleased with “the new Jen”. She popped up on the Principal’s radar, sliding from a promising hire to a staff member of concern in a matter of months. Mrs MacKechnie’s opinion was that she’d lost her passion for the school and her students, a disappointment but not an irredeemable situation. Jen’s plan to spend five years at the school died with that conversation, but oddly, she was indifferent. It made sense that the outer aspects of her life might need to adjust if she was going to change how she felt about herself. But it meant she was ambivalent about her current life circumstances, something it became increasingly difficult to disguise.
With a wry smile, Jen shouldered her pack and headed out. In the passageway, gleeful shrieks proceeded thundering footsteps as the two kids from the day before sprinted past her for the stairs. She followed them down, watching them dash through the foyer in search of the inner courtyard, careening past the reception staff. 
“Ozzie! Mornin’!” The redhead from the evening before sat at the bottom of the stairs, her laptop balanced precariously on a small, round table, coffee in hand. She waved her towards an empty chair and Jen found herself seated next to her, an uncharacteristically wide smile fastened in place. “You want a coffee? It’s not great, but it’ll kill your jet lag.” Before Jen mustered a reply, she waved her hand at a staff member, a string of flawless French spilling out of her.
“Wow,” Jen blurted. 
“Ha,” she laughed. “Don’t be too impressed. It’s an artefact of an English education. I got you a black coffee. Safest bet. I’m Abi by the way,” and she stuck her hand out again, her blue eyes lively. 
“Jen,” and she set her pack down before taking her hand. 
“What brings you to Avignon, Jen?”
“Are you quizzing every guest this morning, Abi?” she quipped. She paused a moment, wondering where that sudden wit had come from.
“Only those avoiding small feral children.”
Laughing, Jen nodded at her laptop. “I’m here for a cycle tour. You?”
“Eh! So am I! I’m a freelance travel journo. I’m doing a piece on cycling in France, so I figured I’d better actually have a go at cycling in France.”
“First time rider or first time rider in France?”
“Oh god, there’s a difference? You sound like you know what you’re talking about. I haven’t ridden a bike since I was thirteen.”
Jen’s eyebrows shot up. “What tour are you doing?” 
“An eight-day ride with a company called,” and she flipped a page in her notebook, “Vélos d’Aventure.”
“You’re kidding? So am I.”
“Ha.” 
They stared at each other, twin expressions of pleasant surprise. Another coffee arrived, ending the moment, and Jen was grateful for the distraction. Her stomach was cartwheeling, a warm flush radiating. A mouthful of scalding burnt coffee was perfect camouflage. 
“Well,” Abi’s lopsided smile bloomed again, her eyes crinkling. “I see the opportunity for a bargain. I know quite a bit about Avignon, and clearly,” and she leaned to peek at her legs under the table, “you know a bit about cycling.” Jen coloured. “I’ll trade you a guided tour of the town for some advice and maybe a bit of help on the trip. What do you say?” 
Before she knew what she was doing, Jen agreed. 
“Great. Look, I have some emails I need to send. You probably want breakfast?” Jen nodded. “Le Gallia is only a few minutes from here—the food is pretty good and there’s seating on the street. Meet you in about half an hour?” 
As she sat with her croissant and coffee, Jen scrolled through her email to the last communique from Vélos d’Aventure. It had gone to everyone on that week’s tour, and she expanded the list of email addresses hoping to find Abi’s amongst them. There she was—Abigail Sinclair. Jen checked the crowds to make sure she was still alone before Googling her and tapping open her LinkedIn profile. When the app opened, Abi’s headshot caught her attention, blue eyes piercing, seeming to stare straight back at her hypnotically.
“Have you seen the Pape yet?” Jen jumped and quickly shoved her phone in her pocket as Abi walked over. “It’s usually number one for most people, but there are other great places to see and they’re less nuts,” and she cocked her head at the crowds. It was barely past 8:30 a.m. and already the streets were filling with cars and foot traffic, tourists and locals. 
“I’m in your hands,” Jen replied, vacating her spot and shouldering her pack. She stuffed the last of her breakfast in her mouth and nipped inside to pay her bill. 
They headed off through narrow streets, navigating their way to the gardens for what Abi described as some fairly decent views of the city. As they walked, she pointed out interesting buildings and landmarks, relating tidbits of history and the odd tale of adventure at a certain bar or restaurant. Jen followed happily along, a willing audience to the sights, the stories, and Abi. There was something about her Jen couldn’t stop watching, and as they climbed the winding paths to the top of the gardens, she tried to put her finger on it. She radiated aliveness, presence, openness. The very things Jen had committed to finding in herself only a few months before. But there was something else, a settled presence—she looked at home in herself and it took a moment for Jen to recognise she felt a little envious.
Abi also knew Avignon inside out and seemed genuinely enthusiastic about sharing the day with someone who knew nothing about the city. Jen counted herself lucky to have connected with her so early into her trip.
As they walked around the top of the Jardin des Doms, Jen drank in the views of the town and the Rhone below, all bright beneath a cloudless sky. Abi pointed out landmarks from various vantage points, assailing her with more history than Jen could ever hope to remember. Spotting a shaded seat, they took a break for water. 
“I can see why you’re in travel,” Jen remarked, pulling her phone out for yet another photo of the view, the Rhone a twinkling ribbon of blue below. 
“Oh?” Abi cocked her head and leaned her elbows on her knees. 
“It’s clear you love it.”
“Hoh, yeah,” and her nose scrunched up as she smirked. “My friends think I’m mad. The money’s rubbish and the job’s not exactly secure. But there’s so much to see, and some of it won’t be here in a decade or two. I don’t want to be sitting in my rocking chair when the world’s burning, regretting I didn’t see everything I wanted to see.” 
That was exactly the quality Jen was hunting for—a thirst for experience, life, adventure. What did the French call it? Joie de vivre? She hoped it was contagious. 
“What about you? What do you do when you’re not cycling around Provence?”
“I’m an English teacher.”
“Oh god, is it that depressing?” 
Jen blushed. She’d rolled her eyes unconsciously. “No! Yes. Yes and no,” and she frowned. “It didn’t use to be. When I first started, I loved teaching.”
“And now?”
“Not so much,” and she offered a hollow smile. “Too many entitled kids.”
“How long have you been teaching?”
“About ten years.”
“So that makes you what, thirty-two, thirty-three?”
“Thirty four.” Sitting back, she stretched her legs out and sighed. She felt ancient, reflecting on life in Sydney. It was grinding the youth out of her.
“Well, you’re young. You can change any time you like, Jen Cosgrove.” 
Jen stared at her suddenly. “I never told you my last name.” 
It was Abi’s turn to look flustered, an abashed blush colouring her pale cheeks. Glancing away, she cleared her throat. “I’d be a terrible journo if I didn’t look you up.”
Laughing at the irony, Jen shook her head. “So you already know what I do?” 
“Yeah. And the school you work for, and I found your Insta.”
“Jeepers.”
“I’m not going to walk any old random around Avignon! You could be a psycho!” Her tone was serious, but her eyes laughed. 
“Right. Because this,” and Jen waved a mocking finger at her, “doesn’t look like a crazy person at all.” 
“You’re one to talk. I can see you checked my LinkedIn profile,” and she held her phone up, a notification showing on the lock screen.
“Shit,” Jen dropped her head and bit back her smile. Abi’s laugh rang out, and she gave her a shove. 
“OK, now that we’ve established we’re both cautious, sensible people, let’s get down to the Pont before the crowds.” 
They spent the afternoon strolling along the banks of the Rhone and around the medieval town, winding through streets to find snippets of history Jen would never have discovered on her own. Between sites, they got to know each other better, though as she shared the best parts of her life in Sydney, she realised she was probably getting the highlights of Abi’s life as well. 
Based out of Edinburgh, Abi spent eight to ten months a year away from home, sharing travel secrets and best kept destinations with followers of her social media channels, and via whichever travel magazine had commissioned her. Time back in Edinburgh was spent with her mum and friends, her dad having died years ago. She loved her career, and lived for the next destination, and wasn’t embarrassed to admit her father’s passing fuelled her passion for travel. Maybe that’s what gives her that zest, Jen pondered as they made their way back to the hotel. An ever-present sense of loss. As cheerful as Abi was, a sense of mourning shadowed her when she talked about her father.
As they parted ways to freshen up before heading back out for a quick bite and the tour company session, Jen smiled to herself, grateful some strange autopilot had made her stand beside her the night before. What a different day it would have been had they not met. She didn’t know if it was being away from home and all its responsibilities that created space to be more open than she would normally be, or if it was just the brightness that was Abi. Regardless, she couldn’t wait to spend the next eight days with her. 



Sydney 
Thursday, 5 April, 2018
THANKFULLY, WEDNESDAY PASSED WITHOUT incident and Thursday began calmly enough, leaving Jen hopeful she had managed to avoid any blowback for Tuesday’s fracas. But hope died at lunch when she returned to her desk to find a note from Mrs MacKechnie wedged between the keys in her keyboard. A request to report to her office as soon as last period was over. For a meeting with Emily and her parents. Jen’s heart stuttered. 
On a hunch, she opened her laptop and logged into the school’s LMS to pull up Emily’s attendance. She had been marked absent yesterday and today. Her parents had kept her out of school. This will not go well, she thought, puffing her cheeks out. 
The afternoon flew by far too quickly and when the bell rang for end of period, Jen startled. She stayed back in her classroom for as long as she dared before packing up and heading to MacKechnie’s office. As she walked across the quad she caught sight of Ashleigh and her coterie of mean girls huddled near the school gate. They were whispering about something and when they caught sight of her, erupted into a fit of giggles. Jen’s expression darkened, and they quickly turned away, but something in their behaviour reminded her of who the school considered the victim to be. 
“Jenny. Come in. Shut the door behind you, please.” Yvonne motioned to an empty seat and returned to tapping away at her keyboard for another minute, her eyes flicking back and forth as she reread what she had written. When she finally returned her attention to the room, her brittle voice made Jen sit up straight. “The Jamisons are coming in to discuss what happened on Tuesday. I’ve spoken to Karen, and the girls involved, but I’d like to hear your side of things.” 
She was taken aback, surprised she was only now being looped in and questioned about the incident given it had unravelled in her classroom. “Well,” and she frowned deeply, feeling suddenly ill-prepared and vulnerable. “Ashleigh and Zoe’s behaviour was appalling, to be honest, and I sent them both to you for bullying. Obviously, they’re responsible for the rumours about Emily.” 
“Why do you say obviously?” Yvonne sat back, her hands disappearing below the edge of her desk. 
“They have a reputation,” Jen offered, sitting straighter still. 
“I’ve spoken to Ashleigh’s father, and he assures me she isn’t the instigator of anything that’s happened. She’s apparently quite upset by your accusation.” 
“I can understand that,” Jen replied cautiously. She could see how this conversation was going to go. “But with all due respect, Ashleigh’s intent…”
“None of us are mind-readers, Jenny,” Yvonne sniffed. Jen’s mouth opened, but closed again. “Emily’s parents have requested you be present for today’s meeting. That’s not my preference, but apparently they assume they have an ally in you. Do they?”
She did not know how to respond. Obviously the Principal was looking for something, but she couldn’t spot exactly what that was. Silence seemed the best response. 
Yvonne’s pout sharpened after a few moments, and she let out an exasperated huff. Her phone chimed, breaking the tense mood, and she stabbed at the speaker button.
“They’re here.”
“I’ll be out shortly.” As MacKechnie turned her glare back to her, Jen shrank in her chair. “I want to remind you, Jenny, that we are an Anglican school, and we as staff have a duty to uphold the values and traditions of both our faith and our school. One reason we were so keen to welcome you to St Mildred’s is your affinity for these aspects of our school life, and until now, we have been pleased by your integration into our community. I don’t want this episode to be a concern—for you or me. I still have high hopes for your future here.” She stood, her heavy chair scrapping across the floor. “You understand, yes?” 
“Yes, of course.” 
Jen sat in stunned silence as Yvonne stepped out. the Principal was a master of saying a lot without saying anything, a skill that had propelled her into a leadership position whilst leaving a slew of lacerated rivals in her wake. Jen worked hard to ensure she never ended up in her sights, mostly thanks to Karen’s guidance, but this was a unique moment, a moral compass moment, one that had clearly ruffled the Principal’s feathers. Yvonne could eviscerate her career, but she also had the power to do the same to the mental health of a fifteen-year-old girl. Jen had a feeling the target Ashleigh had inadvertently painted on her back wouldn’t be coming off all that easily.
“Welcome, Mr and Mrs Jamison. Emily, you can wait out here. Margaret, please take…”
“Emily comes with us,” a man’s voice cut her off and a pregnant pause followed before Yvonne’s placating tones rang out. 
“Of course, Mr Jamison. Please, everyone, come in.”
Jen stood as a tall man with dark eyes and a darker beard walked in. His wife followed, a willowy woman with cool grey eyes and an uncompromising air. Emily straggled, her dismay palpable. 
“Please, have a seat. Miss Cosgrove, perhaps you and Emily might sit to the side?” MacKechnie signalled the chairs at the back of the room. Jen was pleased to be out of the line of fire. As she stepped away, she gave Emily a conspiratorial eye. They perched themselves on two stiff-backed chairs, and Jen squeezed her arm quickly in reassurance. 
“Thank you for coming to see me,” Yvonne began. 
“We didn’t expect to have to chase you for this meeting,” Mr Jamison replied, his shoulders hunched inside his expensive suit jacket. “It’s been disappointing enough that Emily was sent home whilst those two girls get to stay at school.”
“I understand.” Yvonne’s smile never reached her eyes. “Please accept my apologies for any impressions you might have that we don’t take this seriously. I’ve been investigating the matter to ensure I’m abreast of all the facts.”
“None of which included talking to our daughter,” Mrs Jamison challenged, swinging around to stare at Emily a moment. She was clearly livid, her tanned cheeks flushed, her lips a thin angry line. 
“Given the circumstances, we didn’t want to upset Emily any further. We take our pastoral care obligations seriously, Kathleen, for all of our students. Which is why Ashleigh and Zoe remain in class. We considered it appropriate not to punish them when the matter is unclear.”
“Exactly what is unclear here?” the husband asked, sitting back to cross his legs and fold his arms. A small smile tweaked the corner of Jen’s mouth. This would not go smoothly. “You have girls at your school throwing homophobic slurs at my daughter to the point where she doesn’t want to attend school any more. Not to mention the deplorable crap your wellbeing teacher said to her. It’s 2018 for christ’s sake. Who says to a kid these days their sexuality is a lifestyle choice?!” 
Yvonne cleared her throat, a prim tilt to her chin. “I understand, Mr Jamison, that you may be upset by what has happened.”
“There are no maybes about this!” 
“But I would ask you to be mindful of your language. We are on school grounds, after all.” Apparently even the most self-righteous man could be cowled by Yvonne’s shrewishness, because he uncrossed his arms and sat up a little. “As you can appreciate, Mr Jamison, we are an Anglican school, and our pastoral care reflects the faith-based education we provide to our students. You yourselves are members of your local church, so none of this should be surprising to you. I note from your enrolment application that a faith-based education was one of the primary reasons you selected St Mildred’s.” 
Both parents shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Private school education was highly valued and sought after, and the Jamisons wouldn’t have been the first couple to invent a narrative to get their child enrolled to access the social capital and networks that so often came along with attendance at an elite institution. Mr Jamison cleared his throat. But it was his wife who replied. 
“We appreciate your taking time to investigate the matter so thoroughly, Yvonne.” Her tone was cool, resetting the game. She placed a calm hand on her husband’s leg as if to placate him. “Of course, we value the quality of Emily’s education. Until now, she has loved being here. She’s a learner, and she loves her teachers,” and she threw a glance over her shoulder, catching Jen’s eye with laser fervency. “But this year has been challenging for everyone. Emily is growing into herself as a young woman, and part of that is understanding more about her sexuality.”
“Mum,” Emily whined, her shoulders hunching. 
“That can be a difficult journey at the best of times, as I’m sure you are aware.”
Yvonne nodded stiffly, a terse pout in place. “We do our best to support our girls in all aspects of their maturation, to guide them to be empowered young women. We are more than happy to organise time with Miss Clarke, to help guide her through this tumultuous time.” 
“That won’t be necessary.” Kathleen’s tone dropped an octave. “We prefer that any education about sexuality and sexual behaviour be handled at home. Outside of what is included in the PDHPE syllabus, of course.” 
Jen bit her lip, desperately trying to strangle the smile that threatened to get the better of her. She cast her mind back, furiously trying to remember what Emily’s mother did for a living. Assassin came to mind. 
“Of course, Kathleen, we would never presume to know better than a parent. You are your child’s first and most important teacher. What can we do to support Emily?” 
“Address the bullying,” she replied matter-of-factly. “I don’t care how right or wrong you consider Emily’s sexual orientation. That’s personal. Between her and God, as you’d probably like to remind me. The school’s policy on bullying, however, is quite clear. You have a three strikes rule and we’d like assurance the two girls in question will have the incident noted on their record.”
Lawyer, Jen recalled. She’s a bloody lawyer. 
Yvonne was silent for a long moment, her hands hidden in her lap again. “I had hoped we might let this matter settle down by itself, Mr. and Mrs Jamison. Girls tend to move on from these… altercations, if we don’t make a fuss. However, if you wish to take a more formal route, we can certainly do that. Please be aware that if we do, Emily will also need to have a note against her record. For sexual harassment.” 
“Excuse me…?” Kathleen trailed off, turning in her chair again to look at her daughter, her brows drawn together. 
“No!” Emily shrieked, leaping to her feet. “Mum! You know that’s not true!” 
Before she realised what she was doing, Jen stood behind her, hands on her shoulders. “Mrs MacKechnie, nothing of the sort happened in class. If that’s what Ashleigh told you happened, she’s lying.”
“Miss Cosgrove, please sit down.”
“I’m sorry, Yvonne, but Emily did nothing wrong here.”
“The complaint didn’t come from Ashleigh,” MacKechnie replied. “Or Zoe, for that matter. It came from another student.” 
Dead silence followed as the implications of what Yvonne had said sank in. Tears poured down Emily’s face, and she stared at her mother, imploring. 
“Was it Hailey? Hailey Caulfield?” Kathleen asked quietly, pinning the Principal in a frosty glare. 
“So, this isn’t news to you,” Yvonne replied, a little priggish.
“Hailey was Emily’s girlfriend,” she sighed, turning back to her daughter again. “They broke up after someone saw them kissing. Hailey… well, apparently Hailey knows what happens here to girls who are same-sex attracted.” 
Yvonne let go a long, exasperated sigh, her hands reappearing atop her desk, fingers laced tightly together. “I understand your desire to protect your daughter, Mrs Jamison, but we have several girls making statements that contradict that description of affairs. Again, we would prefer to let this matter peter out. Given how upsetting this is for Emily, I do advise this course of action. Perhaps she can take a few more days off school? I’m sure her teachers can send work home so she doesn’t fall behind.”
“Bloody hell,” and Mr Jamison got to his feet. “This is fucked, Kat. I told you it would be.” 
“Warren, please,” Kathleen gripped his arm as she stood beside him. “Given the circumstances, we’re amendable to your approach. For now.” They moved to stand beside Emily, both gripping her hands as they readied to leave. “But if any more incidents occur, Mrs MacKechnie, we’ll be back.” 
“I would expect nothing less,” Yvonne replied as she stood. They left at that, ushering a distraught Emily away as quickly as they could. 
Mrs MacKechnie closed the door behind them and turned to stare at Jen. “Let me be very clear about this, Jennifer,” she sighed, motioning her back to a chair in front of her desk. “This is not the kind of disruption we want at the College. I can see Mrs Jamison assumes she has a case against us should anything more happen to Emily, but the law is on our side. It is within our rights to remove Emily from the school should her presence as a lesbian,” and she almost spat the word, “be an ongoing disruption to other girls. Particularly if she is encouraging them to engage in these kinds of behaviours.”
“I hardly think that’s what’s going on,” Jen interjected. 
“Regardless,” Yvonne cut her off. “My interest is in ensuring this is the last we hear of this. Any more girls reporting Emily as engaging in inappropriate, and frankly illegal, behaviour, and I will expel her. She’s with you three periods a week. You’re to keep a close eye on her when she returns. I will alert Miss Clarke that she can rely on you as an ally.”
Jen’s mouth dropped open for the umpteenth time that afternoon, but given the turn of events and the defanging of Kathleen Jamison, she thought twice about objecting. 
Later that afternoon Jen called an old friend from university, a fellow teacher and oft-times confidante. “I have no idea what to do about this, Kylie.” Sitting on her balcony, she chewed the inside of her cheek pensively as they talked. “I mean, the whole thing’s utter BS. I have no intention of spying on Emily, the poor kid.”
“I don’t get why you work at that place.” Kylie’s voice was brittle over her phone’s speaker. “I keep telling you, come back to the public school sector. There are plenty of selective schools that would take you, and they’ll still look good on your CV. Some of those religious schools are toxic.”
“I can’t understand MacKechnie’s attitude.”
“I don’t get why you’re shocked! Teachers get fired by private schools all the time. God knows how many students get pressured to leave. That crap is all perfectly legal. They just hide behind the Religious Discrimination Act. And that’s not going anywhere any time soon, despite marriage equality. If you’re not careful, they’ll target you and you’ll be next. You’re better off leaving before they tarnish your record.” 
“And Emily?”
“Lie low. Her parents sound as though they have teeth.” 
Disconnecting the call, Jen sat back on the couch, her face in her hands. Both Abi and Kylie were right. If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up in MacKechnie’s cross-hairs, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for that. Despite what not getting involved might cost Emily. 



Avignon to Sorgues return 
Monday, 3 July, 2017
JEN FOUND ABI WAITING for her on the street not long after 8 a.m., dressed in leggings and t-shirt, pack in hand. After their induction and bike fitting last night, they had decided to jump a taxi across the river to their morning meeting point on the edge of The Hill of Morgues—La Colline des Mourgues. Jen joked it was a bit of a grim place to start the day. 
“Put this place on your list if you have time after the tour.” Abi pointed to the ruins on top of the hill as they crossed the Rhone. “It’s beautiful. The park is enormous, and it has fabulous views of Avignon. And if you like a good ruin, the hermitage at the top is worth a visit. Anyway, what’s with these?” and she snapped the leg grippers at the bottom of Jen’s cycling shorts. “We’re not riding the Tour de France.” 
Jen gave her a wry grin and reached down to pull padded gloves out of her pack. 
“You’re kidding?” 
“Let’s see who’s laughing tonight when we get back.” 
Eight others were with them on the tour, all couples. Abi had pulled a face at that the night before, commenting the company wasn’t much of a recommendation for cycling in France for her followers. Especially as the rest of the group ignored them both from the outset as they swapped stories about why they’d chosen the tour as a couple’s getaway. 
“Nauseating,” Abi muttered, as they cackled about anniversaries and once-in-a-lifetime opportunities to spend time together. Jen didn’t argue. 
That morning, they hardly fared much better. The four couples huddled together to agree on their timing and who would ride with whom. Peter, their tour chaperone, waved them off with a reminder to text him if they experienced any issues along the way. The group quickly took off, leaving the two women behind. 
“Wow,” Abi pouted as she climbed onto her bike and fiddled with the gear shifter, trying to remember what Peter had shown her the night before. She’d followed Jen’s recommendation for a flat bar gravel bike with a generous saddle, but she looked at sea with the brake levers and the plethora of handlebar accoutrements.
“Don’t worry,” Jen smiled, attaching her phone to the quad lock mount on her handlebars. “The route’s pretty easy. We can’t get lost.” 
Abi got her wherewithal about her quickly enough, and before long was pedalling confidently along city streets as they made their way out of Avignon and into the countryside. Jen gave directions from behind, taking the lead for busy roads and complicated intersections. Abi followed her instructions faithfully, her enthusiasm at full blast. It seemed to carry her up the steepest part of their exit from the city. As housing gave way to farmland, the incline eased into a flatter run and they stopped for water. 
“So the one thing we didn’t discuss,” and she leaned close to check the map on Jen’s phone, “is how many vineyards we’re going to stop at.” 
Jen checked her watch—9:30 a.m. They were only about twenty minutes away from their scheduled first stop. “Tavel’s up the road. There are a few cellars on the tour list up there.”
“Brekkers and wine tasting at Tavel!” 
“Have you not checked the itinerary?” 
“No. I like a good surprise,” and she took off, leaving Jen to pedal after her. 
By the time they reached the village, some of Abi’s enthusiasm had waned, burned away during the constant uphill pedal to the old town. The climb wasn’t overly steep, just uninterrupted, and she was hot and breathless when they arrived at the first cellar—or cave as they were locally known—on the list of recommended vineyards. 
“Ok, I’m starting to understand the Tour de France shorts.” Abi’s dismount was a little ungainly. She shook out her legs, doing all manner of awkward stretches.
Jen smirked. “Give it a couple of days. You’ll be riding like a pro in no time. This first part’s a little hilly today, but the route’s all downhill to the Chateauneuf.”
“Thank god for that. I ran a half marathon last year, but this is a whole other kettle of fish. Com’on, let’s go try some rosé. Did you know this is where they started making it in this region?” 
Jen didn’t know the difference between one vintage and the next, but that didn’t stop her from trying everything Abi recommended as they made their way through cellars around Tavel. The more they spit, the more fun she had, and true to form Abi’s French and charm earned them hidden libations and snippets of history seldom shared with tourists. 
By their fourth cellar, no amount of spitting helped Jen feel less tipsy. They’d burned breakfast off long ago, and the day was warming, spurring a heady intoxication Abi’s company only encouraged. Thankfully, she’d stuffed her pockets with protein bars, and she made Abi eat one before they got back on their bikes to head towards Lirac. It was a quick ride, but they didn’t need to end up in a ditch before they got there. 
“So you’re a cyclist,” Abi remarked, looking at her legs again. “What’s the appeal of this?”
“Are you interviewing me again?” Relaxed, Jen swirled the water around in her glass, staring after pedestrians wandering past their main street table. Lirac’s street-side bistros kept the season’s tourists happy, but from the looks of things they were the only ones from their group to stop for lunch. A loss for them, she figured. Lirac was picture postcard beautiful, right down to the chipped water glasses and rickety round table they sat at, warm air and faultless sky. 
“Of course I am. You got my Avignon special yesterday. Now you owe me.” 
“Alright. How do you feel after a long run?”
“Exhausted. Elated. I love it.”
Jen shrugged. “Riding’s no different. You just get to see a lot more. Which is perfect for a trip like this. This is my first time in France, but I’m so pleased I decided to do this tour. Half a day in and I already love the package. The scenery’s amazing. I’m riding through hundreds of years of history. Everything’s so different from home. And I get all this from the saddle. It’s the perfect combination for me.”
“You booked this on your own?” Abi smiled as the server placed fish and salad in front of them. 
“I figured I’d either connect with the group, or ride solo. I’m happy either way.”
“Instead, you got stuck with a mad Scot.”
Jen smiled sheepishly. “I’m pretty happy about that, actually.” 
“Good, because if we have to ride any more hills today, you’re towing me.” 
The downhill run to the waters of the Rhone took them past more vineyards and farmland, Jen detouring them around the towns to avoid traffic in favour of more breathtaking scenery. By the time they reached the river, it was early afternoon. 
“We’ve another ascent coming,” Jen warned, but Abi dug in and got on with it, puffing away as they pedalled their way to the Châteauneuf-du-Pape. They stopped on the outskirts of the village and walked their bikes along the narrow cobbled streets, stretching their legs and giving Abi’s butt a break. 
“The view from the castle’s amazing. Let’s get some wine and something to eat and we’ll head up.”
With a bottle of red from the area and some stuffed baguettes in Abi’s pack, they pushed their bikes up to the Castle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. From the ruins, they were gifted clear views over the countryside and back towards Avignon. The afternoon sun was sublime, bathing fields and vineyards in a soft light that made their green and gold rows shimmer. 
“OK, my arse really hurts.” 
Jen laid her bike down and sat next to her in the grass. “I hate to say I told you so. You need to buy some cycling shorts. Tonight.”
“Can’t I just borrow a pair from you?” 
“Hmmm,” Jen grimaced as she pushed her sunglasses back. “It’s a poorly kept secret in the cycling community that when you wear these things, you go commando. And as much as I’d like to help you out, I don’t think we know each other well enough for that.” 
“Right then.” Abi’s eyes rolled, and she took a mouthful of wine before passing Jen the bottle. “That sounds like a personal boundary I’m more than happy to respect.” 
Jen grinned and shook her head, more at herself than Abi. She didn’t remember ever having smiled so much in someone’s company. Even when she complained about the ride, Abi was charming, funny, and vivacious, and Jen found her fascinating and hypnotic. Plus the wine. 
“I am curious though,” Abi asked around a mouthful of baguette. “How come there’s no Mr or Mrs Cosgrove?” 
“My parents?”
“Spouse or partner.”
“Oh!” Shrugging, Jen took another sip of wine. “Work is too consuming for a Mr Cosgrove.”
“School’s not open twenty-four seven.”
“No, but it’s not nine to five either, especially at elite private schools. And I live in Bondi. All surfers and backpackers, and I’m too old for that kind of thing. And the idea of Tinder… ugh,” and she shuddered.
“Hmmm, so no Mr Cosgrove, or Mr Cosgrove-to-be, or anyone even auditioning to be Mr Cosgrove. Is there a French fling on your itinerary?”
Jen pulled a face. “When? This is such a quick trip. I’m only here one more day after the tour, and three more days in Paris before I fly home. Unless there’s a divorce in the group, I don’t fancy my luck.” 
Taking the wine from her, Abi cocked a cheeky eyebrow. “Don’t count yourself out, its early days yet.”
Jen shrugged and turned her attention back to the view. The shadows were lengthening. “We should probably go,” and she checked her watch. “It’s nearly four, and we’ve still got Sorgues to see. I’ve mapped a scenic route back that might take a little longer, too.”
The last section of the day’s ride was a pleasant spin down quiet country roads. They rode side by side where traffic allowed, Abi pointing out the occasional landmark or asking for tips on how to ride more comfortably. Sorgues came and went. The pleasure of the countryside was a bigger draw than another town, so they coasted through. 
Homes and buildings thickened as they got closer to Avignon. They pulled up in front of the bike tour company’s head office just after 6 p.m. 
“Hey!” Peter came out to greet them as they dismounted. “I was about to send a search party. The others got back an hour ago.” 
“It was too beautiful a day to rush,” Jen replied, steadying Abi’s bike as she dismounted awkwardly. 
“Good,” he smiled happily. “We are starting early tomorrow. You and Abigail will need to drop your luggage here between 7:30 and 8 a.m. so you can start riding before traffic becomes too busy. And there are many beautiful things tomorrow. Van Gogh loved this area, you will see.” 
They talked to him about gear, and Abi kitted herself out with a couple of pairs of cycling shorts and some gloves, choosing the cheapest options. Sighing as they exited the office, she opened her phone and added the cost into her expenses app. 
“Dinner’s on me,” Jen offered as they rounded the corner to their hotel. 
“You don’t have to do that.”
“It’s the least I can do—if I paid for a guide, it would cost me a ton.”
Abi’s smile stiffened, and she seemed to brood a little as they walked back to their hotel. In the foyer, the British family were at the reception desk again, their two children running riot, their screams echoing off the stark stone walls. With a grimace, Abi adjusted her pack. 
“To be honest, I’m shattered. And I’ve quite a bit to write up before tomorrow. Rain check on dinner?”
“Oh. Sure.” Jen watched her take the stairs two at a time and disappear. A sour twist now tainted the end of what had been a fantastic day, and she chastised herself for inadvertently offending Abi so early into their friendship. Despite her confident facade, she obviously had some soft spots to be aware of. As she made her way to her room, she only hoped Abi would forgive her by the next morning. The idea of riding alone for the rest of the week wasn’t an issue, but Abi brought something to the journey she hadn’t expected—a wide open enthusiasm that left her buzzing.
Later that night, as she soaked in the tub, she ran through the conversation in her head, trying to work out the exact moment she’d put her foot in her mouth—and how she might salvage the situation. By the time she finished packing her bag and prepping her gear for the next day’s ride, she’d rehearsed herself into a corner. Disgruntled, she set an early alarm and tried to sleep. But Abi’s forlorn expression refused to let her rest.



Avignon to Les Baux 
Tuesday, 4 July, 2017
JEN MISSED ABI IN the hotel lobby the next morning, despite waiting for over twenty minutes. When she finally thought to check with the desk clerk, they told her Abi had checked out already. The walk to the tour company office was morose as a result, and the quiet streets failed to divert her attention. Jen arrived close to 8 a.m. to find Peter standing outside with her bike. Hers was the only one he was minding. 
“Has everyone left already?”
“I was to call you. You can catch up to the others. But the traffic is very busy now.”
Jen handed her luggage over and stowed her water bottle in her bike’s bottle cage, doing her best to hide her disappointment as she readied herself to ride out. 
“Be careful departing the city. The bridge out of Avignon is very busy. If you take the main road, produce at Le Recolte des Confines along the way is good.” 
“Thanks, Peter. See you tonight.” Throwing a leg over her saddle, she spun her pedals, ready to leave. 
“Hey!” Abi rode into view, looking quite the cyclist in her new nicks. “You’re not heading off without me, are ya? I got breakfast.” She pulled up beside her, unslung her pack and opened it to reveal a paper bag stuffed with pastries. “There’s a fantastic boulangerie around the corner. They make the best tarte au chocolat, but I got you a tarte framboise. I figured you’d want fruit for breakfast.” Her unflappable grin was firmly in place.
Jen couldn’t hide her relief. “How are your legs this morning? Feeling OK?” 
“Not bad, actually, and I love these things.” She tugged at her cycling shorts. “It’s like I’m wearing nappies, but I think I’ll actually cope with another day on this torture device,” and she wrapped her knuckles on her saddle. “OK, let’s get going. Follow me, I’ve worked out a back streets route to the bridge so we can avoid the traffic. We can stop somewhere on the other side for breakfast.” 
Abi’s navigation took them out of Avignon and she rode like she had been astride a bike all her life. Jen was glad to hang back and let her lead the way, unfazed as she was by the traffic and navigating narrow streets sometimes hardly wide enough for a single vehicle. As she pedalled, the hollow sensation Jen had left the hotel with quickly turned to excitement and then contrition. She had overreacted, or at least underestimated Abi, and felt stupid for having worried so much. 
Their route for the day took them into the region’s foothills, promising spectacular views and incredible night skies. The area was famous for having inspired both Van Gogh and Nostradamus, and she was excited by the potential of wide skies, glacial valleys and rhapsodic sunsets. 
Traffic at the Durance made stopping by the river unappealing, so they rode on. Jen took the lead to navigate narrow side roads and zigzag their way through the countryside. Fields, vines and farm buildings dotted their way, and by midmorning they had wended their way towards Saint-Rémy-de-Provence in anything but a straight line. They covered more kilometers than the prescribed route showed, but the opportunity to meander through working vineyards and swaths of green kept them riding. 
“I’ve driven through here a lot,” Abi called, riding up beside her. “But I’ve never done these little side roads and lanes.” 
“Do you like it?”
“I love it, it’s such a different way to see the area. I’m bloody hungry though!”
They were at the start of the climb to Saint-Rémy-de-Provence—not a major hill, but there were better ways to do it than on an empty stomach, so Jen found them a place to stop. They opted for a spot of grass on the roadside and leaned their bikes against a tree. As they munched their way through croissants and raspberry tarts, Abi told her about Van Gogh and the works he painted during his stay at the asylum nearby. 
“How do you know so much about this area?” 
“My Da was a tour operator, so we spent all our holidays in the back of a van scoping out places to take clients. France was his primary destination. He loved this area.” From her expression, it was a bittersweet memory. She dropped her sunglasses back onto her nose and took a bite of her pastry. 
“My parents are not travellers,” Jen offered, filling the silence. “Small-town people, I guess. Mum spends most of her time with her church friends. She doesn’t even come to Sydney, really.” 
“So you’re the adventurer of the family?” 
“Inadvertently,” Jen admitted, somewhat surprised by the assessment. Her smile spread. “That’s one reason for this trip, really. Something different. I’m a bit in a rut, I think?”
“Oh. What makes you say that?” 
One thing Jen was learning about Abi, she wasn’t afraid to ask direct questions. She took a while to answer, not having given her deeper motivations much thought recently. The whole “reinvent Jen” project was really quiet reactive, a self-serving nose thumbing at her family and their limited opinion of her. She’d booked the trip on a whim, then spent a month second-guessing whether to cancel. Only when her brother had ridiculed her yet again for her supposed old-maid teacher status had she committed to the trip. After that, an acute, stifling self-awareness had set in to the point she could only escape herself on her bike. She had ridden more in the month prior to departure than when she was a teenager. Which led her back to Abi’s question—what is this rut she thinks she’s in? 
“It’s easy to fall into habits that don’t always serve you, I guess,” she ventured, glowering at herself. Dissatisfied with how vapid her reply was, she tried again. “I grew up in a small town. My parents are content, they don’t do much. They’ve never encouraged us to do much. My brother thinks he’s living the high life, running his own franchise…” Abi raised an eyebrow in askance. “A fast-food restaurant. My sister is five minutes from home and is heavily involved with the local church. They’re both happy, I suppose. And I certainly wouldn’t criticise their choices…”
“But it’s a wee bit bland, as far as lives go?” 
“Yeah, I guess it is,” Jen nodded. Her parents typified the banality of conformity, proselytising about career, security and family as though they were the only things that mattered. As she reflected on their life, she realised her rut was claustrophobia, and she rode because it felt like escaping. It was hardly a panacea, and it wasn’t enough to shake off their expectations. 
Abi, by contrast, seemed to live a wholly other life. Her parents encouraged her to range far from home, not to set roots til she was ready, to embrace wanderlust and ignore the background hum of social expectations and embrace her unconventionality.
“If you asked me today if I wanted to go back, I’d say no,” Jen admitted. “And that’s not because I’m on holiday.” The statement surprised her. As the sun arced overhead and she listened to the hum of birdsong and insects, she realised how desperately a part of her wanted to leave her life behind. A hot tightness surged through her, making her feel suddenly nauseated. 
“Well. Do you have to go back?”
Jen laughed. “I have commitments. Obligations. I can’t…” and her sigh was long. Just like that, old cautious Jen was back at the helm.
“It sounds to me like the only thing stopping you, is you,” Abi sat forward and propped her elbows on her knees. “If my Da taught me anything, Jen, it’s that life is short. Very cliche, I realise,” and her nose crinkled as she smiled. “But what I reckon he really meant was no matter how long you live, the good bits can be really short. Unless you make an effort. Before he was a tour guide, he taught European history at Edinburgh University. He worked like a madman. On my sixth birthday, he came home, and the house was a total mess because I’d had a party and he’d totally forgotten about it. He was devastated, apparently. So he quit. I don’t have many memories of him before that age, but after that… Ma said stress was part of what contributed to his dying so young.” She looked away, a melancholic tension about her. “So in honour of him, I am a destitute wanderer, free from the quote unquote neoliberal shackles of capitalist slavery.” 
Jen stuffed her croissant in her mouth and sat back to chew on what Abi had just shared. She didn’t know if the shackles were neoliberal, but what held her back from doing whatever unknown burning thing gnawed at her certainly felt like imprisonment. 
As free as they were, they still had a timetable to keep to so packed up and got back on their bikes. Their next destination, Saint-Rémy-de-Provence, was a hard climb that would require a bit of grunt and tenacity. Even with the break and the carbs, it took them longer than Jen expected. Still, Abi’s slow, committed slog was worthwhile. 
The outskirts of the town gave way to narrowed streets and old buildings, revealing an old charm that was oddly soothing. Slowing to a gentle pace, they coasted along as the pavement changed to cobbles and back again. Creamy stonework and weathered window shutters lent the village a proud cosiness, one Jen immediately warmed to. 
At the tourist information office they picked up a pamphlet for a Van Gogh walk. With their bikes safely locked up, they rambled the prescribed route, soaking up the views that had inspired the painter so long ago. The sky they wandered under was such a deep hue Jen found it hard to look at for too long. 
They finished at the St Paul de Mausole, visiting the room Vincent had been committed to for the last years of his life. Abi, of course, shared all she knew as they walked the town’s narrow streets, pointing out historic buildings, fountains and gardens, all aglow in the midday sun. Jen’s appreciation for Abi’s depth of knowledge and expertise increased as they walked, and she wondered how many times her father had strolled the same cobbles with her, regaling her with history people would normally only hear in a lecture theatre. 
Stopping for a late lunch at a street-side restaurant, they feasted on local cheeses, breads, and preserves. The town was buzzier than usual, Abi explained, as the Tour de France was due to ride through in less than a month. The serendipity of their timing wasn’t lost on either of them, and they spent time counting the cyclists riding past as they ate. 
“We’d better get on,” Jen glanced at her watch. “We’ve a couple of hills to climb this afternoon.”
“Les Baux awaits!” Abi chuckled. “Also, not to be confused with the other lesbian sanctuary, Lesbos.” 
“Sorry?” Jen asked, her surprise obvious. 
“Les Baux and Lesbo? The famous Mediterranean island and lesbian Mecca?”
“Les Baux is a gay destination?” Jen was aware she’d frozen, but couldn’t get herself to move.
“No, but the tribe usually asks, and I’ve met more than my fair share of sapphic ladies there,” and she winked, confounding Jen further. 
“Sapphic?” 
“Sapphic,” and she leaned forward, her expression earnest. Jen’s mouth opened, then promptly closed again. Sitting back, Abi folded her arms and squinted. “Ok, because you’re looking at me like a deer in the headlights, I have to check. You know I’m gay, right?” 
“You’re…?” 
A strained moment passed before Abi shoved her chair back, that stiff smile back in place. “OK, I’m going to give you a moment to digest all that while I go pay for lunch.” She walked off and disappeared into the cafe’s dark doorway, leaving Jen to collect herself. 
“Shit,” she muttered, slumping back in her seat. Jen’s mouth had gone dry, suddenly recalling the rainbow flag in Abi’s LinkedIn profile picture. She hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but…. Furious at herself, she pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut. Of course Abi was gay. So what? But she wasn’t as relaxed about that nugget as she wished she was. She could almost hear Sally’s tsk of disgust, her brother’s goading snicker. 
But as she repacked her bag, Jen became uncomfortably aware a small part of her had lit up like a furnace, a burning in her stomach that left her short of breath. She recognised the sensation. It had haunted her through school and university, refusing to be tamed by church, her mother’s disapprobations for anyone not living a conventional life, or her own denials. She had spent a lot of years suffocating that feeling until it ceased to bother her anymore—or even register. But, like all things deeply buried, that longing had been clawing its way to the surface. And since Avignon, it was clamouring for attention. 
Standing out on the street, her back to the tables, she breathed deep, forcing a sense of calm, hoping her face wasn’t as flushed as she knew it must be. A hand touched her shoulder, and she jumped. 
“Sorry. Ready?” 
As they headed back to the tourist information office to collect their bikes, Jen swallowed her courage. “I’m fine with you being gay,” she blurted.
Abi gave her a wry eye. “Oh. That’s good. I’ve been travelling all round Europe looking for the last person whose permission I’ve needed to get.”
“I didn’t mean…”
“I know. I’m having you on.” She prodded her as they walked side by side. “I’m a wee bit surprised you hadn’t picked me, is all. Sydney’s Australia’s gay central, right? Surely you have decent gaydar,” and held up her arm, making obvious the rainbow bracelet around her slim wrist. 
“Gaydar?” Jen replied, feeling even stupider. “Apparently not.” Reflecting on the contradiction that was Australia’s largest city, she did her best to offer some sort of explanation. “Sydney’s not that gay. Mardi Gras is massive, and there are some areas that are well known for being queer, but the city’s really segmented. It’s not all gay-friendly. Some areas don’t have that vibe at all. And same-sex marriage isn’t legal yet. The current prime minister ran on legalising it, and he keeps trying to get it through but, so far it’s a no-go.” 
When the federal election had come around, Jen didn’t give the campaign much thought until her mother started ringing her to check she would vote against legalisation change if it ever came to that. She’d tried to hold on to her live-and-let-live attitude, but the constant lecturing pushed her into the Labor camp out of spite. Not that she would ever let her mother know that—or anyone else, for that matter. But she remembered reading news articles about the backlash against the Labor Party for its stance on legalising same-sex marriage. What surprised her was that people cared at all, let alone so much they had an opinion strong enough to vote for anyone that wasn’t Labor to try and block the Marriage Amendment Act. There were more people out there like her mother than she had realised. 
“There’s a lot of public debate. And the election was pretty close. So there’s still a lot of homophobia around, I think,” she offered with a shrug.
“You don’t sound very sure of that.”
“To be honest, I didn’t pay much attention.” 
Abi raised a single eyebrow and was silent as they walked back to the bikes. A rock settled in Jen’s stomach. 
“How about Scotland?” she asked, trying to break the mood.
“Legalised in 2014. It’s fucked everywhere, let’s be honest,” Abi grimaced.
“But that’s an important step forward, right?” She watched her as Abi unlocked her bike and stowed the lock in her pack.
“Aye, yeah, I suppose so. I mean, I’m not one to be thinking about marriage as part of my future. But I voted for it, because it matters to some people, and it’s important as far as steps to lessen the number of places they can discriminate against us. Public discussion about the law change back home seemed to improve people's attitudes a bit. They’re a wee bit more decent. But it’s a slow burn. Look at France, the country of romance, with its rising rates of homophobia and hate crime. There’s a lot of countries I would never travel to. Being a tourist can protect you a bit, but I’m careful about how I spend money in countries that explicitly punish their LGBT citizens. And there’s more of them than you’d think.”
“Does it bother you? That it’s a public debate?”
“Of course it does. The world is way too bloody interested in what I do in the sack for my liking. It’s not like sleeping with girls causes climate change.”
They mounted up and headed off to wend their way towards their next stop, the Abbey of St Michel de Frigolet. Their route took them past vineyards and around two small towns before the steep climb to the Abbey began. 
Jen was distracted for much of the ride. Abi’s comments set her mind racing. It had never occurred to her it wouldn’t be safe for Abi to travel to some destinations solely because of her sexual orientation. For Jen, there were definitely places she would choose to avoid, but not because her life would be in danger because of who she was. Now and then the news reported about people being jailed or receiving corporal punishment because of their sexualities, but even though it appalled her, the wider implications of those stories never really registered. Now they sat heavy in her chest, a cold and awfully familiar sensation. She remembered her mother’s voice suddenly, warning of eternal damnation for anyone who expressed any kind of “deviant” attraction. When had she first heard those words? Jen couldn’t have been more than six or seven, too young to understand what her mother was on about, but old enough to recognise that whatever Sally signalled as bad was something Jen needed to actively avoid. Why had she forgotten all that? 
So caught up in her own thoughts was she that only when she reached the outskirts of the Abbey did Jen realise her Scottish companion wasn’t behind her. “Dammit.” Chastising herself, she turned around and rode back down the hill. “Sorry!!” she yelled as she coasted to a stop where Abi sat, her back against a tree, bike in the grass, water bottle in hand. 
“That’s ok, I figured you were having a good time!”
Jen’s smile was sheepish as she sat down. “It’s not the Tour de France.” 
They sat shoulder to shoulder, relaxing in the early afternoon sun for a while, happy to let some time pass by as the trees moved with the afternoon breeze. When Abi was ready to get going again, they rode and walked the rest of the ascent to the abbey. 
As the first of the roadside turrets began to peak through the foliage, Abi told her what she knew of the Abbey, its chequered history of occupation and desertion as various orders of monks and friars expanded the site and made it their own before their religious orders were suppressed and ousted—eight hundred years of ecclesiastical boom and bust. 
Shrouded by a thick canopy of trees, the Abbey’s spires and rooftops appeared as they rode the last stretch to the first gatehouse. It felt other-worldly in the context of Abi’s narrative, and the ground felt oddly hallowed as they drew near. Sally would definitely love this.
They spent an hour walking the grounds and visiting the basilica, a stunning building that awed Jen and had her whispering despite herself. High arched ceilings created a sensation of airy immensity, and the saints painted on its columns seemed to stare at them as they walked quietly amongst the pews. 
“It’s easy to see how the church kept its grip on Europe for so long,” Abi murmured as a clergyman shuffled past. “How could you not feel God in a place like this? Or believe these guys when they tell you they have God’s ear?” 
Jen had no reply. She’d never considered her family’s chosen religion as a tool for mass control quite the way Abi insinuated. She kept quiet as they walked, humbled by her own lack of criticality. 
It was late afternoon by the time they returned to their bikes and Jen was growing concerned they might run out of light for the last part of the day, especially given the impending combo of hill climb and Abi’s shot legs. But Abi was, as always, keen and in good spirits as they freewheeled down the hill. 
They made good time across the flats, but their pace soon slowed as they started the ascent into the Alpilles towards Les Baux. Abi stopped to walk her bike now and then, groaning when Lycra clad men passed by on their expensive road bikes. 
What would have taken Jen an hour on her own took them over two. But after leaving her earlier that day, she was committed to sticking with her new friend. She didn’t want a solo slog up the hill to put Abi off the rest of the trip. The walk gave them time to enjoy an occasional view and see more than they might have done from the saddle, so she considered her decision a win. 
In her typical style, Abi shared a plethora of facts and tidbits about the region that her dad had loved so much. She was never more animated than when she talked about him, her eyes aglow, gesturing left and right. Jen tried to remember if she’d ever talked about her family so animatedly and came up lacking. 
As they neared the village, breathtaking views across the mountains and countryside materialised. It was like a painting, with crisp splashes of colour and perfectly captured buildings and vehicles scattered about green and gold fields. Abi pointed out Arles in the distance, a massive, sprawling city that straddled the Rhone, riddled with roman ruins that still hosted bull fights every year. 
It was past five when they walked their bikes into the carpark at the bottom of the village. They found Peter sat in his van. Predictably, they were the last pair up the mountain, but he didn’t seem to mind. Their luggage sat beside him, and as he stacked their bikes in the van for safekeeping, he reviewed their itinerary for the next day. 
“So, Abi, you are not riding tomorrow? Yes? But Jennifer, you are riding.” The two women looked at each other, clearly torn about separating for the day. 
“I need to write up the first few days,” Abi lamented. “But you should definitely go. I won’t be able to do much, anyway.” 
“Well,” and Jen gazed up at the rooftops above. “There’s a lot to see here….” She chewed her lip. “Can I ride in the morning, Peter? And explore Les Baux in the afternoon?”
“I can get my writing done by midday,” Abi added. 
Peter stared at them, a bemused smile on his face. “Sure. That’s easy. You can store your bike overnight at your villa, Jennifer, with the others. There is plenty of room.” Jen’s face lit up. “Here are the details for the villa,” and he passed them each a print-out with their names at the top. “You have a complimentary breakfast, and there is a map on the back here,” and he turned Abi’s copy over. “It’s a small walk. You have a room each, and to share a bathroom. Your names are on the doors of your rooms. And there is a swimming pool. The weather is perfect, yes?” 
Jen hoisted her pack on her back and set off, Abi tugging her suitcase along behind. Jen’s patience would have worn thin within the first fifty meters, the old rutted cobbles playing havoc with the bag’s tiny wheels, so she lent a hand to give Abi a break. By the time they got to the Airbnb, the streets had given them a run for their money. 
The villa was gorgeous, built into the stoney hillside with breathtaking views of the valley below. Above, the ruins of the Chateau loomed, casting long, thick shadows as the sun began its slow descent. 
The rest of their gang was already settled around a long table on the terrace, uncorked wine flowing. They waved as Jen and Abi walked down the driveway, then promptly turned back to their conversation, ignoring them yet again. Shrugging, Jen stowed her bike under cover with the rest of the group's and followed Abi inside to find their rooms. 
Peter had reserved them adjoining suites at the far end of the villa, away from the others, and cooler than the upper levels. Jen could already feel herself unwinding. The huge full length bathtub in the bathroom that separated their rooms was a very welcome sight.
“I need this more than I need wine and food,” Abi groaned as she dumped her bag and twisted the taps open. 
Jen settled in and distracted herself by mapping out a ride for the next morning, quizzing Abi through the door as she soaked some of her soreness away. Her original plan had been to visit Arles, but with the morning to herself, she decided to ride the countryside for a few hours, heading towards Saint-Martin via the Alpilles National Park instead. From there she’d head towards Arles to see an aqueduct before heading back towards Les Baux, a decent forty kilometer ride with about 500 meters of hill climbs. As much as she loved Abi’s company, she was looking forward to a hard, fast ride on her own. She needed to burn off some nervous energy. 
“Wow, glad I’m not riding that with you tomorrow,” Abi leaned over her shoulder to study the map she had drawn in her cycling app. The smell of fresh soap and lemon filled the air. Jen half turned to smile, but stopped. Abi’s robe gaped open a little at the neck and out of the corner of her eye she could see her breast—pale, firm flesh and the edge of her nipple. She froze, a hot flush running through her. As Abi straightened to go back to her room, she squeezed her shoulder. “I’m starving. Early dinner?” 
“Ah, yeah.” She threw a glance in Abi’s direction to check she had left before letting go of the breath she didn’t realise she was holding. Her heart beat in the pit of her stomach and her mouth had run dry again.
Throwing herself in the shower, Jen set the water blasting, hoping the heat and percussion would wash away the nervous tension that wouldn’t settle. She was both electrified and filled with shame, and intensely aware of how easily those feelings could overwhelm her and get her in trouble. With clenched teeth she scrubbed herself clean, shoving away thoughts and feelings Abi’s nearness untethered. 
Dinner in town was a strained affair. Jen suddenly couldn’t relax around her friend, and she knew she was overcompensating for her awkwardness by being even more awkward. Eventually Abi dialled back her chattiness and let her be in her discomfort, opting to call it a night in favour of bed and a book. 
Jen left her at the bottom of the road to their accommodation, electing to wander the narrow lanes and streets of Les Baux. As the sun finished its descent, she found a spot to watch the sky turn. She’d been through this mental convolution before, questioning herself about her reaction to someone of entirely the wrong gender. It didn’t mean anything, it wasn’t a reflection of who she was. She dated men, wasn’t interested in women, and was as straight as they came. Her mother’s voice chimed in from the back of her mind. Decent, godly women didn’t entertain that kind of lifestyle, and they didn’t associate with people who did. Those kinds of people were dangerous. Maybe that’s it, Jen mused, trying to placate herself. It’s because I’m around Abi. This isn’t me. I’m not that teenager anymore. With a deep breath, Jen looked out over the dark countryside, quashing her panic before making her way back to the villa. With every step she ignored the tiny part of her that clamoured for attention. 



Sydney 
Friday, 6 April, 2018
WHEN JEN ARRIVED AT school the next morning, the grounds were abuzz with students, tight knots of gossip, some visibly angry, others sanctimonious. As she crossed the quad towards the main building, snippets of conversation reached her and it didn’t take long for her to realise the furore brewing centred on Emily and the reasons for her absence. 
When she arrived at her shared office, several members of the English faculty were clustered in a corner, murmuring among themselves. Chatter stopped for a moment. Karen got up and left the group to join her at her desk. 
“Word’s out, I take it,” Jen muttered as she put her bag down and started to unpack. 
“Someone’s set up an Instagram hashtag called homophobia at St Millies. They’ve tagged Emily and Ashleigh. The comments are vicious. I heard the parents were in yesterday.” 
The others stopped talking to hear Jen’s response.
“Yeah, it was tense but hopefully everything’s settled,” Jen replied, cagily. “As long as nothing else happens.”
“That’s unlikely.” Karen rolled her eyes. “We’ve a lot of really upset students, and other schools are being named now. This could really get out of hand. You ok?”
Jen shrugged, uneasy with being the centre of attention. “Glad it’s Friday.”
“You and me both. Ok, well, go carefully today. Come get me if anything happens. You don’t need a repeat of Tuesday.” 
Her first class of the morning was her Year Twelve girls. She had hardly closed the door before the questions started. One voice rose above the rest.
“What’s happened to that girl, Emily Jamison, Miss?” 
The room fell silent. Jen stalled, her back to them as she unpacked her bag. Taking a deep breath, she turned and sat on the edge of her desk. “Ok, everyone, let’s sit down for starters.” Muttering, the girls returned to their spots, staring at her expectantly. “Look, it’s not appropriate for me to discuss…” 
She didn’t get to finish her sentence. Whatever argument had been going on before she arrived reignited as the room quickly ignored her and got back to debating their suspicions. Two very polar sides to the disagreement quickly coalesced, one pro the school and the other on Emily’s side. As voices rose, she clapped her hands loudly, struggling to regain some control. “That’s enough. I’m happy for us to discuss the broader aspects of this, but we’ll do it civilly. No more yelling.” 
“No one should be expelled for being gay.” 
“We haven’t expelled anyone,” Jen interrupted. 
“They should be! For homophobia, right?!” A few girls cheered and Jen waved them all quiet again. 
“We have an anti-bullying policy, yes. And we do not tolerate homophobic language.”
“Well, Emily shouldn’t have harassed someone.”
“And homosexuality is a sin…” 
Jen held her hands up, and the chorus of acrimony petered to silence. There was no containing the conversation, that much was clear. The girls were upset. Silencing them was only going to add fuel to the fire. The best approach she could think to take was to mediate it.
“OK, it’s fair to say we have two sets of differing opinions in the room. Those of you who think homosexuality has no place at St Mildred’s and those who think the school should be more inclusive. Yes?” A murmur of ascent passed around the room. “Right, christian values, move to the left, please. Inclusivity to the right. Go.” Chairs scraped as girls got up to reseat themselves on the side they supported. To Jen’s surprise, there was a roughly even split. Turning to the whiteboard, she picked up a pen. “Here’s our debate topic: Is it OK to be out at St Mildred’s?” 
She stepped back a moment to stare at the words she had written, aware suddenly she had just taken the lid off the topic. For a moment she considered erasing the question and replacing it with something less clear cut, less inflammatory, but turning back to the class and their satisfied smiles, she knew that would be a mistake. On a whim, she threw caution to the wind. The one aspect of teaching she took most seriously was expanding minds and challenging biases. If she was going to be true to that commitment, she needed to stick to the question she’d written. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin. “Those on the left will argue for being out. Those on the right, you’re the against team.” 
Murmurs rippled. They knew arguing both sides was a required skill, but this was such an emotionally charged topic. Having to argue for something many vehemently opposed wasn’t what they’d had in mind. 
“You’ve got twenty minutes to get your points together and nominate your team’s speaker.” 
For twenty tense minutes Jen romanced the room, listening as students raised points to shore up their positions. When the debate itself happened, the exchange was animated, but she had to give the young women their dues. They argued with passion for their allotted sides regardless of their beliefs. When arguments were over, everyone returned to their seats.
Sitting on the edge of her desk again, Jen nodded per approval. “That was comprehensive, and respectful.”
“Who won?”
She cocked her head, looking from face to face. “Who do you think should win?” The young women in her class were smart, considerate, and respectful, and as concerned as she had been going into the exercise, she was confident they would make the right decision. The tense silence that followed was unexpected, and as she surveyed the room, she could see the discord the debate had been designed to diffuse take root again. “Alright, let’s leave the discussion for now, but for homework….” A unanimous groan underscored her instructions. “I want you to bullet point arguments for both positions, and determine the winner of the debate.” The bell sounded, cutting her off. Chair legs scraped as the girls got up and stuffed their books in their bags. “Remember, you’re judging on the merits of the argument…” Jen trailed off as she watched them leave, each girl a tight knot of tension and pique. Instead of diffusing the situation, she feared she had only delayed the inevitable, and her apprehension returned with a vengeance. 
Morning break bore her worries out. 
“Jen?” Karen stuck her head around the office door. “We need extra hands in the quad. Grab anyone else you can find on the way, would you?”
“What’s going on?”
“Impromptu anti-homophobia rally.” 
Jen’s eyebrows shot up. As she closed her laptop and stuffed her phone in her pocket, she hoped she hadn’t been the only one dealing with a classroom of malcontent. And that the protest leaders were not her Year Twelve class. 
She ran into the Stephanie, the head of PDHPE, on her way outside and they arrived together to a small crowd of senior girls clustered outside the main building windows. 
“SMLC, homophobia free,” they chanted. More girls walked towards them, some picking up the chant. 
“Jesus,” Steph muttered, nudging her as a small group of young woman approached bearing crosses taken from walls around the school. Jen gawked, dismay rooting her to the spot.
“Love the sinner, not the sin. Love the sinner, not the sin!” The competing rally cries were like magnets, pulling in girls to both sides as they tried to drown one another out. It didn’t take long before harsher comments swirled and tempers flared. 
“Right, let’s go.” Steph waded in, motioning for everyone to move back and be quiet. A dazed Jen followed, offering hollow, placating comments, coaxing calm where she could. 
Loud clapping split the air, shutting down the chanting and sending a rush of fright through the crowd. Jen cringed at the sight of Yvonne striding across the grass. 
“That’s enough! This is not how St Mildred’s ladies behave!” The girls cowled in unison. “Right. Who would like to explain what’s going on here?” She looked from student to student, her eyes finally landing on Jen. One pencil thin eyebrow rose in a menacing arc.
“Have you suspended Emily Jamison because she’s gay, Mrs MacKechnie?” A student stepped forward, her phone in her hand. “That’s what’s going around.” She held up her device and, to her credit, MacKechnie actually stepped forward to read the social media post the girl was referring to.
“Thank you, Angela, but no, she hasn’t been suspended. Emily is taking a few days from school. She has been feeling unwell…”
“Being gay isn’t an illness,” someone hissed, and mutters of agreement surged through the crowd.
“I appreciate your concern for Emily’s wellbeing, and I’m sure she’s grateful you’re all thinking of her. But this is not how we act at St Mildred’s. This is a personal matter, not one to be debated in the middle of school grounds,” and the Principal threw another glance in Jen’s direction. Checking her watch, she nodded to Steph. “The bell will ring shortly. Everyone, make your way to your next class, please. And I do not want to hear of any more disruptions today, girls. Am I clear?“ Whispering amongst themselves, the crowd dispersed. Jen ducked away, but not before she was speared by Yvonne’s sharp stare. 
The rest of the day passed in a blur, Jen counting time until she could escape campus. But as the end of last period approached, MacKechnie’s voice rang out over the PA, calling all staff to a meeting at the end of classes. When the bell finally rang, Jen nearly jumped out of her skin. 
The school faculty was packed wall to wall in the teacher’s lounge. Jen found a snug spot next to Karen and several close colleagues. If the split amongst students about the “Emily situation” was obvious, it was doubly so in the staffroom. Conversations were muted, but expressions told their own story. Compassion and disgust faced off across the small space. When Yvonne entered, the chatter stopped. 
“I cannot express how incredibly disappointed I am about today’s outburst,” she intoned, straightening the front of her jacket. “In all my years I have never had to deal with a protest, and certainly not one focusing on such a distasteful issue.” Her cheeks flushed, and she cleared her throat angrily. “This kind of behaviour is not tolerated at my school, and I will not put up with it. We deal with our issues quietly, not airing them out for all to see. I am working extremely hard to ensure the Jamison problem does not get out of hand, and this sort of thing undermines that work.
“Now, I’m aware some of you wish to support the Jamison girl, but I’m going to reiterate to you all again. We are a Christian school. We uphold Christian values. Homosexuality is a sin, we do not promote or support it at this school. If you do not agree with our school values, I suggest you find positions at other schools that better align with your personal values. This is not an opportunity to engage girls in debates about the ethics of homosexuality,” and she looked around the room until she found Jen, her eyes narrowing at the sight of her. “And if I find anyone engaging in this kind of ad hoc teaching moment, you will be fired for breach of contract. That kind of dialogue only harms our students, and I absolutely will not tolerate it. Do I make myself clear? Jen?” 
The flush that burned her cheeks was violent and shame-fuelled, but as Jen stood under the gaze of the entire faculty, she felt Karen grip her arm. 
“If there are questions regarding Emily Jamison,” Yvonne continued, “those students are to be sent straight to me. From next Monday, phones and tablets will not be available to students during class. Students will be instructed to leave their devices in their lockers or risk having them confiscated. You all have the weekend to adjust your lesson plans if you have device use as part of your activities.”
“How long is the ban?” a teacher asked.
“It is not a ban. We are simply taking advantage of an opportunity to give our girls a break from social media. I will revise the temporary policy change near the end of the week, if I am satisfied things have settled. Questions?” No one spoke. “Right, I’d be grateful if everyone could leave campus as soon as possible today. Any work you have planned, please do it at home. Given the unrest, I want the school gates closed.”
With that, the staff dispersed, quietly weaving their way past the Principal. Some met her eye with a supportive nod, others feigned distraction as they drifted out. Before Jen could slip past, Yvonne caught her arm. 
“I’d like a quick word, Jennifer.” 
Karen gave her a sympathetic smile as she left her behind. Jen took a seat, readying herself for the grilling she knew was coming. When the last staff member left, MacKechnie closed the door. 
“I cannot tell you how incredibly disappointed I was when I heard today’s ruckus was because of you.” Jen opened her mouth to stay something, but Yvonne’s hand snapped up, silencing her. “I’d assumed we understood each other, Jenny. Instead, I find you stirring students up and encouraging them to engage in debates about the morality of a sin that has no ambiguity when it comes to our faith position. What were you thinking?”
There were only two ways Jen could reply to MacKechnie’s question, but they had very different implications—for herself as well as the students she felt responsible for. It took less than a heartbeat for her to decide where she stood. “Respectfully, Yvonne, students are already debating whether what happened to Emily is right. My management of that debate today diffused a very volatile argument. I had no intentions of stirring the girls up, and I certainly never expected a protest. But what happened today shows how concerned they are, and how they feel about what’s happened to Emily. That it’s unfair.”
“Emily is taking a few days from school. That was her parents’ choice. You know that,” she snapped. “And let’s be clear on what’s causing harm. Until Emily’s behaviour drew our attention, we had no issues with our girls behaving this way to one another.”
“Oh please,” Jen snorted, then caught herself. “My apologies, Mrs MacKechnie. But really? We pride ourselves on empowering every young woman here. We encourage them to be kind, thoughtful, critically engaged, and ethical. How can we think they wouldn’t react this way to a student being bullied because of her sexuality?” 
“Every student comes here not only for a well-rounded education, but to live their faith, to learn about their faith, to strengthen their faith. That is as critical a part of their education at St Mildred’s as maths and English. And every parent who sends their child here would agree.”
“Except the Jamison’s,” Jen retorted, her frown as deep as Mrs MacKechnie’s. The Principal let out a long sigh, shaking her head lightly. “Homophobia causes anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts, self harm. Yvonne, surely we have a duty of care towards every student, to protect them…”
“We do protect them, Jenny,” MacKechnie interjected. “Miss Clarke works diligently to ensure every girl knows she has a safe space to retreat to, that she can share the burdens of her soul. We are an accepting school, we love every girl here, and we forgive their sins, all of them. But we must also protect them from the evils of the world. We must encourage them to resist sin, to remain pure of spirit and follow God’s word. I don’t see our students struggling, Jennifer. But I think, perhaps you might be.” Jen’s eyebrows shot up. “I don’t doubt you think you were doing the right thing this morning. You weren’t. However, I am willing to forgive your misstep. But I do think you need to take some time to determine what it is you want from your career. And whether St Mildred’s is the right fit for you.” 
“Jen, I don’t know what to say here. The whole thing sounds pretty volatile. I found the hashtag while we’ve been talking. It’s pretty messy.” Abi’s nose crinkled with concern, her blue eyes sad. Jen was slumped on her sofa, phone propped between her knees, wine in hand. She’d already had two glasses, and was still waiting for the alcohol to take the edge off. “I said you needed to work out what side of this you’re on. I guess this means you’ve decided?”
“I think so,” she replied, staring at her friend. “But I suspect it’s going to cost me my job.”
“Oh,” Abi grunted, her concern deepening. “Are you absolutely sure this is what you want to do?”
Jen sighed and rubbed at her face, trying to scrub away her bewilderment. “If I don’t follow this through, Abi, what does that say about me? I can’t stand by and let a school bully a fifteen-year-old girl. I can’t be complicit in that. It goes against everything I believe in as a teacher. For god’s sake, as a bloody human being.” 
Abi’s smile was lit with admiration. “You’ve come a long way, Jen Cosgrove.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you nearly choked on your own tongue when I came out to you last year.”
“I did not!” Her protest was half-hearted, and she took another gulp of wine to hide her embarrassment. 
“Oh my god,” Abi laughed, “I can still see your face!” She mimicked the dumbfounded expression Jen knew she had worn in Les Baux. 
She shook her head at herself. “Why on earth did you stick around with me on that tour?” 
“Because I like you,” Abi’s charming smile filled the screen, reminding Jen of the moment she had levitated across the foyer of the Medieval Hotel, insensibly captivated and no longer in control of herself. 
“I like you, too,” she replied quietly, thoroughly distracted from all the woes of her world. 



Les Baux 
Wednesday, 5 July, 2017 
JEN ROSE EARLY, GLAD to be awake. Her sleep had been restless and full of dreams she struggled to remember, but which her body hung on to. In the shower, her hands had a mind of their own and as she climaxed, Abi’s face flashed through her mind. “No, no, no,” she told herself, shutting the water off. “I am not doing this.” She was still damp as she clambered into her cycling gear, her hair leaving wet trails down the back of her top as she rushed to fill her pack with supplies. The first colours of dawn were still blazing when she snuck out. 
“Hey” Abi hissed from the balcony above the patio where her bike was stored. Jen jumped. “You’re heading out early.”
“I like the quiet. No traffic, less wind,” she offered, fastening her helmet. 
“What’s your phone number? So you can call me if you get stuck,” and she waved her cellphone at her. Jen called out a string of digits, doing her best not to stare too hard at her as Abi tapped in her details. She’d clearly just awoken, dressed as she was in shorts and a singlet, her pale skin glowing in the dawn light. Red hair fell in waves about her face, such a vibrant contrast to the eyes that looked back at her. Again, that smile. “Have a great ride. I’ll text you. Let me know when you’re on your way back. Lunch, yeah?”
“Yeah, lunch,” and she smiled boldly. 
“Shit,” Jen muttered, peddling out of Les Baux. Abi’s text popped up over the top of her map and she swiped it away, unread. She couldn’t deal with Abi right now.
The best cure she knew of for mental preoccupation was a bike ride, and she pushed herself as she sped down the mountain. The wind in her face was grounding, and every corner required concentration, leaving no time to reflect on the morning or anything to do with Abi lest she end up careening off a cliff. 
From the valley floor she climbed back into the Alpilles, a thirty-minute push that had her out of her saddle most of the way. When she finally reached her turn around altitude, her lungs and legs were on fire. She nearly fell off her bike when she found a place to stop. 
Perched on an old stone wall, she gulped her water as she stared at her phone. Abi’s text message was on screen, a short “see you in a couple” with a selfie of her pulling a ridiculous face underneath. 
Jen closed her message app and scrolled through her contacts, searching for a name she could reach out to, to talk about her turmoil. She tapped Kylie’s icon but quickly changed her mind. Her friend already considered her a sell-out for working at a private school. She’d only make fun of her if she suddenly started talking about being attracted to some stranger on a bike tour. Instead, she snapped her phone back onto its handlebar mount and left it, out of reach and out of sight. 
“What on earth is going on with me?” she muttered. As she stared out towards Arles, a bright haze in the distance, all she could hear was Abi telling her some factoid about the town. With a groan, she pushed her sunglasses back and rubbed her eyes in frustration. Abi shone like a beacon—bright, illuminating, revealing parts of her she’d kept in the shadows for much of her adult life. Those moments when the nearness of someone made her chest tighten and her skin flush were all secreted away. She never delved into what they meant, never dared ponder if they were merely moments of fascination or something else entirely. Something too petrifying to name. It wasn’t so much her mother’s threats of eternal damnation and excommunication from a church she no longer believed in that kept that lynchpin question buried in the deepest recesses of herself. She just couldn’t bear to confront herself, to name the fear that kept her shackled to the neat, heteronormative narrative her family could live with. Her turmoil was intolerable, but it was preferable to the alternative. 
As she climbed back on her bike, Jen struggled to catch her breath. Telling herself that all she had to do was get through a few more days of Abi’s company did nothing but make her more anxious. Part of her cried out in anguish at the prospect of their time together ending. 
The ride down through the countryside towards Arles passed in a blur, so preoccupied was she that when she arrived at the aqueduct, she couldn’t recall how she got there. But the wending journey helped her calm enough that she felt alright about returning to Les Baux. Regardless of the maelstrom of emotions Abi ignited, she wanted to keep her as a friend. She had done that before—push away feelings too much for friendship. It wouldn’t be easy, but Abi lived on the other side of the world and there were only a few more days left to them. She could temper her growing infatuation, shove it down into her darkest corners, contained until she left France. Whatever happened after that, she would deal with, quietly, at home. 
Once she took some photos, she opened Abi’s text and added her details to her contacts, then set about texting her reply. “Heading back now, should be there in about an hour. Let’s aim for one?” She stared at the message for a long time, her thumb hovering over the send arrow. It felt like a commitment, tapping send. Sighing, she sent her response into the ether.
Oddly, the afternoon turned out better than Jen expected. With her emotions safely marshalled away, she was back in control of herself—and she relaxed around Abi again. They wandered Les Baux’s maze of streets, shops and cafes, eventually finding their way up to the ruins of the Citadelle des Baux where the views over Avignon stunned them both. At dinner they talked about places Abi had travelled, and places on her list of future destinations, and Jen was charmed again by her verve and passion. 
“If you were me, where would you go next?” Jen asked, swirling the rosé around in her glass before taking a sip.
“What have you liked most about this trip?”
“Oh,” she looked away and down the lane, the evening air cooling and the light dimming. A waiter came out to light the candle on their table, and she waited until he was gone before replying. “I love the history, but if I was to pick something, it’s the landscape. It’s so lush, and I love the riding. The climb into the national park this morning was all forest. I don’t see trees like that back home.”
“Germany,” Abi nodded. “In fact, basically all of Europe above the Med. You know you can cycle pretty much the entire EU?” 
Jen laughed at the idea, then sat back, silent as she contemplated packing her bags and leaving everything behind in Sydney. 
“Oh, that looks a lot like an idea taking root.”
“I don’t know,” she pulled distractedly at the neck of her t-shirt. “I can’t just pack up and run off.” 
“Why not?” Abi leaned forward and propped her elbows on the table. 
“Responsibilities, obligations.”
“A job, a mortgage?”
“A job and rent. But it’s more than that. I’m saving for a place, and I’m trying to get my career going. I’m not twenty-five any more.” 
“Ah, you’re moving through the list.“ When Jen looked at her in askance, she held up a hand and started checking items off on her fingers. “A good education—check. A job—check. A career—all by the time you’re thirty. Check. Meet a nice chap, get engaged, buy a property, maybe get married or move in together. Check, check and double check. Plan for kids…”
“Yeah, alright,” Jen rolled her eyes. “No need to be so reductive. It’s not that simple.”
“Well, no, it doesn’t have to be. I mean, do you actually want to do all those things?”
“I can’t just swan around the world without a care. I’ve got a future to consider.” As Abi’s eyebrows arched, she realised what she had said. “I didn’t mean you. You’ve got a plan.”
“My Da had a plan, and it nearly killed him. I look at plans with a great deal of scepticism.”
“Don’t you worry about what will happen to you?”
“What’s going to happen to me?” Abi challenged, flagging the waiter for another bottle of wine. “Yes, at some point I’ll probably need to change how I do things, but when I do, it won’t be two point five kids and a golden retriever in the back garden. There are a lot of ways to live a secure life. I’m still working out how I want to live mine, but in the meantime I’m having fun. Here, give me your phone.” Jen unlocked it and handed it over, watching as Abi pulled up Instagram, found an account and clicked follow. “I want to look back on my life and remember the places I got to see before the world went to hell. And all the people I got to know along the way,” and she handed her phone back. 
As she scrolled through Abi’s feed, slowing to read the occasional captions, Jen was overwhelmed by the plethora of locations Abi’s smiling face shone from, and the hundreds of people she had shared those adventures with. As much as it inspired her, she wondered if, in a week, her face would be just one more image on Abi’s timeline. It was a sobering prospect.
“All I’m suggesting is that you could probably afford to take six months out of your plan and cycle across Europe. I’ve only just met you, Jen, but I suspect you’re feeling a lot freer and more relaxed than you have in a long time.” 
“I can’t argue with that.” 
“Ok. What would you do if you could do anything?”
The hair on Jen’s forearms stood on end. 
Later that night, as she lay in bed scrolling through Abi’s Instagram, she reflected on the question she had struggled to answer, suddenly humming with ideas. None of what came to mind included her life in Australia. She stared at an image of Abi free-falling out of a plane and pressed a hand to her mouth, tears welling suddenly as a wave of yearning overtook her. How had she got to this place in her life without realising the life she was living looked nothing like the one she wanted?



Les Baux to Fontaine de Vauclause
Thursday, 6 July, 2017
THE NEXT MORNING JEN and Abi walked to the car park beneath Les Baux to meet Peter, the first pair to leave their accommodation and get underway. Jen had awoken before sunrise again and promptly texted her friend with a plan to escape before they had to suffer their insufferable tour companions. Their route from Les Baux to Fontaine de Vauclause would take them through many small villages and they could pick their breakfast spot rather than dealing with the plague of couples. 
Jen stuck close to her as Abi chatted animatedly with Peter about the sights left to see on the tour and her impressions of the route so far. Jen was still raw after her bedtime revelation and had little energy to engage in polite conversation. It was a relief to finally get riding. She was a reserved audience to Abi’s commentary as they freewheeled their way down to the base of the Alpilles. 
“You OK?” They sat on the side of the road, baguettes and water in hand. “You’re quiet this morning.”
Jen shrugged and took another bite of her breakfast. They were perched at the start of the climb through the regional park to Eygaliéres, and had a low view over the vineyards. Everywhere was green, and the air hummed with insects and songbirds. “I might be having a midlife crisis,” and she laughed at herself at how absurd she sounded. “I didn’t realise until last night that no one’s ever really asked me what I want to do with my life. Everyone tells me what I need to do. It never occurred to me I could ignore them and just do what I want.” 
Abi’s eyebrows flashed. “What made you realise that?”
“I was looking at your Instagram last night, and you’re just doing what you want. You’re doing what your dad showed you was important. You’re living your life.” 
“Hmmm,” and she pulled her hair out of its tie and weaved it into a messy plait. “That’s my professional feed, though.” Her reply was cautious. “It’s all curated. My life’s much messier than that. Sometimes I’m scrambling to pay my rent. I get my heart broken every other week.”
“But you’re actively choosing to do those things…”
“Maybe, but there’s a lot to be said for a plan, Jen. The grass isn’t always greener.”
“I’m a teacher because it’s the last thing my mother wanted me to do. And I think I chose it because it’s a respectable job, one you can fit around raising kids.”
“Oh,” and she pouted. “I suppose that’s a decent reason to choose a career,” though she didn’t seem convinced.
“I’m working at a Christian school that makes my skin crawl, but I’m doing it so I can get a job at an international school. At the same time I’m saving for an apartment in a market I can’t afford on my own, so basically I’m never getting out of Sydney and this ‘teaching overseas’ dream I keep talking about feels like a crutch so I feel less shitty about my boring plans. Let’s face it, none of that is ever going to happen,” and she threw her hands up in the air.
“Jeez, that’s harsh.”
“Yeah, well, maybe it’s time for a few home truths.” 
They sat in silence for a while, Abi absently chewing her way through her baguette whilst Jen ruminated sullenly on her life choices. She hadn’t realised how resentful she felt about how and why she made some of her most important choices. Her life was in defiance of her mother, but she was headed down the same path, anyway. 
Sally had fallen pregnant with her brother at nineteen and left university to get married and raise a family. Her life never extended beyond being a mother and homemaker, and reflecting on the way she spoke about her younger years, Jen sensed her regrets—all poured into her children as dictatorial ambition for their future, albeit truncated and uninspired. 
Despite Sally’s expectations, none of her children were following quite the preferred path to success. Michael was non-participatory in his personal life in favour of his business, abdicating his family responsibilities to play the big man about town from the greasy walls of a mediocre chicken shop. The archetypal absent Sunday father. Despite her unrelenting piety and following Sally around like a shadow, Caroline was still voluntarily childless, her biological clock clacking away. Jen, of course, was doing everything wrong—a middling career, no husband, no children, no plans, lost potential. The irony was, her choices were meant to create room for the children her mother so desperately wanted her to have. It didn’t matter that Jen didn’t know if she wanted them in the first place. 
“What do you want to do?” Abi’s question jarred her back to the present, and she sighed deeply. 
“I’m not entirely sure, but I don’t think I want to go home.”
Abi squeezed her leg sympathetically, leaning against her shoulder. “You know, that’s not uncommon, not wanting a holiday to end.”
“This is bigger than that.” She frowned, folding her arms tightly across her chest, suddenly frustrated. “I don’t get you, Abi. One minute you’re telling me to dream big and change my life and the next you’re telling me to be careful I’m not misinterpreting what I’m feeling.”
“Not everyone’s life looks the same, Jen, that’s all I’m saying. You don’t have to throw everything away to change your life. Sometimes all it takes is something small.”
“Yeah, well, the Titanic’s rudder was tiny and look how well that turned out.” 
Abi snorted and gave her a shove. “Your life’s not the Titanic.”
“Maybe not,” she sighed again. “But I don’t want to regret not taking a chance to find out if I’m meant for more than this, or that there’s more out there for me.” Staring at her hands, she looked sideways at her, wondering again what it was about Abi she reacted so strongly to. 
As they rode on, Jen brooded on the tensions she was wrestling with. Was it possible to be master of her fate and still live her Sydney life, or did she need a deeper change? What was it exactly that suddenly felt so dissatisfying, so inauthentic? 
When they arrived in Eygaliéres, they locked up their bikes to stroll through the village, admiring charming shop fronts and stone houses before heading towards the chapel and ruins on the hilltop beyond. A calming warmth blanketed the town as the sun’s heat radiated from the stone buildings, walls and the earth beneath their feet. Sublime views greeted them at the top, and they stood and surveyed the plains, content to absorb it all in silence. 
Noon came and went as they sat in a street side restaurant, feasting on local produce—fresh salads and cured meats, cheeses and crusty bread. At Jen’s prompting, Abi scrolled through her Instagram feed, regaling her with stories of places she had visited, recommending destinations to explore. 
As they cracked their second bottle of wine, Abi’s tone changed. “OK, now you’ve seen my celebrity feed. Here’s what my life really looks like,” and she pulled up her personal account. “So those shots in Turkey don’t show me…” and she scrolled down to stop at a cluster of photos, “…, driving this crappy van from Didim to Bodrum and running out of petrol half way. Not a country you want to hitchhike in as a woman alone. That was terrifying, and when I got back to Scotland, I took four self-defence courses to make sure if I’m ever in a spot like that again, I can save my own arse.” She scrolled down a little further. “And here’s me…” she zoomed in on the group shot to reveal a dressing on her forehead and an impressive black eye, “… after I got mugged in Athens. Thankfully, I was with a couple of friends, otherwise I would’ve been stranded. They took my phone, camera gear, all my cash and ID. Got thoroughly screwed on that trip. Oh!…” More photos zipped by. “Speaking of getting thoroughly screwed, this is Sasha! I met her in Munich. We hooked up at a rave and end up travelling together to Vienna. I woke up one morning to find she’d stolen all my money and jewellery.” 
Jen took a deep breath, her expression consoling. “Wow. That’s… a lot. Doesn’t look like it’s put you off, though.” 
“No, I’m still young enough to recover from my stupidity, and its part of the job,” and she toasted herself before finishing the last of the wine in her glass. “But none of this is a plan. And at some point I’m going to have to get one.” 
“I’ve never done anything like that. The most daring thing I’ve ever done is leave a small town to go to uni in the big smoke.”
“That’s a big deal,” Abi filled their glasses again. “Some people never leave, right? I worked with a woman who’d never travelled more than forty miles from where she was born, for god’s sake. But she’s perfectly happy.” 
“I don’t want to be perfectly happy.” 
“Ah, well, that’s a different story, then.”
From Eygalières, they rode towards Fontaine de Vauclause. Along the way, Abi led them on a detour through a vineyard and down a dusty gravel road that paralleled the La Sorgue river. Trees provided some much needed shade. They dismounted to push their way through the undergrowth until they found the waterway and a place to lean their bikes. Idyllic waters flowed slowly, and the air crackled as insects darted about.
“C’mon!” and suddenly Abi was stripping off, dumping her clothes and shoes near the water’s edge. Jen looked around hesitantly, trying to avoid gawking at her. “This is one of the few spots on the river you can swim without an audience. C’mon, live a little!” She dived into the water and resurfaced a moment later, pushing the water from her hair, grinning happily. “Oh my god, this is fantastic. C’mon!” 
After a moment, Jen puffed her cheeks out and threw caution to the wind. She was conscious Abi watched her as she shed her clothes, but did her best to ignore the blush that engulfed her. As she waded in, Jen splashed water at her, starting a water fight that had them laughing away her reserve. 
Leaves rustled in the breeze, and the river rippled and ebbed. Abi floated near the riverbank, basking in the sun. Her hair fanned out around her, an amber umbra as she drifted. Jen lounged against the bank, watching her, head cocked. Was it confidence or lack of self-consciousness that hypnotised her? Alabaster skin broke the water’s surface here and there, long limbs, small breasts, freckled shoulders. Looking down at herself, she wondered if Abi found her attractive. She was lean in a way few men she had dated found appealing, but would that be pleasing to a woman? As she chewed her thumb absently, her mind wandered, imaging what it would be like if Abi swam over and kissed her. 
“Oi, we should probably get going soon.” 
Jen snapped back to the moment, and quickly submerged herself to cool the heat that surged through her at being caught in the middle of a fantasy she shouldn’t be entertaining. When she resurfaced, Abi was climbing out of the river, twisting the water from her hair. 
She took a few minutes to get the courage to climb out. When she finally emerged, Abi was sitting on her t-shirt in the grass, elbows on her knees, air-drying in the warm summer sun. 
“How do you get that fit?” 
Jen shook her shirt out and sat beside her, her skin prickling in the dry heat. “I ride a lot. I’ve always ridden. There’s not much else to do in small town Australia except get outdoors.” 
Abi reached across and tweaked her shoulder. “I’m fully expecting to have these by Sunday, then.” 
“You don’t need any help,” Jen blurted, and glanced away, eyes wide, horrified at herself. But Abi only snorted and flicked her with her t-shirt as she got up to change. 
“C’mon bashful, I’m hungry, and there’s a fabulous restaurant in Fontaine I want to eat at tonight.” 



Sydney
Sunday, 8 April, 2018
SATURDAY PASSED QUIETLY. JEN opted for a long ride, biking the coast from Bondi to Brighton-Le-Sands and back. She stopped at the beach for lunch before the return fifty kilometer ride, glad to have filled the day and her head with nothing more than pedalling, traffic, rolling hills and head winds. 
Next morning she rose to an early breakfast on her balcony. Pen in hand, she journaled about her conversation with Yvonne and how powerless she felt. She didn’t know what to do, or where her priorities should lie. What difference would standing her ground really make when schools like St Mildred’s were quietly firing teachers and removing students with sexual orientations they didn’t approve of? Emily’s parents seemed better equipped to deal with the situation than she felt. Wouldn’t keeping her head down, at least until the end of the year when she could apply for another job, be the better solution? Abi’s face popped into mind, piercing blue eyes staring into the core of her. She was unsure if her friend would be disappointed or not. 
Her phone rang, her mother’s face appearing on screen. Church’s out, she surmised, noting the time as she tapped the answer button and put her mother on speaker. “Hi mum, how are you?”
“I’m fine, dear,” her voice crackled for a moment, then came through splinter clear. “How’s your week been?” Sally rang her every Sunday without fail, straight after the sermon, ready to course-correct her daughter as necessary. “What’s been happening?”
Jen was silent, unsure whether to the whole sorry story or keep her mouth shut. If things continued to go badly, she’d find out eventually, but instead of being supportive, Sally would likely reprimand her for not telling her earlier. Not to mention the alarmist reaction that would come with news that Emily was gay. Taking a deep breath, she dived in. 
“It’s been hard, actually. I’ve a girl in one of my classes who’s being bullied. The situation’s getting ugly.”
“Oh my goodness,” and a rush of static followed as she sighed into the microphone. “I hope the school is doing something about that. What are they bullying her about?” Sally never sympathised without fact-checking. 
“Some girls are spreading rumours she’s gay. MacKechnie isn’t exactly being supportive.” The pause that followed was so long Jen wondered if they had been cut off.
“Is it true, dear?”
“What? That’s she’s gay? Yeah, but that doesn’t excuse anything.” 
“Well, yes and no, Jen. I imagine Mrs MacKechnie is concerned for her salvation. And she certainly wouldn’t want that influence around the other girls. That’s not the lifestyle she would want to encourage.” 
Jen rubbed her face, urging herself patience. “It’s not a lifestyle, mum. Emily didn’t decide to be gay. No one would make that choice. Who would honestly chose that when people are so homophobic and awful.”
“Perhaps she wants attention. Ever since this gay marriage nonsense in parliament, it’s become trendy to be… Oh, what do they call it? Queer!” Sally’s voice went up half an octave. “Does her mother work?”
“Yes, but what does that…”
“Children need time at home with their mother. I’ve said this to you before Jen, parents today are too selfish. Both working, leaving their children to their own devices. It’s no wonder so many are falling through the cracks. Drugs, sex, homosexuality.” 
Jen rolled her eyes, grateful her mother had never worked out how to FaceTime her. “Things are more complicated than that, mum. Besides, a working mother doesn’t make a daughter gay.”
“We don’t know that, dear.”
“Oh, we do, Mum. There would be a hell of a lot more lesbians in the world if that were true.”
“Language, Jennifer. And there’s no need to be patronising.”
“Sorry, mum. It’s…”
“And what is your involvement in this? I hope you’re keeping well away from it all. We’ve had quite enough drama this year.”
Jen bit back an exasperated sigh. “I can’t. She’s one of my students.”
“You’re at least doing as Mrs MacKechnie tells you?” Jen fell silent for so long her mother actually tapped her phone. “Are you there, Jennifer? Stan, is the modem working?”
“I’m here, mum. Things are complicated.” More silence, accompanied by a huff. She sensed the disappointment pouring down the line.
“I don’t have to remind you what the Bible tells us about the sin of homosexuality.”
“Of course not, mum, but it’s more complex than that. A young girl’s mental health is at stake, for starters.”
“And her ever-lasting soul, Jennifer! Mrs MacKechnie takes the salvation of her students seriously, as I expect you to. Perhaps you should go to church or talk to Father Jenkins?” 
It took a minute for Jen to remember who Father Jenkins was. “I don’t need to go to church right now, mum.”
“When did you go last?”
Jen tucked her hair behind her ear as she wondered how on earth the conversation had turned so quickly to that. After the drama at Christmas, she’d hoped the topic had died a death. “We have a pastoral care team that takes care of that sort of thing. It wouldn’t be appropriate for me to provide that kind of support to Emily.”
“I wasn’t thinking about the student, dear. I was thinking of you. The gays are rife in that city, and now you have one in your school. I was so very pleased when you told me where you were working. I assumed you would be safe from all that, at least during the week. But now you have one in your classroom. It’s important you protect yourself and your job. Sin spreads like a disease, Jennifer. Now more than ever. I don’t need to remind you how careful you need to be.” 
So does bigotry, Jen seethed, searching for a question she knew would distract her mother and get her off the topic. “How did rotary go last week? Did they vote for you to lead the fund raiser next month?” Another exasperated sigh blew out the speaker, and Jen breathed a silent sigh of relief as her mother quickly forgot about sin to launch into a diatribe about her fellow rotary members.



Sydney 
Monday, 9 April, 2018 
MONDAY ARRIVED FAR TOO soon—Jen was nowhere near ready enough to step foot back on campus. She’d come to no obvious conclusions about what to do over the weekend. Arriving early on campus, she sought Karen out, hoping to get some balanced advice. She found her in her office. 
“Jen! Are you ok? What happened on Friday?”
She pulled up a chair, dumping her bag at her feet. “I don’t know what to do, Karen. I might lose my job if I continue to stick up for Emily.”
Karen clasped her hands together, ringing her fingers as she pondered on her response, and with a deep breath she plunged in. “I got an email from Yvonne on Saturday. You’re under review. I’m not supposed to tell you, but she’s got you in her crosshairs over the protest.”
“Shit,” and Jen buried her face in her hands. “So what do I do here, Karen? Obviously, I don’t want to lose my job, but she’s all but admitted they’ll expel Emily if this doesn’t die down.” 
“I can’t tell you what to do, Jen. This is a conscience call for you. What I will say is, Emily won’t be the first student to be moved on for not upholding school values, and you wouldn’t be the first teacher targeted for voicing their disagreement with that. Standing your ground on this probably won’t change anything here. The school’s protected from complaints about discrimination under the Religious Freedoms Act. You know that. So, just… don’t make any rash decisions. We’re not even out of term one yet.” 
Karen’s comments were like a punch to the chest, and as she walked to her desk, Jen took her time. There was nothing so sobering as the cold, hard truth. 
When she entered the shared office space, everyone quieted. A colleague pointed to the post-it stuck on her screen. “See Principal MacKechnie.” Glum stares followed her as she headed back out the door.
Jen tried to work out what to say to Yvonne as she walked to the main office, but nothing honest or sensible came to mind. Karen’s reminder of the school’s protected legal position had only exacerbated her turmoil. Every scenario she envisioned ended with her losing her job. By the time she reached the Principal’s office, her throat was sand-dry. 
Yvonne was busy typing when she took a seat, her fingers stabbing keys aggressively, her plucked brows a deep vee of consternation. She was not in a good mood, an ill omen. It was several minutes before she finally lifted her attention away from her laptop. 
“Right,” she sighed. “I’ve been dealing with angry parents all weekend. So I need some good news, Jenny.” Her hands were clasped atop her desk, knuckles white. “I asked you to reflect on your career with us at St Mildred’s. What have you decided?”
Jen broke out in a cold sweat and sucked in a deep breath. Words she hadn’t anticipated saying came tumbling out. “First, Yvonne, I’d like to apologise for Friday’s events. I never dreamed anything like that would happen. My intention was to curtail the girls, and I stupidly thought a debate might be enough to let them have their say without it blowing up. It was a mistake.” MacKechnie nodded gently and waited for her to go on. “I want to support Emily.” Yvonne’s brow furrowed. “But we are an Anglican school. And we uphold Anglican values.” A sudden rush of bile filled Jen’s throat, and she had to stop for a moment. “I’m sure I can do both.” Her voice cracked. “Obviously, it’s Alice’s responsibility to counsel her, and I would never encroach on that space. But I do think I have a role in at least protecting Emily from unwarranted bullying and gossip. Until there’s some sort of resolution.” 
Yvonne sat back in her chair and regarded her for a moment, her expression blank. Nodding suddenly, she got to her feet and walked around to sit on the edge of her desk, her pencil skirt impossibly tight across her narrow thighs. “I applaud your desire to protect our girls, Jenny. I really do. But it can be a fine line in matters such as this, between pandering to childish behaviour and offering strong, morally right support. I realise that’s what you are trying to do here, despite the mess you caused.” Jen went a violent red. “So I take it you want to remain part of the St Mildred’s community?” 
“Yes, yes, I do.” Jen struggled to swallow past the lump of cowardice in her throat.
“Good, I’m pleased. From now on, if there’s anything you’re unsure about, please come and see me first. This issue with the Jamison parents is becoming complicated, and if things continue, we may get to a place where we need to actively encourage them to find another school for their daughter.” Jen felt the blood drain from her face. “I spoke with Mrs Jamison yesterday, clarifying that although we would very much like Emily to return, she is only to do so on the proviso she does not continue to bring this sin to school. We came to an understanding. But I need your support, Jenny, to ensure nothing more happens to bring attention to Emily and her struggles with homosexuality. Alice will continue her good work, and with God’s grace, we can help her.”
“If not?” That ounce of courage appeared out of nowhere. 
“If not?” Yvonne’s pencilled brows rose. “Then St Milred’s is not the school for Emily.”
By the time Jen escaped, the bell had rung and first period was under way. As she rushed to her office to grab her materials, she tried to quell her self-loathing. No backbone, no principles, just her tail between her legs as Matron MacKechnie mothered her into place. Nauseating. No matter how much she wanted to do something—anything—she kept coming back to what Karen had said. Nothing she did would change the school’s culture. But her conscience wouldn’t hear it. She didn’t know how she was going to face Emily, let alone look at herself in the mirror. 
When Jen arrived at class, Yvonne’s PA, Margaret, was seated at her desk, her students reading quietly. She could only imagine what that woman had threatened them with. Margaret was gatekeeper to the Principal’s office and filled the role with petrifying efficiency. Her approach to students was no less unkind. As though to illustrate the point, Emily was lodged at the back of the room, an island of empty seats around her.
Once Margaret and her oozing disdain left, the lesson progressed, albeit quietly. Not a single pair of teenaged eyes met Jen’s during discussion, and a distinct lack of enthusiasm tainted the room. When the bell finally rang, they packed and left in a rush. Only Emily took her time, hanging around until everyone had gone. Jen closed the door to ensure they wouldn’t be interrupted.
“How are you this morning?”
“Ok, I guess. No one’s talking to me.”
“That might be a good thing, for a few days at least,” Jen conceded. Leaning against the door, she glanced through the glass panel into the corridor. “If anyone gives you grief, or you want someone to talk to, come and find me. Mrs McAllister will know where I am. Her classes are always upstairs.” 
Emily nodded, her face forlorn. “Mum said she’s going to find me another school, but it might take a while. I have to keep my head down.” 
Jen was genuinely disappointed. She liked Emily. She was a smart young woman with incredible insight, and the idea of losing her was saddening. “I’m sorry, Emily. I wish I could tell you things will work out, but I don’t see the school being ok with you…” she trailed off.
“Being gay?” 
Jen shrugged. 
“It’s hard to change schools, Miss. It’s Year Ten. Most of the good schools aren’t taking anyone now. I don’t want to lose my grades. I’ll end up in a crap class with people I don’t know. That’s really going to impact me for Year Eleven, and HSC.” 
Senior school was serious business these days. Learning for enjoyment went out the window after Year Nine, and despite rhetoric to the contrary, every teacher and student at SMLC worked to squeeze the highest marks possible out of the syllabus content and its assessments. Year Ten was the serious year. Students got down to the hard work of earning their ATARs—their Australian Tertiary Admission Rank—to secure spots at ranked universities. Getting that wrong could have long-lasting effects. Transferring schools during the last part of high school was potentially a scholastic hand grenade. 
“Do you want to stay?”
Emily shrugged and chewed her lip pensively. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what’s worse. Having no friends here and being treated like a disease, or moving and not being able to get a decent ATAR because of the school’s grade profile.” 
Jen felt awful. Emily was too young to have to do this kind of accounting. She was fifteen. She should be wrapped up in pop culture, dating and working out who she is, not the repercussions of a wrong step on her educational pathway. 
“OK, well, let’s take things day by day. If you need someone to talk to, come see me. Miss Clarke is only going to Bible bash you.” Emily laughed as Jen crossed her eyes at her. “Plenty of girls here support you. They were pretty vocal on Friday, so you’re not alone. But I think you’re right. Keep your head down for now. It might all just peter out of its own accord.” 
“So, basically, don’t be out. Right?”
Jen’s stomach dropped, and her throat closed over. An uncomfortable moment passed between them as she fought back a sudden wave of tears. “I’m sorry, Emily,” she whispered. “I don’t know what else you can do.” 



Fontaine to Gordes to Isle sur la Sorge 
Friday, 7 July, 2017
OVER BREAKFAST THE NEXT morning, Jen walked Abi through the itinerary for the day. Their route contained two new destinations—the villages of Gordes and Roussollin, which Abi knew well—but both of which required a lot of hill-climbing to reach. 
“I know the way. I’ve been there before.” Her relaxed smile did nothing to calm Jen’s concerns. 
“But you’ve never ridden it.”
“I’ve ridden everything else so far!”
“Ok,” she sighed. “Just pace yourself.” 
Abi’s fresh legs lasted her about twenty minutes. The route to Gordes was uphill all the way, and as soon as they left the last cluster of homes around Fontaine the terrain shifted from a gentle gradient to a steep ascent. Jen rode slowly behind her, coaching her through gear changes and pacing as her energy and enthusiasm drained. They stopped for breaks and water, walking for a while when Abi ran out of steam. The climb took them nearly an hour, a short but unforgiving five kilometers. 
Sitting on an old wall near the side of the road, Abi slumped, her elbows on her knees. “What’s next?” She pushed her sunglasses onto her forehead and squinted up the road.
“We’ve another quick climb. The road flattens out a little after that.” 
Abi groaned suddenly. “There’s a huge hill into Gordes. I remember that one.” 
“Let’s stop at the village near here. Grab some more water.” 
“Maybe I can call an Uber.”
When they reached the village, Abi was exhausted and parched, having already chugged through both her and Jen’s water supply. They topped up on water and filled their packs with extra supplies as nothing but road, hills and views awaited them. 
The upside of Abi’s slow pace was how relaxing the ride was for Jen. She had plenty of time to look around and appreciate the old stone fences, cottages, vineyards and olive groves along the way. As they rode out of the village of Cabrières-d’Avignon, the road narrowed. Old dry-stone walls—mortarless, stacked stone jigsawed together—hemmed them in. Homes they passed, both old and new were built that way too, and the aesthetic made her feel like she was riding through a far older France. 
As the village dropped away, and the roads were narrowed, Abi fell into a groove, and despite the increased gradient, began chatting again. They kept up a solid pace to the first lookout before Gordes. The view was well worth the effort. 
The ancient town perched precariously on a cliff overlooking the valley below. L’Eglise Saint Fermin, its twelfth century church, adorned the hilltop, its bleached tile roof breaking the horizon. Terraces of white stone buildings clung to the surrounding cliffs, interspersed with trees and gardens. Jen took a slew of photos whilst Abi hydrated and rested her legs. 
“There’s this beautiful place called Abbey de Senanque—it’s a bit of a detour, and another hill, but it’s lovely.” Abi was looking at a map of the area on her phone.
“You sure?” Jen pulled a protein bar out of her pack and offered her half.
“At this time of year? Definitely.” 
“OK then.” 
They mounted up, and Abi seemed to have a surge of energy at the prospect of surprising her. 
They swung left away from Gorges to follow a narrow road to the hilltop where they stopped to admire the view of the plains below and let the backlog of cars passed. Once traffic cleared, they continued on for a refreshing downhill run, Jen taking the lead to set a safe pace. A few bursts of speed kept them away from motorists and cooled them down. When they rounded the last hairpin a flourish of purple greeted them, row upon row of brilliant lavender bordering the road. It was stunning, and Jen sat up in her saddle to stare as they coasted towards the fields. 
Abi piloted them into the abbey carpark and found a spot to lock their bikes up. They spent a relaxing hour wandering the lavender and snapping photos before finding a shady tree to laze under. After a tour of twelfth century buildings and heavy-scented grounds, they collected their bikes and headed back towards the road. Relaxed and rejuvenated, they were back in the saddle with gusto. Half an hour later, they were freewheeling into Gordes. 
The town’s narrow cobbled lanes occupied them for more than an hour, providing yet more astonishing views over the Luberon plains. With coffee and pastries in hand, Abi took them to the Theatre des Terrasses, the best spot to take in the southern landscape and avoid the bulk of tourists. They got to enjoy the peace for a while. 
“This is reputed to be one of France’s most beautiful villages,” Abi noted as they walked back towards the centre of town. “Though to be honest, my legs are done. All these steps are killing me.” 
A tour of the castle and the cisterns of St. Fermin’s Palace provided a welcome relief, both from the cobbled streets and the hot late morning air. 
Rather than compete with the sudden surge of tourists for a lunch spot, Abi suggested they cut their losses and head for Roussillon. Jen agreed but took a minute to adjust her planned route to flatten the journey a little. There was only so far she could push Abi’s enthusiasm. Rather than a wending, hilly route they now had a decent downhill run before a leisurely cruise through farmland, and a final, short steep climb to the village. The road was treelined and shaded in parts and would offer some relief as the afternoon sun intensified. 
The buildings of Roussillon were in stark contrast to Gordes and its surrounding landscape. Bright, ochre-red houses and red mortared walls lined narrow streets, punctuated by splashes of colour from brightly shuttered windows and quaint potted flowers. With their bikes safely locked, they strolled the picturesque lanes, stopping to visit galleries and studios featuring artists inspired by the area’s red cliffs. It was postcard perfect and Jen tried to look everywhere at once.
Mid-afternoon came and went before they thought to stop and eat. The small local cafe they found was deserted by the time they dismounted. As they sipped the last of a local white, Jen pulled out her phone. “Ok, so here’s the suggested route,” and she expanded the map with her fingers. “It’s only about twenty-five kilometres to where we’re staying tonight, but there’s a big climb here,” and she indicated the hill they were due to ascend. Abi’s nose wrinkled. “Or we can go around. A detour will add a few more ks but it’ll either be flat or downhill all the way to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. Did I say that right?”
“Yeah, pretty good, actually. There’s another lavender farm along the way, I think.” Abi hunted until she found the small museum of lavender at the mid-point of their route. “I won’t say no to avoiding a hill, to be honest.”
“Peter has us riding a monster route again tomorrow, too,” Jen warned. “I reckon I can flatten that out a little if you want.”
Abi swirled her phone so she could get a better look. Pinching in the screen, she found what she was looking for. “Do you like caves?”
“Yeah, definitely.”
“If we go this way tomorrow, we can visit the Grottes de Thouzon. Beautiful caves, and we can walk up to ruins of the local monastery.” 
With their plan in hand, they mounted up and free-wheeled down the hill, making good time. They passed more lavender fields on the way, and cyclists peddling up to Roussillon. The ride was idyllic. Trees lined the way until the landscape transitioned to vineyards and fields, proffering sweeping views of the hills in the distance. A little gravity lifted Abi’s spirits, and when traffic allowed they rode two abreast she so could share tidbits about the Luberon area, its wines and history. 
The lavender museum provided a quaint stop, giving them time to stretch their legs and buy a souvenir or two. Back on their bikes, they rode straight through to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. 
Peter stood waiting for them when they arrived at their accommodation in the centre of town, a contrite frown in place. “Ladies, we have a minor problem.” His hands tapped nervously at the top of Abi’s suitcase handle as they dismounted. He didn’t give them a moment to catch their breath before he launched in. “Mr and Mrs Hudson told me they need to spend a night apart and have taken two of the booked rooms. And because it is high season,” and he waved a hand at the crowds wandering the street, “the hotel has no other rooms. But you are friends,” and he pressed his palms together in a silent prayer, a hopeful smile in place. “So I am hoping that your sharing a room together tonight will be ok with you.” 
Jen’s eyes went wide, but Abi only chuckled and gave her a nudge. “Well, there’s that divorce you didn’t think you’d see,” she chided. “That’s fine, Peter.”
“There is only one bed,” he blurted.
“Eh. Just like boarding school,” and she winked at Jen. “Not a problem. All I care about is getting a bloody good night’s sleep. My legs are jelly.” 
Peter stowed their bikes in the van and took their bags in to get them checked in. 
With their room key in hand, Abi led the way through the foyer and up the stairs. As she pushed their room door open, they both stood and stared at the tiny space awaiting them. “This isn’t too bad,” she offered, shrugging as she wheeled her bag in. “A little cramped, but look, we’ve a balcony. Overlooking the river.” She pulled open the French doors and leant on the wrought-iron balustrade. Not so much a balcony as a guardrail. A cool breeze rose off the water and ruffled the thin curtains.
Jen slowly closed the door and dumped her pack. The room was snug, with hardly enough space to walk around the bed. Which was a small double. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. 
“I made an executive decision back there. Are you alright with this?”
“Yeah, yeah, of course!” What more could she say? They had no other choice. And she didn’t need to come off sounding like a prude yet again. She’d made enough of an ass of herself. 
“What side do you prefer?”
It took a minute for the penny to drop. “Oh! Ha, the, ah, the left? If that’s ok?”
“Great. I’m a spreader, but I’ll try not to crowd you out.” Mischief marked her smirk. “Right, we have a few hours of light and you’ll love this town. But I need a shower. Bags the bathroom?” The door to their ensuite closed before she could say anything.
Jen sat, editing and posting a few photos from the day whilst Abi busied herself in their tiny bathroom. She could hear her splashing about. Then the singing started. Taylor Swift’s Shake It Off, of all things. When she reappeared, she was wrapped in a hotel towel, her skin pink and fresh. 
“That was the best shower of my life! Though the water pressure is pants. A bit of an irony given our location. What’s so funny?” 
Jen struggled to contain her laughter. “I never took you for a Swiftie.” 
“What’s a swiftie??”
“Taylor Swift fan.” 
“Ha! God, don’t tell anyone. Edinburgh is home to The Proclaimers. I’d be exiled if anyone found out I know enough lyrics to be called that. Anyway, usually when I sing it’s not my song choices people complain about.”
“I’ve always been partial to angsty songs about bad break ups.” 
“That explains a lot. Go shower, you stink,” and she hustled her into the bathroom. 
Jen emerged ten minutes later in fresh shorts and a t-shirt, feeling like a new person. Abi was bent over near the window, blow drying her hair. She’d been a slave to her ponytail for the last few days and as she stood and flicked her thick russet mane over her shoulder, Jen stopped and stared. Framed in the window, it was a fiery halo around her face, startlingly transfixing. She turned away before Abi caught sight of her wide eyes and stunned blush. 
L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue was more beautiful than Jen expected, partly, she suspected, because Abi was in such good spirits. They wandered the river, following the waterwheel trail which took them past historic sites, quaint cafes and houses, her impromptu tour guide prattling happily about all the wonders of the historic town. Trees dotted the banks, providing much needed early evening shade, and they took the occasional opportunity to stop and sit by the water and people-watch. 
Their choice of riverside restaurant was driven more by how much further they could be bothered walking than the menu. Abi’s French got them a riverside table and a bottle of a rare local cuvée, the bubbles a refreshing lift. They spent the evening comparing their very different childhoods—bustling Edinburgh versus sleepy Bathurst. Jen was as fascinated by tales of hanging out at pubs older than Australia as Abi was by year-round summers and road trips to places she couldn’t wrap her tongue around. 
“Come to Australia, there’s so much to see.” Jen emptied their third bottle of wine into her glass, pulling a face of disgust as the last drops fell. “Honestly, you’ll love it.”
“I never get jobs for Down Under. I’m a Europe specialist. But I should come for a holiday.” She caught a waiter’s eye and got them another bottle of red. She was handling her wine far better than Jen.
“Absolutely! I’ll take some time off work and show you around.” Between the sun, the ride and the wine, her impulse control was gone, but she didn’t really care. “You can stay with me. Bondi is great. I’ve got a car, we can take a road trip up to Brisbane and the Gold Coast! Oh, and I’ve got bikes! We can go riding. Where it’s flat!” 
Abi sat back in her seat and stared at her. “What are you like when you’re home? Day one Jen and day six Jen are very different.” 
“I am boring and uptight,” she grumbled, tilting her wineglass at her. “But I am trying to do something about that.” 
“Well, that’s good! The boring bit happens to the best of us, but the uptight bit you can do away with. What’s your strategy, so I can share your hot tips with my readers?” 
“Spontaneous travel, good wine, attractive company,” Jen volunteered. 
“Oh,” and her eyebrows shot up. “So you’re only hanging around with me for my good looks?” 
“Apparently I’m shallow,” Jen shrugged. “Who knew?” Abi’s salty laugh made her smile wider. “If day one Jen was boring, why did you stick with me?”
“I suspected day six Jen would be worth the wait.” 
“Wait til day seven.”



Isle sur la Sorge to Venasque return
Saturday, 8 July, 2017
JEN ROLLED OUT OF bed well before sunrise and tiptoed into the en suite for a glass of water. Despite being drunker than she’d been in longer than she could remember, she’d hardly slept. She couldn’t remember returning to the hotel, or getting into bed, and she must have dozed for a few hours, but as soon as she’d slept off the wine, every time Abi moved in bed, she jolted wide awake. Whether it was the bouncy mattress, creaky cast-iron frame, or because she hadn’t shared a bed with anyone for so long, she didn’t know, but the night left her with a terrible sleep hang-over. Or wine hang over. Or both. She wasn’t entirely sure. Sitting on the toilet seat, she slumped her shoulders and stretched her neck, trying to ease her headache and not throw up. 
“You ok?” Abi stood in the doorway in t-shirt and briefs. Disappearing for a moment, she returned with a bottle of water and some Panadol. “I forgot to give you a couple last night.” 
“Today is going to be hard work,” she groaned, popping two tablets and swilling a mouthful of water. 
“Nothing breakfast and my good looks won’t fix.” She laughed at Jen’s confusion. “Ok, you remember nothing.”
“Oh god,” she closed her eyes. “What did I do?”
“Let’s get some breakfast. No respectable Frenchman will be up at this hour, but we should find coffee, at least.” 
Jen stood under the shower, trying to wash away her foggy head and sore neck. How much had she drunk the night before? She remembered dinner, and talking about Scottish pubs, but anything after that was a blur. Obviously she’d said or done something, and as she towelled herself dry, nausea kicked in with a vengeance. A moment later, she was throwing up in the toilet. 
“Jen?”
“I’m ok, I’m fine!”
A long silence. “Do you need anything?”
Just my dignity, she brooded, sitting on the cold tiles, her forehead on the toilet seat. 
The last moments of dawn flicked a golden light over the river as they stepped out onto the street. Fresh air was a welcome panacea, and Jen drew a deep, grounding breath, grateful for a moment of relief. Abi led them through back lanes to a tiny hole-in-the-wall coffee shop, one of only a handful in the town that opened before 8 a.m. With take-away espressos in hand, they found a spot on the river bank. They hadn’t talked about anything other than the day’s ride during the walk, an uncomfortable tension between them. Swallowing hard, Jen bit the bullet. “So, what did I do I might want to know about?”
Abi regarded her for a moment, her expression neutral. “You’re very flirty when you’re drunk.” 
Jen felt the blood drain out of her face and sipped at her coffee, hoping her horror wasn’t too obvious. “Sorry.” She didn’t know where to put herself.
“I don’t mind being flirted with.” Abi leaned forward and set a hand on her knee. “But you didn’t seem too happy with yourself afterwards.” 
“Well. That was out of character, obviously.”
“Was it?”
Jen stared at her, her coffee cup frozen midway to her mouth. “Of course. I mean…” She pushed her hair behind her ear, struggling to find the right thing to say to end the conversation. “We’ve only just met…”
“People hook up after knowing each other for five minutes…”
“I don’t do that.”
“I’m not saying you do, I’m only pointing out…”
“I’m not gay, Abi.”
“OK,” and she sat back. “Look, I don’t want to suggest anything here. I certainly don’t want to tell you who you are…”
“I had too much to drink…” 
“Yup.” Abi rolled her eyes. “But you wouldn’t be the first straight woman I’ve met who’s used a few bottles of wine to muster some dutch courage. Get what I mean?” 
Jen stiffened. “Well, that’s not me.” 
“Ok. Say no more. I just want you to know, if you want to talk about anything, you’re really safe with me. I’ve no one to tell, and you can’t say anything… well, I won’t think any the less of you, let’s put it that way.” 
Jen looked away, tears burning suddenly, her throat closing over. She took a deep breath and did her best to pull herself together. “I really am sorry if I’ve given you the wrong impression. But I’m… straight. To be honest, you’re my first gay friend.”
Abi laughed. “I very much doubt that,” and she gave her a wry smile. “Statistically, you know at least a handful of my people. You probably sit next to them in church, and you definitely work with at least one or two.” 
“Not at St Millies. We’re not that kind of school.” 
“That kind of school? Hmmm," and she cocked a challenging eyebrow, her expression dour. “Do you know how many people pass as straight in the teaching profession?”
“Pass? As in pretend?” Jen was genuinely confused. “Why would they do that?”
“Principally because they don’t want to be called paedophiles. It’s a pretty insidious association, when it comes to anything to do with kids.” 
Jen knew exactly what she meant. She vividly remembered Bible class when she was nine, a local mother warning them against the evils of homosexuality, that they should be wary of anyone approaching them who might try to touch them in private places. She had forgotten the intensity of shame those lessons had wrought, and as she listened to Abi, she realised how deeply that emotion was rooted in her. Alex, a colleague at SMLC, immediately sprang to mind. He never attended social functions or spoke about his personal life, just worked his day and went home. And no one asked questions. He looked straight—but then, what did gay look like? She never would have known Abi was gay unless she’d told her. 
“And to be blunt about this,” Abi added. “If no one has come out to you, it’s probably because they think you’re a bit homophobic.” 
Jen coloured violently. “I am not homophobic! I just don’t mix in those circles.” 
“Those circles?“ Abi let out a long sigh and shook her head. “I like you Jen, I really do, but a few times over the last couple of days, you’ve definitely pinged my homophobe detector. And you’ve got a terrible game face.” With a shrug, she turned her attention back to her coffee, pausing the conversation. 
Jen pursed her lips, looking for a way to salvage the situation. “I hear what you’re saying. I do. I… this is foreign territory for me. No one I grew up with ever identified as gay. And my family never talks about homosexuality other than to put it on the list of sins to keep away from. Maybe you’re right, I do know gay people, but they haven’t come out to me because I’m awkward about it. I don’t mean to be. I speak gay as well as I speak French,” and she winced at herself. 
Abi snorted and rolled her eyes. “God help us.” 
“So I’m a homophobic flirt?” Jen was aware she sounded confrontational, but her emotions were taking on a life of their own. 
“That’s not too uncommon when people are questioning.”
Jen’s mouth fell open. 
Abi took a deep breath and offered a half-hearted smile. “Sorry. It’s just that last night you were pretty forward. But,” and she gave her a look that suggested she was open to being contradicted. “If you want me to leave things alone and put last night down to wine and foreign lands, that’s what I’ll do.” 
They sat in silence, Abi waiting for a sign either way, Jen too stunned to respond. What had she done last night that she had no memory of, that had left Abi with the impression tackling the subject was the right thing to do? Jen swallowed hard and threw back the last of her coffee, trying to drown her panic. 
After a few more minutes of silence, Abi got up. “Should I leave you alone for a bit?”
“Maybe,” she nodded, holding up her phone. “I can find my way back.”
Abi’s expression softened as she looked down at her, and she squeezed her shoulder before walking away. “See you in a bit.” 
When she finally disappeared, Jen let go a long, exhausted sigh. The only upside of their conversation was the sudden absence of her hangover. Apparently, being challenged about her sexuality sobered her up. She checked her watch and decided she needed to move. With no reason to rush back, and a river view beckoning, she started wandering. 
Abi’s comments kept returning and the longer she walked, the more desperate she felt the need to work out how to fix what she had so clearly broken the night before. But how to do that when she didn’t know what she had done. Her stomach turned over as Abi’s voice rang in her head—you’re flirty when you’re drunk. 
That was not how she wanted Abi to remember her. Jen was a well-controlled individual in her daily life, keeping herself away from circumstances where she might cross her own very well-defined boundaries. Her commitment to the France trip had been an attempt to loosen up, to get out of her own way. But she never thought the first part of her to rear its head would be the one that scared her the most—that she might like women in a way she wasn’t supposed to. She shoved her errant thoughts away, unwilling to follow where they wanted to take her. 
When she arrived back at the hotel, Abi was missing, so she changed quickly and got her pack together. She chewed her thumb anxiously as she stood outside, waiting for Peter to drop off their bikes, wondering if Abi had opted to pass on the day altogether. Again, their tour companions mounted up and rode off, although the Hudsons did so in silence. Peter stood with her for a while. 
“Have you heard from her? Perhaps you can call?” 
She checked her phone. No missed calls or texts. Jen sent her a message. “Delivered” appeared underneath, but the corresponding reply dots were absent. “Do you want to go, Peter? I can wait.”
“If she doesn’t come, you will have to stay here with the bikes. I am heading back to Avignon, and the hotel cannot store them. Perhaps I should take her bike with me, and you can do your riding?” Jen considered his suggestion for a moment, but decided to trust Abi to turn up. 
More than half an hour passed by, and she started to regret her decision. Two more text messages went unanswered. A hotel staff member came out to check on her, politely wondering how much longer she would block the front of the building. Jen was too anxious to care, the idea she had offended Abi so badly she had shelved the day sending her head buzzing. 
“Hey! Bloody hell, I’m so sorry!” Abi’s auburn head popped up out of the crowded foot traffic. When she got to her, she squeezed her arm apologetically. “I got a call from my Ma and I lost track of time. God,” and she flicked a glance at her watch. “How long have you been waiting? Give me five minutes to go change. I won’t be long. Sorry!” And she disappeared into the hotel. Jen didn’t care. She was just relieved Abi had shown up, and was talking to her as though the morning’s conversation had never happened. 
“You ok?” She returned ten minutes later, her pack slung over her shoulder and helmet already fastened under her chin. 
“Yeah, yeah,” Jen nodded. “You?”
“Yeah,” Abi’s voice was low and calm, and Jen’s nerves settled suddenly. That single word seemed to reset their day, erasing the friction of the morning and resetting them to an earlier state, and the rest of the morning continued on as though nothing had happened. 
They rode the countryside together, pointing out sights that caught their eye, or pedalling along in calm silence. The route Jen had plotted the day before took them wide around small towns and villages to weave their way along deserted country roads hemmed by hedgerows, fields and vines. They rode two abreast for much of the morning, the gentle ascent hardly noticeable. 
The climb to Vesnasque required more work, and as they found their rhythm they unexpectedly passed the Hudsons, stopped on the roadside. Jen slowed down and called out to them, but the husband flicked them a disdainful stare before turning back to his wife. 
“Jesus fucking Christ, Michelle, now the lesbians will be talking about us. Get on your damned bike!” 
Abi’s laughter cut him off as they rode past. “I don’t think he’s a holiday fling candidate,” she grinned. “God, this is steep. How much further?”
“We’re not far from the last hairpin.” Jen pulled ahead so they could ride single file as a car overtook them. “There are views apparently,” she called over her shoulder. “Do lesbians like views?” Abi’s surprised guffaw was a welcome sound, and Jen was pleased with herself as they pushed on. 
Parked cars appeared, and a lookout presented itself before the village proper and they pulled over to catch their breath and hydrate. Jen took a selfie with the view of the Carpentras spread out below. “I’m almost tempted to wait to see how long it takes the Hudsons to get here.” 
“We can sit and look all judgemental,” Abi agreed. “What an arse,” and she pulled a face. “Sometimes it’s good to be gay.” 
“Or single,” Jen added, pouting with disdain. “I imagine a trip like this could make or break a relationship.” 
“Definitely. I chatted with Peter earlier in the week and asked him how many couples crashed and burned on the tour. Apparently this one isn’t too bad, as it’s only eight days, but the two weeks plus ones can be murder.”
“That’s a shame.”
“Yes and no. I always reckon if you can travel with someone—properly travel, none of these two weeks in the Maldives business—you know you’re good. It’s a bit of a water test, really.” 
As they walked their bikes into the centre of the village, Jen wondered what Abi thought of their week together. Did they stack up, or had last night’s faux pas put a serious dent in their friendship? Tomorrow would tell, she guessed, and shelved her worry in favour of enjoying the moment. 
They found a charming cafe for brunch before touring the village, thankfully not coming across the Hudsons again until they were ready to leave. Michelle gave them an apologetic shrug as they unlocked their bikes, and Jen felt for her. It was one thing to disagree with someone, but another for them to be so disrespectful. She almost hoped the woman would have the good sense to make their current sleeping arrangements permanent. 
The ride to Grottoes de Thouzon was all downhill again, and they made fast time, enjoying the cool breeze and thrill of a little speed. They coasted into the carpark just past noon. With their ten euro paid, they joined the guide as he walked them through the water-eroded corridors and down into the cave system, talking animatedly as he gestured left and right. Abi translated as they went, pointing out vaulted ceilings, beautiful reflection pools, and stalactites and stalagmites that looked like frozen rain. The cool temperature was a welcome relief after the morning heat and they malingered before they were moved on. 
“I love France for its caves. Do you know?” Abi blinked as they stepped back out into the sun. “… some of the oldest cave paintings and sculptures in the world have been found in French caves?” and she turned around as though trying to get her bearings. “Are you still good to walk up to the monastery? The view from the ruins is worth it.” 
“Can we lunch up there?”
“Great idea!” 
They rode through to Le Thor village to find a boulangerie, an easy loop and worthwhile once they got to the top of the hill. Only a hundred meters above the plain, the ruins provided a long line of sight over the countryside peppered with treetops and the odd roof. 
Abi wandered off through the ruins, leaving Jen to sit in the shade of a tree with her thoughts and a stuffed baguette. She had no idea what had changed, but Abi was more relaxed with her than she had been during their week together. Trying not to overthink it, she relaxed in the afternoon sun, stealing a quick nap.
The journey back to L’Isle-sur-Sorgue took them less than half an hour. With Peter not due to collect their bikes, they were free to ride around town for a few hours. They meandered their way around galleries, antique shops and grandiose architecture, imbibing the historical charm and lively atmosphere. The streets hummed with tourists and locals alike, and the air bubbled with conversation. When they handed their bikes back to Peter and retreated to their room, they were both surprised how exhausted they were. 
“I’ve had no sensation in my backside for the last three days. I’ll get that back, yeah?” Abi flopped onto the bed and kicked her shoes off. 
“Keep your expectations low,” Jen warned, slumping into the small chair crammed in the one unused corner of the room. “I’m waiting for the circulation to return to the balls of my feet. That was a great day, though.”
“Finish on a high.” 
“What time are you booked to leave tomorrow?” She closed her eyes, avoiding the need for any eye contact. 
“I’d planned on spending some time at the markets tomorrow, so I’m scheduled for the 3p.m.” 
“Oh.” Jen was on the early morning return. She’d booked with the idea of spending a day in Avignon, a plan she now regretted. The bed squeaked, and when she opened her eyes, she found Abi staring at her. 
“Call Peter. He won’t care. And you’ll avoid the bloody Hudsons. I bet they’re on the first van out of here tomorrow, too.” 
Biting her lip, she texted Peter. 



Sydney 
Tuesday, 10 April, 2018
JEN WENT TO WORK with a knot in her stomach the size of her fist, one that wouldn’t budge despite a good day with her students. Guilt about her response to Yvonne wouldn’t leave her, and she dreaded facing Emily again, knowing there was nothing she could do for her. Capitulating to the Yvonne’s expectations left her despondent, and she felt like a coward, diminished by a fifteen-year-old girl. 
She sprinted across campus in a vain attempt to make sure she was in class before things kicked off again, arriving as the bell went. As she walked through the door, she drew up short. The furniture had been rearranged, leaving a single desk in the back corner, a veritable sea of space between it and the rest of the class. Half her students sat quietly, as though nothing was amiss. The rest stared at her as she surveyed the room, finally spotting Emily, marooned in the corner. “Whose idea was this?” 
A long, drawn out hush followed, but no one offered a name. Jen scowled at the sight of Ashleigh’s smug expression as she sat with her arms folded. It was a no brainer who the ringleader was, and why the class was silent. Ashleigh was a pretty girl, a mean popular kid who traded on her father’s money and a narcissistic bent for self-promotion that drowned out most of the other girls in her company. The pack she ran with was stereotypically brattish, making them seem tragically one dimensional. Term one’s school camp had cemented her ascendancy. A selfie-fest in the bush had driven staff to ban phones for much of their time away. The school’s actions caused a tense backlash from parents and a battle of wills over what student autonomy actually amounted to. The stand-off had been incredibly insightful for understanding the amount of power girls like Ashleigh wielded. 
Jen had been on the end of enough school bullying from popular kids like Ashleigh, and Emily’s ostracism poked a raw nerve. She knew she was reacting poorly, but in that instant she didn’t care. An opportunity to do something that mattered, to send a message that mean-girl behaviour was unacceptable, was starting her in the face. The Principal’s office was no longer an option, nor was it enough. 
“You’ve got one minute to get this room in order.” Her tone was icy, and the girls looked at each other nervously as they quietly righted the room. Once they settled themselves, Jen closed the door and threw her bag on her desk. She leaned on the edge and crossed her arms, too angry to speak for a minute. “Still no name?” She asked, eventually. More silence, more downcast. “Right. We’re going to sit here until someone owns up.” Several girls started opening their texts to read. “Close your books.” At the back of the room, Emily shifted uneasily in her seat. 
As they realised they were stuck with her, that she was taking matters into her own hands, the girls settled in for the long haul. The mix of reactions—gloating, frustration, and worry—only galvanised Jen’s determination not to buckle. 
The clock on the back wall ticked, crawling through the period. Now and then a face would turn to check the time, sullen and bored, but no one took responsibility, dobbed a classmate, or even met her glare. When the bell finally rang, a wave of movement erupted as they all grabbed for their bags. 
“I haven’t dismissed you. Put your things down.” 
“We’ve got the bus!” 
“Tell me whose idea this was.” Stoney silence resumed. “I can sit here all day,” Jen shrugged, pouting nonchalantly. 
“You can’t do this,” Zoe chimed, daring to stand up. “My mother’s waiting for me.” 
“Sit down, Zoe. Unless you have something to tell me, she’s going to have to wait a while.” Someone gasped.
Glancing at Ashleigh, Zoe sank back into her seat. She whispered something to her friend, and they snickered, sneering at Jen before slumping in their seats, arms folded, legs crossed, recalcitrant. 
Time ticked on, and suddenly it was twenty minutes past the end of school. As Jen wondered how much longer she could keep her gambit up, the door swung open and Yvonne strode in. 
“Miss Cosgrove?” She looked about, making no attempt to hide her surprise as she surveilled the scene. “I’ve several parents in my office wondering where their daughters are. Clearly they are all here.”
“She’s held us back for no reason, Principal MacKechnie,” Zoe offered, brave enough to stand. Jen’s disdainful glare sat her straight back down. 
“Miss Cosgrove?”
“I’m waiting for the girls to tell me who rearranged the desks and sat Emily on her own in the corner.” She cocked an eyebrow at the Principal. “No one is required to stay. All they have to do is admit who instigated the desk moving.” 
A shadow of anger passed over Yvonne’s face. “I appreciate your diligence, Jenny, but parents’ time is valuable. Perhaps we can take this up tomorrow. Girls? Please take your bags. Your parents are waiting.”
“We’ve missed our buses, Mrs MacKechnie.” 
“Those of you who need transport home, please make your way to Miss Clarke’s office. I will be with you shortly. Emily, please wait a moment.” 
Yvonne skewered Jen with a glare as the class quickly emptied. Ashleigh was the last one out, and as she closed the door her smirk dripped hubris. 
“I assume this is all to do with your being a lesbian again, Emily?” Tact or benevolence were nowhere to be found, and the poor girl shrank into herself. 
“I don’t know, Mrs MacKechnie,” and she shrugged meekly. 
Yvonne’s nose whistled as she sighed. “You can go. Please let your mother know I will call her again today to discuss things.” Visibly upset, Emily dashed out of the room, leaving Jen and the Principal in silence. “I don’t need to tell you how disappointed I am to be talking to you again, Jenny, given how well our conversation went last week. What were you thinking? Holding all the girls back?”
“I won’t have bullying in my classroom, Yvonne. I’m sorry. I know I promised you we would address this together…” 
“This is far too complex an issue for someone of your experience to deal with,” and she nodded to herself as she spoke. “It was irresponsible of me to expect you to guide the girls in the right direction in this matter, when you yourself are so young.”
Jen was dumbstruck, and when Mrs MacKechnie touched her arm, she flinched. 
“Go home, dear. Miss Clarke and I will deal with things from now on.” Turning on her heel she strode out of the room, her thick heels ringing loudly down the corridor. Stunned, Jen sat back on the edge of her desk and thrust her hands into her pockets. She wasn’t sure what had just happened, only that none of it was good. 
As soon as she arrived home, she texted Kylie. The moment her friend responded, she face-timed her, her hands shaking as she paced her living room, recounting the events of the afternoon. 
“Oh, you’re fucked, Jen.”
“Christ, Kylie. Thanks!” And she slumped onto the couch, wishing the cushions would swallow her up. 
“These schools do what they want, and they get away with all manner of crap.” Kylie’s face loomed large, filling the screen, and as her voice dropped, Jen realised she was still at work. “I’ve been asking around. Turns out we’ve got a new teacher here who was politely asked to leave his last school because he’s gay.” 
“What? You’re kidding me.”
Kylie shook her head. “He talked to a lawyer about his options and in the end took a golden handshake. The school basically paid him to go away—it all happened right after the marriage referendum, so they didn’t want the press. But I got the impression from him that if the drama had been at any other time, they would’ve fired him and not cared. They’re untouchable, these schools. They have the power to hire and fire who they want.”
“But this is a student,” Jen protested. “Surely that’s different.” 
“God no. You know what some of these parents are like! All you have to do is whisper paedophile, or that some kid has been touching my kid inappropriately and you’re gone-burgers. And if they don’t get the parents to shift them, they fail them and throw them out on academic grounds. Apparently, there’s a bunch of strategies some of these schools share amongst themselves to make sure they don’t get stuck with gay or trans kids.”
Jen didn’t know what to say. 
“If I were you, I’d be keeping my head down and planning my exit. Seriously Jen, how many more times do I need to tell you? You need to leave that place before it catches up with you.”



Sydney 
Wednesday, 11 April, 2018 
THE NEXT MORNING PASSED quietly, but Jen taught with a sense of foreboding. At morning break, she joined her colleagues on quad duty, looking for Emily at her usual haunts. When she couldn’t find her, she headed straight for Karen’s office. 
“Have you seen Emily Jamison?” she asked as she closed their office door behind her. Karen set her coffee cup down and swung around in her chair, a despondent expression on her face. “Oh, god, what?” 
“From what I understand, Emily’s been withdrawn from school for the rest of the term.” With only a few days to go, there wouldn’t be much impact on her scholastically, but her parents were sending a message. “We had a Heads’ meeting this morning to discuss the situation—Yvonne was pretty clear, you’re not to contact her.”
“What?”
Karen’s mouth was a thin, glum line. “I was going to talk to you at lunchtime. Ashleigh and Zoe will also move classes next term, so you won’t be teaching them anymore.” 
Jen sat, her face paling. It was impossible to misinterpret what this meant for her. 
“I’m behind you, Jen, and I’m going to do what I can to make sure the blowback from this is minimal. But I’ll be honest. You’re in hot water, and if Yvonne needs to make an example of someone, she’s more than willing. I’ve heard the Jamisons are threatening the school, and I can’t imagine the Board will take that lightly. She’s spinning into classic Yvonne damage control. That means casualties.” And at least one patsy.
Jen leaned forward and propped her elbows on her knees, suddenly sick to her stomach. “What do I do” she asked, eventually. 
“Nothing. Teach your classes, go home, come back and do it again until Friday. And hope that nothing else happens that puts you on Yvonne’s radar.” 
Chewing her lip, Jen got up and headed for the door. 
When she got home, she poured herself a large glass of red and sat down to text Abi. She didn’t want to talk to anyone else. “Things going pear-shaped. Got time to chat?” A blue bubble wrapped around her text and she waited for the “delivered” to appear underneath, but nothing happened. Wherever Abi was, her phone was off or she had no reception. There’d be no sympathetic voice for her to lean into today. Finishing her glass in two quick swallows, she poured herself a refill and resettled herself on the couch to scroll through photos of Provence. What she wouldn’t give to be back cycling the hills without a care in the world. Stopping on a selfie of herself and Abi, she sighed, rebuking herself. Hardly, she pouted, remembering all too well how things had ended between them. Her face burned in an odd combination of shame and longing, and she threw her phone on a nearby chair and flicked the tv on. 



Return to Avignon
Sunday, 9 July, 2017 
JEN SLEPT BETTER THAN she expected, exhaustion, lack of sleep and a very late night catching up with her. When she finally woke Abi was already gone and her packed bag sat by the door. When she picked up her phone to check the time, Abi’s text notifications sat on her home screen. From the timestamp, she had left for a morning walk about two hours ago. She’d also sent a drop pin with a photo of coffee and a tarte framboise on a plate, “Hurry up, coffee’s getting cold” underneath. 
‘I’m up!’ she replied, rolling out of bed. She threw herself in the shower, packed and got herself out the door in less than ten minutes. With her pack on her back and Abi’s bag in hand, she headed down to reception. 
When she finally found Abi, she’d already eaten half her raspberry torte and the second coffee cup was empty. 
“You snooze, you lose. And you snore, by the way.” 
“I do not!” Jen pulled out a chair and as she settled Abi waved the waiter over and ordered her something. 
“You do. No word of a lie. By about three I was ready to suffocate you with a pillow. At least pretend to be repentant!”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Really?” and she swiped her phone open, pulling up a video. “I figured you’d deny it. To be clear, this does not make me a creeper.” And she cranked the volume up and hit play. Jen’s face swam into focus in the gloom, suddenly accompanied by a gravelly, rumbling wheeze of breath. “That. Is you. Snoring. Loudly, at…” she swiped up to find the clip’s timestamp. “Two forty-seven in the morning. I drank your coffee.” 
“Fair call.” Jen couldn’t keep a straight face. “Sorry.” 
“It was kind of cute for about half an hour. You’re buying.” 
The street side cafe was packed. French, English, German, a mosaic of languages blending into a background hum like no other Jen had experienced. The more time she spent with Abi, the more nuanced her attention for these rich details became. As she sipped her macchiato she smiled to herself, glad Abi’s passion for even the simplest threads of life were rubbing off on her. 
They spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon walking through the market. Stalls selling all manner of colourful local produce, brick-a-brac, and antiques lined the streets. Abi chatted in French to vendors as they walked, charming samples and delicious treats. Jen bought soap and earrings for her mother, and fell in love with an antique pendant of faceted amethyst. Abi told her she’d paid too much for it, but she didn’t care. Her fingers found the trinket endlessly as they wandered, the fine gold filagree warm against her skin. The perfect keepsake of the trip. 
When they met Peter back at the hotel just before three, the rest of the tour group was waiting, save the Hudsons. On theme, the couples ignored them and piled into the front seats of the van, leaving them in the viewless backseat for the forty-five minute drive back to Avignon. Not that they needed the view. Abi fell asleep on Jen’s shoulder before they had navigated their way out of town. 
Back in Avignon, they rolled out of the van and waited patiently as the group milled about, smiling politely as Peter thanked everyone for their camaraderie. Jen and Abi slipped away, avoiding the sanctimony as the newly minted besties gushed over doing a trip together again, promising to email or connect on social media. When they were out of sight, Abi mimicked a dry heave.
“Breeders, sometimes they’re too much.” 
“What’s a breeder?” 
“Oh,” she pulled a contrite face. “Not to stereotype, but some straight people can be a little too Stepford.” 
Jen smirked. They were a bit much. The drive back had been unending prattle about jobs they were returning to, children who had surely missed them, friends who would be crumpled messes in their absence, a thousand tiny details that revolved around each couple in a haze of self-importance. She feigned sleep to avoid listening until the conversation dropped to a whisper and the ‘lesbians in the back seat’ became the subject of speculation. All the talk stopped when she cleared her throat, earning fifteen minutes of silence. Peter had met her eye in the rear-view mirror, but she only stared back at him. 
As much as she shared some of Abi’s disdain, their collective judgement made her sweat. The weight of Abi’s head on her shoulder shifted from warm and strangely soothing to strained, making the return journey a long one. She sighed in relief when the engine died and Abi woke up. 
They parted ways after they checked back into the Medieval, agreeing to meet for an early dinner. In her room, Jen sat on the edge of her bed, struggling with the turmoil bubbling away inside her. Their eight days together amounted to a mess of tensions, but at the core of it was a genuine like for Abi. A like that churned her stomach and made her hands clammy. In part because of how she liked her, the whispering in the van, and her own internal condemnations. She had learned early in life that once the whispering started, these kinds of friendships needed to end. 
Her chest tightened as she remembered Becky Taylor running around the local swimming pool, playing without a care in the world for what anyone might say about her. Until Jen held her hand in assembly one day, a soft palm fitted snuggly into her own. Owen—Becky’s supposed boyfriend—had seen, and as Becky snatched her hand away, so too went their friendship and any links Jen had to other girls in class. Rumours bloomed, and Jen went from popular to pariah. It was well-timed good fortune she was sent off to a Christian high school that next year. Gossip died slowly over the Christmas holidays, and then she simply left everyone at her public primary school behind. After that, she worked hard to ensure those kinds of rumours never took root again. 
But here was Abi, a girl whose hand she wanted to hold, making eyes turn to stare at them again. It was too much. The shame of her peers ridiculing her. The expression on her mother’s face during meetings with the school Principal as he politely announced what Jen was being bullied for. The patronising expressions they wore as she tried to explain it was a misunderstanding, the hand-holding, and time alone with Becky, her name scribbled repeatedly in her exercise books. None of it meant what they said it meant. She wasn’t what they said she was. 
With a start, Jen realised she was crying. In the bathroom, she splashed water on her face and stared at herself in the mirror. “Get a grip, Cosgrove,” she whispered. “You’re not twelve.” Yet that was exactly how old she felt. The sadness she saw in the brown eyes looking at back at her was old and stained with remorse. 
A cold shower and time looking over her travel arrangements were enough to distract her, and by the time five o’clock came around she was contained, buttoned back down. Abi was waiting in the foyer in the same chair she had met her in that very first day. It felt like a lifetime ago. Jen stood on the landing above for a minute, watching her tapping away on her phone, oblivious. The contrast in their lives was like monochrome and colour, and she wondered as she descended if she could inject even a smattering of the verve she’d experienced this past week into her life in Sydney. 
“Last night in Avignon!” 
Abi looked up, a flash of disappointment passing over her before her amiable smile returned. “Right! Not a moment to lose!” She was dressed in jeans and a linen shirt, sleeves rolled up and tails untucked. Her hair was loose, held back from her face by sunglasses atop her head. For the first time, Jen noticed the freckles across her cheeks, brought to life by a week of sun and wind. She realised this was the last time she would be with Abi and her focus zeroed in on the smallest details. 
“Where are we going?”
“The sites’ll be closed by now, but evenings here are a lovely time to wander—not too many tourists and we get a couple of hours of light for photos.” 
So they headed out to walk the cobbled streets, Abi again falling into her tour guide role as Jen took photos of landmarks and shop windows. She wasn’t listening much to what she told her, content instead to be walking with her, lulled along by her Scottish brogue. 
When they sat for dinner, Jen quizzed her about where she was off to next, what she’d see, why she was going, anything to keep her talking. The evening was bittersweet. All of it was ending—the illusion of life Avignon gave her. 
“You ok?” Abi stopped mid-sentence, reaching across the table to take her hand. “You look a thousand miles away.” 
“Hmmm, ten thousand, actually.” 
“And here I am, prattling away about my next adventure. I’ve got an idea. The sun’ll be setting in about twenty minutes. C’mon.” 
Abi led them back towards the river, stopping along the way to buy another bottle of wine before heading into the Jardin des Dom. Locals wandered the park’s lanes or sat underneath trees to talk and drink and enjoy the cool evening air. “If we’re lucky, there won’t be too many people and we’ll get a good view.” 
A few minutes later, they arrived at a lookout with a view of the Rhone and the Ile de la Barthelasse in the foreground. The park benches were full of Avignon natives, so they sat themselves at the base of the statue of Saint Althen. Cracking their bottle of wine at his feet seemed a little sacrilegious, and they joked he’d probably drunk more than both of them put together in his time. 
The sun put on a brilliant display as it ducked out of sight, illuminating the river in reflections of gold and red so dazzling they watched in silence. The sunset was a perfect end to Jen’s Avignon adventures, gloriously metaphorical in its splendour. As the last colours faded, she sighed dreamily. Allusions to Van Gogh’s starry night had been frequent during their ride, but nothing had been close until that moment, and she remarked as much. 
“Just wait,” Abi whispered. Reds and oranges gave way to deep purples on the skyline and as the first stars appeared, Jen stared in wonder. She felt transported, the last of the afternoon heat and warming wine suffocating the burning angst her imminent return home sparked. Throwing her head back, she filled her sight with stars. Despite the city lights, the constellations grew brighter and clearer as the last light died and the night deepened. She looked for patterns, trying to find familiar clusters. Abi leaned back beside her and pointed up, pressed close so Jen could follow the line of her arm.
“That’s Draco, the dragon constellation. You don’t see that one in the southern hemisphere.” 
“You know the constellations?” Jen was impressed she recognised anything, given the amount of wine they had put away. 
“Of course I do. I’m a travel journalist. What happens if I get lost?” 
“You use your phone, like everyone else,” Jen laughed, leaning into her. 
“Roaming costs the earth on the Continent. I’m better at finding free Wi-Fi these days than I am good wine.” She felt Abi’s eyes on her, her warmth where their legs touched. 
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Maybe. Anyway, you’re telling me that all of Australia has mobile phone reception?” 
Jen turned to stare at her and her mischievous smile. 
“All of it? That great big rock in the middle?” 
Jen laughed again, aware of how closely they were pressed together. 
“And all that space where there are no trees or grass or water. You’re saying there’s nothing living, but I can still get a call from my nan?” Abi’s eyes twinkled in the starlight, and her smile softened. “Are you telling me there’s nowhere in Australia I could be truly alone with you?” 
A hot tension flared in Jen’s stomach as she stared back at her, hypnotised by those blue pools. She hardly breathed. Her heart rattled about in her chest as Abi leaned closer. She seemed to take forever to press her lips to hers. 
Jen kissed her back, Abi’s warm mouth luring her, sending her head aswirl and setting her skin on fire. But as suddenly as she was there, she was gone again, flailing out of her body in panic. She lurched away more abruptly than she intended. Abi leaned back, sucking at her top lip pensively, obviously startled. 
“Abi…” 
“No. It’s Ok. I shouldn’t have done that….” She winced and got to her feet, shoving her hands in her pockets.
“I didn’t mean… You surprised me.”
“It’s OK, Jen, forget it. I’ve had too much wine, and biking.” Her chagrined smile flashed in the half light, and disappeared. 
“Abi, please.”
“No, no, it’s fine. I shouldn’t have done that.” Abi stopped herself and drew up straight, pulling in a deep, settling breath as Jen scrambled to her feet. “I’m sorry.” Her voice dropped an octave, and she held a hand to her chest. “It didn’t mean anything. I get you’re straight, and we’re just friends. I got a wee bit carried away, is all. It’s France for god’s sake,” and she smiled ruefully, her head tilted to the sky. “It’s Van Gogh’s starry night!” and she gestured at the view. 
With no space left to say anything, Jen nodded. “Ok.” 
“C’mon, I’ll buy you one last drink on the way back to the hotel. I still can’t feel my arse.” As though nothing had happened, Abi slipped an arm through hers and led her down the hill towards Avignon’s sleepy streets, prattling about the next league of her journey and how she hoped there weren’t too many British tourists in Spain despite it being the height of the season. 
By the time they made it back to the Medieval, it was nearly midnight and the effects of at least one too many glasses of local red were taking its toll on them. 
“Ok, so we’re following each other on every social media channel in existence.” Abi swiped through her phone as she talked. “And I have your phone number and your email address. Though, can you text me your postal? I sometimes do these old-fashioned things called postcards,” she grinned. Then her face dropped, and she gave a sigh. “I’ve had the best time meeting you, Jen Cosgrove. I really have. I’m going to miss you.”
Jen bit her lip. “Me too.” She didn’t know what else to say, and before she knew what she was doing, she stepped forward and hugged her. Abi’s arms wrapped around her, holding her tight, her cheek pressed against her collarbone. Jen closed her eyes, taking a deep breath of the citrus scent she’d woken to. They stood, pressed together for far too long, and when they finally pulled apart, the night staff at the reception desk were staring at them. For once, Jen didn’t care. “Promise you’ll come visit me.”
“Promise you’ll meet me somewhere that isn’t Australia.” 
“Promise.” 
“Me too.”



Sydney 
Thursday, 12 April, 2018 
THURSDAY PASSED WITH JEN doing her best to keep her head down. Word had obviously got around about what had happened in class the day before. Her students were reticent with her, minding how they behaved and quick to leave class. She did little to diffuse the tension, too tied up in her worries to be concerned by her students’ opinions. When the end of the day came, she packed quickly and headed for the carpark. Miss Clarke caught her on the way. 
“Jennifer! Jenny!” Her voice cracked as she strained to get her attention. “Jenny, we’ve a meeting with Mrs MacKechnie. Didn’t you read your emails?” 
She had, but had purposefully ignored the request for her time. Muttering to herself, Jen smiled innocently and jogged over, knowing better than to push her luck. Of all her lapdogs, Alice was Yvonne’s most ardent. 
“How are you coping, Jenny?” she asked as they rushed back to the main building. “Yvonne tells me recent events have been quite challenging for you.”
Jen bristled, her shoulders hunched as she offered a stale smile. “Oh, I’m fine, Alice. Thank you for checking in, though. I appreciate it.”
“My door is open to all our staff,” and her hand settled on the small of Jen’s back as she ushered her inside. It was such an odd gesture, so intimate and inappropriate that it set Jen back on her heels a little. “These kinds of issues are always so challenging. Not only for our girls, but for staff as well. You seem to be very close to Emily.” 
“Ah, no.” Miss Clarke’s unprofessional hand on the small of her back left Jen feeling oddly repulsed, and she stumbled over her reply. “No more than any other student.” 
“Well, that’s good. If this brings anything up for you, my door is open.” 
Wary of Alice and her hidden agendas, Jen offered another blank smile, unsure what she was suggesting and unwilling to read between the lines. 
When they arrived at the Principal’s office, her door was open and half a dozen other teachers waited in the small space. For a moment Jen hoped she might be about to dodge a bullet, but as she looked around, she recognised the rest of Emily’s teachers and her heart sank. Yvonne gave her a stern stare and waved the door closed as she walked in.
“Thank you, everyone, for staying behind today to discuss one of our students, Emily Jamison.” Glances were exchanged, and Jen caught the eye of her biology teacher, Alex. Something in the way he looked at her made her frown, and when she turned back to Yvonne, she spotted Alice staring too. 
“As you’re aware, issues surrounding Emily are continuing to escalate. I had hoped things would die down, but not all of us are on the same page about how to make that happen,” and she speared Jen with such a recriminating glare she dropped her head, a wave of embarrassment washing over her. “Mrs Jamison appears to be particularly affronted, and has requested we call an extraordinary board meeting to determine how the school can better include her daughter. I will be very frank with you. Mr Brodie has no interest in this, and has instructed all members of the Board to defer communications from the Jamisons directly to him. I’ve also had advice from the Diocese and they assure me that, regardless of Mrs Jamison’s view of things, the school has nothing to worry about legally. However,” and she drew a deep breath, taking a moment to choose her words carefully. “At no time during my tenure as principal has St Mildred’s received a word of bad press, and I do not intend for that to change. In discussing this with the Board and the Church, we have concluded our best course of action is to placate the Jamisons.”
Jen frowned. What in Yvonne’s statement did she miss that caused the sudden stir of unease in the room? Those words had been heard before, and not with enthusiasm. 
“Obviously, we will meet our obligations to Emily regarding her education and pastoral care, but should the end of next term come and her parents decide St Mildred’s is no longer the best school for her, we will not attempt to dissuade them from relocating her. Is everyone clear on our approach?”
Jen opened her mouth in askance but Alex gave a sharp shake of his head. 
“Should you be unsure of the best steps to take regarding Emily’s education, or any matter relating to her and her place in our community, please seek me out. We do not need to engage in any more spontaneous teaching moments. We’ve a duty of care to all our girls, and that should be front of mind.” A long silence followed as she surveilled the room, her eyes flitting from face to face. When she came to Jen, her eyebrows darted, a micro expression of annoyance impossible to miss. “Questions? No? Good. I won’t see you tomorrow. I’ve been called away to a meeting with the Bishop, so I’ll wish you all a productive term break.” With a curt nod, she dismissed them. 
Jen exited quickly lest Yvonne snare her for a final rebuke, but Alex caught up with her in the corridor. He said nothing until they reached the carpark, sure they were out of sight. 
“You have thoroughly fucked that girl,” he hissed.
She drew up short and glared at him. “You’re joking? I’m the one…? Where were you when all the homophobia was flying around my classroom?”
“How many queers are at St Mills?” 
“None, according to Yvonne.”
“Exactly,” he grunted in exasperation. “We may have the odd troubled girl, but we have no-one identifying as gay, lesbian, bi, trans, queer, pan, asexual, nothing. So we have no homophobia to talk about. Until you.”
“You can’t expect me to believe Emily is the first student here to be working out her sexuality!” Jen folded her arms, annoyed at being schooled by a man she thought should have been Emily’s most outspoken ally. 
“Of course not,” he snapped. “But if you don’t name it, it doesn’t exist. That’s how things have always been here. The alphabet mafia doesn’t make waves so they can avoid Alice ‘so far in the closet she lives in Narnia’ Clarke’s hypocritical Bible therapy, and the teaching staff deals with any kind of bullying without using the bloody H word so rumours don’t get traction.”
Jen chewed her lip, suddenly repentant. “Things I would have benefited from knowing,” she replied, her expression terse. “So what now? What’s this ‘placate the parents’ approach?”
“No extra academic support, grading her below the curve, sending her to Alice for wellbeing support, basically grinding the kid down until she has no choice but to find another school.”
Jen was horrified. “We can’t do that.”
“We do do that. St Mills has a student profile. Kids that don’t meet that don’t stay. How do you think we stay at the top of the league tables?” 
Jen tugged at her necklace, unsure how to respond. Every school, public or private, had its underbelly. Whether selective or high fee-paying, ranked schools cherry-picked their students and weeded their rolls and academic offerings to ensure they kept their place in the race. But she’d never seen such insidiousness in action, and certainly not in relation to culture fit. “If you’re aware of this, why do you stay?”
Huffing, Alex shook his head at her naivety. “Because, generally, teaching here is pretty good. And often, when we have these kinds of problems, we’re able to stop them getting to Yvonne. Yes, it’s a compromise. And it’s not always perfect. But most of the time we’re able to shepherd girls through with a solid education.”
“It’s not right,” Jen sighed, exasperated. 
“Of course it’s not, but it’s better than these girls being run out of school en masse.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket, unlocked his car from a distance, and started walking again. “Remember, the school is in the right here. Yvonne was right when she said the law is on the Board’s side.”
“So what do I do now?” She called after him.
“The best thing you can do for Emily is ignore everything that’s going on with her, and treat her like every other student.”
Jen sat in her car and stared at her phone. Her text to Abi still didn’t read “delivered” but she typed in another “call me” message, anyway. She had to do something, tell someone. But there was nothing to do—and no one to tell—that would make the situation any better. 
She wasn’t sure if she felt guilty or just awful for Emily. She never imagined the school would take such a disgraceful approach to a student’s welfare, and she never thought she might be made responsible for a student leaving a school. The notion was so contrary to her values and sense of duty of care that it was anathema. Jen was so confused that, for a moment, she actually contemplated calling her mother for moral clarity.



Sydney 
Friday, 13 April, 2018 
JEN WOKE TO A text from Abi, a quick “call me when ur up”, followed by the requisite cross-eyed emoji. She rolled out of bed and splashed water on her face. With a cup of coffee in hand, she headed to the balcony for some cool air and the last blazing colours of sunrise. Abi picked up her FaceTime call on the second ring. 
“Hey! God, I’m so sorry it’s taken me so long to call. You ok??” 
Tears closed Jen’s throat, and she took a moment to respond. “No. No, everything’s a mess, Abi. I don’t know what to do.” Tears wet her cheeks, and she wiped them away.
“Hey, hey, hey. Ok, take a breath.” Her face loomed large on screen, a picture of concern. “What’s going on?” 
Everything came out in a breathless flurry, and as she listened, Abi’s frown deepened. When Jen finally fell silent, Abi raised her eyebrows and sighed. Running a hand through her hair, she looked off screen as though searching for some reassuring piece of wisdom to share. 
“I’m not sure what to say, Jen,” and she sucked her top lip thoughtfully. “To be honest, when you told me about this last week, I figured it wouldn’t end well. And from what this Alex says, falling on your sword could really cost you. Doing the right thing might not be the best thing, yeah? Have you thought about finding another job?”
“That doesn’t help Emily.”
“No. But she has two furious parents who are going to torch that school if they can, by the sounds of it. I doubt she needs help from you. And the only place you can stop the bullying is in your classroom, and that’s what, fifty minutes, three times a week?” 
That stung. Already feeling disempowered, Abi’s bluntness cut her to the core. “So I just sit back and let the injustice continue?” 
“Of course not. But you need to be realistic about what you can achieve, and the associated costs. If nothing’s going to change at scale, is sticking up for her the best way to make a difference, especially if it mars the rest of your career? There are other ways to fight back.” 
Jen put her face in her hands, growling her frustration. “It’s 2018 for Christ’s sake. We’re supposed to be better than this by now.”
“Well, you have a few days to work things out. By the time I get to Sydney I might have some ideas.”
Her hands dropped. “What?” 
Abi’s grin lit her eyes up. 
“You’re coming over?!” 
“I’ll be there in a week. I took an assignment down under—‘LGBTQI Sydney post-Mardi gras for singles’. It’ll be a train wreck. I’ve less than two days to sort my research out before I arrive, but hey, who cares!” Jen was speechless and Abi cocked her head as she waited for her to say something. “Have I overstepped?”
“No. No!” She shook her head vigorously. A strange wave of euphoria and nervousness flooded her. “I just… I never thought you’d come.” 
“Is it ok?” 
“Of course it’s ok!” Jen bit her lip in a vain attempt not to seem so ecstatic.
“Right. Because I haven’t booked accommodation yet…” 
“Oh. Ah, well, stay here. Of course… I mean, I live in Bondi. This is where all the backpackers come. So, yeah. Yeah. And I’m on leave soon. It’s school holidays. So we can be tourists!”
“And you have bikes, if I remember rightly.” Another cheeky smile. 
“I do have bikes,” she grinned back, embarrassingly excited. “How long are you here?”
“Two to three weeks in Sydney, I reckon, then Melbourne, and probably Ayers Rock.”
“Uluru,” Jen offered absently, realising that she was about to have a houseguest for quite a while. In a one-bedroom apartment. Snapping back to the present, she gazed intently at her. “I have a bit of prep to do for next term…”
“Right! I’m not expecting you to show me around…”
“No, I’m just thinking out loud. I reckon I can get that finished by the time you get here. I have to go home this weekend but… When do you get here?” 
When she left home for the last day of school, Emily was the last thing on Jen’s mind. Her thoughts were full of Abi. When she arrived in the parking lot, she didn’t know how she had got there. 
Only when she got out of the car and starting walking towards campus did her bubble burst, pricked by a surge of anxiety and claustrophobia. She stopped to catch her breath. Abi was coming. Abi, who devastated and elated her, who broke her heart when she left her behind in France. Abi, who kissed her last time they were together. Abi, who unleashed feelings she’d been trying to get back in the box for months, who made her want to be brave. 



FaceTime 
Thursday, 14 September, 2017 
ABI’S FACE FILLED HER screen, her blue eyes shining happily. “Hey! Why haven’t we done this before?” They had been texting and calling for months—mostly when she was in places with terrible Wi-Fi—and they had got so used to patchy connections that a video call hadn’t crossed their minds. When Abi was finally back in Edinburgh for a few days, Jen had hit the video icon on a whim. 
“It’s great to see you. You look really well.” 
“You too! How was Italy?” 
Abi propped her chin on her hand. “Who cares? Show me your view!” 
Jen walked out onto her balcony and reversed her phone’s camera, panning across the treetops. It was just before 6p.m., and the sun was throwing colour across the sky. 
“Oh my god, that’s gorgeous!” Abi’s voice crackled. “You get that every day?”
“Yeah,” and she flipped the camera back as she walked inside. “It’s cold though. It’s only sixteen today.”
“Celsius?” Abi’s face was a picture of disgust. “That’s summer in Edinburgh, thank you very much. I’m in a bikini as soon as it’s double digits. You look lovely, by the way.”
Jen looked down at herself. She’d not long walked through the door and was still in her work attire, a crisp white shirt and navy pants. Tucking her hair back behind her ear, she smiled shyly. “Tell me about Italy. I’ve got itchy feet, and I need some inspiration.” 
Winter had been a mediocre term spent in Sydney, buried in lesson plans and assessment marking. Her days seldom offered anything to lift her out of her ennui after her return from France. The last days in Paris had gone by in a blur of activity as she crammed in as many experiences as possible to drown out her mixed emotions at leaving Abi behind in Avignon. Bastille day had been mad, but it had taken a national holiday to distract her from the ache in her chest. 
She had been at war with herself for weeks after, berating herself in one breath for not being brave enough to follow Abi to Spain, and congratulating herself in the next that she’d walked away in favour of putting her life back in order. Except her life was still a mess. She drifted, waiting for texts and emails, scrolling through Abi’s Instagram, hoping to keep alive some kind of connection for reasons she ignored with determination. 
The uncertainty of their relationship was exacerbated by her virtual absence from Abi’s world. Despite a flurry of photos of Provence by bike, in both her professional and personal feeds, Jen featured in only one, and her back was to the camera. She didn’t know what that meant when compared to the number of strange faces that seemed to accompany her on so many other trips. She watched Abi’s face flash with emotions as she told her about her Italy exploits, searching for something, anything that marked her as someone special to her intrepid friend. But the smile she saw bubbling away on screen was the same one that featured in images taken by so many others. Still, the gap between them seemed to shrink a little at seeing her, and they dropped into their usual banter. Abi had been touring the Lake Como area and her photos were stunning. 
“George Clooney is the first thing that comes to mind when I think of Lake Como.” Abi smirked and rolled her eyes. “But honestly, when you come over, visit the smaller towns, they’re much more interesting. You’ll love Torno. It’s calm, and the people are charming. And you can ride right around the lake.” 
Every time they caught up, she talked as though Jen would be boarding a plane the next week to travel to the places she described. Six weeks in Spain, a month in Italy. All in stark contrast to two months in a classroom. The furthest Jen had travelled since her return to Sydney was Narrabeen by bike. 
“How’s your week been? Term ticking along ok?”
“Yeah, yeah, all fine. France feels like years ago now. I suppose that means I’m well and truly back into the swing of things.” 
Abi looked disappointed for her for a moment. 
“But I’ve got a couple of things planned. I’ve connected with a women’s cycling group and this weekend’s my first ride with them, so that’ll be good. Expand my bubble a bit.”
“Oh, a women’s group,” Abi smirked suggestively.
“It’s nothing like that. I just prefer to ride with women.” Abi’s salty laugh echoed and Jen squinted, amused by her amusement. “Stop it, or I’ll hang up. Anyway, we’ll see.”
“Good on you for doing something different. I’m glad you’re finally doing that.” 
Her efforts seemed insignificant and hardly worth mentioning, but given how thoroughly she had fallen back into her rut, the riding group stood out. The only thing she had really changed since her return from France was her wine choices. 
“How does that happen? I had every intention of doing things differently when I left, and looking at me, you’d think I’d never been away.” 
Abi looked sympathetic, her eyebrows drawn together. “Holidays are like New Years. No one keeps those resolutions.” The view on screen bounced as Abi walked through her flat, ending up on her bed. “Are you happy? You don’t talk about teaching like it’s something you enjoy.”
“No, no. I love the job, don’t get me wrong. I guess I hoped my life would be different by now.”
“I told you that checklist shit is rubbish.”
“I remember,” and she played with the amethyst pendant at her throat. “I feel like I’m in limbo. I don’t know what to do next.…” She’d been trying to put her finger on the sensation for weeks, that she was missing something that would make things different. Something she was not doing or understanding that would change the way she lived. Not necessarily for the better, but in a way that would make her life make sense. “It’s like I have a decision to make to get my life moving again, but I’ve no idea what that is.”
“What about teaching overseas? You said you were aiming for that.” 
“Hmm,” she rubbed her forehead, distracted. 
“Maybe you need some romance. You’re not exactly putting yourself out there.”
“Oh god, Abi,” and she rolled her eyes. “Not the answer to everything.”
“It solves a lot of my problems,” she laughed. 
“I’m not ready to settle down. I’m not ready for kids. School is enough of that at the moment.”
“I’m not suggesting going on The Bachelorette to find your bloody soulmate,” she mocked. “But maybe a distraction or two would do you some good? Tinder is your friend.” 
Jen grimaced. “Good lord, no thanks.” They stared at each other down the phone for a long moment before Abi started laughing. 
“Right, we’ll be dropping you off at the nearest nunnery, shall we?” 
“I don’t see the point at the moment.” Jen shrugged.
“Perhaps you need another adventure. Pack your bags and cycle around Europe like you said.”
“I never said I’d do that. You said I should do that.” 
Abi sighed audibly, looking a little non-plussed. “I’ve got a gig in Iceland in October—northern lights and a driving tour.” She left the invitation hanging. 
Jen’s mind jumped to all the reasons joining her was impossible, racking up half a dozen before she took a breath. “That sounds amazing. Going on your own?”
“Maybe…” Abi trailed off, her head cocked. “I met a girl in Bellagio I might ask along.” 
“Oh. Right, well…”
The conversation wound up soon after that, the sudden awkward tension between them too difficult to navigate over video chat. When Abi’s face blinked out, Jen breathed a sigh of relief and headed to the balcony for some fresh air. A mix of emotions flooded her. Abi’s travels so obviously took her via the beds of women she met along the way, a fact that shouldn’t have bothered her, yet here she was, grappling with what she swiftly realised was jealousy. All of which, again, brought up the confronting turmoil she had left Paris with, and her limited choices. Shove herself back in the neat, prescriptive box her family and friends insisted she inhabit, or throw caution to the wind and follow the path her twelve-year-old self had been on all those years ago. Nothing would mortify her mother more, but as fed up with living by her unspoken rules as she was, Jen wasn’t prepared to live with the consequences of breaking them, either. 



Sydney 
Saturday, 14 April, 2018
JEN HAD PROMISED HER parents she would visit for the holidays—a week in Bathurst to keep them happy and mollify their worries. But with Abi’s imminent arrival, those plans needed to change. Not that she’d told her family that. 
She spent most of the long drive home rehearsing what to say. No scenario ended well. Sally’s disappointment was a given, no doubt followed by a thousand questions about why Abi was staying in her home for two weeks. The arrangement would be impossible to explain. Her mother’s paranoia would ensure that. Every time she came up with something to say, it sounded defensive, obfuscating, and avoidant. And Sally was a bloodhound—she wouldn’t miss a clue that something was amiss. 
And then there was Abi. The excitement of having her in Sydney had faded by the time Jen got home from work the day after Abi’s announcement, replaced by all-consuming anxiety. What was she going to do with her in her house for so long? Two weeks, possibly three. Yes, she’d be back at work for at least half of it, but they’d be living together. 
The knot of tension in the pit of her stomach grew hotter with every passing kilometre. By the time she arrived at her parent’s home, she felt nauseated. Her brother found her sitting in her car in the driveway. 
Knuckles wrapped on her driver’s window. “You coming in, or are you expecting everyone to come out and usher you in?” 
Startled, she gave Michael a forced smile. “Long drive. I’ll be in in a sec, Mike.” 
He glowered at her and walked back towards the house. “It’s only Sydney, for fuck’s sake. Not like you’ve come from bloody Perth.” 
Jen took a few minutes to pull herself together before grabbing her bag from the boot and heading in. Her brother’s malice chased away any thoughts of Abi. 
“Hello Jen, darling,” her mother’s voice echoed down the passage. “You’re only twenty minutes late. We’re all in the living room. Lunch is still warm.” 
“Hi mum. Sorry, traffic was manic.” She stopped by her old room to leave her bag, buying herself a few extra seconds to steel herself. How passive aggressive her mother’s first comments were served as a barometer for how the day would go. Between Sally and her brother, Jen suspected she was in for an extra special weekend. She took a minute to straighten herself in the mirror, smoothing her hair and tucking in her t-shirt. Best to narrow the scope for criticism. 
“There you are.” 
“Hi mum, dad,” and she sat. Five empty plates ,and bowls of cold potatoes and veggies waited on the table. 
“I checked the traffic,” Michael declared, lifting the lid off a large Dutch oven to reveal a sweaty haunch of meat. He took to the pork with a carving knife, sawing off chunks, butchering their mother’s handiwork. “I didn’t see any traffic alerts. If you’d left by eight, you should have been here on time.”
Jen glanced at her watch. It was just past noon. She’d made exceptional time given she’d overslept and hadn’t left until 9:30 a.m. Not that she’d ever admit that to him. He didn’t need more ammunition. 
“She’s here now,” her dad offered. “How are you, love? Mum says you sounded a bit stressed when she spoke to you last weekend.” 
“Work is busy.” As Caroline handed her a bowl of limp green beans, she gave her that look, the one warning her their mother was on the warpath to disappointment. “Term one is always busy, especially for my Year Twelve girls. HSC’s on the horizon.”
“They’re lucky to have such a dedicated teacher, love.” Her dad smiled at her. “And how are things at the store, Mike?” 
Crafty. Nothing distracted their attention like her brother ranting about his Red Rooster franchise. Under normal circumstances, having to listen to him lambaste his staff, boast about manipulating rosters to avoid pay-related entitlements, and rotating expired stock back into production would have been the death of her. But today he was a welcome distraction. Though how he’d not been shut down by the local health inspector remained a mystery. 
“Still contemplating getting your own franchise, Jen?” Caroline mocked as they cleared the table. 
Family weekends worked like clockwork. Sally cooked all morning, Jen and her sister cleaned up, and the men of the family retreated to the backyard to fix the lawnmower or tinker on her dad’s old Ford. Her family was such a cliche she sometimes found them hard to stomach. The only thing that bumped the rhythm was Sunday church—the pastor could throw a curveball or two in his sermon that could set Sally off on a moral tirade. 
At least Caroline provided some levity. As much as she followed Sally down the matriarchal church route, she didn’t put up with Mike’s crap. “Ange told me he’s sleeping in the spare bedroom. He hardly even talks to the kids now.”
Jen shook her head as she rinsed the dinner plates under the tap. “Why does she stay?” she sighed. “I get he’s trying to punish her, but why is she putting up with him?” 
Caroline shrugged. “She tried to take the kids to Adelaide for a holiday last month, but he put the breaks on that. I get the impression she’s waiting him out til the split’s his idea. He’ll make things too hard otherwise.” 
“Jesus,” she muttered, ignoring Caro’s frown at her cursing. “No wonder I’m single.”
“I figured that’s because you’re having too much fun at St Mildred’s Lady Lickers College,” Michael snarked as he walked in. 
“Fuck off Mike.”
“Oooooh!” he crowed. “Mum! Jen’s swearing!”
“Oh good lord,” Caroline groaned, shaking her head. “Mike, give it a rest.”
“Stop playing mother, Caza.” Her sister scowled, hating the nickname. “I have a wife, kids and a business. What have the two of you got to show for yourselves?” 
“What’s going on in here?” Their mother walked in, a tea towel in hand. “Mike? What did Jen do?” Mike, the blue-eyed boy who could do no wrong. 
Jen forced a smile and turned back to the sink. “Nothing mum, we’re having a bit of a laugh.” 
Sally’s knowing silence followed, punctuated with a huff of annoyance. “I’d like a peaceful weekend, please. Your father has been enough the last few days, and I’ve a lot on my mind, what with the Rotary fair coming up. I’ll need you both on hand this week to get all the jamming done.” 
Mike snickered as he sidled out of the kitchen, snagging an apple on the way. 
“About that.” Jen gave her sister a sideways glance, an apologetic grimace. “I need to leave first thing on Monday.”
“What? Why, dear? It’s the Rotary fair. You’ve known for months.”
“I know mum, and I’m sorry. I really am. But I’ve got a friend coming to stay at the end of the week, and I have to get all my lesson planning finished before she gets here.” 
“A friend? From where? What friend are you talking about?” 
Jen kept her focus on the dishes, avoiding eye contact with her mother. “A friend I met last year on holiday, mum. She’s coming over for work.”
“I don’t see what that has to do with the Rotary, Jen. You promised you’d help. That’s an important commitment.”
“I know, mum, but she’s coming from overseas.”
Caroline stopped mid-wipe and stared at her, a pensive scowl on her face. 
“Do you owe this young person something, Jennifer?” Once her mother used her full name, any chance of a rational conversation was over. 
“She’s not a young person, mum. She’s a grown woman, and no. I don’t owe her anything. But I would like to be a good host.” 
Caroline turned back to the dishes, keeping an eye on her as she absently dried one plate after another. 
“Well, that’s admirable, dear. But I need your help. I’m relying on you. The competition for top stall is stronger this year, so I need to make sure we put in the extra effort.” 
“Sorry mum.” More silence followed and eventually Jen stopped washing and turned around. Her mother stood rooted to the spot, a panicked expression on her face, the tea towel twisted in her grip. 
“You don’t understand, dear. We have to win this year.”
Jen looked at Caroline. “What’s going on?” 
“Let’s go for a walk.” Caro dried her hands and put her tea towel down. “I’ll fill Jen in, mum. Why don’t you make yourself a cuppa.”
They’d walked half a block before Caroline said anything, making sure they were well out of earshot. She shook her head in pique. “Right. So, there’s a bit of drama at church.”
“Church? But mum’s talking about Rotary.” 
“We’ve got a new couple in church, a couple of men.” 
It took Jen a minute to understand what she meant. “A couple as in together, a couple?” 
Caroline nodded. “Father Jenkins is attempting to be more inclusive, apparently. Whatever, really, each to their own,” and she shrugged, exasperated. “But mum and a bunch of the oldies are getting their knitting in a knot over them. The boys, as they are now affectionately known, are quite the domestic gods, apparently. They bought the old Star Cafe and are converting it into a hipster coffee house or something. They make all their own pickles and preserves.”
“Oh. I see where this is going.” 
“It’s the battle of the pickle,” Caroline jested, shaking her head again. “Mum’s on a crusade to get them ousted from church, and Rotary’s this symbolic battleground. She thinks she’s saving the town from a gay invasion.” 
Jen jammed her hands in her pockets, quiet for a while. She imagined the kerfuffle her mother was causing easily enough—her moral outrage, her intolerable intolerance. “I might be able to stay till Tuesday.” She ran through her plans in her head, how much work she needed to do, what she could get away with regurgitating without impacting students’ learning too much. She’d have to work all the hours available and there’d be no time for interruptions or hiccups, but hopefully she could get everything done. 
“You know what, don’t. If mum loses, it’ll teach her a lesson. She’s being so dramatic about the whole thing, it’s embarrassing. The young mum’s club is talking about her and I’m getting sick of defending her.” 
“People are ok with them?” 
“The gays? To a certain extent,” Caroline replied. “It’s reignited the whole gay marriage thing. You can totally see it’s splitting the community. But they’re really nice, and so helpful. The amount of work they do for Father Jenkins, and they run a drop off service for some of the mums when they can’t get to group easily. They do more for the parish than pretty much anyone.” 
“Mum’ll say you can’t buy penance.” 
Caroline slapped her shoulder. 
“Ow!” 
“I thought you ran off to Sydney to get away from mum, not become her.” 
Later that afternoon, after a long session in the kitchen pitting and cutting fruit, Caroline found her sitting in a lawn chair in the back garden. “Mike’s gone home.”
“Thank goodness for small mercies.” 
“Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.” Jen nodded at an empty chair. Caroline sat, scooting close. 
“It’s not her, is it?” and she handed her phone over. Jen looked down to see Abi’s blue eyes starting back up at her from Instagram. She handed the phone back and nodded. “She’s the one Mike’s been going on about. She’s gay, right?”
“As you well remember.” Closing her eyes to the afternoon sun, Jen did her best not to react. “What’s the big deal, Caro?”
“Probably all pictures of her kissing girls,” Caroline replied, kicking her foot to get her attention. “She’s coming to stay with you?”
Jen sat up and looked her straight on. “Yup.” 
She pursed her lips, narrowing her eyes a little. “Be careful, Jen.” Their eyes locked a moment before her sister got up and headed back to the house. 
“Be careful of what?” she called after her. “Caro!”
“Don’t poke the bear, Jen,” she replied, giving her a stern glare before disappearing inside. 
“Damn it.” She slumped back in her seat. Even though Caroline had been her champion when everything erupted over the Becky issue all those years ago, she hadn’t exactly tried to shut down her brother’s homophobic stirring over the years. Jen doubted she’d defend her now if word got out to the family that gay Abi was coming to visit. And how did she find out, anyway? Her sister had an irritating ability to read her like a book at the most inconvenient time. 



FaceTime 
Wednesday, 11 October, 2017 
ABI’S FACE SWAM INTO focus. “Happy International Coming Out Day!” 
Jen blanched, unprepared for such an effusive, topical greeting. She’d been expecting something in Icelandic, not a gay pride moment. “Ah, ok.” Shouting erupted in the background, followed by laughter and a flash of movement. Jen stared at the screen and realised Abi was walking somewhere.
“Reykjavik is amazing! The people are amazing. Sooooo much fun!”
“Are you outside? Where are you going?” It was dark, but light flickered across the screen as she moved from streetlight to streetlight.
“I’m on a big gay club crawl! It’s the first event on the tour.”
“Oh, I thought….” She wasn’t sure what she thought, but Abi being a tourist of the local gay scene hadn’t crossed her mind. She rebuked herself silently. “Sounds like fun.” 
“Who are you talking to?” someone yelled, off screen. Suddenly a face appeared over Abi’s shoulder, blond hair and pretty brown eyes, and she kissed her on the cheek. 
“This is Jen, she’s in Sydney. Jen, this is Vittoria.” Abi held the phone out so Jen could see them both.
“Hi.”
“You’d love this place. I’m going to be off the grid for the rest of the week. We’re heading out tomorrow. The trip’s a digital diet kind of thing.” She crossed her eyes. “But I’ll text you as soon as we’re back online. Keep an eye out for photos. It’s supposed to be the best year for the lights in a decade! You should’ve come over!”
“Have a great…”
“Gotta go! Hey, wait for..!” And the screen went blank. 
Scowling, Jen dropped her phone on the coffee table and wandered back to the kitchen. Her dinner sat half-prepared on the bench, and as she picked up a knife, she grumbled to herself. “I should have come over. Sure. I can drop everything, no problems. I don’t have any responsibilities.” She swept what remained of the tomatoes off the chopping board and into a bowl, slamming the knife down in frustration. 
This seemed to be the way of things when Abi called of late. A sense of disconnect between who Abi seemed to think she should be and the life Jen actually lived. Abi didn’t understand the pressure and commitment she dealt with on a daily basis—the requirements to perform, to ensure that every girl in her care got top marks. SMLC was demanding for every staff member, but as a new hire it came with a raft of non-optional extras. She had been jumping through hoops all year, struggling to handle her ballooning workload, working evenings and weekends without respite. As soon as she seemed to be hitting her stride something else dropped in her lap. Even though Karen assured her that by the end of the year her workload would even out and she’d find her groove, the mountain of work never seemed to diminish. 
The end of the year also meant an assessment of her teaching performance and a review of her contract. If things went well, her two-year probation would be done and she could relax a little. But it was a lot, all crammed into the last quarter of the year. The weight was unbearable. 
High-performing schools demanded high performing teachers, but when she compared her current position to previous schools, she wondered how much liberty St Millies took with their rhetoric. She taught because she was passionate and wanted to have a positive impact on her students, but the school seemed to take advantage of that and overly responsibilise her. Add to that the constant communication from parents who considered their daughters to be special and full of potential, that the school was failing to extend them sufficiently… the pressure from all directions was relentless. The only way she could assuage it was by working all the hours available. She couldn’t complain, though. This was the career path she had committed to and was trying to leverage. If she got four or five years with the school under her belt she could move on to pretty much anywhere. 
What was making life so much more complicated was her mother, on the phone constantly, updating her about the church’s efforts to rally support to ensure the community were saying no in the same-sex marriage referendum survey. The timing couldn’t have been worse. Jen had done her best to ignore the looming public debate about whether Australia should change its Constitution so marriage was no longer defined as only between a man and a woman, but Sally was like a dog with a bone. Had Jen checked no for the survey question, “Should the law be changed to allow same-sex couples to marry?” Had she posted her response in? Was she encouraging her friends to tick no. Was she door-knocking her neighbourhood, supporting her local church…. It went on and on. She was at the point of turning her phone off to manage the flow of updates on how many people Sally had bullied into conforming with her sanctity of marriage agenda. 
Marking and folders covered the dining table, all work in progress she needed to return to as soon as she’d eaten. And Sally’s diatribe exacerbated her want to hide from the world. Her bikes were gathering dust in the hallway. She had put on weight, her body felt like foreign territory, and she struggled to find time or energy to rebalance her life. All of which made Abi’s footloose interruptions all the more irritating. Her calls were becoming an intrusive reminder of her how deep she had sunk back into her rut.
Staring out the kitchen window, she wondered if Abi was right. She should have gone. She should have done something. Her jet-setting friend always gave the impression she was living her life without too many questions, and even fewer plans. The verve Jen admired was so visible, but she’d failed to bring much of it back with her to Sydney. She didn’t necessarily need to throw everything away in favour of living ‘Abi style’, but the promise to herself to live differently was gathering dust along with her bikes. She had lost herself so completely over the last few months, her commitment to serious change lost somewhere between Charles de Gaulle and Sydney airports.
Jen snatched up her phone, opened Instagram and pulled up Abi’s feed, reminding herself of what she had so admired all those months ago. Her zest, her thirst for experience, her adventurous spirit. Characteristics Jen desperately wanted to embody. Instead, she had veered in the opposite direction, though why was unclear. 
With a tap of the home button, a new image of Abi and Vittoria appeared, kissing in a corner of a nightclub. Jen stared. Vittoria. From the Italy trip, she remembered. She sat on the couch, phone in hand, mesmerised by the photo, a knot in the pit of her stomach. In a sudden moment of realisation, she grasped why she threw herself into work. She was desperate to drown out the stab of longing that overwhelmed her with being so far away from Abi. 
She put her phone face down on the table for a minute, then picked it back up to stare at the image again. She remembered what those lips tasted like. The knot in her gut tightened, and she closed her eyes, fighting with the part of herself that screamed to be released. 



FaceTime 
Friday, 8 December, 2017
JEN HAD AVOIDED ABI’S calls for weeks, in no hurry to see her smiling face talking about her reignited love affair with an old girlfriend back in Edinburgh. Not that she begrudged her any happiness. But every time she imagined Abi falling in love with someone else she was pierced by a sharp sting of sorrow. Italy girl had been easy enough to dismiss—a holiday fling ending as quickly as it started. A few spectacular celestial skies and a plane flight in the opposite direction, and the dalliance was done. 
But something had changed. In the months since Abi’s Iceland trip, Jen had been grappling with her sense of self and the feelings she had for Abi. She refused to name them, even in her journal, scared to death to use words that would completely upend her life. The closest she got was to wonder if she could be attracted to someone without it needing to mean anything. Maybe Abi was an anomaly—not so much a romantic infatuation as a deep admiration for a kind of life Jen coveted. It wasn’t that she wanted Abi, she wanted to be Abi. At least part of her. Just not the gay part.
Perhaps her obsession was a onetime thing that would fade over time, that would never recreate itself with someone else. Maybe the next person to make her feel this way would be a guy. The problem was, she knew better. And the more she dwelled on her feelings for Abi, the less she could bamboozle herself with creative narratives about women’s friendships, momentary blips and sexual fluidity. Jen was completely wrapped up in herself. 
When Abi texted, she took days to read her messages, let alone reply. The last text she’d received was quite pointed about her evasiveness. Knowing she was being childish, Jen locked in a time for them to connect. 
“Hey.” Abi’s blue eyes were piercing, even over FaceTime. “What’s going on with you? Is everything ok?”
Jen had spent fifteen minutes readying herself for the call, only to crumble at the sight of her. She took a mouthful of wine, struggling to swallow her emotions. “I’m ok. How are you?”
Abi’s gaze was intense as she took the measure of her. “I’m worried about you,” and her nose crinkled as she squinted at her. 
“Oh, I’m ok,” and she sighed, offering a half-hearted smile. “I’ve had a hard year, and I’m exhausted. Roll on end of term.” 
“Is that all? Is everything ok with your family?”
Jen had spent more time than she cared to admit complaining about her brother’s awful behaviour to his wife over the last few months, and her mother’s unending tirades about the coming gay plague, things she usually regretted burdening Abi with. “No, they’re… as horrid as always. Nothing new to report. It really has been a tough year. I’ve got a performance review next week. The big one.” With a shake of her head, she tried to get rid of her angst. “Who cares! Well, I care, but I don’t want to talk about it. What’s going on with you? Where are you heading for Christmas?” 
Abi’s smile reappeared, shifting the mood. “Austria. I’m taking Maggie with me to Salzburg. She’s never been. We’re going all Sound of Music! You absolutely should..”
“Should go, yeah, I hear you,” Jen smirked. 
“It’s incredible. I love Austria in winter. The weather’s mad cold, but they do Christmas like you wouldn’t believe. Anyway, we go on the twenty-second, and head to Vienna for New Years. Maggie’s back to Edinburgh after that, but I’m heading through to Zermatt for some skiing. She’s moving us into a new flat while I’m away.”
“Who’s… Maggie… you’re moving in together?” Jen felt physically sick, and she struggled to force a smile. 
“Yeah.” Abi’s head tilted, regarding Jen as she struggled to pull herself together. “The owners of the place I rent are selling up, and Maggie lives with people she doesn’t like. So…” she offered a half shrug by way of explanation. 
Jen was speechless. She felt like the wind had been knocked out of her. Before either of them could say anything, another face appeared on camera. 
“Hey, who’s this?” 
“This is Jen, from Australia. Jen, this is Mag…”
“Oh, the Ozzie,” Maggie’s smile was snide as she adjusted the phone to get a better look at her. “Where the bloody hell are you, or some such shite, right?” 
Jen opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came to mind. 
“Helloooo? Has she frozen?” She handed Abi her phone back, jerking out of frame. “Whatever. I’m making tea. Don’t be long.” 
Abi looked genuinely embarrassed as she came back into view. “Sorry,” she whispered. “For reasons I’m not entirely clear on, she doesn’t like Australians.”
“We can do this another time,” Jen offered, dumbfounded both by Maggie’s performance and Abi’s excuses. 
“Yeah, ok. I’ll text you in a day or two and we can catch up.”
Jen was grateful to hang up. It was one thing for Abi to be seeing someone, quite another for them to be moving in together. Not to mention Maggie’s first impression failing to square with whom she assumed Abi would be attracted to. She came across as a bit of a bitch. Why was Abi settling for someone like that?
Thankfully Jen needed to get to work. As she got ready her mind raced with thoughts of what she would say to Abi to make her realise her mistake. That Maggie was a mistake. And moving in with her? Catastrophic. Not that Jen would say anything. She didn’t have the right to voice her opinion, and Abi didn’t owe her anything, either. But then, if she was being honest, she’d never view any of Abi’s love interests as a suitable match. 
As she got in her car, she realised how possessive she was being. And absurd. They were friends—that was all. She had no claim over her. There was no agreement between them. They lived fourteen thousand kilometres apart, with no prospect of becoming anything more than what they already were—holiday friends. Entertaining fantasies of anything else was pointless. And she knew that. So why was she feeling so violently jealous?
Perhaps it was time to talk to someone. Her head was all over the place. The upheavals Abi’s presence—however distant—caused, spilled into other areas of her life and left her with deep discomforts she could no longer push away. She daydreamed of getting on a plane and flying away, packing up and leaving her family to backpack around the world. With Abi. The romantic tinge of those musings was undeniable. What would she do if Abi kissed her again? Did she want Abi to kiss her again? They were safe questions to ask only because Abi was a world away. 
A horn blared, jarring her out of her reverie. She was sitting at an intersection at a green light, a queue of angry commuters piled up behind her. Waving apologetically, she pulled into traffic, a self-conscious flush bursting over her, as though the world could see her thoughts. 
As she wove through traffic, Jen counted through her friends, wondering who she could talk to about feelings she hardly admitted to herself. By the end of her journey, she concluded she didn’t feel safe with anyone. Somehow word would get back to her family—their daughter was asking questions about how people knew they were gay, and what it meant to be attracted to a woman. That wouldn’t do. Her mother’s voice echoed in her ear, a tirade of spewed rebukes—it was all a bridge too far. Add in Mike’s misogynistic crowing, triumphant because he had been right all along… 



Sydney 
Sunday, 15 April, 2018
JEN WAITED UNTIL THEY were in church the next morning before daring to raise the subject again. When Caroline arrived, she quickly made space for her, giving her husband an apologetic you’re not included smile. As she sat down, Caro’s expression was grave. 
“Don’t jump to any conclusions,” Jen whispered, leaning close to ensure no one overheard them. “She’s a friend. It’s a visit. That’s all.”
“Right.” Crossing her arms, Caro glowered at her. “You know Jen, mum already has enough to worry about with you. It would be good if you reconsidered what you’re doing.”
Jen glared back at her. “How about innocent until proven guilty?.”
“We’re all sinners in the eyes of God, Jen. But some of us are sinning more than others.”
“Oh, wow.” Sitting back, she gasped her indignation. “Judge not, Caroline. Jeez.” They sat in angry silence for a long time, offering polite smiles to friends of the family as the chapel slowly filled. “Anyway,” she hissed. “What has mum got to worry about?”
“You don’t go to church, you criticise your school. She’s worried about your faith. And now you’re hanging out with lesbians.” 
“For god’s sake,” she scoffed. “Don’t exaggerate. Abi is gay, so what? How many LGBT people do you know?”
“None, save Allan and David.”
Jen assumed she meant the parish’s newest members. “That’s naïve. Odds are, there are more gays in your vicinity than you realise.” 
“What are you two talking about?” Sally leaned forward, her eyes crinkled with concern. 
“Nothing, mum. Caroline is telling me about Allan and…”
“And David,” Caroline piped up. 
Sally’s lips pursed into a tight, reproving line, her fingers tangled tensely in her lap. “All God’s flock are welcome,” she muttered.
“They sound like very nice people,” Jen offered, regretting her comment as Sally’s face soured further. 
“No doubt, dear, but to be unrepentant for one’s sins whilst in God’s house does not make you a good Christian. Some here may be happy to look the other way, but I’m not. I won’t have them tainting our community with their lifestyle. One drop of ink in a bucket of milk spoils the lot.”
Caroline turned and glared at Jen, her jaw tense. “We get you’ve gone all liberal, living in the city, but when it comes down to it, this is where you come from. This is who you are.”
Jen looked away, her brow furrowed. The life her sister insisted was hers seemed leagues away from the one she lived. Had she changed so much in the time she’d been away, or had she always been an imposter in her family?
The faith her family insisted she take part in her entire life had been a driver for her moving away all those years ago. The relief that came with giving up presentee-ism every weekend in favour of using her time for things that interested her confirmed she’d made the right decision. At university she explored what faith meant for her, and took papers on comparative religions to help untangle her thinking and identify why she was, at times, so uncomfortable with her family’s faith. She quietly labelled herself agnostic after that, though she never admitted it in circles that overlapped with her mother’s. All of which made weekends at home feel tremendously obligatory and progressively more unpleasant. 
At some point she would need to honour the promise she had made to herself years ago to stop attending church when she visited. The time never seemed right, though, and working at St Millies had only delayed the inevitable. But having to sit through the sermon rubbed her up the wrong way, and when Father Jenkins wound up, she looked for unfamiliar faces amongst that crowd that might be Allan and David. She found them outside and introduced herself.
Sally didn’t speak to her until they were in the car and on their way home. “What are you doing, Jen? Talking with those men?” 
Her father’s eyes met hers in the rear-view mirror.
“Saying hello, mum, that’s all. They’ve moved from Sydney.”
“So that makes you what? Neighbours? Best friends?”
“Of course not,” and she glanced at her sister, looking for support. Caroline folded her arms and looked away, leaving her to deal with her mess. “I was just being welcoming.” 
Wrestling at her seatbelt, her mother swivelled in the front seat, her castigating glare boring into her. “Why would you associate with them when I was so clear we do not want them in the parish?“ It was a rhetorical question. “I swear, Jennifer, since you’ve been away, your faith…” and she shook her head angrily. “I pray for you every night. Your father will tell you…” and she glanced at him. “Don’t I, dear. Every night.”
“Every night.” He sounded mildly exasperated.
“Are you attending church in Sydney? You promised me you’d go back.”
“No mum, I don’t have time.”
“For your salvation?” Her eyebrows shot up.
“Can we not talk about this, mum? I really want to have a pleasant weekend with you.”
“Oh, my apologies,” and she turned around, glaring out the window. “I don’t want to spoil your weekend.”
“Mum.”
“No dear, that’s fine. You may not care about your spirituality, but I do.”
Jen sighed quietly in the back seat, elbowing her sister. 
When they got home, Sally bolted out of the car and stalked up the path, leaving the rest of them behind. Her father sighed as he stood waiting for her to go inside. 
“I understand you want to live your life, Jen, and I’m sure that sometimes we sound small town and old-fashioned to you,” and he looked down at his shoes a moment. “But can you do what she asks when you’re here? To keep the peace?”
Jen was quiet a moment, surprised her father was being so forthright. Caroline stood, her arms folded. 
“I’m not trying to be difficult, Dad.”
“So don’t be,” Caro sniped. “You know what sets her off.”
Jen chewed her bottom lip a moment, searching for the right words. “It might be better if I head back tomorrow morning…”
“Great, thanks, Jen. Go ahead, bail. Leave us all to deal with her.”
“What are you dealing with?”
“The bloody Rotary fundraiser!” 
“For god’s sake,” and she rolled her eyes. 
“It’s important to mum! Can’t you be supportive for once?” Caroline’s voice raised an octave, and the neighbour across the street stopped to stare at them. 
“What do you mean, for once? You sound as though I’ve been causing trouble all my life.”
“Girls.”
“No dad, she needs to hear this.” Caroline rounded on her, closing the gap between them until her breath hit her in the face as she ranted. “I’m tired of picking up your messes, and I’m done with protecting you all the time. You may think you’re this high-flying person living this life in Sydney, who knows better than the rest of us, but your shit stinks the same as ours!”
“Caroline!” Her father waved apologetically at the woman across the street as he tried in vain to shepherd them inside. 
“You come up here and look down on us…”
“I don’t look down on anyone, Car…”
“Whilst you’re doing goodness knows what in the city, as though sin won’t stick. Dad, did you know the woman coming to stay with her next week is a lesbian?! That lesbian from France!”
“Oh, for god’s sake,” Jen threw her hands up and stepped back. Her father looked unimpressed. 
“It’s primary school all over again. Who knows what you got up to at uni.”
Jen fought to stifle a laugh, the banality of her anger too much to take seriously. Caro’s face reddened with indignation, her fists clenched at her side. She looked all too reminiscent of her fourteen-year-old self. Jen’s automatic reaction was to leap into placation mode, but watching her lose her temper over something that happened two decades ago made her pause. 
“You know what, Caroline? Fuck off. Seriously. I’m not twelve anymore and neither are you. If this is still an issue for you, maybe you should see someone.” 
Caro stiffened and turned to glare at their father, but he only looked back at her and shrugged. For a second, Jen sensed his allegiance swing her way. 
“I’m going to go, Dad. Staying doesn’t feel like a good idea. Caro,” and she cocked her head as she spoke to her sister, unable to stop herself. “You’ve always been angry at me for getting out and making a life for myself.”
“Someone has to stay!”
“No one asked you to. I’m pretty sure Mum and Dad can handle life in Bathurst without your help. I get you think you know better than the rest of us, but frankly, you could do with getting a life of your own.” Silence followed, giving Jen the perfect opportunity to exit the conversation. She turned and started towards the house. Caroline’s strangled screech of frustration rang out, followed promptly by her father’s hush of admonition. 
Jen cranked the music up for the drive back to Sydney, singing long with abandon to Taylor Swift as she weaved her way through the Blue Mountains. It was a beautiful Sunday afternoon, and the relief of leaving her family behind made the landscape bright and alluring. On a whim she stopped at Wentworth Falls, bought some pastries and headed to the lake. 
Families clustered around the park and water’s edge, and she sat on the bonnet of her car to eat and watch and let time pass by with a sense of calm. She’d never stood up to her family like that before. Rebellion was usually covert, her way out of their family dynamic largely achieved through career decisions that disappointed her mother. But this time she had simply walked away, happy to disrupt Sally’s plans and her sister’s controlling compunctions. Picturing Caro’s face, she laughed to herself, imagining the conniptions she was no doubt having in her absence. Her mother would simply be another ball of wounded disappointment, a puddle of sadness Caroline would take responsibility for. 
With her family no longer occupying so much real estate in her head, Abi’s impending arrival filled her with excitement again. The wave of relief that swept through her was overwhelming.



FaceTime 
Thursday, 4 January, 2018 
JEN WOKE TO THE chiming of her phone. She pried an eye open. It was 6 a.m., too early for her on a holiday Thursday. With a groan, she turned her phone over to see who was calling at such a god-awful hour. Abi. Abi, who hadn’t called or texted in nearly a month. She frowned. Her first instinct was to let it ring straight through to voicemail. If Maggie was all she needed, good luck to them. 
The lack of contact had been a good thing, if she was honest with herself. Not seeing Abi’s animated face for a few weeks was like going cold turkey. Jen had even deleted Instagram off her phone to avoid seeing her photos pop up in her feed. The weeks were hard, a painful relief, but the lack of distraction meant she was better prepared for both her probation meeting with Yvonne and Christmas with her family. Both passed more successfully than she expected. The relief was worth the suffering. Life seemed familiar again and she felt more like her old self, despite the moments when she wondered if that was a good thing.
So seeing Abi’s name on her phone gave her a moment of pause. Lying in bed, she stared at the screen as her call continued to ring, unanswered. Then it stopped. Before Jen knew what she was doing, she called her back. 
“Hey.” Abi’s expression was blank as she waited to see how Jen would react to her sudden reappearance.
“Hey,” she offered, feigning a sleepy smile. 
“Sorry.” A long silence followed as they stared at each other. “Is it early?”
“About six. It’s ok.” 
“That’s not what I’m sorry about.” Abi’s familiar half smile appeared. “I’ve been a shite friend.” 
Jen sighed and propped herself up on her pillow. 
“I ah… we broke up.”
A wave of hope exploded in Jen’s chest and lit her up. 
“Wow, ok,” Abi chuckled, a little startled. “I take it from your very happy face you were no fan of Maggie.” 
“Where the bloody hell are you???” Jen replied, unrepentant. 
“Ha, yeah, she didn’t exactly make a good first impression.”
“What happened? And where are you? You’re supposed to be skiing in… somewhere.” 
“I’m at my Ma’s in Edinburgh. Maggie and I split in Vienna. I found her making out with some random guy at a club on New Years. Tacky.”
“A guy?”
“Yeah. A double indignity. He wasn’t even that fit. Anyway, that was the end of that, really. I left her in Vienna and came home. The split’s been a bit of a mess, what with the flat. Rentals are thin on the ground over the holidays here and it’s bloody winter, which makes flat hunting a truly unpleasant experience. Ma’s been great though. So I’m staying with her for a wee bit. I’ve another assignment in a week anyway, no actual point trying to find somewhere until I’m back.” 
“Sounds complicated. How are you doing?” Part of her didn’t want an answer. She wasn’t ready to hear about Abi’s heartbreak when she’d been dealing with her own. 
“Well, I’m ok, actually. When I caught her, I didn’t really care that much. I was more pissed at her for ditching me at a party than the fact she cheated on me. Which is a bit of a barometer for how much I cared about her, I guess. We broke up years ago for some pretty good reasons.” 
Jen was an ambivalent swirl of emotions, vacillating between a desire not to care and an unwanted sense of hope. “I’m glad you’re ok,” she managed. 
“That’s the thing, right? Things end for a reason. I do not know why I ever thought going back to her was a good idea. Ma’s been reminding me of all the fucked up things she used to do when we were at uni together. Maybe it was the sex.” 
Jen shrugged, not wanting to comment on that.
“Anyway, all done, over with. Life goes on. It’s New Years, and I’m back in Austria in a week, anyway. I’ve a promo piece for a ski lodge in the Tyrols. You should…”
“Yeah yeah, I should go one day,” and she laughed out loud, suddenly relieved to hear her voice. 
“How did your review go?? God, I didn’t even text you to ask how that went.” Abi pulled a face, looking thoroughly disgusted with herself. 
“I’m through. Yvonne’s happy with me, Karen’s happy with me. So I’m permanent. Which is a relief.” 
“And bloody hell. They passed the law, the gays can marry!”
“Oh, yeah,” Jen shrugged. “Go, Australia.”
They talked for over an hour, catching up on Jen’s work and family, Abi’s travel, the glories of Austria in winter, and the woes of the world. They fell back into their familiar patter as though nothing had happened. Seven a.m. had rolled past when a loud rap on Jen’s bedroom door interrupted them. 
“I’m being summoned,” Jen lamented, in no hurry to end the call. The prospect of spending the rest of the day with her family filled her with sudden dread. She had spent the month stuffing her yearning into the darkest part of herself, but Abi’s reappearance had dragged it into the light. Now she was back to hiding that shamed part of herself from her family. With a sigh, she ended the call. 
Her mother’s voice chimed down the hall again as she pulled on fresh clothes and wrestled her hair into a ponytail. When she arrived in the kitchen, the dining table was set and her brother and sister sat impatiently at one end as Sally pottered about in the kitchen. When she reappeared, she had cups of instant coffee in hand.
“Hello dear,” and she put a mug in front of her as she sat. 
Jen beamed an uncharacteristically buoyant good morning, unable to contain herself. Michael’s head bobbed up, and he gave her a piercing glare before resuming his morning rant about his wife and their children. 
“All I wanted was a bloody lay-in. Can’t she keep the kids under control for one damned morning?”
“Well, it’s the holidays, dear,” Sally replied, a placating smile fastened in place. “Perhaps they’re excited not to be at school.”
“Yeah, whatever. I’m back at the restaurant next week. I need a decent break. I’ve told you, mum, she’s nothing like you. You’d never let us kids get away with half the stuff she does. She’s bloody useless.”
“Language, Michael.” Their mother was the only person who could quell his temper, and his self-righteousness. “What does Father Jenkins say?” Mike looked down at this breakfast and stuffed more bacon into his mouth to avoid replying to her. Sally shook her head as she walked back into the kitchen. “If you don’t continue to see him, Michael, how can he help you?”
“I’m not sure he’s the right fit for us, mum.”
“Why’s that, dear?” Her head popped around the doorjamb, her surprise unmetered. 
“Well, he doesn’t get what I’m trying to explain to him. That she doesn’t do as she’s told.”
“Jesus,” Jen muttered, flicking Caroline a brief glance. 
“What?” Michael barked. “Suddenly you’re an expert on relationships?”
“It’s not 1952, Mike. I’m pretty sure your vows weren’t ‘to have and to hold, and do as you’re told.’” 
“Oh fuck off, Jen. When you’ve got a husband and kids, you can say something.” 
“Michael, language!“ Sally interrupted, stalking back into the room. “And he’s right, Jennifer. These things are complex, and you are single.” 
“What’s that got to do with things?” she huffed. “Being single doesn’t prevent me from acting like a decent human being. And we all know Mike struggles with that at the best of times.”
Caroline choked on a laugh, quickly gulping down her coffee to avoid being dragged into the conversation. 
“Jennifer,” and her mother empaled her with her disdain. “Not at the breakfast table, thank you. You brother needs support, not criticism.” 
Michael’s self-righteous smile shone down the table as he sat back to fold his arms tightly across his chest. “Yeah, I need support, not criticism.” 
Jen shrugged at him, turned away, and flicked her phone open. In a few seconds she had downloaded Instagram, logged back into her account and found Abi’s professional feed. Salzburg looked amazing, and she diverted her attention from their banal conversation for a while. When her mother finally sat down, she wrapped her knuckles on the tabletop.
“Phones are not welcome at the table, Jen. Who were you talking to this morning? You woke your father.” 
“Oh, sorry dad.” Her father tilted the edge of his paper down, the first time she had seen his face since entering the room. He pulled a face and gave her a wink before disappearing again behind the Thursday morning regional news.
“You didn’t answer, dear.”
“Oh. Ah, a friend.”
“She didn’t sound Australian.” 
“No, she’s someone I met in France. She’s Scottish.” Her cheeks blazed, and she looked away, distracting herself by turning off her phone and finding a pocket to stuff it in. 
“Why are you going red?” Mike asked.
Jen’s fists clenched under the table. She knew that tone—he’d found something to go at her about. “Coffee’s hot,” she lied. 
“Bull crap.” They locked eyes, and his expression morphed from malicious curiosity to self-satisfaction. “Oooh,” he crowed. “A friend. A lesbi-friend?” 
She groaned and rolled her eyes with a theatrical flourish. Michael never missed a moment to mock her. As far as strategies went, it was tired and unimaginative, and it irritated the entire family, not just her. Normally she would ignore him until he ran out of steam and moved onto something else, but today his sniping cut too deeply. Her anger flared. 
“You’re such an amazing dad, Mike! Do you bully the kids like this? Do they know how lucky they are to have a dad who’s so good at homophobia and racism? No wonder Ange makes you sleep on the couch.”
The temperature in the room dropped as he shot her an icy glare. Caroline sat with her mouth open and Sally froze, staring like a deer in the headlights. Even her father dipped the edge of his paper to regard her over the top of his reading glasses. 
“Sensitive much,” Mike snapped, his neck going blotchy red with rage. 
“Grow up,” and she pushed her chair back to leave the room. 
“What were you doing in there all morning, sis? Bit of mutual masturbation over the phone? Mum said you were giggling like a twelve-year-old.” 
Sally coloured, more at the mention of masturbation than being outed as a gossip. Jen rolled her eyes again, his comments both tedious and mortifying. She would be forever haunted by that twelve-year-old misstep, no matter what she said, but she’d had enough of swallowing her anger. 
“Wow, Mike, nice. Perhaps you’d be better off worrying about your marriage than my imagined sex life?”
“This is an unsavoury topic for the breakfast table, Jennifer,” Sally squeaked. 
“Thanks mum,” she snapped, getting to her feet. “Mike gets to make all the homophobic jokes he likes, but as soon as I say something about his crappy marriage, I’m the problem. Nice.” 
“Where is all this coming from, Jen?” Her father carefully folded his paper and set it down on the table. “Yes, Mike can be a little immature, but we expect more from you.” 
Jen drew in a long breath, stunned by her father’s comment. Boys can be boys, but the expectations for her behaviour were in a different league, apparently. Her mind went blank. 
“She’s had a big year, this year, dad. Right, Jen?” Caroline reached out and grabbed her sleeve, tugging her back into her chair. Her gaze was like a fire blanket, snuffing her anger out. 
“Yeah, it has, dad.” She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and took another swig of coffee. “Sorry. Mum, Mike, sorry.” 
Caroline’s sigh of relief deflated the room, and they all returned to whatever distraction was at hand. Her father’s paper flew back up, Mike stuffed more bacon in his mouth, Sally disappeared back into the kitchen. Caroline exited the scene and fled to help with the dishes. Jen pulled her phone out and opened a book, her thoughts anywhere but on the text she skimmed. 
The altercation reminded Jen of why Abi’s presence in her life was so destabilising. She could put up with her mother’s Christian distaste easily enough. But in the twenty-plus years since that school incident, her brother had never ceased to hunt down opportunities to mock her. His homophobia was deeply wounding, unrelenting, and deprecating. What made matters so much worse was that no one did anything to protect her from him. No one defended her or corrected his behaviour. They sanctioned his behaviour through their inaction. The sense of otherness he provoked was painful, making it impossible for her to trust the people nearest to her. 
As she calmed herself, she wondered why she bothered. Getting their approval was an impossible process. Their expectations were unspoken and unknown, and no matter how her life went, they always found something to berate her for—her career path, her decision to live in Bondi, her singleness. And what they couldn’t find, they invented. Her brother’s lack of imagination invariably meant he would rotate back to the one accusation he knew would cut her and make her react—being a lesbian. She wondered what he would do if he discovered that was true. 



Sydney 
Friday, 20 April, 2018
IT WAS WELL BEFORE sunrise when Jen woke, too excited about Abi’s arrival to sleep. The proceeding week had flown by, every hour spent working through lesson plans or researching LGBT Sydney. She should have been exhausted, but instead she was wired. 
Abi’s imminent arrival had given her a valid excuse to Google what it meant to be gay, and the more she read online, the more YouTube videos she consumed, the more her emotions and experiences made sense to her. Hearing other women—from Emily’s age to her grandmother’s—talk about the struggle of coming out, and the freedom, release and complications that came with that, resonated deeply. 
And with that clarity, her feelings for Abi grew clearer and less terrifying. The realisation her attraction was more than platonic, and that what was happening for her was more than just Abi—she might actually be gay—stopped being unbearable. Hope began to ease its way in, though she still had a ways to go. Imagining her future with a woman was still terrifying. But for once, the need to be true to herself outweighed the fear of her family’s judgement and what they’d say to her if they ever found out about the deep truth making its way to the surface.
She busied herself about the apartment for the morning, burning off nervous energy by cleaning the place to within an inch of its life. By ten, she was ensconced on the couch with nothing to do. Abi didn’t arrive until after midday. On a whim she grabbed her bike and took off into the morning air, happy to be distracted by traffic and hills. 
Arrivals was packed, and like dozens of others, Jen paced about, checking the flight arrivals board and monitoring the streams of people exiting customs. Her phone buzzed. “Landed!” Abi’s text read. She nearly jumped up and down on the spot. The next twenty minutes crawled by. When she finally saw her in the crowd spilling out of security, it was all she could do to stop herself from running over. They hugged each other fiercely, their embrace reminiscent of their last time together in Avignon, and when they finally pulled apart, they both grinned. 
“God, that flight was awful. Get me out of here!” Linking arms, Abi propelled them towards the exit, describing the flight in lurid detail. By the time they reached her car, Jen had heard all about the American Abi had sat beside, his vain attempts to pick her up, and how she clocked nearly five thousand steps on the flight attempting to avoid him. “For god’s sake,” she laughed, throwing her suitcase in the back seat. “Why would you think you had a chance with a queer journo who’s here to write about gay Sydney?” 
“Are you hungry? What do you want to do?”
“Oh god” Abi sighed and slumped back into the passenger seat, her eyes closed. “Can we go to your place? I’m knackered. Really, I just want to catch up. Is that ok?” 
Jen couldn’t have been happier.
As they drove across Sydney, Jen pointed out landmarks and places of interest, taking the long way home to loop through Newtown, the city and up Oxford Street. Abi perked up with her commentary and stared out the window for the bulk of the journey. Sydney was such a new city compared to what she normally saw on her travels. The novelty invigorated her, but by the time they got to Jen’s apartment, her energy was waning. 
“I need my pyjamas, a view and a wine,” she announced as Jen opened the door and let her in. Abi headed straight for the balcony. “Wow, this is nuts.” Her grin widened as Jen joined her and moved close to loop an arm around her waist. “It’s good to see you. In the flesh.”
Jen gave her a squeeze before heading into the kitchen for wine. When she returned, Abi was sitting with her feet up on the balcony wall. 
“I forgot to ask you, do you have an itinerary?” 
“Of course I do,” Abi grinned. “Do you not know who I am? I’ve organised myself down to the minute. But I fully expect to throw most of that out in favour of a lot of fun. And,” she swivelled in her seat as she took the proffered glass of wine. “I expect to be on one of those before the end of the week. Bloody hell, they’re fancy.” She stared back at Jen’s two road bikes, suspended from the wall in the hallway. 
“That’s why I’m broke. I have another one downstairs for you, though.”
“You’ve got a third bike?”
“Five, actually. One downstairs and two more in Bathurst.”
“You have one arse and two legs. Why on earth do you have so many bikes?”
“It’s the rule of bikes. N+1. How many camera lenses do you own?”
Abi opened her mouth to object, but turned back to the view. “Point taken.” 
They sat in the afternoon sun for a while, drinking and talking about Abi’s itinerary and other things Jen had planned for them. It didn’t take them long to realise they wouldn’t get through half of her must-see list, and as the wine flowed, Abi talked about changing her plane tickets. 
As early evening approached and the sun dipped, Abi’s attention span dropped with it and they headed inside to get settled. Jen had propped her suitcase in a corner, along with towels and bedding. After spending days turning herself inside out over sleeping arrangements, she decided to act as though Abi was anyone coming to stay, and allocated her the couch. If Abi’s expectations were different, they didn’t show, and Jen breathed an audible sigh of relief as she showed her through the apartment, pointing out where things were so she could make herself at home. She left Abi to shower and change while she made them a light meal and set up her bed. 
“Gah, it’s only 6p.m. This is going to be a struggle.” 
Jen drew the blinds to block out the last light of the day to help Abi unwind. “It’ll be dark soon. I figured you’d be a master of jet lag.”
“Judge me tomorrow,” she quipped. 
Tomorrow arrived at 1am. 
Jen woke to the sound of Abi pacing around the lounge. She found her, wired and sweaty, perched on the edge of the couch. The answer was obvious. 
“Well, it’s not like we haven’t done this before,” Jen shrugged, trying to be cavalier. “I’ve got blackout curtains and air conditioning.” 
Ten minutes later, Abi was tucked in bed beside her, fast asleep.



FaceTime 
Wednesday, 31 January, 2018
ABI HAD BEEN TEXTING through pictures of St Anton Am Alberg for the last few days. She’d spent a week exploring the charming Tyrolean town before hitting the slopes nearby. When she finally FaceTimed, it was from a chairlift. 
“I know I keep telling you, you need to come over, but honestly, the skiing here is amazing. Look,” and she panned the camera around before turning it back to herself and the two strangers seated with her. “How’s the skiing, guys?” 
“Wunderbar! Yes, you must come here,” the man beside her grinned, his white-zinced cheeks as bright as the snow beneath him. 
“I’d be there in a heartbeat. It’s forty degrees here.” Jen stood on her balcony in a T-shirt and shorts, trying to cool down in the light evening breeze. She flipped her camera to share bright blue skies and lush treetops. 
“Sunshine!” Abi squawked. “I miss the sun! Europe has been wet and cold this year. I can’t wait for summer and the Med. Hang on, getting off the lift.” 
The image from Abi’s phone swung around and she got a first-person view as the bar rose and she skied off the chairlift and across the top of the slope. Her face appeared again suddenly. “How’s work going?”
“Ok, actually,” Jen replied, walking back inside to sit in front of a fan. Sweat trickled down her temples, and she blotted it away with a towel. “I’ve got a year twelve class, which is a bit of a step up. I think I told you?”
“Yeah, yeah, you said. They’re senior girls, right? Last year?”
“Yeah,” Jen grinned, happy she remembered. “It’s exams year, so it’s full on. But three of us make up the teaching team for HSC, and I really like who I’m teaching with. And Karen has been great. And the girls are great.”
“Are they all new students for you?”
“Most of them. I’ve a couple of girls from Year 11, but mostly they’re all new. It’s going to be a hell of a year!”
“Which means you’ll need a decent break! When are you getting on a plane again? I can only harass you for so long. Look!” and she panned her phone around again, revealing a staggering vista of snowy mountains and St Anton down below. The view looked like a fairy-tale. 
“I know, I know. This year, absolutely. I’ll need to recover. And I’ve decided I’m done with spending Christmas with my family. So yeah, Europe for December.” 
Abi’s face split into a wide smile, and she wiggled happily. “Finally! Yes! Where are you going to go? I’ll meet you! If you want company?!”
“Of course!” A giddy ball of happiness warmed Jen’s stomach, sending a tingle through her. “I can be on a plane by about the twentieth. I’ve got a good four weeks before I have to be back for prep. Where should I go?”
“Brilliant. We can do a tour through Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Austrian markets for Christmas, Munich for New Years, and Switzerland for a week or two. Ooh, oh, can you ski? Actually, it doesn’t matter. We’ll hire a car…” she drifted off for a moment, planning an itinerary in her head. “God, sorry.” She snapped back to reality. “I’ve just planned your entire break, and I’m assuming you want to spend the whole time with me.” She pulled a face, but her ski goggles hid most of her expression. 
“That’s a lot of time off work for you,” Jen conceded. The idea of a month with Abi was thrilling but unrealistic. 
“That’s fine. I can always spin something out of it. Anyway, not working over Christmas would be amazing for a change. Hey, how come you’re ditching your family?” 
Jen had kept news of the Christmas fiasco to herself. After the argument at the table, the holiday had progressively deteriorated until she had packed her bags and left early. She’d not spoken to her brother since, and texts from her mother were few and far between. Caroline kept in contact, but only to relay how often family dinners devolved into discussions of how unsatisfactory Jen’s life was, and why that might be. Mike, of course, remained unsullied.
The situation was an uncomfortable contradiction for Jen. Her family continued to be an acidic source of pain, whilst her connection to Abi seemed to be strengthening. They called and texted each other more than ever, and Jen had let go her resistance to the fact her feelings for Abi were more than platonic. She felt both defiant and relieved, and hadn’t realised how exhausting the continual struggle of denying herself had been. 
“I’m done for a while,” and she shrugged. Letting go of an internal struggle was a world away from disclosing painful events and her feelings to Abi. 
Abi pushed her goggles up and squinted at her in the glaring light. “Ok, whatever’s going on, tell me when you’re ready.” 
Jen swallowed. Abi’s ability to read her, even over a phone call, continued to catch her on the back foot. “Can I ask you something?” A lump rose in her throat, but she was determined to broach a topic she needed to talk about with someone. 
“Sure?”
“How old were you when you knew you were gay?” 
A cautious smile danced across Abi’s face and she paused for a moment. “I think it was more about knowing I wasn’t like most other people. When I fancied anyone, it was always a girl. But it took a while before I realised that wasn’t how things usually work. I was about eleven or twelve when I had that revelation. What makes you ask?” 
“Oh,” and Jen shook her head, retreating from her moment of bravery. “I teach at an all girl’s school. We’ve got to have at least a few queer kids, like you said. This year I want to do better. I’ve been reflecting on what being gay at St Millies would be like. It’s not exactly the most progressive place.”
“Oh, ok,” and she sounded disappointed. “Well, I’m happy to talk about that. I’m not sure what insights I can offer, given the school, but whatever you want to know…” Her goggles slid back down. 
“Thanks, that would be good.” An awkward silence followed.
“Right, I’m going to hit the snow! Speak soon?”
Jen poured herself a large wine and settled into a chair on her balcony to wait out the sunset and settle her nerves. The G word never left her mouth, but she’d finally mustered the courage to ask Abi. Not quite the question she needed answering, but it was a start. Hopefully, she could get confident enough to ask her how she knew. How did she know she liked girls? How did she know she was gay? The notion was terrifying—the asking and the answers—and she gulped down a mouthful of wine to calm her nerves. What if this was part of who she was? What if her brother’s bullying cut so deeply because he was right? 
The four weeks of sparse contact with her family had been some of the happiest she’d spent in a long time, in part because Abi filled the void. If she couldn’t have both of them in her life, making a choice between her family and Abi didn’t feel that hard of a sudden. But if that reflected who she was, that made Mike right. For the first time, imaging the consequences of being out so she could be with Abi didn’t frighten her, but having to manage her family’s response was another matter entirely. 
As the sky turned, Jen wondered if she was courageous enough to front up to the repercussions coming out would have on her relationships and career. Imaging a different life was one thing, but bringing it into reality was a completely different ball of wax. Her hand trembled as she raised her glass, and she realised that at that moment the answer was probably no. 



FaceTime 
Tuesday, 27 February, 2018
“DID YOU GET THE itinerary ok?” It was six in the morning, but Abi wanted to ensure they had a good amount of time to talk. “I’ve started with dates from December 21, but we can move them around a wee bit. Dates for the markets are sticky, but everything else we can juggle.” 
Jen had received pages of information the night before. The amount of work Abi had put in since they mooted the idea of holidaying together a fortnight ago was astounding. The more Jen read, the more anxious she became, and about halfway through she put the print-out in the rubbish. 
“You’ve done so much work on this already.”
“Oh, no worries. Super simple, part of the job. But I want to get as much locked in as we can, as early as possible. The winter season’s busy and a lot of good accommodation gets booked out by Easter.” Abi detected something in the way Jen looked at her, because she stopped and her smile faltered. “You are still coming?” 
Jen puffed her cheeks out. “I’m not sure. Abi, I…” She looked away, trying to breathe past her distress.
“Hey. What’s going on? What’s happened?” 
The two weeks since her daring question to Abi about her sexuality had been a roller coaster. In what could not have been worse timing, Caroline had called the next day to tell her Mike had hit his wife, and the family was in crisis. On a group call, arguments erupted, her brother blaming Jen for his actions. He had been too worried and distracted by her living in sin as a lesbian in Sydney, and it had set him on edge so much that he’d just snapped with Ange. 
Jen was flabbergasted by the ludicrousness of his excuse, but more so because her family decided to believe him. They fixated on the lie he spun, and soon her mother was railing down the phone about what a disappointment she was, and that she either needed to come home or go to church immediately. Jen’s only possible response had been to hang up. A flurry of texts followed, but no matter what she did nothing shut down the line of questioning. 
Finally, she called Caroline to ask why they were choosing to believe such a blatant lie, only to be told Mike had walked her parents through her Instagram photos from France, and Abi’s professional feed. They had taken that tenuous evidence as an indictment on her sexuality. It had taken Jen nearly two hours on the phone with her mother to convince her they were misinterpreting what they’d seen, that yes Abi was gay but no, they were not in a relationship. The whole drama left her bereft and wounded, and she retreated into herself. She felt like a coward, but there was safety in hiding. 
As Abi waited patiently for her to reply, she tried to formulate an answer that would make sense but wouldn’t turn her stomach. “Look, I…” she trailed off, and Abi’s face crumpled in sympathy.
“Jen, you can tell me what’s going on.”
Tears stung her eyes, and her throat closed over. “Abi. I don’t think I can go. I’m sorry. I…” 
“Hang on, I’m going into the loo so no one can hear us.” The camera view bobbed. “Jen, say what you need to say. It’s just you and me.” Her voice echoed in the tiny bathroom space. “What’s been going on?” 
The weight of expectation was so heavy Jen struggled to breathe. Abi’s unspoken questions were palpable. She wanted desperately to be honest, to divulge everything that had happened, with her family and within herself. But what was the point? Abi was half a world away, and her family was too close for comfort. Despondent, she finally found her voice.
“My family will be upset.… I’m not ready to poke that bear yet.” An honest half truth was better than nothing, but Abi’s silence was worse than a lie. 
“All right. I’m going to push pause on this for a few weeks. But I’m not cancelling anything yet. Jen, I want you to come over. I really do.” Miles away, she took a deep breath. “I miss you. It’s stupid, but that week with you was more fun than I’ve had in a long time, and… well, I just miss you.”
Jen sat forward, covering her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide. 
“But it’s up to you. So here’s what I’ll do. I’ll wait a few weeks. Take your time and have a good think about it. In my most humble opinion, getting away would be good for you. Put some space between you and whatever drama your family’s got going on. Come and have some bloody fun.” 
“OK,” she croaked. “I miss you, too.” The admission came out a little strangled, but when they ended the call, she was glad she’d had the gumption to say it. Because hearing Abi tell her that made her heart sore. 
Lying back on the couch, she grabbed a pillow, buried her face in it and let herself cry. The decisions she had made of late were odious and torn by compromise, and in that moment, she hated her family for their sanctimony. Hugging the pillow tight to her face, she screamed her frustrations until she was hoarse. 



Sydney 
Saturday, 21 April, 2018
BY THE TIME THE sun up came, Jen was shattered. She’d hardly slept, too aware of the woman next to her to settle. The arrangement was an uncomfortable repeat of their Provence adventures, one she was none too keen to re-experience. She snuck out of bed to make herself a large coffee and retreat to the balcony to wake up with the day. 
As she sat and watched the local cockatoos and lorikeets swoop through the trees, she reflected on how quickly they had fallen into a familiar rhythm. But some things were different. The sleeplessness came not from a fear of being in the same bed with someone who could tear her life apart, but the very thrill of her. She had lain quietly, desperately hoping that every time Abi moved, an opportunity to touch her, to nestle closer, would present itself. She felt stupid in retrospect, but as the morning come alive, giddy excitement swept through her. 
Abi didn’t wake until well into midmorning. She found Jen sitting in shorts and runners on the balcony, her nose deep in an e-book. 
“Good read?” 
Jen closed her phone and put it face down on the table. “Yeah, a good time-filler. Sleep ok?”
“Aye, I might almost be human again. Thanks for sharing last night. You didn’t have to.” She looked more rested than both of them put together.
“Makes sense.” She brushed her gratitude aside, doing her best to avoid looking at Abi’s long legs under her table. “Coffee?” 
“Is the Pope Catholic?” 
Abi followed her into the kitchen and leaned against the bench as she rustled about. They talked briefly about their plans for the day as Jen boiled the kettle. With coffee in hand, they headed back to the couch to sit with Abi’s itinerary. 
“We need to talk about something, though. I promised myself I’d wait a few days, but I’m going to be distracted if we don’t clear this up. Is that ok?”
“Ah, I guess so.” Jen’s heart thundered suddenly. 
“What happened that made you not want to do the Christmas trip? I mean, you seemed pretty upset, and you’ve never mentioned it again. I said I’d put things on hold for a few weeks, but honestly, I’ve been hoping you’ll tell me what’s going on. I get your family have expectations, but surely you can do one Christmas without them.” 
Jen took a moment to collect her thoughts and settle on what she was willing to say. She took a deep breath, deciding to be honest. “Yes, and no. Mum has some pretty non-negotiable expectations. A lot of them, actually. Mostly about what kind of daughter I’m supposed to be. I’m not exactly ticking her boxes at the moment.”
“So you said.” Abi rested an arm on the back of the sofa, her hand on her shoulder. “I’ve seen you upset by your parents before, though. This looks different.” 
She sighed. “They’re so damned judgy. I can’t breathe when I’m with them. But I can’t not see them either. It doesn’t work that way.”
“Hmm. Can you care less about what they think?”
“I would… I do, I guess. When I’m down here, everything’s fine. Mostly. But as soon as Mum gets on the phone, or I’m home…. My brother is such a fucking homophobe.”
Abi sat up straighter. “OK,” she replied slowly. 
“He gives me shit for working at a girls’ school, and he winds mum up. Every time I see him, he’s accusing me of…” she trailed off, the words stuck in her throat. 
“Accuses you of what?” Abi sat quietly, trying not to spook her. 
“Of being gay. And Caroline has worked out you’re staying, so of course that’s fuel for the fire.” Her hands knotted in her lap and she stared at them, unable to meet her gaze.
Abi sucked on her lip for a moment, a thoughtful grimace drawing her brows together. “Is it just because he’s a prick, or because he’s right…?” She left the question hanging. 
Jen lifted her chin and looked at her, tears burning her eyes. “I… don’t know.” It was as close as she could get to saying what she knew was true. 
Abi scooted close and pulled her into a tight hug, her heart thumping as frantically as Jen’s. “It’s ok. You’re going to be ok, Jen.”
The rest of the day was a tempered one, Jen fragile and Abi treating her as such. They brunched down by the beach and walked Bondi’s golden sand, mostly in silence, their conversation superficial. The day was a wild one, with squally winds pushing wispy clouds about, keeping the gulls circling. Despite the mediocre temperature, they bought gelato and sat on the grass to watch the surfers and soak up some sun. Abi kept her distance, giving her the space she needed but didn’t necessarily want. By mid-afternoon they’d had enough and walked the hill towards her apartment. 
Back in Jen’s kitchen, they avoided each other’s gaze as they looked at Trip Advisor on Abi’s iPad. 
“We’re slated to do this next weekend, but today seems like a better day,” Abi announced 
“Do what?”
“Dinner and a club. We need to boogie.” 
“Ok.” Not normally Jen’s scene, crowds and music too loud to talk suddenly seemed like the ideal way to pass the time. “The city’s got some great bars.”
“Oh, no. None of that hetero rubbish. We’re going to The Palms on Oxford. Here.” Abi pulled up a long list of reviews and pointed a finger at a comment pronouncing the club as the gay capital of Australia. They stared at each other, Abi’s mischievous smile contagious. 
“Screw it, let’s do this. What do I wear?” 
Abi clapped her hands together with delight. “Excellent. OK, where’s your wardrobe? And I need an iron. And a miracle. This humidity is playing havoc with my hair!”
An hour later, they were ready to go. 
“Too cute.” Abi looked her up and down, a final appraisal before giving a nod of satisfaction. She had dressed Jen in black pants and one of her t-shirts with a deep neckline. “I’ll need to keep an eye on you to make sure you make it home in one piece.” 
Jen found them a restaurant on Crown Street, only a few minutes’ walk from Oxford Street, and they Ubered in. Abi spent dinner telling Jen about some of the best gay bars in Europe, her Instagram account a guidebook of neon and ecstatic faces. 
“There’s nothing like an all women’s dance party,” she gushed, her meal half finished and forgotten. “Wall to wall women, no leery guys. A few leary women, to be honest,” and she laughed at herself. “But it’s different. Really different.” She gave her a crocked grin. “I think you’ll like it.”
Jen shrugged and chewed overlong on a mouthful of steak. 
“Or maybe not,” Abi paused, suddenly solemn. “So, rules of the game. We stick together unless you tell me otherwise.”
“Why would I tell you otherwise?” she asked, wide-eyed. 
Abi laughed. “Do I really need to spell things out for you?” 
Jen’s appetite died, killed by a wave of anxiety-filled excitement. “Oh. Yeah, I don’t imagine that happening.” The only person she dreamed of going home with sat across from her. “But if you meet someone…” 
“That would just be rude,” Abi admonished with a chuckle. “We’ll dance our socks off. I’ll ogle some cute girls. We’ll drink a bit too much, we’ll get home somehow and tomorrow we’ll try to remember what we did. That’s usually a good night.” She looked at her watch. “But if we go now, we’ll be the only ones there and we’re way too cool for that. Let’s go walk this famous Oxford Street.”


The pavements came alive with people looking for a good time as Jen and Abi walked their way to Taylor Square. They peered into clubs and bars, people-watched and soaked up the vibe, idling their way back towards the city. Abi made a list of places to return to as they strolled towards the Palms. 
She looked lit up to Jen, almost vibrating with exhilaration as the crowds thickened. More than one a stranger checked Abi out, igniting her flirtatious side and her mischievous smile appeared again. By the time they reached the Palms, she was buzzing.
“Here we go!” and she grabbed Jen’s hand as they trotted down the stairs and into the basement club. “Stick close!” A wall of 80s music engulfed them as she pulled her along. “And if you’re not happy, tell me. We can bail any time!” 
But that was the last thing to cross Jen’s mind that night. As the music thumped and the drinks flowed, any reservations or anxieties that might have stopped her from letting go were drowned out. When she wasn’t dancing her heart out with Abi, they were crushed against a wall, spectators as the packed room lost itself in abandon. And Abi had been right. The atmosphere was different. It wasn’t the women’s only vibe she had described, but something about being in a room with men who weren’t at all interested in her, and women who were, was exhilarating. She stared as everyone danced, laughed, embraced, kissed, and left together, hypnotised by their confidence and lack of inhibition. The longer they stayed, the more akin she felt. 
“How are you doing?” Abi shouted. It was nearly 2:30 a.m., but the room was still jumping, ABBA throwing everyone into a frenzy of disco moves and singing. Jen retreated to the bar for water and a breath of air, Abi on her heels. 
“This is insane!” Jen grinned, taking hold of her arm so they didn’t get pushed apart. 
“Having fun?”
“God yeah!” 
Abi laughed, throwing her head back. “Excellent!” 
“Thank you.”
“What?!”
Jen stepped in close and pressed her mouth to her ear. “I said, thank you.” 
When Abi pulled back, something in the way she looked at her made Jen stop breathing. But she turned away as Kylie’s lilting tones filled the room and the dance floor cheered, leaving Jen unmoored. 
“C’mon! I’ve got one more dance in me before my feet drop off,” and Abi yanked her back into the thick of it.



Sydney 
Sunday, 22 April, 2018
SUNDAY MORNING WAS A very slow start for both of them. Jen woke far too early with a splitting headache and ventured to the bathroom for Panadol and water before retreating to bed to bury her head under her pillow. Abi didn’t even stir beside her. When next she woke, she was alone, and Abi’s side of the bed was cold. Jen found her curled up on the couch with a cup of tea in one hand and her phone in the other. 
“Good afternoon, sleepyhead.” 
“How long have you been up?” Jen mumbled, stumbling into the kitchen to fill the kettle. Somehow she had got herself into her pjs but she had no memory of that. They were back to front, and she wrestled with them whilst the water boiled.
“About an hour. I’ve been working, so all good.” 
“You hungry? Do you need some Panadol?”
“No, I’m fine. What do you want to do today?” Abi sounded far too merry for the amount of alcohol they had consumed the night before. 
Jen reappeared and slumped down beside her on the couch, tea and painkillers in hand. “Nothing that requires me to turn my head more that forty-five degrees.”
They opted for an afternoon in Newtown, Sydney’s gaybourhood, for a late lunch and some downtime. Traffic was bullish, but everything was an adventure for Abi, a levity that made a normally frustrating journey fun for Jen. They walked King Street from end to end, looking in shop windows and reading pub and bar events boards for drag nights to attend. Abi found the Imperial Hotel, Erskineville’s iconic pub and film location for Priscilla, Queen of the Desert. With some embarrassment, Jen admitted it was the one classic Aussie movie she had never seen, so they ventured inside for a beer on the promise they’d stream it with takeout before Abi flew home. 
Their last stop was Camperdown Memorial Park to sit and people-watch. The green was a popular spot for Newtown’s bohemian population. People sat on the grass in clumps, some with dogs, others smoking and eating, laughing amongst themselves. Abi nabbed them a bench at the top end with a view of the length of the park. 
“How good is this?” Jen nudged her, a wide smile in place. “Bit of a rainbow parade, eh?” She had visited the park before but never stayed, something about the vibe making her uneasy. The queer non-conformity and fuck-you attitude usually left her feeling out of place, but now it attracted her attention and piqued her envy. People were enjoying themselves and the company they kept, lounging without a care. Everyone looked comfortable in their own skins, and as at the Palms she yearned to embrace all of herself that unselfconsciously. Beside her Abi relaxed, in her element somehow, content. 
“How did you know?” Jen stretched her legs out and buried her hands in her pockets, surveying the park from behind her sunglasses. After last night, asking the question she wanted to ask seemed easier. 
“Know what?” 
“You were gay.” 
Abi stared at her a moment before turning her attention back to the park. “I’m not sure there was ever a moment when I knew. My parents let me get on with working myself out, and I suppose I just got here from there. I do remember the first time I was bullied, though. I had a wicked crush on a girl in primary school—I can’t even remember her name now, but she had the longest hair I’d ever seen, and she wore these pretty, flowery dresses. I wanted to kiss her all the time. But she had this older brother, and he’d worked me out pretty quick. He called me a dirty muff muncher, and he punched me in the face.” She paused, a reluctant smile in place. “My Ma was mortified. More because she had to explain to me what dirty muff muncher was,” and she laughed. 
“God, that’s awful.”
“Eh. What do you do?” and her smile widened. “At least I knew who I was and what I liked. Things got a bit easier in secondary. A few of us little weirdos hung out together so the school couldn’t ignore us, really. And Da was none too shy about making sure they got their act together. Bless him.” She nudged her with her shoulder again and leaned against her in silence for a while. “But it’s not that easy for everyone. Look at this lot. What a mishmash of stories they must have. Some’ll be lucky. They’ll have parents like mine, who stood beside them as they dealt with all their coming out shite. But some of these kids will have been kicked out of home, or sent to conversion therapy.”
“Conversion..?”
“Pray the gay away church groups and programs. Toxic bullshite. I’ve a mate back home who got dragged through that. Years of bloody therapy to recover.”
“Hmm.” Jen’s mother’s face popped into her head, scowling at her as they sat wedged together in one of the gayest parks in Sydney. She glowered back and wished her away. 
“I don’t know anyone who’s had an easy time, really. If it’s not your parents, it’s your schoolmates, or some arse at the local pub. Or someone you work with… Or your brother.” 
Jen let out a long breath and scooted down to rest her head on her shoulder, trying not to think of Mike. “Why do people do that? I mean, I get they think it’s wrong, or some Bible passage alludes to something. But why care so much what other do? I just…” she trailed off.
“I reckon we scare people. Here we all are, not following the rules,” and she tilted her chin at the crowded park. “And we’re mostly doing ok. Life isn’t easy, but a lot of us are happy. We’re happier not lying to ourselves, at least. Or we’re trying not to. But that’s the dangerous bit. Bucking the system. Imagine if, along with not following the rules about who we’re supposed to fuck, we stopped following other rules. There’d be a revolution.” 
“I could do with a little anarchy,” Jen sighed. 
“You and the world.” 
They were quiet for a while. 
“Have you slept with many women?”
“Ha! OK!” and she gave her an astonished stare. “I’ve… slept with a few women, yeah.” She laughed despite herself. “Why?”
“What’s it like?”
Abi pushed her upright and turned to stare at her, open-mouthed. “I’m actually not sure how to answer that… other than… I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t like it?” She shrugged as she chewed her top lip, looking at her as she tried to work out what she wanted to hear. 
Jen’s cheeks flamed as she leaned back against the park bench. “Do you think I’d like it?” 
“Oh. Jen.” Abi sat back with her and took her hand, lacing her fingers between hers to hold her tightly. “You’re the only one who can answer that.” 



Sydney 
Monday, 23 April, 2018
“HOW ARE YOU DOING?” Abi’s kind eyes shone at her as she sipped her coffee. “We’ve done a lot of gay in the last few days.” 
“I suppose we have.” They sat in the window of a small corner cafe in Newtown, watching the world go by, in no hurry to do much of anything. “I’m ok, I guess.” 
“You’re coming to grips with quite a bit, eh?”
Jen’s breath shuddered as she spun her coffee cup round on its saucer. Too many conflicting emotions battled for attention, and her head churned with conversations and arguments, mostly with her family, but some with Abi. She hunted for a thread, something to tug on to unravel the jumble. 
“I have moments of being ok with… this, and then I imagine how my family’s going to react, and what it’ll mean for my job…” She drifted off, a little melancholic. 
“From what you’ve told me, they’ve been giving you a pretty hard time for years. Has it always been about you being gay?”
Jen stiffened. She’d yet to claim those words for herself. She wasn’t ready for Abi to label her so casually. 
“Sorry,” and Abi held up a placating hand. “I shouldn’t have said that. You said your brother’s homophobic…?”
“No, it’s ok.” Jen’s chest tightened, and she bowed her head, struggling to find the right words to explain what was going on for her. “This is pretty terrifying, if I’m being honest. There’s a lot a shame attached to that word for me.”
“We don’t have to talk about this.”
“No, I want to. I need to. It’s… It’s one thing to think about something…”
“And quite another to say it out loud, yeah?” Abi reached across and squeezed her hand. “OK. Here’s the deal.”
Jen snorted and shook her head. “Another one?”
“Ha, yeah,” Abi smirked. “I do make a lot of deals. But they’re usually pretty good.” 
Jen cocked a wry eyebrow. 
“I wish I could make this whole process easier for you. I can see how much it cuts you to pieces, and I’ve no idea how to save you from that.” She let her hand go and sat back. “The best I can do is be someone you can talk to. About absolutely anything. I’m basically air-gapped. I don’t know anyone you know. And I’m going to get on a plane and fly away with whatever you tell me. So you can tell me anything. You can trust me, and I won’t judge. Promise.”
Jen propped her elbows on the table and her face in her hands. She desperately wanted to let it all out, but something stopped her, a force so suffocating her head started to buzz and her lips tingle. Suddenly she was fighting for breath. Her throat closed over and vision tunnelled.
“Oh, OK!” Abi reached out and grabbed both her hands, holding them tightly as she leaned in. “Look at me. Deep breaths, in, out, in….” 
Panic swamped her, but she held fast as Abi tried to keep her upright. 
“Keep breathing, Jen. Close your eyes, can you close your eyes?” 
Jen nodded and clamped her eyes shut, relieved not to be looking at Abi’s distressed expression, or anything at all that was Abi. She rubbed her hands as Jen breathed in and out, slowly soothing her panic with calm words and warm fingers. Finally, her head began to clear. 
“There you go. Keep breathing. Bit better now?” 
Jen nodded weakly, taking the water Abi pressed into her hands. She drank quickly, one glass after another, until her pulse slowed and she returned to her body. 
Breakfast appeared abruptly, the wait staff apologetic and awkward as he looked for space to put their plates, but Jen was grateful for the interruption. That was her first panic attack. It had come out of nowhere, and it frightened her to realise her body might betray her. She was mortified. 
They spent the rest of the day walking the city and taking in some of Sydney’s most iconic tourist sites. Abi’s excitement was diverting, and it helped Jen stay grounded, but every once in a while she caught her concerned stare out of the corner of her eye. Abi’s covert apprehension only intensified how foolish she felt, and she vacillated between humiliation and delight in Abi’s company. By the time they called it a day, she was emotionally exhausted. 
But as they unwound on the couch with pizza and Priscilla that night, she sensed something between them shifting. Somehow, in the headiness of her panic attack, she saw Abi more clearly, and she realised that what had terrified her in that moment wasn’t coming to terms with her sexuality, it was Abi’s imminent departure. That she would get on a plane and leave her again. And this time her heart would break in ways she didn’t think she could put back together. 



Sydney 
Tuesday, 24 April, 2018
THEY WOKE EARLY ON Tuesday and piled into the car as the sun rose in an endeavour to beat the cross-city traffic. A day in the Blue Mountains beckoned. The 5a.m. wake up did nothing for Abi, and she fell asleep in the passenger seat before they had been driving fifteen minutes. She didn’t surface again until the bottom of the mountains. 
Jen appreciated the interceding quiet. She always found driving settling. The sense of motion soothed something in her, as though moving with purpose helped her thoughts find direction. As she wound through traffic with Abi fast asleep beside her, she reflected on her humiliating panic attack. 
Fronting up to her desires petrified her, but what scared her more was having to let go of Abi again. The more time they spent together, the clearer her feelings became. And, with some irony, she recognised that admitting to herself she was falling in love with Abi was easier than admitting to herself she was gay. She couldn’t work out if that would do her a favour or not.
As they began the twisting drive towards Leura, Abi woke. “Oh god, have I been asleep that long?” she groaned, checking the time on her phone.
“You get a pass,” Jen replied. 
“So magnanimous.” 
Jen watched her in the rear-view mirror as she combed her hair out with her fingers and wrangled her locks into a ponytail. She looked rested and calm, and when she met her gaze in the mirror, something passed between them. Clearing her throat, Jen looked away, fighting the blush that brewed. 
“Do you want to swap? I’m happy to drive.”
“That’s ok, I don’t mind. I drive this road a lot. It’s the route home.”
“Oh,” Abi sounded apologetic. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be silly. It’s fine. It’s nice to have a better reason to drive this way, actually.”
They drove on in silence for a while, Jen mustering some courage to talk about what had happened the day before. “So, I’m sorry about yesterday.”
“What?”
“In the cafe.” She checked her mirrors to distract herself from her gnawing discomfort. “I didn’t mean to overreact.”
“Give yourself a break, Jen,” Abi sighed. “If this stuff was easy, the world would be full of happy gays.” 
Jen snorted in surprise. “I suppose you’re right.” She hadn’t given it much thought on a broader level. Emily suddenly popped into her head and she wondered how she was doing. The young woman hadn’t crossed her mind since the last day of school, and a wave of guilt surged. It occurred to Jen they were in similar places, both of them grappling with who they were, in hostile environments, with few allies to retreat to. The notion struck her with force, and she paled. “God. Emily. Here I am, all wrapped up in myself, and she hasn’t crossed my mind all week. I’m an adult. She’s only fifteen.” 
“The girl from your class?”
“Hmm.”
“Her parents sound like they have her back.” When Jen didn’t reply, Abi shifted in her seat and stared at her. “Does it feel a bit close to home? All this stuff with her?”
“Yes, and no. I don’t know what to do about her. But I feel like a hypocrite.” 
“God, you’re hard on yourself. Were your parents like this with you?”
“You have no idea,” Jen groaned. “My mother is the picture of piety. Caroline is her judgemental clone and Mike thinks he’s better than the rest of us. There’s very little oxygen in the room when we’re all together.” 
“He sounds like a right arse.”
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” she sighed. “Pick a bigotry and Mike’s your man. I don’t know where he gets it from, but it’s embarrassing.” 
“So he’s a bully.”
“Yeah! Actually.” Jen shook her head, stunned Abi had encapsulated him so accurately so quickly. No wonder she reacted so strongly to Emily’s situation. It felt all too familiar, on multiple levels. “He was the worst thing about growing up. He’s such a train wreck. He got his girlfriend pregnant at sixteen, took no responsibility for that. And mum turned a blind eye to the whole drama. Compared to how ballistic she went when I got in trouble with Becky Pearce… argh!” 
“Who’s Becky Pearce?” Abi’s interest was clearly piqued.
“Becky Pearce,” Jen muttered, nostalgically. “She’s my girl in the flowery dress.”
“Really? Excellent! How old were you?”
“Twelve.”
“Oh my god,” Abi sounded delighted. “What happened??”
Jen told her about her infatuation, how she would find ways to sit next to Becky in Bible study, or walk home with her even though she lived on the opposite side of town. And about the scandal that resulted, with Sally being the unanticipated target of gossip by her church groups, and how humiliated she had been. 
“Caroline was my rock back then. She stuck up for me and defended me. But Mike… He knocked his girlfriend up, yet all anyone talked about was me holding Becky fucking Pearce’s hand in church. I’m pretty sure Cheryl got an abortion! Their reactions still don’t make any sense to me. It was all so disproportionate. I changed schools and lost all my friends. Mum took us out of church and we had to find a new parish. She’s never forgiven me for that.” Her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. “Ever since, any time Mike screws up, he turns around and tells mum I’m a lesbian, and no one pays attention to anything else. Every fucking time. No matter how shitty his escapades, out comes ‘Jen’s a lesbian’ and poof, he’s forgiven. It drives me nuts. And it makes me feel…” Disgusting. Repugnant. Repulsive. Loathsome. She couldn’t wrap her mouth around any of those words, but they stirred around in her stomach like snakes. She gasped for breath as her throat closed over in grief and anger. “I hate him. I’ve never hated anyone, but so help me God, I hate that man.”
Abi reached over and rubbed her leg soothingly. “He sounds like a right fucking arsehole.” 
Jen burst out laughing, locking eyes with her in the rear-view mirror. “He is a right fucking arsehole. Oh my god!” What a cathartic revelation, to see him in the clear light of day. “He’s a fucking arsehole!” 
“So why do you care what he thinks? He’s obviously a fuckup.”
“He is such a fuckup.” Jen threw her a quick glance. Like most people, she cared too much about what people thought of her, but did her best to reduce the number of people whose opinions she paid attention to. Still, this was the first time she had considered ignoring a member of her family. She took for granted they were the arbiters of her life. Despite being poorly qualified to judge. And she was certainly no fan of the criteria they held her to. “God, I don’t actually have to care about getting their approval, do I?” It was so obvious it was ridiculous, and she laughed long and hard. 
The rest of the day was a blur. Jen vacillated between jubilance at being able to free herself from her family’s didactic opinions and the pleasure of Abi’s company. As they walked the trails around the rocky promontory of The Three Sisters, she found herself full of nervous energy. By the time they called the day quits and started the drive back to Sydney, she had run Abi ragged. 



Sydney 
Wednesday, 25 April, 2018
WHEN JEN WOKE THE next morning, she was alone in bed again. She had slept better than she had in a long time. Star-fishing in the middle of the mattress, she stared up at the ceiling, wondering if the excitement and self-realisation of yesterday was still with her. 
“Morning.” Abi stood in the doorway, leaning against the jamb with a coffee mug in hand. “Sleep alright?”
“Like the dead,” and she sat up, wiping the sleep from her eyes. “Isn’t there a girls’ night at one of the Newtown bars tonight?”
Abi’s eyebrows shot up. “Yeah, I think so. You want to go?” A smirk curved her mouth. 
“Let’s do more gay.”
“Oh my god, you said gay!”
Jen wiggled through the crowd, trying not to spill their drinks too much. “Oh my god,” she yelled as she nudged her way back to Abi’s side. “I’m pretty sure someone just hit on me!”
“What?” Abi leaned in. 
“I think someone hit on me. A woman!” 
Abi laughed in delight. “Excellent! What’s she like?” 
Jen turned to spot her in the crowd, but quickly gave up. “Does that happen a lot?”
“Getting picked up? Of course it does. You’re in a gay bar!”
“Yeah, but…” and she looked down at herself and shrugged. 
“Oh for god’s sake,” Abi groaned. “You’re very pullable in these circles.” Jen coloured, making Abi laugh more. “You’ve been the topic of a few conversations already.” Abi nodded at a cluster of women down the bar. Heads turned their way, and a hand beckoned them over. Jen turned away, eyes wide, a little flustered. 
“I’m not sure I’m ready for that,” and she glanced back down the bar to lock eyes with a short-haired woman with a seductive smile. She gave Jen a wink. “Wow, she’s… she’s gorgeous.” 
“So are you.” Abi finished her cocktail and swapped her empty glass for a fresh one. Mojito number four was having a cumulative effect. “You know, I had a wicked crush on you in Provence.” 
Jen choked on her drink. “What?”
“Oh c’mon! I kissed you. Of course I had a thing for you.” She laughed merrily as Jen gawped at her. “I fucked my way through Spain getting over you.” She looked away, abruptly aware of what she had let slip. “Anyway, she’s your type,“ and Abi pointed unobtrusively at a tall, athletic woman making her way through the crowd nearby. “I’ll introduce you. Wing-woman!”
Before Jen could stop her, Abi launched herself into the throng, disappearing from sight. When she reappeared, she was pressed close to another stranger, deep in conversation. Jen looked away and busied herself with tending her drink, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Abi had feelings for her. Past tense. The kind she needed to work through. Why hadn’t she said anything? Ever? Jen’s mind was doing cartwheels, and time ticked away as she grappled with this new information. 
“Hey?” 
Jen looked up to find herself face to face with the gorgeous woman from the end of the bar. 
“I hope I’m not intruding. I wasn’t sure if you were with…” 
“Oh, hi. Ah,” and Jen looked around, trying to find Abi in the crowd again. When she spotted her, she froze. Abi’s fiery locks were unmissable, as was the fact she was making out with the woman she had pointed out less than five minutes ago. Jen’s mouth ran dry. She couldn’t hide her reaction as she turned back to the woman beside her. 
“Oh. Ah, maybe I should leave you…” 
“No….” Jen looked down at her feet a moment. “It’s my first time here, that’s all,” she offered, smiling hollowly at her. “I… hi. I’m Jen.”
The rest of the night was a surreal pastiche of experiences. Natalie turned out to be a wonderful conversationalist, and genuinely interested in her despite her distractedness. She was a lawyer, and full of fascinating stories that kept her attention away from Abi’s hook up across the bar. But now and then her eyes found her again, and the intimacy between Abi and the object of her attention was a punch to the chest. 
Natalie was gracious and when she left to go home, she put her number in Jen’s phone. “I hope I hear from you.” She touched Jen’s arm, her smile luminous before vanishing into the crowd. 
Finally on her own, Jen shook her head. She should have been flattered. She should have been excited by the prospect of seeing Natalie again. But the only person she could think about was Abi, kissing some stranger. And it infuriated her. No amount of alcohol curbed the melee of frustration and disappointment that consumed her. 
When Abi finally returned, she held her tongue and weathered the indignity of having to listen to Abi’s drunken biography of her hook up in the Uber home. If she realised how angry Jen was, she didn’t show it. Most likely she was too drunk to notice.



Sydney 
Thursday, 26 April, 2018
JEN DIDN’T WAKE UNTIL well into morning, but as she surfaced, she was in no hurry to get out of bed. She was warm, comfortable, and deeply relaxed, the scent of citrus all around. Suddenly she realised she was lying with her head on Abi’s chest, arms and legs thrown across her. Prying her eyes open and she found Abi smiling at her. 
“Hello.” 
Jen was stock still for a moment. Untangling herself, she sat up. “Sorry.” 
“That’s ok.” Abi looked like she was getting a kick out of her discomfort. “You didn’t snore this time. Though you talk in your sleep.”
“No, I don’t.” She was furious with herself.
“No, you don’t.” She gave her a cheeky wink but Jen didn’t respond. Instead, she rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom. 
She felt sick, adrift, and cheated. Her reflection in the bathroom mirror looked bleak. “Now what do I do?” She shook her head at the absurdity of her situation. 
Twelve hours ago she had finally faced up to herself, that she had fallen for Abi and wanted to do something about that. The realisation had struck her like lightning during their taxi ride to the bar. They were chatting animatedly in the back seat, excited to be out for the night when Jen had glanced up and come eye to eye with the driver’s taciturn glare. She could read the judgement on his face. In defiant response, she’d sat up a little taller, unrepentant, and taken Abi’s hand. He’d sniffed and looked away. But as they drove across town with their fingers entwined, Jen felt whole. All the elements of her life she struggled to fit together had clicked into place under his disapproving gaze, and in Abi’s grasp. She understood exactly who she was, and who she wanted to be with. But seeing Abi kiss some stranger across the room undid her. “Fuck!” and she pressed her forehead against the vanity mirror. 
A moment later, Abi knocked on the door. “Jen? You ok?”
She stared at the door for a long while. “Yeah, I’m fine. What do you want to do today? Have a think about it. I’m going to have a shower.”
She stripped off and twisted the taps into life, stepping under a harsh jet of cold water. Hot tears burned her cheeks as she crouched in the bottom of the stall and quietly wept. 



Sydney 
Monday, 30 April, 2018
HEADING TO WORK WAS a relief. The days since the incident at the bar had required a Herculean effort to keep herself together. That Abi had no memory of her hookup only made things worse for Jen. Broaching the subject wouldn’t change what she had done, and Jen would have to explain why she was so upset. She wasn’t prepared to do that. Without a valid reason to be angry, she had to move on. Abi had already done that, apparently. She needed to do the same. 
So they walked and rode and touristed Sydney as though nothing had happened. And for the most part, they had fun. But every night Jen stayed awake until Abi nodded off, then cried herself to sleep. 
When Monday morning arrived, Jen slid out of bed and tiptoed about so as not to wake her, and left the apartment unnoticed. The 7 a.m. traffic was light, and she levitated her way in, her thoughts a tug of war between sorrow and needing to get her game face on. Abi had turned her life upside down, but SMLC could never find that out. Her job was complicated enough. She had Emily in her first class of the day—if she had returned to school. That alone was enough to drag her back to reality.
“Morning girls.” Jen closed the door firmly, taking a moment to steel herself before daring to scan the room. She spotted Emily first and breathed a small sigh of relief. “I hope everyone had a pleasant break.” Hushed giggles greeted her as she set her teaching materials on her desk. When she turned, they hushed. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing, Miss,” Ashleigh’s smug voice made Jen’s heckles rise. With a frown, she turned away and started the lesson. What was she still doing in her class? And what was all the tittering about?
Something was off, though she couldn’t put her finger on it. 
No matter what she said or did during their fifty minutes together, her students responded with a tinge of derision. Discussions were sterile, answers cold and short. Only at the end of the lesson, when the bell rang, did she realise not one of them had smiled. A deep foreboding settled as she watched them leave. 
Emily hung back, and when she got to the door, she stopped. She seemed to weigh something up, and as she closed the door she pulled her phone out of her pack. “Miss?”
“Emily. How are you? Are you ok?” 
“You have a problem, Miss.” 
Jen frowned. “What do you mean?” She had been worried about Emily all lesson, concerned the girls’ poor attitudes centred on her return to school. 
“There’s a video, and some pictures.” Opening her phone, Emily tapped her TikTok and navigated to her saved content. She looked embarrassed as she handed the device over, tapping play. Baffled, Jen looked down. 
It took a moment for Jen to realise what she was watching. She recognised the Palms and spotted Abi’s unmissable head of hair in the crowd. Jen’s blood ran cold as the image zoomed and her own face came into view. They were dancing, close, and from the angle of the video, anyone could be forgiven for interpreting their behaviour as intimate. Their heads tilted in the bobbing crowd, and it looked like they were kissing. 
Jen sat heavily on the edge of the desk, her eyes wide. “Fuck.” 
“I’ve seen some pictures as well. But the video’s the worst.” The worst. The words shot through Jen like razor blades. “Most of the senior girls have seen it. Are you alright, Miss?”
“It’s not what it looks like,” she muttered, unwilling to meet her gaze.
“That doesn’t matter.” Emily sounded sad. “It’s a gay bar, right?”
“It’s a gay bar,” she sighed, and she handed the phone back. “Ashleigh’s seen it, obviously”
“Everyone has.” 
“This is going to be bad.” Jen rubbed her forehead in tired resignation. “OK. Emily. Thank you for showing me,” and she gave her a rueful smile. “Off you go, you don’t want to be late for next period.”
When Emily left, she locked the door after her. That same terror that had sent her head spinning in the cafe days earlier assailed her again, and she dropped to a crouch, struggling to catch her breath. Ashleigh and her little cadre would never let this go. And it would only be a matter of time before student gossip circled back to include someone on staff. Her career was about to go up in flames. “Oh fuck. Fuck.” 
The door handle jiggled suddenly, and she jumped. A face appeared in the small glass panel, and she came face to face with a junior student. Pulling herself together, Jen clambered to her feet and unlocked the door. With her bag in hand, she ignored the influx of girls and hurried to her next lesson. 
Jen taught the rest of the day in a state of hypervigilance and paranoia. Every pair of eyes she met seemed to judge her, and she was sure everyone was talking about the video. It wouldn’t be long before her name would be called over the PA, and all hell would break loose. 
The moment didn’t happen until after lunch, but when Margaret’s harsh voice cut through her first afternoon class, she was relieved. Every girl in class stared at her as she packed up her things. With twenty minutes left in the period, they knew she wouldn’t be returning. It was a surreal moment, facing a group of young women who thought they knew intimate details about her life. 
“I’d appreciate if you’d finish the reading for the morning, and keep the noise down until the bell.” There was no point talking to them as though they were her students any more. 
The walk across the quad felt like the last one she would ever make at St Millies. She took her time, soaking up details of the buildings and grounds, trying to imprint them in her memory. 
When she reached Yvonne’s office, Margaret waved her into a chair. Jen sat without a word, her legs and arms crossed, a peculiar calm settling over her. As she stared at Margaret’s down-turned face, she realised she didn’t care how the conversation unfolded. Yvonne was about to accuse her of doing something she hadn’t done, but desperately wanted to do. For SMLC, there would be no distinction between those two states. She thought back on Emily’s courage in the face of her peers’ bigotry. The bullying was intolerable, but she’d never once shunned her identity in favour of an easier life. If a fifteen-year-old girl could own who she was, Jen could damned well do the same. Yvonne would get no apology from her. When she was finally ushered in, she was ready for whatever was coming.
“Sit.” 
Yvonne’s tone was steely, but Jen took her time to close the door and make herself comfortable. She met MacKechnie’s gaze, unruffled by her grim expression. 
“Do you know why I called you in?”
“Presumably it’s about the video doing the rounds.” Jen replied matter-of-factly and folded her arms across her chest. 
Yvonne’s eyebrow arched in surprise. She was obviously expecting a different reaction, for Jen to leap to her own defence. “So you’ve seen it,” she said, finally. 
“I don’t suppose there’s any point in telling you it’s not what it looks like.” 
“I’d prefer you were honest with me, actually.” 
“So no, then. You’ve already passed judgement.” 
Yvonne’s eyebrows arched higher.
“May I ask what the point of this meeting is?” Jen surprised herself with her mettle. 
MacKechnie’s sigh was a long, perturbed hiss. “Alright Jenny, it’s not what it looks like,” and she threw her hands up in the air. “Is that what you want? Regardless, that’s you, is it not? In a homosexual establishment.” Her lips almost stuck to her teeth as she pushed the words out. 
“Yes, the Palms is a gay club. And the woman I was with is gay,” and she shrugged. “She’s a good friend of mine. In fact, she’s staying with me at the moment, in my apartment. My one-bedroom apartment.” Jen couldn’t help herself. With every word, Yvonne’s face grew redder, her mouth a tighter and tighter line until her lipstick disappeared. “I only have one bed…”
“That’s enough, Jenny.” Her tone dropped the temperature in the room by degrees. “I understand you’re angered by this video, but I’m not having this attitude, frankly. You’re a different woman recently.” 
Jen’s bravado faltered, the Principal’s curtness too reminiscent of Sally’s for her to hold her nerve. “My apologies, Yvonne. This isn’t how I anticipated spending my first day of term.”
“That makes two of us.” MacKechnie shook her head as she circled her desk to tuck herself into her chair. Clucking, she let out several more terse sighs. “Honestly, all of this is out of my hands, Jenny. Your actions constitute a breach of contract. Conditions are very clear regarding how our educators conduct themselves. We expect you to uphold the values of the school and to act in accordance with those values, both on and off campus. I appreciate you have a private life, but when it impacts the school… well,” and she looked genuinely disappointed. “I’m not going to ask about this young women staying with you. I don’t see the point. What we have to deal with now is the Board.”
Jen’s face dropped. There was no coming back from frequenting gay bars when the school was already trying to remove a gay student. But she hadn’t anticipated being subjected to a Board decision-making session. Her job was gone, but a Board termination could end her career.
“I can tell you, this won’t go well for you. I’ve already had the Chair on the phone, and he’s quite unhappy. He wants you sacked on the spot. But given the current situation with Emily and her parents, I’ve persuaded him we would be wise to deal with this matter privately.” She took a deep breath. “I’d like you to resign.” 
“Resign?” Jen was stunned. 
“It’s best for everyone. As much as we haven’t seen eye to eye over this Emily business—and frankly, I can see why, now—you’re an exemplary teacher, and I wouldn’t want this to mar your career. Resign, Jennifer. Walk away, find another position. The gossip will fade away quickly enough. I doubt it’ll follow you anywhere, as long as you stay away from faith-based schools.” 
Jen didn’t know where to look or what to say. 
“Take the day. The Board isn’t able to meet until Thursday, but it would be good to get back to them with your resignation well before then.” 
Jen arrived home to a deserted apartment. She tossed her bag in a corner, changed into shorts and a t-shirt and poured herself an ample glass of wine. She had little to contemplate. Yvonne had offered her an exit plan that would permit her to at least salvage her career. She might even spin things with her parents, tell them she left of her own accord, without having to broach the subject of her sexuality. Except she couldn’t imagine a plausible reason to up and quit. And knowing Caroline, she’d leap to all sorts of conclusions, anyway. Plus, there was Mike. With a sigh, she realised how inevitable the impending shit-show was. 
Downing her glass, she poured herself another and plucked her phone off the coffee table. “Where is this bloody video?” She downloaded TikTok, created an account, and launched into a search. She spotted Ashleigh’s account and the offending clip in a heartbeat. That little schemer had reposted it from somewhere, and she waded through web tags hunting for the source. The more she searched, the more she realised how fast it was spreading. The caption to one reposting read “Anglican school teacher a gay hypocrite”, and she caught her breath. “I’m so screwed.” 
Abi turned up an hour later. “Hey, how was your first…” She halted in the hallway, her eyes settling on the two discarded wine bottles on the coffee table. 
Jen was sprawled on the couch, her empty glass balanced on her chest and her phone in her hand. Dancing Queen blasted from its puny speakers. She had been watching the thirty second video on loop for the last half hour. 
“What’s going on?”
“You know what’s so ironic?” Jen brandished her phone at her. “It’s not even real! I mean, fuck!” And she rolled off the sofa, grabbing the edge of the coffee table and sending her wine glass flying. Abi lunged for her, too late to be of any help. “I wouldn’t care so much if it was real. But it’s not. That’s one bitter pill, right?” Abi attempted to help her back onto the couch but Jen fended her off. “I’m not that drunk. I’m fine.” She glowered at her as she tossed her phone on the table and shuffled into the kitchen for another bottle. When she came back, Abi had her phone and was staring at the horrifying social media post. 
“Jen…” She’d paled, her freckles a stark dance across her nose. 
She shook her head, electing to ignore how adorable Abi looked in her shorts and t-shirt. “Doesn’t matter. You know what, I’m a big queer. I’m gay! Ha! I said it! But St Millies doesn’t have people like me on staff. Maybe that’s a good thing, right?” 
“The school knows?”
“The school knows! The whooooole school knows. Aaaaall the students, and aaaall the faculty. And,” she pointed a finger at her. “The Board. The Board knows. Which, I mean. Wow. But it’s ok,” and she jabbed a finger at her again, then looked around for her wine glass. When she couldn’t locate it she uncorked the wine bottle with her teeth and took a swallow. “Because I can resign, and everything’ll go away. Except I’ll have no job. I need to work out what to say to my parents. God,” and she rolled her eyes. “Mike has TikTok.” She flung her head back and groaned.
“Jesus, you’re a shite drunk,” Abi muttered. “Give me that.” She plucked the bottle from her hand and ushered her back to the sofa. “Take a breath… Jen, look at me.” She took her face in her hands. “Tell me exactly what happened.” 
Jen leaned in close and breathed in. “Ashleigh shared the TikTok of us making out at the Palms with the whole senior school.” 
Abi’s eyes narrowed. “But we didn’t make out.”
“I know! That’s what I mean by irony.” She slumped back onto the couch. “Doing the time without doing the crime.” 
“But you’re resigning?”
“Yvonne, bless her, got the Board to let me resign. I think.” She squinted at the ceiling, trying to recall what MacKechnie had said. “I have to resign before they meet on Thursday. That’s when they’ll fire me. So I have to resign first.” 
Abi sat back on her heels, a reflective expression on her face. “Wait. The Principal told the Board she can get you to resign before they have to meet to fire you? At the same time, they’re quietly getting rid of a queer student, with stroppy parents?” She snorted and shook her head. “They’re shitting themselves.” 
Blinking, Jen sat up. “What do you mean?”
“My god. Imagine if her parents get hold of this. The whole deal would be a massive anti-discrimination claim. The mother’s a lawyer, right?” She chuckled at the magnitude of the situation, but Jen only shook her head.
“They’re protected. There’s legislation…”
“Doesn’t matter,” Abi interrupted. “The press’ll have a bloody field day. A student and a teacher. At the same time! You can’t resign. Jen, seriously,“ and she knelt in front of her and grasped her knees. “Let them fire you. If you want her to have a decent coming out…. God, if you want any queer kid in that fucking school to see some justice, you can’t resign.”
Jen leaned away from her, a deep frown darkening her face. “What do you mean? I’m not doing that. This is already a mess for me.”
“I know. It’ll be tough. But you could change things for a lot of kids!”
“What…? I won’t change anything. This happens. All the time.”
“Which is why you need to stand up, Jen. Tell the world what they’re doing to these girls.”
“Sure. Burn my life down, right, Abi?” and she scowled at her. “I’ve already lost my job. But that will be my career. No school’ll touch me. Anywhere. And my family? Jesus Christ. Things’ll be bad enough when they find out. But going public. And to the papers? They’ll never talk to me again. This will ruin them. The humiliation. They’ll be all Bathurst can talk about!” The quarrel was swiftly sobering. 
“You’re seriously not telling me you’re worried about your family!” Abi’s tone was sharp. 
“Of course I am,” Jen barked. “Who else is there? Who’s going to support me? Who’s going to stand behind me? Or stand up for me? No one!”
“Jen. No, no. People will stand up for you—with you! You won’t be alone.”
“But I will be. Where will YOU be? Not here, that’s for sure. You’ll just get on a plane and fly off to fuck your way around Europe for the summer whilst I’m here, trying to glue my life back together.” She crossed the room to close the sliding door so neighbours wouldn’t hear them. 
“I’m here now,” Abi insisted. “I’ll still be behind you from home.”
“Will you though? Abi? Because it doesn’t feel like it. I’ve got enough to salvage without taking up a crusade that’s got more to do with you than me.” Abi blanched. She’d hit a nerve. 
“You know what, Jen?” Her voice was subdued and weary. “At some point, you’re going to have to go public with who you are. Granted, this isn’t ideal. But a fifteen-year-old girl’s prepared to get dragged through the mud over this. Where the fuck are you? You’re so terrified your homophobe of a brother will spot us on TikTok. But so what? He’s going to find out, anyway. Or is this you attempting to jimmy yourself back into the closet?”
“Fuck you, Abi. Honestly.” She glared at her as she stalked to the kitchen. “You don’t get to judge me. I may not be the most self-realised gay on the planet, but at least I’m honest with myself.”
“Honest? Please. Jen. I’ve known you for almost a year. There’s hardly been a moment when you haven’t been desperately running away from yourself. The most honest I’ve ever seen you was in La Sorge, half drunk, trying to get me into bed.” 
Jen reddened, battling to swallow past the knot in her throat. “Well, you’re not exactly a paragon here, either. Sleeping your way around Spain to get over me? That’s what you said the other night before you took off to hook up with some random woman at the pub.” 
Abi stilled, astonished by her rebuke. “Ok,” she whispered, shoving a frustrated hand through her hair. “I can’t do this with you anymore. I thought I could, but I can’t. My mum was right. This was a mistake.”
“Can’t do what, Abi? What? It’s my life that’s going up in flames.”
“I can’t do this… dance. Are you ok with being gay, are you not? It’s exhausting.” She shook her head and left the room.
“Abi?” But she didn’t reply. 
Jen stood rooted to the spot, clear-headed and profoundly present. When Abi reappeared, she had her suitcase in hand and her bag over her shoulder. They stared at each other. 
“Do you have anything to say?”
Only when the door slammed did Jen find her voice. “Don’t go.”
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OF ALL THE HANGOVERS Jen had awoken with since Abi’s arrival, that morning’s was the worst. Her headache was blinding, made worse because she’d cried most of the night away. A long shower and a handful of Panadol did little to soothe the pounding. 
From her balcony she watched the sun rise, wondering how everything had gone so wrong. Her coming out was meant to go differently. She was supposed to work herself out, and then life would be perfect. Instead, everything was falling apart. All her relationships were about to be destroyed. At the very least, she should still have Abi, but even she’d fled. The enormity was paralysing.
But as she watched the birds gliding among the trees, she realised circumstances were only ever going to go one way. Unless she voluntarily jammed herself back into her denial, something had to give. That something just happened to be everything, all at once. She had spent so long creating a life of complexities and obfuscations to hide who she knew herself to be, it was no surprise it was all falling apart. Tapping the balcony with a sense of resignation, she turned and headed inside to prep for school. With nothing left to do, she girded herself to front up to the unavoidable melodrama that awaited her. 
Jen was the object of most passing glances as she raced across school grounds. She hardly cared. An apathy had settled in as she scrutinised her life during her commute, and now she lacked the strength to care about the circulating chatter. She had other priorities. 
Karen met her in the corridor and followed her into their shared office space, her face one of resolute empathy. “Well, this is a mess.”
“Hmm, only for a day or two more, Karen. Things’ll die down soon enough.” Jen unloaded her bag, tossed in texts and notebooks for the next period and slung it back over her shoulder. 
Karen squinted at her, her placidness unexpected. “Do you need anything?” she asked eventually, baffled by what to say. 
“I’d just like to do my job, to be honest,” and Jen squeezed her arm as she stepped past to head to class. “Thanks, Karen,” and she spun on her heel to give her a half-hearted wave. She’d miss her care and mentoring, but in the same breath she understood Karen’s first loyalty was to the school. With a sigh, she let her expectations go. What would be, would be.
The first half of the day happened predictably enough. Jen accepted all her students now believed she was gay, and the vibe in the room bore her out with each class she taught. But the less she reacted, the quicker the girls settled. Within ten minutes, teaching was business as usual. At least the student body was capable of rising above the gossip and getting on with things. 
When lunch came, she dropped her bag in her office and headed out to the quad for lunch duty. Despite regulations, she wore her sunglasses to evade eye contact with both students and staff. She stood on her own near the netball courts, hands in her pockets, surveying the crowd absent-mindedly. Eventually, Alex strolled over.
“Well, I’d never have guessed it’d be you,” he mumbled, folding his arms, acting as though he was campus security.
“Neither did I.” 
He snorted at that. “What are you going to do?”
“Are you consorting with the enemy, Alex?” She gave him a sideways glance. “Or have they sent you to pump me for information?”
“Yvonne can go fuck herself.”
“Language, Alex.” 
He turned and sniffed at her, a little incredulous. “Look at you, all ballsy, with a spine all of a sudden.”
“That makes one of us, I suppose.”
“Touche.” He turned back to observe the girls. “To answer your question, no. I’m with the rebels, not the empire.”
“Good for you,” she lilted, throwing him an approving eye over the top of her sunnies. “There aren’t many rebels left here, I fear.”
“Not all of us have departed for the outer rings.”
“Jesus, you’re a nerd.” 
He shrugged. “If I were you, I wouldn’t be out here today. Every single mobile phone is playing that video of you.” 
Now that he mentioned it, Jen realised most activity in the quad was small, tightly clustered groups of girls gossiping and flicking peeks in her direction. She snorted. “It’s probably the best sex-ed they’ll see at this place.” 
Alex’s gleeful laugh cut across the grounds and created a temporary lull in chatter. “Burn it down, Jen Cosgrove. Burn it all down.” He shook his head to himself as he sauntered off. 
Jen’s phone hummed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to see who had chosen that inopportune moment to contact her. She gulped at the sight of Abi’s image on her lock screen, thankful for her sunnies. Tears stung as she swiped her phone open. “At the Hilton. We should talk.” Her fingers wavered over the screen, paralysed by a sudden swell of fear and hope. 
In those moments of hesitation, an argument broke out across the netball courts, stealing her attention. Emily, Ashleigh and her posse of mean girls. Gritting her teeth, she crammed her phone back in her pocket, text unsent, and headed their way. The remnants of a song reached her as she approached and her mood blackened. 
“… ing in a tree, K I S….” The group fell silent.
“No, please, keep going. I’d love to hear what’s obviously an original composition.” She shoved her sunglasses back to glare at them. Gripping Emily by the lapel, she tugged her over to stand behind her. “Lost your tongue, Ash?”
“It’s Ashleigh, Miss.” That brash head tilt only prodded Jen’s ire. 
“Given what you’ve been calling me recently, I doubt anyone would blame me for calling you… pretty much anything.”
Confusion undulated around the group. Faces turned away, but Ashleigh dug in with her defiance. “You’re in enough trouble, Miss.”
“True enough, Ash, but that’s got nothing to do with you being a homophobe and a bully.” The teen’s swagger faltered. “Nothing to say? OK. Emily,” and Jen turned her back on them, sure they lacked the courage to make a run for safety. “What were they singing?” 
Emily shrank further into herself and shrugged, trying to flee the exchange without moving. 
“You can tell me, Em. I can’t do much that’ll matter. But,” and she glanced across the quad. Yvonne was fast approaching, and she lowered her voice. “I’ve got thirty seconds before the Wicked Witch of the West gets here. I might be able to take the mean girl posse down a peg or two.” 
Emily’s eyes became round as plates. “You and me in a tree,” she blurted, her face a picture of giddy, guilty excitement. 
Jen scowled and whirled to close the chasm between herself and Ashleigh. “Is that it?” she hissed, her face inches from her ear. “At least show a little imagination, Ash. Honestly.” She shook her head. “This irrelevant mean girls’ gang you’ve got going is pretty derivative. I’d tell you to grow up, but I’m pretty sure this is you peaking.” 
“Miss Cosgrove!” Yvonne’s screech cut through the air, making the girls jump. “Step away from the students, Miss Cosgrove.”
Jen gave Ash a tired sigh as she knocked her sunnies back down and turned to stand beside Emily. Before the Principal could say anything, she launched into her report. “Thank you for coming over so quickly, Mrs MacKechnie. I caught Ashleigh and her friends bullying Emily again.” She made no attempt to be discrete. “I explained to Ashleigh, again, that bullying is against the school’s values and…”
“Yesyesyes, no need to shout Miss Cosgrove,” MacKechnie hissed, stopping in front of her, her thin nose pointed at Jen’s chest. She dropped her voice a notch. “Think twice, Jennifer, before you say anything more.” 
Jen pushed her sunnies back and locked eyes with her before turning to peer at Emily. The miserable teen was pallid and petrified, a familiar countenance and one Jen had worn enough during her teenage years. She realised suddenly how right Abi had been as she’d stormed out of her apartment. Life offered few genuinely impactful moments for adults to make a difference for someone like Emily. No one had stood up for Jen when she was Emily’s age, not in a way that helped her be who she was trying to become at thirty-four. Backing down from being that for Emily now, regardless of what the outcome might be, wasn’t an option. Besides, circumstances were about at their worst, anyway. 
Stepping back, Jen put an arm around Emily’s shoulder and looked over Yvonne’s head at the growing group of students. Phones sprouted. Whatever happened, at least she’d be the star of another TikTok. 
“I appreciate your support, Principal MacKechnie. Homophobia is an insidious bigotry.”
“Jenny!” Yvonne bristled, trying to keep her voice low.
“Ashleigh, you need to apologise to Emily. Right now.”
“Don’t you say a word,” MacKechnie’s finger shot out, nearly poking Ashleigh in the face. “Emily. Miss Clarke’s office. Now!”
“Miss Clarke’s approach is inappropriate, Yvonne,” and Jen reached out and caught Emily as she tried to walk away. “I’ve told you that. Her parents have told you that. Shaming Emily for who she is isn’t how we should support our girls at St Mildred’s.” She glanced down at the young woman in her shadow to check she was ok. 
“They are no longer your girls,“ MacKechnie snarled, her eyes narrowing. “I’ve warned you, Jennifer, not to test me. Emily. Go.” 
Jen’s grip on Emily tightened and instead she spoke to directly to her. “Go to the main gate and call your mother to come and get you. I’ll be over shortly.”
Yvonne’s smiled faltered. “Emily, my office.” 
Emily looked from the Principal to Jen before bunching her skirt around her knees and running off towards the main gate. 
“I’d like that Board meeting, Yvonne.” Jen’s hands shook, so she shoved them in her pockets. “I appreciate you want to ensure as little disruption for the girls as possible, but what’s important is the discussion about how to support all our students, regardless of their sexual identity. Emily’s not the only same-sex attracted girl here. Once the Board has discussed that, you can get on with disciplining me.”
“This isn’t a matter for your concern, Jennifer. It’s an Executive matter.”
“Fair enough,” she replied. “But I’m sure the school community would appreciate knowing something’s being done about the bullying and homophobia Emily’s been subjected to. Ashleigh’s still here. Her little cadre of accomplices is still here…”
“Choose your words carefully…”
“And the only person who seems to have been punished is Emily.” A murmur of agreement passed around the growing cluster of students. Yvonne glanced about, seeming to suddenly remember they were standing in the middle of the sports grounds. “I respect our school values, Yvonne, and I understand this is a Christian school, but when choices are made that negatively affect the mental health and wellbeing of any student, we have a duty of care to change. Wouldn’t you agree?”
MacKechnie’s eyes narrowed and her hands disappeared behind her back. “You appear to be quite committed to making this a public affair, Jennifer. So I’ll be frank. We are a Christian school, you’re quite correct. And our role as educators is to guide our girls, to support them to become good Christians, and to educate them so they can achieve and excel. Every parent who sends their child to us expects us to uphold these values. If you decide you no longer wish to participate in our vision, that your homosexual lifestyle is more important to you than a godly life, that encouraging students to follow you down that sinful path is more important than a godly life, you’re not obliged to stay. In fact, we’d rather you didn’t.”
“You can’t get rid of us all, Yvonne, we’re everywhere. How many teachers have passed through this place that you’ve never even known about? You might get rid of me, and Emily’s parents might remove her, but there are other students here who won’t conform to your good Christian values. What will you do about them? You can make them all leave.” 
Mrs MacKechnie took a moment to muster a reply, but in that small space of opportunity, some brave student raised their voice, drowning her out. “Yeah! I’m gay!” A wave of giggles erupted, but suddenly someone else chimed up. “I’m gay, too, and I’m not leaving.” And then another. “I’m pan! Are you expelling me?” 
Jen turned and stared as suddenly a chorus of girls started yelling their supposed non-heterosexual identities. No one piped up about Christian values. A wave of hope surged through her as the din rose and any control Mrs MacKechnie had evaporated.
Yvonne’s neck flushed red with choler, but her voice was flat. “You’re done for the day. Get your things and leave. The Board will deal with you.” 
Jen shrugged and dropped her sunglasses back onto her nose. With a satisfied smile, she slipped through the noisy crowd of girls and headed towards the main gate where Emily would be waiting. She hoped Abi would finally be proud of her.
Once Emily’s father collected her, Jen headed straight to the Hilton, but when the concierge buzzed Abi’s suite no one responded. She’d been naïve to assume she would wait for her to appear. Pulling her phone out, Jen finally responded to her text. “I’m here.” No three dots, but “delivered” popped up on screen. With nothing to do but wait, Jen ordered a flat white and perched on a chair in the foyer to wait for either a response or Abi’s return. 
Twenty minutes later, a text came through. “On my way.” Another hour ticked by. Jen spent the time watching the entrance, searching for Abi’s auburn hair amongst the foot traffic. The book on her phone went unread, and she had no stomach for her coffee. Instead, she ran through scenario after scenario of what she might say, only inflaming her anxiety. When Abi eventually appeared, she was so agitated her hands were shaking. 
They were silent from the lobby to Abi’s room, not even a glance passing between them until the door clicked shut. 
“Have you got anything to say?” Abi’s gaze grew stonier the longer Jen remained silent. Eventually, Abi shrugged and shook her head, turning her back on her to dump her pack and sit on the edge of the bed. 
The pressure in Jen’s chest spread as a flood of words and emotions swelled. She didn’t know where to begin. “I’m pretty sure I lost my job today.”
Abi glowered. “Over the video?” She levered her runners off and leaned back on her hands, her face unreadable. 
“No, actually. Well, probably. In part.” Jen’s apprehension showed, and she shoved her hands in her pockets and peered at her feet. Crossing to the window, she looked out over George Street and talked to her reflection in the glass. “But mostly it’ll be because of Emily.”
“Now what’s happened?” Abi sounded dispirited, insouciant. 
“I did what you said to do.” 
“I don’t know what that means, Jen.” She scrubbed her face in frustration. 
Jen broke out in a nervous sweat and shuffled her feet. The conversation wasn’t going the way she’d expected it would. She needed Abi to make things easy for her, soothe the fear and anguish, silence the voice in her head, tell her that whatever happened, everything would resolve itself. But of course that wasn’t happening. There were no shortcuts with Abi. Jen sucked down a galvanising breath, daring to turn around and meet her gaze. “We had another bullying incident today. Involving Emily, and… I probably said things I shouldn’t have, but Yvonne wouldn’t protect Emily so I had to do something… What you said to me, that I can change things for Emily and other kids like her….” She looked down at her hands and pulled absently on her fingers. “I realised how different my life would be if someone had done that for me when I was her age. I wouldn’t be going through all this… I’d already know who I am. I’d be ok with who I am.” Abi got up to stand beside her, and leaned against the window. She was silhouetted by the buildings, russet hair hanging about her shoulders in a brilliant curtain. She was beautiful, and as Jen looked at her, the rock in her chest burned. “This wouldn’t be so hard for me… to be honest with myself. Or with you.” 
Abi cocked her head, her mouth a serious line.
“God, say something. Help me out here!” 
“Hooh,” and Abi’s face crumpled. “Jen, I can’t do any of this for you. I’ve tried. I’ve given you more opportunities than I can shake a stick at. But it just hurts to be around you when you’re making such a fucking mess of it.“ She shook her head, her eyes full of misery. “You’re the only one who can get past whatever this is for you. I don’t even know what it is, to know how to help you any more.” 
“Ever since Avignon, I’ve been turning myself inside out. You turned me inside out. Ever since you kissed me…” 
Abi’s frown deepened, and she shook her head tersely. “This isn’t about me. You can’t blame…”
“Abi, I’m not…,” and Jen took her hand. Her fingers were long and strong, and she let herself be distracted by them as she grappled for words. Any words, words that wouldn’t stick in her throat or sound obtuse. Taking a calming breath, she slid closer to her. “You scare me.” Abi attempted to withdraw her hand, but she held fast. “Wait. Please… give me a minute.” Her eyes implored. “You’re right about me. I’m terrified, and I have no clue how to do any of this. But that doesn’t mean I’m not trying. I want… to do better. I do. I am! I didn’t defend myself today, not to MacKechnie, not to the students. I didn’t back away from any of it. I didn’t try to hide. I stood up for Emily. And all the other girls at school. I stood up so they can see someone do that for them.” 
“So… now you’re comfortable being an ally, is that it?”
Jen groaned. She couldn’t figure out how to break down the barrier between them, and when she didn’t respond, Abi backed away, slipping her hand free of her grasp. 
“Maybe you should go.”
“Are you really over me?” Jen asked.
Abi winced and looked away. 
“Because I’m not over you.” The hairs on Jen’s arms stood on end, and she waited for her to look up. “I don’t want to be over you. We never really started. I don’t… I’m in love with you.” She struggled to catch a breath as the words came tumbling out. Abi’s blue eyes widened as she met her gaze. “But if you… if you’re over me, then ok. This has taken me too long. And I’ve hurt you, I get that.… even your mum told you this is a terrible idea.” Abi continued to peer at her, frozen to the spot, and Jen abruptly realised she’d said the wrong thing. The fire died in her chest and a raw lump settled in its place. “I shouldn’t… I shouldn’t have said that. I shouldn’t have come.” She glanced away as she tugged at her pendant, struggling to figure out what to do. “I should go. Yeah, I’m going to go.” She was at the door, her thoughts spinning, before Abi spoke up. 
“I’m not over you.” 
When Jen found the courage to turn, Abi was standing in front of her.
“I never got over you. God knows I’ve tried, but you,” and she pressed a hand to Jen’s chest, drifting closer, unable to meet her gaze. “I’m not over you.” Gripping hold of her blouse, she pulled her near. “I’m so not over you,” she whispered.
Jen kissed her, sinking into her as they wrapped their arms around one another. It was a relief, to taste her, to press herself tight against her, to breathe her in. A hot intoxication flooded her as Abi’s hands roamed. When they parted to catch their breath, Abi’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes a blue so deep Jen was mesmerised. 
“So.” Abi smiled shyly, and stepped backwards into the room, pulling her with her. “You’re in love with me?” 
Jen nodded. “Yeah, yeah I am.” They kissed again, a year’s worth of longing pouring out of them. She tugged Abi’s t-shirt out of her jeans and over her head, finally able to look at her without being coy. 
Abi unbuttoned her blouse and pressed her lips to her throat, savouring her slow descent between her breasts. She slid it from her shoulders, and her bra quickly followed. Drawing her close, she kissed her again, but there was caution in her touch. “Is this ok? Are you…,” she trailed off as she stared at her. “Oh my god, you’re so….”
No one had ever looked at her the way Abi did, and Jen had never wanted anyone to touch her as much as she wanted Abi to touch her. She held her gaze as she walked out of her shoes and unbuttoned her slacks. “This is very, very ok.” 
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JEN WOKE LATE. SHE’D slept better than she had in a long while. Rolling over, she found Abi awake, her chin propped on her hand. 
“Good morning, sleepyhead,” and Abi leaned in to kiss her languidly. “How are you doing?”
“Have you been watching me sleep?”
“Yeah, I’m a total creeper.”
Jen giggled. “Thought so. Just my type.” 
Abi snuggled in tight and rested her head on her shoulder. Her body was a beguiling landscape, and Jen let her fingers stray.
“As much as I don’t want to distract you from what you’re doing, your phone’s been buzzing.”
“I don’t care.” Jen kissed her intensely, burying her hands in her hair. 
“Argh, I hate having to be the responsible one,” Abi groaned, pulling away. She raised the sheet to stare down at her naked length before exhaling and covering her back up. “You need to check your phone.”
Jen went limp and closed her eyes. “No, not doing that.” 
“Oh my god, what are you? Four?”
“I need an incentive.”
“Oh? You need an incentive?” She chuckled and breathed in her ear, sending a shiver through her. “Let’s see. What can I possibly do to encourage you…?” and she scooted down, disappearing under the covers. Jen moaned, laid back and closed her eyes as Abi undid her again. 
It was noon when Jen finally worked up the courage to see who had been texting and calling incessantly all morning. Abi did what she could to make the task easier, ordering room service and rolling her in and out of the shower before making her sit down to deal with the fallout of yesterday’s showdown. She sat beside her and held her hand as Jen unlocked her phone, revealing a swath of text messages, missed calls and voicemails. Most of them were from the school, Yvonne’s personal number among them. Karen’s name was there too, her sister’s, and a number Jen didn’t recognise. She opened that one first, hoping for a gentle start.
“Dam, that’s Emily’s mother,” she muttered as she read the brief series of messages. A thank you for defending their daughter amongst them, and a request to call her back. 
“That’s good, I guess?” Abi offered, pouring them coffee and feeding her a forkful of pancake. 
“Let’s hope so,” she replied, giving her a sceptical eye. Jen wasn’t holding her breath. Karen’s messages were full of concern and offers to talk. Jen was more relieved by that than she expected she would be. Her Wednesday classes had been reassigned, but she was surprised to read Yvonne was expecting her to return to school as soon as possible. She texted back a thanks, grateful to have kept at least one ally in the kerfuffle. 
“That’s a head-job, that they’re expecting you back.” Abi seemed more discombobulated by that than she was. 
“Let’s see what Yvonne has to say first,” Jen sighed. “If Mrs Jamison has been in touch with me, she’s definitely been in touch with the school.” 
“Who else is left?” and Abi looked at her phone, reaching over to tap between messages and missed calls. “Oh, your mum and your sister. Why on earth are they calling?” 
“Is it too early for alcohol?” 
Abi cocked an eyebrow at her. 
“Bloody heck, Jen,” Caroline’s voice screeched across the room and Jen fumbled to turn the volume down. “Mum’s beside herself. What have you done? Your Principal rang her and said you’ve been leading girls astray or something. You need to call me, and mum! Pick up your bloody phone!” 
Jen’s stomach sank, and she paled. “This is going to be a shitshow.” 
Abi slid behind her on the chair and wrapped her arms around her waist. “You’ve got this. You’ll be ok.” 
Jen took a deep breath and leaned back into her. It was unrealistic to expect there wouldn’t be drama. She’d thrown hand grenades at her life and knew her family was going to have an extreme reaction. Dealing with the fallout of coming out had kept her hidden within herself for years. But she wasn’t that version of herself anymore. The terrified twelve-year-old girl, on the verge of losing her friends, her sibling’s approval and her mother’s acceptance, was in the past where she belonged. 
She caught sight of their reflection in the mirror on the opposite wall. Abi’s chin rested on her shoulder, her blue eyes bright and clear as she gazed back at her. This is who I am, she thought, seeing herself in the embrace of a woman who saw and loved her for all she was. 
Opening Caroline’s voicemail again, she called her back. Her sister picked up on the second ring. “Hi Ca…” Blanching, she held the phone away from her ear and tapped the speaker. 
“…the hell is going on, Jen?” she howled. “Mum is beside herself. She’s got Father Jenkins at the house, praying for you. We’re all praying for you. Mike is talking about driving to Sydney to bring you home. We’ve….”
“Jesus,” Abi muttered, rolling her eyes. 
Caroline paused. “Who’s that? Am I on speaker? Who’s with you, Jen?”
Jen looked at her in askance. Abi shrugged.
“This is as good a time as any, I suppose. Caro, this is Abi.” 
Silence followed. When she finally spoke, her sister’s tone was venomous. “You’re the one from France? The lesbian.” 
“Aye, a Scottish lesbian, no less.” 
Jen shifted uneasily in her embrace, but Abi’s grip only tightened.
“Are sleeping with her, Jen?” Her voice rose an octave. Chairs scrapped in the background and Sally’s voice echoed.
“Caroline? Who are you speaking with?” 
“It’s Jen, mum.”
“Thank goodness.” Her mother’s voice grew louder. “Jen? Jennifer? Mrs MacKechnie’s been on the phone. She tells me she’s quite concerned about you. She says you’ve corrupted a student, Jennifer. What is she talking about?”
Jen had rung her sister to avoid speaking with her mother, not to have a group call. As Abi’s embrace tightened, she lent her head against hers, grateful to be so far away from her family. “I told you, mum, I’ve a girl in one of my classes who’s being bullied for being gay.”
“And we talked about all that. It’s Mrs MacKechnie’s problem, not yours. I assumed the issue had been dealt with.”
“It’s not a problem to solve, mum. Well, the bullying is, but Emily’s sexuality isn’t.”
“Please don’t use that language with me, dear,” Sally rebuked. Abi frowned, perplexed. 
“Sally, may I?” a strange male voice interrupted. “Jenny, may I call you Jenny?”
“No.”
“Jennifer. This is Father Jenkins.” 
Fuck, Abi mouthed, pulling a face. Jen rolled her eyes. 
“Your mother and I have been praying for you…”
“I wish you wouldn’t,” Jen cut him off. “You’re implying something’s wrong with me, and that’s not the case.”
“She’s there with that woman,” Caroline sang out. Sally sniffed in disgust in the background. A moment of silence followed, and Jen imagined Father Jenkins waving at them to calm down and be quiet. 
“We are all sinners in the eyes of God, Jennifer. But it’s our obligation to commit to resisting sin, no matter how tempting.” 
Abi reached over and tapped the mute button on her phone. “He thinks I’m tempting,” she said and gave her a lascivious smirk in the mirror. 
“Stop it,” she mouthed, trying to keep a straight face as Father Jenkins rambled on. 
“Your mother tells me this is a sin you’ve long struggled with, but I want to tell you, it’s never too late to turn your face back to God.”
Angry, Jen stabbed the mute button. “Not to put too fine a point on things, father, please be quiet. I’ve never asked to speak to you about this, and your opinion isn’t welcome. I called my sister. Not you. Please get off the call.” A protracted silence followed and eventually footsteps echoed and the door closed. 
“They’ve gone, Jen,” Caroline announced coldly. “You’ve embarrassed mum.”
“Well, that was bullshit, Caro. This isn’t an intervention.”
“It bloody well should be. What are you doing? You’re leading this girl at school astray and god knows what disgusting things you’re doing with that woman?! Have you lost your mind?!”
“I’m thinking very clearly, actually.”
“I find that very hard to believe. You haven’t been the same since that disastrous trip to France.”
“Jesus,” she sighed. “This is who I am, Caroline. Get used to it.” 
A terse sigh hissed down the phone. “Mum’s really upset.”
“I can’t do anything about that. That’s for her to work out. But I’m not hiding myself away any more to keep you all comfortable. I’m happier than I’ve ever been, and if you all loved me the way you say you do, you’d be happy for me.”
“We love the sinner, Jen. Don’t expect us to love the sin. And we’re certainly not going to tolerate you rubbing our noses in it. If you want to throw your career away, I can’t stop you. But I won’t let you drag this family through the mud.” 
They were at an impasse. Caroline’s sharp petulance was enough to signal the intractability of their conversation. Jen let out a long, tired breath. “You’ve always known this is who I am.”
“If that’s the lifestyle you want to live, Jen, well… I don’t know what to say.”
Abi sighed against her shoulder, her face mirroring some of the sadness that boiled away in Jen. This was the moment she had dreaded for so long. She needed to let her family go. Getting them to a place of acceptance wasn’t her responsibility. That was their journey. All she could do was wait and prepare herself for the possibility they might never make their way back to her, that they might choose to adhere to an antiquated faith rather than seeing and accepting her. 
“Tell mum I love her.” 
Caroline ended the call. 
“You ok?” Abi whispered, wrapping her arms more tightly about her. 
“Yeah, I think so.” She felt strangely settled. The moment she had been avoiding all her life had come and gone, and as painful as it was, she was still standing. 
“I’m sorry,” Abi murmured.
“I’m not,” and she offered her a half smile. “Not right now, at least.”
“You’re the happiest you’ve ever been, eh?”
Jen swivelled in her arms. She swept the hair from her face, cupped the back of her head and kissed her. “Yeah.” Her mouth was a warm distraction. “Come home with me.” 
“What about the calls from the school?”
“I don’t want to deal with those here. Come home.” 
They packed Abi’s bags and checked out. 
Back at Jen’s apartment, she procrastinated, settling Abi back in. Yvonne’s messages waited, and the longer she avoided them, the more she agonised. The prospect of dealing with her unnerved her more than her mother. She realised she was always disappointing Sally, and sadly, that made her rejection easier to cope with. But Mrs MacKechnie trusted her, and she felt like she was letting her down. They were sitting on the balcony when she finally explained to Abi what she was grappling with. 
“You’re worried you’ve disappointed her? She’s letting the Board fire you for protecting a student from bullying.” 
Abi sat next to her, her runner’s legs across her lap. Despite the cool wind, she wore shorts and a t-shirt, impervious to the chilly weather. Jen idly massaged the muscles around her knees as they talked. 
“I know. It’s messed up, right?” 
“It’s not too surprising, really. They made you jump through hoops for years before they’d commit to you. It’s a power thing.”
“A power thing?”
“Yeah, you know. You like me, but you don’t know if I like you, so you work really hard to make me like you. That kind of thing.”
“Are you trying to tell me something?”
“No!” Abi laughed. “I waited nine months for you to come out. My feelings have never been in question.” 
“You waited for me?” There was a glint in her eye that made Abi smile. 
“I did. Don’t look at me like that. You need to listen to those messages and get on with it.” 
“I might need another incentive,” and she wet her lips invitingly. 
“You might get a reward, instead. How’s that?” 
Jen pouted. “You’re no fun.” 
“You could’ve fooled me.” Abi swung her feet to the ground and trotted inside to bring back her phone. She placed it face up in front of her and tapped the screen for emphasis. “C’mon. Rip the band-aid off.” 
Jen puffed her cheeks out, staring at her phone for a long minute before she picked it up. Yvonne’s voice messages loomed, and she tapped the oldest one from the evening before, holding her breath as Mrs MacKechnie’s voice crackled. 
“Jenny.” A long pause. “Jennifer, I can’t say I’m not disappointed, but I’m also not surprised by what occurred today. We brought you into the St Mildred’s family because we saw you as a young woman of principles. You proved yourself to be exactly that today, though it’s disheartening to see how misaligned our values are.” Another pause. “I’ve taken some time to reflect on what’s best for you and the school. I’m saddened to tell you I will recommend to the Board they let you go. Please call me. I’d like to talk to you about how we can make this a painless process for all of us. Oh, and Karen tells me you won’t be here tomorrow. I do trust we’ll see you on campus on Thursday. Your students will expect you.”
“Jesus!” Abi muttered. “She sounds more like your mother than your mother does.” 
“Told you.” 
“That’s a brilliant mind-fuck. That’s the ‘this hurts me more than it hurts you’ bullshite,” and she waggled air quotes as she spoke. “When did she call again?”
“This morning. Twice.”
“She’s persistent.” 
Jen pouted and started the voicemail from first thing that morning.
“Good morning, Jennifer. I appreciate you’ll interpret my actions as an overstep, but I spoke with your mother about yesterday’s events. I couldn’t, in good conscience, withhold my concerns for you from her. We’re very much in agreement. You need as much support as we can provide. Please understand that even though things are out of my hands when it comes to your career at SMLC, we are still here to support you with your faith struggles. I’ve spoken with Alice. We’re here should you need us.”
“Ha!” Jen barked, floored by Yvonne’s hubris. She looked at Abi, eyes wide and speechless. Leaning back in her chair, she swept her hair back, twisting it into a knot before letting it fall again and again until she was calm enough to play the last message.
“Hello, Jennifer. I would be grateful if you would check your emails. I’ve sent you an invitation to a meeting with the Board tomorrow. Please let me know if you’re unable to attend so we can reschedule. Thanks.” 
Abi followed her inside to get her work laptop. “Are you going to go?”
“I don’t know,” Jen sighed, waiting for her email to load. She scrolled through her inbox, looking for updates from Yvonne. The Board invitation came directly from Michael Newbury, the Chair—not a good sign—and was headed “Disciplinary Matter”. Its contents were brisk. As she hovered over the accept button, an urgent message from Yvonne caught her eye. She tapped it open instead. 
“All staff and students are required to be in the main auditorium for an emergency assembly tomorrow at 8:30 a.m.,” Abi read. “That’s short and sweat.” 
“It’ll be about yesterday,” Jen mused, a thoughtful expression on her face. 
“What’s going on in that head of yours?”
“You’ve been telling me not to go quietly.”
“You’ve definitely not been doing that!”
“All this will be forgotten in fifteen minutes once it’s lost its social medial novelty,” Jen bemoaned. “Emily deserves better than that. She needs something more… indelible.” Abi gave her a dubious look. “I think I’m going to go and make a scene. They’re committed to covering this up. I’m not going to give them the satisfaction of disappearing quietly. I don’t deserve that, and neither does Emily.” 
“Who knew that under that uptight, repressed exterior a rebel woman awaited?” Abi laughed. 
“I’m not uptight.” Jen grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close.
“Not now you’re not,” Abi grinned. “I’m taking full credit for that.” 
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JEN WOKE EARLY AND left Abi sleeping. She was nervous to be heading back to school after her performance in the quad, and she wasn’t looking forward to the prospect of squaring off against Yvonne again. Still, she had the element of surprise on her side. She hadn’t responded to any of the Principal’s texts or emails, so no one would expect her on campus. Her appearance would cause a stir that Yvonne wouldn’t have time to shut down. Having said that, she expected to be shunted off campus in a heartbeat. 
Whilst Abi slept, Jen readied herself for her last day at St Millies. She spent an hour wading through the content on her laptop, deleting anything personal from her hard drive and the cloud, taking extra care to clean her local disc space to ensure IT would find nothing salvageable. From her office, she collected everything the school might want back, filling two supermarket carry bags with texts and materials. By the time she finished organising herself, quite the pile was stacked by the door. 
“You’ve been busy.” Abi leaned in the bedroom doorway in a t-shirt and underwear, stifling a yawn, her auburn hair a wild tussle. 
“They’ll probably walk me off campus. Best to be prepared.” She kissed her quickly as she walked past on her way to the kitchen. It was 7 a.m., way too early for Abi to be awake. “Breakfast?”
“Coffee.” Abi padded behind her, prying her eyes open with some effort. Lifting herself up onto the end of the kitchen bench, she watched as Jen pottered about, concern on her face. “You’re remarkably calm for someone who’s coming out and torching her career all on the same day.” 
“I suppose I am.” Jen shrugged. She spooned coffee into two cups and flicked the kettle on. “You’ve been out all your life, so I guess you’ve always known who you are. Milk?” Abi shook her head. “But I’ve always felt like I haven’t quite got a handle on myself. Like there’s something missing I’m just not getting. So all of this,” and she disappeared behind the fridge door as she put the milk away. “Feels like a huge ah-ha moment. I finally make sense to myself.” She reappeared again and swung the door shut. “It’s like… it’s like one of those optical illusions, where you’re supposed to see a duck, but all you see is a rabbit. Then somebody shows you the duck and it’s all you can see.”
“And you’re ok with all of that?”
“Yes and no,” Jen laughed, moving to stand between her knees, her hands on her thighs. Abi linked her ankles behind her and twisted her fingers in the front of her t-shirt. “I’m still terrified,” Jen explained. “But I can’t go back. I can’t unsee who I am.”
“I get that.” Abi played with the amethyst about her neck, a nostalgic smile on her face. “I haven’t been able to unsee you either.” 
She had a way of saying things that unravelled her. Stretching up to kiss her, Jen slipped her t-shirt over her head. “Still want that coffee?”
“No.”
Jen pulled into the school carpark at 8:10 a.m. She had just enough time to drop her things in the office, collect her personal effects, and get to the main auditorium. Timing would be tight, but at least she would avoid getting caught in conversations she had neither the energy nor patience for. With her sunglasses firmly in place, she strode across the grounds towards her office, all too aware of the eyes that followed her, both students’ and staff. Thankfully no one spoke to her until she set her bags on her desk. A faculty colleague offered a weak hello, smiled uncomfortably, and promptly left the space. As she opened the door to walk out, Karen walked in.
“Jen. Thank goodness. Are you all right?” 
“Actually, yeah. I’m good. I’m sorry about all this. I’ve created a mess for you.” 
Karen shrugged dismissively. She checked the corridor and closed the door quietly. “It’s been worth it, frankly, to see Yvonne squirm.” 
Jen couldn’t hide her surprise. 
“I owe you an apology, though. My daughter took me to task on Monday. She saw the video of you standing up for Emily Jamison. Apparently I’m a terrible ally and a worse friend.” She turned a guilty red and smiled her contrition. “Yvonne’s been tight-lipped about what’s happening.”
“My head’s on the chopping block.” It was Jen’s turn to shrug. “No surprise, I suppose. Mike what’s-his-face has called an extraordinary Board meeting.” And she drew a finger across her throat—her inevitable professional execution. “I’m going to leave all my stuff here for you,” and she set the bags of resources on the floor. Unzipping her pack, she pulled out her laptop and gathered up the few personal effects she wanted to take with her. “Karen,” and she touched her arm when she turned back to her. “I really am grateful for the last two and a half years. I wouldn’t have survived here without you.”
“You’re a gifted educator, Jen. I’m going to miss you.” Karen gave her an awkward hug, holding on a moment too long. When she let Jen go, she blushed again. “I really am so sorry.” The apology came out in a choked whisper. 
“I won’t say it’s ok, Karen. It’s not,” and she grimaced sympathetically. She could hardly hold her to account, she’d been as much of a hypocrite as any other staff member. But she couldn’t let her off the hook either. “We all could have done better for Emily. And for all the other girls here, too scared to be who they are. I’m hoping I’ll get a second chance somewhere else. It would be good if you can do what you can here.” 
“We can do that,” Karen whispered. Glancing at her watch, she pulled a face. “We’d better go.” 
Karen’s presence at her side seemed to afford Jen some immunity as they walked to the auditorium. Everyone left her well alone, but those that endeavoured to make eye contact with her seemed to offer a note of respect. As galvanised as she felt, the quiet support was still bolstering. 
The hall buzzed when they arrived, heads turning en masse as Jen and Karen walk to the front row of seats and settled in. Above them, the clock ticked 8:28 a.m. The only empty seats left belonged to Yvonne and Alice. 
Jen’s phone buzzed in her pocket and she fished it out to see a text from Abi. Hiding the screen with her hand, she opened it. “Whatever happens, remember, I see you and I love you. All of you. Come home as soon as you can.” Jen’s heart stuttered, and she caught her breath. Abi, with her perfect, distracting, mind-boggling timing. She read the text again and again until the clip of Yvonne’s heels on the parquet floor was too loud to ignore. 
As MacKechnie trotted up the steps to the stage, she looked about and caught Jen’s eye. A single eyebrow arched, and she nodded curtly. 
“All right, quiet everyone,” Alice sang out, clapping her hands briskly. Conversations stopped, feet shuffled and skirts rustled as everyone hushed. Satisfied, she nodded at the Principal and stepped off to the side.
“Thank you, Miss Clarke. Good morning, girls. Good morning staff.” She folded her hands in front of her as she waited for the customary chorused response. “I want to take a few moments of your time this morning to discuss a troublesome matter for our school. I am sure many of you are aware of several videos that have been circulating on social media over the last few days which have incited some unpleasant student activity.” A murmur coursed through the assembly, quickly snuffed out by Yvonne’s reproving scowl. “One of these videos is of Miss Cosgrove.” She cleared her throat as she stared towards the back of the room, her cheeks flushed with distaste. “The other is of Miss Cosgrove and myself, and one of SMLC’s girls, Emily Jamison.”
Jen startled and frowned at Karen in askance.
“It’s of you defending Emily,” she whispered surreptitiously. 
Jen remembered the mobile phones, but it hadn’t occurred to her to check if she’d made it onto social media again. Surprised, she turned her attention back to an obviously agitated Mrs MacKechnie. 
“All of us at St Mildred’s are held to the same standards of behaviour and decorum. Our values of respect, dignity and humility are not simply words on our crest. They underpin all that we do, and all that we are. But those values have not been upheld of late,” and she flicked a glance at Jen, one that afforded her no respect or dignity. “To say I’m disappointed by the conduct of some of our staff and students over the last several weeks would be an understatement.”
Jen’s anger bubbled. MacKechnie obviously considered her own behaviour above reproach, a piousness too hard to stomach. She crossed her arms to prepare for the next insulting barb. 
“Now, I realise some of you may wish to support both Miss Cosgrove and Miss Jamison. I applaud you for your kindness and care. But I also remind you we are a Christian school, and we are guided by our Christian values. Scripture is clear on God’s views of homosexual
acts, of which both Miss Cosgrove and Miss Jamison are well aware.” 
Jen’s cheeks burned as the crowd murmured. It was an unceremonious outing, one tainted with abhorrence and disdain. 
“Our duty as a school community is to support one another, to protect one another from sin, and to guide each other back to the path of righteousness when we stray. That is what we,” and she turned to Alice for a moment, “are endeavouring to do for Miss Cosgrove and Miss Jamison. It may not seem that way to some of you, but please trust me when I say we have the best interests of these young women in mind and will do all we can to correct their failings and protect our SMLC community.” 
“Fuck me,” someone nearby muttered. 
“I hope you all trust that Miss Clarke and I are handling this matter. There is no need for any more disruption, no more protests, or letters or social media discussions. We have heard you…” 
Jen looked at Karen again, and her mentor raised her eyebrows at her. A lot had obviously happened in the two days Jen had been away. 
“… and we are acting. But we cannot let this disrupt us or divert us from our faith and our path. We have a duty to one another. Ours as educators is to provide you with the best education we can. Yours as students is to work hard and strive for excellence. I encourage you to return your attention to that.” A pained silence followed as the audience stirred uncomfortably. “Thank you, girls. Alice, would you lead us in prayer, please?” 
Miss Clarke moved to centre stage, a beatific smile in place, her hands clasped in front of her as though she was about to receive absolution from the Pope. With a tight smile, she closed her eyes. “Please bow your heads…”
Jen lurched to her feet. 
Yvonne’s eyes flared wide and Alice stopped mid-sentence. 
Every head in the hall swung in her direction.
“I’d like to say something.” Jen’s voice broke, and she struggled to clear her throat.
“Thank you, Miss Cosgrove. Not now.”
“Let her speak!” someone yelled. 
“Let her speak!” A single set of hands started clapping loudly. A chorus of voices joined them suddenly, and the room erupted into a chant of “let her speak, let her speak.” Jen froze as the bulk of the student body surged to its feet.
“Girls, please. Girls! Girls!” Yvonne had lost the room, and she knew it. She glowered at Jen when she met her gaze. 
Taking a deep breath, Jen held a hand up, quelling the room. “I love teaching at St Millies,” and she turned her back on Yvonne and Alice to stare out over the sea of youthful faces. “But over the last few weeks, events have called my confidence in the school into question. I don’t blame Mrs MacKechnie. She works hard to ensure every one of you gets the best education she can provide.” She paused and frowned. How easily she had fallen into the SMLC way of being beneficent to those who didn’t deserve it, because it was more important to be nice than honest. Her students deserved more from her, a better example. They needed to see someone hold their leaders to account. “Actually, that’s not quite true. There are some of you the school has no interest in educating. Emily Jamison, for example. And no doubt there are others of you here just like her. Or me. You might be questioning who you are, and who you’re attracted to, or who you love. But if that doesn’t conform to what Mrs MacKechnie considers to be right…,” and she cast a harsh glance back at Yvonne. If the Principal could have killed her in that moment, she would have. “She’ll make sure you no longer have a place at St Mildred’s.” Whispers spilled between the rows. “This school and its Board actively encourage parents to remove their…”
“Miss Cosgrove!” Yvonne shrieked.
“… children from St Millies if they are gay or queer or… whatever they don’t like. And they can do that because they have the law behind them. Tonight the Board is meeting to terminate my employment. They’re firing me for defending Emily against homophobic bullying. Bullying the offending students have yet to be reprimanded for.“ Hisses and boos and angry voices rose as she spoke. Turning back to Yvonne, she stood firm and glared up at her. Mrs MacKechnie was rooted to the spot, Alice a horrified shadow at her shoulder. “And they’re firing me for being gay. So, I’d like to save you and the Board the trouble, Principal MacKechnie. I won’t be part of a school culture that shames young people for who they are. Or demands its educators to teach from the closet. I quit.” 
The room erupted. 
MacKechnie made a bee-line for her, her heels like gunfire on the wooden stairs as Jen hurried down the row to make her escape. Alex sat at the end and got up to let her pass. 
“You’d better make a run for it,” he hissed, and stepped into Yvonne’s path. 
Students yelled her name as she ran towards the door, buoyed by the strange mix of dissension and admiration in the hall. As she burst into the vestibule her laughter overtook her, nervous elation and incredulity bubbling up uncontrollably. 
Jen sat in her car on the side of the road for over an hour. She was too stunned by what she’d done to drive. Her attention was everywhere and nowhere, and she had nearly clipped a truck pulling out of the SMLC carpark. 
It had never occurred to her Yvonne would out her in assembly in such an unkind fashion, nor that she would drag Emily with her. Jen trembled as she remembered MacKechnie’s vocal disdain. The Principal’s disgust had been poorly veiled behind her Christian virtue. But at least now everyone knew the school’s approach to queer students and staff. It only seemed fair to out Yvonne as unceremoniously as Yvonne had outed her and Emily. Still, there’d undoubtedly be hell to pay. Whatever that might be.
Jen needed to move, to burn off some nervous energy, so headed for the beach. She had gym gear on the back seat of her car and changed before heading for the walkway that followed the cliffs and shoreline between Bondi and the southern beaches. Her thoughts reeled as she ran. 
When she finally stopped to catch her breath, Coogee beach stretched out in front of her. Her lungs were on fire and her thighs burned. She wasn’t a runner. She flopped down on the rocky cliff edge to catch her breath and stare out over the ocean, her mind finally still. When she checked her watch, it was nearly noon. Time to head home.
As she drove, Jen pondered what to do next. She wasn’t sure if the school could do anything to her—she’d need to get some legal advice—but regardless, she needed a new plan. Her teaching career would take one hell of a hit. She wouldn’t be able to give St Mildred’s as a reference, and that kind of hole in her narrative would make most schools shy away. No doubt word would get around if Yvonne had anything to do with things. And, of course, she was on social media. At best, she’d end up in a remote school—where else would be desperate enough to ignore her reputation? Maybe now was the time for a career break. Or that European cycling tour Abi always talked about. 
Abi. 
Abi, who had texted her. 
That she loved her.
There was an unexpected spring in her step as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Her world had imploded. Between her family’s reaction and the school’s actions, her old, comfortable, safe life was nothing but ash. But for all that loss, what was in front of her was thrilling. 
As she stood outside her front door, Jen stared at the key in her hand. It felt surreally symbolic. Out in the passageway was her old life, one she could repair if she had the will to. But beyond the door, something more awaited—something painful and demanding, but real and worthwhile. 
When she opened the door, Abi was standing in the passageway, her eyes wide in awe. 
“You’re fucking amazing!” 
Jen blinked, bewildered, as Abi threw her arms around her. When she let her go, she grinned, her phone in her hand. Grabbing her arm, she pulled Jen down the hall and pushed her onto the couch. 
“You’re blowing up! Look!” 
Sitting next to her, Abi unlocked her phone and showed her the screen. It took Jen a moment to realise the voice she was hearing was her own. The image showed a row of heads filling most of the frame, but a furious Yvonne was clearly visible on stage as Jen’s voice rang out. 
“…make sure you no longer have a place at St Millred’s. This school and its Board actively encourage parents to remove their…[”Miss Cosgrove!”] …children from St Millies…” 
Abi laughed gleefully. Muting the volume, she pointed to the view count. “Seventeen thousand views already. Twelve hundred reposts. And that’s only from this post. It’s everywhere. Twitter, TikTok. And the comments! Jen, oh my god! You’re a fucking legend.” She put her phone down and grabbed her hands, her blue eyes sparkling. “I’m so damned proud of you. That was… incredible!”
She was trending? The world had seen her torch the school? Of course, students had uploaded videos already. The blood ran from her face and her stomach turned over. This took things to a whole other level. 
Abi’s face dropped, and her grip on her hands tightened. “Hey. It’s ok, it’ll be ok.”
“The school’ll go me, won’t they?” The bravado from the morning died as Jen realised just how much reputational damage the school was about to take. 
“Maybe,” Abi nodded resolutely, and turned Jen’s face so their eyes met. “You’ve definitely upset some apple carts. But you’ve also got a lot of allies,” and she picked up her phone again to pull up Twitter. She typed in #burnitdown. “See?” 
Jen scrolled through the feed, reading comment after comment extolling her bravery, criticising the school, branding SMLC with hashtag after hashtag referencing homophobia, inclusion, diversity, the queer community and mental health. And there were other clips, ones that showed her face. Abi tapped on random profiles as they scrolled. Reposts came from across Australia, and the northern hemisphere. When she refreshed the feed, a dozen more tweets appeared. Speechless, Jen gawped. 
“You’re not on your own, love. You’ve got a world of people behind you. And I’m here. I’m not going anywhere…. I cancelled my ticket home.” 
Jen reeled. She didn’t know if she was coming or going. Abi kissed her on the forehead as she got up and disappeared into the kitchen. She came back with a glass of water and pressed it into her hand.
“You cancelled your ticket?”
Abi’s eyes crinkled as she smiled at her. 
The afternoon passed in a blur. When Jen finally retrieved her phone from her bag, notification badges showed dozens of missed calls and texts. Colleagues from school she would never have guessed would stand up for her had sent messages of support. Parents and students had found her on Instagram, some coming out, grateful someone had stood up to the school. And strangers, so many strangers on her social media channels. But it was the voicemails that set her teeth on edge. From the Board, and Emily’s mother, and reporters. And Caroline and Mike. All a disquieting mix of gratitude and hostility. Finally, Abi took her phone off her, the overwhelm too much. 
Kneeling down in front of her, Abi gently took her hands. “What do you need?” she whispered. 
“I need it all to stop.” 
Abi looked thoughtful for a moment. “Ok.” She got up and closed the lounge curtains, collected all of Jen’s devices and stowed them in a cupboard in the kitchen, and unplugged the modem. After she checked Jen’s work bag for anything she might need, she deposited it in her office and closed the door. Walking around the apartment, she bundled up anything else that could remind of her school and stashed that away too. “When I’ve got the flu, I watch Hunger Games and eat crap on the sofa. So,” and she riffled through Jen’s dusty DVD collection. “We’re going to watch… Star War? Seriously?” And she gave her a look as she plucked A New Hope from its case and inserted the disc into the DVD player. “PJs. Now. Off you go.” 
Punch-drunk, Jen wandered into the bedroom to change. When she reappeared, Abi had bowls of ice cream and a pile of blankets ready to go. She fell asleep about ten minutes in, her head on Abi’s lap, wrapped in exhaustion, blankets and her safe embrace. 
It was dark out when she woke. Abi sat at the dining table under a small circle of lamplight, her head down as her fingers flew over her keyboard. A serious frown etched her brow. Her phone vibrated an alert, and she glanced down at the notification before returning her attention to her laptop. Jen observed her from the couch, warm and calm in a cocoon of blankets and darkness. Another alert buzzed and Abi picked up her phone and vanished into the kitchen. 
“Charlene, thanks for… no, no, not at this stage…. Oh, ok. I’ll get back to you once we’ve discussed the options… yeah… No. Absolutely not. Can you make sure the school doesn’t contact her directly? That would be great…. Absolutely…. Yeah, no, Jamison.… Yup, I’ll get you those contact details as soon… great…,” and she laughed. “That’s good to hear. Thanks, Charlene, we’ll call tomorrow.” 
Jen sat up when Abi walked back in.
“Bugger. Did I wake you?” 
Jen shook her head. “Who was that?”
Abi scooted under the blankets and cuddled up beside her. “The… NTEU? The teacher’s union. I emailed them this afternoon to get a bit of advice.”
“What time is it?” 
“About half-past nine, at a guess.”
Jen blinked and rubbed her face as she lent into Abi. “You contacted them?”
“Yeah. Most of the employment policies around teacher dismissals are pretty clear, but the religious exemption stuff is a bit all over the place. And there’s some separate award for teachers at private schools? Anyway, you said you’d been a union member? I emailed them anyway to see if they can clarify your position.” 
“You did all that?” 
“Of course I did all that.”
Tears welled and broke, pouring down her cheeks. Abi held her close as she cried, a flood of grief and relief rolling through her. As her life dissolved in front of her, someone was trying to catch her, to shield her. It had been such a long time since anyone had done that. 
“Oh my love, my love,” Abi whispered, rocking her gently through her sobs, letting her unravel in her arms. Eventually, she bundled her up and got her into bed, a teary, tired mess. 



Sydney 
Friday, 4 May, 2018
JEN WAS ALONE WHEN she woke and for the briefest of moments, she feared Abi had left her. Her dreams had been tumultuous and vivid, filled with angry friends and family. She’d startled awake with a vision of Abi walking out again. But the other side of the bed was crumpled, and as she laid back, her heart thumping, someone clattered about in the kitchen. 
Shoving the covers back, she rolled out of bed and padded into the dining room. Abi’s laptop was open, her phone and iPad lying nearby, along with a notepad covered with scribbled notes and phone numbers. And beside it all sat Jen’s personal laptop and phone. 
“Hey. You’re up.”
Jen walked over and kissed her, wrapping her arms around her. “I thought I’d lost you,” she breathed, pressing herself tightly to her.
“Shhhhh.” Abi whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.” She pulled back a little and stared at her, a slow smile rising. “Want some more good news?” When Jen nodded, she pointed her to the chair she had been occupying. “Read the article.” Abi ducked back into the kitchen as she sat down. 
Jen’s eyes widened as she read the news article headline on screen. Private school accused of bullying, removing LGBT students. When she scrolled down, Yvonne’s prim smile appeared, followed by her own headshot from her LinkedIn profile, and finally Kathleen Jamison, looking stern and unrelenting in a navy suit jacket. Returning to the top, she read her way through what could only be described as a scathing indictment of the school.
“She’s a human rights lawyer,” Abi chuckled as she walked back in with a hot coffee and a bowl of muesli. Pulling a chair over with her foot, she sat beside her and handed the mug over as she read over her shoulder. “Here,” and she pointed to a comment with her spoon. “She’s going to make a dog’s dinner out of your bloody Principal. Eat,” and she motioned for her to take a mouthful of cereal. 
Jen read on, slowly munching her way through a spoon-fed breakfast. At the bottom was an anonymous quote from a close source, suggesting Jen was devastated about what had happened but couldn’t stand by as the school caused so much harm to a student. “That’s you?”
Abi winked. “They needed something.” She put the bowl down and picked up Jen’s mobile. “I opened your phone when you were sleeping. Face recognition,” she gave her a guilty smile. “Kathleen called a few times. She’s got your back.” 
Jen shook her head and rubbed her eyes, tired and confused. “I don’t understand. How…?”
Abi propped an elbow on the table and rested her chin on her fist. “It didn’t take much, really. A few emails to a couple of LGBT youth support services and advocacy groups, some strategic tags on Twitter…” and she gave her a lopsided smile. “Fanned a flame or two… Got some friends to fan some more flames…”
“And that…,” Jen shook her head in disbelief. “You did all this?”
“Of course I did. Even heroes need rescuing sometimes, you know.”
“You’re rescuing me?”
“Aye, I’m rescuing you. Can I rescue you? You can be a bit bloody scary, and I’m pretty sure you don’t really need me to, but…,” and she shrugged. 
“No, you can rescue me.” Jen took her hand, holding it in her lap. “I could do with a rescue right now.” 
Abi’s smile warmed her. “I love you, Jen Cosgrove. You get that, right? I fell for you in the lobby of the Medieval in Avignon, and I’ve never stopped falling. All of this rubbish,” and she tilted her chin at her laptop. “All this’ll be old news in a week or two. But after that, it’ll be you. And it’ll be me. Are you ok with that?”
Jen pulled her close and pressed her forehead to hers. “I’m very OK with that.” 



Sydney Airport 
Thursday, 19 May, 2018
THE FASTEN SEATBELT SIGN chimed overhead. Abi’s fingers were tightly woven in Jen’s as she leaned across to stare out the window at Sydney’s skyline. “That’s a superb view for an airport.” She kissed Jen’s cheek as she settled back into her seat. 
Cabin crew walked the aisles, checking tray tables and hand luggage as the last passengers got themselves seated. Overhead bins slammed shut, and the flight buzzed with excited conversation. As the plane reversed out of its bay and taxied to its runway, Jen reflected on the last two weeks. 
It had been a whirlwind of events and close calls, with the press and the school’s lawyers at her door with such overwhelming consistency that Abi finally snuck them off to a hotel for some peace. But Kathleen had indeed had her back, and between her efforts and the public backlash against the school, the Chair of the Board had resigned, taking Yvonne down with him. Emily had transferred to a new school. Apparently the list of principals who had called the Jamisons with promises of a much more inclusive and supportive educational experience had been overwhelming, if not uplifting. Their daughter was a different young woman, now part of a diverse and respectful school community. She even had a new girlfriend. 
But it wasn’t all roses. Jen’s family had reacted exactly as she had feared and no amount of conversation could shift their homophobic reaction. Sally’s mortification at having a gay daughter be the subject of news stories and conversations across the parish was too much for her to bear. Mike bombarded her with homophobic memes, and Caroline refused to even speak with her. To her credit, Jen refused to buy into the shame they peddled. Only her father had acted with a shred of decency, calling her late one night to whisper down the phone that he would always love her and didn’t care at all about her being gay. Jen put little faith in his promise Sally would eventually come around, but she let him have that fantasy—that they’d eventually be a family again. She grieved after the call. Not so much for losing her family but more the death of the dream they would be any other way with her. Coming to terms with the choice to be true to herself without them, rather than to live a lie to keep them happy, was a painful process. 
Amongst all the chaos, Abi never wavered. She stood behind her, propping her up when she needed support, stepping away when she was strong enough to carry the weight on her own. No matter the day, every night she rescued her again, keeping her safe from the world long enough to let her gather her courage and perseverance for whatever the next day would throw at her. There was no better confirmation for Jen that she had made the right choices, done the right thing. 
As they took off, Jen gripped her hand tightly, excited about the next chapter of their lives together. 
“Here we go!” Abi whispered, kissing her knuckles. “You ready?”
“Absolutely.” Ignoring the seatbelt sign, Jen lifted the armrest between them to nestle in closer. “There’s one thing I’ve never been able to work out, though.”
“Oh? What?”
“You said I was trying to get you into bed when we were in Provence. If you had a thing for me right from the start, why didn’t you…?” And she cocked a cheeky eyebrow. 
“Why didn’t I take advantage of you?” Abi’s salty laugh rose above the roar of the engines. “Because, as my mother has been known to remind me, I don’t sleep with straight girls. Not even spaghetti girls. I learned that lesson years ago.”
“What the hell’s a spaghetti girl?”
Abi snickered as she leaned in close to whisper in her ear. “Straight like spaghetti til you get them wet.” 
Jen laughed raucously. 
The seatbelt sign chimed again as the cabin crew welcomed them to their schedule to London. 
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