
        
            
                
            
        

    




     
For anyone who thinks they’re a loser.
P.S. You’re not.   



Chapter One
A bearded dragon stares up at me. He’s pissed off, and I don’t blame him. Falkor’s wearing his little metal studded collar, and I’m holding a leash which I feel might be a bit too masculine for his nature. He’s not mine. We’re together unwittingly, and he’s more upset about it than he has a right to be.
I’m the one sitting on the side of the road with all my earthly belongings shoved into one suitcase and two plastic shopping bags. I only had two hours to pack all my stuff and vacate from my current living situation. The month-to-month arrangement in a share house with four other tenants was more like awkward sleepovers with strangers. I should have clued in that perhaps something was happening when, one by one, the other residents started moving out and taking all the furniture with them. But alas, I only found out two hours ago that we were being evicted. Sabina, the aforementioned bearded dragon’s mother, left me a note informing me:
May have forgotten to mention we can no longer live here. Need your stuff out by ten a.m. Take Falkor for me. Will collect in a few days. Can’t take animals where I’m going.
I read the note five times before it sank in that I no longer had a place to stay and that I am the temporary guardian of a reptile. I’ve been pondering over the wording while I sit waiting on the kerb. She can’t take him where she’s going? Is she engaging in space travel? I couldn’t have been the best option she had available to her; Falkor and I hardly interacted in the short time we lived together, so we’re awkward with each other at best.
I ruled out long-term commitments with leases and room-mates after one too many bad experiences. The final straw was when I signed a six-month lease with a friend of a friend. She seemed normal, but doesn’t everyone until you get them in their home environment? She kept the wacky hidden for the first two weeks and then started dishing out rules like they were my favourite lollipops.
By month two, she enforced a no-drop-in of friends and family rule – every visitor had to be pre-approved. My older brother Joe didn’t listen to her nonsense and dropped in more often to spite her. She chased him out with a broom and then banned him for three months.
After that, I vowed to never sign a lease again. That decision, however, has led me down the path I arrived at today. Homeless, sitting on the side of the road in sweltering heat, with an irritable lizard giving me the cold shoulder.
Felicity beeps her horn as she pulls into the driveway. She seems so happy to see me that she doesn’t even notice Falkor as she hops out of her car. She’s holding a bottle of champagne and enveloping me in a hug, so I’m taking it as a good sign.
‘Thank you, I owe you for this,’ I mumble into her deep brown spiral curls before pulling back from her hug.
‘I’m happy this is happening. Perfect timing. I get dumped, and you’re homeless. We’re a perfect pair,’ says Felicity in her usual sweet singsong voice.
‘Your positivity is giving me a tummy ache.’
‘It’s that, or we sit on the road here and cry.’
I gesture to the champagne bottle. ‘Perhaps we’ll be crying later.’
‘Most likely. Let’s go.’ Felicity helps me with my bags when Falkor comes in to her line of sight. She halts.
‘Liv, what is that?’
‘Did I forget to mention this on the phone?’ I’m sure I mentioned it, or perhaps we’d already hung up, and I whispered it into the phone afterwards.
Felicity sighs before picking up one of my sad plastic bags. ‘Come on, then. That thing is staying in your bedroom.’
Falkor seems horrified by the idea, but it’s not the worst proposal I’ve ever had.

There’s a buzzing. I don’t want to leave my sleepy coma, so I ignore it and try very hard to return to blissful sleep. The buzzing starts again. Am I hearing it or feeling it? My head hurts, but this buzzing is more than a hangover would typically grant me. Rolling over, I feel grumpy from losing my sleep bubble and reach for my phone – Mum’s calling. I click the red button and flop back down on the bed. She’ll call back soon, so I’ve got a few minutes to pull myself together. Felicity and I consumed too many glasses of champagne last night. I can’t, for the love of Loki, remember the last time I was this hungover. Felicity kindly set me up in her spare bedroom, so I’m encircled with the cosiest doona and sheets. I may never leave this bed.
I try to drift back to sleep when my phone rings again. Mum. Pushing the green button, I answer the call, but I didn’t look close enough because Mum’s face comes onto the screen. I throw the phone and roll onto the floor.
‘Morning, sweetie. Olivia? I can’t see you. Where did you go?’
Mum always FaceTimes instead of calling like a normal person. A reasonable person would send a text, so she’s two levels higher on the intrusive scale. Knowing her love of getting proof of life via FaceTime, I’ll need to show my face before she’ll let me off the call. I pull the top sheet from the bed and wrap it around my body and up to my shoulders.
‘Morning! Where are you? I can only see the ceiling,’ says Mum in her reliable, cheery voice.
‘I’m here, but just waking up.’ I rearrange the phone, and my face comes onto the screen.
Geena Davis, take the wheel. I am a Hot. Mess. My face looks like it’s melting. Black streaks of old mascara run down my face, and there’s a teabag stuck to my cheek. It doesn’t look used, so I figure I didn’t burn myself before taking a cup of tea to bed with me. My mousy-brown hair is so knotted it looks like a bird started making a nest in the crown of my head in the early hours of the morning. I’m a picture of grace and beauty. This is the reason we evolved to text each other as human beings.
‘Did I wake you, Liv? You know it’s ten a.m., right?’ Mum’s face is tilted down, and I wait the five seconds it takes for her to look at me. She gives me the biggest double-take of her life. My mum’s hair is always vibrant red. Colour P67 Scarlet Power. It’s the most consistent thing in my life, although I no longer have the job of colouring her hair and my fingers in the process – Mum’s new husband, Keith, has that fine task now.
‘Oh, sweet David, Mary, Peter, Johnny and Tom.’
‘They aren’t the correct names, Mum.’
‘I added in a few more for you. You look like you need it. What the hell happened?’
‘Felicity and I had a few drinks last night and I’m having a slow start. What’s up?’
‘So, you’d prefer I don’t mention the whole—’ Mum makes a circular motion that covers my entire head. I nod at her. ‘Okay. I was calling to check you’ll be at Grace’s today for lunch? You never confirmed on the family chat.’
‘I’ll be there. I thought my attendance was mandatory, so a reply was redundant.’
‘Some people like the company of their family, Olivia.’
‘I am one of those people, so don’t get upset. Grace’s invites always seem like I’m being summoned rather than invited.’
‘Your sister is just efficient. Chalk and cheese, you two.’
‘So, am I the cheese? Which one is better? I think cheese.’
‘Neither is better.’
‘You can’t eat chalk, though.’
‘But cheese near a chalkboard would just be called flaccid.’
‘Don’t use that word, Mum.’
‘I know a thing or two about flaccid—’
‘Mum, stop.’
‘Fine, but I did want to talk about your father.’
‘Nice one.’
‘Do you know if he’s coming today?’
‘No idea. Didn’t you ask Grace?’
‘She didn’t know, but knowing your father, he’ll probably just turn up without notice.’
‘Will it be a problem?’
‘Of course not. I am just asking for catering purposes.’
‘Okay, I’m going to make myself… presentable. See you soon.’
‘Henry will come past at eleven thirty, so be ready. I’d get started straight away.’
‘Why is Henry picking me up?’
‘Joe asked him to. If you could join in the family chat once in a while, it would be helpful.’
‘I’ve been busy. See you soon.’
‘Okay, love. Oh, and I wouldn’t bring that thing to Grace’s. It might upset the kids.’
‘Huh?’
‘That thing behind you.’
I turn and see Falkor resting in the cup of one of my bras, snacking on an apple. Did we spoon in bed last night? Did he source his own apple? I can’t remember much after we dialled for more alcohol to be delivered. That service seems genius at eleven p.m. and like the devil the next morning.
‘Gotta go, Mum.’ Flicking the call, I have a staring competition with Falkor while working out what to do with him. He pokes his tongue out at me, and I take that as a submission and claim victory. On that note, I need a shower. I text Henry my new address, then attempt to give Falkor a pat. He gives me the stink eye, so I think better of it before ducking into my new bathroom.

Felicity’s apartment is compact but clean and smells like the inside of a candle-making factory. It’s two bedrooms with a decent sized kitchen, and we both have our own bathroom. That’s a big bonus. When I’m back to looking like my ‘normal’ self, I find Felicity, Falkor, and Henry sitting at the kitchen table. They look so comfortable that you’d be mistaken for thinking it’s something the three of them do regularly.
‘Morning.’ Henry turns when I enter the room, and I’m greeted with his deep brown eyes. I’ve grown up looking at those eyes and they’re an instant comfort to me. I still remember the first time I saw Henry – that watchful dark gaze peeking out from under his messy brown curls. He was building a ramp in our street. It was my seventh birthday and I’d been given my first bike. I desperately wanted a Star Wars one, but I got a bright pink Saddle Club one instead. Even though I thought it was offensive to horses, bikes, and the Jedi Order, I went with it so I didn’t have to continue using an old bike of Joe’s. Henry was riding alone, and Joe and I went over to join him. It wasn’t because we felt sorry for him, but because he’d built the bike ramp out of a piece of ply and some PVC piping. As soon as we saw it, Joe and I wanted in on the fun. Henry let us try it and he used every jump we did as an opportunity to improve the ramp and make minor adjustments. We all used that ramp for years, well past when it was cool.
Henry styled his hair today. I think he must have done that for Mum’s benefit, so she doesn’t keep fixing it while we’re at lunch. Mum’s not great at boundaries with her children and that includes Henry by extension.
‘You have a new address. Again.’ Henry hasn’t asked directly, but there’s a question in there somewhere.
‘Yes, but thanks to Felicity, this one is a major upgrade.’ I glance over to Felicity before continuing, ‘I owe you. That bed is the best thing I’ve ever laid on in my life.’
‘That doesn’t say much for your sex life,’ says Felicity.
‘Sadly, you’re right.’
‘Like I said, the room is yours if you want it.’
I choke on some extra air hanging around in my mouth. ‘Oh. I must have forgotten that conversation. As in, you’re happy for me to be a squatter here?’
‘No, as in I need a new room-mate. You’ll need to go on my lease.’
‘Leases and I, well, we don’t go so well together. We have a complicated history.’ I look to Henry for some backup. He’s not meeting my eyes, so I’m on my own with this one.
‘Who doesn’t? Just think about it,’ says Felicity as she shovels more sloppy-looking oats into her healthy mouth. She says it so laissez-faire, like she hasn’t just doomed our friendship by locking us into a contract without knowing if we’re compatible within these four walls. She could detest the way I stack the dishwasher. Does she rinse prior to stacking, or does she roll the dice and see what food scraps can hold on like a bull rider? We are too pure to ruin what we have, but I can’t explain that yet without disappointing her or risk losing my new perfect, cloud-like comfort bed.
‘I made you a coffee.’ Henry motions to the seat next to him and pushes the chair back. He’s going to help me navigate my way out of this conversation. I knew I stayed friends with him all these years for a reason.
‘Thank you. Thank yoooooouu!’ I burst out a delightful tune before taking a sip of coffee.
‘I know you love your coffee but no need to sing it,’ says Henry.
‘It means more if you sing it.’
‘Depends on who’s singing it, doesn’t it?’
‘I have a lovely voice.’
‘Who can you credit with that assessment?’
‘Lots of people.’
‘A name. Just one will do.’ I take a large sip of coffee, so my answer isn’t audible. Henry leans in, cupping his hand around his ear.
‘Did you just say, “Mum”?’
‘Mum has always said I’m an excellent singer.’
‘Have you heard your mum sing?’
‘Henry, I’ll tell her you said that!’ Henry laughs, knowing that I would never because neither of us wants to get into that conversation with Mum. Henry stands and leans over to give Falkor a piece of apple from his plate before taking his dishes to the sink.
‘We better go. Joe will skin me if we’re late.’
Felicity puts her coffee cup down and points to Falkor, who seems to enjoy the friendly morning banter.
‘Can we discuss what we’re going to do with the creature?’ Falkor snaps his head towards Felicity, unhappy with her tone and the name-calling. She retreats to her side of the table, leaning away as much as possible. ‘You can’t leave me here with that thing, Liv, come on!’ Falkor is shooting daggers at Felicity. He knows how to read tone.
‘We’ll put him in the bath. I’ll only be a few hours. I promise.’
‘Fine. I’ll be hiding in my room while you put him away.’ Felicity takes a wide berth around the table as she walks back to her room.
‘Ready to go?’ asks Henry, as he collects his keys on his way to the front door.
‘Can you put Falkor in the bathroom?’
‘Me?’
‘Please? He’s been giving me active bitch face all morning. I’ll make sure you don’t have to sit next to Keith today.’
‘I like Keith. I don’t know why you don’t like your stepdad?’
‘I like him. He’s just…’
‘What? Spit it out.’
‘Doesn’t he seem like the kind of guy who’d cut his toenails and leave them in a pile on the coffee table? Maybe even collect them and have a hidden stash somewhere. What if he collects Mum’s toenails?’
Henry walks to the table, picks up Falkor, and makes his way down the hall to the bathroom. I hear him mutter, ‘Come on, mate. I’ll save you from the toenail police.’



Chapter Two
Henry and I pull up to Grace and Todd’s house for the sanctioned family lunch. I never paid much attention to my older sister’s husband when they started dating because I didn’t think he’d be around long-term. They met at a yoga class, and he swears he was there for genuine reasons and not to find attractive and flexible women. Grace and Todd now do CrossFit together and act like it’s as fun as a nap after a hot roast lunch. It’s not. Their daughter Daisy is the cutest, smartest, and most emotionally intelligent person in our family. I hope to be like her when I grow up.
Daisy is out the front of their house setting up a stall when Henry and I exit his car. She covers two cardboard boxes with a tablecloth. A sign on the boxes reads Fresh Lemonade and Flowers for sale. Daisy places a bunch of withering hand-picked roses wrapped in aluminium foil on the table. Barry, her best friend from next door, walks over to the boxes carrying a tray with cups and a large jug. Barry is an eighty-year-old trapped in an eight-year-old’s body. He’s too wise, too grumpy, and too practical to be a third-grader.
Henry and I get out of the car slowly so the kids can finish setting up their store. As we approach, Daisy and Barry straighten their shirts and stand tall behind the boxes. At the last minute, Barry takes Daisy’s arm and spins her around so they’re facing each other.
‘Did you remember the change?’ Barry asks Daisy.
Daisy pulls out a toy cash register. ‘Check. All set.’
‘Quality control?’
Daisy has a sip from a cup and then places it back on the table.
‘Check.’
Barry gives Daisy a professional nod. ‘We’re ready. Good luck.’ They turn to address Henry and me.
‘Welcome,’ they say in unison.
‘Hi, Daisy, sweetie.’ I move to give her a hug, but she puts her hand out to stop me.
‘I can’t hug now, Aunty Liv, I’m working, but it’s lovely to see you.’
Barry puts his hand out for Henry to shake it. ‘Hello. I’m Barry, Daisy’s friend slash business partner slash next-door neighbour slash love interest.’
Henry gives me a weird look before shaking Barry’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Barry.’
Barry turns to greet me, but instead of a handshake, I get a firm nod. ‘Aunty Liv, lovely to see you again.’
‘Barry, always a pleasure.’
‘Can I interest you both in a refreshing drink? Daisy’s parents aren’t the most generous hosts, so best to get hydrated before heading in.’ Barry waves his hand around the cups.
‘Barry! I’m off to work,’ Barry’s mum calls out from the yard next door. She looks young but tired. She’s dressed in a nursing uniform. ‘I’ll be back early this evening. Listen to Daisy’s mum and be good, okay?’
Barry redirects his full attention to his mother. ‘Be good? Are you trying to insult me? Name a time when I’ve needed disciplining?’
‘Just teasing, sweetie. I’ll see you tonight.’ She blows him a kiss which Barry catches and puts in his pocket before turning back to us.
‘So, was that a yes to lemonade?’
‘We’ll have two, thanks. Can I ask what you put in the lemonade?’ asks Henry.
‘Company IP. Sorry. That will be twelve dollars, thanks.’
‘Twelve dollars! Six dollars is pretty steep for a cup of lemonade, don’t you think?’ says Henry.
‘I’ve assessed the market, ran the numbers, and believe considering we are the only drink stand in the area and offer the convenience of a prepared beverage, our price is competitive.’ Barry takes a deep breath after he’s finished, and you can tell he’s proud of his answer.
‘Come on, Aunty Liv,’ Daisy uses a pleading voice and is giving me baby eyes. ‘We’re trying to save money to—’
‘To reinvest into the business,’ says Barry.
‘Of course, we’ll buy the lemonade. Right, Henry?’ I gesture to Henry to hand the money over.
‘Oh, my shout?’
‘I don’t carry cash. I’ll pay you back.’
Henry laughs as he gets out his wallet. ‘Okay, I’ll shout you a cup of whatever that is.’
Daisy hands over our cups and waits for us to take a sip. I intended to throw it out as soon as we made it inside, but I can’t let the kids down.
‘Just down it all at once, Henry. Only way to drink lemonade.’
Henry and I cheers our cups and then down the drinks. Henry holds his nose before drinking. It’s so sweet, but with a hint of pickles. There’s also a peppermint aftertaste, which is worrisome. After I compose myself, I say, ‘It’s delightful, very refreshing. Right, Henry?’ He’s on the tail end of a coughing fit from the drink but gives me a thumbs up.
Barry gestures to the flowers and then me. ‘Now, can I interest you in fresh roses for the pretty lady?’
Henry and I both say in unison, ‘No roses!’
We’ve reached the front door when I hear, ‘Hey! Wait up!’ Joe and his boyfriend Seth yell at us from the most expensive lemonade stand in the state. Joe runs up the concrete path to meet us.
‘Hey.’ Joe’s out of breath by the time he reaches us. He’s wearing a fluorescent yellow and black tartan button-up shirt and the brightness is making my hangover reappear.
‘That was less than a twenty-metre jog. You need to do some cardio,’ I say.
‘Thanks for the advice. Why are you so puffy today?’ Joe’s staring at my face like it’s a cornerless jigsaw puzzle and his brain is starting to hurt.
‘Not puffy. Just tired.’ I thought I’d done an adequate job of hiding the effects of last night, but nothing gets past Joe.
‘Henry, can I borrow twelve dollars?’ Joe puts his hand out before Henry has even answered.
‘So, I’m shouting everyone today?’
‘I’ll pay you back.’ Joe takes money from Henry and returns to Daisy and Barry’s now very profitable lemonade stand. Henry and I wait at the front door while we watch Joe and Seth drink their lemonade.
‘So, what happened to your apartment?’ Henry asks.
‘We got evicted, but no one remembered to tell me.’
‘And you don’t want to live with Felicity?’
‘We’re not ready for that type of commitment. We only shacked up together last night.’ Henry raises his eyebrow at me, not letting me get away with being aloof. ‘It’s a big deal, and I like her too much to inflict that on her. Nothing good can come from it.’
‘I see.’
We watch Seth crouching over the kerb, having his own lemonade induced coughing fit. Joe rubs his back.
‘Looks like Jane and the toenail thief have arrived.’ Henry gestures to Mum and Keith, who are searching in their pockets for change at the stall.
‘Henry! Love!’ Mum yells out. ‘Do you have any spare coins?’ She then returns to her conversation with the kids. Barry’s gesturing wildly. I think my mum’s bartering with the kids.
‘Do you find it interesting that she didn’t try me first for money?’ I ponder out loud to Henry.
‘Do you find it interesting?’ Henry throws back at me.
‘It’s something I’ll fret over later, overthink, and then get annoyed at.’
‘Sounds like a fun evening.’
‘Hey guys.’ Todd opens the screen door to greet us. He takes in the scene before him. Seth is still bent over on the driveway, and Joe has started dry retching either from the lemonade or sympathetic vomiting. Barry and Mum are in a verbal sparring match with the flowers being jostled between them. ‘What the hell is going on?’ Todd’s hands are on his hips as he waits for an answer. He’s not short, but because he’s so muscly, he looks as wide as he is tall. He’s like a cube of muscle.
‘Daisy and Barry are entrepreneurs. It’s cute. So far, Henry’s their largest investor.’
‘Sorry guys. They’ve been so focused on saving money.’ He puts his hands to his mouth and shouts out to the group, ‘Daisy, Barry, shut it down. Jane, maybe stop fighting over flowers with the eight-year-old?’
Barry drops the flowers at the sound of Todd’s voice, and Mum pounces on them and then marches proudly down the driveway.
‘We don’t do accounts, Mrs Daisy’s Nana,’ Barry calls after her.
Mum greets us and plants a kiss on my cheek. ‘Henry, the boy next door and I ended up on four dollars-sixty for the flowers. I’ll pay you back,’ she says as she also kisses Henry’s cheek. She walks inside before Henry can answer.
‘Is it genetic or a learned skill?’ says Henry.
‘Genetic, or else you would have picked it up by now.’

We’re sitting down at various places around Grace and Todd’s living room, eating our lunch. I’m squatting near the coffee table next to Daisy and Barry. They’re discussing how to invest their earnings from the morning. Barry wants to invest in chickens and sell eggs, but Daisy would like to buy popcorn and eat it. Both ideas have merit. As everyone is finishing their meals, Joe stands and taps his glass with his fork. It’s a plastic cup, so it makes no noise. He then claps his hands instead to get everyone’s attention.
‘I wanted to say a few words. Thank you to Grace for putting on this wonderful meal.’
I glance down at my plate, which has barbecue chicken, bought potato salad, and the crumbs of a bread roll. Not to seem ungrateful or piss off the lunch fairies, but this meal could have been thrown together by a domestically challenged wombat. Something is up with Joe if he’s complimenting my sister and her culinary skills. Grace tips her plastic cup in Joe’s direction to acknowledge his compliment. She must sense my scepticism because she shoots me a look across the room. I put on a cheery expression while also stabbing my chicken. Enjoy the mixed message, Grace.
Joe continues, ‘And also for hosting our lunch today. I’m so glad everyone could be here—’
‘Am I too late? Did I miss it?’ Dad says as he flies through the front door. His hair is a floppy mess which he tries to smooth down and then remembers he should tuck in his shirt. For someone who’s very successful in their career, he’s always running late to social events.
‘Hi, Fred,’ Mum addresses Dad and then pivots back to Joe, ‘miss what, Joe? What is he talking about? And why is he aware there’s something to be missed?’ Mum’s technically smiling, but it’s not the wide-mouthed toothy kind you want aimed at you. ‘Or am I the only one in the dark?’
Dad sneaks over to kiss me, and then Daisy. He sits down and puts his arm around Grace while we wait for Mum to finish.
‘Liv, did you know about this?’ says Mum, directing her attention to me.
Grace interjects before I can respond. ‘Mum, Liv never knows what’s going on. Just stop and let Joe finish.’ Grace sneaks a peek in my direction and lifts her eyebrows like I owe her one for helping me. Should I be thankful to her for that passive-aggressive quasi help? Something else to fret and over-analyse later. My night is filling up.
Joe quickly hugs Dad before continuing. ‘No, Dad, you’re just in time.’ Oh, he’ll pay for that later. Mum will have his balls.
‘As you all know—’
‘Well, apparently I know nothing—’ Mum mumbles under her breath, but it’s loud and very clear to everyone in the room.
‘Seth and I have been together for two years now. I’m grateful that he came into my life. He’s the best person I’ve ever met and my best friend—’
‘Oh, snap Henry,’ says Todd as he continues to chew on a piece of skinless chicken breast. He laughs while pointing at Henry.
‘Henry knows he’s also my best friend,’ says Joe.
‘Please continue, Joe, I’m okay with you having other friends,’ says Henry. He looks at me, and I roll my eyes for him because he can’t get away with it at the moment.
‘As I was saying,’ Joe pauses before continuing, ‘geez, I didn’t think it would be this hard—’
‘That’s what Seth said!’ Todd yells out, laughing at his own joke. He leans over and gives Grace a high five. He tries to give Dad one as well, but Dad just nods and turns away.
‘Seth asked me to marry him!’ Joe blurts out, flustered with the whole announcement.
‘And he said yes,’ adds Seth.
‘Of course I said yes!’ Joe holds out his hand to Seth. All of us jump up to give the guys hugs and kisses to congratulate them.
Once the commotion settles down, I can see Mum’s mind ticking over as she glares at Dad and then back to Joe.
‘So, how did—’ Mum starts, but Joe cuts her off, knowing how my mother’s mind works.
‘Dad knew because Seth asked Dad’s permission.’
‘Really? That’s odd,’ Todd adds, not being able to help himself.
‘I think it’s romantic,’ says Joe.
‘So that’s why I wanted us all together today. It won’t be a long engagement because we want to honeymoon during the school holidays for Seth, so the wedding is at the end of next month.’
‘Next month! Are you out of your mind? Nothing good can be achieved that quickly,’ says Mum, not disappointing me with her response.
‘It’s plenty of time, Mum. How hard can it be to get some suits and find a place to serve us a meal? It’s going to be a small wedding.’ Mum doesn’t respond. ‘Mum, it’s just going to be a small wedding. Okay?’
‘I heard you.’ Mum’s eyes slide from his when she half-heartedly replies.
Joe sits next to Seth, looking worried. I’d bet ten bucks right now he won’t get his own way with the wedding.
‘I have some news as well,’ says Grace as she stands to address the group. Why does my family think you need to stand if you need to say something? It’s like the adult version of show and tell.
‘Todd and I are expecting again!’ Grace rubs her stomach, which is as flat as my chest was until senior year of high school. Mum lets out a shriek of happiness. Everyone again jumps up to hug and kiss Grace and Todd.
‘First time we tried and boom: baby,’ Todd tells the group. He thrusts his hips as he says boom, and Henry and I instantly back away.
‘That’s brilliant news,’ says Dad as he hugs both Grace and Todd.
There’s excitement in the air now. Mum is beaming while she’s rubbing Grace’s belly, and Joe and Seth are holding hands while they talk to Henry. His eyes drift over to me and he smiles.
Everyone is happy, and I realise at that very moment that I’m not. I’m not at all. And I’m not sure why. Everyone is making plans and living their lives, and I’m stuck. The way Joe and Seth are so good together makes it easy to want a relationship. However, I know the realities, and it’s rare to find that. It’s like finding a pearl in an oyster, and I don’t eat shellfish, so I have no chance of finding it. I’m so far from where my brother and sister are in their lives. I feel like a loser.
I sit down next to Daisy and Barry again and see them scribbling down ideas on a notepad. Even my seven-year-old niece is making plans for her life. I’m so caught up in wallowing in self-misery that I don’t realise everyone is staring at me.
‘Liv? Liv, did you hear what I said?’ asks Mum.
‘No, sorry what?’
‘We were saying Joe’s getting married, Grace’s pregnant, and things happen in threes, so maybe you have some big news as well. Maybe something big is going to happen to you soon.’ Mum looks so hopeful, and it crushes me. I have nothing to tell them – no big reveal from me. I haven’t made a single plan for my life except fumble my way through university. I stand because it’s obviously my turn for show and tell.
‘Well, I, um…’ I look to Henry for help, but he’s just staring at me. Waiting like everyone else for me to give them some hope that I’m progressing in life like a normal human being. ‘I have some news.’ I pause, giving myself an extra ten seconds to pull my life together. ‘Yes, well, I recently got a pet lizard.’ I try to feign excitement, but it’s a challenge. ‘It’s early days, but so far we get along brilliantly. He has been a wonderful addition to my life.’
Everyone’s eyes divert away from me, and my mum’s chest sinks. She holds my gaze for a moment longer before moving over to talk to Seth. No doubt she’s in full wedding mode already. I sink back down next to the kids. Barry is still examining me.
‘Can we breed lizard babies, Aunty Liv? I started collecting gum nuts but they don’t have the return on investment you’d assume. So, I’m looking for a new revenue stream.’
‘Sure, Barry. We can make lizard babies.’ Fuck my life.

My hands are all wrinkly after I do my fair share of dishes from lunch, so I escape discreetly. I’m sure I just did all Grace and Todd’s dirty dishes from the entire week. Mum, Grace and Henry are chatting on the couch. Dad and Joe are talking on the back patio, so I’ll be their third wheel. When I step onto the patio, I catch Joe and Dad’s conversation.
‘Yes, I’m sure. You like Seth, right?’ says Joe in a clipped voice.
‘Yeah, he’s great. I love you guys together. I just don’t understand the rush to get married?’ Dad’s using his jokey tone, but it’s to cover himself. He means every word he’s saying.
‘It’s not a rush, Dad. It’s time. You told Seth you were happy for us. Did you not mean that?’
‘I meant it. Lighten up. I’m happy for you both, but I just hope you understand everything that comes with marriage. It’s not about a wedding. It’s about the long days of being married.’
Time for me to save Joe because he’s about to erupt at Dad.
‘Hey, mind if I join you?’ I pretend like I didn’t hear their conversation as I stand next to Joe. He puts his arm around my neck and pulls me into his side. His arm dangles over my shoulder, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off Dad.
‘Sure thing, you missed Dad’s optimistic advice about my upcoming vows.’
Dad gives a very purposeful eye roll before turning to talk to me.
‘I’m trying to make sure your brother has his eyes open about the commitment he’s making.’ He then turns back to Joe. ‘I’m not the bad guy here. One in two doesn’t last. You have more chances of success staying as you are. You’re happy now, why change that?’
‘Because I want to marry him, so don’t say any of this bullshit to Seth. This is important to him. He grew up in a family that spent time together and all that hassle.’
‘What does that mean?’ Dad huffs out.
‘Don’t worry about it, please keep pretending like you’re happy about this. That’s all I’m asking.’
Joe squeezes my arm to silently convey his frustrations and then walks away.
‘Wait.’ Joe only twists halfway back to Dad. ‘I am happy for you. Sorry if I made you feel otherwise.’
‘Thanks.’ Joe continues back inside, leaving Dad and me alone. I think I did a terrible job of saving Joe.
Dad lets out a loud breath or quiet growl as I walk over and lean against the railing.
‘I thought you gave Seth your permission?’
‘That was for Seth, not me. I am happy for them. It’s such a big…’ Dad is struggling to find a word to describe marriage.
‘Deal? Moment? Nightmare? Catastrophe?’ Dad laughs while he still contemplates his answer.
‘Yeah, all of those, I suppose. I should keep my nose out of it. It’s their business.’ Dad comes to rest on the railing next to me. ‘You seeing anyone, Liv?’
‘Nope. You?’
‘Nope.’ We both chuckle. ‘We’re the smart ones, you know.’ Dad lowers his tone. I peer through the glass doors at the rest of the family enjoying their afternoon.
‘How do you work that out?’ I ask.
‘We’re independent. We’re not tied down. Free to explore and meet people.’
‘I don’t explore anything. I’m just bad at relationships.’
‘Nonsense. Do you think I’m bad at relationships then?’ The answer should be obvious. Dad elbows me in the side after a too-long silence. ‘No response? Come on, that’s not fair.’ He laughs again because he doesn’t have a good comeback.
‘Don’t you get lonely, Dad? Wouldn’t you like to find someone?’
‘I find lots of women.’
Blech. ‘Ew, gross. Not cool.’
‘I’m only saying there are a lot of options. Marriage is only one of them. It’s not normal for us to attach ourselves to one person our whole lives. Trust me, Liv, being single is a good thing. Focus on your career. Focus on yourself, and you’ll be happy.’
‘Thanks, Dad.’ He gives me a squeeze before going back inside. As far as relationship advice goes, I think that was some hot steaming pile of shitty advice. I’m not a parent though, and he’s lived through a divorce and umpteen breakups, so maybe he’s right.
I continue to stare at my family through the glass doors. Mum, Henry, Joe and Seth are dishing out dessert. Seth’s smiling at Joe while he’s telling Mum and Henry a story. Keith is sitting at the table, focusing on his custard and ice cream, while Grace and Todd talk with Dad. Dad leans over and places his hand on Grace’s belly. Loneliness hits me in the chest. Loneliness for a partner, but also for my place in the world. A seat at the table. I’m still sitting at the kids’ table, while everyone else has left. No set weekly plans, no career plans, no travel plans, no diet I’m working towards, no TV shows I must watch, and no one waiting for me to come home. Nothing. Life is meandering along, and I’m bored with it.
The glass door slides open, and Barry pops his head out.
‘Would you like to discuss profit share arrangements for the potential lizard business now or after dessert?’
‘Now sounds good, Barry. I’ll be right in.’
It’s the most exciting offer I’ve had in a while.



Chapter Three
When I rock up for my shift at the planetarium, my head is still all messed up from the weekend. I’m dragging my feet to open the candy stand when my manager Natasha comes over to greet me. She’s friendly but only recently turned twenty, so she’s full of extra enthusiasm. I have zero tolerance for that today.
I’ve worked here so long that the managers leave me alone, but Natasha seems to think of each of her staff as little projects she can mould and fix. I’m her most challenging task. For years, they asked me to move into management, but I never saw this job as a long-term prospect. Eventually, they stopped asking.
When I look at Natasha, I realise I could have taken the job and earned more money for the last five years. I never wanted to get stuck in the cafe section, but I’m still here and earning the minimum wage, so brilliant decision-making on my behalf. I chose this job so I’d be close to the stars and planets, but I rarely watch the shows now.
‘Morning, Olivia, how are you today?’ Natasha is loud, and I try not to flinch when she speaks.
‘I’m well, thanks. Just opening up.’
‘You seem a little flat today. Everything okay? What can I do to help make your day more inspired?’
It’s Monday morning, which is our quietest time of the week, so I’ll sell cold drinks and chips to maybe no more than twenty people. She could make my day more inspired by leaving me alone so I can sit on my phone and zone out.
‘I’m not flat. Just concentrating on making sure everything is in order.’ Natasha smiles at me but says nothing. She’s eyeballing me, and it’s gone on so long that it’s becoming weird. I then remember what she’s waiting for: ‘Oh, sorry. How can I make your day more inspired, Natasha?’ Fuck this shit.
‘I’d love to see you pick up the energy, smile that beautiful smile of yours to every customer, and up-sell the large coke cups because we’re overstocked.’
I’d like to remind her it’s not cool to tell women to smile anymore, but I push every sarcastic comment I have down and point my lips upwards back at her.
‘Will do.’
‘Also, the team is setting up the new show in theatre two. We’ll set up lunch for them in the break room.’
‘Sounds good. What’s moving into the theatre?’
Natasha takes a piece of paper from the pocket of her stiff black work pants and reads from a memo.
‘White dwarfs. No idea—’
‘It’s the evolutionary endpoint of certain stars. It’s when they’ve used up all the hydrogen they used as nuclear fuel.’
Natasha stares back at me for a beat before she stuffs the memo back into her pocket.
‘I forgot you’re an Astronomy major. How’s that going? It seems like a long course.’
‘For some, yes. I better get going so I’m ready for opening.’
‘Smile, smile, smile, Olivia. Let’s run the day, or the day will run us.’
Natasha beams brightly before turning and marching away. She only ever seems to march wherever she goes.
‘Morning, Liv.’ The voice startles me, and I let out a childlike squeak. With my hand on my heart to slow my breathing, I turn to find the planetarium director leaning against the side counter. Dr Maree Holt is the busiest person I’ve ever come across, and as a result, we’ve had very limited interactions. She’s in charge of all operations of the planetarium, and she also has a doctoral degree in Astronomy, so I may idolise her. A lot. I try to avoid conversations with her because I may embarrass myself.
‘Morning, Dr Holt,’ I say, but my voice is high and weird.
‘So, how come I never knew you were an Astronomy major?’ My face is as red as a beetroot. She doesn’t know because I never wanted her to know.
‘Not sure why it’s never come up.’ I’m a terrible liar.
‘Post-grad plans?’
Faking as much confidence as I can, I reply, ‘Masters of science and then undecided about further study past that.’
‘Fields?’
‘Planetary science but not ruling out cosmology.’
‘Interesting.’
Unsure if I should keep talking, I decide to wait until she speaks again, although the silence is now bordering on awkward.
‘Have a good day, Liv.’ She walks away before I can reply. My nerves are shot, and I can only imagine this is what it feels like when you meet a rock star. I want her to like me, so I’ve stayed as far away as I could. Now she knows I’m an Astronomy major, but thankfully, she didn’t ask when I started my course or why I haven’t finished. If I can keep that a secret and the fact that I’m a loser, I can go back to hiding amongst the coke cups.

After an eight-hour shift, I’ve achieved nothing except my feet hurt. I’ve sold no large coke cups, and Natasha has been more in my face today than the entire month. I’ve become her pet project, and I need to shut it down. She’s working on a cardio routine for me, so I’ll have more energy for my shifts and be able to focus more on sales. I’m so relieved when I spot Joe and Henry walking through the entrance. It’s quiet still, so I wave them over to my section.
‘What are you doing here?’ I say as they both walk over to greet me.
‘We’re taking you out for dinner. We have wedding details to discuss,’ says Joe.
‘It’s started, Liv, and I don’t think we can go back,’ says Henry, looking exhausted. Joe mustn’t have stopped all day.
‘I thought you were all “It’s a small wedding, no big deal etc.” Why are we now having a planning session?’
‘Mum got involved, which means you guys need to get involved. I’m trying to save Seth from all this, but I can only keep Mum at bay for so long. You two need to run interference,’ Joe says this with a straight face.
‘You’re the one who got engaged, Joe—’
‘Olivia,’ says Natasha, standing to the left of my counter. She’s the only person in the whole foyer area besides Joe, Henry, and myself.
‘Yes, Natasha?’
She gestures to Joe and Henry. ‘Are your customers buying today, or is this a personal time conversation?’
Joe and Henry try to hide their grins, but they’ll be teasing me about this for the next month. Maybe even longer.
‘Natasha, this is my brother Joe and my friend Henry.’ Joe and Henry both wave, but Natasha only nods while her eyes remain on me. The boys back away, motioning that they’ll wait outside.
‘Olivia,’ Natasha starts, but I have no tolerance right now.
‘I’m finishing in five minutes, and they’re picking me up. There’s not a customer in sight.’
‘Okay, well, if that’s a work ethic you’re proud of, then that’s your decision. Me, I’d—’
I move out from behind the counter because I’ve hit my limit for the day.
‘I’m not feeling well, so I’m going to take off five minutes early. Please take it from my pay. I’ll see you on Wednesday for my next shift.’
I don’t give her a chance to respond before I walk to the staffroom, grab my bag and meet the boys out the front.
We end up at a burger restaurant around the corner from work, and I order the biggest of everything. It’s been a day, and I’m not messing around. I need greasy food and then bed.
‘So,’ Joe starts as he’s shovelling fries into his mouth. ‘Mum wants to invite a few of the cousins from her side.’
‘What’s a few? That’s at least twelve plus partners plus kids,’ I say while eyeing Joe’s fries. My food hasn’t arrived yet.
‘No kids.’
‘Did you tell Mum that?’
‘I didn’t need to, she’ll know that, right?’
Henry looks at me before answering Joe. ‘So, I’d add all the cousins, partners, and their children to your wedding list.’
Joe runs his fingers through his dark blond hair in frustration until he realises they are greasy and it’s making him even more stressed.
‘I need you guys to help. As best man and best woman, you need to handle this shit.’
Henry and I have a silent side conversation. He gestures to me: Did I know this? I shake my head back: No idea.
Henry passes Joe a napkin before asking, ‘So, are Liv and I the best man and best woman? I think you may have forgotten to mention that to us.’
‘You guys want me to make a speech or something? Of course you’re in the wedding. I only really talk to you and Seth.’
‘Thanks, Joe, I think that’s nice? Is best woman a thing, though?’
‘Who cares. It is for our wedding. Although I don’t want to hurt Grace’s feelings, so she’ll do a reading or something.’
The server brings over my food while Henry and Joe discuss the bucks night. I tune them out until Henry interrupts my focused eating by tapping my hand. Seth has arrived, and there’s no room for him on my side of the booth. I’m spread out like a sleepy panda, so unladylike. Seth leans over and gives me a kiss on the forehead. He also reaches over to fix Joe’s hair. It’s such a sweet gesture, and I can’t not stare at the two of them. Joe notices me and shoots me a questioning look.
‘What? Do I have something on my face?’ He wipes his face with both hands. I wait a few moments before shaking my head because it’s fun to watch him squirm.
‘How are you, brother-lover? Any second thoughts on this whole marriage idea?’
Seth takes some of my fries, and I make a mental note to take the same amount back from him once his food arrives.
‘Brother-lover is one of the more awful nicknames I think you’ve come up with so far, Livy.’
I lean into Seth and whisper to him, ‘I’m glad you’re joining our family. Can you always be on my team for Charades?’
Seth leans over and whispers, ‘Always.’
‘No way! You two can’t team up. He’s on my team. In all ways.’
Henry’s looking at Seth and me with a smile on his lips. I say to Henry, ‘You can be on our team as well.’
‘Oh hell no! Stop, Liv, you’re being mean.’ Henry and I laugh while we ignore Joe’s mini tantrum.
After wiping my hands on my napkin, I sit up as I need to address the group.
‘I have something I’d like to discuss with you.’ My voice has taken a serious note, which it never does, so I have everyone’s attention straight away. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot since yesterday, and I’ve concluded that I’m a loser.’
I sit back and wait for everyone to respond. However, no one says anything. I thought maybe they’d jump in and say, No, you’re not, Liv. Don’t be ridiculous. But it’s crickets. ‘Do you have anything to say?’ I look to each one of them.
‘Could you elaborate a little more?’ asks Henry.
‘Well, where to start? I’ve got two subjects left in a degree that should have taken four years. I’m now on year seven, and if I don’t complete it by next year, I’ll lose my credits. If I want to do my master’s and PhD., I’ll be edging on forty before that’s done. I’m at the same job I’ve had since high school, and I’ve never travelled, never fallen in love. Somehow, I adopted a pet lizard who hates me, and I’m running out of time because everyone is doing wonderful things with their lives, and I’m doing nothing except being a big loser.’
More silence.
‘You make a compelling argument,’ says Joe, who can’t hide his smirk.
‘Stop it,’ says Seth as he throws a napkin at Joe. ‘Livy, first, you’re not a loser. You need some new direction. Time to refocus.’ Seth rubs my back as he tries to placate me. He’s talking to me like I’m one of his students, and I don’t hate it. It’s comforting. It’s no wonder he’s an amazing teacher.
‘Where’s this come from, Liv?’ Henry has two deep creases in between his eyebrows from frowning. Henry never frowns.
‘It’s been brought to my attention that I’m stuck, I suppose.’
Joe glances at Henry and Seth, so I think it’s his turn to tackle this curveball I’ve thrown at them.
‘Okay, Liv, truth time.’ I brace myself for Joe’s honesty. ‘You just worked this out now? You’ve been drifting for years! I’m shocked not because you said something, but that you haven’t been aware.’
I keep my face neutral, so Joe doesn’t realise his words hit me right in the solar plexus. ‘I thought I had more time to figure this all out.’
‘You do, you have lots of time, but you’ve never liked commitment, Liv. Ever. Shall I show you the many cookbooks from the vegan, paleo, keto phases? It’s not about being a loser or lack of direction. It’s about committing to something.’
‘Commit to what? Find a life partner, just like that?’
‘No, commit to anything. Something in life, start making choices, start going after things.’
‘Go easy on her, Joe, she’s asking for our help, not a lecture,’ Seth interjects and then turns to me. ‘Why don’t you start with something small? Make a goal of something small that requires you to see it through. Then you build to bigger things.’
I shove the rest of my fries in my mouth while I consider Seth’s advice. Something small.
‘I’ll make a list!’
‘Let us help you, or I’m afraid you’ll end up on a cruise ship in the Mediterranean serving cocktails to elderly people,’ says Joe.
‘I have no idea where you got that idea from, but it doesn’t sound too bad.’ I’m teasing Joe, but I won’t rule the whole cruise idea out.
Seth retrieves a pen and paper from his school satchel and hands them to me. Our server arrives with our drinks order and places a coke down for Henry, a coffee for Joe, and water, Pepsi Max, and herbal tea down for me.
‘You’re welcome to steal one of my drinks if you like?’ I say to Seth.
‘Perhaps number one on the list is committing to one drink at a time,’ says Joe.
‘One drink?’
‘Yes, it’s what normal people do.’
‘What if I get through half of my tea and I want something sweeter? I have to wait until the server comes back, and then it’s too late because you would have finished your drinks.’
‘You may be overthinking it,’ says Henry.
‘Just pick one now without thinking, and Seth can have the others,’ Joe suggests.
This decision will be with me for the rest of the evening. If I get the tea and I’m not satisfied, I’ll have wished I got the Pepsi. But if the Pepsi gives me a stomach upset, then I’ll have wished for the tea. This is hard.
‘You’ve been staring at your drinks for a ridiculously long time, Liv,’ says Joe. ‘Pick one. There’s no wrong decision.’
Okay, I like that thinking. There’s no wrong decision because I like all three drinks. Water is out. I can get that at home. Actually, I can get all three at home. I am such a loser.
Reaching out for the tea, I change my mind at the last second and go for the Pepsi. Joe and Henry take the other drinks away. After placing my drink back down, I take the pen and write 1. Commit to one drink at a time.
‘How do you feel?’ asks Seth.
‘Fine. That was super easy. What’s next?’ It wasn’t easy. I want my tea so badly now, but I only have to wait a few hours until I get home.
‘These rules apply when you’re alone, right?’ says Joe. Damn him.
‘Of course.’
Henry takes the pen and writes 2. Get a new phone and sign up for a plan and then slides the paper back to me. We all wait for him to explain himself.
‘I don’t like it when your phone dies. It’s not safe, and you can afford a plan.’
‘I’ve been meaning to do some research on that.’
‘No, no research. We’ll go to the store and sign you up. It will take half an hour tops.’
‘New phone and a plan. I can do that. Can I do a six-month thing to start with?’
‘No, two years.’
‘Two years? That’s crazy. What if I—’
‘What if you no longer need to text people or check google? You will. I guarantee it.’
‘This list isn’t very fun yet. So far, I’m dehydrated and broke for the next two years.’
Joe takes the paper and writes something. He’s covering his hand, so we can’t see.
‘Joe, it’s my list! Don’t write anything stupid.’
‘Would I do that?’ He finishes writing and passes the paper back to the group. We all lean in to read number three.
Seth reads it out loud, ‘Commit to three dates with the same person.’
‘Three dates? Shouldn’t I be focusing on getting one date first? Why three?’ I want Joe to explain his crazy rule.
‘Glad you asked. I have many reasons, so in no particular order here they are.’ Joe puts his hands up, and I know he’s going to gesture wildly, and I’m already irritated by it. ‘You never get to the third date, and you know why? The third date is when it becomes real. First dates are easy, they’re fun. There’s no pressure on a first date. Nerves, but no pressure. Second date, you work out if you have chemistry with this person. Then comes the third date. Do you know what the third date is?’ We all shake our heads. ‘The third date is the portal to a committed relationship. You think about whether this person could be a long-term partner. You, Olivia Granger, never get to a third date.’
‘I’ve been on lots of third dates.’
‘Name of the person and year, please?’
‘Stop being silly. I can’t remember names or dates.’
‘That’s because it’s never happened.’
I remember lots of fun first dates, but things have always fizzled out after the first or second date. Could I have never gone on a third date?
‘I must have been on a third date because I’ve had sex. How do you explain that?’ It’s not the best argument, but it’s all I’ve got right now.
‘Sex is very different to finding a partner. You don’t need three dates to have sex.’
‘What happens if the guy doesn’t want three dates with me? I can’t force someone to go out with me.’
‘I’m not worried about that. Even as your brother, I can acknowledge you’re beautiful and very charming. Three dates. Go outside your comfort zone. Commit to seeing it through until three dates. You don’t have to fall in love with the guy, but no backing out for absurd reasons.’
‘Fine. Three dates, but if he breaks it off first, there’s nothing I can do.’
‘You better make sure you charm the pants off him then. Oh, and I don’t want this one going on for months. You have until the wedding to complete it.’
‘You’re forgetting I have to find a man to go on these dates with.’
‘Easy peasy.’ Joe waves his hand around like it’s the same as picking up groceries. Henry’s staring at me, so I shake my head, gesturing to Joe, hoping Henry thinks this is just as ridiculous as I do. It’s only then that I notice Seth has been scribbling down things on my list. He pushes it back across the table.
‘Sorry for taking over, but I added a few things to the list. First, some small things, working up to bigger items.’ Scanning the paper, I see Seth has added five new items to the list.
 
	Find a permanent address.

	Finish my degree.

	Pursue an internship in my field.

	Book and pay for a holiday that’s over six months away.

	Start a savings account and direct deposit money into it every week.


 My stomach suddenly feels like it’s being invaded by a swarm of butterflies, or perhaps it’s an army of those killer caterpillars that cause vomiting and internal bleeding.
Either way, shit just got real.



Chapter Four
Sabina finally texted me last night, saying she’d retrieve her lizard this morning. I think Falkor can sense our separation is coming, and he’s giddy with excitement. While we snack on our breakfast, I skim over my list of tasks. I can do this. I can do most of it. I can maybe do some of this.
Joe’s words play over in my head. Have I always shied away from commitment? Looking at Felicity’s ficus plant in the corner of the dining room reminds me I’ve never even committed to a plant. Something with no consequences if I kill it. I add to my list: 9. Purchase houseplant, and I also add 10. Buy a pet and keep it alive at all costs.
Now I’ve got a ten-step plan: Liv’s personal boot camp for not being a loser anymore. I’ve started boot camps, but if I’m honest with myself, I never went back after the first session. This boot camp will be different, and I’m not going to half-arse it. I need to prioritise the items on the list and perhaps start with the easiest ones first.
I’m numbering each point when there’s a knock on the door. Sabina’s not due for an hour, so nothing good can come from answering. I’m not interested in talking to anyone, but they knock again, so I decide to not be a lazy witch and answer it.
I find a scruffy but good-looking man waiting at the front door. Just in case he’s trying to sell a religion or electricity plan, I wait to let him speak first. He stares at me, waiting for me to say something, but nope, I’m fine with an awkward showdown. He looks around like he’s checking he’s in the right place. I think he’s going to rob me before he finally speaks.
‘You have my sister’s pet.’
‘Are you drunk?’ I ask.
‘No, it’s nine thirty in the morning. Are you drunk?’
‘No. Just finished a nice cup of tea.’
‘You know, normally people greet someone when they open the door. It’s like you answering the phone and not saying anything.’
‘True. I’ll give you that, but if you’d called, I would have rejected it, and you could have left a message. Unfortunately, this door doesn’t take messages.’
‘You have my sister’s pet.’ The strange man points over my shoulder to Falkor, who is having a nap on the table.
‘You’re Sabina’s brother?’
‘Yes. Do you have anyone else picking up unusual animals from you today?’
‘Well, the day is young.’ My joke doesn’t land, but I blame the audience and not my delivery. ‘So, how did you get the task of picking up Falkor?’
‘Sabina hasn’t been able to make it back yet.’
‘Where did she go?’
‘I can’t discuss that.’ Definitely space travel, but now I’m not ruling out time travel. ‘How has Falkor been, anyway? Has she been eating?’
‘She? It’s a girl?’ I offer my apologies to Falkor; now I know why she never warmed to me.
‘Do you mind?’ The man gestures towards Falkor, and I let him through the front door. He picks her up and places her on his arm.
‘I’m Liv, by the way.’
‘I know. Sabina told me. I’m Patrick.’ He puts his hand out, and we have an awkward limp handshake, but it seems to linger for a few seconds beyond normal. ‘Few people would offer to babysit a bearded dragon, you know.’
‘Some people don’t get asked. They get left a note and no instructions.’
‘Ah. That sounds like my sister.’ We reach the limit of small talk either of us is willing to engage in, so an awkward silence fills the room. Patrick caves first. ‘Sorry to be rude, but I have to get to work. Can I grab her collar and lead?’
‘Oh! Of course. How odd this must be for you. Having to retrieve your sister’s lizard from a stranger.’
‘Not my first time.’
‘Well, it’s mine. And my first lizard.’
‘Glad Sabina found someone nice this time to look after her.’ Patrick smiles at me, but he’s also stroking Falkor, so it’s wavering between sweet and creepy. I’m not sure which one I like more.
Remembering that he’s waiting to leave, I say, ‘I’ll be back in a second with her belongings. Make yourself at home.’ Please don’t make yourself at home. It’s just an expression. Please stand still in my entryway and touch nothing.
My bedroom is a disaster, but I find her collar and lead in the bathtub under some clothes. When I return, Patrick’s still patting Falkor but leaning over the dining table. He stands up when he hears me approach.
‘Here it is.’ He takes her belongings from me, so I gesture towards the front door. ‘Nice to meet you and bye, Falkor. I’ll miss you, little one.’ I go to pat Falkor, but she shoots me a back-the-fudge-up glare, so I give her an air pat instead.
Patrick makes a move towards the door but then rocks back on his feet in my direction.
‘Would you like to get a coffee sometime?’ asks Patrick, his eyes only flicking to mine for a brief moment.
‘For who?’
‘For you. And me.’ Patrick gestures with one finger, back and forth between us.
‘Like a date? Are you asking me out?’
‘Well, I’m trying, but it’s more difficult than normal.’
‘I’m avoiding situations where I have to order drinks right now.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry, no problem. Is it a twelve-step program?’
‘No, ten.’
‘Well, I’m happy to go somewhere that has no drinks, or you can say no.’
My instinct is to say no, but I think of my list. Time to put it into action.
‘I’d love to go out on a date with you.’
We swap numbers and work out a time for our date. After I’ve said goodbye and waved like a dork when he walks away, I pull out my list and put a tiny tick next to 3. Commit to three dates. It’s not completed yet, but it’s a start. I just have to make it work for three dates. I hope Patrick is three dates worthy.

I’ve been summonsed. I tried to avoid it, but all strategies were thwarted, and the queen is wielding her power. My mum has taken over the conference room at Joe and Henry’s office. The boys studied graphic design at university together, and then they both hated their bosses, so they started The Graphic Shack three years ago. The company name is after Caddyshack, one of our favourite movies, but no one gets the reference, and I think that’s probably a good thing.
They renovated an old timber house and converted it into their office. They removed the interior walls to make it an open-plan workspace and what was an attic is now a loft bedroom with an en suite. Henry lives up there and uses the office kitchen for his meals.
Mum has covered the table in the conference room with cake samples, guest favours, invitations, and cut-outs of every type of flower. I must show her how to use google and bookmark web pages. Decisions need to be made, and somehow that involves me. Joe and Henry are meeting with a new client, so I can’t even get them to come save me.
‘Liv? We need to lock down the colour scheme, and then we can make the rest of the decisions,’ says Mum, interrupting my thoughts. She’s stressed, and its unfounded stress, which is my least favourite type of stress.
‘Okay. What colours do Joe and Seth want?’
‘They said they didn’t care, but they will care on the day, and it matters. It flows into every other decision, and those decisions will be part of their wedding photos for the rest of their lives.’ The overthinking gene runs in our family, but Mum got a few generations worth.
‘That’s a lot of pressure, Mum. I know Seth likes purple.’
‘Ghastly, no. It can look cheap in photos.’
‘Why not keep it simple and go with black and silver?’
‘I know it’s two men getting married, but we can have some colour. Doesn’t need to be so masculine.’
‘Orange?’
‘Doesn’t go with Seth’s complexion.’
‘Yellow?’ At this point, I’m just going through the colours of the rainbow.
‘Are we planning a hippy wedding?’
‘Green?’
‘But what shade, dark green or lime green? So many choices with green.’
‘Light green?’
‘Awful.’
‘Blue then?’
She contemplates the suggestion, which gives me a moment of hope that this conversation will be over, and I can escape.
‘I like blue, but what colour would we put with blue?’
‘White?’
‘Too corporate.’
‘Black?’
‘Is this a funeral?’ It will be hers if I don’t leave. I hear Henry’s voice outside the office, and I feel relief. He can save me from this woman who I love and adore and is driving me crazy. ‘I’m thinking blue and green could be perfect. You agree?’ Mum’s asking for my opinion, but I would probably agree with six different shades of baby poo at this stage.
‘Love it. Blue and green it is. What else did you want to get done today? I have to meet Dad soon.’
‘Why?’
‘I’m buying a new phone, so we’re having a coffee nearby.’
‘Don’t let your father help you with the phone plan. You’ll end up with something ridiculously expensive and with insurance you don’t need, and you’ll regret it. Why didn’t you ask me to come along with you?’
‘I didn’t ask Dad to come with me, we’re just meeting there. I haven’t asked for his help.’
‘Go before you see him, so he doesn’t come with you.’
‘Mum, really?’
‘Only trying to help you. I know your father better than you do.’
‘You’ve been separated for fifteen years.’
‘Tigers don’t change their stripes.’
I’m hoping that isn’t true, or else my loser list will be an epic waste of time. Moments later, Joe pokes his head in the door but sees the wedding paraphernalia and tries to leave before anyone notices him.
‘Joe! Look who it is, Mum! Joe, the person getting married and who, therefore, should be involved in the planning.’
‘Hello, love. Come. Sit,’ says Mum, and Joe reluctantly takes a seat.
‘Thanks for doing all this, Mum, but remember that it’s a low-key affair. Just close friends and family and some food. No need for anything too fancy.’
‘If money’s an issue, you’d tell me, right?’
‘Money isn’t an issue, we don’t need a big—’ Joe gestures in large circles with his arms ‘—hoopla.’
‘Regardless, you need flowers, invites, table dressing, cars, suits, music, celebrant – these are the basics.’
‘Henry and I will design the invites, white orchids for our flowers and the tables. They’re classic and work with any colour scheme. We’ll drive our own cars; Seth can make a playlist; I’ll book the celebrant; Seth and I will organise the suits.’
Mum is scarily silent, and I try not to move or make a sound with my breathing. I’m not sure how she’ll respond, but I’m hoping it’s directed at Joe. She packs up her spread of wedding stuff and places it back in its specifically bought wedding folder.
‘Okay, well, I’m glad you’ve got it sorted. Let me know what colour you’d like me to wear.’
Joe senses her disappointment. It’s hard to miss since it’s rolling off her in waves.
‘Mum, there’s lots for you to still help with, like the guest favours, helping us with the menu, and picking out an outfit for Liv.’ Traitor! I’ll put rice in his undie drawer for this.
‘I can pick my own outfit, thanks, Joe,’ I say through gritted teeth.
‘But, Liv, since you’re a bridesmaid, you and Mum should go shopping so you can pick out matching dresses,’ says Joe with a sadistic smile.
Mum loves his idea; I can already see the excitement glowing in her eyes.
‘Great idea, Joe! Henry can come too, so we are all matching.’ There is no way for me to avoid this now.
This round goes to Joe. Mum packs up her wedding stash and we follow her into the main office area. She blows us a kiss as she walks out. ‘Talk to you both tomorrow.’
‘Why tomorrow?’ I ask Joe once Mum’s out of earshot.
‘Because she calls most days? I don’t know. Anyway, you owe me. You would have been going over wedding plans for hours. I’ll take payment in the form of doughnuts or cheese.’
‘Owe you? I’m now wearing matching outfits with Henry and Mum to your wedding. I will take your apology in the form of fried food or gift voucher.’ Joe tries to rebut me again, but I put my hand up to stop him. ‘This could go on for a while, and I need to go get my new phone.’
‘Will this be your first tick?’
‘I’ve already ticked one big item off my list,’ I say proudly.
‘Really?’
‘I have a date on Friday night.’
‘Who with?’
‘A man.’
‘A man? Are you grabbing random men off the street now for dates?’
‘No, I met him through a mutual acquaintance.’ Joe doesn’t need to know that the acquaintance is a reptile.
‘And you’re interested in him?’ I shrug my shoulders because I have no idea if I like him. ‘Why go on the date then?’
‘Because he asked.’
‘That’s your only criteria for going on dates? I think we may have found the root of our problems.’
‘No, we clicked instantly.’
‘That’s a lie. You said yes because of the list, didn’t you? The three-date rule was meant for a guy you actually liked.’
‘No, we clicked. Lots of chemistry. Sexual chemistry, if you must know.’ Joe’s mouth has a disbelieving curve to it, and I want to wipe it off.
‘Sounds unlikely,’ he says, dismissing me.
‘Trust me, the sex will be off the charts. I’ll send you a bullet point breakdown once it’s done.’ I emphasise each word until I see movement out of the corner of my eye. Turning to my left, I see Henry standing with two older men. They are both wearing three-piece suits and have closely shaved faces. Henry studies me for a moment and then returns to his clients as he walks them to the door. Horrified, I turn back around to Joe, who’s hiding his laughter behind his hand.
‘That was outstanding, perfect timing. Also, never send me any bullet points about your sex life,’ he says.
‘You jerk! You knew they were there. Aren’t you worried about what they heard?’
Joe waves his hand through the air like he couldn’t care less.
‘Too stuffy for us here anyway. You know I hate wearing long pants to work.’ Joe looks uncomfortable in his suit, but he and Henry got dressed up for the meeting, meaning they wanted the business. ‘Now, cut the crap and tell me all about this guy.’ Joe leans against his desk, eyeing me with curiosity.
‘His name is Patrick, and I momentarily lived with his sister and niece.’
‘That’s all the details I get?’
Thankfully Henry interrupts us because I know nothing else about Patrick.
‘I’m sorry, Henry. Any chance they saw the funny side?’
‘It’s fine. Don’t worry,’ Henry says, but it doesn’t feel like he means it.
‘Liv’s got a date,’ Joe tells Henry but then shifts back to me. ‘You can’t tick it off the list until you complete the third date. It’s only the start of a tick now.’
‘Ugh, fine. Tick denier. Anyway, in other news, Falkor has returned to her owner, so I need a pet for my list, any ideas?’
We’re interrupted when the front door flies open and bangs against the wall. A tall redhead with perfect body proportions stumbles in carrying multiple packs of toilet paper rolls. They’re piled up past her shoulders, and it looks like she’s two seconds from dropping the lot. Henry rushes over to help her, but she makes it to a desk before plonking the toilet paper down. She sighs and then turns to face us. ‘You’re welcome!’
‘Thank you? I think. Could I clarify what I’m thankful for?’ says Joe.
‘Toilet paper. You said it was my job to keep it stocked, and then I saw a special down at my local, so I cleaned them out. Had to fight an old lady for the last pack, but she was pretty slow. Where should I put it? Do you have a toilet paper storage cupboard?’
‘We have a cupboard that holds maybe four to six rolls, so we may have to rethink that spot,’ Joe says and whacks my arm. ‘Liv, this is Chloe, Seth’s cousin. She’s doing admin work and general office duties. Keeping the office stocked. Chloe, this is my sister Liv.’
We both raise our hands for a small wave.
‘Nice to meet you. Seth’s one of my favourite people,’ I say.
‘He talks very highly of you. Said you were going to be a beautiful butterfly one day.’
Joe jumps in before I can reply. ‘Thanks for all the toilet paper, Chloe. I’ll help you put it away.’ Joe and Chloe load themselves up with toilet paper and make their way to the kitchen. Henry bends down to retrieve some packs that had fallen off the desk. He hands one to me.
‘You might as well take this. I think we have enough.’
‘I feel like I should find the old lady who might be a little desperate for some.’
Henry smiles and then comes to lean on the desk next to me. ‘Maybe you should get a fish?’
‘Because they like toilet paper?’
‘You wanted to get a pet? Maybe a pet fish?’
‘I like that idea! Minimal effort required but something that I’m committing to feeding every… day?’
‘Yes, most living things need food every day.’
‘True. I’ve got to run. Say goodbye to Joe for me.’ I wave goodbye to Chloe, who’s now sitting at her desk typing away at her computer.
‘Nice to meet you, Chloe.’
‘You too.’ She doesn’t lift her head to say goodbye but waves her arm in the air. ‘Sorry, very deep into this email at the moment.’ She then looks to Henry. ‘I can’t find the W key. I think this keyboard is faulty.’ Joe emerges from the kitchen but stops when he hears Chloe. ‘Yep, it’s faulty. No W.’ Chloe’s eyes search the keyboard like it’s a Where’s Wally book. She flops back in her chair, defeated. Joe flaps his arms around and mouths something that neither Henry nor I can decipher. Henry relents and walks over to Chloe’s desk to help her.
‘Let’s take a careful look,’ Henry leans over her shoulder and points to the W key, ‘see, there’s the W.’ Henry’s always patient. Joe would have drawn an arrow on a Post-it note, tacked it on her keyboard and walked off. Chloe smiles at Henry.
‘Thank you! I’m having trouble with this keyboard. Don’t you think the Q and U should be together, like Scrabble?’ she asked Henry.
‘But what if you needed to use them separately?’
‘You never need to use them separately. Quiet, quit, quilt, quail, see all qu.’
‘What about umbrella?’
‘It doesn’t have a Q in it.’ Behind Henry and Chloe, Joe throws his hands up in the air. He mutters something before he disappears back into the kitchen.
‘I’ve got to run,’ I say, interrupting Henry and Chloe.
‘Text me later, and I’ll meet you at the pet store,’ says Henry, who looks fatigued.
‘Sounds good. I’ll leave you guys to your work.’ If I’m honest, a Qu key wouldn’t be all that bad. The girl might have a point.



Chapter Five
I’m trying to avoid eye contact with the short barista standing in front of me. He’s got an impressive wild boar tattoo over his entire forearm. He’s staring at me because I’m taking too long with my order, but I can only order one drink now. The Vanilla Bean is my favourite coffee shop, and I normally walk in and order the same thing – a short black, a turmeric latte with cinnamon and a bottle of water. It’s the perfect combination, and I’m annoyed I can only choose one.
‘I’m sorry. I’m, err, mixing things up, so I need a new drink order.’
‘Take all the time you need. Do you mind if I serve the person behind you first?’ he says.
I didn’t realise, but there’s an extremely tall woman waiting behind me. She has ninja skills because I didn’t hear her approach, and given her height and, I’m guessing, shoe size, that’s quite impressive.
‘Look, we’re standing in order of height,’ I say as I gesture to our heads, which fall in descending order. Nobody cares, or maybe they don’t understand, so I gesture from the top of her head, down past mine, and over to the short barista. Turns out they got it the first time, and now I’m certain they don’t care.
‘I’ll have a green tea please,’ I say and get the hell out of the way.
My catch-ups with Dad are infrequent, and the coffee date was my idea since we haven’t caught up in a while. He transferred from banking finance into property finance a few years ago. He works for a developer, I think. I’m not sure, it’s way easier to say he works in finance. I know he’s in charge of deals, and his phone rings a lot.
My boring tea arrives, and it makes me miss my old order. Dad is running late, so I text him Everything okay? I’m at the back of the cafe.
My phone rings immediately with a call from Dad, which means one thing. He’s not coming.
‘Hello,’ I answer, but I’m already feeling disappointed.
‘Hey, sweetie, I’m so sorry. Got caught up at work and forgot the time. You know how it is.’
‘Why are you at work? I thought you had the day off?’
‘There’s an issue with a contract, and I had to come in. I thought it would be quick, but I got called into a meeting. I’m sorry, sweetie.’
‘Okay, catch up soon then. Don’t work too hard.’
‘Before you go, I wanted to tell you, a lady who works here said her son works at the post office on Broadcast Street, and they have a position going. Looking for someone who has potential to move up into management. I think with your background in customer service, you could get an interview.’ It doesn’t escape me he said interview and not get the job.
‘Thanks, but I’m not looking to change jobs. Why did you think that?’
‘I thought you might need a change of scenery or somewhere with opportunities to move up.’
‘I could move into management where I am.’
‘You can? That’s great! I didn’t realise. When would that happen?’
‘I don’t want to. They’ve offered me before, but I don’t want it.’
‘Why not?’
I’ve explained this to Dad before.
‘Because it’s not in my field. It’s not what I went to university for.’
‘Your field? You haven’t even finished the course. I thought you’d given away that idea.’
‘No, not yet. I – erm – I’m nearly finished. Anyway, thanks, but I’m not looking for a new job.’
‘Okay. But think about it. The job posting will be open for a few more days. I can look at your resume and fluff it up a little for you. Maybe add some embellishments on there for you to fill some gaps.’
Do I say no again or just agree and hope he forgets this entire conversation?
‘Okay, I’ll think about it.’
‘Perfect! Also, I started seeing someone. Love for you to meet her. We’ll set something up.’ I’d love to say I’m busy for the rest of eternity or the four months in which they’ll be dating, but instead, I make a noise that could be interpreted as agreeing or a lazy yawn. Either works.
I stare at my sad green tea, which is now cold, so even more depressing. The short barista walks past, and I wave him over.
‘Could I please order a short black, a turmeric latte with cinnamon and a bottle of water?’

Henry’s outside the pet store, typing on his phone when I arrive. He glances up, spotting me, and I’m gifted with a relaxed Henry smile.
‘I just sent you a message,’ says Henry.
‘Sorry, I’ll get it when I get home. Phone died.’
Henry gives me a flat glare, which gives me a pain in the belly.
‘I’m guessing it’s not the new phone that died?’
‘The line was too long. I wouldn’t have made it here in time. I should do more research before I pick a phone.’
‘It would have been more convincing if you chose one excuse.’
‘I’ll go another day.’
‘I believe you seventeen per cent.’ Henry doesn’t let up with the glaring, and it’s almost enough for me to run back and get the damn phone.
‘Seventeen? I at least deserve somewhere in the high eighties.’
‘I’ll stretch it to twenty per cent and no more. Are you still getting a fish, or have you suddenly developed an allergy?’ I pinch Henry on the forearm for that question, but he doesn’t react. I try again, but now it’s just hurting my fingers.
‘Yes, to the fish. I was thinking, though, a puppy would be a bad idea, right?’
‘When you live in a unit with no backyard and a room-mate who dislikes animals?’
‘Yes. Thoughts?’
‘Best idea yet.’ Henry takes my arm and pulls me into the store. ‘I’ve googled which is the best fish to get as a beginner.’ He leads me towards the rows of fish tanks covering the back wall. There is a variety to choose from, and I find it relaxing watching them swim around in their tanks. Perhaps I might enjoy owning a fish.
‘This is the one.’ Henry points to a small tank with only one fish swimming on its own. Its fins are vibrant red and spread out like a fan.
‘It’s beautiful. I feel sad that it’s all alone, though.’
‘It’s a Siamese fighting fish. They’re intelligent but aggressive. It prefers a small tank on its own.’
‘Beautiful, intelligent, aggressive and a redhead, so just how you like your women?’ I’m the only one laughing at my joke, which is never a good sign.
‘That’s not true.’
‘Toni Butler. She was all those things.’
‘That was over ten years ago. She got arrested years after we dated.’
‘Still. She’s on your rap sheet.’
‘You cannot talk about rap sheets. I say one name, and I win: Jake Brumbin. Even his name is awful, just like he was.’
Jake Brumbin was my high school boyfriend. My friends assured me he was into me, but I found out later they’d secretly told his friends I was into him. I suspect that this prompted his interest. We dated for the last four months of high school. I think I liked him, but it was a hard year because Joe and Henry were off at university. I was lonely, and then Jake Brumbin came along.
‘What was wrong with Jake?’ I know the answer, but I feign ignorance anyway.
‘He never stopped sniffing his fingers. What was he smelling? Did you ever find out? I hope you didn’t let him touch you.’
He did sniff his fingers all the time, which is as weird as it sounds. It’s not something that ever came up in our brief romance. Where had his fingers been? It’s for the best that I don’t go down the rabbit hole. It only leads to words that rhyme with hut and hum.
‘We weren’t that close. He broke up with me the day after we finished school. I think we had what you call a “situational romance”.’ I didn’t have deep feelings for the finger sniffer. No great love affair, but then I haven’t had one of those yet.
‘Why haven’t you had a great love, Henry?’ Turning around, I catch him staring at me. Henry’s chocolate brown eyes peer down on me. He would be easy to fall in love with, and I’m sure he’s had opportunities over the years.
‘What’s ticking away in that head of yours?’ asks Henry. He’s got that little wrinkle above his eyebrows again. I reach up and push the frown away with my pinkie finger.
‘Nothing. I just find it surprising you haven’t found someone yet.’
Henry shrugs his shoulders as he looks away to inspect more fish.
‘I don’t know. You don’t get to choose that or control when it happens, do you?’
‘No, but has anyone come close?’
‘Not really. I was dating a girl in university, but it fizzled out after a few months.’
‘Are you talking about Jeanie? Don’t think I don’t know about Jeanie.’
‘I forgot Joe’s a blabbermouth. She wasn’t as bad as he made her out to be.’
‘He said she was as boring as a tin of white ceiling paint, she smelt like fertiliser, and she laughed like a doorbell.’
‘That’s unkind. She used organic deodorant. How does someone laugh like a doorbell, anyway?’
I give my best impression of a laughing doorbell with a high-pitched ding-dong sound. The noise is ghastly and must get the store clerk’s attention.
‘Can I help you?’ he looks worried when he asks, unsure what type of weirdo customers he’s dealing with.
‘Yes, thanks,’ I point to the red fighting fish, ‘we’ll take her, please. I’m naming her Toni.’



Chapter Six
Henry and I leave the store with the whole kit and caboodle for my first fish. Toni will live a life of luxury. We load it all into Henry’s car since I caught the bus this morning.
‘Do you mind if I call into Dad’s on the way past? He said he needed me to pick up something. I’ll be quick,’ says Henry.
‘Of course, I’d love to see Walt, and I can introduce him to Toni.’ We sit in comfortable silence after Henry mumbles something under his breath. I’m certain he called me a goose, but I let him have the last word. ‘How is your dad doing, anyway?’
‘Same as usual, except he’s decided to sell,’ Henry says with no emotion in his voice, but I know how much that house means to him.
‘What? No. I love that house!’
‘Me too. But it’s getting too much for him.’
‘Are you okay about it? It’s your house, too.’ We never talk about his mum, but I know she must be in his thoughts often. His mum and dad built that home together before Henry was born. It would be hard for the Baker men to say goodbye.
‘It hasn’t been my home for a while.’
‘You know what I mean. It’s your family home.’
‘It’s been a little harder as we get closer. He keeps calling me to pick up more stuff. Some are Mum’s things, and I want to help, but I don’t know what to do with them either.’
‘You should have told me, I can help.’
Appreciation fills Henry’s face as he looks at me. ‘Thanks. Don’t say that to Dad though because he’ll have you cleaning out old cupboards, and you never know what you’ll find. I found an old taco stand.’
‘What’s a taco stand?’
‘An ugly ceramic stand that holds tacos. It’s never been opened, but of course, he held onto it for twenty years.’
‘We should wrap it up and give it to Mum for Christmas. She hates the messiness of tacos.’
‘It’s hideous.’
‘It will suit Mum’s tastes perfectly then.’ My joke is funny, but Henry doesn’t laugh. ‘Oh, come on! You could not stick up for her just once. It was funny.’
‘I’m on no one’s side. I like your mum.’
‘I like my mum too, you know. She has her quirks, though.’
‘True, but she’s, um, always taken care of me. Even when I know she had a lot on her plate.’
Henry was always at our house growing up. Either we were hanging out, or he and Joe were studying; his dad would go away for work, and he’d be at our house. It became a comfortable routine for us, so I sometimes forgot that Henry was missing out on a family of his own. He always felt like a part of ours.
We pull up outside Henry’s dad’s home. It’s a two-storey brick home with a large front yard with a mess of plants towards one side. I swivel my body around to face Henry as I take my seatbelt off.
‘She loved having you around, you know that. We all would have gone crazy if you weren’t there.’ Henry emits a half laugh, which doesn’t qualify as a response. ‘I never thought that you might have preferred to be at your own house. Did it bother you that your dad was away so much?’
Henry stares out the window at his family home. ‘No, sad as that is. But after Mum died, I always felt more comfortable at your house. Dad was either tired or sad. We never worked out how to make the house feel normal again. It felt like Mum was always missing from it. We should have moved and started over, but Dad would never have considered it. Mum loved this house.’
‘Well, I think it was a good thing.’ Henry raises his eyebrow at me in question. ‘Oh! That came out wrong. Not a good thing that your mum died or that your dad was sad all the time.’ Henry lets out a short laugh like my lack of tact has caught him off guard. He should know better. ‘I’m going to stick to sarcastic comments.’
‘It’s fine, Liv.’
‘I mean, I’m glad that you found us. We needed you just as much.’
‘Are you coming in or going to sit there all night?’
Henry’s dad, Walt, stands at his front door in his normal outfit – workers’ shorts and a tank top undershirt. His round watermelon belly sticks out from the bottom of his shirt. Sitting and driving a truck for years hasn’t given him an athletic body. He’s holding a can of beer and raises it to us both.
‘I’ll grab you a can, Henry. Liv, honey, beer or cooler?’ I lean over Henry to yell back to Walt.
‘Beer, thanks!’
‘Good one, love. Come in while it’s cold.’ He disappears back into the house.
‘We may be here a while after all,’ says Henry.
‘Fine by me as long as Toni can hang with us. Will you take good care of her?’ That comment gets me another eye roll. This is going to be fun.

An hour later, Walt has put Henry and me to work. Somehow, he’s got us cleaning out the spare room while he’s sitting in his favourite recliner watching the news. Toni’s sitting in his lap and seems happy.
We’re making throw out, donate and keep piles of things from Henry’s childhood. There’s so much junk that had no business being kept for this long. I’m ninety per cent throw out, ten per cent donate, and zero per cent keep. Anything that looks sentimental, I gesture to Henry, and he gives it a brief look over and then nods to the donate pile. We’re keeping a Ghostbusters record and a neon windbreaker from the Nineties to gift to Joe. He’s going to love it.
‘You better go now to grab the food, son,’ Walt calls out from his chair.
‘I thought the deal was you were buying dinner, Dad?’
‘My shout, but you have to pick it up. One too many to drive right now.’
Henry examines the pile in front of him and with one arm, pushes it all into the throw out pile. He stands and dusts his hands.
‘Okay, we’re done. You alright here while I go get dinner?’
‘Yes, I’ll chat with Walt.’
‘Do not let him talk you into helping him clean out the kitchen. I know that’s next, and it’s his job.’
Five minutes later, I’m settled into the spare recliner next to Walt. I’m going to get one of these if I ever get my own place. They are deliciously comfortable. Walt’s chuckling away to some sports talk show while I flick through my newly charged phone. An ad comes on, and Walt mutes the television.
‘So, how have you been, sweetie? You keeping out of trouble?’ Walt takes a swig of his beer while turning in his chair to look at me.
‘I’m trying, Walt. Seems harder some days than others.’
‘Well, that’s true for everyone.’
‘Big move for you. How long have you lived here?’
‘Forty-two years. Helen and I moved in here after we got married.’
Their wedding photo still sits on the TV cabinet. I try to get out of my recliner, but it’s as easy as standing up from a bean bag while drunk.
‘Do you mind?’ I gesture to the photo as I walk over to pick it up.
‘Of course not.’
Walt looks handsome in his ruffled tuxedo and hair slicked back. Henry’s mother, Helen, is wearing a simple but elegant white lace dress with long sleeves. The hem stops below her knees. She’s wearing Mary Jane high heels that have glittery purple buckles. I gather from her shoes and the glint in her eye that she had a similar cheeky personality as Walt.
‘She’s beautiful.’ She was an attractive lady, but I mean beautiful in that she exudes kindness in her eyes and smile. She had passed away from a heart attack before I met Henry. I wish I’d got to know her. She looks like she’d love a good chat over a cup of tea or a cocktail.
‘Yes, all the boys wanted her number.’
‘How did you win her over?’
‘My body, of course.’ Walt slaps his belly, which makes a solid thump noise before it wobbles. I can’t help but laugh as I replace the photo.
‘If you don’t mind me asking, did you ever meet someone else over the years?’ Henry has never mentioned his dad dating, but maybe it’s that they never talked about it.
‘No, it wasn’t an option for me. My mates from work set me up a few times, but it went nowhere. Not fair if I’m comparing them to Helen, and they would never measure up.’
‘It must be hard being alone all these years, though?’
‘I got my job, Henry, and I’m just not that type of man.’
‘The dating type?’
‘I only have one of anything. I’ve had the same car my entire life. I’ve had the same job, and most days I still enjoy it. One son who’s the best person I’ve ever met, and I know he’s ninety per cent Helen, for which I’m so thankful. And I’ve been in love with the same woman for forty-four years. I can’t change that, even if I wanted to.’
Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Henry standing at the front door. He’s behind the screen door, holding a plastic bag with our dinner in his hand. He looks up and catches my eye. I’m guessing he doesn’t want his dad to know he’s there right now, or else he would have come in. I turn my attention back to Walt, who’s finishing his beer.
‘So, it must be hard moving then? This will be your first number two.’
‘I do number two’s every day, love.’ Walt and I chuckle at his joke, which must clear the air for Henry because he walks in moments later holding the food above his head.
‘I have returned with questionable Thai food and an abundance of spring rolls.’
‘You know me so well,’ I say.
‘That I do.’ Henry gives me a little wink as he hands me a paper bag full of spring rolls. I can’t help but smile, and a warm fuzzy feeling of happiness comes over me as I tuck into my food.



Chapter Seven
Velcro curlers dangle from my head, and I’m only wearing leggings and a bra when I barge into Felicity’s room. It’s a fancy purple push-up bra, but still not enough clothing for my date tonight.
‘Are you halfway dressed or halfway undressed?’ Felicity asks with her eyes only flicking to me for a second while she continues writing in her journal.
‘Halfway dressed, and I need your help!’ I point to her journal before saying, ‘Sorry to interrupt your special time.’
‘Don’t make it weird. Many people journal, actually most successful people journal.’ Felicity puts her pen inside her journal and then places it carefully on her bedside table. She then settles herself in her bed before looking up at me. ‘You could use the journal I got you.’
‘I use it.’
‘Coaster doesn’t count. You could put it on your list.’
‘The list is what got me into my current predicament. What are appropriate date night clothes? Help me please!’
‘I’ve got something that will work. Go finish your hair and I’ll grab it for you.’
Felicity enters my room moments later holding a casual blue summer dress. It’s got cap sleeves with buttons down the front.
‘Perfect first date dress. Relaxed, fitted, so it’s just sexy enough but still casual.’
She’s right, it’s perfect. She receives a giant hug from me to show my gratitude.
‘Thank you for saving me.’
Felicity’s eyes roam over my room. Clothes, shoes, and underwear are scattered over every surface. I don’t own a lot, so it’s impressive that I’ve been able to spread them this far.
‘How many outfits have you tried on?’ Felicity’s tone sounds like she’s talking to a crazy person. Perhaps she is.
‘All of them. Multiple times. He said we’d have dinner, and he’s got a fun activity planned. I don’t do well with ambiguity. You know I need clear guidelines.’
‘Yes, I do.’ Felicity takes some clothes from the floor and places them on the bed. ‘Get dressed and finish your make-up. I’ll start sorting through this mess.’
Within seconds I’m in the blue dress and it feels just right. It was obviously owned by a baby bear in a previous life. I move to the bathroom to finish painting my face.
‘Are you looking forward to the date?’ Felicity yells from my bedroom, where I can hear she’s tidying.
‘Not sure. I should be, I suppose.’ Felicity has gone silent, and I think she’s cleaning, but I hear a small sniffle. I pop my head back out the door to listen.
‘Are you okay?’
‘Yeah. Um… I don’t know. Margo’s engaged,’ she whispers the last part, so I’m not even sure I heard her correctly.
‘What?!’ I’ve got half my lipstick on, but I run back into my bedroom. Felicity’s sitting amongst a pile of my clothes with her head down. Her hands are in her lap, and she’s picking her nails. ‘Did I hear that right?’
Felicity nods, and I can’t believe it’s true. Margo and Felicity were together for three years. Everyone thought they were heading to marriage and children before their break-up. Felicity confided in me later that things hadn’t been good for a while, but since they’d had so much history, she hoped their relationship would get better. She admitted she waited eight months too long until they both realised it would never return to the early and only good time of their relationship.
‘I found out on Facebook. Fucking Facebook. And of course, I had to stalk her new girlfriend online. Do you know how long they’ve been together?’ I shake my head to say no. Felicity’s on a roll, and I don’t want to interrupt. ‘Three months. Three fucking months. And she had the nerve to write “hashtag when you know you know” on her post. She knows we’re still Facebook friends. She knew I’d see that!’
It seems unusually cruel, and I didn’t think that would be Margo’s style. ‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know how anyone could get engaged so quickly.’
‘Well, it shows me how much time I wasted on that relationship. I should have moved on when we started having so many issues. Hashtag when you know you know.’
‘Oh, Fee, I’m sorry. I’ll delete her as a Facebook friend after I do extensive stalking and judging. Maybe even drop a snarky comment before I de-friend if you’d like?’ Felicity lets out a laugh and then wipes a tear from her eye.
‘I appreciate the offer, but I’m taking the high road on this one.’ It’s only moments before Felicity looks devastated again. ‘On second thought, screw her! I hope they all get food poisoning from the cheap buffet food Margo will choose for the wedding and then get divorced from the trauma of it all.’
We both laugh, but it’s cut off when the doorbell rings. Since Felicity’s news, I’d forgotten about my date.
‘I’ll cancel,’ I say, ‘we can get takeout and over analyse every photo she’s posted online.’
‘No way. You are not cancelling. I should have waited until you got home to mention it.’ Felicity stands and ushers me back into the bathroom. ‘You get ready, and I’ll let your date in.’
I finish my hair and make-up in record time because I’ve lost the zest for this date. Yoga pants and a bowl of ice cream seem wonderful right about now. After a last check in the mirror, I wipe my lipstick off and go with clear gloss. Lipstick never lasts anyway.

I’m outside the passenger’s side of Patrick’s car while he shovels empty takeout cartons into the back seat. There are at least seven pairs of shoes as well.
‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise it was this bad until I got here,’ says Patrick as he throws another pair of dirty socks into the boot. Why didn’t he think to do the clean-up before he came in? I will not dwell on it… for now.
‘All good. My car’s always a mess as well. Like a second bedroom.’
‘Glad you get it.’ Patrick gestures to the open passenger door, and he helps me take a seat. He’s dressed in shorts with a button-up shirt tucked in. It reminds me of a high school principal in summer, minus the long socks. He’s also wearing boating shoes. I’m not sure what the correct term for them would be – loafers? I’ll ask Joe tomorrow when I give him the debrief.
‘So, any hints about where we’re going for dinner?’ I’m trying to pick up my attitude and give this date a red-hot go.
‘There’s this great van on Pickle Avenue that does amazing seafood curry. I thought we’d eat in the car.’ I know the van, and I also know the reasons I’ve never eaten there. The reasons being I don’t eat seafood or curry. I don’t want to be a high maintenance date who requests a table to eat dinner at, so I nod and smile. ‘That’s okay, isn’t it? They shut it down last month for a few days, but the issues are all fixed now,’ Patrick continues with a straight face.
If I didn’t know him better, I would think he’s pranking me, but I can’t be sure.
‘I don’t eat seafood, but I’m sure they’ll have rice.’
‘Okay, cool.’ I was hoping he’d decide to move dinner to a new venue, but he’s sticking with the original plan.
We pull up at the van, which has Reg’s Diner graffitied on the side near the server’s window. Eating seafood curry from a guy called Reg doesn’t seem like the smartest move to me. Patrick walks straight up to the window and orders. He pays for his meal and then gestures that it’s my turn. Since I’m only ordering a side of rice, I splash out and get a bottle of coke. It’s not at all what I envisaged eating on our date tonight.
‘You enjoying it?’ asks Patrick. We’re back in his car with our food propped on our knees and our drinks resting on the dashboard. Cosy.
‘It’s okay.’ I’m trying to be nice, but it’s disgusting and challenging. Eating soggy rice off your knees is stressful. ‘So, I never asked, what do you do for a living?’
‘I work in plastics.’
‘Plastics? I don’t know what that means.’
‘You’ve never met anyone in plastics before? You’re joking, right?’ I’m not, and I don’t want to push the point since he seems quite offended by the idea. I shrug my shoulders, hoping that’s an acceptable response. ‘My company makes plastics for consumable goods. You know, like soft drink bottles, food packing etc. It’s a fascinating industry.’
‘Really?’
Patrick picks up his soft drink bottle and runs his finger over the surface. ‘See how soft drink bottles have that contour in them? Someone designed this. Made life easier for everyone with these grooves and bumps. Amazing.’
‘Very cool.’ I’m trying to sound interested – it’s hard, but I’m trying.
‘It’s what inspired me to get into plastics.’
‘A coke bottle?’
‘Hell yeah. Creating shapes and designing shapes. Coke bottle shapes have been iconic over the years.’
‘Cool. So that’s what you do? Design the packaging?’
‘No, I work in sales. Not very arty.’
I don’t think Patrick would take too kindly to me bringing up the environmental impact of his industry since he seems quite in love with all things plastic.
My phone interrupts our conversation when it starts to ping continuously. I take a glance at my messages. Joe has sent a group message which includes Seth, Henry, and Felicity.
Joe:
Status update?
Seth:
Leave your sister alone on her date.
Joe:
Just checking on her safety.
Seth:
Oh. Well, that’s sweet.
Henry:
Are you two sitting next to each other on the couch right now?
Joe:
Maybe…
Felicity:
Hope it’s going well, Liv! You looked so hot tonight!
Joe:
Hopefully not too hot, button it up, Liv, you hussy!
Seth:
I stole the last of the chocolate from Joe for that comment. Ignore him, Liv.
I put my phone down to return to my conversation with Patrick, but it keeps pinging.
‘Sorry, I’ll put it on silent.’ Patrick waves his hand at me. I turn my phone on silent, but more messages are flooding in.
Joe:
She hasn’t replied. Liv, check in!
Joe:
Should someone go out and look for her?
Joe:
I’m being serious now. Guys? Liv? Someone reply?
Henry:
Seth, tell Joe to take a breath.
Joe:
Felicity, did anyone get this guy’s name? Who is this joker?
Felicity:
She’s fine. Name starts with P. Drove a blue car.
Joe:
Great, we’ve got lots to pass on to the cops when they interview us.
Joe:
Henry, I’ll pick you up in 5.
Henry:
Okay.
Joe:
Okay?!! OMG, I was trying to not freak out, but if Henry’s freaking out, I’m about to lose my shit.
Henry:
About to lose it? It will be fine. Get Seth to drive, though.
Liv:


I’m here! Stop worrying! Rude to look at my phone during dinner and all that.


Joe:
Oh, thank leprechaun, you’re okay. What’re his details, so this won’t happen again later if you don’t reply.
Liv:


Patrick. 5’9. Works in plastics. Drives a blue car. Don’t know make/model and I don’t care.


Joe:
Plastics? How exotic.
Liv:


Leave me alone. Henry – seriously? You know better than to entertain Joe’s hysteria.


Henry:
Sorry. Be safe, Liv.
I slip my phone back into my bag as Patrick finishes the last of his curry. He seems so enamoured with his meal that he’s not missing me from the conversation.
‘Sorry. My brother is a little overprotective.’
‘That’s cool. Nice of your brother to look out for you.’
‘Are you and Sabina close?’
‘Sometimes. When she’s around, she’s pretty cool.’ Patrick eyeballs me with a glint in his eye. ‘So, I thought I’d take you somewhere different for our date. Are you up for it?’
‘Up for it? Do I get to know what it is before I say if I’m up or down for it?’
‘It’s best to show you, but I don’t want you freaking out. It’s heaps of fun, and lots of people do it.’ I’m not feeling great about how the evening is turning out, but I know everyone on that text message stream will accuse me of chickening out. I promised to commit to three dates, so I can’t pull out one-third of the way through the first.
‘Okay, I’m happy to try anything. I have some questions. Is it in a fifty-kilometre radius? Will every piece of my clothing stay on? Will other people be there, or will we be alone? Will my feet leave the ground for any reason?’ Patrick stares at me for a full beat before he throws his head back and laughs.
‘Oh, man. You’re cool. You had me going for a second. Glad you’re up for it. We have to wait until it’s dark before we arrive.’
He thought I was joking, which I absolutely wasn’t, but he thinks I’m cool, and for a moment, I like that. Some self-reflection will need to happen at some point because that thought process doesn’t seem healthy. As he drives away from the food truck that will feature in my nightmares, I decide to send a sneaky text to the team.
Liv:


Heads-up. We had dinner at that rancid curry truck and now being taken somewhere unknown. Either a bumpy start to a first date or out with a nice murderer. Will know in about ten minutes. Fingers crossed.


Joe:
Fingers crossed? Which scenario are we crossing fingers for?
Seth:
Are you feeling okay, Liv?
Henry:
Where are you going?
Joe:
Look who’s worried now. No one would listen to me earlier.
Henry:
Not about you right now, Joe.
Joe:
Just say I’m right, and we can carry on.
Henry:
I’m putting you on mute.
Joe:
You can’t do that. Seth, can he even do that?
Liv:


I’m okay. Only joking. He’s harmless. Let me know if you can put Joe on mute. Very keen to hear more on that.


Joe:
Good luck with your murderer, Liv.
Patrick and I have pleasant small talk while we drive out of town. We’ve been driving for fifteen minutes when he pulls into a side street and then onto a dirt road.
‘The best place to enter is up here. That’s what I read online, anyway.’
I’m trying to see where we are but it’s too dark. I don’t know if he is assuming I’m not scared or just not thinking about it. Maybe it’s not something that crosses certain men’s minds, but I’m about five seconds from jumping and rolling out of the car. I grab my purse and tuck my phone in when Patrick comes to a halt.
‘We’re here.’ My hand is on the door handle, ready to bolt, but Patrick notices.
‘Shit, I’m sorry. I’m not a douchebag. You’re safe.’ Nice that he proclaimed he’s not a douchebag, but wouldn’t anyone? Douchebags included?
‘Where are we?’
‘I read online that one of the coolest things to do on dates now is…’ Patrick pauses for effect, and I don’t appreciate it, ‘grave rubbing.’
I can’t answer because he said grave rubbing, and that would mean we’re at a cemetery. Surely, I would have noticed if he’s taken me to a cemetery? It’s still too dark outside for me to see anything.
‘Are you telling me we’re parked in a cemetery? And we’re going to do what?’
‘The cemetery is up the hill, but this is where we meet our guide. He’ll take us to show us the best gravestones, and then we can decide which one we want to rub.’
‘A guide? You can pay for this?’
‘Very underground, being that it’s slightly illegal, but yeah, very popular. Did you think I’d bring you to a cemetery alone on a first date?’ Patrick laughs at how preposterous that sounds. ‘As if I’d do that. That would be a terrible first date.’
Yes, that is correct.
We’re not waiting long when a man with hair like Rapunzel comes down the path. I’m instantly envious of his beautiful locks. Patrick jumps out to greet him while I decide to hang back, pretending to get my things together. I pull out my phone and send a quick text.
Liv:


He brought me to a cemetery! Let you know if I run into any ghosts…


Patrick and our guide are already deep in conversation when I join them.
‘Liv, this is Otto,’ says Patrick as he gestures between us. Otto’s hands are full of supplies, so I wave hello.
‘How did you get into grave rubbing, Otto?’ I’m trying to be the relaxed, cool chick in this situation and not the anxious person I am inside. I’ll put this down to experience, and I can only grow from experience. There are one hundred other ways I’d prefer personal development, but I’m starting in a cemetery, so I figure the only way is up.
‘My ex-girlfriend and I met here. She introduced me to taphophilia and the fascinating history that lies within a graveyard. People are too scared of death to embrace the antecedent that surrounds us. We can learn and experience real human connection in a cemetery if we let go of the trepidation we feel about confronting one’s mortality,’ says Otto, and somehow I’m strangely drawn into his mini TED talk.
‘I thought it was rubbing dates on a piece of paper, but what you said sounds more interesting,’ I say.
‘I would never disrespect the dead. They’re here to teach and guide us. Only with their permission can we honour them with a grave rubbing.’ Patrick is looking a little white. Considering this was his choice, I thought he’d be more into it.
‘I’ve got to ask, how do you get permission?’ It seems like a rude question, but an obvious one.
‘You’ll see. Should we get started?’ Otto doesn’t wait for an answer but turns and walks down a dark pathway. He’s using a torch, but Patrick and I are struggling to see, so I take out my phone and turn on the torch function. It’s only then that I notice my phone is at one per cent. It was charged when I left home, but of course, now it chooses to be lazy. I shoot off another text to the group.
Liv:


Bloody phone is playing up. Only 1 per cent left. No comments, Henry.


I hit send, and then the phone goes dead. I don’t know if there was time for the text to go through. Since I don’t have a torch, I steal some of the light from Patrick’s phone. Otto is a few metres in front of us, so we follow his tall frame lit up from his torch.
Patrick slows down as he says, ‘I admit that this all seems a tad weird now. I’m sorry if it’s too much.’
‘We’re here now, and I’m kind of intrigued about Otto talking to the dead.’
Patrick lets out a relieved laugh. ‘I’ve had friends who did this and said it was fun, but I didn’t factor how dark it would be.’
‘You thought they lit up cemeteries at night?’
‘Not like a football field, but I thought we’d have some mood lighting at least. I’m trying not to get the heebie-jeebies. I don’t like the idea of ghosts or anything like that.’ I’m about to point out the absurdity of that statement since this was his idea, but we’ve caught up to Otto.
Otto passes us both crayons, a small roll of paper, and masking tape. He also hands us a miniature torch. That may have been handy a few minutes earlier, but I don’t want to question his methods.
‘The process is pretty simple. Take a walk and let your inner voice guide you. You’ll come across a grave that speaks to you. I need you to speak back. Ask for permission. You will feel it in your bones if they have granted it. Then stick your paper onto the grave and go nuts with the crayon.’ Otto takes a seat on the ground, pulls out a thermos and then an ereader. He’s getting himself cosy for a fun Saturday night. ‘Don’t pick any that have chips. Doesn’t work as well,’ Otto gives us his last bit of advice before pouring himself a cup of tea in the thermos’s lid and essentially dismissing us.
Patrick’s level of heebie-jeebies is on the rise as he flashes his torch around in the bushes behind us. I assume he’s looking for ghosts.
‘Patrick?’ Reaching out, I tap him on the shoulder, and he lets out a kid-like screech. He jumps back a metre before he realises it was only me. With his hand on his heart, he tries to catch his breath. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.’ I gesture for us both to walk away from the laziest guide in the grave rubbing industry.
‘It’s fine. Sorry, I didn’t think I’d get this freaked out.’
‘I’ve got to ask. If you’re freaked out by ghosts, why did you choose this?’
‘Good to try new experiences, I suppose.’
‘So, is a grave calling to you? Are you getting any feelings?’
‘I’m feeling that we passed a bar on the way here, and a glass of wine and a nice cheese platter is calling to me.’ Wine and cheese platter? Patrick just got a bonus point, and he’ll need it for the negative score this date has got so far.
‘Sky is clear tonight,’ I point to the stars that are having a moment, ‘the southern cross is bright.’ I continue to point out star constellations to Patrick, and that seems to calm him down a little.
‘It is a beautiful sky tonight.’ Patrick looks at me with appreciation. ‘Thank you.’
We stroll through the cemetery, and it quickly becomes less morbid and more interesting. The plaques reveal families who are all buried together, declarations of love, and even ones with jokes. I’ve wandered a little away from Patrick when a beautiful garden filled with flowers captures my interest. In the middle of the garden sits two gravestones, each with the same floral design at the top of the stone. The dates of deaths are years apart, though. It’s different from anything I’ve seen tonight. Both headstones have a piece that comes out and interlocks with the other. This couple designed their stones so they would be joined forever. It’s tragically beautiful and more organised than I can ever imagine being. The message on the first stone reads: Beloved wife, mother, nana, and friend. She was the best of us. Dearly missed. The message of the stone to the right reads: Beloved husband, father, pop. Now forever with his Val. It also has another message lower which reads: Flowers come and go, but even with some thorns, a rose holds my heart forever – Anonymous.
It’s only now that I realise the garden is full of roses. They’re planted around the two gravestones. The floral designs on the stones are rosebuds. It’s beautiful and familiar to me. When I spot the names, I realise why. Higgins. Val and Neil Higgins. Mr Higgins. I’m taken straight back to when I was fourteen and standing in my front yard before school holding one of the many roses my elderly neighbour gifted me.
Mr Higgins would wait for me by the fence and hand me one of his cherished, home-grown roses every morning. I remember his tall, lengthy physique leaning over the fence, with a rose in one hand and his rustic tin watering can in the other. I loved our morning ritual. I remember the last time Mr Higgins handed me a rose. I was running late for school and Grace was yelling at me from the front door.
‘Hurry up, I’m sick of waiting for you every morning.’ Grace sounded like she was at the end of her tether with me. That was ridiculous because her tether had never invested any quality time in my affairs. ‘Also, your lover boy is waiting for you.’ Grace pointed towards Mr Higgins with a smirk.
‘Don’t be mean. He’s nice.’
‘If you say so. I think he’s creepy, but I won’t kink shame you.’ Grace then grabbed my arm and escorted me out of the house. She disappeared on the bus as I ran down to greet Mr Higgins.
‘Good morning, Mr Higgins.’
‘Good morning, Miss Olivia.’ Mr Higgins handed me a stunning red rose. Burying my nose in the flower, I took a whiff of the beautiful scent.
‘This rose here is a Darcey rose. I think this is my favourite type of rose.’ Mr Higgins would say that about every rose, but I never corrected him. He was allowed to have as many favourites as he liked. ‘Do you know why it’s special?’
‘You mentioned before, but I think I’ve forgotten.’ I hadn’t forgotten. I could have told you everything about the Darcey rose, the Amalia, or the Kashmir, but I enjoyed hearing Mr Higgins talk about his roses. I found his unwavering passion inspiring.
‘Even though it looks red, it’s not considered a red rose. It’s a deep purple and the petals here will open at the exact right moment to reveal the beautiful gold stamens.’
‘Thank you, Mr H—’ we both jumped as the honk of the bus startled us. ‘I have to run but thank you. I think the Darcey is my favourite, too. Have a lovely day!’
I didn’t know that would be the last time we would speak and that everything would change after that morning.
I kneel down, place my hand on Mr Higgins’s gravestone, and run my finger over his name. The kind, generous man who I stopped talking to and gave him no explanation, but who would still wait by the fence for me every day. The man I ignored every morning until the day he died.



Chapter Eight
I’m drained and cannot wait to strip off this dress and crawl into bed. It’s twelve hours until I need to be at work, and I intend to sleep for eleven of them. I was ready to leave the cemetery after seeing Mr Higgins’s grave, and Patrick was more than happy to oblige. Our grave guide wasn’t pleased, but only because he’d just got to the good part of his book.
When I turn the knob to the front door, the sound of my brother’s voice floods my ears.
‘She’s home. Liv?’ Joe yells from inside the apartment. When I push open the door, not only Joe but Seth, Henry and Felicity are all waiting for me. After closing the door, I turn to face them. They’re standing in a row with their arms crossed. I wonder if they planned to stand like miffed parents who’ve been waiting up all night, or if it’s a coincidence. I’d like to ask, but I don’t think it would be well received.
‘See, I told you she’d be fine,’ Felicity breaks the silence.
‘We don’t know if she’s fine. She has said nothing and looks pale,’ says Joe, without taking his eyes off me. It’s a trick we did when we were kids to get the other person to break if we thought they were holding onto a secret. I hate when I give Joe leverage to think he can eyeball me.
‘She’s always pale. It’s her complexion,’ says Seth. ‘Beautiful, Livy.’ I smile at Seth, thanking him.
‘Don’t smile at him and no compliments.’ Joe’s finger waggles between Seth and me. ‘Why aren’t you saying anything?’ He puts his hands on his hips, and I’d love to stir him up more, but I’m too exhausted, even for that.
‘No one asked me a question. Henry’s not talking either.’ Sneaking a quick glance at Henry, his mood is unreadable.
‘Henry doesn’t need to talk. He’s not the one who sent a text message about a stranger taking you to a cemetery and then dropped off the planet. We were having heart attacks worrying about you.’
My shoulders sag as this tops off a pretty crappy evening.
‘I’m sorry for making you worry. I never would have sent that message if I thought my phone would die.’
‘Are you alright, Liv?’ This comes from Felicity, who I now notice is in her nightie. The guys must have barged in on her. Her already awful night has been doubly ruined now.
‘Yes, I’m fine. I’m so sorry.’
Felicity breaks their little execution line to give me a hug.
‘I’m glad you’re okay.’ She then whispers in my ear, ‘Your brother is kind of intense when he’s worried.’
‘He’s always intense, but he means well.’
‘I want to hear all about the date tomorrow when the boys aren’t around.’ She then turns to address the men. ‘Alright, I’m off to bed. I was dozing off to a dream about Zendaya when you lot stormed in.’
‘You can’t go to bed. We haven’t finished Uno.’ Joe bends around Felicity to talk to me. ‘I’m on a roll, Liv. Five games straight.’
‘You should thank me then as the reason for your impromptu games night.’
Joe scoffs before going back to the dining table. It’s set up with Uno cards, chips, and drinks.
‘Liv can play my hand. Night.’ Felicity waves as she walks down the hallway to her bedroom.
Joe points to my seat and Uno cards. We all then fall into a comfortable silence while we resume their game. Felicity is notoriously bad at board games, so I assume I have my work cut out for me to beat Joe. Henry’s studying his cards and still has said nothing since I got back.
‘So, we’re all in agreement that the goal is to beat Joe, right?’ I say, with my head down, analysing my cards.
‘Of course,’ Henry and Seth both answer. This night could still turn around.

‘Oh, come on! That’s not fair. It’s cheating.’ Joe has lost every game since I got home, and it’s glorious. Henry, Seth, and I have been ganging up on Joe, and I can almost see the steam coming from his ears.
‘Find where it says that it’s cheating in the rules.’ We’ve been through this enough times over the years, so we both know it’s not in any rule book.
‘I can’t believe you two would side with Liv after what she pulled tonight.’
‘But you make it so entertaining,’ says Henry.
Joe huffs as he picks up a card from the centre pile. ‘So, back to the drawing board, Liv? Seth has someone in mind for you. He’s a little older and has had some problems with a bad hip but could be promising.’ This is Joe’s way of opening up the conversation about my date, but I hope there’s no guy with hip issues waiting for my call.
‘It’s okay. Patrick’s taking me out again next Saturday. He wanted to make up for the less than stellar first date.’ The room is silent, and all the men around the table are staring at me. I’m getting a lot of that tonight. ‘What? It wasn’t the worst date in history, and I have to go on three, remember?’
‘I know I said that, but you can find someone else.’ Joe looks horrified at the idea of me going on another date with Patrick.
‘No, it’s fine. They can only improve, right?’ I half-heartedly laugh, but no one else joins in.
We continue playing Uno until Seth knocks, signifying that it’s his last card, and then Henry loads Joe up with a pick up two card. It’s a magnificent sight when Seth puts down his last card. Joe is pissed and there’s nothing he can do about it.
‘Well, if anyone had to beat me, I’m glad it was you and not either of those two losers,’ says Joe as he leans over to give Seth a kiss before packing up the cards. As Joe and Seth collect their belongings, I go over to give Joe a hug. He had good intentions tonight but perhaps not delivered in the right way.
‘I’m sorry again. Thanks for coming over to check,’ I whisper to him, and he squeezes me a little tighter. I give Seth a kiss on the cheek, they both wave to Henry, and then they’re out the door.
Henry lingers at the table, cleaning up. He’s said only a few words since I came home, and I’m unsure how to take it.
‘Don’t worry about that. I can clean it up. It’s the least I can do for ruining everyone’s night.’
‘You didn’t ruin anyone’s night. We were just worried.’
Henry puts the plates in the dishwasher and then leans his back against the kitchen bench. With his arms crossed against his chest, he gives me his full attention, and I’m not sure I want it.
‘Did he really take you to a cemetery?’
Both my hands wave in the air to dismiss his concern as I make my way past him to the sink. ‘Yes, but it was fine.’ Henry catches my hand and holds it still. He rubs his thumb over the back of my hand.
‘It’s fine? Because you’ve seemed upset since you got home.’
I should tell Henry about Mr Higgins’s grave because he thinks the date has caused my blue funk of a mood, but I can’t right now. I’m too ashamed.
‘It’s been a tiring night.’ My attempt at a convincing smile falls well short. Henry drops my hand and grabs his keys from the counter.
‘What time do you get off work tomorrow?’
‘Four. Why?’
‘I’m taking you to get a new phone.’
‘It’s fine. I can get one. I just—’
‘You need a new phone, and then I’m going to throw that piece of crap phone you own at a brick wall.’
‘Okay.’ Henry’s never that forceful, so I’m taken aback.
‘Okay.’ Henry leans in and gives me a hug. He smells like the strawberry body wash I made him buy last month. It’s comforting, so I linger for a moment. Henry senses my need for a longer than normal goodbye and pulls me closer. He lifts his hand and cups the back of my head. My nose nuzzles further into his collarbone, and my entire body unwinds. Henry strokes my head as his fingers thread through my hair. A few tears slip out before I can stop them. Henry pulls my head back and tips my chin up. His eyes sweep over my face.
‘Stop telling me you’re fine when you’re not, okay? If you don’t want to talk about it, I won’t make you, but you don’t have to pretend. Not with me.’ Henry’s face becomes blurry until I can’t see him anymore from the tears. He guides my head back and tucks it under his chin. I resume my position on his collarbone, and it might be my new favourite spot. I feel safe wrapped in Henry. His other hand rests on my lower back, rubbing back and forth. Henry holds me while I cry more than I’ve let myself in years. He doesn’t ask why or say everything will be okay. He lets me cry and holds on tightly.



Chapter Nine
My eyes are puffy, but I make it to work with one minute to spare. Thankfully, my motivational coach/boss, Natasha, called in sick today. Today is not the day for pep talks and life coaching. They couldn’t find a replacement for Natasha on short notice, which means I’m my own boss today. Not a brilliant combination. I will try to not be the worst employee who’s ever worked for me.
When I finished high school, I followed in Grace’s footsteps and had a gap year. That turned into a gap half-decade, but eventually, I enrolled in a science degree because working in astronomy was something I said I’d do. I enjoyed the subjects, and I made some new friends. But I got sick in my second year with glandular fever and dropped back to part-time. I then took a semester off. When I went back part-time the following year, I was no longer in the same classes as the few friends I’d made. After that, I’d go to campus or classes and sit on my own. It wasn’t long until I took another break; I can’t remember the reason for that one, but it was another year until I started back again. These stop-start ‘breaks’ are why I’m now still one semester away from finishing. I’ve been dragging it out like a fisherman pulling in a great white with a hand reel.
Normally I eat my lunch in the gardens outside the planetarium so I can sit in the sun, but today I’m feeling out of sorts or, more appropriately, lazy. My lunch today is an uninspired, pathetic jam sandwich. My sad sandwich and I decide to sneak into theatre two and check out the new exhibition.
The shows come from bigger international planetariums, and then they’re adapted for our theatres. No one is around when I tiptoe into the back row and sit low in my seat. I’m two bites into my lunch when Dr Holt enters the theatre. She’s talking with a technician, and then the show begins. I’m trying to hide, but the show catches my interest.
I’ve studied white dwarfs, so I know a lot about them already, but the shows here are captivating. The ceiling is a dome, and the images are projected above your head. It’s easy to forget you’re in a theatre and not looking at the night sky. The voiceover starts, but it’s not in sync yet, so they stop and start trying to configure the audio. I decide to tiptoe out before I’m spotted since I can tiptoe like a champion. It’s a skill I’ve learnt from having so many annoying room-mates I didn’t want to disturb.
I’m outside and a free woman when I hear Dr Holt behind me. ‘Did you enjoy the show?’ I’m sure my face has turned a bright red tomato colour by the time I face her.
‘I’m sorry, I wanted to sneak a peek. I won’t go in again.’
‘That’s fine. I meant because it doesn’t make any sense right now. You can come back in anytime, we should have it fixed sometime this century.’
She was making a joke, and instead I thought she was reprimanding me. Reading social situations correctly is a skill I’d like to master one day. It would mean far less awkward facial expressions from my end. I give a dainty chuckle in response.
‘Visually, it looks great. I’m sure it will be popular. Who doesn’t enjoy a geriatric star?’ That earns me a small laugh from Dr Holt, and I’d like to frame it and mount it on my wall.
‘So, I might convince you that stellar astrophysics would be a better field for your grad studies?’
‘Possibly.’
‘Well, if we ever get it working, you’re welcome back.’ With that, she turns towards the theatre doors. ‘There’s no time like the present’ is an expression I’ve never used or even liked, but it’s running through my head right now. There’s a grapefruit-sized lump in my throat, but I have to ask because there’s a stupid list to tick off.
‘Dr Holt?’ My voice is scratchy and sounds like Joe’s, which is disturbing. She loops back, and I have her full attention. It’s like the sun. Too bright and it’s making my eyes water.
‘I was wondering, um, since you know I’m studying Astronomy, of course you know that we just talked about it, but I was wondering…’ I’m not sure what words I’m saying and if they’re in any decipherable order but I continue anyway, ‘if by any chance and it’s fine if there’s not, but if there was a chance, would there be any internships or work experience I could do here?’ I’m out of breath and dizzy, but the words have left my mouth.
Dr Holt examines me for a long time, but I hold my ground, keeping a hopeful look on my face.
‘That’s a good idea, Liv. I could use some help at the moment. Things are a little crazy. Would you be interested in assisting me? It would be admin work to start with, but—’
‘I’d love to. That sounds perfect, Dr Holt.’ I think I cut her off, but I got excited.
‘It’s an unpaid internship.’
‘That’s fine. I could work it around my shifts.’
‘Okay, great. We can talk more about specific research or grad placements once you finish your degree, but this will give you a better grasp of the operations at the planetarium.’
‘Can’t wait.’ I’m that person now who uses phrases like ‘can’t wait’ and without a drop of sarcasm. Since this conversation has gone so well, I want to get the hell out of here. ‘I better get back.’ Of course, I’ve thrown a thumb gesture over my shoulder, which makes it look like I’m doing some weird dance.
‘Come and see me after your shift, and we can work out a start date. And you better call me Maree.’
‘Will do. Thank you.’
Dr Holt returns to the theatre before I run back to my workstation. I may have kicked my heels together in a celebratory jump, but I made sure no one could witness such exuberance.

Henry’s waiting for me outside the planetarium when my shift finishes, and he appears surprised by the enormous smile on my face. The constant change in my moods must be giving him whiplash.
‘Sorry, I’m late, but I’m very important now.’
‘Is that so?’ Henry knows I’m full of it but indulges me anyway.
‘Yes, turns out I’m very popular in the world of free work and internships.’
‘You got an internship?’ Henry is more animated than I was expecting.
‘Yes. You should have seen how I asked – truly awful, but she’s going to let me help.’ Not giving Henry a chance to reply, I continue, ‘My loser list is working.’ Henry’s whole face lights up like he might be proud of me, and it gives me a runner’s high. I’ve never experienced an actual runner’s high, but I assume it feels like this.
‘You’re amazing. And you get to tick two items off your list today.’
‘Phone has to wait.’
The joy on Henry’s face is instantly replaced with a pissed-off frown. ‘Why?’
‘Just a slight detour. We need to call into Grace’s. The baby is making her vomit like the exorcist, and Todd’s running late.’
‘Jane has summonsed you to go over and do a shift?’
‘No, I offered.’ Henry tilts his head in an accusatorial angle. ‘Okay, it was after she suggested it and said Grace would expect me at five, but I still offered so it counts.’
‘Sure. Whatever you say. Actually, whatever Jane says.’
I grab Henry by the jacket and pull him towards the car park as he laughs at his subpar joke.
Daisy and Barry are on the front porch, both fussing over a cardboard box when we arrive.
‘Hi, you two!’ Barry closes the lid to the box before turning to greet us. Daisy hops up and comes to give me a hug.
‘Oh, Aunty Liv, I’m so excited.’
‘I’m glad I could come and see you, too.’
‘Not that, but I’m glad you’re here. Barry and I have some news.’ Barry comes to stand with Daisy, looking very proud of himself.
‘Aunty Liv, Hank,’ says Barry and nods to us both.
‘Henry.’
‘Of course. Henry. Apologies, I’m a little flustered.’
‘It all happened much quicker than we thought, but we’re so thrilled. Barry and I are parents!’ Daisy is glowing as she tells me, and I don’t have words. I grab Henry’s hand for support and squeeze. He realises that I need him to talk right now.
‘Congratulations? I think. What does that mean?’
Barry picks up the cardboard box and carefully brings it over. Henry and I lean over to see six fluffy baby chickens.
‘They’re adorable guys.’ I put my hand in the box and give one a tiny pat.
‘They’re going to make us so much money,’ says Barry.
‘How?’ Henry is now also patting a chick and looks mesmerised with their cuteness.
‘Eggs, of course. Lots and lots of eggs. This will put a dent in our baby lizard plans, Aunty Liv. Hope you understand.’
‘Of course, Barry. I am currently without a lizard, so that’s a good thing.’
‘Alone again, hey?’ I have an urge to pinch Barry for that comment but mask it with a solemn nod. These little entrepreneurs may need to loan me money in the next few years, so I better keep on their good side. Barry decides his children have had enough attention from Henry and me and closes the lid of the box. ‘We’re working out custody arrangements since Daisy and I live separately now, but we both feel a fifty-fifty split would be the best for all parties.’
‘I’m sure you and Daisy will put your chick babies first,’ I say to the kids before turning to Henry. ‘I’ll check on Grace. Do you want to play a game with the kids?’
‘Sure,’ says Henry and then asks the kids, ‘you want to go throw a ball out the back?’
‘For what purpose?’ says Barry.
‘For fun. Let’s go,’ Henry holds the door wider now and ushers us all inside. He gives me a wink over their heads to assure me he’s got this covered.
I find Grace trying to get out of bed, but she’s only managed to place one leg on the floor, and her head is still on the pillow.
‘I’ve only kept down a piece of dry toast. The morning sickness wasn’t this bad with Daisy.’ She’s taking deep breaths and swallowing while she tries to get her words out. Guiding her back into her bed, I cover her with the blanket, and hopefully she sleeps through the next month. She looks like hell.
‘You lie down, and I’ll get the kids some dinner. Are eggs okay?’ Grace nods but looks like she’s going to dash to the toilet again.
‘They’ll tell you. Please don’t mention eggs. Or any food.’
‘Got it. I’ll bring you some tea.’
‘Thanks. Barry’s mum will be home at seven.’
Closing the door, I go to find Henry and the kids and hope Barry hasn’t signed Henry up to an egg subscription service.
Dinner for the kids tonight comprises of cheese sandwiches, baked beans, and chopped carrot. That will have to do them. Grace is asleep when I check on her and place a cup of tea on her bedside table.
Grace and Todd have a large manicured lawn in their backyard, and when I make my way outside, Henry’s playing catch with the kids. Standing off to the side of the back patio, I’m hidden by a row of bushes. Through a gap in the branches, I can see Henry attempting to teach Barry how to throw a ball overarm. Barry looks equally bored and frustrated. Daisy edges closer with every throw, trying to help Barry.
‘You’re getting the hang of it,’ says Henry with more enthusiasm for this than is required.
‘Thanks. I didn’t realise this was something I’d ever need to get hung on, but I appreciate the effort you’re putting into this,’ says Barry.
‘You know, I used to stay over at the Granger’s house a lot when I was a kid. Just like you.’ Henry’s trying to make small talk with children. Bless him.
‘Was your mum also a nurse?’ asks Barry.
‘No. My dad was a truck driver. Still is.’
‘That’s a taxing profession,’ Barry seems to say this to himself rather than responding to Henry.
‘You used to hang out at my mum’s house?’ Daisy asks as she throws a perfect pass to Henry, who looks impressed.
‘I played more with Joe and Liv, but yeah, I hung around like a bad smell.’
‘I’m not an unpleasant smell. Daisy invited me over today.’
‘I know, Barry. Daisy’s lucky to have a friend living so close.’
‘I thought you were Liv’s boyfriend,’ says Barry as he makes a decent throw and then shakes his arm out like he’s been pitching nine innings.
‘Yeah, me too. Aren’t you Liv’s boyfriend?’ Daisy chips in to make it even more awkward for Henry. Lucky they can’t see me.
‘No, not her boyfriend. She doesn’t see me like that.’ Henry throws Barry the ball, and he surprisingly catches it. Instead of throwing it back to Henry, he holds onto it and puts his hand on his hip. He swings his head to Daisy.
‘Did you notice that he said, “she doesn’t see me like that,” interesting, don’t you think?’
There’s a sly grin on Daisy’s face as she taps her chin with her index finger.
‘Very interesting. He didn’t say, “we’re just friends.” Grandpa says that all the time.’
‘True.’ They share a knowing smug expression while Henry’s head bounces back and forth between them.
‘It means the same thing. We’re friends. We’ve been friends for years.’
‘It absolutely does not mean the same thing.’ Barry interrogates Henry with unwavering eye contact.
‘Oh, Henry! Do you love Liv?’ says Daisy, jumping up and down, clapping her hands. She’d have love hearts in her eyes if I got a closer look. Poor Henry. The kids have really wound him up this time. I notice Henry still hasn’t answered, though. He’s had every opportunity to shut them down but hasn’t. Yet.
‘Hey, Liv!’ Todd’s booming voice comes from behind me, and I jump in fright, ending up amongst the row of bushes. The dry branches have scratched my arms and legs. Todd’s in his gym gear – including sweat marks – when he tries to help pull me up. It’s tricky because my shirt is stuck on the branches and he smells.
‘What are you doing in the bush?’ asks Todd, still trying to help me, but I’d rather get myself out of this mess.
‘I wasn’t in the bush. You scared me, and I fell.’ Henry, Barry, and Daisy run up the stairs and stop when they spot us.
‘Why are you in the bush, Aunty Liv?’ Daisy sounds scarily similar to her father. I was hoping she’d take after our side of the family.
‘I’m not in the bush.’
‘Yes, you are,’ Barry corrects me.
‘I mean, I wasn’t in the bush. I was coming down to get you for dinner, and Todd scared me, and I fell into the bush.’
‘You looked like you were sitting or crouching.’ Todd chooses this moment to engage in specific details for the first time in his life.
‘How long were you there, Liv? Maybe you heard us talking. We were asking Henry—’ Henry throws his hand over Barry’s mouth to shut him up.
‘Barry’s hungry. Time for dinner perhaps, and I’ll help Liv.’ Henry removes his hand as Barry and Daisy go inside. He then bends down and places an arm under my legs and around my back. He’s kneeling down to pick me up when Todd ducks down as well.
‘I’ll go check on the kids. Next time, Liv, take a seat on the step or bring a chair out. These natives get pretty spiky. Not ideal.’ Todd gestures to the cuts on my legs and then walks inside.
‘I love getting lectures from a guy who doesn’t own a shirt with sleeves.’
‘Can you pull those branches away while I lift you up?’ I know it’s ridiculous that I can’t get myself up and detached from these bushes. It’s also comforting to once again have Henry so close. He still smells like strawberry shower gel which is a big upgrade from the sweaty-and-I-had-a-lentil-burger-for-lunch smell coming from Todd. Henry lifts me in one quick motion as I pull away the branches cutting my leg. He slowly places me on my feet. We’re still in each other’s personal space when I glance up to thank him.
‘So, how long were you eavesdropping?’ Henry’s trying to hide it, but he seems a little nervous.
‘I wasn’t eavesdropping. What were you and the kids talking about that was so interesting?’ I’ve opened the door, just ajar, and if he wants to talk about it, we can then have a friendly laugh. Henry’s eyes sweep over my face. They rest on my lips for a second longer than anywhere else. Henry takes a step back and puts his hands in his pockets.
‘Just teaching Barry how to throw a ball. Daisy already has a good arm.’ Why doesn’t Henry want me to know they were teasing him about us? Surely, it’s fodder for a good roasting at each other. We could even share this with Joe, and all have a good belly laugh together. Perhaps he thinks I’m feeling fragile after last night and wants to protect my feelings.
‘That’s because I taught her. Come on, let’s escape so we don’t have to eat anything I made for dinner.’ Henry follows behind me. ‘Probably too late now to get a phone. Maybe another time?’
‘How convenient. Another time then, and I’ll hold you to it.’



Chapter Ten
Patrick runs a red light as he takes a sharp right. I brace my hands on the dashboard as we speed down a one-way street. The wrong way. It’s at this moment that I realise Patrick has perhaps more of a competitive streak than me. The sirens and flashing lights go off as a police car appears behind us. All the adrenaline seems to leave Patrick’s body at once when he realises he’s being stopped by the police. He pulls over, closes his eyes and looks to be meditating. Odd choice for this moment, but if it helps him, then I can’t judge.
‘I may have got too invested in the hunt, I realise that now,’ says Patrick. The police officer then knocks on the window, startling us both. Patrick rolls the window down and offers a dazzling smile at the officer. He has zero chances of talking himself out of this situation, and I’ll judge him for even trying.
‘Hi, Officer.’
‘Do you realise this is a one-way street?’ The police officer sounds exhausted, and I can tell he has no interest in whatever lame excuse Patrick is about to come up with. I’m grateful in this moment that it’s Patrick answering these questions and not me. I would be a sweaty, stuttering mess.
‘I didn’t know. Sorry. That’s terrible of me.’ Patrick’s poor acting skills need much improvement.
The police officer isn’t bothering to look at Patrick. His head is down writing up his ticket as he speaks.
‘Did you also realise you ran a red light back at the intersection?’
‘I thought it was orange. Are you sure it was red?’
‘I was driving right behind you, so I’m sure. You were looking everywhere else but at the road. Have you been drinking today?’
‘No, not at all.’
The police officer ducks his head to address me.
‘Miss, either of you been drinking today?’
Oh no, he’s talking to me. I’ll tell him every secret I’ve ever known.
‘No. It’s against the rules. We’d be disqualified.’
‘Rules?’ The police officer asks Patrick for clarification.
He shoots me a dirty look before answering. ‘We’re on a scavenger hunt. No drinking, but we are a little pressed for time.’
‘Why is that?’
‘We have less than an hour to return with all the items. We’ve only got two to go, and we win the prize.’
The prize is a meat tray and two tickets to Car-mania. I’m not invested in either. I don’t think Patrick is either, but he just wants to win. Our date started in a park with eight other couples. We were all given a list of twenty items we needed to find and an endpoint. First couple back wins the prize.
Patrick doesn’t wait for the police officer to get back into his car before he drives off. He’s back to being too invested in the hunt. It has given me an insight into Patrick today, but car trips will do that to any relationship. Fights in a car erupt quicker than any other place; it’s a small, confined space with people having to first read and then relay directions – the perfect recipe for arguments – small and great.
‘We lost some time, but we can make it up. We need to find that traffic cone, and I’m sure we’d have a button between us.’ I can’t tell if he’s speaking to himself or me. ‘Can you search google maps for traffic? Hopefully, there will be road works so we can steal a cone,’ Patrick says this like it’s a normal suggestion.
‘I think it’s illegal to take traffic cones.’
‘They wouldn’t have put it on the list if it was illegal. Have you pulled up your app yet?’
We haven’t talked about anything personal since we got in the car. It’s all been about the hunt. It could have been strategic on Patrick’s part. After the sub-par first date, I assumed we’d go to somewhere more conventional on the date scale, like lunch or an afternoon movie. But we’re zooming around the city streets, getting pulled over by the police. Some would say that’s an interesting date. Those people would be wrong.
I’m trying to work out how to find traffic on my phone when Patrick takes a sharp left before doing a U-turn.
‘There! There’s one.’ He points to a row of bright orange traffic cones that are blocking a section of the road that’s getting resurfaced. Patrick is ecstatic. This is like breakfast in bed on a Sunday morning to him.
‘I’ll pull over, and you jump out and grab it.’
He has to be joking.
‘Me? Why me? I’m not stealing it.’
‘I can’t park there, so you jump out. You’ll be back in two seconds.’
‘No. Not happening.’
Patrick gives me a stink eye that lingers. We’re almost at the cones, so the standoff will play out in the next thirty seconds.
‘Why? It’s fun. You’ll laugh about this later.’
‘I’d rather do things I laugh at at the time. You can jump out and get it.’
‘As I said previously,’ Patrick pauses, and it’s long enough for me to remember that I hate when people say, ‘As I said previously’ or even worse, ‘As stated previously’. ‘I can’t stop the car here. I’ll slow down, and you reach out and grab it.’
‘I don’t feel comfortable stealing, so if you want the damn cone, you get it,’ I reply with an adequate amount of tone so Patrick knows I’m serious.
‘I can’t believe how difficult you’re being about this!’ Patrick has returned my tone and then raised me a semi-yelling inflection. We’ve been in this car with no food, no music, and only stress for three hours. A fight was inevitable but still surprising since this is only our second date. We’re supposed to still be hiding our genuine feelings and being nice to each other.
‘I’m not difficult. I just don’t want to do it. You do it. It’s a silly game,’ I say with venom, but I honestly don’t think games are silly. I love games, but even I have a limit.
‘Fine.’
Patrick just threw a ‘fine’ in my face. We’ve jumped into the passive aggressive phase of our relationship, and we haven’t even kissed yet. Patrick pulls up next to the row of traffic cones and puts the car in park, keeping it running as he jumps out. Sprinting over, he grabs the closest traffic cone and scans the street like he’s hoping no one sees him. It’s broad daylight, and he’s stealing something that’s bright orange. Good luck, Pat. He flings open the car door and throws the traffic cone into the back seat.
‘Easy peasy.’ Patrick is so smug that I want to throw his beloved traffic cone out the window. ‘Only the button now. You need to get this last one. I’ve been carrying the team. How do you not have a button? Don’t girls carry like little sewing kits?’ He did not just say that. We’re moments away from our second fight. Or would it be an escalation of the first fight?
‘Are you serious—’ A siren sounds behind us and we turn to see the police lights signalling Patrick to pull over. I’m the smug one now.
‘Quick. Hide the traffic cone.’ He has no chance of hiding it in his compact car. I am also refusing to help. He is on his own. ‘Can you hide it in your bag?’ Patrick is asking like this is genuinely a possibility.
‘You don’t have realistic ideas about what women’s handbags are capable of, and by the way, no, we don’t carry sewing kits.’ I needed to clear that up before it gets lost in the whole police situation. It would be great to be organised enough to carry a travel sewing kit, but I’m not there yet.
‘This time, try to not tell the police officer our entire life story. Actually, just say nothing.’
‘He asked me, and I answered his question. You’re the one driving like a lunatic for a few slices of meat. If you’re that hard up for a B-grade steak that’s been sitting in the sun all day, I’ll gladly send you one in the mail next week. Just wait a few days before you open it up and throw it on the barbecue.’
‘Don’t tell him we’re on a scavenger hunt. It blows my cover that I didn’t know what I was doing.’
‘Your cover was blown the minute you opened your mouth.’ I’ve never had a fight with someone like this. Normally, I bite my tongue or walk away and say all the things I wished I’d said in the shower later that night. I am a warrior in pretend shower fights. However, for once, I’m not holding back, and neither is Patrick. Car fights may be therapeutic. Patrick winds down his window and is ready to smile at the cop, but his face drops when he sees it’s the same police officer from earlier.
‘Let me guess. Traffic cone was one of the last two items?’ The police officer has a good sense of humour, but I’m not sure how much we’re going to get away with here.
‘Oh, no. I own that cone. It’s from soccer practice. I teach soccer to underage people.’
‘You mean kids?’ I couldn’t help myself.
‘Yes, thanks, babe. Kids.’ Babe? I’m missing the cemetery right now. I wonder what Otto is up to today. Perhaps we could start a book club together.
The police officer leans down and eyeballs me for thirty seconds before he speaks.
‘Miss, what were the last two items on your hunt today?’
‘A button and a traffic cone.’
‘Very convenient to have a cone in the car on the same day you’re doing a hunt.’
‘I know, right! Liv and I thought the same thing. I think it’s a good sign.’ Patrick can’t read tone and hasn’t picked up that this guy is playing with us.
‘Miss.’ Here we go. I’m about to have an opportunity to throw Patrick under a bus. A grin magically appears on my face.
‘Yes, Officer?’
‘Did your boyfriend have possession of this cone before today?’
‘Firstly, he’s not my boyfriend. This is our second date, and we’re in the middle of a fight. He took me to a cemetery on our first date. Today, he got mad at me when I wouldn’t steal a traffic cone. I would imagine he doesn’t even know how to play soccer, let alone teach it.’
‘Damn. Sounds like you two are having a fun day.’ The police officer is trying not to laugh at us. Patrick glares at me. I frown back, and I want to poke my tongue at him but feel that might hurt my credibility.
‘Listen, I saw you take the cone. I’ve been following you, so I’d like to thank you for your honesty. You,’ he points to Patrick, ‘you need to stop lying to the police.’ Patrick nods. ‘It’s a serious issue to steal traffic cones, but I’ll let it go if you hand it over. I’ll put it back so you can get on your hunt.’
‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you,’ I say. I can’t believe we’re not getting another fine.
‘Thank you,’ Patrick mumbles as he hands over the cone. The police officer reaches into a pouch on his belt and pulls out a button. He extends his arm past Patrick and over to me.
‘Here. I always keep a spare.’
‘Thank you. That’s kind. I hope it doesn’t leave you with a button situation down the track.’
‘It’s all good. I’ll replace it when I get home.’ I have new respect for this man and his button organisational skills. The police officer then eyeballs Patrick. ‘You know you can buy cones at heaps of places. They cost about five dollars.’ He just called Patrick a tight-arse. I laugh even when Patrick throws another stink eye my way. I’m becoming immune to their power.

Patrick and I are in the Cold War phase where no one is talking to either party. I can stay like this forever, but he’ll want to discuss the next steps of our game plan. I’ll wait him out. It’s a good ten minutes before he gives in.
‘You know we can’t buy a cone. It’s against the rules.’
‘We’re at an impasse then because we can’t buy one, and you don’t want to get caught stealing one again.’
‘I bet he would have let you get away with it. Or you could have backed me up with my lie.’
‘Somehow, I’m the unsupportive one in this situation?’ Round three is about to start.
‘You know what, Liv,’ Patrick’s tone is unkind, and I’m ready for battle.
His car decides at this moment it’s had enough for today and makes a loud clunking noise. Patrick navigates the car to the side of the road before it comes to a complete stop. He tries to start it again, but nothing happens. The car wants nothing more to do with either of us today. We sit there in silence for a few minutes.
‘Are you going to look under the bonnet?’ I try to ask nicely, but I still have tone.
‘Are you? Why do you assume because I’m a guy, I know how to fix a car?’ Patrick returns serve.
‘I asked because it’s your car, not because you’re a man.’
‘I know nothing about cars, and I don’t have roadside assistance, so we’re screwed.’
He’s screwed, not us, but I keep this to myself.
‘I’ll try to get someone to come get us.’ I figure it’s time to call this date. Patrick nods. I pull out my phone, which thankfully is charged and ready to go.
Liv:


Any chance you could come pick me up? Long story, but I’m on a date with Patrick. Going terribly BTW. In a scavenger hunt and ended up in a huge fight. He probably wouldn’t have even shared the meat tray with me. Are you free to save your little sister?


Joe:
Is meat tray a euphemism for something else? Seth and I are about to meet with Mum for wedding stuff. Henry’s here, he’ll come get you now.
I send a text to Henry with our location, and Patrick and I sit in silence while we wait. It takes Henry twenty long minutes to find us. I rush over to him as soon as he steps from his car and throw my arms around him. He stumbles back a few steps before returning my hug.
‘That bad?’ Henry whispers into my ear.
‘Worse.’ Henry lifts his head to glare at Patrick, who’s gathering his belongings from the car. ‘It’s fine. We’ve had a bad day. Do you mind if we give Patrick a lift?’
‘If you want me to.’
Patrick makes his way over to us, and I introduce the two men.
It’s awkward, and I want the pavement to swallow me up. Actually, I’d like to teleport to my bed.
‘Let’s go then,’ says Henry, trying to navigate the dynamics at play between Patrick and me. He’s got no chance.
Patrick mumbles his address to Henry and then looks out the window the entire ride to his house. Henry mouths, ‘What’s going on?’ but I shake my head. Too hard to explain. We arrive at Patrick’s house, which looks like a normal person might live there. He probably has a secret torture chamber in the basement where he ties people to traffic cones.
Patrick gets out and slams the door. He walks up his driveway but stops and leans down to talk to us.
‘Thanks for the lift, Harry.’
‘Okay. Whatever.’ Henry doesn’t even bother speaking loud enough for Patrick to hear. He’s wiped this guy from his memory already.
‘And, Liv, just so you know, I could teach soccer if I wanted to.’ He’s been planning what he’d say to me all the way to his house, and that’s the best he could come up with. I feel disappointed in him.
‘You could use traffic cones when you run drills. Might need to pick one up.’
Patrick turns and huffs down the path to his house.
‘We can go now,’ I say, smiling for the first time in hours.
‘Thank goodness.’ Henry pulls out and drives as fast as he can away from Patrick.



Chapter Eleven
‘Thanks for saving me today,’ I say to Henry before finishing my fourth spring roll and snuggling lower into the couch.
‘I didn’t save you, but you could have left a lot earlier.’
‘We yelled at each other. I can’t remember the last person I yelled at.’
Henry seems surprised by my admission.
‘How did it feel?’
‘Scary. But I think I was good at it.’
‘Test it out on Joe next time you feel like another good yell.’
‘I won’t make a habit out of it, but it felt good. He was being rude, and so I told him. I’m not sure if I’ve ever done that in my life.’
‘Good on you then.’ Henry takes a sip of his red wine and then a scoop of his boysenberry ice cream. Strange man.
‘Normally, I’d be stressed and going over in my head all the things I should have said to Patrick. But I’ve said them, and I don’t regret it. I bet he’s not sitting at home worrying about yelling at me, so I feel at peace with fighting with someone. It’s strange.’
‘Who would you use your new fighting superpowers on if you had the chance? Anyone you’d like to go back and have a redo fight with?’
It’s an interesting idea, it’s not using time travel for what it’s probably intended for, but still interesting.
‘My dad, but I don’t want to go back and yell at him. I’d like to have the courage to speak up when he upsets me.’
‘That happens often?’
‘Only when he turns up with a new girlfriend and tries to make us an instant family.’ Henry nods, so I think he agrees. ‘And David Sims. I’d like to go back and tear a new one off David Sims.’
‘Yes! I’ll come with you for that one. I wish you’d let me at him when I was fifteen. I was more than willing.’
‘He wasn’t worth it.’
‘Really? Because I think it would have felt fantastic. I hate that guy.’
‘You don’t hate anyone, Henry.’
‘No, I hate David Sims.’ Henry scoops a spoonful of ice cream aggressively, so I believe he might hate that guy.
‘We don’t need to use his full name every time.’
‘We do. He never gets only first name privileges. I never understood why he did what he did to you.’
‘It was the fringe.’
‘That’s Joe’s theory. I think he was just a massive arsehole.’
‘It’s probably both.’ I try not to think of that day much, but it’s hard now with images of David Sims and Dad swimming around my head. Secretly, I think Joe is right. My new fringe set off the chain of events on that shitty day. In my defence, I thought I could pull off a fringe. I’d recently turned fourteen and felt it would make me look more sophisticated. I was very wrong.
I remember the look of horror on Joe’s face as he stood in the doorway with wide eyes as he assessed the scene in front of him. ‘What in the world of Narnia have you done?’
I dropped the scissors and they laid on the bathroom tiles like a discarded murder weapon. I turned back to the mirror to style my fringe. Unfortunately, no amount of finessing could save it from being a full-blown disaster.
‘Does it look okay? Tell me it looks okay.’ My voice was rising rapidly.
‘It looks like a hairy caterpillar crawling along your forehead. I don’t think you can even fix it with clips.’
‘Liv and Joe, the bus is here.’ Grace yelled from the front door and the panic spread through my veins.
‘Fix it, Joe. Help me.’ I grabbed Joe by the collar of his uniform and pleaded with my entire being for him to fix this.
‘I say this with love, but I believe you may be shit out of luck. I’ll hold the bus, so you have a few more minutes to do something with—’ Joe pointed at my forehead as he backed out of the bathroom. ‘Good luck, Liv.’
As I stumbled onto the school bus, everyone seemed especially invested in me that morning. Or the new fringe. My hand flew to my head to hide the disaster on my forehead. Joe sat with his back to me as I made my way down the aisle on the bus.
‘Maybe don’t look at it. It will be hard, but if you can’t help it, look down or pretend you’re looking at her boobs.’ I smacked Joe on the back of his head and slid into the seat next to Henry. He glanced at me for a split second before purposefully keeping his eyes on the ground.
‘Morning, I’m not sure why I can’t look at you. Something about a grave error in judgement.’
‘Let’s not discuss it.’
Henry’s eyes scanned my face, and I could see he was trying hard not to make any facial expressions that would give away his thoughts. ‘Dad’s away tonight, so I’m sleeping over. You guys are stuck with me again.’ Henry gently bumped his shoulder into mine. ‘You joining in on movie night?’
Joe hopped on his knees and leaned on the back of his seat. ‘It’s my night to pick the film, and no complaints, Liv.’
‘Don’t worry, I’m going out. There’s a lunar eclipse tonight. Dad said he’d take me to the lookout so we can see it better.’
‘I’m going with Liv if you choose Sister Act again, so pick wisely,’ said Henry.
‘I remind you, it’s my choice, and it’s final. That is the rule.’ Henry and Joe always seemed to have a list of rules for everything they did together. Maybe it’s what kept their friendship on track. ‘And I decided earlier that we’ll be watching Sister Act 2: Back in the Habit.’ Joe became very excited. ‘She’s now in a school, and the kids all sing and stuff.’
Henry looked horrified. ‘That’s not even an Eighties movie. You’re breaking the rules and ruining movie night.’
Joe looked at me. ‘Back me up here, Liv.’
I was about to jump in and firmly be on Henry’s side, but I noticed a group of boys a few rows up staring at me. They were whispering, and then the boy in front turned in his seat and gave me a wink.
‘Did David Sims wink at you?’ Henry asked.
‘He’s never spoken to me, so I don’t know why he’d be looking at me.’
Henry leant over me again to peek at David. ‘He’s still staring. What’s his problem?’
David then blew a kiss in my direction. Joe, Henry, and I all gasped.
‘What is happening right now?’ Joe couldn’t hide his disbelief.
Henry huffed back into his seat. ‘Who does that guy think he is? He throws out kisses and thinks everyone will be giddy that he’s directing his attention to them.’
‘Yes, that’s exactly what he thinks, and he’d be right,’ said Joe.
‘Why? You know he gets Charlie to do his homework. That guy is barely passing any of his subjects. What kind of idiot gets someone dumber than himself to do his homework? What a loser.’
‘No one cares about the things you just said. Can’t you see how hot he is?’ Joe gestured to David.
‘Did you want him to blow kisses to you and not Liv?’ asked Henry, but Joe lost the ability to speak as he watched David walk down the bus towards our seats.
‘Hey, Liv.’ I was aware my eyes were blinking rapidly as David spoke, but I made no other movements. ‘I wondered if you want to meet me at the tennis courts after school today?’
The wires in my brain all shorted at once. Behind the tennis courts is where people met to make out. I’d never kissed anyone, let alone David Sims. As nervous as I was, why not kiss David Sims? Thank you, new fringe, which had given me special powers.
‘Um, sure.’
David smirked at me as he backed away. ‘See you later, Liv.’
After school, I walked as confidently as I could to the tennis courts and found David, who was right in the middle of his group of friends.
‘Hey, glad you came. Love your new look.’ David beamed a smile at me, which I returned before glancing over at his friends, who I noticed were all sniggering.
‘Can we go somewhere more private?’ I gestured to behind the shed, but David didn’t move.
‘No one goes behind there anymore. I’d rather show you off.’
David leaned down towards me. I had dreamt about being close to him many times, but I was too nervous to enjoy it. A whiff of his scent hit my nose, and while I always imagined it would be like chocolate with a hint of French fries and potted lavender, he smelled more like one of Joe’s dirty socks. I needed my brain to stop ruining this moment, so I closed my eyes.
‘Do you like me, Olivia?’ His voice was louder than it needed to be for me to hear him.
‘Yes.’ It sounded a little breathy, but I was hoping he’d like my honesty.
‘How long have you had a crush on me?’ It was getting odd, but I figured if he needed me to stroke his ego first, I could oblige.
‘Years.’
‘Years of waiting and then out of the blue, today is the day that I decided to kiss you.’ I didn’t like the emphasis on the word ‘you’, so I opened my eyes.
David was walking backwards from me to join his mates. Unable to contain it any longer, a belly laugh exploded out of him. One by one, all his friends joined in until they were all laughing.
‘Oh, Liv. You thought I wanted to kiss you. How did you think that could be a possibility?’
I thought that would be one of the lowest moments of my life. I didn’t realise that in a few hours it wouldn’t even register as the worst thing to happen that day.
Just the memory of that humiliation makes me bang my forehead into the palm of my hand as I mumble to myself, ‘How could I have thought it was a possibility?’
‘Why would you say that?’
I lift my head to glare at Henry and roll my eyes as far back as they go. He’s deeply loyal, so that gives him less credibility in these kinds of discussions.
‘He was the most popular guy in school, and I believed straight away that he wanted to kiss me, even though we’d never spoken. So dumb of me.’
‘It wasn’t dumb of you. It was cruel of him. He’s a dickhead. He was always a dickhead.’ Henry sculls the rest of the wine and refills his glass before continuing his rant. ‘Lots of guys would have loved to kiss you at the tennis courts and that absolutely peaking-in-high-school-wanker made you think there was something wrong with you. That was the cruellest thing about all of it.’
I place my hand on Henry’s arm because he’s worked up and I appreciate that he’s still so pissed about ‘kiss-gate’.
‘So, we definitely use the time machine to go back and really mess with David Sims?’
Henry and I clink our glasses to acknowledge our new pact, should we come into possession of a time machine.
‘And we bring Joe. Let him explore his dark side.’ I laugh and once I start, I can’t stop because I can imagine the fun Joe would have messing with that handsome, evil bully. I reach over and grab my handbag from next to the couch. I pull out my loser list and a pen.
‘I’m going to add these to my list. This is important life stuff.’
‘You’re going to add “find time machine” to your list? I don’t think that’s a very achievable goal.’
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, but no, I’m going to add, “do not cut fringe without professional help. Hairdresser or life coach.”’
‘That works.’
‘And “do not believe hot boys want to kiss you”.’
‘Do not write that. It’s not even a goal.’
‘It will be my mantra.’
Henry snatches the list from me and throws it on the coffee table.
‘You can’t put that on the list. You need to write “don’t let the actions of arseholes mean anything”.’
Henry runs his hands through his hair, making it stick up in odd directions. It’s cute.
‘You’re getting angry about this again, Henry. Don’t worry, I’m joking.’
‘No, you’re not. Seriously, Liv, don’t give that guy another thought.’
‘I promise I’ll try.’
‘Easy as that?’
‘Yep, until I get my time machine and then all bets are off. It’s your turn, Henry. Who else would you yell at with our new time travel fighting powers?’
Henry is studying his wine glass and takes a while before he answers, ‘I think I need honest time travel powers instead of the yelling type.’ He won’t look at me, so I pinch his arm. Hard. ‘Ouch! Why?’
‘Because you know I’m going to ask: Who? Who do you need to be more honest with?’
Henry’s rubbing the mark I made on his arm while he ponders the question over in his mind. Henry often needs a few moments to get his thoughts together. His gaze shifts to mine, and we lock eyes. We maintain the uninterrupted eye contact, and it’s not awkward. Anyone else and I would have fake coughed or sneezed to break the moment. I feel calm with Henry watching me. Henry’s head moves closer, only a few millimetres, but then pulls back. He leans forward to collect the empty dishes on the table.
‘Leave those, I’ll grab them,’ I say, hoping he’ll answer my question. He sits back against the couch.
‘Dad. I wish I’d talked more to Dad. Mum too, but I feel like there’s more unsaid with Dad.’
‘He’s still here, so you can fix that.’
‘Your dad’s still here too, so you can go yell at him.’
‘Well played.’
‘Thank you. Not as easy as it sounds, is it?’
‘Perhaps I trap him in a car for hours on a hot day and make him drive around in circles searching for unobtainable items. Surely we’ll start yelling at each other.’ Henry ignores my protests for a second time and gathers the dishes. He’s on his way to the kitchen when he yells back at me.
‘So, it’s done with the cemetery guy, right?’
‘You don’t think we can repair our relationship after today?’ I’m laughing at the idea when Henry comes back carrying another bottle of wine.
‘Relationship? It was two awful dates. I feel like he was torturing you rather than trying to date you. But I also know you have your silly list—’
‘Loser list. Not silly.’ I hold my glass up for Henry to refill.
‘I’m calling the list silly, not you. You have that list, so I’m checking there are no more dates planned with this guy?’ Henry slumps back down on the couch next to me.
‘No, I need to start that task all over again. Maybe if I meet him for a coffee, Joe will let me tick it off the list?’ Henry gives me a side-eye glare. ‘Bad idea, I know.’
‘Do you?’ Henry’s attention has now moved to his wine glass. He is struggling to make eye contact with me when he talks tonight.
‘I know I’m hopeless with dating, but I was proud of myself that I gave Patrick another go. Old Liv wouldn’t have bothered. Although, it turned out horribly, so perhaps that was a terrible choice. See, I don’t get it.’
‘Can I propose a theory?’
‘Of course. I love theories.’
‘Maybe you went out with Patrick again because there was no chance of a relationship. He wasn’t a risk to you.’ My instinct is to rush in and defend myself, but I know Henry cares, so I stop and let myself think about his theory.
Henry continues, ‘The genuine test will come when it means something. When it’s with someone you care about, not some wannabe soccer coach.’ This makes me laugh. Patrick’s never played soccer, I’d bet my hat on it.
I squish down on the couch and tuck my feet under Henry’s legs. He moves so they fit perfectly.
‘You might be right.’ I don’t want to think I was using Patrick as practice, though.
‘Since you had a crappy day, you can pick the film,’ says Henry.
‘I feel like I need Geena Davis right now. League of Their Own or Beetlejuice?’
‘Beetlejuice.’ Henry doesn’t need any time to think.
‘Earth Girls are Easy or Beetlejuice?’
‘Beetlejuice. The answer will always be Beetlejuice. You should add, stop watching Geena Davis movies to your list.’
This makes me sit up.
‘Henry Baker! Do not get in the way of my relationship with Geena Davis.’
‘She’s just okay.’
‘Just okay? She’s an activist for women’s rights, she’s a member of Mensa, she can play a president, baseball player, or assassin. She was married to Jeff Goldblum! I mean, seriously! She had the chance to hook up with Tom Hanks and had us all thinking she was mad for not jumping him. But then she turns around and is married to Bill Pullman. She’s bad-arse.’
‘That was in a film. She was playing a character married to Bill Whoever.’
‘Still counts. If I had even a little of her strength, maybe I’d be less pathetic.’
‘You’re not pathetic. Don’t say that.’
‘Fine, a loser then.’
‘Stop with the self-pity, Olivia, and watch your movie.’ Henry grabs my feet and tucks them further under his leg.

Beetlejuice ends as we finish our second bottle of wine. My legs are now on Henry’s lap, and his hand is rubbing my calf back and forth. I stopped watching the film a while ago and have been studying Henry. He’s very handsome. I know women find him attractive, but since I’ve known him from a pre-pubescent era, I think it escapes me sometimes. Since the changes were a little each day, I didn’t notice how his jaw has sharpened. He covers it with a trimmed beard, but I can still see how defined it is now. His cheeks are taut without the chubbiness he had as a teenager. His eyes somehow seem more manly but still show how tender-hearted he is when he smiles.
‘You’re staring.’ Henry gives my toes a squeeze.
‘Why don’t you date, Henry?’ His hand stills.
‘I date.’
I pull my legs back and sit up, leaning into Henry.
‘When? Who? Where?’
‘Does it matter?’ I move my face closer to Henry so he knows I’m serious about getting an answer from him.
‘Yes, it matters. I want all the details.’
Henry’s eyes look hazy, and I’m not sure if that means I’ve had too much wine, or he has.
‘There’s not much to say.’
‘Do you want to find someone?’
‘Of course I do. Why would you ask that?’
‘Because you spend so much time on my couch when you could be off, wooing beautiful women.’
‘Women? As in plural?’
‘You know what I mean. You’re hot. Kind. Smart. Cuddly.’
‘Woman aren’t looking for cuddly.’
‘Yes, they are. A man’s ability to cuddle is extremely important, which is why I can’t imagine anyone not falling for you.’
Henry twists away, and his face seems flushed. My comment has made him self-conscious. Leaning further over, I position myself in front of his face again. It was established in high school that Henry is very ticklish. Joe and I were debating over which pizza topping we were having for dinner, and Henry sided with Joe. For revenge, I tickled him on the ribs, and he squealed like a baby pig. It caught us all off guard. Joe didn’t stop laughing for hours. Henry wasn’t impressed.
I line up my hand, primed for an attack on his ribs to get his attention. However, Henry is ready and grabs my hands before I can even get one tickle in.
‘Don’t even try.’ Henry moves to hold my wrists. He doesn’t trust me to not make another sneak attack.
‘I wasn’t going to,’ I say, unconvincingly. Henry raises his eyebrow. ‘Okay. I surrender.’ Henry loosens his hold on my wrists but doesn’t let go. ‘What did I say wrong?’
‘You said nothing wrong. I didn’t know you saw me like that.’
‘That you’re attractive? I have eyes.’
Henry runs his fingers back and forth over the back of my hand. It feels lovely and very intimate. I’m aware only now that I’m squashed up against Henry on his end of the couch. I’ve pushed my body into his side, invading his personal space, and he hasn’t asked me to move back. On top of that, I must have wine, spring roll, and ice cream breath – a lethal combination.
‘So,’ I continue. Henry still hasn’t answered my question. ‘Why are you here watching Geena Davis with me instead of meeting women? A woman. Not multiple people. Don’t be a player.’
Henry laughs. He’s studying our hands when he stops massaging my hand and very slowly links our fingers. Once our fingers are tangled together, he lifts his eyes to mine.
‘Because being with you on a couch is my favourite place to be.’ Henry’s gaze moves to my mouth. He’s studying my lips in a way that he’s never looked at them before. He raises his free hand and brings it up to cup the side of my face.
Goosebumps. I have goosebumps from my pinky toe to the tip of my head. Henry’s thumb grazes my cheek back and forth as his head moves in closer. Henry is going to kiss me. I’m aware of the fact two seconds before I hear keys in the door. I’m slow to react, but then Henry’s hand jolts back from my cheek.
‘Liv? You home?’ Felicity’s voice floats into the room, and I have seconds until she walks in to find Henry and I posed for a make-out session. I jump back from Henry so fast that I knock his wine glass off the coffee table with my foot. Wine goes flying across the room and lands on Felicity’s rug.
I’m still stumbling back away from Henry when Felicity enters the lounge room.
‘Oh! You startled me! We were watching Beetlejuice. Have you seen it? It’s Henry’s favourite. I prefer Long Kiss Goodnight.’ I glance at Henry with wide eyes, regretting that choice of movie. ‘No, I mean it’s an okay film. I think my favourite is Thelma and Louise. Driving off a cliff and all that jazz.’
‘Are you guys drunk?’ Felicity’s head bobs back and forth between Henry and me.
‘Yes. Very.’ Henry’s leaning over with his head down, so I kick his foot. ‘Very drunk, hey Henry?’
He raises only his head slightly.
‘No, I’m not drunk at all.’ I laugh at his joke, which was clearly not a joke. It’s awkward in the room, so I continue to chuckle like a mad Cheshire cat.
I turn back to Felicity and point to Henry with my thumb over my shoulder. ‘He’s so drunk right now.’
‘Hey, Liv, can you come help me with something in my room?’ Felicity gestures for me to follow her.
‘I’ll be back in a second,’ I say to Henry.
‘I’ll get started on cleaning up the mess,’ says Henry as he walks out of the room.
Felicity’s sitting on her bed, bouncing her leg up and down when I walk into her room.
‘Are you ok—’
Felicity rushes over to me. ‘Were you and Henry making out?’
Quickly, I close the door, hoping Henry didn’t hear anything.
‘Shush. And no.’
‘Liar.’
‘Am not.’
‘Are too.’
‘I’m not!’
Felicity crosses her arms, cocks her eyebrow, and stares me down. It’s at least four seconds before I crack.
‘Maybe. I don’t know!’ Dramatically, I throw my hands up in the air before running and diving headfirst onto her bed.
‘Yay! This is great news, Liv.’ Felicity’s face appears right next to mine as she brushes my hair back.
‘Why is it great news?’ My voice is muffled as it’s pressed into the bed.
‘It’s you and Henry. Henry and you. I can’t believe you two haven’t been bumping smugglies for years.’
‘That’s not the saying, and we’re friends. Friends don’t… you know. Do that.’
‘Well, you two should.’ Sitting up, I throw my legs over the side to sit next to Felicity while she eyes me. ‘Did you want to kiss him?’
‘I don’t know. It kind of came out of nowhere. I was asking him why he doesn’t date many girls, which is weird because he’s so attractive and…’ I feel the need to pace while I think this through. My brain is narrowing in on something. ‘Oh, my lizard! I told him he was hot and that he could get any girl. And I may have also been squished up against him. I think I was coming onto Henry.’
Felicity throws her head back and laughs.
‘So, you were “unintentionally”,’ she does air quotes when she says unintentionally, and I want to flick her nose, ‘flirting with your close, attractive male friend. I’m so proud of you.’
‘Stop it. I had no idea what I was doing. But what if he felt like he had to kiss me?’
‘Now, you’re being silly.’
‘I’m serious. I’m in his face and saying nice things. What if Henry felt awkward and didn’t know how to get out of that situation? I better go apologise.’
‘Do not apologise to him. You did nothing wrong. Go back out there and see what happens. I’ll put the music on loud, and I promise I won’t eavesdrop. Not even a little.’
‘Maybe he’s left. He’s probably gone already since it’s so awkward now. You want to watch a film or something? We can watch it in here.’
Felicity grabs my arm and pulls me towards the door. She opens it and guides me through. She leans over and whispers in my ear, ‘Be brave and maybe do some more of that unintentional flirting you’re so good at.’ She then gives me a strong shove out the door.
Henry’s leaning against the kitchen bench with his arms crossed when I make my way into the kitchen. I may have wandered around the lounge room, tidied the bathroom and lingered in the hallway before returning to find Henry.
‘Hey, there you are,’ I try to sound like I’ve been looking everywhere for him, but this apartment is small, and he knows I’m full of crap.
‘Yep. Got the stain out of the rug.’
‘Thank you. Felicity loves that rug.’
Henry and I stand opposite each other in uncomfortable silence. I run my foot back and forth over the tiles while Henry taps his fingers on his arm. We’ve entered a game of silent chicken, and we’re waiting for the other person to talk first. I’ve lost all courage since leaving Felicity’s bedroom. I never had much, but I’ve lost the small portion I had. Henry needs to talk first, even if it’s to laugh at me for my terrible, misguided flirting. I was genuinely fascinated as to why Henry doesn’t date, and I thought he would know I find him attractive. Of course, now I realise I have no idea if he’s ever found me attractive. It’s not something that’s ever come up in our twenty years of friendship. Henry breaks first and grabs his keys.
‘I better get going.’
I haven’t moved from my spot as he walks to the front door.
‘Thanks again for picking me up. I promise I’ll stop being so needy one day soon.’
‘You’re never needy.’
‘Well, regardless, you’re a good friend.’ As soon as I say the word friend, I regret it. It slipped out, and I didn’t use it purposely as a distinction I’m making for us, but that’s surely how Henry will take it. What awful timing to use that word.
‘Right. You too. Night, Liv.’ Henry opens the door and is already halfway out before I reply.
‘Night,’ I mumble, but I doubt he heard me.
I can’t leave it like this. Not with Henry. We don’t do awkward. It makes my entire body feel like crying to think that we’d be nothing but tracksuit pants and no make-up comfortable with each other. But why didn’t Henry say anything? He was acting strange. And why doesn’t he want to clear the air as much as I do? I have no idea if I offended him or if he’s feeling just as confused, but I should talk to him before this festers. Running to the door, I fling it open and yell out to catch him.
‘Henry!’ Since he left less than ten seconds earlier, he’s only made it two steps from the front door. Yelling out may have been overkill. Henry rushes back towards me.
‘Everything all right?’
‘Yes. Sorry about the yelling. Just panicked.’
‘Panicked about what?’
With only a mini-pinch of a nerve in me, I focus on my feet when I ask the question.
‘Were you going to kiss me?’ When Henry doesn’t answer, I raise my eyes. He’s surveying me with those creases between his brows again, and I feel silly. I was the one who was flirting with him. He probably thinks I was begging for him to kiss me. ‘Don’t worry. I’m being silly.’ I swing around to run inside and hide in my bed until I can get a passport and move to Namibia to live on a telescope farm. Henry reaches for my hand before I can turn the knob. He’s standing behind and leaning over me. He’s so close that I can feel his breath on my neck. Goosebumps again. They’ll be called Henry-bumps from now on.
‘I was going to kiss you.’ His voice is low and gravelly in my ear.
‘Because I said you were attractive and pushed myself up against you?’
‘That had something to do with it.’ I try to pull my hand out of his, but Henry holds on tight as he spins me around. He’s gripping my hand like I might run away at any moment. He’s not wrong. ‘I was going to kiss you because I wanted to.’ He releases a deep exhale after he says that, like it was hard for it to come out.
With courage I didn’t think I had, I stare into Henry’s eyes. I don’t waver. ‘Do you still want to?’
‘Yes.’
Henry doesn’t blink. He doesn’t move a muscle. It’s our own private staring competition, but I know he’s waiting for my reply. He’s letting me decide. I can choose right now if we kiss and go into fuzzy friendship land where we make out with each other. Or I could walk inside and hope we go back to normal after the awkwardness wears off.
Everything in my body is screaming for me to kiss him. Bringing my free hand up to his firm chest, I grab a section of his shirt in my fingers. I give it one light pull, bringing Henry closer to me.
It’s all Henry needs before his hands are cradling my head, and he backs me into the front door. His lips land on mine with force. It’s hot, and it’s urgent, and I don’t waste any time joining in. Both my hands clutch Henry’s shirt, pulling his body as close as possible to mine. We quickly fall into rhythm with each other. Henry is kissing me like he has no intention of ever stopping. His large hand moves behind my neck, possessively holding my head and tangling his fingers in my hair. His other hand holds my cheek.
Somehow thoughts enter my mind again, and I realise that I can touch Henry in a way I’ve never been able to. First, I move my hand to his face to feel the rough stubble of his beard. My hands then move down his torso. Henry seems bigger, broader to me now. He’s always towered over me, but with his firm body covering mine, I’m enjoying being in the Henry bubble. My hands travel down his sides and around his back. I’m copping as much of a feel of Henry as I can. He breaks our kiss and peers down at me with a smirk.
‘Don’t think of tickling me at this moment.’
‘I would never dream of it.’ I seriously wasn’t thinking of it as I’m not capable of any other thoughts than kissing Henry, feeling up Henry, anything Henry right now. Henry must read my mind because he dives back in and captures my lips again. I don’t think either of us wants to break the moment by trying to move inside. We just stay kissing against my front door like horny teenagers late into the night.



Chapter Twelve
‘You know you’re smiling in your sleep?’
I open one eye to find Felicity sitting on the edge of my bed. She’s holding two cups of coffee and places one on my bedside table. I know I chose her as my friend for the right reasons. She’s waiting to hear all the details from last night, so I take extra long stretching to drag this out for my entertainment.
‘I was dreaming of chocolate buffets and deep-fried pizza,’ I say while sitting up and grabbing my coffee.
‘Liar. You were dreaming of tall men with dark hair, or should I say a certain tall man with dark hair.’
‘Who? Clark Kent?’
‘I have to leave in ten minutes, so stop jacking around and spit it out.’
‘Where are you going? It’s Sunday.’
‘Am I not allowed to leave the apartment on Sundays?’
‘If you were a normal person, no you’re not.’
Felicity takes a sip of her coffee. Now she’s making me wait.
‘I have a date.’
‘A date? You sneak! You’ve met someone?’
‘It’s new. Not saying too much just yet. We went to dinner last night and then planned to go to the markets today.’
‘You saw each other last night and couldn’t even wait twenty-four hours for a second date?’
‘I’m not getting ahead of myself but I’m happy to see where it goes.’
‘Do I get a name?’
‘Hannah.’ Felicity has a small smile on her face when she says her name. That’s all I need to know.
‘Hannah. She sounds hot.’
Felicity flicks my leg with her hand.
‘You know nothing about her.’
‘She enjoys going to markets, and she likes you. That’s a good start.’
Felicity lifts her coffee mug, and we cheers to that. Now it’s my turn to talk. Not in a million years could I have predicted any of the events from yesterday. I went from the date from hell to ending up with stubble rash from kissing Henry.
‘So, am I going to have to pry it out of you?’ She only has eight minutes now until she has to leave, so I know she wants details fast.
‘Henry and I kissed last night!’ I wait for her to react (maybe a squeal or a high five), but she only stares at me with a blank face.
‘Yeah, no shit. You were bumping and grinding on our front door for hours. The neighbours called to check we weren’t getting broken into. I meant, tell me what you guys talked about afterwards. Are you going out on a date? When are you seeing each other again?’
‘Oh. We didn’t talk about any of that.’
Felicity bursts out laughing. She’s really cracking up. I get two sips of coffee in before she stops.
‘You two are ridiculous. You spend all this time together talking and pretending you’re not flirting, and then you have an epic make-out session, and neither of you has anything to say about it.’
‘We were tired. My lips hurt.’
‘Please. That’s not the reason.’ I must have an odd expression on my face because her eyes widen. ‘You’re scared shitless right now, aren’t you?’
‘He said “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” So, we’ll talk today.’
‘And talk about what?’ I feel the need to get out of bed and start gathering some clothes together for the day and, perhaps in the process, avoid Felicity’s question.
‘Well, that part I might be, as you say, scared shitless about.’
‘She’s finally honest!’ Felicity does a little clap with her hand against her coffee mug.
‘Oh, stop it.’
‘Now, how good was the kiss? On the scale of one to ten?’
‘Ten being good?’
‘Just answer the question, smart-arse.’
Thinking back to last night, Henry and I melted into each other so effortlessly. I’ve never been kissed like that, and I hope he wants to do it again.
‘If one is like kissing a hairy-nosed uncle and ten is kissing Han Solo—’
‘He’s still a one for me. And fictional.’
‘True, okay, if ten is the best kiss of your life, then kissing Henry was like if a ten kiss had babies with a ten kiss and their offspring had babies with another ten kiss. I’ve lost count of the math, but it’s high. I felt it all the way down to my toes. We were pretty PG being in the hallway, so I can only imagine what it would be like in private, without clothes and neighbours staring at us.’
‘Oh my God, you’ve been thinking about having sex with him. This is serious!’
‘She’s thinking about having sex with whom?’ Felicity and I both spin around to see Joe standing in my doorway.
‘How long were you standing there?’ asks Felicity.
‘I heard something about neighbours staring at her and having sex. I don’t want to know the details. It sounds kinky. It’s not that cemetery douche, is it?’
‘It’s nothing, Joe. Felicity and I are mucking around.’
‘Good because I’m too tired to care if I’m honest.’
Joe walks over, kicks his shoes off, and flops down on my bed. It only takes him seconds to crawl under my blankets and pull them up to his chin.
‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.
‘Mum made Seth and I pull a wedding all-nighter. We wrote out all the invites, planned every detail of the day from the moment we wake up until the last guest has left, we analysed that within an inch of its life and then decided to redo each detail, and after much deliberating, we went back to the original plans.’ I pat Joe’s leg through the blankets. ‘Mum is the terminator. She didn’t break a sweat, she kept going to the early hours of the morning. Thank goodness I love Seth because I’m never getting married again.’
‘You could have eloped,’ I mention this quietly under my breath, but Joe catches me.
‘Don’t start. I thought about that every minute of every hour last night, but Seth wants a wedding. It’s important to him. I think he had a good time last night, bless his hot socks.’
‘At least it’s done now. I’ve got to run. Talk later, Liv.’ Felicity leans in to whisper in my ear, ‘Text me if you hear from you-know-who.’
‘Wait. I have something for you both.’ Joe disappears under the blankets and re-emerges with four envelopes. They’re bent and creased in the corners. He tries to flatten them before passing them to Felicity and me. ‘Here you go, and for the love of Lucille, do not tell Mum those were in any way not perfect when I handed them to you.’
The larger of the two envelopes is soft green with a blue trim around the outside. After opening the envelope and removing the invitation with Mum’s signature touches all over the design, I read the opening line out loud.
‘You are cordially invited to the wedding of Seth Jones and Joe Granger.’
My eyes skim the rest of the words as I take in the invitation. It’s timeless. Mum has done an amazing job. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Felicity having a quiet sniffle near the doorway. I walk over and put my arm around her and bring her in for a hug. Her head nestles on my shoulder. I’m not sure if it’s weddings in general, or the thought that her ex will send out wedding invites shortly is upsetting her more. Either way, I give her shoulder a squeeze and pull her in tight.
‘It’s lovely, Joe. It feels so real now,’ I say, and Joe lifts his head to observe us.
‘Oh geez, why are you both crying? You didn’t have to address and stuff each one of those suckers.’ Joe flops back down on my pillow again.
‘This is big and exciting. You need to be in the moment more. It’s a special time,’ I say.
Joe sits up again. ‘Did you just give me advice? Are you growing? Is the list working?’
‘Leave her alone. I’ll be at your wedding. I can’t wait,’ says Felicity. She gives me a quick hug and waves to Joe before leaving.
‘Now open the second envelope,’ says Joe, wiggling his eyebrows at me.
‘Stop that. You look creepy.’
‘Open it up already. This is the good bit.’
The second envelope is hot pink, which means Mum didn’t have any input into whatever this is.
As I peel back the envelope, rainbow confetti shoots out from the opening and explodes onto my face. Sparkly tiny bits of glittered confetti are now everywhere over me and my bedroom floor. Joe’s laughing as he hops out of the bed.
‘That’s outstanding! You were my test run. Just needed to see if it worked.’ He comes over and pulls the card out of the envelope. More confetti falls out, and I know I’ll find glitter for years to come.
‘This is the bit that’s big and exciting.’ He shoves the card in my face. There’s a rainbow at the top next to a semi-naked fireman riding a unicorn. The fireman is wearing pants, braces and a helmet. It’s ridiculous and amazing all at once.
The card reads Bucks night for Joe and Seth. Come one, come all. Dancing firemen, alcohol and rainbows provided.
‘Did Mum see this?’
‘Of course not. I had to keep making excuses to duck into the other room.’
‘You’re absurd. Who gives an elegant wedding invite and a bucks invite at the same time?’
‘Smart people.’
‘Joe, this is in two weeks’ time. That’s not a lot of notice for people.’
‘What people? It’s only our small crowd, and we never have plans. Do you have plans?’ I give Joe a flat stare because he knows I don’t have plans. ‘And it may have been the only night the karaoke bar I wanted was available.’
‘Now the truth comes out. Which night are you looking forward to the most?’
Joe goes over to my bed and starts putting his shoes back on.
‘The answer entirely depends on who is asking.’ I can’t help but laugh at the vast differences between the two invites I’m holding.
‘Well, I’m looking forward to both.’
Joe walks towards the door and leans against the frame.
‘Yeah, me too. Bucks probably wins by a unicorn’s dick, though.’ His phone beeps, and he chuckles as he reads a message. ‘Felicity just opened her invite in the car when she was at a red light. These invites are genius.’
‘You should help clean up this mess before you go.’ I point to the rainbow-coloured mess at my feet.
‘Sorry got to run, but I did have to deliver one more piece of news.’
‘Good news or bad news?’
‘How about I tell you, and you decide?’
‘Spit it out. It’s obviously bad news.’
‘Such a pessimist, it’s not terrible news – more of a head’s up. Mum’s on her way over here now. She wants to go shopping for your wedding outfits.’
‘What? What if I’m busy? She can’t just turn up and demand I go with her!’
‘Can’t she?’ Joe lets the question hang in the air for a moment. ‘She can, since I told her yesterday that you were free and would love to go, so she’s probably under the assumption it was all pre-planned.’
‘Why would you do that?’
‘She was going to make me tag along, so I told her you wanted to spend some quality bonding time together… picking matching outfits.’
‘How long do I have before she arrives?’ In true horror film fashion, there’s a knock on the front door one second later. It’s the perfect jump scare and I wonder if Mum and Joe somehow planned it. ‘She’s here already? I’m going to kill you! I haven’t even finished my coffee.’
‘Oh, and she picked up Henry on the way.’
‘Why? Why is Henry coming?’
‘You three all need to match. Don’t leave Henry out, he’ll get sad.’
I grit my teeth as I slowly say, ‘I don’t know how and when, but you will pay for this. I’m going to cover every square inch of your house with glitter. The real sticky kind that never comes out.’
‘Sounds fancy. Can’t wait.’
There’s another loud knock at the front door.
‘You go let Mum in while I get dressed.’
‘I’ll let her in, but I can’t stay. Seth and I are going to Yum Cha.’ Joe walks backwards out of my room as he waves goodbye. He’s got an evil smirk on his face that’s perfect for the horror sequence currently playing out in my apartment. ‘Enjoy your day. You three are going to look so cute in your coordinated outfits. Make sure to send me a photo.’



Chapter Thirteen
Being escorted to the shops by my mum while Henry rides shotgun is not how I’d choose to spend the morning after our first kiss. It wouldn’t be in my top fifty choices. They have delegated me to the back seat. Mum said Henry already had his things in the front from the drive over to my house; Henry doesn’t have things, he has keys and a phone in his pocket. I didn’t argue, but I feel like the little kid in the backseat while the grown-ups talk up front.
It’s also awkward because Henry and I couldn’t talk about last night before we left. I don’t know how to act around him. Do I pretend like nothing happened or whisper something to him when Mum’s not looking? Mum cannot get even a whiff that something happened between Henry and I. No one could handle the level of questioning.
‘Liv, are you listening?’ Mum turns her head back to get my attention.
‘Sorry, zoned out. What were you saying?’
‘We all should have royal blue outfits. Henry will look so lovely in a blue suit.’
‘Sounds good.’
‘Even if we have different shades of blue, it will complement the photos nicely.’
‘What about Grace and Dad or Keith?’
‘Grace is doing a reading, so she’s going to wear a special dress, and I’ll get something blue for Keith as well.’
‘And Dad?’
‘It’s none of my business.’ Mum keeps her eyes firmly on the road when she replies.
‘Cool. That won’t be awkward when he turns up and sees that we’ve all coordinated except him.’
‘You can tell him if you like.’
‘Not my wedding.’
‘Well, he’s not my family, so not my business.’
‘He is your family because you chose to have children with him.’
‘It’s not my responsibility to make sure he’s thought about what to wear to Joe’s wedding. You stop having to do that when you get divorced.’
‘Fine,’ I say as I gaze out the window.
‘Fine. Sorry, Henry.’ I don’t know why she’s apologising to Henry. He understands the ins and outs of our family’s dynamic better than anyone. For that reason alone, perhaps last night was a huge mistake. Even though I enjoyed every minute, Henry is a part of this family. If things got weird between us, I can’t be sure if Mum would prefer to keep Henry or me. I think Henry might win by a unicorn’s dick.
‘Did you get the invite this morning?’ Mum peers in the rear-view mirror to ask me.
‘Yes, I did. It’s beautiful. You did a wonderful job, Mum.’
‘Thank you.’
My phone beeps with a message, and when I grab my phone, I see that Henry’s sent me a text.
Henry:
Why are you covered in glitter?
I thought I washed it all off, but that arse-pain glitter is here to stay.
Liv:


Joe got me with the bucks night invite.


Henry:
I refused to open it. He was smiling too much for anything good to come from it.
Liv:


You missed out on seeing a topless male firefighter.


Henry:
So many regrets right now.
When we arrive at the department store, Mum sends Henry off to the men’s section, though she would, of course, need to approve anything he picks out, while she and I try on multiple outfits. She pushed hard for us to wear the same outfit, but I convinced her that since we aren’t both bridesmaids, that would be weird. I phrased it as not appropriate, but weird and frightening is more accurate.
I’m waiting in my underwear for Mum to bring back the next dress. The changing room has solid doors on each of the cubicles instead of those flimsy and high-risk-of-flashing-someone curtains. It’s not closed off between the male and female sections, but a large sofa divides the room.
‘Open up, Liv. This will look stunning on you.’
I open the door a fraction and hold my arm out for the dress.
‘No one is here. Don’t worry.’
‘Just hand me the dress, Mum.’
Mum pushes the fabric into my hands, and I retreat into the cubicle. It’s a one-shoulder navy blue chiffon dress with silver detailing on the strap over my shoulder. Thankfully, I was coherent enough this morning to wear the right bra and underwear for trying on dresses. I’m frankly surprised I had the foresight. Slipping on the dress, it not only fits, but it’s comfortable. I know it’s not meant to be a prerequisite for formal dresses, but it should be, and it matters to me. The skirt flows down my legs and ends mid-calf. Thinking I found the right dress in record time, I grab the tag to see the damage.
‘Mum! This dress is eight hundred and seventy dollars!’ This is a conversation that needs to be face-to-face. I throw open the cubicle door to discuss Mum’s impracticalities but stop when I see Mum and Henry both sitting on the sofa waiting for me. Mum’s face lights up.
‘It’s perfect. That’s the one. Don’t you think, Henry?’
Henry’s eyes roam over the dress and my body. His lips turn up on the side in a cheeky smile.
‘Perfect, yes.’
I’m distracted for a few moments by Henry’s comment but then come to my senses.
‘It’s not perfect at all. It’s eight hundred and seventy dollars. I pay less in rent, and fuel for a month, and haircuts for a year, and shampoo for five years, and stamps for my entire life.’
‘In fairness, you are a little slack with your pen palling,’ says Henry.
‘You stop. You’ll encourage her.’ I point my finger at Henry, but he smiles wider.
‘That’s what these types of dresses cost, Liv.’ Mum throws her hand around like this is a minor detail.
‘Let’s find something else.’
‘I’ll pay for it, love. My shout.’
‘No, Mum, you have enough expenses with the wedding, I’m sure.’
‘I know things are tight for you with your job.’
Here we go again with this conversation and now in front of Henry. Brilliant.
‘It’s not about things being tight. I don’t need to spend that much money on a dress. We can find something less expensive, and then I don’t have to eat noodles for the next month.’
‘Fine, but this dress is the best one you’ll find. Everything else will be a poor cousin.’
‘That’s fine by me. Poor cousins can be a lot of fun.’
‘You make no sense sometimes. I’ll be back. Just think about this dress, please, Liv?’
‘I’ll think about it.’ Mum leaves to scour the store for more blue dresses, leaving Henry and me alone for the first time since last night. He stands and stretches his legs. ‘Did you find a suit?’ I’m going with small talk. It’s safe, and I’m a coward.
‘Yep. All done. There were only two blue suits, so I chose the one that was easiest to reach.’
‘Mum approved?’
‘Of course.’ We both force a laugh, and then we’re hit with silence.
‘I better get changed. Don’t want her to get attached to this gold-plated dress.’ Moving back into the dressing room, Henry catches me before I close the door.
‘It’s beautiful. I know you’d prefer I said you look like a sack of mouldy potatoes in it, but you look beautiful.’
‘Thanks. I’m aiming a little higher than mouldy potatoes but only by a fraction.’
I close the change room door, but at the last second, Henry’s fingers push through the gap. He darts inside the cubicle and locks the door behind him. We stare at each other for a heated moment. I move my eyes down to ogle the lips I became better acquainted with last night.
‘I wanted to, um…’ Henry’s lost for words, so this can’t be good.
‘You wanted to see how this dress looks on you? Mum will be pleased as long as someone is using it.’
Henry does that half-smile, like he’s slightly amused, but also knows that I’m deflecting with humour.
‘You okay after last night?’ asks Henry. He will not let me dart around this.
‘Are you?’ I counter with instead.
‘Yes.’
‘Just yes?’
‘Yes, I’m very okay. Would have planned something a bit different for today. Joe will get salt in his coffee for the next month at work.’ We both laugh for real this time, which lightens the mood. Henry watches me and waits.
‘I’m good with… the stuff from last night.’ I’m so awkward, it’s ridiculous. Henry raises his hand to hold my cheek.
‘You sure?’ I nod. Henry moves in closer, our bodies only inches apart. Mum could be back at any moment, but it seems we’ve both forgotten. As I did last night, I grab Henry’s shirt and pull him to me. He only needs a slight nudge before he pounces. His lips slam into mine, and we’re right back to where we left off. Tongues and hands and Henry. It’s not in the most ideal location, but it’s perfect. My back is up against the cubicle wall, and Henry moves to kiss down my neck and my bare shoulder. Maybe I do like this dress. I move my hands under Henry’s shirt. He makes a low growl as I move my hands up his sides. This is escalating quickly, and I don’t want whatever this is to stop.
‘Liv. I’ve got two more. They’re rubbish compared to that other one, but I’ll leave it up to you to decide.’
Pushing Henry to the corner where he can hide, I open the door a fraction as Mum hands me the dresses.
‘Where’d Henry go?’
‘His phone rang, so he went to take the call.’
Closing the door, I hang the dresses on the hook, but before I can turn around Henry is at my back, leaning over me, showering slow kisses down my neck. I arch my neck to the side to give him more access. He then spins me around, and our lips meet again.
‘Liv, how do you think Henry’s feeling about the wedding?’
Henry moves to nuzzle, kiss and nip at my neck. He’s quiet, but Mum could hear us at any moment.
‘Fine, Mum, why?’ I know I come out breathless, but hopefully she thinks I’m in the middle of squeezing into a dress.
‘I thought it might be hard for him.’
‘Why?’
‘I’ve always wondered if he imagined him and Joe ending up together eventually.’
Henry freezes, his lips stall on my earlobe. I’m about to laugh, but he reaches up to cup my mouth just in time. I peel his fingers away.
‘Mum, do you think Henry’s gay?’
‘Yes, of course.’
My laugh can’t be contained this time. Henry’s hands have been roaming all over my body and are currently resting with one on my arse and one tangled in my hair. It’s the most perfect timing.
‘Why are you laughing, Liv?’ says Mum.
‘He’s not gay, Mum. Not gay at all. Trust me.’
‘But he’s never brought a girl around to meet us.’
‘How does that make him gay?’
Henry doesn’t wait any longer and starts kissing me again. He’s set up camp at my neck, and I’ve decided he can move in permanently if he likes.
‘I guess it doesn’t, but I thought he was secretly in love with Joe all these years.’
Henry whispers, ‘What the fuck?’ in my ear, and I’m giggling again. This is too funny, and I cannot wait to tell Joe.
‘No, just friends with Joe.’
‘In that case, we should set him up with someone then. He’s too lovely to be single. What about that girl in their office? Chloe? She’s very attractive.’
‘I’m not the best person to ask about this.’
‘Why? You know Henry well. What kind of girl do you think he’s into?’
Henry’s standing over me. He’s got a sexy smirk on his face while he plays with my bottom lip. He rubs his thumb back and forth over it.
‘Redheads. I think he loves wild redheads.’
Henry rolls his eyes and tickles my side.
‘Liv? What’s going on?’
‘Nothing. I decided I’ll get that dress. I think it might be lucky.’
‘I’m so pleased. I’ll be back. I want to look for some earrings.’ Mum leaves again, and Henry and I remain holding each other.
‘Can we have dinner tonight?’ asks Henry.
‘Yes. And it’s your shout. I’ve spent all my money on a bloody dress.’



Chapter Fourteen
The front seat on the way home is all mine. I called shotgun as soon as we saw the car. Those are the rules. I may be the only one playing, though. Henry and Mum are chatting about his dad, and I notice Mum has thrown in a few questions about Chloe. Henry has deflected them all so far. Mum has it in her head now that she needs to set Henry up. It’s going to be interesting to see how it plays out. While they’re distracted, I pull out my phone to text Joe.
Liv:


I have something to tell you, and it’s going to be the best thing you’ve heard all year.


Joe:
The best? All year? The year Seth asked me to marry him, and I also won that free Easter hamper with chocolate marshmallows. You have stiff competition.
Liv:


Until twenty minutes ago, Mum thought Henry was gay.


The speech bubbles appear on the screen to show that Joe’s replying, but they go away again. It’s another few minutes before they appear again.
Joe:
You win. Best thing I’ve ever heard. Not just this year.
Liv:


That wasn’t the best bit. He’s also secretly in love with you and upset about the wedding.


Joe:
Stop. I’m dead. Seth can’t breathe, he’s laughing so hard.
We pull up at my place, and I kiss Mum on the cheek before hopping out. I lean back through the window.
‘Thanks for today, Mum.’
‘My pleasure. Another thing we’ve ticked off the wedding list.’ She does a tick in the air with her hand. I can only imagine how long the to-do list she’s created for the wedding is. This makes me feel guilty.
‘If you need any help, let me know.’
‘That would be great, love. I’ll text you later in the week.’ Henry hops out of the car to stand beside me, and Mum leans over to talk to him. ‘You don’t want me to drop you home, Henry?’
‘I’m okay, thanks, Jane. I’m going to hang with Liv. Joe and Seth might be around later.’
‘They said they were busy all day. You won’t have a car here.’
‘That’s okay. I’ll make my way home.’
‘Liv, are you okay to drop Henry home later?’
‘Yes, Mum. We can work out the details.’ She lets it go, and we wave as she drives off.
‘I can go home now and come back later with my car if you like?’ says Henry.
I grab Henry by the arm and pull him towards the entrance. He moves his hand down and links our fingers together.
‘By the way, you’re not going to tell Joe, are you?’
‘Which bit?’
‘Your mum. I didn’t think you’d tell him about—’ Henry gestures between us. It seems he’s also a coward when it comes to talking about what’s happening between us.
‘You being gay? Don’t tell Joe that?’
Henry comes to a halt which brings me to a stop as well.
‘You told him already?’
‘Of course not.’
‘You’re a terrible liar, Olivia.’
‘It was too good not to, I’m sorry. Mum thought you loved Joe all these years. She probably thought that’s why you hung out at our house all the time.’
‘Probably.’
‘Hilarious, right?’
‘Yeah, hilarious.’ Henry opens the door, but doesn’t meet my eyes as I duck in under his arm.
‘So, what do you want to eat for dinner? Are we staying in or going out?’ I’m trying to act casual, but it’s a challenge when this could technically be a first date for Henry and me. I’ve eaten dinner with him more than most people in my life, but this is the first time I feel nervous. Placing my bag on the table, I search for Henry since he hasn’t replied. With his arms folded, he’s leaning against the end of the couch. I can see the slight twitch in the veins in his arms, even though he’s perfectly still. I move to stand in front of him, folding my arms to mimic his stance. It was intended to be playful, but when we lock eyes, Henry’s gaze is anything but. His eyes sweep over my face and then rest on my lips. It’s only a matter of who will move first. The side of Henry’s mouth turns up with a little grin as his fingers tap on his arm.
‘What are you thinking about, Henry Baker?’
‘Kissing you on this couch.’
I didn’t expect Henry to be so forward, so a small laugh pops out before I can catch it.
‘Do I need to tell you you’re attractive again? Push myself up against you like last night?’
‘Even though that was enjoyable, no. Tonight is my turn.’
I raise an eyebrow in question because I don’t understand his comment. Henry steps forward in one swift movement. When his hands settle on my waist intimately, I realise this doesn’t feel awkward. Since the kissing and touching began, I’ve still felt nothing but comfortable with Henry.
‘I was thinking today that I may never have told you how beautiful you are.’
‘Henry, you don’t need to—’
‘But I want to because I’ve thought about it. A lot.’
‘A lot?’
‘More than you know. Firstly, I think these three tiny freckles that sit in a neat little row under your eye are my favourite.’ Henry brushes his fingers over my cheeks and freckles.
‘Now I know you’re teasing me.’
‘I’m not at all. They’re adorable. It’s like you have your own little constellation. I enjoy watching them move when you laugh,’ Henry leans down and places a soft kiss under my eye. He moves his head to the side and brings his mouth next to my ear. ‘Your eyes are my favourite too. The most beautiful green. And your shoulders, your shoulders are my favourite too.’ Henry pushes the sleeve of my shirt aside and kisses my bare shoulder.
‘You can’t have this many favourites. That’s not how that word works.’
‘Nope, I can have as many as I want, and I have many more.’
‘Henry…’ My words fail when Henry brings his forehead to rest on mine, staring into my eyes with a look that leaves no doubt about how he’s feeling.
‘Liv. I’ve always—’
I don’t let Henry finish because I can’t wait any longer. Launching myself at him, I catch Henry off guard, and he stumbles back as we both end up falling onto the couch. Continuing with my attack, I crash our lips together while I straddle him. His large hands cup the back of my thighs, rubbing back and forth, before travelling up my spine. In a moment of clarity, I realise we’ve started fully making out on the couch, and I have no idea if Felicity is home. I pull back from Henry, and his brows furrow with confusion.
‘Just checking if Felicity is home,’ I whisper.
We both wait all of two seconds before diving back into each other. Henry flips me over and lays me down on my back. He kisses down my neck and chest, and that’s when we hear the toilet flush. Pushing off each other, Henry moves to the far end of the couch. His hair is dishevelled, and he looks particularly uncomfortable.
‘Are you trying to imagine Joe kissing a frog or your dad eating spaghetti with a spoon?’
‘Both images are helpful. Thanks.’ He doesn’t look at me when he replies.
Felicity enters the room and pauses to give us a cheeky grin.
‘Good to see you guys are giving our front door a break today.’ She doesn’t wait for us to reply as she walks into the kitchen.
‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ I point to the fish tank as I stand. ‘Why don’t you give Toni a feed? She’d love some of your attention.’ I get an eye roll and a smile from Henry. It’s a sexy combination.
Felicity is in the kitchen putting away her dishes when I find her.
‘How was the date this morning?’
‘Good. How’s yours going?’
‘Not a date. Just hanging out.’
‘You two are so loud when you make out – it’s incredible. Give me a heads up when you think you’ll be sealing the deal, and I’ll get those noise-cancelling headphones I’ve always wanted.’
‘We’re not noisy.’
‘It’s not a bad thing. You’re so lost in the moment, a freight train could come through our living room, and you wouldn’t hear a thing.’
‘Well, this is embarrassing.’
‘It’s really not. And I have good news, I’ll be out of your hair in five minutes.’
‘You don’t have to go.’
‘I know. Dinner with the parents, though. But I need to chat with you quickly about the lease. I’ve been trying to get the landlord to approve a month-to-month extension, but he won’t agree. He wants me to sign another lease. I’m happy to stay here with you, but you’ll need to be on the lease. They won’t give it to me on my own again, so we only have two more months together before we’d need to find new places to live. No pressure, but I need a decision.’
‘Okay, I’ll let you know.’
‘Thanks. You better get back to your non-date.’ Felicity gives me a wink as she walks out of the kitchen.
Henry seems more relaxed when I return, but I sit at the other end of the couch while we wait for Felicity to collect her things.
‘I’ll see you two later. I’ll be home around ten thirty but text me if you need longer.’
‘Stop it.’
‘You two are so cute. Have a good night.’
She blows me a kiss, and we wait until we hear the front door open and close. We also wait another minute just to be safe until Henry reaches out and holds my hand. Henry playing with my fingers is becoming a common occurrence.
‘I didn’t know you enjoyed holding hands so much?’
‘I like that I can touch you.’
Henry pulls on my arm, and in moments I’m back on top of him again. Very shortly after, my top is on the floor. Henry’s hands roam over my shoulders and then down my back while he kisses me. It seems he does like that he can touch me and is taking full advantage. We pause for a second when our eyes meet. My hands cup his face, and our noses touch. I stroke his cheek and then run my fingers through his hair.
‘We can do whatever you like tonight, Liv. I only came over to have dinner with you.’
‘Well, that’s disappointing.’ Henry chuckles as I lean in to kiss him, making sure that he knows I want more tonight. As the kiss deepens, Henry reaches for my bra strap. He’s able to open it one-handed with ease, and I make a mental note to discuss that with him later. He knows his way around bras. Henry lowers the straps when a loud knock on the front door startles us both.
‘Are you expecting someone?’ Henry whispers.
‘Clearly.’ I gesture to my semi-nude state. We both hold our breath, hoping whoever it is will go away.
‘Liv. Open up.’ Joe’s voice floats in from behind the front door.
‘Brilliant. I wonder, if we’re super quiet, he’ll go away,’ I whisper.
‘Mum said she dropped Henry over.’ All hope is lost. Scrambling off Henry, I quickly fix my bra. Henry finds my shirt and passes it to me.
‘Do we look normal?’ I ask Henry. He doesn’t check if we look all crumpled from our make out session but bends down to kiss me. It’s tender and sweet.
‘Open up. Seth needs to use the loo,’ says Joe, continuing to yell into the door.
‘I’m going to fucking kill your brother,’ says Henry as he steps back from me.
‘I assume there would be a lot of suspects, so you might get away with it.’
‘Liv! What’s doing?’
‘Hang on. Coming.’
Stomping over to the door, I pull it back with more aggression than intended. Joe and Seth both look up in surprise.
‘What took so long?’ says Joe.
‘Nothing. You’re just impatient.’
‘Hmm.’ Joe’s not buying it, but he’s holding his hands behind his back, so I know he’s up to something.
‘Is Henry here?’
‘Yes, I’m here.’ Henry stands behind me. Joe’s focus moves to Henry. I can see that Henry’s the target of whatever he’s planning.
‘Hello, lover.’ Joe can’t even contain his glee when he addresses Henry.
‘Oh, geez. Here we go.’ Henry lightly squeezes my side, secretly telling me that this is my fault. I gave Joe ammunition.
‘I thought Seth and I better come over and clear the air. Make sure you’re okay about the wedding and all that.’ Joe and Seth are trying not to laugh, but they’re doing a terrible job. I stand to the side so Henry can deal with Joe. Also, so I can hide my own laughter, but I lose all control when Joe pulls a bouquet of red roses from behind his back.
‘For you, Henry. Just so you know, I love you too, but not at all in that way. You’re far too straight for me.’
We’re all laughing now, Henry’s trying hard not to, but my brother’s a clown. A loveable clown.
‘Thanks. Only you would waste a hundred bucks on a joke.’
‘Worth it, since you’ve been keeping your undying love for me a secret for years. Hope things won’t be awkward between you and Seth now.’
Joe pushes his way through and into the apartment. Seth slowly follows him.
‘Can’t you control him?’ Henry says to Seth.
‘Not even a little bit.’
After I close the door, I find Joe and Seth resting comfortably on the couch, in the same spot Henry and I were making out on only moments ago. Henry’s holding the roses and looks like he has no idea what to do with them.
‘Here, I’ll put them in water for you.’
When I join the boys in the lounge room, Joe has his shoes off and has turned the television on.
‘Pizza for dinner?’ he says.
I don’t think Henry and I are getting any alone time tonight.

‘Come on, Henry, I’ll drop you home on the way.’ Joe’s gathering his belongings as Henry shoots me a quick wide-eyed look.
‘I can drop him home, it’s no trouble,’ I say.
‘That makes no sense. We drive straight past the office on the way home.’ Henry and I exchange in a silent conversation behind Joe’s back, but we’ve taken too long to answer, and Joe’s spidey-senses have kicked in.
‘What are you two planning?’
‘Nothing, why?’
‘You two are acting weird, so I don’t trust you. No pranks at the wedding, promise?’
‘Bucks is fine,’ Seth puts on his shoes as he interjects.
‘The hell it is. No pranks at events. It’s a rule.’
‘Never has or ever will be a rule,’ says Henry.
Joe scrutinises us and points his finger back and forth.
‘I’m watching you both.’
‘Oh, stop it. No one is planning anything, and if we did, you’d deserve it after today.’
Joe chuckles to himself. ‘That is true.’ Seth and Joe give me a kiss before walking to the front door.
‘Coming Henry?’ Joe holds the door open for Henry. It’s too awkward now. Henry doesn’t have any other option than to leave with the boys. He walks past me and hugs me like teenage girls hug. Our torsos are far apart, and he leans over me and taps my back. With no time to react, I contribute nothing to the hug, only waving as the door shuts.
I’m clearing the dishes away when there’s a knock, and I hear Henry’s voice through the door.
‘Hey, Liv, I left my phone.’ His voice is a little muffled, but I hear, ‘You guys go ahead. I’ll be down in a second.’
Henry rushes in as soon as I open the door. He leans down, picks me up, and holds me under my legs as I’m deposited on the kitchen bench. Our faces now line up.
My legs wrap around his waist as our lips connect. We pick straight back up from before Joe interrupted our evening. Henry’s tongue is doing amazing things, but then he breaks the kiss.
I try to pull him back in. ‘No, don’t go.’
Henry chuckles as I continue trying to kiss him.
‘You know what Joe’s like when he has to wait,’ says Henry, but he makes no attempt to move away. Instead, he leans forward and kisses me again. This time it is soft, slow and tender. ‘This is probably a good thing, anyway.’ Henry pulls away a fraction, so our noses are almost touching.
‘What is? Getting cock-blocked by Joe?’
Henry doesn’t react to my joke. He’s just staring at me.
‘We don’t have to rush this. Let’s take it slowly.’
‘Why?’
‘Let’s get this right.’
‘What does that entail?’
‘Can I take you to dinner?’
‘We have dinner all the time. We’ve done that part before.’
‘We’ve never gone on a date. Let me take you out on a proper date.’ Henry seems nervous and it’s adorable, and I’m powerless not to nod in agreement. ‘Wednesday, okay?’
‘I have to wait until Wednesday?’
‘Way to play it cool, Liv.’ I frown at Henry, but that only makes him kiss me again. ‘I need a few days for planning.’ He gets an exaggerated eye roll from me at this comment.
‘You don’t need to bother with that.’
‘Yes, I do. I want to. Wednesday night. I’ll pick you up at seven, okay?’
‘Okay. Can I text you before then, or are we having no contact before the big date?’ Henry can hear the sarcasm in my question. He leans in to kiss me, holding my head in his hands and in complete control. Henry peppers light kisses on my cheeks before stepping back. I think he may have kissed my constellation freckles on the way past.
‘You can text me anytime, you know that.’ He walks backwards towards the front door.
‘What about your phone?’
Henry dips his hands into his back pocket and pulls out his phone to show me. He winks at me before closing the door. Wanting to rehash the last minutes in my mind, I stay dandling my legs over the bench until I hear my phone beep. Thinking it might be Henry, I jump down to check the message.
Mum:
Did Henry get home safely?
Liv:


No, he’s stranded in the middle of a dark street on his own. Wolves are circling. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have put that beef jerky in his pockets.


Mum:
I’m allowed to check…
Liv:


Joe’s dropping him home now.


Mum:
Love you.
Liv:


Love you, too.


My phone beeps again, but this time it is from Henry.
Henry:
Wednesday night. Can’t wait… x
Liv:


Who is this?


Henry:
…
Liv:


Looking forward to it too x


I have a date with Henry. He wants to take this slowly. It’s so new, and I should try to process everything that’s happened this weekend. Perhaps a few days’ break isn’t a terrible idea. It will be good to overthink everything before the date, so I’ve got a clear head. As if that’s even remotely a possibility.



Chapter Fifteen
Between my dates with Patrick, wedding prep, Henry and all the kissing, I’ve been neglecting my list. With only a coffee sitting in front of me, I place a tick next to 1. Commit to one drink at a time. Toni’s still swimming around happily in her tank, so I also place a tick next to 10. Buy a pet and keep it alive at all costs. An internship can also get ticked off. It might be a grey area since I’m only doing administrative duties right now, but it’s in my field, so I figure it qualifies. I still need to get a new phone – looks like today is the day.
Tech World is brimming with people, but I linger at the entrance. I hate making decisions when there are so many options. The staff will speak to me like I understand what they’re talking about since I’m the only loser without a newish phone. I also realise I still have done no research about phones. Henry will surely be able to help.
Liv:


About to get a new phone. Hints? Tips? Conspiracy theories?


Henry:
Pick a phone you like the look of, and that fits in your back pocket since you always keep your phone there.
Another text comes through from him moments later.
Henry:
Conspiracy theory: chickens raised for fast-food outlets don’t have bones, so you’re eating mutant chickens.
Liv:


I was thinking conspiracy theories about phones, phone companies, 5G etc., but chicken theories are always welcome. And gross. Thanks for ruining fried chicken.


Henry:
You’re welcome x
My internal hate-talk has come out to play because I’m struggling with this simple task. However, I’ve got no time for that witch today, so I spin around and walk into the store and straight up to the man with a Tech World name badge.
‘I’d like a new phone please on a two-year contract, and I want it to fit right here in my back pocket.’ I slap my backside to bring home the point.
‘Absolutely. Happy to help. I’m with this customer right now,’ he gestures to the elderly man next to him, ‘grab a number from the counter and get in the queue over there. Someone will be with you soon.’
Only then do I notice the long line of people in a queue who I’ve stormed straight past. They’re all eyeing me with disgust.
‘Right. Of course. Sorry. I’ll grab a number.’
When I arrive at Henry and Joe’s office, Henry’s working with his head down. Music is playing softly through the office, and he’s so into his work, he doesn’t hear the door open. I contemplate leaving him to work since he’s concentrating so hard, but instead, I take out my new phone and send him a selfie. He reaches for his phone as the beep goes off, and then looks up, searching for me. I walk towards his desk, pretending I’m striding down a catwalk showcasing my new phone, and then do a spin and present the shiny phone to him.
‘Introducing my new seventy-nine dollar per month commitment, which includes something-or-other of data and unlimited calls to New Zealand, which is great because I know no one who lives there, so I’ll have to make quite a few calls before finding someone to talk to.’
Henry leans back in his chair, smiling up at me.
‘Nice work. I have an uncle in the North Island who I can hook you up with for your long-distance calls.’
‘Great, is he hot?’
Henry snorts and then stands to snap a photo of the both of us before saving it to his contact details on my phone.
‘He’s nearly sixty and been a fisherman his whole life. You’ll be able to smell him through the phone.’
‘Sounds like a match made in free-call heaven.’ Henry hands me my phone, and I slip it into my back pocket. ‘So, how’s the planning going?’ I lean on his desk and he sits down, placing his hand on my knee. It’s affectionate but also seems familiar now. I like it.
‘It’s been less than sixteen hours, so I haven’t had a lot of time. But I have some ideas.’
‘Maybe we could brainstorm?’
‘What are you brainstorming?’ Joe has somehow snuck up behind me, and Henry pulls his hand away. Jumping up from the desk, I turn to face my brother.
‘You know you eavesdrop a lot?’
‘Need to if I’m going to stay ahead of the game.’ Joe gives me a wink before plonking down at his desk.
‘There’s no game.’
‘There’s always a game. Speaking of games, do you know why Mum is taking Chloe out for lunch today?’
Henry spins around to face Joe. ‘Why would she take our employee out to lunch?’
‘She’s not really our employee, she’s only a temp. Mum said something about getting to know Seth’s family, but that’s the side we’re trying to phase out.’
Mum is meddling, and she didn’t wait very long.
‘Well, I better run.’ I want to get out of here before I’m roped into a lunch with Mum and Chloe discussing how wonderful Henry is and how Chloe should date him.
‘Why are you here?’ asks Joe.
I take out my new phone and wave it at him.
‘Just showing you I’m becoming less of a loser every day. Off to buy a plant now.’
‘How are you going with the three dates? Did you find someone else?’
‘Working on it. See you guys later.’

I try to remain active after the high of getting my phone and houseplant, so I clean the apartment and then make dinner for Felicity. She arrives home as I’m taking a lasagne out of the oven. Once she’s kicked off her heels, she comes over to see what I’m doing.
‘Yes, I made you dinner. I’m the bestest room-mate ever.’
‘The very best. That smells amazing.’
‘I confess it’s a pre-made one from the shops, but I put it in the oven and made a salad. The salad only has lettuce and tomato in it, but it’s a start.’
‘It’s lovely. Thank you.’
‘I think I’ll add “learn to cook” to my loser list.’
‘Great, I’ll reap the benefits of that.’
‘Or you’ll get food poisoning. It could go either way.’
I pass Felicity her plate as she says, ‘Not feeling super pumped about the dinner you made now.’
‘I’ll take the first bite to prove it’s not lethal.’
‘You really are the bestest room-mate.’
Felicity and I go to the dinner table to sit down. After I finish my first mouthful, Felicity puts a large portion of lasagne in her mouth and then points with her fork to our new plant. It’s an indoor plant, and it’s green. That’s all I know about it.
‘I’m going to look after it. Keep it alive. I’ve already watered it four times today, but I feel that might be too much.’
‘Yes, a lot too much.’
‘All or nothing with me.’
As scary as it is, I made another decision today while trying to tick things off my list. So far, I enjoy living with Felicity, and I don’t want that to end soon. Perhaps we’ll be lucky, and our friendship won’t suffer living together. I retrieve the envelope I’ve been hiding on the seat next to me and slide it over to Felicity. After she reads the note, she takes out the pen I’d placed in the envelope and taps it on her chin before marking the paper. She slides it across the table to me, but I let it sit there while I finish eating.
‘You’re not checking it?’
‘I know what it says.’
‘That confident?’
‘Yep.’ I grin as I take the last bite of my meal.
‘It was the lasagne that tipped it over.’
‘That was the plan all along.’
Felicity collects our empty plates and places them in the dishwasher.
‘I’m off to have a shower and wash away my day. Thanks for dinner, roomie.’
Once she’s left the room, I open the envelope to read it.
Will you, Felicity Mills, be my room-mate, to have and to hold my hair back when needed from this day forward, for better or worse, including piles of my dirty dishes, for richer, for poorer (me), in sickness and in health, drunkenness and laziness (which will include binge-watching reality TV shows), to love and to cherish, from this day forward until our lease expires, or the landlord kicks us out.
I included two tick boxes, one that read, ‘Hell Yes!’ and the other read, ‘No, your feet smell!’ Felicity ticked hell yes. It’s the biggest item I ticked off my list today, and I’m not wracked with nerves but excited. It’s a small shift. I’d say I’ve only pivoted ten degrees in the right direction, but even that slight change has made an enormous difference. They’re tiny goals in the grand scheme of life, but it’s the most I’ve done for myself in a long while. I’ve followed through on something and not given myself excuses to avoid it. It seems a goal, no matter how big or small, may still result in the same feelings when you finish it. Is it pride? I don’t think I feel proud of myself. Not to that extent. But it’s been a long time since I’ve looked after myself. At this moment, I don’t feel entirely stuck. There’s movement, it’s small, but I feel a tightness loosening.



Chapter Sixteen
Date night has finally arrived, so I’m home from work in record time, showered, shaved, and dressed an hour earlier than required. There’s no actual payoff for getting ready early because now I just have to wait.
I’m still buzzing from work today, which is a new feeling for me. Normally it’s the same old shifts, but today I shadowed Dr Holt (who had to remind me three times to call her Maree) all day. I sat in on a Zoom call with a Canadian planetarium director where he and Maree discussed an upcoming programme aimed at tweens. Too intimidated to speak up, I took notes, but I couldn’t resist joining the conversation when they started chatting about dark energy. It’s my form of tabloid gossip, hearing two astrophysicists talking about the universe being swallowed by dark energy.
To kill the next hour until Henry arrives, I feed Toni and try to give her a pat (which she doesn’t appreciate), do the dishes, tidy every inch of my bedroom, and then have nothing to do but sit and wait. I was lost on what to wear tonight, so I went with fitted jeans and a flowy top and promised myself I wouldn’t change it. However, with forty minutes still to go, I could try on some new outfits. I’m about to strip down when I get a text message.
Dad:
Are you home?
Liv:


Yes, but going out shortly. What’s up?


Dad:
Can I drop in for ten minutes? I’ll be there in five.
Does he mean I’ll be there in five minutes if it’s okay to drop in, or that he’s already on his way, and he’ll be here in five?
Liv:


Okay, see you soon. I’m leaving at seven.


Dad:
What’s your new address?
I shoot Dad off the address and then go back to waiting.
It’s obvious that he was on his way as there is a knock on the door only four minutes later. When I open the door, Dad and a strange lady are standing together, both smiling back at me. They have their heads cocked the same way, and it’s frightening. Dad’s had a steady flow of girlfriends since the divorce. He wouldn’t call them girlfriends, though, more casual partners. Dad likes to take things slow in his relationships. He goes at the same pace a turtle would, one who’s tied to a rock, buried in quicksand and wearing Eighties exercise leg weights. I try to avoid encounters with his new lady friends at all costs.
‘Hello.’ I greet them with a friendly wave that doesn’t display how confused I am at the moment.
‘Hey, sweetie. Thought I should call in and check out the new place,’ says Dad.
Waving both Dad and the strange lady into the apartment, Dad gives me a hug as he walks past.
‘Not much to see, but I can give you the tour.’
‘That would be great,’ says Dad, who still hasn’t introduced me to the lady now looking around my apartment. She’s pretty, with blonde hair and kind eyes. She’s very orange. Her skin has been tanned within an inch of its life, but she makes it work.
‘I’m Liv, by the way.’ I give her another wave.
‘Sorry, darl. This is Kelly.’ Dad does the back-and-forth introduction while Kelly and I smile and nod at each other.
‘I’ve heard all about you. It’s lovely to meet you,’ says Kelly. I’ve never heard of this person, but she’s acting like Dad and her have been an item for a while. Of course, I have to play along, so I don’t throw Dad under the bus. I don’t know why he does this to me. Could he not have given me a heads up in the text message? I could be an excellent ally if he would give me the mission notes earlier.
‘Yes, glad we could meet. And how did you two meet again?’
‘It’s a very cute story,’ says Kelly.
‘Should we sit down first? I brought a bottle of wine.’ I plaster on a fake face-splitting smile, but I’m so angry I could explode. Dad’s going to ignore the fact that I have plans. Plans that I told him about only recently. With exactly twenty-seven minutes until Henry arrives, I need to listen to their meet-cute story, down some wine and then push them out the door. While I go to the kitchen to retrieve the wine glass and bottle opener, I hear another voice, so I assume Felicity is home from work.
‘Grab another wine glass, Livy,’ Dad hollers out to me.
‘Love to,’ I say with gritted teeth and twenty-five minutes left on the clock.
Stomping back into the lounge room, I stop short when I see Henry sitting next to my dad. He’s nodding and listening, but his eyes dart to me.
‘Hey.’ He gives me a quick wave before returning to the conversation. Placing the wine glasses down, I pour the drinks.
‘Liv, you missed the story, but I can tell it again,’ says Kelly. She literally just finished the story and is going to start again.
‘Great,’ I say as I take a large gulp of wine. Kelly starts her story, but I tune her out. I hear the words ‘client drinks’, ‘late-night contract discussions’ and something about poodles, but I don’t care. I will not be seeing this person again. She seems nice, so my dad has worked his charm on her. She takes a long pause, so I assume she’s finished.
‘That’s a lovely story. Thanks for telling it. Again. For me.’ I’m being bitchy, and she doesn’t deserve it since it’s my dad who I’m annoyed at, but he’ll only act oblivious.
‘Do you mind if I use the bathroom?’ asks Kelly.
‘Of course. I’ll show you where it is.’ I stand and point to the door down the hallway.
‘You didn’t say you were just going out with Henry tonight?’ My eyes dart straight over to Henry with my dad’s comment.
‘I was telling your dad we’re going to check out the new Thai restaurant around the corner.’
‘Yes, Joe and Seth recommended it.’ Lie, lie, lie. Lie and get them out the door.
‘Are the boys joining you tonight?’
‘No, they’re catching up with Seth’s parents tonight,’ says Henry.
‘Well, do you mind if Kelly and I join you? She’s been nagging me to meet my family, so it would be great if we could all have dinner.’
‘How long have you been seeing her, Dad?’
‘A few weeks, I dunno. Maybe a little longer.’
‘You told me last month you weren’t seeing anyone,’ I whisper now because Kelly could return any moment now.
‘It wasn’t serious then.’
‘And it is now?’ I snap back at Dad. He winks at me and then beams a smile over my shoulder as Kelly returns to her seat.
‘Liv and Henry are having Thai tonight and were wondering if we would like to join them?’
Henry and I have a silent conversation with our eyes. We need to get out of this situation so we can have our proper date.
‘Actually, sorry, but I was going to text Henry. I’ve had a long day, and I’d prefer to just veg out on the couch. That okay with you guys?’ I think I do a pretty good job of acting equal parts tired and apologetic.
‘That’s fine with us, isn’t it?’ Dad looks at Kelly, who nods back at him. ‘We’ll all get takeaway and veg out together.’

We finish our Thai food and are now watching reruns of Bones. Dad and Kelly both missed it the first time around and now can’t get enough. I’m not even watching it. I’m thinking about what Henry and I could have been doing tonight if Dad hadn’t chosen to inflict his latest girlfriend on us. It’s not enough that they ruined my night, but they also took the couch, so Henry is sitting on a tiny side seat, and I’m on a beanbag. It’s like we’re the little kids watching television with our parents. I feel like I’ll be sent to bed soon and tucked in with a book.
‘More wine, anyone?’ I try to get out of the beanbag gracefully, but it’s a lost cause. I roll off onto the ground and then stumble towards the kitchen.
‘No thanks. We’re good,’ Kelly answers for Dad, and I know he would hate that.
‘Only me then.’
I linger in the kitchen, taking extra long with my wine when I hear Henry’s voice from the lounge room.
‘Anyone else like a glass of water?’
I hold out a glass for him when he appears in the kitchen. He takes it from my hand, places it on the counter, and then backs me into the kitchen bench.
‘Boundaries. Your family needs to learn boundaries,’ he whispers.
‘What are those? Please explain?’
Henry gives me a quick kiss before backing away. I dart my hand out and grab hold of his arm.
‘I’m sorry about tonight. Can we reschedule?’ It sounds desperate and needy, but who cares. Tonight didn’t go how I planned it would, and I feel terrible.
Henry checks if anyone is coming before moving back to stand in front of me. He’s so close our entire bodies are touching. He runs his hands down my arms and then links our fingers together.
‘You think this is it? We get one shot, and then we forget about it?’
‘No, I—’
‘We’re definitely going to reschedule. I didn’t think it needed to be said.’
‘Maybe not, but good to hear regardless.’
Henry bends down and lets his lips hover over mine.
‘Liv, when can I take you out, turn your phone off and hide you from your family?’ Henry’s husky voice flows over my lips, and I get tingles. The Henry-bumps are back again.
‘I’m working night shifts all weekend, but what about Monday night?’
‘Monday night it is.’
Henry closes the distance between us to kiss me. It’s not a long kiss, but it’s what I needed after the disaster of tonight. He pulls back and rests his forehead on mine.
‘Come on. Kelly paused for us, so we don’t miss any of the good bits.’
‘That show ran for years, and there are hundreds of episodes. I fear they’re never going to leave.’ I’m half-joking but half-serious. They were only meant to be staying for ten minutes but have set up camp in my living room.
‘I fear you might be right.’ Henry gives my nose a quick kiss before returning to the living room. Tonight didn’t go to plan, but I’m grateful Henry is here with me. I’m furious with my dad, but of course I say nothing. I could have kicked him out at the agreed time or politely told Kelly that tonight wasn’t a good night for me. But I said nothing and let them walk all over me. I have no one to blame but myself for how tonight has turned out. I scull another glass of wine as I figure the only option left is to get drunk, pass out in my designated beanbag, and hope Dad and Kelly will have disappeared by the time I wake. One can only dream.



Chapter Seventeen
It’s Monday afternoon, and I’m deep in ‘bonbonniering’ mode with Mum at her house when the text from Henry comes through. Joe’s gone home sick, and now Henry has to finish his and Joe’s work today, which equals date cancelled. Again. Pausing from my duty of stuffing sugar-coated roasted almonds into pretty coloured bags, I respond to Henry.
Liv:


Do you think it’s a family-wide conspiracy to keep us apart?


Henry:
Seems like it. Let’s run away.
Liv:


*runs off to pack her bags*


Liv:


What’s wrong with Joe, anyway?


Henry:
I didn’t ask. He went to the toilet for a really long time and then left. That’s as much info as I need.
Liv:


Did you put something in his coffee?


Henry:
Can’t take credit for this one. Sorry about tonight.
Liv:


Call me later x


I put the phone down because Mum has taken over my task. Apparently, I was lagging behind.
‘Are we nearly done?’ I ask in a sulky voice. I worked double shifts all weekend because my internship is taking days out during the week, so I’m working extra on the weekend to cover my bills. The only thing that got me through the weekend was knowing I’d see Henry today.
‘Nearly. We have to finish these gifts and then start the centrepieces.’
‘I thought this was a low-key wedding. They’re having centrepieces?’
‘Of course they are. There’s no such thing as a low-key wedding, sweetie. Joe just didn’t realise that.’
Moving on to the next task, I attempt to tie the curling ribbon on the pretty little bags. I predict I’ll be here the rest of the day.
‘How’s everything with you?’ asks Mum, but she has a weird tone to her voice. It feels like a loaded question, but maybe I’m just paranoid.
‘Good.’ I pause when I realise I’m better than good at the moment. ‘Great, actually. Things are going great.’ We both look surprised by my answer, but the truth is I am happy. I wouldn’t have thought ticking a few things off a list would make me happier, but somehow, it’s working. The loser list has magical powers. Or maybe it’s helped me not feel so lost for a moment. Also, Henry may have magical powers as well.
‘That’s lovely. Is there someone new in your life?’
‘You don’t need to have a partner to feel fulfilled, Mum. You know that.’
‘Oh, stop it. I’m only asking because you seem happy. Maybe you’re getting a little action. It always makes me feel more spritely.’
Placing down the ribbon, which is not curling in the pretty way it’s meant to, I stare at my mother and raise my pointer finger to her.
‘You and Dad have relaxed the boundaries of what you say to me about sex, and I need you to put them back in place. Firmly. I’m already scarred from my childhood without knowing you’re both having more sex than me.’
‘Loosen up, Liv. Joe mentioned you went on a date with a new man. I thought it may have been going well. Obviously not.’
Finding it easier to talk without having to look at Mum, I pick up the ribbon again to see if we can be friends. ‘I’ve been making a plan – a list of things I want to do. Change, I suppose. Get my life on track.’
‘That sounds like a smart idea. Did Henry suggest it?’ My mum thinks I’m an idiot, and it’s so ingrained that she doesn’t even realise it. If I do anything well, I must have had help from someone.
‘No, I used my own brain.’ Joe, Seth, and Henry helped, but I’m not telling her that piece of information.
‘What’s on your list then? Can I help?’ Mum would love to step in and take over my list. She’ll have me making folders and action plans for the next month.
‘Just a few things I realised needed changing. I’m working through it.’
‘I’m here to help if you need it. You’ve always needed a little extra help than your brother and sister, and that’s nothing to be ashamed of. It just is what it is.’
‘Why do you think that is, Mum?’
Mum’s busy tying ribbons, so she’s talking freely. Her head is down, her hands are moving rapidly, and her mouth is running away with itself.
‘I think the divorce affected you more. You were always closer to your dad and would count down the days for your weekends with him. And when they became few and far between, you really missed him. I tried to make up for him basically disappearing and then reappearing whenever he felt like it, but there’s only so much I could do.’
I don’t want to cry in front of my mum about this, but I’m having a hard time keeping the tears inside my eyelids. This is not new information. I lived all of this, but for some reason, it hits me right in the chest when she says it out loud. It’s like I’m fifteen again, waiting for Dad to arrive and then have to hear the excuses about why he can’t make it this weekend or that weekend. Mum realises I’m crying when I try to wipe the tears away, but I’m probably smearing mascara all over my face.
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,’ says Mum.
‘That’s okay.’
‘Why do you think it still upsets you so much?’
‘I don’t think I can explain it to you properly, Mum.’
‘Don’t bite your tongue with me. Say what you need to say.’
Mum may think I’m a ninny, but she’s never pretended not to see me when I have something to say. I try to be as honest as I can, but I don’t have the words fully formed in my mind yet.
‘Your parents were happily married, Mum. You don’t know what it’s like to grow up in a divorce. You experienced it as a parent and as a wife, which I know would have been hard. You don’t know what it’s like as a child because you can’t know. I think that’s the only way I can explain it. It’s different and hard for everyone, but we may never understand how it was for each other.’
Mum reaches over the table and tucks my hair behind my ears like she did when I was little.
‘You’re right, I can’t know what it was like, but I can try to see it from your point of view. I’m going to do that more.’
‘I’ll try not to give you such a hard time.’
‘Thanks. Can you get your siblings to do that as well?’
‘I have no control over Joe, you know that.’
Mum laughs. ‘True. No one can control that boy.’

Screw missing another date. I’ve had enough of waiting, so I’m going to ambush Henry at the office. He has to eat dinner so I can save him some time while he gets his work done. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself, so I can justify turning up unannounced at the office.
After I knock on the front door, I decide to walk in. I find Henry head down, working at his desk. He’s been working so long that he hasn’t realised the sun has gone down and he’s sitting in the dark. Only light from his computer screen illuminates the office. Flicking on the lights, he looks up, startled.
‘You’re welcome,’ I say and Henry relaxes once he sees me and realises he’s not under attack.
‘I didn’t realise the time. Sorry, I should have called you a while ago.’
‘It’s okay.’ I hold up the bags of takeaway I brought over.
‘Thank goodness, I’m starving.’ Henry takes the bags from me, hooks his arm around my waist, and pulls me into a hug. It’s warm and comforting, and I don’t want to let go. Henry lifts his head to talk to me.
‘What did you get?’
‘Mexican with extra guacamole on everything.’
‘Perfect. Let’s go.’ Henry kisses me and then pulls me towards the staircase leading to his loft.
I’ve never been up to Henry’s bedroom before now. I doubt he would have minded if I’d sneaked a look, but we normally hang wherever I’m living. It’s like when we were kids, and Henry would always be at our house. Perhaps that’s why he’s okay with living above the office. He’s got a loft bedroom, but it’s a decent-sized space. There’s a king bed in the middle with mismatched bedside tables. Everything is blue or grey. It’s masculine but inviting, and very Henry. His en suite is off to the right, and it’s got a large shower, but alas, no bath. Boys never think about the joys of soaking in a bath. Other than a wall-mounted TV, there’s not a lot else up here.
‘Can I give you the tour?’ asks Henry. ‘If you stand a little to your left and turn in a full circle, you’ll be able to see my entire home.’
‘I like it up here. I should have come up here more often.’
Henry raises his eyebrows at me. ‘I wouldn’t have kicked you out.’ He glances around the space before saying, ‘It’s got everything I need. For now.’
Eyeing his big cosy bed, I point to the pillows noticing they’re piled up on the right side.
‘You still sleep on the left side?’
‘Always. You?’
‘Sprayed out across all four corners still, but I could be gently nudged to the right.’ Henry laughs while he retrieves a spare blanket and lays it out on the floor in front of his bed.
‘We can go to the kitchen to eat if you’d prefer?’ They set up the kitchen downstairs like an office kitchen, but it’s still got all the essentials.
‘Let’s pretend we live in a small New York apartment, and we forwent a dining table for a gigantic bed.’
‘Sounds like something we’d do.’ Henry pats the space next to him.
We scoff down our food as we fill each other in with the events of the last couple of days. Joe recruited Henry to help shop for a wedding suit. I wish I could have gone with them and switched Joe’s bowtie for a giant clown one. I could still do that. Henry listens as I talk about my internship with Dr Holt and the boring tasks I’m doing, but how I love every minute I get to spend working with her. We finish our nachos and lie on the blanket – the perfect location for a Mexican food coma. Henry rolls over, kisses me, and then tucks me against his shoulder. His fingers run up and down my arm while we talk.
‘So, I need to book and pay for a holiday. Any ideas?’
Henry’s hand stills on my arm for a brief second before continuing to spread goosebumps over my skin.
‘Why?’
‘Seth’s idea. He added it to the loser list. Maybe we could hijack their honeymoon. Imagine Joe’s face if we were sitting at the table next to them at the buffet one morning.’
Henry laughs. ‘He’d probably be thrilled, but I have to look after the business while he’s gone.’
‘Ah, true. It will have to be before or after I start back at university.’
‘You’re going back?’
‘Yep. It’s on the list, isn’t it? I start in February. Finish my degree and then apply for my master’s. I’ll be a student until I’m old and grey.’
‘Looks like you’ve got next year mapped out.’
‘How unlike me, right?’ I chuckle at my joke, but Henry doesn’t. He’s staring at the ceiling and seems deep in thought. I try to see what’s got his attention, but it just looks all white to me.
After a few minutes of silence, Henry says, ‘I love that you’ve re-found your love for the stars.’
‘Not sure if I ever lost it, just misplaced it. Being with Dr Holt reminded me of everything I love about it.’
‘Which is?’
‘It’s corny, but looking into space, realising how tiny we are, it makes me see that all the little grievances I bitch and moan about, they don’t matter.’
‘Gives you perspective?’
‘Yeah, though I struggle to keep hold of it. But when I harness the power of dark energy, you’ll definitely want to be on my team.’ I tilt my head up and catch Henry watching me with a soft expression.
‘You know I’m always on your team.’
Pushing up on my elbow, I lean in to kiss Henry. Before I get a chance, he flips me over on my back and hovers over me. His forearms box me in as he bends down to kiss me. I pop my leg over his and pull him in closer. Realising we’re centimetres from an actual bed, I wriggle out from Henry and climb onto the bed. He follows me, and we explore the left side of the bed.
Pulling at his shirt, he realises I want it off, and he tugs it over his head. I’ve seen Henry without a shirt, but not like this and not so close. I trace the muscles on his upper arms with my fingers and then down his chest. ‘You’re not ticklish right now?’
‘There is nothing ticklish about you touching me.’ My eyes dart to Henry’s, and there’s an intensity to them I’ve never seen. I didn’t plan for this when I turned up with dinner, but well done to me either way. Henry reads the signs when I arch my back and takes off my top. Now it’s his turn to touch me. I agree, there’s nothing ticklish about it. His hands roam my body as we kiss, and then his fingers hover over the button of my jeans. He’s waiting for me to approve the next step.
‘Hell yes, take them off.’ Henry chuckles into my neck as he pops the button, and I help him undo the zipper. I slide my jeans off, which is never graceful or easy when they’re skinny jeans and you’ve just eaten Mexican, but I try my best to be as alluring as possible. I’ve got them to my knees when I hear a voice I never want to hear when I’m almost naked in bed with a man.
‘Yo! What smells funky?’ Joe hollers from downstairs. Henry and I freeze, both taking stock of our lack of clothing and unsure how we get out of this situation.
‘Henry? You awake?’ Henry rolls over as we hear Joe’s foot on the staircase. He cannot come upstairs! I push Henry off the bed, which makes a loud thump as he falls on his arse. ‘What was that?’
‘I’m here. Just er—’ Henry doesn’t know what to say and is terrible at lying, so this is going to be a dog’s breakfast, ‘going to the bathroom. Be down in a second.’
‘Did you get a sick stomach like I did? It was nasty.’
‘Why are you here then? Go home!’ Henry yells while getting dressed. I’ve got my jeans back up but can’t find my shirt yet. Henry spots it at the end of the bed and throws it to me.
‘I’m all good now. Gotta finish my stuff off.’
‘Okay, I’ll be down in a second.’
‘What’s that smell?’ Joe has to be a nosy-parker at all times.
‘Mexican. I was eating dinner.’
‘In your bedroom? That’s weird. That’s something Liv would do.’
I army crawl across the floor to retrieve my bag and then plant my butt against the sidewall, hiding from my brother.
Henry kneels down to whisper to me, ‘I’ll try to get him into the kitchen so you can sneak out. Listen out for my signal.’
‘What’s the signal? Do a duck call.’
‘I don’t know a duck call.’
‘Maybe a possum noise then?’
‘The code word is turkey. Okay?’
‘Great code word.’ Henry gathers our dinner containers and heads downstairs.
It’s forty-five minutes before Joe gets up from his chair and goes to the toilet. I have a numb bum from sitting on the floor waiting. Henry’s tried every tactic to get him into the kitchen, but Joe wouldn’t move.
I hear Henry’s faint footsteps coming up the stairs, and his face appears at the top.
‘Turkey.’ Henry’s never been good with code words.
‘You don’t use code words when I can see you. And you have to work them into a sentence,’ I whisper.
‘Your brother’s a turkey, and if he interrupts us again, I’m welding the front door shut.’
‘Perfect.’
‘You have about two minutes to get outside before he’s back.’
‘Oh right!’ I’d forgotten about the part where I have to sneak out. I tiptoe down the stairs after Henry, and we rush to the front door. We both run outside as Henry closes the door.
‘Did you park down the street?’
‘Around the corner. Thankfully, there weren’t any spaces out the front when I arrived.’
Henry leans in to kiss me goodbye. It’s quick, and damn Joe for ruining my night.
‘Text me when you get home safely,’ says Henry.
I linger for a moment before stepping away but then turn back. I can hear noise inside, so I whisper to Henry.
‘Should we stop worrying about scheduling dates?’
Concern fills Henry’s eyes and I realise that came out all the way wrong.
‘I mean, we seem to do better with impromptu dates.’
‘I want to take you somewhere nice. Do this right.’
‘Maybe we need to reconfigure what a proper date entails? We have the best two ingredients here already.’ I wave my finger between Henry and me. He considers my words for a moment.
‘That is true, but this isn’t about ticking stuff off your list, is it?’ Henry doesn’t meet my eyes when he asks the question.
‘No, not at all.’ Honestly, I haven’t even thought about the three dates goal when it comes to Henry. I hate that he thinks that’s why I’m trying to hurry this along. He finally looks at me, his eyebrow cocked like he’s questioning my answer.
‘I cross my heart. Stick fifteen needles in my eye.’ I cross my chest in large sweeping gestures to ram home the point.
‘Remember my theory? The genuine test?’ Henry doesn’t take his eyes off me for a second while he speaks.
I nod but don’t appreciate the uneasy feeling forming in my stomach. I could blame the copious amounts of Mexican food, but I know that has nothing to do with it.
‘This is where it counts, Liv. With us.’
Henry reaches out, slides his fingers through mine, and holds them tightly.
‘I suppose I’m being impatient. To see, you know, what this—’ I let the words trail off because it’s awkward, and we can’t get into this conversation now when Joe could walk out at any moment.
‘I get it, and I like that you’re being impatient,’ says Henry with an affectionate grin.
‘Well, obviously, you’re not feeling impatient at all.’ My comment wipes the smile from his face.
‘Trust me, I am,’ Henry moves his hands to cup my face. ‘You know that saying, if you want something to be different, then you need to treat it differently. This is unfamiliar territory for us, and I want to get it right.’
‘Well shit, I’ve got no comeback for that.’
‘How about this idea? We have the bucks on Saturday night, but what if we take off on Sunday? We go to the coast and spend the entire day together? Have lunch somewhere nice.’
‘Sounds perfect. I won’t take my phone, so no interruptions.’
‘Now it’s perfect.’
Henry ducks back inside as I walk down the street to my car. I only have a few days to wait until our first proper date. I have to make sure no one in my family ruins it this time. Easier said than done.



Chapter Eighteen
Henry’s talking with Dad when the topless firefighter brings over a tray of fire engine cocktails. They’re bright red, and I make a beeline to retrieve one. Walking through the bucks party, I notice Felicity dancing with a man dressed in a three-piece suit made from corduroy. She looks like she is either trying to back away from him or hasn’t figured out her dancing style yet. Her backside is a good half metre behind the rest of her body, while her upper body moves much faster than her lower half. My dancing style is waiting until I’m plastered and then pretending I’m in my childhood bedroom listening to Spice Girls. It’s the only way dancing in public is any fun.
Henry greets me with a cocktail and then we all clink our glasses together to cheers the event.
‘Where’s Kelly?’ I ask Dad.
‘I thought it was men only tonight. Must have got that wrong.’
‘There’s still time, call her and tell her to join us.’ I’m being a shit-stirrer, but there’s no way Dad didn’t realise women would be here tonight.
‘Here’s where the party’s at!’ Joe yells as he busts into our group, smelling of a certain red cocktail. He slings his arms over Henry and me, but I suspect he’s using us to help keep his balance rather than wanting to hug us. Todd joins us moments later holding sparkling water with some lemon in it.
‘That better have vodka in it?’ Joe points to Todd’s drink, which looks far more appealing than mine.
‘Not tonight, I’m afraid. If the wife can’t, I can’t,’ says Todd.
‘She’s not even here. She’s miles away vomiting,’ says Joe like a toddler arguing with their parents.
‘Even more reason. That’s very supportive of you.’ It’s strange that I felt the need to defend Todd, but that is thoughtful.
‘I’m a supportive kind of guy, Liv,’ says Todd, ruining any warm feelings I had for him. He continues, ‘Killer party though, Joe. I didn’t know you could get rainbows made of snakes. Daisy would love that for her birthday.’
Towards the corner of the room, there’s a dessert table with a gigantic rainbow made with plaited jelly snakes. There is only dessert on offer tonight, no other finger food except cake, jars of sweets, chocolates, and marshmallows. Joe had the larger investment in planning this gathering.
‘You can pay people to make anything these days,’ says Joe, and it seems oddly creepy when he says it.
‘Kind of just sunk in that you’re getting married. Who’d have thought, hey?’ Todd laughs, but I don’t get the joke.
‘That I’d get married? If you were taking bets, I’m more of a sure thing than Liv,’ says Joe.
‘That is true,’ Todd doesn’t bother to laugh to pass it off as a joke. I don’t know why I’m being brought into this, but I don’t bother getting upset. It’s only Todd.
‘No more searching through this mess,’ Todd motions to the dance floor and the sweaty bodies dancing, ‘to find your better half.’
‘I enjoy searching through the mess. I know how to sniff out the diamonds,’ says Dad, and Joe and my faces both morph in disgust. Even Henry looks like he’s trying not to grimace.
‘I don’t believe any of that crap,’ says Joe slurring his words.
‘What crap?’ asks Dad.
‘Both your craps,’ Joe’s finger waggles between Todd and Dad but ends up on Dad. ‘You don’t know how to find diamonds. Except Mum, of course.’ His finger then moves to point to Todd. ‘Another person can’t make you whole.’
‘It’s just an expression,’ says Todd, brushing Joe’s remark away.
‘Well, it’s a shit one,’ says Joe.
‘Here, here!’ Of course, this comes from Dad. Joe shoots Dad a dirty look combined with an eye roll. It’s the best version of a one-two punch I’ve seen in a long while.
‘I was pretty perfect before I met Seth.’
‘Says who?’ asks Henry, only beating me by seconds to ask the same question.
‘Everyone. I checked with them all.’
‘It’s a nice thought, isn’t it, though? That someone can complete you,’ I say, making sure to not look at Henry.
‘No, goodness, the pressure. It would doom things from the start.’ Joe’s glassy-eyed gaze finds Seth in the crowd. He’s joined Felicity in her efforts to extract herself from the fancy suit man. ‘I love Seth, and we suit each other. Simple as that. It’s more like we complement each other. He evens me out.’
‘Could he try harder with the evening out thing?’ I ask.
The server comes over with more drinks, interrupting our conversation, and Joe takes two, sculling them both before saluting us as he leaves to talk to more guests.
‘How did Joe get so smart about relationships? Something feels off,’ says Henry.
‘He’s stealing lines from Seth. No doubts,’ I reply while taking a sip of my awful red drink.
‘Good one, Liv. For sure,’ says Todd, and with his ever so perfect timing, gives me a hearty slap on the back, sending sticky red liquid all over my shoes. Todd peers down at my feet, noticing the spill. ‘Better ease up, Liv, if you’re already that hammered.’
‘Thanks for the advice, Todd.’

There is minimal damage to the black heels I was brave enough to wear tonight. I clean up and go to rejoin the party, but a dark figure lingers outside the toilets when I exit. He grabs my hand and pulls me into a hidden alcove beside the bathrooms.
‘Twelve hours,’ Henry whispers in my ear.
‘Is that the time Todd spends talking about ways I can improve my triceps? Or the number of hours until Joe vomits?’ Henry laughs into my ear while he hovers over me. We’re squeezed into the back corner in our own little bubble.
‘Twelve hours until I have you all alone, and we start our date.’
‘Look who’s impatient now.’ Arching up, I give Henry a quick kiss, but he holds my face in place, keeping our faces close. Even though it’s dark, I can still see his eyes and the heat in his gaze. These intimate moments seem natural, and we’ve transitioned so effortlessly into them I wonder if we’ve always had a spark – something I’ve overlooked all these years. Henry bends down to kiss me, and it’s slow and stirring. His lips caress my top lip and then my bottom. Each getting equal attention. He then coaxes my lips apart to deepen the kiss. I’m thirty seconds away from telling him to screw the date and invite myself to crash the right side of his bed tonight when there’s a loud bang from the toilets behind us. It’s only a door closing, but it’s enough to break the spell and for us to realise that we could be caught at any moment.
‘We better get back. Joe’s doing a speech soon,’ says Henry as he holds onto my hand for a moment longer before stepping back.
‘At a bucks party?’
‘Are you surprised?’ Henry makes a good point. We’re not the only function at this venue, but of course that doesn’t bother Joe. He loves to make speeches, whether or not they’re necessary. When we make it back to our party, Joe’s on a make-shift stage with a microphone, which is a dangerous combination. The fire engines have kicked in based on the amount of swaying he’s doing and how he keeps telling everyone he loves them. I’m mentioned in an impassioned speech about his family, but he forgets to mention Todd. Trying to get his attention, I stand on my tiptoes and point my finger to Todd, who’s standing on the other side of Henry. Joe notices me, but of course misunderstands my very clear gesturing.
‘Liv, I mentioned you already,’ says Joe through the microphone, and people turn to stare at me. I mouth Todd to Joe, but he’s too drunk to get it, and I shouldn’t have bothered. ‘She wants to be mentioned again. Okay, Liv, you’re great and on your way to being much less of a loser.’ Joe laughs at his joke but is coherent enough to realise no one else is laughing. The crowd just thinks he called me a loser. ‘It’s an inside joke. Trust me, it’s hilarious.’ Again, no one has any idea what Joe is talking about, and he doesn’t care. He has a microphone and a platform and is therefore in his happy place. ‘Moving on to Henry, my best man and the only other man beside Seth who’s seen me vomit, take a piss, get my back waxed—’
‘Why did you do that?’ I whisper to Henry.
‘He didn’t tell me where we were going.’
‘—attempt to put on yoga pants, help me to bed after getting blind drunk, fight a rabid dog who was attacking me that ended up being a cushion. May have been drunk that night too. You’re my best friend, Henry,’ Joe seems sincere, and something feels odd about it. ‘And I’m going to miss you so much.’ A chill runs down my spine. Miss him? Henry reaches down and takes hold of my hand. I’m surprised he’s willing to risk being seen touching me. ‘Promise me you’ll only be gone for a short time, and you won’t find some ridiculously attractive man over there to replace me as your best friend. Hurry back to us, but if you find your place in the world, we’ll be over to visit straight away. You have Seth and me for life. And lastly, I want to thank my adorable fiancé…’
Joe keeps talking, but I can’t hear anything. Is Henry leaving? Henry’s going somewhere, and it’s not a new idea. It sounds like the plans are so far along that he’s leaving soon, and Joe’s thinking about how much he’ll miss him. Henry moves his hand to my back, but I shrug him off. From the look on Henry’s face, I know this isn’t one of Joe’s pranks. Henry is leaving. There’s sorrow in his eyes, but I think I see a drop of pity as well. How am I the last person to know this? Twisting away from Henry, I duck through the crowd to find an exit. Heat rushes to my face, and my vision is blurry. I need air and space so I can try to make sense of what just happened.
I find the first door I can exit from, shove it open, and stumble outside. It turns out to be the staff entrance, and two guys in uniform are smoking on a bench next to the door. I can’t deal with anyone right now, so I duck my chin and power walk down the side street. I’m only five heel clicks into my storming off efforts when Henry grabs my upper arm. He’s gentle as he tries to get me to slow down. However, he also has said nothing yet, which tells me he was expecting this reaction. Reluctantly, I stop and turn to face him, keeping my head down when he runs his hands up and down my arms. Only when he guides my chin up with his fingers do I allow myself to look at him. I’m not speaking first. He needs to explain himself. Henry lets out an exasperated breath before leaning down to rest his forehead on mine.
‘I’ll explain everything but promise you’ll hear me out, okay?’
I nod but then step back, cross my arms and cock my hip out. Henry has the floor. He paces a little in front of me, kicking non-existent rocks away with his foot. He’s getting his words in order.
‘I booked a trip. It was a few months back. Joe and I worked out that I could take some time off. Do some travelling. That’s all.’
‘That’s all? Why didn’t you say anything? You kept this a secret from me.’
‘It wasn’t a secret. I was waiting until the right time to tell you, and I asked Joe not to say anything, but that flew out the window tonight.’
‘That’s a secret, Henry. That’s exactly what a secret is. You told Joe not to tell me. What other secrets do you have?’
‘None.’
‘Really?’
Henry stops pacing and looks me square in the eyes.
‘You know you can trust me.’
‘Then why didn’t you tell me you’re leaving?’
‘I’m not leaving, leaving.’
‘That’s lovely and vague and doesn’t clear up anything at all. Where are you going?’
‘I booked a round trip. Just wanted to do some exploring. Europe first, and then the US. Like to see some of Canada.’
I’m speechless. This isn’t some ten-day beach holiday. Henry’s going to explore the world. What did Joe say? If he finds his place in the world, that Henry may never come back? Isn’t his place in the world here with us? When I back away, Henry lunges forward to grab my hand.
‘You promised you’d hear me out.’
‘What else is there to hear? You’re going to see the world and have no plans on when you’ll be back.’
‘I’m coming back. I booked the trip because I needed a change in scenery. Joe said he could handle things, and I could work remotely and—’
‘You’re leaving when?’
Henry pauses and lowers his voice before he says, ‘After Joe gets back from his honeymoon.’ I’m too upset to stand holding Henry’s hand any longer, so I pull away and pace back and forth, feeling Henry’s eyes tracking my every move. ‘I didn’t say anything because I knew it would freak you out. I wanted to tell you but didn’t know the right time.’
‘Before all the kissing started would have been a great time.’ Henry opens his mouth but has no reply, so I continue, ‘I don’t understand. We’re—’ I stop myself from finishing that sentence because there’s no us, because I didn’t register in the plans he made to leave me behind.
‘Liv, can you stop for a second and look at me.’ Henry approaches slowly and rests his hands on my shoulders. I hang my head as Henry pulls me in for a hug. He rests his chin on my head, and I close my eyes. I allow myself a moment to enjoy being this close to Henry, as I fear I won’t get too many more chances. A knot forms in my throat. I can’t imagine not seeing or talking to Henry any time I want. The thought is too much, and I feel myself slipping down into a hole I can’t crawl out of easily. ‘I didn’t imagine this would be the way I tell you this, but the only reason I wanted to go is because—’ Henry talks in low tones and is hesitating over every word. I look up, and when we make eye contact, I don’t break it, and neither does he.
‘I decided to leave, take a break because it was too hard being in love with you and seeing you every day and not being able to tell you. I’m in love with you, Liv. This isn’t a new thing for me. I never said anything because I knew you didn’t see me that way or you weren’t ready. I wouldn’t risk our friendship. But it got too hard being around you and not being able to touch you. I don’t even know if I want to go now. I would never have booked it if I knew that we’d—’
‘Don’t make me the reason you don’t go. I can’t have that on me. It’s important to you since your bags are practically already packed and ready to go.’
‘Listen to me, Liv, please. I’m still here, and I’m telling you I’m in love with you. I wanted to tell you so many times and see if you had any feelings for me, but I couldn’t risk it. I know you don’t have a lot of faith in love or any of this stuff, but this would be different. This would be you and me.’
Henry lifts his hand and places it tenderly on my cheek. At some point, I’d started crying, but I’m not sure when. Henry wipes a tear away from my face. I take a step back from Henry and whisper, ‘You tell me you’re in love with me at the same moment you tell me you’re leaving. How does this make us any different?’ Slowly, removing Henry’s hand from my cheek, I turn and walk away before the sob escapes me.



Chapter Nineteen
Hiding from everyone and everything seems like the mature thing to do. Also, hiding my swollen, puffy eyes from the light is the necessary thing to do. I’ve been crying for days, and everything hurts – everything aches. Headaches come and go, as does sleep, but I’m also restless. Sad, desperately sad, but my brain won’t switch off.
Felicity has checked on me several times, but I told her I’m sick and just want to sleep. She probably doesn’t believe me, but she’s giving me space and letting me live the lie for a few days.
Henry has called many times. He also turned up on Sunday morning at the agreed time for our date. Sitting on the kitchen floor, I cried like a coward until he went away. Henry returned later that night, and I overheard Felicity tell him I was asleep from where I was eavesdropping in the hallway. It would only have taken five steps, and I could’ve been in his arms. He’d hold me, and I’d feel safe, but then I remembered why I couldn’t do that, and the tears started again.
He’s leaving. He’s making plans without me, and I need to get used to him not being around.
When I can’t sleep, I go over our brief entanglement in my head like I’m watching an old film on repeat. However, every time I play it back, it changes. Each time the words get tangled, and their meaning shifts. Every memory feels less significant, and the feelings attached to it get more subdued. The sensations have all faded, and now it’s all numb. If he knew he was leaving, then it couldn’t have meant the same thing to him as it did to me. He kept putting off our first date until we could do it right, but perhaps he was buying more time. Stretching it out for what, though? He had to tell me eventually or know that Joe would. Joe keeping it from me for that long was a miracle.
The confusing thing about it all is that I remember him telling me he loved me, but hasn’t he always loved me in a way? Perhaps that’s what he meant. We’ve been friends most of our lives. If he was in love with me, then he wouldn’t be leaving.
I called in sick for work yesterday and today, which means letting down Dr Holt when I know how busy she is at the moment. Perhaps she’ll realise I was a hassle and slowing her down, anyway. I don’t care. I’ll stay home and eat ice cream for a living. I’ll be one of those people who trial food for companies and give them feedback. Surely that will pay decent money. I’ll eat almost anything for money if it means I get to stay in pyjamas all day.
Dragging myself out of bed, I make my way into the longest shower of my life. I’m finishing drying my hair when I hear pounding on the bathroom door.
‘Joe, leave her alone,’ Felicity yells from the hallway. She’s a smart lady. She’s letting me know who’s ambushing me so I can decide if I come out or hide once again.
‘No, she’s been MIA for a week. What’s going on?’ Joe seems concerned, which makes me feel awful. I’ve disappeared from the world, so I shouldn’t be surprised that he’d turn up at my door.
‘She’s been sick,’ says Felicity.
‘So sick she can’t reply to a text message?’ Joe bangs on the bathroom door again. I brought clothes with me to get changed, so I don’t have to greet my brother in stinky old hot chocolate and tomato sauce stained pyjamas. When I open the door, I pretend to be both recovering from a hideous flu while also not recovering from a broken heart. It’s a tricky mix to pull off. I manage a small smile but then fake that I feel so weak from it I need to lie down.
‘Hey, Joe,’ I say, making my voice all low and croaky.
‘Why are you walking like that? Did you hurt your back as well as get the flu?’
I’m sort of limping, which isn’t required for my acting role right now, so I straighten up.
‘Just got a sore back from lying down for so long.’ Joe follows me into the bedroom and helps me back into bed.
‘You look dreadful. Do you think it’s still contagious?’ Joe stands back when he realises he might catch whatever has made me look so awful.
‘I don’t think it’s contagious anymore.’
‘Good. Do you need anything?’ Joe sits on the end of the bed, studying me with sympathy.
‘I’m okay, thanks. Felicity has been taking care of me.’
‘Henry said he tried to come by, but you were too sick to see him.’
‘Knocked me out for a few days.’
‘I think he’s caught it now.’
‘Who, Henry? Is he unwell?’
‘I think so. He’s not as bad as you.’ Of course he’s not. He probably bounced back straight away. Maybe I don’t need to hear about Henry right now. ‘He’s out of it, though. Terribly moody too, which isn’t like him. I think he might be still coming down with it. You two need to get better before the wedding.’
I nod instead of replying. Perhaps I can persuade Joe to elope so we can skip the wedding, and I can hide some more.
‘I know this is a terrible time to ask you for help since you look like that,’ Joe points to my face. At least brothers are honest. ‘But Mum is freaking out about everything she has organised for the wedding. It’s not going to plan, and she’s stressed. Like her voice is all shaky she’s so stressed. Dad’s being a pain about the seating arrangements because I didn’t sit him at the family table. As if I’d put him and Mum at the same table, but he’s decided to be offended, so I’m dealing with that. Grace is still vomiting constantly, and Henry and I are slammed at work. I don’t know what’s going to happen when he leaves. Anyway, do you think you could run interference with Mum and Dad for me? Please?’
My emotional tank is running on zero to nothing. I can’t imagine how I could even summon the strength to tackle our family drama right now, but I need something to focus on. Something that allows me to keep Henry far from my mind. Joe’s wedding should be a happy memory for him and not a pile of stress and tension.
‘Of course, Joe. Just give me today, and I’m sure I’ll be right tomorrow. I’ll call Mum and go over in the morning. And I’ll call Dad. We’ll find a suitable place for him to sit. It’ll all work out.’
‘Thanks. I can’t deal with that stuff right now.’
‘I’ll handle it.’
I’ll give myself another twelve hours to dwell, cry and sulk and then I will pick myself up, shake it off, and successfully hide from all my problems amongst family drama.

The next few days, Mum and I immerse ourselves with wedding errands day and night. I think you can make weddings as complicated or as easy as you choose, and my mother has made it the Rubik’s cube of weddings. Three different entrees on offer, four different desserts to cater for everyone’s taste, handling accommodation bookings for any family member who has to travel more than an hour to the wedding, and so many flower arrangements, I’ve lost count. The guests at Joe and Seth’s wedding won’t have to engage their brains for a second. I’m not complaining, though. Being able to hide amongst the planning has been a safe haven.
Mum’s voice is now back down to a respectable and non-stressed level. Joe owes me forever. It took some time to convince Mum we need to have a second family table so that Dad felt acknowledged at the wedding, but we eventually arrived at planet compromise. The problem now is that there aren’t enough people to fill Dad’s table. I’m still staring at the seating arrangements when Mum brings me a hot cup of tea.
‘I’ve tried every combination. We either invite more people, or we have one nearly empty table.’
Mum sits down to look at the computer screen with all the guest names.
‘Why don’t you bring a guest?’
‘Should I pick someone from Tinder?’ That comment gets me a dirty look.
‘Weren’t you in the early stages of seeing someone?’ She’s referring to Patrick, but it still stings, as I was in the early stages of seeing Henry, or so I thought.
‘We were, but we had an argument, and that was the end of it.’
‘You never were good with conflict.’
‘Really? Why do you say that?’
‘Just how you are. So you fought, maybe that means there’ll be passion between you two.’
‘Or we’re terribly suited and should never speak again. Six one, half a dozen, the other.’
Mum rolls her eyes at me again.
‘You need to give things a chance before you rule them out.’
‘I was trying. I was trying to give it three dates, but after the first two disasters, I cut my losses.’
‘What’s the harm in a third? It might be a charm.’
‘Why are you pushing this?’
‘I think it’s no harm in giving things a good try. Also, it would be nice for you to have someone at the wedding to dance with.’ Couldn’t I dance at the wedding with any of the other guests? Or by myself? I will not continue to debate with her because I’m tired of this subject. ‘Also, if you had a date, you and him and Henry and Chloe could all sit together at your dad’s table. That would mean Grace, Todd, Daisy, and Barry could sit at our table.’
I heard little after the word Chloe. Chloe. Chloe. Chloe.
‘Chloe’s coming to the wedding?’ I try to keep my voice steady when I ask the question, but I’m terrified of the answer.
‘Yes, of course. She’s Seth’s cousin.’
‘I didn’t think he invited that side of the family.’
‘I convinced him he should at least invite Chloe. She works with Joe. It would be rude.’
‘She’s going to sit at the family table?’
‘Yes, with Henry. You don’t have to invite anyone, but do you want to be at a table with two other couples, including whoever your dad brings?’
No, I do not.

I’d had enough wedding planning to fill a lifetime of potpourri jars, so I pack up my things and hug Mum goodbye. I’m home a minute before I get a call from Joe, but I let it go to voicemail. My phone rings again, but this time it’s a number from work. Since I’ve missed so many shifts now, I don’t want to listen to the message that was left for me. My finger hovers over the voicemail button, but then Joe calls again, so I decide to answer his call instead.
‘Why didn’t you answer the first time?’ This is the first thing he says after my greeting.
‘Didn’t get to it on time.’
‘On the toilet?’
‘What do you need, Joe?’ I let out a sigh, so Joe knows he needs to get to the point of this conversation.
‘I’ll take that as a yes. Seth’s on his way to your place. We’re taking you out for dinner.’
‘Why?’
‘To say thanks for all your help with the wedding.’
‘You don’t have to do that. I’m happy to help.’
‘I haven’t had a call from Mum or Dad in two days. It’s like I’m on holiday. I owe you a meal. Whatever you want, as long as it’s Mexican or Thai, not Italian. We ate that last night.’
Dinner with Joe and Seth isn’t a good idea because, in about five seconds, I know Joe’s going to invite Henry. I cannot see Henry for the first time in front of Joe and Seth.
‘Joe, I’m not feeling—’
‘Hey, Henry,’ Joe’s voice is muffled as he pulls away from the phone. Here we go. ‘Do you want to have dinner with us tonight?’ I’ve got my ear pressed up against the phone, but I can’t hear Henry’s response. ‘You there?’ Joe has returned to talk to me. ‘Have you picked what you’d like? We can have sushi since Henry’s not coming. How anyone doesn’t like sushi is beyond me.’
‘Henry can’t make it?’
‘No, he’s dropping Chloe home.’ Chloe. That name again. She’s getting lifts home and wedding invites. She’s a lovely person, and I hate her. ‘Seth will be there in ten.’ Joe hangs up without a goodbye. Railroaded again, but I’m okay with it this time because I could use some company. I try to make myself look presentable and less of a sad-sack before Seth arrives. Felicity finds me in the bathroom when she gets home from work.
‘Big plans?’ says Felicity as she leans against the cabinet.
‘Dinner with the boys. How was your day?’
‘My day was shit, but are we going to talk about what happened?’
My eyes dart to hers in the mirror, but then I return to where I’m applying my mascara.
‘Nothing to talk about. Henry’s leaving, and we’re not doing whatever we were doing anymore.’
‘I heard he’s going on a trip. He’s actually leaving?’
I can’t talk about this anymore. It exhausts me, and I’ll have to pretend I’m happy in five minutes when Seth arrives.
‘Not sure, but I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something. I might have an issue with the lease.’
‘Really? What kind of issue?’
‘My boss isn’t happy with me, so I may not have a job much longer. I might need to move home for a while.’ I’m not one hundred per cent sure about that since I didn’t listen to the voicemail, but the odds are stacked in that direction.
‘Your boss isn’t happy because you’ve been flaking out on work every day,’ says Felicity with more tone than I thought she was capable of using.
‘Get off my back. I needed a moment. A few days to pull myself together.’
‘It’s been more than a few days. How many shifts have you not turned up for?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it. It is what it is.’
‘No, it’s not what it is. It’s you putting your head in the sand. You can’t let one set back throw you off course.’
‘I’m not doing that.’
‘That’s exactly what you’re doing.’
There’s nothing left to say or that I feel like talking about right now. I’m a loser, and I can’t get myself out of this one. I have no idea if I have a job anymore. No idea where I want to live and whether I’ll have enough money even to stay here. Felicity glares at me through the mirror.
‘You know what? You don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to, but I’m making the decisions now. I need someone who can commit long term, so I think it’s best if I find a different room-mate. I need that security, and it doesn’t seem like that is something you can handle. I’ll let you know when I find someone so you can make arrangements.’
With that, Felicity storms to her bedroom. My insides crumble when I hear her door slam shut. I will not cry, though. I’m done with crying.
There’s a faint knock on the door as I’m finishing my make-up. It’s a Seth style knock. He’s calm and loving, even to a door. Seth’s waiting for me with a warm smile when I open the door. He’s holding an impressive bunch of pink and white carnations.
‘Seth, you didn’t need to, but thank you.’
‘We wanted to say thank you for all your help with the wedding. I know Joe appreciates you running defence with your parents. It stresses him out too much.’
‘You’re welcome. I hope this wedding is everything you wanted.’
‘As long as Joe is there, and some champagne, it will be perfect.’
‘No such thing as perfect, but I think you come very close, Seth. Joe’s lucky. He chose well.’
After giving Seth a hug, I take in the beautiful scent of the flowers.
‘You know how important you are to both of us, right?’ Seth’s question catches me off guard, and I glance up from the flowers to see him watching me. ‘You also know how awesome you are, right?’ Again, not sure where Seth is going with this, so I just shrug. ‘You’re awesome, Liv. You’re one of a kind, and I hope you know how amazing you are.’
‘Why are you saying this?’
‘I think everyone needs reminding sometimes.’
‘Ah, well, thank you.’ Comfort level is at negative one hundred right now.
‘Your brother never tells you because, well, he’s Joe, but you’re one of the most important people in his life. He’d be lost without you. He should tell you more often.’
‘He tells me with glitter exploding in my face.’
‘Just go easy on yourself. You and that loser list need to be kind to Liv. She’s trying, and she’ll get there, but you need to be kind to her.’
Before I realise it, I’m crying into my carnations. Seth takes the flowers from me and places them on the table. He then pulls me into a hug and holds me. Through my sniffles, I say, ‘Please don’t tell Joe about this. I don’t want him to worry.’
‘You should let him worry about you. It’s what he’s there for.’
‘Not right now.’
‘Okay, it’s just between us. If you promise me you’ll tell someone what’s going on in your head. Start telling people, even if they don’t want to hear it. Let it out, Liv, or your head will get too heavy.’
When my crying subsides, I make a vow that I will kill Joe if he ever screws it up with this man. I’m keeping Seth forever.



Chapter Twenty
I couldn’t imagine a scenario where I wake up in the same bed next to my brother on the morning of his wedding, but alas, here we are. Joe, Mum, Keith and I all slept over at Grace’s house, so we’d be able to get ready together. It’s as weird as it sounds.
Since they didn’t have enough beds, Joe and I are sharing a blow-up mattress on the floor in the living room. It’s ridiculous. I suggested we rent a hotel room and wake up to room service and cocktails on the morning of his wedding. Mum told him it was tradition to all be together – which it isn’t – because we happened to do it for Grace’s wedding. Joe felt bad and gave in, which is how I ended up being drooled on and kicked all night.
Soon the house will be in chaos. The photographer is coming early, so early that we’ll all still be in our pyjamas because Mum wanted her to capture every moment.
‘I didn’t expect to wake up next to my sister the morning of my wedding. I think I turned a wrong corner somewhere in life.’ Joe’s voice is sleepy, and he’s teasing. He’d much prefer to share a bed with me than anyone else in this house.
‘Consider yourself lucky, Mum was trying to sleep out here with us. You could have woken up to your mum spooning you.’
‘I think this family should agree to tell no one. I fear we’ll be judged.’
‘We’ll definitely be judged, which we should be.’ I glance over to Joe, and it hits me what a momentous day it is. ‘I know I’m stating the obvious, but it’s your wedding day, Joe.’
Joe puts his hands behind his head, and a coy smile reaches his mouth. He looks carefree and in love.
‘I can’t wait for this day to be over,’ says Joe with such conviction I slap his chest.
‘Why would you say that?’
‘Because tomorrow I’ll be married to Seth, and it’ll be only him and I celebrating. Can’t wait.’ He throws me a cheeky grin.
‘Make sure you enjoy today as well—’ I’m cut off mid-sentence when a blood-curdling scream comes from Daisy’s bedroom. Joe and I jump out of bed and rush down the hall. Grace and Todd arrive before us, so we hang back, unsure how to proceed. Todd darts back out moments later, holding a towel and rushes towards the back of the house. Joe and I are silently debating who’s going to walk in first.
I’m pushing Joe towards the door, but he whispers, ‘It’s my wedding day. You need to look after my needs.’
‘Only with wedding stuff. Not this.’
Joe’s not budging, so I give in because he’s a stubborn bitch. I enter the room with Joe hovering behind me, clinging to my back. We find Grace sitting on the bed rubbing Daisy’s back. She’s crying into her hands. Barry’s sitting on a mattress on the floor but stands and wipes the tears from his eyes.
‘I’ll make this up to you, Daisy, if it’s the last thing I do. I promise I’ll make this right,’ Barry declares and then marches past us and out the door. I don’t think he even sees Joe and me as we jump out of his way.
‘Anything we can do to help?’ I whisper. Grace lifts her head, and she looks exhausted. It’s seven in the morning, and she looks like she could go back to bed to sleep for days and still not catch up. Baby making is serious work.
‘Could you check on Barry? Joe, I don’t want you dealing with this on your wedding day. Could you get Keith to help Todd? He’s sensitive, so he’s going to struggle with this.’
Joe leans in to whisper to Grace, ‘Not to be unkind, but what the ever-loving fudge is going on?’
Mum pops her head in the room and has a good look around, trying to survey the damage.
‘What’s all the commotion? Breakfast is ready. Bacon and eggs are getting cold.’
Daisy lifts her head. Her red puffy eyes shoot daggers at Mum.
‘NO EGGS!’ Daisy screams before pushing past us and into the bathroom, slamming the door shut.
‘Oh my, what did I say?’
‘Nothing, Mum.’ Grace walks over to us so she can whisper, ‘Barry moves around in his sleep. We should have known not to put him on the floor. Or allow him to bring the chicks.’
Mum, Joe and I all look at the floor, and for the first time, I notice the crushed cardboard box next to the mattress. Joe and I both bring our hands up to cover our mouth at the same time and gasp.
‘What happened? He didn’t?’ says Mum.
‘Yes. Squashed the lot of them.’ The four of us all stare at the floor and the small patch of chicken feathers.
‘I’m going to check on Barry,’ I say at the same time Joe says, ‘I’m going to start drinking.’

I’ve checked every room in the house, but I can’t find Barry. I was able to help Joe find the chilled bottles of champagne before continuing on my search. Figuring he must have gone home, I make my way out the front of the house and catch a glimpse of him. He’s sitting on the kerb down the street. Only as I get closer, I notice that Henry’s sitting down talking to him.
‘Barry, that name short for anything?’ Hearing Henry’s voice for the first time in weeks makes me want to run and tackle him before kissing him for so long that it becomes awkward and weird. I’ve missed him every moment of every day. His back is to me, so he can’t hear me approaching.
‘Barold, but I prefer Barry.’ The poor kid still sounds upset.
‘Your full name is Barold? I’ve never heard of that.’
‘It’s a family name. Plus, my mum didn’t have anyone to bounce off baby names with when I was born. I’m sure a father figure would have vetoed it.’
‘It’s a good name, I wasn’t saying it was bad.’
‘It serves its purpose. People call it, I respond.’ Barry’s holding a stick in his hand, poking rocks on the road.
‘Why are you bummed out this morning? It’s going to be a fun day.’ Henry is talking to Barry in such a dad way, and it makes my heart ache.
‘Daisy won’t even look at me right now. I know I’m hard to deal with sometimes, but she gets me, and I had to muck up the whole thing.’
‘I’m not the person to give out relationship advice right now, but I’m sure whatever you did, she will forgive you. Why don’t you try to do something nice for her?’
‘A grand romantic gesture?’ The idea seems to recover some of Barry’s spirit. ‘Could be an idea worth considering. Something to take murdered baby chicken carcasses out of her mind.’
‘Murdered what?’ Henry’s head jolts up in shock and does a double-take when he notices me standing behind them. I wave. It’s a sad wave, but I made the first move.
‘Oh, thank Henry of Troy, you’ve come to save me.’ Joe rushes past me towards Henry but stops short when he notices Barry. He kneels and places his hand on Barry’s shoulder. ‘Could happen to the best of us. Not me, but certainly other people. No need to dwell on it. Find me tonight, and I’ll slip you some beer if you need it.’ Joe claps Barry on the back and stands.
‘Can we get out of here?’ Joe addresses the question to Henry.
‘I thought we were getting ready here. I had strict instructions from Jane.’
‘Change of plans. They’re organising a mass poultry funeral inside, and I can’t deal with that today.’
‘Are you drunk?’
‘No, and that is entirely the problem. We’ll go get toasted and come back for photos.’
‘It’s your day. Whatever you want.’ Henry holds the keys out for Joe as he walks to Henry’s car. Joe opens the car door and yells back to me.
‘You coming, Liv?’ Henry and I make eye contact for a moment before he looks away. Without looking back, he says, ‘It’s up to you.’
‘Thanks, but I better stay here and help with the chaos.’ I gesture to Barry, who’s back to playing with his sad little stick.
‘Sure,’ says Henry, and leaves without giving me another look. I stay standing in my spot until Henry’s car disappears around the corner.
‘Come on, Barry, let’s get you cleaned up.’
‘I can’t face her.’ Barry’s eyes are still on the ground. ‘I feel so terrible.’
I lean down and force his chin up to look at me.
‘Accidents happen, mistakes happen. No one’s upset at you. Daisy’s in there just as worried about you. You’re her best friend, that’s not going to change. You need to talk to her, okay?’
‘Okay.’ Barry nods, and we walk back towards the house together. ‘Nice speech, I needed that.’
‘You’re welcome.’
‘I thought you were the screwed up one?’
‘Only when it comes to my own life, apparently.’
‘That’s suboptimal.’
‘I agree.’

We’re all trying to move past the events of the morning with kindness and humour. Helpfully, Todd made an extra trip to the bottle shop, and we’ve consumed hearty amounts of champagne. Daisy and Barry have been a little quiet, but they’re both watching a film now. The women have had their hair and make-up done, and we’re all dressed and ready to roll. We’re waiting now for the groom to return. Joe’s phone is off, so we have no idea where he and Henry went. Mum and I are trying to find things to keep ourselves busy, but we’ve tapped out on wedding tasks. We’re in the spare room putting linen away when Keith rushes in. He sees Mum and flinches before rummaging through his bag.
‘What’s wrong now?’ Mum asks. I know what she’s thinking because I’m thinking it too. Please, no more surprises today.
‘Nothing.’ Keith doesn’t look our way as he pulls out a blue shirt from his overnight bag.
‘What are you doing?’ Keith didn’t intend for Mum and me to be in here and is trying to hide whatever he was planning to do.
‘Nothing, just leave it, love.’ Keith almost makes it to the door when Mum pounces. So close, poor Keith.
‘I will not leave it. What are you doing?’ Keith’s body language is similar to a child who got caught with a hand in the cookie jar.
‘I got sauce on my shirt. I’m going to quickly change.’
‘You what?’ Mum rushes over to inspect the damage. It’s a tiny dot, but Keith’s acting like he’s been swimming in barbecue sauce. He’s waiting for Mum’s reaction while she assesses the stain. ‘It’s not that bad. What if you button up your jacket for the photos? No one will notice.’
‘Okay, that’s easier.’ Keith throws the shirt back on top of his luggage. He kisses Mum on the cheek as he leaves. Mum returns to folding the linen with me.
‘That was nice of you. I think he was worried he’d be in a lot of trouble.’
‘I’m not the ogre everyone makes me out to be, you know.’
‘I know, Mum.’
‘I’m actually very smart when it comes to relationships. I gave Joe some words of wisdom last night that I hope carries him throughout his marriage. My mum passed the same thing onto me.’ I’ve never heard these pearls of wisdom, but I can’t wait. My grandmother was opinionated, overtly racist, and made the most amazing carrot cake. She was married to my grandfather for forty-two years, though. ‘I told him that keeping your partner happy is very simple. Kindness, good communication,’ this sounds like solid advice, and I feel bad for being surprised, ‘and make sure they always feel like they’re in control.’ Bingo! I was waiting for the bonkers advice, but this was even better than I expected.
‘That’s terrible.’ I’m horrified, and I can’t even hide it.
‘No, it’s not at all. Men need to feel powerful, Liv. It’s important to them.’
‘And women don’t want to feel powerful?’
‘Of course we do. The thing is, your partner will never be in control. You let them think they’re making all the decisions, but you’ll be the one pulling the strings behind the scenes. As long as they believe they’re in control, you’ll have a happy and peaceful life.’ No wonder Joe left us to go day drinking.
The sound of a car door shutting outside gives me an excuse to abandon this horrifying conversation. Rushing to the front door, I expect to greet Joe and Henry, but I find my dad and a strange lady. Not again, and not at Joe’s wedding. This short, pleasant-looking woman is smiling fondly at me like she knows who I am. I have no idea who she is, and Dad’s not even a little embarrassed by that fact.
‘You look beautiful, sweetie,’ says Dad. He carefully kisses me so he doesn’t get any make-up on himself.
‘It’s so nice to meet you, Liv. You must be so excited about Joe’s big day,’ says the strange lady who knows all our names.
‘Nice to meet you.’ Here I go again with the same dance I’ve done enough times now that I’m on autopilot. I give her a small wave and then glare at Dad, who I’m hoping has learnt etiquette and will introduce me this time. He doesn’t get the hint from the bug-eye look I’m giving him. Screw him, I’m not covering for him anymore. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’
‘It’s, um, Katie.’
‘Liv’s terrible with names. You remember me telling you about Katie?’ Dad tries to cover his arse so Katie doesn’t suspect he’s never mentioned her. I remember the name Kelly, which is who has a place card next to Dad’s seat. I assume that will also be blamed on my ineptitude.
‘Yes, sorry, I’m terrible with names and remembering whether conversations happened or I dreamt them. It’s a real problem.’ Dad does a fake laugh at my passive-aggressive joke. I can’t believe I gave up my date with Henry for him and Kelly, and now she’s not even at the wedding. He’s officially on my shit list. Luckily for me, Joe and Henry choose this moment to arrive back. Everyone’s happy to see them, so I can move away from the awkward conversation with Dad’s latest lady friend. Joe hugs everyone and is enthusiastic when he meets Katie, which means he’s well and truly drunk. Henry’s standing back behind me near the doorway when Dad and Katie make their way over.
‘Henry, this is Katie,’ says Dad, proving that he does have manners and knows how to introduce people. Henry steps forward to shake her hand, which brings him even closer to my side. I instinctively lean in closer to him but then pull back before he notices.
‘Nice to meet you. You must be Liv’s boyfriend?’ Henry and I freeze the moment the question is released into the room. Neither of us can answer that question, nor do we want to. Dad laughs at the idea.
‘No, Henry’s been the kids’ friend since they were little. Liv and Henry are like brother and sister,’ says Dad, and now I’m even more mortified.
‘Shame, you’d make a beautiful couple.’ Katie’s trying to push the dagger in deeper, and I want to throat punch her innocent, charming face. Joe stumbles over at that moment and wraps an arm around my neck. He needs to brush his teeth before he meets his new husband.
‘No, Liv’s seeing some loser that’s infatuated with dead people.’ Joe laughs at his comment, which wasn’t funny. Dad looks concerned. This conversation could not have gone worse.
‘He’s joking, Dad. Take nothing he says seriously.’ I push Joe off my shoulder.
‘I can’t wait to meet him today, anyway. I’m sure he’s a real keeper.’ Joe’s being a shit-stirrer, and I don’t know why. He’s normally like that, but today it’s got more venom in it than normal.
‘He’s coming to the wedding?’ Katie’s excited with glee about this news. This isn’t how I wanted Henry to find out. It’s not like I had a choice, though, after Mum laid out the scenario of sitting at a table with Henry and his date and Dad and his lady-friend. Patrick was the only choice I had at short notice.
‘Grand! What’s this guy’s name?’ asks Dad. He never uses the word grand, so he’s pretending it’s a big deal when we all know it’s not.
‘Patrick,’ Henry answers for me and I spin around to face him. No matter how hard I try to catch his eye, he keeps them firmly on my dad. Fine, I can play this game too. I turn back to the effervescent Katie.
‘Henry’s date is Chloe. Seth’s cousin. These two boys like to keep it in the family.’ My fake laugh is magnificent, and Katie and Dad join in. When I glance back at Henry, he’s no longer behind me, only Joe’s there, staring me down.
‘I better get dressed.’ Joe walks off, leaving me with Dad and Katie. Alone.
‘Liv, your dad tells me you’re a career student. I don’t know how you do it. All that debt. I hope you’re planning on a high-paying job.’
‘I think the goal is to avoid getting a job at all. Right, Liv?’ Dad and Katie chuckle together like two buffoons. On any other day, I may have been able to play along and let them laugh at my expense. But not today. Today, which has included baby chicken funerals (they didn’t want to do them all together out of respect, so we had multiple services), Henry not willing to even look at me, panicking that Chloe will arrive at any moment and now Dad thrusting yet another woman on me with no notice, today, they can fuck ALL the way off. I give them both a flat look that shows my disgust at their offensive remarks and then walk away. It feels good.



Chapter Twenty-One
Patrick texted me when he was parking the car, so I’m waiting for him outside the venue. It was a moment of mum-induced weakness when I sent off the message asking if he was free on Saturday and if he liked weddings. He replied immediately that he’d be happy to come. Mum was buoyant by the news, so I felt like it perhaps was a good idea, but standing here waiting for him, I know it’s a catastrophic, balls deep, pissing into the wind, bad idea. When I see him approach, I wave, and from his reaction, I can tell it’s going to be so awkward that I’ll need ten weighted blankets to get through this conversation. Our last interaction left us in a place called we-hate-each-other-forever, so not sure where to start up the conversation. Patrick arrives, and to kick off the weirdness, he has no idea if he should kiss my cheek or shake my hand, so we do the embarrassing in-and-out dance and give up when he just taps my arm.
‘Thanks for coming today,’ I say, going for an obvious opening line.
‘Thanks for the invite.’ And silence… we have so little chemistry that we can’t even manage small talk. We’re two magnets that repel each other. If it wasn’t so embarrassing, I’d tell him to call it a night and go home now. ‘I wasn’t expecting to hear from you again, but I’m glad I did. Shows a lot of determination.’ Huh? I don’t know if that’s a compliment or a passive aggressive dig, so I just nod. ‘Those scavenger hunt things can get pretty intense, so I thought that we’d wipe the slate clean. What do you think?’
‘I’d like that.’ Perhaps we can get through this. It’s only one night, and in case it goes bad, I’ll be strategic and make sure he’s not in any family photos. ‘I’ve got to get back inside, but I’ll show you where you can sit.’
Patrick and I walk down the garden steps to the back of the venue. Joe and Seth are getting married in a nursery which has been converted into a function centre. It’s surrounded by beautiful gardens, including herbs and natives. It’s run down, but in a beautiful organic way. The wood beams have aged from the sun, flower beds are made from rusting wheelbarrows, and fairy lights cover the outside canopy. The ceremony is being held outside, which they’ll transform into the dance floor later. Felicity gives me a quizzical look when I sit Patrick next to her in the second last row.
‘You remember cemetery dude?’ I say out loud, pointing to Patrick. There’s no shame. Felicity nods in recognition to Patrick before turning back to face the front. I’d describe things as friendly-tense between her and me. She’s disappointed in me, but she’s still my friend, so she’s trying. But now I’ve lumped her with Patrick, and I won’t be back until after the ceremony and photos.
‘I’ll see you after,’ I say to Patrick. All my hopes are on Mum taking him under her wing to do the bulk of the family introductions while I’m getting photos taken. Introductions are the heavy-weight champions of small talk and too exhausting.
I take a few steps away, but Patrick reaches out and grabs my hand. ‘You look very beautiful. Today.’
I sneak a glance past Patrick to Felicity, whose eyes have widened.
‘I do?’
‘Yes. As your date, I thought I should say it.’
‘I don’t think dates are required to give compliments. They’re more of a when the feeling hits you, kind of thing.’
‘Yeah, true.’
Patrick drops my hand. I’m unsure if our conversation is finished, but I start to back away.
‘I didn’t mean I felt obligated. You look beautiful, Liv. I’ve always thought you were beautiful. Stunning.’
I look at Felicity to help me, but she’s pretending to scroll through her phone. Her eyes are still as wide as the moon, so I know she’s heard every word.
‘Thank you, Patrick. That’s very sweet.’ It’s oddly formal, but mainly because I’m shocked. ‘You’ll be okay here?’
‘Yes, I’m good. Thank you for inviting me.’ I believe Patrick and I may have declared a truce.
I’m in a daze as I walk back up the aisle but spot Henry’s dad. Walt blows me a kiss and winks. I capture the kiss and hold it to my heart. He doesn’t know how much I needed that today.

While Joe and Seth take a moment by themselves, everyone else gets in their positions for the ceremony. Mum has finished fussing over everything and takes a seat in the front row. Keith is next to her, followed by Dad and Katie. I can’t imagine meeting people for the first time at a wedding and then have to sit in the front row with immediate family. Dad wouldn’t even consider that might be uncomfortable for her.
Since we arrived at the venue, Henry has been avoiding me, but he can’t avoid me much longer since we need to walk down the aisle together. He looks so handsome today in his blue suit. He got a haircut, but he’s grown his beard since we saw each other last. It’s groomed and looks annoyingly sexy.
He approaches me without a single glance my way. Once we’re standing next to each other, he doesn’t even bother with awkward small talk. He says nothing at all. I’ve hurt Henry and knowing this gives me an ache in my head and heart.
Whether or not he likes it, I place my hand in the crook of his elbow as the three-piece band plays, and we walk down the aisle.
‘I wish you’d look at me,’ I whisper it so quietly, I didn’t think Henry would hear it, but his eyes flick across to mine. The full force of Henry’s gaze makes me feel exposed, but I can’t look away.
‘I wish you’d talk to me,’ says Henry before returning to look down the aisle. Composing myself, I extract my eyes from Henry and smile at the guests as we make it to the end of the aisle. Henry and I separate as we find our spots on Joe’s side of the arbour. Henry stands in front of me, and we both turn to the side to watch Seth’s best friend Dayle walk down the aisle with her son, Peter. All the guests are looking back up the aisle and not at Henry and me, so I tug on his jacket. He shoots me an irritated look, but I lean forward to whisper to him.
‘I am talking to you. I’m talking right now. You’re the one not talking to me.’
Henry whispers out the side of his mouth so the guests in the front row can’t hear him. ‘You haven’t replied to a single message in weeks, and now you want to talk?’ He’s got a good point, but I can’t handle being around Henry and not talking to him. He’s got every right to be upset with me, and I hate that part even more.
This will confuse him to hear, but I have to say it. ‘I miss you.’ It comes out slowly, and Henry’s entire body stiffens.
Dayle and Peter arrive at the altar, and move to stand on Seth’s side. It’s Joe and Seth’s turn, and they arrive at the top of the aisle, hand in hand, smiling at each other. As they make their way down the aisle, I can see Seth’s already got tears in his eyes. If Joe cries, I will cry like a baby. The band stops playing the bridal chorus, and another song begins. I take a moment to place it, but I recognise it when I hear the ‘Dum, Dum, Da, Dum’. Joe laughs, as do the guests, except Mum, who looks horrified. Seth shakes his head and then leans over to kiss Joe. Only Seth would be okay with ‘The Funeral March’ being played as a prank as they walk down the aisle. Joe signals cut to the band, and they start back with the bridal chorus.
Henry beams at the boys as they make their way towards us. I’m being an absolute brat, but I lean forward and tug on Henry’s jacket again.
‘Henry?’
‘Not now, Liv,’ Henry’s eyes scan over the guests, ‘not while he’s here, staring at you.’ I search the crowd and find Patrick watching us. He gives me a wave, and that’s enough for me to move back into my place and stop harassing Henry.
Joe cries. In fairness, everyone cries, including me. There’s so much love in the room for Joe and Seth it seeps into our pores. I can’t imagine anyone being offended by their union, which has always been one of the most loving, kind, and thriving relationships I’ve been lucky enough to witness. Everyone cheers when the celebrant announces the guys as husband and husband. Joe turns to Henry and me and circles us into a group hug.
‘I love you guys,’ Joe whispers to us. We both return the sentiment before Joe yells, ‘Time to party!’
‘Photos first,’ I remind him.
‘Oh fuck.’ Weddings have so many ups and downs.



Chapter Twenty-Two
After the longest and most draining photo session, I get myself a sizeable fruity cocktail and then make the dreaded walk to my assigned table.
‘Hey,’ I say as a blanket hello to Dad, Katie and Patrick before I dive into my seat. I’m seated between Dad and Patrick, but it’s a round table, so we’re all visible to each other.
Patrick places his hand on my shoulder and gives it a light squeeze. After pretending to smile for an hour while Henry barely spoke to me, I’ll take a weird shoulder squeeze.
‘How did the photos go?’ Patrick leans in to whisper to me.
‘Harder than I ever imagined.’
‘I hate taking photos, too. My face hurts from trying to smile.’
‘Yes! The whole bottom half of my face is aching. I know why models frown all the time now.’
Patrick laughs while I continue to enjoy my cocktail. He then angles his body, creating our own side bubble away from the circular table. He leans in even closer, inspecting my face.
‘I just noticed you have the most adorable freckles.’ Patrick raises his finger and points to the freckles under my eye. ‘Three in a little row.’
I pull my head back before he can touch them because it feels wrong. Those are Henry’s constellation freckles. As that thought enters my mind, I lift my eyes to see Henry standing at the opposite side of the table. Glaring at us. Patrick notices and his eyes bounce between Henry and me.
I take hold of Patrick’s finger, which is still suspended in the air, and rest his hand back on the table. I tap it lightly to bring his attention back to me and away from Henry’s icy stare.
Patrick regains his train of thought. ‘Yes, they’re so unique. It’s like you had them drawn on.’
‘Thank you. I promise you they’re real.’
‘That’s what all the girls say.’ Patrick laughs at his joke, and I decide to suck on the straw in my cocktail, so I don’t have to give a reaction. Patrick leans in even closer, places his hand on my knee and squeezes it. Another squeeze. I feel I should be paying him for a massage.
‘I wanted to talk to you about something.’ He seems nervous and even more nervous than he was at the cemetery. ‘I feel we got off on the wrong foot and—’
‘Come on, you two, enough of that.’ Dad nudges me on my back to get my attention. ‘Let us all in on the secret whisperings.’
‘No secret whisperings,’ I mumble as Patrick and I break from our bubble and rejoin the group.
‘Patrick was telling us about your first couple of dates,’ says Katie while she rests her head on Dad’s shoulder, ‘you’ll have a great story to tell the grandkids.’ Patrick laughs at the joke and then puts his arm around the back of my chair in a boyfriendish way. All this touching is a new development. I’m turned in my seat, staring at his arm when I hear people approaching. I hope it’s the server with the entrée, but I know my luck’s not that good.
‘Hello again! So lovely we get to sit together.’ Turning back in my seat, I’m in time to catch the horrifying sight of Chloe and Katie air-kissing and then Chloe leaning over to hug my dad. She’s making her way around the table. Patrick doesn’t stand for his hug with Chloe, so she only gets a one arm pat. It’s my turn, and I’m bracing for impact. As I stand, Chloe gives me a polar bear sized hug. If I wasn’t plotting her murder, I’d admit that she gives amazing hugs. She’s very enthusiastic, with a firm hold.
‘Hey, Chloe, you look lovely,’ I have to say it because she does, and it’s not her fault I’m an evil green monster around her. She looks gorgeous with her bright copper hair flowing over her shoulder effortlessly.
‘Thanks. I love your dress.’ She’s kind too, which makes me even more evil for wanting her to eat a bad prawn tonight and have to leave for fear of projectile vomiting.
‘Thanks, it cost more than my car, so I’m going to wear it every day for a year to get my money’s worth.’ Chloe laughs loudly at my poor joke. She’s very hard to hate. ‘How do you know everyone?’
‘We all chatted while you were getting photos. From what Henry told me, they sound like they’ll be beautiful.’
Henry has finally sat down at the circle of hell dinner table. I’d wave or give him the middle finger, but he still won’t look at me. Instead, he’s blatantly glaring at Patrick while Chloe takes her seat next to him. She whispers something to him, and he breaks his staring to give her a genuine Henry smile. More alcohol is required, so I wave a server over and request anything that’s wet.
Our entrées come not long after, which is brilliant, as I can focus on my food and hope we can all skip any unnecessary chit-chat within the group.
‘Liv, Patrick was telling me all about his career. Sounds like an interesting industry. Strong job security in plastics, I’d assume.’ Dad talks while eating, and I can see a carrot from this angle getting squished. Of course, he’s going to have a love affair with Patrick’s career.
‘Plastics? That would be fascinating. Do you only do boobs or bums as well? I’ve heard bums are getting more and more popular these days,’ Chloe asks Patrick.
‘I work in plastics. As in plastic. Bottles, containers, food packaging,’ says Patrick, looking offended that she doesn’t know all the ins and outs of his industry.
‘Not many boobs then?’ asks Henry. Smart arse.
‘No.’ Patrick doesn’t look at Henry when he replies.
‘They do put plastic in boobs though, right?’ asks Chloe.
‘That’s silicone,’ Katie pipes in.
‘Isn’t silicone a plastic?’ Wherever Chloe’s mind has taken her, she’s continuing with this train of thought.
‘Yes, it’s a plastic,’ says Patrick.
‘Well, look at getting into boobs, Patrick. Expand your business. Growth is important.’
‘Especially with breast implants.’ I couldn’t help myself. Henry’s trying not to smile, but I can see a slight smirk at the edge of his mouth.
‘How’s the internship going?’ asks Henry across the table, which abruptly changes the subject.
‘It’s fine.’ I’m desperate to brush away the question because it’s not fine, and I don’t want to talk about it.
‘Internship? You didn’t tell me, Liv. What’s this about?’ Dad put down his fork to ask me, which means I’ll have to fudge my way through this now.
‘I’ve been assisting the director at the planetarium. No big deal.’
‘That’s great, love. You might get a full-time job out of this after all.’ Perhaps Dad is feeling bad about his and Katie’s dig at my studies earlier, but he may also have forgotten that even happened.
‘I thought you worked in the candy bar?’ Patrick seems surprised by all of this. Since we never had a date where you talk and learn things about each other, Patrick knows very little about me.
‘I do. Also, doing a science degree to move onto a Masters in Astronomy.’
‘I’m a Virgo!’ says Chloe.
‘Me too!’ Katie squeals at Chloe and the two of them talk feverishly about how passionate and loyal Virgo’s are as human beings. I’m not going to join that conversation.
‘So, did you get the car fixed? Or write it off?’ Henry asks Patrick.
‘It’s fixed, good as new again.’
‘You get into some car trouble?’ Dad brings himself into the conversation.
‘Liv and I did on a date one day,’ Patrick answers and then looks to Henry. ‘I must have gotten mixed up because that day I thought you were the brother. That’s how it seemed.’
‘No, he’s the family friend. Works with Joe,’ says Katie. She hasn’t been in our family long enough (or at all) to be the one explaining family dynamics.
‘Oh, you’re a colleague… of Joe’s,’ says Patrick. Henry takes a long sip of his beer before replying.
‘How’s the soccer team going?’ Henry has a straight face when he asks Patrick, but I look away to hide my smile.
‘How long have you two been together?’ Patrick asks, motioning to Henry and Chloe.
‘Do you often try to scare women on first dates?’
‘Henry!’ I need to stop this decaying conversation. It’s not even a conversation since they’re just firing questions at each other with no one expecting or needing a response. Thankfully, we get interrupted by Todd, who’s the master of ceremonies tonight. Patrick puts his arm around my chair again and half on my shoulder. Sneaking a quick look at Henry, his eyes are firmly on Patrick’s arm. Dad and Katie laugh at Todd’s stories about Joe and Seth, but I feel swallowed up by awkwardness. Chloe glances at Henry and then follows his gaze, which is still on Patrick. I feel awful. Two people are getting brought into my mess tonight that don’t deserve it. Everyone claps and then hops up to mingle and get more drinks, so I make a run for it. I whisper to Patrick that I’m going to check on some wedding stuff for Mum, and I’ll be back. I could jump in an Uber right now and sneak away to my bed, but I fear Joe would never forgive me.

I decide to hide in one of the side gardens. It’s a clear sky tonight and mixed with fairy lights the garden has a soft, calming glow. I’ll be fine as long as I don’t think about going back to sit at that table. My only regret is that I didn’t bring a drink with me so I could camp out here. Footsteps approach from behind, and I contemplate hiding in a nearby bush. The footsteps seem close, so I figure I’m better off standing perfectly still, and perhaps they won’t notice I’m here.
‘Deciding whether to make a run for it or just get really drunk?’ Henry’s voice cuts through the night air, and I get a tingle up my spine. Of course, he’d know where to find me, and I’m elated that he’d even want to try.
‘Can’t I do both?’ Turning to watch him approach, he’s slow in his steps, and he doesn’t come up close to me. He keeps a respectable distance. I hate that respectable distance.
‘Based on previous history, I assume you probably will.’
‘Okay, I deserved that.’ It still hurt, though. Henry doesn’t look happy that he got one up on me. He seems annoyed with himself instead.
‘I’ll stop with the crap with Patrick. I just came out to tell you.’ Henry turns to walk back inside but stops mid-step. He keeps his head down when he says, ‘You brought that guy to Joe’s wedding, Liv. Really?’
‘You’re here with Chloe. Mum is thrilled, by the way. I can’t hear about how well you two are suited anymore, or my ears will bleed.’
Henry surveys the sky before angling back to me, and we stare at each other for a beat. The glimmer of the fairy lights flickers over his face, and I see the anguish in Henry’s eyes. I want to reach out and touch him, but I know I can’t.
‘I didn’t bring Chloe. If you’d answered one of my texts, you would know that. Your mum invited her. And sat her next to me at dinner. She’s under no illusion that we’re here together.’ Henry crosses his arms and pushes his shoulders back. ‘I wouldn’t do that to you.’
‘Mum told me—’ I’m trying to recall the conversation with Mum, and I’m sure she said that Henry and Chloe were coming together. I’ve been stitched up by my own flesh and blood, and in my insecurity, I’ve hurt Henry. Again.
‘Are you two together?’ Henry forces the words out of his mouth like they’re acid.
‘No. Today was the first time I’ve seen him since you dropped him home.’ It was a low move bringing Patrick, and I was too preoccupied thinking about Chloe that I didn’t stop to think how it might hurt Henry.
‘You thought I’d forget about whatever happened between us and start dating Chloe? The closest girl I could find, basically.’ Henry’s angry now, and it’s hard to take because I have no counter-arguments.
‘I, um, I don’t know. I’ve been struggling the last few weeks, and I just—’
‘Yeah, me too. I tell you I love you, and you disappear on me. Actually, avoid me. I deserve better from you, Liv. At the very least, I’m your best friend, and I deserve better from you.’ Instinctually I move closer to Henry, so our bodies are only inches apart, and he peers down at me. He speaks in a low whisper, so I’m sure these words are only for me. ‘Do you need me to say it, because I’ll say everything you need to hear? I have zero interest in Chloe. I’m in love with you, and I’d gladly walk over and tell your mum right now, so she’ll stop with the matchmaking. I’d also tell Patrick before escorting him out the door.’ All the tension drains from my body, and I relax for the first time in weeks.
‘Go easy on him. It’s not his fault I dragged him here under false pretences.’
‘I will, but as long as he knows he’s not allowed to touch you.’ Henry’s tone makes it clear he’s not joking about that point. ‘We can work this out, Liv, it’s us.’ He leans forward to rest our foreheads together. It feels warm and comforting to be this near to Henry again. Henry’s my home, and then I remember why we can’t be like this. I take a step back from him.
‘You’re leaving, remember?’
‘And we’re back here again. I’m not going forever.’
‘And you didn’t tell me.’
‘Because I knew you wouldn’t take it well. I wanted to explain it to you properly, and you’ve never given me the chance. I’ll cancel the whole damn thing if that’ll mean you’ll talk to me.’
‘I can’t ask you not to go.’
‘You could come with me?’
‘I can’t. I have stuff here, plans.’ Well, I did. We’re getting into familiar territory, and it only ends in heartbreak, so I take a few more steps back from Henry.
‘You two! There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you,’ says Joe, stepping out of shadows.
‘Looking everywhere?’ asks Henry.
‘Just the bar and here, but that’s enough places. You’re both needed for first dances, let’s go.’
‘First dance? We haven’t even had dinner yet,’ says Henry.
‘It’s my wedding. I can dance when I want, and I don’t want to wait until you all take forever to eat. It’s happening early so I can relax.’
Joe walks back towards the doors to the function room. He glances over his shoulder and notices Henry and I haven’t moved. We’re both unsure how to leave our conversation with so many things unresolved.
‘Come on, you two. Can you act normal for the next ten minutes? My husband is waiting.’ Joe smiles. ‘Husband. Husband.’ He repeats the word a few more times and puts on a posh British accent while doing it. This is the person who just asked us to act normal. Henry gestures to me to walk before him, as Joe turns around again, ‘Since you both have partners here, you don’t need to dance together. Lucky break, hey?’ Joe winks at us.
‘Neither of us have partners here,’ Henry snaps, but Joe just waves his hand in the air.
‘Whatever you say.’ We all walk in silence to the dance floor. The chairs are cleared away now, and a DJ is set up in the corner.
‘I’m going to get a drink,’ says Henry as he walks off.
‘Don’t be long,’ Joe calls out after him. Henry disappears amongst the guests coming outside to watch the first dance. Seth comes to stand next to me and puts his arm over my shoulder.
‘I hope you chose the song and not Joe?’
‘We chose it together.’ Seth grins over at Joe, and now they’re having some kind of silent conversation over the top of my head. Love is in the air around these two, but it seems I’m wearing an invisible Hazmat mask. Joe puts out his arm for Seth, and they make their way onto the middle of the dance floor. An acoustic version of ‘I’m Gonna Be (500 Miles)’ plays as they slow dance together, eyes locked and making memories for everyone around to witness.
‘Where’s Patrick? You need to join the boys on the dance floor.’ Mum appears from nowhere, startling me. She’s still in party planning mode, so she’s all business. Linking my arm with hers, I make her watch Joe and Seth.
‘Look at them. They’re so happy.’ Mum stops fussing and focuses on what tonight is really about. ‘You did an amazing job organising everything,’ I whisper to Mum, who pats my hand in return.
‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’
‘We both know that’s not true.’
‘It’s one hundred per cent true. Now, go find that date of yours and get out there.’
Patrick’s on the edge of the dance floor by himself. He must be having a terrible evening. Bending down on one knee, I throw my arm out, mimicking a man asking for a lady’s hand. ‘Will you join me for this dance?’
Stupidly, I haven’t cottoned on yet that Patrick doesn’t get my sense of humour. Instead, he eyeballs me and then searches the room, I assume hoping no one’s noticed me embarrassing him. In a room of people where he knows no one, and I know everyone, he’s still the one embarrassed.
Once I’m upright again, he takes my hand, and we move to the centre of the dancefloor. ‘So, you’re into astronomy? That’s so interesting.’
‘Yeah, been fascinated my whole life. Love to have a career in it.’
‘Your dad is cool. So is your step-mum.’ I’m not even going to correct him, it’s not worth it. He’ll never meet her again. Nor will I.
I glance over Patrick’s shoulder and notice Henry and Chloe dancing on the other side of the courtyard. Henry keeps a respectable distance between him and Chloe with his hand only resting lightly on her back. Chloe says something that makes Henry laugh, but I can tell he’s not flirting with her. No matter what is happening between us, Henry always respects me. I want nothing more than to run over and slow dance with Henry, with my face nuzzled against his neck, until the sun comes up and the venue manager kicks us out.
My daydreaming about Henry is interrupted when Patrick’s hand slides lower down my back. It’s sitting a little further south than I would like, but it’s not in the no-go zone yet.
Henry notices the change in Patrick’s hand placement and he stiffens. If I could read his mind, I’m pretty sure he’s imagining cutting off a body part of Patrick’s. I step back to create some distance between Patrick and me, which brings his hand back up to its original place.
Patrick drops my hand and coughs into his fist. Wayward saliva spray hits my face. We both notice and Patrick tries to assist me in wiping the spit from my cheek. It’s not a two-man job.
‘I’ve got it,’ I say as I finish clearing the moisture from my face.
‘Liv,’ Patrick clears his throat, but luckily turns away from me this time. ‘As I was saying earlier, I feel like we didn’t get off on the right foot, and it’s my fault.’
‘Don’t worry, I think it’s both our faults.’
‘No, it’s mine.’
‘Okay. Why do you sound so sure of that?’ Most of the guests are dancing around us, and the music tempo has picked up, but Patrick and I dance slowly so we can talk.
‘I thought it would be a bit of fun, and we’d either have a laugh about it, or it might be good for you. I’ve had trouble meeting people lately. The first date goes well, but then there’s never a second, and I thought at least this way I’d get three dates.’ There’s ringing in my ears, and I can no longer hear the music. Stepping back from Patrick, I remove his hands from me.
Not wanting to cause a scene, I keep my voice low. ‘What are you saying?’
‘I read your list. It was on the table the day we met. You know, must go on three dates.’
Dragging Patrick by the arm around to my quiet corner in the garden, I take a moment to calm myself and then unleash the fire of a thousand suns.
‘YOU KNEW!’
‘It wasn’t like I read your diary. You left the note out in the open.’
‘You took me on shitty dates knowing I’d have to come back for more?’
‘I thought it would be funny once you knew. And only one shitty date. The scavenger hunt would have been awesome if you’d helped. I figured after you knew we’d either fall in love or you’d thank me for the therapy.’
‘Therapy? Thank you? Are you delusional?’
‘You got to three dates, didn’t you? Without me, you wouldn’t have been able to tick it off your list.’ Patrick has no right to get defensive or self-righteous right now, but that’s exactly what he’s doing.
‘You could have taken me to a nice restaurant and got to know me. We could’ve spent our dates not yelling at each other, which we are again now!’ I hope no one can hear us screaming at each other, but it’s a small venue.
‘Have you ever considered maybe that’s passion?’
‘Maybe it’s loathing.’
‘Maybe they come from the same place.’
‘Yes, in HELL!’ I can’t believe I’m yelling at this guy again. He’s infuriating, and I need him to leave. There’s no point arguing anymore.
‘I think you’re overreacting. I was only telling you so we could start fresh. Have a laugh and go get a drink. I didn’t realise you were so sensitive.’
‘Patrick, I don’t have the energy, time, willpower, or fucks to unpack all that is wrong with what you just said. So, I’m going to the bar to get a very large drink, and you’re going to get in an Uber and leave. Immediately. Goodbye.’ Before he gets the chance to reply and argue some more, I turn in my very high heels and enjoy the sound they make as I walk away from Patrick. Forever.



Chapter Twenty-Three
I’m front and centre at the bar when Dad pulls out the stool beside me to sit down. He orders his drink before commenting on my state.
‘You missed dinner.’ The server places a gin and tonic in front of him, and I gesture that I’ll have one too.
‘Not hungry.’
‘I see Patrick missed dinner, too.’
‘Hmm.’
‘I think Henry’s been looking for you.’
‘Hmm.’
‘Joe and Felicity are having a good laugh over there.’ I lift my head to spy over my shoulder. Felicity and Joe are laughing at something Seth is saying. They’re enjoying the wedding, like I know I should be, but can’t. Not right now, so I return to my drink. ‘That guy was no good for you anyway, love.’
‘That right, Dad?’
‘Yep. Never would have lasted, so don’t waste any time dwelling on it.’
‘Excellent advice. Where’s your date?’
‘Probably talking someone’s ear off. Why do you think I’m hiding over here with you?’
Keith pops up on the other side of me and orders a beer and champagne from the bar. He seems unsure whether to join us.
‘Take a seat, Keith,’ says Dad.
‘Cheers, thanks, Fred.’ I’m now the meat in a Dad and Keith sandwich, and it’s not where I’d ever choose to sit.
‘Not much celebrating happening over here.’ Keith is incredibly observant and likes to say his findings out loud.
‘But there is a lot of drinking,’ I say.
The server places Keith’s drinks down, and he takes a sip of the beer.
‘Did you catch the game last night, Fred?’ I’m pleased Keith has excluded me from this conversation.
‘No. You?’
‘No. Watched Terminator 2 though.’
‘How good is that movie?’
‘So good.’
Dad and Keith have found common ground. They discuss the plot, character arcs, trivia, and key fight scenes of all the Terminator movies. I’m boxed in by two grown men talking passionately about the emotional ramifications of time travel. Their budding friendship bonding session is interrupted when Daisy runs past us crying.
‘Daisy, sweetie, you okay?’ Dad puts a hand out to stop her.
‘Not now, Grandpa. I’m having a moment.’
Barry comes running in seconds later. The poor kid is puffed, but hands Daisy a bunch of wilting flowers I assume he picked from the garden outside.
‘Please hear me out, Daisy.’ Barry’s in pain, and it’s the love variety. Join the club, kid.
‘Barry, leave it okay?’ Daisy has her arms wrapped around her body.
‘I know things didn’t work out like we planned, but we can try again.’
‘You don’t get it, Barry. I told you chickens don’t need to sleep inside.’
‘I’d read that attachment parenting produces larger chickens, and in theory, should create larger eggs. Larger eggs equals more money. We’re breeding free-range attached chickens. Size matters.’
‘Back to this again. Money! I don’t care about money.’
‘It’s about our future. We won’t get handouts like the generations before us.’
‘I don’t even understand what that means, Barry. I want to do stuff because it’s fun, and we used to do that.’
‘Okay, time out you two.’ Grace arrives and leans down to whisper to the kids before looking over to us. ‘I might take Daisy for a walk. Can Barry stay with you?’
Dad pulls up a stool, and Barry hops up, putting his head in his hands.
‘Don’t worry, kid, we’ve all been there.’ Barry lifts his head to survey the three of us.
‘That’s not reassuring, to be honest. I’m aiming for something higher.’ Barry slips back down from the stool.
‘You okay, Barry?’ I ask.
‘No doubt I will be in time. I’m off to eat leftover dessert.’
‘Sounds like a plan. Hope you’re okay, little man.’
‘Today was not my day, I’d say. Started with chicken beaks in my back and is ending with eating dry second-rate cake on my own. Life, hey?’ Barry salutes us as he walks away.
Dad, Keith, and I all swivel back in our seats. We sit in stunned silence until I notice the glass of champagne sitting in front of Keith.
‘Was that meant for Mum?’
‘Oh crap. I’m in the dog house now,’ says Keith.
Dad laughs and adds, ‘Oh, yes you are.’ They have a good chuckle together.
‘Why are women so highly strung? I don’t get it. We’re easy-going, take life as it comes,’ says Dad before realising he’s not sitting with a bunch of blokes. He pats me on the shoulder, ‘I didn’t mean all women, hey, Liv.’ I shrug my shoulders because I don’t think he wanted a response from me, anyway.
‘Talk to me about it. I have to shave in the shower these days. Heaven forbid, I leave any hair in the sink.’ Keith is criticising Mum in front of her ex-husband. It’s been nice knowing you, Keith.
‘Apparently, I’m never present enough. I’m this, and I’m that. It’s exhausting. Just let me be,’ says Dad.
‘Those are the women we’re attracted to. Can’t do anything about it.’
‘That is true. I think it’s the challenge. Keeps life interesting.’
‘That it does. You know the best advice I can give you,’ Keith’s now giving Dad relationship advice, and I wish I was recording this, ‘you make them think they’re pulling all the strings. That’s the key. They won’t actually be, but as long as they believe they are, you’ll have a long and peaceful life.’
‘So, it’s only the illusion of control, and I—’
‘ENOUGH!’ I slam my hands down on the bar, ‘Just stop!’ I have heard enough. I’ve heard enough from everyone, but especially these two.
‘You both have no idea what you’re talking about. Actually, no one does, but you two might be the worst!’ Having heard enough rubbish tonight, I stand, scull my drink and rush off to my secret garden sanctuary for the third time tonight.

Dad clears his throat, announcing his arrival and ending my few moments of peace.
‘I can’t right now, Dad,’ I say, not turning to look at him.
‘We didn’t mean anything back there. Keith and I were messing around.’
‘Of course you were.’
‘You’ve seemed off all day. Are you upset over that guy or something? I’m sure you can fix things if you want to.’
‘No, Dad, I can’t. I know nothing about relationships. I’m a scared loser who’ll mess up anything good that comes my way. And it’s all your fault.’ Any filter I had to hide my true feelings got drowned by gin several hours ago.
‘My fault?’
I’m ready now to face Dad, and I spin around so abruptly that I startle him. He looks like a deer caught in headlights.
‘Yes, you and Mum. You were supposed to teach me. Show me what relationships are meant to be like, how it all works, and you did a sucky job. Just awful. You don’t know a damn thing, which means I don’t know a damn thing either.’ My arms are flailing around like a kite in a windstorm, but I can’t control them or my anger right now.
‘Well, I had no one to teach me either. You think I had some mighty wisdom passed down to me, and I forgot to tell you? Grow up, Liv, it doesn’t work like that. Despite everything, I think your mum and I have always tried to do our best—’ Dad crosses his arms and puts on his father voice with me, except this time, I don’t care.
‘YOU LEFT!’ The words explode out of nowhere, but in another way, I feel like they’ve been sitting on my tongue for years. Dad loses his footing and stumbles a step back like I’ve physically hit him. He’s got the same uneasy expression on his face I remember from the night he left. I wish I hadn’t overheard my parents talking that night and I could have been sleeping peacefully like Joe, but the only saving grace was that Henry was with me. Always Henry.
I’d crashed the boy’s movie night because Dad never came home to take me to see the lunar eclipse as he’d promised. A few hours earlier, David had played his horrible prank and I had to explain the gory details to Joe and Henry.
Joe immediately started stress eating. ‘I don’t understand. Why?’ said Joe and then shoved a handful of popcorn into his mouth.
‘That fucking dickstick fuck knuckle,’ Henry mumbled quietly to himself, his head lowered and shaking back and forth. I put my hand on his arm because I wasn’t used to anger pouring from Henry. He placed his hand over mine and held it tightly.
‘He pretended to want to kiss me, so I’d tell everyone that I liked him.’
‘So he could prove how popular he is?’ I could barely understand Joe over the amount of popcorn in his mouth.
‘Can we stop talking about it? I don’t want to be upset when Dad gets home.’
Mum came halfway down the stairs into the basement and lent down to see us. ‘Henry, your dad called. He’ll be finishing his run early, so he’ll pick you up in the morning.’
‘Thanks, Mrs Granger.’
‘I’ve told you one hundred times, call me Jane. You’re here as much as my own kids, and most days I like you more.’ Henry smiled at my mum and then looked over to Joe to rub it in.
Joe sulked down into his mattress before huffing out, ‘Love you too, Mum.’
‘Any word from Dad?’ I was sick of waiting. He should have been home hours ago.
‘He’ll be home soon, sweetie. I think it’s probably getting too late to go out tonight. You can go next time.’
‘He promised!’
‘Your father knows it’s important to you, so I’m sure he’ll make it up to you. He’s been flat out at work.’ Mum headed up the stairs and closed the basement door.
It was a little childish, but I threw myself down in a huff. ‘Whatever. Joe, pass over the popcorn.’
‘It’s all gone. I can give you some non-popped corn kernels if you’d like to suck on them.’
‘That’s disgusting. Pass me anything then that’s sugary or salty.’
‘Um, I’m all out here except for some orange jelly beans.’
‘Orange ones are the worst!’
I threw my pillow over my head in a hissy fit. Henry pulled the pillow away from my face and hovered over me.
‘They all taste the same, you know. The colour doesn’t change the taste that much.’
‘Stop being logical. We’re past that point today.’
‘Okay, orange jelly beans suck. I’ve been hiding some Skittles from Joe. I’ll share my secret stash with you if it will cheer you up. And you don’t tell Joe.’
‘I can hear you, loser,’ said Joe.
Henry passed me his Skittles, and it may have been the best thing that happened to me that day.
A few hours later, the movie was over, and Joe was snoring loudly next to me. I couldn’t sleep. The front door opened upstairs. Dad had finally arrived home. He was four hours late.
I could faintly hear Mum and Dad talking, which wasn’t unusual since she’d normally wait up for him to come home.
Henry moved beside me, so I asked, ‘Are you awake?’
‘Yes, are you?’
‘Do you need to ask the question?’
‘Just checking you’re not talking in your sleep again.’
‘That only happened once, and I still think you and Joe made it up.’
‘It happened. Funniest thing—’ Henry stopped as the conversation upstairs turned to yelling.
‘Can you hear that?’ I whispered to Henry.
‘Yeah, I can.’ Henry and I crawled out of bed and quietly made our way up the stairs. We put our ears up to the door to listen.
‘Don’t you think we should tell them together?’ said Dad with a weird inflection to his voice that I’d never heard.
‘Yes, that’s what we agreed, but you’re never here! It’s affecting the kids, and I can’t keep making excuses. Especially to Liv. She’s been waiting up for you all night.’
‘I’ll make it up to her. It’s too hard to be here anymore. I’ll come back next week for more of my things.’
‘So, they wake up in the morning, and you’re gone? Again?’ My mum sounded like she was crying.
‘Tell them I’m on a work trip. We’ll make this a gradual transition. For everyone.’
Henry grabbed my hand. ‘Are you sure you want to listen to this, Liv?’
My brain was trying to explain this conversation, so it didn’t mean what I thought it meant. Henry must have sensed that I was immobilised because he stood and guided me back down the stairs and onto the mattresses. He laid next to me and linked our fingers together while brushing tears away from my face. I hadn’t realised I’d started crying.
‘It’s going to be okay, Liv. We’ll—’ Henry stopped when the basement door opened, and heavy footsteps walked down the stairs.
I let go of Henry’s hand and whispered, ‘Pretend to be asleep.’ Henry moved away and closed his eyes. I snuck a peek and saw Dad lean over and place a kiss on Joe’s forehead. He moved over next to kiss my cheek. I closed my eyes in time, so he wasn’t aware I was awake.
‘Good night, sweetie. I love you,’ Dad whispered so softly that I could only just hear him. He went to stand up, but I wrapped my arms around his neck.
‘Love you, Dad.’ He let out a surprised inhale, but then wrapped me up in a hug.
‘I thought you were asleep. You okay?’
I nodded my head up and down into his neck and then pulled back before asking, ‘Are you leaving?’
Dad took a moment to answer. ‘I’ve got a work trip, but I’ll be back soon. We’ll do something fun.’
Joe’s loud, awful singing floats over from the dance floor and breaks my thoughts as Dad continues to nervously watch me. He’s clearly unsure how to proceed after my outburst. I put on the largest pair of big girl panties I can muster and say the words I have never had the courage to say out loud to my father.
‘You left, Dad. You left in the middle of the night with no explanation. I had to tell Joe you’d moved out. He didn’t believe me since your stuff was still there. He thought you were on a trip until he gave up waiting and asked Mum.’
When Dad finally replies, he’s more hesitant with his words or just more wary of me.
‘All I can say is that it was a really hard time. I thought some distance would be best for everyone.’
‘That’s what kids need from their parents, distance.’
‘I was going to be the bad guy either way, wasn’t I? I’m the one who had to leave. I didn’t want to go. I desperately didn’t want to go, but I’m the bad one for leaving.’
‘You didn’t leave once, though. You kept leaving. You’d show up and then leave again. We were never sure when we’d see you.’
‘I was working a lot.’ Dad hangs his head before continuing. ‘I’m trying here, alright. You could cut me some slack. That was over fifteen years ago. We’ve all moved on.’
‘Have we, Dad? It doesn’t feel like it to me, and I feel you’ve regressed. Dating like you’re a high school senior and acting like girls are only trying to tie you down.’
‘That’s not your call. I’m happy with my dating life, that’s not your place to judge.’
‘You know what, you’re right. Date whoever you like, Dad, it’s your life. However, I don’t want you to bring anyone around to meet me. I don’t want you to introduce me, hell, I don’t even want you to tell me their name until you’ve at least had ten dates, and she’s got the possibility of being someone serious. I am not your wingman. I’m not here to appease them when they want to meet your family and get some sign of commitment from you. You’re scared to commit. You don’t want to get hurt again, fair enough, but deal with it. Don’t include me. I’m the child in this situation, so give me some respect.’
The air is still. Dad opens his mouth to say something but hesitates. He closes it again before speaking. I take a step away because I think a break might be helpful for both of us. Dad puts his hand out to stop me as Felicity runs around the corner.
She’s out of breath and too distracted to pick up on the tension that’s stunk up the space around Dad and me.
‘Come on, everyone’s waiting.’
‘For what?’ I ask.
‘Your speech. Todd introduced you already, and everyone’s looking for you.’
Oh, shit. My speech.
Felicity grabs my hand and pulls me behind her. I hear Dad following closely behind. I think we both got saved by a Felicity-style bell.
I rush into the room as Todd announces over the microphone, ‘Here she is! We thought she’d be at the bar but must have been in the loo.’ I hope the first time he introduced me was better than this effort. ‘Everyone, Joe’s little sister and the best woman tonight, Liv.’
I get a small clap as I make my way up to the microphone. When my back is turned, I reach into my bra and retrieve my speech. I didn’t trust myself to leave it anywhere else today. Todd adjusts the microphone height for me before stepping aside.
I scan the audience and find Henry. He’s sitting at our table holding a tall beer and gives me an encouraging smile tinged with sadness. We’d agreed that I’d do the speech tonight – a decision I’m now regretting. I’ve had too much alcohol, too many confrontations and wearing heels that are killing my feet too much to do a speech right now, but I love my brother enough that I’ll push all that to the side.
‘Good evening. Sorry for making you wait. I wasn’t on the toilet.’ It’s not the best opening, but I wanted to clarify that point. I scan over my speech before continuing.
‘Where’s Joe?’ I trace the room and find Joe with his hand in the air. He then flings it around in a circular motion, basically telling me to get on with it. ‘Right. Good evening. Nope, did that part.’ Joe’s arm is flailing around faster. ‘I’m so honoured to be here tonight to talk about Joe on behalf of Henry – the best man – and I.’
I stall again as I read over the first paragraph. I glance back at Joe, who’s finally dropped his hand and is watching me with curiosity. He had rules for what I could say tonight, which I planned to ignore, but now I’m not sure.
‘The truth is that I had all these stories to humiliate you, Joe. So many stories that not even Seth knows. Henry and I have been saving them for years for when I could pull them out tonight.’
I fold my speech up and hold it by my side.
‘But I don’t feel like humiliating you tonight.’ I keep my eyes on Joe. ‘Right now, the only thing I want to tell you is that I love you.’ I tuck the paper back into my dress and in the side of my bra.
‘I’m in genuine awe of the love between you and Seth. I, like most people, want what you both have. I want it so badly. I just don’t know how you do it.’ My voice cracks and I sneak a look at Henry, who’s studying his beer. He glances up at me and seeing the pain in his eyes might be the worst thing that’s happened tonight.
‘However you managed to make this work – find this man, love each other the way you both do, take care of each other, support one another – I’m in awe. Every tiny part of it is astonishing to me. Thank you for bringing Seth into our family. It’s the best thing you’ve ever done.’
Seth moves next to Joe and gives me the sweetest smile across the room.
‘We love you, Seth. Thank you for loving my idiot brother in a way I always hoped someone would love him.’ I wipe a tear from my eye and hold up an imaginary drink in my hand because, of course, I wasn’t organised enough to have one ready for my speech. ‘Everyone, please raise your glass and toast to Joe and Seth. I wish you both nothing but a lifetime of love, happiness and a few dinner dates with your sister. Here’s to Joe and Seth!’
Everyone cheers to the happy couple and then Joe makes a beeline towards me. He hugs me tightly and then smacks a kiss on the side of my face.
Seth and Joe are up next and make their speech together. They’re perfectly in sync. All the guests laugh and then cry as they thank everyone around them. Mum ugly cries, Dad hides from me on the opposite side of the room, and Henry catches me staring for a second before sadly turning away.
Joe finishes his speech by announcing that the wedding has officially become a party that exclusively includes drinking, dancing, and no formalities. He orders everyone to refill their drinks and to meet on the dance floor.
I decide I’ve had enough for tonight. I’ll apologise to Joe and Seth tomorrow. I’m too drained, too wiped, too everything to have a conversation with another person. My Uber arrives in record time, and I slip in, disappearing into the night.

The apartment is dark when I arrive home, but I don’t bother putting on any lights. Grabbing a giant bag of Maltesers, I head straight to the couch and put on a Geena Davis film. Thelma and Louise seems like a too obvious choice, so I go with Earth Girls are Easy. This way I get to watch Geena Davis and Jeff Goldblum. The perfect pick-me-up combination. I love them together, but even they didn’t stay married. One evening I did a marathon unhealthy deep dive into the lives of Geena Davis and Jeff Goldblum. Not the best use of my time, but information gathering should be perceived as a positive regardless of the subject matter. I found out that not only did they not stay married, but they’ve also both been married multiple times.
‘You two don’t even know what the hell you’re doing!’ I yell at the television, which doesn’t even feel like the low point of the evening. A text comes through, so I pause my abusive behaviour towards the innocent television.
Felicity:
Staying at Hannah’s tonight. Are you okay? Your dad said you weren’t feeling well?
Dad must have felt like he needed to cover for my disappearance. I don’t know how to reply, so I close the message and focus back on the film. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice in the fish tank, Toni is floating near the top of the tank. She never swims that close to the surface, so I rush over to check on her.
‘No, no, no! Come on. Not today.’ Toni is bloated and floating upside down. She must have passed away during the wedding because she seemed fine before I left yesterday for my sleepover. My knees give out, and I sob into the carpet. I cry until I can’t breathe, and I don’t know how to stop. When I bang my fists on the carpet, I realise this may not only be about my dead fish, but it’s all coming out, regardless. I’m a loser with an unfinished loser list who still has no plans, no commitments, but I also now have a dead fish and no Henry. My body becomes numb from the ugly crying, and I drift off to sleep on the floor. Geena Davis’s voice continues on the television from the living room, but as I fall into an exhausted coma, all I hear is Barry’s voice on repeat saying, ‘Life, hey?’



Chapter Twenty-Four
I don’t recommend sleeping on the floor in a bridesmaid’s dress. I have crease marks from the fabric up and down my body and indents from the carpet on my face. Crawling to the couch, I retrieve my phone and see there’s a slew of text messages from all hours of the morning. I scroll through first to see if any are from Henry, but there’s nothing. All of them are from Joe except one from Seth.
1:39 a.m. Joe:
Where you at bitch? We miss you. You need to come back and celebrate.
1:48 a.m. Joe:
Sorry I called you a bitch. I love you. Why aren’t you here?
I assume Joe was at the loved up, affectionate stage of drunkenness.
2:12 a.m. Joe:
Henry’s getting hit on by a woman with a blue nose ring. Does that bother you?
2:14 a.m. Joe:
Oops, sorry. I wasn’t supposed to know, was I?
2:34 a.m. Joe:
He told her to skedaddle. Do you know how long it took me to type out the word skedaddle? Too fricken long. That’s how much I love you.
2:40 a.m. Seth:
I’ll get your brother to stop harassing you. Hope you’re feeling okay xx
2:55 a.m. Joe:
Can you and Henry stop fighting? If you’re not interested in him, put the guy out of his misery. He’s dying here.
3:10 a.m. Joe:
Oops again. Forget I said anything.
3:20 a.m. Joe:
I love you, but you’re on my shit list for leaving the wedding early.
I’m assuming Joe passed out not long after 3:20 a.m. this morning, or Seth confiscated his phone. So, Joe knows about Henry and me. I’m too tired to care, and it’s the least of my problems.
Propping myself up on the couch, I lay my head back and think over the events from yesterday. It was a beautiful wedding, but no doubt everything else was a shitshow of epic proportions. I lived through it though. I said things that I’ve been holding in for years. They’re out in the universe now, and I don’t feel the need to fix anything. Dad is the parent, and I’ll give him some time to think about what I said. Even though my eyes are puffy from my break down, I feel like I have some clarity from it. I have no regrets about what I said to Dad or Patrick, but I left without clearing things up with Henry.
Replaying our conversation from yesterday, I know he’s right. No matter what, he’s my best friend, and he deserves better from me. Yet I disappeared on him again. The irony is not lost on me that even though he’s leaving, I’m the one who keeps walking away.
The first thing I need to do, though, is take care of Toni. I peel myself off the couch and scoop her up into a face washer and place her in a shoebox. I have an idea where I can bury her, but I’ll need to look after that later. Reaching over, I rummage through my handbag to find my list and a pen. It’s time to re-examine my loser list. The original list has scribbles all over it, and the paper is worn from being folded so many times. It’s time to start fresh with a new edited version. I run to my room and find the journal Felicity gave me hiding at the back of the closet. On the first page I write my new list, double underlining the title.
LIV IS NOT A LOSER
 
	Sign a lease with Felicity and buy her a bunch of flowers for being a jerk.

	Grovel at work and apologise for being slack.

	Finish degree with no stopping, no breaks. No excuses.

	Start a savings account.

	Give Toni a funeral and then purchase a new fish after a respectable time of mourning has passed.

	Book a holiday.

	Talk to Henry.

	Start to journal. (Ask Felicity to give me a lesson on journaling.)


 Talking to Henry is the most important on the list and hopefully lucky being number seven. I feel a manic rush to get to Henry. We need to talk, and it has to be in person. I have my plan, and I’m responsible for it and accountable if I slack off. I can’t let Henry down again. He deserves better from me. I deserve better from me.

My choice of ice breakers and/or peace offerings are breakfast muffins and coffee. However, after banging on Henry’s door for ten minutes, it appears he’s not home, or perhaps he’s passed out upstairs. I don’t want to wake him, but I also don’t want to wait to see him. The feeling is urgent, so I call his mobile, but it goes to voicemail.
Driving around aimlessly for an hour, I finish Henry’s muffin and coffee as well. It’s his fault he missed out since he wasn’t home. When I stop at a red light, I realise I’m out the front of the pet store where Henry and I bought Toni. I feel nostalgia for a pet store, which is odd. Did Henry have feelings for me then? I’d know that if I’d had the guts to talk to him. I won’t make that mistake again. It hadn’t dawned on me until we spoke at the wedding how much my actions would hurt him. I’d apologise if I could find him, or he’d answer his damn phone.
Without registering it, I’ve pulled up outside the pet store. I hope Toni forgives me for moving on so quickly. With the help of the same pet store employee, I now have two goldfish. One has bugged eyes. It was a simple decision to name him Jeff, and the other more feminine one is Geena. They’ll live together happily in my fish tank. Jeff and Geena are coming with me today on my trek to find Henry. By lunchtime, I’m getting desperate, so I text the one person I didn’t want to because asking will give them far too much information.
Liv:


Hope you had a good day yesterday. Sorry I flaked. I’ll tell you all about it over dinner. My shout. Any chance you know where Henry is?


Joe:
My head hurts. The phone beeping made me want to vomit. No more texts. Henry’s at his dad’s.
Liv:


Thanks!


Joe:
NO MORE TEXTS.
I find Henry out the front of his dad’s house, throwing rubbish into a skip. His dark hair pokes out from under a cap, and he’s wearing a T-shirt and shorts. He looks hot and sweaty from working all morning. I sit in my car for a moment, admiring the view until he notices me. He removes his cap and runs a hand through his damp hair before replacing it. It’s a good look on him. Needing a pep talk, I whisper to myself, ‘You’re not a loser. Be honest. It’s Henry, you can say anything, and he’ll listen. This boy once watched you eat two adult-sized servings of ribs and told you he was impressed.’
As I step out of the car, I’m feeling hopeful until I see the expression on Henry’s face. He’s not thrilled to see me.
‘Hey, what are you doing?’ I’m nervous now, so the words come out all weird and formal.
‘Helping Dad clean up the house. He moves this week. What are you doing here?’ Was that a tone from Henry? I think he was giving me tone, and it was cold.
‘I brought you breakfast, but you weren’t home, so it got cold. And I kind of ate it.’ There’s silence, and it’s swallowing me up. ‘I got new fish! Introducing Jeff and Geena.’ I wiggle the bag too much when I hold it up to show Henry. Jeff and Geena don’t look impressed with me now either.
‘What about Toni?’
‘She passed away last night. I’m having a little service later today if you want to come.’
‘I’ll be here all day helping Dad. Better get back to it.’ Henry turns away, loading more rubbish into the skip.
‘Henry?’ I say it quietly, but I know he can hear me. He stops but doesn’t turn around.
‘What, Liv?’
‘Can we talk?’ Henry twists the top half of his body around to look at me. He’s waiting, and I have about thirty seconds before he’ll dismiss me again. ‘I’m sorry.’
Walt chooses that second to walk out the front with another load of packed boxes in his arms.
‘Hey, love!’ Walt shouts to me but then notices Henry’s stance and the anger that seems to be floating off him. He gives me a salute before walking back inside. Henry throws down the box he was holding and comes over to me. We stand together at the front of my car. I lean on the front bumper for support.
‘Henry, I’m sorry, okay. No excuses. You know I freaked, but I shouldn’t have disappeared on you.’
‘You did it again last night. Where did you go?’
‘I went home.’
‘Alone?’
‘Yes, of course alone! You know me better than that.’
‘I know nothing because you don’t tell me anything.’
‘I’m working through some stuff. Dad and I had a fight last night, and I needed to leave. I kicked Patrick out of the wedding hours before that.’
‘Okay.’
‘I wasn’t in the right headspace last night to talk, but as soon as I woke up this morning, I knew I had to see you, apologise for what I did.’
Henry nods, but he’s not giving anything away with his body language. Silence fills the space while I stare at Henry, willing him to talk to me.
‘Look, I better go, or Dad will try to lift stuff, and he’ll pull something. I’ll see you around.’ Henry attempts to leave, but I reach out for his hand. He pulls it back, but at least he’s looking at me again now.
‘I love you, Henry.’ Henry’s eyes zero on mine, and I don’t feel like I can talk with the giant knot in my throat, but I continue. ‘Shitty timing to tell you, I know, but I realised that I never said it back when you told me, and I thought that perhaps you knew that it was a given I loved you too, but then again, maybe it’s not because I’m a terrible communicator. So, for the record, I love you, Henry.’
Putting my hand on his arm, I pull him closer to me, so it doesn’t feel like he’ll run away at any second. Henry reaches out, cupping my cheek. I press my face into his hand. It’s become my favourite way he holds me when we talk.
‘Thank you for telling me,’ Henry caresses my face once before his hand falls away, ‘but it’s not enough, Liv. It’s killing me, but maybe we’re meant to love each other just as friends.’
‘No! I don’t think we are. I don’t want to touch any of my other friends the way I want to touch you.’ Henry at least gives me a small smirk. ‘You said last night that it’s us, and we can work it out. What happened to that? Is this because you’re leaving?’
‘No, me taking a trip – not leaving – has nothing to do with this, and it never should have.’ Henry looks lost with his words as he folds his arms across his chest. ‘Liv, I’ve been in love with you since I was fifteen. Maybe it wasn’t love back then, but it’s always felt like love, and I’ve been waiting. Hoping one day you’d feel what I felt.’ It doesn’t go unnoticed to me he’s using past tense. I’d like to clarify, but I don’t think I want the answer. ‘I know it’s not fair to put too much pressure on you, but it’s not enough for me.’
‘Henry, I—’
‘Let me try to explain it better. The only reason I booked a trip was because I needed to get away. Just a break so maybe I could get over you, start fresh. I should’ve been honest with you and maybe we would have had a chance, so that’s on me. Turns out, you’re not the only one with a loser list.’
‘Henry, you’re not a loser. Not even a little bit.’
‘Neither are you, but isn’t that the point? We all have our own loser list – things we need to do that we’ve been putting off for whatever reason. Stuff we need to deal with. I’ve never travelled, never had a long-term relationship. I chose to live in a loft in the office. Why did I do that? I need to tick things off my list, too.’
‘I can get you a fish.’
Henry cracks a smile at my offer.
‘I want a home, Liv. Not crashing in a bed somewhere. Even Dad’s place is gone now. I want to make a home for myself.’ Every instinct I have is telling me his home should be with me. I feel it so strongly, and I want that too. A home we make together.
‘So that means we can’t be together? Why can’t we try?’
‘One minor bump in the road, and you ran. I can’t do this if I’m always worried you’ll run. It won’t work, and we’ll hurt each other. I don’t want us to hurt each other. I need you all the way in, and you’re not ready for that.’
‘I’m trying. I just need more time. I’ll stop running, I—’ the conversation somehow turned into me begging and crying at Henry, and I can’t turn it around. Henry pulls me into his arms, and I cry into his chest. He bends down to whisper in my ear.
‘I will always love you, Olivia, but I know this is too scary for you, and I’m asking too much. I don’t want to cause you more pain. I just can’t put my life on hold any longer.’
‘I never asked you to put your life on hold.’ My voice is muffled as I’m still curled up in Henry’s shirt.
‘I know you didn’t. This is all on me. I put too much pressure on us, and I’m sorry.’
He strokes my hair back and forth and then kisses the top of my head.
‘We’ll be fine, Liv, give us some time.’ Henry takes a deep breath, nuzzles his nose in my hair before I get one last kiss on the side of my head. ‘I’ve got to go.’ Henry removes my arms from his shirt and walks away in long strides without looking back as he disappears down the side of Walt’s house.
I stay in the same spot waiting in case he changes his mind, but I know deep down, he’s not coming back.
I move to my car door but hesitate because it doesn’t feel like this is how things should end. I underestimated how much I screwed up and hurt Henry, and I don’t know how we’ll be okay after this. How can we go back to what we were before? We love each other, and we won’t even be able to be friends. Glancing back up at the house one last time, I see Walt in the front yard watching me.
‘Liv darling, come here.’ I’m still carrying these bloody fish as I walk over to Walt. Nothing about today makes sense. I wipe the tears from my face, but I’m sure I’m red and blotchy with black panda eyes from my make-up.
‘Sorry, Walt, I didn’t think—’
‘You don’t need to apologise. I just don’t want you getting in a car right now.’
‘Oh, I’ll be fine.’ I wave it away like my heart breaking in Walt’s front yard was a minor blip in my day.
‘Come here, love.’ Walt opens his arms, and I shuffle into him like I’m on autopilot. He wraps his hefty arms around me and pulls me in tight. I feel like I’m being hugged by a life-sized teddy bear. It’s warm, soft, and smells like sweet biscuits.
‘Everyone needs a hug sometimes.’
‘Thank you.’
‘You’re very welcome. I can’t help fix this, that’s what Helen was good at, but I know my boy loves you. Deep into his bones, he loves you.’ That’s all I had to hear, and now I’m sobbing into Walt’s T-shirt as he pats my back.
‘Sorry, I’m crying all over your shoulder.’ Walt’s T-shirt is covered in tears and probably snot and mascara.
‘That’s what shoulders were made for.’ I cry on Walt for a few minutes more and then pull myself together enough, so he’ll let me go. I don’t want to be here when Henry comes back out. I lift my head and attempt to smile at Walt. He wipes a tear from my cheek before asking, ‘Love, why is it every time I see you, you’re carrying around a bag of fish?’



Chapter Twenty-Five
I place Geena and Jeff in their new home, and they’re swimming happily when a text from Felicity comes in.
Felicity:
Hey, missed you this morning. Sorry about your fish. Hope you’re okay. I think I’ve found someone to take your room. Chat later.
Nope, it’s my room, and I’m going to keep it. I may or may not have a job, and I definitely don’t have a Henry, but I need to complete something off my damn list. I have to prove to Felicity that I can be a good, dependable room-mate and win back her trust.
Liv:


Thanks, can we have dinner tonight?


Felicity:
Sorry, staying at Hannah’s tonight. Dinner tomorrow?
We lock in dinner and I make a plan to distract myself for the next few hours. Whenever I stop, it’s Henry’s face that pops straight back into my head. His last words to me, the way he smelt when he held me and how he looked when he walked away. We’ve been in each other’s lives forever. He said we’ll be okay, but how’s that going to be possible? I can’t see him with someone else. Could he handle seeing me with someone else? The truth is, and we both know it – we’ve ruined our friendship, and it’s not coming back.
I can’t dwell because the house of cards will come falling down again, so I need to keep moving. Grabbing Toni’s shoe box casket, I collect my keys and hope Grace is feeling charitable this afternoon. Joe’s walking up the path to my apartment when I get outside. He’s got two of the largest Slurpee cups I’ve ever seen. He holds one out for me to take.
‘For you. It’s a mix of all the colours but weighted heavier on green.’
‘You remembered.’
‘It’s hard not to, it’s gross.’
‘What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with your new husband.’
‘He’s sleeping, so I thought I’d come for a visit.’ Joe gestures for us to sit on the step outside the front entrance. I place Toni’s casket between us as we sit down. Since he’s drinking, Joe gestures to the shoe box with his eyes to ask the question.
‘My fish died. I’m going to ask Grace if she doesn’t mind if I bury Toni in her yard.’ Joe finishes his mouthful and then winces with what I assume is an ice headache. ‘Did you have a good day yesterday?’
‘Yeah, it was amazing. Better than I thought it would be. Seth had the best day.’
‘Sorry I left early.’
‘I was going to hold it against you for the next seven years, but then Dad called me. Wanted to have a chat about stuff from the past.’ I’ve got a full mouth of green Slurpee, and a cold headache is setting in, but I still can’t hide the surprise from my face. Joe nods to confirm it’s true. ‘He apologised. It was a bizarre call, and I was far too hungover for the heaviness of it.’
‘We talked at the wedding.’
‘I assumed something must have happened. It went okay?’
‘I can’t get a handle on whether it went well or terrible. It was good to get some things off my chest, though.’
‘I’d say it was good then.’
We sit with our legs out in front of us enjoying our drinks. My head keeps bouncing between the conversations with Henry, then Dad, and Patrick pops in for a few seconds before I flick him from my brain. The conversations with Dad and Henry are the ones I focus on and wonder how and when it all got so confusing. I remember being happy as a kid, so I don’t know when I let myself get scared of everything. Was it gradual, or was I oblivious to what I was doing? All I know now is that I don’t want to be scared anymore. Also, I don’t want to be angry with Dad either. My anger towards him hurt me more than it’s ever hurt him.
‘Joe, why do you think the people who hurt you have more influence than the ones who care for you?’
Joe’s admiring the blue sky above us when he replies. ‘It’s easy to get confused because often the ones who hurt you are also the ones that tell you they love you.’ Joe takes a loud sip of his Slurpee, which has stained his mouth an unnatural blue. No one should give life advice with stained blue lips. ‘You have to work out who you want to listen to and how much influence they get to have.’
‘You got smarter since you got married.’
Joe gives me his go-to cheeky arrogant smile.
‘Yes, I’m wise and all-knowing now I’m a married man.’ He leans in and whispers, ‘They secretly slip you a book of worldly insights once you’re married. It’s why married people are so annoying trying to give advice all the time.’
‘You agree you’re even more annoying now?’
‘Not possible.’
‘True, you maxed out years ago.’ Joe flicks the top of my straw with his fingers, flinging blue ice on my face. ‘You proved me wrong.’
Joe takes the lid off his drink and shovels Slurpee into his mouth. Another epic ice headache will arrive in less than one minute.
‘I’m assuming it didn’t go well with Henry?’ Joe mumbles around the ice in his mouth.
‘How did you guess?’
‘You’re about to go bury a dead fish which you could flush down the toilet, and Henry’s phone is off.’
‘I could never flush Toni.’ Joe gives me a brotherly stare down. ‘It went epically bad.’
‘That sucks.’
I suddenly remember that Joe knows about Henry and me. ‘When did Henry tell you about us?’
‘Officially or unofficially?’
‘Is there a difference?’
‘Officially, Henry only told me yesterday before the wedding. He had one beer and then loose lips. He was nervous about seeing you.’ That makes my heart ache. It’s too soon to hear stories about Henry.
‘Unofficially?’
‘Unofficially, now let me work out the timeline.’ Joe taps his straw on his chin, and I know I won’t get a straight answer. ‘I knew I fancied boys when I was around twelve and that I’d never want to see a vagina. They make no sense.’
‘They make lots of sense.’
‘Not to me.’
‘This is going nowhere.’
‘It is if you’d let me talk. Sandy Rourke asked me if I wanted to touch her boobs when I was fourteen. By all accounts, they were meant to be incredible boobs. Alas, I did not want to. Another inkling that I wouldn’t be bringing a bride home to Mum and Dad.’
‘This has nothing to do with Henry, and why would Sandy Rourke ask you that?’
‘This is about Henry, and exactly, why would Sandy Rourke ask me? It turns out she was into Henry and was trying to make him jealous. When that didn’t work, she asked Henry if he’d like a squeeze, but he turned her down like an overcooked pancake. She wasn’t happy and then made some slur about Henry not wanting to because he was into me.’
‘That you two were together?’
‘Yeah, she looked all smug about it. I froze. I thought maybe people had talked about me, but I never thought that they might think that about Henry. It didn’t faze him, though. He went straight back to her and said, “I can’t see what business that is of yours, but if I was, would that be a problem?’”
‘Go Henry.’
‘Henry was defending me before I’d even come out to him. That’s why he’s the first person I ever told.’
‘Before me?’
‘Even before you. Anyway, I still haven’t got to the point of my story—’
‘I’m aware.’
‘Shh. You’d think the booby monster would let it go at this point, but no, she then said, “maybe you’re into his kid sister since she’s always hanging around.”’
‘Me?’
‘Yep and Henry laughed like a hyena for a good five minutes. His face went all red. I’ll never forget it. Sandy gave up at this point because Henry was so weird about it. I remember being curious that he was fine with people thinking he might be gay, but you get mentioned, and it turned him into a twisted pretzel.’
‘Pretzels are always twisted.’
‘Not how I make them. Anyway, then when that boy pretended to want to kiss you after school, it all became pretty clear. Henry was so pissed.’
‘It was a cruel thing to do.’
‘No, before that even happened. He hated that you were going to kiss that guy and wanted me to drag you out of class. He said he’d watch Scary
Movie
3 and 4 with me. We’d only watched the first two and hadn’t circled back yet. I could tell right then he was a goner for you, sis.’ Joe taps his finger on my nose.
‘Why didn’t you say something?’
‘I thought at one stage you two were secretly playing the sausage hot dog game, but then I realised you were oblivious that Henry had heart-shaped eyes for you. I figured Henry was waiting for the right time to strike, and I hoped he’d get the vaginas to tell you himself.’
‘You can’t say they make no sense and then use them as a noun.’
‘I can acknowledge they’re much stronger than balls. Balls are weak as piss. One feather tap, and we’re out.’ Joe scans the sky, contemplating the world again while sipping the remaining of his neon-coloured ice. ‘Shame you don’t love Henry, I thought you two could make it work.’
‘I do love him.’
This gets Joe’s attention enough for him to put his drink down.
‘I don’t understand, so he doesn’t love you?’
‘He said he loves me.’
‘You two are so infuriating, you know that, right? What the hell is the problem?’
‘He said I’m not ready. It’s too much. He was asking too much from me and what I could give wasn’t enough.’
Joe laughs. Real belly laughs.
‘Oh, Henry.’
‘What?’
‘I think Henry was calling your bluff.’
‘No, he was serious. He’s leaving soon, anyway. Maybe it will be painfully awkward and less straight-up painful with some distance.’
‘Is it too much?’
‘Huh?’
‘He’s telling you it’s too much, so is it? He can’t decide that for you, can he? If it is, okay, or if you know you want him, then prove him wrong. Convince him it’s not.’
‘I don’t know.’
‘So, work it out.’ As easy as that. Has my brother ever met me?
I thought Henry was rejecting me, but perhaps he was making a decision based on my actions, and that’s not what’s true for me. I led Henry to believe that it’s too much, but is that the truth? The syrup and ice have frozen my brain, and everything hurts. Now I’m a twisted pretzel, and that is how you make them. I don’t care what Joe says.
‘Stop thinking so hard. You’ll burst something. Let’s go bury your fish.’ I follow Joe down the path to his car, and he turns to me before opening the car door. ‘Can we get some chips on the way?’



Chapter Twenty-Six
Joe and I stand next to Toni’s grave as Grace places flowers on top that she picked from her garden.
‘Thank you,’ I say, touched that my sister cared enough to help me out. She didn’t blink when I turned up on her door and asked if I could dig up her backyard.
‘You’re welcome. We still had everything here from yesterday’s burial.’
‘Can we agree that everyone lays off pet ownership for a while? Neighbours are going to talk about you guys with all these graves,’ says Joe.
‘I got two more fish this morning.’
‘Cool. We’ll all reconvene here in two weeks. I’ll bring some dip.’ Joe pats me on the shoulder and then walks back inside. I pack up the spade and shovel as Grace lingers behind me.
‘Dad called me.’ Dad’s doing the rounds, so something I said must have hit a nerve last night. ‘He wants to talk to you, but he’s not sure how to.’
‘He’s lost the ability to use a phone? We have bigger problems then.’
‘You know what I mean.’ Grace follows me to the steps in their backyard, and she sits down. I hover on the grass in front of her.
‘He could call you and Joe with no problems, so he can call me anytime he wants. I’ll only flick his calls the first two or three times, I promise.’
‘You make jokes all the time but listen when he calls, okay?’
‘If he calls.’
‘He’ll call, just give him some time. He’s scared.’
‘Why would he be scared to call me and not you guys?’
‘Because you called him out on his bullshit.’
‘Time someone did.’
‘Yeah, you’re right, and you’re the one who did. I think you’re stronger than you realise.’ Grace sounds serious, but I’m waiting for Joe to jump out from behind the bush and laugh in my face at her hilarious stitch-up. All I can do is scoff in reply. ‘You’re the only one able to say the things we’ve all wanted to say to Dad,’ Grace’s voice wobbles when she speaks, ‘and you’re able to put Mum in her place when she needs it. Sometimes.’ She chuckles before wiping under her eye.
Lowering my face to the ground, I say, ‘I don’t feel strong.’
‘Neither do I, but that’ll happen when you feel you’re about to vomit on your shoes every five minutes.’ Grace takes a moment before continuing, ‘I mean it, Liv. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit.’ Grace and I have never been close – we’re simply too different to really get each other, or maybe Joe and I were always too much for her – but we’re happy enough in each other’s company. I can’t remember the last time we had a conversation this frank.
‘Thanks, Grace. Why don’t you lie down? I’m not doing anything. I’ll play with Daisy for a while.’
‘Really? That would be great. Todd’s at work this afternoon.’
‘I owe you for the fish grave.’
‘That’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever been owed for, but I’ll take it.’

Daisy’s buried Joe under a mountain of dolls and teddy bears when I find them. Joe’s falling asleep under the comfort of so many stuffed toys, so I send him home to pack for his honeymoon. I start an epic slumber party game with Daisy and her fourteen dolls.
‘How’s Barry today? Did you guys make up?’
‘I haven’t seen him. His mum is home today. We were meant to redecorate our cubby house, but I haven’t gone down there yet.’
‘You had a pretty crappy day yesterday too, didn’t you?’
Daisy puts down her dolls and looks at me, ‘I don’t think you’re allowed to say “crappy” to me.’ She seems horrified. I’d toned down the word I was going to use, which I’m glad I did now.
Leaning in to whisper, I say, ‘We’re the only ones here, so tell me on a scale of one to ten, how crappy was your day? Mine was about a nine, edging towards a solid ten.’
‘It was a ten. Crappy, crap, crap day.’
‘I bet that felt good.’
‘It did.’ Daisy seems happier now. The power of swear words should never be questioned.
‘Now if anyone ever asks where you learnt that word you tell them Uncle Joe taught you, okay?’ Daisy laughs, but I make her repeat it three times, so she’s clear on her instructions. Joe’s still owed a few paybacks from his latest tricks.
‘Dad said I should take a break from Barry’s friendship for a while.’
‘What did your mum say?’
‘She said I should invite him over for dinner so we can all chat. Grandpa said I should tell him I’m moving to New Zealand. That makes little sense because we live next door to each other, so then he said to hide when he comes over.’ Dad’s advice is to teach a seven-year-old the principles of ghosting.
‘That’s a terrible idea.’
‘I thought so too. Nana said I should write him a letter and list down all my issues so he can address them individually.’ That sounds like my mum. ‘She also said that I shouldn’t underestimate the power of a cold shoulder. But I don’t even know where to buy one, and I doubt Mum will give me the money.’ I try not to laugh because I can see Daisy is in pain. ‘I’m so confused, Aunty Liv.’ I couldn’t agree more, Daisy.
‘Honestly, most people give advice, but they have no idea what they’re talking about.’
‘What!? I’m seven. All I have to go on is people’s advice. I’m screwed!’ Daisy drops her head dramatically into her hands. I think Barry may not be the only theatrical person in their friendship. ‘What do I do, Aunty Liv?’ Daisy’s innocent eyes are staring at me, hoping I’ll fix all her problems when I can’t even fix my own.
‘I suppose you need to think about which advice seems right to you. You care about Barry, right?’
‘Yes. He’s my best friend.’
‘Okay. What feels like the right thing to do for him?’
‘Talk to him. He likes to talk things out.’
‘What feels like the right thing to do for you?’ Daisy picks up one of her dolls and plays with their skirt.
‘I want to watch TV and hang out with him. He makes me laugh when we’re just mucking around.’
‘Go with your gut. Why don’t you ask him to hang? I think he’ll be happy to see you no matter what you’re doing.’
‘He’ll want to talk about his new business plan.’
‘On a Sunday?’
‘Early worm gets to eat the other worms.’ Even though she got it wrong, it still works, so I let it slide. I might even use it. Henry would like it. I wish Henry was here, he’d be able to help me navigate this conversation.
‘Why don’t you tell him you’d like to hang out just for fun? No business plans today. How does he even know what a business plan is?’
‘Google. His dad is an entrepreneur and he wants to be like him. He’s never met him, so I don’t know why he cares.’
‘Because it’s his dad, right?’
‘I suppose.’
‘You could ask him why it’s important to him?’
‘So, I should talk to him? What about what everyone else said?’
‘Maybe you trust yourself on this one. What do you want to do?’
‘I want to talk to him now.’

We trek through a suburban forest in Barry’s backyard until we come to a small opening with a rundown wooden cubby house in the centre. This place would be scary at night. I’m scared now, and it’s in broad daylight. The cubby house is crumbling, with panels from the roof peeling and entire exterior sections are destroyed from what I assume is termite damage.
‘Isn’t it cool?’ Daisy’s love for this cubby house mustn’t be for the aesthetics, but for the fun she and Barry have playing here together.
‘Maybe we could paint it one day? Get Joe here, he loves to paint.’
‘That would be awesome! I can’t wait to tell Barry.’ Suck it, Joe. He won’t be able to say no when Daisy asks him in her sweet little voice.
As we walk closer to the cubby house, I hear a woman’s voice. Daisy puts her arm up to stop me. She does it like army soldiers do, and I wonder where she learnt that skill. Perhaps she was born with it.
‘Shh. I think Barry’s talking to his mum.’ She tiptoes closer to the house, gesturing for me to walk behind her. I guess we’re going to eavesdrop on their conversation now. I knew I liked this kid.
‘Todd and Grace were concerned that you were taking things a little serious,’ Barry’s mum’s voice floats through the open front window of the cubby. Kneeling down, I whisper to Daisy, ‘I think we better come back later and let them talk.’
Daisy shoos me away and leans in closer to listen. Well, I tried to do the right thing, so with no other options, I lean in with her.
‘A little too seriously? They could take their finances a little more seriously if they asked me,’ says Barry.
‘What’s going on, baby?’ Barry’s mum has a calm voice. It’s a voice that tells you straight away that she’s kind. She also sounds tired. I can hear Barry moving around the cubby, so Daisy and I back up against the side of the house. Daisy stands with her back to me, and I wrap my arms around her. I feel terrible listening, but I’m also incredibly interested. I’ll blame Joe somehow for allowing Daisy to violate Barry’s privacy.
‘Nothing. I’m trying to save money.’
‘But why? Why do you need money?’
‘I’m saving my share for you.’
‘For me? I don’t need money, sweetie.’
Barry scoffs at her remark.
‘Of course you do. I’m not old enough yet, but eventually you won’t have to work so hard. I’ll take care of you properly.’
‘That’s kind but I can—’
‘Mum,’ Barry’s authoritarian voice cuts in, ‘you’ve never had a man take care of you, so you don’t know how to accept it. But I won’t let you down.’ There’s a few moments of silence and Daisy and I hold our breath.
‘Barold Roland Dankwill, stop pacing and sit down so we can sort this out.’ I know where Barry gets his stern voice from now. ‘Why do I need you to take care of me exactly?’
‘Because I’m the man of the house. It’s my responsibility.’
‘Says who?’ I feel from her tone that whoever it is will be on the receiving end of a Ms Dankwill lecture. I’m glad it’s not me.
‘Everyone.’
‘Be more precise, Barry.’
‘Seriously, everyone. They all say it. I’m the man of the house, and I need to take care of you. Men look after the ones they love. They say, “take care of your mum.” That’s all I’m trying to do. Provide for you.’
‘Sweetie, I think you’ve—’
‘No, Mum, it’s on me. There’s no dad here, so it’s on me. I need to make sure to look after you, the house…’ Barry’s words are hard to hear now because he’s crying. He’s trying to hide it, but with every word, tears seep out of him. Daisy reaches up and grips my hand. She curls her face into me as she wipes her tears. I should take her away, but I don’t want Barry and his mum to hear us and break their conversation.
‘It’s okay. Take a deep breath, and we’ll work this out together.’ Barry gets his crying under control while I assume his mum cuddles him.
‘My strong, wonderfully smart boy, I wish you would have talked to me about this earlier. People say that stuff, but they don’t mean it. No one expects you to take care of me, okay?’
‘Are you sure? Why would they say it then?’
‘Because people are idiots.’
‘That’s not a good enough reason.’
‘True, but it’s still also correct. I want you to forget that idea. No more worrying about money or saving or business ventures. I take care of you as the parent. You’re the child, so let me worry about all of those things.’
‘But without a man in the house, I need to step up. You can’t do it alone.’
‘Excuse me, yes I can. I have been, and I will continue to, very successfully. You’re the brightest child anyone has ever met, so I must be doing something right.’
‘I don’t mean to criticise your parenting. You perform very well with all your challenges.’
‘Thank you. Sweetie, when people love each other, they take care of each other. Each family works out how it does things, and every family is a little different. Just like us.’
‘That makes sense, I’ll give you that.’
‘I don’t want you worrying about this anymore, okay? I want you to be a kid, and when you meet your partner someday—’
‘You mean Daisy?’
‘Yes, fine, when you’re old enough to be in a relationship, you two can work out a system that’s right for you. Maybe she’ll be better with managing the money?’ I don’t need to see it to know Barry’s giving his mum an atomic eye roll. Even Daisy has a silent giggle into my stomach.
‘Please get rid of any ideas of what you have to be or what you need to do.’ I hear coins being poured on the ground. ‘Let’s count how much you’ve saved so you can go spend it on something fun. Or we could start your own savings account?’
‘If you don’t want my money, I’ll use it to save for my house deposit.’
‘Are you going to buy a big house when you’re older?’
‘Yes, I’m having four kids.’
‘Four?’
‘The fourth one is going to be a surprise.’
‘Maybe you can build me a granny flat out the back, and I’ll help you look after all those kids?’
‘I like that idea. Of course, Daisy would need to approve it, but let’s pencil that in.’ Barry and his mum talk about the type of house, granny flat and garden Barry will have as an adult. Barry seems lighter and more kid-like as they continue to chat about his future.
Daisy steps out of my arms and tiptoes away. Once she’s about fifty metres away, she runs back towards the cubby house shouting, ‘Barry? Barry? Are you there?’ She’s an evil genius, except she forgot in her plan I’m still hiding against the side of the house. Barry’s head pops out the window. His face fills with sunshine when he sees Daisy approach, but then his head turns, and he spots me. Daisy stitched me up and saved herself.
‘Aunty Liv? May I ask what you’re doing?’ Barry needs to consider becoming a teacher or a police officer because the kid is making me break into a sweat.
‘Playing hide and seek with Daisy. Didn’t realise you were there.’
‘You’re a terrible liar.’ Barry gives me a disapproving look. I’m sure he’s got his hand on his hip inside the cubby.
‘Thanks for the game, Aunty Liv, although next time find a more appropriate place to hide,’ says Daisy. I just added a seven-year-old to my shit list, and I don’t feel bad about it.
‘I’ll leave you guys then, will I?’
‘My mum can take care of Daisy.’
‘Okay, see you both later.’ I walk away through the garden forest, hoping not to get lost when Daisy runs up to me. She gives me a big hug and squeezes my middle.
Pulling my head down, she whispers, ‘Thank you, Aunty Liv. You’re the smartest person I know, besides Barry. You give the best advice out of everyone.’ She kisses me on the cheek and runs back to Barry. I’ve never received a better compliment in my life. I could point out that she never took my advice, she took her own, but I’ll take the compliment today.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
I’m down to two shifts on the roster this week, which is the lowest in years. And worse, I’ve been assigned to the bistro section, where I’ve never worked before because the idea of me having to do food prep is a recipe for disaster. Either my eight-hour shift is a punishment, or they’re trying to push me out. In all fairness, I’ve called in sick for weeks and also did a no show for one shift. Natasha’s managing the shift this morning, and I’m nervous. I try to prepare myself for the likely possibility they’ll fire me today, but I’m still terrified of it happening. Trying to get on the front foot, I turn up early and knock on the office door.
‘Come in,’ Natasha’s peppy voice floats through the door.
As I open the door, I plaster an expression that shows positivity, optimism and far too many teeth on my face. Shoulders back, chin up, and balls out. I can do this.
‘Good morning, Natasha. I wanted to check in with you because I know I’ve been away a lot. I also wanted to apologise for that and hope it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience.’
Having decided it was better to get it all out before she can talk, I only now take a breath while Natasha seems shocked to see me. Her friendly disposition slips a millimetre before she pulls herself back together and then rises from her desk.
‘Liv, you might be the last person I expected to see today.’
‘I’m rostered on.’
‘We both know that doesn’t mean much lately.’
That stung.
‘True. I’m sorry.’
‘Do you want to explain what happened?’ I don’t think she’s legally allowed to ask, but that means diddly squat at this moment if I want to keep my job.
‘Err… um, I had some personal stuff going on. Life stuff.’
‘Love when that happens, so enlightening,’ Natasha says, sounding genuine. She even likes it when her life explodes and she can have growth. She’s so irritating.
‘Wouldn’t say I loved it, but it was time.’
Natasha, the barely-out-of-her-teenage-years manager, who has met all her quarterly targets in beverage sales, is eyeing me up and down.
‘You seem different, Olivia.’ I hope that means I get to keep my job. Natasha stands and strides around the desk to lean her back against it. Perhaps she’s coming in for the kill. ‘Communication is the most important tool we have at our disposal. Do you realise that?’
It’s funny, I hate when she calls me Olivia, but I love it when Henry uses my full name.
‘I do. Actually, no, I didn’t, but I’m working on it.’
‘I’m always here to help, I keep saying that to you.’ Usually when she offers to help, it feels like a threat – like, in return, I’ll owe her a debt that will need to be repaid at three a.m., and I’ll be carrying a body bag.
‘Thank you, Natasha. Again, sorry for any inconvenience—’ I cut my sentence short when I hear Maree’s voice approaching. She’s on a phone call, which is finishing up. Natasha sees the panic on my face and leans in close to whisper to me.
‘You had chickenpox. Red spots all over you. So sick you couldn’t get out of bed.’ Natasha steps to the side and stands with Olympic standard posture when Maree enters.
‘Morning! I thought I saw Liv here this morning. How are you feeling?’ Maree greets me with a warm smile and my brain is struggling to compute. She’s not mad at me, Natasha may have covered for me, and it seems I still have my job.
‘Um…’ I feel a kick on the back of my calf. As I peek around, Natasha nods her head ever so slightly and then widens her eyes. She’s telling me with her bug-eyed look that I need to get my shit together. I spin around to Maree. ‘Sorry. Morning. I’m feeling a lot better. I’m sorry if I left you in the lurch at all.’
‘It’s fine, I’m glad you’re better. I have a lot of work for you to catch up on, so come by around eleven, and we’ll get started. We’re planning a STEM workshop for the school holidays, and I think it’s something you’d enjoy working on.’
I would enjoy that very much, and I can’t hide the excitement from my face.
‘That sounds amazing. I’m in the bistro today though, so—’
‘It’s fine. Liv’s floating today. I’ll plan to have her covered by eleven,’ says Natasha.
‘Thank you. Good to have you back, Liv.’ Maree closes the door as she leaves, and my back is still to Natasha. I’m as suspicious as a candy seller in a playground as I slowly turn to face Natasha. She walks back behind her desk to sit down.
‘What just happened?’
This makes Natasha laugh, and it’s the first genuine laugh I’ve ever heard from her.
‘I think you’re meant to say “thank you”.’
‘Why did you cover for me?’
‘I gave you some time, that’s all. I know what you think of me, Olivia, but all I’ve ever tried to do is help you. You’re one of our longest and most loyal employees, you deserved a time out, and I think you used the time wisely.’
It’s suddenly clear that I’m the arsehole in this situation, and I never like it when those realisations hit. She’s been trying to help me all this time and I resented her for it. In all honesty, people who try to help when you don’t ask for it can be a pain in the backside. In this instant, though, I’m grateful to Natasha. Perhaps I’ll even join her online meditation and canapés classes. Probably not, though.
‘I don’t know what to say. Thank you, Natasha. I’m so—’
‘Grateful for my help?’ This is why she’s so irritating, but I still have to appreciate her at this moment.
‘Yes, grateful. You don’t know what this means to me.’
‘You can tell me about it one day. Let’s have coffee, and we can break down everything that’s going on with you. Maybe dinner would be better because it seems like there might be a lot to get through.’
‘I’d like that.’ It seems I’ve picked up a new friend who’s helpful, aggravating, pushy and kind. At least I have experience dealing with that personality type. I’ll invite Joe to dinner, and he and Natasha can swap notes.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
I have dinner on the stove and a bouquet of sunflowers sitting on the dining table waiting for Felicity when she gets home. I’m going to woo my friend and room-mate back, but I’m unsure if I have the skills to complete the task. Especially since she may have already found someone great to take my room. Someone who doesn’t flake out on her, never has their family intruding into her space or leaves her with strange lizards on the kitchen table. She’s almost one hundred per cent going to prefer to live with this person. The odds are small, but I need to try.
Instead of collapsing in an emotional heap over Henry, I put all my energy this afternoon into prepping for this dinner. I’m ready. I have my game plan, and if it turns out that it sucks, I’m just going to beg. The keys jiggle in the door, and I feel nervous, which is ridiculous, but it’s scary owning up to your issues. I pick up my journal and re-read the list again. I’ve been updating it as I go. Three down, but only two were successful. At least I’m achieving something.
LIV IS NOT A LOSER
 
	Sign a lease with Felicity and buy her a bunch of flowers for being a jerk.

	Grovel at work and apologise for being slack. DONE :)

	Finish degree with no stopping, no breaks. No excuses.

	Start a savings account.

	Give Toni a funeral and then purchase new fish after a respectable time of mourning has passed. DONE. Sorry Toni that I moved on so fast. They’re only rebound fish.

	Book a holiday.

	Talk to Henry. DONE but ugh :( :( :(

	Start to journal. (Ask Felicity to give me a lesson on journaling.)


 ‘What are you reading?’ Felicity’s voice startles me. Closing the journal, I spin around with the largest grin my face can handle.
‘Hey! Welcome home. I have dinner cooking.’ Felicity seems confused when I pull her over to the stove to inspect the chicken cooking in the pan. She could clearly see it from where she was standing. Next, I drag her over to the dining table and present her with the flowers.
‘These are for you.’ I hand her the sunflowers in a vase with water, which is awkward and heavy.
‘Thanks…’ Felicity places the flowers back on the table. ‘So what’s going on? And don’t say “nothing”.’
‘I’m being a good room-mate.’ I gesture for Felicity to sit down while I retrieve my notes from my back pocket to start my presentation. Yes, I made notes and even used coloured pens, so it was easy to read my key points. ‘I have a few things I wanted to say.’ I clear my throat, fix my posture and then start. ‘Felicity Mills, I’m sorry. I was a jerk. I should have behaved better. I promise to never flake out on you again. I promise to never leave weird animals in our apartment. I promise to be tidy and make sure the cookie jar is full of the biscuits you like. The ones with the sugar on the top.’
‘Those are the ones you like.’
‘Really? You always eat them.’
‘Yeah duh, they’re biscuits.’
‘Which are your favourite then?’
‘The ones with the icing in the middle.’
‘Oh, they’re good.’ I retrieve my coloured marker from the kitchen bench and make a note.
Returning to my spot in front of Felicity, I continue my presentation.
‘Updated now, so I promise to refill the cookie jar with the ones with icing in the centre. I promise to not make out in the hallway with any men so that our neighbours complain.’
‘Don’t stop that for me. Screw the neighbours.’
‘Honestly, how often is that going to happen, anyway?’
‘You and Henry could use your bedroom? Although I know you guys like the couch.’ I know she’s teasing, but it’s still hard to hear.
‘Henry won’t be coming around anymore, so it’s not a problem.’ I don’t lift my eyes from my cards when I speak. ‘Anyway, I promise to—’
Felicity places her hand on my arm to stop me.
‘What happened?’
My eyes stay on the cards.
‘Let’s talk about it after my presentation.’
‘The presentation, even as enthralling as it is, can wait. You and Henry?’
‘Not going to happen. We tried, and it didn’t work.’
‘I’m sorry.’ My body is exhausted from crying over it, so I don’t want to get into the details now. I want to fix something on my loser list.
‘I’ll give you all the gory details later, but let me finish. I’m about to get to the good part.’
‘Okay, it can wait.’
‘I promise to make myself scarce if you and Hannah need alone time.’ That point reminds me to ask, so I deviate from the notes once again, ‘You two going well?’
‘We don’t need to talk about that now.’
‘Why? I’d like some good news.’ Felicity smiles in her coy little way when she’s trying to hide how happy she’s feeling. ‘That good, is it?’
‘So good. I can’t believe it, Liv.’ Felicity lets out a little squeal, which is unexpected, and it makes my heart warm.
‘Wow, you’re totally a smitten kitten.’
‘The kitten has been completely smitterfied.’ I’m not sure what that means, but I’ll google it later so I seem cooler than I am.
Felicity gives me all the details of their dates. The happiness is pouring out of her.
‘It’s so great. I thought after Margo that you might’ve been scared to jump back in?’
‘I was, but I want to find someone, so I’ve got to try again, right?’
‘Right,’ I nod like I have any idea about jumping back in, but it seems to make her feel comforted.
‘Did you want to finish your presentation or just tell me you want to stay living together?’
‘Spoiler! You ruined the ending.’
‘Sorry, I’ll pretend to act surprised.’
‘No, it’s ruined now. But here are the cliff notes: I’m sorry, my head was messed up, I’m working through that. I would love to stay living with you. I spoke to the landlord, and he’s happy to give us twelve months with no increase in rent if we don’t complain about the mould on the bathroom ceiling. He’s also happy to add my name, so you’re covered. I’ve got the paperwork and you need to sign it if—’
Felicity launches herself at me, and I get a tight Felicity-style hug.
‘Yes, you loser-who-is-absolutely-not-a-loser. I never wanted you to leave.’ She pulls back to look at me.
‘Really? That’s so great because I organised my sock drawer into rainbow colour order, and that would be hard to maintain if I had to move.’
‘I don’t know what that is, but I’m thrilled.’
‘Will the person you found be okay?’
‘Yeah, screw them! It was my cousin, and it was only because I was desperate. She was going to make me sign a room-mate contract and have assigned chores.’
‘That sounds interesting. Could she send it to me?’
‘No.’
‘Fair enough. I also started writing in my journal. I might need your help with that because it’s more like Liv’s book of grievances right now, but it’s still fun.’
‘Oh, let’s go out for dinner. We can celebrate with cocktails and talk journaling!’ I think I have found Felicity’s kink. She hops up from the table and grabs her bag and keys.
‘But I made dinner?’
‘Dinner that burnt to smithereens during your presentation?’
Rushing over to the stove, I try to save the chicken, but it’s charred. Note to self: I may not be strong with multitasking.
‘Dinner out it is.’
Felicity holds the door open for me. ‘Great idea!’
‘When we get back, remind me to introduce you to Geena and Jeff.’

Last night, Felicity and I devoured more fish tacos than I thought could be humanly possible. Even though I’m bloated today, I have no regrets. Turning up super early for my shift, I breeze through it and even manage a smile when Natasha tries to give me passive aggressive advice. She’s given me another chance, but I know I still have to earn back her trust. When I reach my car after my shift, my first instinct is to text Henry. He hasn’t contacted me at all, so he must want some space. It’s not productive to my health or heart, but I poke the bear a little and shoot Joe a text.
Liv:


Welcome back! How was the honeymoon? Are you loved up and sun-kissed?


Joe:
Sun-kissed? What do you need? Or did you miss us that much?
Liv:


I did miss you guys but…


Joe:
Knew it.
Liv:


I didn’t ask you this and delete this message after you read it but… How’s Henry?


Joe:
He’s Eeyore, but if Piglet, Tigger and Pooh all broke up with him. I can’t take this much longer. He’s ruining my post-honeymoon buzz.
He can’t take it much longer? Only Joe could make this about himself.
Liv:


Be a better friend, Joe.


Joe:
Better? I’m the BEST. I put a bottle of tequila and the biggest bag of Skittles on his desk and told him to go nuts.
Liv:


Has it helped? I might try it.


Joe:
No, he’s now drunk Eeyore with a rainbow tongue, which is more fucking depressing. You two need to fix this. Don’t make me get Seth involved!
Liv:


Just give us some time, okay?


While I was waiting for a reply from Joe, a text from Dad comes through. My finger hovers over the alert because I’m not sure if I’m ready to read his message. He hasn’t contacted me since the wedding, and I was fine with having time and space away from each other. However, I promised myself that I will not hide anymore, so I click on the message.
Dad:
Hey, wondering if we could catch up this week? Maybe have dinner one night?
I was hoping we might hash out our first conversation after our fight over text, but Dad wants to do it in person. It’s more direct than I thought he’d be, so I send him off a quick message agreeing to meet with him.
I could lose the entire afternoon if I decide to dwell on my fight with Dad or stress about what will happen when we see each other. Old patterns need to be broken one day at a time, so instead of letting my head run itself around in circles and end up in knots, I pull out my list and see what I can tick off this afternoon.
I can’t book a holiday because I don’t have the money. Perhaps a weekend away could cover me. Planning my afternoon out, I figure I can swing past the travel agency to grab some brochures and then the bank to set up a savings account that I can’t touch without offering my liver, kidney and nana’s famous carrot cake recipe.
I’m home within an hour, with a forest worth of travel brochures spread out over the dining room table. I hope the travel industry is investing in some kind of reforestation because the kind lady kept shovelling brochure after brochure into my hands. The trip to the bank was a bust because apparently you start the Fort Knox bank accounts online, so I can do that any time. The enrolment for my last semester at university is completed, so I’ve ticked off as much of my loser list as I can for now as soon as I pick a destination for a trip. Reading over my list, I feel like I need to add more; even though I’m only making small steps, they’re having an impact, and I want to do more, dive deeper, so I take out a pen to add more to my list. This time, I’m going to make them longer goals that will require more work than a trip to the generous travel agent.
 
	I’ll be nice to myself and be kinder about my imperfections.

 This one will take time, but sometimes I like my imperfections, just like I like them in other people. They make life more interesting. Like how Joe will drive me nutty with his tricks and neediness, but I know I’d miss it if he ever became sane. Mum sticks her nose in other people’s business, but it’s out of love and care, so I see that she’s only trying to help. Natasha is trying to make me a better person by giving me affirmations, and they’ll always be annoying. Actually, I can’t see the upside of that. I should talk to her more to find out the upside.
I have another idea to add to my list, but I don’t know how to word it. I let myself dwell for days longer than I should because I get disappointed in myself for getting upset. It’s a ridiculous cycle of feeling like crap and then getting mad at myself for feeling like crap, which makes it all worse.
 
	I will not beat myself up for having a bad day.

 I’m going to feel what I feel and then move on. This one is going to be hard, but it’s on the list, so I have to at least try. I add one more item to the list. This last one I’ve already started, so it might be easy but then more difficult at the same time.
 
	Keep adding things to my list.




Chapter Twenty-Nine
Dad robbed seven minutes of sleep from me this morning when his text woke me up before my alarm went off. In the interest of reconciliation, I’m going to let that slide. The message was perfectly punctuated and with no spelling mistakes, so I’m guessing he’d rewritten and studied the message a few times before sending it.
It was never my goal to make Dad scared of me, but I’m glad that he may have listened. We agree to meet at the planetarium after my shift today and I’m trying not to appear nervous as I wait for him on the top stairs. It’s the first time he’s ever been here. My shift finished a little early, which gave me time to change and freshen up. He never said what we’re doing, but I hope it involves food of some variety.
I spot him ducking through the car park, and once he sees me, he waves a big, goofy arm in my direction. Yes, Dad, I can see you too. I wave back, so he’ll stop looking like he’s flagging down cars. He greets me with a hug and holds me a second longer than normal before releasing me and stepping back.
‘You look good. Are you tired after work?’
‘I’m fine. It was an easy shift today. How are you off work so early?’
‘I’m on holiday, using up some of my leave.’ He seems a little sheepish when he continues. ‘It was well overdue and turns out I might like holidays.’
‘Now that’s crazy talk.’ We both chuckle, and then it comes as I knew it would – awkward silence. Our eyes shuffle back and forth while our brains try to work out something to say. Normally, I’d fill the silence, but I’m leaving the space for Dad to talk this time.
‘So,’ says Dad and then loses his momentum before continuing, ‘I was hoping we could have some dinner at the lookout together. There’s a super moon tonight, so I thought you’d like to check it out.’
I’m a little speechless and a lot suspicious.
‘How did you know there’s a super moon?’ I’d like to point my finger at him in an interrogating manner but refrain.
‘Google,’ Dad doesn’t make eye contact with me when he replies. ‘And Joe mentioned it.’
‘Joe’s been meddling then.’ I can’t blame him, I’d do the same, but I still feel a little disappointed.
‘No, he mentioned it in passing.’ Dad’s whole upper torso collapses on itself, and he slumps his shoulders forward. ‘I’m trying here. I just needed some help.’
‘You don’t need help to talk to me, Dad.’
‘Turns out I think I do.’ That doesn’t make me feel great, but at least it’s honest. He must read something on my face because he waves his hands back and forth to stop my train of thought. ‘That’s nothing to do with you. It’s my, er, thing, but I’m working on it. Let’s have dinner together. Would you do that?’
I don’t think this is how Dad was hoping tonight would go, but I give him points for trying. That’s a big step for him, and I can acknowledge that.
‘Of course, but there are no restaurants at the lookout. Only picnic tables.’
‘I brought dinner for us, so we’re all set.’
‘You cooked?’
‘No, I picked up takeaway. I’m trying to make things better here, not worse.’ That was a reasonable attempt at a joke, so I give him a laugh to ease the tension. It’s awful to feel so awkward around Dad, but we can’t go back to pretending. I said too much to go back, and I don’t want to, either. Resentment was building a wall between us that would be hard to climb over if we kept adding to it for much longer.
‘Great, I’m starving. I’ll lead the way.’
Dad grabs dinner from his car, and we walk along the path up to the lookout, which is in the planetarium gardens. It’s a beautiful afternoon with clear skies as the sun sets. I don’t think Dad cares about the moon, but he knows I do, so I’ll make it informative and fun. Super moons are bad arse, and Dad’s about to find out.
We eat with comfortable small talk, and I think we’ve both decided to not discuss the wedding at all in case we stumble across dangerous territory. Small talk is challenging for me on the best of days, but I’m trying my hardest right now. We’re both getting low on material when we discuss how lovely the stone fruit is this time of year.
‘This will be the best time to go check out the moon if you’re ready?’ I say, standing and giving Dad no choice but to follow. We find a vacant telescope off to the side. He lets me go first, and I jump right in.
‘Okay, so silly question, is it called super because it’s brighter?’ Dad asks behind me.
‘It’s brighter because it’s closer to Earth. It looks thirty per cent bigger than a normal moon because of how close it is to Earth. Here, look.’
Dad steps up to the telescope and doesn’t give it back for a long time. He’s fascinated by the night sky. Once we’ve stared long enough at the moon, I show him Jupiter, Mars and can also locate the Orion Nebula.
‘Stars are born there? New stars are made? I thought they all just existed.’ Dad pulls back his head with the excitement of a small child. ‘I said something silly, didn’t I? You can laugh at me with all your astronomy friends.’
‘It’s not silly. Stars are formed in the nebula from gas – hydrogen and helium and dust.’
‘Stardust is a real thing? I thought it was just a saying.’
‘Stardust is real, and this is going to blow your mind: the human body is made from stardust.’
‘Now I know you’re messing with me.’
‘I’m serious, you and I are nearly ninety per cent stardust,’ I say as I steal the telescope back from Dad.
‘I always knew most people were full of crap.’
We spend two hours taking turns looking through the telescope until we’ve hogged the space long enough and decide to call it a night.
‘You really love all this stuff, don’t you?’ asks Dad, waving his arms in the air, referencing the night sky.
‘Always have.’
The uncomfortable silence is back as we get closer to our cars. We have a hard choice to make in the next few minutes. We can either end the pleasant evening and say goodnight without discussing the issues following us around like a big fat elephant or start talking. I fear that if we don’t discuss the issues now, we never will, and we’ll be stuck in Pleasantville forever with only conversations about the weather and our health. Dad must feel the same way because he gestures to a park bench off to the side.
‘Can we sit for a moment?’
I nod and follow him over to the seat. Nerves and uneasiness are fuelling the space between us, and it’s awful. We both look down at our feet instead of each other. It must protect us in some way. I promised myself, if we have a conversation, I will not apologise. Although now that seems tricky because every time I go to open my mouth, the sentence starts with “I’m sorry.” I’m sorry if I upset you at the wedding, or I’m sorry I exploded at you or I’m sorry if this is awkward, but the truth is, I’m not sorry. I’m just sorry that things aren’t right between us. Dad saves me by jumping in to speak first.
‘I spoke to Grace and Joe. Felt like I needed to have some conversations that were way past due.’
‘Okay.’
‘Did they tell you?’
‘They told me you’d called, but not what you talked about.’
‘I apologised to them if they thought I wasn’t around enough, you know, after everything went down.’ Dad still can’t say the word divorce easily.
‘The divorce, Dad?’
‘Yes.’ Dad blows out the air in his lungs before throwing his head back, his eyes fixated on the sky. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way because I know the stuff I say comes out wrong to you most of the time, but I don’t know how to really talk to you.’
Now all the air rushes from my lungs, but it feels like someone kicked it out with steel cap boots.
‘How am I meant to take that, Dad? Why is it harder with me?’
‘I see how at ease you are around Joe or your mum, and I wish that you were like that with me, but I have no idea how to do that. It’s something I want to fix, but I’m totally lost on how to do that. Joe gave me some tips.’
‘Ignore them. Ignore every one of them.’
‘I think Joe knows what he’s talking about. You two have always been close. Even when you were fighting, you were always on the same side.’
‘Okay, what was Joe’s advice then?’
Dad kicks a rock on the ground with his shoe before replying. ‘Be honest. You don’t appreciate bullshit and excuses.’ I can imagine the tone in which Joe gave Dad that advice, and it makes me smile.
‘I think that advice goes for everyone.’
‘No, my darling, it doesn’t. Some people prefer the bullshit and are too scared for honesty.’ I’m not sure how to reply, so I let Dad continue. ‘You made me think about a lot of things after we talked at the wedding.’ ‘Talked’ is a pleasant way to describe our conversation.
‘Okay.’
‘It’s hard to explain it to you.’
‘Spit it out, Dad. Verbal diarrhoea is acceptable. No bullshit, just honesty. Right?’
‘Right. Never done the verbal diarrhoea thing, but I’ll try.’ Dad rubs his hands together and then folds his arms. ‘When your mum and I decided to um, divorce— look I never want to say a nasty word about your Mum, okay? So, don’t think that’s what I’m saying, but I didn’t want to leave. I knew we weren’t great and had problems, big problems, but I didn’t want it to end. But I left because I had to and it was best for you kids to stay with Jane. She’s the mum, you need her.’
Dad’s still focusing on the rock he’s rolling back and forth with his shoe, so I steal micro-moments to watch him. He’s struggling, and I want to tell him it’s okay, but I don’t because more than that, I want to hear what he has to say. It’s the first time I remember him talking like this, and his voice even sounds different. Lower and his speech is slower. It’s not the loud, slightly arrogant voice I associate with him.
‘After I moved out, it was the most depressing time in my life. I’ve never spoken about this with anyone. I’ve never really let myself think about it, but it was hard. I felt, um, the best way to probably describe it was shame. I felt so much shame.’
‘Shame? Why?’
‘Because I failed.’
‘Dad, you didn’t—’
‘That’s how I felt. I was so lost not being married and not living with you kids. I didn’t know how to function back in the world.’
‘I think we all felt alone.’
‘I don’t know why I couldn’t see that. It’s just, I’d come to pick you up, and I felt so inadequate as a parent. Jane knew all the little details, things she’d always managed that I didn’t have to think about, and I was playing catch up every time I’d see you. You were teenagers, and you had friends, and I was taking up time that you’d prefer to spend with them.’
‘That wasn’t true, Dad.’
‘I wasn’t very good company to anyone. Jane is a terrific mum, and she was better equipped for the separation than me. You were all surviving without me, and I thought you’d be better off without the distraction every week. I can see now how that would have looked like to you, but I felt like a failure. Again. And I didn’t know what to do.’
‘We were all failing, Dad, and we needed you. We could have been failing together.’
‘I know that now. I’m sorry. And that doesn’t make up for me not showing up every week. I’m trying to be honest. At some point, I let Jane take over the role of parenting. I backed away because I felt like you’d all be better off without me.’
‘I never felt like that. Grace and Joe never felt like that. You’re our dad. You are important. So important to all of us. To me.’ Dad finally takes his eyes off the small stone and looks over at me. I’ve never seen Dad so raw with emotion, and I like it. It’s not scary or awkward at all. I like this guy a lot better.
‘Thanks, sweetie,’ he whispers to me. ‘I never stopped to think about this stuff myself. Should have done that a long time ago.’ Maybe one day I’ll introduce the concept of the loser list to Dad. ‘I’m sorry, Liv, and I’m going to do better. Also, I promise to never make you, what did you call it – my wingman?’
‘I could have. Sounds like me.’
‘I know it sounds like a cop-out, but I didn’t realise it was like that. I, once again,’ Dad runs a hand over his face in what seems like frustration, ‘didn’t realise what it would feel like for you. I think I keep my head in the sand most of the time. It’s hard to stop and think because it normally ends with me feeling like a loser.’
Oh, Dad. I definitely need to show him my loser list.
‘I know what that feels like,’ I whisper.
Dad leans over and runs his hand gently over the back of my head.
‘How could you? You’ve got far more worked out than your old man.’ Dad gives me a playful grin, which lightens the conversation. ‘So, no more dating while I work some stuff out. Absolutely no wing-manning. The idea of that scared the living shit out of me, so no more. I promise.’
‘Thank goodness.’ We both laugh, but it’s only to release all the tension. We made it through a conversation that should have happened a decade ago, but we made it. No going back and no more pretending with each other. I feel lighter than I have in years.
‘Come on, time to go. I’m tired from all the verbal diarrhoea,’ says Dad.
‘Turns out you’re pretty good at it. Do it more often, okay?’
‘Okay. You too?’
‘I do it too often. I need to rein it in.’
Dad chuckles as we make our way over to my car.
‘Thanks for today, Dad. I appreciate what you did.’ Honest and no bullshit. Dad gives me a big squeeze, and I hug him back tightly. ‘Next lesson, I’ll teach you about the observable universe.’ Dad steps back and cocks his eyebrow. ‘It’s as far as humans can see from Earth with current technology. It gets bigger every year by one light year.’
Dad leans in and kisses my forehead. ‘I love how much you love this stuff. Anytime you want to hang out and talk stars, I’m there.’
I sit in my car after Dad has left, replaying the evening in my head. Debriefing by myself is a new skill I’m trying to learn. I have an idea, so I take out my list and write:
 
	Be more honest with your loved ones.

 Perhaps Dad and I should have had that conversation years ago, or maybe we weren’t ready until now. All I know is that I feel better being honest with him than pretending. I hate pretending, especially with the people I love the most. My brain needs to catch up though with Dad’s version of the events after the divorce. I suppose it’s normal that I can only see things from my point of view, but now I feel like there’s a whole other universe of the divorce that I didn’t even know existed. Dad’s experience was something that hadn’t factored in to my thoughts and anger. It doesn’t diminish the pain I went through, but it’s helped me understand the choices he made.



Chapter Thirty
Even though it’s not on my list, there’s something important I need to do today. It’s mid-afternoon when I arrive, and the sky is clear and blue. I didn’t have any gardening supplies, and instead of borrowing them, which would bring too many questions from certain family members, I’m now the proud owner of a children’s spade and shovel set. It’s bright yellow with pink flowers. At least they match the roses I purchased this morning; I was lucky enough to find the exact colour I wanted to plant today.
The lady at the nursery gave me a thirty-minute lesson on how to plant this bush so it has a chance in hell of surviving. I place the rose bush down in front of my old neighbour Mr Higgins’s grave, as I kneel to talk to him.
‘Hi Mr Higgins, I’m back. And Mrs Higgins, lovely to see you again.’ My small talk with the deceased needs some work.
‘I bought you yellow roses today, which I’ll plant with your permission.’ I wait for the sky to fall in or a clap of thunder to strike me down. After a few minutes, I take that as permission granted.
‘As you know, yellow roses signify forgiveness and friendship. Both I wish I could have asked you for when you were still alive. I hope you like these, and please don’t blame me if they die.’
I wish I had explained to Mr Higgins what had happened. All the events of that horrible day. Things might have been different if Henry and I hadn’t been sitting in our cubby house in the garden that night.
It wasn’t long after Dad had kissed me goodbye that the front door had opened and then closed. I was sobbing into my pillow when Henry guided me over to his mattress and held me together while I was breaking.
‘Come on. We don’t want to wake Joe,’ said Henry, as he took my hand and guided me outside.
We tiptoed through the garden, climbed the stairs to our wooden cubby house and then sat on the edge, dangling our legs. I remember when Dad attempted to build it for us. We didn’t have a tree big enough for a treehouse, so the next best thing was a free-standing cubby house with a ladder up to our very own kids-only verandah. Dad had purchased a build-it-yourself-kit, and was stressed trying to put it together. Mum told us to leave him while he figured it out. Two days later though, it was no closer to being assembled. Mum would make trips out to Dad with food and attempt to help, but it only ended with both of them getting frustrated and Mum storming back inside. The following week, I came home from school and a carpenter was out the back finishing the cubby house. Mum then hurried the man out the door. I figured she wanted it to be a surprise for Dad, but perhaps I was wrong. Dad came home from work, saw the treehouse completed, and never said a word.
Henry and I sit squished together on the verandah with our legs dangling over the ladder.
Henry bumped me with his shoulder to get my attention.
‘Is the eclipse happening? What am I looking for?’ Henry asked as we both admired the night sky.
‘It’s over. Ended already.’
‘Why don’t you ask your dad to take you next time?’
‘No point.’
We sat in silence for a few minutes before Henry asked, ‘Do you remember that time Joe and I ran away?’ I nodded.
‘This is as far as we got.’
Henry dropped his eyes and gave me a half shrug.
‘The back fence? Very adventurous.’
‘We were nine, but we had it all planned. We packed sleeping bags and pillows and were going to move here.’
‘You guys only lasted three hours before you got hungry.’
‘Not true. We had a month’s supply of fruit roll-ups.’ Henry looked back to the sky with renewed intensity before continuing. ‘We had to come back for you. We couldn’t leave you behind.’
I took Henry’s hand and held it tightly because he felt like the only sure thing I knew right at that moment.
Resting my head on Henry’s shoulder, I was dozing off when I heard the screen door at Mr Higgins’s house swing open and his back porch light turned on.
‘What’s he doing?’ I whispered to Henry just as Mr Higgins stood over his rose bushes in his garden and dropped his pants.
Henry got up on his knees to inspect and then slumped back down next to me. ‘It seems like he might be peeing.’
‘Peeing! Peeing on the roses he gives to me every morning, and I put my nose in and breathe in their beautiful scent?’
‘Oh gross!’ Henry leant away from me and then moved close to sniff my face.
‘Stop it! I don’t smell like wee.’ I noticed Henry holding back a laugh. ‘Do not laugh, Henry Baker!’ He wiped the grin from his face, but his eyes were still smiling.
‘What do I do when he tries to hand me a rose tomorrow?’
‘Yeah, that’s going to be awkward.’
‘Not as awkward as having someone’s piss on your face.’
Henry took my hand again, and we settled back against the cubby house. I remember the burning pain in my chest and my body felt so heavy. Mr Higgins probably copped the brunt of my anger towards my dad, but in one day, by three different males, I’d been tricked, left, and peed on. I couldn’t focus on anything but the red-hot anger of being mistreated, abandoned, and betrayed. I was too bone-crushing hurt to realise I had a boy sitting beside me holding my hand – one who’d done nothing but take care of me that very same day.
Henry rubbed his thumb back and forth over my hand as I put my head back on his shoulder. ‘It’s going to be okay, Liv.’ I wish I’d listened more closely to Henry that night.
That was the last day I ever accepted a rose from Mr Higgins. I still remember the wounded look on his face every time I rejected his kind offer.
There’s a small patch near the base of their gravestones where I can fit the roses. I’m secretly digging because I doubt I’m allowed to garden near grave sites, even if it is for a noble reason. I’m halfway through digging the hole when I’m spotted by an older woman who has her arm linked with a younger male. Trying to act natural, I give them a wave and a friendly nod. Mistakenly, I wore a pink dress with white flowers on it, so I have no chance of passing for a gardener. The woman gives me an uneasy smile, but they continue walking. Once I’m finished, I give the roses some water before dusting off my hands.
Sitting down next to the grave on a patch of grass, I admire the roses in his grave garden. He must have organised someone to maintain this for him after he was gone. I wish I could have been of help to whoever is keeping the roses alive. Being at Mr Higgins’s grave, I realise how much I hurt myself by cutting him out of my life. Our morning ritual was something I looked forward to and getting a new flower every day made me happy. I loved our talks, and it wasn’t out of pity for the old man living next door. I enjoyed his company and the things he taught me about roses. My unkindness hurt us both.
‘I’m sorry for how I treated you, Mr Higgins. I should have told you what was going on, but I was hurt and confused. I didn’t know what to do with all my anger. I’m sorry.’
It would be lovely if, in some mystical way, Mr Higgins can hear me. What would have happened if I hadn’t been sitting in the cubby house with Henry? Would Mr Higgins and I have talked roses every day until he passed? I missed so much, not only with Mr Higgins, but in my life. I shouldn’t have retreated, but raged. Perhaps my choices have been a silent way to rage because that’s a more pleasant version for everyone around me.
Some sneaky tears fall as I sit and take in the beautiful gardens. The sun is shining, and I wish I could ask Mr Higgins which roses are growing near his plot and what they mean.
Before I leave, I take a photo to show Mum. I think she’d like to know where Mr Higgins ended up.
‘I have to go. I hope you forgive me. Not sure I deserve it, but I hope so. I’d like to visit again if you don’t mind. It’s quite pleasant. They could open a coffee shop here. Although people may not want to sit amongst dead people, so maybe a bad idea. Forget I said that.’
If Henry and Joe knew I was here, they’d think I was losing my mind, but I’m glad I came. Realising something, I turn back to Mr Higgins.
‘I forgot to mention that I did some research, and apparently it’s normal to pee on roses. To a fourteen-year-old, you can imagine it seemed plain creepy, but I get it now. So again, sorry for the confusion. Hey, if you look at it this way, you were my first golden shower.’
As the words leave my mouth, I see out of the corner of the eye that the woman and son are back walking past me. The woman looks horrified while the son is trying to hide his laughter.
‘Only golden shower,’ I say louder, but I’m not sure how that makes it better. ‘I mean, it’s not a golden shower, it’s a respectable fertilising system. Organic, actually. I don’t understand the appeal of golden showers. Not my thing but no judgement.’ I’m yelling now, and I don’t even think the woman and son are anywhere near me anymore.
‘Sorry again, Mr Higgins,’ I say at a normal speaking level. ‘If it makes you feel better, you were the first man I ever ghosted. You wouldn’t understand that term, but it’s not a fun thing to do. At least you were my first, and I promise to never do that again.’ Glancing over to his wife’s grave, this all feels very wrong.
‘Sorry, Mrs Higgins, not appropriate humour. I’ll let myself out.’
Before I turn and run for my life, I notice the inscription on their gravestone again. I read it when I was grave rubbing, but this time it takes on a new meaning.
‘Flowers come and go, but even with some thorns, a rose holds my heart forever.’
–Anonymous.
‘Thank you, Mr Higgins.’ I spot red roses to the left of the grave that I recognise. Mr Higgins’s favourite. Bending down, I pick a few to make a bouquet.
‘I’ll replace these, I promise.’



Chapter Thirty-One
As I knock on Joe and Henry’s office door, I try the four-twelve-eight breathing technique to calm my nerves. I can’t remember if they’re the correct numbers to use and which number I’m supposed to breathe in and out with, so I’m pretty light-headed. I’m renaming it the ‘black spots in front of my face’ technique. Instead of trying to breathe like a drunk koala, I focus on my plans for this afternoon, and in particular, Henry. Henry’s my favourite person in the world, and I need to get this right.
I hear someone approach the front door, but I’m relieved when I hear Joe yell out, ‘One second.’
Slipping an envelope under the door, I wait until the doorknob rattles and then yell, ‘Don’t open it, Joe. I left a note for Henry. Can you please pass it on?’
‘Liv? What are you doing?’ The door handle turns, but I grab it and hold on tight.
‘I need your help. Just hand the envelope to Henry and don’t ask questions.’
‘First, don’t ask questions, have you met me? Second, I’m stronger than you, so the door is opening soon. I just need to warm up. And third, I don’t do anyone’s dirty work, hand it to him yourself.’ Of course, Joe can’t take directions like a normal person, but at least this time I anticipated how my brother would behave.
‘Look, I have an entire plan, okay. Can you pass my note onto Henry? Please, Joe?’
It might be silly – it’s most definitely silly – but I have a plan, and the plan means I don’t see Henry right now. Passing on the note is phase one. Joe is my first hurdle to overcome. I can hear Joe’s brain ticking over before he replies, softer this time, ‘So, you don’t even want to see him now?’
With two feet against the door, I use all my weight to pull on the door handle just as Joe gives the door another big pull. ‘Don’t open the door! Can you please, for once, help me out? You owe me!’ The pressure from the other side of the door ceases.
‘You are abnormally strong,’ says Joe.
‘Thank you.’
‘It wasn’t a compliment, only a surprising revelation.’
‘Have you given the note to Henry?’
‘No. Can I read it?’
‘You cannot read it!’
‘But you didn’t seal it.’
‘Joseph Gerald Granger, don’t you dare.’
‘Maybe you’ll have to open the door to stop me.’ I’ve made this too fun for him, and he’s going to keep winding me up. ‘I figure, if you didn’t want me to read it, you would have thought to seal it.’
‘Please, Joe, Henry can’t see me right now.’
‘Oh no, Liv, did you cut your fringe again? Please tell me you got someone else to do it this time? You don’t have the face structure for a fringe.’ Joe seems sad for my hair and face shape. I can pull off a fringe. Granted, my first and only attempt was ill-timed and poorly executed, but I might consider it again now since he seems so offended by the idea. Not important right now, but something to revisit later.
‘No, I didn’t cut my hair, but I’m going to now just to piss you off.’
‘Did you get a nose piercing then? Does it look like a booger?’
I should get Seth to call Joe away with an ‘emergency’. A second set of footsteps approach the door, and I curse. I can’t turn and run because that makes this weirder than it is already.
‘Liv’s outside, and she doesn’t want us to open the door. Actually, she’s holding the door shut, so we’re prisoners in our own office.’ Joe is so dramatic. I hold my breath, waiting for Henry’s response to hearing my name. He didn’t start cursing straight away, so I’m taking that as a good sign.
‘Liv, what’s going on? Are you okay?’ Hearing Henry’s voice sends a jolt down my spine and brings an ache in my chest.
‘I already checked – no bangs, and her nose doesn’t have any new holes. Maybe she got a face tattoo?’
‘Henry, Joe has a note for you. Please take it with as much force as needed.’
I hear a scuffle, several loud grunts, and then a child-like sulking huff, so I assume Henry won.
‘You know there’re such things as email or text messages these days, Liv?’ says Joe.
‘You just hate not getting a note yourself. Don’t let him read it, Henry.’
‘I’ll be right back.’ Henry’s deep calming voice vibrates through the door, and I want to reach out and grab it. I miss that voice.
‘Why can’t I read it?’ I knew it would eat Joe up inside since he hates being left out.
‘I’ve got one for you too, okay. You can have yours after Henry.’
‘So, this is like a game? You should have said something earlier. This is fun now. Unless it’s a picture of your new fringe, then it’s just cruel.’
‘I didn’t cut my hair, but I’m making a hair appointment the second I leave. I’ll have a fringe before the weekend.’
‘Your funeral. Those bitches take years to grow out.’
‘Here you go, Liv,’ Henry’s back, and then the envelope slides outside from underneath the door. It’s the fastest I’ve ever moved to bend down and retrieve anything. It feels like a weight in my hand, and I stare at it while I open and shut the back flap.
‘I said yes, so you can read it,’ says Henry. He doesn’t need to see me to know that I’m standing here hesitating.
‘Really?’
‘Yes, I’ll see you soon.’
‘Sorry to break up this secret conversation but is it my turn now?’ says Joe, always interrupting my thoughts.
‘Yes, your turn, Joe. See you later, Henry.’
‘Off you go, Henry. It’s my turn for secret messages underneath the door.’ I push a second envelope underneath and back away from the door. It’s only a few seconds before I hear an explosion.
‘Argh! What the hell?!’
‘Gotcha! I owed you that, Joe!’
‘What the hell is this stuff? It smells disgusting.’
‘They’re lentils. Better for the environment than glitter.’
‘They’re in my eyes. Those hard little bastards hurt!’
‘Revenge is sweet, like lentils, Joe!’ I yell and then piss bolt down the street. He’ll be planning his comeback for weeks, but it was worth it.



Chapter Thirty-Two
So apparently, kids still go behind the school tennis sheds to make out. In all these years, they couldn’t find a better place to kiss and fondle each other. I didn’t factor this into my plan, so I’m waiting for the last ‘couple’ to finish their groping session so I can get set up. They’re noisy and a little too handsy for my liking. I peer around the corner of the shed and tap my foot loudly, but they’re not taking any hints.
I finally lose my patience with adolescent love. ‘Listen, how much longer do you two think you’ll be sucking face for because I kind of have a thing planned, and you’re ruining it.’ I’m well aware that I sound like an annoying old person, but I don’t care.
The two teenagers jump away from each other like they’ve been caught by the school principal.
‘How long have you been spying on us?’ says the boy with pimples, pash rash, and an angry scowl on his face.
‘That’s so gross and weird.’ It seems like the girl is also pissed at me. They have the rest of their lives to kiss behind the tennis courts, but I have only the next ten minutes to save my future making out prospects.
Rushing over to them, I lean in and whisper, ‘I heard some teachers coming down the main path towards here. You guys better run. I’m trying to help you not get caught.’
Neither of them makes any attempt to run away. They don’t even check over my shoulder to see if anyone is coming.
‘You’re a terrible liar,’ the girl says with more attitude than I’m comfortable with right now.
‘You know, I get that a lot. What is it about me that makes me a bad liar?’ It might be worth some independent feedback on the subject while I can. This is an ongoing problem that needs addressing.
‘You have an honest face,’ says the boy, who’s giving me an unpleasant ogling up and down. ‘You’re actually pretty hot.’
Pointing my finger towards the road, I use my scariest teacher-inspired voice. ‘Time to go. Now!’
Both kids grab their bags and scurry off past me. Feeling powerful, I turn to get set up but find Henry standing behind me.
‘So, they only left because you scared them. I need to work on my scary teacher voice,’ I say as I step closer to Henry.
‘Why am I scary?’ Henry studies his shirt like it might give off some clues.
‘You’re not. You’re just tall with broad shoulders and handsome, and you have nice hair and kind eyes and a voice that’s deep and soothing and—’
‘None of those things are scary.’
‘Right. They’re not. Sorry. Let’s start again.’ I wave my hand in the air. ‘Hi, Henry.’
‘Hi, Liv.’ We exchange sad smiles at each other, and my heart breaks a little more.
‘I have this whole thing I want to do right now, but can we pause all that for two seconds?’
‘Okay. Pause, why?’ My legs move before the words come out, and I run to Henry and throw myself at him. He catches me, and his arms come around me tightly. My face nuzzles into his neck, breathing him in.
‘Sorry, but I need to hug you before we talk. I miss you.’ Henry pulls me in even tighter, and we hold each other.
Henry mumbles, ‘I miss you, too.’
I step back but keep hold of Henry’s hands. ‘Sorry for invading your personal space. Had to be done.’
Even though I’ve practised this multiple times now, I’m still worried I won’t be able to get the words out. It has always been easy to talk to Henry, but this is different, and my brain, heart, and stomach all know it. They all have different ways of dealing with it. I told my brain to shut down a few hours ago and let my heart lead this one, but my stomach keeps chiming in with unwanted comments and food cravings. I need to focus. Henry is my person.
When I think about a partner, a faceless person who could strip my senses and leave me high and dry at any moment, that’s when the cold sweats start. When I focus on Henry, I feel nothing but calm and happy.
‘What’s going on, Liv?’ Henry pulls his hands away, and I hope that’s the last time he ever does that.
‘The kids making out ruined my surprise, so close your eyes for a second.’ Henry puts his hand over his eyes while I retrieve my bags from next to the shed. Making little gifting stations on the ground, I place all the items I brought in the correct places. Henry lets me take his hand as I guide him over to the first station.
‘Don’t look around too closely, but only at what I put in your hands, okay?’
‘Okay.’ Henry opens one eye with a great deal of suspicion.
‘It’s not anything bad.’
‘Promise?’
‘Open your eyes, Henry Baker.’ He opens his eyes and examines the roses sitting across the palms on his hands. There’s only a few, but they’re red and perfect. ‘I will explain. This is a Darcey rose. My favourite.’
‘But you hate roses?’
‘Not anymore.’
‘Okay, noted.’
Henry inspects the roses and he’s brave enough to smell it.
‘Mr Higgins has kind of come back into my life. I stole these from his grave garden.’
Henry freezes, and his eyes dart from the roses to me. I may have not explained that as well as I could have.
‘Not sure I’ve heard the term ‘grave garden’ before. You stole them from the old guy?’
‘He let me borrow them. I’m going to replace them.’
‘I think it’s best you don’t tell me anymore so I can remain in the dark for when I get questioned.’
‘Yes, good idea. You’d also like to know that peeing on roses is normal. Found that out a little too late.’
‘Did you pee on these roses?’
‘No, that’s gross! Someone might have peed on them, though, I can’t be certain.’ Henry lowers the roses to the ground.
‘Why are you giving me the roses of your elderly deceased neighbour?’
‘Because it’s romantic.’
‘Of course it is.’
‘No, it is. I thought you’d like it because you being the romantic one—’
‘I’m the romantic one?’
‘Out of the two of us, you are definitely the romantic one.’ Henry tips his head up while he’s thinking before looking back at his roses.
‘I can maybe see that.’
‘I know I’ve been scared, but I don’t want that anymore. I want thorns and love and all of it. I don’t want to miss out.’
‘You trust me now?’
‘I trust you, Henry. I’ve always trusted you.’
‘Then what’s changed?’
‘I’m going to trust myself.’ I take a deep breath, letting my words sink in for Henry. And me. ‘I’d been waiting for, I don’t know what, maybe something to be fixed by someone else, and I don’t want to wait any longer. I figured out it’s not about what someone did to me or didn’t do for me. I’m in control now and can trust myself.’
Reaching for Henry, I take hold of both his hands. He links our fingers together and peers down at me with those beautiful Henry eyes. My tears are waiting at the gates, but I try to hold them back.
‘I love you, Henry, and I get to choose how I love you. Together, we get to decide how our relationship works. It’s up to us now. No one else, just us, and for the first time, I’m not scared. I’m excited.’
Henry doesn’t respond, and I’m sweating bullets. I’m unable to read anything on his face, so I’m about to run away crying from these tennis courts for the second time in my life.
‘Say something, Henry. Please.’ I’m pleading for him to put me out of my misery.
‘Why did you want to meet here?’ It’s not a good sign that this is his first question.
‘At the tennis courts?’
‘Yes, why here?’
‘Because I want to kiss you and I never got a chance in school to kiss a boy I liked here, and I thought you’d find it funny and maybe romantic and to remind you of our history and that we’re still young and I wish I’d kissed you back in school and—’ Verbal diarrhoea has reared its ugly head.
‘I think you’re right.’
‘About?’
‘I think I am the romantic one.’
‘Well, I’m glad I could clear that up for you. I’ll be on my way to an all-you-can-eat ice cream buffet—’
Henry laughs as he bends down and takes my face in his hands. He smells like a memory. Every memory I have from when I’ve felt loved and safe. He’s smiling at me, so the ice cream buffet may be on hold. For now.
‘I always wanted to kiss you here,’ he whispers.
‘Really?’
‘I love you, Liv. Always have loved you. Will always love you. You want to be together? All in?’
‘Two whole feet in and shake my tail feather. I want it all with you, Henry. Just you and me.’
Henry cradles my head while his other arm holds me securely around my back. We beam at each other like two love drunk fools before I stand on my tiptoes and guide Henry’s lips down to mine. I finally get my kiss behind the tennis courts, and it’s with the only boy who’s ever had my heart, and I trust will take care of it forever.

I pause our make-out session when I realise it’s getting late, and I still have more items to present in phase two.
‘I didn’t think you’d be this easy to sway to the dark side, so you have more gifts.’ Henry leans down and kisses my neck. ‘I want us to start things right, and so you know there’s no more running.’ He lifts his head, and the look on his face tells me he needed to hear that. ‘Which leads me to our next stop.’
Dragging him five steps forward to the next station, I present him with a printout of a debit card. ‘This is what it will look like when it arrives in the mail, but it’s not yours. It’s mine.’
‘You’re giving me a gift that I can’t keep?’
‘You’ll benefit from it, so don’t worry.’ Even though Henry’s eyebrow is cocked, giving me a questioning look, I think he’s thirty seconds from kissing me again, so I put my hands on his chest, holding him in place. ‘On my Liv is Not a Loser list—’
‘I like the new name much better.’
‘Thanks, me too. So, on my list I have “start a savings account and make weekly deposits”, and Barry gave me a list of the best savings accounts—’
‘The kid with the chickens is giving you financial advice?’
‘Yes, he’s brilliant. I opened multiple accounts and one is dedicated for saving money for travel.’ It takes Henry a few moments to catch up and realise what this means, but as soon as he does, happiness breaks out over his entire body.
‘You’re coming with me?’
‘No.’
‘I’m confused then.’
‘You’re going, and I’m staying. I’ll keep adding to my new savings account, and in the first semester break, I’ll come visit you. This way, you don’t have to decide now where you’ll be, but we can spend two weeks together.’
Henry brushes my cheek back and forth with his thumb. I can sense what’s coming next, but not quick enough to stop him.
‘Liv, I don’t have to—’
‘Yes, you do. The Henry is Not a Loser list is important, too. You need to tick this off your list.’
‘But how am I going to leave you?’
‘You’re not leaving me, right? You’re going to explore the world for a little while. I’ll come visit you, and then you’ll come back to me. Right?’
‘Right. I’ll always come back for you.’
‘Just to make sure, this is what these are for,’ I gesture to the shopping bag full of fruit roll-ups. A laugh bursts out from Henry.
‘I get these only when I get back?’
‘That’s right. You have extra incentive to come back now.’
‘I don’t need any incentive, Liv.’
This time I lean in to kiss Henry because I love that I can do it anytime I like. When I pull away, I keep our faces close so I can still be in his arms. I whisper over his lips, ‘I’m going to annoy you with text messages and GIFs every day you’re away, you know that right?’
‘I’m counting on it.’ I grab Henry by the shirt and pull him to the next station.
‘Great because here’s your last gift. This is the paperwork station.’
‘Paperwork? Are we entering into a legal agreement?’
‘Not yet.’ I wink at Henry, and he laughs at me. I present a folder of paperwork and flick through it to show him. ‘This is really for me, but I want you to know that I upgraded my phone plan, so I have unlimited international texting for the fore-mentioned annoying text messages. I also signed a lease for a year with Felicity, so if you can handle the loft for that long, we can then look at places together, or you could move in somewhere first and then I’ll come after my lease is up.’
‘We’re moving in together?’
‘Not yet, in a year’s time. That should be long enough dating, shouldn’t it?’
‘Yes, plenty for me, but why are you rushing this? We can take our time.’
‘I’m not rushing. I’m planning and hopefully not freaking you out, but we’re going to be together, so I want to make plans. I want you to know that I’m ready for this. Am I freaking you out?’
‘Not at all. I love that you did this for me, but you don’t need to do any more to prove it to me. I believe you.’
‘Truth is, I also don’t want to visit my boyfriend in a place that my brother has a key to come and go whenever he pleases.’
‘Ah, I see.’
‘I do not want to run into Joe while I’m naked in your kitchen. Ever.’
‘That’s a fair request. Do you plan on cooking naked often?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m on board with that. I’m on board with everything.’
I’m not sure who moves first, but Henry and I make out like horny wombats until the sun has almost set. Even though I’m pushed up against an old rusty tennis shed with lunch wrappers at my feet, it’s the most romantic afternoon of my life.
‘We have to move onto phase three,’ I mumble over Henry’s lips.
‘Phase three? There’s more? But nothing could top the paperwork station.’ I know he’s teasing me, but I love the paperwork station. I’ll defend it for the rest of our lives.
‘What’s phase three?’
‘Finally getting our date. Dinner, drinks, dancing. You need to get scrubbed up because I’m going to show you off tonight. And my phone is off. No family interruptions.’
‘Sounds almost too good to be true.’
‘It’s true. But I think there’s something we need to tick off our list first as a matter of urgency.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Come on, I’ll show you—’
‘OI! What’re you two kids doing here still! Get going!’ the stern voice booms from behind the shed. Henry and I scramble to collect our things before we’re caught.
‘You grab Mr Higgins’s roses,’ I whisper to Henry.
‘No way, I’m getting the paperwork. You touch the wee roses.’
We’re about thirty seconds from getting caught by a teacher, and I’m not sure what’s more pathetic – getting caught making out on school grounds or running away from a teacher at our age. Henry and I are breathless when we reach his car. We pile the stuff in and plan to get my car another time. We don’t want to be apart yet.
‘What did we need to tick off the list as a matter of urgency?’
‘I think you’ll like it.’ I lean over and whisper in Henry’s ear. The car speeds up, and Henry drives like he’s in a formula one race. I knew he’d like it.

Henry and I stumble into the office, kissing, touching and closing in on second base.
‘Um, excuse me? This is a place of business,’ Joe’s voice breaks through slowly like I’m coming out of a dream. Except it’s Joe, so it’s more like falling into a nightmare. ‘I’m happy for you guys, but really?’
Henry breaks our kiss and looks at Joe over my head. I keep my head buried in Henry’s collar. I’m not leaving this spot yet.
‘Joe, you need to get out of here.’
‘Why? I’m working. And eating.’ I sneak a peek at Joe, who is sitting at his desk eating yoghurt. His spoon is loaded and halfway to his mouth.
‘I’m about to do things to your sister you don’t want to hear. I’m giving you adequate notice.’
‘I’m chuffed you two got your shit together, but can’t you wait until—’
‘You were warned.’ Henry reaches down and picks me up, throwing my legs around his waist. His hand is in my hair as he kisses me, while carrying me up the stairs.
‘Ugh! You guys! Not funny. Stop. I’m eating.’ Joe’s voice is like a little mouse in the background, but neither Henry nor I care. ‘Okay, give me a minute. This is so gross.’ Henry and I make it to the top of the stairs, and he guides me down his body. We peek over the railing of the loft to see Joe scrambling to grab his belongings. His eyes are closed, so he’s knocking things all over his desk. For some reason, he grabs his stapler and makes a run for the door. He catches us both watching him, trying not to laugh.
Joe pauses at the door and, for a moment, drops his guard and smiles up at us. ‘Love you guys. Take care of each other.’
‘We will,’ I say, as I turn to put my arms around Henry’s neck. Henry leans in for a kiss, but of course, Joe has more to say.
‘Just putting it out there that I can’t leave the office every time you guys want an afternoon delight.’
‘Get out, Joe. Don’t come back,’ Henry growls and then swoops in to capture my lips. I assume Joe left after that because my brain only had room for Henry and me. We fumble over to his bed with clothes flying across the room. I’d like to say we made it to dinner and dancing that night, but phase three will have to wait. The very urgent matter needed to be attended to multiple times.



Epilogue
‘Would you care for another dinner roll, Liv?’
‘Thank you, that would be lovely,’ I say and then dip the fluffy roll into my baked beans. Barry refills my plastic glass with cordial before returning to his seat next to Daisy.
‘We need to have you two over more often,’ says Daisy, and it sounds like a splendid idea.
‘We’d love that. You must come over to Liv’s, and we’ll cook for you both,’ says Henry while spooning the rest of his canned spaghetti into his mouth. Barry’s invitation for our double date came in a hard copy invitation mailed and then followed up by email and calendar reminders for three days leading up to our date. We’re sitting at a card table on Todd and Grace’s back deck, but the kids have transformed it into a cosy alfresco dining experience. I’d give it a five-star review any day.
‘We’re off to the cinema later if you two would like to join us,’ says Daisy.
‘We’d love to, but we have plans. Raincheck, though.’ Henry shoots me a questioning look because I haven’t told him about our plans yet.
‘Dad said we could get a large popcorn because—’
‘It’s so overpriced,’ says Barry, but stops when Daisy gives him an eyebrow raise.
‘He said it was a treat because we’ve been helping with the baby.’ Grace and Todd welcomed a little boy named Corey this past winter, and he’s the cutest little vomiting machine I’ve ever seen. Poor thing has colic, so Grace still can’t avoid vomit.
‘That’s good of you both to help. I’m sure—’ I’m interrupted by the yelling of a woman whose voice box sounds like it’s been tortured by cigarettes.
‘BARRY! Barold, come home now!’ the voice screams out.
Barry tenses, and Daisy reaches over to grab his hand. He holds onto her tightly.
‘I have to go. I’m sorry to break up our lunch early,’ says Barry as he stands and tucks in his chair.
‘Everything okay?’ asks Henry.
‘Yes, just my grandmother. She’s here for an extended stay, and it’s suboptimal.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ says Daisy. I thought Barry would tell her to stay, but he puts his hand out again, and she takes it.
‘You sure everything’s okay?’ The kids seem reluctant to go to Barry’s house.
‘It’s fine, Aunty Liv. She’s not a morning person.’
‘It’s almost one p.m.,’ I say.
‘Not where she’s from. Let’s go, Daisy.’ I don’t have time to argue that Barry’s comment makes no sense before the kids run off through the backyard.
‘Should we have let them go?’ I say, turning to Henry.
‘They’re smart kids, I’m sure it’s fine.’
‘Okay, well, I can blame you if we sent them off to a house with a witch.’
‘Barry wouldn’t let anything happen to Daisy.’
‘That is true.’
Henry and I sit for a moment in silence, unsure if we should finish our food or pack up now our date is over. I reach over to take Henry’s hand. He brings our joined hands to his lips and kisses my hand softly.
Henry was gone for one hundred and six days, and I texted him at least two hundred times that number. We missed each other to the point of nausea, but Henry got to tick something off his loser list. When he speaks about his trip, I can see the sparkle in his eyes, and I know it was the right thing for him to do. He needed to do some exploring, and I’m glad he got the opportunity.
We met in Toronto and spent two weeks together. We did no sightseeing, barely left the hotel room, and it was the best holiday ever. When it was my time to leave, we were that couple in the airport crying and saying goodbye and then running back to each other. I hated us, so I can’t imagine what people around us thought. Henry tried to come home with me, but he hadn’t done enough travelling. Also, I had only one subject left to finish for my degree, so I needed to focus on studying.
I finally finished my bloody, painfully long (which was my fault) degree. Enrolling in my master’s was a straightforward choice, and with my ongoing work with Maree, I’ve found my niche, my passion, and something that excites me. I’m letting nothing take that away from me again. Barry interrupts my thoughts as he runs up the back steps.
‘Sorry you have to do this on your own, Liv,’ says Barry as he hands me a wooden box.
‘Thank you. Everything okay? We can always help.’
‘It’s fine. My grandmother is here to help my mum for a little while. She’s a yeller but quite a talented baker, so it’s equitable. Got to go. Good luck!’ Barry gives us a salute as he runs back to his house.
‘I have a gift for you,’ I push the wooden box towards Henry, ‘and I have some news.’
‘And Barry is your helper?’
‘Barry is my life coach.’
‘Okay, do I open this first?’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘Nothing about this scenario deserves an “of course”.’
‘Open it. You’ll like it.’
Henry opens the box, peeks inside, and then shuts the lid. After a moment, he opens the lid again and then closes it for a second time.
‘Do you know what’s in here?’ asks Henry.
‘Yes, do you like it?’
‘I have some questions.’
‘They can wait. I want to tell you the news.’ Henry pushes the box into the centre of the table and then gives me his full attention. ‘I’m sorry, you didn’t finish your lunch. I’ll wait if you like.’
Henry examines his sad bowl of cold spaghetti. ‘I couldn’t possibly fit anymore in. Also, it’s disgusting, and you know it.’ Henry leans forward and kisses my nose before I lift my lips up to kiss him. Henry moves back an inch, gazing into my eyes as he strokes my cheek. ‘What’s your news, Olivia?’ He’s trying to put me at a disadvantage with his seductive voice and general closeness.
I move back out of the Henry bubble so I can gather my thoughts. ‘Felicity’s moving in with Hannah.’
‘What? When’s this happening?’
‘Today.’
‘Today? As in, she’s moved out?’
‘Yep.’
‘Why didn’t you tell me? Can you cover the rent still?’ I wave my hand around in the air like I’m a socialite without a care in the world.
‘I’ve got a new room-mate, so it’s not a problem.’
‘Who?’
‘Guess.’
‘Do not say Natasha. You know she’s only good in small doses.’
That’s true, and even though we’ve become friends now, living with her would be hell in a self-help book.
‘Not Natasha, although she would keep the place very tidy. Perhaps I should rethink my new room-mate.’
‘Do I know them?’
‘Yes.’
‘Male or female?’
‘Male.’
‘Will I like the idea of this guy living with my girlfriend?’
‘Yes.’
‘You’re very short with your replies. I’m getting worried.’
Leaning in, I bring my lips up to Henry’s ear and whisper, ‘Henry, will you move in with me?’ Henry doesn’t react. He only stares at his spaghetti again. ‘Henry?’ I move back to give him space, or maybe I need space while I work out what’s happening. ‘You’re over every night anyway, so I thought you’d like to get out of the loft.’ My voice is now high and has a frantic edge. Even with the bile in my throat rising, I force the words out, ‘Are you having second thoughts?’
Henry’s head snaps to me, and he takes my face in his hands, bringing our faces close together.
‘Not for a second am I having second thoughts. Don’t jump two hundred steps ahead and in the wrong direction.’
‘Too late.’
Henry’s lips tuck up in one corner as he gives me an adorable eye roll.
‘Liv, I want to live with you. Of course, I do. We practically do already.’
I throw my hands in the air, which is a move Joe would do, but it feels justified. Henry’s talking in circles.
‘That’s what I thought. What is it then?’
‘I thought we had more time until your lease was up, and I started looking at some houses.’
‘Okay? Still not following, Henry. I wish you had a longer name so I could use it in situations like this. Henry-thon. Henry-topher.’ Henry laughs, which eases the tension in my forehead.
‘I would prefer if we got a place that’s ours. Somewhere we both feel like it’s our home.’
‘Okay. Sounds good.’
Now it’s Henry’s turn to wave his arms around. Joe would be proud of us both.
‘Just like that? Sounds good?’
Jumping up from my seat, I plant my bum on Henry and wrap my arms around his neck.
‘I love you, and I’d like to remind you I asked you to move in with me first, so why would I freak out?’
‘I’m talking about buying something. With a yard.’
‘I love grass and am happy to own some of it. Don’t want to be involved in lawn maintenance if I’m being honest.’
‘We can look at houses together?’
‘Yes, but can I suggest one further thing?’ Henry nods but seems suspicious. ‘Why can’t we do both? Move in with me while we find our home?’
Henry wraps his arms around my back and pulls me in close. ‘Yes, we can do both.’
With only millimetres between us, we smile at each other with overwhelming giddiness. The kissing and general closeness continues until we hear the sliding door behind us open. Henry turns me so I’m sitting on his lap with his arms around me.
‘Did you scare the kids away with all your kissing?’ Grace asks as she walks out to the deck. She’s carrying Corey, who’s awake, so I take the opportunity and steal the baby from her. Grace hands him over and then sits down in Daisy’s seat to eat her leftover beans. Corey’s cooing in my arms while I rock him back and forth. Henry leans over my shoulder and touches Corey’s hand.
‘Careful, you two look clucky as hell right now.’
‘He’s so cute.’ Henry and I haven’t looked up from Corey to answer Grace.
‘I’d like to remind you I haven’t slept over four hours in a row for a month now.’
‘But he’s so cute.’ Grace has enough patience to laugh at our lack of conversational skills right now.
‘What’s in the box?’
‘You can look.’ I pull my eyes away from Corey to watch Grace open the box and then squeal as she jumps back.
‘Is it dead? I thought we were done with the animal graveyard.’
‘It’s not dead. He’s Henry’s housewarming present.’ Henry reaches into the box and pats his new pet lizard.
‘I think I’ll call him Joe,’ says Henry.

Henry and I stumble into his office. We have folded cardboard boxes under our arms, and we’re kissing. Henry bumps into a chair as he’s walking backwards and not paying any attention to anything other than my lips. We drove straight from Grace’s house to the shop to buy boxes so we could move Henry’s things in today.
‘When will you two stop sucking face all the time?’ We turn to see Joe sitting at his desk eating sushi. It looks delightful. Hopefully, he’ll leave some for me.
‘It’s Saturday. Go home to your husband,’ I say.
‘He’s marking homework, and I’m too distracting. What’s with the boxes?’
Henry gives me a nod, letting me know I can break the news. Turning back to Joe, I yell, ‘We’re moving in together!’
‘Oh, thank goodness, gracious Dolly Parton! This is glorious news.’ Joe jumps up and gives us a hug. We’re both suspicious.
‘Why are you so happy?’ I ask.
‘I’m happy my little sister and my best friend are making a huge commitment together. Not every day this happens.’
‘Truth now,’ says Henry.
Joe drops the smile and we get the real reason for his exuberance. ‘I’m sick of being scared to enter the office in case I find my sister naked. That’s not a normal workplace concern. I’ve been having nightmares about it.’
‘You’re saying you dream about your sister naked?’ asks Henry while keeping a straight face.
‘Oh, stop it, that’s not what I meant.’
Henry and I laugh as we climb the stairs to the loft with our boxes.
‘Sorry to scare you again, Joe, but there’s a high chance your sister’s going to be naked in the next five minutes,’ Henry yells over his shoulder.
‘I’m trying to work here.’
‘You could help us pack boxes?’ I say, hanging my head over the railing.
‘I’d rather see you naked.’
‘Your choice, and it’s a super weird one,’ says Henry from his room.
‘Fine!’ Joe throws his arms in the air and retrieves his belongings from his desk. ‘I’m going.’ He walks to the front door and then turns back to yell at us, ‘You two are far less fun since you started all the hotdogging.’
‘I thoroughly disagree with you,’ says Henry. Joe scoffs as he opens the door.
‘Joe?’ He looks up at me. ‘Mexican tonight at our place?’
‘As if I’d say no to that. See you at seven.’ Joe closes the door, and we’re alone again. Henry takes the boxes I’m holding and then leans in to kiss me.
‘I can’t believe he’s going to be my brother-in-law one day. I’ll be messing with him until I’m old and grey.’ Henry laughs at the thought as he assembles boxes and then throws his clothes into them. I don’t think he realises how much he gave away with that simple statement. In his mind, he’s planning marriage, sharing a life, and growing old together. I want all that too.
‘Yeah, it’s going to be so much fun.’
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