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PART ONE



CHAPTER 1
January 2022
I THOUGHT THERE’D BE MORE color here. I thought there’d be more sound too. But everything feels as muted as it does back home. Is it still home? I don’t think I want to call it that anymore. Would Julia be angry about that? Sad? No, she would tell me I’m being melodramatic, and she’d go back to her book. She might be upset that I’m traveling, though. This was always her dream.
At forty-two, Sloane Sullivan had apparently lost her ability to bounce back quickly from jet lag. After three flights and more than twenty-one hours of travel from her native Tennessee to Sydney, she was disoriented, a bit dizzy, and bone-tired, but the image of her late wife’s quiet exasperation brought a small smile to her lips and she stretched her body in the emerging light of dawn on a grassy knoll overlooking Bondi Beach. She had fought insomnia all night, then had staggered out of her small hotel to watch the sunrise. Laying back against the hillside, Sloane closed her eyes against the rising light as it danced off the ocean’s waves. She breathed in the salty air and wondered if she might have a small nap before heading back to the hotel to pack for her flight out of Sydney to her final destination later in the afternoon.
Whatever momentary peace she might have found was interrupted by a loud and insistent barking to her right, and she sat up just in time for a very large and very enthusiastic dog to barrel into her, knocking her back to the ground.
“Charlie! Charlie, no!” A woman rushed toward them from the walkway that bisected the small park above the beach. To Sloane’s American ears, the woman’s pronunciation of Charlie sounded very much like Cholly, and she felt something akin to joy for the first time in a long time. Sloane just managed to grab Charlie’s collar before he could dash off toward whatever it was he was pursuing, and the woman rushed over to attach a leash.
“I’m so sorry! I’m so, so sorry!” the woman said. “He gets overly excited about the bin chickens some mornings,” she explained as if Sloane was supposed to know what bin chickens were.
Sloane sat back up, looked around, and assumed the woman was referring to the large, pale bird lurking near the trash cans up the hill. Charlie, meanwhile, sat down and waited patiently for Sloane to acknowledge his presence with ear scritches, which she was all too happy to provide.
“Y’all call ibises bin chickens?” Sloane continued to scratch behind Charlie’s ears.
The woman tilted her head in a small and brief gesture of surprise. “You’re American. On holiday?”
“Um, sort of. But I fly out later today.”
“Yes, ibises are known as bin chickens because they root around in the bins. Your accent—I can’t place your accent. Southern, but something else.”
Sloane wasn’t sure if this was a question or not, but she answered anyway. “Appalachian. Southern Appalachian.” She let her gaze wander down the woman’s body. She might not be seeing much color these days, but she could certainly see shapes, and this woman had a lovely shape.
She realized she was being a bit too conspicuous in her ogling and she looked up just in time to see the woman’s lips twitch upward into a smirk.
“It’s adorable.” The woman smiled fully into Sloane’s upturned eyes, and motioned to the spot beside Sloane as if asking for permission.
Sloane nodded as the woman stepped around both Sloane and Charlie so that the offending pooch wasn’t between them and sank elegantly onto the grass next to her. She leaned toward Sloane and crinkled her brows in a way that made the freckles along her forehead cozy up to one another. “You smell amazing—like lavender and ylang-ylang,” she said more than a little flirtatiously.
“Oh, good,” Sloane replied. “It’s my lotion. Good to know it is what it claims to be. Truth in advertising, you know? I’m surprised you can smell it. Is it too strong? It’s just lotion. I don’t have a very good nose these days.” Her voice sounded so awkwardly chipper, and she looked away in confusion.
The stranger bit her bottom lip as if biting back some lascivious remark and studied Sloane’s face. “This may seem forward, but may I offer you a coffee to make up for my dog so rudely interrupting your morning meditation?”
“Oh, I wasn’t meditating, I was thinking of a nap. I—I know that’s odd but—” Sloane stopped short, getting lost in her own errant thoughts about shapes and how long it had been since—well, since. She wondered what expression she was wearing that led the woman to believe Sloane would be interested in spending the morning with her.
She looked down at Charlie, hoping he might have answers for her, but he only looked back with newfound affection.
“You’d be missing Golden Hour if you napped,” the woman teased and leaned into Sloane’s shoulder.
“I’d be missing Golden Hour if I took you up on a coffee.” The sound of her own playfulness surprised her. “It does remind me of a croissant, though.”
“Golden Hour reminds you of a croissant?” The woman laughed a deep and full-throated laugh, and it made Sloane’s stomach flutter.
“Bondi reminds me of a croissant. Because of its crescent shape. Or maybe the coffee reminded me of a croissant?” Sloane smiled, and her gaze lingered on a pair of full, lush lips. She shook her head as if to ward off the unexpected and unwelcome tingling that spread over her.
“Coffee and a croissant, then. Fortunately for you, I have both back at the flat that I’m borrowing, just across the street.” She turned slightly and pointed up the small rise behind them and across the street to a row of restaurants, a bank, and a tattoo shop.
“You don’t even know me. And I don’t know you,” Sloane protested weakly as Charlie rolled onto his back, clearly feeling optimistic he’d be getting belly rubs.
His owner seems all too willing to expose her belly for me too. Sloane chuckled at her own silent joke. When she looked back up, the woman was smiling at her with a soft expression that held a promise of mischief.
“We’ll get to know one another, then. You clearly have Charlie’s seal of approval, and he is a very good judge of character.”
Sloane once again let her eyes roam down to the stranger’s chest and then back up to her lips. It had been so long, and she wouldn’t be doing anything wrong. And it was meaningless—simply fulfilling a physical need. Like breakfast. Or sleep. There had to be a justification for the sudden longing she felt.
“Coffee and a croissant, then,” she said hesitantly.
The woman was up before Sloane had even finished answering. She confidently extended a hand to help Sloane stand and led her across the Parade to an unassuming door tucked beside a bank. Once they were inside, the woman lifted Sloane’s hand to her lips, kissed her fingertips, and led her up the narrow flight of stairs.
* * *
Ava James woke hours later as the early afternoon sun streamed through the bedroom windows, casting undulating light and shadows on the floorboards. The other side of the bed was empty and cold, as if the American had never been there at all. For a moment, she wondered if it had been a dream, but her still vibrating body, sticky from sweat and sex, told her that it had been very, very real.
She closed her eyes and reveled in the memory of the woman’s near-desperate movements, her moans, and her apparent pleasure. Ava always chose her one-night stands, never the other way round. She couldn’t exactly say why she’d chosen this one except maybe that it had been too long since she’d last slept with a woman. Or maybe it was the way the woman had elongated the I in ibis, making it sound almost like ah-bis. Maybe it was the ease with which she handled Charlie’s exuberant interruption of her almost nap. Maybe it was the cinnamon in her deep brown eyes or the honeyed tones of her hair, still messy from bed. Maybe it was that the woman wasn’t overly eager to know Ava. Whatever it was, Ava was happy to have spent the morning in bed with her, even happier that the woman had slipped out before either of them learned the other’s name.
She sat up to face the remainder of the day and gazed dopily through the gauzy sheers to the deep cerulean ocean, its color matched only in intensity by a cloudless sapphire sky. She’d grown accustomed to the occasional one-night stand before, but this was her first one-morning stand, and she felt very pleased with herself. Just one more day of press for the upcoming series of her show, and then she’d be on her way back home to the Gold Coast, feeling renewed and rejuvenated.
* * *
That was not cheating. I did not betray her. Did I betray my Julia? Can she see me? Could she see me with the woman from Bondi? I don’t want her to think that I don’t love her. I’m still hers. It was just a physical need. A release, like the trail runs and bike rides. I used that woman for distraction, for release. Something good for the body.
No, it was a mistake, that’s what it was. Stop fooling yourself into thinking that was somehow OK.
Sloane chided herself while she showered, while she packed, during the Uber ride to the airport and the entire flight up the coast, as she signed the paperwork for the rental car, and throughout the whole drive to her rented cottage. She tried desperately to convince herself that it was not a betrayal, that she had not been unfaithful, and that it had been nearly a year and she’d done nothing wrong. She told herself that this was what moving on required of her, but that hurt deep in her gut and the guilt persisted. So she tried instead to focus on the task ahead of her.
Her Queensland rental, set back in the Gold Coast hinterland—Sloane had yet to grasp exactly what the word hinterland described—was a long way from her native home. But thus far, the people and the place had somehow felt simultaneously familiar and foreign. She’d already heard the word reckon used repeatedly, and there was something in their hospitable and welcoming mannerisms that felt familiar. Yet the accents were foreign, and the sunlight felt different. And the people seemed more relaxed than back in the States. How was it possible for something to feel both odd and familiar when she was nine thousand miles from home for the very first time?
As she nervously drove north along the Pacific Motorway, she knew objectively that the sun was bright and the sky clear, and she assumed it was a lovely shade of blue. But it felt off somehow, filtered and not nearly as vivid as it should be. Sloane hadn’t seen the world in color since she’d lost Julia. Her world had gone all grayscale on that day, and she’d traveled half a world away, hoping to find color. But thus far, she’d found only more gray. And the woman at Bondi Beach.
After exiting the M1, she drove more slowly along rural two-lane roads. Sloane rolled down the windows of the Toyota that would be hers for the next few weeks until she could find something more permanent that would get her through the year. The first week in January in Queensland was hot and humid, not unlike July in Tennessee, and she hoped a few minutes of wind on her face might shake her out of her thoughts and reward her with enough presence of mind to meet the owner of her rented cottage.
Her GPS told her to make a left turn off the forested road, and she pulled into a short, graveled drive lined by tall, lanky trees. As Sloane opened the car door, an older, elegant woman walked toward her with purpose. The woman had a strangely familiar smile, and her eyes crinkled in a way that Sloane recognized but couldn’t quite place, and so she pushed the thoughts away.
“You must be Ellen,” Sloane said and reached out to shake the woman’s hand in greeting.
“Yes, dear. Who else would I be?” the woman returned in a restrained-but-definitely-there Australian drawl. “I trust your travels have gone smoothly up to this point? Did you find us easily enough?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did. Thank you for asking. And thank you for opening your home to me. I’m grateful for it.” Sloane meant it.
“Well, of course. When…” Ellen stopped and looked Sloane over from head to toe. “I thought you’d be younger.” Her tone was observational and matter-of-fact.
“Um, well, I’m not sure how to respond to that—I’m sorry?”
The older woman laughed. “No, no need for that. What are you? Late thirties?”
“I’m forty-two. Nearly forty-three.”
Ellen turned and climbed the few stairs to the front door of the cottage. Instead of going inside, she sat down in one of two chairs on the porch, crossed one leg elegantly over the other, and motioned for Sloane to join her. “Fortysomething women rarely go off on grand adventures such as this. A teacher exchange program on the other side of the world at forty-two? Interesting.”
“Maybe more women should go off on grand adventures in their forties,” Sloane responded coolly as she sat down. She certainly felt her age—her joints were still screaming at her after all the air travel the past few days, the long run she’d completed the day before, and the questionable choices she’d made earlier that very morning.
“Hmmm. You have a point. Maybe women in their seventies should go off on grand adventures as well.” Ellen eyed Sloane. “I’m a retired educator. I taught with Bea at Robina State School years ago.”
“Women in their seventies should absolutely go off on grand adventures. Bea, as in Principal Beatrice Bowen?”
Ellen smiled when Sloane said her friend’s formal title. “One and the same.”
Sloane pressed on about Ellen’s time in the classroom. “I was thrilled to find out that Principal Bowen was able to arrange a place for me for the year, but I had no idea that you’d taught with her. What subjects did you teach?”
“Drama and theatre. Sometimes English, like you. I normally don’t rent this place out.” Ellen gestured around the cottage. “Not since my daughter returned home from living in Melbourne. I’ve only rented to friends and friends of friends since then. But when Bea called, explaining she had an English teacher from America coming for a year, I couldn’t say no to her. Or to a fellow teacher. What on earth made you decide teaching abroad was the thing to do?”
Sloane smiled. The woman’s bluntness reminded her of her grandmother. “The States, ah…it’s a bit of a train wreck. Things have changed in the last several years there, and, uh, I needed to get away for a bit. I don’t think I’m ready to leave the classroom. I love teaching, and I don’t want to make decisions I’ll regret. I thought maybe some distance and a change of scenery might help me find a way forward.”
Sloane’s explanation was honest but incomplete. She wasn’t prepared to discuss her real reasons for leaving home; nor was she sure when she’d be ready.
Ellen seemed to find the explanation acceptable, if not vague, and so Sloane offered no more.
“It’s been difficult to watch from here as well. Disappointing. Despicable, really,” she corrected and said with real compassion, “Well, welcome. We’re glad to have you. Come, let me show you around.”
Ellen’s farm was smallish, fifteen to twenty acres maybe, but it was more than enough for the larger home in which Ellen lived and the cottage set far to the property’s edge. There was also a small stable and yard, a riding arena and adjacent tack room, and four paddocks. The property bordered a protected park and was home to four horses. It was beautiful and quiet and picturesque—not at all like the beaches and busy tourist areas the Gold Coast was known for. No, this suited her needs far better.
The cottage itself sat on a small knoll just above one of the paddocks and the small riding arena. It was a small two-bedroom home with a kitchen, dining nook, and a cozy and comfortable living area. The living room and kitchen both opened onto an terrace. She could sit on the sofa in the living room or on the terrace and look out onto the ridges of the park that lay beyond. Sloane loved that the cottage had so many windows that let both morning and afternoon light in. The bedrooms were technically on the front of the cottage with windows that looked out onto a small yard, a gravel drive, and the road that continued around to the main house.
At the end of the short tour, Ellen walked Sloane to the terrace at the back of the cottage. “I am pleased to say that I am leaving on a small adventure of my own tomorrow with friends from town. My daughter will be back by then, so if you have questions, please come ask either of us. We’re happy to help get you settled.” She smiled broadly and handed Sloane a set of keys, “And, dear, there’s no need to call me ma’am. Ellen will do just fine.”



CHAPTER 2
TWO DAYS LATER, SLOANE WAS still recovering from the travel, adjusting to her new surroundings, and grappling with the uncharacteristic choice she’d made on her last day in Sydney. She’d only left the cottage once since she’d arrived and that had been to drive down the road to a small shop for protein bars and yogurt and then to a roadside fruit stall for bananas and melon. Her appetite just wasn’t what it used to be.
Aside from that, she’d wandered aimlessly around the farm, feeling both as if she couldn’t wake up and as if she couldn’t sleep either. She’d claimed a spot in the grass beside the terrace at the back of the cottage, where she’d gone each morning to sun herself like a cat. Removing her sunglasses and throwing an arm over her eyes, she thought about the start of school in a few weeks and how she needed to get herself acclimated before her teaching gig began at Ballard College.
She hoped her new job would reinvigorate her love of education after the chaos of teaching during the pandemic years back home. Of course, spending a year in Australia was about much more than her job—she desperately needed to move her life forward after losing Julia. A few of her family and friends accused her of running from her grief, but her therapist assured her that she was exercising a healthy sense of agency in choosing to go abroad for a while. A vague and desperate hope for the year ahead and despair about the year behind challenged the persistent jet lag and exhaustion for space in her head. Sloane tried to push aside the former in an effort to properly tend to the fatigue.
She suddenly felt heavy, wet panting very near her right cheek. Sloane opened her eyes to a very enthusiastic, very large shepherd-mix dog smiling down at her and she immediately recognized the beast as the one that had barreled into her at Bondi. “Charlie!” she said, in disbelief and confusion. She sat up, and the mutt plopped his hundred-pound body on her lap.
From nearby, Sloane heard footfalls of the human variety.
As she approached, the stranger’s greeting was a warm and friendly, “Hello there!” And then, recognition and something like panic crossed the woman’s face.
“Uh…” Sloane searched for some adequate greeting but could find nothing but shock at the woman’s presence. She stammered weakly, “Uh…I don’t understand.”
“Wh—why are you here? How?” The woman seemed as baffled as she was, and maybe a bit angry. “Did you follow me here?”
Definitely angry.
“Of course not. I don’t even know your name. I’m renting this place from a woman named Ellen.” Sloane stood up and crossed her arms defensively. Charlie stood between the two women, looking concerned about their interaction. “Are you following me? I’ve been here two days, and this is the first time I’ve seen you here.” Sloane recounted the steps she’d taken from Sydney to this horse farm, but she couldn’t recall seeing the woman along the way. She waited for an explanation for what was certainly too odd to be coincidental.
A slow, creeping blush started at the woman’s chest and moved up to her cheeks and ears as she answered. “I live here. Ellen is my mother. I live in the main house.” She gestured to the house on the big hill, near the far paddock. “You met me at Bondi and then show up at my home and you’re claiming you’re not following me?”
“Your dog plowed into me on the beach. You approached me. You propositioned me. You led me back to your flat.” Sloane closed her eyes and sighed as she counted to ten silently. This cannot be happening, she thought as the numbers ticked by. When she opened her eyes again, the woman looked back at her as if she didn’t believe Sloane at all. “Look, the other day with you, it was out of character for me. It was a mistake. I’m here because I’m going to be teaching at Ballard this academic year. The principal arranged for me to lease this cottage from Ellen. I’m certainly not following you. If you’ll give me a few days, I’ll try to find another place to rent. This was a mistake.”
The woman stared back, lips set in a thin line, and her eyes stormy. She said nothing for a long moment, and then, “Two days, but that’s all. Find another place.”
“Wow. Thanks for the hospitality.”
“And a hat isn’t a bad idea, either.”
“What?”
“You’ll get sunburned out here. Buy a hat.”
“Fine. I’ll put ‘buy a hat’ on the to-do list, right next to find a new rental. You’re telling me to leave but concerned about my getting sunburned?” Sloane sounded far less brusque than she’d intended, and she inadvertently looked at her own rather pallid limbs in the sunlight. It is winter back in the States, after all. But she found she was indeed ghostly—and in more ways than one.
An awkward, uncomfortable silence stretched out between them, broken only when Charlie barked once and leaned into Sloane’s legs for more ear scritches. She reflexively reached down and patted the dog’s head.
“Charlie, let’s go.” The woman stalked away toward the tack room, looking over her shoulder at Sloane as if to make sure she didn’t follow.
* * *
“Charlie, how is she even here? How did she find our address? Thank God Grace is away. Mum will be hearing about this. Dammit, how did this happen, Charlie?” Ava tried to shake out the image of the woman’s upturned eyes as she voiced her panic aloud to Charlie, who zigged and zagged back and forth along the path in front of her. “And you! You traitor!” She scolded him as they made their way toward the riding arena. “You are supposed to be protecting me from strangers and weirdos, Charlie, not making fast friends with every pretty girl who crosses our path. She’s exactly why I have you! We may have to rethink the terms of your employment if every attractive woman sends you swooning. You’re a terrible guard dog.”
Ava lectured Charlie all the way back to the tack room, where she had intended to spend the morning cleaning and organizing gear. She had adopted Charlie nearly five years before, after a stressful situation with a very persistent, and slightly unhinged, so-called fan who had gone as far as to find her home address. She had been living in Melbourne at the time, cast in a supporting role in a long-running television drama that had garnered her a small but cultlike fan base in places far and wide and a few fans at home in Australia. She had also been heavily pregnant with Grace and the man’s fixation on her had unnerved and frightened her. Charlie was basically her round-the-clock security detail, and she had come to rely on him for a general feeling of safety. Plus, at times like these, when Grace was away with her father, Charlie was also her best friend and constant companion. But he seemed completely smitten with the family’s new tenant. A tenant, a stalker, that Ava had unknowingly invited right into her bed.
Ava had moved back to her mother’s property during the pandemic, in part so that she and Grace would have a bit of space to roam, but also for the privacy. They had decided to stay on at the farm even after Ava had accepted a role in a crime show filmed in Melbourne that required her to be away two to three months of the year. She felt more comfortable in her own skin on the farm, and her childhood home felt safe. Until now. Now the façade of safety was crumbling, and she’d brought it on herself.
From the safety of the tack room, she pulled her mobile from her back pocket to call her mum. She paced around the room awaiting an answer as Charlie observed her warily from the doorway that led outside and into the riding arena.
Finally, “Hello, dear! Have you made it home?” Her mum answered cheerfully from somewhere in Bali.
“Yes, Mum, I have. Why did you agree to let the cottage to—” Ava realized she’d never found out the woman’s name, “—how did this woman come to be here?” She tried unsuccessfully to temper the anger and panic in her voice.
“Bea reached out to me. You remember Bea. You and I talked many times about the teacher from the States leasing the cottage. Ava, why are you so upset?”
“Mum. She cannot stay. I don’t trust her,” Ava answered in as measured a tone as she could muster, and with as little detail as possible.
“You don’t trust her? Has something happened?”
Ava wasn’t prepared to tell her about her first meeting with the woman in Sydney. She suddenly felt like a little girl who was about to get herself in trouble.
“Mum, I just don’t feel safe with her here. We don’t really know her. What if she arranged this somehow?”
“Ava, you’re being ridiculous,” her mother said sternly. “I know for a fact that she didn’t arrange leasing the cottage to be near you. Tell me what has happened.”
Ava wondered why she wasn’t showing more concern for the situation. “Mum, I just don’t want her here. Can we leave it at that?”
Her mother didn’t immediately answer, and the moment grew into an uncomfortably long and deafening silence.
“Mum?” Ava finally asked, impatiently.
“Has Sloane said or done something?”
“Mum, who is Sloane?”
“Ava Wynn James, you don’t even know the woman’s name and you’ve already decided she can’t be trusted and needs to leave? I’m disappointed in you.”
Immediately realizing her mistake, Ava took a deep breath and stared up at the tack room ceiling. It needed a coat of paint.
“Ava, were you rude to her? We should be making her feel welcome. Were you rude to her?”
“Mum, I’m forty-six years old. I don’t need a lecture. I just don’t want her here.”
But her mother only forged ahead in her recriminations of Ava’s behavior. “Well, maybe at forty-six years of age, you need to be reminded who owns that property. She will stay. And you will make every effort to welcome her. You are behaving like a spoiled diva. I raised you to treat others with kindness and care. Do better, Ava James. Go and apologize to her. Don’t make me call her myself.”
“Mum…”
“Ava, I am on holiday. You are an adult. Apologize and make whatever you’ve done right. I love you, dear. Good-bye.”
Ava looked down at the screen of her mobile helplessly as her mother ended the call. She tried to shake off the conversation as she again paced around the tack room, angrily gathering gear. She had planned to spend these next couple of weeks doing what she loved: pottering around the house, the garden, and the paddock; doing odd jobs and chores; taking Hughie out for some exercise; and grooming the other horses. Her mother would be out of town on holiday and Paul had chosen to use his custody time to take their daughter on a long holiday to New Zealand, leaving Ava completely alone. It was an incredibly rare and welcome sabbatical from both motherhood and daughterhood. She was going to miss Grace, miss the noise and the constant curiosity and the unfettered love and affection of her daughter, but Ava was also positively giddy about the possibility of being in the house alone for two whole weeks, indulging her quiet, introverted side. And now, she’d somehow managed to ruin all of that for a moment of meaningless physical release with a stranger from the beach. She stomped outside to the paddock and looked to the cottage, but the woman, this Sloane, was nowhere to be seen.
She finished up her chores with the horses and climbed the hill back to the main house. A cold beer by the pool was exactly what the day called for. Maybe it would calm her nerves. And it certainly didn’t hurt at all that she had an unobstructed view of the rental cottage from a partially enclosed corner of the back patio. A little surreptitious stalking of her own wouldn’t hurt, right? She’d apologize tomorrow and tell the woman she could stay. Some small part of her hoped that maybe Sloane would be gone by then, but then she’d have to answer to her mother.
Two cold beers by the pool would be better than one. She sank sullenly into a lounger.
“Sloane.” Ava said the name aloud and thought that it seemed to fit, whatever that meant.
* * *
Early the next morning, Sloane crept to the spot she’d claimed and settled onto the grass to watch the morning light rise over the ridges. She’d spent the evening before kicking herself for what was clearly a terrible way to start her year of healing and recovery. And she had fumed at the woman’s audacity to think that she had followed her here. The sex had been good, but not stalking good. OK, maybe it was stalking good, if she were the stalking kind. But she wasn’t, and it was probably just that it had been so long since she’d last had sex anyway.
She considered her strategy for finding a new rental for the year. Airbnb seemed the best option for something that would last just long enough to find something more affordable and long term. Sloane was just beginning to rile herself up again about having to leave such a perfect place when she heard barking getting closer and closer. She sighed in exasperation. Sloane liked Charlie, but his owner —who’d no doubt be close behind the hound—left a little to be desired. She didn’t even bother standing this time, and Charlie again plopped himself down onto Sloane’s lap. Sure enough, the woman from the beach sauntered up the hill a minute or three later, all long limbs and swagger. Sloane cursed at how striking the woman was, and how confronting.
She rolled her eyes and readied herself for reproval but didn’t wait for it to come. “I’m going to look for a new place today,” she said quickly, determined not to give the woman time for accusations.
Clearly annoyed by her dog’s overt affection, the woman gestured toward him as he sat in Sloane’s lap and completely ignored Sloane’s declaration. “He’s normally not this obnoxiously clingy with strangers. My apologies.” She sounded stiff and oddly formal.
Sloane scrunched up her face in confusion and umbrage and blurted out before she could stop herself, “But to say I’m a stranger isn’t entirely true, is it?” She immediately regretted it and tried to sound conciliatory. “What I mean to say is, he’s met me before.”
The woman pressed her lips together, maybe in restraint, and took a long breath before continuing, “I’m Ava. As I said yesterday, Ellen is my mother. She owns the property here, and we’re all just living in her world, apparently. I’m to apologize. And make you feel welcome.” Her jaw clenched as she said the words, and she threw her hand out in an awkward gesture of welcome that was anything but.
“Your mother is making you apologize to me?” Sloane couldn’t help but snort in disbelief. She waited for a response, but Ava only stood staring back at her with an unreadable expression. “OK,” Sloane said, unsure what else to say. “Saying you’re supposed to apologize and actually apologizing are two different things, but OK. And I’m Sloane, by the way. Now what?”
Ava responded with a tight-lipped, toothless smile and pointed across the property to the southwest. “The park is just there. On the other side of the far paddock, there’s Copper Creek and then the parkland. It’s great for walks and thinking and such. We’ve made a few tracks that join up to the main ones. There are hand-drawn maps in the notebook in the cottage.” Her tone sounded as if providing the information were causing her intense pain. And then: “Do you ride, by the way?”
“Um, I believe you know I do,” Sloane quipped in a deliberate attempt to provoke some reaction in Ava. The fake apology and rude demeanor irritated Sloane. But when Ava’s expression withered, Sloane thought better of her provocations. “I’m sorry, that was unnecessary. I haven’t ridden a horse since I was child. I do have a very healthy respect for them—I guess a healthy fear of them, really.” Sloane watched the horses grazing in the paddocks. “They are beautiful, though. Does this mean I can stay? Is your mother demanding that you let me stay?”
“It’s her property.” Ava shrugged.
Sloane closed her eyes and considered her options. She could stand firm in her indignation and leave the farm or she could swallow her pride and try to make this work. The latter was the obvious choice as she simply didn’t have the energy or the means of finding a new place on such short notice. And this place suited her needs so perfectly, with the exception of this…inconvenience.
“Listen, I’d be delighted to spend the year here in your mother’s world,” Sloane lied only a little. She wanted to be delighted and maybe that made the small fib more acceptable. “The cottage is lovely. Maybe you and I can agree to some sort of truce. Maybe we can start over? Pretend it never happened? I’ll stay out of your hair. I promise.”
Ava stood silently for what felt like minutes and minutes. Finally, she looked Sloane squarely in the eyes for the first time since that morning in Sydney. She seemed to have made some decision. She pointed toward the paddocks and once again ignored Sloane’s words.
“There’s Hughie—he’s my favorite fella. Bonza, just there. And Banger and Winnie out in the far paddock. They’re all gentle, easy horses. Though, Banger is a bit of a clown and a troublemaker. Maybe you’ll screw up the courage to ride while you’re here.” Ava pointed to each animal with obvious affection, though her words were strained.
Under normal circumstances, Sloane’s lizard brain would find hilarity and irony in that last statement. She managed to filter her words this time and merely blinked back into Ava’s gaze. “I promise I’ll stay out of the way,” she repeated. She genuinely hoped Ava believed her.
“Right, then. I’ll let you get back to it. Mum is on holiday until the first week in February. So, if you need anything, I’m afraid you’re stuck with me. I’m up at the main house. The number for the landline is in the notebook as well. As for the jet lag you’re clearly experiencing, drink lots of water, and the sunshine does seem to help me recover more quickly from it.”
The last sentence sounded more like a question in that characteristically Aussie way that had already come to amuse Sloane. A pinched smile played on Ava’s lips as she started back across the acreage. Charlie very reluctantly also said his goodbyes, pawing at Sloane’s thigh and dipping his head for a pat before bounding away with Ava.
Sloane settled back onto the grass and stared up again at a dull, gray sky that she was certain should be blue. This trip was certainly not starting out the way she’d hoped.
* * *
Ava took her coffee on the patio, sitting in the same spot she had the previous afternoon, the one from which she could see the cottage without being seen in return. Doubts and fears swirled in her mind. And then memories began to flicker like firelight. A never-faraway feeling of heaviness began to lurk in the background of her thoughts. Normally, it took days, sometimes weeks, for Ava to recognize its presence, let alone acknowledge it. But she sensed its stirring early this time.
The light was still rising, and the sky to the east glowed in pinks and oranges. From where she sat, she could see Sloane stretched out where she’d been the last two mornings. She had one hand thrown over her eyes and the other curled around a mug nestled in the grass. Not once did she look toward the main house or search about the property looking for someone, looking for Ava.
Charlie, however, looked as if he might go and say hello again.
“No sir, don’t you even think about it.” Ava side-eyed the dog and sipped her coffee. “But maybe she genuinely doesn’t know who I am, Charlie? Or she’s putting on an Oscar-worthy performance. The beach incident was an utter lapse in judgment. What the hell was I thinking? But…she truly may not know what I do for a living. How—how—disappointing, Charlie.”
She scoffed in disgust at the untimely emergence of her professional ego. To feel both simultaneously fearful and pride-bruised was absurd, but here she was, spying on someone she had accused of stalking and then feeling indignant that the woman didn’t appear to recognize her. The heavy emotions from earlier expanded and stirred in the dark recesses and corners of her soul. She closed her eyes and turned her head to the slowly brightening sky. Without warning nor invitation, images of smooth, tawny-colored skin moved behind her eyelids. Goosebumps on that gorgeous skin.
Memories flooded her thoughts, of Amira’s thin and delicate fingertips tracing unseen paths along her own blush-colored forearm and wrist. She opened her eyes and felt the shame creep in. Sometimes it was a brief visit, sometimes a longer one—but it always overstayed its welcome. And it was never welcome. Ava breathed deeply, trying to push away the whirling, angsty heaviness but it settled deep down in her abdomen. A lingering visit, then, she thought to herself. She sighed and closed her eyes against it.
Her mobile beeped and buzzed from the patio table, interrupting her dark thoughts and she was happy for it, until she saw the text from her mother:
7:46 a.m.: Have you apologised?
Ava rolled her eyes and thought that she’d rather deal with the shame and memories of a naked and writhing Amira than a lecture about the American up the hill.
7:48 a.m.: Yes, Mum.
7:49 a.m.: And you told her she must stay?
7:51 a.m.: Yes, Mum.
7:51 a.m.: Take her around to the shops. Show her around town. So that she knows you mean it.
“Oh my God, Charlie. She wants to me to show her around the shops. Is she fucking kidding? I’m not showing her around the shops.” Ava sat up stiffly and considered how to respond.
7:55 a.m.: Ava Wynn, I can feel your thoughts. Make her feel welcome.
Pretty sure I’ve made her feel welcome enough as it is, she thought.
8:02 a.m.: Ava Wynn James.
8:02 a.m.: Fine, Mum. Fine.
“Tomorrow, Charlie. I’ll do it tomorrow.”



CHAPTER 3
I’D HOPED I’D SLEEP BETTER here. In an unfamiliar bed, in an unfamiliar house, under a sky full of unfamiliar stars. Maybe it really is just the jet lag. No need to panic just yet. Please, tell me I didn’t pack up my life, leave my friends and family, move to another hemisphere for the same insomnia and the same colorless and muted landscape.
Sloane still wasn’t sleeping more than an hour or three each night, and it was a restless kind of sleep at that, full of the usual hauntings. It had been nearly twelve months since she’d slept through the night.
On that last night of good, sound sleep, Julia had been by her side. Julia always slept on her back with one arm thrown over her head. Unless she was spooning Sloane, but it would soon be a year since Sloane had been Julia’s little spoon.
Four days after arriving at her new home, Sloane was still trying to figure out how to get the coffee maker to work. As it turned out, Aussies took their brews quite seriously. As she fumbled with the tech, she thought she really should get some hardcore exercise today—shake out the cobwebs. And the ghosts. She’d have to consult the Lonely Planet guide if she wanted to find trail recommendations that were away from the property and that would allow her to avoid running into Ava for a day or two. She also wanted to finally connect to the cottage Wi-Fi to find local running and cycling clubs. And she needed to purchase a road bike, a trail bike, and gear. She considered a swim in the ocean; she already had all she needed for that, and she knew where to find it. Maybe that was what she needed.
Sloane stared at the coffee maker. Julia would have known how to use the contraption without a second thought, and Sloane would already be sipping a hot mug of deliciousness. Instead, she was left to her own devices, and she mashed buttons and turned levers in no particular order. Through sheer, dumb luck, the machine began to sputter and spit. She’d have to pay more attention tomorrow morning so as to be able to reliably produce this outcome.
Her coffee finally in hand, she took the mug and a banana outside to watch the horses in the paddocks, soak up some sunshine, and plan her day. Charlie met her at the edge of the terrace, and she followed him to the knoll where she had begun each of the last three days.
It was occupied.
“You’re in my spot,” Sloane said, with a slight tone of indignation, to the long and lithe form stretched out in the sun.
Ava took her time pulling herself upright before opening her eyes to look at Sloane. “You’ve been here, what, three days, and this is your spot?” She raised her eyebrows, matching Sloane’s indignation with her own. “You Americans…Good morning, by the way.” She shook her head, clearly annoyed, but a smirk played at the corners of her lips, and Sloane wasn’t sure what to make of the exchange.
Sloane closed her eyes to the absurdity of their situation and then decided to engage the banter. “That’s fair, we are a brazen bunch, aren’t we? But, I daresay, so are you. And good morning to you.” She eased down, careful to keep Charlie between them this time. “Would you like a coffee? Or a banana? I’m afraid that’s all I can offer. A visit to the grocery store is on my errand list for today. Or maybe tomorrow.”
“No, thank you. I am fully caffeinated, and I’ve had brekkie. Did you have a good sleep?” Ava turned her face toward the morning sky, her eyes closed, expression relaxed.
Sloane tilted her head to the side in confusion, wondering at the sudden polite tone. “I’m sorry, what was that?”
Slowly opening her eyes and shielding her face from the sun, she smiled uneasily at Sloane. “Did you have a good sleep? Did you sleep well?”
“Yeah, sure.” These little white lies were easy after nearly a year of them. “You?”
“I did. I’m going to ride in a bit, but I wanted to check in first, see how you’re going. I see you’re still badly jet lagged.”
Sloane took advantage of the opening for some teasing, hoping to ease the tension. “Yesterday, I was pale. Now I look tired? What happened to the stereotype that Aussies are aggressively friendly?” She found she enjoyed poking at Ava.
“Was I not friendly enough for you the first time we met? Or was I not aggressive enough?” Ava’s expression was completely neutral, her tone even and cool.
“Um—” Sloane considered that provoking Ava was maybe not the direction to take this morning chat as she clearly wasn’t afraid to poke back. “Choosing to ignore that.”
“You started it.”
“Nope. You started it. You will forever and always have started it,” Sloane said with conviction.
Ava fought back a smile and failed. Sloane’s own edges softened.
She changed tack to avoid wherever this conversation might be headed. “But, yes, I am still badly jet lagged. I was thinking I should start getting myself together today. I need a good long run or swim. And I need to buy a bike. Any recommendations for good running spots? I’d be happy in the city or forest. But maybe true trail running would be best today. And a bike shop? Also, where are the best grocery stores? I mean, I could google all of this, I suppose. But, well, here you are. In my spot.”
Ava grinned as Sloane rambled on and then her eyes grew more serious. “Is it possible for us to start anew? Polite and neighborly at worst? Friendly, at best? Platonically, I mean.”
Sloane closed her eyes and sighed. “Did your mother send you?”
“Does it matter? She’s often right, even when I really don’t want her to be—especially when I really don’t want her to be.” Ava looked out over the ridge to the north as what seemed like resignation, or maybe surrender, washed over her features.
“Your mother definitely sent you. How is it that mothers still have such holds on us, even at our age?”
“It’s maddening and endearing all at the same time, isn’t it? How does your mum feel about your being here for such a long time?”
“Oh, she hates it. She’s convinced some great tragedy will befall her and I’ll be 10,000 miles away.”
They laughed together this time before Sloane continued. “I could really use someone polite and neighborly in my life. A year is long time for tension.” Sloane grimaced at the thought of trying to avoid Ava for a year.
“How about I just take you? On your errands, I mean. Not trail running—that sounds quite miserable—but around town to the shops? And we could get lunch. You look like you need a proper meal.”
Maybe they really could be friendly after all.
“Oh, so, now I’m pale, haggard, and gaunt. You do know how to make a woman feel good.” Sloane realized the double meaning before the words were completely out of her mouth. “Stop. Before your respond to that, just stop.” She laughed openly at herself this time and noticed that Ava too smiled at the awkward slip. Yeah, she liked making Ava smile. “What time shall we go then?”
“I’ll pick you up at noon. I’ll drive.” Ava stood and started down the hill, throwing a mischievous look her shoulder. “I’m not sure about your driving here yet.”
Sloane shook her head at the parting jab, flinging her response at Ava’s retreating back. “Smart. I’m not sure of it myself.”
She closed her eyes, breathed in the aroma of her coffee, and desperately wished she could get some damn sleep.
* * *
Ava had truly surprised herself with her offer to take Sloane around town. She had waited outside the cottage with the intention of having a polite conversation to satisfy her mum’s demands. The last thing she had expected was to engage in lighthearted and droll banter, but they had so easily fallen into it. There was clearly something about Sloane that had made Ava feel at ease at Bondi, and it had presented itself in a surprisingly different light here at the farm. Something about her new neighbor made Ava want to relax and to show off her hometown. And she was surprised to feel oddly open to a friendship. Or at least a neighborly acquaintanceship. Ava smiled, thinking about the exchange, wondering at her own perplexing reaction to Sloane and feeling mildly suspicious of her own judgment.
At noon, she picked Sloane up, and they zipped along the back roads of Bonogin and Reedy Creek. Ava took great pleasure in listening to Sloane try to pronounce the road and town names she saw on signage as they passed, especially with the ever-so-slight accent of the American South. She cheerfully answered Sloane’s questions about traffic laws and road signs and symbols. Sloane seemed particularly wary of the clockwise roundabouts that were so common to the area, and so Ava was sure to drive slowly through those, giving Sloane time to observe and process the mechanics and flow of traffic. Ava felt useful. And she felt giddy. She tried to forget the way they had met and focused instead on being helpful and hospitable and even friendly. She discovered she had to put in less and less effort the longer the drive went on.
Their first stop was for a light lunch at one of Ava’s favorite cafes. She had grown up with the proprietors, and their families were still close. They treated Ava as not only a regular customer but a friend—family even. As she expected, Maeve greeted Ava warmly with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
Maeve looked Sloane over from head to toe before reaching out a hand as Ava introduced the two. “I’ve known Ava since she was a girl. My Deirdre once rode at Ellen’s place almost every weekend. They stayed in heaps of trouble, those two. What brings you to visit the James’ then?”
“I’ll be teaching over at Ballard this school year. Ellen was kind enough to offer me the cottage through December.”
“Only for a year, then?” She looked at Sloane intensely once more and then, “Hmmm. Maybe you’ll like it well enough to stay. Let’s get you two seated.” She showed them to a table in a back corner, and Sloane sat across the table from Ava as Maeve made her way to the back of the cafe, leaving them to look over the menus.
When she returned, Ava decided on a grain bowl with greens and a soft-boiled egg and Sloane ordered avocado toast with poached eggs. Maeve approved of both their orders and asked Ava when she’d be off filming again and if there’d be another series of her last show. She asked the question as if it were any other job, as if she were asking when the school year officially began. There was no fanfare, no exaltation.
“Yes, the third series for this one. And we start in late September,” Ava said with a hesitancy in her voice as her eyes dropped from Maeve’s to Sloane’s, gauging Sloane’s reaction to the question.
“And how long this time? Do you know yet? I know how hard it is for you to be away.” Maeve asked with compassion in her eyes.
“Eight weeks, most likely. But I’m hoping to convince the producer to compress my schedule a bit so I’m not gone quite so long.”
“Ah, good for you, dear. That probably feels an eternity as it is. Lunch will be right up.” She put her hand on Ava’s shoulder in a gesture of support and then disappeared again into the back.
“She’s adorable.” Sloane said simply, watching the older woman walk away.
“Adorable?” Ava was taken aback at Sloane’s description of Maeve. Ava had always respected and maybe even feared the woman a bit as a child. And she wondered at the fact that Sloane seemed to pay no mind to the exchange about Ava’s work.
“Yes, adorable,” Sloane said. “No?” she asked after a moment. “Is it culturally insensitive to refer to a woman of a certain age as adorable in Australia?” She leaned forward as if discussing something of great importance and sensitivity.
Ava leaned in conspiratorially and responded lightheartedly, “Don’t let her fool you. That woman is a fierce cyclone of a human being.”
“Sounds like she put you back in line quite a bit as a child.” Sloane leaned back and crossed her arms. “Yes, she’s adorable.”
“Don’t get any ideas; she’s happily married to Phil. You don’t stand a chance.”
At that, they both laughed, and Ava admitted to herself that they seemed at ease with one another. Friendship might be possible after all.
“Tell me about this series in Melbourne,” Sloane urged her. “Are you in the television industry? What do you do?”
That pulled Ava out of her thoughts. Sloane apparently hadn’t any clue at all about Ava’s career. “It’s a show called Bleak City Gangland. It’s set in Melbourne. Have you heard of it? The show, not the city. Have you been there yet? To Melbourne, I mean.” Ava was suddenly nervous, as if she was blathering on and making no sense at all.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know the show. I haven’t been to Melbourne yet. It is, of course, on my list to visit while I’m here. What do you do on the show? What is your job?”
Ava took note of the unnecessary apology and was surprised at the small sting of disappointment that Sloane didn’t recognize her show. “I’m an actor. I play the morally questionable eldest daughter of a crime family leader.” She tried to keep her voice flat. “And I’d like to hear the list of the places you wish to visit this year. I could make suggestions, if you’d like.”
“I’d like that very much. I’ll take all the help I can get. What platform streams the show? Obviously, I’ll need to check out this Bleak City Gangland.” She looked toward the kitchen as a server approached with their meals.
Ava leaned back to allow the plates to be set down and then thanked the server. She was reeling a bit from the two conversations they seemed to be maintaining simultaneously.
“BingeTV here. I forget which service picked it up in the States.”
“Wait, that’s why you thought I was stalking you? You’re an actor? Shit. I’m sorry, I don’t watch much TV. Well, I used to, but I haven’t in quite some time. Completely culturally illiterate by now. But seriously, I’m not stalking you. I might have wanted to, you know, if I had known who you were…”
Ava smiled broadly as Sloane stumbled and stammered through her apology. Sloane’s words slowed, and, for a moment, they simply held one another’s gaze as Sloane’s ears grew more and more pink.
“I’m making it worse, aren’t I?” Sloane finally asked, her chest and cheeks rushing to catch the color on her ears.
“Not at all. You owe me no apology. On the contrary, I owe you one for accusing you of following me. Clearly, you had no idea. I do apologize—sincerely. I was being a bit much.”
“Apology accepted. And thank you.” Sloane looked at her untouched lunch on the table in front of her. “Our food is getting cold.”
“Eat. And tell me where we’re headed next. What’s our next stop after lunch?”
“Bike store? Bookstore?” Sloane cut her toast into manageable bites.
“Pushbikes and books. You’re on.” Ava took a bite of her lunch and sat back in appreciation. “You’ve got to try this. It’s so simple, but the flavors are amazing.” She pushed the shallow bowl across the table.
Sloane simply eyed the dish and then locked eyes with Ava.
“Go on, then,” Ava encouraged her. “Wait, you don’t share food? Understandable after COVID. Or is it that I make you uncomfortable? You do know where my mouth has been.” She grinned impishly.
“Really? Did you really just say that?” Sloane finally relented and reached across the table to fork up a bite. Then, she, too, leaned back against her chair savoring the dish.
“Delicious, right?” Ava said enthusiastically. “We’re going to buy you a hat today too.” She smiled over the table at Sloane.
“Yes, yes, we’ll buy me a hat today.” Sloane all but rolled her eyes.
Ava grinned. “You’re gonna thank me.”
”You know what I’m really gonna thank you for? Grocery shopping with me,” Sloane confessed. “I haven’t gone yet, and I always find food shopping in a new place to be a bit overwhelming. It’ll be so much easier with you there.”
“What have you been eating?” Her expression likely showed her dismay. “You’ve been here for days.”
“Bananas, mostly. Oat bars. Melon. Trail mix. Coffee, but that was already in the cottage. And charcuterie—your mother left charcuterie.”
Ava blinked at her in disbelief. “This is unacceptable,” she stated flatly, gobsmacked that Sloane would willingly eat so meagerly over the past three days.
“You do grocery shop? Or does a big-time actor have someone do that for them?”
“I’ll have you know I do my own food shopping, thank you very much,” she said with contrived exasperation at Sloane’s teasing. “Well, sometimes I do my own food shopping. OK, so Mum does some of it here, and I have them delivered when I’m in Melbourne. But only because I’m so busy!”
Sloane smiled, and Ava stopped short.
“I like that you seem not very impressed by my very minor celebrity, although I must admit that at least a part of me occasionally likes to be fussed about.”
“Let me watch this series, and then we’ll see about the fussing.” Sloane took a bite of avocado into her mouth.
They finished lunch in easy conversation about the various places Sloane wanted to visit, whether Sloane should buy a used car from a dealer or a private seller, and what their errands for the rest of the afternoon would be.
Afterward, Ava drove her to a bike shop in Currumbin, where Sloane purchased and arranged for both bikes, as well as a car rack, to be delivered to the cottage. Ava enjoyed helping Sloane gather all the gear she needed for cycling and trail riding.
Next, they walked to a bookshop, and Ava helped Sloane choose guidebooks about the flora and fauna of the area. Ava shared the locations of her favorite coffee shops and restaurants and bakeries along the way. She was bursting with pride as she spoke of her hometown and the people there. Sloane listened attentively to Ava’s incessant chattering about all things Gold Coast.
“You should definitely do a tourism campaign for Queensland—they’d never want for tourists again,” Sloane said as they were browsing a gear store for the hat Ava insisted Sloane buy. “Wait. Do people ever recognize you when you’re out like this?” It was as if she had only now realized that this was a possibility.
Ava handed Sloane a sand-colored felt Akubra and shrugged. “Very rarely. And not as often as when I was younger. Or living in LA ages ago. It happens more often in Melbourne and Sydney. If anyone does recognize me here on the Gold Coast, they typically don’t approach me. But in truth, I’m not out and about very often.”
Ava peered over Sloane’s shoulder into a full-length mirror as she tried the hat on. Warm cinnamon-colored eyes peered out from under the brim of the wide hat, and there was something vaguely balmy in their color against Sloane’s golden blonde, almost honeyed, hair. Ava wondered if the shop had its air con running because she was suddenly flushing.
“This one. Definitely this one.” She made eye contact in the mirror with Sloane, whose face was pinched with doubt. “Another color? Something darker maybe? But this style, it’s the one.”
“You choose the color. You’ll choose better than I will,” replied Sloane, still looking in the mirror. She paused. “Do you like it? Being an actor, I mean. Do you like the celebrity? When did you know that this was what you wanted to do? What’s your favorite part of your job?”
Ava smiled into the mirror at Sloane’s reflection, amused by her sudden interest in Ava’s career. It seemed a delayed reaction. “Oh, I knew as a child that I wanted to be an actor. My mother signed us up for children’s theater when we were very young—me and my older brother Thomas, I mean. She wanted us to be well-rounded, not just stomping around the horse paddock and riding clubs with Dad. I fell in love with acting. I’ve always known.” Ava searched for Sloane’s size in a fawn-colored hat of the same cut. Fawn would bring out the color of those eyes, she thought.
“It seems such a difficult profession to get into. You just…did it? Became an actor, I mean?”
“Well, I mean, not really, not in the way I think you mean. I worked hard in high school and then uni. I did stage plays and small bits here and there. It was hard work, and I was so very broke for much of my twenties. It’s always been hard work. I’m definitely not some A-list celebrity with an entourage and bodyguards and obscene paychecks, but my work pays the bills. And I like to think I’m good at what I do.”
“Right, but it’s worth it? Right? To you? It seems so foreign to me. And grueling, to be honest.” They walked side by side to the counter so Sloane could pay for the hat.
Surprised at Sloane’s comments, Ava stopped as Sloane walked a few steps ahead. People outside the industry rarely described being an actor in those terms. Most didn’t consider the long days, the insanely early call times, the time away from family, and the difficulty in finding and maintaining authentic relationships. Nor did the public ever consider the everyday actors like herself that never achieved fame and fortune but made the industry function.
Ava considered herself to be one of those actors, though she had flirted with fame at various points in her career. Being a working actor could be exhausting, more often than not.
Sloane must have realized Ava was no longer beside her as she stopped and turned back.
Ava answered her earnestly. “It is—worth it. But it is also grueling, yes. That feeling, though, of nailing a scene, of getting to its emotional gist, of convincing the audience of the capital-T Truth of a scene—there is no feeling like that in the world. And I get to be someone different, something different with each project. Each project is a new challenge. I love that challenge.”
Sloane’s expression was, impossibly, both impassive and interested.
For reasons she didn’t quite understand, Ava added, “My big break in Hollywood did not have a Hollywood ending, though. But that’s a story for another day.”
She began walking again. “I do hate the vulnerability of it all, though, if I’m being honest—when you as a person become something that exists for public consumption. It’s something that has always been hard for me. I guess that’s why I live with my mother on a horse farm in the hinterland of the Gold Coast.”
Sloane creased her forehead as if in deep thought. “Performance is not an art form I’ve ever really been able to tap into, or even wanted to tap into. I find it utterly remarkable that there are humans in the world who do it well.”
When they reached the counter, Ava reached across on impulse and took the box from Sloane. “My treat. I insist. I am the one making you do this, after all.” She smiled widely and rifled through her bag for her wallet.
A faint blush tinted Sloane’s cheeks as she smiled sheepishly and whispered her thanks.
Their next and final stop was the food shop, where Ava helped Sloane stock her kitchen with lots of healthy fare, and a few indulgent treats before they drove back toward the farm.
* * *
After Ava dropped her off back at the cottage and they unloaded all her afternoon loot, Sloane laced up her sneakers. She was ready to set out for a good, long run along a trail Ava had told her about in Springbrook Park. Sloane knew her body and mind required the exercise as much as it had needed this afternoon’s outing.
The trail in Springbrook was lovely—eucalyptus and oak trees towered over tree ferns and palms. Lovely, but all of it was muted and gray, almost as if Sloane were running through a heavy fog. She ran hard, pushing herself, testing the limits of her fatigued muscles still tight from twenty-four hours of travel earlier in the week. She pushed until her chest screamed, her breath went ragged, and she nearly wheezed. During these runs, when her lungs reached this point, when they fought to pull in another breath, Sloane wondered what Julia had felt in her final days, a machine breathing for her. And she prayed to every god she could conjure that Julia had felt nothing at all. But that thought was no consolation either.
Finally, she crested a ridge that overlooked a small hollow. Quieting her breathing, she searched around, listening for other trail runners or hikers. Hearing nothing but birdcalls, she released a cry of anguish into the thick of the vegetation and collapsed down onto the forest floor in a lump of protesting muscle, sticky sweat, and bone-crushing exhaustion. The birds screeched and squawked their displeasure back at her. She relaxed her shoulders, and she realized she’d been unconsciously pulling them upward toward her ears for days. They were tight and sore from holding her anxiety and angst. She then breathed in a deep sigh of emotional release that she felt all the way to her toes.
This was why Sloane ran. Or swam. Or cycled. This moment, no matter how ephemeral, was the reason she pushed herself. For those brief minutes, she felt her limbs tingling from exertion. Her throat and lungs were burning and there was a small stitch of pain in her side. The despair loosened its grip, if only for a short time. These moments brought her out of her head and into her body, and she lived only for this too-short respite. She desperately wanted to live for more—that’s what Julia would want for her—but Sloane would settle for a night’s sleep, and she hoped today’s exertion would earn her that.
It did not. Sloane had been optimistic the nightmares wouldn’t follow her across the States and across the Pacific. But, like the gray and the quiet, they had. She was sorely disappointed in her own lack of creativity, giving her the same recurring nightmare, as well as keeping her up half the night, several nights a week. It had been happening for months and months, and at this point she just craved some variety in her dreams. She also felt a bit insulted and indignant that her subconscious mind gave her such uncomplicated symbolism to work with.
Sloane chided herself for the workings of her mind. Her trademark irreverence was by far her favorite and most successful coping mechanism. But the recurring nightmare was truly grating. And, while it wasn’t terrifying in an acute sense, Sloane always woke the following day feeling cold and unsettled, her thoughts rattled, her skin prickly with anxiety, and her mind jumpy.
In the dream, she’d always awaken in the dark with a start, lying in her bed back in the States, fear and dread deep in her belly. She’d sit for a beat, trying to settle her heart rate, steady her breath, and build the courage to reach out for the lamp on the nightstand. She’d flip the switch—and nothing.
She’d lie back, her muscles tensing, heaviness and dread settling through her body. She’d stretch far to the other side of the bed to the opposite lamp. She’d flip the switch. And nothing.
She’d sit back against the headboard, waiting for her eyes to adjust in the dark. But they never did. The darkness enveloped her and everything around her, but she could hear the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen, so she knew the electricity was functional. She’d convince herself she had to climb out of bed, fearful—not of something or someone but of the darkness itself. She’d check the overhead light switch in the bedroom. Nothing. She’d check the light switch in the hallway. Nothing.
She’d force herself to walk to the electrical panel in the dark, one silent step at a time. She’d run her finger along the circuit breakers, hoping one had flipped in the night. As always, each was in its correct position. That was when a potent combination of fear and dread and resignation would grip Sloane’s body. She’d find her way back to her bed, crawl in, and lean back against the headboard, waiting for her pupils to dilate so she could make sense of the dark. But they never did. The chaos in her core would settle into a chronic kind of fear. She’d resign herself to darkness. It was always at that point in the dream that Sloane woke up. She’d immediately begin turning on all the lights. Sometimes she cried as she did this.
On this night, after turning every light on in the cottage, she snuggled down onto the sofa in the living room with a heavy blanket even though the cottage was quite warm. She floated in and out of sleep. Later in the day, she’d have to purge the nightmare and its accompanying darkness that relentlessly pulled at her edges, trying to lay claim to all of her. Once again, punish the body to reward the mind and the heart with emotional release—a grueling run or swim was what she needed. It was the only constant she knew now. And this one would need to be particularly brutal. Today was her forty-third birthday. If she didn’t get up and about, Julia would be disappointed. To have Julia disappointed in her would be a bridge too far, even in this darkness.
* * *
In the days after their afternoon together, Ava hadn’t seen Sloane. She’d sent one text—a funny meme about the Aussie phrase fair dinkum that she’d hoped Sloane would find funny. There’d been no response.
She felt a pang of doubt and insecurity each time she looked at her phone, but she couldn’t articulate why. She sat on the patio in the stillness of early morning, drinking strong tea and eating plain toast. Her hair was in a loose bun, and she was still in her pajamas. Charlie curled at her feet and snored loudly. From where Ava sat, she saw that the lights were on in the cottage, all of them, it seemed. At least Sloane hadn’t abandoned the rental altogether. And then she wondered if Sloane had Googled her IMDB page or maybe watched a few episodes of her series. Any of her work, really.
“I think she seemed interested in my career but not really impressed. Charlie, she’s a hard one to read.”
The dog stopped his snoring at the mention of his name but made no effort to move.
She huffed in disappointment at her own internal contradictions, but this was slightly unfamiliar territory for Ava, and she couldn’t decide if she liked it or not. Usually, if someone asked about her profession, they grew excited and animated to find out she was an actor. They normally asked odd questions about other celebrities, real celebrities, that Ava had worked with. They asked what it was like, how much money she made, what her next project would be, what the kissing scenes were really like, about any drama on set. They normally asked all sorts of invasive or off-putting questions. Sloane had not.
Sloane had seemed generally turned off by the potential salaciousness of the television industry, opting instead for questions about the craft itself. For that, Ava had a deep appreciation. But it had also inexplicably damaged her pride that Sloane wasn’t more…dazzled by her.
There was that heaviness deep in her chest again and she realized that her doubt wasn’t really doubt at all. The shame she’d been ignoring spread around her heart and down into her gut, creeping and clinging, heavy and dripping, like wet wool. Sudden thoughts of Amira sprang to mind, and Ava threw her head back, eyes to the sky, as if searching for something to save her. She’d almost been successful in ignoring shame’s arrival days earlier. But it hadn’t gone anywhere—its strategy was one of persistence—always unbothered in its wait for her to engage.



CHAPTER 4
SLOANE WATCHED AVA WORK THE horses from the small deck of her cottage—watched as Ava brushed and combed them and cleaned their hooves. Charlie had abandoned his job as Ava’s stalwart protector and companion and settled himself beside Sloane’s lounger, though his eyes remained trained on his owner and the horses.
Watching Ava was slightly hypnotic. In her worn jeans, fitted tank, clearly well-loved boots, and a wide-brimmed hat, Ava looked very much like a movie cowgirl. Maybe it was the manual labor of maintaining the farm that kept her fit or maybe she worked with a trainer. Sloane felt a pang of guilt for not yet having watched any of Ava’s work and reckoned that she should rectify that soon.
There was a lightness and an easiness about Ava that made Sloane feel somewhat normal, at least more present in the world. Ava treated her like she wasn’t fragile and grieving, treated her almost like a friend despite the original circumstances of their meeting. Sloane thought about the morning in Bondi in various euphemisms or outright denials as she simply couldn’t square that morning with her reasons for being in Australia, or with the realization that she and Ava were becoming friends.
Sloane smiled at the thought of making friends. Leaving home for a while might have been exactly what Sloane needed after all. Sloane was beginning to believe more and more that her therapist’s characterization of Sloane’s being abroad was correct.
Speaking of friends, it was probably time for a few calls back home, she thought as she absentmindledly stared at her phone.
Ava waved in Sloane’s direction on two separate occasions, and Sloane decided after waving back each time that she needed to refocus her attention on lesson planning. With her first day of orientation and professional development coming at the end of the following week, she was beginning to feel nervous about the upcoming start of school and tried to keep herself calm with preparation. She turned her attention back to the laptop humming in front of her.
“May I teach you to ride?”
Sloane and Charlie both jumped at the words, and Sloane looked up from her work to find Ava standing directly in front of them, hands in her jeans pockets.
“Oh! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.” She held her hands out, palms towards Sloane as if in surrender. “I’m sorry, truly.” She cast a scowl down toward the dog still lying lazily beside Sloane’s chair. “And some watchdog you’re turning out to be.”
Charlie sighed heavily and lay his head back down on his outstretched paws.
Ava huffed and turned back to Sloane, “Whatever it is you’re doing, you’ve been at it for a while now, and I thought you might use a break. Keen to go for a ride with me?”
Sloane looked past Ava to the horses in the paddock. Hughie was saddled and waiting in the riding yard. “Um, I’m risk averse. Maybe after I’ve gotten a bit used to them?”
Ava slipped her hands back in her pockets and looked a little forlorn, or almost lost. “My daughter is away on holiday with my ex,” Ava stated flatly, suddenly changing the subject.
Sloane widened her eyes, “I didn’t realize you have a daughter.”
“Grace. She’s four, almost five. I miss her. It’s always nice at first, the time to myself, but then I miss her. And I’ve reached that point in missing her that I need distraction.” She stared off at the horses in the smaller of the paddocks, ignoring Sloane’s surprise.
Sloane smiled with sympathy and added, “And teaching me to ride would be the distraction you need?”
Ava jumped back a bit and then laughed, “That’s not exactly what I meant, but, yes, I suppose it would. When you put it like that, it does sound a bit like I’d be using you.”
“It’s fine. It’s been a minute since a woman has used me…” As soon as the words crossed her lips, Sloane’s face began to flush, and she sharply averted her gaze. The words seemed to have escaped entirely of their own volition. “Um, that sounded far more scandalous than it was intended. And I didn’t mean to imply…” She was truly surprised and a little embarrassed that the thought had occurred at all, let alone passed her lips, and now she seemed to have lost the power of any speech whatsoever. Somewhere in the far reaches of her mind, Julia snickered, and remembering the sound made Sloane grin and gently shake her head at the memory that felt so very real.
“Then I won’t interpret it in that way. Also, it hasn’t really been that long since a woman used you—or was I so unremarkable that you’ve already forgotten?” She looked searchingly at Sloane, but the ever-so-slight quirk of her lips gave her away.
They both laughed.
“If riding is out of the question, maybe tea this evening? I’ll cook.”
“You’ll cook tea?” Sloane racked her brain trying to remember any references to evening tea.
“Dinner. I’ll cook dinner. Sometimes, the evening meal is called tea.”
“Oh. OK.” Sloane thought in amusement that this particular turn of phrase seemed somehow very colonial. “Yeah, yes. That’d be terrific. What time? And may I bring something?”
“No, I’ve everything I need. Any allergies? Anything you won’t eat?”
“No, I’ll try anything at least once. I have an adventurous palate. Well, sort of. I can say in complete honesty that I’m just not ready to try kangaroo meat. I may never be.”
Ava smiled slightly. “Understood and agreed. Seven p.m.? Be sure to leave early enough to beat the traffic.”
She laughed at her own joke as Sloane rolled her eyes. Then she turned and started her walk back to the riding arena. Charlie chose to continue his nap next to Sloane’s chair.
To her surprise, Sloane found herself watching the slight sway of Ava’s hips as she walked away. From deep in her memories, Julia snickered again.
Still no color in my world, J. But there’s that.
She smiled, feeling Julia’s residual warmth wrap around her, and then got back to work.
* * *
Ava spent the afternoon guiding Hughie through the gum trees in the bush. Her feeling of shame accompanied her. For days, she had been hoping it would slip away, but it persisted.
It was always in these moments that Ava wondered if other people experienced shame in the same way that she did—sometimes it felt as if a void or a hollow had taken up residency in her very being; other times it was more like heavy, wet wool pulling her downward into the earth. She knew all too well that both the void and the heaviness were toxic versions of herself.
She pulled back slightly on the reins and Hughie slowed to a stop. They both grew very still, listening to the birdcalls and the sound of the slight breeze moving through the leaves of the trees. Maybe if she went completely still, she’d be able to breathe the shame out and leave it to be absorbed by the forest. Ava sat silently for several minutes, breathing evenly and quietly. Hughie matched her demeanor and her stillness. She fixed her eyes on the curve of the track ahead of them and waited, not wanting to close her eyes, not wanting to blink. She tried to keep the memories of Amira from taking root. She knew all too well that if thoughts of Amira persisted, so would the shame of bad choices all those years ago in Los Angeles. She’d disappointed so many people.
As she stared into the distance, she wondered about Sloane’s life back in the States. She invited the distraction of the woman up the hill, wanting it to supplant the old memories. At times, Sloane seemed circumspect in what she was willing to share with Ava. At other times, she seemed playful, as she had on the morning in Bondi. But a reluctant playfulness, a restrained playfulness. Something pulled at Ava’s memories when she recalled her time with Sloane, like a thread being tugged on a sweater, and she huffed at her inability to pin down the feeling.
Memories of long ago began to dance at the periphery of her consciousness, alongside the thoughts of Sloane, competing with them, edging them out. Even with her eyes wide open, the images flitted about, pushing closer and then retreating: a smooth, elegant collarbone that disappeared into a long, lithe neck, the jawbone high and proud above.
Ava couldn’t resist closing her eyes. Amira’s heavy, irregular breathing. The rise and fall of her breasts along with it. Her body arching high. Dark hair pooling around a face that Ava longed to gaze upon.
“Amira,” she whispered to the trees around her.
Before the memory could engulf her, Hughie brought her back to the present by snorting softly and stamping his feet. He was ready to move on, and she was too, but her mind clearly was not.
“Ok, boy. Let’s go.”
He began moving along the path again, and the birds momentarily paused their songs in response. Ava adjusted her position in the saddle and surveyed the landscape around them. She suddenly thought of her daughter, and Ava smiled, grateful for the warmth and happiness washing over her.
Oh, how she missed her. Grace had been a surprise, as Ava had all but given up on children. Her second marriage failing, she’d resigned herself to being alone; the only thing that had kept her afloat emotionally was her career, or what was left of it.
She had just finished two projects: one in Melbourne and one in Vancouver—in supporting roles, of course. They’d been satisfying and well-received, and she finally felt as if she were rebuilding her name and her reputation. She’d decided that she was better on her own and always had been. She’d had relationships with the “right” partners, and she’d had relationships with the “wrong” ones. Neither had worked. Though she was certain it was unfair to characterize Amira as the wrong partner. No, Ava, you know better than that. Amira was warm and generous. You were the wrong partner for her.
Ava shook off the memories and the thoughts. She pushed her heels gently into Hughie’s sides, encouraging him to speed up. He obliged, and they trotted along the track. She had spent enough time in her own head. She needed a shower and still had chores before dinner. More than that, she needed the distraction of spending the evening with an actual human being, not her own memories of long-ago mistakes.
* * *
When Sloane stepped onto the back patio of the main house, she found the doors open to let in the evening air in through a screen. The evening was cooler than normal on the Gold Coast at this time of year, and there was little humidity. The sky was clear and the stars bright, a perfect evening for dining alfresco. Sloane wore simple jeans and a gauzy button-down shirt. Charlie met her at the door, wagging his whole body in excitement. Sloane supposed he was happy that she was visiting him on his turf for a change.
“Hello?” she called through a screen door.
“Hi!” Ava called back from nearby. “Please, come in!”
Sloane slid open the screen and stepped into a warm, bright, and cheery informal dining area just off an open and very sleek kitchen. The walls were scattered with photos and artwork, and the furnishings were modern with clean edges. It was welcoming and comfortable. There were fiddle-leaf figs, cyclamen, and philodendron in planters and pots in the corners and scattered about the room. Sloane smelled freshly chopped vegetables, garlic, peppers, and something sweet in the air.
“Wine? Fizzy water? Flat?” asked Ava from behind the kitchen island.
“Water, flat. Please.” Sloane wandered over to a wall shelf lined with family photos. “Lovely place.” She looked around the room. “Your mother,” she said as she picked up a photo of the elegant older woman with long, lush hair and a radiant smile. She laughed. “How could I have missed it? You look so very much alike. How did I not recognize her as your mother?”
“Yes, that’s Mum, and, yes, we look very much alike.” Ava filled a glass from the tap and walked around to join Sloane, handing it to her. “And this is my brother, Thomas, his wife Rachel, and their two boys, Luke and Kade—my nephews.” She smiled and picked up a photo of a child with eyes identical to her own. “This is my Gracie.”
“The three of you—your mum, you, and your daughter—it’s like looking at a timeline of the same person.” Sloane looked at the photos of the three women, and an unexpected feeling of affection blossomed in her chest.
Smiling, Ava looked wistfully at the photo of her daughter still in her own hand. “Grace is the center of my world. And my brother and I, we’ve always been the center of our mother’s world. We’re not without our issues, but we do love one another.”
“That’s really wonderful, and far rarer than it should be. Your father?” Sloane asked.
“He died when I was twenty-five and my brother twenty-eight. Lung cancer. He was a lifelong smoker. This is Dad.” Ava picked up a photo of her mother and father walking hand in hand in the paddock. “I’ve never asked about your own family?”
“My mother and father are divorced. I have a passing relationship with each, but we’re not very close. I have one sibling, a sister, two years older. We’re as thick as thieves. We got one another through the chaos of my parent’s split. Vic—Victoria—has two daughters and a son. The oldest two are in middle school, and the youngest is six.”
“You’re not married or partnered then? No kids?”
“No to both,” Sloane stated flatly. Ava seemed to wait for more, but Sloane offered nothing else. Then, a thought occurred to her. “You had sex with me not knowing whether or not I was partnered?”
“You weren’t wearing a ring and—wait, you never asked if I was partnered!”
“I’m teasing. I would have refused if I were partnered. And as for not asking you, I would have only assumed that either you weren’t partnered or you were poly.”
They looked at one another for a long moment before Sloane added, grinning, “Besides, it never happened, right?”
The lines around Ava’s eyes and along her forehead deepened with worry or desperation, and her tone turned pleading. “Sloane, my daughter will be home soon. And my mother. I really need us to forget that it ever happened. Can we do that? Please?”
“Absolutely. I, too, need it forgotten. How would I say it—I’m keen to forget?” Sloane smiled in hopes of approval for her attempt at sounding like an Aussie.
Ava rewarded her with a small nod and straightened her spine as if filled with determination and momentum. “Right, then. Forgotten. Are you hungry?”
“Starving,” Sloane said as Ava began gathering plates and flatware.
Dinner was a delicious, light, and healthy mango shrimp, vegetable, and rice dish served with white wine. The conversation began with more Aussie slang that Ava told Sloane she would likely encounter, though she admitted her understanding of contemporary teenage vernacular might be a bit rusty. Ava took care to explain the meme about Aussie slang she’d sent days before, but Sloane was left with more questions than answers.
They discussed books they were currently reading: Sloane’s, mostly history and guidebooks about Australia; Ava’s, psychology and a biography of a stage actor whose name Sloane didn’t recognize. They recounted camping trips they’d each taken, and Ava described what Christmas would be like in the Southern Hemisphere.
At some point in the evening, Sloane felt comfortable enough to ask about Grace’s father.
“He’s my second husband. And, God help me, my last.” Ava rolled her eyes at herself and snorted. “Both men I married I met working on shows, and both marriages were fast and intense and then flickered out without much fanfare. Grace is the product of a last hurrah, you might say, and I’m happy for it. We were separated before she was born.” Sloane noticed Ava’s gaze slip to photos over her left shoulder. “We co-parent well, I think. She seems happy.”
“I’m sure she is,” Sloane commented and let a little silence settle so Ava might have a bit of space to miss her daughter.
Eventually Ava looked back to Sloane, and they were quiet for a moment before Ava quipped, “Did you know that pregnancy in any woman over the age of thirty-five is said to be a geriatric pregnancy? I’m still bitter about that. I was forty-one.”
“The audacity,” Sloane responded with enough indignation for all the women of the world, and they both laughed.
When Ava looked as if she might ask more personal questions, Sloane cut her off before the words slipped out. “I should be getting back to the cottage. Shall we clean up?”
“Oh no, I’ve got it. Thank you, though.”
“Well, then, thank you for a wonderful meal and for being a hospitable dinner companion.”
Ava laughed as she and Sloane both stood. “Seriously though, thank you for the distraction. I needed this very much.”
Sloane was glad for a moment’s respite on her walk back to the cottage. There was definitely a little more space in her head. She and Ava could be friends after all, and it felt surprisingly normal.
Tears threatened at the corners of her eyes, though she couldn’t have explained why. Julia would be proud that she’d gotten out and about in the world, and that thought made the quiet tears spill over.



CHAPTER 5
AVA COULDN’T FIND GRACE. THE child had been home no less than a day, and she had disappeared.
The night before had been full of snuggles, cuddles, butterfly kisses, and the thousands of questions and stories that only a four-year-old could dream up after being away from someone she holds dear for so long. Ava’s world was right again with Grace back in it, and she relaxed for the first time since her daughter had left. Even the feeling of shame seemed to have taken a break from needling her. And now, Grace, the little rapscallion, was nowhere to be found. Ava knew this game, knew that Grace delighted in it, and knew that Grace would suddenly appear only when she suspected her mum had admitted defeat.
Ava pretended to be busy in the riding arena in hopes that Grace would assume victory and reappear. She watched Sloane walk from the deck of the cottage, book and beverage in hand, toward the cocoon-like hammock that she had hung between two gum trees near the upper paddock. Ava waved and smiled at her new friend and neighbor as a feeling of warmth glowed in her chest. She was beginning to be genuinely happy to have someone like Sloane on the property, the shenanigans of the morning in Bondi nearly forgotten—or at least neatly compartmentalized. She felt a growing sense of safety with Sloane nearby, an added level of security, despite her earlier assumptions about Sloane following her. Ava smiled and shook her head at the thought of the roller coaster of their first meeting, and then their second.
At the precise moment Ava felt settled and contented, Sloane pulled at the edge of the hammock to climb in and let out a garbled cry of surprise. Sloane’s own screaming competed with a higher pitched squeal of shock as Grace all but fell out.
Ava doubled in laughter at the two of them, clearly startled to have discovered one another in this way. Sloane also began laughing too, a deep and hearty laugh rolling up and out of her. Grace scampered down the hill, climbed over the fence, and ran into the arena, straight into her mother’s open embrace. Ava picked up her clearly unnerved daughter and began to walk back toward a still giggling Sloane for a proper introduction.
The girl, a miniature and wiry version of herself, seemed understandably suspicious of Sloane after they had managed to give one another quite the fright. Grace side-eyed this stranger who had interrupted her nearly victorious game of hide-and-seek.
“You must certainly be Grace. My name is Sloane. I love the grass skirt you’re wearing—pairing it with butterfly wings was genius.”
On hearing Sloane’s American accent, Grace tilted her head and eyed her new neighbor for several long moments before she finally responded with, “What kind of trees are those?” She pointed to the trees above the hammock.
“Red gums. Both of them red gums,” Sloane answered in a curious and questioning tone.
Grace pointed to an oval tree with shiny leaves on the other end of the cottage. “What about that one?”
“That one is a lillypilly, yes?”
Ava noticed Sloane was less sure in her response, even though she was correct.
Now clearly impressed, Grace pointed to a majestic and imposing tree below the paddock. “That one is my favorite.”
“Hmmm, mine too. Definitely a Moreton Bay fig. Was this a quiz? Did I pass?”
Grace smiled shyly and answered only with another question. “Do you like flowers or only trees?”
“I like flowers and trees and shrubs and ivies—”
“What’s your favorite flower?”
Sloane folded herself up and sat down on the grass between the gum trees, and Ava wondered if Sloane correctly sensed that this interrogation might continue for some time. It seemed to Ava that Sloane was reveling in the wholesome openness of her precocious and cheeky child.
“Peonies, I think. And sunflowers and irises and lilies. I have too many favorites. What are your favorite flowers?”
Clearly on a mission, Grace climbed down from her mother’s arms and sat down as well, but at a safe distance from the stranger. Again, she completely ignored Sloane’s question. “Do you like animals and birds too?”
“Sure do.”
“What’s your favorite animal?”
“Wombats.”
Grace exclaimed in response, “Wombats!”
Ava smiled at her daughter’s surprise at the answer.
“Absolutely. Wombats. They’re grumpy contrarians. When threatened, they just roll themselves up into furry little boulders, no harm to anyone, just minding their own business. And they have square poop. That’s crazy, right?” Sloane leaned toward the wide-eyed four-year-old. “What’s your favorite animal?”
“Quokkas.” Grace replied without hesitation.
“A solid choice. They seem like the happiest animals on the planet.”
Grace wiggled up onto her knees, her ankles crossed underneath her. “What’s your favorite American animal?”
“Possums. Granted, Aussie possums are much cuter than North American possums, but possums eat ticks and bugs, and they’re North America’s only marsupial. What’s yours?”
She scooted nearer to Sloane and nearly shouted, “I love skunks!”
Now it was Sloane’s turn for incredulity. “Skunks! What?”
Ava chuckled at the scene unfolding before her and wandered over to the terrace to sit down on the edge of the deck boards.
“They’re so cute!” Grace insisted.
“They are cute, but skunks?”
“Skunks,” Grace said definitively.
Ava continued to watch the exchange with amusement and slight surprise. Grace wasn’t generally this conversational with strangers. She guessed that the hammock incident must have jarred Grace from her normal reticence. Or maybe her daughter simply sensed Ava’s own fondness for Sloane and was projecting it.
Sloane pulled her phone from the side pocket of her running tights. “Since you like skunks so much, I have a video for you.”
“Of skunks? I’ve seen all the skunk videos on YouTube on mum’s phone,” Grace shrugged, and Ava knew it was an attempt at feigning indifference.
“You haven’t seen this one because I took it myself and I’ve never posted it anywhere. Several years ago, we moved into a house. Turns out, skunks moved in also. They took up residence in a tiny space under the sunroom.” Sloane scrolled on her phone. “Every day, in the early evening, I would sit at the window with my dog and watch this momma skunk—”
“Mummy skunk,” Grace corrected.
“These skunks lived in the American South; she was definitely a momma skunk.”
“Right,” Grace agreed.
Ava smiled at her child’s easy concurrence as Sloane continued, “Every evening, I would watch this momma skunk bring out her kits to teach them how to grub. Do you know what—”
“Teaching them how to find bugs to eat,” Grace answered impatiently, inching even closer to Sloane so that she was practically sitting on her lap. Sloane showed Grace a video on her phone that Ava couldn’t see from her vantage point.
“This one is my favorite kit. Look how playful she is with her momma.” She looked up toward Ava, and described what they were watching. “This little kit is practicing standing on her front legs and dancing and hopping all around her momma, who’s only barely tolerating all the acrobatics.” Ava nodded and returned Sloane’s grin.
Grace squealed with delight and draped herself around Sloane’s shoulders as she remained engrossed in the action on the small screen. “May I show my mum?” she yelled out in excitement. “Mum, look at this cheeky little baby skunk!”
Before Sloane answered, Grace ran with the phone to Ava and climbed onto her lap to watch the video again. She and Ava laughed together at the bold little skunk before Grace suddenly looked back to Sloane, her expression darkening. “What happened to them?”
Ava braced herself for the conclusion of the story and felt Grace do the same.
“We called a wildlife trapper to come move them to a new home. And do you know what happened?”
Ava did not appreciate the direction this story suddenly took. “Uh, no,” she whispered in unison with her daughter.
“That momma skunk took one look at those cages baited with cat food, and she packed up her kits and moved them herself. She had baby kits stuck all over her little body like Velcro, and she marched them from under the sunroom, down the side of our house, and through the backyard. I don’t know where she moved her little family to, but she wasn’t taking any chances with those cages.”
Grace and Ava simultaneously sighed their relief. Grace tapped play on the video again, and Ava noted that Sloane’s Appalachian accent had grown stronger as she recounted the event. She wondered if it was intentional or she was just losing herself in the story. No matter, Ava liked it.
She also made a mental note of Sloane’s use of “we” and “our” in referring to the house and the call to wildlife trappers. Right. Divorced or separated, then. And based on Sloane’s refusal to talk about it or even acknowledge it, the break must surely have been a traumatic one. A conversation for another time.
* * *
That night, Ava dreamed of Amira. She dreamed of bronzed skin damp with exertion, of heavily lidded, deep brown, nearly black eyes looking down at her own from above. She dreamed of lush, thick, black hair swirling around her and enclosing the two of them in a tent of intimacy. Lamp light streamed through Amira’s hair, making both their faces glow golden.
She woke breathless and aroused. Sighing deeply, she staggered to the kitchen for a cold glass of water. It had been a long, long time since Amira had filled her dreams like this. She thought back to the onslaught of memories that had found her while she’d rode Hughie through the bushland.
She trudged back to her bed and settled in, hoping the dreams—or rather the memories—would not return. But the regrets weighed her down heavily on the mattress, and the negative thoughts intruded.
“I’ll never love like I loved Amira. And I shouldn’t. I stuff everything up when I love like that. No one should love like that.” She looked down at Charlie sleeping on the cushion beside her bed, but he had nothing to contribute to her self-rebuke.
“Well, then,” she responded in his stead. “No need to worry. I have no intention of even trying.”
And with that, she snuggled back under the blankets and hoped for sleep.



CHAPTER 6
SLOANE’S TENURE AT BALLARD COLLEGE began in the last week of January. She had met with Principal Bowen and several other faculty members over the previous weeks. Sloane found everyone to be welcoming and helpful.
She parked in the staff lot and made her way toward the Year 10 building. The campus buzzed with activity despite the absence of students, who were not due to return for another few days. It was as if the grounds were stirring from a long slumber. She expected this wouldn’t be so different as the first days of school back in the States, when she’d spend her time catching up with colleagues and learning about the year’s new initiatives.
Sloane walked around a courtyard and past various palms she couldn’t yet identify that lined the walk. The campus was small and lush, a group of sleek steel-and-timber buildings clustered together around what could be mistaken for a city park. It was modern and serene. Sloane still hadn’t adjusted to calling it a college, as opposed to a high school or academy like she would back home.
A crackle of cockatoos rose raucously from the grounds and squawked their displeasure at her presence, stopping her in her tracks. She marveled at the sight, wondering how such a beautiful and regal bird could be so stridently noisy. From behind, someone called out her name, and she turned to find her coteacher, Mo, jogging awkwardly to catch up.
As she approached Sloane, Mo smiled broadly and balanced two coffees in one hand, her schoolbag in the other. Sloane greeted her warmly and offered to help with the coffees.
“Just the top one. It’s for you—from my favorite cafe. Must start every year with a proper roast,” Mo said cheerfully. “How’s it going? Nervous, yeah?”
Sloane adored Mo from the get-go and was happy she had gotten lucky with an enthusiastic, seemingly hardworking coteacher with such a big personality. She was aggressively friendly and cussed like a drunken sailor, and her accent was distinct, a bit nasally with a slow drawl.
“Thank you so much, Mo. Yeah, I’m nervous.”
“Yeah, nah. You’re gonna be great. They’ll adore having a Yank in the classroom, but I would anticipate some pretty strange, and maybe even a bit provocative, questions.” Mo patted Sloane on the shoulder in both support and sympathy.
“Ugh. I feel like we, meaning us Americans, have earned some pretty strange and provocative questions at this point. I’m likely the wrong American to ask these days.” Sloane shook her head, feeling a little embarrassed.
“Or the right one, if you ask me. Come on, we’re to be in the auditorium by eight thirty.” Mo took Sloane’s arm and tugged her in the right direction. “By the way, my wife wants to have you over for dinner soon. She makes a wicked curry. And maybe I’ll bake a little something.”
“You bake?” Sloane asked with more than just a touch of surprise in her voice. She grinned at the images in her head of Mo in an apron with flour smudged across her strong jawline or in her short, dapper hair.
“Hell, yeah, I bake. What of it, Sullivan? You think butches don’t bake?” Mo feigned offense, but Sloane already knew she was entirely too good-natured to be serious. And Mo’s use of her last name came across as endearing and familiar, not confrontational or impersonal. Julia had often referred to her by her last name, or even occasionally a shortened version of it. Sloane just knew she and Mo would be fast friends.
“I don’t know, Mo. Baking just seems so…delicate,” Sloane teased. “I can maybe see you baking a rum cake that would knock me off my feet or a beer bread.”
Mo stopped abruptly beside her, and Sloane turned to find the boisterous woman dramatically grasping her chest as if in pain. “I’ll have you know that I make a delightful hazelnut mousse and the lightest macarons you’ll ever have the pleasure of indulging.”
They laughed together and talked about Mo’s favorite recipes right up until they took their seats in the auditorium.
Sloane had always considered herself an accomplished, and even gifted, educator. She thrived on the revelry and organized chaos of the classroom, clung to those moments of epiphany and self-discovery that teenagers were developmentally poised to experience, found deep satisfaction and intellectual fulfillment in connecting with students—making them feel seen and valued. Her strengths lay in her patience and her ability to build meaningful relationships with them. She loved her chosen profession. Or at least, she had once.
As they walked to their workroom after the morning briefing, Sloane looked over her schedule and class rosters. She was assigned three English classes in the Senior School, two teaching Year 10 and one teaching Year 11. She had a total of only sixty-four students, which meant Sloane could get to know her charges quite well. Her morning started at eight a.m., the first period of the day began at eight thirty, exactly as her day began back in the States.
Sloane stopped. “Mo, what is this morning tea? Thirty minutes? At eleven ten?”
“Tea. Recess. It’s a break.” Mo said, smirking.
“And lunch is at one? And it’s forty-five minutes?” Sloane asked.
“Morning recess is not lunch,” Mo leaned in close, as if that would make her understand.
Sloane, still confused, cocked her head to the side. “So a morning recess for teenagers? And what are we to do while they…take a break?”
“We have a cuppa, mate! And do whatever else needs doing at the moment.” She shook her head—Sloane suspected it was at her apparent thickheadedness—then lowered her voice and winked. “If you can find it in yourself to be a bit nicer to me, I might even bring you one of those macarons I was telling you about.”
Sloane pressed her lips together, processing this information. She nodded and hmmmed as she considered that she could get used to this schedule.
“Mo, one last question. For the moment, anyway. What the hell does fair dinkum mean?”
* * *
Three days later, Ava readied Grace for her first day in preschool. She was nervous and a little sad but hoped Grace wouldn’t pick up on it and become anxious herself. Grace hadn’t attended Kindy the previous year due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and so Ava was on a wild ride of emotions about sending the girl off to school.
She straightened Grace’s blue skort and her blue-and-yellow striped shirt. Ava had braided her hair back in a single plait so it would be out of the girl’s way as she played throughout the day. Grace admired herself in the mirror, looking at her reflection with obvious pride in her school uniform. Tears threatened at the corners of Ava’s eyes.
After dropping Grace at school, Ava decided to mark the occasion with a flat white from her favorite coffee shop. She returned home and sat on the back terrace with her coffee and a script that her agent had sent in hopes that Ava might be interested in auditioning. Soon after she sat down, her mother stirred in the kitchen, having only returned from her holiday the evening before. She waited quietly, knowing her mother would join her.
“Morning, Mum. I thought for sure you’d be up to see Grace off, but I didn’t want to wake you.”
Her mother bent and dropped a kiss on her forehead. Even at forty-six, that never got old.
Ellen James settled herself in a chair opposite Ava with a coffee, a single piece of dark toast, and a soft-boiled egg. “I was awake. I thought it was a moment mother and daughter should share together alone.” She looked at her daughter with affection and tenderness. “Tell me you did remember to take photos, though.”
Ava smiled at her mother’s renowned gift for being warm and stern almost in the same breath. “I did.” She unlocked her mobile for her mother to see the pictures of a toothy Grace looking very pleased with herself. “I’ve sent these to Paul as well, though he didn’t ask for them. I had expected he would call to speak with her last night or this morning, but he must’ve forgotten.”
Ava was met with a disapproving look from her mother—a look not intended for Ava at all, but she was the nearest target. “You know, I had such high hopes for him. Even after the divorce, I thought he’d stay more involved.”
“I think he’s busy with the new wife. She’s expecting. He told me when he brought Grace home from their holiday. She’s only twelve weeks along. Heavy morning sickness, that’s why she didn’t join them.” Ava explained this in a neutral tone. And, truly, a neutral attitude. She was happy for Paul. Their love for one another had fizzled out long before the actual divorce, and there was no real animosity between the two.
Ellen said nothing, but her lips were pressed tightly together, and her brow furrowed as she lightly buttered her toast. “And tell me: are you getting on better with our friend in the cottage?”
The question was clearly intended to avoid further conversation on the topic of Ava’s ex-husband and to learn whether Ava had been following her mum’s instructions to be hospitable or not.
“Yes, Mum. She’s actually quite…likable. You were right.” Hoping to cut off more interrogation, Ava added, “I love you, Mum.”
At that, the elder James raised her gaze to her daughter’s. “I love you, too, dear. And I am beyond grateful that you and Grace are here with me.”
“But…” There was more in her mother’s declaration of gratitude, and Ava knew it.
“I want you happy. I want you to have companionship.” Ellen said the words with the conviction and force of a mother’s love—and a touch of exasperation. “You’re too young to be alone.”
Ava wondered what, if anything, this had to do with the American in the cottage. “I know you want me happy. And I love you for it. But I’m OK, Mum. I am happy. Promise.”
She meant it. She hadn’t felt the need for companionship in all the time since her divorce. An occasional one-night stand when she was away from Grace and her mum, sure. Absolutely. But anything else was more trouble than it was worth, and that was made even clearer since the events on Bondi Beach weeks ago. She didn’t want the complexities of a relationship, nor the risk.
She was convinced Paul fell for her because of what she did for a living, not who she was as a woman. And she suspected her first marriage had followed the same pattern. When both men had realized her career ambitions were for small roles on the small screen and hadn’t been able to convince her to risk the bigger roles, they simply lost interest. And, well, her only other serious relationship, with Amira, had derailed Ava’s life and changed the trajectory of her career very early on. Ava didn’t want any more disingenuous or complicated relationships, and she suddenly wondered why her mother chose this topic on the heels of asking about Sloane.
Time to change tack. “Mum, you haven’t been with anyone since Dad died, and look at you! You’re thriving!”
Ellen regarded her youngest with a look only a mother could muster. Ava felt to her core that she was being seen, being understood, without wanting to be seen or understood. Mothers always know more than they let on.
“Darling, I haven’t brought anyone home to meet you since your father died. That does not mean I lack for companionship.” And with that, she picked up her mug and plate and sauntered back into the house, casting a mischievous look over her shoulder at the surprise Ava no doubt wore all over her face. And then Ava couldn’t stop the small smile of affection and pride that spread across her own lips.
* * *
Sloane battled all morning against the riptides and the waves at Burleigh Beach. After her first week at Ballard and having to be “on” and at her best while meeting her new colleagues and administrators, she was struggling to fight off the depression and her exhaustion had deepened. And there was also the nightmare that had followed her all the way to the Gold Coast. She tried to shake that off as well.
Ocean swimming was not Sloane’s strong suit, but she accepted the risk of the waves and the tide. And as was her modus operandi, when she had fully exhausted seemingly every muscle in her body, she let out the anguish in a long and tortured scream.
Only the ocean heard her, and a stillness settled over her. Floating in the ocean made her feel lonely and small. She wondered again whether Julia had felt all alone in those last days, wondered if she had felt small. These were the thoughts that haunted her—the ones that kept her awake at night.
She took her time getting back to shore, even more time getting back to the cottage. She showered off the salt, sweat, and sand and headed to the deck with a cold beer and a book. As she settled, a familiar voice called out “hello,” and Ellen walked determinedly toward her as Charlie trotted obediently behind. She wore the same smile Ava and Grace wore, and as she stepped onto the terrace, Sloane thought genetics truly graced this family. She hadn’t recognized the resemblance to Ava the first time she’d met Ellen because she had lacked context, but she couldn’t unsee it now that she knew they were mother and daughter.
Sloane stood in greeting and held out a hand, “Welcome home, Ellen. How was the grand adventure?”
Charlie jumped onto the terrace to join them and pawed at Sloane’s thigh, demanding his own greeting.
“An extraordinarily grand adventure, thank you, dear.” Ellen ignored Sloane’s outreached hand and lightly kissed her left cheek instead. “I hear you’ve made quite an impression on my daughter and granddaughter.”
Without meaning to, Sloane looked up to the main house but saw no one else. She felt her ears go warm and probably pink.
“They’re out riding this afternoon,” Ellen continued. “They’ll be back soon enough. I want to know about you, darling. How are you getting on?” Before Sloane could answer, Ellen looked at her from head to toe in much the same apprising way she had when they’d first met. “You look exhausted and a bit on the pink side. Are you remembering sunblock?”
“Yes, ma’am. I was just out a bit longer than I anticipated this morning.” Sloane couldn’t be sure if her offending blush were the result of her morning at the Heads or her morning with Ava that she was trying so very hard to forget. Either way, she decided to deflect. “May I offer you some tea? Coffee? A beer or wine?”
Ellen waved off the offer and sat down on a chair at the table, crossing one leg over the other exactly as she had the day they’d met. Charlie sat too and leaned his weight against Ellen’s legs as if he’d missed her. “Are you settling in well enough? How are you and Ava getting on?”
“Very well, I have everything I need. Thank you for checking in. And, um, Ava and I are getting on well,” Sloane answered nervously.
“Ava can be protective of her space. I haven’t rented the place to anyone since they’ve moved home—Ava and Grace, I mean. They were in Melbourne when the pandemic began. Grace was just a little thing.”
“Grace is still a little thing.”
Ellen disregarded the comment and continued, “But you are welcome here. We’re all glad to have you. It seems Grace in particular is quite fond of you. Ava, too, in her own way.” She patted Charlie on the head and eyed Sloane as if considering whether to say more before continuing. “Do you know that my daughter rarely leaves the property? She’s a homebody, surprisingly introverted and shy. Yet I understand she took you on an afternoon outing?”
Sloane smiled at the interrogation. Shy and introverted wasn’t at all the impression she’d gotten of Ava. “No ma’am, I didn’t know that she rarely leaves. And, yes, she took me on my errands and helped orient me to town and the shops.”
Ellen merely blinked as if making sense of the answer. Sloane wondered if the honorific she’d just used was insulting in Australia. To deflect, she asked again if Ellen would like a tea or a beer.
“No, dear. My darlings should be back soon enough, and we have small adventures planned. Enjoy your afternoon and evening. And ma’am really isn’t necessary. Please call me Ellen. And let us know how you’re going and if you need anything.”
As Ellen walked back to the main house, Sloane opened the book she’d brought to read, but she couldn’t focus. Her mind wandered from conversations that Ellen and Ava must have had about Sloane’s presence on the property to why Ava had offered to take her out and about.
She thought back to that afternoon she and Ava had spent at lunch and meandering around the shops, to the moment Ava had peered over her left shoulder in the mirror as she’d tried on hats. Sloane closed her eyes, seeing her wife’s teasing smile and her playful wink as clearly as if Julia were really sitting with her on the terrace of Ellen’s cottage. Sloane rubbed at the soreness settling in her shoulders and biceps.
Sul. Remember when your therapist told you that you could achieve a similar result of getting back into your body with an ice-cold shower or by biting into a lemon? The risky swims and grueling runs are unnecessary and a bit dangerous. Unless you’re punishing yourself. But I know you wouldn’t do that. You wouldn’t do that, Sul.
Sloane was certain she could hear her wife’s voice, down to the tone.
So you’re eavesdropping on my therapy appointments, now, Julia? And you know I hate it when you disturb my reading.
But I’m not the one disturbing your reading, am I, love?
Sloane looked to the parkland for any sign of Ava and Grace. She looked to the house for any sign of Ellen. Then she went inside to retrieve her laptop. Sitting back down at the table, she took a long swallow of beer and opened it.
She created a BingeTV account and searched for Bleak City Gangland. Within moments, an unfamiliar Ava stared back at her, wearing a cold and sneering expression that was both cunning and sexy. Dark Ava is hot, Sloane thought and then laughed out loud as she clicked play on Episode One. No reading, then. A distraction of a different sort.
The longer Sloane watched, the more enthralled she became. Ava was a scene-stealer, but Sloane wasn’t sure if she thought that simply because she knew her.
Hours ticked by. And so did the episodes. Sloane eventually moved into the cottage and warmed up a prepackaged meal. She ate dinner at the benchtop, watching a version of Ava take up space in a way that was incongruent to the Ava that Sloane knew.
In one episode, the plot reached a point where Ava’s character used her raw sexuality and wit to seduce a rival mobster for information. Her character began moaning.
That’s not at all what Ava sounds like when she…
Sloane slammed the laptop closed, drank a tall glass of ice water, and headed off to take her second shower since her afternoon swim. A cold one this time.



CHAPTER 7
THE FOLLOWING WEEK, SLOANE ACCIDENTALLY invited herself to dinner. When she arrived home from school, she was filled with a creeping dread as she anticipated what was surely going to be a difficult weekend. Her therapist once told her that she should visit grief but never sit in it. She was due a visit as the anniversary was nearing.
She made herself a whiskey over ice and meandered around the riding arena and to the edge of the paddock. Along with her whiskey, she carried a bag of carrots, thinking that feeding the horses might shake her out of her agitation. Equine therapy—that was a thing, right?
She set the tumbler of whiskey on the nearest fence post and opened the bag of carrots. She hoped to lure the horses over so she could pet them, look into their eyes, feel their strength and their power. She hoped their steady and grounded energy would wash over her.
Sure enough, as soon as she took a carrot and snapped it half, Winnie and Bonza trotted over to the fence. Hughie and Banger were too far away to be bothered.
“Sloane! Sloane! We have a giant bag of apples too!” Grace’s excited voice called from the main house.
Ava and Grace were watching her from a table on the patio. Grace disappeared into the house, presumably to retrieve apples. Ava stood and sauntered her way down the hill and to the edge of the paddock where Sloane stood. She had her hands tucked into the pockets of a very tight pair of jeans and seemed to float down the hill rather than walk. Sloane surprised herself with the thought that it shouldn’t be possible for someone’s walk to be so damn sexy.
After looking over Ava from head to toe, she shook her head as if to fling the image away. She could almost feel Julia mocking her for having such a reaction to a beautiful woman. Julia would’ve been soundly amused and not at all angry at her momentary but recurring lapses. It had been happening more and more often lately. And Julia’s teasing had surfaced more and more often as well. Frankly, Sloane found it all to be exhausting.
“No run this arvo?” Ava leaned languidly against the fence. “And a whiskey too? Rough day?” She tilted her head and pointed her chin toward the tumbler sitting on the post, never taking her hands from her pockets and wearing a hint of a smile. Sloane’s appraisal of her had probably been very noticeable.
Before Sloane had time to respond, Grace came whizzing down the hill in their direction, her arms flung wide as she struggled to balance the weight of the apples. Charlie trotted closely at her heels. Her eyes were bright and animated with the eagerness of a child who was about to share something special. She wore a ballet tutu, a Batman cape, and a wide belt with a buckle nearly the size of the child’s head. Grace, like herself, must be very much in her feelings this evening.
“Hughie and Banger like apples best!” She placed the bag on the ground and then reached in up to her elbow. Grace wasn’t much bigger than the bag herself, and she struggled mightily to hold it upright.
Sloane smiled and noticed the look of motherly affection and amusement on Ava’s face as she reached down to help Grace steady the bag.
They made eye contact over Grace’s head. Ava asked again, quietly, “So…rough day?”
“Not really. School’s going well. The staff are all amazing. It’s just—it’s the end of the week. My teaching stamina is low, and I get a little people-tired.” She was becoming a little too skilled at telling half-truths to the James women.
“Ah. Understood,” Ava responded, and Sloane was sure that she did.
“They can only have two apples each,” Grace explained as if the two adults were solely focused on feeding the horses their treats. She handed Sloane two small apples, one at a time from the bag. “The big boys will smell them.”
She was right. After Winnie and Bonza had bitten through their apples, Hughie and Banger began making their way over. Soon, Sloane, Ava, and Grace were standing opposite all four horses, feeding each carrots and apples. Charlie leaned his weight into Sloane’s legs while she fed the horses, as if lending support against her exhaustion.
“I thought they needed after-school snicky-snacks, too,” Sloane said to no one in particular, patting Hughie on his neck and running her fingers through his mane.
“Snicky-snacks?” Grace wrinkled her nose and giggled.
“Yup. I have an after-school snicky-snack every day, don’t you? I thought Hughie, Banger, Bonza, and Winnie might need one too.”
“Tonight, Mimi is making my favorite dinner because I don’t like school,” Grace changed the subject and grew sullen.
“We’re really struggling,” Ava added. “Both of us.” And she, too, looked rather glum. Charlie moved to her side.
“Oh no! But school can be fun,” Sloane offered. “School is the one place I really feel like I know what I’m doing. I feel confident and strong at school. I like school.”
“I know. You go for work.” The corners of Grace’s mouth turned downward—whether in suspicion or disapproval, Sloane wasn’t sure. Probably both.
“Maybe it’s an acquired taste. Wait, what’s your favorite dinner?” Sloane was too weary to try to convince the child of the merits of learning.
Grace looked to Ava as children do when they can’t quite remember the words for something and expect the adults to step in. “Sausage rolls. With lamb,” Ava obliged.
“Sausage rolls with lamb,” Sloane repeated, emphasizing the word lamb. “I’ve heard of these Aussie sausage rolls, but I’ve yet to try one. I didn’t know there was a lamb variety. But that does make sense, given the number of sheep here.”
“Oh! You should come to dinner!” Ava said insistently.
Grace chimed in. “Yeah, come to dinner!”
“I wasn’t meaning I want to—”
“Do you have plans for tea?” Ava interrupted.
“Well, no, but I—”
Charlie gave a singular, high-pitched bark as if in agreement, and Sloane reached down to pat his head.
“You’re coming to tea. Six o’clock. I insist. And bring the whiskey.” Ava tipped her head in the direction of the tumbler on the fence post.
Grace beamed up at both women as Ava took her small hand.
They walked back toward the house, carrying the bag of apples. Grace skipped as they went, her tutu bobbing around her with each bounce, and Charlie bounded playfully around them.
Sloane watched them climb the hill and tilted her head to one side as she wondered what she’d gotten herself into, being so people-tired, after all. She gave Winnie and Bonza one last half carrot each, picked up her whiskey, and wandered back to the cottage to gather her wits and her energy before dinner at the main house.
* * *
The sausage rolls—puff pastry stuffed with ground lamb and onions—were delicious. Ellen served them with roasted potatoes and long, skinny green beans. Grace dipped her sausage rolls in “tomato sauce,” which Sloane had recently come to realize was what Americans called ketchup, as opposed to marinara or pasta sauce. Sloane preferred the sausage rolls without the ketchup.
She and Grace shared stories of their first weeks back at school. Sloane was enjoying school, but she was mentally exhausted from all the change, and she suspected that was what was happening with Grace as well. Sloane tried to reassure her that once she settled in and made friends, she’d like it. Ava and Ellen listened intently, occasionally reminiscing about their own school days, trying to ease Grace’s fears. Ava didn’t sound so convinced herself, and Sloane remembered her confession that she was anxious about Grace beginning preschool. Sloane couldn’t decide who seemed more distraught about Grace’s being out in the world—Grace or Ava.
Sloane insisted on doing most of the cleaning up with a little guidance from Ellen, while Ava bathed and readied Grace for bed. After her bath, Grace came barreling into the lounge wearing pajamas with strawberries all over them. The girl showered her grandmother with kisses before she jumped into Sloane’s lap. She put her mouth up to Sloane’s ear conspiratorially, cupped her hand, and whispered rather loudly, “Mum said you can tuck me in.” She leaned back and looked at Sloane excitedly and expectantly.
Sloane looked at both Ava and Ellen as if asking a question but said nothing. She could see Ava restrain a grin, and Ellen looked decidedly amused as well. Grace took her by the hand and led her down the hall. Grace’s bedroom was a miniature Milky Way. From the corner of a dresser next to the door, a projector cast stars all over the room, giving the impression that space itself glowed around them. Some sort of nebula undulated in the center of the ceiling, directly above the bed. Sloane oohed and aahed at the effect.
“You have to read a story,” Grace said matter-of-factly. “Mum and I chose these for the week, but you can choose which one to read tonight.”
Sloane looked through the stack and chose a book about a family of kookaburras, having grown fond of their exuberant morning song wafting from the forested ridges and from the bushland immediately across the road from the cottage.
“I knew you’d choose that one! Mum’s favorite is the cat one, and she has it memorized.”
“Of course she does. And I bet she does excellent readings.” Sloane settled Grace under the blanket, realizing that despite her background teaching English and literature, she was likely up against some very stiff competition in dramatic children’s book readings. Sloane sat down next to Grace on the bed and leaned against the headboard.
“She does sound effects. You must do the sound effects.”
“But I could never sound like a kookaburra.” Sloane felt a sudden onslaught of stage fright.
“Maybe you should choose another book. Or you could at least try to sound like a kookaburra and the other animals,” Grace responded with two very sensible solutions.
“There are other animals in this book? Oh. Um, OK. Well, let’s just see what happens.”
Sloane tried—she really tried—to live up to Grace’s expectations of a dramatic reading. By the time she had finished her subpar performance, Grace somehow managed to look both unsurprised and disappointed. She pulled her frown to the side in a clear grimace. “Well, you did your best, I’m sure,” she said sympathetically, and more than a little patronizingly.
“This was a setup. Your mum is a trained actor and an Australian,” Sloane defended herself.
Grace was not impressed. “But you’re a teacher. What else can you do?”
“What else can I do?” Sloane asked incredulously.
“What else can you do? Do you know any plays?”
“Plays?” Sloane repeated as if it were a completely foreign word. She wrinkled her nose and forehead at the notion that such a question would come from a four-year-old.
“Yeah, sometimes Mummy recites plays,” Grace said proudly.
“Of course I know plays. I teach English literature,” Sloane said with manufactured confidence and wondered why she felt so insecure and defensive with a child.
“Do you know Shakespeare?”
Sloane laughed deeply and heartily at this. “Of course your mother would recite Shakespeare to you at bedtime.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I do know Shakespeare, but I’m certainly not going to try to compete with your mum when it comes to that. Children’s storybooks are one thing, but Shakespeare?” She laughed again. “What about poetry?”
“Poetry?”
“Yes, poetry. How about a poem?” Sloane might have finally hit on something.
“OK, yeah, a poem.” Grace’s eyes were sleepy, and she rubbed the silky edging of the bedcover between her forefinger and her thumb in a well-practiced and self-soothing motion.
Sloane leaned her head back on the headboard, thinking. “Ooh, I know. I’ll recite my favorite poem. It’s by a poet named Emily Dickinson. Are you ready?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “I’m ready.”
“‘Hope’ by Emily Dickinson,” Sloane began.
“Hope is the thing with feathers
That perches in the soul —
And sings the tune without the words —
And never stops — at all —
And sweetest — in the Gale — is heard —
And sore must be the storm —
That could abash the little Bird
That kept so many warm —
I’ve heard it in the chillest land —
And on the strangest Sea —
Yet — never — in Extremity,
It asked a crumb — of me.”
When she finished, Sloane looked down at the now-sleeping girl and felt a small sense of victory—and the beginning of something, a fluttering at the edges of her consciousness. She sat for several long seconds watching Grace sleep, and tears sprang to her eyes as she thought of the family she and Julia might have had but never did.
“That was our first star-talk, little one. Maybe not our last,” she said quietly, not entirely sure where the words had come from.
She stood up to find Ava leaned against the doorjamb, one foot crossed over the other, Charlie sitting obediently next to her. She watched Sloane and Grace intently, her expression soft but completely unreadable. Sloane blinked back the tears and prayed that Ava had not seen them.
* * *
Sloane didn’t sleep at all that night or the night after. She visited the grief—let the heaviness wash over her, indulged it. She didn’t leave the cottage all weekend. She didn’t listen to music or read, and she didn’t answer her phone. She responded to a few texts—from her sister, from Julia’s sisters, a close friend—each checking in to see that she was taking care of herself. She made one phone call, to Julia’s parents.
Afterward, she scrolled through old photos on her phone: Julia at Sloane’s grandparents’ farm; Julia at their favorite beach in North Carolina; Julia with some of her favorite students at their old school. She watched a poorly recorded video of their wedding at the local botanical gardens, full of their friends laughing and toasting. She listened to old voicemails Julia had left—messages about what to get at the grocery store or exclaiming that she’d gotten the concert tickets to a show they wanted to see. Eventually, Sloane powered her phone down and stared at the walls. Then she lay on the bed and on the sofa and even on the floor and stared at the ceiling. She ate and drank only when she felt she might pass out from lack of nourishment or dehydration.
Sloane managed to write a bit, which sometimes helped her make room for the agony in her head. The agony that sometimes threatened to tear through her organs and her skin. The agony whose edges had softened only slightly over the last year.
Precisely one year. It had been 365 days since COVID had taken her Julia.
* * *
On a Sunday a few weeks later, Sloane offered to make her family’s biscuits and gravy for the James women as a thank-you for the sausage rolls. It was Sloane’s mother’s recipe, and her mother’s mother before her, and it had been one of Julia’s favorite meals. Everyone had always raved about her biscuits and gravy, and Sloane wanted to share a little of her home with the women who were sharing so much of their own. And she hadn’t made them in more than a year. It was time, she thought as she readied the ingredients.
Ava and Grace came skipping, hand in hand through the terrace door a little past eight a.m. They had tended to the horses in the morning summer sunshine and were a smiling, happy pair. Grace was dressed like an astronaut, wearing a spacewalking suit. She wore fireman’s boots over her feet. Sloane smiled back at them as she put out mugs for coffee and a small pot of cream. She then got back to her well-honed practice of gently scooping and shaping the biscuit dough into fluffy, floury, slightly flattened ovals of comfortable goodness. She very carefully settled one onto parchment paper on a baking sheet and moved on to form the next biscuit.
Grace climbed onto a stool on the opposite side of the bench and watched in fascination. She reached out and poked a small finger into the biscuit closest to her, leaving an indentation in the soft dough.
“Those aren’t bikkies.” She looked and sounded disappointed, like she’d been tricked.
Sloane and Ava both laughed. Ava responded, “You’ve had American biscuits before. They’re like fluffy, savory scones. Don’t you remember them?”
Grace, frowned and knitted her brow together in clear and acute disappointment. “No. I thought we were having bikkies. Those aren’t bikkies,” she repeated and poked another doughy oval.
“No, they’re not our bikkies. But you liked them last time, I promise. Just try them.”
Sloane smiled at the child’s morning petulance. She was confident in her baking abilities and that she’d be able to bring Grace around. “Want to help me pat one out?” she asked her.
“Pat one out?” She tucked her chin back into her chest and neck, as if Sloane had just spoken mysterious and incoherent words.
“Yes, pat one out. Scoop up the dough. Pat it into shape and put it on the baking sheet.”
Grace didn’t answer but leapt down from the stool and started to pull it around the bench to Sloane’s workspace.
“First, we wash our hands.” Ava helped Grace to wash up and climb back onto the stool where she could reach the bench.
Sloane washed the flour and caked-on dough from her own hands, picked up her mobile, and tapped a few times on the screen. She washed her hands a second time as Dolly Parton’s “Why’d You Come In Here Lookin’ Like That?” began streaming out from a small speaker on the far corner of the kitchen bench.
“On Sundays, we listen to Dolly. It’s how we keep the Sabbath holy,” Sloane explained, looking somber.
Ava laughed, and Grace’s grumpiness about the bikkies began to wane.
“First, you flour your hands so the dough doesn’t stick. Then, you scoop up a good handful of dough and dredge it in flour,” Sloane showed Grace how to get started. “Good. Now, very gently squeeze it into a ball.” Sloane reached out a finger and smudged a bit of flour on Grace’s nose.
Grace giggled and returned the gesture.
“Make sure you’ve got enough flour so it doesn’t stick to your hands and keep shaping with your hands cupped. And then, gently pat it until it’s just a little bit flat, like this.” She demonstrated, flattening out her left palm with the doughy sphere resting atop. Little clouds of flour floated up with each pat. “When you put it on the baking sheet, you give it one last little love tap.”
Grace giggled as her small hands fumbled with the dough until she had a wobbly biscuit-like shape, “It’s fun, Mum! It’s sticky and fluffy!” She wrinkled her now-floured nose and shrieked in delight. She scooped out another tiny fist of dough as Dolly began crooning out “Two Doors Down.”
“Did you know that Dolly Parton wrote her first song when she was about your age?” Sloane asked Grace. “She titled the song, ‘Little Tiny Tasseltop.’ You’re a little tiny tasseltop.” She smiled at Grace, who was at this point mostly playing with biscuit dough.
“Mum, what’s a tasseltop?”
“It means silky hair—like on an ear of corn,” explained Ava.
“Am I a tasseltop?” Grace asked. She seemed unsure if it was a good thing to be one.
“I reckon you are. You do have silky hair.” Ava stroked Grace’s hair with one hand and held the other to her daughter’s back to keep her from falling from the stool as the girl busily formed tiny balls of dough.
Another voice floated in from outside. “Are all Americans required to idolize Dolly Parton?” Ellen asked from the terrace. She smiled broadly at her flour-and-dough-covered astronaut granddaughter.
“Yes. And Tennesseans especially are,” Sloane said. “We’re steeped in Dolly from the womb, born into the world knowing the lyrics to ‘Coat of Many Colors’ and ‘Jolene.’
We learn ‘I Will Always Love You’ and ‘Tennessee Mountain Home’ before we’re knee-high to a grasshopper.” Sloane deliberately flattened her vowels and lengthened her syllables to sound as Appalachian as she could muster.
Ava and Ellen both chuckled, and Ellen settled in at the table in the dining nook.
“I’ve always wondered: what exactly is a June bug, and why do children put them on strings?” Ava tipped her chin to the side as if to emphasize her curiosity.
Sloane grinned sheepishly and creased her forehead in embarrassment. “June bugs are summer beetles that fly. They’re actually quite a beautiful iridescent green color. They fly low to the ground in June and July; they’re just everywhere. And, yeah, as kids, we used to catch them and tie strings to their legs and fly them in circles. Like they’re on a leash.”
Ava, Grace, and Ellen all looked at her, wide-eyed and gobsmacked by the explanation. “Yeah, it was, uh, kind of cruel. I’m not sure kids still do that—I hope we’ve collectively grown out of that particular pastime.” Sloane was suddenly contrite for her childhood antics.
“Sounds like something an Aussie kid would get up to,” Ellen said with a dour expression.
Sloane and Grace patted out the last biscuit, and Sloane slid them into the oven. “Now we make our gravy,” she told Grace, who was fully on board with the project now.
And on that Sunday morning, in the hinterland of the Gold Coast, they ate Southern biscuits and sausage gravy together and listened to Dolly Parton.
Sloane could think only of the times she had been too tired or too busy or too uninterested to make them when Julia had asked for them. What she’d give to have those Sunday mornings back.



CHAPTER 8
SLOANE HAD AGREED TO MEET Mo and her wife, Leota, at a local beachfront pub that evening. Leota was taller than Mo and thin with wild, curly hair. It seemed to Sloane that she should be a dancer or an artist as she was insanely graceful and deeply empathetic. Sloane thought them a beautiful couple: short against tall, athletic and solid against lithe, butch against femme, boisterous against reflective. She smiled across the table at the pair as all three of them sipped strong lagers and laughed about students’ antics and rumors of teachers in morally precarious social situations with one another.
“So, how did the two of you meet?” Sloane asked as plates were being cleared from the table and Mo insisted that the next shout was theirs. “How did this hurricane of a woman manage to snag such a refined and clearly intelligent woman such as yourself, Leota?”
“Are you flirting with my wife, Sully?” Mo dramatically stood and puffed out her chest, her normal complexion gone splotchy from the alcohol.
Sloane and Leota both laughed at the spirited, if not rowdy, display.
“Pipe down and sit!” Leota pulled Mo down by her arm. “The barkeep will think you’re serious!”
“Fine. Fine.” Mo leaned to kiss her wife on the cheek in apology before turning back to Sloane. “I was a truckie, a long-haul truck driver, when I met Leota. She was living with a pig named Turbo in a small town in New South Wales that was on one of my regular routes. Our paths kept crossing, and she couldn’t take her eyes off me. I knew right away that if I didn’t marry her, she’d never leave me be.”
“This pig? An ex named Turbo?” Sloane laughed at the nickname.
Mo and Leota both burst into laughter. “There is an ex, but Mo’s referring to a pig, a literal one. And her version of our meeting has a grain of truth in there somewhere. We’ll tell you the whole story sometime; you’ll learn soon enough that Mo has no secrets. But what about you, Sloane? Got a bloke or a broad back in the States?”
“Ah, Leota. Not a bloke. No way this one goes for blokes. Am I right, Sully?” Mo was clearly feeling the ale, and Sloane wondered when she had become Sully to Mo. She really needed this night out with friends laughing and teasing one another.
“Right as rain, Mo. I’m a fair dinkum lesbian?” Sloane raised her eyebrows in question as she tried out the phrase. She hadn’t quite pinned it down yet, but she looked to Mo in hopes that she’d gotten close.
Mo laughed into her glass. “Eh, I can’t vouch for that, Sully. But a lesbian nonetheless!”
“But did I get it right?”
“Do people still say fair dinkum?” Leota asked, looking back and forth between Sloane and Mo.
“Sullivan has it in her head she needs to master this phrase before she leaves. Uses it at least three times a day at school. All incorrectly.” Mo let out a wobbly guffaw at Sloane’s expense.
“Well, that wouldn’t have been my choice of Aussie colloquialisms to get hung up about. But to each her own. Back to it, then,” Leota continued. “You have a woman back in the States? If the answer is no, we know plenty of single ladies that’d love to love you!”
Both Leota and Mo leaned back and expectantly waited for Sloane’s reply.
Sloane took a deep breath and looked across the table at the happy couple, eagerly waiting to set her up with some unsuspecting friend of theirs. “There’s no one waiting for me back in the States—”
Mo slapped the table exuberantly, “Brilliant! What’s your type, mate? There’s our friend—”
“Hold on,” Sloane returned Mo’s interruption. “I’m not finished. It’s more complicated than that.”
“Nothing’s too complicated. You’ll need someone—”
“Mo, for crying out loud, let the woman finish. She’ll never come out with us again.” Leota poked Mo playfully in the ribs and motioned for Sloane to continue.
Sloane smiled at the easiness they had with one another and sat back against her seat, thinking that she’d once had that same easy, familiar knowledge of another person. “I was married. I’ve only very recently lost my wife. She died a year ago. A year and three weeks ago, to be exact. Fifty-five weeks ago. COVID.”
She paused and waited for the usual shock followed by the usual pity. And, as if on cue, there were nearly synchronized gasps and immediate apologies and a fumbling of words and awkward half sentences.
Finally, Sloane held her hands up to try to quiet her new friends. “Stop, just stop. I’m”—she searched for the right word—“managing. I’m learning to cope. I’m learning…to be without her. Thank you for your kind words, but I’m managing.”
It was all she could think to say. To say she was OK would be a lie. It wouldn’t even be a half-truth. And for whatever reason, she didn’t want to lie to Mo and Leota, not even the half lies. The past three weeks in particular had been rough, and she most certainly had moments when she wasn’t OK at all, but she was managing. And, better that someone in her orbit knew the whole truth, she thought.
“Christ, Sullivan. Why haven’t you said anything?” Mo’s tone had gone far too low and somber for her over-the-top personality.
“I guess I’m saying something now?” Sloane admitted reluctantly. “But it’s not the easiest thing to talk about, Mo.”
“Yeah, nah, I reckon it wouldn’t be,” Mo replied, and her eyes glistened as if she were going to cry. “You here because you couldn’t be there anymore?”
At this, Sloane sank deeply into the worn leather of the booth bench and looked at her new friends, staring back at her with sympathy and understanding in their eyes. She felt seen in a way she hadn’t in a long time.
“How long have we known each other, Mo?”
“I reckon just over a month, maybe closer to two.”
“Yeah, I’m here because I couldn’t be there anymore. And you may be the first person in my life to so succinctly articulate that.” Sloane looked hard at the ceiling above her and blinked back tears. “I have to find a way forward. I have to find a way out of this fog. And that was never going to happen there.” She smiled at them and fished her wallet out of a shoulder bag. “Hey, this round is on me. It’s my shout?”
Mo’s and Leota’s smiles were weak but sweet.
“Yeah, it’s your shout, mate,” Mo said quietly, and Sloane was grateful they hadn’t argued with her about buying the next round.
“Hey, when I get back, I need the whole story on this ‘truckie’ love-at-first-sight romance of yours. And I definitely need to know about the pig named Turbo.” Sloane smiled down at their easy laughter as she stood to walk to the bar.
Fast friends, indeed.
* * *
“They decided to go a different direction.”
That’s what Ava’s agent had said when she called earlier in the afternoon about a screen test Ava had done for a supporting role in a movie weeks ago. They decided to go in a different direction. Ava kept rolling the words around in her head as she waited in the pickup zone to collect Grace from school.
Ava had known when she read the script that she wanted the part, and her agent had reassured her that she’d be perfect for it. But they had decided to go a different direction. The words stung. The production company was a major one. Ava wondered if they went with a younger actor or if they’d remembered the rumors of her on-set behavior all those years ago on what was to be her breakthrough series. Well, at least the rumors were true, and she wasn’t losing the part based on falsehoods. She had behaved badly and had been fired, and she wondered if she’d spend the rest of her career paying for it.
Or maybe she’d simply stuffed up the screen test; maybe she just wasn’t good enough. Better to learn to be happy with what I’ve got. Ambition for more will only lead to disappointment and regret, and days of feeling broken will turn into weeks and months of feeling that way.
The sound of the back door opening startled Ava from her thoughts. A school marshal helped Grace into the car.
“Hi, darling. Good day at school?” Ava asked as brightly as she could muster and turned to pat Grace’s leg just above her bright yellow trainers.
“No,” Grace responded glumly, then added, “Why do you look mad?”
“Oh, I’m not mad, really. I’m a little sad,” Ava answered her daughter. Pulling from the pickup zone and onto the road, she kept one eye on the road and the other on Grace’s stormy eyes in the rearview mirror.
“You look mad,” Grace insisted.
“I guess sometimes sad looks like mad. And probably the reverse too—mad sometimes looks like sad.”
“What?” Grace said, with an atypical edge in her tone.
“I know. Feelings are confusing,” Ava said to the car’s windscreen.
“Tell me about it.” Grace’s voice sounded weak and weary.
“Are you inviting me to tell you about my day? Or are you trying to tell me that you had a bad day too?”
“I had a bad day too.”
“Tell me about your bad day, please.”
“I got into trouble.”
“For talking too much?”
“No.” Grace sounded offended at Ava’s assumption, though that was her daughter’s most common offense. “I got in trouble for being dramatic. Ms. Foster said I was carrying on like a pork chop,” Grace explained, rather dramatically, and Ava glanced in the mirror just in time to see the girl roll her eyes.
Ava mostly succeeded in stifling the low laughter that rolled from deep in her chest at her daughter’s antics. “Well, were you being dramatic?”
Her question was met with silence, and she looked into the mirror to see tiny hazel eyes staring back at her. And then an almost imperceptible shrug of admission.
“Does that mean yes?”
She was met only with another, more demonstrative shrug.
“Does it mean no?”
Grace lowered her chin to her chest and shook her head.
“What happened in class today? Just before you chose to be dramatic?” Ava asked quietly but firmly.
Grace erupted from the backseat, indignation and anger dripping from her words. “Dylan took my favorite unicorn pencil! And he wouldn’t give it back! And Ms. Foster told me I was being dramatic.”
“Did Ms. Foster get the pencil back for you?”
“Yes.”
“After you were dramatic?”
“Yes.”
“So, the only thing she taught you is that being dramatic gets you what you want. Great.” Ava huffed out a loud sigh.
They eyed one another in the mirror—both were definitely in foul moods.
“Next time, ask Ms. Foster for help in retrieving your favorite pencils from depraved little boys. Histrionics are not typically useful in solving problems and often just create new ones.”
“What’s depraved and his…hister…”
Ava sighed deeply again. “That’s just me being slightly dramatic. I suppose you came by it honestly. What I mean is, there are better ways to communicate your needs than being dramatic. Ask for help, yes?”
“Yes. But I did get my pencil back.”
“Yes, you did. But you also got into trouble. And now you feel badly about that. If you’d asked for help, maybe you’d have gotten your pencil back and not gotten in trouble. And you might not be angry now. Well, you’d probably still be angry with Dylan—and rightly so; he was treating you poorly. But maybe you wouldn’t also feel badly about Ms. Foster and…”
Ava realized in that moment that Grace was likely feeling more than anger about the events of the day—or, rather, Ms. Foster’s reaction to the events of the day, and she looked for a place to pull to the side so that she could turn and face her daughter.
“Gracie, darling, can you describe how you’re feeling about today?”
“Um. Whacky cactus. I feel whacky cactus.”
She said the phrase with a somberness that was incongruent with the words themselves, and Ava wasn’t quite sure what she meant—maybe she meant both a little crazy and broken? Or prickly?
Ava knitted her brows together and considered her words. “It upset you when Ms. Foster told you that you were carrying on like a pork chop?”
“Well, yeah! Dylan was behaving badly, and I was just trying to get what was mine! I’m not a pork chop!”
“No, love. You are not a pork chop. Sometimes we make mistakes. Sometimes we react in the moment in a way that we later wish we could take back. Everyone does it. We all make mistakes. Dylan was in the wrong; there’s no doubt about that. But do you wish you had reacted differently to Dylan?”
“I don’t know. I don’t like Ms. Foster telling me I’m a pork chop.”
“I bet Ms. Foster wishes she handled both you and Dylan with more care. I bet she wishes she’d handled the whole situation differently. But we all make mistakes. The thing is, we must forgive ourselves. We must give ourselves the space to make mistakes and the patience to learn from them. Next time, you’ll ask for help. But now I need you to know that you simply made a mistake because that’s what we do.”
Midway through Ava’s speech, silent tears slid down Grace’s tiny cheeks. Ava had to bite back her own.
“You’re mine, bubs, and I love you. How about we take Hughie for a ride in the bush this evening and try to clear our heads?”
“Can I ride Bonza by myself?”
“In the arena or in the paddock. Not out in the bush. Deal? And you’ll ask for help next time with the things that make you feel whacky cactus?”
“Deal. But I’m not a pork chop.”
“No, bubs, you are a little girl with big feelings, as you’re meant to be. Let’s go home.”
Just like your mum, Ava thought. As she waited for a break in traffic, a wave of shame washed over her for her own mistakes of the past and she wished desperately that she could take her own advice.



CHAPTER 9
GRACE’S FIFTH BIRTHDAY FELL ON a Saturday in late February. Earlier in the week, Sloane had insisted she’d stay away from any James family birthday festivities as she and Mo had plans for a long trail ride in Springbrook. They had begun cycling and running together on the weekends.
Mo didn’t require much of Sloane in the way of conversation or entertainment, and, for that, Sloane was incredibly grateful. Typically loud and boisterous, Mo was a surprisingly quick study in when Sloane needed teasing and when she needed quiet. This particular Saturday ride was a quiet one, in no small part because the trail was muddy and rutted due to the on-again and off-again rain of the previous two weeks. They each needed to concentrate, and Sloane could feel her muscles stiffening early in the ride. After more than a month back at school, teaching her classes and meeting colleagues and parents, Sloane wanted to be free of the mask she wore when needing to be social and pleasant. So she went trail riding with Mo and tried to ignore the birthday gathering.
When she returned to the cottage in the early afternoon, the farm was noisy with the sounds of children. Ava’s brother, his wife, and their children came for the day, along with two of Ava’s friends and their children, who came up for the afternoon from Byron Bay. Sloane kicked off her shoes at the front door and stowed away her gear before pouring a large glass of water and easing herself down on the bare floor of the kitchen.
She desperately needed a shower but chose instead to lie back and enjoy the feeling of exhaustion in her muscles. There was something oddly satisfying about the ache in her thighs and hips and the mud that spattered her legs and torso, nearly all the way up her back. It had been a good morning, though she could certainly feel it in her joints after a ride like that. She rubbed the ball of her palm along the outside of her hip and thigh, pushed into the muscles, and then grimaced at the touch, nodding approvingly, as if pain were the goal.
She could almost see Julia roll her eyes, hear her tell her to get a massage and have a salt soak. She smiled back at the thought of her wife’s ghost being irritated and annoyed with her even in death. What was marriage after all, if not taking slight pleasure in being able to get under your partner’s skin with almost surgical precision? Sloane laughed aloud at herself and heard Julia’s exasperated voice telling her that she was insufferable.
The sound of scratching at the terrace door jarred her out of her thoughts. Knowing she’d been found out, she sighed and pulled herself up to open the door. Charlie looked up at her from the terrace, panting with his tongue lolling to one side.
“All those heathen children too much for you too, boy? Come on in.”
Charlie crept inside the lounge room as if he, too, were feeling his age after extreme exertion. He immediately laid down on his side, his chest and belly rising and falling rapidly.
“That bad, huh?” Sloane asked sympathetically as she knelt to scratch his ears and pat his belly. “You can hide here. But if you get us both caught, there’ll be no treats from me for a while.” She pulled a large bowl from the cupboard, filled it with water, and left the dog to catch his breath as she showered.
By the time she had stepped back into the lounge room, Charlie seemed to have recovered from his exhaustion a bit, likely motivated by the smell of something delicious wafting from the main house. She let him back out with firm instructions to not reveal her whereabouts. She was just about to reheat vegetable lasagna when there was a cacophony of footsteps on her terrace and insistent knocking on her back door. Charlie had given her away after all. She dropped her head into her hands and briefly considered pretending no one was home.
She opened the door to find Grace bouncing from foot to foot and Charlie looking guilty by her side. There were three children Sloane didn’t know chasing each other around the terrace furniture.
“It’s my birthday!” she exclaimed. “Come eat with us! Mum and Mimi say you must come eat with us!”
Sloane sighed deeply and hung her head in defeat. She allowed Grace to take her hand and lead her away from the quiet and safe solitude of the cottage.
“I was beginning to have my doubts about your returning from that bike ride this morning,” Ellen commented dryly as Sloane approached. “Beer?”
“Yes, please,” Sloane took a cold bottle from Ellen and popped off the cap.
Ellen spent the next several moments escorting Sloane through the small group and introducing everyone. Ava waved and smiled from the grill as Sloane settled at a table next to Ellen’s oldest grandson and Ava’s nephew, Luke.
The twelve-year-old was very interested in his family’s new tenant and instantly put Sloane through a thorough questioning. She was beginning to think the boy might have a crush until he indignantly explained that his family normally stays in the cottage when they have overnight visits. Sloane was ready to offer to sleep somewhere else when Ava appeared at Sloane’s left shoulder.
“I made you a plate,” Ava smiled broadly. “Prawns and snags. Grilled veggies for good measure. And another beer.” She put a plate and another bottle on the table in front of Sloane and slipped away as quickly as she had turned up.
The food smelled amazing and tasted even better after such an intense and muddy bike ride.
Sloane chatted easily with Ellen, Thomas’ wife, Rachel, and Ava’s friend, Lynne. She spent much of the evening listening to conversations she didn’t entirely understand about Canberra politics and about tack for the horses. Having finally gotten dinner sorted for everyone, Ava, Thomas, and Lynne’s husband, Rob, joined the adult table. The group peppered Sloane with questions about her impressions of Australia, school, and her plans for the remainder of the year.
“I’ve only been around here thus far and, well, Sydney when I first arrived.” She accidentally glanced embarrassingly in Ava’s direction before remembering they’d agreed to forget all that. “I do love Brisbane and Byron. Brisbane feels a good-sized city—not too big and not too small. And I love the bridges. Byron is breathtaking, and the Glass House Mountains—just wow.” Sloane paused to catch her breath. “And of course, I want to visit as many of the cities as I can,” she continued, “Melbourne, Adelaide, Cairns, Perth, and Hobart. I’d like to see at least some of each state while I’m here.”
Julia had longed to see all the things she’d just rattled off. She almost mentioned wanting to see the southern lights, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to bring herself to seek out the phenomenon, knowing she’d only see it in grays and whites anyway.
“You can skip Canberra,” Rob jumped in. “Nothing but snakes there.” He laughed at his own joke, but Sloane wondered if there were literally too many snakes in Canberra. Definitely too much beer, she thought.
“I am planning a visit to Adelaide, a road trip along the Great Ocean Road, and a few days on Kangaroo Island during the school holidays in April, and Cairns for a long weekend in May. So, I’ve got those arranged already. I’ve been so busy settling into school, I just haven’t gotten around to planning much else. And, well, there’s just so much to see ‘round here.” Sloane could hear her own native accent slipping into her speech, and she caught Ava smiling almost approvingly in her direction.
“You should go to Melbourne with Ava in a couple of weeks.” Ellen inserted herself into the conversation. “She’s going there for work and will be at least a couple of weeks—you could go just for a long weekend.” Ellen looked at Sloane as if expecting an answer on the spot. “Right, Ava? She should visit while you’re there?”
Ava wore an expression that rested somewhere between stupefied and panicked.
Sloane interjected with polite refusal. “I wouldn’t want to get in the way of Ava’s work.”
“Nonsense! She’ll work around you.” Ellen smiled back and forth between the two of them as if she’d finally hit on a solution to some great problem of the world. “She’s not filming. It’s prep work, and there will be free time for her to show you around. The flat is plenty big enough. Ava?”
Ava blinked. “Um, sure. You could come down one weekend. I’m sure there are things you want to see and do on your own.” She looked at Ellen and added, “But I can spend at least part of the time showing you around. Um, my rented flat is in St. Kilda, near the pier. There is plenty of room.” Her voice lost steam the longer she spoke before nearly inaudibly finishing with, “I’ll look at my schedule and text you the dates of the weekend when I’ll have some free time.”
Sloane nodded noncommittally, thinking that she and Ava would simply and conveniently forget to plan the trip, just as they’d simply and conveniently forgotten what had happened in Sydney.
* * *
But Ellen didn’t let them forget. Sloane arrived in Melbourne on a Thursday afternoon nearly two weeks later. She’d taken Friday off from teaching to give herself another day in the city.
She took an Uber from the airport to the address Ava had texted her, traveling along wide and crowded highways. The driver took her past bold and abstract bridges, through industrial areas, and near a waterfront. They eventually made their way into more residential neighborhoods, where they dodged the street trams and made several daring wide turns around moving trams. It made Sloane wonder if she’d ever feel competent enough to drive there.
Finally, she arrived at a modern luxury building only a few blocks from the bay. She punched in a code at the main door and another at the door to Ava’s apartment, and after settling into the smallest of the bedrooms, she decided to explore the area until Ava finished whatever it was she was doing.
Sloane was sorely tempted to go on into the city center to see the street art of Hosier Lane and other small lanes but decided that slow and restrained was the way to go until she had a better idea of Ava’s plans. She walked along the St. Kilda Esplanade, dodging runners and the occasional cyclist, and strolled to the gaping-mouthed entrance of Luna Park, with its carnival figures playing the saxophone and the trombone.
She was walking along Acland Street when Ava called from the flat. Dinner was in order and Sloane was grateful—she was close to giving in to one of the lamingtons or caramel bars she’d spied in the shop windows.
As she walked to the restaurant address Ava had sent, Sloane mentally planned out the rest of her weekend, Hosier Lane, the Ian Potter Centre, the Royal Botanical Gardens, and Vic Market. As much as she enjoyed Ava’s company—or precisely because she’d enjoyed Ava’s company—she hoped to do much of her touring alone. She was so looking forward to a long run along the Tan Track and the Yarra River that she’d read about in planning her weekend. A good, long run alone might be the best way to recharge after weeks of too much time working and socializing. It would be nice to wander the art gallery alone too as she’d read an article about an exhibit of black-and-white photography taken during the pandemic that she knew would surely be triggering.
Her stomach grumbled as she mentally planned as much alone time as possible, and she quickened her pace toward the restaurant.
* * *
Ava took her time walking to the restaurant. The week had exhausted her, and she needed a moment of slow and quiet to mentally prepare for dinner with Sloane. As she ambled along, she wondered why Amira had been lingering in her dreams and thoughts lately—she’d never really gone away since the memories on her ride with Hughie and the subsequent dream.
She put both hands over her stomach as if trying to push the stirring feeling of shame back. It had been accompanying her on all her movements over the past couple of months, and she knew she was overdue to confront it. That would be the only way to be rid of it. Until its next visit, anyway. For some reason, she couldn’t exactly pinpoint what had brought it upon her this time and the not knowing plagued her. Until the flash of realization occurred, there would be no real use in confrontation. So she just endured its presence.
Her mind wandered from Amira to the predicament that her mother had gotten her into. She rolled her eyes at herself—OK, this wasn’t entirely her mother’s fault.
Ava and Sloane finished their dinners and drinks and decided to take a walk out onto the pier. Their conversation was light, casual, and had an unexpected air of easy authenticity that comes with real friendship. Maybe this was going to be OK, this weekend alone with Sloane in Melbourne.
She enjoyed the prep work that her job often required of her, the fittings and the table reads, but she hated the press interviews and promoting her projects. They were necessary for her job but always made her feel awkward and strangely unsure of herself. Imposter syndrome, she guessed. Maybe Sloane’s presence was just the distraction she needed to keep her grounded and steady.
The older Ava grew, the more difficult she found it to form real friendships, and her chosen career made it even more difficult to trust people’s motives. Sloane had become a welcome addition to her life, despite the circumstances of their initial introduction.
They stopped on the pier near the ferry house, and Sloane stood pensively with her back against the railing, her eyes focused on the city skyline of Melbourne’s central business district that shone against the night. Ava stood to her side, but facing the jetty.
“Look behind you, over your left shoulder.” Ava nudged Sloane to turn toward the wall of boulders behind her. “There are St. Kilda’s fairy penguins.”
The tiny figures were moving in short, jaunty hops in the breakwater on and near the long pile of tumbled stones that made up the wall. The penguins always brought Ava joy and she hoped that Sloane would be excited to witness something rather commonplace for this part of Australia but perhaps novel for her.
But as Sloane looked out over the jetty and her gaze landed on the dozen or so penguins that made their way over, around, and down the rocks, her expression took Ava by surprise. Sloane didn’t seem excited at all. The silence grew long as Sloane seemed to concentrate her entire attention on what she was seeing, her eyes dark and intense, lips pursed, brow knitted together. She blinked rapidly and hard. Her breath was deep and even, almost as if she were meditating.
Sloane watched the penguins, and Ava wondered what she was thinking. Something moved, shifted, but Ava couldn’t understand what she was witnessing, what she was feeling. She wondered if Sloane had forgotten they were standing there together; she seemed so lost in what she was seeing.
“This is a silly place,” Ava barely heard Sloane’s whispered declaration, clearly meant only for herself.
At first, Sloane’s response took Ava aback. Then, Ava couldn’t stop the laughter from bubbling up and out: a deep, throaty, full-of-life laughter. Americans typically lamented the so-called dangers of Australia: the spiders, the snakes, the crocs. Never, ever, had she heard an American describe Australia as “a silly place,” especially with the gravity and sobriety that Sloane just had. And so Ava laughed.
Sloane turned to her, eyes still dark and stormy. Her brows stayed knitted, her expression intense and smoky. She seemed to only then remember that Ava was there standing beside her on the windy pier.
Ava’s laugh caught in her throat at the seriousness with which Sloane was looking at her, and they stared at one another for a long moment.
“You have the most beautiful eyes,” Sloane whispered, her gaze locked intently on Ava’s. She seemed unable to utter words above a whisper.
Ava’s smile slipped away at the intensity of Sloane’s gaze. Her breath caught in her throat. How many times in her life had she been told she had beautiful eyes? Hundreds of times? Thousands? It had never had this effect. Never taken her breath away, never made her heart stutter, never made her chest swell, never made her stomach go all smooshy.
She struggled to pull air into her lungs so that she could respond in some coherent and intelligible way. Oddly, she felt as if she were floating.
“Thank you,” was all she managed to say as her stomach suddenly started doing somersaults. She blinked several times as the potency of the eye contact grew to the point that she felt dizzy and she wondered for a moment if the swaying pier was causing some sort of vertigo.
Sloane suddenly turned her attention back to the penguins. “What are they doing?” she asked, still only barely above a whisper, as if afraid she’d disturb them.
“Sitting. Just…sitting. This is molting season, and their feathers aren’t yet waterproof, so they come out at night and just sit. Their burrows are just there under and amongst the boulders.” Ava responded, her voice wavering, her thoughts muddled, her vision swimming slightly. “For those whose feathers have waterproofed, they’re coming back from feeding,” she added, suddenly and awkwardly. She wasn’t sure what was happening between them. Sloane seemed different, felt different. Ava carefully studied her, trying to discern the woman’s emotions and wondering if Sloane could feel the air vibrating around them, too.
Ava forgot the penguins altogether and, for a moment, there was only Sloane standing there in front of her, eyes dark and focused.
Then it dawned on her. Ava knew why her feelings of shame had been harassing her so over the last couple of months. She knew why Amira suddenly had begun appearing in her dreams again. She knew why the shame stirred the most after she’d spent time with Sloane. She knew.
Her stomach roiled with a sullen sourness. Ah, fuck it all.
“Hope is the thing with feathers,” Sloane whispered.
The phrase momentarily transported Ava to the night Sloane had recited the poem to Grace before bed as Ava had stood in the doorway, transfixed by the interaction between her daughter and their new neighbor. Right now, Ava couldn’t find words to respond.
“Would you mind terribly if we walked back to the flat?” Sloane asked, louder this time but with uncertainty in her voice.
Ava agreed quickly, relieved to escape the sudden power of the moment, her own raging and conflicting emotions, and the memory of the poem. They turned and walked silently back toward the shore.
* * *
The walk back was warm—too warm. Sloane began to sweat with excitement, anxiety, and fear. The noise was deafening: the roar of cars, the clack clack clack of the rigging on the sailboats moored in the marina, a siren somewhere in the distance, the screech of the tram, people talking in every direction, the birdcalls from the palms of Catani Park. Sloane heard laughter coming from somewhere nearby, a car horn from down the Parade, the chirping of the walk signals. The noise was everywhere. She couldn’t block out the cacophony. She dared not cover her ears with Ava walking just beside her, though that was exactly what she wanted to do. Her senses were overwhelmed with chaotic and raucous noise.
Her chest tightened, and her head felt thick and hot. Her palms went slick with sweat. She concentrated on her breath, desperately trying to steady herself, hoping against hope that Ava didn’t notice her panic.
Hazel. Her eyes are hazel.
She could barely hear herself think. It was so loud. Too loud. Sloane’s thoughts careened into one another.
There are so many freckles. She has so many freckles. The sky here is the most remarkable deep blue—indigo, really. Dear God, this place is fucking magical. Penguins. Fairy penguins. ‘Just sitting’—she said they were just sitting. ‘Molting’? Is that what she said? They were so close. The penguins were so close. Is this for real? Am I dreaming? Please don’t let this be a dream. Hazel. Her eyes are hazel. They’re green and gold.
“You OK?” Ava’s words interrupted her chaotic thoughts as they neared the flat.
“Fine. Just got really tired. Think I’ll go straight to bed. That OK? I’m really fine, just not feeling very well. And tired.” Sloane knew she sounded broken, but those were the only words she could force from behind her lips.
“Sure, of course. I just…”
“I’m sorry, I think the flight and the walking and dinner and it’s pretty chilly at the pier…” Sloane’s jumbled words trailed off as she desperately tried to end the conversation and make it to the bedroom without falling apart. Or falling together? She shook her head in confusion.
“Yeah, it was pretty chilly. Do you want—”
“OK, yeah, I’ll just go to bed now. Good night.” Sloane cut off anything Ava may offer and left her standing just inside the flat door.
Back in the bedroom she had claimed as her own for the weekend, Sloane flung open the drapes to the nighttime cityscape of downtown Melbourne. She sat down on the edge of the bed and faced the city lights. The night sky was a deep, inky, magnificent blue. Color and light danced and skittered along the city skyline: emerald, lavender, tangerine, crimson, violet, lime, and magenta. She closed her eyes and imagined the water of the bay casting blurry reflections of the colors back up from its flat surface.
Color. Sloane was surrounded by color. And sound. She closed her eyes once more and listened to the now-muted but still pulsing noise of the neighborhood streets below. She wondered what the birdsong would sound like in the morning.
Color. And sound. Everywhere.
She wept. Sloane wept, and she stared at the colors all through the night, afraid that if she slept, the color and the sound would be gone when she woke. She stared through the window until the morning dawned in pinks and oranges, and she listened to the flute-y, almost electronic, song of the magpies and the light, happy laughter of the kookaburras during St. Kilda’s golden hour.
Julia. Look at all the color. Julia, I found it. I found it.
She wept again. And she knew in that moment that her weekend in Melbourne would be spent alone. Just her and all the color.



CHAPTER 10
SLOANE WAS OBSESSED WITH BEING outside. The weather was cooling slowly but steadily, and she was sure she could feel the trees starting to settle into themselves and into the ground beneath. But it was the multitude of greens in the landscape, the changing blues of the sky, the competing birdsong, and the clear, starry night sky—they all called for her to be outside. Since that night in Melbourne with Ava, on the St. Kilda pier, it was like the air itself was vibrating. Everywhere she looked, the world around her buzzed with…life?
Every day after school for two weeks, she drove to Springbrook for a hike along the trail to Twin Falls, or to Tamborine for what was becoming her favorite trail run, or to Burleigh to walk along the beach and into the National Park.
Sloane couldn’t get enough of Burleigh Beach. Some days, she’d just sit on the gold sand and soak up the sights: the deep greens of the Pandanus palms and the towering Norfolk pines against the teal of the ocean contrasting with the Byzantine blue of the sky. Sloane was swimming in color now. It was magical.
Some days, sitting on the sand at Burleigh, she cried, quiet tears streaming down her cheeks. She cried because it was all just so fucking beautiful. Some days, she laughed—at the teenaged boys roughhousing in the surf, at the little girls in matching dresses climbing the Pandanus, at the brother and sister arguing about their favorite chocolate bikkies.
One day, she laughed at herself for running from an angry turkey in the park, and she felt Julia laughing alongside her. She smiled at the toddlers in their innocent nakedness and the surfers in their bold confidence. On a Sunday afternoon, a young woman walking nearby asked her friend, “What was I drinking last night?” and Sloane laughed. Once, the ocean spit up an empty blue surfboard, and she searched and searched for the accompanying surfer, but no one ever claimed it. She cried that day, hoping its rightful owner was bobbing in the waves, just out of sight.
Sloane cried and she laughed and she took it all in. She breathed in color, breathed out color.
Back on the farm, a butcherbird began visiting Sloane on the terrace every morning and every evening. Sloane would open the curtains, and the bird would swoop across from her nest high in a palm near the riding arena to perch on the edge of the table on the terrace and hiccup her morning greeting. Often, Sloane felt obliged to open the door to share her plans for the day with the little bird. Once, Sloane thought she would fly into the house, and Sloane raised her voice in alarm and the bird changed course at the last moment. In the evenings, Sloane sipped wine or bourbon on the terrace, and the butcherbird more often than not joined her. They’d watch for the red-necked wallabies that crept along the edge of the bush just after dusk.
Sloane told the butcherbird all about Julia, about how they’d met, about their adventures, about their silly fights, about how terrible Sloane felt for never having traveled with Julia. They’d wait for nightfall together, and she’d tell the butcherbird about how the red gums towered higher and arched more gracefully than they had before the night in Melbourne, and that the wattle seemed to chortle mischievously at them—her and her bird friend.
Some nights, Sloane could feel the Moreton Bay fig heave and sigh in its slumber. She would sit long into the darkness on those nights, wrapped in a blanket on the terrace, listening to the Fig tree as it snored quietly, and Sloane felt less lonely. She was safe and content there with the trees and the butcherbird.
* * *
On the second Thursday after the penguins in St. Kilda, Sloane was walking back from a slow and easy hike in the bushland that bordered the farm. She’d spent much of her hike that evening looking for koalas in the tree canopy, and when she finally spotted one, she cried with the sheer, unadulterated joy of seeing one in the wild.
As she made her way back to the cottage, she shuffled alongside the creek bed, hands on her hips, looking down at the stones and pebbles beneath her feet. In truth, she focused on not tripping on the larger rocks, but for the first time, she noticed the varying colors and textures on the stones themselves—chalk-colored rocks with dark charcoal spots, deep chocolate-brown stones with veins of copper running through them, nearly black stones with tints of blues and greens.
Sloane picked up a small stone with copper lines running round and round. She walked over and washed it in the creek, making the copper stand out in contrast against the earthy brown. She put it in her pocket and thought of Ava’s hazel eyes and auburn hair and the smattering of freckles along her cheeks and over her nose. How had Sloane managed to go all these weeks without noticing the sheer number of freckles? She had been actively avoiding Ava since the trip to Melbourne, but she couldn’t say why.
Maybe it’s time to stop that.
By the time she got back to the cottage, the sun was beginning to set, and Ava and Grace were in the stalls tending to the horses. Sloane sat on the terrace with the butcherbird and listened to mother and daughter bicker about chores and bath times. She smiled at how commonplace yet tender the moment felt.
As they emerged from the barn, both the James women looked toward the cottage, and Sloane waved back at them. Grace was wearing a king’s royal-purple robe and a wizard’s hat tonight. Sloane smiled at the child’s penchant for drama.
Grace took off at a sprint alongside Charlie toward the cottage as the butcherbird abandoned Sloane to her guests. She stood and smiled at her approaching costumed neighbor, thinking that Grace was most certainly her mother’s daughter.
Grace leapt onto the terrace and into Sloane’s arms, nearly knocking them both to the deck boards.
“Grace! What if I had dropped you?”
Grace looked insulted. “Why would you drop me?”
“I wouldn’t intentionally drop you, silly,” Sloane replied. “But what if I had missed and accidentally dropped you?”
“You wouldn’t drop me.” Grace looked downward and slightly to the left. She pulled her mouth into a disbelieving frown, as if contemplating the possibility that Sloane would drop her. “You wouldn’t drop me,” she repeated, with more confidence this time.
“You’re awfully trusting for a tiny little tasseltop with two loose teeth.” Sloane held Grace on her hip and looked at her with amusement and affection.
“How’d you know I have two loose teeth?” Grace asked suspiciously.
“Your mum told me, bug. When we were in Melbourne.”
“Mum says I have to take a bath and go to bed ’cause school tomorrow.”
“Yeah, I have an early morning too, puddin’.” Sloane set Grace on her feet.
“Were you talking to your bird friend?” Grace asked as if it were the most common thing in the world to talk to wild birds.
“I was. I’ve named her Hope.” Sloane stated as if it were the most common thing in the world to name wild birds.
Ava finally interjected herself into the banter. “Hope? As in ‘Hope is the thing with feathers’?”
“Absolutely. Yes.” Sloane smiled over Grace’s head at Ava as she stepped onto the terrace. Charlie circled the three of them, as if to keep them all together.
“A butcherbird named Hope.” Ava chuckled and looked down at Grace. “Off to the house, Gracie. I’ll be there in just a minute.”
“Mum, I—”
“No, I want to have an adult conversation with Sloane. Off you go. I’ll be there in a minute to get you into the bath.” Ava kissed the top of Grace’s head and encouraged her off in the direction of the main house with a gentle push in the center of the girl’s back. “Off you go. You too, Charlie. Go home.”
Neither Ava nor Sloane said a word as they both watched Grace and the dog sulk off to the house, both looking over their shoulders at the two women at least a half dozen times.
Ava sighed. “That child,” she said quietly and with clear loving exasperation.
“At home, they’d say you’re payin’ for your raisin’,” Sloane said, smiling shyly at Ava.
“What does that mean?” Ava cocked her head, much the same way that Grace had done minutes before.
“That she’s giving you the trouble you gave your mum.” Sloane teased Ava.
“Ah, well. Yeah, I was challenging as a kid.” She shrugged guiltily and wrinkled her nose. “You’ve been busy. I haven’t seen you in nearly two weeks. I wanted to see how you’re going. Everything OK?”
Sloane cast her eyes down, unsure how to answer the question. She decided on deflection and finally looked back up at Ava’s concerned face. “Yeah, I’m good.” She paused. “I have something for you. It’s nothing really, but I thought of you when I picked it up.”
She reached into her pocket and pulled out the small stone from Copper Creek. “I mean, it’s nothing, really. And I guess it actually already belongs to you as it was on your property. Or your mother’s property, that is. Anyway, here. I thought of you when I picked it up,” she rambled, repeating herself, and awkwardly handed Ava the small stone. Sloane tried and failed to ignore the electricity that coursed through her fingers as they had grazed Ava’s.
Ava looked down at the small stone. She turned it over, studying it. Sloane fidgeted nervously as Ava looked back up at her.
“Thank you,” she said quietly. “It’s beautiful.” Her eyes were earnest and her tone sincere. “You were sweet to think of me.”
“Right. Well, I should shower and get myself ready for bed.” She turned reluctantly toward the door before remembering, “Oh, Ava. I’m leaving a bit early for the school holidays. I’m flying out tomorrow.”
Ava nodded slowly and held eye contact, as if trying to read Sloane’s expression. “You’re sure you’re OK?”
“Yeah. I’m good. Promise.” Sloane turned around toward the cottage. “Good night,” she said over her shoulder.
“Good night,” Ava returned quietly.
Inside the cottage, Sloane stood with her back against the door, trying to gather her thoughts. The world had gone all wonky. She had to steady herself against feelings she couldn’t quite grasp. Oddly, she couldn’t quite sense Julia’s presence.
That scared her more than anything.
* * *
Ava slid between the cool, crisp linen sheets of her bed. Her door was slightly ajar, and the light from the star projector in Grace’s room glowed ever so slightly into her own room. As she settled, she could hear the quiet shuffles of her mother moving about the kitchen and lounge, probably making herself a last cup of tea before retiring. Ava smiled at her mother’s long practiced routines.
She rolled onto her side and reached for her mobile to be sure alarms were sorted for waking Grace up and getting her ready for school. As she placed the phone back on the nightstand, it temporarily illuminated the small stone she had put there earlier in the evening. She laid a single fingertip to the top of the stone and wondered what it all meant.
She rolled onto her back again and stared up at the ceiling, thinking back to the weekend in Melbourne with Sloane. She had woken the morning after they’d seen the fairy penguins to find a note from Sloane that she’d gone back to the pier to look for the penguins in the morning hours. Sloane had spent the rest of the weekend working her way through her sightseeing agenda alone, and Ava had mostly steered clear of her. She had returned both evenings and recounted her experiences to Ava in oddly detailed descriptions of the things she had seen and done that day, but she also had seemed somehow simultaneously distracted and distant.
The whole time, Ava couldn’t pin down where Sloane’s thoughts had really been. After they’d caught up each night, Sloane would disappear into the guest room until morning. Ava had dared not knock. She was wrestling with her own realization that she had feelings for Sloane.
Ava sighed deeply and remembered the awe and whatever else had been in Sloane’s expression and tone upon seeing the penguins. She closed her eyes and thought back to the buzzing in the air around them on the pier. She’d felt it again on the terrace when Sloane had given her the stone, the air buzzing, vibrating.
Sloane was different. She’d been different since Melbourne.
Hope? Was it hope in her expression on the pier? Hope is the thing with feathers. But there was not hope in Sloane’s voice on that night. There was certainly surprise in her voice. But then sadness. Or despair? Maybe panic.
And now, a stone.
Shame weighed fully upon her now. She had spent the past two weeks in futile negotiations with herself. She’d entertained hopes of shame’s retreat after realizing why it had surfaced in the first place. She knew now that real feelings for Sloane had emerged early and strong and that was why the shame had settled upon her for weeks and weeks. But she couldn’t find the right words or thoughts to ease the feeling, to convince herself there was nothing to be ashamed of. She had taken to talking to herself—to the feeling itself—in an attempt at placation.
Ava was tired. She was tired of feeling the heaviness in the pit her stomach. She was tired of carrying the weight of it around with her. She was tired of the dull void it created in her head and in her heart, tired of how it blunted the daily joys of her life, robbed her completely of big happiness. She was tired.
Nothing is happening here, she reassured herself once again. This is as far as the feelings go.
She groaned aloud, closed her eyes, and pulled the doona over her head.
* * *
Sloane couldn’t breathe. She woke up sweating and gasping. It shifted—the nightmare had shifted. She was scared. Truly scared. She froze in her bed. Sweating under the covers.
It had started the same way. She woke in her bed back home, scared and paralyzed with dread. She reached out for the lamp on the nightstand and flipped the switch. No light. She lay back against the headboard. The fear thickened, and her muscles tensed. She stretched her arm to the other side of the bed and tried that lamp. No light either.
She waited for her eyes to adjust to the dark, but they never did. She slowly climbed out of bed—afraid of the darkness itself. She checked the overheard light switch in the bedroom and the light switch in the hallway. Nothing.
She found her way to the electrical panel in the dark. She checked the circuits to see if one had flipped to the off position. As the tip of her finger made contact, though, sparks shot out from the circuit board, momentarily blinding her. She jumped back. A shock of electricity ran from her finger, up her arm, and into her shoulder. The shower of sparks exploded, the boom deafening, and then the light and the noise of the blast faded, plunging Sloane into an even blacker darkness and a deep, deep silence. She stood paralyzed in the dream, her fear both sharp and thick.
And then she woke, sweating and gasping for air. She cried, sobbed really, trying to catch her breath. Her chest heaved, and the tears were fast and hot. She repeatedly told herself she was in a cottage on the Gold Coast and not in her bed in the States.
Sloane’s breathing began to slow, as did her heart rate. She took several deep breaths and sat up. The T-shirt she slept in was soaked through with sweat. She turned on the bedside lamp and breathed in a long sigh of relief as it filled the room with light. For several moments, she sat, rocking herself back and forth. This was something she had done since she was a child. It was soothing, and Sloane desperately needed soothing. Eventually, she stood, turned on the overhead light, and changed into fresh pajamas. She turned on the light in the kitchen and the lamps in the lounge. She settled onto the sofa and dozed in and out of a restless sleep, illuminated by almost every light in the cottage.



CHAPTER 11
THE FIRST SCHOOL HOLIDAYS OF the year arrived, and Ava found herself back in the familiar and welcome routine of spending long days with her daughter. She had planned a handful of holiday excursions: a short trip to the Glass House Mountains with her brother and his family, a day trip to visit friends and their families in Byron, and plenty of beach days. But she most looked forward to ordinary and mundane days with her daughter on the farm, tending the horses, telling stories, and just being silly. Ellen, too, seemed happy, and only mildly annoyed, to have the bedlam of both Ava and Grace hanging about the house all day again.
As she moved through the week and its excursions, chores, playtime, and downtime, Ava’s thoughts inevitably wandered back to Sloane, Melbourne, and the small stone. It was the stone in particular that needled at the edges of her consciousness like an itch that wanted scratching. She dared not let herself remember the morning they shared in the flat near Bondi Beach. Those thoughts were too dangerous. But the memory of Sloane, and the spark Ava had felt when she had taken the small stone from Sloane’s hand, were annoyingly irksome. By the time she arrived in Byron, she was in a full-blown internal argument with herself, between the damn shame and the other feelings she had realized.
And for a moody and enigmatic American, she told herself with as much distaste as she could muster, which wasn’t much, truth be told. A sweet American, she thought without meaning to. With warm, kind eyes. And full lips. And really nice…
Ava’s body jerked in response to her errant thoughts.
She groaned loudly at herself as she pulled into the long drive of Lynne’s house. Lynne came out with Davey and Liam, who ran past her to greet them, and the clamor was enough to rouse Grace from her drive time nap in the back seat.
Ava climbed from the driver’s seat of the car and was immediately enveloped in a crushing embrace from one of her dearest friends. Soon, Grace had sorted the buckles and straps of the child seat and jumped out of the car to join the reunion.
“How lovely to see the two of you!” Lynne exclaimed and picked Grace up into an embrace.
“Lovely to see you too!” Grace answered first, and Ava smiled at how her five-year-old suddenly sounded like a teenager and wondered if she might be putting on for Lynne’s slightly older boys.
Still shaking her head at her precocious daughter, she turned to Lynne, “We’ve missed you! I can’t wait to hear about the new gig you’ve just signed. And I have things I need to discuss—irritating, pestering, bedeviling things.”
“Ah. A man.”
Ava cast a sideways glance at her friend.
“Ah, a woman, then. I shall make the gin and tonics immediately. Wouldn’t happen to be the hottie in the cottage on the farm, would it?”
* * *
“So. Tell me everything about this Sloane.” Lynne leaned back on a lounger in her back garden, thick and lush with small figs, ferns, rosella, and bougainvillea. “And I really liked her, just in case you were wondering.” She sipped her cocktail and gave Ava an unmistaken side-eye, clearly thinking she knew more than she actually did.
Ava rolled her eyes at the smugness in her friend’s face, leaned back into her own chair, and looked from the boys teaching Grace how to play footy up to a cloudless sky. She closed her eyes and said, “I know what you’re thinking.”
“Do you?” Lynne replied patronizingly.
“Yes, I do.”
“Before you get rolling with whatever nonsense you have rattling around in that gorgeous head of yours, no, you decidedly do not know what I’m thinking.” Lynne leaned forward and gave Ava a serious, almost aggrieved look.
Ava breathed deeply and studied her friend. “But I do. You think I’m already having some steamy, scandalous fling with her.”
“Wrong, my darling, I’m thinking that I wish you were already having a steamy, life-altering love affair with her. But I know that you’re not. And I know it’s likely only because you won’t let yourself.”
The words shocked Ava, and they regarded one another quietly for a long moment.
Finally, Lynne continued. “The fallout from the relationship with Amira. When are you going to let go of it? When are you going to forgive yourself?”
“Why should I forgive myself? I blew my chance because I couldn’t get enough of her. I had to come home with my tail tucked between my legs. I disappointed my mom and my brother. My dad would’ve been so disappointed. I had a real chance, and I derailed my own career, Lynne. And, most of all, I hurt her. When it was all said and done, I hurt her. I hurt Amira.”
“You were young, Ava. We all made stupid decisions in our twenties. We’ve long ago processed how codependent and destructive that relationship was. We’ve long ago processed how your replacement on the show—whom I refuse to name—went on to become an A-lister, which, by the way, I don’t think you ever wanted anyway. We’ve long ago processed the ways your career was affected and the ways you’ve persevered. And, to be honest, your mother never seemed more or less disappointed in you than she always is.”
Ava laughed quietly at that and then sullenly watched the swirling ice cubes in her drink. “You know I never apologized to her. Hell, I never apologized to anyone. I just left. I just ran away.”
“Maybe you should start by apologizing to yourself. Because you’ve punished yourself ever since. You’ve punished yourself with relationships doomed from the start. With convincing yourself that you’re only capable of supporting roles and small characters. You carry the shame of that—of that episode of your life—like a shield.” Lynne was sitting on the side of her lounger now, facing Ava fully. She reached out and placed a hand on Ava’s forearm.
“Funny you mention that. I felt it the day I met Sloane. Well, the day I met her properly. I guess part of me knew I’d feel this way from that day back in January. And so, yeah, shame is back for a long visit.”
Lynne leaned back again and watched the children play for several long moments. “Tell it to fuck off. Enough is enough.”
Ava released a weak, sad noise that was meant to be a laugh but was anything but. “I wish it were so easy. I’ve tried everything I know to try. I see it, I acknowledge it. I know why it’s here. I’ve tried to convince it that this thing with Sloane isn’t a possibility. I’ve promised not to pursue anything. And, yes, I’ve told it to fuck off.”
Lynne’s expression shifted from sympathy to one of confusion or irritation, Ava wasn’t entirely sure. “Why isn’t it a possibility? Why not pursue something with her?”
“Lynne—”
“No, Ava. Your shame, your particular brand of shame, is like a toxic fucking friend who keeps you from having anything good in your life. And, frankly, your real friends are fucking tired of it.”
Ava blinked hard at the force behind her friend’s words. And at the words themselves. She rolled her face to the sky and closed her eyes against the internal onslaught of feelings. Lynne’s admonishment stung and only multiplied the feeling of shame. She couldn’t find the words to respond, and they would never make it past the lump in her throat anyway. She opened her eyes as Lynne picked up her right hand and cradled it in her own.
“Listen, you’ve said wonderfully lovely things about Sloane, and your affection for her is clear. You deserve to love and to be loved. No matter Amira or losing a role. It was what, twenty years ago? It’s time to let it go, Ava. Long past time.”
The problem with confiding in friends who have known you for more than two decades is that they know you too well. Ava struggled to arrange her thoughts into some manner that could be articulated. Her eyes burned ever so slightly as if she might cry.
“Oh, Ava. Ava,” she repeated sympathetically. “Does she know you feel this way?”
Ava blinked away the burn in her eyes and looked to her friend. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think maybe. Other times, I think she’s likely oblivious. She brought me a stone, from the creekbed. So she must think of me, right? But, I didn’t even know that I felt this way—this…strongly—until we were in Melbourne.” She took a long drink from the gin and tonic, hoping it would steady her. “Lynne, I have no earthly idea how to let it all go.”
“Oh, sweetie. You must find a way. No matter what happens with Sloane.” She repeated the words with an air of finality. “You must find a way. Start small. Do something small. She brought you a stone. Women love flowers. Give her flowers, a small token of your affections, and—even more importantly—to show this shame that you’re gonna live your life.”
“Lynne, it would be so easy to lose myself in her, too easy. She lives on the farm. Lynne.” Ava took a deep breath and braced herself. “Lynne, I had sex with her.”
“You what? How did you leave this part out? And how is she oblivious to your attraction if she bloody had sex with you!”
“It’s a long story. I…ran into her on Bondi Beach the first week she arrived. We didn’t know one another. There was…a spark. I propositioned her, and we went back to the flat—”
“Wait, my flat? The flat you borrow when you’re in Sydney?” Lynne asked as shock and amusement collided in her expression.
“Yes, your flat. We went back to the flat, and she was already gone when I woke. We never even exchanged names. I thought I would never see her again. I thought she was leaving Sydney to return to the States, but she was actually leaving Sydney for the Gold Coast. And then, there she was, on the farm, on my farm, when I got home.”
Lynne stared at Ava for what seemed like an eternity, her expression showing concern and confusion as she slowly blinked and processed Ava’s confession. Finally, she stood and announced, “I’m going to need another drink. And then I’m going to need you to start over, from the very beginning.”
* * *
Sloane returned from her school holiday trip exploring the length of the Great Ocean Road, Kangaroo Island, and Adelaide to find a large bouquet of peonies on the small table on the cottage’s front porch. A simple card with the monogram AWJ was propped against the flower vase with the words Welcome Home written neatly across. Scribbled underneath in a child’s hand were the words, Let’s tree walk!
Sloane smiled at Grace’s insistence that their short hikes through the bordering bushland were called ‘tree walks.’ The two weeks she’d been gone had been good for her head, but she had missed both Ava and Grace. Missed them deeply.
After dropping her luggage inside the door and carrying the flowers to the countertop, she fished her phone from her pocket and tapped out a quick text to Ava:
5:17 p.m.: Thank you for the beautiful flowers. What a welcome back!
She unpacked her suitcase and started a load of laundry before the pitter-patter of tiny feet on her terrace alerted her to guests. It was accompanied by the thunderous bounding of a quadruped on the deck boards. Grace and Charlie had clearly come to welcome her in person. She walked to the other side of the cottage to unlock the door, and both child and dog were breathing matching circles of fog onto her glass terrace door as they peered in. Grace cupped her tiny hands around her eyes.
“Grace! Stop being a peeper! Just knock!” Ava urged from nearby as Sloane reached for the door.
Sloane opened the door, and both Grace and Charlie jumped back, each doing a little dance of excitement. Clearly thrilled that Sloane had returned, Grace wrapped herself around Sloane’s legs, and Charlie leapt around the two of them, continuing his happy jig and yelping his approval.
Sloane greeted them tenderly, “Hello, friends.” She gave each a pat on the head.
“We came to invite you to dinner and movie night!” Grace looked up at her with a glint in her eyes. She wore a deep red velvet coat with black lapels, as if she were a circus ringmaster.
“Yes, please. And thank you! What time shall I join you?”
“Don’t you want to know what we’re eating? And what we’re watching?” the girl asked, still sitting on Sloane’s Blundstones, arms wrapped around Sloane’s knees.
“Don’t need to—I’m starving! I’ll eat whatever you’re whipping up. You doing the cooking?” Sloane teased. She meant what she said, though. Her stomach was already rumbling.
Grace looked aghast at Sloane’s indifference to the specifics. “Mum and Mimi are making your favorite chutney and prawns!” she supplied, regardless of Sloane’s eager willingness.
“Excellent! May I come early?”
“Come now!”
“I’ll just need a few minutes. Run on home, and I’ll be there shortly.” She followed Grace and Charlie onto the terrace to see them off and make sure they headed in the direction of the house. She waved at Ava, who was working Winnie in the arena, before she headed back inside for a shower and to put herself together for dinner. She was so looking forward to spending the evening with the James women and sweet Charlie that she walked over early, hoping to help with dinner and eager for conversation after two weeks alone, despite the good it had done her.
Ellen and Ava both greeted Sloane with big hugs and kisses on her cheeks and launched into questions about her holiday along the southern coast. She was all too happy to share with them her adventures of the small beach towns along the Great Ocean Road, the vast vineyards, the sheep stations, and the dark, lush forests waiting where the road curved deeply inland. She told them about her walks along beaches so empty on Kangaroo Island that Sloane had felt rattled and infinitesimally small. All throughout dinner, she shared stories of all the wildlife she’d encountered on the island: more koalas than she’d seen on the mainland to date, woolier and larger kangaroos that were built like prizefighters, napping sea lions at Seal Bay, and a tiny wallaby that visited her each morning to sip water from a small pot that she’d set out. She told them that her only disappointment was not spying a wombat, though she came across enough square droppings to know that they were certainly underfoot. She described the wonderfully complex meals she’d enjoyed, including the abalone and organic wines. She told them that her greatest accomplishment in life was to survive the ferry ride from Cape Jervis to Penneshaw and back without getting sick as stormy weather made the passage treacherous. She recounted the trip and all its magical splendor with a spirited enthusiasm she hadn’t felt in some time. And Ellen and Ava graciously made space for her sense of wonder, and Grace exclaimed that she, too, wanted to visit Kangaroo Island, but only if Sloane went.
The one thing Sloane couldn’t bring herself to share was her experience of seeing the edge of the aurora australis. Julia had always talked of seeing the aurora australis—she described it as the underdog of auroras—and Julia loved an underdog. It was one of reasons Sloane had chosen Australia, though the guilt of being here without Julia was both acute and chronic. She hadn’t seen much of the southern lights on her holiday trip south, a green and pink glow, low and flickering in the southern sky. But it had been enough to leave her awestruck that such color existed in the sky. She’d felt Julia moving through the world that night, her presence nearby and all around her, but that felt too precious and too personal to share.
After dinner, Ellen excused herself to read in her room, and Sloane followed Ava and Grace to the lounge to watch an animated family movie about bugs. Sloane sat on one side of the sofa, and Ava settled in next to her. A little close, Sloane thought, but soon enough, Grace had wedged herself between the two and was chattering about her own school holidays. She was wound up like an oversugared five-year-old and climbed from Ava to Sloane and back again as if they were playground equipment.
Grace stopped suddenly, standing on the sofa between them, and looked down at Sloane’s upturned face. “You have pretty eyes,” she said. “There’s a freckle in that one.” She pointed her tiny finger dangerously close to Sloane’s eye.
“Right back at you, puddin’. You have your mum’s eyes,” Sloane replied with amusement.
“Mum, look! Sloane has a freckle in her eye.”
Ava pulled Grace into her lap and leaned into Sloane’s personal space. “Let’s see this eye freckle.”
Sloane sucked in a breath as Ava came in close, only centimeters away from her face. She searched Sloane’s eyes intently.
Sloane realized she was holding her breath.
“There! You’re right, bubs! There’s a freck…” Ava stopped mid-word and slowly pulled back.
Sloane saw Ava’s eyes go wide. She wondered if Ava had suddenly become aware of how close they had just been.
Grace obligingly interrupted the moment. “People don’t know what color our eyes are. They say they’re green, but that’s not right, is it, Mum? And Mimi’s are the same too.”
Sloane tilted her head to one side and regarded mother and child looking back at her. “I can describe your eyes—easy peasy. I could even describe them with my own eyes closed.”
Grace answered with a look of disbelief and climbed from Ava’s lap to Sloane’s. “OK,” she said, sitting astride Sloane’s lap and covering Sloane’s eyes with her little hands. “OK, go!”
Ava burst out laughing, and Sloane whispered from underneath Grace’s hands, “Wait, wait. What is happening?”
“You said you can describe them, easy peasy, with your eyes closed,” Grace said matter-of-factly, temporarily removing her hands so she could see Sloane—or rather, so Sloane could see her.
“Right, I forget five-year-olds take everything quite literally.”
Sloane looked to Ava, putting on a help me kind of expression. Ava only grinned and nodded for her to go on. “Ok, but you’re coming with me,” she told Grace as she put her left hand on the back of Grace’s head to steady her and her right hand over Grace’s eyes.
“Wait, wait. Where are we going?” Grace pushed Sloane’s hands aside with impatience.
“On a trip, in our imaginations,” Sloane teased.
“Oh, OK!” And they each reached back up to cover the other’s eyes.
“Do you ever climb the Moreton Bay fig below the stable?”
Grace only let out a guilty hmm.
“Never mind, don’t incriminate yourself. Do you ever lie in the grass underneath the Moreton Bay fig that’s below the stable?” Sloane rephrased her question.
“Yes,” Grace said with certainty this time and, Sloane suspected, a touch of relief.
“We’re lying in the grass below the big fig tree on a clear day, and the sun is almost directly overhead. You look up and see all the shiny, silvery bellies of the thick green leaves, and the sun shines through and in between and around the leaves. A breeze is blowing, and the silver-green leaves begin to dance and sway in the golden sunshine. Do you see?” Sloane steered Grace confidently through the vision in her head.
“I do! I do!”
“That’s the color of your eyes,” Sloane declared and dropped her hands to her lap.
Grace reached down, her eyes shining with wonder, and she picked up Sloane’s hands and brought them back to her own face and head. “Do it again! Do another one!”
“OK. Hmmm…Have you ever gone canoeing or kayaking? Maybe on the Talle? In the wetlands, through the mangroves?” Sloane asked.
“Yes. Mum loves to go kayaking.” Grace’s breath was shallow with concentration.
“We’re kayaking on the river, and the banks are lush and thick with mangroves and the gum trees tower and arch in the background. They hang over us, and the sun sometimes peeks through the leaves and sometimes hides its face. We paddle faster and faster until we’re running swiftly with the current, and the banks of the river and the tangles of mangrove begin to blur as we pass by, and the filtered sun sparkles on the water so that we’re surrounded by greens, ambers, and golds. All around us. Do you see it?”
Grace, stock still, whispered, “Yes, I see it.”
Sloane again dropped her hands. “That’s the color of your eyes,” she said confidently.
“Do it again! Another one! Do one more, pleeeaase!”
“Last one.” Sloane chuckled and reached back up to cover Grace’s eyes. Grace had forgotten to cover Sloane’s eyes by this point. “Do you ever skip stones? Down at the creek?”
“Skip stones?” Grace asked and tensed.
“Skim stones,” Ava offered from her place on the sofa. “We’ve skimmed stones there.”
“Oh, yes, all the time. Uncle Tommy taught me.”
“Ok, let’s go. You’re standing on the bank under bright sunshine and a clear blue sky. You find the perfect stone, round and flat and smooth. It’s the color of copper. You stand sideways and reach far back and throw the stone, flicking your wrist for the perfect toss, and the stone sssskkkkk
sssskkkkkk
sskkkkkk skips-uh, skims—the stone skims across the green and beige surface of the water, sending golden sparks and splashes into the air. Do you see it?”
In awe this time. “Yeeessss, I can see it,” Grace said as a slow smile spread across her entire face.
Sloane removed her hand from Grace’s face, “Skimming stones. That’s the color of your eyes.”
Grace scampered over to her mother’s lap to peer into eyes so much like her own, and Ava looked back at her child with obvious warmth and adoration.
“Skimming stones,” Grace whispered as she searched Ava’s eyes for the color she’d just seen in her imagination.
Ava whispered back, “Skimming stones.”
They looked at Sloane with delight, each seemingly bewitched by what had just happened.
* * *
Later that evening, after Grace had fallen asleep on the sofa, Sloane eased up and toward the kitchen to wash and put away her wineglass. Ava padded along quietly behind her. Once they were in the kitchen, Ava said quietly, “That was incredibly sweet and creative, the way you described her eyes to her. By the way, do you climb the Moreton Bay fig that’s below the stable?”
“Not yet, but don’t count me out.” Sloane answered. “That child brings me so much joy. She’s just so full of life and energy and curiosity.”
It occurred to her that she meant the words all the way to her toes. She felt real joy with this family. She reached into her pocket and pulled a shiny, orange stone about the size of a quarter from her pocket. It was pancake-shaped, and there were faint purple-gray speckles scattered over its surface. “I picked this up for you.”
Ava took the pebble in her right hand and rubbed her thumb over its smooth, glassy surface. “This is becoming a habit.”
“I bought it at a gem shop on Kangaroo Island. I think it’s my favorite of the ones I’ve given you.” Sloane’s ears went a little warm and she looked down at the countertop in slight embarrassment.
Ava reached out and wrapped her fingers around Sloane’s arm in a comforting gesture. “It’s my favorite too. What makes you think of me? When you see them?” Ava asked with genuine curiosity in her voice.
Sloane regarded her carefully, measuring her words. “I’m not exactly sure how to answer that question. Truly, I just do?” Sloane’s statement lilted up at the end into a question. “I really don’t know.”
Ava continued to rub the stone, a look of distant concentration on her features. She then completely changed the direction of the conversation. “How is there no one waiting for you? A partner? Someone special? Back in the States?”
Sloane quirked up the left side of her lips into a smirk and sighed. “Is this the part where you try to set me up with some lonely friend of yours?”
“No…” Ava raised an eyebrow in surprise, shook her head, and looked back to the stone. Then quietly, “No, this is the part where I ask if I may take you to dinner.” She looked up, eyes meeting Sloane’s gaze. “May I take you to dinner?”
“Well, of course. We have dinner all the time. We just had dinner.” Sloane stopped, shocked at Ava’s meaning. “Wait, like…on a date?”
“Yes, like ‘on a date’.” Ava chuckled. “You know, I take you to a nice dinner. I try to impress you with an expensive bottle of wine. Maybe I hold your hand across the table. Maybe I kiss you on the cheek afterwards as we depart for our respective homes. A date.” Ava looked at Sloane with a bit of smugness, then shrugged and grinned.
“Wow…wait. I thought we were forgetting? I thought we had forgotten what happened in Sydney?” Panic pulsed in Sloane’s chest and in her ears.
“Well. I tried, I did. I’ve been ignoring what happened. But…” Ava looked at her feet sheepishly, then back up into Sloane’s eyes with what seemed like forced confidence. “But maybe you’d like to have dinner with me anyway.”
Then, the gravity of what Ava had just asked hit Sloane like a truck. She froze. “A date?” she asked again, dazed and bewildered.
“Yes, a dinner date. Only dinner.” Ava’s eyes looked expectant.
Sloane couldn’t manage more than what she suspected was a very troubled expression and considered ways to redirect Ava from this pursuit. She suddenly regretted the stones. “You know I leave here in December.”
“Yes, I do know that. I’m only asking for dinner.” Ava leaned forward. She squinted her eyes and pressed her lips together waiting for a response. “I think I…I need to do this. For reasons.”
Sloane tried to mask her alarm, but apparently did so with little success.
“Please don’t panic. I know, I know—I have baggage. And I have a child. And you and I live a stone’s throw from one another. And, yes, you leave in December.” She looked down at the stone in her hand and then back up at Sloane. “But it’s only dinner. A token of my affection. Time alone? In public.”
Sloane considered Ava’s proposal. And then she considered her own baggage.
No. Definitely no. There’s no way I’m ready for a date.
But that’s not what came out of her mouth.
“I would love to have dinner with you.”
Ava smiled—a wide, bright smile—the kind where her top lip slipped up to her gumline. It was her authentic smile—all teeth and freckles, squinty eyes, and wrinkly nose. Sloane groaned inwardly and then repeated Ava’s words to herself.
It’s only dinner.



CHAPTER 12
AVA WAS DUE TO PICK up Sloane for dinner at seven. She told her mother that she was going out with a friend and to not wait up. Grace was insulted that she’d be left behind, but Ellen had promised an after-dinner trip for ice cream, which averted any real argument. Ava made reservations at a restaurant in Broadbeach known to be intimate and discreet, and she had even gone so far as having the car washed and detailed for the evening.
The seriousness with which she was preparing for this date made her a bit nervous and only fueled her fears and doubts.
“It’s just dinner, Charlie.”
The mutt titled his head and listened intently as Ava picked through her closet, looking for something to wear for the evening.
“I deserve a nice dinner with a warm and kind woman. This is not twentysomething-year-old me, Charlie, and she is not Amira. And I’m not filming anything at the moment. I’m not working. I’m allowed small joys. Hell, I should be allowed big joys, right, Charlie?”
Charlie huffed and lay down in response. Ava interpreted this as agreement.
She’d had this same conversation on repeat in her head since her visit with Lynne, when they had jointly decided Ava would buy peonies and leave them on the porch for Sloane’s return. She repeated the encouragement over and over to herself now as she readied for dinner, spending an especially long time deliberating on her clothing choices.
Ultimately, she chose tight-fitting black jeans and a sheer black blouse, under which she wore a simple black bra. She picked out a royal-blue blazer to take and slipped on three-inch pumps to dress it all up a bit. Then she drove to the cottage and knocked nervously on the front door.
Sloane opened the door and looked up—inches up—into Ava’s face. She then looked down to Ava’s feet and laughed.
“This is not the reaction I was hoping for,” Ava said, trying to stifle her own laughter as she put on her best indignant expression and peered down into Sloane’s eyes.
“I am not a short person, and you’re literally towering over me in those things!” Sloane said in between her laughter.
“Short is in the eye of the beholder. The taller beholder.” Ava shrugged and looked at Sloane, from low-heeled boots up. She was wearing slightly flared charcoal slacks, a silky green sleeveless blouse that fastened behind her neck, and she carried a camel-colored, light leather jacket. Her arms were bare, and Ava took a beat to admire them. “I think the words you were looking for are ‘Wow, Ava James. You are breathtaking.’ To which I would have responded, ‘Thank you, Sloane Sullivan. You too are mind-blowingly beautiful.’ And then you’d take my arm, and we’d step outside to my car.”
Sloane grinned and attempted a repentant look. “Forgive me. It has been a while since I’ve done this. Wow, Ava James. You are breathtaking.”
“Thank you, Sloane Sullivan. You too are mind-blowingly beautiful,” Ava returned, meaning it. She stuck her elbow out to escort Sloane, and they walked to the car arm in arm.
They were soon seated at the restaurant against a window overlooking the beach. It was dusk, and the waves were high. Ava had ordered a South Australian white wine and Coffin Bay oysters.
Thus far, they’d both been nervous and tongue-tied. Sloane was looking out at the waves when she said suddenly, as if courage had finally found her, “About Bondi…”
“I did try to forget,” Ava interrupted. “I did. I thought I wanted to.”
“I thought maybe you had managed it.” Sloane’s expression remained neutral. “I thought maybe I had too.”
“You brought me stones,” Ava retorted, not buying that Sloane actually believed that either of them had forgotten that morning in Sydney.
“I brought stones to a friend. I wasn’t trying to woo you…with rocks.” Her expression shifted, as if slightly offended.
“It was sweet.” Ava smiled. Her eyes went soft, and she looked around the table, trying to find anything other than Sloane to look at. There was the slightest of aches in her chest, and Ava couldn’t tell if it was nervousness or tenderness she felt growing. “You’re sweet. You wooed me. Maybe without meaning to.” She looked up to find Sloane’s eyes and they looked at one another in silence as if sizing one another up.
Finally, Sloane blinked slowly and looked away to the window again. “But I think you might be dangerous.”
It was Ava’s turn to take slight offense now. “I’m perfectly harmless,” she said. But the shame agreed with Sloane. She had been dangerous in the past, probably still was.
She changed tack, as much to quiet the doubts in her head as for Sloane. “What scares you?”
Sloane looked up with a sharpness that surprised Ava and made her rethink the question.
She quickly tried to recover. “About me, I mean. What scares you about me? I really am harmless—I think. I mean no harm. If it’s our proximity or what happened in Sydney or my career, I’m just…” But the doubt and the shame inside her head were already raging.
“It’s not really that,” Sloane replied. “At least I don’t think it is. You are intimidatingly beautiful. There’s that. I question, ‘why me’—of all the people you could be sitting here with. But it’s…complicated. I’m complicated. I have complications. And I’m sorry. I don’t really want tonight to be this heavy. I really don’t. This is a lovely restaurant with an absolutely gorgeous view, both from the window and the woman directly across from me. And I’m trying hard to enjoy what was promised to be just dinner. I’ll try harder.” She paused, as if to gather her thoughts. “Tell me something I don’t know about you. Tell me—I don’t know—tell me your most embarrassing moment.”
Ava was again taken aback by the rambling monologue, and her shame quieted itself as Sloane tripped over her words. “Do I make you nervous?” she asked simply.
“Not exactly. Maybe. Yes, I guess. My head is all fuzzy and thick. But it’s not you; it’s my own stuff. I’m sorry.” She shook her head slightly and repeated, “Your most embarrassing moment?”
Ava considered Sloane’s moodiness and hoped that it really was only nerves. “I’ve never gotten the, ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ on the very first date.” She laughed, trying to lighten the mood but Sloane looked back at her wearing the expression of someone who’d just made a major social gaffe, so Ava moved quickly to clear the heaviness from the air. “I once accidentally flashed an entire audience when I was in college. Full tits. It was mortifying.”
Sloane laughed, and Ava along with her. The atmosphere immediately lightened. “My parents were in the audience,” Ava continued. “I completely froze. Forgot my lines. It’s a fucking miracle that night didn’t ruin me on acting forever.”
“Lucky audience,” Sloane responded lightheartedly, and Ava relaxed. “But thank goodness it didn’t ruin you on acting.”
Ava ventured her own first-date question, one she’d thought perfect for an English teacher. In her date-night preparations, she’d thought this one the cleverest. “My turn,” she began. “The Oxford comma: yeah or nah?”
Sloane laughed at this. “Nicely done. Now you’re just sweet-talkin’ me.” She shook her head and chuckled again. “I’m a real big fan of the Oxford comma. Anything else is sheer chaos and madness, lacks clarity.” She grinned across the table. “Very well done,” she repeated.
From there, the conversation proceeded with their normal comfort and ease as they finished their dinners and Ava wondered aloud if they should extend the evening to dessert and coffee.
“Coffee, yes. Decaf, please. Dessert, no thank you. Did I tell you I’m running the Byron Triathlon? With my friend, Mo, from Ballard?”
“Well, that explains so very much,” Ava said as the server approached and she ordered their coffees. “How long have you been training for it?” she asked.
“I didn’t set out to train for it. But I do train, generally speaking. And I just thought, when in Rome… Well, Byron, anyway.”
“But this is surely why you train so much? You never sit still. Always running or cycling or swimming. We went to a bike shop to get your gear that first week you were here.”
Ava had long wondered if there was some goal or motivation that pushed Sloane to such extreme lengths—not that she was complaining: Sloane’s body showed how hard she worked. But Ava also wondered if it were completely healthy, and that was saying a lot coming from someone who had worked in and out of Los Angeles.
“It gets me out of my head, shakes out the cobwebs. There’s a moment when I reach my limit, and it all just falls away…” Sloane stopped short.
Ava wondered if Sloane thought she’d said too much, given too much away. “Please, go on. I want to know.”
“Why do you ride every day?” Sloane asked.
Ava smiled and allowed the deflection. “I feel free. No expectations. No responsibilities. No one judges me.”
“Do you generally feel like people judge you?” Sloane asked.
Ava took a long moment to consider her answer to this, especially considering what happened with her first big role. But, she had grown since then, professionally and personally. She owed herself that admission. “Sometimes I feel like I get paid to allow people to judge me. But, unfortunately, it doesn’t end when the camera goes off. Interviews, photo shoots, awards shows, premieres, red carpet events. Don’t even get me started on social media. It never ends. The judging, I mean. Sometimes, I don’t mind it so much—if it’s positive, of course.”
They both laughed and Ava pulled her phone from her bag. “The most chatter I’ve ever gotten on social media was for a magazine shoot I did years ago. I was just starting out.” She handed her phone to Sloane after finding the images. To her surprise, she wanted to provoke Sloane, wanted Sloane to her find her desirable, irresistible.
Sloane’s eyebrows shot toward the ceiling and she handed the phone back far too quickly to have had time to view more than a few photos. “Ava, I can’t look at these! They’re so intimate! I feel like I’m looking at boudoir photos!”
“I assure you they’re not intimate. There were half a dozen people milling about, including my publicist.” Ava looked down at the much younger version of herself on her mobile, wanting Sloane to see what she once was. “I was so young. I was hot. So stupid too.” She looked at a young Ava staring back at herself, right before she’d left Los Angeles. Right before she’d blown everything up.
Why do I want Sloane to see these photos?
At the thought, Lynne’s words floated through her memory: shame is like a toxic friend.
“You don’t think you’re hot now?” Sloane said with a hint of disappointment or maybe sadness in her voice.
The question pulled Ava out of her thoughts and into the moment. “Oh, bloody hell, that’s not what I meant. I’m a different kind of hot now—”
“You’re a better kind of hot now.”
Ava glanced back at the photos on her phone, and her expression must have given away her insecurities because Sloane’s hand wrapped around her own and she took the phone from Ava’s palm.
She settled back into her chair to look through the photos more carefully this time. As she swiped through the photos, she wore a mostly neutral expression, occasionally interrupted by a look of what Ava interpreted as mild surprise. Once, her eyes went wide, and she gently shook her head in a reaction Ava couldn’t decipher.
Ava watched her scroll through each one until Sloane finally handed the phone back to her, a quiet and serious expression on her face.
“Better kind of hot,” Sloane said with more conviction than the first time she had said it. “The woman in those photos is attractive in a way that makes me, the viewer, feel big and powerful, like I’m consuming you. The woman sitting across from me now is beautiful in a way that makes me, the viewer, feel small. Small in the way I feel when I look at the ocean or the night sky or…or…the southern lights.”
Ava sucked in a breath of surprise, and tears unexpectedly and inexplicably filled her eyes. She felt her cheeks go hot, and she reached to touch them as if confirming that she was indeed blushing. “Oh,” was all she managed, and they stared at one another in silence for a long moment. The heat in her cheeks gained intensity and moved all the way to the top of her head. She searched for words to save herself from a vulnerability she never expected, let alone intended. Finally, she muttered, “Um, does…does running or cycling make you feel free?”
“No. It makes me feel human.”
Ava noted an edge of sadness in Sloane’s voice but couldn’t bring herself to ask any further questions. She simply watched as Sloane turned to look out at the now dark beach.
“Shall we walk on the beach?” Sloane asked.
Ava paid the tab only after a brief scuffle with Sloane about the check, and they headed out the back of the restaurant. They walked on the beach, shoes in hand and hair mussed by the wind.
“What did you tell Ellen and Grace about our going out tonight?” Sloane asked after they’d walked a while in silence.
“I lied. Well, I didn’t really lie. I just didn’t tell them the whole truth. I told them I was meeting a friend. And, well, you are a friend.”
“Does Ellen know you sometimes date women? Would she not be supportive?”
“Oh, no! It’s not like that at all. Quite the opposite. I don’t want her to…get excited. Or misunderstand. And I don’t want to confuse Grace.” Ava stopped and pulled Sloane to a stop beside her. “They just—they’ll have expectations.”
And expectations lead to disappointments, Ava thought.
Sloane smiled up at Ava. “Understood. And agreed. Shall we head back?”
The night grew chilly as they made their way to Ava’s car and then toward home. As Ava drove, she thought about reaching over to hold Sloane’s hand, almost did several times. But she sensed that it was too much, too soon—that it somehow crossed an invisible line. So she simply laid her left hand on her own thigh and hoped Sloane would reach over for it. But she never did.
They drove home mostly in silence, well, external silence. The conversations in Ava’s head were fierce and unforgiving.
Ava insisted on walking Sloane to the door of the cottage, wanting to end the evening on a note of chivalry. On reaching the stoop, they turned to one other and stood awkwardly for a moment.
Ava broke the silence. “Did I pass? Will you go on a second date with me?”
Sloane’s eyes went stormy at the suggestion, and Ava thought maybe she hadn’t passed after all until Sloane said, “Maybe a hike soon? A bush walk, rather. We can walk your favorite trail. Or track, I mean.”
Ava smiled at Sloane’s noticeable and adorable efforts to adopt a more Australian vocabulary. She leaned in and placed a soft but lingering kiss on Sloane’s cheek in answer. She leaned back to find cinnamon-colored eyes staring back at her own with an intensity in them she hadn’t seen since they’d stood on the pier in St. Kilda. It occurred to Ava that Sloane had never once looked at her like that on that morning in Bondi.
“Thank you for a lovely evening,” Sloane said, nearly whispering. She turned toward the door, unlocked it, and slipped inside.
Ava stood for a moment, staring at the door, wondering if she saw tears in Sloane’s eyes when she glanced out the closing door. She turned and walked to her car to make the short trip home, feeling far more exposed than she had in a very long time.
* * *
Sloane and Ava had driven to Lamington Park on the second Saturday after their clandestine dinner. Grace had gone on a playdate with a schoolmate, and Ellen was visiting Thomas and his family in Brisbane. So Sloane and Ava had most of the day to themselves and had decided on an early brunch and then one of Ava’s favorite hikes in Lamington Park.
It was midafternoon, and they lay back on an outcropping of granite overlooking a valley of emerald, juniper, and olive greens. Sloane had reached out first. She had very tentatively taken Ava’s hand, and Ava had welcomed it. They were both silent—their fingertips exploring one another’s palms and wrists.
Sloane finally found her voice and, in a rush of fleeting confidence, asked all the questions she’d been rolling around in her head for nearly two weeks.
“What are you looking for here? What do you want from this? We can rule out a fling as we’ve already tried that. Well, a one-morning fling anyway. Maybe casual dating and companionship? Friends who engage in extracurricular activities? Something more? Do you want to fall in love? Do you want something lasting? Partnership or even marriage in the long term? Are you looking to swindle me out of my life savings and disappear into the outback?”
Ava laughed at Sloane’s perceived potential outcomes and teased, “If I were looking to swindle a woman out of her life savings, I would not have chosen a high school teacher.”
“Ouch. Ouch, that hurts,” Sloane faked offense.
Ava sat up and looked down at Sloane, still stretched out on the rock. “Yes, we can toss the possibility of a short fling. That’s proven unrealistic, hasn’t it? And we’re past the point for that anyway, I think.”
Sloane had a moment of panic as she took note of Ava’s implication that they’d moved past the point of sex for the sake of sex. Ava seemed to notice the panic and continued before Sloane could get too far into her thoughts.
“Friends with benefits? Maybe. Falling in love? Something lasting? I’m not very good at doing those things. Honestly, I gave up on falling and staying in love some time ago. Besides, you’re only here through the end of the year. Falling in love with you would be dangerous and doomed. Casual dating and companionship sound lovely. I am rather fond of you,” Ava explained with a levelheadedness that astounded Sloane.
Sloane studied Ava intently, thoughtfully, silently. Dangerous and doomed, she repeated to herself, the words floating through her head.
Ava interrupted her thoughts by returning the question. “And you? What are you looking for here? What do you want from this?”
Sloane was quiet and still, introspective, as she mulled over her options in answering the questions. Ava turned to stare out over the valley, patiently waiting while Sloane mentally charted her answer. Finally, she sat up next to Ava and looked out into the distance before uttering the words that she knew would change their friendship.
“I…I was married. I was happily, joyfully married. I thought I would be married forever. I lost her. I lost my wife to COVID in January of ’21,” she said evenly, her breath shallow as she tried to steady herself. She loathed admitting that this was the truth of her being in Australia, but it was true everywhere. There was nowhere that Julia wasn’t dead.
Ava gasped and turned to face Sloane, “Oh my God! Oh my God, Sloane. Fuck. I…”
“I am still reeling. I’m still a bit lost in the world,” Sloane continued as if she hadn’t heard Ava.
“That’s why you’re here? That’s why you left the States?” Ava’s eyes were narrowed, her brow creased in concern, clearly trying to comprehend something that was altogether incomprehensible.
Sloane nodded, her gaze fixed firmly on the surface of the stone outcropping beneath her. She traced patterns on the rock to distract herself, to stay grounded. “I couldn’t breathe. It was crushing. I needed to get away, to get out, go as far away as I could go. I needed to breathe again.
“I lost her. And I tried to go on there. And everything just kept spinning—work and friends—it just all went on as if she’d never been there. Work was more and more intolerable. They passed these absurd state laws about what I could teach and what I couldn’t, they banned books, called gay educators ‘groomers.’ The school shootings just kept coming, so much hate everywhere. It just kept piling on, and I couldn’t breathe.
“Sometimes, I feel like I’ve lost all the love in my life, all the light. But I want to keep going; I want to be better. And I know she’d want that for me. I needed to be somewhere that I at least had a shot at finding perspective and the space to heal.” Sloane looked up toward the sky, hoping she’d be able to hold off an onslaught of despair. And tears.
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Ava asked very quietly.
Sloane considered her answer to this carefully as it was a question she’d asked herself at least a half a dozen times since February. “I like the way that you look at me,” she whispered.
“The way that I look at you?” Ava’s voice, like Sloane’s own, was barely audible.
“Everyone else in my life looks at me as if I’m fragile. Or already broken. You don’t look at me like that. You’ve never looked at me like that. You look at me like I’m whole, like I’m complete. Like I’m…only me. You’ve looked at me like that since the morning on Bondi Beach.” Only Sloane couldn’t look at Ava now. She didn’t want to see pain or pity in Ava’s eyes. Didn’t want Ava to see the pain in her own. “I think that’s why I went back to the flat with you that morning. Because you looked at me as if I’m not broken.”
Sloane felt Ava’s hand on her forearm. Whether it was to steady her or to emphasize her next words, she wasn’t sure.
“I don’t think you’re fragile, and certainly not broken,” Ava said. “I think you’re extraordinarily strong and brilliant and resilient. I am deeply sorry that you’ve had to be those things in the past year.”
Sloane did look at Ava then. “Thank you.” There was compassion but no pity in Ava’s eyes. “Thank you for that. I am a bit broken, though. On my best days, I feel fragile. On my worst, I feel utterly broken. But I also feel…something like hope.”
“Your sharing this with me depended on my answer to your question about what I want from you,” Ava stated, though it sounded like a question.
“No, not exactly. I needed to tell you regardless of what you want.”
Ava’s hand still rested on Sloane’s arm, and she slid it down to her wrist. “Sloane. Oh, Sloane. What do you want from this? What do you need from this?”
“I can’t be what you deserve, Ava. I like you, and I find myself drawn to you, but I have so very little to offer right now. It wouldn’t be fair to you. Maybe not to me either. I’m not capable of really loving someone so soon. And I don’t know that I’ll ever be truly capable of that again.”
“Friendship, then. You need friendship. And so that’s what I’ll be—your friend.” Ava’s voice sounded resolute, but there was a hint of something in her eyes that Sloane couldn’t name.
Sloane felt a small, almost imperceptible sting at Ava’s answer. An unreasonable sting to a most reasonable answer, Sloane thought. “But may I—may I just hold your hand?”
“Always,” Ava whispered and turned her hand palm side up on the granite.
Sloane slipped her hand into Ava’s and held tight.
“Tell me about her? Tell me about your wife,” Ava said, looking out over the valley.
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CHAPTER 13
THERE WAS THE BEFORE. AND there was The After. Before Julia’s death. And after Julia’s death.
Sloane’s love for Julia hadn’t begun at first sight. It hadn’t come in a rush of emotion and longing. It arrived in a whisper. A quiet suggestion.
They met at a Christmas party at a mutual friend’s house, another teacher whom Sloane had gone to college with and who had taught at the same school as Julia. Public school teachers know how to blow off steam, and so the party was raucous and rowdy.
Sloane thought Julia was loud and boisterous and hilarious. As the party began to wane, the dimples on Julia’s cheeks and her infectious smile captured Sloane’s attention. She had complimented Sloane’s boots by kicking at them while Sloane sat at a kitchen table with one leg crossed over the other. Their small Appalachian town was not an easy place for women to meet women, and Sloane hadn’t been sure if Julia was being flirtatious or awkward or both. They engaged in light conversation about music and documentaries as they waited for the bourbon and the beer to run its course so that they could make their respective drives home. They exchanged numbers and agreed to have lunch with one another, a friendly lunch. That’s how The Before had begun.
Lesbians seem to have two speeds: U-Haul or slow burn. Sloane’s and Julia’s relationship fell solidly into the latter, though not for lack of Julia’s trying. But Sloane was simply in no hurry.
Julia, it seemed, fell quickly and hard. She had pursued Sloane with a patient (and sometimes not-so-patient) determination. Sloane did nothing to discourage the pursuit, nor did she invite it—or maybe she did without being entirely conscious of it. Their friendship, however, was fast and the kind that lasts. Lunches became dinners, coffees became afternoon excursions, movie nights became TV binges, brunches became day trips. Friend and family units were introduced and slowly merged. The seeds of respect, trust, and admiration were all planted and nourished. It was six months after their first meeting that Sloane began to realize and return the romantic affection Julia had long felt. And that’s when love began to truly flourish.
Sloane’s and Julia’s relationship was like a great white oak—it grew slowly and grew strong, deeply rooted and constant. They were married in December of 2015, after the Supreme Court established marriage equality and forced their state to recognize the legitimacy and legality of their relationship. The ceremony was almost four years to the day after the Christmas party.
Their love for one another continued its slow and steady growth in the years that followed. As did their passion for one another. What began as slow-burn, deliberative passion grew into flaming hot, can’t-get-enough sex that left Sloane breathless and speechless. And that grew into flaming hot, deeply intimate lovemaking that left Sloane breathless and speechless and deeply in love.
They lived a happy, contented, interesting, and supportive life together. Not that it was perfect. Like all couples, they had their difficulties. Money, family, communication—Sloane and Julia were not immune to those same issues that all couples grapple with. But they fought through them. And they were stronger for it. Their marriage was a happy one. Sloane thought it was a forever marriage. Julia was Sloane’s home. Her happily ever after.
The Before was beautiful.
And then, The Before was gone.
* * *
Sloane woke up at 4:08 a.m. on the second Saturday morning of January 2021 with a raging fever, and she knew. They’d only been back in the classroom with students for three days, but she knew.
After waiting six hours at the clinic, the test came back positive. Thirty-six hours later, Julia was sick too. And it happened fast. Julia’s breath was too shallow and her pulse too weak. Sloane was very sick, but she was well enough to know that Julia needed the hospital. So Sloane called for an ambulance. And Julia never came home.
Sloane battled a fever for eight days straight—eight days that ran together into one long day. Time didn’t make sense. And it was so cold. When the fever finally broke and Sloane slowly came back to herself, Julia was on a ventilator in the ICU. Sloane couldn’t get to her. Couldn’t see her. Couldn’t hold her hand. Couldn’t tell her it would be OK. Couldn’t tell Julia how loved she was.
Sloane slowly recovered. Alone.
Julia died. Alone.
* * *
The After was cold too. And gray. And silent.
And it stayed cold and gray and silent into March and into April. Sloane returned to the classroom in May to wrap up the school year. Her school was cold and gray and silent too. Her normally vibrant and energetic students were subdued and despondent. Sloane didn’t mind, maybe didn’t even really notice.
It stayed cold and gray and silent into late spring and early summer. The weather warmed, the flowers budded, the trees leafed out, and the grass grew thick and green. But Sloane was still cold. She moved through the end of spring as if moving through a thick, gray fog. Always and everywhere, the world was grayscale and muted. It was as if Sloane hadn’t taken a full breath since early January. But she didn’t mind because Julia couldn’t take one at all.
The summer months grew hot and humid. But still, Sloane was cold. Her world remained colorless and muted. Her friends—hers and Julia’s—suggested she go through Julia’s things. They insisted it would lift some weight from Sloane’s shoulders. They made her lunches and dinners and told her she should get out of the house for social functions. She went to grief counseling. Found a therapist. Took medication for depression and anxiety. But still, Sloane was cold. And her world remained colorless and muted.
Her therapist recommended her to a psychiatrist, who talked to her about reduced contrast sensitivity and how her vision was likely impaired due to depression—maybe all her senses. She didn’t understand how that could be. Her friends and family didn’t understand either. When Julia left, she took the color with her.
She began running, swimming, biking. Then trail running and mountain biking. She discovered if she pushed her body to extreme limits, it reminded her that she had a body at all. She managed to find a few seconds at the end of a particularly grueling run or trail ride when her body felt like it might break. Only then would her brain give her a moment’s reprieve from the anguish of losing Julia.
In those moments, she would let out a long agonizing cry of pain and loss. And then Sloane would feel the cold. And her world would remain colorless and muted.
Sloane had been due to return to the classroom in August. But by then, her community was fraught with tension and divisiveness. The entire state seemed to have cleaved itself into two camps: those who recognized COVID for the deadly virus it was and those who chose to believe it wasn’t real at all. The state legislature had ramped up its attack on students of color, the LGBTQIA community, and women in general.
She was too cold and too numb to even feel outrage. And she still couldn’t breathe properly—either from the lingering effects of COVID itself or maybe Julia had also taken the oxygen from Sloane’s world.
Her first week in the classroom that year was cold and grayscale and muted, just like everything else. But it got worse. Every single day, the air simply weighed more. By September, it was so heavy, Sloane could barely breathe at all. The effort required to move around the classroom was exhausting, and she was asleep by five and six o’clock most nights.
She argued with students about masks. She argued with parents about masks. She argued with coworkers about masks. They had forgotten. Or maybe they didn’t want to remember. Remembering was hard.
She had lost Julia.
The district, following new state laws, made her take down her rainbow flag. They now told her to follow strict state guidelines regarding the teaching of America’s racial past. The state introduced laws that would require her to remove Julia’s photos from her classroom and not speak of being gay because it would “normalize” homosexuality.
Sloane had lost Julia and the state and the district tried to erase her altogether. The air was so cold, so thick, Sloane simply couldn’t breathe anymore. She wanted to find healing, to find life, to find joy. Most of all, she wanted to find color. But to find all of that, she knew she’d have to leave.
In the end, she didn’t mind leaving. Without Julia, what was there to leave?
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CHAPTER 14
May 2022
GRACE APPROACHED SLOANE ON THE first Tuesday evening of May as Sloane finished up a yoga workout on the terrace, trying to limber herself up for the triathlon in Byron Bay the following weekend. The girl wore a matador costume this morning, and Sloane struggled to check her amusement. Grace was clearly nervous as she stepped onto the deck, and her demeanor surprised Sloane. She was normally a tornado, not a mouse. Sloane sat down on her yoga mat, legs crisscrossed so that she was on Grace’s level.
“What’s up, puddin’?” Sloane asked.
Grace wandered aimlessly about the edges of the terrace, and Sloane wondered if she’d gotten into trouble for something. The girl bit the inside of her lip and screwed her face up, fidgeting with the leaves of a potted fig tree. Then she looked down at her own feet and said quietly, “We learned about Mother’s Day in school today.”
“OK.” Sloane pressed her lips together and furrowed her brow, matching Grace’s worried expression. “Why has that gotten you so upset?”
Grace glanced at Sloane with some serious side-eye and climbed on a chair so that she sat sideways in relation to Sloane. She looked away. “My friends, Meg and Ian. They always go with their dads to pick something out for their mums. And they make her brekkie in bed and give her a spa day. That’s what they told me, but my dad’s not here, and I didn’t know.”
“You didn’t know about Mother’s Day?” Sloane felt a pang of sympathy. This was the first time she’d ever heard Grace mention her father with regret or sadness. She normally spoke of him with good humor, love, and even a little reverence.
Grace again looked down at her feet, and there were tears in her eyes. “I didn’t know, and my dad’s never here to help me.”
“You could plan something for your mum. You don’t need your dad for that. I can help, and I’m sure Mimi would help.” She might be overstepping some invisible familial boundaries, but she also couldn’t stand seeing Grace feeling like this. She didn’t want the child carrying around some invisible shame, feeling she wasn’t caring for her mother.
“You could help? And Mimi?” She looked up, her teary eyes meeting Sloane’s. “Is that allowed?”
“Oh, of course it’s allowed, little, tiny tasseltop. There are no rules for Mother’s Day. And families look different for everyone. It doesn’t have to be your dad that helps you show your mum how much you love and appreciate her.” Sloane empathized with Grace’s anguish deep in her own belly. “What would you like to do for your mum? Let’s plan something for her.”
“Can we make brekkie for her?”
Sloane considered her own weekend plans. She wasn’t due back from Byron until Sunday. But she could see the self-doubt and heartbreak written all over Grace’s face and in the slump of her shoulders.
She sighed. She’d have to come back Saturday after the race. She silently hoped Mo and her wife wouldn’t mind her leaving early. Hell, maybe they’d actually appreciate the night alone.
“Yes. We’ll make her brekkie. What do you think she’d like?”
“Meg and Ian said they make pancakes,” Grace said hopefully, now bouncing on the edge of her chair.
“Pancakes it is. And after breakfast, what shall we do?” Sloane stretched out her legs and leaned back onto her elbows. She decided she’d just do the legwork and give Grace control of the planning.
“A spa day?”
Sloane smiled and softened her eyes in understanding. Clearly Meg’s and Ian’s plans for their mums had made an impact, and Sloane remembered that children this age began to crave social acceptance and approval. Grace, who was developmentally poised to begin taking on more familial responsibilities, clearly felt she needed to take care of Ava in a way that accomplished both those things.
“We’ll ask Mimi if there’s a spa your mum likes. I wouldn’t want to pick one out for her. Do we trust Mimi to help us?”
“Yep. Mimi will know. She knows lots of things about Mum.” Grace’s confidence and sassiness were slowly returning.
“We could see if your Mimi and your mum want a spa day together?” Sloane offered. “Mimi is a mum too. And you and I could spend the afternoon together. After brekkie, of course.”
“Yeah! Yeah! Yeah! Mimi and Mum will go have a spa day! And we’ll make pancakes for brekkie! And then we can go to the beach!!” Grace was back to full steam, bouncing on her toes and throwing her tiny fists into the air over her head. “I’ll go ask Mimi!” She pranced off the terrace.
“Grace!” Sloane called after her. “There is one rule about Mother’s Day!”
“There is?” Grace stopped in her tracks.
“Yes, I almost forgot about it but it’s terribly important. Don’t tell your mum the plan. Just Mimi. Brekkie and the spa should be a surprise for your mum,” Sloane explained.
Grace swung around to face Sloane and contemplated this rule. “OK,” she said, clearly unconvinced. Then, “Sloane? What is a spa day?”
* * *
Byron was ready for a party. Having arrived on Thursday night, Sloane was only a little surprised by the town’s atmosphere forty-eight hours before race day.
Mo and Leota had known exactly what to expect: they had loaded up their gear and made the short drive down the coast, planning to settle in and relax on Friday. They were clearly not alone in their thinking; the restaurants and storefronts of the downtown area were packed. It was a godsend that Leota had a friend with a bungalow close enough to the course that they wouldn’t need to worry with shuttles and that she’d been able to convince him to let them spend the weekend at his place.
On the drive down, Sloane’s thoughts flitted between Julia and Ava. Since telling Ava about her loss and her grief, she’d had moments of relief that had caught her off guard, but she also experienced moments of profound guilt.
Dozens of times since that dinner with Ava on Broadbeach, Sloane had thought that she didn’t want to be with anyone else, couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. Yet, Ava stirred something in her. Sloane convinced herself that it must be merely that Ava was present when Sloane had begun reawakening to the world around her in Melbourne. That had to be it, nothing more.
After the day in Lamington Park, Sloane found she wanted to open up more and more with Mo and Leota about the circumstances of Julia’s death. On the Thursday before the race, they’d opened a bottle wine and she told them everything. Both Mo and Leota had cried with Sloane for a while. Mo cursed loudly and often at the details of Sloane’s story, and it warmed Sloane to her core. In truth, Sloane had finally made some space for herself—and maybe a little more for Julia also—since she’d opened up to her adopted friends and family on the Gold Coast. She felt less constricted somehow. Her breath came easier, her lungs felt more expansive, a good sign since she was about to participate in her first full triathlon.
Friday came and went with the expected preparations. They scouted the racecourse. They checked in at three for their bib numbers, start waves, and corresponding swim caps. They marked their bikes and helmets with their numbers and racked their bikes in the transition area. All three of them walked the course once more, and they ate a dinner of carbs and more carbs. Leota gently chastised them both for wanting to participate in what she called “the tortuous insanity of a tri.” She planned to sip green tea and eat croissants while they fought their way through the course.
The other racers might have been drawn to the revelry and camaraderie of the Byron Bay Tri, but Sloane was there to push her body and her mind. So a quiet evening with her friends was perfect. Calming, even.
Morning arrived early and bright. As Sloane carried her gear to the transition area, she remembered that she and Julia had frequently talked wistfully of alter egos they claimed lived parallel lives to their own. Sloane had insisted one of hers was certified in scuba and had hiked the Appalachian Trail. Julia had admitted to Sloane that one of hers ran triathlons and travelled around the world to compete on beautiful courses.
Sloane smiled at the memory of the conversation. Here she was, running a tri. For Julia. The thought made Sloane introspective and pensive but not sad. Her chest tightened at the rush of memories, and, in her mind’s eye, Julia was swelling with pride next to her. She must have been smiling stupidly because Mo punched her softly on the thigh.
“Are you thinking about Julia?” Mo asked as they lay in a grassy area near the starting line, stretching their hamstrings and then their shoulders.
“Always,” she responded quietly. “Thank you for this, friend. Feel free to leave me in the dust if I slow you down.” Her words were out of character for the person she normally was around Mo. The two of them were normally unbearably competitive and boastful with one another.
“Never.” Mo’s tone was also out of the norm for their relationship, but welcome. “This we do together.”
Bright—nearly neon—yellow was the color assigned to Sloane’s and Mo’s wave. They had been assigned a start time in the group second to last since Sloane had never run a full tri before. The swim scared her most: it was her weakest leg of the race. Being in the water while vying for space with a couple hundred other people worried her. She had been training at Burleigh and at other beaches and swim clubs on the Gold Coast since January and had promised herself that she’d be slow, steady, and methodical. No need to rush.
Slow and steady. For Julia. Slow and steady. For Julia. Slow and steady. For Julia.
She repeated this over and over as the airhorn blared and she jogged into the surf. The water was just cold enough that the race organizers had called for wet suits—though some racers were ignoring the directive. As she plunged into the water, the chill temporarily sucked the breath from her body, and she was immediately transported into visions of her wife struggling for breath.
Slow and steady. For Julia. Slow and steady. For Julia.
The water and the practiced motions of her swim stroke pushed away the vision. She relished the sensation of inhaling and exhaling and the alternate lengthening and contracting of the muscles in her shoulders, back, arms, and legs. As she swam, stretching her chin to the sky every other stroke to fill her lungs with air, she had the odd thought that no one would notice if she cried on this leg of the race, and so she did. She swam and she cried.
Sloane’s first transition wasn’t smooth. It was awkward and took too long. She tried to mimic Mo and the other racers, but she was just too slow in going from water to bike. Her shoulders ached. Her lungs screamed. She thought surely her brain and her muscles were competing for a limited oxygen supply in her body because not only were her limbs heavy and cumbersome but her thoughts were also thick and unclear. Mo was incredibly patient as Sloane muddled through and settled onto her bike seat for the forty-kilometer ride. They rode next to one another in complete silence.
The second transition was only slightly better than the first. She dismounted and walked into the transition area to rack her bike and change into her running sneakers. Her shoulders still ached from the swim, and her leg muscles, glutes, and lower back complained about her posture on the bike. But the aches and pains felt good, or at least right.
Mo was only slightly faster than Sloane on this transition. They had only a ten-kilometer run remaining, and they’d be done. On this leg of the tri, they chatted about the other runners and about what they would eat for dinner. Mo doubted aloud that she’d be able to take advantage of a night alone in Byron with her wife as she’d originally planned. Sloane chuckled at her pouting friend as they slogged on toward the finish line.
About three quarters of the way through, her calf muscles started to seize up and she wondered if she’d make it through the wall that most racers hit at some point, but she did. Mo pulled her through. Then Mo hit the wall, and Sloane pulled her through.
Three hours and fifty-four minutes after they started, they finished. And per her usual, Sloane let out a howl of anguish and sorrow as she crossed the finish line, as did many other racers. Mo joined in the howling, and it was nice to have the company.
Sloane had finished the race: she swam, she biked, she ran. She did these things because Julia could not do them.
* * *
The lights were off in the cottage. It was only nine p.m., but the cottage was bathed in darkness and silence. Ava wondered if her mother and daughter were wrong and that Sloane had actually spent the night in Byron after all. She knocked on the back door, tried the handle, and found it unlocked.
“Sloane?” She poked her head into the cottage. “Are you here?”
“In the bedroom.” Sloane’s voice was slow and heavy with sleep. “Come on in.”
Ava took off her shoes and slipped inside, closing the door quietly behind her, even though she’d already clearly woke Sloane. It took several moments for Ava’s eyes to adjust to the darkness. Once acclimated, she saw a duffle bag gaping open on the sofa, its contents spilling out. On the floor lay a mesh bag stuffed with Sloane’s trainers, cycling shoes, and wet gear.
She crept down the hallway and to the door of the main bedroom. Sloane kept a small, dim night-light by the door, and in the low light, Ava saw Sloane sprawled on the bed. In her tiny sleep shorts and a tight singlet, she was lying on top of the doona as if she hadn’t had the energy to crawl beneath the sheets. Oddly, her hair was wet.
Ava stood statue-still at the door. Sloane was damn sexy, and Ava had to remind herself that she was truly unavailable in the way Ava wanted.
“You can come in, but I’m not getting up.” Sloane gave a small chuckle, or maybe a grunt of pain, Ava wasn’t sure. “Did I leave the door unlocked?”
Ava stepped into the room and sat on the edge of the bed. “Hi,” she whispered, even though there was no one else in the cottage to disturb. “Yeah, it was unlocked.”
“Thank God. I couldn’t have gotten up to answer it. Besides, nothing much here to get me except a few wallabies and a butcherbird with questionable personal boundaries. Also, hi.” She stretched her lips into a slow, tender smile, rolled toward Ava, and curled into a tight ball.
“Your hair is wet,” Ava reached out and touched her fingertips to Sloane’s head. Her breath caught in her throat at the contact, and she immediately pulled her hand back and curled both fists to her chest.
“I just showered for the second time today. I felt like the one immediately after the race didn’t quite take,” she said with a wobbly grin. Her eyes started to drift closed.
Ava had to actively resist the urge to stroke Sloane’s soft, straw-colored locks and the line of her jawbone. She wondered if she’d be able to keep the promise she’d made herself to give Sloane only what Sloane needed most: friendship. Really what Ava most wanted to do was to curl herself around Sloane’s sleepy, probably sore, body and hold her while she slept off the race. She forced herself to stop this line of thought.
“I didn’t realize you were coming home after the race,” she said. “I’d assumed you’d stay in Byron tonight. I would have checked on you earlier if I’d known, but Grace only told me at her bedtime that you’d come back.”
“Have plans tomorrow morning. Had to get back.” Sloane shortened her sentences, probably from exhaustion.
“I heard about your plans,” Ava said and shifted slightly away from Sloane in order to better stay her hands.
“She told you?” Sloane opened her eyes in real surprise, and Ava noted they looked conspiratorial.
“She’s a terrible keeper of secrets. Much like all five-year-old children.” Ava chuckled at Sloane’s naïveté, also touched by the woman’s faith in her daughter. “I think you are going to be far too tired to make breakfast and babysit tomorrow.”
“That’s why I am in bed now. Sleeping. To rest up. For tomorrow,” Sloane goaded, her eyes getting heavy again.
“Right, right, then. I’ll just let you rest.”
Before she could stand, Sloane laid her hand on Ava’s thigh as if to stop her from getting up.
Ava’s heart leaped into her throat at the intimate touch.
“Wait,” Sloane said. “Please, wait. Will you stay? Just for a bit? Just for a little bit? Maybe just until I fall asleep? It won’t be long.”
Ava leaned back and settled against the headboard. “Of course.”
“It’s just…it’s nice, you’re being here. It’s nice,” Sloane stammered awkwardly.
“I’ll grab a throw from the sofa. It’s a bit chilly.” Ava started to rise again.
“Just get under the blanket with me. We’ll get under the blanket. This isn’t Sydney. May I spoon you?” Sloane asked timidly and slurred her words a little in fatigue. “You be the little spoon?” she mumbled as she crawled under the doona and between the sheets.
Ava stopped short. Sloane sounded like an unsure teen, and maybe even a drunk one at that. Warmth gathered in her belly and spread outward. “Sure, I’ll be the little spoon.”
She matched Sloane’s shyness as she, too, crawled under the doona and curled into a ball, her back to Sloane as she pushed herself into the bend of Sloane’s body. She felt the curves of Sloane’s body against her own, Sloane’s breath on the curve of her neck. She was suddenly very aware of warmth seeping into her back and legs and shoulders. Ava’s breath shallowed and her skin tingled, wanting more. With a deep breath, she fought off the want. Sydney had been good, but it hadn’t felt like this.
Sloane’s raspy, sleepy voice whispered in her ear, “I brought a stone for you. It’s on the kitchen countertop. Bench. The kitchen bench.” And then there was nothing but the steady, even breaths of a very deep sleep.
For a long time, Ava dared not move. Not only was she reluctant to leave for fear of waking Sloane, but she didn’t want to leave the warm curves of Sloane’s body against her own. Only when she felt Sloane roll away and onto her back did Ava ease herself from the bed to creep down the hallway and into the kitchen.
She stopped in the kitchen and picked up a small rock from the benchtop. It was burgundy with a silvery sheen on its surface. She turned the stone over in her hand, looking at it from every angle. She looked back toward the bedroom, momentarily tempted to crawl back into bed with Sloane.
This time, she listened to the voice of reason in her head and turned decisively toward the door. She locked it behind her as she left in case Sloane needed protecting from the overly intrusive butcherbird named Hope.
Sure enough, the bird was sitting on the fence of the riding arena, and Ava laughed when she saw her.
* * *
Sloane woke hours later to an empty bed. She stretched out in the barely-there light of dawn. Looking over to where Ava had been, she was almost disappointed that the sheets were cold and that there was no indentation on the pillow next to her. Unbelievably, she had slept thought the night. Without interruption, without restlessness, without nightmares, for the first time in 484 days.
I don’t know what I’m doing, Julia. Is this wrong? Is it wrong that it felt so good to have her in my bed? It’s too soon to feel any kind of way about any woman. But I slept, Julia. For the first time since you’ve been gone. I slept. And I woke to find pink light in this room. Pink, Julia.
Sloane still felt Julia and still heard her, but not as often as even just a few months ago. Sloane closed her eyes and conjured the tone and the timbre of Julia’s voice. The dips and valleys and peaks of her intonation. She’d read that she’d eventually forget what Julia’s voice sounded like, and the thought was crushing. She focused her memories on various moments in their relationship. The particular quality of Julia’s voice when she was angry, when she was excited, when she was silly, when she was aroused. Sloane hadn’t forgotten. Not yet.
She rolled onto her side and reached out to feel for her cell phone on the bedside table. She opened the music app, scrolled down the recently played list, and tapped Julia’s favorite album. After listening to the first three songs, she dragged herself out of bed and to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee.
The silver and burgundy stone she had left on the countertop the evening before was gone. She smiled at that and closed her eyes to the melodic voice of Ben Abraham wafting through the cottage. She allowed herself to remember Julia’s singing, which was somehow both pitchy and flat but also exuberant, and the memory made Sloane laugh.
It was good to laugh at memories she’d shared with Julia as this too was a new occurrence in her grieving—no longer were the memories met only with tears. Thinking of her late wife, she opened the curtains in the lounge to find Hope had arrived to bid her good morning.



CHAPTER 15
AT THE MAIN HOUSE LATER that morning, Sloane, Ellen, Ava, and Grace sat down to blueberry and lemon pancakes, crispy American-style bacon, coffee, and juice. Grace and Sloane had dubbed the breakfast main dish ‘splodin’ pancakes as they’d made them because the blueberries were given to popping open in a spray of purple and blue. Sloane, Ava, and Ellen each wore tea towels over their shirts as they ate to protect themselves from the projectile berry juice. Grace wore a full chef’s uniform, including the hat, and she was utterly delighted with herself. And Sloane was wholly bewitched by Grace’s innocent charm.
After breakfast, the foursome made their way together to the stables. Sloane felt the need to try her hand at grooming the horses, and the others were quick to oblige her. They spent an easy morning laughing and teasing as Ava coached her through the handling and brushing of the horses. She learned about the anatomy of the horses and the correct way to approach and lead. Sloane let herself enjoy the hum of her skin every time Ava’s fingers accidently grazed her own. A soothing calm began in her hands and spread up through her arms, into her shoulders and torso, and all the way down into her legs. She felt content.
It’s just the triathlon. That’s why you feel this way. That’s the only reason you feel this way. It’s the body reacting to extreme exertion. That, and a good night’s sleep. That’s what did it. And that’s all.
Sloane’s thoughts were interrupted by Ava’s musings about their morning, “Those lemon-blueberry pancakes were amazing. What a morning this has been!” She smiled at Grace and then Sloane.
“I consider myself the Bubba Blue of pancakes—”
“Bubba Blue?” Ellen asked.
“Yeah, the character from Forrest Gump, Bubba Blue: I can make buttermilk pancakes, pecan pancakes, strawberry pancakes, banana pancakes, chocolate chip pancakes—I like those on my birthday—sweet potato pancakes, apple pancakes…”
Grace went suddenly and visibly rigid. There was something like fear or guilt on her face, “I forgot it’s Mum’s birthday!”
Sloane stopped brushing Winnie and went all wide-eyed along with Grace. They both slowly turned to look at Ava. Sloane asked quizzically, “It’s your birthday today?”
It was Ellen who answered. “It’s her birthday today. My Mother’s Day gift every year,” she said, looking fondly at her daughter.
“It doesn’t fall on Mother’s Day every year, obviously,” Ava said, “but every now and then. And I was born on Mother’s Day, yes.”
“I forgot!” Grace repeated, looking disappointed and angry with herself. She balled her hands into fists at her side, scrunched up her face, and looked as if she might cry.
“Gracie, look at all you’re doing for my day: breakfast and spa day and…”
“I didn’t know it was your birthday either,” Sloane cut in, feeling as downhearted as Grace.
Ava glanced sideways to make eye contact with Sloane. “One broken heart at a time, Sloane. Let me sort this one, and then I’ll get to yours.” The words were serious, but there was a glint of humor in her eyes.
“Uh, of course, right. Five-year-olds first. Of course,” Sloane answered sheepishly, and Ellen, Ava, and Sloane all laughed at her temporary childishness.
Ava continued to soothe and comfort Grace, convincing her that brekkie, the time they were all spending with the horses, and the spa day were more than enough for both a birthday and a Mother’s Day. Then she turned her attentions back to Sloane. “Do you want to know what I’d like you to give me for my birthday?”
“Um,” Sloane looked warily back at Ava, fearing something slightly scandalous.
“I want you to ride,” Ava said impishly. “Bonza. I want you to ride Bonza. Next weekend. I want you to let us start teaching you how to ride.”
“Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!” Grace squealed, bouncing up and down. “You can ride Bonza! That’s a great birthday gift!” Grace seemed to have forgotten her earlier self-directed disappointment and contrition.
Ellen, chuckling and looking devilishly pleased with the unfolding of this scene in her stables, chimed in, “I think that is a splendid birthday gift as well. Ava will teach you to ride Bonza.”
“Why do I get the feeling you’re certain I will fail miserably?” Sloane pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at Ellen.
Ava interrupted, “Well, will you? Please? For my birthday?” There was a look of optimistic expectation in her eyes and in her smile.
Sloane took a deep, dramatic breath, closed her eyes, and tipped her face up to the sky. “Yes,” she said begrudgingly. “I will let you try to teach me to ride a horse for your birthday. Bonza is the gentlest, yes?”
“Yay!!!” exclaimed Grace. “Yeah, Bonza is the only one Mum will let me ride.”
Ava and Ellen both laughed.
“Yes, we’ll start you on the horse that even a five-year-old can ride,” Ava added, winking at Sloane.
“Fair dinkum?” Sloane said, still attempting to figure out the nuances of the phrase.
“Not quite. Keep trying.”
* * *
Ava and Ellen sat side by side in plush leather pedi chairs, drinking champagne. This was the last stop on their Mother’s Day outing, having first done some shopping, followed by tea at a small cafe. They had finally made their way to the spa, where they enjoyed massages, salt soaks, and now pedicures. It had been quite a long time since Ava had spent the day like this with her mum. Their conversations had ranged from Grace to Thomas’ family and, finally, to Ava’s upcoming stint filming in Melbourne.
“I’ve already arranged for Will to help with the horses every day. They’ll be well taken care of while you’re gone,” Ellen assured Ava.
Ava wondered how her mother and Grace would manage both school and chores in her absence. Up to this point, Grace had always accompanied her on shoots as she wasn’t yet enrolled in school. Ava had hired nannies to help watch after her daughter while she was actively filming. Being separated for this long was a first for them all, and it worried Ava.
Ellen, as if reading Ava’s mind, said, “She’ll be fine, dear. We’ll get on just fine. And Sloane’s there if we get in a pickle.”
Ava looked sideways at her mum, who looked sideways back. Both waited for the other to speak.
Finally, Ava ventured, “Speaking of pickles, I wonder how the two are going today.”
“Pickleball and the beach were bold choices on the day after a triathlon,” Ellen said with a little bewilderment in her voice. “But Sloane is a bold one.”
Ava looked fully at her mother now. “You think she’s bold?” Disbelief edged her tone. Ava didn’t experience Sloane as dangerous or daring at all.
“Not bold in the sense that you mean. Bold in a dauntless sort of way,” Ellen proffered. “Going abroad after everything she’s been through, that’s courageous. Bold.”
Ava studied her mother. They’d never discussed the things Sloane had confided to Ava. Never discussed Sydney, nor the dinner date she and Sloane had been on, if you could call it a date. Never discussed their decision to set the boundaries of their relationship at friendship, never discussed the reasons why they had done so. She blinked slowly, wondering how much her mother had noticed, if anything. It wasn’t that Ava didn’t want to discuss Sloane with her mother. It was more that she wasn’t sure her mother wouldn’t complicate things with her own theories and predictions. Ava knew all too well that, on occasion, her mum fancied herself some sort of oracle.
“Oh, darling. You can stop looking at me like that. Of course, I know that you’re smitten with her. And she with you.” Ellen sipped her champagne smugly.
Ava pursed her lips at her mother’s ability to see everything—and at how insufferable she could be about it. “It’s not that simple, Mum,” she said into her champagne flute.
Both mother and daughter were quiet for a minute, then Ellen confessed, “When I met her in January, I recognized the sadness.”
Ava looked at her mother with surprise as Ellen continued. “There was something familiar in her tone. Something familiar in her eyes. And I couldn’t understand why someone at that point in her career would pack up for the other side of the world. So I did some poking around.”
Ava blinked hard in surprise. “Does she know?” she asked. “Does she know that you…poked around?”
“I don’t know. I think she probably suspects I looked her up. Especially after she met you. She’s an intelligent woman,” Ellen answered.
“What did you find?” Ava asked with real curiosity now. “And exactly how did you poke around?”
“Well, I called Bea for starters. To double-check her credentials, though I was certain they were all in order. Bea assured me that her credentials were, in fact, unassailable. Then I simply googled her.” Ellen looked pleased with herself. “I found an article about teacher deaths in the States from COVID. Then I found the obituary.”
“Oh.” Ava leaned back in the chair. Tears sprang to her eyes, though she couldn’t say exactly why. Something about the word obituary jarred her and made it all suddenly real. She felt acutely exposed at the word, maybe in sympathy for Sloane.
“Why didn’t you tell me? How long have you known? What did it say? The obituary, I mean?” She blasted her mother with a barrage of questions.
Her mother stared off into the distance, a blank look on her face. “I was fifty-eight when I lost your father. We had been together thirty-two years. Thirty-two years and two children together. And an extended family and community that supported us. How could I possibly have moved on after more than three decades of happiness and after raising a family with him? I can’t say if Sloane had support like your father and I did. And she’s what, forty-two? Forty-three? There’s never a good time to lose a spouse, but that’s too young.”
“Have you talked with her? About losing Dad? And why didn’t you tell me about her being widowed?” Ava asked.
“No, I haven’t spoken with her. I’ve considered it, but I’m not sure she’s ready. She’s working very hard to be, though. That much I can see, but she’s not there yet. And I didn’t tell you because I’m not sure what role you’re to play in her journey, or hers in yours. But I am certain you’re both to play one,” Ellen said rather cryptically.
Ava grimaced her displeasure. Yeah, there’s the oracle.
“Mum, my only role to play here is to be her friend. And I’m absolutely fine with that. Do you remember the last time I dated a woman? I don’t want anything like that with Sloane, with anyone really. And Grace. I don’t want Grace to get hurt.”
“You truly believe the two of you are only friends? There were sparks between the two of you the moment you met her at the farm. The sparks were so many that you wanted her gone immediately. Do you remember that?” Ellen asked with incredulity.
“Yes, Mum. I do remember the sparks when I first met her.” Ava’s heart quickened, remembering the sparks at Bondi.
“Ava, she’s a lovely person. Give her some time. And yourself too. You need some time to understand what it would be like to be with someone with that kind of grief. And, for heaven’s sake, Ava James, Amira happened twenty years ago, love. Stop being so ridiculously dramatic. Sometimes you carry on like a pork chop. And you repeatedly sabotage your own happiness.”
“I’m not being dramatic! That’s insulting, Mum. And it doesn’t matter how much time I give her. She’s leaving in December. Whatever role we’re to play in one another’s lives, as you say, it begins and ends at friendship.” Ava sat heavily against the chair. The memory of her after-school conversation with Grace popped into her head, and she burst out laughing, barely getting out the words “and I’m not a pork chop.”
Ellen eyed Ava as if she were Grace’s age. “Maybe lay off the champagne, dear. One more thing. As for Grace, my granddaughter is already madly in love with Sloane. And, I daresay, my darling, so are you.”



CHAPTER 16
SLOANE KEPT HER PROMISE. THE following Sunday, she slipped into a pair of worn jeans and a long sleeve shirt. Having no proper riding boots, and seeing no need for them, she slipped on her Blundstones and begrudgingly headed to the riding arena. The autumn air was cool and the sky sunny—a perfect day for breaking a bone, Sloane thought.
Ava and Grace could hardly contain their excitement to get Sloane on a horse. Even Ellen came down from the house to watch, probably thinking she’d get a good laugh out of the American’s clumsiness. Charlie romped along with the group, matching their excitement.
Sloane didn’t even bother to mask her nervousness. The plan was to use the mounting block to get Sloane up on the horse and go a few rounds of the arena so that she could get a feel for Bonza, and he for her. If all went well, Ava would mount Hughie, and they’d go out into the paddock for a longer ride.
Sloane slipped over Bonza’s saddle and looked at Ava and Grace. Anxiety rose in her chest, and she tried to breathe through her worry. Ava and Grace simply smiled up at her, seemingly oblivious to her fear. Ellen watched from the edge of the paddock, leaning against the fence.
Every muscle in Sloane’s body was tense. Bonza fidgeted and stomped around, huffing air out around the bit, making Sloane tense even more.
“Just relax. He can feel you tensing your muscles. He’ll tense up in return. And breathe. For goodness sake, breathe,” Ava instructed. “Grace, go stand with Mimi.”
Sloane forced her lungs to pull in air and closed her eyes, trying to relax her muscles. In. Out. In. Out. She tried to center herself—literally and figuratively. When Ava chuckled beside her, Sloane opened her eyes to find three pairs of eyes watching with obvious glee. These women fully expected that she was about to have a life-altering experience. She was wholly unconvinced.
“Are you ready?” Ava offered gently. It was more a suggestion than a question.
“As I’ll ever be.”
Ava, who had been holding the lead since Sloane mounted the horse, began walking away from the mounting block and taking Sloane around the edge of the riding arena. Because Ava was leading Bonza, she and Sloane were unable to see one another’s faces. Ava periodically turned to look at Sloane, probably in hopes that she was beginning to relax and enjoy the ride. And Sloane did, she began to relax and to appreciate the rise and fall of her body in time with Bonza’s gait. She was very aware of her body, and her mind had started to clear. She felt much the same way she felt toward the end of a long run or swim, as if she were being forced out of her head. Despite herself, she began to smile.
Ava noticed. Grace and Ellen noticed. She was riding a horse. She wasn’t quite matched up correctly to his gait and moved a bit awkwardly and out of sync, but she was riding.
“I’m going to hand you the reins. A slight tug to your left will turn him to your left, a slight tug to the right will turn him right. Pull up and into your body ever so slightly if you want him to slow or stop. You’re doing great.”
“I don’t know. Can’t you just lead us around the rest of the day?” Sloane asked quietly, afraid the sound of her own voice would jolt the horse into a gallop.
“You’re doing great. He’ll take care of you. And I’m right here.”
Sloane held tightly to the reins.
“Relax. You can’t mess this up.”
And she couldn’t. In fact, she didn’t have to do much at all. Bonza knew what to do and he really led himself in wide circles around the arena. With each circuit, she would pass Ellen, Grace, and Ava smiling at her from the fence. Ellen nodded in either approval or surprise, maybe both. Grace yelped with joy and clapped her hands at Sloane’s success. Ava beamed with pride and satisfaction, which Sloane found to be funny because she really wasn’t doing anything.
After four or five loops, Sloane allowed herself to notice Ava in her tight jeans, forest-green button-down shirt, and tall riding boots. Her hair was pulled back in a loose braid. The top four buttons of her shirt weren’t fastened and it hung loosely and slightly open between her breasts. She wore no makeup, and the sun lit up every freckle on her cheeks, nose, and forehead. Sloane’s breath caught in her throat but not from anxiety or fear. Ava was beautiful, breathtakingly so.
And I’m riding a horse, Sloane gloated silently.
On the next time round, Sloane found Ava astride Hughie, waiting. Ellen and Grace stood at the gate that opened into the paddock and waited for the pair to approach.
“Oh, really? Do you think I’m ready? Maybe we should wait until next weekend? Maybe we need more time here in the arena?” Sloane pulled up very slightly on the reins and, just like Ava had said, Bonza came to a stop.
Ava didn’t respond, but instead made a clicking noise with her tongue and Bonza followed Hughie and Ava out of the paddock despite Sloane’s slight protestations.
“I did not consent to this,” Sloane said flatly.
Ava laughed and slowed Hughie so that he was shoulder to shoulder with Bonza. She looked over to Sloane, her expression full of affection. “Tell me you’re not enjoying this, and we’ll turn around and go back.”
“No, I am enjoying this. I’m having fun. Also, you’re beautiful.” The statement slipped right past her lips without thought or embarrassment.
Ava looked momentarily surprised at the compliment. Then she smiled. “As are you. You look good on a horse.” She shrugged slightly and tipped her head teasingly toward Sloane.
They spent more than an hour picking their way slowly around the paddock and the edges of the floodplain of the creek before Sloane announced that she wasn’t sure she’d be fit enough to walk tomorrow. They lingered for a moment near the Moreton Bay fig before starting back toward the arena.
Sloane was just about to ask Ava’s plan for getting her off the horse when Bonza spooked, apparently startled by a toad in the pasture’s low grass. Sloane instinctively dropped the reins and jerked, which seemed to make Bonza remember the inexperienced rider in his saddle, and he jumped again, causing Sloane to lose her balance and fall.
Moments later, lying on the ground in the middle of the paddock, she opened her eyes to a blur of green and beige and heard voices that she couldn’t quite make sense of. A cold sweat dampened her skin and then cool hands, not her own, touched her cheeks and forehead. She heard her name spoken in urgent voices, and slowly, very slowly, her vision began to clear.
“Sloane, Sloane! Sloane, are you OK?” a voice demanded.
Sloane raised her hands to the throbbing in her head, then to her stinging lip, and she heard relief in the voices.
“I’ll go and phone an ambulance,” someone said.
“No, no, I’m fine,” Sloane protested weakly. “I’m OK.” She finally began to make sense of her predicament. “Really, I’m fine. I just need a minute.”
“You are decidedly not fine. Don’t move.We should get you to the hospital.” Ellen spoke, but it was Ava’s hands on her cheek and shoulder.
She propped herself on her elbows. “But I’m fine. I’m sure it’s just a flesh wound,” she joked in a terrible British accent, made worse by the shock of what was likely a concussion.
Ava and Ellen both huffed out identical incredulous puffs of air at Sloane’s attempt at humor.
“Really, I’m fine,” Sloane repeated with more sobriety this time. She pulled herself to a half-sitting position, using one arm for support, and touched a finger to her lip again. She was bleeding, but not badly. She touched her hand to her forehead, to the worst of the throbbing, and found no blood. “I’m fine,” she insisted again.
“I’m not sure. Head wounds can be tricky. Shouldn’t we call an ambo?” Ava spoke not to Sloane, but to her mother.
“If she can walk, I can drive her to Emergency.”
“I’m fine…and I’m right here. Do I get a say in this at all?” Sloane asked indignantly, and both women looked at her with deep concern, clearly not trusting her to make decisions for herself.
Sloane began to take in more and more of her surroundings. Charlie paced anxiously a few feet away from where she lay. Grace stood off to the side of her mother and grandmother, fear etched across the girl’s brow and tears on her cheeks.
“Hey, hey, I’m OK. Come here. I’m OK.” She sat up completely now and reached a hand toward the girl. Grace took two or three tentative steps and then fell into Sloane’s hug.
Ava and Ellen stood up, looking relieved. They helped Sloane to her feet and toward the arena.
Ellen was the first to speak directly to Sloane as both Ava and Grace seemed lost for words. “Let’s get you to my car. I am driving you to the hospital. They’ll check your head. Do not argue with me. Am I clear?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Sloane conceded. This was not the time to match Australian stubbornness with her own Appalachian prideful independence.
“Don’t call me ma’am. How many times have I told you?”
“Must be the head injury,” Sloane quipped. “In fact, I’m sure of it.”
Ellen responded with a don’t-try-me look, and Sloane thought better of it. For the moment.
* * *
Ava watched Sloane sleep curled up on the sofa in the lounge room in the main house. She wondered several times through the afternoon if they’d made a mistake in not keeping Sloane overnight at the hospital. But every time Ava had woken her, she’d insisted that she was fine and had fallen right back to sleep. Charlie had taken up residency on the floor, the length of his body pressed against the sofa, as if buttressing Sloane’s sleeping form.
Around nine o’clock that evening, Ava sat reading a book on her e-reader in the armchair nearest the sofa. Ellen and Grace were in bed for the evening. Fidgeting and fretful, Ava noticed Sloane stirring, and she rushed over to check the myriad of injuries Sloane had sustained. Ava even checked the ones she’d imagined Sloane must have sustained.
Sloane tolerated Ava’s inspections before finally declaring, “I’m mostly just hungry.”
Ava moved her to the dining nook and produced a plate of leftover kebabs. She sat across from Sloane and watched her intently. She noticed that Sloane’s bottom lip was swollen and angry-looking. “Are you sore?” Ava finally asked.
“Honestly, I do have a raging headache,” Sloane admitted. “And my shoulder feels tender.”
“We should have a look at the shoulder. And maybe get some ice on it?” Ava suggested, waiting for Sloane to finish the kebabs. “You slept on and off all afternoon and evening, but the doctors said that was to be expected.”
After Sloane had finished her late dinner, Ava followed her to the bathroom mirror and watched from the door as Sloane took off her shirt, leaving on a black sports bra. Ava noted with dismay the purples and blues spilling and spreading across Sloane’s left shoulder and onto her back. She felt a pang of guilt for pushing Sloane to ride, and she realized that she had her hand over her chest as if her heart hurt for Sloane’s injuries. Then she suddenly became very aware that Sloane was standing before her in only jeans and a bra.
She slipped from the bathroom door and walked to her bedroom and then returned with lounge pants and a singlet.
“You’re sleeping in my bed tonight. I am sleeping beside you to keep an eye on you. This is nonnegotiable.” She gave Sloane her best stern, intractable expression and hoped the equally stubborn woman would simply comply.
Sloane’s only answer was to close the bathroom door, presumably to ready herself for bed. Ava took Charlie out one last time and then turned off all the lights throughout the house before returning to her bedroom, where she waited for Sloane to finish in the bathroom. Shortly afterward, there were quiet footsteps in the hallway. The footsteps paused just before Ava’s door.
“You can come inside,” Ava announced.
She bundled Sloane up in her bed, settling in next to her. Sloane had positioned herself flat on her back, and Ava watched as she winced through the aches and the soreness. Ava reached out and picked up Sloane’s hand,
“I can’t believe this happened. I am so sorry. I just wanted you to love riding as much as I do. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. But also, don’t give up on it? But it’s probably too soon to ask that.”
“You know,” Sloane said evenly and with only a hint of sarcasm in her voice, “this isn’t even a thinly veiled metaphor for my life right now.” She laughed and then winced.
Ava laughed in return. “You’re funny when you’re concussed.” Ava trailed her fingertips along Sloane’s bare shoulder and above the singlet to her chest and neck before she realized her subconscious gesture. She looked up to see Sloane’s eyes following her fingertips and paused, wondering if the caress was unwelcome.
Sloane’s eyes never left Ava’s hands, and, without warning, a single tear slipped down Sloane’s cheek. Then another.
Ava jerked her hand back as if she’d been shocked. She sat up. “Oh, am I hurting you?”
“No, no, I’m fine. I’m not hurting. It’s just…it’s been a long time since someone touched me like that. It just—it feels nice.”
Ava breathed deeply and settled back in. She looked at Sloane for a long while. “You never talk about her,” Ava whispered. “You can, if you want.”
She then suddenly wondered if she really did want to hear about Julia. She considered if she really wanted to know how much Sloane still loved her wife, how much she longed for her.
Sloane didn’t talk about Julia, though. She talked about herself, with a willingness and an openness Ava rarely heard from her.
“When I lost her, the world went gray. There was no color and little sound. For more than a year, I was living in that place between sleep and wakefulness, that twilight place where you’re really in neither place at all. I was sleepwalking through my colorless, muffled world. I’ve felt broken for such a long time. And I just wanted to feel some agency, some modicum of control.”
“Do you still feel that way?” Ava asked, propped up on her side so that she was peering down at Sloane. She found Sloane’s hands, picked one up, and ran her fingertips along Sloane’s own, around her wrists, and into her palms.
“Broken? Sometimes. But I’ve had these moments where I could feel the pull of something, like a rip current pulling me towards wakefulness. Have you ever been sleeping so soundly that you don’t allow external stimuli to wake you? Instead, you weave it into your sleep, into your dreams? Alarms, music, smells, conversations—you weave them into sleep so you don’t have to wake?”
“Yes, I have.” Ava said, thinking back to times when she’d dreamed about music, only to wake and realize that it wasn’t a dream at all and music was playing nearby.
“For a long time when I got here, that’s what it was like. I felt something pulling at the edges of my waking sleep. But I fought it.” Sloane stared intently at some invisible spot on the ceiling. “The penguins woke me. It was the penguins that finally woke me.” Sloane looked at Ava sideways, as if afraid of being judged.
“The penguins?” Ava furrowed her brow, not entirely understanding but remembering the shift in the air, that night on the pier.
“The penguins at St. Kilda. In Melbourne. With you,” Sloane explained in stilted, embarrassed phrases.
“Yes, I remember the penguins.” Ava closed her eyes and leaned back. “Tell me what you experienced that night. I saw something was happening, but I didn’t understand.”
Ava had long wondered what had happened to Sloane on that pier under the night sky. She remembered the air vibrating, and the sensation had occasionally visited her since.
“We were standing there on the pier, and I was weaving the sound of your voice into my waking sleep, or sleeping wakefulness. Weaving in the smell of the jasmine in your perfume, the soft sounds of the people around us. I was weaving all of that into my wakeful sleep. And then you pointed out the penguins, but they didn’t fit. They didn’t fit into any dream or sleep I’ve ever had. What does a girl from southern Appalachia do with penguins in a dream? They didn’t belong.”
“You said ‘This is a silly place.’” Ava smiled affectionately at the memory. She had felt breathless at Sloane’s words that night.
“Yes. And you let out that that full-throated, joyful, full-of-life laugh. I looked over, and there you were, looking at me with those eyes and those freckles and that smile. And I…I woke up. I woke up looking at you.”
“You told me I had the most beautiful eyes,” Ava whispered, feeling a tightening in her chest, her heart rate doubling at the look in Sloane’s eyes. She swallowed hard and remembered her promise of friendship.
“Your eyes were the first thing I had seen in color in nearly a year and a half.”
Ava’s breath caught. “Sloane.” Tears spilled from the corners of both eyes.
“Ava, I want to stay awake. I want color and sound, but it also scares me. It makes me feel fragile and temporary. And, truth be told, I am still broken. But you do have beautiful eyes. You’re so damn beautiful in so many ways.” Sloane’s fingertips made their own explorations of Ava’s hands and wrists. “I wish I had more to give you. Nearly every day, I wish I had more to give you.” Sloane’s voice was flat, almost distant, and seemed filled with real regret.
“You’re concussed. And speaking more freely than you do when you’re…not concussed.” Ava grinned into Sloane’s still slightly dilated pupils. “Let’s please talk more when you’re feeling better. You should rest.”
“I’ve watched your entire catalogue,” Sloane continued, ignoring the plea. “Is that what it’s called? I’ve watched all your shows. Since I met you, since you told me about what you do, about your career. Since January, I’ve watched everything I could find, and I’m a bit of a fan now. You’re very good at what you do, and sometimes I even get a little bit starstruck when I’m with you, when I think about who you are off this farm.”
Ava laughed deeply at Sloane’s concussion-induced, rambling confession and her stilted fawning. “Why haven’t you said anything?”
“Because I live on your property, and I didn’t want it to be awkward. That would be weird, right? It is weird, actually. I didn’t want to fangirl all over the place and have you be uncomfortable in your own home.” As Sloane babbled on, a blush creeped up her chest, competing with the bruises.
“Sloane Sullivan, do you actually fangirl over anyone?” she teased, thinking that Sloane seemed the type that was not easily impressed.
“Hmmm, fair point. Maybe not. Although I feel like I’m fangirling now. But maybe for a different reason.”
Ava gazed in complete amusement at Sloane’s embarrassment as the woman grew more and more uncomfortable under the scrutiny.
“But I wanted you to know,” Sloane continued. “You’re a very good actor. I’m a fan.” She finished her rambling even more awkwardly.
“I’d like to think all my friends are fans, at least on some level,” Ava said.
Sloane, who had started to drift toward sleep again, only murmured, “Right. Of course.”
When Ava didn’t respond right away, she slipped off into sleep.
Ava stared at the sleeping Sloane and considered that her mother might be right. She normally hated that her mother was so frequently right, but maybe she wanted her to be right this time. She picked up Sloane’s hand and lightly kissed her fingers almost exactly as she had done when standing in the foyer of the flat in Sydney.
She turned off the lamp and closed her eyes, hoping sleep would find her also, but all that found her were memories of that first morning by the beach with Sloane.



CHAPTER 17
AVA WAITED ON THE TERRACE of the cottage for Sloane to return from her Saturday trail run. She still didn’t exactly understand this need for extreme exercise. But if Sloane insisted on keeping herself incredibly toned and lithe, who was Ava to stop her? Since the catastrophe that was Sloane’s first attempt at riding, Ava lamented the fact that she’d have no further opportunity to explore that body.
Her musings and regrets on this lazy Saturday afternoon were interrupted by the crunch of gravel on the drive.
Thinking that Sloane had arrived home, she walked around to greet her, excited to see if Sloane might want to spend a child-free afternoon together as her mum had taken Grace to Thomas’ house for the day. Instead, she found herself staring at an attractive blonde whom she didn’t recognize. And who seemed just as surprised to find a stranger standing in Sloane’s yard.
“May I help you?” Ava asked.
“Uh, hi. I was just…um, I’m here for Sloane?” The woman eyed Ava as if trying to place her, recognition clearly toying with the edges of her expression.
“She should be back in a bit; she’s out for a run. Is there something I can do for you?” As she wondered who this woman was and why she was visiting Sloane, Ava tried to keep a rising jealousy out of her voice.
“Oh, OK. I guess I’ll just leave this here with you. Would you please tell her Jen stopped by?” The woman was clearly disappointed and a little too interested in the interior of the cottage, craning her head around Ava to look toward the door. She reluctantly handed Ava a still-warm, covered dish. “She has my number. Tell her I said to enjoy!”
She appeared to be waiting for further instruction. Ava offered none, apparently unable to force words around the unexpected lump in her throat. Jen stepped back to leave as Ava turned and walked around the house, carrying the dish like it might bite her.
Ava sighed, placed the food on a table on the terrace, and chuckled at the flare of jealousy she was feeling. For a brief moment, she actually considered discreetly disposing of the dish and pretending this had never happened. Instead, she fidgeted with her phone and wondered if Sloane was dating now. She may be. It probably would be easier to venture into the dating world again with someone who didn’t live on the same acreage as you.
Ava felt herself getting wound up as she stood and paced a lap around the terrace, eventually collapsing into the hammock hung between the gum trees.
Forty-five minutes later and deep into her spiraling thoughts, Ava peeked out from the hammock to find Sloane on the deck stretching out her hamstrings. Ava watched her long, lean body and wondered if she’d ever not be attracted to her. Moments like this, watching her in a snug athletic bra and running tights… Ava’s resolve strained along with Sloane’s muscles.
Ava sat up, threw her legs over the edge of the hammock, and just watched as Sloane kicked off her trainers. They smiled a wordless greeting to one another before Sloane went back inside. She noted that Sloane didn’t seem at all surprised at Ava’s presence in the hammock, so she followed her inside, picking up the covered dish along the way, placing it on the benchtop.
Sloane filled a glass from the tap and took a long drink of water, then finally asked, “Where is your mini-me?”
“Spending the day with Mum and Thomas and the boys,” she said, remembering that she had originally visited hoping Sloane would spend the remainder of the day with her.
“Oh?” Sloane leaned back against the bench and finished her glass of water. Her eyes were mischievous. “You have the whole afternoon to yourself? What shall we do with your freedom? Beers on the terrace? An afternoon hike? You want me to leave you to the hammock for reading and a nap?”
And just like that, I needn’t even ask. Ava smiled. “Hmmm, so many options.” She thought it odd that Sloane hadn’t yet acknowledged the dish of food behind her on the bench. “Dinner’s sorted, though. Your friend Jen stopped by with a casserole.” Ava placed a lilting emphasis on the word friend.
Sloane looked to the glass dish on the bench, groaned, and rolled her eyes. “What, no home-baked bread this time?” She turned back to the tap and refilled her glass.
“This time?” Ava sounded as incredulous as she felt.
Sloane continued as if oblivious to Ava’s jealousy—and she probably was. “Yes. This time. Jen teaches Biology at Ballard. Mo finds it difficult to keep things to herself, and word has gotten around that I’m widowed. Since there are no established traditions for wooing lesbian widows, I suppose she’s fallen back on a more traditional means of pursuit. Apparently, hunger accompanies mourning.”
Ava raised a single eyebrow at the acerbic sarcasm in Sloane’s commentary but said nothing. She deliberately took Sloane’s glass and drank from it, holding Sloane’s gaze the entire time. “Casseroles and baked goods? Hmmm…” she hummed out low and seductively. Maybe flirting wasn’t exactly called for in this moment, but Ava couldn’t stop herself.
“Casseroles and baked goods,” Sloane repeated, pursed her lips together, and nodded.
“Does it work?” Ava tilted her head. She looked long and languorously at Sloane from head to toe, not even attempting to hide her thoughts.
Sloane laughed heartily at Ava’s audacity. “Not yet. But maybe I just haven’t gotten the right casserole or dinner rolls.”
“I have a proposal,” said Ava, abruptly but purposefully changing the subject.
“Oh? Does it involve an equine? Because your last proposal won me a mild concussion.”
Ava winced at the reminder. “No equines—yet.” She sighed, knowing the horse-riding lessons would have to wait for Sloane’s courage to return. “I want to go to Sydney next weekend. I want you to go with me. Just the two of us, a couple of days with no mini-me and no Mimi.”
The corners of Sloane’s lips turned upward into an odd sort of almost grin, and her eyes shone with doubt.
“Mum’s already agreed to keep Grace for the weekend. Thomas and Rachel and the boys are coming for a visit, so it would be a good time to slip away,” she continued.
“Is this a work trip?” Sloane wore a skeptical expression that betrayed her worry.
“No. It’s a pleasure trip.” She rushed on. “But don’t worry. I’m not trying to seduce you. With trips to Sydney. Or casseroles and baked goods for that matter—”
“I’m not interested in her. In Jen, I mean,” Sloane cut in quickly and adamantly.
Ava’s own thoughts screeched to a halt, and she laughed at their mutual awkwardness. “That’s not what I…I didn’t mean to imply that you were.” Ava waved her hand through the air trying to dismiss both the implication and Sloane’s resulting defensiveness. “Neither here nor there. There’s something I want you to see in Sydney. You’ll just have to trust me. I’ll get us two rooms or a suite with two beds, whatever you want. We won’t go anywhere near Bondi. You have my word.”
Sloane cocked her head, studying Ava. They were standing close, but not nearly as close as Ava would have liked, and she felt a pang of guilt at the acknowledgement that she wasn’t always honest with herself—let alone with Sloane—about her attraction.
Sloane leaned ever so slightly forward into Ava’s space and tilted her head upward. “Sure,” she finally said. “I’ll go to Sydney with you next weekend. About this afternoon: beer, bush walk, or hammock?”
Another wave of guilt, or shame, rose up white-hot at the entire exchange, and it took Ava far longer than it should have to answer. “Hammock,” she stammered. “An afternoon in the hammock, I think.”
She needed the afternoon to rein in her conflicted feelings and behavior. Cocooned in the hammock seemed as good a place as any to do that.
* * *
Sloane and Ava arrived in Sydney in the early evening, having taken the ninety-minute flight from the Gold Coast immediately after Sloane was released from school on Friday. Ava had splurged and booked a suite in a harborside hotel, and they had a breathtaking view of the Harbor Bridge and the Sydney Opera House. Sloane found the accommodations to be a touch intimidating as she’d never been able to afford anything like this on a teacher’s salary and she was sure Ava had probably blown her own budget on the suite.
Ava had also chosen the hotel restaurant for dinner, where she requested a table away from the windows and in a corner of the restaurant. As they feasted on Sydney rock oysters, whiting, kingfish, and, to drink, a Barossa Valley white, Sloane began to wonder if Ava was worried about being recognized; she seemed a bit jittery or overly excited.
“Could we take a walk around the city after dinner? Maybe over the Harbor Bridge?” Sloane suggested as they were standing up to leave the restaurant.
“Actually, I was thinking a bottle of wine on the balcony of the suite. Would that be OK?”
“Of course. It is crowded tonight. Is this normal? These crowds, I mean?” Sloane concluded Ava must indeed be avoiding the throngs of people gathered around Circular Quay and, with great effort, pushed away thoughts of Ava wanting to spend an evening alone drinking wine in a hotel suite.
“No, it’s not at all normal. But that’s why we’re here. I’ve had wine and dessert delivered to the suite. You’re going to love this.” As Ava’s eyes twinkled with excitement and mischief, both curiosity and panic spread through Sloane’s chest and belly.
“Ava, I…” Sloane started, wanting to better understand Ava’s expectations for the evening.
“Just trust me. Pleeaaasse,” Ava insisted as they made their way to the elevators.
There was indeed dessert and chilled wine in the suite. As Sloane poured them each a glass, Ava kept glancing at the time on her phone. She took a glass of wine in one hand and Sloane’s free hand in the other and pulled her toward the wide doors leading to the balcony and into the chilly night air.
“Wow! There are people everywhere!” Sloane exclaimed, looking down at the mass of people filling up all the spaces around the Quay and the plazas around the Opera House. There seemed to be people in every available space, and they seemed to be waiting for something. “What’s happening?”
“Just wait. It’ll be any minute now.” Ava smiled broadly.
Sloane watched the crowds mill about, anticipation building. Excitement rose in her chest, and for what, she didn’t know.
Just as she realized that she and Ava were still holding hands, the crowd erupted into quiet oohs and aahs and then loud applause and cheers. Her eyes searched the crowd in the nearly dark light of late dusk for the source of the revelry.
Something caught her vision, and she looked into the night sky over the Harbor to see laser lights of color. Pinks, blues, and purples moved in great trapezoidal walls back and forth across the night sky. “What is this?” she asked in amazement.
“Look there, in front of you, straight on,” Ava whispered.
Sloane’s breath caught and wonder coursed through her body. The sails of the Sydney Opera House were illuminated with technicolored jellyfish swimming in and around each other, their hoods pulsing and their tentacles moving in great, vibrant tangles. The laser lights surged and retreated and surged again over the city. Sloane was struck speechless. It was fucking gorgeous. She was in and amongst intense, flamboyant color that was cast onto the buildings, onto the water, into the air itself.
She couldn’t find words. Sloane stared silently at the sails of the Opera House. It was the second time in months she’d been awestruck standing with Ava next to a body of water in some part of this continent.
Ava. She felt Ava standing next to her, felt her body close. Sloane watched the jellyfish transition to orange and white clown fish on the Great Barrier Reef. She sensed Ava watching her and turned to look at her. They held eye contact for a long moment.
“I wanted you to see. It’s called Vivid Sydney. It’s a festival of light and color.” Ava’s wide smile reached all the way into her eyes. “There are installations all over the city. We can go out if you’d like, tonight or tomorrow. I can go with you, or I understand if you’d like to go alone.”
This was why Ava had brought her here. Color. The penguins.
She turned back towards the Opera House. They stood silently watching the images shift from fish to lizards to butterflies to lorikeets. From greens to blues to yellows to oranges and back again. They watched until the images cycled back to jellyfish. Ava rested her head on Sloane’s shoulder. They watched all the way through once more as laser lights pulsed all around them. Neither said a word.
“May we go inside now? Please?” Sloane finally whispered, her voice tight with emotion.
Ava’s eyes went wide and her lips sank into a frown. “Um, OK.”
Sloane knew that this time, she wouldn’t sit on the bed and weep for the color. She had a deep and intense need to be with Ava, and she suddenly wanted to open herself. There was fear in her belly but no doubt. She was deeply touched by this gesture, this gift of color Ava had given her, and she felt an urgency to show Ava how grateful she was for it, for all that Ava had given her.
She led Ava back inside the suite in complete silence. As Ava walked farther into the suite, Sloane turned to look back through the door and out into the Harbor. The sails of the Opera House transitioned back to a gallah—pink and white and flamboyant. All still there. Sloane sighed in relief that it hadn’t been her imagination.
“Sloane,” Ava whispered behind her. “Have I upset you?”
“No, Ava. I need to thank you.” Sloane whispered the words to the still-open door of the suite. When there was no response, she turned to find that Ava had moved nearer to her. Ava said nothing but looked at her with wide eyes.
“Thank you.” Sloane repeated, more loudly this time, and she closed the distance between herself and Ava. “Thank you.”
She needed to feel her, to touch her. She looked slightly up into the hazel eyes she’d come to take so much comfort in. Now, though, she saw intensity and a hint of uncertainty.
Ava stood stock-still. She almost looked scared.
“Ava, I—may I kiss you?”
Ava gave a small gasp and looked down at Sloane’s lips. Sloane tilted her chin upward and kissed Ava, slow and soft at first. Then deep and urgent. When Ava pulled out of the kiss slightly, Sloane kept her eyes closed to revel in the way her own body tingled, as if blood were flowing to her limbs and organs for the first time in many months. The tide of longing felt both new and familiar. When she opened her eyes, she found Ava looking at her hungrily.
Sloane put her hands on Ava’s hips and pulled their bodies together. Electricity and heat shot through Sloane’s body. Sloane kissed her again, harder this time, her tongue tracing Ava’s lips and teeth and, finally, Ava’s tongue. Sloane vibrated from head to toe. A heavy need stirred in her core and moved downward. She pushed her hands under Ava’s sweater and explored her sides, lower back, and stomach.
Ava trembled underneath her fingertips. Goosebumps rose on Sloane’s skin as she remembered what it was like to bring real pleasure to a woman. This was different than their time in Sydney, different than their first time together.
Ava paused their kissing and pulled at the edges of her own sweater, removing it so that Sloane’s hands never stopped their exploration of Ava’s torso. Sloane stopped only long enough to look at Ava standing in front of her in a black lace bra. Another, stronger wave of arousal coursed through her body, and she pushed Ava backwards and onto the sofa.
They moved back and forth against one another as Ava slipped Sloane’s shirt over her head and threw it to the floor. Sloane thrust her pelvis against Ava’s until Ava’s breathing changed, filling her with urgency and need. She stroked and pinched Ava’s nipples through the lace of her bra. Sloane lost herself in the feeling of Ava’s legs wrapped around her waist, lost herself in the responsiveness of Ava’s body, lost herself in the feel of skin on skin. Ava’s legs tightened, and her back arched, and Sloane wondered if she might actually be able to make Ava come like this. As the thought flitted through her head, Ava’s body went stiff underneath Sloane, and she moaned out an orgasm.
They lay silently against one another for a beat, each catching her breath.
Sloane pushed herself up on to an elbow and looked down at a slightly surprised but clearly sated Ava. “Is it always that easy? Making you come?” Sloane asked, laughing lightly and triumphantly.
“Easy? You don’t know already? No. Yes. I mean no. I don’t know what that was. It wasn’t like this last time.” Ava squirmed beneath Sloane and pushed her hands into Sloane’s hair, pulling her into a deep, soft, postorgasmic kiss.
“Can we please set the bar right there from this point forward?” Sloane chuckled again at the unexpected responsiveness of Ava’s body.
Ava laughed along with Sloane before adding, “I’m not worried about where we set the bar. You move your body like waves on the ocean, but I do remember that from our last time. That, I could never forget.”
They shifted their bodies so that their legs were intertwined, and Sloane could feel Ava’s thigh pushing up between her own. She pulled Ava’s bra to the side of her left breast and pulled the nipple into her mouth, feeling it harden between her teeth. She trailed her hand down Ava’s side and to the waistband of her pants, finding the drawstring. She pulled, loosening it so she could slip her hand inside.
Sloane traced the edges of the panties until her fingers were between Ava’s thighs. Slipping her fingers underneath lace, she caressed Ava. She was wet, very wet. Sloane’s fingers grazed her still-swollen clit, and Ava let out a low, whiskey, honey, chocolate moan. Sloane thought she might come herself just listening to Ava’s pleasure. She glided her fingers over Ava in a circular motion until Ava’s hips were thrusting into her palm.
Ava pulled Sloane’s head up to look at her and kissed her roughly as they rose and fell in time together again. “I want you inside me,” she whispered, pushing Sloane’s hand lower. “Now.”
“Not yet.” Sloane panted in Ava’s ear, running her tongue along its edges and then down into the curve of Ava’s neck. Ava’s grip on her wrist tightened, and her hip thrusts deepened.
“But I’m close,” Ava insisted.
“I know.” Sloane returned her lips to Ava’s nipple, still only precariously freed from the lace. As she bit down gently, Sloane felt Ava’s clit harden and her stomach muscles contract. Ava’s back arched once again into climax.
They both collapsed, both still mostly clothed. Ava didn’t move for a long while. Sloane tucked her head into Ava’s shoulder and neck and waited. She wondered at one point if Ava had fallen asleep until she felt fingernails gently scrape her lower back. She lifted her head to meet Ava’s eyes.
“To the bed, please. I have catching up to do.” Ava smiled her desire down into Sloane’s gaze.
Sloane stood and held out her hand to help Ava from the sofa. Together they made their way to the bed in the main sleeping area of the suite. Turned out, they’d only be needing one after all. Ava pulled Sloane to a stop beside the bed and turned her so that they were facing one another. Sloane took a deep breath as she watched Ava unclasp her own bra and let it fall to the floor. She pushed her pants and panties to the floor as well, stepped out of them, and stood naked before Sloane.
“Having a child does things to the body,” Ava said, insecurity seeping into her tone, and Sloane wondered if she’d felt self-conscious the first time they’d been together.
“Beautiful things,” Sloane whispered and ran her fingertips along Ava’s hips.
Sloane’s breaths went ragged, uneven, as Ava trailed fingertips along Sloane’s collarbones and between her breasts. Ava embraced Sloane and reached around to unclasp her bra. There was a roar of noise in Sloane’s head as Ava slowly undressed her and pushed her to the bed. Sloane’s only awareness was of the weight of Ava’s naked body on top of her own.
She ran her hands up Ava’s hips and back, pulling her closer, and closer still, as they kissed deeply, tongues stroking one another. Sloane slipped her hands into Ava’s hair and pulled her out of the kiss. Their eyes locked on one another as Ava slowly lowered her head to Sloane’s nipples. Their eye contact broke only when Ava took Sloane’s right nipple into her mouth and then her left. Ava’s hands roamed all over her stomach, hips, thighs. Sloane felt Ava’s lips and tongue move back along her neck and collarbone, her fingers tease at the edges of her swollen vulva. She opened her eyes to find Ava looking at her and saw yearning and need in her eyes.
“May I?” Ava asked.
“Please,” Sloane whispered and kissed her. She arched her back, closed her eyes, and gasped as Ava’s fingers slipped inside her, filling her up.
They moved slowly, passionately against one another, breathing one another’s breath. Sloane savored the feeling of being open, of being pliant, of yielding to her body’s desires and to Ava’s. This was definitely different than the last time they were in Sydney.
Ava.
Sloane thought and felt only Ava.



CHAPTER 18
AVA WOKE SOME HOURS LATER and stretched out her arm in search of Sloane. The other side of the bed was empty, the sheets cold, and an immediate sense of déjà vu overcame her. She sat up and looked around the room, but Sloane was nowhere to be found.
She slid her feet from under the sheets and onto the carpet. Sitting on the edge of the bed, naked and in the dark, she listened for noise coming from the bathroom. It was silent. The entire hotel suite was silent. Ava pulled the top sheet from the bed, wrapped it around her shivering body, and went in search of Sloane.
She was worried when Sloane had first asked, rather, demanded to come back into the room. Ava had assumed she’d want to soak up the colors, the revelry, the magic, that was Vivid Sydney, and she’d expected they’d be out on the balcony for hours into the night. She had thought that Sloane might have even wanted to venture out of the hotel to see some of the other installations.
So, when Sloane wanted to go back inside, Ava had nearly panicked, afraid she’d made a terrible mistake and miscalculated Sloane’s needs. But when Sloane turned to her from the balcony door, Ava realized she’d actually inadvertently opened a part of Sloane that had been long shut down.
Ava crept around the suite, trying to keep calm about where Sloane might have slipped off to and hoping she’d really been ready for last night.
She found Sloane sitting on the sofa, legs stretched out in front of her, feet crossed at her ankles and propped on the table in front of the sofa. A plate with a partially eaten vanilla bar balanced on the small table beside her. She sat in the dark, wrapped in a hotel robe, staring intently out the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the city skyline, still shining with color and light.
“Hi,” Ava said quietly.
Sloane startled and sat up straight, bringing her feet to the floor. “Hi,” she smiled tenderly at Ava and reached her hand out as if beckoning her.
Ava hesitated, unsure what Sloane was feeling at the moment. “I was worried when I woke up and you weren’t there. I was worried you had gone.”
“I’m right here,” Sloane said softly.
“Was it”—Ava searched for an appropriate word through the chaos of her thoughts—“was it weird?” She asked tentatively. “Was tonight…weird…for you?”
“Oh, no, no,” Sloane responded soberly. She reached out once more, and this time, Ava took her hand, settling on the edge of the accent table facing Sloane, knee to knee. “It was intense and sexy and beautiful. It was perfect.” Sloane stroked Ava’s hands and arms.
“Then why are you sitting out here in the dark by yourself—instead of sleeping in there with me?” The shame stirred annoyingly in Ava’s thoughts.
“I’m sitting out here in the color, not in the dark. And I’m doing so because I…I guess I wanted to take a moment to savor what we were tonight. To etch it into my memory. We talked so much about forgetting the morning we first met, and for good reason, but tonight…I want to remember tonight.” She cupped Ava’s cheek, pulling her into a soft kiss. “Was it weird for you?”
“No.” Ava smiled, picked up Sloane’s left hand, and kissed her fingertips one by one for the third time since they’d known each other. “It was generous and sensual and endearing. It was perfect. You’re beautiful. You’re perfect. But I know I promised you friendship. I feel I’ve—”
Sloane pulled Ava forward in a fierce kiss that silenced her words. Ava eased from the table, carefully straddled Sloane’s lap, and let the sheet fall down around her hips. Sloane ran her hands from Ava’s hips, up her back, around to her stomach, and up to her breasts. She never took her gaze away from Ava’s.
“God, your eyes—they melt me.” Ava said and leaned into Sloane’s lips. She had longed to be with Sloane like this for weeks and weeks but had never allowed herself to fully indulge. She wanted badly for Sloane to want her back.
“You brought me here for the color,” Sloane said softly.
Ava whispered into Sloane’s hair. “I did. After you told me about the penguins, how could I not? I wanted to share this with you. I wanted to surprise you. With color.”
“And surprise me you did.” Sloane kissed and licked and nipped at Ava’s neck.
“I think I’m the one most surprised.”
Sloane didn’t respond. She dipped her chin and pulled Ava’s nipple into her mouth. Ava arched her back and opened Sloane’s robe to better see and feel her. Sloane’s hand slid around Ava’s hip to her ass, and Ava pushed herself up onto her knees, still astride Sloane’s lap.
Sloane’s hand moved lower and lower until she slipped two fingers inside Ava, and they both gasped. They merged into one, their bodies bound together in a singular undulating up-and-down motion. Sloane thrust the fingers of her right hand in and out and wrapped her other arm around Ava’s waist to steady her as Ava clutched Sloane’s shoulders and pulled her into a vicelike embrace. As Ava tipped toward the edge, she tightened around Sloane’s fingers. Sloane’s body tensed and toppled over right along with her in a long, low growl. They slumped into a heap on the sofa, tangled in Sloane’s robe and the bedsheet.
With Ava still straddling her, Sloane’s head fell to Ava’s chest. “We should actually get some sleep,” she eventually whispered. “Let’s go to bed.”
* * *
Sloane woke late in the morning next to a still-sleeping Ava. She dared not move, afraid she’d wake her and ruin the view. The near-midday sun poured into the bedroom from the lounge area and made the room glow golden. But this was definitely not a choreographed and blocked scene from a film or television show. Ava wasn’t elegantly lying with skin and hair glowing in the light. She was curled into a tight ball beside Sloane, all hips and shoulders and elbows. Her hair was mussed and tangled, and Sloane smiled at the image, thinking it more beautiful than anything any director could have staged.
She suddenly felt a pang of guilt, and it formed heavily in the pit of her stomach as she lay tangled in the sheets next to Ava. In the heat of the night before, her body had taken over, and her mind had not wandered from the texture of their intimacy. Sloane’s thoughts ran in circles as her eyes brimmed with tears and her chest tightened. Her ears went hot, and a thick fog spread through her head. It felt too, too messy, and she leaned back in self-reproach and tried to stave off the tears. She eased back the sheets, hoping to slip out of bed unnoticed.
“Are you keen to wander about the Botanic Gardens this afternoon?” Ava asked in a rusty and ragged sleep-laden voice. She was still curled up, having spoken but not having moved.
Sloane, worried that Ava might sense her sorrow, wondered if her own internal panic had somehow roused her.
“We could get lunch before. Or we could even take a light picnic in with us, if you’d like,” Ava continued.
Sloane settled back onto the bed and tried desperately to push her emotions to the side. Ava rolled over and into Sloane’s arms, and Sloane’s body went all smooshy and hmmmed with desire, but her mind was still reeling. Sloane pushed and pushed against the panic rising in her chest. Her body overruled her brain, and within minutes, they were wrapped up and lost in one another again.
The guilt, the regret, the panic—all those emotions subsided, if only temporarily.
* * *
Later that afternoon, they rugged up against a windy June day and took a picnic of fruit, cheese, bread, and bottles of water and kombucha to the Royal Botanic Garden. Sloane’s thoughts couldn’t find purchase as they spent hours afterward meandering slowly around the grounds. She oscillated between being cold and distant with Ava and looking at the woman as if she were some otherworldly creature that had somehow hijacked all Sloane’s reason and control. As they moved through the Garden, Sloane alternately questioned her choices of the past twenty-four hours or reveled in the way her body still buzzed and vibrated from what they’d shared.
At one point, she stood staring in awe at a floral mural in the Calyx at the center of the Garden, and it occurred to her that Julia would have loved this—she would have loved the Gardens.
Ava had wandered away from her momentarily, reading about an upcoming exhibit by an artist who painted orchids. So Sloane allowed herself a moment to stand fixated on the magentas and greens in front of her, remembering outings much like this one with Julia. She took a deep breath and rolled her head upward, looking toward the sky.
Are you still with me? Jules? Where have you gone? I’m still yours. I’ll always be yours. But I…
“We’ll need a proper dinner to recover from last night and this morning. And on the off chance we want more later this evening.”
Sloane jumped at Ava’s voice next to her, startled out of her silent prayer to her late wife. She blinked hard. Ava’s sun hat and large sunglasses mostly succeeded in hiding her face but she was smiling widely, and Sloane thought that nothing could hide that smile. Sloane blinked again, feeling as if she were moving between one world and another and back again with every breath she took. It was dizzying—she felt like two people in one.
Ava seemed to sense Sloane’s distress. “Are you OK?” she asked.
Before Sloane had time to answer, two women in their late twenties or early thirties tentatively approached Ava. “Ms. James? Are you Ava James?”
They seemed simultaneously embarrassed and awestruck. It was the smile, Sloane thought. The smile and the voice gave her away.
Sloane stepped back and out of the way to watch the scene unfold. Ava signed wrinkled maps of the garden that the women carried and talked in low tones about the unreleased series of her show. Sloane watched the ease and charisma with which she talked to fans. But she also sensed an undercurrent of unease in Ava’s demeanor—as if she didn’t want to draw more attention in the space that felt, even to Sloane, as if it were shrinking.
Finally, Sloane forced a wide smile and stepped forward. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we’re late for an appointment. Shall we go?”
Sloane was happy to hear Ava chuckle as they walked away from the Calyx and toward one of the exits. “An appointment?” she asked and laughed again.
“What? You’d just told me we needed dinner,” Sloane said sheepishly. “We have an appointment with dinner. Hey, I’m new at this.”
Ava’s fingers ever so lightly brushed Sloane’s.
Sloane knew that it was not an accident.
“That doesn’t happen often,” Ava said almost shyly. “It’s pretty rare, actually. But thank you for reminding me of our appointment.”
They shared an unreasonable number of sushi rolls for only two people at one of Sydney’s newer restaurants—away from the hubbub of the Quay but close enough to many of the festival’s installations. Sloane felt as if she’d eaten her weight in rice and fresh fish as they walked alongside one another through the city streets.
Both of them were in awe of the lighted sculptures of native Australian birds—the rosellas, honeyeaters, and kookaburras in various poses or caught in flight all around them. It was fascinating, and a welcome respite from the guilt and grief Sloane had been fighting back all day.
After the birds installation, they made their way to the Central Station district and The Goods Line walkway. The colors and sounds of Vivid Sydney were stunning, and Sloane wondered if this was what it might feel like to actually walk through rainbows. Many of the massive, interactive works of artistic wonder were meant to be explored with the body. Sloane kept Ava close as they walked through the crowds, though Ava argued quietly to Sloane that no one paid much attention to what she referred to as her “minor celebrity” anyway. Nonetheless, Sloane felt a bit protective, given Ava had been approached earlier in the day; or maybe it was just a convenient reason to lean into the woman walking next to her or to place her hand on the small of Ava’s back now and then.
Central Station projected people’s movements in animated caricature form onto the station itself. It was fantastically enchanting to watch adults and children alike delight in seeing themselves in such a different shape and structure cast onto the building’s façade. The Goods Line invited visitors to walk through vibrant tunnels of color and light and fog, which Sloane found both all-encompassing and surreal. Ava laughed and moved through the tunnels like she was floating, and Sloane watched with real affection. She began to feel light and buoyant as they laughed and pulled one another here and there, sharing in the revelry around them.
They continued their tour of the city to Darling Harbor, where a group of artists had set up cylinders of light designed to evoke various emotions universal to all peoples. The unifying theme of each piece was the idea that change was unavoidable. Sloane’s laughter and the lightness faded as she walked among the sculptures. Ava’s mood also seemed to change with the gravity of this particular installation, and she put a few paces of separation between Sloane and herself. A heaviness settled in Sloane’s chest and head as she wandered along the path, her thoughts beginning to swirl and then coalesce around a figure.
The figure was Julia.
Julia’s not coming back. There’s no going back to what was before.
She turned and looked back to the woman who had brought her to experience this magic.
She is here. Ava is here, and she gave me this gift. She wanted to share it with me. She has bathed me in color and light. And laughter.
Watching Ava stop to study each sculpture with a solemn expression, Sloane thought that the night before had been somehow both expected and unexpected. Twice now, she’d let this woman in—no, it had been far more times than that. Her emotions all through the day had been so conflicted, though the flesh certainly was not.
She felt a physical pull to Ava, even now, but her heart was split in two. And her head didn’t know which to follow.



CHAPTER 19
WHY IS IT I ONLY feel whole when I’m thinking of Julia? Why is it I only feel awake when I’m thinking of Ava?
Sloane unpacked her bag on Sunday afternoon in a daze. She still felt split in two. Her thoughts seesawed between Ava and Julia. One minute, they lingered on Ava’s body—the swell of her hips, the rise of her breasts, the freckles on her arms, chest, and back. The way she and Ava had moved against one another. The way they explored one another. Her thoughts suddenly swung to Julia. Closing her eyes, Sloane remembered the feel of Julia, the taste of her. She could only barely feel Julia’s fingertips on her skin.
Hot tears slid down her cheeks. She opened her eyes and looked around her bedroom for her running shoes.
The afternoon was cool but incredibly humid, and Sloane began sweating only minutes into her run. She had driven to Tamborine, not wanting to run into Ava either going to or coming back from her favorite trail in the park that bordered the farm. The trail she most enjoyed in Tamborine was steeper and more punishing anyway, and Sloane thought it a better salve for her current tortured state of mind.
As she ran through the tree ferns, she thought about how private she had kept her loss. For a year and a half, she’d been reluctant to share much of what she was feeling. Despite her therapist telling her repeatedly that loss was meant to be shared, Sloane felt it hers to bear. Sharing the loss somehow meant sharing Julia, and she wanted what was left of Julia to be hers and hers alone.
Besides, everyone tries to fix me when I talk about it. I fucking hate vulnerability, and people seem as uncomfortable with my vulnerability as I do. They want to fix the hurt, but no one can fix this. No one. Certainly not Ava. And sometimes I want to feel it. Sometimes I crave the hurt because that’s when I feel closest to her.
My God, that sounds crazy. Am I crazy? Will it always be this way?
Somewhere deep down, in the nooks and crannies of her mind, Sloane recognized that a shift was happening. She felt the tiniest of impulses to talk about it, to share more of her feelings and thoughts—not with Ava, but maybe with Mo. Something was happening, and she feared losing the hurt because what if that meant losing Julia—really losing her—forever losing all of her? That would hurt more than anything had.
Her pain and her grief were beginning to feel like an old but favorite pair of pajamas. They were torn and threadbare, and they provided less and less warmth and protection, but they were familiar and comforting. She knew she’d have to take them off sometime, but not yet. Not quite yet—she didn’t feel ready.
The more she thought about this, the harder she pushed herself. The runs forced her out of her head and into her body, but it wasn’t working as it normally did. She ran harder and faster, trying to remind herself that she was still a corporeal being, all flesh and bone, and not just some numb, lost soul chasing after her wife’s ghost. Her body felt compressed, squeezed, her breath shallow, and her chest tight. The sting of exertion was there in her muscles, but she cursed aloud to no one as she couldn’t find the relief she sought.
As she rounded a curve on a side-to-side incline, her left foot slipped. She flung out her arms, trying to grab any nearby saplings or tree trunks that she might use to regain balance, but they were too small and too weak. Her right ankle turned awkwardly as she tried to compensate for her left foot, but instead of finding purchase, both feet slipped out from underneath her. Before she knew it, she was tumbling down a steep embankment and came to a skidding stop near the bottom, lying on her back and staring up at the tree canopy and the dim light of a winter afternoon fading into evening. She groaned loudly.
Well, that’s one way to get out of my head and back into my body.
She moved her right leg out from under the left. They both seemed to be in working order. She raised both arms into the air. So far, so good. Her left shoulder, hip, and knee ached, but nothing seemed to be broken, so she sat up gingerly. Her left knee was bleeding, and what she could see of her left shoulder was badly scratched. Her left hand was stiff and painful to move. OK, maybe something was broken. She took a deep breath and used the tree ferns around her to stand, only able to use her right hand to pull herself up. She would certainly be bruised and sore for a few days, but all in all, it could be worse.
She climbed back up the embankment and waited for her heart rate to slow back to normal before reassessing her injuries. Blood ran down her left shin and into her trainers. She could barely close her left hand, and her thumb was already swelling. Bile rose up in her throat, and she took several deep breaths to keep from vomiting from the pain in her knee, hip, and hand. After settling herself, she started what would surely be a long walk back to the car.
* * *
Sloane stood under the shower head and let the freezing cold water wash away the dirt, blood, and some of the pain. At least the physical pain. She thought, not for the first time since losing her wife, that Julia would wholeheartedly disapprove of the way Sloane treated her body in response to the anxiety and sorrow. She would certainly be seething about Sloane injuring herself if she were here.
But you’re not here, so it doesn’t fucking matter anyway. You fucking left me.
Anger and betrayal flared in her gut before swelling to the point that it pushed up into her chest and into her throat, but there was nowhere for the pain to go, no way for Sloane to contain the unexpected rage. In that moment, she realized how unbearably angry she was with Julia for leaving her. She felt an unreasonable, irrational, but unquestionable fury, and she vomited it all up into the bottom of the bathtub. She wiped her mouth and turned her face directly into the stream of cold water, where she stayed for what might have been minutes or hours. She stood there long enough for her skin to turn purple from the ice-cold water. She finally turned the faucet off and stepped out of the tub and wrapped herself in a towel. She looked at her battered body in the mirror for a long moment and then lay down on the bathroom floor, lacking both the energy and the resolve to make the short walk to her bed.
* * *
Ava brushed Hughie and listened to her daughter recount for at least the fourth time all the shenanigans of her weekend with her uncle and her cousins. She grinned into her daughter’s animated face and relished these moments that she knew wouldn’t always be. Grace was growing so fast, her vocabulary expanding by leaps and bounds daily, and her perspective on the world was startlingly sophisticated for a five-year-old. Ava wanted to savor these moments of innocence and closeness.
As she and Grace pottered about the barn, chattering noisily with one another, images of her weekend with Sloane periodically flashed in her memory like still photographs, some of them warming her cheeks. She wondered what Sloane was doing and how she’d react to the developments in their friendship.
She walked back to the house, hand in hand with Grace. The lights were out in the cottage, and she felt shame gathering strength and momentum in her core. After settling Grace into bed for the evening, she made herself a cup of tea, grabbed a wrap for her shoulders, and went out onto the terrace with Charlie. The lights in the cottage were still off.
“I really hadn’t taken her there to seduce her, Charlie. I hadn’t. I just wanted her to see the colors.”
Her constant companion looked back at her with no judgment.
“Shit. Maybe I did take her there to seduce her.”
Charlie pawed at Ava’s thigh, and she wondered if he had an opinion on the matter after all.
“I’m playing with fire.” She absentmindedly petted his head and ears. “And I can’t risk Grace getting hurt. I don’t want Sloane to get hurt any more than she already is. Shit. I can’t risk it. I won’t. No. Absolutely not. Shit. No more sex with Sloane. Done. No more.”
Ava pursed her lips together and nodded resolutely. Charlie placed his paw on Ava’s knee in what she interpreted as a show of solidarity. The shame quieted a tiny bit as she’d begun to mostly see its point of view. Without thinking, she picked up her phone to see if maybe she had missed a text—or, better, a call from Sloane—but there was nothing but a blank home screen. All the lights in the cottage were still off.
Argh. She groaned and rolled her eyes in self-rebuke at her lack of resolve.
“Right, Charlie. No feelings and no sex. What a delusional idiot I am for thinking that would last, oh, all of three seconds.”
She stood, straightened her back to demonstrate resolution, and walked back into the house to finish her tea and sleep off her unexpectedly vigorous weekend. Charlie padded loyally along behind her.
* * *
“What the hell happened to you in Sydney?” Mo eyed Sloane, looking surprised and worried.
Sloane walked into their shared workroom, limping slightly and carrying her hand at the only angle that felt good—not good, exactly, but less bad. Upon waking that morning, she’d immediately decided she’d find a clinic after school to have a doctor take a look at her hand. What she hadn’t counted on was Mo noticing so quickly that she was hurt.
When Sloane didn’t immediately answer Mo’s question, Mo stood, looking ready to fight someone. “You get mugged or something? Get pissed and fight someone?” She looked and sounded angry, which caused Sloane to pause. It was a side of Mo she’d never seen in her normally easygoing, squishy, boisterous friend—it seemed comical coming from her.
Sloane chortled. “No, I was not mugged in Sydney. And I certainly didn’t fight someone. Sydney was lovely. Unexpected. Or maybe not. I don’t know. Sydney was fine.”
Mo cocked an eyebrow at Sloane and grimaced. “You concussed again? What happened to you? You look like hell!” She demanded.
“Is it really that noticeable?” Sloane asked. “I mean, you can’t even really see.”
“Sullivan. Your hand is swollen and purple. You’re walking like an eighty-year-old who’s just run a marathon. And I could pack for a week in Bali in the bags under your eyes. What the hell happened?” Mo watched Sloane carefully and very gingerly set her coffee and bag on her desk.
“Gee, thanks, mate. Way to kick a girl when she’s down.” Sloane tried to look cheerful to stave off further interrogation. “I’m clumsy as fuck. That’s what happened.”
“You’ve broken that hand. Did you go to the hospital? That needs to be looked after.” Mo walked around her desk and lifted Sloane’s hand for a better look. “How did this happen?”
“I think you’re right. I think I have broken it. I’m planning to go after school today.” Sloane sat down heavily at her desk and winced in pain.
“I think you should go now. Sloane, how did you hurt yourself?”
“You know that trail we ran a couple months back? The one in Tamborine?”
“Sure.”
“I was rounding that really big curve about three kilometers in—the one where the trail itself slopes from right to left? The one with all those exposed, gnarly roots up the hill? Well, I slipped. Took a tumble down the embankment.”
She looked ruefully at Mo. Sloane hated having to admit to Mo that she’d lost her footing. She was suddenly very glad Mo wasn’t there to see it happen. She tried to save face. “I was pushing too hard, and I forgot how steep the slope is. It’s a lovely shade of eggplant, don’t you think?”
“You should go and get that seen about now,” Mo announced flatly, if not a bit sternly, which was still wildly out of character for her. “Sullivan, it looks bad. I’m calling Bea.”
“Mo, I can make it until three…”
“Don’t argue with me, and don’t make me call my wife to come get you. Get your stuff and go. We’ll see about your classes.” Sloane had never seen Mo look more intractable. “Go. Now.”
Sloane picked up her bag and her coffee and turned to leave campus to find a clinic.
“Call me afterwards!” Mo called out to her as she walked toward the door. “Oh, and don’t think I didn’t notice you calling me mate. I’ll make an Aussie of you yet!”
Sloane paused as she reached the corridor and turned back to Mo. “Fair dinkum?”
Mo looked with exasperation toward Sloane and rolled her eyes. “Go. Now.” But then she smiled at Sloane.
* * *
Ava cleaned the kitchen after dinner while her mother complained about the dry cleaning being all wrong and the bank taking too long earlier in the day. Ellen was in a mood and letting everyone know it. Ava was so distracted, she barely took notice. There had been no visible sign of activity at the cottage and no communication from Sloane since they’d returned yesterday. Worry irked at the base of Ava’s skull.
“Are you even listening to me?” Her mum’s loud and insistent question brought her back into reality. Ava looked across the kitchen to find her mother staring at her with her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face.
“Yes, Mum. It took too long for a simple transfer at the bank, and the cleaners ruined one of your favorite blouses,” Ava recounted.
“Yes, I told you those things five minutes ago. I was just asking if you’d arranged the visit from Ned for the horses’ shoes, like I asked you to do last week.”
Shit. Now her mum sounded truly annoyed. “Oh, no, Mum, I forgot. I’ll call tomorrow.” Ava tried to sound repentant. But before her mum really had time to admonish Ava for her lack of focus and her forgetfulness, Grace burst through the back door at a run. She was flushed and flustered.
“Mum! Mimi! Sloane hurt her hand bad! She has a…uh…a thing on her hand!” she announced loudly and with worry in her eyes.
“She hurt her hand?” Ava looked up in surprise and concern.
Ellen followed with, “When? How?”
“Yesterday! She said she fell, but she’s still coming to tell me a bedtime poem!” Grace stood at the door and looked between the James women. Ava heard footsteps on the terrace, the sound of Charlie bounding through the back door after his young charge—and ahead of his apparently injured friend.
“Grace says you hurt your hand.” Ellen didn’t even wait for Sloane to get into the house before she spoke, and she certainly wasted no time on pleasantries.
“It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s only a sprain. I was afraid it was broken. I was running yesterday evening, a trail run, and I fell.”
Ava looked Sloane over from head to toe, checking that she really was fine.
“Let me see,” said Ellen.
Ava couldn’t yet find words, nor could she move from where she stood. She stared at Sloane, who seemed unfazed, but Ava could tell something was off. She watched her mother turn Sloane’s splinted hand over and back in her own and run her fingers along Sloane’s arm as if checking for other injuries.
“We just got you over the injuries from the horse fall. Your bruises had barely healed,” Ellen said with concern in her voice. “What else is hurt? How did this happen?”
Sloane smiled sheepishly, first at Ellen and then in Ava’s direction. “Graceful as always,” she joked. She held Ava’s gaze and blinked rapidly. “I’ve been told tonight is my night for stories and poems.”
Ava finally found her voice. “Oh, that’s not necessary. I’ll do it. You should…”
“But, Mum, I haven’t told her all the things I did on the weekend!” Grace cut in, only to be immediately met with Ava’s sternest look of reproval. She immediately went quiet but inched closer to Sloane and leaned her small body into Sloane’s right leg.
“I’m fine. I promise. I’ll be quick. It’ll be a quick bedtime story.” Sloane said, and both she and Grace slunk off down the hall furtively.
But Ava knew Sloane was in for a long star talk, as her daughter now referred to their chats under the digital stars projected onto the girl’s bedroom ceiling.
* * *
After Grace drifted off to sleep, Sloane wandered through the house to find Ava sitting on the sofa with her legs curled under her. The soft light of the table lamp highlighted the amber in her eyes and the auburn in her hair. Sloane stood for a moment, leaning against the lounge’s doorframe. They looked at one another for a long time before Ava sat her wineglass down on the table and patted the sofa beside her.
Sloane sat beside her and stretched out her sore and battered legs. She thanked the heavens that it was winter and that she was wearing long pants so that Ava couldn’t see the damage the fall had done to the rest of her body. Ava picked up her injured hand with a tender gentleness that pulled at Sloane’s heart. Ava’s fingertips skimmed along the wrist, and Sloane sighed in contentment.
“When we met in January,” Ava began, “I asked you to ride with me, and you told me you were risk averse.” She said the words quietly and without animosity.
Sloane chuckled and placed her uninjured hand over Ava’s. “I did, didn’t I?”
“Yes, you did.”
“Maybe averse to embarrassing myself? Embarrassment averse?” Sloane tried the words out.
“That absolutely makes sense. Now that I know you better, that makes sense.” Ava rested Sloane’s hand on her own thigh and continued caressing her forearm. She looked questioningly into Sloane’s eyes. “If I…I want to ask a question, will you answer me honestly?”
Sloane stared down at Ava’s hand on her arm and, for a long moment, questioned her own willingness to be honest. Eventually she replied, “I won’t answer you dishonestly.”
Ava’s eyes showed no disappointment in the response. “I’ll accept that. Close enough for now,” she said. “Does this”—she gently picked up Sloane’s left hand again—“does this have anything to do with what happened between us this weekend?”
Sloane felt a hot pang of self-reproach and wondered how on earth she could answer that question without hurting Ava in some way. She leaned forward, and her shoulders slumped forward, as if in defeat. She felt deflated—the last few days had taken a mental and emotional toll. Her thoughts raced from one to another, searching out a plausible answer that wouldn’t be a dishonest one.
Ava tried out an explanation of her own, “You punished your body after we—”
“No.” Sloane interrupted, horrified that Ava might think she was at fault for her fall. “No,” she repeated and pulled her hand from Ava’s, maybe trying to convince herself most of all. “It’s… I was running. I slipped. None of this”—she lifted her right hand and waved it around her body—“none of this was intentional.”
“None of this?” Ava calmly tilted her head. “How badly are you really hurt?”
“I’m fine. I’m banged up a bit but fine. I really am.”
“It’s difficult for you to let yourself be vulnerable with me,” Ava said matter-of-factly, and a little despondently, her gaze lingering on the floor.
“Funny you should say that. I was thinking about vulnerability just before I slipped and fell.” At the admission, Sloane leaned back and stared up at the ceiling.
“I don’t suppose you were thinking about how it’s perfectly permissible, and even preferable, that you allow yourself vulnerability with me now and then?” A hint of hope crept into Ava’s voice.
Sloane met her gaze only with a shamefaced expression.
“I truly didn’t take you to Sydney expecting anything more than seeing the festival with you. But”—Ava looked down at the floor again and then back to Sloane—“but, if I’m being completely honest, I guess that some part of me hoped that it would lead to something more between us. Not necessarily sex; I wasn’t consciously thinking about sex. But I do think I was hoping for more connection. I wasn’t completely aware of that hope, though. And I was thrilled something more did happen.”
Sloane looked to the other side of the room but saw nothing. She just stared into the space in front of her. She breathed deeply and steadily, sorting her thoughts into something that might make sense to Ava, might soothe her. “I was thrilled that it did too, if I’m being honest. But I also feel—guilt,” she confessed. “Ava, I like you. You make me feel… Well, you make me feel.” She paused, trying to choose her words carefully, and she sensed Ava looking at her.
“You make me feel too. And that’s not something I’m completely comfortable with,” Ava admitted. “Honestly, it scares the hell out of me.”
Sloane looked back to Ava and saw that it was true—there was real fear in her eyes and in the set of her jaw. She felt an odd mixture of resignation and relief. She picked up Ava’s hand once more. “Our friendship is so very vital for me right now,” she said. “But this past weekend with you was magical. This place is magical. You make it magical. You make me feel all swoony and swirly inside.”
“Swoony and swirly?” Ava repeated, her eyes warming and darkening.
Something stirred deep inside Sloane at the way Ava turned the word swirly into swully. “It’s just all so complicated. And, when I got back yesterday, it all just came crashing down on me. I wasn’t trying to punish myself for being with you. I was really just trying to get out of my own head. But then there was an avalanche of emotion—or maybe I was the avalanche.”
Ava went quiet and still. Then: “It is complicated.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. It was low and silky, and it did things to Sloane’s body.
“May I hold your hand?” Sloane ventured, unsure of where the words had come from.
“Always,” Ava answered in exactly the same way she had on the granite outcropping in Lamington Park.
Sloane giggled as she thought that she always seemed to be asking Ava’s permission to hold her hand or cuddle her.
“What’s so funny, chuckles?” Ava asked as the mood lightened between them.
Sloane only smiled in answer. “May I…rest my head in your lap? Just for a bit?”
Ava grinned. “Of course. But just for a bit.”
Sloane stretched out and laid her head in Ava’s lap. The warmth from Ava’s body soothed Sloane as did Ava’s fingers in her hair and on her cheek and her neck.
“I’d like to make you dinner? At the cottage. Maybe this weekend if you can find a sitter? Maybe not a date. Maybe a date? Would you come to the cottage and let me make you dinner this weekend? If you can find a sitter?” Sloane stammered through the unplanned and improvised invitation and thought that she surely was emotionally and physically spent if she couldn’t even string a few simple words together into a straightforward question.
Ava laughed openly. “I’d love to. And I’m sure I can find a sitter. Does it matter which night?”
“Not at all. Either night is good for me.” Sloane nuzzled into Ava’s lap.
Somehow, allowing Ava to dote on her like this, allowing herself to be open to Ava’s affections and ministrations like this, made Sloane feel bigger and more human. It was only moments before she drifted off to sleep.



CHAPTER 20
FOLLOWING THE SYDNEY TRIP, THEY fell into a routine of sorts. Sloane would stay after Grace and Ellen had gone to bed to stream a movie or a series with Ava or they’d meet on the terrace of the main house where Ava could still be near Grace should she wake. Sometimes, they sat in companionable silence and looked up at the Southern Cross together. Sometimes, they held hands and talked into the night. Sometimes, under a starry night sky, they curled up tight together on a deck lounger. On a handful of occasions when the temptation was too much to bear, it became more, much more.
Ava lied to herself about what it all meant, lied to herself about what Sloane meant to her, argued with herself about what it all meant. A not so small part of her knew the lies for what they were.
On this afternoon, they groomed the horses together in the barn. Their interaction moved from lazy conversation to easy silence and back again, but Ava sensed something was on Sloane’s mind.
“I was thinking. Earlier today, at school, I was thinking about the trip I have planned at the beginning of next month. I’m going to Lady Elliot Island for a few days at the start of the holidays. Have you ever been?” Sloane finally said.
“No, I’ve been to K’gari and some other islands nearby, but never Lady Elliot.” Ava was brushing out Winnie’s mane while watching Sloane brush Banger. Ava noted that Sloane still lacked confidence around the horses, and she wondered if poor Banger also sensed Sloane’s nervousness. Of course, Sloane was also still limited to using only her right hand for grooming the horse, and that probably didn’t lessen the anxiety for either Sloane or Banger.
“Oh, good! That’s good!” Sloane’s eyes lit up. “Would y’all want to go with me? You and Grace? Would y’all want to go with me to Lady Elliot Island for part of the school holidays?”
Ava smiled and felt her cheeks flush at the way Sloane said the words school holidays. She had noticed Sloane had been using more and more Aussie lingo of late, but with certain words, she sounded very much like an American trying a bit too hard. It amused Ava and endeared Sloane to her even more.
“I’d love to go with you, but Paul is taking Grace for a holiday of their own. They’re traveling to Daintree and Cairns for two weeks. But I’d love to go with you if it’s OK that it’s just me.”
Sloane had stopped brushing Banger. She looked at Ava with a blank expression as if trying to decide what her reaction to this news should be. “Well, as much as I adore your daughter, my tiny bestie, this arrangement could work to my advantage.” The look in her eye turned roguish. Ava’s stomach flipped to see it, her mind immediately jumping to a number of possibilities, and she knew already that they’d once again breach their imaginary boundaries.
* * *
Grace squealed in excitement when the doorbell at the main house rang out. She darted for the front door and flung herself at the tall, lithe man standing there with his arms open wide and a huge smile adorning his face.
“Daddy! Daddy! You’re finally here!” Grace exclaimed, and father and daughter showered one another with kisses.
Ava ambled over to the door toward them both, fondness and warmth spreading into her chest. “Hello, tall, dark, and handsome.” She stood on tiptoes and leaned upwards to kiss the father of her child on the cheek in greeting. He returned her hello and swept both mother and daughter into a hug as Charlie jumped and nipped his own greeting at his small family.
“Daddy, come see me ride Bonza! I’m getting so good!” Grace took her dad’s hand and guided him through the house, toward the back.
“Do you have time?” Ava asked, following behind. “She is becoming more and more confident, and she’s been so excited to show you. We’ve already saddled Bonza in case you’d have a few minutes.”
“Of course. Where’s Ellen? I’d love to see her too,” Paul asked as Grace pulled him through the back door.
The three of them made their way down to the riding arena where Bonza waited patiently. The other three horses were grazing in the paddocks. Grace wanted her dad to boost her up into the saddle, and then she insisted that he and Ava both move back to the fence to let her show off a bit. Ava and Paul climbed onto the fence and sat on the top rail, shoulder to shoulder, calling out encouragement and praise for their daughter who was becoming a rather competent equestrian for her age. They chatted easily and with familiarity, any animosity or awkwardness long gone since their divorce.
“Are you leaving for Daintree today, or are you staying in town for the night?” Ava asked. Paul was there to pick up Grace so they could spend her school holidays together before the new baby arrived. He’d asked Ava for extra time with his daughter before getting swept up in the chaos of a newborn, and she’d easily agreed.
“We’ll leave tomorrow. I thought I might convince you to let me stay the night and we’d head out from here in the morning?” He nodded toward Grace sitting proudly astride Bonza. “She’s good, really confident now. And I really would like to catch up with both you and Ellen before we rush off. If you don’t have anything planned, that is.”
“Nothing planned. You’re more than welcome here. We’ll make a nice dinner and all eat together. I can’t say Mum will be as happy to see you as you are to see her, but she’ll fake it nicely enough,” she teased her ex-husband, and they both laughed. “Since you’re staying awhile, shall we saddle Hughie and go out into the park as a family? You can ride Hughie with Grace. I’ll take Bonza.”
“Hell, yeah! That’d be terrific!” He sounded exuberantly boyish, and Ava genuinely smiled up into his gaze. “But may I be the one to tell her?”
“Of course, I’ll just go and grab Hughie’s saddle.”
She clambered down the fence and started toward the tack room. Paul jumped down and called excitedly to his daughter about their family excursion.
* * *
They shared an afternoon together riding and then grooming the horses. When they returned, Ava noticed that the hammock next to the cottage was occupied. As they gathered Hughie and Bonza back into their paddocks for the evening and were ready to make their way to the house for dinner, Grace, too, noticed the heavy hammock and squealed once again in happiness as her worlds were coming together.
“Sloane! Sloane! My dad’s here!” she called out from the paddock. “Daddy, come meet my friend, Sloane!” Again, she took his hand and pulled her father toward her destination as Sloane rolled herself out of the hammock.
Ava watched as her daughter tugged her ex-husband up the small hill to meet Sloane. She considered for a moment that this should make her uncomfortable, or she should at least feel awkward, but in truth, she wanted Paul to meet Sloane and Sloane to meet Paul. Sloane had become such an important part of her life, of her daughter’s life, and of the daily rhythms and routines of the farm, that it only seemed right and natural that they should know one another. She followed along, making her way up the hill as Sloane and Paul shook hands and Grace beamed up at them.
“I’ve heard so much about you. This one is very fond of you,” Paul told Sloane as he cupped Grace’s head and affectionately pulled her toward him.
“And I of her. You have a brilliant, kind, and beautiful daughter,” Sloane replied and eyed Ava as she approached the trio.
“Thank you. I’m not entirely sure how much credit I can take for any of that. She looks just like her mother and, well, I’m sure you know Ava’s practically raising her on her own,” Paul admitted, not without a hint of regret.
“I have plenty of help.” Ava moved to stand next to Sloane, and her gaze momentarily lingered on Sloane’s before she looked back to Paul and Grace. “From Mum, I mean.” She thought she saw Paul’s lips twitch upwards.
“Sloane, come and eat dinner with us,” Grace implored.
“I would really love for you to have dinner with us,” Ava joined in, looking hopefully back to Sloane.
“Oh, I really couldn’t. This is family time, and I won’t intrude.” Sloane put her hands up, palms outward, as if pushing them away.
“Please!” Grace pleaded.
“You won’t be intruding. I’d love to get to know my daughter’s fourth-favorite person on the planet,” Paul added.
“Fourth?” Sloane said indignantly. “Third on this property, buddy. Until today, at least.”
Ava smiled at Sloane’s easy charm and noticed that Paul, too, had chuckled his approval at Sloane’s good-natured teasing.
“Truly, though, I have plans for this evening and y’all don’t have enough time together as it is. And I’m sure Ellen has plenty of catching up she’d like to do.” Sloane laughed as if she knew what Paul was in for, and Ava’s chest swelled with affection and warmth.
“Aww, drat,” Grace replied flatly.
“Well, it was a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for your kindness to Ava and Grace. They both absolutely adore you,” Paul conceded.
“If you’re sure,” Ava said. Without thinking, she reached out and touched Sloane’s hand ever so slightly as Sloane nodded her certainty and Ava began herding her daughter and her ex-husband back toward the main house. “Have a good evening,” she said over her shoulder, and she allowed her gaze to linger maybe a beat too long.
* * *
After dinner, and after Paul had put Grace to bed for the night, Ava stood beside her ex-husband as they cleaned the kitchen and chatted about his wife and the new baby, due in roughly another month. She was washing and rinsing the dishes that wouldn’t fit in the dishwasher as he dried them and put them away.
Ava considered how familiar and intimate it all felt, and she sighed in a bit of exasperation as he took his time drying, oblivious to keeping pace with her. Her impatience was also all too familiar, and she started laughing at his characteristic lack of awareness.
“What’s so funny?” he asked, his expression curious.
She dried her hands and leaned back against the benchtop, holding her sides as she lost control of her giggling.
“What’s so damn funny?” His expression was now torn between mirth and irritation.
She gasped and gathered herself. “If I had a pie chart of the time in our marriage, at least 60 percent of it would have consisted of me waiting for you as you pottered about, oblivious to the world around you.” She laughed again. “And the other 40 percent would have been you playing video games.”
“Me pottering around? Me!? And what about you?” He grinned down at her still-laughing face. “If I had a pie chart of the time in our marriage, 40 percent of it would have consisted of you with your head in the clouds, 40 percent of it would shown you off filming somewhere—matching my 40 percent gaming—and 40 percent would have been of me unsuccessfully trying to get you naked.”
She stopped and looked at him with seriousness in her eyes, then giggles erupted from them both and they collapsed into chairs at the table.
“It’s a good thing you’re pretty because your maths skills have always been a bit shit.” She laughed once more and then grew more reflective. “We were good together once. It wasn’t always bad.”
“It was never bad, really. Ava, it was just…never quite right.” He placed his hand over hers. “You know, I always wondered if you’d be happier, maybe even truly happy, with a woman.”
She looked up at him and tilted her head to the side. Her mind wandered first to Sloane and then to Amira and then to the handful of women with whom she’d had one-night stands, both before and after her marriage to Paul. Did she really find none of them worthy of partnership?
“I never dated a woman I wanted to marry. After Amira.” She surprised herself with the forthright admission.
“You never dated a woman after Amira. Until now, maybe? What about this one?” Paul asked, still holding her hand.
“What one?” Ava asked, sitting up straight and pursing her lips together. Her stomach knotted up, and she wondered for a split second what she was so afraid of.
Paul looked down at their joined hands and back to her eyes. There was nothing but warmth in his expression. “I know that look. I know your look. And I recognize a certain tone in your voice, the way it drops an octave when you speak of her, certainly when you speak to her. You’re in love with her. You’re in love with Sloane.”
She held his gaze for a long moment as she attempted to process the words he had spoken. He wasn’t wrong. And he did have firsthand knowledge of Ava’s body language when she was in love, but she had yet to say those words out loud, and it was jarring to hear them in his voice. She swallowed hard as her eyes wandered past Paul’s right shoulder to the terrace door.
Ava cast her eyes downward and sighed. “Hopelessly, yes,” she whispered. “Pointlessly, yes.”
“Ava, what does that even mean?” Paul pulled his hand back and crossed his arms across his chest.
“Her heart belongs to another,” she said, a deep longing filling up all the spaces in her body, head to toe. “And she leaves in December, back to the States. It’s pointless, hopeless.”
“I don’t believe that. It’s obvious that she has feelings for you too. It’s not pointless or hopeless. I refuse to believe that. And, my God, Grace adores her!”
Ava sighed and leaned back in her chair, tilting her head toward the ceiling and closing her eyes. “It’s complicated, Paul. She’s grieving her late wife, who died only a year and a half ago. No, more than that now—I’m not sure. Anyway, they were happy. They were happily married. They were in love. Her heart belongs to her late wife.”
“Oh, shit,” he said and sucked in air.
“Yeah.”
“Fuck, Ava. Why’d you have to go and fall in love with her, then?” he asked, and Ava couldn’t tell if he was serious or not.
“Oh, for Chrissakes, Paul. That’s not helpful, you asshole.” She stood and slapped him on the shoulder with a kitchen towel. “I’m going to bed.”
“Hey.” Paul grabbed her hand as she started to walk away toward the lounge and the bedrooms. “Don’t give up, OK, Ava? If not her, someone. Don’t give up.”
They looked at one another for a long moment. Ava wondered what would have happened if he had asked that of her years ago regarding their own marriage. She noticed, for the first time that day, that there was more than a bit of age starting to show around his eyes, and maybe a bit of sadness too.
“Good night, Paul,” she said and padded down the hallway.



CHAPTER 21
SLOANE STOOD BACK AND CONSIDERED her nearly full duffel, taking stock of what she’d packed for their trip to Lady Elliot Island. She mentally checked off items from her packing list. Everything seemed in order.
Now that they were just a few minutes away from leaving for the drive up the coast, Sloane was oddly nervous. She wondered if it had anything to do with unexpectedly meeting Ava’s ex-husband the evening before, though the encounter was surprisingly pleasant and even jovial. Ava’s little family was gorgeous, and they were sweet with one another. Paul was handsome in a way that made sense for Ava, and, for a moment, Sloane wondered what had drawn Ava to her on Bondi in the first place.
No, the nerves have nothing to do with Paul. But maybe the loss of Grace as a buffer between the two of us. Will Ava understand when I need some time alone? Will Julia forgive me for wanting to be there with Ava? Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What am I even doing?
Sloane closed her eyes tightly, took a deep breath, and tried to recreate the partition in her head—the one that separated Ava from Julia, the one that allowed her to enjoy her time with Ava, the one that allowed her to miss her wife, the one that allowed her to exist in both worlds. She opened her eyes and blinked hard several times.
This trip to the island is going to be an amazing, once-in-a-lifetime experience with a beautiful, kind, clever, and interesting woman. But it doesn’t have to be once in a lifetime. If you don’t want it to be, you could just stay here and visit Lady Elliott anytime you wanted. Wait. What. The. Fuck. Of course, it’s only a once-in-a-lifetime thing.
Sloane shook her head, trying to shake out the weird conversations running amok in her brain. She shook again, her whole body this time, just as there was a knock on the door. Sloane tilted her head in curiosity as she made her way to it. She looked through the window and saw Ava smiling back at her. She pulled the door open. “Since when do you knock on the front door?”
“Um, I’m not sure, actually. It just seemed like the right thing to do? With us going on an official holiday together? And I’m parked on this side.” Ava stepped into the cottage and gave Sloane a quick peck on the cheek before continuing. “Are you ready? I’ve loaded my bag, and I packed us coffees and toasties. Are you ready?” Ava gave a little bounce as she asked her question again.
Sloane smiled widely at Ava’s eagerness; it reminded her of Grace, and it was clear that she, too, was feeling some nerves about their trip. Standing there listening to Ava repeat herself in excitement, this trip suddenly felt very much like a getaway with a lover, and her chest both warmed and tightened at the thought.
“Absolutely. Let me grab my bag.” She walked back toward the bedroom, calling over her shoulder, “I’m happy to drive the first leg of the trip.”
“I still don’t entirely trust your driving here,” Ava called back.
“I’ve been driving here for more than nine months.” She returned with her bag in tow, stopped, and looked at Ava, her eyes wide with mock offense and a touch of feigned shock. “And, more importantly, you trust me to drive your daughter around town but not you?”
“All right, fine. You’ve got me there, I guess. Does that make me a terrible mother?”
“No, only a slightly hypocritical one.” Sloane stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Ava. “I’m looking forward to this,” she said quietly.
Ava smiled back at her and kissed her fully on the lips this time. “As am I. Let’s go. We don’t want to risk missing the flight. I want you. On the beach. Surrounded by the blue and the wild.”
* * *
Ava walked hand in hand alongside Sloane at sunset on the west side of the island. The bright, sparkly sand of Lady Elliot mellowed in the waning light, and the waves seemed to gain energy as if they’d been waiting their turn. Their days alone had been wonderful, everything she’d hoped for and more. Ava felt closer to Sloane than ever and, as they walked, she silently lamented that it was their last night on the island.
She had always loved the size and strength in a man’s hands—found comfort and safety in them. But as she walked along the beach with Sloane’s fingers entangled with hers, she considered what it was about Sloane’s hands that just felt right. They were slightly smaller than her own. Smooth and soft. Not at all like Paul’s or that of any other men she’d loved. She looked at their joined hands, the way their fingers laced together.
We just fit together so nicely.
As Ava considered Paul’s words from only a few days before—and those of her friend Lynne a few months ago. She imagined an indentation on Sloane’s left ring finger exactly where her wedding band would have certainly sat. Ava wondered how much of Sloane’s marriage still gripped her, marked her, left her with indentations.
No, she doesn’t belong solely to her anymore. A calm settled. She belongs to me now too, surely she does after the things we’ve done this week. At least some small part of her.
Ava thought about the mind-blowing sex they’d shared through the week, unlike anything she’d ever experienced. Sloane had surprised Ava by purchasing a strap-on for the trip—insisting that she’d purchased it only after learning Grace wouldn’t be accompanying them. They’d spent far more time in the small cottage than on the beach, and it had been spectacular. Ava smiled at the memory of Sloane’s shock when Ava had asked if she, too, could wear the strap—asked if Sloane would open herself for her. It was the first time Ava had asked this of anyone, and it was so much more than she expected.
Sex since that night had felt like individual, almost spiritual, acts of vulnerability—both given and received. She had expected a feeling of power and ownership to come with wearing the strap-on and penetrating Sloane. Instead, it had been like accepting a rare and precious gift.
She had since questioned everything she thought she knew about sex, power, and control—who has it and who relinquishes it. The most surprising part of all was that it had thrown shame for a loop, largely silencing it since that night of shared vulnerability, and Ava wondered if it lurked still.
She laughed quietly, thinking it ironic that it was a strap-on that had stunned her feelings of shame into temporary speechlessness when she suddenly needed for Sloane to know and understand the way she felt about her.
“Do you remember those pictures and posters from the eighties and nineties that were pixelated and blurry?” she asked Sloane. “And you had to concentrate on just one part of the image, really concentrate, and then, suddenly, the whole image would acutely come into focus? Do you remember those?”
Sloane snickered beside her. “Of course. What on earth made you think of those?”
“You. You made me think of those.”
“Um, how so?”
“When we first met, that morning on the beach, and back at the flat, and again when we met on the farm.” Ava watched the confusion creep into Sloane’s face. “You were all blurry, fuzzy.”
“Fuzzy? I was fuzzy?” Sloane belly laughed. “And are we allowed to remember the morning in Sydney now?”
“Yes, you drongo. Of course we’re remembering.” Ava lightly punched Sloane on the shoulder. “And you weren’t fuzzy; my vision of you was fuzzy.” Ava pursed her lips and tried again. “I couldn’t see you clearly. You were blurry and pixelated.” She paused, trying to think of the words to make Sloane understand. “I was drawn to you, but I couldn’t understand why. I wanted to know you, even though I didn’t want to want to know you. It was all blurry, confusing. You weren’t clear to me.”
“Ava, what is a drongo?”
“A drongo is a…a silly idiot. And a bird. But in this case, silly idiot.”
“A silly idiot!” Sloane feigned offense at the insult and then asked, still smiling, “And now? Am I still fuzzy?”
Ava rolled her eyes before and then tried an expression meant to convey seriousness, not teasing. “When we were in Melbourne, on the pier at St. Kilda. I was standing there with you, watching you watch the penguins, and I must have concentrated on just the right place. Because you suddenly came into focus,” Ava explained, squeezing Sloane’s hand as they resumed their walk.
“And what did you see?” Sloane whispered, any humor having disappeared from her tone.
Ava pulled them to a stop. “Someone I wanted to know but was afraid to. Someone I wanted to touch but was afraid to touch. When you brought me that first stone, I knew then that I was in real trouble. Sloane, I…I like you.” She frowned at the inadequacy of the word. “Far more than I want to.”
Sloane smiled at Ava’s words and kissed her before she could add to or subtract from her admission.
“Why do you bring me the stones? I love that you bring them to me. But why?” Ava asked, both hands on Sloane’s hips.
“Honestly, I’m not sure. Maybe to weigh you down? Wait, that’s not what I mean.” Sloane laughed at her own response to the question. “I really don’t know. The first time, I was thinking about you when I was walking along the creek bed. I saw a stone I liked while I was thinking of you, so I picked it up. After that, whenever I saw a beautiful stone, I thought of you. I’m sure there’s a reason. Maybe so you don’t blow away?”
“So…to weigh me down,” Ava teased and bumped her shoulder to Sloane’s.
Suddenly, Sloane dropped to one knee. She was focused intently on something up ahead. Ava crouched down beside her. Sloane was wide-eyed and silent, and Ava immediately recalled Sloane’s reaction to the penguins in Melbourne.
Ava tore her gaze from the awe on Sloane’s face and saw the object of her fascination. They watched in silence as a loggerhead sea turtle made her way from ocean to beach. They sat down on the sand and waited as she chose a spot and began digging.
“She’s a bit early, I think.” Ava tried to remember the months for nesting season and was sure the loggerhead was a few weeks early. “I wonder if the warmer waters make her think it’s later than it is.”
“Maybe she’s just living on her own terms,” Sloane whispered.
“Have you ever seen them hatch?”
“Once. On the Gulf of Mexico. Watching her now, though—what an act of faith. To leave them here…and trust. And then the babies, they hatch and rush headlong into a great, big, scary unknown,” Sloane observed with a sense of deep reverence.
“No,” Ava corrected. “That’s not quite right. The turtle hatchlings, I mean. They don’t rush into the great, big, scary unknown. They rush headlong to the only thing they know: they go home.”
Sloane shifted her still reverent expression toward Ava, and they held one another’s gaze for a long while before Sloane slowly turned back towards the turtle. They held hands until the turtle had dug her nest deep, turned to lay her eggs, carefully covered them, and then lumbered back toward the Coral Sea.
As they stood to walk back the way they had come, Sloane reached into the pocket of her pants and wordlessly handed Ava a small stone, smooth and shiny from the surf.
Ava returned Sloane’s sheepish grin, and they walked hand in hand back to their cottage.



CHAPTER 22
AVA AND SLOANE SAT CURLED together on the sofa, and Ava wondered if they were more available to one another, more demonstrative with one another, because Sloane was truly processing through her grief and Ava through her shame. It could also be that Ava would be gone for weeks.
Ellen had excused herself to bed earlier in the evening, and Grace had been asleep for some time now. So Ava and Sloane had curled up to watch a documentary about the world’s best protected parks. They held hands and kissed fingertips and palms. Ava was content to sit and soak up Sloane’s warmth.
The pitter and patter of tiny feet interrupted the moment, and Ava pulled away slightly from Sloane so as to not encourage her daughter’s imagination—an imagination that would’ve been correct in its speculations at this point. Sloane sat up straight as the advancing footsteps neared them.
Grace burst into the lounge room and into her mother’s lap. Tears streaked her cheeks, and she screeched something incomprehensible about her window. Ava tried to soothe her daughter.
“Gracie, darling, what’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?” Ava held her and rocked her back and forth.
“Something is trying to get in my window,” the girl choked out, sobbing and clearly terrified.
Ava and Sloane looked toward one another, and a ball of panic began to form in the pit of Ava’s stomach as her mind immediately, and maybe a bit irrationally, jumped to the fear that someone was trying to get in. Sloane stood up and walked toward the back door. She snapped her fingers toward Charlie, and he followed her, knowing his mission. Ava jumped up, still holding Grace, but made no further move to stop Sloane. She cradled Grace, holding her tightly, and they both listened intently, watching the door, waiting for Sloane and Charlie to return from their investigations.
Ava listened intently but heard no barking or growling, and her anxiety began to quell.
“Where’s Sloane?” Grace whispered, tears drying and breathing back to normal now.
“I don’t know, bubs. But if it were something scary, Charlie would be barking.” Ava hugged her daughter tighter, and they waited.
A few minutes later, Sloane and Charlie appeared in the doorway. Sloane carried a pair of garden loppers. She smiled at Grace. “I found the culprit tapping at your window. It’s the wattle that needs a bit of pruning. Want to go with me to slay a dragon?”
“A dragon?” Grace asked, wide-eyed.
“Yup. Come help me stop it from waking you. We’ll do it together.” Sloane held out her hand to both Ava and Grace.
Ava took her hand, and Sloane led them to the terrace and around to the side of the house. When they reached the overgrown wattle that was swaying in a strong evening breeze, Sloane stopped and Grace clambered down from her mother’s arms.
Sloane handed Ava the loppers. “Hold these, please,” she asked. “Up you go,” she said to Grace as she reached down and swung the girl up onto her own shoulders, then reached for the loppers from Ava.
“Do you see the dragon that’s tap-tap-tapping at your window?” Sloane asked Grace, not able to see her face. Ava looked at her daughter perched on the shoulders of someone who had quickly become one of her favorite people in the world. She felt warm all over.
“Yeah, I see it,” Grace whispered into Sloane’s hair.
“All right. We’re gonna slay it. Ready?” Sloane held up the loppers, a handle in each hand. “You guide us to the dragon and help me squeeze. We’re gonna take care of this, easy peasy.”
Grace put one hand on each of Sloane’s and guided the loppers to the offending limb. “OK, ready,” she said. Together, they squeezed the lopper handles, slicing through the limb. “We got it!” Grace proclaimed proudly.
“I knew we could do it,” Sloane said with confidence and handed the loppers back to Ava before she lowered Grace to the ground.
Ava looked at the triumphant pair with deep affection. She absolutely adored how Sloane was so steady and grounded with Grace. Her chest, neck, and ears flushed at the tenderness of Sloane’s friendship with her daughter.
They all walked back into the house together, with Ava thinking about how fortunate they were that Sloane had found her way to the little cottage at the edge of the property.
“Mum, Sloane will tuck me in bed again,” Grace said resolutely. “She can slay dragons,” she added with an air of seriousness that made Ava’s lips stretch into an amused grin.
“You can slay dragons,” Sloane corrected, and Grace hugged Sloane’s leg.
“Of course, bubs,” Ava told Grace. “Sloane will tuck you up.”
* * *
After Sloane had settled Grace back into bed and they had sung softly together until Grace had drifted back to sleep, Sloane surveyed the tiny bedroom of oranges and pinks, remembering a time not too long ago when the room was all gray. Now it’s the color of Gold Coast sunrises, Sloane thought.
Back at the lounge, she found Ava sitting to one side of the sofa looking thoughtful, a glass of wine in hand. She had turned off the television and watched Sloane cross the room, sleepiness pulling at her expression.
She handed Sloane her own glass of wine and motioned for Sloane to sit in the middle of the sofa. Ava turned to face her, putting her legs over Sloane’s lap, as if to claim her. Sloane deposited the wineglass on the table in front of them and leaned forward to kiss Ava’s bent knees, which brought a small smile to Ava’s lips.
“Sloane.” She said simply and quietly. “You make me feel like a kite.”
“A kite?” Sloane returned, a smirk on her lips. “As in a bird or the toy you fly on a string?” Curiosity and amusement played in her voice.
“The kind you fly—a kite,” Ava clarified.
“Please tell me more about this kite.”
Ava shifted and sat her own glass down on the table. She reached for Sloane’s nearest hand, turned it upward, and began tracing shapes on Sloane’s palm with her fingertips. “I’ve always been a bit flighty, a bit flaky, a bit prone to float away from people. I think that’s at least partly why my marriages failed—I simply floated away.
“But you, since you’ve been here, you make me feel like a kite,” Ava repeated, as if that explained how she felt. “I feel like I can still have my head in the clouds, I can still be floaty. But I also feel grounded. Like you have me tethered, anchored, like I have mooring.”
“That’s beautiful, Ava.” A powerful wave of fondness and devotion swept over her, so much so that her skin prickled and she suddenly shivered.
“Yes, it is,” Ava answered, and tears threatened at the corners of her eyes. Ava blinked them away.
After several moments, Sloane felt her emotions dance between longing and sadness. Turmoil must have shown on her face because Ava eventually filled the silence.
“I’m not asking anything of you,” Ava said regretfully. “I just wanted you to know. How I feel.”
“So,” Sloane lifted her eyes in a teasing expression. “What I hear you saying is that I do weigh you down. With the stones.”
Ava guffawed and allowed Sloane’s deflection. She stood, still laughing quietly, and reached down for Sloane’s hand. Sloane placed her hand in Ava’s, let herself be pulled to her feet, and they walked hand in hand to Ava’s bedroom.



CHAPTER 23
WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME I laid awake like this wishing for morning to come quickly? Childhood maybe. Christmas morning as a child, probably. What a lovely feeling this is. What a buoyant, ebullient, wonderful feeling this is. Maybe it’s contagious…maybe Ava’s floating is contagious. Maybe if I ever do manage to fall asleep, I’ll wake up already in Melbourne having floated there in my sleep like a happy, dopey hot-air balloon.
Sloane had been in bed for hours, but sleep completely eluded her. It had been ages since excitement and eagerness were the emotions keeping her awake. She wasn’t even mad, but instead grateful for this particular brand of insomnia. Ava had been away for four weeks, and Sloane was missing her terribly. Ellen and Grace had visited Ava the previous weekend, but now it was Sloane’s turn. They’d have the space to touch, to kiss, to…
Sloane realized she was smiling again. Like a happy, dopey hot-air balloon. Truth be told, the space had been nice too. She’d had a chance to breathe and to journal and to spend time with Mo and Leota. She’d gone to every school function she logistically could, she’d graded loads of papers, and she’d run or cycled almost every day. And she’d planned out the rest of the school year and firmed up any travel plans she had through December. The space had been nice, but she felt an ache for Ava that surprised her. And apparently made her feel like a hot-air balloon.
Sloane rolled her eyes at her own saccharine longings and reached for her phone to check the hour for the hundredth time that night. Not long until she’d see Ava’s freckled, smiling face.
* * *
Ava waited her turn in the hair-and-makeup trailer. She should be going over her lines for the day’s shoot, but she felt restless and distracted. It had been a tough few weeks, and being away from Grace was beginning to grate. She closed her eyes and considered that Grace and her mum would be there next week and she’d be able to wrap her arms around her daughter.
Motherhood was fucking hard sometimes, single motherhood especially so. Her profession made it even more difficult, but she wouldn’t give either up for anything in the world—neither motherhood nor her career. She wanted to be a model for Grace to choose something you love and do it with intention, though Ava often doubted she was setting the example she wished to.
Grace was being brought up seeing both creativity and hard work, and she was also being brought up bearing witness to the heartache that lost roles and derailed dreams wrought. Ava wished she were better at modeling perseverance and realized dreams, but, in truth, she knew that more often than not she herself simply settled for less. That wasn’t the lesson she wanted Grace to learn.
As she waited, she mulled over her career mistakes and what might have been. Being on set, any set, often triggered old fears and insecurities and self-recriminations, and she wished for a distraction from the self-rebukes. A slow, roguish smile started to stretch across her face as she thought about Sloane’s arrival later in the morning and that they’d be spending the weekend alone together.
“Hmmm, Ava James, what’s on your mind, love? You look positively devilish for it be so damn early in the morning. Must have been a good night?” Ollie, her hair-and-makeup magician, pulled her out of thoughts that had definitely taken a turn toward the lascivious. “Hop into this chair and tell me all about it.”
He smiled lecherously at her, and she laughed at her own errant thoughts and at the idea that she’d ever repeat them out loud.
By noon, her distraction would be here, waiting in the flat back in St. Kilda. By late evening, they’d be together, and by midnight at the latest, she planned to be in bed. In the meanwhile, she had to focus on work as shame and fear danced with one another in the background of her thoughts, reminding her how easy it would be for her distraction to become her obsession and ruin yet another role.
What a risk it was to let Sloane visit here alone.
* * *
Sloane struggled to stay awake—she had wanted to wait up for Ava to return to her apartment from her press event, but it was getting late, and her eyelids were beginning to grow heavy.
Sometimes, when she found herself in that place of twilight—neither awake nor asleep—she felt Julia nearby. Tonight was one of those nights, and she could have sworn that Julia had curled up on the sofa next to her. She could almost smell her perfume, hear her soft laughter as she read some salacious romance novel. The guilt began to tug at the edges of her consciousness as she finally stretched out the length of the sofa willing to give in to sleep.
Some unknown time later, the sound of the key in the door roused her, and she woke to find Ava sauntering into the foyer. She was wearing a leopard print pencil skirt Sloane had never seen her in before, a purple sleeveless silk blouse, and four-inch black stilettos. The sight shocked Sloane into wakefulness.
She stood up from the sofa in the lounge room and stared at Ava as she chattered on about her day and about how long the rope line had been but that there had also been the sweetest young fan who was an aspiring actress. Sloane suddenly realized Ava was laughing—at what, she wasn’t sure. She watched as Ava kicked off her heels in the middle of the kitchen and filled a glass with tap water.
Finally, Sloane found her voice. “Put them back on,” she said—demanded, actually—and then added, “please.”
It was her only greeting. Ava turned sharply to look at her before she looked down at her discarded heels. She tilted her head slightly, the laughter dying in her throat but interest and curiosity growing in her eyes as she gazed back at Sloane. She raised a single eyebrow and then put the heels back on, but her eyes narrowed slightly as she studied Sloane, now standing stock-still in the lounge room.
“You know they make me like five inches taller than you.” Ava smirked and leaned back seductively against the kitchen bench.
Sloane said nothing—her mind was completely and utterly blank. She felt as if all the blood and all the oxygen had concentrated itself only in select parts of her body, and, clearly, her head wasn’t one of them.
She walked slowly into the kitchen and leaned the entire length of her body into Ava, who was still leaning against the benchtop. Sloane looked up—nearly five inches up—into Ava’s hooded eyes, and those eyes returned her own heat. Her gaze fell to Ava’s neck and collarbones. Her ears. Her lips. And Sloane nearly purred as Ava’s lips quirked. She leaned down as if to kiss Sloane, but Sloane shifted her weight back, just out of reach. Ava looked at Sloane mischievously.
Sloane looked into Ava’s eyes and, with both hands, gripped Ava’s skirt and shimmied it upward. When she reached the top of Ava’s stockings, tight around her thighs, Sloane gasped as she fingered their lacy edges. She pulled the skirt even higher. Ava leaned forward once more, and Sloane again eluded the kiss. Instead, she lifted Ava’s right leg and wrapped it around her own hip. She never broke eye contact as she slowly slid down Ava’s body until she knelt in front of her and pushed Ava’s leg up and over her shoulder. The heel of Ava’s stiletto dug into her back in the most delicious way. Ava gasped and steadied herself against the bench. Sloane braced Ava’s other leg, helping to support her as they stared at one another in anticipation.
Sloane’s fingers found the edge of Ava’s black lace panties, and she stretched the fabric to the side little by little. Her gaze dropped momentarily to what was directly in front of her mouth before once again finding Ava’s eyes as she slowly leaned in. Ava’s right shoe dug further into Sloane’s back, urging her forward.
At the first touch of Sloane’s tongue, Ava gasped and grabbed Sloane’s head with one hand. Sloane felt Ava’s knee almost buckle before she pulled her hand out of Sloane’s hair and onto the benchtop to better support herself.
Sloane glanced up to see Ava’s head thrown back and her back arching outward. Sloane’s chest filled with both power and gratitude. The moment felt surreal and almost implausible. Except that she could very much feel Ava’s flesh and muscle beneath her hands. She could taste Ava on her tongue. It was very, very real.
She moved her right hand from Ava’s leg and slid it slowly up her thigh, all the while running her tongue around Ava’s clit in wide circles. She stilled her fingertips for only a moment to let Ava know her intentions and then plunged them deep inside her.
She heard a deep, guttural moan in her right ear as Ava’s thigh pressed hard into the left side of her head. She looked up again to find Ava’s eyes, almost entirely deep golds and ambers, looking down at her. Ava was struggling to keep those fire eyes open. Sloane pushed deeper and faster into Ava, sucked harder until Ava cried out, grabbed Sloane’s head with both hands, and arched her back into a deep orgasm. She precariously perched half on Sloane’s shoulder and half on one leg that was beginning to buckle once more. Sloane was forced to hold Ava upright with both hands, finishing Ava’s orgasm with only her tongue.
Ava pushed Sloane’s head away almost violently, and she whimpered. Such a tiny, squeaky whimper for someone with such a deep voice, Sloane thought with a smile as Ava still held her in place with fistfuls of her hair.
“Enough.” Ava struggled to catch her breath. “Too much.” Another spasm took hold in her core and in her thighs. “Please come up here. Please,” she whispered between gasps.
Sloane lowered Ava’s right leg slowly and gently to the floor, removing her shoe along the way. She then turned to the left leg, lifting slightly and removing the stiletto from Ava’s other foot. Ava’s breath steadied, and Sloane pushed her way up Ava’s body until they were at nearly the same height.
Ava leaned in, and Sloane did not deny her a kiss this time.
* * *
Grace and Ellen kept Sloane busy after her return from Melbourne. She unloaded the dishwasher and cleaned the kitchen at the main house while Ellen readied Grace for bed. The independence and quiet alone time that she’d enjoyed before her visit with Ava had evaporated, and she began helping more and more with the horses and around the property in general. Sloane had concluded that with Ava having been gone nearly two months now, Ellen must be tiring and that was the reason for her growing reliance on her. Truth be told, Sloane felt perfectly content picking up the slack—she was happy to feel needed and necessary, to have purpose. It was a way for her to show gratitude for the James’ women accepting her into their world.
As she moved through the kitchen, cleaning and putting away the remains of dinner, she thought over the months she had spent on the Gold Coast. She thought back to what she’d dared to hope for when she’d left the States to come to Australia, and she allowed herself to linger on the memory of Ava’s unintentional welcome on Bondi Beach. She smiled at the thought that this was far more than they both had bargained for. But in the best of ways, she hoped.
Grace careened into the kitchen, stark naked, flailing her arms all about and shrieking. “Nakie Gracie! Nakie Gracie!”
Laughter rose from Sloane’s belly and into her throat until she saw Ellen trailing along behind Grace, carrying pajamas and looking both stern and weary. She stifled her laughter as Grace made another circuit through the lounge, dining room, and kitchen, shouting, “Nakie Gracie! Nakie Gracie!”
“Would you, dear?” Ellen handed Sloane the girl’s pajamas. She didn’t wait for Sloane’s answer and instead walked straight to the cupboard for a wineglass. She looked depleted.
Sloane marveled at how any human being could have that much energy at this time of the evening and after a full day of school and an afternoon of play on the farm. She quelled both her laughter and her wonder at the tiny naked tornado. “I’ll take it from here,” she said. “I think. Maybe.”
Ellen snorted. “I’ll get the bourbon for you.”
“I’m going in. Wish me luck.” Sloane moved to intercept Grace as she made another loop through the house. She caught her as Grace rounded the corner. They both collapsed in a heap of giggles.
“Nakie Gracie needs to put on her pajamas and get to bed,” Sloane said, setting the girl on her feet.
Grace stepped into her pajama bottoms as Sloane held them out for her. “Are you reading my story tonight?”
“I have a better idea.” Sloane looked into Grace’s eyes, red rimmed from exhaustion that she was clearly fighting off. “First to bed, and then I’ll tell you.”
Once they’d gotten the stars on in her bedroom and she’d snuggled down under the blankets, Sloane pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. She opened her recent calls list and tapped the video call icon next to Ava’s initials.
“Are we listening to the wavey music again?” Grace asked after a yawn.
“Patience, puddin’.” And then Ava was smiling up at her from the screen on her phone.
“Hi,” Ava said, barely above a whisper.
“Mummy!” Grace exclaimed and wiggled her arms free of the blankets to take the phone. “Mummy, you’re not working!”
“No, darling. I’m finished for the day, and Sloane and I thought I could tell you your bedtime story from Melbourne.” There was affection and longing in Ava’s voice, but Sloane also heard fatigue.
“Mummy, I miss you.” Grace’s lower lip quivered.
Ava must have noticed because her voice cracked pitifully as she responded, “Oh Gracie, I miss you so much. I’ll be home in just over a week, and I’m gonna squeeze you so hard.”
Sloane laid back and listened to mother and daughter as her heart swelled and an ache began to bloom in her chest. Grace fell fast asleep only halfway through Ava’s story, but Sloane didn’t stop her reading. Instead, she listened intently to the steady breathing of the child next to her, and to the honeyed voice wafting from her phone.



CHAPTER 24
SLOANE FINALLY FOUND AN EVENING for Mo and Leota to join her at the cottage for dinner. It had been ages since Sloane had hosted anyone.
Julia had always been an immaculate hostess—putting together lovely meals and drinks, knowing just what touches to add to make an evening memorable. Sloane missed her late wife deeply on that Saturday as she ran around town gathering dinner ingredients, wine, and beer. She generally kept the cottage neat and clean, so that wasn’t an issue, but looking around after she had set about making dinner, Sloane lamented that the place was missing personal touches. The cottage felt a bit empty. Julia would probably have accused her of living like a bachelor.
The sound of knocking on the front door startled Sloane from her thoughts, and she rushed to the door to find Mo and Leota chatting comfortably with one another on the porch. Mo carried a dish covered in aluminum.
“Nibbles before we eat whatever smells so wonderful!” She handed the dish to Sloane and stepped inside the cottage, her nose pointed upward as if trying to sort out what they would be eating for dinner.
“Come on in,” Sloane responded unnecessarily, as they were both already squeezing their way past her and into the cottage. Her heart warmed at the familiarity she shared with Mo and Leota. Mo was the closest thing to a best friend Sloane had this side of the Pacific short of the five-year-old up the hill. And Ava. There was Ava, but that was complicated.
“Fuckin’ hell, Sully. That smells wonderful. What is it?” Mo asked, walking into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and got a beer for herself. “Have you wine for my wife?” Looking at Leota, who seemed taken aback at her wife’s level of familiarity in the cottage, Mo said, “Wine, darling?”
“You’re a bit like a bull steamrolling in here. But, yes, dear, I’d love a glass of wine.” Leota shook her head in an affectionate and clearly practiced gesture, then cast Sloane a look of apology. “Also, Mo made you macarons,” she added, handing Sloane a clear container.
Sloane peeked inside the dish and found an array of delicate, smooth discs in multiple sunny colors. “Finally! Mo, they’re beautiful! They look like the rainbow!”
“Thanks, mate. I think you’ll approve,” Mo said confidently and began to open cupboards at random.
Reading Mo’s mind, Sloane pointed to the cupboard that stored stemware and turned back to Leota. “White?”
“Most definitely. It does smell heavenly in here, by the way. I’ll prepare the cheese plate we brought while you tell us what this is that you’re cooking up for us.” Leota all but took charge of the kitchen.
“Chicken thighs and veggies in a white wine, thyme, and Dijon sauce. It’s pretty good, if I do say so myself.” Sloane prided herself on this recipe—it was delicious and reliable.
As Sloane poured wine for herself and Leota, Mo walked through the main room and out the open doors onto the terrace. “Jesus, Sloane. How’d you score this place?” she asked as she stepped back into the cottage. “Leota, come look at this view. It’s gorgeous!”
“Bea and the owner of the property, Ellen, are old friends and colleagues. Bea convinced Ellen to lease me the place. And on the cheap too. It is lovely, isn’t it?” She and Leota followed Mo back out onto the terrace where they could see the horses grazing in the paddocks as the light of early evening cast a gentle orange, pink, and purple glow across the property and the ridges beyond.
It was picturesque. Sloane had begun to realize in the last few weeks that she would miss the place dearly come late December, when she returned to the States. Dread crept into her chest.
Mo plopped herself in a chair on the terrace. “Why haven’t you invited us over before now? I’m never leaving.”
“And that’s exactly why I’ve haven’t invited you over before now.” Sloane laughed at her friend’s penchant for inviting teasing, and Leota laughed along with her.
Mo slowly raised her middle finger toward Sloane and then good-naturedly laughed along with them.
They ate their dinner on the terrace in the waning light of dusk. They talked of the horses and laughed, reminiscing about the catastrophe that was Sloane’s first attempt at riding. They discussed school politics and strategies for upcoming exams and the antics of the more feral of their students and parents. Leota told stories from her hometown and they discussed their plans for the holidays.
After plates were cleared and stacked on the benchtop, Mo threw herself spectacularly onto the sofa in the lounge in a fit of histrionics at the fact that Sloane had refused her offer to help clean after dinner. Leota followed suit, and they ended up in a heap of faux temper tantrum that made Sloane laugh heartily. They eventually settled and Sloane joined them in the lounge, sitting in the armchair across from the sofa. From somewhere in the pillows and cushions, Leota produced an earring that had become dislodged amid their play and held it up gingerly between her thumb and forefinger for Mo and Sloane to see. “I’ve never seen you wear those,” Mo remarked casually.
Sloane tilted her head at the dangly gold and emerald earring, trying to place it, and as recognition dawned, warmth crept up her neck and spread across her cheeks. She tried unsuccessfully to stop it even as she felt her ears go all hot. “Oh, um, it belongs to…a friend… She must have dropped it,” Sloane stammered.
“A friend!” Mo and Leota exclaimed in unison, and both burst out into a fit of laughter. “Judging by the pink on your cheeks and the crimson on your ears, I’m guessing she’s more than a friend!” Leota observed between fits of laughter.
“Details, Sully, we need details. Who is this Aussie lass? How did you meet her? Why haven’t I heard about her?” Mo rattled off questions without pause for Sloane, and Leota’s laughter grew louder as Sloane rolled her eyes.
Sloane stood and took the earring from Leota’s hand and laid it gently on the table beside the armchair. She groaned and rolled her eyes again, thinking about how to get herself out of this predicament.
“Sullivan! Come on! Spill the tea!” Mo whined impatiently.
“It’s…complicated. And…very complicated. I…”
Sloane’s stammering and stalling was interrupted by a knock at the terrace door, and they all turned to look to find Ava smiling at them. Sloane had invited her to stop by but was surprised to see she’d taken her up on the invitation.
Ava was wearing Sloane’s favorite tight jeans and a simple black V-neck T-shirt that stretched tight across her chest. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, and she wore no makeup, revealing the spray of freckles over her cheeks and nose and forehead. This was Sloane’s favorite Ava, and she smiled widely with affection as another wave of warmth rose in her cheeks.
Mo and Leota very suddenly went absolutely still and quiet, and Sloane realized that recognition of Ava James had dawned on them. They looked back and forth between Sloane and Ava, who was standing at the door, left open to let in the evening breeze.
“Hello. I thought I might drop in and meet your friends. May I?”
Charlie trotted up beside Ava and on through the door as if he needed no invitation.
“Of course! Please, come on in. Want a glass of wine? A beer?” Sloane asked, standing up and moving toward the kitchen.
“Oh, no, thank you. I won’t stay. I don’t want to completely derail your evening.” She stepped into the cottage. “I just wanted to say hello.”
“Ava, this is my friend and colleague, Mo, and her beleaguered wife, Leota,” Sloane teased as she introduced the group. “Mo, Leota, this is Ava. And the hairy beast making himself at home is Charlie.”
“Hello, it’s such a pleasure to meet you both. I’ve heard so much about you from Sloane, and I just couldn’t pass up an opportunity to say hi.” Ava sauntered into the lounge and shook hands with the women, still stunned into silence on the sofa.
“Um, hi,” Mo finally managed, wide-eyed and blushing.
Leota fought to regain some composure and finally stood in greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well. Uh, how do you know our Sloane?”
Sloane, not entirely sure of the social etiquette required of the situation, interrupted the greetings. “Ava, please have a glass of wine while you’re here.” She motioned for Ava to sit in the armchair. “And sit.”
“If you’re sure, thank you,” Ava responded warmly and eased into the chair Sloane had just vacated. “I promise I won’t stay long.”
Sloane retreated briefly to the kitchen to pour Ava’s wine and then pulled a chair from the small dining table into the lounge for herself and rejoined the group. Charlie studied the pair of strangers and sniffed the air a few times before deciding they were harmless, and he plopped himself down next to Ava.
“My mother, Ellen, owns the property, and I live just up the hill with her.” Ava turned back to Leota before sipping her wine and settling back into the chair. “Sloane’s a big hit around here.”
“Oh,” Mo said, still agape.
Sloane noticed Leota stifle a chuckle as she seemed to relax a bit after the initial shock of Ava’s unexpected arrival. “Ava, please excuse my wife. She’s had a bit of a crush on you for ages but, well, she’s normally not quite this…awkward?” Leota looked at Sloane as if asking for help.
“Oh, she’s always this awkward, just normally more exuberant in her awkwardness. She’s usually loudly awkward.” Sloane laughed, as did Leota and Ava.
Their teasing seemed to snap Mo out of her starstruck stupor. Sloane didn’t bother to contain her delighted amusement at the revelation that Mo carried this crush for Ava.
“A little warning would have been nice!” Mo chided Sloane. “You’ve been keeping secrets from me! How did I not know Ava James was your landlord?”
They all laughed, and Mo apologized for her lack of social graces, acknowledging that she didn’t have many to begin with. “We are big fans of yours. I’m just a little taken aback. Your work in Bleak City is…” Mo seemed to lose words again, choosing a chef’s kiss gesture instead, leading to more laughter.
Ava bowed her head slightly in acknowledgement, “Thank you. Truly, thank you.”
“Mo frequently complains that you aren’t in every single series or movie that graces our television. I knew you were from here, but I guess I assumed you lived in Melbourne,” Leota said, trying to relieve her wife of the need to make conversation—which had apparently and suddenly become too laborious for the normally loquacious Mo.
“I’m often in Melbourne, yes. I’ve only just returned from there. But my home is here,” she explained with warmth and affection in her voice. “I hear Mo is one of the best teachers the Gold Coast has to offer. Are you both from here?”
As the conversation continued, Sloane grew more and more impressed with Ava’s skill at making Mo and Leota more and more comfortable with her, keeping them both at the center of conversation by peppering them with questions about their lives and their work. She felt a growing warmth in her belly, noting how relaxed and happy Ava seemed in the company of her friends. That made her want to reach out and touch her, to show her appreciation and affection.
After chatting for a short time, Ava announced that she should be getting back up to the house before her mother sent out a search party. Mo and Leota stood with her, and the three talked over one another with pleasantries and promises to see one another again.
As they were saying their goodbyes, Ava picked up her glass to return it to the kitchen and noticed the earring laying on the table beside her. “Oh! I’ve been looking for this!”
Sloane gaped, as did Mo and Leota, as Ava continued, oblivious to the implication. “I must have dropped it here. I’m so glad you’ve found it—it’s one of my favorites.” She looked innocently at Sloane.
Sloane said nothing but blinked hard at Ava and pressed her lips tightly together.
“Well, I do hope to see the two of you again soon. Maybe tea sometime soon up at the house? Mum would have much to discuss with you, Mo, as she’s a former educator as well,” Ava continued as the other three women nodded and murmured their assent. She leaned in to kiss each of them on the cheeks before she hugged Sloane, kissed her on the cheek as well, and waved goodnight to all as she and Charlie slipped out of the cottage and into the night.
The three women stood in silence, waiting for Ava to get farther from the cottage and out of earshot. They were all three still wide-eyed and agog at the secret that Ava had unknowingly spilled.
After a few moments of absolute silence and stillness, Mo and Leota slowly turned to Sloane. Then, they both suddenly erupted.
“You’re having sex with Ava James! Why haven’t you told us this! How did this happen! When did this happen! Is it serious? Will you stay? Wait, are you OK? What does this mean for you?”
Sloane couldn’t keep up with the questions and protestations being thrown at her.
Finally, Mo exclaimed with both exasperation and annoyance, “You keep secrets from me!”
“Fair dinkum. I do keep secrets from you. ’Cause you sure can’t keep ’em,” Sloane responded calmly. “Wait, did I get it? Is that right?”
“Yeah, sure, that works, Sullivan. It works,” Mo said with a grin while Leota put her hand on her forehead in exasperation.
“Hell, yeah! Finally!” Sloane exclaimed. “Fair fuckin’ dinkum, y’all!”



CHAPTER 25
ON THE MORNING AFTER MEETING Sloane’s friends, Ava tried to relax on the sofa in the cottage as she waited for Sloane to return from her run. Grace was on a playdate with a schoolmate, and Ava and Sloane had planned to take advantage of a few hours alone. Charlie paced about the cottage anxiously awaiting Sloane’s return as well. Ava wondered who was more excited to spend time with Sloane—herself or her dog.
Ava scrolled through texts on her phone and checked her social media accounts—always set up under carefully chosen aliases so only her closest friends and family knew of her digital presence. She fidgeted impatiently, scratched behind Charlie’s ears, sighing often and deeply in her restlessness.
She got up to pace off her growing annoyance. After two circuits around the lounge and kitchen area, she sank heavily into the armchair across from the sofa and picked up an Eckhart Tolle book from the small table beside the chair that she didn’t remember being there the evening before. She and Sloane had recently discussed Tolle’s work, and Ava remembered telling her that this very book was one of her favorites. She opened the book to see how far Sloane had read and maybe to pass the time a bit by reading some herself. She opened the book to a place Sloane had marked and found a pair of stunning blue eyes staring back at her.
“Oh. Julia.”
Sloane had marked her place in the book with two pictures of a woman who could only be Julia. A pang of some unidentifiable emotion hit Ava hard in the stomach. It was a feeling both heavy and sharp. She tentatively picked up both photos and studied the woman looking back at her with big, blue eyes that were set under gorgeous, thick, walnut-colored curls. She had sharp, high cheekbones and an absolutely breathtaking, wide smile. The picture was taken at some kind of event; Julia was dressed to the nines, and her hair and makeup were impeccable.
“My God, you’re gorgeous,” Ava whispered aloud to the photo. “How have I never seen pictures of you before?”
Tears threatened at the corners of her eyes. She shuffled the top photo under the one below it, and the Julia in this photo was comfortable and relaxed and absolutely beaming. She lay in a hammock in what might have been their backyard. She was wearing a simple white T-shirt, and her blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight. Sunglasses peeked out from atop the mop of unruly and disheveled curls falling around her face and onto her shoulders. She looked happy and content—she looked like she was in love.
Julia had been in love with Sloane. It was probably Sloane who had taken the second photograph. Ava visualized the entire scene in her head, with Julia laughing and Sloane goading her. Had they made love before this photo? After? Had they napped in the hammock, curled around one another? Who had made dinner that day? Who was the little spoon that evening? In the midst of her spiraling questions, it occurred to Ava that Sloane used these photos to mark her place in a book about living in the here and now.
Slow, silent tears fell down Ava’s cheeks, and she reverently placed the photos back in the book exactly as she’d found them and put the book back on the table. She leaned back in the chair, trying to make sense of the rush of feelings coursing through her. Jealousy? Envy? Insecurity? Sadness? Shame…
“They were in love, Charlie. But—of course they were in love.”
Ava realized in that moment that she had been carefully compartmentalizing the Sloane she had fallen in love with and the one who was very clearly still in love with her wife. She suddenly and deeply hurt for Sloane. And she feared that she’d never have Sloane in the way that Julia had. Or worse that she’d never be able to love Sloane as Julia had clearly loved her.
Ava shook her head, trying to shake the swirl of emotions into some kind of order. She stood up and began to pace the lounge and kitchen once more, Charlie at her heels. She grabbed her phone and hastily tapped out a quick text to Sloane.
11:17 a.m.: Sorry, I have to reschedule our afternoon together. Forgot I have a few errands I need to run.
With that, she and Charlie slipped out of the cottage and back to the main house for her riding boots. Riding. She needed to ride Hughie and to be alone with her thoughts. She needed to be alone with her raging emotions.
* * *
Ava checked her mobile when she returned to the stable from riding several loops through the park. She had several missed texts from Sloane, the first asking if she could join Ava for her errands and the second wondering if Ava was OK. At the last text, Ava felt a pang of guilt and embarrassment:
3:27 p.m.: Getting worried.
She tapped out a quick text in response:
4:43 p.m.: I’m good. Just needed an afternoon alone. Talk later?
Her phone pinged an immediate reply:
4:43 p.m.: Sure.
Then another:
4:43 p.m.: There was no need for subterfuge. Next time, just tell me you want some alone time.
At another wave of regret and guilt, Ava responded with an apology and a promise to chat later. There was no response that time, and she headed out to pick up Grace from her playdate. She and her daughter spent the rest of the evening caring for the horses together and playing silly games with Charlie. They shared a simple dinner and fell into a well-practiced and soothing bedtime routine. Ava felt as if she were in a fog the entire day and evening and knew she needed to explain to Sloane what had happened and what she was feeling, if she could only figure that out for herself.
Around ten o’clock that night, she slipped out of the main house and over to the cottage. All the lights were off as she pushed her key into the terrace door and eased it open.
“Ava?” Sloane called out from the bedroom.
“It’s only me,” Ava answered as she crept through the lounge and down the hall. She could just make out Sloane’s form lying under the covers of the bed, propped up on one elbow. “May I join you?” she asked.
“Of course,” Sloane whispered and pulled back the covers. “Are you OK? I saw you coming back from the park on Hughie this afternoon. Your errands were in the park? On horseback?” There was no accusation in Sloane’s voice, only confusion and concern.
Ava felt her embarrassment return at the knowledge that Sloane had seen her coming back from her ride. She hoped Sloane couldn’t read her expression in the moonlight that shone through the cottage window. She crawled under the blanket and rolled onto her side, facing Sloane.
“I needed…I—” Ava stammered. Tears welled up in her eyes once again.
Sloane inched forward so that they were lying completely facing one another, not touching but mere centimeters apart.
“I found the photos,” Ava said flatly and looked expectantly into Sloane’s eyes.
Sloane said nothing, only waited for Ava to continue.
“I wasn’t snooping. Or prying. I was waiting for you to come back. I love that book, so I wanted to see where you were in your reading, and I opened it to the page you had marked. And there were the photos of Julia.”
Sloane’s expression was indecipherable.
“I…I guess I knew she’d be beautiful, but she really was gorgeous.”
“She was,” Sloane agreed and offered nothing more.
“It all suddenly became so real. Your loss suddenly felt very real. She suddenly felt very real.”
“She was very, very real. She still is,” Sloane answered. She seemed to be holding something back.
“Seeing her photos, I don’t know. I was enormously, deeply sad, and I don’t entirely understand the things I’m feeling today after seeing her. And of course you’d have photos of her. I don’t know why that surprised me so. Of course you’d have them. She’s your wife.”
“Late wife,” Sloane corrected, and Ava wondered what those two words really meant to Sloane. She’d never heard Sloane utter them before.
“Right. Late wife.” Ava tried unsuccessfully to decipher the look in Sloane’s eyes. “You were in love with her.”
“Yes.”
“She was in love with you,” Ava said passively.
“Yes.”
Ava sighed deeply and closed her eyes in response to her swirling emotions and the look of anguish that now creased Sloane’s brow. “As much as I hate to say this out loud, I feel jealous.” She opened her eyes to see Sloane’s expression, but it hadn’t changed. “You put photos of her in a book about being present in the here and now. There’s irony in that, isn’t there?”
“My grief for her is in the here and now. And so is my love for her,” Sloane said flatly.
The words stung, though Ava objectively knew that Sloane must still love Julia. “Do you ever feel her?”
“Yes.”
“Do you always feel her?”
“No.”
“Do you always miss her?” Ava asked, afraid of the answer. When Sloane didn’t reply—or, at the very least, took her time in answering—Ava continued. “You do. You always miss her.”
Sloane’s breathing was uncannily even and measured, and she seemed to be very deliberate in the rhythm of her blinking. “It’s not really that simple, but I can’t bring myself to say that there are times that I don’t miss her,” Sloane said so quietly that Ava barely heard her.
“Because it would hurt her?”
“Yes. And it would also hurt me,” Sloane admitted. “But I don’t want to hurt you either. Does it hurt you that I miss her? Or that I feel her?”
“Surprisingly, yes. But I know that’s ridiculous, and that was never supposed to be a part of this.” Ava felt shame rooting through her belly and chest. “I was surprised by the feelings I had when I saw her photos. Somehow, I’ve managed to separate you from your loss, and from her. And I don’t entirely know what to do with that. I also have my own stuff, you know, and it seems to be taking hold of me lately.”
“Ava,” Sloane started, and she laid her hand on Ava’s cheek. “I…”
“Will you just hold my hand? Please?”
“It’s normally me asking you that question,” Sloane said, but she complied, and they curled their hands together between their chests and lay there in silence until dawn broke.
* * *
Mo and Leota lived in a house on the banks of a large lake, and Sloane loved visiting them there. The landscape reminded her of the lakes and ridges and valleys back home. The house itself was a mid-century modern house, and they had preserved much of the detail. The lounge and dining area had floor-to-ceiling glazing that looked out over the lake.
On this evening, the lake was a silvery blue against the fading golden light of a late spring sky. Sloane stood in the window, looking out over the kayaks and canoes on the water, and sipped a lager.
“Can we just revisit that you’ve been sleeping with Ava James for months and failed to mention that she was even so much as your neighbor?” Mo’s indignant voice bellowed from behind her. “How could you not tell us something that monumental?”
“It’s monumental that I’ve found someone I like enough to have sex with? Or it’s monumental that Ava James occasionally fucks women?” Sloane teased her friend.
Mo tilted her head, thinking. Leota stopped setting the table and watched her wife search for words, her eyes wide in anticipation of her answer. Finally, Mo simply answered, “Yes. Yes, to both of those things. This is all highly monumental information.”
Sloane and Leota both laughed at Mo—she hadn’t stopped badgering Sloane since the night they had unexpectedly met Ava. Sloane really was enjoying Mo’s crush. “Should I be worried that you’re so very interested in the woman I’m sleeping with?”
“Ah, mate, if you’re keen to keep this up, I think you should get well-accustomed to people being interested in the woman you’re sleeping with,” Mo retorted, and Sloane knew she was right.
“How serious is this?” Leota asked. She was always the one to bring Sloane and Mo’s verbal sparring back to reality. “Serious enough that you’d consider staying?”
“I’m serious enough about that hazelnut mousse Mo whipped up to consider staying. Think that’s reason enough for Immigration to extend my visa?” Having successfully deflected the question, Sloane turned back to the window. She thought about the closeness she felt with Ava and the familiarity and tenderness she was beginning to feel. And then she thought of Julia and the home they built together.
Sloane was temporarily lost in her thoughts when she felt Mo’s presence beside her.
“You’ve stopped talking about her,” Mo observed so quietly that Sloane had barely heard her.
“Well, she’s a very private person, and it’s not my place to out her as bisexual,” Sloane said with a gentle frustration in her voice.
“Not Ava. Sloane, I’m not talking about Ava. You’ve stopped talking about Julia. We really haven’t talked about her in weeks, maybe months,” Mo said.
Leota discreetly moved about the kitchen behind them.
Sloane took a deep breath. Julia hadn’t been around quite as much, and Sloane struggled more these days to conjure specific images or sounds when thinking about her. Sometimes Sloane edged toward a panic attack when she couldn’t remember the precise pitch in Julia’s snarky laugh, or her goading one. And she’d often found that friends and family would ask about how she was doing and then she’d see the panic on their faces if she began to recount the nitty gritty ways that grief operated in her life.
They think they want to know, but they really don’t. They just want to fix things that cannot be fixed. They want to be there, but how can anyone really understand this?
As if reading her mind, she heard Leota behind her. “We really do want to know. We really do want to be here for you. We want to know about this woman who had your heart for so long.”
“Still has my heart. Julia still has my heart.” Sloane took a long sip of her lager. She considered not for the first time that she wasn’t even sure how to share what she was experiencing, but she decided to try. “People think they want to know. But to me, it feels like I’m holding something hot, very hot. It burns me and it hurts. There’s nowhere to put it, nowhere to store it. If I hand it off to friends, they’ll be burned by it too. So I just settle into the hurt, settle into the burn, and wait for my hands to numb to the pain because it’s such a terrible thing to share with someone else.”
Her friends’ silence stretched out, but their faces showed no discomfort, only thoughtfulness.
Leota finally broke the silence, “Let’s take our drinks outside.” She slid open the door and led them to the deck.
After they sat down, all facing the lake, the silence settled thickly around them. Sloane felt pulled between sharing this part of herself with the two friends she’d come to love and trust deeply and keeping this stage of grief to herself. She then considered all those unnamed feelings and fears that had been building and swelling deep inside for months.
Finally, Mo asked, “What do you miss most about her?”
Sloane glanced over to Mo and then to Leota sitting to her left. She felt a bit dizzy and disoriented as she suddenly wondered why no one had ever asked her that question before.
“I…so many things.” Sloane thought about the easy answers. “The ease of being with her. The laughter—hers and mine. The familiarity. The companionship.”
No one spoke, as if they were all in deep thought. Sloane continued, “But that answer seems too easy in some ways.”
“How do you mean?” Leota asked.
“It’s more than that. It’s the unconditional, unquestioning love. The intimate, so very intimate, knowledge of someone. The steadiness and the solidness. I miss having a wife. Isn’t that peculiar? I miss the gravity of the word wife. I miss the way having a wife made my life feel stable and secure. But not just any wife—Julia. Those are the big things. The heavy things.”
Sloane stood and leaned out over the railing. She took a moment to watch the light of sunset changing from a golden amber to a graying purple.
“There are a million other things I miss. The stupid jokes she told over and over again. The weight of her body on mine. The topography of her body under mine. The way she knew what she could tease me for and what she shouldn’t. The way she knew when I needed to be held and when I needed space. The way she knew when I was holding back laughter. The way she knew when I was holding back tears. Those are the things that make me weep—the things that make me feel disfigured and empty.”
Sloane considered that her life back in the States felt so far away from her life on the Gold Coast. Sometimes she didn’t even recognize herself. The grief had changed her, both inside and out. There was Sloane with Julia and Sloane without Julia, and the two were not the same. She realized in that moment, standing on Mo’s and Leota’s deck, that the reason leaving the States for Australia hadn’t been much of a stretch was because nothing at all had seemed like her own life anymore anyway.
Sloane looked down at her hands, hands that used to hold Julia. “Sometimes I don’t recognize myself without her, and it feels like most everything I do, I’m doing either because she can’t do those things or because I know that she’d want me to do them. I still feel her in the world—like she’s here but in a form I can’t see or touch. I wonder if I’d feel more of her at home.”
Sloane turned to look at her friends. Mo was staring out over the long length of the lake, and Leota stared down at her drink, swallowing hard as if swallowing back tears.
Mo met her gaze. “Will you go back? Back to the States?”
“I think so. Probably. I came here because I needed to feel like I had agency and power in my own life. I needed to take some sense of control back, even if it was only the illusion of control. I’ve done that,” Sloane answered honestly. “The thing with Ava, it’s complicated and messy. It’s also beautiful. She’s extraordinary, and she’s given me so much. She’s given me color and sound. It’s profound, really.”
She looked from Mo to Leota and back again and then momentarily considered telling them the truth of hers and Ava’s first meeting and how she often wondered if the universe were working some secret magic. She quickly dismissed the thought, as she normally did.
“But I have little to give her in return. I didn’t tell you, or anyone, because I can’t see a future there. It’s beautiful, but I don’t know how to properly love Ava while I’m going through this—I’m not yet whole. I’ll go back to my life, and she’ll go back to hers.”
“How did you meet? Julia, I mean. How did you meet Julia?” Leota asked, leaning forward. “Show us pictures of her. Tell us all about her. Tell us her stupid jokes too.”
Sloane pursed her lips and felt her muscles tense, but then, surprising even herself, she smiled widely and settled again between her friends to show them pictures of her life before—the life she had before she lost Julia.
“You know, she always wanted to come here. Somedays, I think she’d kick my ass for coming without her…”
“Nah, I don’t know her, but I think she’d be happy you got off your arse and did it at all.” Mo threw an arm around Sloane and pulled her close.
That night, Sloane had a long, gauzy dream. It was not a nightmare, not in the least. In the dream, she did not wake to darkness. Instead, she dreamed of waking up in the sunlight. She dreamed she rolled over into the morning glow of dawn and that next to her was Julia’s mahogany, curly hair spread out across the pillow.
She had slept peacefully all through the night.



CHAPTER 26
SLOANE SLIPPED FROM THE BACK door onto the terrace of Ava’s house, tripping clumsily on her own feet twice. Her knees wobbled and her feet moved as though they were numb with sleep as she stumbled slowly back to the cottage. It was very, very early in the morning, and Sloane felt a bit drunk, though she hadn’t had anything beyond a cup of tea, and even that was hours ago.
When was the last time I came stumbling home after four a.m. after an evening of delicious, blissful sex? Must be almost a decade. Maybe more than a decade? My God, this woman. I’m the luckiest person on the planet…
The thought jarred her back to her senses, and every muscle in her body froze. She stood stock-still on the cottage terrace only a few meters from the door, but her muscles had seized, in a state of high alert, and she couldn’t move.
Luckiest person? What the fuck? What the fuck is wrong you? How can you possibly think that after losing J? Oh, God…
Sloane’s knees buckled. A very real and acute physical pain seized her heart, her head, and her lungs. Sloane doubled over, unable to breathe, then fell to her knees. She held herself up on her palms, the decking boards only inches from her face, from her eyes. The tears were instantaneous, hot, and angry.
She crawled on hands and knees to the cottage door, unable to stand on legs that somehow also felt betrayed by her momentary happiness and stupidity. Opening the door, she crashed inside and lay down on the floor just inside the threshold. She curled into a ball and wept with grief and with guilt, mostly guilt.
She laid on the floor for a long time, wondering how she’d let herself feel this way, how she’d let herself fall…no. She sat up, crossed her legs, and began rocking herself in a frantic motion. She felt crazy, unhinged. The rocking wasn’t soothing her. It wasn’t working. She tried to stand, but her legs weren’t yet ready to forgive her and her mind kept flashing to her last days with Julia.
They had both been sick, but Julia was wheezing and weak. Sloane’s thoughts lingered on the ambulance as it sat in the driveway, on Julia lying on an ambulance gurney, an oxygen mask on her face. The sound of sirens wailing as the ambulance pulled away. Carrying her wife. Away. From her. Forever.
Sloane heard a wailing now. But it wasn’t a siren. It was too near. It was in the room with her. She pushed her body back and forth, swaying faster. Her chest tightened and her vision blurred into gray, shapeless masses. Sloane gasped for air through the sobs and the wailing. She couldn’t catch her breath.
Is this what Julia felt? Trying to breathe? When she…
Sloane wouldn’t know. She hadn’t been with her. No one had been with Julia. A stranger. ICU nurses and doctors.
She clenched her fists, and the faraway wailing turned into a singular rage-filled scream. Her head felt thick and heavy, and her chest burned and ached. She felt disembodied and out of control.
Some part of her, something deep inside, ordered her to crawl to the bathroom, and she did because there was nothing else to do but obey the disembodied voice. She crawled to the bathroom and into the shower. The voice told her to turn the water on. Cold. Ice-cold. And so she did. She lay down in the fetal position in the bottom of the tub and let the ice-cold water shock her mind back into her own body. And then she recognized the voice, the wailing, the screaming. It was her own voice—it had been her own wailing all along.
* * *
Sloane avoided Ava for days after that night. She couldn’t bear to see her. She wanted only to spend time with Mo and Leota because she could openly love Julia when she was with them, but when she returned to the cottage from a drunken evening out with her friends, she suddenly recognized a gnawing need in her belly to see Ava. And there wasn’t enough alcohol on the planet to numb that need.
She sat heavily on the sofa and sank into guilt and self-hatred. She had nearly fallen asleep when the terrace door slid open.
“Sloane?” Ava called out from the door.
“Right here.”
Sloane had forgotten to turn on any lights in the cottage, and Ava was startled when she saw that Sloane was sitting on the sofa, silently watching her.
“You are so fucking beautiful,” Sloane said, slightly slurring her words. And immediately hating herself for saying them.
Ava tilted her head to the side. “Are you pissed?” she asked without any sign of amusement or judgment.
“A bit tipsy.” Sloane leaned forward, raking her eyes from Ava’s lips, across her breasts and hips, all the way down her legs. The need was heavy, but so was the guilt.
“You’ve been avoiding me.”
“I have, yes.” Sloane shook her head slightly, trying to rein in her loose tongue and shake some sense back into her thoughts.
When Ava said nothing and made no attempt to move, Sloane lifted her gaze back to Ava’s.
“I…I can’t talk about this right now,” Sloane slurred and tried to focus on the door over Ava’s shoulder. “Something happened.”
“What? What happened?”
“I can’t talk about this right now.”
“Sloane, tell me.”
“I thought myself lucky. I thought myself lucky to be with you. I thought myself the luckiest woman in the world. I lost Julia, and then I considered myself lucky. Can you fucking believe that?”
Sloane’s slurring worsened and she couldn’t find a place to fix her eyes. She didn’t want to see Ava’s expression, couldn’t bear to look into those hazel eyes that once saved her. Now Sloane imagined that they would damn her.
Ava said nothing for a long while, and Sloane felt herself drifting away.
“You shouldn’t consider yourself lucky to be with me?” Ava asked tentatively, and with hurt in her voice.
“You don’t understand. You can’t understand. I can’t be with you like that anymore. I’m betraying her.”
“Betraying her.” Now Ava’s whispered words were laced with disbelief. “Do you think about her when we’re together? Do you think about her when we’re fucking?”
Sloane gasped only slightly, but she felt shock at the invisible teeth marks left by the words. She didn’t move or speak.
Ava quickly tried to backtrack, “Sloane. I’m sorry. That came out more insensitively, more harshly, than I intended. What I meant is, I just—is it ever just us?”
Sloane felt herself go stone-cold sober. She felt the hurt and anguish and anger shoot through her body like fire. Her voice and expression remained perfectly calm as she responded, “That’s not how it happens. I can’t believe you would ask me that.”
Ava seemed to shrink in front of her. “I’m sorry. That was out of line. And cruel. I’m very sorry.”
“I do not think about her when we’re fucking. In fact, it may be the only time I’m not thinking of her,” Sloane said icily. She studied Ava, wanting her to leave, wanting to be alone to her anger and her hurt.
“How much of what you do, do you do for her?” Ava said with heavy sadness and caution in her voice.
Sloane wondered how much to hold back at this point, wondered if it was worth it to hold back at all. A range of emotions threatened to burst through her carefully restrained demeanor. Her chest felt too small for all the things she was feeling, and her body felt too small for all the parts of herself and all the parts of Julia. She decided against filtering her answers.
“Almost everything.”
“And what’s left for me?”
“I don’t know how to answer that,” Sloane said, deliberately devoid of emotion. “You want more than I can give you, and you’ve known that from the beginning.”
“I don’t want more than you can give me because I know how much you’ve given me already,” Ava said, her voice cracking with emotion. “And I can wait.”
“Ava, what do you want from me?” Sloane asked flatly.
It was Ava’s turn to gasp softly, almost scoff. “I want you to choose me. I want you to choose you. We could be something, but I don’t want to be in a relationship with you and your wife’s ghost. You’re still here, goddamn it. You’re still alive, and so am I. She can’t love you back anymore, Sloane. But I can.” There was desperation in her voice.
Sloane was silent for a long moment. She stared at Ava and breathed deeply, trying to control her emotions. “I need you to leave now,” she finally said with utter dispassion.
Ava took a step backward, at Sloane’s tone, or at her words. Maybe both. “Sloane.”
“Please. Leave.” Sloane heard the venom in her own voice. Ava said nothing more but slipped out the door behind her.
Sloane sat, unmoving, in the darkness for a long, long while wondering where the hell that exchange had come from. For a few minutes, she’d wondered if it was all just a very bad dream. She’d never seen that side of Ava and had never shown Ava that side of herself. She wondered what had changed and thought back to the night she stumbled home from the main house thinking herself lucky. She thought back to Ava finding photos of Julia.
Fuck it all, she thought angrily. She walked to the cupboard to search out a bottle of bourbon. Liquor in hand, she walked to the door, out into the night, and down the hill. She sat under the Moreton Bay fig at the bottom of the nearest paddock, leaned back against the trunk, and opened the bottle. After a long swig, she let the silent tears come as the butcherbird settled on a limb above her.
* * *
Sloane woke to a gentle nudging of her right hand by a very wet nose. She groaned at the pounding in her head and the ache in her back, rubbed her eyes, and tried to blink away what she realized must be a hangover. She was still sitting upright under the fig tree, and Charlie was trying desperately to coax her limp hand into petting his head. There were a pair of shoes and human legs standing next to Charlie. Sloane shielded her eyes from the too-bright morning sun and looked up to find Ellen looking down at her—probably both literally and figuratively, Sloane thought. She was smiling softly and sympathetically and carrying two mugs.
“Interesting place to sleep off a night of getting pissed.” Ellen laughed loudly, too loudly, and Sloane winced in pain. “Take these,” Ellen handed both mugs of coffee down to Sloane’s outstretched hands and settled down next to her, leaning against the tree. “Now that I’m down here, you’ll have to help me get up,” Ellen said, again entirely too loudly for Sloane’s sensitive ears. She took one of the mugs back and sipped. Charlie laid down at their feet and panted his delight at the strangeness of two of his adult humans lounging in the grass under the tree.
Sloane eyed the coffee in front of her, still not thinking clearly. She took a tentative sip from the mug, leaned back, and sighed. “My God, there is little in life I love more than the first taste of a well-made coffee in the morning,” she said reverently, closing her eyes. It was entirely too bright.
“Sloane, I’ve been wanting to talk to you—to share with you…” Ellen started and stopped. She took a deep breath and continued. “I lost my John after thirty-two years together. I was fifty-eight years old at the time. He refused to quit smoking even though I’d begged him since Thomas was born. He was stubborn, and it killed him. His stubbornness, as much as the cigarettes, killed him.” Ellen forced out the words in one long breath. She sighed and leaned her head back against the tree trunk and closed her eyes, as if remembering.
Sloane said nothing but reached over and wrapped her hand around Ellen’s. The woman Sloane had come to admire so much returned the gesture by curling their fingers together. “It was awful. Watching him lose his strength, his vitality, watching the spark in his eyes fade. He was a beautiful man before the cancer—a tall, strong, beautiful man. My John.” She sat up and shook her head. Sloane knew she was trying to stave off tears. “I don’t blame you. I can’t, really. I never wanted to love another. I have trysts, sure. Short but delightful love affairs in their own right. But I never truly wanted to love another.”
They sat in silence for several minutes, holding hands and sipping coffee. Sloane wanted to speak but couldn’t find words because she knew from experience that words brought little comfort to those who know grief. So she simply sat in silence with Ellen. And in solidarity. Charlie must have sensed their sorrow. The overgrown pup moved up between them and laid down again so that his entire length touched Ellen’s leg.
Ellen eventually broke the silence once again. “Identifying so strongly with you puts me in an odd position. I want nothing more than my children’s and my grandchildren’s happiness. And knowing, truly understanding, that you may never want to love another again makes it difficult for me to advocate for my own daughter.”
Sloane looked at Ellen. They held eye contact for a bit, and Sloane asked, “Do you ever feel like he’s still with you? Do you ever feel him?”
“Of course I do. He’s a part of me, and he always will be. He’s a part of my children and my grandchildren. I often feel him. Even after all these years, he’s still with me,” Ellen said and looked around as if she might actually find him there on the farm.
“I feel Julia, even here, nearly 10,000 miles from our home.” Sloane closed her eyes, dropped Ellen’s hand, and rubbed tears from her eyes. “Did I run, Ellen? I did, didn’t I? I ran away from my mourning her. And I unknowingly ran right into Ava.” She reached her hand to scratch Charlie’s ears, hoping that would settle her raging emotions.
“I can’t imagine what that feels like—the conflict. I see it in you, and it breaks my heart,” Ellen said wearily.
“Do you think she can see me? Feel me? Do you think Julia can see me?” Sloane felt the agony and the anguish rising in her chest and into her throat. She quickly took another sip of her coffee, hoping to swallow back the tears with it.
Ellen looked at Sloane, blinking back her own tears, “I don’t know, dear. Probably. I like to think John can see me and the kids.” She leaned her head back against the tree behind them. “I don’t know your Julia, but I can’t imagine your choosing someone who wouldn’t want desperately for your happiness. Do you really think she’d be angry at you for finding someone to love?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I mean, no. She wouldn’t be angry. I don’t know. I feel like I’m being torn in two. When I’m with Ava, I feel like I’m betraying Julia. When I miss Julia, I feel like I’m betraying Ava. It feels like I’m literally being torn into two pieces.”
Ellen reached for Sloane’s hand again, pulling it to her own chest, just over her heart. “Maybe Ava’s part to play in all this is to remind you how beautiful it is to love someone who is incarnate. Maybe the next one won’t be this hard. Maybe that’s the meaning in this.”
“The next one?” Sloane asked in confusion.
“The next woman lucky enough to catch your eye after my Ava.” Ellen smiled softly into Sloane’s tormented eyes.
The thought made Sloane feel wretched, and she looked back to Ellen with her brow furrowed. “I don’t know that I want a next one.”
Ellen studied Sloane thoughtfully. “Well, then, darling, we should find a way to make this one work.”
Charlie shifted and laid his heavy head across Sloane’s thigh as if in concert with Ellen, as if claiming Sloane as theirs. Sloane looked down at her mug of coffee and then out over the pasture. She smiled softly.
“Look at that. You found a way to advocate for your daughter after all.”



CHAPTER 27
AVA SPENT THE DAY VACILLATING between anger and anguish and guilt. And the blasted shame plagued her. It was not that she felt she was wrong to express her feelings, it’s just that she knew she could have been gentler in the words she had used. Self-flagellation was to be expected, given that she’d been wrestling her own past since Sloane set foot on the farm, but intellectually, she knew she was only partially in the wrong.
Feeding, grooming, and exercising the horses with Grace throughout the day, she wondered if Sloane would come to the same realization. And if so, how long it’d take. And if not, how Ava could bring her around to talking again. It didn’t help that her mother had been cagey and distant all day. By the time she put Grace in bed that evening, Ava’s nerves were on edge, and she felt itchy with worry.
As Ava lay on the small bed, listening to the soft, even breathing of her daughter sleeping, Ava’s phone vibrated with a message from Sloane:
8:17 p.m.: Meet on the terrace after Grace is asleep?
Then another:
8:17 p.m.: Please.
Ava crept out of her daughter’s room and through the lounge room. Her mother sat in her favorite chair, a cup of tea sitting on the table beside her. She had turned the television to a tennis match, but she was snoring softly. Ava covered her gently with a throw and slipped out the door to the terrace. She found Sloane lying on her back on a cushioned deck lounger. Her hands were under her head, elbows jutting out, and she was staring up at the sky.
“Hi,” Ava whispered, standing beside the lounger and looking down at Sloane.
“Hi.” Sloane croaked out the word but otherwise made no movement.
They simply stared at one another for what felt to Ava like an eternity.
Finally, Sloane asked, “Did your mum tell you she found me under the fig tree this morning?”
Ava accepted this opening as an invitation for conversation and sat down on the edge of the lounger. She sat close enough so that their hips touched. “No. Why were you under the fig tree?”
“I slept there,” Sloane said, sounding despondent, “apparently.”
Ava eyebrows crept upward almost involuntarily. “You slept under the fig tree?”
Sloane grinned slightly in what Ava hoped was contrition. “I didn’t mean to. I fell asleep there. Sometime last night.” Sloane paused for a beat, maybe waiting for some response from Ava, but Ava could think of none. Sloane suddenly pivoted. “Ava, you were right to ask your question last night. And you’re right to want what you want.”
“Sloane—” Ava began, but Sloane sat up and waved away her words.
“Ava. You were right about there being a third person in this”—Sloane searched Ava’s face as if for assistance in finding the right word, but Ava was simply too interested in knowing what word Sloane would choose herself—“in this thing we have together.”
She looked at Ava as if waiting for correction or reproof. Ava offered none.
“There is a third person. Only, you were wrong about my thinking of her when we’re having sex. When you and I are together like that, there’s only you, only me and you.”
“Sloane. I’m truly sorry. I should never have assumed that, and the way I asked, it sounded callous and cold. I truly didn’t mean for it to sound the way it did. But I have been wondering. Since I found the pictures of her, I’ve been wondering.” Ava moved to take Sloane’s hand and rubbed her fingers across her knuckles. “And I do want so very much for you to be—here. With me.”
“I’m sorry, Ava. I don’t know that I can. I’m sorry I can’t be all the things you deserve. And you do deserve so much more than I have to give right now. I wish I could be all of those things for you, I do,” she said sorrowfully. “I wish I could choose you, but that feels like not choosing her.”
“Sloane—” Ava tried, only to be interrupted again.
“I have to go back. Ava, I have to go back if I ever want to go forward,” Sloane said, her eyes had suddenly gone watery. “We’re scattering her ashes. Her sisters, her parents, and me. We were never able to have a proper service for Julia. And then I left. It’s time I go back.”
Ava looked at Sloane’s hand, now turned palm up, as if in surrender. Ava traced imaginary lines on Sloane’s skin. “Sloane, I’ve been fighting off my own past since we’ve been together.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. I never told you about Amira.”
“You mentioned her. Is there a story there?”
“There’s a story there.” Ava stared up to the sky. “I was twenty-six when I met her. I was also filming a series in Los Angeles that was my big break—or at least it was supposed to be.”
“What happened?”
“I fell for her hard. I was more in love than I’d ever been, and we couldn’t get enough of each other. It was an incredibly intense and codependent relationship—I wanted to be with her all the time. I stopped prepping lines and started missing rehearsals. I was fighting with the director all the time. I was causing problems for other cast members because I wasn’t prepared. The studio fired me and hired someone else because I couldn’t get my shit together. I couldn’t get any more roles in Los Angeles after that.” Ava stopped and looked down at her hands where she’d been absentmindedly picking at her cuticles. “No one would hire me, and I had to come home, embarrassed and ashamed. I carry an enormous amount of guilt for what happened. And for the way I treated Amira afterwards. I treated her terribly. The shame of all that—I’ve never been able to let it go. Not completely. It’s why I’ve never considered seriously dating a woman again.”
Sloane’s cool fingers wrapped around Ava’s. “But most people engage in some pretty irrational and codependent behavior in their teens and twenties. I know I did.”
“Sure. True. But I sabotaged my opportunity. My career never really recovered—or maybe it’s my ego that never really recovered. It’s why I only take the small roles here. And, worst of all, I was cruel to Amira. I blamed her for all of it, when it was truly my own dysfunction that wrecked everything.”
“Right. It’s unforgivable because you’re held to a different standard than every other twenty-six-year-old on the planet.”
Ava looked up to find Sloane looking back at her intently, and she turned and settled back onto the lounger next to her. “This isn’t where I meant to go with this. I’m not trying to make this all about me. My point was that you’re not the only one who should probably go back before she can go forward.”
“What does that look like for you?” Sloane asked.
“I don’t know. People keep telling me that shame dies in the daylight, but I’m not sure how to bring it out of the shadows.”
“Aren’t you twice divorced? Both men?”
Ava widened her eyes, and Sloane grinned sheepishly at the burn, trying to take out a bit of the sting. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded! I just meant you had one bad relationship with a woman, and you swore off an entire gender. You’ve had two unsuccessful marriages with men, and you don’t speak of them with as much regret or guilt, and certainly not shame.”
Ava pushed her hands into her hair and looked up at the night sky, thinking about Sloane’s words. Finally, she turned and looked fully at her. “What do you think that means?”
“Maybe because you know it won’t work out with men? I have no idea. I’ve got my own ghost to contend with.” Sloane shrugged.
“Will you come back? Here? To the Gold Coast?”
“I don’t know that either. I have no way of knowing that right now.”
Ava slipped her hand back into Sloane’s. “I’m sorry you have to go back there, Sloane. To that place of loss, so many losses. But I know you have to, and I know why.” She looked up, feeling and matching Sloane’s sorrow, but also her resolve.
Sloane met her gaze and tilted her head slightly to the left. With her free hand, she cupped Ava’s face, rubbing her thumb along her cheekbone. Ava dipped her cheek into Sloane’s hand and realized how much she had been needing Sloane’s touch all day.
“Did you know that I wanted to say no to you?” Sloane asked. “That morning on Bondi and the night you asked me on a date. In my head, I said no both times. But what came out of my mouth was yes, both times. There’s this part of me that acts on impulse or intuition or something outside myself with you, a part that acts independently of the guilt and grief. That’s the part that said yes, that part always says yes to you.”
“But it doesn’t always say yes, Sloane. That part of you doesn’t always say yes to me.”
Sloane ignored Ava’s commentary. “When I’m with you like this, I feel still, I feel steady. When I’m with you like this, I’m not off chasing ghosts, I’m just me. I feel like myself, more so than I have in ages, and maybe even more like myself than I ever have. You have no idea about the depth of gratitude I have for you, no idea about the ways you’ve touched me, changed me.”
Ava looked at Sloane for a long time. Tears wouldn’t be held back this time and Ava longed to wrap them both up in some cloak of protection. She wished desperately she could block out the rest of the world and her own raging emotions, cocooning them both inside.
“Sloane, you’ve changed me too. For so long, I believed I didn’t want someone to share my life with. I convinced myself that companionship and real intimacy were things I didn’t want or need. You made me realize I’ve been lying to myself, made me realize that I do want that in my life. Maybe even deserve it.”
“You absolutely deserve it, and maybe someday…” Sloane began but stopped short of whatever she was about to say.
Ava picked up Sloane’s hand and kissed the knuckles she’d been rubbing. “Sloane, I love you. I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you for a while now, and that part of you that acts on intuition, that acts independently of the grief and the guilt, that part of you is in love with me too. And Sloane, it’s beautiful. But the part of you that loves her, grieves her, it’s also beautiful, and I would never want to take that away from you.”
Sloane gasped. “Ava.” She said nothing more, but tears streaked her cheeks unchecked.
“When you’re there, back in the States, when you’re making peace with the loss of her, all the losses you experienced there…” Ava shook her head and started again. “No matter what happens, no matter where you ultimately land, I need you to always remember that someone here loves you.”
Sloane said with her lips what she couldn’t with her voice. She kissed Ava deeply and softly and slowly. Ava kissed Sloane’s tears and then her lips again. She could taste the salt of both their tears mingling on their lips.
Finally, Sloane eased up from the lounger. “I need to be alone now.”
“Yeah, me too. Thank you, Sloane. Thank you for trusting me with this.”
Sloane smiled, but the smile was one of sadness. And then she turned to walk away.
Ava sat on the veranda for a long while. She sat in the quiet and the emptiness that she knew would be her future after Sloane left. And then she decided to call a therapist the following morning. Finally, finally, it was time for her to confront her own past.
* * *
Alone in the cottage, Sloane journaled for a long, long while. She began chronicling all the adventures, small and big she’d had in Australia. She recorded all her moments with Grace and with Ellen, with Mo and Leota, and with Ava. She wrote for hours and hours. And when she finally slept, Sloane dreamed of penguins and flowering gums and fig trees and horses and jacaranda blossoms and kookaburras and sea turtles. She dreamed all things Ava.



CHAPTER 28
FOR WEEKS AFTERWARD, SLOANE AND Ava forged a deeper and more honest friendship. Sloane talked more about Julia, and Ava confided more about Amira and her feelings of resignation. Sloane spent more time with Ava and Grace tending the horses. She ran and biked less often, preferring to spend time with the women of the James’ farm and with Mo and Leota. But there was an ever-present undercurrent of sadness and a growing feeling of dread as November passed into December.
On a Saturday evening after a night of takeout noodles and silliness and movies, Grace had requested Sloane tuck her up in bed for the night. This was not unusual, as Sloane had been reading bedtime stories and reciting poetry to the child a couple of nights per week for months and months now, even more consistently since Ava had filmed in Melbourne in September and October. Tonight, though, Grace seemed reticent and introspective.
When Sloane had Grace settled into her bed, with the stars projected throughout the room, and the closet door securely closed, she sat on the side of the bed and asked if Grace preferred a poem or a story. Her question was met with a penetrating and pensive stare down from the five-year-old.
Grace sat up, placed a tiny hand on each side of Sloane’s face, leaned in and whispered, “I know you’re my mum’s girlfriend.”
She said it with such seriousness and resolution that it never occurred to Sloane to question what she knew. Instead, she took a deep breath and responded, “The word girlfriend is very big.” She tried to match Grace’s earnestness, “Your mother is very special to me, but the word girlfriend is a very big word.”
Grace very carefully laid out her argument. “You hold her hand in the car sometimes, and sometimes she kisses you when she thinks I can’t see, and I know she sneaks out to the cottage to nap with you.”
“To nap with me?” Sloane chuckled at Grace’s interpretation of her and her mother’s late-night behavior. She also marveled at how observant the kid was. “Have you talked with your mum about these things?”
“No, I’m talking to you,” Grace said impatiently as she rubbed the edge of the blanket between her finger and her thumb in her trademark self-soothing motion.
“Why don’t you want to talk to your mum about it?” Sloane tried again.
“She talks to me like I’m a kid.”
“You are a kid.”
“But you talk to me like I’m smart.”
“You are smart. Your mum knows that more than anyone.”
“But she thinks I’m still a kid. I know you’re my mum’s girlfriend,” she said again. “Why are you afraid? Why is Mum afraid? Why are you sad? Why is Mum sad?”
Sloane raised her eyes to meet Grace’s, and she felt panic rise in her chest and into her ears and head.
Oh shit. Out of the mouths of babes, I guess. How is it that children are always so much more observant and sophisticated than we ever give them credit for? Tread carefully, Sullivan.
For some reason, the voice in her head sometimes now sounded a little too much like Mo, and Sloane sometimes wondered how the boisterous woman had managed to become embedded in her consciousness so quickly.
“Why are we afraid and sad? Geez, little, tiny tasseltop, those are tough questions.” Sloane considered stalling until Grace grew sleepy.
“Yeah, why?” Grace insisted.
Sloane was surprised at the girl’s intensity. She didn’t want to do harm to the trust she’d built with her young Aussie friend, but she also recognized that Ava should be the one answering these questions. She tried to think of what Ava would say. “Adults, like children, are sometimes afraid of having big feelings.” Sloane tried out the explanation, momentarily pleased with herself. But she was met with silence, which she hoped was Grace starting to slip into sleepiness. She quickly realized the girl was only thinking over what Sloane had said.
“I think Mum loves you. Do you love Mum?”
Sloane closed her eyes and considered how to proceed, desperately hoping Ava would step in and save her from this particular star talk.
“Love is the biggest feeling of them all, isn’t it?” was all Sloane managed in response.
“Why would you and Mum be afraid of love? Love isn’t scary. It’s love.”
Once again, in the space of moments, Sloane was surprised at the profound insight this kid kept throwing at her. It was as if she and Ava were the densest human beings on the planet.
“Well, when you get to be my age or your mum’s age, you’ve loved people over your lifetime. And sometimes you’ve lost some of those people you’ve loved. And if that happens too many times, love starts to feel scary. Love starts to feel like fear.”
“But aren’t you afraid of leaving us too?” Grace asked shyly.
Sloane gasped. “Oh.” Tears sprang to her eyes. She swallowed hard and tried to reconcile what she knew she had to do with what Grace had just so wisely pointed out. She grasped for the right words to comfort the girl.
Grace herself found the words for both of them, “Or are you going home to slay your dragons?”
“Oh, little, tiny tasseltop,” Sloane whispered. “My little, tiny tasseltop.” She pulled Grace into a hug and breathed in a long, steadying breath. “I’m going home to make peace with my dragons.”
* * *
Sloane decided that Christmas during the summer was by far the strangest experience of her Antipodean adventures. It might just be the one thing about being in the Southern Hemisphere that Sloane hadn’t wholeheartedly embraced. She had spent the week and a half since school dismissed for the silly season with Ava and Grace.
Sloane clung to Ava and Grace and Ellen in those final days, and to Mo and Leota as well. And so Christmas Day was bittersweet.
Sloane soaked up the joy and the happiness that was Christmas lunch with a five-year-old and the woman she had come to love deeply, though she had yet to say the words aloud. Instead, she spent Christmas Day desperately trying to commit to memory every detail of Ava, her little, tiny tasseltop, and the family matriarch.
Quiet and introspective, Ava seemed to be doing the same, soaking it all up. Throughout the day, Sloane would catch Ava gazing at her, a mixture of affection, dread, and sadness in her eyes. Sloane herself felt a longing take root and wondered if she was doing the right thing. In her heart of hearts, she knew she had to return, knew she had to find meaning in the loss of Julia in the place where she had lost her.
After lunch and after long goodbyes with Ellen, Thomas, his wife, and the boys, Sloane turned to Ava, wishing she could wrap her up and hold her. Be held by her. She needed physical touch, and she very specifically needed it from Ava. This would be another loss to contend with, and Sloane felt emptiness creeping in at her edges.
Later in the evening, the three of them, Sloane, Ava, and Grace, cuddled up to watch Christmas movies and drink hot choccy.
Just before bed, Grace opened her last gift—one from Sloane. In the package was a star projector that projected the night sky of the Northern Hemisphere. Sloane explained to Grace that she would buy herself a projector that projected the night sky of the Southern Hemisphere when she returned home. “So, we’ll see what the other sees for our star talks,” Sloane had explained. Grace lit up at the notion that they might continue their star talks from opposite sides of the globe.
Together, Grace and Sloane assembled the projector and chose a place for it in Grace’s bedroom. Sloane tucked Grace up for the last time, and they spent their last bedtime star talk reminiscing about their favorite parts of Christmas Day. Sloane recited Emily Dickinson’s poem one last time, and Grace fell fast asleep. Sloane fought back the tears that she knew would soon be unstoppable.
She found Ava sitting in the corner of the sofa in the lounge, her feet curled beneath her body and a glass of white wine in one hand, just as she had on countless nights over the past year. Ava was sitting in the quiet, in the near dark. Sloane sat on the low table in front of Ava to face her fully, to remember her in the low but glowing lights of the Christmas tree. “I have a small something for you,” she told Ava.
“And I for you,” Ava murmured as if her throat were closing around the words.
From her overnight bag, Sloane retrieved a long, slim box not much longer than her hand. Ava set her wine aside and took the package, never breaking eye contact with Sloane. Was there anger creeping into her eyes? Resentment? Or simply dread? Sloane couldn’t be sure.
Ava carefully opened the package to find an elegantly embossed box. She removed the lid to find a string of Tennessee River pearls. There was a card with the artist’s bio inside and details about the piece, including where and how the pearls had been harvested.
“Something of my home for you since you’ve given me so much of yours,” Sloane said, her voice laced with both gratitude and sadness.
“They’re lovely. Thank you.” Ava seemed to prickle a bit at Sloane as she referred to the States as home. The place had taken so much from her, and Sloane remembered that Ava once said she felt sick at the thought of Sloane returning there, of leaving here. But still Sloane knew that she needed to return, and she tried to trust that Ava knew it too.
Ava teased, “I was expecting a box of rocks.”
“Well, they are stones—of a sort,” Sloane laughed. “I have one more gift for you. Well, for both you and Grace. Will you please open it with her, together, tomorrow evening?” Sloane retrieved a square package from her bag and placed it on the small table in the lounge. “At bedtime? Tomorrow?” Sloane clarified. Ava nodded her agreement.
They stared at one another for a long moment—a hundred unspoken words passing between them. Ava finally broke eye contact and gestured to a beautifully wrapped package in greens, golds, and blues sitting on the accent table beside her. “For you,” Ava said, “Happy Christmas.”
Sloane opened the package to find what looked like a small telescope carved from beautiful lillypilly wood. Sloane carefully picked up the cylinder, curiosity in her eyes.
“A kaleidoscope. Color.”
The tears would not be denied this time and Sloane didn’t even bother trying to stop them. They streamed silently down her face as she held one end of the kaleidoscope to her left eye and peered through to the vibrantly colored pattern on the other end. She turned the dial through a half dozen patterns of blue, red, purple, yellow, green, and orange. She looked up to find Ava crying quietly with her.
They spent the night in Ava’s bed, tangled around one another like a pretzel. Sometime around four o’clock in the morning, Sloane whispered to a still-sleeping Ava, “I do love you. I am in love with you. But I can’t love you like I want to.” And she left quietly out of the room, careful not to wake anyone as she crept through the house. Charlie silently escorted her to the door. He was the only member of the James household that bore witness to her departure.
“The first to greet me and the last see me off,” Sloane knelt to scratch behind his ears. “Take good care, my good boy,” she said to him as she closed the back door and slipped silently back to the cottage for the last time.
* * *
Ava was awake when Sloane left, had never fallen asleep to begin with. She’d said nothing at Sloane’s confession. She’d said nothing as Sloane slipped out of her bed and out of her house. She’d said nothing as Sloane slipped right out of her life. She knew she’d already said all there was to say.
Later that evening, Ava readied Grace for bed. Mother and daughter, so much alike, sat on the edge of Grace’s bed with a package of silver and gold between them. Grace pulled on the glittering white ribbon and tore at the paper. Underneath was a plain but beautiful wooden box. Ava picked up the box and held it so that Grace could lift the lid. Grace and Ava both gasped. Inside were probably three dozen assorted and brightly colored origami animals. There were fish, butterflies, sea turtles, frogs, and others. A plain, white card was taped to the inside of the lid. Setting the box down, Ava removed the card, opened it, and read aloud:
I’ll always know the color of your eyes. Choose carefully and unfold only as needed. XOXO
“Which one should we choose?” whispered Grace, awe etched across her face and shining in her eyes.
“The penguin. Definitely the penguin,” Ava responded quietly. Grace reached inside the box and gently removed a bright yellow paper penguin. “Mummy, you open it,” Grace was wide-eyed and wholly enamored with such a thoughtful and meaningful gift. Ava very gently unfolded the penguin and held the square at its edges.
She read aloud:
A rainy-day drive through the Smoky Mountains in the springtime. That is the color of your eyes.



PART FOUR



CHAPTER 29
January 2023
SLOANE STILL FELT OUT OF sorts. She couldn’t get comfortable back in the home she and Julia had shared. She’d been home for a month now, and it was as if she were walking through sorghum. Everything thick and sticky. Her thoughts and feelings were especially thick. Time seemed to stand still.
At least the color and sound had returned. At least there was that.
And she was happy to be back in the orbit of her old friends and her family. She welcomed their support and affection after having been gone for a year. A friend from her old school had confessed that many of them believed she wouldn’t return, and Sloane admitted that she wasn’t certain she’d be staying. But her friends felt like home, and she hadn’t truly had a home in more than two years. It was good, warmed her, and steadied her.
She had decided against going back into the classroom—she was done with American public education. Sloane needed time—time she knew now she should have taken two years ago. She needed the time to process the loss and the immense, unfathomable changes in her life. Her future would sort itself out, or at least that’s what she kept telling herself.
Every weekday morning, Sloane ran or biked the trails in and around her town. Each afternoon, she tackled projects around the house that had been put off for far too long. On Friday afternoons, she’d drive to Nashville, choosing to spend weekends with her sister, Victoria, and her family. Her nieces and nephew had grown so much in the past year, she barely felt she knew them, but then again, she, too, was a different person than the Sloane of two years ago.
She sat on the deck of her sister’s home in Hillsboro one afternoon in late January, playing Hungry Hungry Hippos with her youngest niece when her phone pinged. She glanced down to see the initials AWJ pop up on her home screen and smiled. It would be early in the morning on the Gold Coast, and Ava was probably getting ready to take Grace to school.
“You’re kicking my butt, kiddo. I need a time-out to come up with a new game plan.”
“I’m the best of all at this game!” the girl exclaimed triumphantly. “Want a snack?” And with that, she scampered into the house in search of Vic, not even waiting for Sloane’s response.
Sloane turned her full attention to the text now:
5:02 p.m.: Have a minute for a chat with Grace? First day of school today. No worries if you’re busy.
Sloane tapped the button to FaceTime the number and within seconds, a tiny, excited face filled her screen.
“Sloane! It’s my first day of school! Is it your first day of school?” Grace’s exuberant and bubbly voice filled up an emptiness in Sloane’s chest.
“No, bug. There’s no school for me for a while. But I’m thrilled for your first day, and I can’t wait to hear all about it. You’ve come such a long way since last year, and I’m so glad you’re excited. Are you on your way now?” Sloane looked for signs of Ava in the background.
“We’re getting ready to leave. Mum’s just getting her keys. Mimi made me a brekkie of eggs and toasts. Mum says I have a new teacher this year and her name is Callie. She said I’ll like her very much.” Grace’s rambling warmed Sloane more.
“Grace, let’s load up.” Ava’s voice interrupted Grace’s report.
“Wait, Mum, it’s Sloane. She called us back!”
Ava’s face joined her daughter on Sloane’s screen. “Hello, you.” Ava smiled widely up at Sloane.
“Good mornin’,” Sloane replied. “I know y’all have to be going, but I want to hear all about the first day. Call after school?”
“Absolutely. You’ll be up late?” Ava asked as she steered Grace toward the door.
“Sure will,” Sloane responded. “Have a magical first day of school, little, tiny tasseltop!”
She was rewarded with a small but fierce “Love you!” from Grace.
“Love you too,” Sloane said quietly. And then to Ava, “Miss you.”
“Miss you too.” There was a moment of silence, just a beat too long. “We have to go.”
“Right, talk later. Be safe.” The image returned to her home screen.
Sloane settled back at the patio table and scrolled back through the texts she and Ava had exchanged over the last month. They had kept in touch primarily through pictures and memes. They had never discussed it, but it was as if both had agreed that there should be no substantive conversations, via text or otherwise, for a while.
Sloane leaned back in the chair and allowed herself a moment to miss them, to miss Grace and Ellen and Charlie and Mo and Leota. But she gave the most space in her chest and behind her closed eyes to Ava.
* * *
Ava slammed the door to the patio much harder than she meant to. Ellen and Grace both looked up from the kitchen table where they sat working on an art project—glue, glitter, crayons, and colored paper scattered around them. Ava was struggling—that much she knew—and judging by the looks on their faces, they knew it too.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to slam the door,” she said softly and walked to the cupboard for a glass. She steadied the slight tremble in her hand as she filled the glass with tap water. It had been two weeks since she had heard from Sloane. First, the calls became fewer and shorter, then the texts began to trickle to only a few per week, and now it had been two weeks since any contact at all. Ava knew that she was at least partly to blame. She’d thrown up wall after wall in anticipation of being hurt. Maybe Sloane had done the same.
She turned to find both her mother and her daughter still looking up at her.
“Ava, she’ll call,” Ellen said evenly.
Ava took another long drink from the glass and sat it down on the benchtop. “It’s been two weeks since I’ve heard anything at all, Mum. Two weeks!”
At that, Grace settled heavily into the back of the chair. Her rounded shoulders and downcast eyes broke Ava’s heart all over again.
“We’re fine. We’re fine no matter what,” Ava said in the most lighthearted tone she could muster. “Right, Gracie?”
“She’ll call,” Ellen repeated and reached over to pull her granddaughter into a hug.
“I should go to her.” Ava hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, though she’d been thinking them for days. Now that they were out in the open, she felt her back straighten as if owning the words, as if she were ready to defend them.
“Ava,” Ellen started, “you can’t do that.”
“Can I come?” Grace had stood up on her chair as if ready to go right that minute.
Ava realized at once the error she’d made and sat down sullenly across the table from Ellen and Grace and sighed deeply.
Ellen saved Ava from having to correct herself. “Sit down, Grace. No one’s going anywhere. Your mother is staying right here.” She shot Ava a mother-knows-best look, the same one Ava frequently gave Grace.
Grace slid into her chair with a pout and all three James women sat glumly in silence for a moment before Ava finally stood and reached for Grace’s hand. “Let’s go and get an ice cream. I think we need an ice cream. Mum?”
“Yes, dear hearts, we need ice cream.” Ellen roused herself and seemed to force a smile. “I’ve been craving an ice cream.”
Later in the evening, long after Grace had gone to sleep, Ava woke to a light knock on her bedroom door. The door creaked open, and her mother whispered in a gentle voice Ava remembered from her childhood, “Ava, darling, are you awake?”
“Yes, Mum. Come on in.”
“I haven’t been able to sleep.” Ellen crept in and sat on the edge of Ava’s bed. “Have you really heard nothing from her in two weeks?”
Ava pulled herself up and sat against her headboard. She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged herself tightly, “Nothing at all. But in truth, I haven’t called or texted her either. I’ve been afraid to.”
Ellen’s head drooped, and she looked at the floor for a long while. “I do hope that she’s OK. It’s getting close to when they’re spreading Julia’s ashes, though,” she finally said. “I still have hopes that she’ll return.”
“Me too, Mum. Me too.” Ava’s heart ached with longing and fear. “I…Mum, I know I always said I didn’t need anyone, didn’t want anyone.” She paused as Ellen looked at her with a serious, worried expression. “But I do, and I thought it was Sloane. But maybe I was wrong about that. Lynne once told me that my shame is like a toxic friend who keeps me from having nice things.”
Ellen studied her daughter intently, and then she huffed quietly. “Lynne has a point, and it’s something to consider. She’s a good friend, she knows you well. I’ve been reluctant to ask, but how are you going with therapy?” She took Ava’s hand.
“Well, actually. It’s going well. Hard and challenging, as I guess it should be, and there’s still work to do.”
“I hate that I didn’t try to free you of this. I should have known.”
“How would you have known, Mum? I never talked much about that time in my life with you until the last couple of months.”
“I should have known. That industry is so hard, especially on young people. The truth is, I didn’t know how to help.”
“I know, Mum. But Dad had just died, and you weren’t in a good place either. In therapy, we’ve been talking about how Dad dying might’ve influenced some of the choices I made. I might have been feeling a little left behind, but it was never your responsibility to save me from myself at that age.”
“Darling, you’re always going to be my responsibility. And, yes, I’m sure your father’s passing did leave you feeling unmoored, but, Ava, you don’t need to justify making a mistake. We don’t need reasons to make mistakes. A mistake is just that, a mistake.” Ellen moved and put her arm around Ava, hugging her tight. “I still don’t quite know how to help you. I tried to help with Sloane, but maybe I was wrong to intercede in the way that I did.”
Ava suddenly felt even more lost. Her mother rarely admitted error, and she was admitting many, sitting there with her arms draped around Ava as if she were a child again. “I think you were exactly what she needed on that morning under the fig.” She leaned her head back against the headboard and stared up at the ceiling. “She made me feel so very grounded. I was so hoping she’d call, stay connected to me. But I don’t know. Maybe I was wrong too.”
“There’s still time.”
“Mum, I have to tell you something.” Ava shifted slightly so it would be more difficult to make eye contact with her mother. “Sloane and I met before she came to the farm—”
“What? When? Where?” Her mum’s body stiffened in surprise.
“The week she first arrived, in Sydney. On the very morning of the day that she arrived at the farm.”
“You were travelling for work? Yes, I remember.”
“I—I met her on the beach, accidentally. I—I propositioned her. We went back to Lynne’s flat and we—we—um,” Ava spat the words out but got stuck with confessing the last bit and winced.
“Ava Wynn James,” was all she managed.
“That’s why I panicked when I came home to find her living in the cottage.”
“Ah, right. I understand now,” Ellen said softly and then grew quiet. Ava could feel her thinking.
“Mum, isn’t that extraordinary?” Ava finally asked. “In hindsight, isn’t that extraordinary?”
“Hmmm. It is indeed extraordinary.”
Ava braved a glance at her mother’s face to find her staring at the far wall in deep thought, her eyebrows pinched together. “How curious,” Ellen added.
“Tell me again that I can’t go and get her.”
“My darling, you cannot go and get her. This must be her choice.” Ava leaned back into her mum’s hug. “Tell me, dear one, she does know we want her to come home?”
“Yes, Mum. I made that clear. At least, I think I made that clear.” Ava considered her mother’s words. “You think this is her home?”
“I certainly do now.” Ellen stood, kissed the tip of Ava’s nose, exactly as she had done when Ava was a child.
* * *
Ava, Grace, and Ellen all settled into a short-tempered and grumpy haze for days and days after Ava’s empty threat to personally deliver Sloane back to the Gold Coast. There was a fog over the farm, and no one seemed able to shake it. The unending rain only encouraged their low spirits, and even Charlie and the horses seemed grumpy, though Ava suspected they were just reflecting the foul moods of their humans back into the world.
The James women tried to go about their daily routines and chores and schoolwork as if nothing had changed. Ava and Ellen attempted to speak only of happy memories of Sloane and not as if there were any expectation she would return. Ava wanted to protect her daughter as much as possible from the heartbreak of losing a friend, but neither she nor Ellen was certain of how to do that.
On Saturday, the rain had stopped, and the sun sent its hazy rays to dry out the paddocks. Ava was preparing lunch in the kitchen when a high-pitched scream came from the riding arena.
She dropped the plates into the sink and ran out through the door in the direction of the tack room. Charlie met her at the edge of the veranda, barking feverishly as he turned and ran back toward the arena, where Ava could see Bonza stomping irritatingly near the fence. He should not be in the arena, Ava thought as she ran. As she approached, she heard whimpering. Charlie led her straight to the source.
Grace lay curled around her arm, muddied and sobbing. When Ava finally clambered over the fence and rushed toward her daughter, she saw the arm was bent at an unnatural angle.
It was surely broken.
* * *
Ava wrapped herself around Grace, who finally awoke from a drug-induced slumber. The arm was broken in two places and would potentially require pins to assist proper healing. For now, Ava only wanted her daughter to be comfortable and pain-free. Ellen hovered over both of them, bringing tea and snacks and snuggly blankets and fuzzy socks. As Grace stirred, she whimpered, and Ava’s heart broke all over again. She helped Grace to sit and sip some juice.
“Grace, sweetie, why did you try to ride Bonza alone? You know you’re not supposed to be in the arena alone when the horses are in there. You’re certainly not allowed to bring Bonza into the arena alone.” Ava didn’t understand what her daughter could possibly have been thinking.
Grace turned to look at her with sleepy and drug-dazed eyes. “I want Sloane.”
The room felt as if it tilted slightly. Ava took a long deep breath, trying to right the floor and the walls. It had never occurred to her that her daughter was acting out because Sloane had left. “Oh, bubs, Sloane isn’t here.”
“I know that,” Grace responded petulantly. “I want to talk to Sloane. Call her.”
“Grace Ellen James, you don’t speak to me like that. Injured or not.” She sighed again and steadied herself for a difficult conversation. “Grace, Sloane is gone.”
“No! She’s not! She doesn’t have to be. I want Sloane!” Grace wiggled from Ava’s grasp, her arm heavy and clumsy in the cast. “I want Sloane!”
Not wanting to further hurt her daughter, Ava held only loosely to the back of the girl’s jumper as Grace edged nearer and nearer to a full tantrum. Finally, Grace managed to break free and ran to the bathroom at the end of the hall and slammed the door closed.
Ava sat like a stone, stunned by her daughter’s display of emotional upheaval.
“Let her be for a minute. It’s likely the drugs that are making her act out,” Ellen’s voice wafted from the doorway to the kitchen.
Ava realized her mother had watched the scene unfold. “I do believe the acting out began in the arena, well before the drugs,” she pointed out and then tilted her head toward the hallway. “Is she talking to herself?”
She stood and walked to the door of the bathroom, where she did indeed hear her daughter’s muffled voice. Ellen joined her, and they looked at one another in confusion as they each leaned an ear to the door.
“I broke my arm. You weren’t here.”
The words were clear now, and Grace’s voice was growing animated and frustrated.
“Where’s your mobile?” Ellen asked with urgency in her voice.
They both turned to look toward the sofa. It wasn’t there. It wasn’t on the sofa table. It wasn’t in any of Ava’s pockets.
“Yes, but you left us!” came from the other side of the bathroom door.
Ava’s eyes flew wide, and she reached down to open the door. It was locked. “Grace, who are you talking to? Open this door.”
“No. I want Sloane,” Grace exclaimed through the door, emotion building in her voice.
“Who are you talking to?” Ava demanded while Ellen tried the doorknob again. Ava ran her fingers along the top of the jamb where her father had sometimes left a tool to open the door when Ava and Thomas were children, but she found nothing but dust.
Ellen said to Ava in a near whisper, “I’ll go find something to strip the lock.” And she hurried off into the kitchen.
From the other side of the door, Grace cried as she listened to a voice on the other end of the line that Ava could only assume was Sloane.
And then, the dam of emotion burst.
“No one calls me bug anymore! Or little, tiny tasseltop!”
“Grace, open this door!” Ava cried out and pounded on the door.
“No one makes me biscuits and gravy! Or crispy bacon! Or ‘splodin’ pancakes!”
“Grace! Stop!” Ava desperately tried to twist the knob to break the lock.
“No one takes me on tree walks or has star talks with me! You missed my birthday!”
“Grace, please open the door!” She put both hands flat on the door in exasperation, realizing she had no control whatsoever to stop the words being hurled from her daughter’s mouth.
“No one tells me I can slay dragons!”
“Grace, I’m begging you.” Her forehead pressed against the door, Ava said a silent prayer that Grace would relent.
“And no one else knows the color of our eyes! You left us! You’re worse than Daddy!”
At these last words, her daughter began to openly sob and gasp for breath.
Ellen returned, panting, and wielding a long awl, which could only have come from the tack room. She forced it into the lock and pushed down. There was a loud pop as the lock gave way.
Ava burst through the door to find Grace curled up in a tight ball next to the bathtub, her face bright red and streaked with tears. She still gasped for air around sobs that were heavy and fast. She apparently had thrown the phone in the bin, and Ava could see the screen light up with an incoming call displaying Sloane’s name. Ava ignored the call, and so Ellen answered it and walked to the kitchen talking in low tones as Ava scooped Grace up and carried her to her own bedroom. Together, they curled up under the doona and both cried until Grace fell asleep.
* * *
After Ava had listened to the soft, deep breathing of a sleeping Grace for what must have been a couple of hours, she slipped out from under the covers and wandered through the house. She should call Sloane and apologize and to check that she was OK.
She found her phone lying on the kitchen benchtop where Ellen had left it after her own conversation with Sloane. Ava stared at the phone for minutes but found she was unable to pick it up. After some time, she stirred and moved toward the patio door, leaving the phone behind. She walked out into the night and toward the cottage, where she let herself in through the back door.
It had such a sanitized emptiness to it now—it felt hollow and cold. Ava didn’t bother to turn on the lights. She didn’t even close the door behind her. She sat down stiffly and carefully on the sofa, as if afraid to disturb the memories they’d made here. Her breath was shallow, and her heart beat heavily in her chest.
Apart from Grace, my life is as sanitized and hollow as this cottage.
The voice in her head was a new one. She’d only been able to hear it in the last few weeks of therapy. Her therapist insisted it had always been there, just overshadowed by shame. It wasn’t a cold or cruel voice, only honest and forthright. Sitting there in the dark and empty cottage, Ava realized that it sounded a bit like her mother. At this, she scoffed out loud, and the sound echoed throughout the quiet rooms.
But it’s not her. It’s just that we all sound more and more like our mothers as we get older. Not a bad thing in my case, she thought. Ava looked around the gray and shadowy lounge and leaned forward, deep into the silence.
Is this really even about Sloane? Or is it about the choice to tolerate shame as my companion instead of making room for a partner?
Ava wondered if these questions had been waiting for the most opportune time to present themselves, and she steeled herself for the running dialogue in her head, knowing more would come. She had been thinking about forgiveness of late, maybe even chasing it. She’d argued with her therapist about whether self-forgiveness was even truly possible. It felt so unattainable.
As she sat still and patient in the dark, she chose to let the questions come and go as they wished. Ask the right questions, and you’ll find the truest answers, her therapist had insisted.
No, it isn’t about Sloane, and Sloane isn’t the answer. Can I forgive myself?
But what is there to forgive? the voice sounding like her mother answered, making Ava gasp in surprise. What have you done that requires forgiveness? Stupid choices in your twenties?
No, that’s not quite it, she told the voice in her head. Letting those stupid choices in my twenties dictate the choices I’ve made in my thirties and forties?
Ah…now we’re getting somewhere, the voice responded approvingly.
I’ve spent twenty years worried about what people say about what happened on that set. I’ve spent twenty years letting other people’s narrative—even if it’s a fair one—dictate my choices. I’ve spent twenty years making myself small, making my career small because I don’t want to think about what other people think of me. How do I stop?
Try acceptance. Try understanding. Try choosing differently. Try realizing that people may not be thinking of you at all—because they’re too busy thinking of their own mistakes. Try something. The voice sounded exasperated now. Let the past pass. Make yourself big. Give yourself grace.
A fluttering movement caught her eye, and she looked through the open terrace door to see that the butcherbird had alighted on the lounger nearest the door. It looked back at her and tilted its head to the side as if Ava wasn’t the friend it had hoped to find.
“Hope,” Ava whispered the name aloud, “is the thing with feathers.”
She sat for another couple of hours on the sofa in the empty cottage, asking and answering questions of herself and the butcherbird. She felt the shame shrink and the healing begin, though she still refused to call it forgiveness.



CHAPTER 30
SLOANE RAN ALONG THE TWIN Arches trail toward the sandstone arch formations in Big South Fork State Park. It was a trail she knew well, so her footsteps were sure and her pace fast. After Grace’s words had cut her so deeply—all the deeper because she knew the girl spoke the truth—this run had felt as necessary and as desperate as any she’d ever attempted. She needed the run to quiet the guilt and anguish that consumed her, knowing the hurt she’d left behind. She suspected the hurt she’d caused Grace was the reason she hadn’t heard much from Ava. But, in truth, she hadn’t reached out to Ava either. Missing her was unbearable sometimes. She had chosen avoidance instead.
The burn in her lungs and thighs pulled her thoughts away from how much she missed them both and forced her to be wholly present in her body. She ran under the South Arch, the larger of the two, and up the incline nearer to the smaller North Arch. Her calves and glutes strained at the steep hill. It felt good. She ran amongst the sourwoods, laurels, and post oaks. They were shorter and scragglier at this elevation, and the vegetation itself had thinned since the pine beetles had killed most of the pines she remembered from her childhood.
It didn’t take long for her to reach the edge of the rocky outcrop overlooking the plateau. She slowed and came to a stop at the edge, peering out over the treetops. It was a sea of beiges and browns and mossy greens as spring was still a few weeks away. Sloane looked around and realized that she had encountered not a single soul on her run here.
She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and opened her mouth to release the familiar scream of anguish and sorrow, but what came out instead was a cry of longing and of awe. It was a cry for the living.
Sloane gasped in shock and sat down on the rock outcropping. She both laughed and cried—not just for the guilt deep in her gut but also for gratitude. For the first time, she’d hadn’t gone running to bring feeling into a body numb with grief and depression; she’d run because Grace, and Ava, had made her feel too much.
* * *
That night, Sloane dreamed of Julia. She opened her eyes to an oddly familiar place. She was lying on a grassy hillside staring up at a blindingly blue sky. Dozens of kites floated above her in vibrant greens, oranges, and reds. She could hear children’s laughter seemingly all around her. She knew this place. Yes, she was near Fort Saint Louis in Martinique in the Caribbean. This was where she had proposed to Julia. On this hillside. In the springtime. Nearly this same time of year, actually.
What is happening? How did this happen? Why is this happening? She began to cry.
She sat up and looked to her right, at the cerulean waters of the Caribbean Sea.
A warm and familiar voice floated from just over her left shoulder. “This was a wonderful day, wasn’t it?”
Afraid to look toward the origin of the voice that she would recognize anywhere, Sloane blinked away her tears and looked upward, toward the sky, knowing what she would see. There it was: a simple, bright yellow kite, floating high above them, just as she’d known.
“Yes, it absolutely was.” She forced herself to turn and look, and there she was. Julia smiled back at her, resplendent, nearly glowing as she sat, relaxed and with her bare legs stretched out in front of her, ankles crossed gracefully.
Julia was wearing a sapphire-blue cocktail dress, her walnut curls pushed into an up-do on top of her head. She was more beautiful than Sloane had ever seen her.
“I miss you,” Sloane whispered, afraid Julia might disappear if she was too loud or too demonstrative. “You left me,” she choked out.
Julia slid her hand across the grass, her fingers only millimeters away from Sloane’s. “I have never left you.”
Both women stared down at their hands, and Sloane understood that they could not touch.
“You were right, you know,” Julia said, changing her tone, her smile growing wider. Her eyes bluer than they’d ever been and full of mirth. “You were right all along. It’s beautiful on this side.”
Sloane smirked. Oh, how she loved when Julia was forced to admit that Sloane was right about something. “Is it black-tie? The other side? Because I feel woefully underdressed at the moment.” She looked down at her pajama pants and back to Julia, languidly and wistfully admiring her from head to toe.
Julia laughed at her wife’s obvious gawping. “Not at all black-tie. It’s more of a linen and sandals kind of place, but I wanted to look nice for you.”
Sloane chuckled at what her wife surely thought was a clever joke.
They looked at each other with affection and a knowledge of one another that comes only after years of marriage. Julia was the first to break eye contact as she looked up into the sky. “You know, she is your kite.”
Sloane followed Julia’s gaze upward and then looked back with surprise, confusion, and maybe a little embarrassment. “You were there for that?”
“Of course I was there for that. I’m anywhere you are. Everywhere you are.” She reached out toward Sloane’s chest but stopped just short of touching her. “Because I’m just there. Right there.”
“I don’t know how to do this,” Sloane said with tears pooling in her eyes once more. “Julia, please tell me how to do this.” Desperation and despair and anguish laced every word.
“Oh, sweetheart, you are doing it. Badly sometimes, but you are doing it,” Julia responded both lovingly and teasingly.
“I’m terrified of letting go—if I let go, it means you’re really gone. Gone forever. I feel like I’m betraying you by loving her, but I feel like I’m betraying her by grieving you.
“My grief for you—it’s my proof that you were really here. Proof of my love for you. If I let go, what will happen to you? Will you disappear?”
Julia smiled and sighed. Sloane could almost feel her vibrating with love and understanding. “Do you remember those birds we saw on this day? The warblers? And how we sang the lyrics to ‘Songbird’? Sang them terribly, laughed at how terribly we sang them? And we walked and settled here in this spot to watch the kites. I liked the yellow one best, and I turned to look at you, and you were holding a ring and crying—with joy and love, I think. This was one of my favorite days.”
“I remember everything about that day,” Sloane said. And she did.
“Sloane, I know you wanted to follow me here. I know that you considered joining me. And I know that’s why you left our home.”
“I did want to go to you. And I left because I had to do something drastic before I did something irreparable.”
“It’s not your time, love. Your grief is proof enough of love. But, Sloane, love is proof of life, your life. And you are still very much alive.” Julia leaned back against the grass and closed her eyes to the sun’s rays. “You didn’t properly see the aurora australis.”
“The year went so fast. I saw it. A little.”
“You were alone. It’s something that should be shared. There’s time still.”
“But I wasn’t alone. You were there. I remember that you were there.”
Sloane woke from the dream in a strange bed in a rented cabin near Twin Arches trail, far away from the hill near the citadel in Martinique. Her cheeks were damp with tears. She sat up and reached for her journal, knowing that she needed to document the dream immediately in order to not forget a single detail. She wept tears of love for the wife she had lost, and she wept tears of gratitude for the wife who even in death tried to show her the way. After journaling for what seemed like hours, she picked up her phone to book a flight back to Australia for mid-April.
* * *
Early April arrived in Tennessee, and spring stretched its limbs and flamboyantly announced its arrival. The witch hazel had already bloomed its ribbons of bright yellow, and the forsythia had made a grand entrance with its elongated and elegant flowering branches before leafing out into green. The redbuds and plums had turned the hillsides purple and pink.
Sloane, her sister, and Julia’s family parked their cars and gathered at the trailhead in the early morning. The light began to break over the ridgetops that towered around them. Julia’s ashes had been stored in a beautifully ornate oak box, and they had carefully nestled it into a backpack. They agreed to take turns carrying the pack, not because it was heavy but because it was right. This was Julia’s favorite trail in the Smoky Mountains, and the family had chosen it with great care, somewhere her parents and sisters could get to easily to visit and remember her and someplace Julia would be content.
They all lumbered along Porters Creek trail toward the place they’d chosen—Vic keeping close to Sloane and Julia’s family knotted together ahead. Every hundred yards or so, they all slowed so that Julia’s parents could catch their breath and sip a bit of water. When they rested, they told stories of Julia’s childhood: the time Julia put dish soap in the Sunday morning gravy to prank her sisters, the long summer days when her mother couldn’t get her to come home from the creek, the time she insisted her grandparents let her bathe with the new ducklings on the farm. They talked about how her grandparents had given in and spoiled her—spoiled all the girls, really. They laughed, and they remembered Julia’s sense of humor, her stubbornness, her wildness.
Eventually, they reached an area where the undergrowth thinned and the rugged landscape flattened out wide on both sides of the trail. They had managed to time it perfectly—the fringed phacelia bloomed in great white drifts that turned the landscape into something magical and otherworldly. This was Julia’s favorite place at her favorite time of year.
“I used to come here as a child,” Julia’s dad said quietly. “And so I brought my girls here too.”
“I can’t even count the times we hiked to this spot,” Sloane said as she carefully removed the ornate wooden box from the pack at her feet. “It’s where she’d want to be.”
They all sat down on fallen logs that littered the flat. The fringed phacelia tickled their ankles and calves and lightened the mood. Sloane looked down at the box but couldn’t bring herself to open it. She handed it to Vic, who passed it to Julia’s youngest sister. They passed it around the group until it came back to rest on Sloane’s knees. She took a breath and steeled herself. She carefully opened the box and the bag inside.
She told the story of their first hike to this spot. How she’d kept complaining that they’d been walking for miles and miles and how Julia had laughed and told her they’d only gone two miles, then three, and finally four. Sloane was certain they’d walked at least twice that. Sloane had confessed that she wanted to walk the Appalachian Trail, provoking mighty laughter from Julia as Sloane had just proven herself to have no concept of distance in the woods. The others laughed along with her, and for the first time in months, she heard Julia laughing along with them.
Sloane sprinkled a fistful of Julia’s ashes among the fringed phacelia and then passed the box to Julia’s mother, who told a story about Julia arguing with her Sunday school teacher about a lesson and how after that, she only attended Bible school for the cookies and Kool-Aid. They told stories and laughed and cried until there was nothing left in the box. They said silent goodbyes and made their way back down the mountain.
“You wanna follow me back to Nashville?” Vic asked Sloane after they’d walked awhile.
Sloane chuckled at the question. “At what point does your husband reach his sister-in-law limit and tell me to hit the road?”
“He would be sleeping on the sofa for weeks,” Vic responded decidedly.
“Vic, I…I’ve decided to go back to Australia.” Sloane was unsure how her sister would react to her news, and she’d been avoiding telling her.
Vic slowed her pace and then pulled Sloane to a stop out of earshot of the others. “Sloane. Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Grief is a shapeshifter, Vic. As I learn from it, as I make sense of it, as I make meaning from it, it moves and shifts and morphs into some other thing that blindsides me in some unexpected way.” She took a deep breath. “But I fell in love. In Australia. I didn’t mean to, but I did. It was messy and confusing and beautiful. And it hurt in ways falling in love shouldn’t.”
“It’s Ava. You fell in love with Ava.”
“Yes, Ava. Well, Grace first. It’s hard not to fall hard for that precocious, sparkly, hurricane of a five-year-old. Six, now. I wasn’t there for her birthday, and she made damn sure I knew it.”
Sloane thought back to Grace’s words after she’d broken her arm. She’d already missed so much back in Australia in such a short amount of time.
“I’m all too familiar with the magnetic pull of six-year-old sparkly hurricanes.”
Vic and Sloane both smiled before they continued back down the trail.
“I had a visitation from Julia. In a dream not long ago. She’s still setting me straight, so to speak.” Sloane laughed at her own joke.
Vic rolled her eyes and walked quietly alongside Sloane toward the trailhead parking lot before finally asking, “Are you going on a holiday visa? Or will you stay?”
“Bea is going to sponsor my work visa, so I’ll be at least a while. I sold the house here. I don’t know if she’ll have me—Ava, I mean. She may have changed her mind about us in the time that I’ve been gone. But I have to try.”
“When are you leaving?”
“In a week and a half. I just need to finish packing up the house and cleaning, then I’ll go. I won’t teach again until after the winter break, but it’ll give me time to convince Ava that we could be something lasting.” Sloane paused and silently acknowledged the knot of anxiety in her belly. “I had our rings smelted together, mine and Julia’s wedding bands.”
“Really?” Vic gasped and then nodded her approval.
Sloane pulled out a medallion stamped with a compass rose from under the edge of her sweater. It was attached to a long gold chain. “So I can always keep my vows close but still live my life.”
* * *
Sloane stepped out of her rental car and stretched her legs from what had to be going on thirty hours of travel, but she’d lost track while waiting on her last connecting flight from Sydney to Gold Coast. The gravel crunched loudly under her feet as she walked from the car to the front door of the house, and she looked down, wondering if they’d redone the driveway recently. When she raised her head, Ellen stood on the front porch, her hands on her hips.
She tilted her head and gave Sloane a sideways look. “She’s in the tack room.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Sloane answered and waited a moment to see if Ellen might have anything else to add.
“You know how I feel about your calling me ma’am.”
“Yes, ma’am. I do know,” Sloane grinned smugly, and Ellen smirked in return before turning to go back inside the house.
Sloane walked around the house and down the hill toward the riding arena and the tack room. She slowed momentarily as birdsong rose up from the bushland and the smell of the horses and the paddocks surrounded her. She nearly cried at the familiarity and then picked up her pace. As she neared the small building, she saw Ava inside, cleaning and organizing tack.
Charlie saw Sloane before she saw him—reliable Charlie. His sudden barking startled Sloane as he bounded through the open door of the tack room and toward her, yelping and yipping in his excitement. He barreled into her, knocking her to the ground, throwing himself on top of her, and covering her in kisses.
“Charlie! Charlie!” Ava yelled after him, and then Sloane saw her boots come to a stop a few meters away.
“Good Lord, woman, help me!” Sloane called out as Charlie continued to fling himself about Sloane’s body so that she couldn’t get to her feet.
Ava took hold of Charlie’s collar and pulled him away from Sloane, laughing all the while. “Charlie, settle. Settle!”
Sloane scrambled to her feet and dusted herself off the best she could. “Well, this feels familiar.” She laughed. “Déjà vu?”
Ava laughed, but there were tears in her eyes and she swallowed hard.
“I couldn’t decide if I should call first. But, ultimately, I decided it would be harder for you to tell me no in person.”
“Tell you no?”
Sloane smiled and stepped forward. “I have a whole thing planned. But I’m also incredibly tired, and now Charlie’s knocked me half-unconscious.”
Ava looked down at Charlie, who sat obediently next to her but smiled up at Sloane.
Sloane laughed at the beast. “What’s it called? The thing actors do—a speech, an aside? What’s it called?”
“A monologue?”
“Yes, that’s it! I have a monologue!”
“You have a monologue?”
“Yes, a monologue. OK?”
“OK. Go ahead.”
“Do you remember the sea turtle? At Lady Elliot Island?” Sloane asked.
“Yes. But this isn’t how monologues work.”
“Right, but I need to set it up.” Sloane rushed ahead, trying to get to the point faster. “I’ve been thinking about the turtle—sea turtles—baby sea turtles, actually. I said they rush headlong into this big, scary unknown. And you said, no, they don’t. They go to the only thing they know. They go home. Do you remember that?”
“Yes, but this still isn’t a monologue.”
“Ava! Listen.”
“Sorry, I’m listening. So sorry…” She sounded contrite, but she smiled broadly at Sloane.
“Sea turtles aren’t born in their homes. They’re born in a place that is not their home. It’s a birthplace but not a home. Then they have to make a dangerous, risky, scary journey to their home—to the sea.” Sloane paused. Ava nodded and leaned slightly into the space between them. “I…I want to come home, Ava, to you. I want you to be my home, and I want to be yours. May I come home?”
Sloane’s stomach was flipping over and over itself and her breath shallowed as she nervously waited for a response.
“You really thought I’d say no?” Ava pulled Sloane into a tight embrace. Her lips found Sloane’s, and they stood pressed together for what might have been seconds, might have been hours.
When they finally pulled away a few inches, Ava’s eyes were filled to the edges with tears. “Getting back on the horse? Not even a thinly veiled metaphor—” Her words drifted away as Sloane buried her face in the crook of Ava’s neck and tears of relief found their release.
Sloane whispered into Ava’s neck, “Did you know that some penguins woo potential mates with gifts of pebbles?”



EPILOGUE
AVA TRIED TO MATCH THE gait and pace of her production assistant, Devon, as they picked their way back in the dark toward her trailer. She watched her steps carefully as she chased the cone of light cast by his flashlight. She would only glance at the toe of her boot before the light would move just out of reach and she’d have to rush to catch it again. She felt like a cat chasing a laser light, and the mental image made her laugh aloud.
Devon slowed and turned to face her. “You still with me, Ava?”
“I am, but I think you’re even more anxious to get home than I am, and I didn’t think that was possible.” She laughed lightheartedly again and placed her hand in the crook of his arm so they could walk side by side.
“Today was a good day, but I’m tired and Cam’s in town and made a special dinner for us. It’s an anniversary of sorts.”
He looked to the side sheepishly. Ava smiled at his meaning.
“Devon, you’ve a lot of experience in this industry.”
“Sure do.”
“You’ve seen a lot.”
He laughed at the obvious observation. “Sure have. And I’ve signed a lot of NDAs. What’s on your mind, Ava James?”
“Are things going well? Are we on track? Am I—on track?”
He slowed to a stop and turned to look directly at her. “You’re a pro, Ava. A pro. This is award-winning shit. I mean, really. You see that, right?”
“Somedays I see it. Somedays the insecurity takes over, and I—I doubt. I guess today is a day for doubt.”
“Then I shall hold the belief and the confidence for you until you’re ready for it on Monday.” He reached down, took her hand, and tucked it up to his chest. “Let’s go, diva. I’m hungry and horny.”
Ava didn’t budge from the spot and looked at him sideways.
“For my man! Not horny for you!” Devon adamantly clarified. “Oh my God!” He laughed as he turned beet red from embarrassment.
And then they both doubled over in laughter before making their way loudly back to the trailer so Ava could change her clothes and gather her bag.
* * *
Ava unlocked the cabin door and slipped inside, unsure if Sloane would have stayed awake waiting for her to come back to the cabin or if she would have passed out from wrangling a six-year-old all the way to Tasmania. The only light in the cabin came from the fireplace, and it was quiet.
She set her bag down on a chair near the door and was just about to slip off her shoes so she wouldn’t wake anyone when the back door opened and a wide-awake Grace burst through and straight into Ava’s arms.
“Mum, you’re back! Come look! Come outside with us!”
Before Ava could answer or properly orient herself in the low lighting, Grace had her by the hand, pulling her toward the back door.
“Slow down, Gracie! Let me hug you properly!”
“No, come look!”
Ava gave in and allowed herself to be pulled through the back door and onto the wide deck that overlooked a bluff. She’d been on location two, nearly three, weeks now, but this was her first weekend off, and she simply hadn’t had much time to spend on the deck or to explore the area around the cabin. The landscape just beyond the deck was rugged and beautiful—a steep hill, dappled here and there with gums and pines that fell dramatically down to the bay and then rushed out to meet the sea.
“Hi, there,” Sloane whispered from where she stood near the end of the deck with the best view of the sea beyond the bay. Two glasses of wine were perched on the railing next to her.
“She’s a little young yet, don’t you think?” Ava tipped her head toward the wineglasses and chuckled as she wrapped her arms around Sloane’s waist. “And she’s up way past any reasonable bedtime.”
“Sloane said I could stay up to see the roar—the roara—the lights. She said I could stay up and see the lights of color…the southern lights.” Grace pouted and seemed braced for bad news.
“All right, then. We shall await the aurora australis—these southern lights that Sloane has talked about for months. Have you seen anything yet?”
“It’s glowy over there.” Grace climbed into a chair that Sloane must have pulled over just for that purpose. She stood up and leaned her small body against the railing and pointed to the southern sky.
“The forecast is good for this weekend. I think it’s building strength.” Sloane lifted her glass and sipped. “It’s there—at the edges.”
Ava looked out over the bluff and to the horizon’s edge. A faint, pink glow in the sky gave the impression that it was awaiting something—permission, a sign. “It feels pent-up,” she said.
“Pent-up?” Sloane answered and moved closer to Ava.
“What does pent-up mean?” asked Grace, all rugged up in her chair. “Mummy, come on this side so I can be between! I’m cold.” Her teeth chattered, and Ava moved to the other side of the chair. Sloane moved in closer too so that the girl was squished cozily between them.
“I mean pent-up like…held back or confined. Like when you’re in school and you have all that energy and you want to get to recess to run and swing and play footy, but you have to sit through the rest of class,” Ava explained.
“Oh yeah, that’s terrible. I feel pent-up at school. Do you think it feels that way? I hope it’s not pent-up.”
“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I have.” Ava rubbed her daughter’s shoulders to warm her.
“Nah, it’s just anticipation building,” Sloane said, leaning over the rail.
“Anticipation building?” Ava gave Sloane her best scandalized expression.
“Yeah, antici…pation.” Sloane laughed at her own joke and leaned back to better cuddle her small family.
“Mum, it’s cold.” There was sleep creeping into Grace’s voice—the irritable, whingy kind—and Ava lifted the girl into her arms and sat down on the chair so she could cuddle Grace in her lap.
“You’re almost too tall for us to do this,” she observed.
“Really? I like being tall, but I don’t want to be too tall to sit in your lap.”
“I don’t think either of us have a say in that.”
Grace leaned back and curled up as much as she could in Ava’s arms, and Ava knew she’d be asleep in no time. Sloane smiled at the pair, affection clear on her face, and she disappeared inside the cabin.
Sloane made rummaging noises around the cabin. Ava heard the sound of Sloane tossing wood into the fireplace. Then Sloane reemerged with a thick blanket that she draped over Ava and Grace.
“Thank you,” Ava whispered.
“Is she already asleep?” Sloane laughed quietly.
“Yes, it’s been a big day for her. And for you too.”
“Want me to carry her inside? I can put her on the sofa.”
“I’d like to do it, but I think I’ll need you to help me stand. I’ve missed her so much. But she’s getting so big!”
Sloane stood to one side and helped steady Ava as she stood to carry Grace, who was growing long and lanky. “I know. I’m not sure I like it. I missed too much of her early life, and this part is going too fast.”
“It all goes too fast. But I’m glad you showed up in our lives when you did.”
After settling Grace inside and gathering another blanket for themselves, they returned to the deck.
“I think I’d like to sit on the long lounger instead. Where we can be close,” Ava suggested.
“You read my mind. But let’s pull it to the railing?”
After situating the deck lounger where they could still see the horizon, Ava built a nest of blankets and pillows while Sloane retrieved the wine. They nuzzled down into the warmth of one another, and all the muscles in Ava’s body relaxed.
“Oh, I hope I don’t fall asleep,” she said after a yawn.
“Not until you’ve said a proper hello to me, please,” Sloane told her.
“Ah, yes, please. I’ve missed you terribly too.” She leaned in for a long, lingering kiss that felt both familiar and urgent.
Sloane nipped at her chin and neck and her earlobe. “Tell me about work,” she whispered. “Tell me how it feels to be a lead again.”
Ava leaned back so she could better see Sloane’s eyes. “Most days, I think it’s going well. I feel differently than I did back then. It’s a bit funny: I feel far more confident in my craft than I did all those years ago. But I also feel less like I belong.” She laughed with a hint of unintended derision in her laugh, and she stopped to reflect on that for a moment.
Sloane sipped her wine and gave Ava the space she needed, then asked, “Is it imposter syndrome?”
“Maybe. I guess I don’t have the quick confidence of youth anymore. But the confidence I do have is earned? I don’t know. Objectively, I know I’ve earned my place on that set and with this role. But it still stirs sometimes, you know? It’s irrational. But it’s still there, nonetheless.”
“No one is keeping score anymore, Ava. Only you. You’re the only one left to convince.”
“I only need to prove to myself that I can do it.”
Sloane said nothing in response but pulled Ava close to her, and they looked up to see a green glow pushing up and under the pink as both colors built in intensity and depth.
“Oh, wow,” whispered Sloane. She stood to get a better view.
Ava stood alongside her and reached for her hand. “She is putting on a show now.”
The colors lengthened and stretched out along the horizon, and the pink reached higher and higher into the sky as streaks of white and pale yellow emerged and punctuated the wall of light.
“This is a silly place,” Ava whispered and bumped her shoulder to Sloane’s.
Sloane laughed and turned from the southern lights to look at Ava. “A wonderous, magical, very silly place. I knew there’d be more color here.”
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