Hey niccy_v!  Jelly here.  So, I finally finished reformatting this (I am extremely picky when it comes to critiquing.)  As of now, it is 55 pages – let's see how long it is when I'm through.  XD

Oh, and I see some British spellings in here, so just ignore me if I correct one.  Though maybe I can reset my dictionary…?  Nope, don't know how.  So I'll just correct everything I see, even if I know it's British, 'kay?

Oh, and I'm harsh, so be warned.  XD

*Dies*  Do you know how long it took me to do just a spell-check on this thing?  I really hope that all of those are British spellings, 'cause that was ridiculous.  (Oh, and I will double-check spellings as I read through to catch mistakes like where/were.)
Part One

The book smelt Hmm… I've always thought this was British – is it?  'cause I go with 'smelled.' aged, a cloud of stale air trapped when the last person opened it rose into the air and dissolved, probably twelve months off by the smell of it. Let's see if I can reword that, shall we?  'The book smelled ages, and a cloud of stale air – trapped when the last person opened it – raised into the air and dissolved into nothing.'  The last bit you had was useless and just wordy, but 'dissolved' was too abrupt, so you can try playing around with 'nothing' – that was just off the top of my head. But I liked this smell; it gave me a sense of a treasured gift, like Grandpa Brown’s journals from the war and his travels through Paris, Egypt and America in his youth. I pulled four thick encyclopedias from the top shelf, each with leather covers embossed in gold writing, the letters tilted in classic italics. What happened to the book you were originally talking about? The year on the front Of which? read '1920'. I opened the first book halfway and began reading the old, faded text, and was mid sentence when somebody tapped me on the shoulder.

“Jess? Why are you at a library on such a glorious day?”

Bryn, my handsome and incredibly hunky boyfriend Please tell me you're kidding.  Don't turn Twilight on me – just tell/show me he's her boyfriend.  Don't say hunky., also the certain for basketball captain next year, grinned down at me, pushing his thick purple fringe from his eyes.

“Um, just looking through some old books on the German Wars.”

He smiled, glancing at the seat beside me.

“Is that taken?”


“Yes, yes it is actually,” Drew murmured Murmured doesn't sound quite right.  Rephrase?, appearing behind Bryn, holding an I'd ditch that comma and make it '…Bryn with an armful…' just so it's smoother.  armful of books on horse care, show jumping techniques, and how to care for a horse in competition. He dumped them onto the desk in front of me, sighing, resided, Two suggestions here: '…of me and sighed, then sunk into the…' or 'of me, sighing, before sinking…'  Read yours out loud – the two words in separate commas sounds choppy.  before sinking into the empty seat. Bryn grimaced at the sight of Drew, and quickly glanced over his shoulder, already searching for an exit.

“Bryn mate? You coming or what?” One punctuation only.  His words and your description should be enough.  His face softened. Since this is right after dialogue, it sounds like Bryn said this.  I'd actually add '…or what?" someone called from across the room, making Bryn's face soften.  Saved.'  Just so we know who's talking, you know?  Saved.

“I best be off baby, but are we still on for tonight?” Show us him looking down at her and speaking to her – right now I have no idea where he is in relation to anyone else.


“Sure thing. Six thirty, right?”


“Absolutely. Is it all right if there’s booze? A few of my mates want to let loose, with school being so goddamn difficult.”

I smiled bleakly. Usually if his mates drank, he joined in, and a drunken Bryn meant wandering hands, casual conversation trying to lead to places I normally did not want to go. But I shrugged anyway, returning his hopeful smile, too afraid to dampen his easy-set mood.

“You’re amazing baby. Have I told you how much I love you?” He reached out and pulled me into his arms, making a big show of wrapping them around me and hugging me until I was breathless. He then gently touched his lips to mine, waiting until I relaxed against him before kissing me properly. I enjoyed the feel of his tongue in my mouth, the pressure of his firm body against mine, the gentle fuzz on his upper lip. Okay, so we know what he's doing to her, but we don't know how she's reacting.  You kind of need to show us that – let us see how she feels and what she does.  Also, what about that Dave guy?

“I love you baby. Never forget that, 'kay?” I think 'okay' will sound better here, since he's trying to be serious.  Then hers will be more effective, 'cause it's more casual – you can show us how they feel about each other by their words.


“'Kay. I won’t forget.”


“Bryn! Dude, the bus leaves in ten! Hurry up!”  Ten minutes?  Plenty of time.  My school gets five, without visiting friends first.  I'd lower this a bit.


“Gentlemen, please be quiet!” A librarian hissed, and the huddle of boys lingering at the end of the row of shelves rolled their eyes. Bryn glanced over his shoulder again, and when he turned back, I could see he was already gone, off in his world of basketball, holding that glazed, satisfied look which could fill his whole body until he was no longer thinking of anybody or anything except that ball and basket.

“I’ll pick you up at six thirty, maybe take a quick detour before hitting the party?”


“Sure. I love you.”


“Good.”


He kissed me softly, gently, dreamily. With a gentle squeeze he released me, turned, offering a curt nod of the head toward Drew for my part, and strode off toward his crew. Drew cleared his throat and opened the top book specializing on how to keep a competition horse fit. Silence filled the small space between us, but no words of comfort could come to my lips. So he began.

“Look, I know he’s your boyfriend and all, but he acts like he owns the place.”


“Let’s not get into this again Drew.”


“Sorry, but he’s so pigheaded sometimes. Talk about flaunting you!”


“Drew!” I whined. He rolled his eyes and set back to reading the book. I flicked the page on my own book, but after reading ten lines and nothing absorbing itself I slammed it shut and sat back, heaving a resentful sigh.

“Bryn sure does have a way of ruining the mood.” Determine who's speaking.


“But he’s your boyfriend. I apologize for being so mean.”


“Whatever. How about we check those books out and swing by my place for lunch?” Lunch?  I'm confused… why was the bus leaving?  You need to set up times and let us understand things.  Just because your school is one way doesn't mean all are, so show us.


“Sure. Give me a sec to skim these first.”


“I’ll be in the bathroom.”


-----

We took the 504 What's that? to my street, walking six houses down until Fizzy saw us and exploded into a frenzy of hysterical barking, his thick tail swinging hard side to side, his bulky body standing strong when I tried to knee him out of the way. I booted him aside instead, laughing when he turned to Drew and stuffed his big snout into his groin, giving it a good sniff. I swung my bag at him, watching his Labrador tongue loll out of his huge mouth as he trotted back to the porch and flopped out on the cool concrete in the shade. Bronte sat on the swinging chair, her long, wavy blonde hair flowing like a cascading waterfall over her bare shoulders, a pale blue singlet What did you mean here? clinging to what curves she had left. Boots I can't tell she's a cat here. remained curled up on her lap as we walked by, scraping our shoes on the doormat.

“Hello Bronte!”


“Good afternoon Drew, how are you holding up?”


Drew shrugged. “Never been better, to be honest. How about you? Is Lockie coming over soon?”


“I hope so; he promised he’d bring another bag of cat food for Boots.”


She smiled weakly, and Drew smiled back at her. Boots raised her round head, yawning, taking one long gaze at Drew, before placing her head back on her ginger paws.

“We’ll be up in my room if you need us sis.” Who says this?  And really, who says 'sis?'  And who's house are they at?


“Like I can get up there, do check on me in thirty please?” Why can't she get up there?  Why's she need to be checked on?


“Sure Bron, anything.” I leant against the front door until it let out a long groan, reluctantly heaving itself against the inside wall. Drew followed me in, easing off his black converse Don't name brands – it ages your writing a lot. and pattering softly down the polished floorboards and up the carpeted steps, then politely shut the bedroom door behind him. Since closing the door isn't 'pattering softly down…' anything, you can't format it the way you had it.

“New poster I see?” He gazed up at my newest edition to my wall of fame: Tom Welling minus the shirt with incredibly tight shorts clinging to his slender thighs. I jumped onto my bed and pulled a bottle of water from my handbag.

“Um, Tom Welling is like only the hottest guy on the planet.”


“Yeah, kind of.”


I stifled a laugh. “Drew, sometimes I’m not sure if you’re straight or bi! Maybe even homo completely, but who knows? He’s gorgeous, and I love falling asleep staring at his handsome figure.” Really random transition – you need to make it smoother.

Drew laughed along with the joke, crossing the room and flopping down on the bed beside me, scratching his head as he studied me.

“How about Bryn? No massive life-sized portraits of him? No holy grails or shrines? Nothing? Not even a simple happy snap? What’s wrong with girls these days?”

“Nothing Mr. Jealousy.”

He grimaced his displeasure.

“Well, there’s a whole album of happy snaps in my cupboard, and my wardrobe door is covered in photos of you and Bryn. I believe you star more frequently though.”

“Ah, how did that make the poor jock feel?”

“He’s not a jock,” I snapped. Drew shrugged and rolled onto his back, playing with his fingers.

“Whatever you say."

For an hour we chatted about exams, what we were going to do after to celebrate their ending, what marks we wanted, and how many people we expected to pass them. Somehow the conversation changed to Bronte, like it usually did, no matter who I talked to or what we talked about.

“When she dies that cat will be exterminated, trust me. Mum hates it, Dad’s allergic, and they only have it because it fills this gaping hole in Bronte.”


“When she dies?”


“Look, Drew, she’s going to die. Nobody has the same bone marrow type or blood type in our family, and no person is For a smoother read: 'nobody's going to…' going to pop up on the radar, not after fifteen months on the waiting list! She’s suffered so many chemo’s her doctors have given up, she lives off medication more or less, there’s no real essence left in her life, and nobody before has had to cope, so why does she? Eventually there is a point where people say no more, and Bronte is getting close.” It's obvious that's all for us.  If they're really that close, she won't rant like that.  Just do a quick tennis conversation that feels more realistic, like this:

I: Yea.  No one has the same bone marrow or blood type in our family, and it's not like somebody's going to suddenly become available after fifteen months.

D: It could still happen.

I: I doubt it.  Besides, she's been through so much chemo by now that nearly everyone's given up.

D: But she's tough.

I: Not this tough.  There's a point where people have to say no more, and I think Bronte's getting close.

D: You mean… suicide?

I: No!  Her mind won't say no more – her body will.  It'll shut down completely, probably in just a few months.

D: She's seventeen.

I: So?  People die much younger than that everyday.

D: But she has the medication.

I: And me, and my parents, and Boots.  But it's not enough.

Eh… I kind of rambled a bit there.  XD  But doesn't it feel a little more natural?  Just try that – script format – and then add descriptions around it.  It forces you to make the dialogue more realistic.

He furrowed his brow in concentration. 


“You’re saying she’ll kill herself?”


“NO! Ditch the all caps.  I mean that she only has a few months left before her body shuts down completely.”

“She’s seventeen.”


“She’s only living off that cat, her medication, and our support.”


“Doesn’t she have a boyfriend?”


“No guy will take her, none of her friends except Lockie visit her anymore because they’re too afraid to see her so sick, and her doctors have given up hope of finding a match.” You already said the last one.  And do the same thing here as I did above.


”You’re crying.” So show us at least holding them back, sniffling through her words – something.  He shifted forward and wiped my eyes with his sleeve, giving me a quick hug. Ditch 'quick' – it contradicts the rest.  I rested my cheek against his chest and melted into his embrace, feeling the pent up emotion slowly seep out as the true realization hit me. I thought of Bryn and how he’d been so caring of me in this time of crisis. …Huh?  Those thoughts just made me cry harder. Great. Huh? He …Bryn?  But he's not there.  cradled me like the true friend he was, holding me until I fell asleep against the trembling heartbeat concealed in his ribcage.

-----

Bryn’s expensive silver convertible rolled up at half past six exactly. I trotted downstairs to meet his eager arms, kissing him deeply, aware Mum was too busy with Bronte to notice. I took Bryn’s arm and dragged him into the lounge room, now a converted bedroom for Bronte, who was too weak to negotiate the stairs. He pecked her cheek politely, giving her a big smile, reluctantly sitting down in one of the spare armchairs when she told him to.

“Bronte, do you want an ice cola?”


“Yes please! Bryn, where are you taking my sister tonight?"  Show us her redirecting her attention after the first bit.

He brushed his ironed pants, nervously playing with the bottom of his jumper. “A mate’s having a party, just a get together, and no booze.”


“Sounds good. You take care of my little sister okay?”


“Yeah. I promise.”

I returned with her drink, letting Bryn pull me down onto his lap and shower me in kisses. Bronte smiled and watched The O.C. Again with the names. quietly while Bryn tugged at my mouth and kissed my neck and shoulders and back. I was inwardly glad she didn’t raise a jealous fuss like I used to when she had boyfriends.

“Wanna go?” He stood up far too quickly and I tumbled to the carpet, shocked and embarrassed. I refused his help up and, refusing to meet Bronte’s stern gaze, brushed off the clumps of fluff that had caught on my top, plastering on a fake smile as I muttered, “Let me just say goodnight and we can, okay?”  Run-on – split that up.

“Okay.” He stole me for a brief moment to brush my lips with a tender ‘sorry’ kiss. I kissed Bronte goodbye, hugged Mum and waved at Dad. Where are they? I took my phone with me and could barely keep up with Bryn. He drove straight to the house, a mansion overlooking the Swan River. It was on a sprawling estate, the mansion three stories high with a huge back garden, already filled with half drunk teenagers, a fully equipped dance floor, pool table and plenty of couches to snuggle up on dotted throughout the bottom two levels. Everybody knew what the top level was for.

“Come on baby, let’s check out the drinks!” He squeezed my hand, leading me through the dance room and into the bleach-white kitchen. I pulled him back to me and pressed myself against him.

“Baby, don’t drink. We can enjoy the night together totally sober! We can dance and kiss and I’ll let you do that thing with your tongue in my ear.”
He grunted, but gave in eventually, opting for the snuggling. With his hand on my thigh, he held me extremely close, breathing down my neck, nibbling my ear lobes, running his tongue down my shoulders, his fingers tugging on the straps of my dress. I playfully pushed his hands away, kissing him a little deeper, letting him pull my hem up a bit further to reveal more leg. Give him what he wants and he won’t leave you.  More guys stopped and eyed me, quickly losing interest when they noticed how far Bryn’s tongue was down my throat and where his hands were beginning to wander. Trying to keep it at most PG for our growing audience, I pushed his hands away whenever they got too far, and although he didn’t say anything, I could tell he was beginning to get agitated. I wanted him to touch me, I wanted him to go everywhere and wherever Suggestion: 'anywhere'.  It just sounds better to me. he wanted, but not here, not now; I wanted it to be special, magical even, not just a rushed action thrown around in public. Keep yourself under control and he’ll still like you. I melted against him, letting him kiss me as hard and deeply as he wanted, allowing him to stroke my sides, my back, my neck, my thighs. Yes, keep going. Even with that said, he continued a little harder, touching a little more than I wanted, and trying to grab at my bra clasp. I kept pushing his hands away or pressing myself so hard against his chest that he couldn’t get a good enough angle to try anything I didn’t want. But he kept trying. Over and over and over I found myself brushing fingers away, having to kiss him a little bit differently or touching him a little bit more to keep him interested. The last thing I wanted was for him to get up and blow off at me.

After what felt like the hundredth time, he pushed me off him completely, panting and a little flushed. I felt a tiny surge of pride that I had made this elite, athletic and tip-top shape boy lose his breath, which was immediately crushed when he looked at me. I linked my arms around his neck and tried to seduce him all over again, possibly start again, let him go a little further if he’d play along, which was met with a long groan and a firm shove.

“Baby what’s wrong?” I chirped into his ear. 


“It’s nothing.”


“Then why are you looking at me like that?”


He ran a hand through his oily, gelled hair, glimpsing one of his mates with his hand up a blonde girl’s skirt, and another had his mouth in one girl’s top, while his hand was stroking another between her legs. I felt my stomach twist with renewed nerves.

“I’m like… I’m like the next in line for the basketball captaincy! I’m pretty much the most desired guy in all the year, and I have you, and you have me. I just can’t understand why you won’t let me touch you! You enjoy it right? You have to.”


I shrugged. “Yeah, but not in public. I like my dignity.” 


”Have I hurt you?”


“What? No. Hurt me? No. It’s just…” My voice trailed off, no words able to express my anxiety. I wanted him to know, more than ever right now, that I wanted him, and if it was another time, he could do what he clearly wanted. But I remained silent, not looking into his eyes; I was too afraid.

“Look babe, I’m going to grab a cold one and I’ll be back soon, okay? You want anything?”


He shoved me aside carelessly like a bust ball, dusting imaginary bread crumbs off his lap.

“You said you wouldn’t drink.” Somehow I managed to keep my voice level. 


“I need something to numb my head right now. I’m thinking way too much. You make me think too much babe, please, just let me cool off? I’ll be back before you even miss me, I promise.”


“Okay baby.” Let us feel why she gives in and changes her mind.


“Thanks babe.” Sealing it with a placid kiss he parted. I sat down where we’d been moments earlier, my head spinning, my throat parched and my blood pulsing twice as fast as it should be. A beefy guy plonked Not a word – pick something else. down beside me shortly after, but when I rebuffed his advances, he quickly lost interest and plucked a thin blonde from the crowd of twelfth grader cheerleaders, pulling her aside and going in for the grope full steam ahead. Minutes continued to click by painfully slowly. I loyally remained on the same spot the whole time, checking my nails, smoothing my skirt, brushing a bug off the armrest to pass the time. After possibly twenty minutes of intense waiting, I spotted the captain of his team, Josh, and leapt up to grab his arm. He spun with surprise, which was replaced with a knowing grin that he fixed upon all the teams’ girls.

“Have you seen Bryn? Please tell me he’s in the loo or something!”

Josh shrugged. “Um, yeah out on the patio I think. He was with a group of his friends. You all right? You look stressed, what did he do to you?”


”Oh, um, nothing. Well he was doing something but then he went and grabbed a beer. Thanks have a great night, thanks Josh.” Thanks twice?


“You too.”


I hurried into the kitchen, finding the back patio door, sucking in a deep breath before stepping out into the bitter cold. I spotted him right away, but several steps away, I paused. Ditch that comma if she stops a few steps away, don't if you mean she saw him a few steps away. My gut tightened into a knot, my brain sizzled to a stop, my breath got caught deep in my throat. His mop of shaggy blonde-brown hair, solid body and easy laugh were unmistakable. He had an arm around a petite red head, his hand on her butt. I watched for a moment as she flirted with him, leaning against his chest, batting her eyelids, laughing so her lips revealed her pearly teeth, tossing her glossy hair over one shoulder. He flirted right back, much to my immediate disgust, using every technique he’d used with me. I recognized the glint in his eye when he laughed, the crease of his brow, the grip on her butt, the protective squeeze when the guy with them stepped nearer to her. I took one tentative step toward them, feeling cold and alone, hoping she was just a good friend. Only meters away, I watched as he turned to her, cupped her face with both hands, their eyes locked. I blinked back tears as he leant down, pressing her into the concrete pillar as he kissed her, and her arms floated around his neck. The boy beside them recoiled, probably from the sudden awkwardness, his eyes, mostly by mistake, locking onto mine. I recognized him as the newest member of Bryn’s team, Kyle White. His face paled; I spun on my heel and rushed inside, feeling choked and lonely, betrayed, sick. Redo that.  You combined some and didn't with others… it's just put together poorly. I tripped over several couples splayed on the cold kitchen floor, bumped into a couple of people I vaguely knew, all who asked me if I was all right. Fuck you I’m not all right! Too sick to speak I just ran past until my heels sank into the soft grass on the front lawn. Behind me the mansion buzzed with warm energy, full of drugged and drunk teens throwing themselves around like convulsing sheep. I dug into my pocket, fishing out my phone and dialing the first number my fingers remembered.  Show us her dialing, waiting for him to pick up, etc.  Let us feel what she's feeling.

“Rung to rub in what a great time you’re having, aye?”


“Drew, oh my god Drew can you please pick me up?”


“What? Why?”


“I’ll explain later, but please, just come now, I need somebody, anybody, you!”


“Where are you?”


I looked around, but just saw identical mansions. Somebody called my name behind me.

“Um, Rupert Street, I think. You’ll hear the music, trust me. And I’m fine. Just come quickly.” He didn't ask if she was fine.  xD

When I hung up I heard my name being called again, followed by a whining noise. Turning, I spotted Bryn at the front steps, the redhead yanking on his arm. His face looked a mix of shock and confusion, but the red head looked adamant to drag him inside. He whipped around and yanked his hand free from her deadlock, jogging toward me instead. The red head cried out and he paused. There was about ten meters between us, but I could see the stoned look in his eyes, the utter blank stare he returned to my death glare I penetrated him with. When I turned my back to the wind, I heard his footsteps retreat, and screeching wheels filled my ears. I jumped into Drew’s Holden, hearing the bang of a fly screen and shouts of excited people as My People by The Presets Again with the names. was pumped up to ultra volume. Tears stained my cheeks and I knew I’d spoiled my dress How?  With tears?  It'd make more sense if she'd messed up her make-up., but when Drew took my hand and squeezed it, I knew I’d pull through somehow.

-----

“Have a nice night sweetie?”


Mum slid a plate of steaming porridge in front of me, the honey swirled so it made a neat little circle inwards to a big blob Big blob?  Come on – do better than that. in the center. My favorite. Shhh – I know that stuff's British.  I'm just going through the whole thing and editing anything I see underlined right now, because you obviously didn't bother to run it through a spell-check (yes, that was a reprimand,) and I'm too lazy to ignore the British spellings.  XD Bronte Favorite Bronte?  …Odd?  sat opposite me, her little box of pills beside her glass of orange juice, freshly squeezed. It sounds like the box was freshly squeezed.  XD  '…of freshly squeezed orange juice.'  I was aware there were huge bags under my eyes, my mascara was still a bit streaked, my hair was knotty, and that I’d looked like a complete dump when Drew had dropped me home at midnight, no sight of Bryn anywhere. I knew that when I saw Bryn again I’d rip him to shreds, knock the petite redhead he pashed to the floor and trample whoever else who got into my way, but none of this I told them. 'None of this I told them'?  Stop trying to sound fancy and speak proper English.  ;)  They were too pleased that Bronte was able to walk up the stairs and get back down. That small improvement added to Mum's lighter mood, giving her something she could grasp and hope Reword that bit. Bronte would get better. I just nodded and began to eat so no more questions could be asked. Boots wandered in, rubbing against Bronte’s legs, triggering a coughing fit from Dad until Mum ordered Boots outside, but of course that meant Bronte had to go too, and in the end Dad ate breakfast in the den, a safe distance from his allergy-enemy.  I offered to clean up after breakfast, leaving the dishes to dry on the bench and migrating up to my room to do some much needed study. Drew rang half an hour in, asking if he could pop over. I couldn’t say no, so my study was pushed aside once again.

“Hello Mrs. Martin, is Jess home? This is the first time we learn her name, which isn't good – fit it in much earlier.  No? Why'd she say no?  Okay, well tell her I came by.” Huh?
I pattered downstairs. Lockie stood in the doorway. I was surprised that of all people, he was asking for me. Mum let him in when she saw me, and after he gave Bronte a hug, followed me into my room. I called Drew and told him to tell Mum to let him in. Why didn't she just tell her mom? Lockie sat at my desk and watched me when I went over to my wall to tear down the photo of Bryn.

“Why are you doing that?”


“Let’s just say he’s no longer worth my troubles.”


“I won’t probe. I have a great idea you must hear.”


“Shoot.”

He pulled out a wad of paper and tossed it to me. “For Bronte’s eighteenth, I wanted to throw a huge party. I’m talking mega, having celebrities there, sport stars, people from school, you name it, and they’ll be there. I was thinking a function center, and she gets escorted by Hummer Limousine to Drew’s place, where she will meet me, and then she gets driven by Lipizzaner Horse and Carriage to her very own waiting party. The night will be filled with partying, dancing, fun and no medication, no doctors, no hospitals, no negativity. She will launch into it with a bang! A giant cake made by the finest cake designers, she will have a full buffet dinner, live telecast for memorial sake, and she will truly have the night of her life.” Live telecast?  Please be joking.  This is hugely over-the-top.


I nodded. Drew had come in halfway through the explanation and was clearly already in on the scheme, because he quickly leapt to announce that his parents were going to fine tune their two main Lipizzaner stallions on the carriage, ready for two weeks coming.

“How can I say no?”


“You can’t.”


“But who is going to pay for it? Even if we all got $100 an hour jobs now, in two weeks we wouldn’t have that amount of money available unless we want no sleep.”


Lockie smiled. “I already spoke to a few people through the Starlight Foundation, and they’re willing to help finance it, because they’ve all heard about Bronte, and all want her to have this just as much as she does. Most of them do charity work all over the place, and there are about five I can think of, including Tom Welling, who will eagerly finance such an event. I have already spoken to a hotel in the city, and they have just the function room, Hummer Limousines Perth also are willing to offer half price fares, there’s caterers Tom knows and I just need to bring everything down to a proper schedule, final word thing.”


“So you need my permission?”


“Your parents know. It’s already in working, but they needed me to be fine with it and wanted you to have a part. They suggested you organize the decorations, since you’re so into it.”

Drew squeezed my hand. Lockie looked ready to say more, so I didn’t speak, waiting for him to continue politely.

“And I wanted to ask you about something else.”


“Yes?”


He paused, and fidgeted with the band around his wrist.

“Um, well, I was going to ask Bronte out… we’ve been best friends for pretty much ever… “


“Lockie! Stop! You don’t have to explain why. I get it, and I really don’t care.”

“We talked about it for a while, then her condition worsened and she said she didn’t want to burden me, but I want her to have the best few months of her life before anything gets even worse, and I really love her.”


“I’ll speak to her if you want.”


“That would be great!”


“I love your idea for the party. Definitely a go ahead.”


“Catch you later?”


“Definitely.”

When he left, Drew climbed up beside me, gently squeezing my hand.

“Are you holding up?”


“Yep.”


“Has he rung?”


“Nope.” There really wasn't a point to spelling that wrong, so.


“You can talk to me, you know that. Keeping everything bottled up doesn’t help anything.”


“I know, and thanks, but with this party hanging over our heads for the next two weeks, he will be the last thing I think about. Look, I’m better than him, and I have no idea what I saw in him.”


“You saw a guy you thought would never fall in love with you, and when he did you got too caught up. It happens to a lot of people, believe it or not. But normally those people get raped or attacked or something a little nastier than what happened to you. At least he showed his true colors before you got too into him.”


“But he was fine until he got too pushy. I would’ve given myself to him be it not in public.”

“He’s not who he says he is if he didn’t listen.”


“Drew…”


“I’m just saying. It’s not your fault. It’s your body, he has no right to violate it, and what he did was unforgivable. He’s a sleaze and a player and a complete tosser. Don’t worry yourself over him, just feel lucky he did this before you went further.”


“Such wise words from you Drew. I think I’ll keep you around.”


He smiled and we collapsed into fits of giggles. Sounds too girly.

-----

The following morning began with pouring rain, and Bronte was sent to hospital for her usual check up, so Dad and I drank coffees and watched midday football. It was Collingwood versus Essendon, and Collingwood was down eighteen to Essendon’s fifty-two at half time. Somebody knocked on the door, Dad getting up to answer it. '…and Dad got up to answer it.'  Stop trying to be fancy – it's not working well.

“Darl, it’s for you!”  Who's Darl?  You said the MC was Jess just a little while ago.


“Fine!”


My blood ran cold when I saw Bryn. Dad brushed past us and retreated back onto the couch, pulling a thick fleecy blanket up around his body, roaring his rage as Collingwood got a free kick. Bryn gazed over my shoulder for a moment, then focused back on me, advancing rapidly.

“Baby, I’ve missed you.”


He wrapped his arms around me, drawing me into his chest like old times; I lost myself in the familiar closeness of his embrace, and rested my cheek on his chest, but only for a moment. Quickly pulling back, I shook my head.

“No, what are you doing here?”


“Let’s go upstairs, 'kay?”


I reluctantly agreed, the jealous flame reigniting itself, the same flame that began burning hotly the moment I saw him with another girl in his arms. The arms that he’d promised would hold me forever. Clearly to him forever was four months and no longer. He sat on my bed, When'd they get upstairs? smoothing it out with his fingers, gazing around the empty walls, raising an eyebrow at all his clothes he’d bought for me piled lazily on a chair.

“Redecorating?”


“Just to get rid of you.”


“Don’t be like that.”


“Don’t play nice guy with me. I saw you on the patio. I saw you with that red head. I saw your tongue down her throat, your hands on her ass, your lips on her neck. Don’t deny any of it because Kyle saw too, or have you forgotten him already? Her already? He was right there, I was right there, and you kissed that… that slut. You’re impossible.”


His eyes slitted, I saw the defensive anger flash in his eyes. He wasn’t going down without a fight, so I readied myself, pushing all the neutral feelings toward him aside and replacing them quickly by reminding myself of all the wrong he’d done.

“Kristen isn’t a slut, you’re just a jealous bitch! I tried showing you how much I loved you, how much I cared for you, and tried to ease you from your nervous little pent up emotional shell you live in, but you rebuffed everything I did. I tried to relax you, tried to push our relationship, which is all you’ve been telling me you want for months! Oh Bryn I want to take the next step, let’s go a bit further next time, when are your parents away Bryn I want to try more with you. All that is bullcrap and you know it Jessica. Kristen can give me what I want and I never have to hold back around her.”


“So you’ve replaced me?”


“Hard not to, especially when you showed how much you liked me.”


“I loved you Bryn!” 


“This ship sailed long ago Jess. You had me but you didn’t want me, when I wanted you.”


“All you wanted was my body! And it was four months. But she wanted his body, too.  And Drew…”


“Drew? See, this is why we crumbled. It’s that stupid homo kid who messed everything up, poisoning your brain with ‘safe sex’ and ‘he just wants your body’ shit. He told you I just wanted you body, didn’t he?”  It'd be more effective if we saw him say that earlier and then had her hesitate here.


“Yes, but…”


“See? He’s the nail that drove us apart!”


“No! He’s my best friend, a better friend than you ever tried to be.”


“Look Jess, I didn’t want you body.”


“Clearly you did if you dumped me because I didn’t give it to you.”  But he never dumped her – would she be mad at that, too?

Bryn remained silent so I opened my door and pointed out to the corridor. As he stepped out, he turned and kissed me, taking me by surprise, but it only lasted a moment before he pulled back and disappeared downstairs. Hopefully for good this time. Reword that – too much of a fragment and not strong.

Overall Comments

*Shrugs*  Decent, but several things need work:

Capital Letters

Lets get this straight, shall we?

My mom = lowercase.

Mom = uppercase.

My mom = identifying her as yours.

Mom = using it as a name.

Make sense?

Too Over-the-top Too Soon

We just met these people – we don't know them at all.  So when they suffer a messy break up or the sister's dying or they want to throw a huge party for her, guess what?  I don't care.
And that's the worse thing that can happen.  When a reader doesn't care about your characters, she doesn't care about the story.  And if she doesn't care about the story, what reason does she have to continue reading?

Start out slow.  Let us see good times with Bryn and Drew becoming jealous (if he does like her?  It wasn't clear at all), bad times with him comforting her.  Let us see Bronte going through a good day and bad days, and let us see her get so fed up that she's sick.  (It's bound to happen, right?  And it'll give us more clues on her personality.)  Show us Lockie and Bonte together as friends clearly meant to be more.

Character History

This one actually relates to the previous section a lot, so make sure you read that first.

So, the best way for me to describe character history is how I explained it to Conrad – relating it to myself.  I had a terrible father.  Because of that, I look away when there's a touching 'father-daughter' moment on a movie/song, don't hug people, have extremely low self-extreme, feel uncomfortable saying 'I love you,' am afraid of men, etc.  All of that is obvious – you won't necessarily know my whole life story by looking at me, but you can tell some man screwed me up.  (No, I wasn't sexually assaulted, but I kind of had the same reaction.)

Your characters will be great practice for you to do this with – at least Bronte and Jess.  Think about it – how'd they grow up?

Bronte: In a hospital, facing death since she was young.

Jess: Dealing with a dying sister.

So how's that affect them?  Does Bronte hate the smell of disinfectant because it reminds her of the hospital?  Does Jess hesitate to bring people over because of Bronte – not wanting to make her jealous, or not wanting them to feel uncomfortable?  How are both of them with the subject of death?

People's pasts shape who they are today.  Show that with all your characters, make them feel real.

Character Interaction

Again, this goes with the last two.

I can't see how these characters know each other.  Think about how you speak to your best friend, an acquaintance, a crush, and a stranger.  They all differ, correct?  Same here.

Show us who likes who, who's friends with who, who's related to who.  Parents ask embarrassing questions.  Sisters tease.  Boyfriends flatter.  Friends joke.  True, those are all stereotypes, but you can make them feel real – just give the characters personalities.  Show us how they all know each other, though.

Remember, they've know each other years before the first word.

Atmosphere

This is what really hurt your story: you had no atmosphere!

Go to any room/outdoors.  What are the first things you notice?  Lets see:

- Color tone.  Warm, happy colors, dreary colors, nature colors, vibrant colors.

- Indoors/outdoors.

- Smells.  Good or bad?  Delicious?  Smoke?

- Lighting.  Dark?  Bright?  Natural or light bulbs, or even fire?

- Temperature.  Only extremes with this one, really.  If it's suddenly super nice, or if it's cold, or if it's hot.  People typically don't notice normal weather.

- Occupancy.  Is it crowded?  Animals or humans?  Male or female?  Drunk?  Close together or far apart?

- Noise level.  Blaring music?  Loud voices?  A hush over the room?  Awkward silence?  Birds chirping?  Fire crackling?

That's what you need to slip into your story.  Show how it feels to be in a party, with the close pressed bodies and sweat and loud music, then show the difference when we go outside – cooler, quieter, more space – then show the sense of relief and safety when we get in Drew's car.

Quote Directions

Eh, this is kind of stupid one, but check it out, okay?  They're backwards a lot.

Brand Names

If I say Converse, one hundred years from now no one will know what that is, right?  And we read books that are that old all the time, so who's to say people won't read this in one hundred years?

Don't label things.  It just ages your writing.

[[Now on to your requested topics, though I mainly already covered them:]]

Plot Development

Honestly?  Slightly boring.  You're rushing us too much into the middle of the story.  This should be when I'm getting used to the story – let me.  Let me get used to the characters and circumstances.

Characterization

If you give them their histories, they'll be fine.  Right now they have no reason for anything they do.  People can appear stereotypical, but if you show their histories you see that they aren't really like that.  Do that.  Show me why Bryan was perfect and then had a sudden jump to being a loser – make it make sense.  If you can't?  Fix it around so it does make sense.

Believability

The party for Bronte bothers me, a lot.  I mentioned earlier that if you waited a little longer to drop that on us it'd be better, but it also needs to be toned down.  If she can't go up the stairs, she can't handle the party as it is.  And a telecast?  Be realistic.  Even with that program, it's a little extreme, especially at this point of the story.  

Language

You slip into strange, fancy wordings at times.  I pointed out some – you can find the rest.

Overall

Isn't this what all this was?  XD  Overall, it's a little too teen-angst for me.  Make the characters more realistic, and fix the atmosphere so I feel like I'm there.  Tons of stories are teen angst – all that matters is how well it's written.

Title

I actually like the title Relapse, and that could work here, but I'm not really sure.  But it could suit your needs well?  Either this could be the beginning of Bronte's relapse, or she could get better and fall into it during the story.  Also, you can show a relapse in Jess's life – does she get back together with Bryn or someone like that?  Just stuff like that.  Teens repeat mistakes all the time, so it'd be pretty easy to make that title fit.

Last Notes

It's not that bad, honestly.  Just look over my edits and rework this.

I just don't feel like going through three more parts doing the exact same thing.  I kept my spell checks below, but I didn't make any other corrections.  I want you to use this critique as an example for the rest and edit that.  Once you do, I'll be more than happy to critique it for you.

PM me for anything at all, and I'm terribly sorry about the wait.  Life's been a bit insane lately, so I've been really backed up.  But I hope this helps a bit?

~JFW1415

Part Two

I managed to avoid him everyday for a week, focusing fully on Bronte’s upcoming party, scheduled the day before the beginning of exams, while trying to enjoy what little of the one week I had left before exams kicked off into full swing. Drew and I spent that week organizing everything to the last, finest detail. Everybody knew about the party, but nobody, including Bryn himself, knew why I suddenly didn’t talk to him or go to his games. News spread quickly and Drew told me one person had asked if I’d given head to Kyle and that was the reason we weren’t on speaking terms. Poor Kyle had been dragged into this mess as an unintentional participant, not that I was going to dig him out. I decided not to blame anybody and cope with the rumors, not that any of my friends visited me except Drew and his brother Tom, a miniature version of Drew himself complete with messy black curls and viciously clear hazel eyes. They helped me organize the limousine, function center, decorations and entertainment. We had the list of participants perfected, the budget ironed out and sorted, with only catering, presents and horse driven carriage to be organized.

“Drew! Don’t tickle me!”


I squealed as Drew grabbed me around the waist, his fingers digging into all my ticklish spots. I managed to turn around and tickle him back until he had me pinned to the ground beneath him, his curly hair a black carnation symbolizing some sort of halo, I thought, staring into his handsome face. I stared up at him, feeling all the excitement being replaced by raw desire. He gazed back down at me, gently lowering himself down, touching his lips against mine, only for one blazingly bright millisecond, as if tasting the forbidden fruit I had become to him. But I wound my arms around his neck and tugged him down so the full length of his body was laid out on top of me, kissing him full on, letting my body melt and mould into him. I let myself lose all grip on reality, floating instead to a place of sprawling, empty green pastures where just Drew and I existed, skipping and rolling around on the dewy grass in each others arms, kissing and singing and laughing. Sudden screeches turned from screams of sheer panic threw us apart. My sphere of numb dreamland flattened the heavy pain of an elbow in my rib breaking the pleasant position we’d folded into. Drew leapt up and I scrambled for the door, stumbling downstairs blind and sticky from the residue his kiss had left. I felt dirty, unclean. Bronte was convulsing on the floor, her face ghostly white, her body shuddering and strangled noises coming from her lips.

“Call an ambulance!” Mum screeched at dad as she bent to hold Bronte still. Boots stood on the couch, mewing and making strange cat squeaks, sensing the tension and distress pooling around her. Dad dialed the number and barked orders at the ambulance. He hurried back in and squeezed mums shoulder.

“They’ll be here in ten Darl.”

“She might not have ten!”


“Shh.”


Bronte had stopped shuddering and lay perfectly still, her eyelids closed, her face even paler. Dad scooped her up and lay her back on the couch. Mum knelt beside her, placing a cold flannel on her forehead that dad handed her. I moved toward her, but Drew grabbed me, and I sank back into him, squeezing his hand tightly. When the ambulance came she was unconscious and her face was turning a pale shade of blue as they loaded her into the back. They told us she’d had a severe allergic reaction to hew new medication, which had been prescribed two days earlier to help her brain keep producing the right hormones. The lady who loaded her onto the stretcher said that medication has shellfish, and causes severe reactions in a select few of users even if they aren’t allergic to fish. I wrapped my arms around Drew’s neck and buried my face into his chest, sobbing as the ambulance disappeared down the street. Dad went next door and gave a quick explanation, handing the house key to him and telling him to feed the animals. We drove in silence, only my sobbing filling the car. Drew held me up when we waited in the waiting room, buying me a hot chocolate, packet of lollies, and stroking my hair calmly when I curled up in his arms. I enjoyed the comforting warmth of his body, finally slipping into a restless sleep on his lap.

-----

When I woke it was half past eight, and Drew looked weary. The sun shone brightly outside, but my mood plummeted when I heard Bronte had been put into surgery overnight because one of her kidneys had failed and removal was the only way to help her.

“Where’s mum and dad?”


“In a spare room sleeping.”


“Anybody called Lockie?”


He cursed.

“You mind if I use your phone? I forgot mine.”


“Sure.” I took his phone into the corridor, relieved when he picked it up. Four days until her big party and the inevitable happens.

“Lockie speaking. Jess? Oh god what happened now?”


“Oh ha-ha yeah, um, she had seizures. They think a reaction due to her medication having shellfish. I don’t know what ward but it’s Saint John Of God. Please hurry.”


“Shit! Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! This is major fucked up!”


“Just come please? I need all the people I can get.”


“I’ll be right over.”

When he jogged down the corridor, he swept me into his arms and hugged me for several long minutes. Drew was sleeping in the corner, his thick coat draped over him like a blanket, a square hospital pillow beneath his head.

“How is she? Have you heard anything?”
He looked quite upset, and I just gave a nod. It was all I could manage.

“You look completely stuffed!”


“I’ve been here all night waiting. She’s still unconscious, her surgery on her kidney overnight was successful.”


“Good.”


“We can talk to her soon.”


“Fuck, this is so messed up! The poor girl has suffered enough, and then she gets some dumb meds that make her even more fucked up! Jesus she’s had enough! God oh fuck!”


“Lockie, settle down.”


“How can I?”


“Just shut up.”


Drew stirred from his sleep, pulling me into his arms and hugging me for a long time. Lockie didn’t pay any attention when Drew kissed my cheek, nor when I kissed his nose. Dad stumbled in, his hair sticking up all over the place, his clothes crumpled and his face flushed.

“Any news?” He ran his fingers through his hair. Mum followed, her eyes brimmed red, and clearly she had cried all night long. Dad snuck an arm around her waist and gave her a quick squeeze.

“No mum, the doctors say she’s still unconscious.”


“Cant’ we go in?”


“They have to finish tests.”

Drew wrapped his arms around my middle and held me firmly, his warm cheek nestled on my chest, while mum and dad sat opposite us, Lockie continuing to pace.

“Lockie love, why don’t you sit down?”

He sighed and gave in. I laced my fingers through Drew’s, relaxing into his arms.

-----

And hour slowly dragged by, not a single thing happening. After half an hour mum gave up asking, and remained seated with dads arm around her, their crumpled clothing a reflection of how tired they were.

“Mr. and Mrs. Martin?”


“Yes?”


A male doctor in a green suit appeared clutching a clipboard. Mum and dad leapt up and huddled close together.

“Bronte pulled through, but only just. The medication was just a test to see how she responded, and it’s given to a lot of patients in Bronte’s situation, so the doctors did nothing wrong. We will have to keep her here at least a few nights, just so we can keep an eye on her vitals and make sure she doesn’t slip away from us.”


“Can we see her?”


“Yes, but only one at a time. She’s extremely weak at the moment, so she may not be able to talk much and just keeping her eyes open is difficult, so make sure you speak quietly, don’t press her too hard, and just take it easy. Who first?”


Mum stepped forward, wiping her eyes and following the man when he led her away. Drew dipped into the bathroom for a break, Lockie stood and stared out the window, and dad sat quietly. Mum came back out ten minutes later in tears, babbling something about never seeing her sweetie so pale and lifeless. Inconsolable, dad stayed with her and I went in next. The room was dark, curtains closed, lights off, shades down on the door. I tentatively sat in the small chair beside her bed, my gut churning as I watched her laying there, lifeless like a doll, pale as a ghost. Her skin was the color of the pillow, gray and ethereal; her blonde hair was merely roots. Bald just made her look twice as young, twice as innocent.

“Hey Jack. Can you please pull my blanket up a little bit?”


I hated seeing my sister as venerable as to be unable to pull her own blanket up. I took her hand but did not squeeze it, too afraid that it may break, which I knew was stupid, but just looking at her so drained of energy, drained of life, I didn’t take chances.

“Are you in pain?”


She nodded dully.

“Constantly. They’ve drugged me but everything is just numb now.”


“Bronte you’ll make it, I promise.”


She closed her eyelids and gulped, wrapping her fingers around mine. “No sis, I won’t. Look at me, I’m on my deathbed for the last time, face it, there’s nothing anybody can do for me now.”

I could tell she had made up her mind. The realization sunk in slowly, like the sun lazily heaving itself into the sky on a rainy morning. She wanted to die, she knew she was going to die soon, or she expected so, and wasn’t going to fight it any longer. Part of me hated her, but part of me understood. She’d lived with cancer for three years. It’d gone and then come back twice as bad. She’d been torn from the beautiful blonde, athletic hockey player, the life of the party of her former life, to a lifeless, frail, fragile child who could barely manage going to the loo.

“Is Lockie out there?”


“Yes.”


”Did he tell you?”


I shook my head.

“That boy’s never given up hope, is he?”


“No. Never.”

“He gave me a ring and told me I’ll be his girl for as long as he’ll remember.”

“When are you going to tell him?”


“When the time comes.”


“You can’t lead him on forever Bron.”


“I’m not. I accepted it that’s all. I never told him it’d be forever, he know that. I told him if things got too bad I’d break up with him. He knows I know the time is coming, but he just won’t accept it.”
She closed her eyes and her voice faded away. I kissed her cheek and left her, telling Lockie that she was getting exhausted, and take it extra easy. Drew met me in the corridor, pulling me into a warm hug. He told me Bronte had said she was giving up to my mum, and they were downstairs at the moment. I told him what she had told me, and we walked in silence downstairs to where mum and dad stood.

When Lockie came out half an hour later, he remained silent, but seemed too happy to have been told the same as mum and I. Nobody spoke all the way home, and when Lockie left to walk the rest of the way to his house, Drew took me into my bedroom, gently laying me on the bed. We sat facing each other, but neither of us tried anything, I was too depressed, and he was too tired. In the end we curled up under the covers, his arms offering a warm cave for me to snuggle into and sob. Nobody disturbed us, and only the sound of my own tears filled the room for several long hours until a dreamless sleep granted both our wildest wishes.

-----

Mum was packing boxes in the morning. All of Bronte’s medication, hospital drips, hospital prescribed food, everything. Dad was sprawled on the couch, Boots at his feet. He told me he’d gotten some allergen drugs so when Bronte got home he wouldn’t get sick. Fizzy was in the kitchen chomping on his breakfast. I realized that he’d never been inside before, always out in the garden or on the porch with Bronte. Drew called his mum and she picked him up a little while later, dropping off a box of photo albums.

“Jess darling, has Lockie told you about the party?”


I stopped dead, my veins freezing over. “What about it? Mum, you can’t stop it! This will be like, the biggest thing of her life, so she can go out with a bang! I even picked out the perfect dress for her!”


Mum smiled. “No darling, I was just making sure you knew it was still on, but Lockie managed to get hold of some of her school friends.”


“Urgh, why would she want them there?”


She shrugged. “Bronte told Lockie she wished her friends would visit her, so he arranged for about five of them to come along.”


“She doesn’t deserve them.”


“Darling, understand that Bronte has accepted she has reached the end of the line. I know it’s hard to believe, but she truly has given up, and dad has convinced me it’s the best thing to do for her, letting her enjoy what is left of her life. She’s only seventeen, but in three days she will be eighteen, and everybody just wants her to have a good time.”


“I know.”


“Please Darl, just do this for Bronte?”


“Sure mum.”


“Good, now can you put these boxes in the basement? I don’t want them around anymore.”


“Sure mum.”

The basement was filled with darkness, a half full winery dad had tried starting up, but couldn’t afford after Bronte got sick, and a collection of gear from when Bronte went to Paris for her fourteenth birthday, her last normal birthday. I dumped the boxes in the corner, making sure the door was properly locked before returning to the kitchen and making myself pancakes. Mum remained in autopilot all day, not speaking much, just doing a lot of tidying and cleaning without noticing us. Dad drifted around the place, walked Fizzy, gave Boots a good scratch, and scrubbed the shower down. They were coping with it fine the way I saw it, and it sickened me. By three PM I wanted out, and took Fizzy for another walk. He bounded alongside me, his tongue lolling out and his right chocolate coat glistening, sleek and streamlined. At the park I let him have a run, throwing sticks for him, giving his belly a scratch, and teaching him how to climb up the ladder to the slide. He had a dog-version of a sudden realization that he absolutely loved slides, and couldn’t get enough of it.

“You silly thing, come here and be normal.”
I pulled him away and threw another stick. He ran boldly after it, bringing it back to me slobbery and oozing with ants. He dropped it at my feet but I ignored it and dragged him to another part of the playground, sitting and watching some kids swinging on the three swings, but quickly grew bored. On the way home he could hardly maintain a trot, and lazily plodded behind me, his body collapsing on the porch.

“Wow, you really buggered him! What the hell did you do to the poor creature?”

Vanessa Jameson, one of Bronte’s old friends from school, called out. She lived down the street and used to drop off Bronte’s books until Bronte was pulled, and since then never dropped by, except on birthdays to drop off a present, or on Christmas to wish us well.

“Hey, yeah he chased one too many sticks I think.”
Vanessa let herself in through the gate. Fizzy didn’t even raise his head, his sides heaving. I slid a bowl of water to him which he lapped up until it was dry, then collapsed again and closed his eyes, falling into a deep, doggy sleep. I lead Vanessa inside.

“How’s Bronte?”


I shrugged. “Could be better, but since nobody visits her, there’s a lot that could be better for her.”


“Look, I tried but she was always so sick, my mum didn’t want me around her.”


“Whatever. Want anything to drink?”


“No I’m fine. I just wanted to ask about the party.”


“Yeah?”


She cleared her throat and sat at the kitchen table. Boots came over and rubbed herself along her leg, and Vanessa stroked her.

“Um David, my boyfriend at the moment, wondered if she liked the West Coast Eagles? I told him yes but I wanted to check. David won’t come, don’t worry, he knows it’s all family and friends, but his uncle is the coach, so he could get any player she wanted.”


“Scott Selwood or David Wirrpanda. She loves Wirrpanda, watched pretty much every game in 2007, and so far this year she’s watched about three. Get them and she’ll be ecstatic.”

“Okay. What time does it start?”


“Three PM, finishes about eleven. She won’t mind if you bring David.”


“Thanks. I’ll see you there then?”


“Yeah.”

-----

Preparation was finally completed one hour before she was due to arrive. The function room was draped with colorful streamers, balloons hanging from every corner, the fans dipped with diamantes, an ice statue of an eagle, her favorite animal, centered on the main trestle table, which was covered in a lacy pink table cloth. Only mum, dad, Drew and a few of the hotel workers were there, all completing the final touches to make it perfect.

“Come on Jess, you have to get ready, she’ll be here soon.”
Drew took my hand and carefully tore me away from the photo frame I was fixing.

“Drew! Oh fine.”


I followed him to our hotel room. Because of the occasion, the hotel had given us all a free room, so mum and dad had one to themselves, Drew and I had one, Lockie had one, and Bronte could chose who she slept with. I had an inkling she may end up in Lockie’s bed, not that I spoke that aloud. Mum and dad didn’t even know of their relationship, which had been kept behind closed doors since her last episode. Dad was already dressed and was finalizing the catering and costs at the front desk when we passed by. He gave me a wave but nothing more, too absorbed in what the young lady was saying. We rode up the mirrored, gold and silver paneled elevator to our level, hurrying into the room before anything else distracted us. We’d left the heater on, and the room greeted us with a warm breath of air. We went into our different rooms to get changed.

-----

Twenty minutes later I joined Drew in the function room, his pressed suit a change from his usual black long sleeved shirts, tight skinny leg jeans, black converse, black jumpers and sometimes tartan jackets with crossbones on them. He smiled and pulled me into a gentle hug, carefully holding me at arms length so he could study me.

“Wow, you look, you look... you’re breathtaking!”


“Don’t be silly, it’s just a dress!”


He shook his head firmly. I had to agree, I did look pretty good. The dress, a rich red gathered at the front just below my bust by a square clasp, reaching all just past my knees, highlighted my breasts and flaunted every curve I had. Mum had told me not to get anything too sexy, since it was for Bronte, but this dress made me feel great, and wasn’t all that flash. I let my hair hang loosely around my head, only had a thin layer of lip-gloss on a miniscule amount of eye liner, just enough to highlight the blue contacts I’d put in. We sat at the reserved table until guests screamed and everybody began to pour into the lobby. Sure enough, the two Lipizzaner horses were trotting elegantly up the driveway, the carriage, a beautiful white with leather seats and a professional butler driving the horses was gorgeous. It came to a stop directly out the front. Lockie stood and hopped down, holding Bronte’s hand and helping her to the ground. A collective gasp rippled through the crowd, half at how frail she looked and half at how beautiful she looked.

“She’s stunning!”


“Wow!”


“Oh my god.”

“That can’t be her!”


Bronte came up to me a hugged me, her face the cheeriest it’d ever looked. Her eyes were sunken deep into her thin face, but they were bursting with delight, her lips rosy red and her cheeks full of color. Although she’d dropped to a size four, and her dress was custom made, she looked striking. Lockie, dressed in a hired white suit to match her dress, led her inside. When she came in the lights were turned on and everybody screamed HAPPY EIGHTEENTH BRONTE! 

“You guys did this for me?”


She looked from Lockie to me to mum to dad to Drew. 


“Actually it was mostly Lockie’s idea but we organized it.”


“Thanks guys.”


She threw her arms around Lockie and he supported her, his eyed glowing. Mum guided us inside to where people began to give speeches, Mum beginning, making Bronte begin to weep. By the time Vanessa got up she was having a hard time keeping it together, her hand tightly woven through Lockie’s.

“She’s the most amazing child I have ever met, and nothing can even remotely express how deep my love for her goes. I’ve grown up with her, shared her hard times and her good ones, been there when she first fell ill, there when she got better, but never giving up hope. It’s unfortunate that there is no cure, but I know in my heart she will pull through this, like all those other times, and in a month we will be laughing about this. Nobody deserves to go through what she has, and so I know that this party is a way to celebrate eighteen brilliant years of being her best friend, eighteen years of a wonderful life which has many years left.”


Lockie handed the microphone to David Wirrpanda, who gave a short speech on how he’s gathered thirty thousand dollars toward leukemia research, and that the Eagles have donated their next game to her, and will wear shirts with a photo of her on the front so they think of her whenever they kick a goal, and she will be the fighting force behind their sure win. Everybody applauded him; he bent over and kissed her cheek, giving her a big hug and smiling when the cameras flashed. Bronte couldn’t smile wide enough, her eyes so full of happiness, her cheeks so flushed, her heart so swelled with pride at this unexpected affection, nothing could dampen the mood. Dad called out it was time to dance, and a fast tune was put on, everybody grabbing a partner and turning to the space between the trestle tables and seats. I took Drew’s hand and melted in his arms, glad when a slow melody filled the dimmed room. Peering over his shoulder, I spotted Lockie offer his hand to her, which she took, and he pulled her toward an empty space, his arms settling around her waist, hers sliding around his neck. He supported her with pure confidence of a man in love, her head nestled on his chest, her eyes closed while they slow danced together. I’d never seen her so relaxed, so at peace, and momentarily forgot the horrors that were to come, the devastation of what this night resembled, and nothing but gladness swelled in my heart. A complete success, a night she truly deserves.  The rich odor of Drew’s cologne oozed from his clothing when I squeezed him, my perfume melding into it, making a perfect smell which I inhaled long and hard. He stared into my eyes; I became acutely aware that his hands were on my hips, and people were beginning to glance our way. But that all melted away, leaving his handsome face, surrounded by a beautiful halo of black curls hinted red, every kind thing he’d done to me in the past two months returning to me to complete the perfect picture I’d dreamt of sharing with him for so long. He’d been my support system for longer than I could remember, I realized, and I owed him so much more than I could give him. 

The melody of the song changed to a faster, more upbeat tune, couples beginning to swing and swirl, a few younger teenagers jigging their hips to the beat, others remaining wrapped in their partners arms, too lost in each others eyes to notice the change of music. I pulled away from Drew briefly, twirling twice, falling into his arms and lifting one leg so my dress slid down my thigh. He pulled it back down, set me on my feet, and kissed me. Over his shoulder I could see Bronte smile and Lockie giving me the thumbs up. I closed my eyes and let my arms fall around his neck, motionless in his arms, his solid chest a comfortable object to lean against, his lips open and waiting for my mouth to greet it. I opened my mouth and tilted my chin up, standing on my tip toes so he didn’t have to bend so much, sliding my tongue into his mouth and eagerly exploring. It was the perfect kiss, the one you never forget for the entirety of your life, the one which remains an imprint in your memory until the completion of your days. He held me up, sucking in a deep breath when we broke away, only to go in for it again, deeper and more sensual than before. Afterwards I rested my head on his chest, my arms around his neck. His hands on my hips, his lips resting against my ear, we watched Lockie and Bronte kiss, their hands tightly holding the others, until we felt rude for spying and turned our backs to them. Mum and dad were lingering by the trestle table, chewing on the finger food available, dad’s face relaxed and mums blank. Cameras continued flashing, a thousand of me and Bronte, tons more of mum and Bronte, mum, dad and Bronte, dad and Bronte, Lockie and Bronte, Drew and Bronte, me and Lockie, me and Drew, Wirrpanda and the family. Scott Selwood even asked her to dance with him, which I felt just a little jealous of, but felt satisfied watching her dancing slow with him. Lockie slipped into the bathroom, but watched for a while, smiling.

“Jess! Jess!”


I turned, swallowing the rest of my chocolate dipped strawberry. Bronte stopped in front of me, holding Scott’s wrist.

“Scott, this is my little sister Jess. Jess, this is Scott Selwood, he’s the newest member of the Eagles, and his brother plays interstate! He’s been dubbed the next Eagle prodigy.”

Scott smiled timidly. Bronte beamed radiantly. Scott was blushing furiously.

“He wants to dance with you. Go on sis, go for it. I know you want to!”
My turn to blush, but I glanced away, too timid. If I stuffed this up I’d kill myself.

“Don’t worry; Drew won’t mind sharing for one dance will he? Nah.” She answered her own question, and I could tell she really wanted this, so I took the hand he offered, letting him lead me onto the dance floor. Bronte switched on a slow song and turned the lights off. The disco ball hanging from the center of the ceiling showered his mature, handsome features with speckles of shiny silver light, his wide eyes full of wonder and longing. At first we danced a little awkwardly, unsure of who to lead, who to follow, until he gripped my by my hips, taking control, stinking of superiority. But that was fine; Scott was far too handsome to think about it.

“Sorry if I’m making your boyfriend jealous.”
I glanced sideways to where Drew sat with Bronte and Lockie. He wasn’t watching us, and my heart heaved with relief.

“Nah, he’s fine. He’s not really my boyfriend, well not confirmed anyway, we’ve just been best friends since kindergarten, but the whole deal with Bronte has put a heap of pressure on him so he hasn’t really moved, neither of us has. It’d seem wrong, you know? Walking around being a couple while Bronte is dying in hospital or dragging a drip behind her, nobody wanting to get much closer than a kilometer from her and I should shut the hell up.” 

He laughed a kind of girlish giggle more than the manly laugh I expected. 


“Yeah, I can understand. But she’s getting better yeah?”


“Not really. She’s given up. She just wants to let nature take its course now, she doesn’t see much point in battling a lost fight.”


“She has so much life left to live.”


“Yeah.” I mused, turning to stare at his face. He smiled and swung me out wide, pulling me back against him and doing a quick turn. For a footy player he was surprisingly nimble and quick on his feet. Impressive.
“Let’s not talk about her anymore. I’ve done enough of that tonight.”
I half expected him to call me a selfish rude snob. But he didn’t, just nodded understandingly and continued to dance. We chatted about the future, where he wanted to go, places he wanted to see, things he wanted to achieve, keeping the atmosphere light,. When we finally let go of each other, I hurried into Drew’s arms, giving him a quick kiss on the lips to let him know I was still his. Scott began dancing with one of Bronte’s friends, and we all joined them to a mass body of people moving in a tightly knit huddle to the various dance and classical songs the DJ discovered. Later on more food was served, more speeches were delivered, the birthday cake and more frenzied dancing bringing the night to a successful close. Every guest wished her well, took some last quick happy snaps, presents exchanged, kisses given, hugs squeezed out of everybody, tears shared between friends. When it was just Lockie, Bronte, Drew, mum and I, we heaved a collective sigh of relief. The hotel staff had offered to clean up, and we retreated to our rooms for bed. Mum told us do whatever we wanted, she wasn’t going to check up on us. After a quick vote we decided we’d open the presents in the morning when we got home and just chill in our rooms to enjoy the remainder of the evening. So I kissed Bronte goodnight, Drew gave her a hug, and Lockie took her up to his room, nibbling her neck and stroking her hair as he walked behind her. I smiled and squeezed Drew’s hand while we rode the elevator up in peaceful silence.

Part Three

The first snow began to fall on June seventh, beginning as light flakes that tumbled from the sky, turning into thick sheets of soft white powder, powder which clogged sewers, filled driveways, blocked everybody inside for days. Dad kicked Boots off the couch and sat down, a hot pot of coffee brewing in the kitchen, surprised magpies cawing outside. Narrogin had never had snow in it’s history books, but nevertheless it was falling fast and free in the backyard. I peered out the window, sighing. I hated being away from Drew, my friends, school, family, everything I had lived for and grown to take for granted. Leaving him was difficult, but there wasn’t any point in staying in Perth.

I considered my new life as an only child. Private school, which I knew dad only did so I didn’t feel that bad for leaving my public school, a glamorous house on the fringe of the town, a steady job at Coles on weekends, my very own en suite room with balcony and gold taps in the bathroom.

“Darl, did your mother called when I was out?” His voice was raw from the cold that had rattled his body for the previous four days. I shut the blinds, getting back on my feet and checking the messages. Two from Drew telling me he missed me and would be down on Saturday, giving me a quick update on school and everybody. One from mum from a week ago, telling us Fizzy was missing us and she wanted dad to come back to her. Of course dad wouldn’t, he didn’t agree on her methods for coping with his daughter’s death. “Crude and unfair” he called it. I agreed with him, which is why I’d opted to move with him, to change my life and start fresh. Lockie had told me she’d kept Bronte’s room perfectly clean and just the same as when she’d last gone into hospital. When we’d moved she’d pushed all Bronte’s spare stuff into my room, using it as a long term storage space. Drew thought it was sad, but I didn’t care. Kids at school never gave me a hard time. I am top dog there. I’m happy; I’m free from all the problems I was faced with before. The photos from the party are in a photo album on my shelf, four photos pasted on my wall, surrounded by my Seventeenth Birthday Party photos.

My Nokia buzzed, Drew’s number flashing across the small screen. I momentarily lost myself thinking about him, his strong jaw, his soft eyes, tender, knowing smile that always lifted my spirits. Breaking up with him had been hard, but not doing it would’ve broken my heart even more, knowing he was waiting for me, laying in wait to see if I ever remembered him, followed through with what I promised. Of course I wouldn’t forget the time we had, but it was how it was supposed to be.

“Hey Drew. Weather good?”


For the past five weeks since we’d moved, Applecross had turned into a desert with constant sunshine, occasional nightly rain, but no letting up during the long hours of the day.

“Actually, sun’s out again this morning. The garden is beginning to reveal its suffering, but I’m fine. Air con going full pelt which is pushing the electricity bill through the roof, which is super strange because it’s May and usually by now it’s bucketing with rain. You?”


Narrogin, middle of nowhere, halfway between Albany and Perth, inland further than Perth, warmer than Albany, was known for gruesome winters that never gave out, and brutally ferocious summers reaching beyond 35 degrees. Nobody had told me this prior to departure.

“Well. Where do I begin? It’s nearly winter and the sun hasn’t woken up since last summer. It’s nearly black all day and dad can’t go to work because the roads are too flooded, and his cold is getting so bad I don’t know if he can fight it off before his promotion. I can’t go to school, which is an upside because I can catch up with my studies, but I can’t go to work, shopping is a nightmare, and half the town have prepared for the worst Winter on record.”


“It’ll get better,” He sympathized. I rolled onto my back and gazed at the pastel pink ceiling. I’d chosen this room because it had a dual heating system, air con, lots of space, and overlooked the two acre paddock that was my new backyard. A gray pony grazed peacefully at the fence, a triple layer of rugs expanding her sides about three inches, her dull eyes concentrated on the grass at her disposal. I realized how much I missed having Drew to snuggle into, to hold me and kiss my head, allowing me to find safety and security in his strong arms, lanky as they may be, as he may be, but I loved the feel of him wrapped around me, telling me I’ll be fine and he’ll make everything better. I felt a sudden emptiness in the pit of my stomach, one that could only be filled by his touch.

“Drew, the thing is, it won’t.”


“How so?”


“I miss not having somebody to hold me. Why’d you leave me?”


“Hey, you broke up with me.”


“You didn’t have to let me.”


He remained speechless, and I could tell that he knew he was facing a tidal wave in a dingy with a hole letting in the bitter cold water. I was being unfair, but I needed somewhere to channel my feelings and he was the best option right now. The dingy was filling fast.

“I hate it here alone. The guys are only interested in one thing, the girls are queen-bee bitches; I can’t handle it all anymore. My teachers know, but nobody else does. Dad told me not to so I fit in better; who wants to be best friends with a chick with a dead sister? Especially from cancer.”


“Jess, settle down. I’m coming down in three weeks, okay? Dad said I could, he’s organizing a lift, so I’ll be there soon Jess; you just have to hold on.”


“Sorry Drew. I’m fine, really, I am. Don’t listen to emotional old me.”


“Listen, hang in there.”


“I love you Drew. Do you still love me?”


He didn’t reply, but after a minute of intolerable silence he whispered hoarsely. “I do too Jess, you know I do, I’ll never stop loving you, never.”


-----

A cluster of broad shouldered, chiseled jaw, greasy haired boys waited for me at the bus stop. One nudged the other four when he saw me, leaping to his feet and stepping in front of his mates, a little too excitedly. I brushed past him, enjoying the slight intake of breath, ripple of cackles, hushed words of disbelief.

“You’re the new girl right?”


I looked up. The one who’d stepped forward before now loomed above me. His four mates stood behind him like a wall, sharing amused glances between themselves. I folded my hands on my lap and crossed my legs. The guy was staring at me intensely, and I wished he wouldn’t.

“Yeah, I am.”


“Name?”


“Jess.”


“That’s a nice name.”


“Yeah, it is.”


“Oh, got some attitude haven’t you.”


“Not really. You said that’s a nice name and I agree.”


“Hitched?”


“Not married, no.”


“You know what I mean, Jess.”

The way he added my name in a sort of fake-zealous manner soured my tongue. 


“No. I’m not. Why? You interested, you intolerable piece of shit.”

Behind a smattering of bemused chortles and surprised eye-widening, the boy stepped back and furrowed his brow with the complete opposite of a bemused look. I wasn’t truly lying. I loved Drew but I’d broken up with him, and he probably told everybody he was single again, so why should I announce I was attached to a guy who was miles and miles away?

“Um, no. I have a girlfriend.”


“Good, I hope she knows you’re hitting on me.”


The guy crossed his arms defiantly. “Bitch.” He cursed under his breath, and turned his back. One of his friends, a tall bloke with broad shoulders, a deep tan, clear blue eyes, a straight smile and fluffy blond waves which framed his handsome face in the most perfect way, offered his hand to me. I shook it, warily.

“Ignore him. He’s got about three girls going for him so busting him won’t hurt his huge ego. I’m Topher Jones, short for Christopher, and you’re Jess Parker right?”


“As far as I’ve been told, yes.”
He appeared baffled but only for a moment, quickly smiling and pointing to the seat beside me.

“Can I?”


“It’s not mine. Feel free.”


“You’re quite a strong one aren’t you?”


“Excuse me?”


He laughed, a very smooth, easy laugh, not a boisterous upchuck of sound which erupted from most of my new male associates mouths. I immediately relaxed, but quickly stiffened my shoulders, sat a little straighter, and crossed my legs so my right leg pointed away from him.

“Most girls I know throw themselves around for an eyeful, you know? Get drunk each weekend, swing by parties, hook up with god knows who, and only want a guy to look good with. We’re just an accessory to most girls ‘round here.”


“Sorry to disappoint you.”


“Ah, no disappointment. In this dead end place, new girls don’t come along often enough. Guys usually take what they’ve been given, and deal with it. Looks don’t matter here, all that matter is money, amount of alcohol to be consumed, and the rest turns into a slur.”


“Right. And you’re telling me this why?”

“Oh.” He paused, opened his mouth, but shut it again, as if unsure of how to meet this question. So far I was impressed by the amount of information he’d unwittingly handed me, most of which I already knew, or had a fair idea about anyway, but not to this extent or in that detail. His eyes remained trained on mine, and for a brief second my heart stopped and all I could see was his soul. It was truly amazing, to see right inside him and see that this guy was true; the other one hadn’t even looked me in the eye.

“You’ve been here for two weeks right?”


“Yeah. Mostly spent zoning in and out.”


“Happens. Don’t worry, get the assignments in and show up for the tests and you’ll breeze this year, and sitting exams slides you up to a decent B, but doing well gives you a solid A. Trust me, this school only cares about people showing up and not fighting.”


“Great.”


The boys stepped up to the curb as the bus’s tires crunched on the dry gravel, its engine releasing a long groan when it settled to a slow halt. Topher stood and nodded toward the bus.

“Coming?”


I grabbed my bag, slinging it over my shoulder and following him up the four stout steps into the bus. The air was thick with perspiration, deodorant and dust. Nobody paused their avid discussions to stare. Nobody pointed or whispered like during my first week, when all anybody ever did on the bus was sit in silence an stare at me, making me feel like I had three heads, a mega zit, a ‘kick me’ sign on my back, or worse, a terrible odor that everybody could smell but nobody had the guts to speak up about. Those rides had gotten so bad that I’d begged dad to drive me, unable to handle the insufferably penetrating gazes, each so empty yet full of wonder. Now I was invisible to them, just another student whose folks were too cheap to drive them. Dad wanted me to take it so I had new friends, be more independent, so if anything happened to him I could get safely to school. Of course if anything happened I’d be back with mum, back to my old school, back to my old bed, old friends, old problems, and old bus.

His four friends piled into the back row, sharing high-fives and mute shouts of greeting. I sat in the fourth row near the front, leaning against the window and gazing out at the limitless fields of bush and empty land expanding as far as my eye could see, now blanketed by snow. The road was splattered with mud after being churned up by the cars zipping by. I was stuck in this dead end town, dead end school, dead end life for good.

“What class have you got first?”
Topher slid down beside me, pulling his backpack onto his lap, flashing me a grin. His knee bumped mine, and for a brief moment my blood boiled. But then he pulled his legs away and I continued to gaze out the window wistfully.

“Jess?”


“Oh, um, Geography I think? Then Foundations, Chemistry, English, Drama and study period sixth. How about you?”


“Geography first, Chem, Foundations, Study period, Drama and Sport.”


“What sport?”


“Basketball.”


“Sweet.”


“Was there basketball back at your old school?”


I momentarily thought of my old school, with it’s football trophies, bleachers thick with purple and blue, burly guys slamming into each other, smashing jaws, snapping bones like twigs, all just to retain the glory of first place and that one shiny golden cup. Topher shifted beside me as the bus lurched forward, kids around us moving along with it like every other time. I managed to save myself being rocketed back and forth but my head banged on the window and I grunted.

“Yeah, the driver isn’t that good with the gears. What sport?”


“Footy. My boyfriend and I used to go to every game together, all dressed in purple and blue, faces painted, carrying flags and scarves and chanted and all that. It was like a tradition set into stone between us, one which I miss so much. Then about a year ago my… my mum got really sick and uh, we stopped. Haven’t gone to a game in so long, it feels like an eternity.”


I slapped my hand over my mouth before I said anymore. I couldn’t believe that I was pouring my heart out to Topher, after only knowing him ten or so minutes. But he smiled reassuringly, which quickly faded when he realized there were some inconsistencies popping up.

“Boyfriend?”


“Uh…” I stumbled blindly, searching for the right words to explain the sudden mishap. He stared at me blankly, blinking in disbelief.

“Ex boyfriend, actually, hopefully boyfriend soon. He’s coming down from Perth next weekend; I really miss him, so yeah, woops. We’ve been best friends since like forever.”


The bus creaked and lurched and grumbled loudly when we reached an unsealed road covered in large bumps and potholes. The noise diverted further conversation to just mere whispers of sentences when we reached flatter road. Eventually the bus pulled up to the front of the school, and the students poured off in a steady flow. Colorful variations in uniform met me, but Topher just grabbed my wrist and hauled me toward the administration office.

-----

By the end of Geography my head was filled with talk of arches, stacks, coastlines, beaches, denudation, types of erosion and all sorts of pointless information which I had no clue about.

“And for homework tonight please memorize the landforms associated with wave and wind erosion for our spot test tomorrow morning! Have a good day.”

Mrs. Edders handed out a revision sheet which most students shoved into an already overflowing folder, while the conservative few who actually concentrated slid it into a well or partly organized filing system. I was one of those people, and half expected somebody to laugh at my stupidness. But nobody paid attention and the moment the bell rang; the classroom emptied itself into the corridors. I followed the flow back to the lockers, which isn’t as hard as it sounds. Don’t plant your feet too long and you float to where you need to be. A couple kids had backpacks on, ready to walk out, but quite a few had their books under one arm and held a cigarette in the other, or a girl.

I made my way silently down through the blocks until I reached my maths classroom. I sat at the front next to a quiet girl with long brown hair in tight braids, her glasses pushed right up the ridge of her nose, hazel eyes focused purely on the board. The jocks sat in the back row, the middle consisting of those who just lazed about, semi focused, semi high or semi hung over. The teacher handed out worksheets and the girl beside me, Leticia, quickly got to work, her pen scribbling the answers wildly without the aid of a calculator. The jocks took the papers but scrunched them up and used them to hurl at themselves across the room, or turned them into paper airplanes that sailed from one wall to the other before the teacher put them in the bin.

When I reached Drama, twenty minutes late due to being in the principals office discussing counseling, not that I needed it, I argued, Topher was on the stage, a single blue spotlight on him, his golden hair glowing, his eyes shining, body standing strong. He was the image of a confident actor. I slid into the back row of seats, watching while the teacher strutted back and forth in front of the class, using his arms to exaggerate what his mouth said. I caught some of what he said, like stand tall, shoulders back, head high, don’t stare at the audience, don’t mumble, speak clearly. See what Topher is doing? He’s standing strong and confidently, not slouching, and he’s not staring at the audience but has a good eye contact so he’s speaking to us but he’s not.  He sat down in the front row, pressed a button on his laptop and an unfamiliar song came on through the speakers. Topher stepped forward, no sheet in front of him, and with a gulp, began to sing. The way he recited the lyrics with such passion, enthusiasm, professionalism, I remained riveted on the spot. When he was done everybody broke into applause, and he stepped off the stage, found me, and sat down in the seat beside me. When a girl stood up and took the stage, he leant down to me.

“How was I?”


“You sing?”


“Yeah.”


“You’re brilliant.”


“Thank you. The crew are meeting after school at Chicken Treat. Prior commitments?”


I thought for a moment.

“Not that I know of.”


“See you there.”


-----

The bus was crowded the following morning, and we had to stand up this time. We had Chemistry together first up, then Foundations and Drama before parting for History and Study Periods. For the rest of the week we chatted lightly about world issues, weather, my home, his family, and sometimes just talked about school and assignments. I learned that he has three older sisters who bullied him a lot, hence why he began weights and taking up basketball, and I told him that my parents had split after a family death, and that I’d decided to move with dad while mum stayed behind. I wasn’t telling a lie, it was the truth, but I managed to dodge the complete truth, for now, although I promised myself one day I would tell him everything. He seemed like he would understand and not tell anybody, but only three weeks into the school semester, I was taking no chances, not yet. I attended my first party on Thursday night, joining Topher to browse the dance rooms, patio and sofas. He kept his hands to himself, for that much I was grateful, but also made me wonder if he didn’t want me, or was just being polite. I decided to loosen up but didn’t take alcohol, instead downing two lemon and lime bitters, dragging him to the dance floor where we ground into the floor, swung our bodies and let go.

It was the same for the following two weeks. Parties twice a week, school the rest of the time. We met at the bus stop each morning, swapped the lazy accounts of our nights, spoke more about what had happened before I’d come, a bit on school history, and his mates’ histories. I learnt most had hooked up with at least five or so girls in the past year. At sixteen most had realized how screwed they were, and having given up on hope of a ticket out, dealt with what they were handed. Topher told me very honestly how he’d never hooked up, but he’d scored a few times at the occasional end-of-week-party when he was too exhausted, drunk and high to care. He’d smoked weed once, never smoked tobacco, and was as clean as a whistle when it came to STD’s. I couldn’t remember what brought that up as we began discussing it though, which half troubled me, but he remained brutally open in his answers, and the guilt began gnawing at me again.

-----

Since Drew had cancelled the weekend visits over and over and over due to the shocking condition of the roads, I invited Topher over, and we curled up on the sofa to watch rented movies. He brought along buttery microwave popcorn, and with dad at work, we had the entire house to ourselves. The first movie he selected was a romantic flick about two over worked, underpaid lawyers who meet in a courtroom, the guy fighting to send the woman’s client to his death. Halfway through the man had a huge meltdown because his case is dead in the water, and then the woman consoles him, and to the backdrop of slow, romantic music they make love on the woman’s desk. The man is set free and the woman gives up her job when she falls pregnant. Happy ending. I picked the second, unable to stand his choice, hoping to god that wasn’t his normal selection of movie.

“What’ve you got?”


“Epic Movie.”


“Sounds good.”


I returned to the couch, casually resting my cheek on his shoulder, letting him drape his arm around my shoulders. The rain began to pour down outside and I snuggled a little deeper into his embrace, turning my body and wrapping my arms around his middle, pleased he responded by shuffling sideways to give me more room, squeezing my shoulder gently. When Peter was making the metamorphosis girl change into a flabby-armed granny with a big booty, I turned to stare at Topher’s gently chiseled features, mysterious eyes, high cheekbones, soft smile. He looked down at me at the very same moment, raising an eyebrow, but remained mute, watching me through his beautiful blue eyes. We stared at each other for a few long moments, my eyes taking in everything I possibly could, memorizing the arch of his eyebrows, roundness of his nose, kindness of his smile, the strong line of his jaw. I knew it was a forbidden gesture, but I reached out and slowly ran my fingertips over his stubble, admiring the feel of the strong bones. I then ran my fingers up his cheek and ran them over the soft skin, smoother than a baby’s, but dotted with the occasional stubborn stubble. He was unshaven but it added to the rugged appearance of a true knight, one who could salvage what was left of my heart from the floor. I let my hand fall to his lap, then grasp his own and slide my fingers between his. He closed his eyes and gazed at the television for a minute, and when he turned back to me, his mouth was set but his eyes soft.

“We shouldn’t… what about your boyfriend?”


Drew. I pulled back and crossed my arms defiantly. How could I be doing this to him? I’d pretty much, more or less, declared my undying love to him just a few mornings ago, or was it three weeks already? And he was probably dying to see me again… my mind drifted off to a dead end. Then what? We couldn’t do much being so far apart. It’s too unfair on the both of us to ask him to move in, and he knows I can’t go back to Applecross, much less even consider it. We were better off separated. Now there is Topher. Generous, kind, compassionate, loyal, true-to-his-word, faithful, reliable, funny, trusting, fun, athletic, ripped-abs Topher, who I’d known a little over three weeks, but already felt as rooted to him as any boy I’d loved before. He was honest, as brutally and openly as a person could ever be. I owed him something, but what?

“Jess? You look a little troubled, is it me?”
I threw myself at him, cupping his face with both hands and kissed him. At first he tensed, hesitant, but when I leant against him a little more, squeezed his hand, and kissed him a little harder, he responded eagerly, rotating his body so I lay comfortably against his chest, and he held my hips, keeping his eyes closed as he slid his tongue between my teeth. Within moments we were gasping, and in a moments rush, I grabbed his hand and lead him toward the bedroom. He followed me just as eagerly, and falling against each other onto the bed, my mind flooded with panic. What the hell am I doing? I wondered as I kissed him. But he wasn’t pushing, just giving me what I wanted, holding me gently, and kissing me firmly. I rolled so I was on top of him.

“Um, hi.”


He blinked and held me up with both hands. With his hormones raging, my blood pumping thick and fast, I knew I wanted it, right to the depths of my heart. Kissing hungrily, his long fingers pulled at my top, momentarily cloaking me in darkness. I felt the cold rush of air and the pressure of his hands on my back, across my stomach, down my sides, searching. I tugged at his buttons until his shirt fell open, revealing his effortlessly smooth, tanned chest. I sat back while he whipped it off and dumped it on the floor. I liked this, revealing a little of our bodies to one another. Nothing too rushed, just slow and steady. He didn’t seem eager to do more, and I satisfied his melting hunger for me by stroking his chest and arms, kissing his neck and pressing my back into his hand. He reached for my bra clasp, paused, waited for my approval. I nodded and my bra fell to the floor. I couldn’t even look at him; I was too afraid that he’d either be horrified, or super excited. Instead I closed my eyes and let his hands lead me to the places I wanted to be in my mind, touched him wherever I could, and continued kissing him. Topher was gentle and handled me like a delicate figurine that had been passed down generation after generation. No hard knocks or bumps; slamming of elbows thankfully in the past, no kicks, nips, pushes or bangs or groans. Compared with Bryn he was already succeeding twenty to one. His arms fell around my waist, holding me closely to his chest. I opened my eyes and looked straight into his.

“You okay? You’re looking a little flushed.”


He sounded genuinely worried. I felt my reputation, hand built by Topher himself, crumble beneath me the longer he stared at me.

“You don’t think I’m a slut do you?”


“Why would I think that?” Topher’s brow creased ugly when he frowned. 


“Because I’m topless, your fly is undone, and we’re in my bed, in my home, alone.”


“I don’t think you’re a slut.”

“Good.”


Since he hadn’t slept with anybody, I guessed he was terrified too, not that he’d show it in any manner or form. But in order to soothe his racing heart, I climbed off him and rested in the nook of his arms, letting his labored breathing, the rise and fall of his chest, and the slow circles he drew across my stomach lull me into a deep sleep, a sleep I could handle.

-----

“Jess! Wake up!”


I bolted upright, wiped the sleep from my eyes. Topher was standing by my bed, his face resembling a cornered cat. My door was closed, his shirt was in his hand, and nothing seemed missing.

“What’s wrong?”


“The cops!” He shrieked. I pulled on my bra and slid into a fresh shirt, opening the door and leading him into the lounge room. A stout woman holding a clipboard looked up when we stumbled out.

“Topher?”


“Yeah?” He tentatively took my hand. I squeezed it. The woman ran her eyes up and down me.

“New girl broken in already Topher? It’s about time you got yourself into the game. Your parents have been fretting for the past hour. You were supposed to pick up your sister from ballet an hour ago.”
He cursed and rubbed his forehead.

“God I forgot! Argh I am so dumb!”


“No problems just come along and I shall take you home, my treat.”


She left quickly. Dad rolled his eyes at me and wandered into the kitchen. I followed Topher to the front door. The sun was low on the horizon, the sky now a deep red and yellow behind his head.

“So, uhm, I’ll see you later then? I really liked this afternoon; we’ll do it again yeah?”


“Definitely. I’ll call you tomorrow morning.”

“You have my number. I’ll expect it.”


He glanced over to the woman, who was climbing into a large Jeep Cherokee. He turned to me, leant down, and kissed me, very tenderly and quickly on the lips so gently that if it hadn’t been for the hot burst of his breath on my cheek, I wouldn’t have known he’d kissed me. Pulling back and hurrying into the car, he waved and blew me a kiss. Inside dad was heating up leftover lasagna in the microwave.

“Please tell me he knows baby girl.”


“About what?”


Dad stopped, placed the spoon down and narrowed his eyes.

“You know what Jessica.”


“Um, no. Nobody at school does, and we’re not close enough yet.”


“Has he any idea why you left?”


“I said a family death. He didn’t dig any deeper.”


“Promise me before you string him along any further that you’ll tell him.”


“Dad, I don’t want him turning away from me. This is the first friend I’ve made here!”


“He can’t be a very good friend if he turns away from you for your sister. Imagine how she would feel right now baby girl, how hurt she’d feel to know she was being kept in the closet.”


“Dad, I promise I’ll tell him. I just need the right time that’s all.”


“Find it quickly baby.”


“Yes dad.”


“Dinner will be ready soon.”


I retreated to my room, opening my phone to find ten new messages from Drew. Too guilty to reply I deleted them all, switched it off, and flung myself onto my bed, overwhelmed by emotions. .

-----

Three days later I dressed and went to the library, picking out a book on myths and legends, opening the page to the Loch Ness Monster and forcing myself to absorb the information. After an hour of reading every word on it, I shoved the book back on the shelf and checked out the latest Coldplay album Viva La Vida or Death And All His Friends, sliding it into my handbag and walking into the pouring rain. Car wheels screeched on the road, pools of light falling across the ground in front of me. I looked up, noticing a sky-blue Falcon pull up to the curb, a window roll down, somebody inside moving.

“Hey hop in it’s freezing out there!”


“Nah I’m fine!” I shouted back, pulling the hood of my jacket up.


Topher grunted and then leant further across to wind the window down a little more.

“Don’t make me come out there! Because I will!”


I shrugged. He grunted again and pushed open the car door, stepped outside, pulled his hoodie up over his head, and sloshed over to the sidewalk. He stopped close enough for me to feel his breath warming my face. I looked up and locked eyes with him, slowly reaching out and grabbing his hand. The rain thickened; he was already drenched through, and it poured off the top of his cap onto my face until he stepped a little closer so it formed a sort of curtain around our heads. I stared into his eyes, aware of an elderly couple watching us from the shelter on the front of the library, and a few people staring from their warm vehicles. But the feel of his warm, wet lips on mine felt so good, like a warm glass of milk on a stormy night. Then he wrapped his arms around me and held me for a few moments, before releasing me and tugging me gently toward his car. I noticed the door was still open, and when I reluctantly hopped into the passenger side, the entire inside of the door was soaked. With a loud squawk it slammed shut, the heater blasting full pelt.

“You owe me big time miss. Boy do I chose the difficult ones!”


I slitted my eyes and growled, too cold to argue, and instead pulled my sodden jumper tighter around me and sunk lower down in the seat. As if startled by my reaction, he slowed to fifty and reached over to hold my hand, stroking the back with his thumb.

“Hey I didn’t mean it. What the hell were you doing out in the rain anyway?”
Needed to wash away the guilt. My gut screamed, but I shrugged and kept my lips sealed.

“Want to go home?”


“Nah, dad won’t be back until way late. I hate the house when it’s empty.”


“Okay then. My place?”


“Anything is better than my place.”


So he continued past my street to his six further down. His front yard was neatly kept, the end of a cul-de-sac with a sweeping paddock as his backyard, four patchy goats huddled beneath the makeshift stable, their little goat coats tied up tight. He pulled into the garage and waited until the door was back down before stepping out.

“Take off your clothes before going inside, mum will kill me enough as it is!”


“Excuse me?”


“Topher honey are you home? We need to talk!”


“Urgh mum yeah I am!” He turned back to me. “You know what I mean. Hang your jumper on the clothesline just over there and leave your sneakers out here. Mum will have a fit anyway!”


“Okay.”


He brushed past me, his bare feet padding delicately on the tiled floor. I glanced around the clean garage; shelves with tools, spotlessly white Honda, clothesline suspended from wall to wall, power drill, drain, cans of oil and paint. I kicked off my sneakers and when I’d hung my jumper up, pushed open the door and walked in. He looked up and smiled when he saw me.

“Mum, this is my good friend Jess. She’s from Applecross in Perth and she moved here about six weeks ago. Jess this is my mum, and trust me she doesn’t bite.”


“Hello Jess, it’s lovely to meet my son’s girlfriend! He’s never had one and he gut's so worried it’s wonderful he brought you home!”
Topher stared at his mother for a moment, his face suddenly a lot paler.

“Mum, she’s not my girlfriend…”


“Oh… sorry! Do forgive me Jess, I’m hopeless with these things.”


“That’s alright Mrs.… err Mrs.…. um”


I stumbled to a halt before I said more. She smiled warmly and shook her head.

“Mrs. Davidson, but call me Julie please! I feel so old when people call me Mrs.”

“Jess, can you go to my room and listen to a CD or something?” Topher whispered into my ear. I nodded, smiled one last time at his mum, and found my way to the stairs. His room was the furthest door down the hall, and the walls were plastered with basketball stars, photos of him at exotic beaches or hotels, and clothes strewn all across the floor. What floor was vacant I used to tiptoe to his bed. But the room didn’t stink, and there was a basket for dirty clothes, which included silk shorts and a tank with a big number 4 and DAVIDSON on the back. I sat timidly on his bed, flicking through one of his photo albums.

When he walked in I could tell he was troubled. He yanked off his shirt and threw himself down onto his back, wiping his eyes.

“You alright?”


He looked up, then closed his eyes and lay still.

“No.”


“If you want I’ll listen.”


“Dad tried to contact mum again, said he wanted to get back together with her. He abused her for ten years when I was growing up, getting so drunk that he couldn’t stand, hit her and raped her, used her as a cigarette plate and threw her around. I knew what went on, and she tried to shield me from it, but then I convinced her to get a restraining order, but he said he was sorry so she went back to him, until he beat her so badly that she was in hospital. He trashed our car, our house, rang my school and even tried for custody of me. It’s so screwed up! He’s screwed up!”


I wasn’t sure what to say or do so I just took his hand and lay down beside him. Guilt ate away at me faster than ever before until I was certain I had a hole of red nothingness inside me, continuing chomping away on my guts. But he pulled me on top of him, his face creased with uncertainty.

“What did the other day mean to you? Are we going out now, or was it just casual… because right now I need to know.”


“Topher, I don’t know.”


“Please?”

We held each other's gaze for a few white-hot minutes, minutes which dragged on long and lazy, his eyes searching mine as if looking for something he lost. I wasn’t even sure myself if I wanted a relationship, I missed Drew so much, but Topher was so calm, so supportive, and he’d poured his heart out to me on several occasions, showing that he trusted me more than I trusted him.

“I don’t want to pressure you; I can tell that you’re nervous, but I need to know because I’m really falling for you hard and I want to hit the ground running.”


“Topher …”


“It’s a crazy idea. Forget it.” He sat up abruptly but didn’t let go, the beating of his heart pounding against my hand on his chest. I looked up and touched my lips to his, only gently, but it was enough to make myself melt against him. He was a good kisser, eager but gentle, dominant but forgiving. He pulled me closer and kissed a little harder, sliding his tongue into my mouth and sliding his fingers down my side. On my thigh he paused, grasped my jeans and turned a little so I lay on my back, his strong body above mine. When he leant back I folded my arms around his neck and stared into his clear blue eyes, admiring the look of utter content on his face. Then leaning up and kissing his nose, I settled back down with my head on his pillow, his strong arms either side of me.

“Be my girlfriend?”


“I’d like that so much.”


“Me too.”


My stomach rolled over when he kissed me again. I felt light headed. I felt sick and wanted to puke. I felt like dancing on rainbows. I felt like curling up and dying. The realization of what I was doing hit me like the plague; how long could I hide my lies from him? What would Drew think? What would dad think? His lips slid across my mouth and along my neck, down into the neckline of my shirt. His fingers worked the buttons until my shirt popped open, his hand skimming my stomach, reaching up my side to my bra. I closed my eyes and let his hands soothe my racing heart and my throbbing head, his lips whisking away all traces of my uncertainty.

“Mmm Topher, you’re so hard!” I ran my hand up his arm, feeling the powerful muscles that blossomed there, probing his strong shoulders and toned chest. He moaned into my ear, cupping my bare breast gently, squeezing it in the most delicious way. A little bolder, I slid my fingers into the waistband of his jeans, touching the tender skin around the top of his briefs. But then we stopped, flopping down side-by-side and holding hands, no more. Downstairs we heard his mum talking on the phone, arguing with somebody, and Topher closed his eyes, tears gathering on his eyelashes. She slammed the phone down and stomped around for a bit, came upstairs, slammed a door, and the house remained deathly quiet. He kept his eyes closed and buried his face in my neck, sighing as I cuddled him into my chest. There was a long road ahead for the both of us.

-----

“Have you told him yet love?”


Dad dumped his briefcase on the floor and stretched, pulling out his shirt and loosening off his tie, brushing my cheek with a light kiss on his way to the fridge. Outside it was hailing, not uncommon but far from normal weather.

“No, not yet.”


He frowned, his aging face creasing in deep lines. I shrugged.

“Dad, don’t start please. I know what I am getting myself into, trust me on this.”


“I do trust you baby. I also know that you’ve gotten yourself into trouble before keeping Bronte a secret, and look what happened! You nearly lost love once, don’t let it happen again.”


“Bryn was different; he was a self cantered loser who only wanted my body. 

What’s inside me didn’t matter to him, which is why he spooked so badly.”


“And what makes you think Topher is any different?”


“He just is dad. Have a shower, you ponk.”


With a roll of his eyes he trudged off to his bedroom. I finished drying the last of the dishes and retired to the sofa, browsing the TV channels, finding nothing worth my time and absorbing myself in maths study.

“Darling, come in here for a second.”


Dad was lying on the bed, his legs crossed.

“Yes?”


“We’re going back to Applecross for two weeks.”


“When?”


“The holidays.”


My heart fell. Topher had wanted to spend the time with me, get away from his parents feuding, get to know me better. I realized that it was probably best he didn’t dig through my past, but I didn’t want to leave him, not now.

“Really?”


“Yes. We’ll be staying with mum.”


“What?”


“Yes I know, absurd, but it’s been nearly five months since Bronte left us; almost two since we left her behind, it’s about time we went back up and saw her again. She sent me this email saying Fizzy misses us, and Boots needs to see her friends again, and you need to see Drew. Her best friend is sick, and she needs us love. There’s one week left of school, so we’re leaving Saturday morning so you have the weekend to settle back in. We’ll be coming back on the second Thursday so you have the weekend to see your friends here.”


“Ok.”


“Remember, the sooner you tell him the better off you will be.”

Part Four

Telling Topher I was leaving for the holidays was harder than I thought. He looked crushed, and even kissing him didn’t lift his spirits, not even an inch. For the remainder of the week we did homework together at the library, had dinner at the local Maccas, studied together, and skipped the last day to hang around his bedroom. Neither of us pushed the other to do anything more than kiss and tentatively touch, hug, cuddle, then kiss some more. To celebrate the break of holidays, Luke held a huge party at his house, which was strictly leather and lace for the girls, silk for the guys. I bought a black leather corvette and pink leather shorts, a gold belt, with fishnet stockings and high heels. Topher’s eyes nearly popped out of his head, and a few of the girls in my class, including Brit, Kristen and Nat, eyed me suspiciously when I lead Topher through the crowd to the cooler. He plucked two from the bottom and we slumped down on a couch to drink together. Nobody disturbed us, and I nestled myself into his arms cozily, feeling safe and protected. We kissed fervently, his hands holding onto my hips to keep me steady.

“Will you miss me?”


He stroked my hair and cradled me close.

“Of course I will. Did you tell Drew about us?”


“Yes, he didn’t take it too well, but he’s got a girlfriend now, so we’re both happy.”


“Well, tell your mum I hope she feels better.”


My heart plummeted again. The familiar taste of bile crept along my tongue until I wanted to heave my guts onto the floor. I nodded and took another long swing of the beer until it was dry. His lips found mine again, his hands all over me, driving me crazy slowly. Neither of us held back when we pressed against each other, his hard-on burning a brand on my hip, my own desire for him pouring from my mouth into his. Beneath the security of the darkened room we kissed and touched, rubbed and drank. We both got lifts home and collapsed absolutely buggered side by side on his bed, his breath stale, but his kisses still bitter sweet.

“Night babe.”


“I love you.”


His eyes widened and he momentarily lost himself, sobering up for one long minute, then he whispered it back to me and kissed my forehead.

“I wish you didn’t have to leave.”


“Me too but mum needs us.”


“Don’t go off with any of those Applecross boys.”


“Nobody up there wants me anymore….”


He didn’t press for more and we fell asleep in each other's arms.

-----

“We’re here Darl.”


Dad shook me awake. The door eased open and Fizzy jumped up onto my lap, licking my cheek and greeting me with eyes wide open.

“Fizz!” I shoved him down and stepped out, letting him jump up, giving him a good ear scratch.

“Hey stranger, I saw your car coming so I came by. You alright?”


Drew leant on the fence, smiling. I ran to him and leapt into his arms, hugging him tight. I leant up to kiss him but at the last second realized that we’d broken up for good, and kissed his cheek instead. He hugged me back, setting me down and studying me. I was still a little tipsy from the previous night, but seeing him again made it go away pretty fast. Picking me up, he carried me inside, dumped me on the couch, and kissed my cheek.

“You look so happy! Who’s made you this excitable? Have you got a special man?”


I glanced over my shoulder. Dad hugged mum briefly, then bent down and rubbed Fizz’s head. Boots wandered in, yawned, and curled up on the floor at my feet.

“I met a boy.”


“Really? That’s awesome! Tell me about him.”


“He’s tall, tanned, has a really nice face like Bryn’s, strong, broad shoulders, muscled, basketballer, really confident and he’s never had a girlfriend before.”


“He knows you’re a slut right?”


I punched Drew’s arm and giggled. “No, but he knows I’ve had two guys before him.”


“Active?”


“Not that’s it’s any of your business, no, we haven’t really talked about it yet. We mainly hang around home, get drunk at parties, cuddle and kiss.”


“He sounds great. I’m happy for you.”


“How about you? Sleazed your way into any girls’ beds yet?”


A cheeky smile crept across his lips.

“For about three weeks, but then it didn’t work out too well. She hooked up with a footballer and realized that they were better in bed than I could be.” He paused, reaching for my hand and squeezing it gently. I lifted my eyes until we stared at each other, his gaze straight and steady. “I’ve missed you a lot.” I pulled my hand away quickly.

“Yeah, I missed you too.” He reached out and pulled me into his arms, and this time I sank into his embrace, feeling slightly better.

“I haven’t told him yet.”


“What?”


“About Bronte. I keep meaning to, but then he says something silly and it leaves my mind, so he doesn’t even know the real me. It makes me sick inside because he’s told me so much, revealed nearly everything about him to me, and I’ve returned nothing, he doesn’t even know who I was before I moved! All he knows is that I moved because somebody in my family was sick, I had a dog, my room overlooked my huge backyard, and that I used to play soccer in the rain when I was a kid, coming inside only when I was brown from head to toe. He knows I went out with you and a football player before, he knows I love the library, but other than that he’s still guessing.”


Drew pushed a strand of hair out of my eyes. His own eyes were soft and he didn’t frown or curl his lip like dad, he didn’t lecture me, but he just sat there and stared at me. I stared back, knowing exactly what was going through his mind, thankful that he voiced or enacted nothing. Instead I curled into his lap and began to cry, letting it all out on his new jersey. Of course he didn’t care when he lay me down in my bed, a huge wet patch on his shoulder. He just smiled and squeezed my hand supportively, letting me that what I was doing was wrong, but he wouldn’t judge me. He knew better than anybody what I had gone through, what I felt moving, what I’d suffered just to keep my life semi normal during those years when Bronte’s illness hit rock bottom. He left me alone; I listened to the front gate bang shut, Fizzy’s claws scuttling on the floorboards, mums voice scolding dad for putting his feet on her new couch. My room was still plastered with memories of Bronte: her boxes of drugs piled in one corner, photos of her on the walls, her wind chime hanging on my window, her favorite toys sitting on my dresser, her clothes in my drawers. I felt like closing my eyes, and if I wished hard enough, she’d return from the dead, poof, just like that. And my life would be thrown back into turmoil, I’d never have met Topher, I’d still be deeply in love with Drew, dad would be in love with mum, Boots would be able to curl up on Bronte’s lap again, content and snorting her kitty snorts, dreaming her kitty dreams. But I rolled over, pulled the doona higher up. Like that would ever happen. I’d be back to where I’d been before, before I’d found a whole new life. I jammed my eyelids shut, shut off my brain, and quickly fell asleep.

-----

We only spent four days back home before Boots found her way into Bronte’s drugs and got herself sick, mum began to argue with him again, and dad, defenseless, ignored her. The tension rose and I was packing up again before I’d even managed to unpack properly. Drew took me to the movies to see Sex and the City, Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian, and Indiana Jones 4. We drank strawberry Smoothies at his mums new diner, played truth or dare at the park, and withdrew into our old world at night, talking on the phone until $280 worth of credit was drained. Leaving him was hard. Almost harder than leaving Topher in Narrogin.

“Take care, okay babe? Promise me you’ll tell Topher, or that you will at least sort your priorities out?”


“Yeah I promise. One last hug?”


He nodded, pulling me off my feet and swinging me around four times, maybe five; I was too dizzy to remember exactly. He set me down and kissed my cheek. I kissed his back, trying not to break along with my crumbling heart. Dad didn’t even speak to mum, and Fizzy didn’t wag his tail. He just sat beside her and stared at me with his large, sad eyes, his tongue lolling out of his giant mouth, his breath making clouds of white in the air. I reached down and cuddled him. Drew patted my back, his thick overcoat sheltering him from the vicious winter cold.

“Hurry up Darl, or this car will freeze to the ground.”


“Okay dad.”


Drew pulled me into his arms one more time, the sorrow evident in his eyes. I couldn’t help but want to shoot him right there so he stopped making me feel so bad for leaving him again. We embraced again, the warmth of his arms inviting. But it drew to an end far too soon, and I slid into the passenger seat, rolled down my window, and waved as dad pulled out of the driveway. I waved until he disappeared behind the hills, the streets zooming by, quickly replaced by empty yellow pastures, some dotted with cows, most holding nothing more than crops.

Topher came by an hour after we arrived. I was hungry for his lips, his touch, his smile, his arms holding me tightly, and just seeing him healed my wounded heart.

“I missed you!” He cuddled me to his chest.

“Yeah, same here too!” I pecked his cheek. 


“Feel better?”


His eyes twinkled, and I couldn’t bring myself to dampen his clearly exhilarated mood, so I just nodded and followed him into my bedroom. He laid me on my back, climbed on top of me, and began to unbutton my blouse while he kissed his way down my neck, his hands guiding my shirt off to the floor. I arched my back up to him, giving him space to unhook my bra, sliding it off myself, letting it join the blouse on the floor. Next his jacket came off, followed by his top, the course fabric brushing my stomach as he peeled it off. I looped my arms around his neck and held his head down on my bare chest, letting myself get lost in the feeling. He stroked my sides, running his hands along my body, into my jeans, his fingers tugging at the zipper. It popped open and he rolled them down, pulling off his own, pressing his groin into mine. Somehow I wrestled off his briefs, tossing them to the floor, hooking my legs around his waist. We’d gone too far. Time to stop. My heartbeat quickened, my throat felt dry, my breathing grew labored. He touched me all over, stroking, probing, kissing. I felt a rush of affection and reached down, grasping his hard-on with one hand, allowing the other to touch his left buttock. His skin felt soft and was as smooth as silk, hairless like a baby’s bottom, not hairy and rough like I’d seen in movies. We rolled so I sat on top of him, his eyes wide open, his lips smiling as he kissed me.

“You’re so beautiful.” He gushed, incredulous. I just kissed him a little harder, trying to grabble with my brain whether I should stop or not; I decided to keep going, since he didn’t appear to have any intention of doing much more than we were doing.

“Where’s your dad?” He whispered into my ear, running his fingers down my thighs.

“He went out… he’s sad.”


“Why?”


“You do not want to know.”


He didn’t push, and I was thankful, but already the mood had changed. His movements weren’t as slow and sensual before, instead he bumped and prodded me a little too hard, and I grew uncomfortably awkward in his arms.

“Relax baby, let it just happen.” He whispered, pushing me onto my back. His firmness was now solidly there, no denying it any longer. I touched it again and he moaned in response, like my mere touch sent him mad.

“Loosen up babe.”


“I am loose.”


“You’re holding back.”


Topher slid his penis between my thighs and pressed it against my skin. I sat up quickly, breathing hard. 


“We’re not having sex.”


He propped himself onto his elbow, nodding.

“Okay, that’s alright. I wasn’t meaning to push your or nothing.”


“I’m not ready yet. There’s a lot going on.”


He pulled me down into his arms, kissing my forehead while stroking my back in small circles.

“You need to loosen up, relax a little, and open up to me. You need to tell me the things on your mind or they’re going to build up and secrets are not healthy for a relationship.”


“I know. I’m sorry Topher. I just want to shield you from my horribly messed up life.”


“Trust me, I can handle it.”


“But if I lose you, then what will I do?”


“You won’t lose me. Just open up to me, trust me a little, and you can’t. I’ll wait for you forever if that’s how long it’ll take baby.”


“You’ll hate me Topher.”


I dislocated myself from his arms. I wanted to shoot myself for doing this to him, returning after four days to be twice as wound up as before. Dad had gone back to patch things up with mum again, to return me to Drew in a hope he’d offer some assistance but the trip had just shoved everything deeper inside me, and revealing anything now could rip me apart. I knew he’d flip out. In my heart I knew he would just cuddle me, pretend to love me still, support me if I was lucky, but inside he’d be boiling away with anger.

“Jess.”


I didn’t mean to shy away from him. I wished I could just tell him and end my misery.

“Look, can we not go into it? Seriously.”


“Sounds fair. I’m sorry baby.”


He pulled me back into his arms, his strong, firm body a solid object of which I cradled myself into, his lips kindly tugging my neck and soothing my pulsing blood.

“I love you Topher. Remember that.”


He smiled into my neck. I turned around and kissed him lightly.

-----

Time slipped away faster than I could grab hold of it. Topher took me a drive in cinema, his hand up my shirt the entire time, kissing me deeper and more passionately than usual. Afterward he dropped me home, kissed me again on the doorstep, and waited until I’d gone into my bedroom before driving off. He never asked me to do any favors, never pressured me for sex again, and we remained fully clothed minus Loren’s party. Her eighteenth party went off with a bang, celebrating both the end of the close of the holidays and her birthday. Neither of us were drunk but upon being asked to dress in a costume, Topher chose to be a swimmer, gelling his hair until it actually looked wet, and I went as a hooker, complete with smeared makeup, torn fishnet stockings, leather mini, and tight tube top, draped with jewelry. Nobody but Topher paid me any attention, and we found a nice corner sofa to kiss and cuddle all night long. He was polite and a true gentleman, continually asking me if I was alright, if I wanted something to eat, if I was too hot, getting me drinks of water and coke, making sure I was in the most comfortable position, and never touching anywhere unless he asked if it was alright. By the end of the night it was chilly, and even though my blood felt about one hundred degrees, my skin prickled with the cold, and Topher gave me his thick trench coat, remaining frozen in his tiny Speedo. At my door he kissed my cheek, kissed my lips, squeezed my hand, and then kissed me again. I promised to be on the bus Monday morning, and hurried inside, undressing and removing my makeup before dad saw how smeared it was compared to before leaving the house, and how I looked like I’d run a marathon. In bed I sent as SMS to Drew telling him that I missed him and about the party. He replied asking if I’d hooked up with him since I was a hooker. I explained that the most he got was a lap dance. He lol’d because Topher was in a Speedo, and I told him it had been a little embarrassing. But dating a basketballer on the professional circuit wasn’t as hard as I’d originally thought, which had been why I’d distanced myself from him at first, making sure he knew I was not interested. But all I could think of that night was how I was going to reveal my past to him. I had a sleepless night fretting until I got up and studied, eventually falling asleep at four in the morning.

-----

I decided to plan out a letter. Prepare. Allow myself time before he confronted me.

“What are you doing now Darl?”
Dad leant over my shoulder. I almost heard his eyebrows rise.

“Sweetie, is that the best idea?”


“Dad, if I tell him face to face then I won’t get to say everything. At least in a letter he’ll get the full idea and then he can hate me, not hear a little bit and storm off not letting me finish. He’ll probably read this and hate me forever, but at least he will know everything, straight from me.”


“Darling, if that’s what you think is best.”


“It’s the only way. When I told Drew I was leaving I said five words and he just stormed off and didn’t let me finish. Interruptions. Anger. Hysteria. I can’t handle that face to face.”


“Okay sweetie.”


“Dad, please just let me do this?”


“Okay sweetie. Whatever you decide.”


When he left I continued, letting the pen float across the page. He’d know the full, horrible truth. I scrunched up the page, adding in about the intolerable guilt I’d been feeling. Again I scrunched up the page and tossed it into the bin. By noon I was on my sixth page. But it was done. I read it again and again. 

Dear Topher.

Remember that day that I came back? When I said I had a lot to deal with right then? Well, trust me I wanted to tell you since the day I met you what I am about to say. Please, remember that I love you, and what you are about to read is straight from my heart, and that I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t love you as deeply as I do. Be as angry as you are, plan a horribly painful gory deorganizeme, organize a hit, I will understand entirely where you’re coming from.

The reason I moved here in the first place was not because my mum was sick. In fact my mum is fighting fit and sitting at home wondering why I’ve never introduced you two. I had a sister, two years older than me, but since she was fourteen and a half she’s been seriously ill with a rare type of cancer. It attacked her straight on, and she was a very fit, athletic, healthy person, but it destroyed her. Three and a half years and she was reduced to a walking zombie. All the hospital visits I was there, all those drugs she took, all the seizures, medications, injections, I was there watching her die and there was absolutely nothing I could do at all to save her.

Her name was Bronte and she died on the 23rd April this year. For two weeks mum and dad just broke apart. Mum tried dealing with it by blocking it out, moving on immediately, leaving herself no time to mourn, while I moved into this vacuum somewhere between two universes, and dad quit his job, and struggled to let go. Not one of Bronte’s friends visited her when she was sick; some wrote letters or phoned but only one kept up, Lockie. He’s an amazing guy and we went out for about a month when we were fourteen, until Bronte got sick. He fell in love with her after a few years and organized her eighteenth birthday party. Bronte was the glue that held our family together, but nobody realized it until she was gone. She died peacefully in her sleep during the day, with Lockie by her side. She’d decided a week before her birthday that she was just going to let herself die, and she didn’t care what we thought, but she was sick of having all the drugs, the tests, and being a general burden on us. You can never imagine in your wildest nightmares how horrible it is to hear your sister saying she’s going to throw in the towel, give up, and not let us stay in the way. It cut mum to pieces when she heard, and dad too. Lockie took it by far the worst, but he accepted it because he knew how horrible she felt, he saw how horrible she looked, how horrible her life was.

I have a chocolate Labrador called Fizzy, and he’s the most amazing dog ever. Before Bronte was sick Fizzy used to chase her from one end of the house to the other, jump all over her. When she got sick and turned into a frail zombie Fizzy was too strong for her so mum bought Boots, my cat I believe you’ve met intimately. Dad hated the critter because he’s allergic, but because she clicked so well with Boots, Boots stayed. Boots put a little more essence into her fading life. Mum wanted to kill her when Bronte left, but dad didn’t and we took him with us.

My best friend Drew really means more to me than I let on. You’ve asked me to be open about my relationship with him, and I have tried, but it’s too hard to tell you when you’re kissing me, holding my hand, or looking at me with your beautiful eyes. I went out with Drew for about a month. We’ve grown up together and we had our first kiss when Bronte had her last seizure. Doomed to fail. On the night of her eighteenth we spent the night at this fancy hotel, and he took my virginity. It wasn’t romantic, not at all; I knew that my sister was about to die, my life was falling to pieces, and I knew I’d lose Drew too in the end. I’d faced the fact: who wants to go out with a dead girl’s sister? Especially one you’ve grown up with too.

Really there is an entire lifetime more to tell. But nothing else matters, because you’ve heard what I had to say, you know my lies, you know me now from the inside out.

I am sorry. To the depths of my heart I am. Meeting you that first morning was amazing, my heart leapt, and I was so happy when you sat next to me. A thrill raced through me every time we touched, be it our knees, hands, elbows, anything. I craved the sight of your beautiful body, your eyes, so kind and forgiving. I’m aware I have probably hurt you and a relationship between us is impossible. All my teachers know about my family and the reasons why I moved, but nobody else does. Tell anyone. Everyone if it makes you feel better. I can’t ask you, not after all I’ve just revealed, to keep it to yourself because most normal people will scream it to the world, because truth be told, it will make you feel better, just knowing you broke a huge secret, and that person wants to die. I do want to die. Everyday I wanted to just kill myself because I knew what I was keeping from you would ruin what I’d built with you. I’d played you all along, which hurts me more than you can ever imagine.

I love you deeply Topher. I don’t need to say it over again, I’m hoping you’ll believe me. A part of me wishes I could keep it from you altogether for eternity, but that’s impossible. Everything comes out eventually. I’m only doing this because I love you so deeply, and holding it inside is just too painful. I’m not the girl you fell in love with. I’m not the girl you thought was carefree and exciting. I’m beyond exciting; I have a dead sister, divorced parent and, a dying heart. I lied to you about my virginity, and I apologies for that too. The reason I never wanted to do anything was because I knew you thought I was a virgin, that I was pure, I was untouched, that we could learn together. My first time was with somebody I knew everything about to the last intimate detail, nothing was secret between us, everything was just perfect between us, and every time you pressed a little further, we stepped that little bit further, I knew I couldn’t. I could not sleep with you and then tell you all this. It would drive any person over the edge, realizing how they’ve been played and the person they fell in love did nothing but hide and lie. I want you to lose your virginity to a girl you love, a girl you trust, a girl you know everything about, a girl you love. That person isn’t me, but now you have a choice.

When I moved here from Applecross I wanted a fresh start. A new life. A new identity. I wanted to leave my past in the past and just enjoy my final years with a hot boyfriend, carefree lifestyle and absolutely no problems. Life doesn’t work that way, except for the hot boyfriend part. All those times you told me to open up; I revealed nothing but the truth, sometimes distorted, but the truth nevertheless. And I’m rambling.

You know me now. I’m Jess Parker and no longer have any secrets from you. I’m not a virgin. I’m not an only child. My life before you sucked. My life sucks now after you. Go away not hating me for pretending to love you or think that I ever enjoyed it. I did all this for my own selfish desires, but I, not for one second, stopped loving you and I never will. I’m sorry.

I folded the letter and slipped it into a pink envelope, sealing it with tape and writing his name on the front. Dad came in and hugged me, telling me he was proud, and that if I ever wanted to leave he could change schools, or we could go home. I quickly assured him I’d stick it out, alone and an outcast or not. I fell asleep on my bed quickly, thinking of all those parties, especially the last one, every moment lip-locked with him terrorizing my dreams, tearing them to pieces until all I thought of was his sad eyes, tears falling down his cheeks. I rolled over and buried my face in my pillow. Tomorrow would be doomsday for me.

-----

In the morning I missed the bus deliberately, walking instead, all the way along the mud-ridden road. It took me an hour and forty minutes but it gave me time to think, be alone, and be able to consider what I’d do next. Everybody was in second period by the time I got there. I slipped the note into his locker and hoped I’d picked the right one, hoped he’d find it. After getting a slip from the office I headed to Geography. Today we had a rotation 3 so after recess we had Drama, then Chemistry together. I sat in the front row in Foundations, writing as much as I could until my hand hurt. I hurried to my locker at recess and grabbed my food, hurrying to the quadrangle into a secluded corner.

“Hey stranger.”


“Hi.”

He sat beside me, leant across and kissed my cheek. I kept eating. He waited until I swallowed before taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger to turn it and kissed me, sliding his tongue across mine and really digging in. I kissed him back; may as well enjoy him while I still had him.

“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


“Don’t bullshit me. Something’s up.”

 “Nothing.”


“Baby…”


“No, don’t.”


I brushed his hand away before he touched me. He didn’t try again, eating in silence until the bell sounded. He lifted himself up off the wall, dusting his jeans with one hand, offering a bleak smile. He wasn’t dumb, he knew something was different.

“Drama?”


“Then Chemistry.”


“Afternoon off! My house?”


“Sure.”


“Let me kiss you one last time?”


My heart plummeted. One last time. I despised myself, wanted to tear that letter to shreds. Too late. He leant across and our lips touched one last time. Knowing that I had until Chem before his world shattered, I kissed him eagerly, letting my hand rest on his groin, closing my eyes and savoring the sweet taste. People around us laughed but I didn’t care. They’d be laughing at a hell lot more later. My secret would be out. Topher pulled away first, breathless.

“Wow, that was good!”


“Only good?”


“Shut up.”


We grabbed our stuff before any teachers caught us. I saw him look at the letter and willed him not to open it here. He didn’t, just slid it into his diary and his arm fell around my waist. The walk to Drama was long and full of dread. We had a relief: Mrs. Bender. While half the class practiced their skits Topher and I made out on the backseats, my hand sliding into his shorts. He moaned softly into my ear and kissed me harder, working his hand up my shirt and cupping my breast. Nobody noticed. Thankfully. He found my nipple and ran it between his fingertips, my own fingers stroking the tip of his penis. I knew it’d be the last time in a fair while I’d touch him or any guy again.

“Okay class; practice those skits for your teacher tomorrow!”
I had to shove Topher off me before somebody saw us and made a scene. He grunted. What a splendid way to spend my last few minutes with him.

In chemistry the relief handed us sheets to work on while he sorted out the role. Topher sat on the opposite side of the class to me, next to one of his basketball mates, and I sat beside Loren. She smelt like roses and I felt my mind grind to a halt. Nothing went in at all. I noticed Topher sorting through his diary, pulling out the envelope. He didn’t glance across at me as he opened it, pushed the envelope into his diary, and unfolded the letter. I watched his eyes read every line. I saw his eyes fill with tears, saw him grab his stomach and slap a hand over his mouth. Grabbing the letter he leapt up.

“Can I please be excused?” He yelped. The relief nodded, and Topher raced from the classroom, leaning over the garden and hurling his recess. A few kids chuckled while a few looked a little grossed out. My face drained of color. He disappeared for a minute, and when he returned, the class was silent. The relief gave him permission to go back out whenever he wanted. Loren scribbled on a post it note your boyfriend has a weak stomach. I wrote back. He’s not my boyfriend. Loren gasped. Since when? I shrugged at her. Long story. I felt Topher’s eyes on me, but never looked up, instead chatted lightly with Loren and focused on the worksheets. After class I was the first one out the door, running as fast as my legs could carry me, right past the rows of classrooms. Loren followed me, calling for me. I bumped into some younger kid, all my books flying everywhere.

“Jess! Jess! Jess wait up!”


I grabbed as many of my books as I could as fast as I could, but Topher caught up. I looked into his teary eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”


He sounded so hurt. My stomach lurched. The kid I’d run into apologized and handed me the rest of my books. Unable to look at Topher, I turned and dumped my things into my locker. He followed me to the quadrangle. Loren hurried up behind me.

“When did you guys break up? At the party Saturday night you were all over each other, you were giving him a lap dance! What the hell …”


“I need to be alone.”


Loren shrugged and disappeared, but Topher refused to.

“You’re breaking up with me?”


“Don’t make me explain.”


“I think you do.”


“Topher. Leave it.”

“No. You have a sister?”


“Had a sister.”


“Why didn’t you…”


“Don’t make me.”


“I’m in love with you Jessica.”


Tears pricked my own eyelids.

“I’m sorry Topher. You’re better off without me.”

“No, babe I’m not. I love you!”


“Topher, please.”


“Please what? Forget all those wonderful weeks we spent together?”


“Yes. Forget it all. We’re done.”


I sprinted into the girl’s bathroom, throwing myself against a wall sobbing. People kept asking me if I was alright, knocking on the cubicle door, genuinely concerned. When lunch was over I gathered my bag and walked home, deciding that I’d take dad up on that offer.

-----

Four weeks went by very slowly. I counted off each day on the calendar. In the morning I studied or did the homework Loren sent me, in the afternoon I worked, slept, or watched Gossip Girl. It was October Fourth before I decided to do something.

I picked up my phone and dialed. A rough voice answered, but it was just his message box.

”Hi Topher, it’s me. Um, look I really must talk to you, but only if you want to, I really don’t mind if you don’t want to, but like… I need to explain myself and I know you want to hear. So come by my house anytime. Or don’t... Either is fine but I owe you too much to let you go like this. I love you.”


I sank onto my bed and waited. Dad bought me new boots, but I didn’t put them on. For several hours I lay on my back, gazing at my blank ceiling, until there was a knock at the door. It was Topher.

“Hey, uh, come in.”


Stepping aside, he brushed past me.

“Want something?”


“No.”


“My bedroom?”


“Sure.”


He sat on the end of my bed, fumbling with his hands in his lap. I could see the hurt in his eyes; the only times we’d been in my room our clothes had come off, and I winced slightly before sitting on the opposite end. I watched him for several minutes.

“How are you?”


“Fine considering. I fell in love with this girl you see, head over heels on the first glimpse. I shared more of my heart and body with her than any other person, and I thought I knew her. Then she writes me this letter which makes me want to hate her, but I only ended up hating myself for letting her use me. Except when I read it over for the thirteenth time I realized it was no use, I loved her too much to hate anything about her.”


“She sounds horrible.”


“What she kept from me was horrible, sure.”


A long pause created a thick wall of tension between us. I sighed and glanced sideways at the photo frame on my dresser. Topher stood and picked it up, running his thumb across the glass.

“Her?”


“Yes.”


“She’s pretty. I see her looks carried down.”

“Yeah.”

“You look just like her.”


“Thanks.”


“You know you could’ve told me, I wouldn’t have left you.”


“It was too hard.”


He placed it back down, his shoulders slumped with defeat.

“I just want you back.”


This surprised me. But he held my gaze steadily, neither of us moving. I wanted him back too, and now clean from all guilt; I knew he would take me.

“I wish you’d opened up to me about it all, and that’s what hurts the most, knowing for those weeks I told you everything about myself, let you in, and you didn’t return the favor.”


“Hardly a favor.”


“Hey, don’t get cocky. I didn’t want to come here.”


“But you still came?”


“Yeah. I love you too much to just let this destroy what we had.”


Time slipped between us. He stared at me hard, his gaze never faulting.

“Why did you lie? Tell it to my face, I know what’s on the letter.”


“I needed a new life. That’s the shortened version, but there are a ton of other things which would take a lifetime to tell you. There wasn’t a moment I spent with you that I didn’t want to tell you, but there’s nothing I regret more than hurting you unintentionally. Dad kept telling me to but you’d say you loved me, or we took that one step further, and I just couldn’t; I was in my own little dream and I wanted it to continue, to let it burn for as long as I could manage. It’s stupid to say but I really had no intention to ever tell you at first. I saw you and decided I wouldn’t tell anybody, just create this new life for myself free of regrets and guilt.”


“So you led me along?”


“Without meaning to yes. But if I’d told you earlier you would’ve left me, don’t deny it. I wanted to cement our relationship as much as I could first, so when I did, if I ever did, you’d know that I loved you.”
His eyes were glazed over, and I took a moment to study his face. The same high cheekbones, softly chiseled features, sloping neckline, strong arms, broad shoulders, shaggy hair. I’d memorized every minute detail of him, but he looked so foreign now.

“Imagine trying to tell the person you love that you’ve watched your sister die a slow, painfully real death, being unable to help her, and the best you could do was stay out of her way and change to suit her lifestyle. Bronte’s lifestyle was hospitals, sleep, drugs and constant pain.”

“I can’t imagine, no, but I could’ve helped you. Everybody has been wondering why you’re so distant when we talk about family.”


“At least they all know now, so I can stop trying to be somebody I’m not.”


“Nobody knows.”


I gasped. “You didn’t tell anyone?”


“Nope. Not a soul. Trust me I wanted to scream it from the treetops. I told my mum, but that’s it, because I knew telling everybody would just hurt you more and I’d lose you forever.

“Really?”


“Your secret is safe with me.”


Speechless, I stared at him for a while, my brain frozen in mid thought.
He shifted himself closer until our legs touched. We stared at each other intensely, his eyes brimming with intensity, mine with tears. With a soft sigh he reached out and took my hands, squeezing them and kissing my knuckles. He unfolded and I climbed into his lap, wrapping my arms around his body, burying my face in his neck.

“I love you Jess.”


“I love you too Topher.”


I leant up and he leant down, sliding his lips deliciously across mine, softly and slowly, and I gently kissed at the corner of his mouth, running my tongue across his lips until he kissed me again. This time we were both willing and as he lay me down on my back, I stared into his beautiful face and smiled with delight. I had him back. I had a normal life. No more secrets. Nothing more hidden or concealed. We snuggled down together beneath the doona tangled in each other's arms, giggling and laughing at the weirdness of the situation. But kissing him, everything fell into place perfectly.

-----

Topher’s birthday was on October Eleventh. To celebrate he had a huge party, and I invited Drew down as well. I wore fishnets, a glittery tube top, pink mini, high heels, my hair in a messy bun, and wore just enough jewelry to look classy. Drew drove us; he wore a cream colored shirt untucked, black skinny legs, black converse, and had his jet-black hair cropped short and spiked. Topher lived four streets down, on the end of a cul-de-sac, his house alight with lights and music throbbed from deep within. We walked in and found the booze quickly. Drew took one and led me out to the patio. Nobody knew him, and he knew nobody. So we sat quietly sipping our vodkas.

“Jess! Jess oh my god I found you!”


Drew looked up and they shared a nod of acknowledgment. Topher pulled me to my feet and dragged me inside, grabbing me around the waist and kissing me. It was long, deep, and deliberate, his eyes clenched shut. Drawing apart I sucked in a deep breath.

“Wow, what happened to you?”


“Nothing, I just didn’t want to spend another minute without you.”
I peered through the siding doors onto the patio, where Drew at all alone.

“I can’t just leave him there. He’s my best friend, I invited him, and I can’t just ditch him.”


Topher s eyes looked pained, but he gave in and disappeared into the kitchen. I returned to Drew, leading him inside and offering him another beer to loosen up.

“Where’s lover boy?”


“Topher is in the kitchen. I need you to have fun because I’ll just feel so guilty and it’ll ruin Topher’s night.”


“I don’t want to be a burden.”


“Ohh my you’re sexy!”


Loren stumbled in, already tipsy. Her radar zoned in on Drew and she attached herself to his arm, stroking it and batting her eyelashes at him. He smiled politely but showed no interest. I smirked and turned away.

“Jessica! Don’t leave me!”


“Loren’s fun. See ya.”


I heard Loren telling Drew he should take off his shirt, and Drew yelling my name. Topher was in the kitchen unwrapping a plate of party pies, slipping one into his mouth before taking it out to the food table along the wall. A few couples lingered about, unsure of what to do. His house wasn’t meant for large parties, and the sides seemed ready to burst already. When he spotted me his face lit up again, placing the tray down to run over to me.

“Where’s Drew?”


“Loren’s problem now. How about we dance? Birthday boy needs to loosen up a little!”


“That’s what the booze is for. My mum bought keg loads.”


I couldn’t help but frown. 


“Don’t drink, it makes you difficult to handle.”


“What?”

“Just trust me, nothing good comes from you getting hammered.”


“Okay babe. You can be my booze, how about that?”


“Not that I am drinkable, but yes that sounds mighty fine. Let’s go.”
I grabbed his hand and lead him to his living room, now full maximum capacity of dancing, sweating bodies. Music poured from four large speakers, the walls pulsing, people having contractions everywhere. With an arm around my waist Topher took me inside, holding me close and grinding his hips against mine. We wound our arms around each other, swinging our hips, letting our bodies take control of the tune and let loose.

-----

Night had long fallen, and most couples were growing tired. Topher kissed me over and over until I pushed him back so I could breathe.

“I love you.” Topher whispered. Why don’t we go upstairs? Get some privacy?”


“Down here is just fine.”


He rolled his eyes, grabbed my wrist and dragged me into the kitchen, where hardly anybody remained. The food had been completely finished off.

“I just want to be alone with you.”


“Me too; okay then where?”


“My bedroom?”


“Sure.”


His room was clean and his bed made. He laid me on my back, climbing on top of me and letting his lips kiss their way down my neck, his hands immediately sliding beneath my top. I just lay still and let him go wherever he wanted; it’d been far too long since he’d done this last.

“Can I?”


He tugged at my shirt. I nodded and it fell to the floor. Without any hesitation I began to slide my hands up his chest, pulling off his shirt and stroking the firm, hard muscles which lined his body. I ran my hands over his broad shoulders, down his biceps, along his sides, dipping my fingers beneath his belt. I plucked at it until his jeans slid cleanly off, and he kicked them off the bed. Drunk with desire, I pushed my fingers into the waistband of his briefs, hearing his sharp intake of breath as my fingertip brushed the head of his penis. He reached around my back and unhooked my bra, cupping my breasts and squeezing them; I wrapped my hand around his erection and squeezed it back. We’d gone too far to turn back now, and my mind momentarily clouded, imagining Drew on top of me, levering off my clothes, sliding his hands down my body, heaving and gasping. I didn’t want it to be as awkward and rushed as the first time. I didn’t even want to do it with Topher, not really. But he had worked my clothes off, and lying naked beneath him, I’d never felt as exposed before. I pressed my knee into his thigh, moaning when he kissed my neck and combed his hands through my hair, tugging it free of my bun. Slowly and carefully he arched above me, easing off his briefs, pressing his body against mine. He reached for his drawer, pulling out a condom. I sat up abruptly, shoving him back. He sat back on his heels, his eyes hurt and his mouth smeared with my lipstick.

“I’m not a virgin. You don’t want your first time to be with me.”
I hadn’t discussed anything with him yet, but I had no intention to let him lose his virginity to me.

“So? We’re in love, aren’t we?”


Topher’s eyes were like open wounds, waiting for a vulture to tear the tender flesh clean out. I felt like that vulture. I couldn’t look at him anymore, unsure of the answer myself. To be in love there couldn’t be any secrets, no tension, no regrets, and there had to be a huge sense of trust. So far I couldn’t think of anything that I hadn’t destroyed.

“Jess, what’s wrong? Please, say something.”


“Topher, are you sure you want to do this?”


“Never been surer of anything else in my life.”


“But…”


“Please Jess. Don’t you want to?”


I didn’t want to have this conversation now. It was his birthday, and looking at him, I knew that he wanted it, and he’d be crushed if I didn’t give it to him. I want it, I really do, I tried reasoning with myself.

“Do you want me?”


“Jess…” He leaned forward and pressed me onto my back, lightly brushing his lips across mine, holding me so tenderly. I closed my eyes and melted in the moment, relaxing and letting my arms fall around his neck.

“Baby, of course I want you.”


He moved slowly, and I didn’t stop him. I opened my legs for him, winced as he entered me.

“I’m going to bleed.”


He grimaced, but kissed my neck and heaved.

“Your bed will be a mess.”


“Shut up now. Do you think I care?”


I did, using my hands to guide and instruct him, relaxing beneath him, feeling my muscles clench and contract as he pushed and heaved against me. When he found a rhythm I began to grind my hips against him, the pain subsiding, giving way to a pleasant numbness which I wanted to last the rest of my life. His eyes were full of tears, his lips traveling across my neck, showering my face with butter-soft kisses.

Afterward his sheets were covered in my blood. I was surprised by how much I’d lost, and momentarily fretted. Compared to the hotel this was all right. Topher got up and peeled them off, dumping them on the floor for later cleaning, putting on a fresh sheet and sinking into his pillows. His naked body glistened with all kinds of bodily fluids, both clean and dirty at the same time. He looked so vulnerable; I crawled up to his side, placing my head down beside his so our lips were hardly an inch apart. I snuggled into his chest, falling asleep in his arms blissfully that night.

-----

“So how is Loren?”


Drew had slept in my bed, since I wasn’t using it. He looked trashed.

“Um, great. She’s really cute and she has an adorable laugh. She said she’d keep in touch.”


“That’s good.”


“How was Topher?”


“We had sex.”


He gasped. “What? Serious? Sheesh!”


“Yeah. We did, and it was better than I’d expected I suppose. Painful. But good.”


“Oh speak of the devil.”


Topher wandered in, taking my hand and squeezing it.

“I need to talk to you,” he glanced sideways at Drew before adding “privately.”


Drew rolled his eyes skyward, making a huge noise getting up and over-exaggerating the closure of my door and the retreating thumps of his footsteps downstairs. Once alone Topher perched on the edge of the crumpled sheets beside me, running his thumb over the back of my hand slowly, his eyes intensely worried.

“Babe, we used condoms yeah?”


“Yeah.”


“Um, are your periods regular?”


“Mine’s not due for another week. Why?”


His sudden interest in my period alarmed me.

“I’m just curious.”


“Topher!”


He threw his hands up defensively, his smirk giving way to a terrified frown.

“I think a condom broke.”


“How many did we use?”


“I remember putting on eight, I think, I don’t know. I only found six, and three were broken.”


“Great.” I groaned loudly, pushing myself further up on the bed beside him. He wound an arm around my shoulders and cuddled me.

“You can’t be pregnant, okay?”


“Dad is going to murder me.” I let my head fall into my hands. He stroked my back and rubbed the nape of my neck. 


“No he won’t. Don’t worry baby, I’m here for you forever. No matter what, I’m here, okay?”


I dared myself to glance into his eyes. They were clear and confident; something that scared me more than relaxed me. His hand squeezed my shoulder again, but I was far from comforted. What if I was pregnant? The prospect of a small human child growing in my stomach pushed bile into my mouth, and without looking at Topher, I rushed into the bathroom, hurling my lunch into the sink. I expected him to do something like call Drew and fret, or just leave me alone, but instead he padded in and held my hair from my face as I continued to throw up, the sick feeling slowly dying from my stomach, and I imagined it as the fetus getting strangled and starved. If only I was that lucky. Afterward Topher lead me back to the bed, calmly massaging my shoulders and back, peeling off my sweaty clothes until I was cool enough to fall asleep.
