Bolded Red is a suggestion.

Plain Red is a correction

Blue is a word that is crossed out, or should be cut out. 

Part One

The book smelled aged, and a cloud of stale air you use air twice in one sentence. I would change one of them to something else, just to make it flow better – trapped when the last person opened it – rose into the air and dissolved into nothing. 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. Setting the book aside I pulled four thick encyclopaedias encyclopedias from the top shelf, each with leather covers embossed in gold writing, the letters tilted in italics. The year on the front of the first read '1920'. I opened it 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, the single man I loved, also the certain for basketball captain next year, grinned down at me, pushing his thick blonde fringe from his fiercely I’m not sure fiercely is the right word for this. Try something else brown eyes. I tried not to swoon when he pecked my forehead, his lips warm on my skin.

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

“Instead of eating lunch? It’s like half past twelve!” He smiled even wider, glancing at the seat beside me.

“Is that taken?”


“Yes, yes it is actually,” Drew snapped, appearing behind Bryn with an armful of books on Hitler. He dumped them onto the desk in front of me and sighed, then sunk into the empty seat. Bryn grimaced at the sight of Drew, and quickly glanced over his shoulder, already searching for an exit.

“Don’t let me keep you here comma Bryn,” I said after peering at his desperate face. He hated libraries, but I knew he only wanted to check in on me to make sure Drew hadn’t tried anything funny, so I didn’t press the issue when he shook his head, his eyes glancing around for a quick escape. This is a long sentence. Try cutting it up, maybe like: He hated libraries, but I knew he only wanted to check in on me to make sure Drew hadn’t tried anything funny, so I didn’t press the issue. I watched as he shook his head, still glancing around for a quick escape. That might work better.

“Bryn comma mate? You coming or what?” One of his mates You already used “mate” in the earlier part of the sentence. Use “friend” or “pal” instead, Chris, called from across the library, making his face soften. His exit had arrived.

Saved.

“I best be off comma baby, but are we still on for tonight?” His eyes sparkled with hope, matching his wavy blonde bangs framing his chiselled jaw, and I found myself gazing up at them. He pressed me closer to him and Drew made a choking sound we both ignored.


“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, but squeezed his hand. 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 comma baby.” He pecked my cheek. “Have I told you how much I love you?” He reached down and pulled me up so we were eye level, making a big show of kissing 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. Would they seriously be having a make-out session in a library in front of someone? If they would, maybe discuss some of Jess’ embarrassment or something at Bryn’s audacity or something like that. I just don’t like how open they are…When Drew slammed the book he was reading closed and stomped away fuming. This sentence just kind of ends with no continuation. Maybe try doing something like: When Drew slammed the book he was reading closed and stomped away fuming, both of us pulled away for a second to watch his retreat or something like that. I wound my arms around Bryn’s neck and sighed, enjoying the onslaught of sensory delight one of his passionately soft kisses brought crashing down upon me like a wave, but it was invited. This sentence is overloaded with description. Smooth it down by being specific on what you are talking about, or maybe rewording things I wouldn’t mind being drowned by this boy. He could kill me for all I cared at that perfect moment. Awkward. Maybe try: He could have killed me for all I cared, for I was too caught up in the moment, in his eyes… his lips… to care about much else.

“I love you comma baby. Never forget that, okay?” He reluctantly placed me back to my feet but wouldn’t release me yet, his eyes wider and brooding.


“'Kay. I won’t forget.”

I gladly accepted his parting kiss gladly, unable to close my eyes or look away, forcing them to remain wide open, even when it ached. Bryn was worth it, semicolon instead of a comma here after “it” just the beauty of him made me weak with desire.


“Bryn! Dude, the bus leaves in five! Hurry up!” Chris shouted, joined by another, unfamiliar, voice repeating his words perfectly. I’m not sure “perfectly” fits here. Either, cut it out like I suggested, or find a different word to go there.


“Gentlemen, please be quiet!” a librarian hissed, and the huddle of boys lingering at the end of the row of shelves rolled their eyes when I peered around Bryn’s side to poke my tongue out. 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 would use “hoop” instead.

“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 squeeze he released me, turned, offering a curt nod of the head toward Drew, now lingering at the edge of the nearest aisle, for my part, and strode off toward his friends. Drew cleared his throat as he returned to the desk.

“Safe to come out I ‘spose?”


“Don’t be so silly,” I snapped, but one look at his face and I could not stop myself from laughing. He opened the book crowning his pile, specialising 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 instead.

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


“Let’s not get into this again comma 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 absorbing nothing, nothing absorbing itself I slammed it shut and sat back, heaving a resentful sigh.

“Bryn sure does have a way of ruining the mood, hey I would use “huh” instead of “hey”?” I sighed as I slid down into a chair opposite him.


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


“Whatever. How about we check those books out and swing by my place for lunch?” 


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


“I’ll be in the bathroom.”


-----

We took the twelve forty-five bus 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, wispy blonde hair flowing like a cascading waterfall over her bare shoulders, a pale blue singlet clinging to what curves she had left after the years of chemo and extreme, unanticipated dieting had swiftly erased. Boots remained curled up on her lap but purred as we walked by, scraping our shoes on the doormat.

“Hello comma Bronte!”


“Good afternoon comm Drew, how are you holding up?” If I remember right, Bronte is a younger girl. Saying “good afternoon” sounds like an adult thing. Not something a teenage girl would say.


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, okay?” I glanced down at Bronte to meet her eyes, giving Boots one quick pat on the head.


“Like I can get up there in my state these days! I can hardly move I’m so weak, but do check on me in thirty please?” 

“You’re not that frail Bron, but sure, anything.” I leaned 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 sneakers and pattering softly down the polished floorboards and up the carpeted steps to my room, then politely shut the door behind him. 

“New poster I see?” He gazed up at my newest edition to my wall of fame: Tom Welling minus the a 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? Then again Tom Welling is gorgeous, and I love falling asleep staring at that hot bod.” 

Drew laughed along with the joke, crossing the room and flopping down on the bed beside me, scratching his head as he studied me. Okay, if Drew isn’t Bisexual, wouldn’t defend this, even thought it was a joke, cause every guy I know whose straight doesn’t just laugh when someone calls them that, even if it was a joke. They always stand up for themselves. I guess it’s just a thought to consider. :D

“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 comma 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,” I laughed.

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

“He’s not a jock!”

“No need to snap!” 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 comma 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?”


“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.”

”It could still happen, if you have hope.”

”I doubt it. Besides, she's been through so much chemo by now that nearly everyone's given up on her. Even her doctors!” I think I mentioned this before, but wouldn’t this be a sensitive subject for Jess? I mean, this is her sister she is so casually discussing dying. I mean, if that were mean, I would be filled with hope, even if it was in vain, that my own sister would make it through. I don’t know… her emotions seem out of place here. Maybe try to slip in more thoughts and that might clear it up.

Drew sighed at my negative attitude. “But she's tough.”

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

“You mean… like… suicide?”

”No! Heavens no!”


“What, then?”


“Her mind won't say no more – but her body will. It'll shut down completely, probably in just a few months.”

” She's seventeen.”

“So? People die much younger than that everyday.” I sniffed at the reminder, feeling a solitary tear slide down my cheek.

” But she has the medication and your folks have the money.”

” And me too, and Boots. But it's not enough, I’m starting to see.”

He furrowed his brow in concentration. 


“Doesn’t she have a boyfriend?” Drew turned onto his side and stared at me behind his bangs, watching me wipe my tears as I sniffed. Now she’s crying? I would really concentrate on working on this conversation, just so one minute she doesn’t act like a heartless sister, and the next a compassionate, grieving one, you know?


“No guy will take her, none of her friends except Lockie visit her anymore because they’re too afraid to see her so sick.”


”You’re crying.” He shifted forward and wiped my eyes with his sleeve, giving me a hug. I rested my cheek against his chest and melted into his embrace, feeling the pent up emotion slowly seep out as the true realisation hit me. I thought of Bryn and how he’d been so caring of me in this time of crisis, and all the times he’d offered a shoulder to cry on. Those thoughts just made me cry harder. Great. Drew 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 exactly 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?” I peered over the kitchen bench.


“Yes please! Now Bryn, where are you taking my sister tonight?" 

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 comma 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 some dumb soapie re-run quietly while Bryn tugged at my mouth and kissed my neck and shoulders and back. Wow, that seems to intimate to do in front of your sister! I would be so embarrassed if my boyfriend started doing that. 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?” Whoa, why did Bryn just pull a stunt like that? Did I miss something? What did Jess do to deserve that?

“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. 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 comma 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. Wow, if she has that kind of thought process, why would she evne love this guy? It’s like they don’t have a real relationship. Maybe try to expand on her thoughts more here. 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 anywhere 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 me off 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 comma 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 comma babe, please, just let me cool off? I’ll be back before you even miss me, I promise.”


“Okay baby,” I whispered, hoping my surrender might entice him to rethink. I didn’t know why I bothered. I knew I’d hate myself later for letting him go.


“Thanks comma Jess.” 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 threw himself 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 slow 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. I’m not sure what you mean by this. I would expand here.

“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. Have a great night, thanks comma Josh.” 


“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. 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 and laughing so her lips revealed her pearly teeth, tossing her glossy hair over one shoulder. He flirted right back, the loser, much to my immediate disgust, using every technique he’d used with me. I recognised 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 metres 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 recognised 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 and sick. 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 struggling to turn it on. Dammit!  I cursed at myself but it eventually buzzed to life. My fingers felt around the keypad until I had dialled the first number my fingers remembered. Tears streamed so thick down my cheeks I couldn’t even see the phone in my trembling fingers, but I pressed it to my ear and waited, sucking in a long, deep breath of night air, forcing it to chill me all the way down.

“Rung to rub in what a great time you’re having, aye?” A slightly groggy voice answered. 


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


“What? Why?” I heard thumping footsteps. Fuck, I woke him up! Woke who up? Explain.


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


“Are you hurt? Did Bryn do anything? Because I swear…”

“No, I’m fine, but… please come!”


“Where are you?”


I looked around, but just saw identical mansions. Somebody called my name behind me but I ignored it, lifting the edge of my dress to wipe my eyes, unable to care about the black mascara it left my hand with.

“Um, Rupert Street, I think. You’ll hear the music, trust me. And I’m fine. Just come quickly.” 

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 metres 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 a popular dance hit was pumped up to ultra volume. Tears stained my cheeks and I knew I’d ruined my makeup and spoiled my dress, but when Drew took my hand and squeezed it, I knew I’d pull through somehow.
