
“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 mound in the centre. (nice description) My favourite! Bronte sat opposite me, her little box of pills beside her glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, freshly squeezed. (Did you mean to say ‘freshly squeezed‘ twice?) I was aware that 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. (This is a really long sentence.  Could you split it up or cut out a few of the points)I knew that when I saw Bryn again I’d rip him to shreds, knock the petite redhead he pashed (is this a slang term where you‘re from? I‘ve never heard it before.) to the floor and trample whoever else who got into my way, but none of this I told them. 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 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. (Another really long sentence…)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? No? Okay, well tell her I came by.” 
I pattered downstairs, managing to remain hidden from the front door view. I thought it could be Bryn, but the shadow was too elongated. Lockie stood in the doorway, all one hundred and sixty centimetres of him. 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.

“Sorry about that, I asked her not to let anybody to see me. Not in the best mood.” I said as I led him toward my room. 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 her favourite sport stars there if we can get them, people from school, you name it, and they’ll be there. I was thinking a function centre, and (Do you need the comma before ‘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. (Could you split the positive and negative lists with a colon? It reads a little strange as one long list when it seems like more of two contrasting sections) She will launch into it with a bang! A giant cake made by the finest cake designers, she will have a full buffet dinner, we’ll get a photographer for memorial sake, and she will truly have the night of her life.” 


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 organise 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.” 


“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 colours 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 (slang?). 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 a fit of boisterous laughter.

-----

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, and dad got up to answer it. 

“Darl, it’s for you!” He bellowed.


“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 followed me all the way up the stairs beneath my father’s confused glare. He sat on my bed, 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. oh and what about that that stupid homo kid? He’s the one who messed everything up, poisoning your brain with ‘safe sex’ and ‘he just wants your body’ shit. He told you I just wanted your body, didn’t he?”  


“All you wanted was my body! And it was four months. And Drew…”


“Drew. See, this is why we crumbled?”


“Yes, but…” I hesitated, and he howled with bitter laughter.


“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.” 

“I never dumped you.”
“You pretty much did.”
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.

--

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 rumours, 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 centre, 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. (I think there‘s something missing in this sentence.) 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. (Another really long paragraph that would probably work better as two separate ones.)

“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 (I thought her name was Jess.  Is this a nickname?). 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 (Could you split this sentence at the comma?), 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.  (Nice image)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 (comma before ‘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 (does PM need to be capitalized?) 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 (dedicated?) 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.  (Again, this one is really long.  Can you split it in two?)

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. (This one too…)

“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 (slang?) 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. (Split it?)


