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ABOUT THE BOOK


‘She’d long ago stopped wondering whether anyone would find out what she’d done. It was in the past, and Layla didn’t dwell on the past.’


Layla was just like any other teenager in the small town of Glasswater Bay: she studied hard, went out with her friends and worked at the local cafe after school. But when her attractive, married boss turned his attention on her, everything changed.


Twenty years later, she’s living a quiet life in the suburbs with a loving husband and two children. She’s finally left the truth of what happened behind. Until she receives a text message: I know what you did.


For years, she’s outrun her past, turning away from her friends and her home town. Now her past is about to catch up.
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A seventeen-year-old girl is just never, ever in her prime. Ever.


Hannah Gadsby




For all the fierce, funny, brilliant women I’ve been fortunate to have in my life.




NOW


Layla Flynn was breaking up a fight when she got the message. Her two children grappled with each other in the bath, sloshing warm water over the rim and soaking Layla’s shoes. She pulled Ella away from Louis, half-heartedly threatening, for the fifth time, to pull out the plug, then took her phone from her back pocket. On the screen, there was a notification from Facebook Messenger; a message from a woman whose name she’d never expected to see again.


I know what you did.


No preamble, no sign-off, just those five words.


An all-too-familiar unease glimmered deep inside her. It’d been twenty years since she’d left Glasswater Bay. She’d long ago stopped wondering whether anyone would find out what she’d done. It was in the past, and Layla didn’t dwell on the past.


Louis filled his mouth with water and spat it in his sister’s face, and within seconds they were splashing each other again, sending waves of water onto the bathroom floor. Layla pocketed the phone and lifted her son’s squirming body out of the bath.


She’d ignore the message. No one could prove anything now.




THEN


Sweet sixteen and never been kissed. God, I was such a cliché. Except that I was seventeen, which made it even more pathetic.


Sitting here against the wall at the Glasswater Bay High School social, watching as half my classmates coupled up and began to sway awkwardly on the dance floor: a wallflower, Grandma would say. The blue, purple and white lights from the rotating disco ball overhead didn’t reach the bench where I was, so I could sit in gloomy anonymity, the paper plate balanced on my lap littered with pastry crumbs. My gaze flicked irresistibly to my friend Shona, whose lips were locked with her new boyfriend’s, their pelvises fused together, his hands clutching her bum.


Renee bumped into me as she plonked down on the bench beside me. ‘Why don’t they ever play decent music at these things?’


‘If they played Magic Dirt or Regurgitator, I might actually enjoy a social for once,’ I agreed. ‘I don’t know why we bother coming.’


‘Well, for that.’ Renee threw an arm out towards Shona and Daniel. ‘Look at them. Practically dry-rooting.’


‘They’ll be rooting for real later on.’ I laughed to cover up the sting of this fact. I’d had an unspoken and unrequited crush on Daniel for the last year. But considering I’d never done anything about it, let alone told my two best friends, I could hardly be angry with Shona for asking him to the social. So now she was pashing my one true love while I watched like a creepy weirdo in the darkness.


‘We need to find you a guy,’ Renee said. ‘I bet you could hook up with anyone here. You look totally hot tonight.’


I glanced down at my black dress that I spent half my wages on last week. The bodice would’ve looked sexy on any of my classmates, but my almost-flat chest made me look like a twelve-year-old pretending to be a high-class escort. I was what was charmingly known as a ‘late bloomer’, confirmed by the lack of romantic interest throughout my high school years.


Renee was sweet to say so, but I knew how I really looked.


‘It’s not like we’re inundated with options,’ I said, ignoring the fact that none of the boys here even knew I was alive. ‘Glasswater’s a dive full of pigs and losers.’


Her eyes scanned the room. ‘What about Sam? He’s cute.’


I screwed up my nose. ‘His idea of humour is telling the whole class how many times he wanked on the weekend.’


‘OK, who else? I know, Rasheed! He’s hot in a nerdy kind of way.’


‘Rasheed’s nice, but we’ve got nothing in common.’


‘You’re both brainiacs,’ Renee pointed out. ‘And you both like reading. Maybe he could read your lips.’ She chuckled.


I couldn’t help laughing. ‘Thanks, but I think I’d rather wait for the right guy.’


Renee gave me a wry smile. ‘Babe, you know I love you to death, but if I leave it up to you, you’ll never make a move on anyone. Do you really want to start uni next year having never kissed a guy?’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Look, he’s over there by himself. I’ll go talk to him.’


‘No, Renee, don’t.’ I tried to restrain my friend, but she’d already escaped, sidling between the gyrating couples until she reached Rasheed.


My face burned as she spoke to him. Rasheed was nice and all, and good looking too, with his golden skin and long-lashed dark eyes, but he was even more self-conscious than I was. I’d rarely seen him speak outside of being the first to answer all the teacher’s questions in Biology. But Renee had a point about popping my kissing cherry before I finished school. The older I got, the more I felt like a giant loser. But doing it with Rasheed? No doubt he’d never kissed anyone either. He probably wouldn’t even come over.


He was coming over.


Renee was clutching his hand and grinning at me in triumph as she delivered my prize. He looked embarrassed to the point of physical pain. I almost felt sorry for him, until I remembered that Renee had just told him I liked him and now I was about to be rejected by a guy I wasn’t even interested in to begin with. Renee deposited him on the bench beside me.


‘You kids have fun!’ She winked at me. ‘I’m going to get a Coke.’


Humiliation fizzed in my belly as she sashayed away. I darted a glance at Rasheed. ‘Hey.’


‘Hey.’ He shifted uncomfortably, as if he was trying to move further away from me without being too obvious. We both stared straight ahead as the ballad ended and was replaced with an energetic Destiny’s Child number. The guys peeled away from the dance floor in a wave while the girls whooped with glee and formed circles to shake their manes and wiggle their hips. I tried to think of something to say to Rasheed, but my mind was blank, and the longer we sat there, not talking, the more the discomfort swelled in my throat.


‘Read any good books lately?’ I finally managed to squeak.


‘Sorry?’ Rasheed leant closer to hear my voice over the music. His cologne smelt nice – spicy and woody. I repeated my question, and to my surprise his face lit up. ‘Yeah, I’ve just finished Assassin’s Apprentice by Robin Hobb – have you read it?’


‘Sorry, I haven’t heard of it.’


‘It’s an epic fantasy. Do you read much fantasy?’


‘Uh, no, not really.’ So much for having something in common.


We resumed our uneasy silence and stared out into the crowd. I spotted Renee gesturing at me from where she was dancing with Shona, giving me the what are you waiting for? signal. I frowned and shook my head at her. An early eighties song came on and there was a cry of joy from the dance floor. The night was almost over, and I wanted to be up there with my friends, dancing and having fun, but instead I was stuck here with Rasheed, vying for the position of Lord Mayor of Awkward Town.


Then Rasheed said something I couldn’t make out, and as I moved closer to hear him better, he launched forwards and our teeth clashed. He drew back a little, mumbled an apology and then his mouth was on mine again. For a few seconds, I was frozen, then his tongue was in my mouth and I was trying to kiss him back, but our teeth kept knocking together and it was all very, well, wet. Was this really what I’d been waiting for all this time?


Just as I was wondering how I could politely break contact, there came the sound of whooping over the metallic synth-pop music. Rasheed drew away, smiling shyly. On the edge of the dance floor, Renee and Shona were clapping and cheering. My face flushed hot and I shuffled away from Rasheed, tugging my dress down over my thighs and wishing I could wipe my mouth. Renee swooped in and took my hand, pulling me to my feet.


‘Come to the ladies with me.’ She threw a smile over her shoulder at Rasheed as she led me towards the toilets. Shona fell in beside me.


As soon as the doors closed behind us, they both threw their arms around me and jumped up and down. I laughed. ‘You guys are more excited about this than I am.’


‘Layla Flynn, the tongue-wrestling champion!’ Shona declared.


‘So, how was it?’ Renee asked as we turned to the mirror to reapply our lipstick.


‘It was bloody gross,’ I said. ‘I can’t believe you actually enjoy doing that.’


‘Oh, I love kissing!’ Renee enthused.


‘It gets better.’ Shona inspected her teeth in the mirror. ‘It’s like sex. The first time sucks, but the next time is better, and by the third you can’t get enough.’


I stared down into the sink. Both my friends had lost their virginity when they were fifteen, and I was still going on about how yucky boys were. Renee bumped her elbow into me gently. ‘You know what, Rasheed’s probably just a crap kisser.’


‘I guess it wasn’t that bad,’ I lied. ‘I just don’t really like him that way.’


‘At least you’ve done it now,’ Shona said. ‘You’ll be bonking before you know it.’


‘Speaking of which,’ Renee said, ‘is bonking on your agenda tonight, Shona?’


‘Well, Daniel’s taking me to Bruiser’s party after this, so we’ll see what happens. But I have precautions!’ Shona plucked a string of at least five condoms from her make-up case and unfurled them with a flick of her wrist.


They burst into giggles, and the ache in my belly grew. It’s not as if I was anything more to Daniel than a cardboard cut-out beside my hot friends, but the idea that Shona was probably going to have sex with him in the back of his car tonight made me shrink inside a little.


Shona snapped her case closed. ‘Let’s go, bitches.’


The music had stopped and the lights were on when we emerged from the toilets. Students milled around in small groups, saying goodbye or finding out who was going to Bruiser’s party. Shona made a beeline for Daniel, who was chatting with his mates, and Renee and I trailed behind her. Just as we reached them, Rasheed materialised, eyeing me nervously. He looked unsure what was expected of him.


Daniel nodded towards Renee, Rasheed and me. ‘You guys coming to Bruiser’s party? There’ll be booze.’


Rasheed flushed. ‘I can’t, sorry, my mum is picking me up.’ He stole a glance at me. ‘See you at school on Monday, Layla?’


‘Sure.’ I tried not to show my relief that the whole encounter was over.


‘I should go.’ He began to back away. ‘She’ll be waiting out the front.’


Daniel snorted as Rasheed turned and hurried towards the exit. ‘Can’t keep Mummy waiting!’ he said, loud enough that Rasheed must have heard him.


‘Hey, don’t be mean!’ Shona elbowed him in the ribs. ‘What about you guys? Coming to the party?’


‘Absolutely,’ Renee said.


I hesitated. I’d told my parents I’d stay at Renee’s place for this very reason, but after the kiss, my mood had tanked. I didn’t feel changed, or more mature, or different in any way. I was still the same geek I’d been before I bumped teeth with Rasheed.


‘C’mon, Lay,’ Shona said. ‘We’ll find you someone else to pash. Someone who’s better at it than Rasheed.’


‘I don’t know—’ I started, but I was cut short as Daniel let out a bellow of laughter.


‘You pashed Rasheed? That’s scraping the barrel, isn’t it?’


I wasn’t sure whether he was insulting me or Rasheed, or both of us, but suddenly Daniel didn’t seem quite so attractive anymore. ‘I think I might just go home.’


‘No, come, please!’ Renee took both my hands and gave them a little shake. ‘It won’t be the same without you. Have a few drinks and you’ll be right.’


I squeezed her hands. ‘I’m a bit over it tonight. Sorry.’


Shona gave Daniel a push. ‘You didn’t have to be such a dick about Rasheed.’


Daniel grabbed her hand and pulled her back to him, slinging his arm around her shoulders. His possessiveness both annoyed the crap out of me and made me feel small with envy.


‘Fine.’ He winked at me. ‘If the lady doesn’t want to go, then we’ll give her a lift home.’


My annoyance dissipated and my estimation of Daniel went back up. ‘Thanks. That’d be great.’


*


Renee and I squeezed into the back seat of Daniel’s car with his two friends, me squashed against one window and Renee practically sitting in Vince’s lap. No one bothered with seatbelts. As silvery beams from streetlights slid across our laps, I indulged the fantasy that Daniel secretly liked me and was only with Shona to get closer to me. It would explain his barbed comments to Rasheed, coupled with his offer of a lift home. And there was that wink before. Though his enthusiastic groping with Shona on the dance floor didn’t exactly fit this theory. Then I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the window: the childish jut of my chin, my boring chestnut-brown hair, the dusting of freckles visible even in this light. I pressed my cheek against the cold glass. Of course he didn’t like me; I was ridiculous.


When we stopped at Glasswater Bay’s only set of traffic lights, Daniel started kissing Shona again. The lights turned green but they showed no sign of stopping. I went to nudge Renee, only to discover that she was similarly occupied with Vince, while Sam was too busy staring out of his own window to notice. Irritation rose within me.


‘Hey!’ I shouted, louder than I’d intended. ‘The light’s green.’


Shona broke away from Daniel with a laugh and he took off, the tyres squealing. Renee didn’t even come up for air.


As I directed Daniel to my house, I realised that it wasn’t going to parties or being Daniel’s girlfriend that I wanted … I wanted to want it, but the truth was, what I really felt like doing was going home with my friends and talking all night like we used to do. Wearing our undies on the outside of our clothes and standing on Renee’s parents’ coffee table to mime Madonna songs. Talking about cute boys at school, safe in the knowledge that we’d never do anything about it.


My friends were leaving me behind, but I didn’t want to catch up with them. I wanted to hold them back with me.


Renee finally came unstuck from Vince as we pulled up outside my house, her freshly applied lipstick kissed away, the pale skin around her mouth raw and red. There was an unfocused look in her eyes as she put her arm around my shoulder. ‘Sure you don’t want to come with us? It’ll be fun.’


‘Nah, I don’t think so. Have a good night.’ I swung open the door and got out onto the footpath. Daniel didn’t even wait for me to get to the front door before he screeched away up the street.


Mum was sitting at the round table in the kitchen when I walked in, her hands clasped around a mug of tea. ‘I thought you were staying at Renee’s tonight?’


‘Nah,’ I said. ‘They were going to a party, but I didn’t feel like it.’


Her face brightened over the rim of her mug, and I could tell she was trying to mask her delight at how responsible I was. ‘Do you want a cuppa?’


‘Think I might go to bed,’ I said.


‘All right, sleep well.’


I went to my bedroom and threw myself onto my single bed with its pink quilt cover and girlish ruffles, cursing my stupid dumb immaturity and the stupid dumb boys in this stupid dumb town.




NOW


The moment Cameron got home from work, Layla forgot about the message. As always, his gaze sought out hers first, his soft brown eyes warm with affection. He kissed her, loosening his tie with one hand. It was this practice – this deliberate decision to check in with her first rather than focusing his attention straight on the kids – that kept the connection between them alive. It was one of the things she loved about him.


‘How were they today?’ he asked, kneeling down to let Louis and Ella hurl themselves at him.


‘Oh, you know,’ Layla said vaguely. ‘Somewhere along the spectrum of sweet angel to chaos demon.’


Layla adored her children with a fierceness that surprised her, but sometimes the weight of their need was suffocating, especially on the days she was home with them. When she and Cam had decided to have kids, they’d planned to share the parenting equally, but despite their best intentions they’d fallen into traditional gender roles. When she’d returned from maternity leave to her job as a pharmacist the first time round, Cam had been earning more than she was, and there hadn’t seemed much sense in him taking a pay cut to work part-time, especially when they’d planned to have another baby so soon. And then when she was ready to go back after having Ella, he’d just got a promotion and going part-time was out of the question. Over time, they’d grown accustomed to the extra money, and they’d stopped talking about when it would be Cam’s turn to drop hours. She’d learnt to tame the hot flash of jealousy every time he donned his suit jacket and walked out the front door. But she couldn’t quite shake the lingering suspicion that he was glad to escape to the refuge of his work … that he enjoyed playing the part of the overworked dad who wished he could spend more time with his kids.


Cam straightened, holding Louis upside down as he howled with glee. ‘Did you eat your dinner tonight, champ?’


‘No!’ Louis crowed, his face turning red. ‘It was yucky!’


Cam raised his eyebrows at Layla, and she shrugged. ‘Apparently, spaghetti is the only decent food in the whole world. How was your day?’


‘Busy. Oh, that reminds me, I ran into Nathan today. He’s invited us over for a barbecue lunch next Saturday.’


‘The kids are having their hair cut at two. I told you that, didn’t I?’ Layla tried not to show her exasperation. Cam was a brilliant commercial lawyer and senior associate in his firm, but outside of a professional setting he was a complete scatterbrain.


‘Crap, I forgot, sorry. I can call tomorrow and see if we can make the appointments earlier?’


But Layla knew it’d disappear from his mind the second he got to work, and she’d end up doing it herself. She was the one who made all the appointments, who remembered when vaccinations were due, who thought about and organised Book Week costumes for child care, who had researched the local kindergartens for Louis next year. She didn’t love these responsibilities, but she knew, with a sharp knock of horror, how much worse her life could’ve been.


That reminded her of the message, and she moved in close and put her arm around her husband’s waist, drawing his warmth into her own body as if to convince herself that he was real, that she didn’t have to be afraid. Cam looked down at her with a grin, but Louis was shrieking to be an aeroplane now, so Layla stepped away to make room for Cam to hoist him sideways and swing him around in mad circles. Ella jumped up and down, her eyes bright with excitement as she waited for her turn.


Layla knew they’d take forever to get to sleep now that Cam had revved them up, but it was so lovely to watch her beautiful man playing with their children. Besides, the one thing Cam committed to every night was getting the kids to bed. He read them books and tickled them and lay beside them in their beds until they drifted off to sleep, leaving Layla free to shake the day off her shoulders. She leant against the bench and smiled. She was so lucky.


‘OK, kiddos, time for bed,’ Cam announced. ‘Say goodnight to Mummy.’


Layla swept them into her arms. Her patience, worn thin from the long day, softened into tenderness as their little arms tightened around her neck. She murmured endearments to them and kissed the sweet spot below their ears.


Cam took her hand and gave it a quick squeeze. ‘Sit down and relax. Let’s order takeaway for dinner.’


Layla was neither hungry nor satisfied after she’d eaten the kids’ rejected meals earlier, but she said nothing as he flung a child over each shoulder and carried them up the hallway. She poured herself a glass of riesling and sat down on the couch with a grateful sigh. As soon as the kids’ giggles softened to murmurs behind the closed bedroom door, she took out her phone and opened Messenger. The woman in the profile picture stared back at her from the little circle at the top of her list of messages. Jodie Telford. The mere sight of her name sent the tide of memories washing over Layla again. That year, the year she was seventeen, had changed her life. She had assumed the secret would remain locked inside her. Until tonight.


I know what you did.


Why would Jodie contact her now, after all these years? If she really knew what Layla had been responsible for, surely she would’ve done something about it twenty years ago? She must be bluffing. Layla was thirty-seven years old. She had a career, a family. She couldn’t allow herself to be intimidated by empty words. Her thumb hovered over the ‘delete’ icon.


‘What are you looking at?’


Layla gasped as Cam placed a hand on her shoulder.


‘Nothing.’ She locked the phone and dropped it in her lap, twisting to look up at her husband.


He raised his eyebrows. ‘You were staring pretty intensely at nothing.’


She let out a nervous laugh. ‘I was just zoning out. I’m really tired.’


‘Messaging your secret boyfriend, were you?’ He was smiling, but there was a strained look around his eyes that told her what the joke cost him.


‘Ha! When would I find time for a secret boyfriend?’


His expression relaxed. ‘Do you know where Ella’s drink bottle is?’


She pointed at the bench. ‘Up there. Do you need help?’


He squeezed her shoulder. ‘Nah, you’ve spent all day with them; bedtime is my job. I’ll leave you to your “zoning out”.’


She let out her breath as he returned to Ella’s room. She hadn’t heard him come out, so she had no idea how long he’d been behind her, and how much he’d seen. She’d have to be more careful.




THEN


There were no customers in the cafe when I stepped out in my black jeans and shirt, my school uniform stuffed into my bag. Yumi stood behind the counter, lazily twisting the end of her long, black ponytail around her finger and staring off into the distance. I dumped my bag under the counter and nudged her arm, and her face lit up with her characteristic brilliant smile.


‘Quiet afternoon?’ I said.


She groaned. ‘Dead. Lunch was busy, but I’ve only had a few takeaway coffees since two. At least the view’s been good.’ She indicated our boss and owner of the cafe, Scott, who was cleaning one of the tables, his black shirtsleeves rolled up above his elbows.


‘Have his wife and kids been in today?’ I darted her a cheeky look. Yumi had been lusting after Scott for ages – or at least since we’d both started working at the cafe last year.


‘A girl can dream, can’t she?’


I tied my black apron around my waist. ‘As long as it’s only dreaming.’


I would never admit as much to her, but I had a bit of a crush on Scott myself – I mean, who wouldn’t? He was super hot, with his sandy hair that flopped boyishly over his forehead, his clear blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and his honeyed skin. At twenty-eight, he was old enough to seem terribly grown up but still young enough to be cool. And he treated us like adults, which was more than I could say for most people in this town. He may have lived here his whole life, but at least he was making an effort to drag Glasswater Bay into the modern age; he’d opened the town’s first proper cafe when he was in his early twenties. Everyone had assumed there’d be no appetite for flat whites, macchiatos and focaccias over the town’s original tearooms, and the older generation had shaken their heads at Scott’s arrogance, buying that huge floor space in the blind belief that it would be a success. But it was – with its close proximity to the beach, the cafe was a hit with tourists on weekends, and regularly frequented by locals. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t proud to be working at one of Glasswater Bay’s few success stories. Besides, Scott made me feel good. He called me ‘babe’, and he touched my back when he passed behind me at the counter, and his eyes sparkled when he pulled on my hair in his good-natured way.


Yumi hung her apron on the hook next to the dishwasher. ‘Well, I’d better be off. Gotta drive back to town tonight.’


‘Big night out?’


‘Big night of studying, more like, then back-to-back tutes for the rest of the week before I drive back here for the Friday-night shift.’


‘I don’t get why you keep living in Glasswater. As soon as I get into uni I’ll be out of this shithole town.’


‘I can’t afford to live in Adelaide, and while I love my grandparents, I couldn’t handle living with them more than a few nights a week. But once I finish uni and get a job, I’ll move there. Until then, I’m stuck in Glasswater Bay and saving money while working in this place.’


‘And perving on Scott.’


‘Swings and roundabouts, girlfriend. See you Friday night.’


I watched as she crossed the floor of the cafe, her narrow waist above the smooth curve of her hips, pert butt in tight jeans, and for the thousandth time I wondered if I’d ever fill out my own jeans like that. She bumped fists with Scott, then stepped out onto the footpath and set off up the main street. Scott came over to the counter with his irresistible grin that always made me feel a little bit warm inside.


‘Hey, you.’ He tugged the end of my plait. ‘Good day at school?’


‘Fine,’ I lied.


After the episode with Rasheed at the social, the last few days had been insufferable. The popular girls sneered at me with disdain, while the unpopular ones cast me envious glances whenever I walked by. And as for the boys, they ignored me altogether, which, let’s face it, was nothing out of the ordinary. Except Rasheed, of course, who was too shy to do anything bolder than make brief eye contact across the classroom in Biology. My friends defended me fiercely, but it didn’t stop me from feeling like a total loser. We’d always enjoyed the comfortable middle ranking at school, liked (or at least tolerated) by almost everyone, but the kiss had brought my previous under-the-radar existence out into the light, and not in a good way.


Scott lifted a tray of glasses onto the counter, the veins in his forearms standing out like cords. I allowed my mind (admittedly, not for the first time) to turn over what it might be like to kiss someone who knew what he was doing. Someone who had arms like those. If kissing happened the way it did in my head, maybe I’d actually enjoy it.


Scott looked up then and caught me watching him. He raised an eyebrow as if he’d read my thoughts. A warm flush of embarrassment – and something else, something a lot more pleasurable – spread in my chest and worked its way down low. I ducked my head to hide my face, which I knew from experience would have turned a vivid shade of magenta.


There’d always been something about Scott’s raw male presence that intoxicated me, especially in comparison with my classmates. Of course, the classroom environment didn’t exactly help, but still. This felt different; the space between us had a physical presence all of its own, pressing up against me as if daring me to push back. Or maybe it was all in my imagination.


The door of the cafe swung open and three girls from school swept in on a gale of giggles. This was the downside of working in the only cafe in Glasswater Bay – everyone who came in knew who I was and where I lived and who my parents were and what year I was in at school and which uni course I was going to apply for when I finished Year Twelve. Anonymity was not an option. When the girls noticed me behind the counter, they exchanged glances and giggled again. Katrina was one of the only girls at school who’d ever given me any trouble, and the other two were her hangers-on who followed her lead in everything.


‘Hi, Layla,’ trilled Katrina, tossing her sleek blonde hair over her shoulder.


‘Hey,’ I mumbled.


‘Three lattes, please,’ she said, and the other two laughed again as if she’d made a hilarious joke.


‘I’ll make them,’ Scott said. ‘You catch up with your friends.’


I started to protest, but he was already behind the coffee machine.


‘So, Layla,’ Katrina said slyly. ‘You had a pretty good time at the social last week.’


‘Yeah, how is Rasheed?’ one of the other girls said.


Katrina held my gaze, her pale eyes like ice chips. ‘I hear it was your first kiss.’


‘Ooooh!’ chorused the other two, and my face flushed hot once again.


‘Rasheed Geekface wouldn’t have been my first choice,’ Katrina went on. ‘But I guess beggars can’t be choosers, can they?’


In my peripheral vision, I saw Scott glance over at me, and the heat in my face intensified. ‘Seven fifty, thanks.’


Katrina handed over a ten-dollar note, and I shoved her change at her without meeting her eyes.


‘Why don’t you girls sit down?’ Scott said. ‘I’ll bring your coffees over in a minute.’


Katrina looked at Scott as if noticing him for the first time, and a slow smile spread across her face. ‘That’d be great, thanks,’ she said silkily.


She strutted across the room to one of the dark wooden tables near the window, which offered a sliver of a view of the bay. The other girls followed.


Scott sidled across to stand beside me. ‘Guess they’re not your friends, then?’


‘Not so much.’


We watched as they took turns whispering and shrieking with laughter.


‘They remind me of seagulls,’ Scott said. ‘Squawking away like that. Sometimes I forget you’re just a schoolkid … you’re so much more mature than this lot.’


I ducked down and opened the door of the dishwasher to hide my smile. He thought I was mature. Katrina’s teasing suddenly meant nothing to me.


It was only as I watched Katrina batting her lashes and tilting her head to the side like a demented canary as Scott delivered their coffees that I remembered he’d overheard that I’d only just kissed someone for the first time. My smile dissolved as his words rang in my ears.


You’re just a schoolkid.




NOW


Layla was already running late for work on Saturday morning, and had nearly finished her toast when Cam held the phone out to her and mouthed your mother. He gave a wry smile.


Her mother always called on the landline, so Layla couldn’t even put her on speaker and rush out the door. She almost asked Cam to take a message, but she knew the conversation would be quick, efficient; the bare essentials. That was the way it’d been since, well, pretty much since they’d left Glasswater Bay.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘How are you, Layla?’


‘Running late for work, actually. What’s up?’


‘Oh, sorry, I keep forgetting you work on Saturdays.’ There was a hint of relief in her voice. No need for small talk. ‘This will just take a minute. I was wondering if you had plans with your father for Christmas?’


‘No, he’s going to Sydney this year with Petra.’ Layla pondered how easy it was these days to speak the name of her father’s second wife. She’d spent years hating him for his weakness, for not being able to make it work with her mother. Hating herself too, of course, for her own hand in it. But over time, resentment had mellowed into resignation. Understanding, even.


‘Oh, lovely,’ her mother said with feigned brightness. ‘What about Cam’s mother?’


‘I think she wants to do dinner.’ There was no need to consider Cam’s father. He hadn’t been in the picture for years. ‘Why?’


‘I’ve been speaking to Zach and he wants to bring Caitlin around on Christmas Day.’ Her voice took on a genuinely cheerful tone. ‘She’s the first girl he’s been serious enough about to bring home. I thought it might be nice if we all got together for lunch.’


A faint bitterness prickled Layla’s tongue. It didn’t matter how accomplished she was, how beautiful her children were, how she had built her life up from emptiness to fulfilment, Zach was always the favourite. Sweet, uncomplicated, good-natured Zach, who’d never had a serious girlfriend, who jumped from casual job to casual job, who moved from one rental to the next whenever his lease expired, who’d never set down any roots. But who’d also never made any terrible mistakes.


‘Layla?’


‘Sorry. Yes, that sounds good.’


‘How’s everything at home?’ There was a hint of concern in her mother’s voice that Layla hadn’t heard in a long time, and for a second, she contemplated telling her about the message. The girl she was needed someone to tell her everything was going to be all right, to take over and smooth down the fear and doubt with a firm yet gentle hand.


But she swallowed down the urge. That girl, and the mum who’d been there for her when she’d needed her most, had to remain in the past. For both their sakes.


‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I just really need to get to work.’


*


The shopping centre car park was packed with Christmas shoppers and it took Layla forever to find a park. She’d taken her coffee in the car to save time, but once she’d touched up her lipstick in the rear-view mirror, she was still ten minutes late. The only thing she hated more than being late for work was appearing in public without her perfectly applied mask in place. She got out of the car and hurried across the car park, her heels clacking over the baking bitumen, the crushed stones within sparkling in the morning sunlight like tiny jewels. The glass doors slid open, and she was hit with a fresh blast of cool air. As she entered the mall, she glanced briefly, as always, at her reflection in the window, cringing, as always, at her gait and the tilt of her head.


Layla worked every second Saturday at the pharmacy in the shopping mall opposite Coles. Most of the time, she savoured the sweet freedom of walking out the door and leaving Cameron to entertain the kids for the day. But after the conversation with her mother, she was rattled and wished she could’ve remained home with her family, let the cheerful chaos of the household drown out her doubts. No matter how carefully she’d papered over her memories, everything now seemed to be pulling at the edges of the layers.


Before she even reached the counter, Layla spied the distinctive stoop of Allan Johnson’s shoulders. Normally, she would groan internally at the prospect of dealing with him again, but this morning she grasped at the chance to transform herself into cool, professional Layla who took refuge in rules and laws.


Christine, the owner of the pharmacy, spoke in a low tone as she handed Layla the prescription behind the dispensing counter. ‘He’s been to a GP out in Salisbury this time.’


This wasn’t the first time Mr Johnson had come in with an ill-gotten prescription for oxycodone. He was casting an increasingly wider net over the doctors and pharmacists of Adelaide to get the drug sooner than his usual two-month allowance. Layla knew he suffered from a rare autoimmune illness and was afflicted by chronic pain, which only made it harder for her to continually tell him she couldn’t give him the relief he craved in ever stronger doses. She sighed as she wrote down the name of the GP so she could call next week to warn her about him. ‘I’ll talk to him,’ she said to Christine.


The older man raised his gaze to Layla’s as she sat in the chair beside him. His face, grizzled beyond his years, drooped even further. ‘Let me guess, you can’t give it to me today?’


‘I’m so sorry, Mr Johnson, but you know I can’t give you more pills,’ she said gently.


‘But I ran out two days ago.’ He looked close to tears. ‘The pills are the only thing that keep me going. Some days I wish I could die.’ His voice cracked a little on the last word.


Layla’s whole body tightened. She’d heard those words before, from him and some of her other customers, and they always took her back to the way she had felt in the weeks and months after she’d left Glasswater Bay … except that her pain hadn’t been the kind she could medicate with painkillers. That feeling still lived inside her, lurking in wait. She squeezed her hands together so her voice would come out steady. ‘I wish I could help you, but these drugs aren’t good for you to take long-term.’


His face sagged into a half-smile. ‘It’s OK, love. I know you’re just doin’ your job. If I could just have me script back, I’ll be out of your hair.’


Layla raised her eyebrows at him.


‘I know, I know,’ he relented. ‘You can’t give it back. I’ll see you next time.’


Layla helped him to his feet and watched as he hobbled out the door, leaning heavily on his walking stick.


‘Poor guy,’ Christine said as Layla joined her behind the counter. ‘You know he’s only in his sixties? And his life is ruined.’


Layla would usually remind Christine that chronic illness didn’t mean a person’s life was over; one of the things she loved about her job was helping people live their lives to the fullest. But ever since she’d got that message, all she could think about were the lives she’d ruined all those years ago. And despite her determination to close that chapter, it was all starting to come back in technicolour detail.




THEN


Friday nights at the cafe were always frantic. The Rusty Anchor across the street was the only pub in Glasswater Bay, and notorious for its cheerfully terrible food, so the after-work crowd always spilled over the road to the cafe when they needed to soak up the week’s worth of booze they’d just consumed.


Yumi and I zoomed between tables, taking orders with a side of sleaze from the more inebriated clientele. By the time Scott sent the chef home at ten o’clock, my feet were killing me and there were still no signs of the cafe emptying.


‘Laaaylaaa,’ sang a bloke from one of the nearby tables. His mates guffawed as he warbled the rest of the verse from the Eric Clapton song.


I rolled my eyes. ‘Never heard that one before, Matty.’


‘Wouldn’t mind gettin’ you on your knees,’ he muttered under his breath.


I flushed as I cleared the empty West End Draught bottles from the table. Matty Cartwright was one of Glasswater Bay’s two sparkies, but he got most of the local work on account of being from one of the town’s oldest families. He was doing pretty well for a guy in his twenties and, as a result, thought the sun shone out of his arse. Everyone thought he was a harmless larrikin, but he still gave me the creeps. As I was walking away, his hand shot out and clenched one of my buttocks, strong fingers digging in as he pinched hard. The shock of the act bolted straight to my heart. The empty bottle I’d tucked under my arm slipped out and clanged on the floor, then rolled across the wooden floorboards with a slow rumble.


Matty and his mates started laughing again, and the gazes of other customers prickled my skin. Fright and humiliation channelled into fury, and I rounded on him and hissed, ‘Don’t touch me!’


‘Aw, c’mon,’ he drawled. ‘I’m just havin’ a bit of fun. Can’t you take a compliment?’


I bent to retrieve the bottle from under the table, my face burning, then retreated to the safety of the counter as he and his mates started up their stupid singing again.


‘What happened?’ Scott asked. ‘Was he giving you a hard time?’


‘He fucking groped me.’ To my horror, tears rose in my eyes and I swiped at them.


Scott gave an exasperated sigh and turned back to the register, and my embarrassment deepened. Since I’d worked in the cafe, I’d seen Yumi brush off similar encounters with barely a grimace, but the men usually left me alone. I used to wish for such a problem; to be attractive enough that guys couldn’t keep their hands off me, and now someone had finally considered my body worthy of touching and I’d totally overreacted. Scott probably thought I was a childish idiot.


But then he marched over to the table with the bill, slapped it down and plucked the half-drunk beer bottle out of Matty’s hand. ‘Pay your bill and get out.’ He pointed to the door.


‘What the fuck?’ Matty said. ‘I just paid for that beer.’


‘Actually, you didn’t. I’ve taken it off your bill. Now pay and leave.’


‘Who do you think you are?’ Matty stood up, his face red with anger, and his chair clattered over. ‘My money not good enough for you, mate?’


Scott got up in Matty’s face and stabbed a finger in his chest. ‘If you come into my cafe and grope my staff, you’re not welcome here.’


There was a tense moment as the two men glared at each other, and just as it looked like Matty might punch Scott in the face, one of his mates handed Scott two fifty-dollar notes and gave Matty a shove towards the door.


‘C’mon, mate, let it go.’


They stumbled out the door, Matty still swearing to himself, and it clanged closed behind them. Yumi and I watched Scott as he calmly righted the chair and began to clear the table.


‘My hero,’ Yumi murmured.


Most of the rowdy tables went quiet after that, and soon the patrons started to leave. A couple of them gave Scott affectionate slaps on the back as they left, but none of them said a word to me.


I was all mixed up inside. While I was grateful to Scott for sticking up for me, I still had to live in the same town as Matty and everyone else who had witnessed the confrontation I’d caused. I shouldn’t have been so sensitive. Should’ve taken it as a compliment, as Matty himself had said.


Yumi yawned as she wiped down tables, erasing wet rings from beer bottles and brushing off crumbs.


‘You go home, Yumi,’ Scott called from across the room. ‘You look exhausted. Layla and I will finish up here.’


I tried to hide my annoyance as Yumi took off her apron and waved goodbye. She got an early minute while I was stuck here cleaning up?


Scott balanced the till while I finished cleaning off the tables and stacked the dishwasher. We didn’t speak, and I ached with misery at the thought that he might be disappointed in me. It was only as we stepped out into the chill of the night and Scott locked the door behind us that I dared to speak. ‘I’m sorry about earlier. With Matty.’


He turned to face me. ‘What are you apologising for? Matty’s a dickhead and everyone knows it. I went to school with him and he was a dickhead then too.’


‘I shouldn’t have made such a big deal out of it.’


‘Christ, Layla. You’re a bloody teenager. No one has the right to treat you like that.’


There was that warm feeling again. ‘Well, thanks for having my back.’


One side of his mouth twitched upwards in a crooked smile. ‘Anytime, babe. You let me know if he ever pulls that shit again.’


A frisson of pleasure tingled down my spine. ‘Careful. I might start thinking there are decent guys in this town after all.’


The crinkles appeared around his eyes as he gave a low chuckle. ‘I don’t know about that.’


‘No, I guess all the good ones are already taken.’ I gave him an arch smile, then looked away to hide my embarrassment, studying the row of gum trees that lined the median strip in the centre of the street. Typical that I would finally get up the courage to flirt with the most unavailable person possible.


He laughed again. ‘Well, you found one, didn’t you? Rasheed, wasn’t it? The Khan boy?’


I hoped the street lighting was dim enough that he wouldn’t see the colour creep up my neck and into my face. ‘No, that was … no. There’s nothing happening there.’


Scott appraised me for a moment. A light breeze sifted through my ponytail, carrying the salty tang of the sea. Finally, he broke our mutual gaze and glanced up the main street. ‘Your car nearby?’


‘Just up there.’ I pointed to my red Laser hatch, glinting under a streetlight twenty metres up the road.


‘I’ll walk you.’


We strolled up the street together until we reached my car, then I turned to face him, suddenly awkward. I’d spent countless hours in his company, but we’d never been alone together outside the cafe. It felt different. More intimate. The white noise of the waves crashing on the beach in the distance was the only sound as our eyes met again. ‘Well, thanks again.’


He reached out and hooked a bit of loose hair behind my ear, and as he did, his fingers brushed my cheek. ‘Goodnight, Layla.’


Shock zapped through me, both because he’d touched me and at the current of electricity that sizzled under my skin. I tore my gaze away from his to open the car door. ‘’Night.’


As I buckled my seatbelt and started the engine, I watched Scott striding away up the street, his hands in his pockets. I touched my face where his fingers had grazed my skin.


On the drive home, his words ran on an endless loop in my mind.


Anytime, babe.


You’re a bloody teenager.


Anytime, babe.


You’re a bloody teenager.


I hadn’t imagined that jolt of electricity, I was sure of it. Had he felt it too? Or worse, had he noticed my reaction and was on his way home to join his wife in bed and laugh about the kid at work who had a crush on him?


My heart sped even faster at the thought of seeing him at work the next day.




NOW


Layla kept her eyes averted from the mirror as she stepped out of the shower and towelled herself dry. Most days, she set her alarm early and got up before Cam, before the children, so she could set her armour firmly in place; apply the layers that cushioned her from the world. But first, she let the towel drop to the floor and steeled herself to look in the mirror.


First, her face. Her nose, which always looked slightly too broad. The clusters of tiny pimples that congregated around her temples the week before her period started. The translucent grey shadows beneath her eyes. The way the skin of her cheeks had become looser, saggier over the years.


Then her gaze dropped to her breasts. Pathetically small, as they’d always been, but after breastfeeding two children they’d lost their perkiness and drooped downwards. Her stomach, crisscrossed with pearlescent stretch marks, had never regained its tone and was white and dimpled. The swell of her hips, covered with the extra padding that hadn’t gone away after her pregnancies.


She clenched her stomach against the wave of hatred. It hurt. Every time, it hurt. She’d tried so hard to maintain the figure of her youth, but each year added new imperfections to her body, new lines, new flesh, and now this was what she was. She slipped on the satin dressing gown that hung from the bathroom door and tied it around her waist, concealing her detestable body.


Her make-up bag was already open on the bathroom bench. She moisturised her face, then applied the primer with the first two fingers of both hands. Then she took up her brush and applied an even coat of foundation over her face and down her neck. Concealer followed to hide the dark smudges beneath her eyes, then highlighter along her cheekbones, chin and between her eyebrows. Contour powder along the sides of her nose and under her cheekbones. Blush on her cheeks. Two shades of eyeshadow, perfectly blended. Eyeliner, hugging her lash line. Mascara. An eyebrow pencil. Finally, she coloured in her lips with a creamy natural rose lipstick.


The woman who stared back at her looked familiar. Presentable. Adequate, at least. She breathed more easily as she packed her tools back in her bag.


There was a light knock on the door and Cam stepped in. His arms encircled her from behind and there was a hint of mischievous amusement in his eyes as he slid a hand inside her gown.


She smiled at his reflection. ‘I need to get dressed for work.’


‘I know.’ His other hand pulled the bow of her gown free and he slipped it off one shoulder. ‘But you need to take this off to get dressed.’


The open gown exposed the spongy white flesh of her stomach and panic leapt inside Layla. She gathered it around her again and stepped out of his reach. ‘I need to get ready. Sorry.’


‘I’m not trying to start anything.’ There was hurt in his eyes, as there always was when she hid her body from him. ‘I just feel like I never see you anymore. You know I’m more attracted to you now than when we met?’


She laughed. ‘Yeah, right!’


‘It’s true.’ He put his arms around her waist, and she stood on her tiptoes to kiss him.


‘Well, thanks for saying so.’


‘I’m not just saying so. I love the way you look. I always have.’


Layla buried her head in his chest and hugged him tight. There was no way he could be happy with the body she’d just seen in the mirror; her whole life, men had told her all the things that were wrong with it. But she knew he wanted her to feel good about herself, and she loved him for that.


Every now and then, a Facebook memory would pop up from some party or another she’d been to in her twenties. She’d be drunk, of course, clinging onto some random she’d met that night whom she’d ended up going home with for bad sex in the hope of drowning out the dark undercurrent that had always drifted along at the bottom of her mind. Every time she saw these photos she was shocked at how thin she’d been, how shiny those moments from her youth seemed now. She remembered the unhappiness that had pervaded her life back then, and knew how much better things were these days. But still, the photos were a bludgeon on her floundering self-esteem. How could she not have appreciated what she’d looked like when she was young? How could she not have known that she’d never look that good again? And, worse, how could she have let herself get like this in the first place?


At least Cam seemed willing to put up with her, even if just for the sake of their relationship. For now, anyway. He was the best thing that had ever happened to Layla, and she couldn’t take him for granted. She raised her head to kiss him again.


He pushed her hair back from her face and smiled. ‘You are a very sexy woman, Layla Flynn.’ He bent to kiss her neck, his hand running over her shoulder, down her waist and hip, in between her thighs. His fingers found her, and the breath escaped her lips. ‘Is this OK?’ he asked.


‘It’s very OK.’ Her breathing quickened as he stroked her lightly. A warmth spread through her body, sparking, crackling, ready to ignite.


Then came the unmistakeable thunder of four small feet running up the hallway, and the warm feeling dissolved.


‘Bloody cockblockers!’ Layla gasped, resting her forehead against Cam’s chest.


He chuckled. ‘I could go and put the TV on and come back?’


She groaned. ‘I’d better get ready for work. But thanks.’


He kissed her cheek, and Layla retied her robe as he opened the bathroom door to two tousled heads and fresh smiles.


‘Mummy! Mummy! Louis is a poo head!’ Ella crowed.


‘Ella is a poo-bum wee face!’ Louis retaliated.


‘I AM NOT!’ she screamed back at him, her face turning pink. Within seconds, they were shoving each other and bellowing.


‘Breakfast time!’ Cam shouted over them, taking their hands and marching them out of the ensuite as Layla turned back to the mirror to reapply her smudged lipstick.


*


Layla raised one hand to shade her eyes from the final rays of the sun as it set over Nathan and Mei’s backyard. She hadn’t realised it had got so late – it was already past the kids’ bedtime, but Louis was still tearing around the backyard with the other two kids. Ella was happily ensconced on Cam’s lap.


The wine had made Layla’s limbs pleasantly heavy.


‘Top-up?’ Mei said, the bottle of wine in her hand.


Layla and Cam exchanged glances. ‘Go ahead,’ he said. ‘I can drive.’


She flashed him a grateful smile and held out her glass.


It had been more than a week since Jodie’s message, and her fear had begun to ebb away with each day. And it had been such a lovely afternoon with their friends; the sensational pork ribs Nathan had cooked on the Weber, the wine, the conversation, the mild summer day. Even the kids had behaved themselves. She brushed Ella’s soft cheek with the back of her hand.


‘She’s almost asleep,’ she said to Cam.


He kissed the top of their daughter’s head. ‘We may as well stay a bit longer, then.’


‘Hey, Mum?’ yelled Hunter, Nathan and Mei’s eldest son. ‘Can we go and play inside?’


‘Of course you can,’ Mei called back. ‘Just make sure you look after Louis, OK?’


‘Yeah, you’d better keep an eye on him. He’s got a destructive streak in him; I don’t know where he gets it from,’ Cam joked.


Layla almost dropped her wineglass. Bright fear leapt inside her at the memory of the destruction she’d once caused. ‘What year will your two be in at school next year?’ she blurted out to Mei.


‘Hunter’s going into Year Three and Hugo will be in Year One,’ Mei said. ‘I can’t believe how quickly it’s gone. Louis will be at school before you know it.’


Layla took a deep breath, felt her composure returning. ‘I’m already emotional about him starting kindy. I’ll be crying and drinking in the car after dropping him off.’


‘Speaking of drinking in cars,’ Nathan said. ‘Did I ever tell you guys about the time I almost ran over my dad when I was sixteen?’


‘What? No!’ Mei spluttered.


‘Yeah, I was sitting in my car in the driveway sneaking a beer when Dad came out of the house. I panicked and went to take off, but I forgot to put the car in reverse and I ploughed straight into him instead.’


Mei clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh my god!’
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