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ARIA STOOD STARING out the window, her phone in her hand. She read the message again.

It’s over, it began.

Yeah, she’d read it enough times now. She didn’t need to go through it again. The thought snapped her out of her stunned state. She’d already gone from shock to disbelief, and was now heading straight for anger. Well, she hadn’t been so much shocked as surprised. And when it came down to it, she wasn’t really that surprised. Mike had been getting more and more distant over the last few months. She’d tried—she really, really had. She’d put so much effort into the relationship over the past six months that almost everything else in her life had taken a back seat, except for her job. She worked for the local council, and although it mostly seemed to involve putting out fires started by other people, she still loved it. It helped that she’d worked her way up to a decent pay grade. But her social life, her hobbies ... she’d let everything else slide. Well, not anymore. Fortunately, she and Mike didn’t live together, so at least there was that. She could pick up the pieces of her life more easily than if she’d had to pack up and find another place or housemate at short notice. Rent wasn’t exactly cheap at the moment.

No matter how much effort she’d put into her relationship with Mike, lately it just hadn’t made a difference. She’d really believed that he was one of the nice guys. And he had been, but then he’d befriended a guy from work called Doug, who’d never liked Aria. The look on Doug’s face the first time they’d met had said it all: he’d been smiling, but it had never reached his eyes. That had been the first red flag. She’d soon figured out what his problem was from his oblique comments during conversations at dinner about women who didn’t fit his ideal. In short, he didn’t like fat women. Aria was fat, and she owned it; that obviously got right up Doug’s nose. She was body positive—she loved her body. She’d finally learned to make peace with it a few years ago, and had been so much happier since. Once she’d learned to tell the world to go and take a flying leap to itself (at least in her head), and to truly love herself, she’d met Mike. She hadn’t even been looking for anyone. They’d bumped into each other at a park one day and struck up a conversation, and had never looked back. But Doug must have somehow gotten to Mike, who’d never seemed to care about that sort of thing before. After she’d gotten to know Mike, she’d realised his good nature wasn’t just a façade, and he was legit. He’d walked the talk. But his job had been getting increasingly stressful over the past year. Mike saw Doug a lot at work, and maybe Doug had convinced him that Aria was his problem, not the stress. Mike’s family had also been going through a lot lately: his sister Shasta had gone through a messy divorce, and their mother didn’t agree with the split. Mike and his sister were close, and their mom thought Mike was taking Shasta’s side. Mike had tried to convince his mom that there were no sides, but she wouldn’t listen.

So, in a way, Aria wasn’t really surprised that this had happened. In hindsight, the way things had been going, something was going to give. Unfortunately, that something was their relationship. But it was up to Mike to sort his head out, not her. She’d tried so hard to help him, to be there for him. But ultimately, it wasn’t her problem to fix. So now, she was alone. It was sad, and disappointing, and frankly kind of insulting. Meh. Fuck him, she thought. She didn’t need him. She missed him, a lot. But she was too mad at him right now to think about that. First, she needed to apologise to her friends for neglecting her relationships with them, and get her life back the way she wanted it. She briefly considered deleting the text. Who dumped people by text, anyway? The only time it made sense to her was when the dumpee had cheated, or was a toxic ass, or something like that. This was not one of those cases. But she decided to keep it so that when she was feeling down about it, or having doubts (like ‘maybe I could have done something differently’), she could look at it and remind herself that no, this was his problem. Not hers. She decided to go and have a bubble bath (which she loved—to her, they were one of the best things in the world), and plan the next phase of her life.

She put her phone on silent and left it in the living room. She’d call her friends after she’d had a good soak, and then come up with a plan. She ran a hot bath with so many bubbles that they towered over the water’s surface. She stayed in it until it was almost tepid, and when she got out, she felt like she was made of rubber. She then went to call her best friend Brinna. When she picked up her phone, she saw there was a voicemail message. Oh no, this had better not be from Mike, she thought. I just want to draw a line under this now. She had the sudden thought that she might have left stuff at his place, but the only things she could think of were a toothbrush and ... no, that was it. She checked the message—it was from her landlady. It took the woman a minute or so to get to the point, but then the other shoe hit the floor: she was selling the small house she rented to Aria. Because of course she was. What was it Aria had just been thinking about having to find a new place in the crummy rental market? Great. It was a good thing she didn’t believe that stuff about bad luck coming in threes, because she really didn’t need anything else to cope with right now. Her landlady said in the message that Aria had a month to vacate, but that she would need to be able to bring the real estate agent over soon.

Change of plans. Aria was going to have to start looking for a new place before she did anything else. She would message Brinna with an update, and as soon as Aria had started lining up a few rental viewings, she could try to book in a catch-up with her bestie. She knew Brinna had plenty going on in her own life, mostly because she was so busy with work. Then Aria went straight to the accommodation listings online. Surely there was someplace to go, no matter how tiny? She’d live in shared accommodation if she needed to, even if it was just temporary. She really preferred her own space these days, but she was trying to save up to buy a small place of her own at some point now that she actually earned enough money to do that. She scrolled through the listings, saving any that looked promising. She tried to keep an open mind, but she knew how to read between the lines: ‘quirky’ usually referred to places that had been renovated by the owners back when the council building codes had been so weak you could poke a spoon through them. ‘Out-of-the-way’ meant the place was located in the back of beyond, and there would be a major commute to town. ‘Rustic’ meant the place hadn’t been renovated since it had been built 100 years ago, and so on. After several hours, she was feeling underwhelmed, at best. Disappointed. Anxious. There wasn’t much out there, and what was out there looked expensive or substandard. She wondered how other people managed, and knew she’d been very lucky up until now.

She decided to go for a walk—she did some of her best thinking when she was outside in the fresh air. When she got back, she looked through the listings she’d saved and started following them up. Two were already taken, one was almost gone and the viewing schedule was all booked out anyway. That left three. She managed to book a viewing for each. They all had existing tenants, and that would be fine as long as she thought everyone would get along. She hadn’t shared a place with others since her time as a student, and these days she got enough drama at work.

She went to one viewing that afternoon. The place seemed nice enough, but the woman giving the tour (who also held the lease) gave off a slightly brittle, unsettling vibe. It was a group viewing, and just as everyone had trooped through most of the house, something caught Aria’s attention. A door to one of the rooms was slightly open, although it hadn’t been earlier—it had been shut, and the woman had said it was currently occupied, showing them another room instead and saying that the other available ones were all pretty much the same. Out of the corner of her eye, Aria saw what looked like a giant hole in the wall. Her eyes went big—that hole looked like a large dog could walk right through it. Uh, no. Chances were, the other rooms would get taken first, and she would be stuck with that one, and then she’d have to fight with the existing tenant and/or landlord to get anything done. It might have to go to a tribunal. She’d seen it happen plenty of times in her council job, and she wanted to avoid being on the other side of things. She’d already had enough crappy rental experiences in her student days, and she didn’t want to relive that if she could possibly help it. When the tour was finished, Aria found herself standing in a nearby car park with a young couple who had also been at the viewing. The couple looked somewhat bewildered and disillusioned by this point. Aria went over and introduced herself. They chatted briefly before she decided to address the elephant in the car park.
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