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I WOKE BEFORE MY ALARM, the way you do when your body knows there’s something it’s meant to remember. For a few seconds I lay still and tried to catch the thought before it slid away — listening to the apartment breathe around me. The faint hiss of traffic down Fitzroy Street. A tram bell somewhere in the distance. The wind worrying the balcony railings like it had a complaint.

Jenny’s arm was heavy across my waist. Warm. Possessive in the softest way. Her hair had escaped whatever bun she’d tied it into last night and spilled across the pillow like ink.

I stared at the ceiling and let the number roll around my head until it felt real.

Thirty.

It wasn’t the kind of thing that should matter. A number. A neat human invention. But I’d been twenty-nine for what felt like a blink and now here I was, stepping over some invisible line like the world had been waiting with a clipboard. I didn’t feel older. I felt... watched. As if something had noticed me. The thought made me smile, small and private, and I turned carefully in the bed so I wouldn’t wake her. It was instinctive — protect the quiet. Jenny needed her sleep; she had a habit of waking up like a startled bird, heart already racing, already mentally at work.

I’d learned the best way to wake her was not to. I eased out from under her arm and padded down the hallway in my socks. The floorboards were cold in the places the sun didn’t touch. The apartment was still dim, grey-blue with early morning, and the air carried that particular St Kilda smell that snuck in no matter how tightly you shut the windows: salt, wet concrete, last night’s beer, and something sweet rose from the Acland Street Bakeries.

In the kitchen I put the kettle on before I even looked at my phone. The screen flashed to life with a scatter of notifications: group chats, a couple of late-night emails, a calendar reminder I’d set weeks ago — ANGEL: 30 — as if future-me had worried I’d somehow forget the fact of my own existence. I ignored most of it. I leaned on the bench and listened to the kettle begin its slow, rising argument with the silent apartment.

When I finally opened the fridge, a small paper bag sat on the middle shelf like it belonged there. Neatly folded. Tied with twine. The kind of thing you couldn’t miss without trying. I stared at it. I hadn’t put it there. I smiled again, this time with a pulse of something warm in my chest. Jenny had always been good at small conspiracies — little hidden kindnesses tucked into the architecture of each day. I pulled the bag out and untied the twine. Inside was a pastry box, and inside that was a croissant that looked far too perfect to have survived transport. Beside it, wrapped in a napkin, was a little square of dark chocolate. A note was tucked under the lid. I unfolded it.

Happy 30th, birthday girl. Coffee on the balcony. Don’t argue. Love you more than the sea. — J

I held the note for a second longer than necessary, feeling something tighten behind my ribs. ‘Love you more than the sea.’ That was Jenny: romantic in a way that pretended it wasn’t trying. I set the box on the bench and waited for the kettle as it began to roar. My phone buzzed again — news alerts this time — and I glanced at the headline without reading the details. Politics. A scandal. A fire somewhere. The world continuing as if I hadn’t just turned thirty.

I made coffee the way Jenny liked it — long black with a splash of milk and the tiniest touch of bourbon — she would take it anyway. She always did. If she didn’t, it would sit on the table and go cold and I’d feel guilty, and then she’d feel guilty for making me feel guilty, and the whole morning would become a strange little loop.

The kettle clicked off. I poured hot water into the press and watched the grounds bloom and swirl. It was hypnotic, that brief moment where chaos looked like art. While it brewed, I opened the cupboard to get mugs. And there it was.

A small box, wrapped in silver paper, sitting beside the cereal like it had always lived there.

My hands paused.

I didn’t touch it straight away. That was the other thing about Jenny: she knew how to set a scene. She made you step into it. I lifted the box carefully and turned it over. No tag. No label. Just a clean ribbon, tied in a bow that was almost too perfect, like she’d watched a tutorial and then refused to admit it.

I carried it out to the balcony with my coffee, the pastry, and the absurd sense that I was walking into a moment already planned. The balcony was narrow but long enough for a small table and two chairs, the kind of outdoor set you bought for apartments because you wanted to pretend you had a yard. It faced south toward the bay. On clear days you could see Port Melbourne’s cranes like skeletal fingers against the sky. On most days, you saw light and movement and the suggestion of water between buildings.

This morning was clear. The early sun hadn’t fully warmed the air yet, but it had sharpened everything. The bay looked like a sheet of hammered metal. The city’s high-rises caught the light and threw it back like they were showing off. I set everything down on the table and sank into one of the chairs, pulling my hoodie tight around me. For a few seconds I just sat there and breathed.

St Kilda at this hour was a different creature. The streets were quiet except for the occasional jogger and the distant grind of an Amazon van. The usual weekend chaos — tourists, bars, the beach crowds — hadn’t arrived yet. It was like the suburb was holding its breath. I looked at the wrapped box again. Fine. I wouldn’t torture myself. I untied the ribbon. The paper came away with a soft, deliberate rip, and inside was a velvet-lined case, the kind you’d expect for a ring or a pendant. My stomach muscles tightened a fraction with an absurd hope and then immediately corrected itself. Jenny and I weren’t ring people. We’d talked about it. We’d laughed about it. We’d agreed we didn’t need a symbol to prove what we already knew. Still. The heart doesn’t always listen to the brain.

I opened the case. A crystal figurine sat inside, nestled in black velvet: an eagle, wings partially spread, mid-motion as if caught in the act of lifting off. Gold flecks running through it. It was beautifully detailed — every feather suggested rather than carved, the beak sharp, the eyes clear. It caught the early light and split it into pale rainbows that danced across the velvet and then across my hands. It was... unexpectedly heavy. I turned it slightly and watched the colours shift. The light inside it moved like water trapped in glass.

On the base, in tiny script, was a single word: Charlotte.

My throat tightened. Charlotte. A name. But not just an ordinary name. My Charlotte, from when I was ten. How did Jenny know? I’d never told her.

The crystal threw fragments of light onto the table, onto my coffee cup, across the croissant box like scattered confetti.

“Hello again,” I murmured, feeling ridiculous and not caring. “Charlotte.”

Behind me, the balcony door slid open.

Jenny stepped out barefoot, wearing one of my old shirts and her sleep-tousled hair. She squinted into the light, then looked at me, then at the eagle in my hands. Her face lit with that satisfied little smile she got when she’d pulled something off. “You found it,” she said.

“I did. How did you know?”

“About what?”

I left it there. There’d be a right time and a right place to explain.

“Well?” Jenny asked, leaning against the door frame as if she could make herself casual. She couldn’t. Jenny couldn’t do casual if she’d put effort into something. She watched my reaction like it was a weather report. I turned the eagle slowly. “It’s gorgeous.”

“I know,” she said, the words too quick, like she wanted to say them before doubt could breathe. “I saw it and it just... it felt like you.”

I laughed softly. “Me? As an eagle?”

“Don’t be a smart-arse,” she said, walking over and stealing my coffee cup as if it belonged to her. “Not the eagle. The... I don’t know. The way it looks like it’s about to take off. Like it’s frozen right before it does something. That’s you all over.”

I watched her sip my coffee. “It’s literally my coffee.”

“You were never going to drink it fast enough,” she said, and I let her get away with it because it was my birthday and because she was right.

She sat in the other chair, folding her legs up under her. Her gaze went to the figurine again. “I named it,” she said, like a confession.

“I noticed.” I was about to say, ‘I have no idea how you knew about charlotte,’ Again leaving it alone.

“Charlotte,” Jenny repeated, testing it. “She’s a guardian. She can sit on your desk and glare at people.”

“My desk isn’t intimidating. It’s covered in interview notes and empty pens and that one plant I keep forgetting to water.”

“That plant has survived purely out of spite,” Jenny said. “Like you.”

I laughed, and the laughter eased something in me that I hadn’t realised was tight. Jenny reached across and touched the eagle’s wing with one finger. Light fractured around her nail.
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