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I was at work, reading on the job – a romance novel of course, because I was seriously lacking in that department – when the store phone rang, its shrill call tugging me from out of my book boyfriend’s arms and planting me firmly into my boyfriend-less reality.

From my vantage point at the top of the ladder, I raised my eyes from the pages and glanced over several rows of bookshelves and a cluster of half-filled café tables to see my boss, Graham, answer it.

I watched him for a moment and wondered what was being said on the other line that had him shaking his head and mouthing, “Oh, no,” and then, “Oh God, no,” while he clutched at the counter with his free hand for support. Maybe the latest batch of books he’d ordered had been delayed again. Graham was known for getting a little overdramatic about stuff like that.

A dull thump to my right caught my attention and I glanced at the poetry aisle to see a guy around my age retrieve the hefty hardcover he’d dropped. Sensing my gaze, the stranger looked up, his cheeks tinting ever so slightly beneath his olive skin.

He was most likely a tourist. Travellers passed through Donny Vale all the time, either to munch on our famously crisp Pink Lady apples or to fuel up. And sometimes they stopped to buy a book or enjoy a pot of tea or a cup of coffee at the Tea ‘n’ Tale.

“Hey,” he said, his blue eyes flashing with curiosity.

I gripped the ladder and stupidly looked around, as though another person might be nearby, leaning against the highest bookshelf like I was.

“Hi,” I said finally, heat prickling my cheeks when I noticed how attractive he was. “Do you need any help?”

Sporting a fauxhawk and dressed in jet-black jeans, a black t-shirt, and black desert boots – none of which were faded, but brand-new looking – he could easily have passed for a newly recruited goth. But something about his face, maybe the brightness of his eyes, made me assume otherwise. He wasn’t gloomy, he was interesting.

By now I knew that I’d been staring at him for a little longer than would pass for normal, but I couldn’t drag my eyes away. Something about him, maybe the fact that he was the most gorgeous guy to have ever entered the bookstore, kept me from politely looking away.

He shook his head. “No, I’m good. Thanks.”

I exhaled, thinking that would be the end of our little interaction, that I’d get back to my book and forget all about him, but then he had to go and smile. A cute, shy kind of smile that dimpled his left cheek and made my heart stutter.

It was then I noticed the scar, a brutal silvery line that ran down the left side of his perfectly sculpted face and disappeared beneath his shirt collar. I winced, wondering who or what had done that to him.

He cleared his throat and our eyes locked, his eyebrows lifting in silent question. He probably got stared at everywhere he went because of that scar, and now I was just another gawking idiot to add to his list of gawking idiots.

The faint flush of heat in my cheeks from earlier was now an inferno.

“Ruby, you need to go home, right now.”

I jumped and nearly lost my footing. The book I’d been reading met its demise against the worn, swamp-green carpeted floor, splayed out so that its pages folded in at all the wrong angles.

Graham tapped the aluminium ladder with the phone, making a clunk-clunk sound that vibrated through my red gum boots and up my legs. I’d forgotten all about the phone call. With his grey eyebrows making a furry V, he seemed upset, so upset that he completely ignored the damaged book – Graham normally threw a fit when he found a single dog-eared page. 

Something was seriously wrong.

A brief, unsettling chill tickled the back of my neck.

“Come down, Ruby, you need to leave right now,” said Graham, his face a strange, washed out colour, like the walls. “That was your dad.” 

Fluttery wings of dread stroked my insides, but I did my best to ignore them. There were a number of possibilities as to why I was being sent home and they didn’t all have to be bad. Maybe Mum and Dad were going out and wanted me to babysit Jay. No. Who was I kidding? They never went anywhere together anymore. It couldn’t be that. For Dad to call me at work – on the work phone and not my own – meant that it was something serious.

Panic swirled the contents of my belly, the apple and rhubarb muffin I’d had for lunch and the flat-white with two sugars making me feel ill all of a sudden.

Maybe Dad had found out about Mum and Derek. Maybe she’d finally mustered up the courage to tell him, or maybe Dad had walked in on them while they were f—

“Ruby, this isn’t a joke,” said Graham, as though he went around pulling pranks all the time.

I swallowed thickly and dug into the back pocket of my jeans and checked my phone. No missed calls. Nothing.

“Ruby,” pleaded Graham.

“I’ve still got an hour,” I said, hoping to avoid going anywhere near home. I didn’t want to know what was wrong. I was afraid. Afraid of what bad thing awaited me there.

Graham inhaled deeply.

“You have to leave immediately, Ruby, your dad insisted.” 

My legs trembled beneath wobbly knees so I clung tightly to the rungs as I made my way down the ladder. I sucked in a deep breath and shook my head, trying to clear it. I needed to get a grip, literally and figuratively. Dad wanting me home didn’t have to be about bad news. It could be the opposite. It could be something wonderful. Maybe he’d finally won a major prize from one of those puzzle magazines he bought every Thursday.

For some reason I tossed a glance at the beautiful guy with the scar. He was staring right at me, wait, with sympathy in his eyes? I could have been going to Hawaii on an all-expenses-paid trip for all he knew. I gave him a good glaring.

“What did he say?” I asked Graham when I finally reached the ground.

The little bell at the door tinkled, announcing a new customer.

Graham sighed instead of answering my question and patted me on the back in a there, there kind of way, as though I should be pitied, and it jangled all kinds of alarm bells inside my head. I took a step back, my heart banging against my chest.

“Is it Jay?”

“Let’s get you home, you’ll find out as soon as you’re there,” he said in a morose tone, his wrinkled lips now a thin line.

“Is Jay hurt?” I asked, my voice prickling with hysteria. “Because if he is, I want to know now.”

Rob, a full-timer, started frothing up milk for the new customer. 

“It’s not Jay. Your little brother is fine. But that’s all I can tell you. Your dad asked me to bring you home. He’ll explain when you get there.”

I threw a quick glance at the poetry aisle but the beautiful guy was gone, replaced instead by old Mrs Patfield. 

Mrs Patfield was a six-foot tall elderly lady who went around town muttering about angels and spirits. She used to give psychic readings to the locals whenever they needed spiritual guidance. But for some reason, one day many years ago, she closed her doors to the public and hadn’t given a reading since.

“Ruby, we need to leave now,” Graham said in a much firmer voice.

Though we were between bookshelves, the nearest table of customers, the Red Men—a group of senior citizens who went around town in red hats and capes just because they could—set their espressos down and leaned forward in their chairs, their eyes trained on me and Graham through the gaps in the shelves.

“Wait, Ruby,” said Mrs Patfield in a deep and gravelly voice.

Surprised that she knew my name, I turned to face the old woman. She had the strangest, palest set of eyes that prickled the hairs on the back of my neck when she focused her gaze on me.

“Can I help you?” I asked, despite Graham’s protests.

Mrs Patfield stared me in the face and said nothing.

Graham cleared his throat, but the old woman wouldn’t take her eyes off me, let alone blink. It was unsettling and got even more unnerving when her eyes misted up and tears started zigzagging down her cheeks.

A cold cloak of gloominess settled on my shoulders, making me shiver.

“Are you okay?” I asked, my words coming out whisper thin. Graham tugged at my arm and eyed Mrs Patfield warily.

“Now is not the time,” he said to the old lady, as though she went around bawling at random teens every day.

The woman started to shake her head from side to side as more tears trickled down the cracks and folds of her weathered skin. From the pocket of the long, black duffle-coat she wore, her long bony fingers withdrew a folded tissue. She pressed it to her damp, pale cheeks.

My body remained frozen beneath her unflinching gaze.

But then she said something that had me weaving through tables and chairs and rushing out the door.
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Mum was already gone by the time Graham got me home. 

Mrs Patfield had known. “Your poor mother,” she’d said. “I’m so sorry.”

There was no handwritten note of explanation, no tender farewell from Mum asking us not to blame ourselves. Just pools of blood that had seeped through the pale apricot sheets to stain the double mattress of my parents’ bed, leaving behind a metallic smell that lingered throughout the house.

She’d done it after I’d gone to work. Plonked Jay in front of the television to watch his favourite movie, Finding Nemo, with enough snacks in front of him to keep him busy for a short while.

“Ruby,” Dad called. “Come sit down.”

We were in the living room. Dad was seated on the couch with our neighbour, Mrs Simich, who’d been a widow for over ten years - two people who had shared no more than a handful of pleasantries and gardening tips over the past twenty years now holding on like they were each other’s spine.

I was standing by the window, watching a stray cat dash across the road. I didn’t want to sit on the couch with Dad and Mrs Simich. In fact I didn’t want to move, in case somebody mistook my movement as an invitation to hug me. I just wanted to be left alone.

“Leave her,” said Mrs Simich, as though reading my mind.

Dad made a choking sound, and I knew that this meant he was crying again.

Though knowing that he was hurting made my throat tighten and my chest ache, no tears came. It had been three hours since I’d found out. There was something deeply wrong with me. Normal people cried when somebody they loved died.

The hairs on my scalp prickled as cold thought washed over me.

Maybe I didn’t love her.

I shook my head and chewed on the only remaining bit of nail on my left pinkie. No, the shock was making me crazy. I loved Mum more than anything. I loved her like a pathetic little idolising puppy. The sun rose and set over the world that was my mother. Well, at least it used too, before she’d started seeing Derek.

I turned away from the window and watched my dad suck in deep, heaving breaths, his eyes wide as the reality of Mum being gone crashed down on him all over again. The same thing kept happening to me. My thoughts would go off on a tangent and then that familiar icy sensation would slowly trickle from the base of my skull and down my spine before spreading along my ribs and encasing my heart. Then I’d remember. Each time more horrible than the moment I’d found out.

I wish I could blink the past three hours away, the entire day, and go back in time to early this morning. I should have taken the day off and stayed home. Kept watch. She hadn’t been herself lately. I knew she hadn’t. And yet I’d chosen to ignore it and pretend that she was okay, pretend that my mother was happy.

“Come here, Ruby,” Dad beckoned between sniffs, his normally bright green eyes glassy and red-rimmed. He patted the couch beside him after Mrs Simich stood up and pressed a crumpled tissue to her cheeks.

“Jay’s still asleep,” Dad said, when I refused to budge. “Mrs Simich managed to get him down after the ambulance and police left. I don’t have the heart to wake him up to... all this.” He wrapped both hands around a mug of greyish coffee that had been sitting on the coffee table for over an hour. Curls of steam no longer rose from the cup, but he cradled it like it was giving him warmth.

Mrs Simich twisted at the gold wedding band on her finger, her head bent in thought. Though her husband, Visko was long gone, I know she still missed him. She fixed her wet brown eyes on me, looking like she wanted to say something, but instead she raked a thin, tanned hand through her brown, grey-streaked hair before turning to Dad.

“I’ll leave you two alone. Bring little Jay over anytime. I’m happy to mind him.”

Dad nodded, then shook his head, his eyes filling with tears. “Thanks. And again I’m sorry. So sorry you had to see... that you found her like that... I’m so sorry.”

“I’m okay, Jeremy. You call me when you need me.”

Before leaving she gently squeezed my arm.

Dad sighed and looked at me uneasily after Mrs Simich left.

“You’re not thinking about the fight you and your mum had, are you?”

I shook my head and turned back to the window to watch a bunch of school kids from my year walk by. They were wearing their leavers jackets. If I hadn’t left school at the end of the first semester I’d be wearing one too. That’s another thing Mum hadn’t been happy about. Me leaving school. I never told her that I’d given it up so that I could watch over Jay between my part-time shifts at the Tea ‘n’ Tale. I’d been coming home after school to find him in dirty nappies, sometimes alone in his cot, crying and unattended, while my mother was at Derek’s place escaping her life.

“Because if you are, I want you to know that it’s not your fault. Your mother hasn’t been well for a while.”

No. I hadn’t been thinking about our argument. But now I was. Now I was seeing the way Mum had looked at me yesterday, how she’d silently pleaded forgiveness with her sorrow-filled eyes while I tried to soothe a hysterical Jay who had once again been left at home alone to fend for himself.

My ribs knotted around the rock inside my chest, remembering how I’d glared at her with disgust.

I’d been way too hard on her. 

Maybe Mum had ended her life because of me.

Somebody knocked on the front door. It was a soft knock, as though the person hoped we wouldn’t answer.

Dad stood up and rubbed his face with his palms.

“Stay here, Rubes... please,” he said, when I made a move to escape the room. “I can’t do this on my own. Mrs Simich called the funeral home for us—her nephew is the director—it might be him.”

My phone vibrated in the back pocket of my jeans.

Martin: Be there in 5.

Martin, my best friend. Thank God, the only person I wanted to see right now. For a second I wondered how he knew, but I was stupid to wonder. Donny Vale was a small town where news travelled over fences and crossed streets faster than a leaf in the whispering wind. Everyone would know about Mum by now.

With a shiver I recalled Mrs Patfield’s tears. She’d known. And she had said ‘sorry.’ Not sorry in the condolence kind of way, but as though she herself were responsible for Mum’s death. But that was just not possible. I was pretty certain Mum didn’t even know the woman.

“Come in,” Dad croaked to whoever was at the door.

I shoved the phone back in my pocket and wondered if I should make a lunge for the couch or stay where I was before the funeral director or sympathetic visitor came in. Maybe if I was seated they wouldn’t try to smother me with sympathy.

“I’m so sorry, Jeremy,” said a deep, gravelly voice. It was a voice I instantly recognised.

“Don’t let him in, Dad,” I said, coming to the door, my eyes fixed on our welcome mat so that I wouldn’t have to look at our neighbour’s face.

“Rubes, love, I understand you’re upset—” Dad started to say.

“It’s okay,” Derek said, cutting Dad off. “I’ll leave it for a bit.”

I shook my head and finally met our neighbour’s tear-filled eyes, deep brown eyes that I used to write about in my diary three years ago when I was fourteen and suffering an older guy crush.

“Don’t bother coming back,” I said. “You’ve done enough.”

Dad’s face reddened and his eyes widened in shock. “Rubes,” he whispered in quiet outrage. “What’s gotten into you?”

My eyes shot from Dad to Derek and back to Dad again. I shook my head.

“How can you not know?” I asked, in a moment of cruelty. When I looked at Derek again, I noticed something, a flash of movement from behind him. 

There was somebody dressed in dark clothes standing at the end of our driveway. It looked a bit like the guy I’d seen at work today, the guy with the scar and the beautiful blue eyes. What on earth was he doing at my house?

“Know what?” Dad asked.

I pretended I didn’t hear Dad’s question because now I felt terrible and was too cowardly to tell him the truth. Instead I stood on tip toes so that I could see the mystery guy better. But he was gone. Had I imagined him?

“Know what?” Dad repeated, his green eyes wide and trusting, his ginger brows raised. It was then I realised he was as truly innocent as Jay in all of this and that I was the only one in our family who had known about Mum’s affair with a younger man. The only one who could have done or said something to change things before Mum had decided she’d had enough of all the lies and deception.

“Nothing,” I muttered, feeling like a jerk for almost causing Dad more grief than he needs right now. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just... not thinking right.’

I gave Derek one long, last look, shook my head, then turned and headed straight for my bedroom.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3


[image: ]




Somebody knocked on my bedroom door.

“It’s me,” said Martin, and the sound of his voice tightened the already hard knot in my throat.

“Come in,” I said, sighing with relief. I dragged myself out of bed and sat on the edge of the mattress.

Martin stepped in and closed the door behind him. With his golden hair and cheery disposition, Martin brought the sun with him wherever he went. But not today. Right now, it was hard to look at him. I didn’t want his pity-eyes. I wanted normal, happy, sunshine Martin.

“Rubes...”

“Don’t say anything,” I said, keeping my eyes fixed on the carpet where my little brother had once dropped a green icy pole which had left a stain. “Please. I don’t want to talk about it.”

Martin sighed but said nothing.

After a long silence I looked up.

After he held my gaze for a few seconds, he nodded. “Okay. Whatever you want.” He opened his backpack and took out some DVDs, all the while eyeing me warily. Jay worked at one of the only DVD stores left in the state, possibly even the country. Donny Vale needed it though. The internet here was so slow that watching Netflix or any other subscription service was painfully glitchy. I gave up on it all last year and got myself a cheap DVD player for my bedroom and haven’t looked back.

“I brought these from work in case you can’t sleep tonight, or maybe you want to watch one now with me... if that’s what you feel like doing. But if not, then...” he paused, shook his head and then shoved the DVDs back into his bag. “Sorry. It was a dumb idea.”

“What have you got?” I patted the space beside me on the bed for him to sit. 

He sat down. The bed squeaked beneath him and his light, wavy hair flopped over his hazel eyes while he rummaged through the bag. He smelled buttery, like the popcorn they sold at the video store.

“I don’t even know. I just grabbed whatever was at the top of the returns box and came here as quickly as I could.”

He spread them between his hands and chewed on his lower lip while he looked them over, but then suddenly shoved the bottom two back into his pack and got up off the bed, his eyes wide.

“What were those? Why’d you stick them back in your bag? Show me.” I asked, curious now, standing up and coming around to take them out of Martin’s pack.

He dodged my arm, twisting his body left and right each time I made a grab so that I missed.

“What’s your problem?” I asked, breathless now, as I lunged for the bag a fifth time. He was really starting to annoy me. “Is it like porn or something? Just show me.”

Martin stared down at me with raised brows and a forced grin. “After years of saying no you finally wanna watch porn with me?”

I rolled my eyes. He was trying to cheer me up but I just wanted to see the damn DVDs. We stopped our dance and stared at each other. My breath was coming out hard and fast and my throat was getting dangerously tight. Maybe I was going to finally bawl. But I didn’t want to do it in front of Martin, or anybody for that matter.

I pressed the flat of my tongue against the roof of my mouth, hoping to stem the tears. Martin must have noticed my unease because he sighed and fished the stashed DVDs from his pack. 

“Here then.”

“Weekend at Bernie’s and...” I studied the other one, “...and The Virgin Suicides?”

Martin let out a long sigh and hung his head. “I mean it when I said I grabbed them from the returns box without looking. Sorry.”

As I peered up into his flushed face, I couldn’t resist the urge to smile, which then turned to laughter, a surprisingly deep belly laugh. I had to clap a hand across my mouth in case my dad heard me from the other room.

“Ruby. What the hell?” Martin reached for me, his eyes wide with alarm, but I dodged him and hid my face until the wave of laughter subsided.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what that was. But I’m okay now,” I said pressing my cool hands against my warm cheeks before I turned back around. “But can you please be normal?” I swallowed down the thickness in my throat and shook my head. “Just for tonight I want to pretend that everything’s okay.” I looked at Martin, searching his eyes for some kind of confirmation that I was not a monster for laughing like that.

Martin’s eyes grew shiny and his chin crumpled before he cleared his throat and quickly turned to stare out of my bedroom window.

“I don’t know if I can pretend, Rubes,” he said, his voice cracking. He brushed a hand across his cheek. My ribcage squeezed around my heart a little tighter. Martin was hurting too. He’d known Mum since he was a little boy.

Sinking onto my bed, I rolled onto my side and curled up into a tight ball, to match the tight knot inside of me. Staring out the window past Martin, I could see the scarlet tops of the rosebushes that grew below the sill, the late afternoon sun turning them golden.

“That’s okay. I shouldn’t make you pretend. It happened and I have to accept it. But I’m just worried that maybe, I don’t know... that maybe I didn’t love her enough or something, because I haven’t cried... at all.” There. It was out now. 

Martin came to sit beside me on the bed, rubbing his hands up and down his thighs—a nervous habit he’d had since I’d known him. “It’s the shock talking. Ruby, you idolised your mum.” He stopped rubbing his legs. “Remember that day you bleached your hair to look like her and it turned bright orange? Everyone at school called you Fanta.”

“Yeah...” I half smiled at the memory. “But something’s wrong. I feel... angry... and so confused. It’s weird. I don’t think I know how to feel.”

“Weird is normal in these situations,” Martin said softly before he shifted closer and whispered, “Come here.” In a swift but awkward movement, he drew me up and into his strong arms, arms that he’d spent the last few months building and sculpting at the request of his girlfriend, Madeline.

“Wait, what... what are you doing?” I muttered.

At first I struggled against him—though we were best mates it wasn’t like we hugged all the time, just birthdays and Christmas—but he held on tight and eventually I gave in and collapsed against his chest. It felt strangely good. 

I wrapped my arms around his waist and twisted the thin popcorn-scented fabric of his cotton work shirt between my fingers, losing myself in the warmth of his embrace.

“Don’t force yourself to feel anything, Rubes,” Martin said, rocking me gently. “Take it slowly. I’m right here for you.” His last words came out gravelly, making my eyes sting.

A knock at my bedroom door startled us apart.

“Ruby, the funeral people are here,” said Dad from the other side of the door.

“I should go.” Martin sprang to his feet.

“Okay,” I said, and dragged myself off the bed and went out into the hallway.

I winced at the sight of Dad. The shock of Mum’s death had shattered him. He looked like a broken man, a hollow man.

“Come on, Dad, let’s do this,” I said, linking my arm through his to steady his wobbly feet. He smelt of rum and cigarettes. Dad didn’t smoke and he normally didn’t drink. His own dad had been an alcoholic so he tended to steer clear of it with the exception of special occasions.

“You can help me think about music for the funeral, Ruby. And I know you were funny with him at the door, but I think Derek could be of use too. Your mum loved listening to him play on that guitar of his.”

I disentangled my arm and stepped back.

“Please tell me you didn’t invite him to come here,” I said, hating myself for the way I was speaking, the tone I was using with my sweet dad. Since the day I was born Dad and I had been close. Maybe it was because I’d inherited his every feature, including the flashing green eyes and the fiery red hair. I honestly couldn’t recall a single moment in all of those years where we’d shared harsh words.

He rubbed his lined face with both hands and sighed as though he hadn’t slept in a hundred years.

“I’ve already called him. He’ll be here in a sec, along with some of your mother’s friends.” He spread his hands out and shrugged. “We don’t have any family, Rubes. The people of Donny Vale are all we have and Derek was one of your mum’s closest mates.”

Little Jay, who called out from his bedroom, saved me from hurting Dad with the volcanic truth that nearly spewed from my lips. The only trouble was, I didn’t know how long I could hold back the truth. 

We parted ways—Dad went in to get Jay and I went to find Martin who’d disappeared down the hallway somewhere.

Just as I entered the kitchen, Derek and a few of Mum’s friends walked in, looking like condolence zombies, their faces pale with shock and their arms slowly rising to greet me. I ducked out of their reach, mumbling that I had to see Martin out, and weakly promised that I’d be back soon. But not before I noticed Derek, who hung back in the shadows, looking like a complete wreck with bloodshot eyes and a tearstained face. I was secretly glad he looked so broken. What the hell had he been thinking? Messing around with a married woman was never going to end well.

A woman dressed in a navy blue pant suit placed some information leaflets on our dining table before sitting down and opening her laptop. Another person, a sharply dressed man, possibly Mrs Simich’s nephew, stood by the kettle waiting for it to boil. The funeral directors hadn’t wasted time in making themselves at home. It was business as usual—just another death to take care of.

I found Martin at the front door, ready to leave.

“You want me to stay?” Martin asked, even though I could tell he was freaking out and desperate to leave by the way his hands were shaking. Truth be told I wanted to follow him. Having funeral directors in our home made everything seem more real. And I didn’t want any of it to be real.

“No. I’ll be fine. But come over tomorrow.”

He nodded and swung open the screen door but stopped himself mid-step.

“Crap, I nearly stepped on these flowers.” He bent down to pick up a small bunch of mismatched blooms tied together with a shoelace before glancing up at the street. “Hey, do you know that dude?”

I brushed past Martin and stood on the doormat, watching the back of a tall guy dressed in black, as he disappeared around the bend. I couldn’t be certain if it was the guy from the poetry aisle at work, but the clothes matched.

“You know him?” Martin handed me the flowers. The stems were still warm from being held. The warmth travelled up my arm and eased the tightness in my chest for just a moment.

I shook my head, not really lying, because although I remembered him from our little encounter at the Tea ‘n’ Tale, I didn’t really know who he was.

“Fauxhawks are so lame,” said Martin, who was basically born with a mullet. “And those flowers look crap. I bet he picked them on his way here. Probably stole them from your neighbours’ gardens.”
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