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			Chapter


			One


			Was that guy ever going to jump?


			I tapped my foot, then stood up. The rock’s coldness had leeched into my bum and made it numb. I gave myself a couple of whacks to get some circulation back. I wish I’d left when I first spotted the shadowy figure standing on the bridge shrouded in river mist.


			Few people came down to this bridge anymore. Once the highway was built and the village of Brookdale grew alongside the new road, it wasn’t needed anymore.


			This was supposed to be my bridge this morning.


			My morning to die.


			The sky was brightening, changing from a bruised purple to a wash of pale blue. Damn! My skin prickled from the cold and irritation. I hadn’t wanted to see the swirl of murky water below when I jumped.


			He’d been getting up and down from that rail for the last hour. Maybe he’d finally decided he couldn’t do it. Nope, he was climbing the rail again. My breath caught as it had every time and I watched him looking below, wavering. Again. This was ridiculous. I pressed my lips together and strode down to the bridge. He didn’t seem to hear my boots on the timber as the birds shrieked their greeting to the rising sun.


			‘Do you need a push or something?’ I asked.


			‘What?’ He jolted so hard if he hadn’t been clinging to a beam, he would have toppled into the water below.


			‘I said did you need a push?’ He looked about my age, early twenties. His brow furrowed at my question.


			‘Are you serious? Like, aren’t you supposed to want to stop the crazy man or something?’


			I shrugged. ‘It’s your life. I would like it if you decided though because I would like to jump sometime today.’


			‘You want to jump?’


			Was this guy an idiot or something? ‘Yes, and you are taking forever. I’ve been sitting on that rock up there waiting for you to get on with it.’


			He climbed down and stood next to me.


			He swept his arm out. ‘All yours.’ He looked relieved that I had interfered, but also didn’t seem to take me seriously.


			‘Great.’ With a bit of effort, I climbed up on the rail.


			I looked back and saw his face drain of colour. ‘Uh… I don’t think I can watch… can you wait until I’m gone?’


			I held the beam. ‘Fine. You’re kind of distracting, anyway.’


			He stood there, staring at me for the longest time.


			‘Well, are you going to go?’


			He cleared his throat and turned to go. I looked back down at the water. Some ducks were gliding along far down below. I’d have to wait for them to get past the jump zone. I didn’t want to squash an innocent duck when I ploughed into the water.


			He cleared his throat again.


			Really? He was still there. ‘What?’ I snapped. As if this wasn’t hard enough.


			‘I can’t let you do this.’ He held out a hand to me. When I refused to take it, he inched closer.


			‘Go away.’


			Concern darkened his brown eyes. This was not the last thing I wanted to be worrying about as I plunged. Traumatising some guy wasn’t in my plan for this morning. 


			‘Just because you couldn’t do it, doesn’t mean you should feel the need to stop me.’


			‘Please come down.’ He sounded distraught.


			I sighed. Guess there was always tomorrow.


			‘Fine. The sun’s up now and I didn’t really want to see the water coming at me. Should I book the bridge for tomorrow or are you planning another go? You were here first, after all.’


			He raised an eyebrow.


			‘I’m not kidding. Do you want the bridge tomorrow or not?’


			‘Nope, all yours. My name’s Lucas.’ He sounded all calm, but I could see the fingers on his outstretched hand were trembling.


			I climbed down, brushing past his hand. ‘I didn’t come here to make friends.’


			‘Yes, ma’am.’


			I rolled my eyes and called back. ‘It’s Lexie. Not ma’am.’


			He started following me along the bush track that led back to the village.


			‘I heard that jumping from over fifty metres into water should cause death or serious injury and that bridge should be about sixty metres. That should do it, but do you think the impact would hurt?’ he asked.


			Not one for idle conversation, this Lucas. ‘It might hurt for just a moment, but I guess it would be bearable. I was aiming for that, anyway.’ I didn’t really want to think about it.


			‘What if we land wrong and just break lots of bones, but are still alive or something?’


			I stopped walking, pondering what he’d said. That would really suck. ‘Um, I guess you are in the river with broken bones so you can’t swim, and you’d drown anyway, so all good.’


			He resumed trudging along the track, so I followed.


			‘This might be stupid, but I’ve always had a fear of drowning. Maybe I need to find another way.’


			This was the weirdest conversation ever. ‘I’m not fussed on drowning either, but in the end I’m dead, so who cares?’


			This was not how it was supposed to be. I walked out of the bush back into the streets dotted with weatherboard cottages and pretty gardens. He kept pace until he stopped to sniff the delicious aroma of breakfast cooking at the restaurant, A.J.s. It was the first of the village shops.


			‘Would it be weird if I asked you to come have breakfast with me?


			‘Really weird,’ I said.


			Lucas checked his jeans and triumphantly pulled out his wallet. ‘C’mon. My shout.’


			My stomach betrayed me, letting out an audible growl, and he laughed. ‘Okay, I’ll come, but I’ve got to warn you, I like a big breakfast.’


			A.J.’s was set up like a ‘50’s American diner. The walls were lined with red vinyl covered booths and prints of Elvis and other singers of his era. It even had a silver counter with red and chrome stools for a counter lunch. In the centre of the restaurant was a mass of black tables and chairs. We settled into a booth, and I glimpsed our reflection in the window. We looked like any normal happy couple.


			What a shame I’ll be dead this time tomorrow.
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			Chapter


			Two


			I closed the picket gate and stood under the entrance arbour. The lemon and cream weatherboard cottage was hugged by vivid pink camellias, lavender, and roses. Every fibre in me settled. I never thought I’d see this place again, but here I was. At home.


			As I crunched my way down the gravel driveway around to the back French doors, thoughts flitted like the ruby leaves of the red maple tree alongside the house. I should not still be here. I kicked my boots off and went in, plonking on the lounge.


			Mum stopped wiping the mahogany top of the kitchen island and gave me a smile, but the dark rings under her eyes didn’t match the wattage of her smile.


			‘How was your walk? Where did you go this time?’


			‘Morning, Mum. Just out to the lookout.’ The opposite direction of the bridge. ‘Where’s Dad?’


			What was left of her morning cheer evaporated. ‘Some problem at work.’


			I nodded. ‘I’m off to the shower. Do you want to go down to the markets for one of Louise’s brownies when I’m ready?’


			‘Great idea.’ She gave her flat stomach a pat. ‘Make sure I don’t buy her lemon raspberry shortbreads or caramel nut slice, or I will have to join you on those walks.’


			‘Mmmm, I love those lemon raspberry shortbreads. Ooh, maybe her rose water hearts too.’ I made a drooling puppy face and Mum laughed, throwing the tea towel at me.


			‘Get moving then or she’ll be sold out on us.’


			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


			Under the tingly warmth of the shower, I tried to let my irritation with Dad drain away. What else should I expect? Whenever the emotional terrain of home became the great unknown, he retreated to the familiar footholds of the work mountain. Sure, he worked hard to pay for the pretty cottage in the peaceful mountain village and we didn’t have any material needs unmet, but as I scrubbed at my scalp, then let the shampoo slide away, I was annoyed that beyond that, he wasn’t much use. Mum needed him.


			I dried off, then scooped my wet hair into a ponytail. Should I tell Mum about Lucas? Probably not much point and it could lead to some awkward questions. I remember little of what we talked about over breakfast, but it hadn’t been weird at all. In fact, I hadn’t felt that comfortable with anyone, let alone with what I had to admit was a cute guy. Mentally deranged of course, but still cute. How could he have laughed so freely when only an hour before he was going to toss himself off a bridge? Neither of us asked the other the why question.


			I had watched the light spark and fade in his cinnamon-coloured eyes as we chatted. It was like he had forgotten something painful then he’d be hammered with it, he’d shake it off and keep talking, but I’d seen it. It’s not that I didn’t care. I couldn’t care. I had to go back to that bridge tomorrow.
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			After loading up with far too many of Louise’s baked goodies, Mum and I continued to wander the market stalls.


			She held up a silver pendant. ‘Look, isn’t that a cherry blossom? Another one for your collection?’


			I slid my finger along a display of various crystals. ‘Nah, I need no more clutter and I’ve already got one similar to that; the one I had on this morning.’


			She flicked her fringe from her eye and before I could protest, she got the silver pendant put on a chain and had it hung around my neck. ‘I think it’s pretty and you can never have too much clutter.’


			‘Thanks, Mum.’ So, she’d noticed my room clean out, and that it wasn’t just me tidying up all my uni paraphernalia. I’d obviously taken it a bit too far, but I hadn’t wanted her to be left having to go through all my stuff.


			‘Oh my God, Lexxxieeeeeeeeee.’


			Crap! My best friend, Amber, was running towards me oblivious to who she knocked down as she made her charge.


			‘I’ll meet you back home.’ Mum laughed as I was enveloped into an Amber bear hug and rocked from side to side. ‘Hi, Amber.’


			‘Okay, let go. Can’t…. breathe.’


			Amber gave one last squeeze, and I sucked some air in and removed her hair from my face. She pouted at my cool reception.


			‘When you said you were going on a social media detox, I didn’t think that included me or that you wouldn’t even email or text. However, just because I was in Europe doesn’t mean I didn’t want to be there for you. I know things were difficult with your pop.’


			I bit my lip and glanced around at the people milling past us. She got the hint.


			‘I’m just over my jetlag so I’ll be boring you with all my amazing travel news. I’m still bummed you didn’t get to meet me in London, but …how are you?’ She paused, squinting at me. I was taking too long to answer. I needed to distract her.


			‘How was Europe? Tell me all about it.’


			She grabbed my arm, and we settled on some silver school seats.


			I let her tales wash over me, feeling mildly guilty that I should be more excited for her, but since I wasn’t part of it and hadn’t travelled to the same places, it kind of meant nothing much to me. Amber had been gone for months. At first, I was busy helping Mum with Pop, but once he’d died, I was at a loose end and lonely without Amber. Then I’d had my own dramas and hoped to be gone before she got back. It would be easier for her that way. Now that plan was totally screwed up.


			Amber was looking at me expectantly.


			‘Um, sorry. What did you say?’


			‘I asked how your mum was doing.’


			‘As good as she can be, I guess. The past couple of years have been pretty hard on her.’


			Amber nodded, her face the same mask of concern I had seen on everyone at the funeral. ‘It was probably a good thing in the end.’


			On some level, I knew she was right, but I didn’t need to hear it from her or have her hold my hand in the middle of the schoolyard where the markets flowed with people around me. I took my hand away.


			‘Shit, I mean…’


			This was Amber. I shouldn’t take it out on her. ‘No, I guess you are right. It was awful losing Pop bit by bit. He used to be so much fun.’


			Amber nodded. ‘Do you think your Nan knew he used to eat our vegies so we could get our bread-and-butter pudding?’


			I grinned. ‘I don’t know. Remember how he used to chase me with the fish he caught at the river? I still can’t eat a fish if it’s cooked with the head on.’


			Amber puckered her lips. ‘Ew, gross. He was the best. Dementia really sucks.’


			We sat in silence, patting any friendly dogs that ambled by, then soaking up the sun and the floral scent of the candle stall near us. Normally we’d still be babbling away, but I didn’t have the words. So, I fell back into one of our old patterns.


			‘So, overall. Thorns and roses?’ I asked.


			‘Mmm.’ Amber stroked her fingers through her blonde hair. ‘Thorns. The flight there and back is sooooo long. On the way there, an old guy sat next to me and pretty much slept the whole way, which at first, I thought great, so we didn’t have to do that small talk thing, but then he started farting…. so much worse than Sam’s any day.’ She gagged. Sam was her geriatric border collie and could clear a room in five seconds.


			‘Now that’s a thorn. Biggest rose?’


			She kept playing with her hair and that’s when I finally noticed. A glinting diamond ring. I grabbed her hand. ‘Are you-?’


			‘I’m engaged!’ Amber squealed. I managed a squeal back and kept the envy cooking in my heart at bay. She deserved to be happy, and I was a shitty best friend if I couldn’t be thrilled for her. This was all so awkward. I had no reason in her eyes for me to be all weird and cold to her. I tried to snap out of it.


			‘Oh, Lex. It was soooo romantic. Matt met me in Paris and proposed in front of the Louvre. Despite my assumption that he would do it at the top of the Eiffel Tower, he dismissed the idea as too cliché. In the end, I didn’t care… considering we were in the City of Love, after all. I had to keep it all off social media because I wanted my best friend to be the first one to know but it’ll be getting a blasting now.’


			I laughed. It would have been awful for her to keep that a secret for even an hour let alone the entire trip back. ‘Very proud of you. Congrats.’


			‘We are getting married next April so we’ve got heaps to organise. You will be my bridesmaid of course. It’s just going to be you and me. I promise I won’t go all Bridezilla on you. I’ll even let you pick your own dress.’


			Amber had been planning her wedding day since Matt asked her out five years ago. I already knew every detail, so figured there wasn’t much I would need to do. The one thing she needed, I couldn’t guarantee. I couldn’t look at her glowing face another minute. She’d understand why I had to leave one day. She’d know it was for the best.
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			Chapter


			Three


			No way! Was that really Lucas standing in the middle of the bridge? I stomped my way down to him.


			‘I thought we had a deal. The bridge was mine today.’


			He shook his head. ‘I didn’t think you were serious, but you are really going to jump, aren’t you?’


			‘What made you think I wasn’t serious? You said you can’t watch, and you weren’t supposed to be here.’ I bit my lip. Why was he making this so hard?


			‘Well, I am here. How about we watch the sunrise and get some breakfast? You can jump another day. ‘He sat with his legs dangling through the rails and patted a spot next to him. ‘C’mon. It’s going to be a good one.’


			Mist curled from his mouth as he spoke, and even though the cold seeped into my bones, I sat next to him.


			The sky glowed with streaks of peach, mauve and coral which were reflected in the glassy water of the river. The sunrise I might never have seen had Lucas not been there. Lucas didn’t shift his gaze from the sky, but he let his warm fingers slide over and gripped my numb hand.


			Finally, he gave my hand a squeeze. ‘You’re freezing and I’m starving. Let’s go.’


			We pulled our legs back and I let him haul me up. I shouldn’t go to breakfast with him again. It would be better to leave. Instead, my stupid legs were following him and once again I was scoffing down pancakes drowned in syrup.


			Lucas sucked down the last of his milkshake. ‘Were you really going to jump?’ He said it as casually as if he were asking if I was enjoying my mocha latte.


			‘Yep. Are you planning to turn up every morning and feed me, so I don’t?’


			He wiped his mouth slowly on a serviette then locked his eyes with mine. Heat penetrated my cheeks and a few other places that had been icy for a loooong time. This had to stop.


			‘Look, I don’t need some guy on a white horse trying to save me. Thanks for the pancakes.’ I wriggled out of the booth.


			He sighed and swirled his straw among the milk bubbles in the glass. Brown curls flopped into his eyes, and it hit me. The one being saved wasn’t me. I ignored the part of me that wanted to harden against him and sat back down.


			‘I’m scared of horses, so I’m not much of a white knight Lady Lexie.’


			I offered a small smile. ‘That’s okay. I don’t like them either. Too much kick and bite. Give me a Golden Retriever any day. When they look at you with those sappy brown eyes, you know they love you.’


			‘Or you’re eating food they love.’


			I smacked his hand. ‘No, it’s me they love. I still miss my dog even though she died ten years ago.’


			The tease left his eyes. ‘I’m sure your dog loved you.’ I nodded and he couldn’t resist adding, ‘and the treats.’


			I gave an annoyed gasp, which made him grin. ‘Speaking of treats, another mocha would go down well.’


			‘So, a Golden Retriever is your spirit animal and all I need to do is feed you treats and you’ll love, I mean like me?’ Lucas’ cheeks reddened.


			‘Mmmm, Golden Retrievers seem to love everyone, even without treats. I could be more like a Rottie. Only loyal to those in my inner circle and ferocious to the rest.’ I couldn’t believe I actually bared my teeth at him, grateful he played along by pulling a scared face.


			‘I’d better get in that inner circle fast then.’


			I wanted to smack my forehead. What was wrong with me? I wanted to know everything about him. Did he have a dog? Who did he live with? What did he do? What was his favourite food? Did he have a girlfriend? Did he have friends? Why was he on the bridge that day? Who broke his heart?


			I pressed my lips tight. No questions were getting past them. I couldn’t see Lucas again. I was getting too attached, and I had too much going on.


			‘Hey, Lexie. Would you mind not jumping tomorrow and meet me here for breakfast again?’


			No! This was not the plan.


			‘Just one more time,’ I said.


			His face lit up. ‘Great. I have to go, but I’ll see you here tomorrow.’


			I sat building a little tower with the sugar sachets. One more breakfast wouldn’t hurt. I still knew barely anything about him. I squashed down an image of him looking surprisingly good in chain mail. He’d make a fine-looking knight in shining armour. He’d have to find some other damsel to save, though. I was beyond help.
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			Chapter


			Four


			‘Wow, you’re here.’


			I sat down at the booth, moving away from the ragged edge of a tear in the red vinyl. ‘You know me, never one to turn down a free breakfast.’


			Lucas laughed and waved the menu at me. ‘Do you need this, or are you going to eat pancakes for the rest of the week?’


			The rest of the week? My heart lurched and my head squashed it. This guy felt sorry for me. There was nothing else going on. ‘For your information I could eat pancakes for breakfast every day, but surely you’ve got better things to do than feed me.’


			Pain flickered across his face, then, like a backspace, it disappeared. ‘Nope, I have nothing better to do, so let’s eat.’


			‘Do you work? Go to uni? Are you a secret millionaire who lives a life of leisure and feeds the hungry?’ I clearly shouldn’t have had that coffee before I came.


			He was saved from my barrage by the waitress taking our order. Once she left, we sat in silence until I cracked.


			‘You don’t have to tell me anything about yourself, Lucas. Let’s just leave it at two strangers who admire sunrises and bridges.’ I cringed. I sounded bitchy.


			He tapped his fingers on the table. ‘It’s not that. I want to know things about you too but if we start, I won’t be able to stop asking you stuff and then I’ll want to know why, and I don’t want to answer the same question because that wouldn’t be fair.’


			I sucked in a breath. Good. He didn’t think I was a bitch, and he didn’t want to go there either.


			Lucas sucked in a breath. ‘This is the most normal I’ve felt in months and even though we’ve only talked about random stuff I feel like I’ve known you forever so I’m being slack and stopping.’


			He wouldn’t look at me. Argh, would someone stop that strange tingly warmth spreading through me?


			I couldn’t help it. A smile formed. ‘I like you too.’ Our order was plonked in front of us. ‘Or maybe it’s my Pavlovian response to you. Lucas and pancakes, yum.’


			He groaned. ‘Way to break a man’s heart- tell him it’s the pancakes and not him.’


			I shovelled a pancake in. ‘Ahhh, besh shin, f.. mmm br’ hear…mmmm.’


			He laughed. ‘Gross. I think you said best thing for a broken heart.’ Unlike me, he didn’t roll up a pancake and shove it in with his fingers, instead he made a big show of cutting it with a knife and fork and delicately nibbling.


			I swallowed loudly. ‘Don’t you go all fancy on me now. I’ve been watching you and it was just as gross as this.’ I rolled up and devoured another pancake, letting the syrup drip down my chin.


			Lucas tutted and went all English butler, wiping my chin with a serviette. I slapped his hand away.


			‘I can wipe up my own mess,’ I said.


			‘Good to know you weren’t raised in a barn.’


			I stuck my finger into the sugar sprinkled foam of my chai latte then licked it. ‘Actually, my parents would be horrified at my lack of manners. Now I’m home all the time Mum keeps telling me to stop slurping my tea and to eat my biscuits on a plate as I drop crumbs everywhere. Maybe uni caused some regression. I’m taking a year off my Masters in Physio, so plenty of time to work on my table manners.’


			Lucas nodded. ‘Seems a Swiss finishing school for young ladies wouldn’t go astray.’


			I slurped my chai. If I had ordered a milkshake, I could have blown bubbles into it with a straw. Lucas didn’t know how lucky he was.


			He picked up his cup of English Breakfast tea and sipped quietly with his pinkie up. ‘Us engineering students are so much more refined. I’m taking a year off to help my dad out at his gym, Kratos. I know I’m a mere male, so it’s easy to confuse me, but I thought we weren’t going to share gory details like that.’


			We sounded like normal people who still cared about the future, but obviously something had changed for both of us. I let the sweet chai roll around my mouth, then sighed. ‘Sorry, you are right. It was a slip. Have you noticed that since you decided to…you know…that so much stuff that got you all wound up about like exams, going out, what stuff you have or can buy, what people think of you, doesn’t matter anymore? If I listen to my friends, not that I see many anymore, it’s just drama and- maybe it’s different for guys.’


			He shook his head. ‘No, it’s not different for guys. I got all caught up in the bullshit, too. Then, now I kind of think things like seriously, put down the phones people and have a bloody conversation. You might even notice that everyone’s got some crap to deal with and you could even help by listening, or something.’


			His tone was carefree, and he popped a stolen strawberry from my plate into his mouth, but I saw the whites of his knuckles as he then gripped his glass.


			‘Yeah. Although I feel like even if I bared my soul, it’s all too much, anyway. So much easier to share a funny cat video. Like anyone really cares these days,’ I agreed.


			It was then I realised I was pissed off no one had bothered to check in on me with my self-imposed social media de-tox. Especially with my old school friends and uni friends that knew it was mostly about not needing to see images of my cheating ex with his new girlfriend, or images of my best friend living it up on her European trip while I held my dying Pop’s hand. I’d heard nothing from anyone. What a bunch of selfish arseholes my friends had turned out to be. They always expected me to listen to their latest tragic romance tale, but when I needed someone, there was only radio silence.


			I tucked my hands under my thighs. These hands that really wanted to fling the crockery and smash it all. Lucas watched me get a grip of myself and waited until I let out a deep breath.


			‘You okay?’


			‘Yep,’ I said. ‘Just fed up with everyone being so caught up in themselves.’


			‘For what it’s worth, I’m here for you.’


			Far out, his eyes were gorgeous. My inner rage moved like larva into a cool ocean, leaving only a wisp behind. He really cared about me. This was so wrong.


			‘Thanks for caring, but you should stop. I’m a mental case, only bad for you. I shouldn’t have come again. Thanks for breakfast, but I’ve got to go.’ I slid from the booth, ignoring his dropped mouth. I knew I was being awful, but it was better to cut and run. ‘Sorry, Lucas.’


			‘Lexie!’


			I bolted away.
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			Once I made it home, I collapsed onto the lounge and stared up at the raked ceiling until it blurred. Mum sat down on the corner of the lounge and stroked my sweaty hair, which led to tears leaking everywhere.


			‘It’s about time you cried,’ she murmured, which led to full pelt sobs. She held me until I’d soaked up all the tissues and my sobs were hiccups.


			‘It’s not fair,’ I whispered, my voice hoarse from crying.


			‘I know, baby.’ I looked at her tear-stained face.


			‘That’s not quite it. It’s not fair that I’ve finally met this amazing guy, and it’s all pointless. I’ll never get to know if he’ll break my heart or heal it.’


			Mum raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re crying over meeting a guy?’


			‘Yes! Why meet him now? Why meet him at all?’ I untangled myself, gathered up the soggy tissues, and dumped them in the bin.


			‘What’s his name?’


			‘I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not going to see him again, anyway.’


			She had this sad, pensive expression on her face, just as I knew she would. I’d seen it so much as Pop had deteriorated. That look that says I’m helpless as I’m left to watch a vibrant life fade to shadow. I did not want her looking at me like that.


			‘This dying thing really sucks.’ I stomped from the room like a two-year-old.


		




		

			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


			Chapter


			Five


			‘What the hell, Kennedy.’


			I groaned from under the soft cocoon of my quilt. Amber only called me my surname when she was really pissed. She flung the quilt back.


			‘It’s past eleven on a Tuesday. Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t going on with your masters?’


			I yawned and sat up. What else had Mum told her? Amber’s eyes widened as she took in the bare room. ‘Where’s all the cherry blossom stuff?’


			My Mum had been so excited that her tom boy daughter had fallen in love with cherry blossom trees that lined our street, she’d gone crazy decorating my room with the flowering tree as a theme.


			She sat on the bed. ‘Are you shutting me out because I took off to Europe without you? Or is it because I got engaged and you’re still stuck on that arsehole ex, because I heard that girl dumped his sorry arse, anyway. I know you are super close to your Mum and all, but I should have been here while your Pop was dying, and I know you said in the one text you sent it was okay that I couldn’t make it back for the funeral, but I really could have tried harder.’


			A knock at the door stopped her. Mum set a tray of chai tea and cinnamon toast down between us and slipped out, but not before she gave me a stare and a nod. She wanted me to tell Amber. It was time to come clean. I watched Amber happily munch away at some toast and found my throat dry. Couldn’t I just pretend a little longer?


			‘You gonna eat that or just stare at it until it’s cold and gross?’


			I handed the toast to her, watching her lips gather more sugar sprinkles as I sipped my chai tea.


			‘Okay, what’s the go? What’s going on and don’t tell me you’re fine.’


			Damn, she knew something was wrong. Really wrong. She moved the tray and set my cup down. When I remained a numb lump in her arms, she released me.


			‘Lex, you are scaring me. If you have the shits with me, just tell me. If it’s something else, just tell me and we can get through it together. It must be something awful, but I’m here for you.’


			My gut was a boulder, and my lips stiffened trying to say the words.


			‘Yes, it is something awful… I don’t know how to tell you.’ I stared into those ocean blue eyes I had known since I was five years old and watched them fill with tears as I struggled to speak.


			‘No… no… no.’


			‘Yes, Amber. I’m dying.’


			As she crumpled against me, I regretted not jumping. This was something I had not wanted to see. Watching someone trying to cope with the pain of losing me. How could I deal with the dying part if I had to put on a brave face to comfort someone else? Since I was the source of their pain, there was no help to be had from me.


			‘Is it cancer?’ Amber asked as we both lay back down.


			‘No, you know me. I’d rather be more exotic. Apparently, I’m pretty rare. It’s ALS…you know, like the Stephen Hawking thing, but he wasn’t very typical and lived a lot longer than the usual…which is more like two to three years. But since I’m so young and all, they’re not sure.’


			‘Two to three years…they’re not sure,’ Amber echoed.


			I hadn’t talked about it with anyone yet. 


			I stalled Mum and Dad every time they approached the subject. Mum had left info sheets around for me to read and I had read them until my fingers trembled. Drip by drip the information of what would happen to my body had leaked into a puddle then expanded into a depressing lake. 


			I was already over visits to hospitals and specialists. Mum had gotten into it, not wanting to be caught unprepared like she had been with Pop’s dementia. I knew she’d already talked to builders to get a quote on doing disability type renovations and her and Dad had argued about it. Mum loved this house and wanted to stay but Dad thought a wait and see then buy a modern house more suited to a wheelchair approach was better. He was such an ostrich with his head in the sand, hoping some miracle cure would come along just in the nick of time to save me, so until then, life as usual. I didn’t want them to do anything drastic or squander money on things like that.


			‘Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve come home.’


			Grabbing her hand, I held tight. ‘I know you would have, which is why I kept it quiet. It took me a while to believe them, and I didn’t want to ruin your trip. There was nothing you could have done.’


			‘Is that why Lucas is looking for you? Is he worried? Did you tell him before you told me?’


			I sat up so fast I hit my head on the headboard. ‘What? How do you know about him?’ This was too weird.


			‘That’s why I came roaring in here thinking you’d been hiding a thing with a hot boy from me. He was at A.J.’s going around asking everyone if they knew a girl called Lexie and when I said I did he was so relieved and asked me if I knew if you were okay, so I told him I’d check in and let him know. I’ve got his number right here.’


			Shit! When I hadn’t turned up at the cafe or the bridge, Lucas must have panicked, thinking I’d already jumped.


			‘Text him I’m okay and no he doesn’t know, which is why I was trying not to get to know him any more than a couple of breakfast’s worth.’


			Amber tapped out a message and her phone beeped straight away. She looked at the screen. ‘He wants to have pancakes with you tomorrow.’


			I should have pushed him when I had the chance.


			‘Soooo?’ Amber asks, finger poised over her phone. ‘He is really cute.’


			‘I don’t think it’s fair to do that to him since I’m going to die. No point in getting all mushy.’


			Amber poked me in the ribs. ‘Too late, you are already in the mushy zone and from what I saw he’s there too. Go on, see him again. Even if it’s just to prove you’re okay.’


			Best friends were such a pain. She was right. I cared about Lucas. This would not end well.
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			Chapter 


			Six


			I dawdled along the dirt track down to the bridge, there still being plenty of time before I had to meet Lucas for breakfast. The questions ringing through my head were louder than the screech of the cockatoos flying above me. Should I tell him? Wouldn’t that scare him off? Isn’t that what I wanted?


			I licked my lips and tasted the sweetness of the banana flavoured lip gloss. I don’t know why I’d slapped on lip gloss, my best jeans and my favourite purple jumper that made me look like I had boobs. Oh yeah, I really wanted to scare him away. This was so stupid. Seems dying had no effect on my hormones…yet.


			There he was, pacing. His body seemed to smile when he saw me.


			‘I thought we were meeting at A. J’s,’ I said.


			‘We were. I came here to clear my head. I, uh…I can’t stop thinking about you. I don’t know what I said, but you ran off and then you weren’t here or eating pancakes and I kinda freaked out…I wanted to know you were okay.’


			I was not usually affected by boys or men like this. Having been the sporty type many of them saw me as a one of the guys. Lucas seemed to see something else.


			‘I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention for you to worry. It’s just that my life is complicated right now and I’m not much good to anyone.’


			He gave a gentle smile. ‘Since you were all ready to jump, I didn’t think things were all that great. Things were so shitty for me, but since we started talking, I have to admit I’m happy to stay on this side of the rail.’


			I leaned in.


			Our lips touched and slowly parted. A tremor ran from my thighs to my chest as he wrapped his arms around me, and our tongues danced. I hugged him back, and all thought faded. There was just warmth.


			I ran my hand down his back and as I touched his jeans, his back stiffened, and the best kiss of my life was broken. I felt a wash of cool air as he stepped back.


			‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,’ he said.


			What? Sorry for giving me the most romantic- movie worthy kiss? In fact, if this was a movie we’d go straight into a montage of romantic moments as the love-struck couple fell deeper in love. Except, of course, this movie would end in the tragic death of the girl and break the poor guy’s heart forever.


			‘No need to apologise. I don’t know about you, but I enjoyed it. Well, almost as much as pancakes.’


			He tried to laugh, but it didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Speaking of which, shall we?’


			With each step, my mood plummeted. Had my kissing grossed him out? Was it supposed to be a ‘glad you are still alive’ friend kiss? Had I turned it into sappy romance move by mistake? Was he just feeling sorry for me?


			I stopped as he held open the café door. ‘I can’t. Obviously, I read things wrong, and we can quit the pity party for the weird girl now. No need to worry about me. I’m not your problem to fix.’


			He was quick this time and stopped me before I could bolt.


			‘I know you’re not my problem to fix and I do like you. It’s my problem, so let’s go eat. Please.’


			I frowned. How could a kiss be his problem? I couldn’t ignore the pleading tone though, so I followed him in. ‘Okay, but my shout today.’
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