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      The lights in the hospital had stopped feeling like a crime against humanity about three weeks in. Now they were just part of the scenery—like the bland oatmeal or the painfully cheerful motivational posters that screamed things like “Hang in there!” with a picture of a kitten on a tree branch. Because nothing says recovery like a kitten in a tree.

      After months of lying here, I’d learnt to tolerate all of it. Mostly. My desire to go home had evolved from a gentle wish into something resembling the kind of primal need you read about in survival memoirs—like breathing, or caffeine,

      I was lucky. And it was true, if your definition of lucky included a body that had been through a blender, a face that now belonged to someone I’d never met, and months of physical therapy that made medieval torture look like a spa day. But my bones were back where they supposedly belonged. And no vital organs had staged a dramatic exit. So, yes—lucky. Just… different. The way a Monet is different after someone runs it through a paper shredder and reassembles it with craft glue.

      The other driver had walked away without a scratch, which felt like the universe’s idea of a practical joke. His tyre had blown and he’d swerved into my lane—one of those split-second decisions that splits your entire life into Before and After.

      The weeks after the accident were blurry—a pharmaceutical haze punctuated by moments of stunning clarity that I immediately wished I could un-have. But I’d managed to cobble the timeline together like a jigsaw puzzle.

      I clicked through hospital TV channels with the remote that looked like it had survived several actual wars, finally giving up and tossing it onto the tray table with the kind of defeated sigh that would’ve made my drama teacher proud. I’d read every book they’d let me have (three), done every crossword puzzle twice, and I was exactly one day away from naming the ceiling tiles and writing their origin stories.

      The door creaked open with the ominous sound effects of every horror movie ever made, and in walked Dr Bradford, looking suspiciously like a man who should’ve been saving lives on Netflix,

      He had the requisite greying temples, the soothing voice, the official clipboard. The only thing breaking the illusion today was his outfit—casual jeans and a polo shirt that felt deeply, morally wrong. I wanted my soap opera fantasy back, complete with meaningful stares into the middle distance.

      “Hello, Ms Myers,” he said, his expression as neutral as Switzerland. “How are we feeling today?”

      “I’m feeling fine. Not sure about you,” I said, trying not to sound like the kind of person who’d been trapped in a hospital room for months with only television for company.

      He gave me a small smile—the kind doctors perfect in medical school along with their handwriting illegibility. “There’s good news. You’re cleared to go home.”

      I could’ve kissed him. “Really? That’s—yes! Yes, thank you! I’ll ask my best friend, Lettie Lettuce, to pick me up.” Because nothing says ‘I’m ready to rejoin society’ like having someone named after a salad ingredient as your emergency contact.

      “Excellent.” Dr Bradford pulled what I’d come to recognise as his Serious Doctor Face—the expression that makes you brace for news that will either change your life or end it. “Before you leave, there’s one important matter we need to discuss.”

      My stomach dropped faster than my credit score after this hospital stay. I’d just mentally planned my first breakfast out of this place (chocolate, real coffee), and now I had the sinking feeling it would involve more food sludge and conversations about my feelings.

      “Ms Myers, there’s something about your condition that you may not fully realise.”

      Here it comes. Brain fog that would make me forget my own name? Lasting side effects that would turn me into a medical mystery? Some complication they’d only just discovered while I was busy planning my great escape?

      “We had to perform extensive surgeries, as you know,” he said with the gentle tone doctors use when they’re about to ruin your day. “But the end result… well, I’ll be frank. You don’t look like your former self. Not at all.”

      That was it? I’d been living with my reflection for weeks now. I wasn’t exactly wandering around like a character in a movie with full-face bandages and convenient amnesia about my own appearance.

      “Oh.” I blinked, feeling slightly anticlimactic. “Right. Got it.”

      “I’ll recommend an excellent therapist,” he added, scribbling a name on the back of a business card like he was handing out party invitations to the world’s most depressing celebration. “Please take this seriously. This can be… disorienting.”

      “Thanks,” I said, setting the card beside me on the tray table next to my collection of hospital pudding cups. I wasn’t being dismissive—I just had other priorities. Like fresh air that didn’t smell like antiseptic, actual clothes, and a long conversation with Lettie about literally anything that wasn’t remotely serious.

      >Because I might look different, but I was still me. And I couldn’t wait to get back to Brambly Vale, my sleepy little hometown in the middle of nowhere—where absolutely nothing ever happened.
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      Lettie was late. As usual.

      Which would have been fine—Lettie being late was as predictable as morning coffee or my mum's tendency to comment on my life choices—except I was currently pacing the hospital trying not to look like a flight risk.

      She was doing me a massive favour by picking me up, and I kept reminding myself of that every time I checked the clock above the nurses' station. Still, my stomach was doing somersaults at the thought of seeing her. I'd told her about the surgeries, of course. I'd explained the whole thing more than once, probably boring her to tears with medical terminology and recovery timelines. But no amount of description could prepare someone for the full reality of seeing your best mate with an entirely different face.

      The last time she'd visited, I'd still looked like I'd gone ten rounds with a particularly aggressive beehive. That was the trouble with living in a town that was an eight-hour drive from the hospital in Sydney. Visits were precious, and clear memories even more so.

      Dr Bradford was in the middle of his favourite lecture about how "people might not recognise you now," delivered with the sort of concerned furrowing of the brow that suggested he thought this would devastate me. It didn't. If anything, the idea was mildly convenient. Sometimes a fresh start came with a fresh face, and honestly? I was here for it.

      He'd just launched into what I was pretty sure was the fifth repetition of this particular speech when the door burst open and Lettie strode in like she owned the place.

      She looked absolutely magnificent, naturally. Tailored blazer that probably cost more than my last car, perfect jeans that made her legs look like they went on for days, hair so glossy it could've been in a shampoo advertisement. Lettie's fashion sense had never known a bad day, not even in year seven when the rest of us were disasters in low-rise jeans and chunky highlights.

      When her eyes landed on me, her jaw dropped so dramatically I genuinely worried she might need medical assistance herself.

      "Narel," she gasped, one hand flying to her chest like she was in a period drama. "Is that really you?"

      I grinned, and even that felt different now. "Yep."

      "No way!" She rushed forward and pulled me into one of her signature hugs—the kind that squeezed the breath right out of you but somehow made everything feel better. She released me just before my lungs staged a revolt.

      "You must be Lettie," Dr Bradford said, extending his hand with the uncertain air of someone who wasn't quite sure what he was dealing with.

      Lettie took it and gave him one of her appraising looks, the kind that could assess a man's entire dating potential in three seconds flat. "I sure am, handsome."

      Dr Bradford's ears went pink.

      "Here you go," she said, tossing a designer bag onto my bed with characteristic flair. "Clothes! Real ones, not hospital chic."

      Of course it was clothes. Lettie loved fashion the way some people loved small dogs or true crime podcasts—with complete, unwavering devotion.

      "Thanks so much," I said, already reaching for the bag. "I'll go get changed."

      I practically bolted to the bathroom. I changed in record time and stepped back into the room, energy buzzing through me like champagne bubbles.

      "Right," I announced, "let's get out of here!"

      The drive home stretched ahead of us, city scenes then countryside rolling past the windows like a film reel of my old life. I was drifting off to sleep, lulled by the hum of Lettie's car and the relief of finally, finally leaving that sterile hospital smell behind, when she suddenly spoke.

      "Narel," she said, startling me back to consciousness, "I know you told me over the phone, but I was watching The Real Housewives of Melbourne at the time, so I wasn't totally paying attention." She shot me an apologetic grin. "How are you for money? Did work give you time off?"

      I couldn't help the smile that spread across my new face. "I quit."

      Her eyebrows nearly hit the roof of the car. "I know you mentioned that settlement, but has it actually come through yet? Are you sure you're okay?"

      "Better than ever," I said, settling back into the passenger seat with satisfaction. "The other driver was working for a big national company. They've already paid up. Out of court. Very generous offer. No court dates, no drama."

      Lettie blinked at me like I'd just announced I was moving to Mars. "Narel, trust you to say 'no drama' when you were literally airlifted to hospital. You mean to tell me you're not just okay—you're actually rich?"

      "Well..." I shrugged, still smiling. "Not billionaire rich. But comfortable. Very comfortable. My lawyer reckoned we could've pushed for more, but I didn't want the fight. I just wanted it done."

      "Sounds like a  win to me," she said, letting out a delighted laugh. "So what are you going to buy me?"

      "Maybe a sandwich. If you behave yourself."

      She smirked, but then I saw her expression shift, becoming more serious. The way it did when she was building up to something important.

      "Lettie," I said, beating her to it, "do you remember what everyone called me in high school?"

      Her face darkened like storm clouds rolling in. "Cocoa Narel. Yes, I remember. It was absolutely awful. Those Popular girls thought they were so clever because it rhymed with Coco Chanel. And because you were always eating chocolate."

      I reached over and gave her arm a little pinch.

      "Ow! I'm being supportive!" she protested, rubbing the spot.

      "Anyway," I continued, unable to keep the excitement out of my voice, "what doesn't kill you makes you stronger, right? I'm opening a chocolate shop, Lettie. A proper designer one. Just like I always said I would."

      She stared at me, mouth slightly open. "No."

      "Yes."

      "You're not seriously calling it⁠—"

      "Cocoa Narel Chocolate Shop."

      The silence that followed was so complete I could hear the tick of her indicator as we turned onto the main road into town. Then Lettie started to laugh—that wonderful, infectious laugh that had got us both into trouble more times than I could count.

      "You absolute legend," she said, shaking her head in amazement. "You're really going to do it, aren't you?"

      I looked out the window at the familiar streets of home, at the little town that had watched me grow up, get teased, and now—finally—get my second chance.

      "I really am," I said.

      And for the first time in months, maybe years, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
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      I gasped in shock at the real estate agency's website glowing on my laptop screen. There was no way I could afford some of these places! Well, technically I could, but my practical side was having serious conversations with my bank account about sensible spending.

      I'd spent the morning hunched over my laptop looking for the perfect location to lease for my new business, and I'd started the day feeling far more optimistic than I did in that moment. I was still camped out in my little one-bedroom cottage.

      It was lovely in its own way, with views that looked out over the quiet end of a long park. Even better, most people never ventured down this far since they'd eventually arrive at the creek that marked the boundary. The local council kept the grass neat and short, and the paved walkway ended well before it reached my front door.

      Lettie had been an absolute angel the night before, insisting I come to her place for a proper home-cooked meal. She'd even suggested I stay overnight, probably worried about me being alone in my cottage after months away. But I'd wanted to get back to normal, Lettie had even aired out the cottage for me while I was away.

      My old job at the gallery certainly hadn't been a lot of fun. My boss had been a bit of a whirlwind with people skills that left something to be desired.

      Still, none of that mattered anymore. I had enough money to buy a genuinely beautiful place if I wanted to, but first things first—I needed to focus on getting my business off the ground. I decided I'd brighten up the cottage with some cheerful cushions, throw open all the curtains to let the sunshine pour in, and light some of that lovely lavender oil I'd been saving.

      Lettie had kindly rescued my pet olive tree, Lysias—yes, I know most people don't name their potted plants—and assured me he was thriving at her place. He'd been my only green companion, but I was already making plans to change that. I wanted a house with a proper garden eventually.

      I set off on foot to explore the shops in town, since Lettie was buried under a pile of work deadlines. She worked from home doing something terribly clever with computers and game design that I didn't pretend to understand, but it seemed to suit her perfectly.

      The walk into town wasn't far. It was a gorgeous, dry summer day.

      The truth was, I could afford any of the storefronts I'd seen online. I wasn't entirely sure why some were priced so steeply, though, and the whole thing was making me second-guess myself. Was I really ready to run my own business? Did I have any idea what I was doing?

      I stopped walking and took a deep breath. Probably just choice paralysis—that overwhelming feeling that hit everyone when making big life decisions, right?

      I found myself staring through the window of a vacant shop, trying to imagine it filled with displays of beautiful chocolates. It was rather small and decidedly gloomy, nothing like the bright, welcoming space I'd been picturing for the Cocoa Narel Chocolate Shop.

      "Excuse me."

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. A tall, undeniably handsome man had appeared beside me, wearing what could only be described as a confident smile.

      "Are you talking to me?" I asked, glancing around to make sure there wasn't someone else he might have been addressing.

      He chuckled, the kind of easy laugh that probably opened doors for him everywhere he went. "Yes, absolutely. Sorry if this seems forward, but I was wondering if you'd like to have dinner sometime?"

      I blinked at him in complete bewilderment. Was this how things worked? Did attractive strangers just approach people on the street and ask them out?

      "I... suppose I'm free tonight," I heard myself saying, though I had absolutely no idea what had possessed me to agree.

      "Wonderful! I'm Guy. Guy Smith."

      The moment he said his name, my stomach plummeted straight through the ground.

      I knew that name. I knew that practised smile, that easy confidence. He had teased me in high school through a steady, relentless stream of small humiliations. He'd been one of the ringleaders, part of that golden circle who'd made my teenage years feel like an endurance test.

      "What's your name?" he asked.

      Panic flared. If I told him my real name, surely he'd recognise me, even with my changed appearance. The game would be up before it had even begun.

      "I'll tell you tonight," I blurted out, immediately wanting to take the words back.

      "A woman of mystery," he said, grinning like he'd just won something. "Intriguing. Where do you live? I could pick you up."

      "Just meet me here at seven," I said quickly, gesturing vaguely at the shopfront. There was absolutely no way I was giving him my address.

      After he walked away with that same swagger I remembered from school, I sank down onto the low brick ledge that ran beneath the shop window. That man—that same person who had made my teenage years feel like a daily battle—wanted to take me to dinner.

      I decided to treat it like a fascinating social experiment. What would it be like to go on a date as the new me? What would happen when the person who'd once made me feel invisible was sitting across from someone he didn't recognise?
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      He was late, naturally.

      At seven-thirty, his car finally roared to the kerb with what seemed like unnecessary drama. "Didn't think you'd actually show," he said through the open window, as if that somehow excused his tardiness.

      "Where are we going?" I asked, staying firmly planted on the footpath.

      "There's a lovely place just nearby. Hop in, I'll drive us."

      "Actually, I'll meet you there."

      He looked genuinely surprised, like this wasn't how his dates usually went. "Don't you trust me?"

      I smiled politely, the way you might smile at a persistent salesperson. "Just let me know the name of the restaurant."

      He showed me something on his phone screen. "It's called The Tower."

      I nodded and immediately called for a taxi. It might have been slightly petty, but I liked maintaining some control over the situation. And frankly, the thought of being trapped in a car with him made my skin crawl.

      When I arrived at The Tower—which, despite its name, was decidedly not tower-like in any architectural sense—I spotted Guy through the window already settled at a table with a beer in hand. He waved enthusiastically. I didn't wave back. Instead, I made a strategic stop at the bar and ordered the strongest drink they had on offer.

      The restaurant was pleasant enough—cosy and unpretentious, with warm lighting and the gentle buzz of conversation. Maybe the name was meant to be ironic.

      "You took your time getting here," he observed when I finally joined him at the table.

      "I didn't think you'd mind," I replied, already feeling exhausted by the whole charade.

      When my drink arrived, I knocked it back in one go and immediately signalled the waiter for another. The poor man gave me a slightly concerned look but dutifully returned with a fresh glass.

      Dinner was every bit as awkward as I'd expected. Guy ordered an enormous steak that seemed designed to prove something about his masculinity. I ordered two desserts.

      "You know," he said, studying my face with unsettling intensity, "you remind me of someone I used to know in school."

      "She must have been absolutely fabulous," I replied with saccharine sweetness.

      He launched into what could only be described as a monologue about his successful medical practice, his expensive car, his impressive apartment.

      When we'd finished eating, he leant forward with what I'm sure he thought was devastating charm. "So, fancy coming back to my place?"

      I blinked at him. "Oh, no thank you. I don't think this is going to work out."

      He stood up so abruptly that his chair scraped against the floor, throwing his napkin down on the table like he was in a period drama. "What a complete waste of my time!"

      Every single person in the restaurant turned to stare at our table. I felt heat creep up my neck, but not from embarrassment—from sheer indignation at his behaviour.

      Through the window, I watched Guy storm across the car park like an overgrown child, yanking open his car door and slamming it with enough force to rattle the windows.

      And then, quite suddenly and without any warning whatsoever, the car exploded.
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      I sat with my head in my hands, elbows resting on the cold metal table that had  seen better days. The room wasn't particularly small, but the beige walls and persistent hum of the fluorescent light overhead made it feel like it was gradually closing in on me.

      Two detectives sat across from me, nursing what could generously be called coffee but smelled more like burnt disappointment. They'd kindly offered me a cup as well—thoughtful of them, really, considering it tasted like someone had dissolved old shoe leather in hot water. I nudged the offending beverage to one side and looked directly at the taller detective.

      "For the last time, I genuinely don't know what happened," I said, trying to keep the exasperation out of my voice. "It was honestly one of the most dreadful dates of my entire life. I politely declined his rather presumptuous invitation, he became quite upset, and the next thing I knew, his car  exploded."

      I paused, realising how that sounded. "I just mean he stormed off in a huff, got into his car, sat there for a moment looking thoroughly put out, and then—well, boom. It must have been some sort of mechanical issue, or perhaps someone had tampered with it. But I certainly don't know anything about that sort of thing. We hadn't even seen each other since high school, and we barely exchanged two words back then."

      Neither detective so much as blinked. If there had been a poker tournament happening, they would have swept first and second place without breaking a sweat.

      Detective Rieker finally spoke. "You barely knew this fellow, and yet you agreed to go on a date with him?"

      I sighed deeply, the kind of sigh that comes from explaining the same thing multiple times to people who clearly weren't listening. "Yes, that's correct. I knew who he was from school, but we certainly weren't friends. I happened to run into him in town earlier today quite by chance, and he asked me out."

      I took a tentative sip of the coffee and immediately regretted every life choice that had led me to that moment. Still scalding hot, somehow. I wasn't entirely sure if I'd been sitting in this room for an hour or several lifetimes.

      "Here's what I think happened," Detective Rieker said, leaning forward with the air of someone who was quite pleased with his own deductive reasoning.

      Oh, please don't, I thought desperately.

      "I think you harboured resentment about how this Guy Smith treated you during your school years. Then, after your recent surgery changed your appearance, you deliberately sought him out, arranged this dinner date, and now he's deceased under rather suspicious circumstances."

      I blinked at him in genuine bewilderment. "You think I underwent major reconstructive surgery as part of some elaborate revenge plot?"

      Rieker raised an eyebrow in what I suppose he thought was a meaningful way.

      "That's absolutely ridiculous," I added, fighting to keep my voice level. "He was certainly unpleasant back then, I'll grant you that, but I didn't care nearly enough about him to orchestrate some sort of dramatic vendetta. I didn't even know I was going to encounter him today. This whole situation is... well, it's bizarre and rather tragic, but I had absolutely nothing to do with whatever happened to his car."

      "Interesting that you called it murder," Rieker said smoothly, like he'd just played a winning card. "We hadn't used that particular word."
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