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For whatever we lose (like a you or a me)


It’s always ourselves we find in the sea.


E.E. CUMMINGS
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The man staring down at me has cheeks the colour of mottled autumn leaves and a chipped tooth. It is greyer than the other incisor, I note. Half as long, with a smooth edge, worn by repetitive use. Unlike my own injury, his is not a new one. I haven’t seen mine, that would require effort outside of my current control, but I can feel the blood pulsating out of me, taking my life along with it.


‘Keep looking at me,’ he says, desperation making his voice tremble. ‘Talk. Tell me something about yourself.’


He means well, I know, but if these are my last moments here on earth, I don’t want to spend them as if I’m in a job interview. Besides, I don’t think I could speak even if I wanted to. I barely seem to have the energy left even to blink. Each time I do, my eyelids get heavier, harder to open again.


I can hear Bonnie nearby; she sounds hysterical. Wailing and crying. I’ve never heard her sound like that before. I’ve never heard anyone sound like that before. Things must really be bad.


‘Miss? Can you hear me?’ He gives my shoulders a little shake. I drag open my eyelids once more.


He looks worried, as well he should.


I stare at the buildings over his shoulder, stark against a pale autumn sky, and remember the first time I saw Finn. Will he ever know what became of me? My untimely, horrific end, my life ebbing out into concrete, littered with broken glass and discarded cigarette butts. I hear the echo of his words. ‘Throw the coin, make a wish.’


I wish I could have seen him smile one more time.


I wish …


Everything starts to fade.


‘We’re losing her,’ a panicked voice calls out.
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New Year’s Eve
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The kiss was all Bonnie’s fault. That’s my first instinct immediately afterwards; assign blame. The man stares down at me, amused, while I try to think of some explanation that will make sense of what just happened. Well, anything other than ‘my friend told me to do it’. We’re not eight and on a playground, after all.


Bonnie’s wide-eyed expression is torn between pride and disbelief as she looks from me to the man and back again.


‘I can’t believe you did that,’ she says.


‘You dared me to do something spontaneous.’ I remind her.


‘Yeah, but I didn’t mean kiss a perfect stranger.’ She looks him up and down. ‘Although he is pretty perfect, I’ll give you that.’ She says the last bit in a voice she thinks only I can hear, but from the way the man suppresses a smile I’m sure he hears it too.


Drunk on pre-mixed alcoholic drinks and high on the excitement of New Year’s Eve, she’s been banging on for the last hour about how we’ll never be this young again (obviously), and how life is ‘there for the taking’. She also pointed out that when we’re old and at death’s door, we’ll only regret the things we didn’t do. It’s all inspirational clichés she’s picked up from the Facebook memes she adores. Usually, I indulge her by smiling and nodding and letting it all wash over me; clichés have never really been my thing. But for some reason, on this night they’d struck a chord. Or maybe it was simply that I wanted to shut her up. Either way, after she’d told me for the twelfth time to ‘seize the moment’, right as someone bumped into me, I’d instinctively grabbed their arm. My fingers told me it was a bicep, very toned. Most likely male. My eyes travelled up and confirmed this. The owner of the arm had frowned down good-naturedly, with a pair of eyes so dark they seemed almost black.


‘Can I have my arm back?’ he’d asked.


‘Sure. After you kiss me.’


His eyebrows shot up. ‘Sorry?’


‘I think you heard.’


He’d hesitated for only a moment and then shrugged nonchalantly. ‘OK.’


Before I could even flash a grin at Bonnie, he had one arm around my hip, one behind my head and was dipping me backwards, like we were in some sexy, old-time Hollywood movie. It was meant to be a light-hearted moment, a passing whim, a momentary impulse; but when he looked down at me I felt a jolt and the smile stuttered to a halt on my lips. Everything in the background, the laughter and conversation of the crowd, the thump thump beat of the music, it all faded away, and all that was left was me, and him, and this moment. He lowered his head and he kissed me. It might have lasted ten seconds, or maybe it was ten minutes. I honestly have no idea.
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However long it lasted, it wasn’t long enough. When he broke free and restored me to my feet, I let go of him reluctantly, utterly confused by the fact that a kiss from a stranger didn’t feel in the slightest bit strange at all.


Now he stands, looking at me expectantly, but I can think of nothing at all to say, so I stare back at him. He’s taller than me, at about six foot, wearing black jeans and a grey T-shirt that is snug enough to reveal an athletic leanness, but not so snug that it looks like he’s trying to show off. His hair is dark, almost black, his eyes the same. They study me curiously, his eyebrows arched, as he waits for me to speak.


‘Well that was … unexpected,’ he says finally, a nanosecond before it starts to get really awkward. ‘Not in a bad way,’ he adds hurriedly.


I gesture towards Bonnie. ‘She dared me.’


‘I did not,’ she protests. ‘Well, not that specifically.’


‘I guess I should thank you, then,’ he says to her.


She basks in his gratitude and I want to kick her.


‘I think I saw Josh, your boyfriend, over by the bar, waving at you,’ I say pointedly. ‘He might need help carrying the drink order.’


‘He’s fine, it’s three drinks,’ she says dismissively. ‘How hard can it be?’


The man turns his attention back towards me, and I unconsciously stand up straighter.


‘Do you often ask strange men for a kiss?’


‘No.’ I frown, indignant at the implication. ‘Do you kiss any girl who asks?’


He grins. ‘You’re definitely the first. Can I at least know your name?’


‘Zoe.’ I hold out a hand, he wraps it up inside his. It seems ridiculously formal to shake hands after what we’ve just done. ‘And yours?’


‘Finn.’


‘Finn.’ I consider it. ‘It’s a good, solid name. One you don’t often hear anymore.’


‘Zoe’s a schoolteacher,’ Bonnie explains to him. ‘She has a thing for names. You should hear some of the ones she gets in her class. Weird names, like … Andromeda.’


‘Andromeda,’ Finn muses. ‘Isn’t that the name of a star?’


‘Made-up planet, I think.’ Bonnie’s nose crinkles. She turns to me. ‘Off Star Trek, isn’t it?’


‘No, it’s real, and it’s a galaxy,’ I tell them. ‘On the first day of term, her mother told me that they named her after a galaxy because they want her to go on to do spectacular things in life.’


There’s a pause while we all think about this.


‘That’s a hell of a lot of pressure to put on a kid,’ Finn says finally. ‘But I suppose it’s as good a reason as any.’


‘No, it’s not,’ Bonnie snorts. ‘It’s stupid. What’s wrong with Stephanie? Or Deborah? Helen. Emma. Normal names.’


‘I kind of like Zoe, myself,’ Finn says.


I suppress a smile. ‘Finn isn’t so bad either.’


Bonnie looks at us, like she’s at a tennis match watching the ball get lobbed backwards and forwards over the net.


‘Uh, what’s happening here?’ she says. ‘Are you two …? Is this like a meet cute?’ She waves a hand up and down between our faces, but we don’t break eye contact.


Finn jerks his head towards the exit. ‘I don’t suppose you want to get out of here and go for a walk somewhere quieter?’


I open my mouth to reply, but Bonnie interrupts.


‘Whoa.’ She puts one hand on my arm and plants the other firmly on Finn’s chest. ‘Wait a second, Zoe. I hate to be a reality check, but are you sure about going off into the night with a guy you literally met for the first time a couple of minutes ago?’


She has a point. From a safety perspective, it would make more sense to stay here, in a public place with my friends around, while I got to know him. But my instincts are telling me that he can be trusted, and I learned to trust those instincts a long time ago.


‘I promise she’ll be perfectly safe with me,’ Finn reassures her.


I bustle Bonnie a short distance away. ‘Look, I know that this goes against all the safety protocols we always talk about, but Bonnie, I like him.’


She rolls her eyes. ‘How can you like him when you don’t know a thing about him?’


‘Good point,’ I acknowledge. ‘But how else am I supposed to get to know him? I mean, look at him, he looks nice, don’t you think?’


‘He looks like trouble,’ she retorts. ‘But in a cute, kind of Shawn Mendes way.’


‘Bonnie.’ I pick up her hands and lean my face closer to hers. ‘Have you ever had one of those moments when it feels like the universe is trying to tell you something?’


She screws up her face while she thinks about it. ‘No.’


‘Yeah, me neither,’ I admit. ‘But this kind of feels like that.’


‘Babe, that’s just the alcohol talking.’


‘It’s not. I’ve had two drinks. I’m sober. See?’ I close my eyes and extend both arms, then bring my right index finger in to touch the tip of my nose.


‘Convincing.’


‘You know that I’m not actually asking for your permission here, right? Look, I love you, and I appreciate you looking out for me, but you’re the one who said that life is there for the taking, remember? If I don’t go, I’ll always wonder what might have been, and you don’t want me having regrets on my deathbed, right?’


She shakes her head sadly. ‘I can’t believe you’re using my own words against me.’


I shrug. ‘We always knew it would happen one day.’


Josh fights his way back through the crowd and passes her a drink, then holds one out towards me. Bonnie takes it instead, holding both drinks up in a cheers motion. ‘Go. Be careful. And flick me a text every now and then, so I know you’re OK. Oh, and have fun.’ She winks.


‘What’s going on?’ Josh asks.


‘I’ll fill you in later,’ she tells him.


I turn to Finn. ‘Ready?’


He smiles. ‘Ready.’
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Away from the crowds, the nerves start to kick in, but so does something else, something I can’t put a name to. If forced, I’d say it’s akin to anticipation. That feeling like something wonderful is about to happen. It’s been thirteen months since my last relationship ended, and in that time, I haven’t felt this attracted to, or this excited about, anyone. My mind keeps flashing back to the kiss, and how amazing it felt. ‘So,’ I say, hoping he can’t tell I’m nervous from the flutter in my voice. ‘Tell me about yourself.’


We turn left after leaving the bar and walk down a tree-lined street, the oak branches towering overhead like we’re inside a leafy tunnel. For the Christmas/New Year period, the council has decorated the thick trunks with fairy lights, hundreds of tiny white pinpricks, guiding us, illuminating our way. It’s incredibly beautiful, and romantic.


‘What would you like to know?’


‘How about we start with your full name.’


‘My full name?’


It takes me a few steps to realise he’s stopped walking. When I do, I turn to face him, confused. ‘Is there a problem with that?’


He sighs and rubs his forehead, his expression pained. ‘I was kind of hoping it wouldn’t come up.’


‘It’s a pretty normal thing to ask someone,’ I point out.


‘I’m afraid that if I tell you, you’ll laugh. Or run away.’


‘I doubt it. Unless your name is, I don’t know, Finn Hannibal Lecter. Oh wait, are you famous?’ My eyes widen. ‘Or royalty?’


‘No, sorry. Not famous, or royal. Merely lumbered with an unusual set of names.’


‘More unusual than Andromeda?’


‘No, nothing is more unusual than that.’


‘Exactly, so tell me.’


‘My name is Finlay Archibald Bradford Young. But everyone calls me Finn.’


I try really hard to keep a straight face, and last about five seconds.


‘I told you you’d laugh,’ he says indignantly.


‘I’m sorry.’ I cover my mouth with my hands. ‘But seriously?’


‘Why would I make it up?’


‘Good point. Wow. That’s … wow.’


‘I know.’ He looks downcast. ‘You can understand now why I try and keep it quiet.’


‘Did your parents want you to get beaten up at school?’


‘Of course not.’ He looks thoughtful. ‘Then again, apparently I was a bit of a rotten baby. Barely slept. Cried lots. Projectile-vomited all over the furniture. So … maybe?’


We start walking again. ‘It’s like your mum googled a list of the most pretentious baby names that she could find.’


‘Actually,’ he says stiffly, his face unsmiling. ‘They’re family names. Handed down through the male generations. There’s a lot of history involved.’


‘Oh.’ My own smile slips. ‘I’m sorry for laughing. I didn’t mean to offend you.’


His face cracks into a grin. ‘Ah, I’m only messing with you. My grandfather’s name was Johnny. He was a hunter who brewed his own beer, so more hillbilly than Ivy League. I think my mother, like Andromeda’s, thought that if she gave us these illustrious names, we’d go on to great things.’


‘Us?’


‘I have three brothers. Their names are almost as bad.’


‘Three? Wow. That’s a lot of testosterone in one house. Your poor mother.’


‘We have a sister too, so she wasn’t completely on her own.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-nine.’


‘Star sign?’


‘Leo. What is this, thirty questions in thirty seconds?’


‘Sorry?’


‘You know, like a lightning round on a game show.’


I click my fingers at him. ‘Hey, that’s not a bad idea.’


‘I was only kidding.’


‘No really, it’ll be like a crash course in getting to know someone, like they do on those speed-dating nights.’


‘I’ve never been to one of those.’


‘I have.’ I confirm, pulling a face. ‘Once. With Bonnie, before she met Josh. It was completely bizarre, but I’ll tell you about it another time. First things first. You ready?’


‘No.’


‘Good. Favourite colour?’


‘Uh, blue. No wait, green. No, blue. Definitely blue.’


I stare at him. ‘You don’t know your favourite colour?’


‘There’s too many good ones to choose from,’ he answers defensively.


I smile, because it’s cute. ‘OK. I’ll allow. Favourite movie?’


He turns and starts walking backwards slowly so we can see each other’s faces as we walk. ‘John Wick.’


‘Never heard of it.’


‘Lots of fighting.’ He does a few half-hearted fight moves. ‘What’s not to love.’


‘Favourite book?’


‘Archie.’


‘The comic? That’s not a book.’


‘It has words, so it still counts. I didn’t pick you for a bibliophilic snob. For your information, I do read the occasional, actual book as well. In fact, I quite enjoy a good thriller. But you asked for my favourite. And that, my dear, is Archie.’


‘Well, for your information,’ I poke him in the stomach, ‘I’m not a snob of any sort. Moving on. Occupation?’


‘Barman. Employee currently, but I have grand ambitions to have my own place someday. Big, open fireplace. Dark wooden furniture, tables and chairs, corner booths.’ He gestures vigorously while he talks, clearly passionate about the subject. ‘Dartboard. Maybe a pool table. Definitely a jukebox.’


‘Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.’


‘I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.’


We reach an intersection and I put my hand on his arm to stop him from stepping backwards off the kerb.


‘Thanks,’ he says, smiling at me in a way that makes my pulse quicken. I want him to kiss me again, but this time without me having to ask. For a second, I think he’s going to. His face turns serious, his gaze slipping to my mouth. He leans forward, but then a car comes driving past us, going too fast and we both jump, startled. The driver honks the horn loudly, a few heads hang out of the window, wolf-whistling. The moment is broken.


‘Where do we go from here?’ I ask, not bothering to hide my disappointment.
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Over the next few hours we wander the streets of the inner city, getting to know more about each other. He points out the bar where he works, but only from the yellow puddle of a streetlight outside. Neither of us feels like venturing inside and breaking our little bubble of two.


I lead him to my favourite bookshop, then also on to my second and third favourite bookshops. We peruse the titles in the window and compile a list of those we would buy if money were no option. Nearby, I show him the studio where Bonnie and I do yoga on Saturday mornings, then I sheepishly show him the bakery not far from there, where we usually buy coffee and doughnuts afterwards.


Eventually, we stop at a fountain that sits in a courtyard surrounded by retail shops, one of which is owned and run by Bonnie. I work there sometimes in the school holidays when I’m at a loose end, and on the way past I proudly showed Finn the mannequins in the front window that I’d helped dress earlier that day. They were a little out there, fashion wise, but I’d figured if you couldn’t have a little fun on New Year’s Eve, when could you?


‘I think we should make a wish to mark the occasion,’ he announces, looking down into the reflective water of the fountain.


‘The occasion?’


‘This. Us. Meeting each other.’


I look down into the water, happy he considers our meeting worthy of celebrating. ‘I don’t have any coins.’


He frowns. ‘Damn, me neither.’ Then the frown clears. ‘I know, we could fish some out of the fountain and use those.’ He boosts himself up onto the concrete side.


‘Are you serious?’


‘What?’


‘You can’t steal a coin that someone else has already used to make a wish.’


‘Can’t you?’


I lean my arms onto the cool edge and look up at him sideways. ‘No, you can’t. I’m pretty sure it goes against every kind of wishing fountain etiquette there is. In fact, do it, and you’ll probably get the opposite of what you wish for.’


‘You’re probably right,’ he agrees regretfully. He swings his legs, his hands tucked underneath his thighs. ‘Shame. I knew exactly what I was going to wish for, too.’


‘Care to share?’


‘No way. If I tell you, it won’t come true. Duh. I thought you were the expert on wish etiquette.’


‘Did you just duh me?’


‘I did, but to be fair, I immediately regretted it.’


‘What are you, a sixteen-year-old girl? I’m so tempted to push you in right now.’


He leans down so that his face is close to mine. ‘If you do,’ he says, ‘I’ll pull you in with me.’


‘You wouldn’t.’


His eyebrows arch challengingly. ‘Try me.’


He’s so close. All I’d have to do is lean forward and I could kiss him. The temptation is strong, but all my earlier bravado seems to have disappeared now that I’ve spent time with him. I have that fluttery feeling you get in your stomach when you meet someone you know you could easily fall for. Swallowing hard, I look back down into the water that glitters beneath the city lights. ‘I have an idea.’


‘Chicken,’ he says smugly. ‘I knew you wouldn’t do it.’


I ignore the chicken remark. ‘Do you have any cash?’


‘Yeah, but no coins, remember?’


I hold out my hand, palm facing upwards. ‘Give me your wallet.’


He passes it over and watches as I open it and pull out a ten-dollar note.


‘Perfect.’ I close the wallet and hand it back. ‘Wait here.’


‘Where are you going?’ he calls after me.


‘I’ll be back soon.’ I jog around the art gallery that occupies the corner and find the drink-vending machine exactly where I see it every morning on my way to Bonnie’s shop. I feed in the money, choose my option and wait while it spits out the change – a five-dollar note and three coins – and the drink.


‘Ta-da,’ I announce proudly when I get back and hand Finn his change. ‘I got us some coins. You’re most welcome.’


He takes the money without looking at it, staring longingly instead at the can in my hand, beads of condensation running down the sides. ‘What about the drink?’


‘What about it?’ I pull back the tab on the top and it makes a satisfactory fizz sound as the gas is released.


‘Oh, that looks so good.’ He licks his lips.


I take a drink, wipe my mouth and nod. ‘It is. Insanely good. Cold. Refreshing.’


After taking another large swig, I hold the can against my neck, my eyes closed with the exquisite pleasure of how cold it is.


‘Are you going to drink it all right in front of me?’


‘Oh.’ I give him a fake look of surprise. ‘I’m sorry, did you want some?’


‘Well, I did pay for it.’


‘I suppose you did. Go on then.’ I pass it over and he throws his head back, taking a long drink. Sitting up there, silhouetted with the light from the fountain behind him, he looks like he belongs on an advertising poster.


‘You look like you’re in one of those sexy Coke ads,’ I blurt out without thinking.


He lowers the can and wipes his mouth. ‘Does that mean you think I’m sexy?’


Does he seriously have to ask? ‘If I say yes, will you give me the rest of the drink back?’


‘Let me think about it. Uh … nope.’ He easily downs the rest and then crumples the can up in one hand like it’s paper, throwing it towards a nearby rubbish bin. It clunks on the sides and then rattles as it hits the bottom. ‘Goal,’ he declares triumphantly.


I gape at him, lost for words.


‘What?’ he asks innocently. ‘That was payback, for teasing me so much with it in the first place.’


‘I can’t believe you did that.’


‘Hey, you started it. But I’m not completely heartless. Here you go.’ He passes me one of the remaining coins. ‘You can wish for another drink.’


‘As if I’d waste a wish on that.’ Still, I take the coin anyway.


‘OK, if not a drink, what will you wish for?’


‘Not telling. Duh.’


‘I deserve that.’ He hops down and puts most of the money back into his wallet, keeping one coin for himself. We stand side by side, staring into the water. I wonder if he is thinking the same thing I am. Closing my eyes, I make a wish, mouthing the words silently, then throw the coin. It rotates in the air a few times, before falling into the water with a tidy little splash.


Finn nudges me with his shoulder ‘I really want to know what you wished for.’


‘That’s against the rules,’ I say primly, nudging him back. ‘Your turn.’


‘You and rules,’ he mutters, closing his eyes. He’s silent for ten seconds, then flips his coin into the air using his thumb and finger. We watch its trajectory as it arches, reaching its highest point, hovering in the night air for the briefest of moments before plummeting down into the water in front of us.


‘Don’t suppose …’ I trail off, turning to face him.


‘No way. Not going to tell you either. But I can say this. You’ll know if it comes true.’


‘What does that mean?’


He pretends to zip his lips shut and smiles cryptically.


‘Tell me.’


‘No.’


‘A clue?’


He steps forward suddenly, closing the gap between us, and I gasp sharply. His jaw tenses as he reaches out one hand, running his fingers ever-so-lightly down my cheek to rest at my chin. His eyes focus intently on my lips as I feel my body arch towards his. This is nuts. I’ve never wanted anyone as badly as I want him right now.


‘Don’t tell anyone,’ he says huskily. ‘But I wished that before this night is over, I’d get the chance to kiss you again.’


I swallow hard. ‘What a coincidence.’
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‘Whose place is this?’ I ask quietly.


The hallway of the old-style apartment building that we’re walking down is giving me the creeps. It smells like stale cigarette smoke and spilt beer. Only two of the four lights spaced out along the ceiling are working, and one of them flickers ominously like we’re in a B-grade horror movie. I snuggle closer to Finn, half expecting some maniac in a mask to emerge from the shadows wielding a chainsaw over his head.


Finn reassuringly pats my white knuckles that are clutching his bicep. ‘My brother’s, but don’t worry, he’s not home.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because I left him and his mates at the bar. That’s who I was out with.’


‘Do you live here with him?’


‘No, I had my own place until recently, but I do crash here sometimes. It’s quite handy having a brother living right in the heart of the city.’


‘Had your own place?’


‘Long story. Basically, I’m between tenancies right now. Don’t judge me, but I’m staying with my folks for a bit, while I save some money.’


‘Why would I judge? That’s sensible, city living isn’t cheap. What’s his name?’


‘My brother? Connor. Short for Connery. And before you ask, I’m the better-looking one. By far.’


‘And what does Connor do?’ I cringe as we walk past an old orange stain dripped down a wall. Paint? Tomato sauce? Blood?


He grins. ‘Don’t worry, I know the hallway doesn’t give the best first impression, but the flat’s all right. And to answer your question, Connor is a librarian by day, and a drummer in a band by night.’


‘So, he’s like, a nerdy rocker?’


‘Pretty much. But don’t let him hear you say that.’


We’ve reached the end of the hallway and he stretches his hand up towards the upturned lightshade of the flickering light.


‘Ouch. Hot, hot.’ He curses a few times as he fumbles around inside, then triumphantly pulls out a key which he tosses from hand to hand, blowing on it until it cools down.


‘That’s the best hiding place they can come up with?’


He grimaces at the red spot on his hand. ‘They only have the one key between the three of them. It’s either that or under the mat.’


I look down. ‘What mat?’


‘Exactly.’


He inserts the key into the lock and turns it, then pushes open the door. ‘After you.’


Inside, Finn guides me down a short hallway into an open plan lounge-cum-kitchen-cum-diner. I look around while he rummages in kitchen cupboards. As far as bachelor pads go, it’s exactly as I would have imagined. Tidy and presentable, yet lacking in the kind of objects that make a house a cosy home. Framed photos, ornaments, cushions and rugs, for example. Everything in the room is here purely for function. There’s a couch, a table and four chairs, a deflated-looking beanbag that has seen better days, and a TV, gaming and stereo set-up that looks expensive.


‘Aha,’ he declares gleefully, pulling from the depths of a cupboard a large bottle of clear liquid and brandishing it towards me.


‘What’s that?’


‘Only the very best vodka that money can buy.’ He peers closely at the label on the front of the bottle. ‘Actually, that’s not true. It’s cheap and nasty. But it is strong, and frankly, beggars can’t be choosers.’


‘OK, so what’s the plan here? Get me drunk and then have your wicked way with me on the beanbag?’


We both look at the beanbag that can barely prop itself up.


‘That does sound like fun,’ he admits. ‘But I was thinking instead, we take this up to the roof and ring in the New Year in style.’


I gesture towards the door. ‘Sounds good. Lead the way.’


As we step out onto the dark terrace, three rickety flights of stairs later, I gasp audibly.


‘I know,’ he says smugly.


‘This is incredible.’ I turn in a lazy circle, taking in the city lights spread out before me.


‘Isn’t it?’ He walks over towards the edge and looks out. ‘I like to come up here sometimes and just hang out by myself. Stare out at all the lights. I find it calming. Like I’m on top of the world, away from all the noise, and no one knows where I am.’


‘It’s beautiful.’ Everywhere I look there are lights on buildings, and the streets are aglow with an orange fire. I was already in awe of this city, and now another layer has been revealed to me.


‘I told you it would be worth it.’


‘I didn’t doubt you for a second. Thank you.’


‘For what?’


‘For sharing this with me.’ I walk over to join him by the edge.


‘You’re welcome. Somehow, I knew you’d appreciate it.’


‘Do you bring lots of women up here?’ I tease, hoping he won’t say yes. It’s such a special place, and this is such a special night. I’d be crushed if it was only me feeling it.


‘You’re the first.’ He looks at me intensely. ‘Like when you asked me to kiss you. Guess this is a night for firsts.’


‘I feel honoured then.’


‘I come up with my brother and his mates sometimes,’ he says. ‘They hang out on those old deckchairs over there’ – he points towards a cluster of worn-out plastic lounge chairs, like the kind you’d find around a resort pool – ‘to smoke weed and philosophise. It’s quite funny to listen to. Load of bullshit, of course.’ He takes my hand and guides me closer to the edge of the roof where there is a wide ledge, gesturing for me to sit down. ‘Other times I come up by myself, when I need to get away from everything. It’s easy to feel lonely in this city, but hard to find anywhere to be completely alone. This is my secret little place. It’s perfectly safe,’ he assures me when I hesitate.


‘That’s what they said about the Titanic,’ I quip, to hide my nerves.


He chuckles, sitting down. Trusting him, I follow suit, relieved to realise that you can’t even see the street from where we are because of a ledge that juts out and around the top of the building. Even if I did fall, it’d only be about four feet before I landed on that ledge.


‘Do you think that ledge was put there as a safety thing? Like a deterrent to stop people from jumping?’ I muse. ‘I’ve always wondered how desperate someone would have to be feeling to do something like that. To honestly believe that their life will never get any better.’


He doesn’t answer right away, but I feel his body stiffen. He unscrews the lid on the bottle of vodka and takes a long swig. Then he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, holding it out to me.


‘Did I say something wrong?’ I take it and copy him, tipping the bottle up, gulping down a big mouthful. It burns the back of my throat and I cough, my eyes starting to water.


‘Careful,’ he says. ‘That stuff is fifty-three per cent.’


‘Tastes like it too. I’m pretty sure my taste buds have all been burned into oblivion.’


‘Sorry. I should have warned you.’


‘I’ll live.’ I take another swig and hold it back out to him, but he doesn’t notice. He’s staring off into space, out over the city, his eyes unfocused. I give him a nudge with my shoulder. ‘You OK?’


He snaps out of his reverie and blinks a few times. ‘Yeah, sorry, I was …’


‘A million miles away.’


‘Something like that.’ He takes the bottle and has another drink, staring moodily out over the city. ‘Do you ever feel like getting away from it all?’


I frown sharply.


‘No, not like that,’ he says quickly, realising where my mind went. ‘I’d never do that. I meant the city. Don’t you ever feel like getting on the open road and heading off into the sunset? Never looking back. Going wherever the wind and the road takes you.’


‘I did feel like that once, but not about here. I grew up in a small town. Couldn’t wait to get out.’


He looks at me questioningly, sensing a story. Not tonight though. I’m enjoying myself too much to ruin it.


‘It’s really not that interesting,’ I lie.


His expression indicates he doesn’t quite believe me, but he drops it. ‘God, it’s so hot up here!’ he exclaims, putting the bottle down and pulling his shirt off. He throws it over his shoulder, then pulls off his shoes and tosses those behind us too. Swallowing hard, I try not to openly stare, but he’s like the scene of a car crash, and I can’t tear my eyes off him. As suspected, he’s nicely toned underneath his shirt, not an ounce of fat around his stomach or waist. Lean living, whether by choice or budget I don’t know. There’s a light sheen of sweat on his tanned skin, and he smells both earthy and exotic, his sweat mingled with his cologne. It’s heady and intoxicating. I fantasise about running my tongue across his chest, nibbling his shoulder, breathing in the scent of him in the curve of his neck.


‘You OK?’ he asks, and I swear from the glint in his eye he knows exactly what I’m thinking.


‘Me?’ My voice is squeaky, I clear my throat to fix it. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. You’re right, it is hot.’ I can feel a trickle of sweat making its way down my own back, so following suit, I slide off my heels and fling them. Wriggling my dress up my thighs as far as I can without exposing my underwear, I smile with satisfaction when I hear Finn start to breathe heavier beside me. Two can play at this game.
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‘Right,’ Finn says. ‘It’s your turn.’


‘My turn for what?’


‘You’ve told me what your favourite season is. You’ve shown me where you like to hang out. But you haven’t told me anything about you.’


‘What do you want to know?’


‘Where you come from. Your family. Why you decided to become a teacher. I want to know the things that make you tick.’


I dislike this part of meeting someone new. Telling them what happened. It changes the way they treat me. It’s subtle, but still noticeable. I’ve found the best way is to get it over with fairly quickly.


‘I’m an only child. Grew up near the beach a couple of hours away from here with my dad. My mum, Fiona, died when I was ten years old.’


There it is. Finn’s face goes still, his eyes swamped with sympathy.


‘She went in for what was supposed to be a routine operation to remove a lump on her ovary, but’ – I shrug with enforced casualness – ‘she didn’t survive the operation.’ There’s more to it, of course, but a basic summary is all he needs, and all I care to provide. He holds his hand out for the bottle. I take another drink before passing it back.


‘Well, that officially kind of killed the mood,’ I say drily, when it becomes clear he doesn’t know what else to say. He’s lost in thought, his brow furrowed. ‘Which is why I don’t usually tell people. Honestly, I’m OK. I’m fine. It happened a long time ago and is what it is. Can we go back to having a nice night?’


‘I know what it’s like,’ he says. ‘To lose someone you love.’


‘Oh?’


He shakes his head and exhales briskly. ‘But you’re right. Tonight, we should focus on the here and now. Forget the past, let’s only think and speak happy thoughts.’


‘Together we shall fly,’ I say quietly.


‘What?’


‘Sorry,’ I smile. ‘Peter Pan. Favourite book as a child. If you want to fly, you must think happy thoughts.’


‘I like that. Never read it myself.’


‘Seriously? Finn, that’s tragic. You have to read it, as soon as possible.’


He gives me a little salute. ‘I’ll get right on it, teacher.’


‘Hm. You’re easily swayed to do my bidding,’ I remark. ‘Interesting.’


He looks me up and down deliberately. ‘Anything else you’d like to bid me to do?’


I think of a million things, none of which I’m brave – or drunk – enough, to say out loud.


He chuckles, clearly reading my thoughts. ‘Tell me.’


‘Tell you what?’ What I want you to do to me? Not likely.’


‘Why teaching?’


I breathe out, relieved to be back on safer ground. His proximity has my whole body on edge, like a jangled mass of nerve endings. ‘When I was seven, my teacher wrote in my report card that I would make an excellent teacher because of my personality traits, and the idea kind of stuck.’


‘Personality traits like … bossy?’ He grins.


‘Ha-ha. No, not bossy, more … commanding.’


‘Pretty sure if I looked it up it’d mean the same thing.’


‘OK, fine. So I’m authoritative. Do you have a problem with that?’


He holds up his hands, palms facing me. ‘No, no problem here. In fact, I quite like being told what to do. In certain situations.’ He hooks his bottom lip with one tooth suggestively.


‘Anyway, so that’s why I became a teacher.’


‘You shaped your whole life based on a comment in a report card?’


‘I did. And once I made the decision, I never wavered from it. Never once doubted whether I was making the right choice. That’s how I knew it was right. Worked hard at school, got the grades I needed to get into teacher training college, and graduated soon after my twenty-first birthday. I applied for and got offered the job at the school I work at now, and I’ve been there ever since. Sounds boring, I know, but at least I’m lucky enough to be doing a job I love. Not everyone is that lucky.’


‘It’s not boring at all. I admire your conviction, and your dedication. It must have been liberating, to have something to aim for. I hated my last year at high school. All that pressure to choose a career.’


‘I agree. For most people, eighteen is too young to be deciding the rest of your life.’


‘I couldn’t do it. Took me years to figure out what I enjoy doing enough to want to do it for the rest of my life. Had some rather … unsavoury, jobs along the way, believe me.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Nothing bad,’ he adds hurriedly. ‘Or at least, nothing illegal. But I’ve cleaned toilets and washed dishes and unclogged drains.’


‘Hey, someone’s got to do it, right.’


‘Right.’


‘My job is not as pure as one might think,’ I admit. ‘I’ve had to clean a few things off chairs and carpets that I’d rather not have seen. Or smelt.’


‘Oh gross, you’d have to really like kids to want to be a teacher.’


‘You don’t like kids?’


‘I don’t know any.’


‘They’re pretty amazing little humans. Every single day they blow me away. I always tell people, if you’re ever worried about the future of this planet, sit in a classroom for a while. The determination and optimism of the next generation will soon put your mind at ease. Kids are much smarter than some adults give them credit for. I’d like at least four of my own, one day. Maybe five.’


He spits the vodka out. ‘Five?’


‘Hey, I grew up as an only child, remember? I always thought it would be so much fun to have lots of siblings.’


‘Trust me,’ he wipes the vodka spray off his lap. ‘It’s not always.’


‘It’s got to be more fun than growing up alone.’


‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’


‘Oh, I’m always right.’


‘Is that so?’ He shuffles across the ledge until our thighs touch. I jolt with the shock of it, wondering if he can hear how laboured my breathing is. It seems deafening to my own ears.


‘Zoe?’


‘Mm?’


‘Look at me.’


My head turns slowly. He’s looking at me that way again. The way that makes me feel like I’m sinking deeper and deeper into his eyes until I am a part of him. An unspoken understanding flashes between us; a story has begun, and there’s no going back to how things were before. The Zoe and Finn of a few hours ago no longer exist. From this moment, there is only us, there is only this.


He stands up, holding out a hand. I accept it, and he pulls me up to my feet. With him walking backwards, he leads me over to one of the lounge chairs, maintaining eye contact all the way. Sinking down onto it, he looks up at me.


‘Are you OK?’ he asks.


‘Yes.’


‘Nervous?’


‘Yes. And no.’


‘It’s OK,’ he says. ‘We don’t have to do anything, I just want to lay with you.’


‘I want that too.’


So I do, I lay down beside him, and he puts one arm around me, my head resting on his shoulder. For a while, we say nothing, simply stare up at the stars. They are the one thing I miss from back home. Here, there is too much light pollution. If you’d spent your whole life in the city, you’d be satisfied with the scattering of stars across the sky. You’d think that’s all there is. But I know different. I remember a sky so full of stars there was barely any space between them. The hazy Milky Way, a resplendent streak of lights. A solar system, a galaxy. Confirmation we are a tiny part of something vast and immeasurable.


Finn speaks, and I feel his voice rumble through his body. ‘Where do you think the Andromeda galaxy is?’


It takes me a second to catch up, that conversation in the bar seems like it happened ages ago now. Has it really only been a few hours?


‘I’m not sure.’


‘I wonder if her parents can even pick it out in the night sky,’ he muses. ‘I can find the Southern Cross but that’s about it.’


‘Another tragedy,’ I scold lightly. ‘I’ll have to educate you.’


‘You know about the stars?’


‘I spent a lot of nights looking at them when I was younger. Got books out of the library so I could put names to what I was seeing.’ I point to a cluster overhead. ‘You see that area to the east of the Southern Cross? That’s a star nursery, called the Coalsack Nebula. New stars are born there.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Yes. And that constellation there? The one we call the saucepan …’


‘Oh yeah, I remember my dad showing us that when we were kids. He called it a pot though.’


‘We see it upside down to how the ancient Greeks used to see it. Where we see a pot, they saw a giant with a sword, and a belt.’


He tilts his head to one side. ‘They had better imaginations, clearly. Or is it just me.’


‘No, I can’t see it either,’ I admit. We lay silently for a while, our eyes on the sky. With my head against his chest, I can hear his heartbeat.


‘Do you believe everything happens for a reason?’ he asks.


‘No. Too many bad things happen to good people. How can there be a reason for that?’


‘So you don’t think we were always destined to meet?’


‘I don’t know,’ I admit. ‘I’d like to think so, but …’


‘I understand. Are you scared?’


‘Of what?’ ‘Maybe it’s just me. Or the heat and the vodka.


Maybe it’s just this night.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘I don’t know, I have the weirdest feeling. I’ve never felt it before. You know how people feel déjà vu? It’s kind of like that. Like I was always supposed to meet you. Like this night was always going to happen. Like something in my soul saw something in your soul and said, there she is. Does that sound cheesy?’


‘Yes. But it also sounds right.’


He pulls his arm out from underneath me a bit so that he can roll onto his side and prop himself up on his elbow, looking down at me. ‘You feel it too?’


‘I’m not sure what it is, but yes. I do.’


‘Welcome to my life, Zoe Calloway,’ he says softly.


‘Thank you, Finlay Archibald Bradford Young. It’s a pleasure to be here.’


His eyebrows shoot up. ‘Pleasure?’ He grins. ‘Oh Zoe, you haven’t felt anything yet.’


I roll my eyes. ‘Now that’s cheesy.’


He laughs, then lowers his head to kiss me. My heart explodes inside my chest, and everything I am feeling is suddenly bigger than the Milky Way and all the galaxies and solar systems and the universe combined.
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