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Nothing attracts rich white people like the Big Little Lies theme song. The long instrumental intro started playing over the speakers in the cramped bookstore and Aimee Maguire made a mental note to remove it from the playlist. This mental note was made every day. She didn’t know it was the Big Little Lies theme song when she first heard it – it had been automatically added into the Spotify mix one of her store casuals had set up to stream over the speakers. But she was quickly informed. Every time it played, the notes drifted out past the racks and stacks of books and the novelty toys into the street and, by the time the moody chorus hit, a steady line of wealthy city folks had stumbled inside, like zombies but with all-linen outfits and blow waves. On cue, one strolled in. She was accessorised with the summer’s oddest new trend, a $4,650 limited edition Louis Vuitton tote with the town’s name emblazoned across it: Byron Bay.

Aimee sighed. ‘They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from.’ She swiftly picked up a cardboard box of stock off the floor, placed it on the antique pine shop counter and used a Stanley knife to slice open the top. Her arms flexed and showed off the natural tone that came with having spent a lifetime swimming in the ocean. She flicked her warm brown shoulder-length hair out of her face and looked up to see the journalist opposite her scrawling the sentence down on his notepad. Ever since Vanity Fair profiled the town in a glitzy feature about its Hemsworthification, the streets had been crawling with media outlets trying to capitalise on the world’s new obsession.

They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from.

This sentence tumbled out of Aimee’s mouth with the same rhythm and ease of an ancient mantra chanted by monks during meditation at dawn. It almost had become a mantra for Aimee. She’d found herself repeating it in her head every time she walked down the main street. Sometimes even muttering it, a little too loudly, when she saw obnoxious teenage weekenders littering. Or influencers blocking footpaths while taking photos. Or wealthy out-of-towners jamming up intersections with their bumper-to-bumper Range Rovers and Bentleys and Teslas. It was a reassuring reminder that, by the end of the summer holidays, most of the intruders would be gone. They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from. Just beneath the jaded weariness, there was almost a sense of acceptance and surrender. Aimee had thought about screen-printing it on a T-shirt – a more cynical version of those annoying slogan tank tops from Lorna Jane.

They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from.

The phrase had also become Aimee’s go-to quote for the many journalists who’d started skulking into her store. They loved that quote. The reporter standing opposite her – in his linen shirt with the rolled-up sleeves, the typical uniform visitors seemingly thought was a requirement in the town – pushed his dictaphone across the shop counter and probed for more soundbites about the gentrification of paradise from a cranky local. Oh god, she thought. At thirty-six, when had she become a cranky local? It could probably be traced back to the day the town introduced paid parking meters. Cranky locals hated parking meters. Really, they just hated anything that stopped them from living their lives the way they’d always done. Cranky locals liked their routines. Cranky locals didn’t like change. Cranky locals got very worked up when other people who were not true locals told them what to do. But wasn’t that everyone?

She took a sip of her takeaway coffee and the journalist locked his eyes on the cardboard cup. She knew what was coming. In five, four, three, two…

‘No KeepCup?’ he asked.

Aimee kept sipping while shaking her head. She had tried KeepCups in the past and she knew she should use them but, every time she did, she’d take the cup home and it’d sit on the sink, unwashed for days. And the longer she left it, the more scared she became about popping off the rubber lid and seeing what organisms had started to grow inside. Eventually, she’d just throw it out and buy a new one. And then it happened again. After careful consideration, she’d decided her twice-daily single-use takeaway cardboard coffee cups were much better for the environment.

‘Oat milk? Hemp milk? Macadamia?’ He was desperately trying to pin Aimee to at least one Byron stereotype that readers could gleefully ridicule.

‘Regular.’ Aimee drained the final drops of coffee into her mouth and tossed the cup into the recycling bin behind the counter. ‘I should be run out of town any day now.’

She’d lost count of how many journalists had come into her store over the summer – all covering the skyrocketing property prices and the celebrities and rich city people buying up the town. Every time, Aimee told herself: Don’t be the cranky local. The journalist opposite her probed further about out-of-towners trying to recreate the paradise they’d seen on Instagram. Aimee smiled.

‘If they’re not the soul that’s meant to be here, they get spat out.’ She winced slightly at the blunt statement and picked up one of the rubber fidgets she’d just unpacked. It fulfilled its purpose.

‘I just wanna live my life in the town I love,’ she said, pushing and popping the round buttons on the pineapple-shaped toy. ‘Take a dip in the ocean I’ve swum in since I was three. I just wanna be happy.’

‘What do you mean “spat out”?’

A seductive growl purred through the shop doorway and the glass in the display windows rattled as a sports car pulled up in the loading zone at the front of the store. That happened at least twice an hour all through summer. Aimee looked up at the clock above the entrance: Ten to three. She huffed beforerealising she probably looked cranky, so she tried harder to seem breezy but then she just felt stupid. ‘The town has a way of telling you it’s time to go.’

A middle-aged man talking loudly on his phone burst into the store and the timber floorboards creaked under the weight. His whole presence seemed at odds with the childlike fantasy land he’d intruded on. He didn’t belong. It was as if a grizzly bear had squeezed inside a cubby house.

‘I’ve always liked the old F355 Ferraris,’ he said, as if to impress the nearby plush toys with his yen for the collectable mid-nineties Italian sports cars that fetched upwards of $300,000.

Aimee called out from the counter, ‘You can’t park there.’

The man pushed through the mounds of costumes hanging from the ceiling and leant against a giant five-level doll house filled with hand-crafted miniature furniture that was nicer than the decor found in the real-life homes of most adults.

‘I have a stock delivery coming and the truck needs that space.’

‘Kids? Husband?’ The journalist carried on with his questions.

Aimee stared at the oafish Ferrari guy, trying to get his attention, and mindlessly answered, ‘No. Well, no kids. I’m engaged.’ She shook her head and fidgeted with the fidget before placing it down on the counter. ‘Actually, can you not include that?’ She walked away from the counter and started following the Ferrari guy, who was meandering around the store, pulling out random books from the shelves and barely glancing at the covers before shoving them back in the wrong spaces.

‘What do you think of the Hemsworths?’ the reporter asked, glancing over the top of his retro-looking horn-rimmed glasses, which added an unnecessary touch of gravitas to the topic at hand.

‘I love their music,’ Aimee called back.

Confused silence.

‘I’m joking.’

Aimee dodged around the Ferrari guy and stood in front of him. ‘Hi, you need to move your car, like, now.’

The Ferrari guy stopped mid-sentence, glanced at Aimee, and then turned around to continue the phone call.

‘I saw you pull up. Now please move it.’

He ignored her again. She tucked the front of her white tee into her faded blue skinny jeans and considered just walking away. Instead, she reached up and snatched his phone.

He scoffed and grabbed it right back. ‘Fuck off, you fuckin’ hippie.’

Aimee’s brow shot up and her jaw dropped. Fuckin’ hippie? Cranky local, she may be. But a fuckin’ hippie she was not.

She looked at the pyramid stack of acid green plastic tubs with hot pink lids in the front display window of the store. Walking over to the merchandise, she stared the Ferrari guy dead in the eye and plucked a container off the very top of the pile before heading straight out the entrance. The journalist scampered behind her.

By the time the Ferrari guy followed them outside, green slime was splattered on the hood of the coupe. Against the light grey paint, the neon sludge looked radioactive. Aimee stood in front of the car – the empty container in one hand and the lid in the other. A small laugh bubbled up out of her chest.

‘Whoever drives that car’s gonna be pissed,’ the Ferrari guy laughed from the doorway. He looked down the footpath.

The keyless entry on the car bleeped and all the lights blinked twice. Aimee stopped admiring the glowing mucus that continued to crawl out to the edges of the bonnet and looked up at the woman who was now standing on the driver’s side.

‘Is this your Ferrari?’ Aimee asked. Her eyes widened and her stomach started to ooze like the slime.

‘It’s a Porsche, but yes.’ The woman laughed as she replied, as if mistaking a $240,000 sports car for a $300,000 sports car was something to be embarrassed about.

Aimee stepped back. ‘I accidentally slimed your car.’

The woman walked around and took a perfunctory glance. She waved a hand in the air. ‘I don’t care, it’s just a rental.’

‘I’m Aimee, I can give you money for a carwash—’

‘Oh! Aimee!’ the woman interrupted. ‘Bookstore Aimee! Oh, good. I’m here to see you!’ She switched her tan leather handbag to the opposite arm, straightened her Chanel sunglasses and laughed as if she’d just unexpectedly run into her best friend from primary school. ‘Yeah, so Lang – he’s been your store’s landlord… forever? Well, he died. Yeah, so, I’m selling off all his properties. You’re gonna have to move out.’

‘Wait. What?’ Aimee shook her head like a cartoon character who’d just been hit on the head with a comically-large wooden mallet. ‘You’re a real estate agent?’

‘God no. I’m a lawyer,’ she scoffed. ‘And I’m Lang’s daughter. Or was. Anyway, I came down from the Gold Coast for the morning to deal with things. I’m selling everything off because he’s—’

‘Dead,’ Aimee finished the sentence with a nod. ‘I…’ She looked across the road at the surf store for a moment before returning her focus to the splat of green slime that had started to fry like an egg on the car hood in the sun. Gooey and bubbling in the middle. Crispy around the thinning edges. At one point, it may have even sizzled.

The woman was still smiling but her frivolous demeanour developed a tinge of awkwardness as Aimee remained silent. Reports of rocketing property prices had clearly soothed whatever grief she’d been feeling since her father’s death. She pulled a property flyer out of her handbag and held it out. When Aimee didn’t reach for it, she stepped forward and tucked it into the waistband of Aimee’s jeans. ‘Just… in case you want to know more.’ She waved a limp hand in the air as she turned and walked back to the driver’s side. A few seconds later, she ducked her head up over the open door. ‘Great song!’ The end of the Big Little Lies theme drifted out into the street.

Aimee looked up into the sun and closed her eyes as the engine of the Porsche thundered. The summer heat seeped into her cheeks.

The journalist was basically frothing at the mouth. He looked up at the shop awning and wrote down the name of the store: The Dream Explosion. ‘How would you like to be referred to in the article?’

Aimee lowered her head and opened her eyes just enough to keep the sun blocked out. ‘Aimee Maguire. Cranky local.’
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The outside of Aimee’s apartment would’ve still been beautiful if one of those discount super-pharmacies hadn’t moved in below and painted the entire building clashy primary colours. She’d been living above the old pub since before it stopped being a pub. In the middle of town and on a sprawling corner, she’d wanted to live there since she was little. Now, she did. The murmurs and cheers of revellers packed inside until the early hours no longer drifted up through the floorboards, lulling her to sleep. And the glossy old bottle-green tiled walls that cladded the exterior had been covered up in red and yellow signs advertising cut-price incontinence pads and anti-fungal ointments and prescription deodorant. But upstairs, it had remained the same.

Aimee had shut The Dream Explosion early and ducked home to grab her swimmers so she could go dunk her body in the ocean. It’s what she did whenever something bad happened in her life. Lately, there’d been a lot of swims. Far out in the ocean, if she plunged under the water, sunk down to the sandy floor and held her breath, her problems wouldn’t find her.

She opened the dark stained front door and exhaled. The afternoon light streamed through all the window-lined walls of the open-plan apartment that was piled high with a weird mix of chic antiques and bizarre finds. Her apartment was so cool it put nineties sitcom apartments to shame. A collection of art deco mirrors hung above an old workshop bench. A faded metal Coca-Cola sign stretched across an entire wall. On another was a neon light from a strip club: LIVE NUDE GIRLS. The pink cursive writing glowed. Aimee walked past a row of six red leather upholstered seats salvaged from an old theatre, and threw her satchel on one of the chairs. Her scuffed-up cream Converse sneakers squeaked on the hardwood floors as she walked through the living room, past the old dining table and into the bathroom to get her swimsuit. A few seconds later, she emerged empty handed. She walked to her bedroom, rummaged around, and then walked out – heading to the other end of the apartment to Charlie’s bedroom, where she upheld her end of the gay-guy-straight-girl housemate deal: Look, don’t touch – and for the love of god, don’t go digging through any drawers. From there, she whirled out and over to the spare bedroom before finding herself back in the kitchen where she picked up the receiver of the powder green rotary dial telephone on the benchtop. She knew the number off by heart.

‘Hey, is Rob there?’

As Aimee waited, she reached up into one of the cabinets for a glass and, when she went to place it down on the counter, she almost knocked something over. She glanced down. A KeepCup. She furrowed her brow, leant over and rested her chin on the beat-up stainless steel counter to inspect the matte black BPA-free mug. Her face was close enough that she could feel warmth coming off it.

‘Have you been to my house today?’ she said into the receiver, her tone matching the confused look on her face. ‘I can’t find my swimsuit. The navy one I always wear. I wore it this morning, came home and hung it on the shower rod like every other morning. Now… it’s gone.’

‘Do you think it finally just disintegrated away?’ Rob teased.

The years-old swimsuit had become a punchline for Rob and Charlie. Tattered and worn-out, Aimee refused to toss it. She’d tried buying new bikinis, but whenever she’d wear them in public, she always ended up self-consciously tugging at the straps. Her old one was just right. A little threadbare. But just right.

‘Maybe a breeze came in through the window and blew the final threads of it away, like pollen.’ Rob continued to amuse herself.

Aimee craned her head into her shoulder to hold the phone in place and used her free hands to fill up a glass of water at the sink. ‘Charlie never moves it.’ She chose to ignore Rob’s jokes. ‘And he left before me today.’ She picked up the phone base with her right hand and walked over to the dining table, using her left hand to pour the water into a tall glass vase with a giant cherry blossom branch in it. ‘Then I found…’ she walked back to the kitchen bench and crouched down to stare at the foreign object that had invaded her home, ‘a KeepCup. You know the deal with KeepCups in this household. And it’s… still warm.’

‘What’d the FBI say?’ Rob gasped.

Aimee grabbed the phone base again, walked across to the living room, moved one of Charlie’s acoustic guitars off the long peacock blue velvet couch and flopped into it. She pivoted her body until she was upside down – feet dangling over the back of the sofa, the top of her head resting on the floor.

‘Maybe everyone in town finally got fed up with your refusal to stop using single-use coffee cups and this is all part of a menacing campaign to scare you into using environmentally friendly drinkware,’ Rob chattered away before changing topics entirely. ‘Ooh! I almost forgot: Music Club tonight!’

Aimee let her body collapse off the couch and onto the vintage Persian rug. ‘I just want to go for a swim,’ she blurted with the jittery impatience of a recovering smoker who couldn’t quite find where they’d hidden their ‘in case of emergency’ pack.

On the other end of the phone line, Rob’s voice snapped to attention. ‘Oh god. I should’ve known – the obsession over a misplaced swimsuit and desperately needing to swim. What’s happened? Do I need to come over?’

‘Nothing, nothing.’ Aimee batted away the quick-fire probing about what big bad thing had happened. ‘No, don’t come over, I’m fine. I’ll tell you tonight.’

After hanging up, she ran her index finger back and forth over the intricately patterned teal and burnt orange wool carpet before getting to her feet and wandering back to the kitchen. There was only one thing that could replace an afternoon swim. She popped the lid off a bottle of tequila and poured it into a heavy crystal glass.

The afternoon light had already started to lose its spark. She picked up a framed photo off the nearby windowsill and took a sip while studying it. Even with the muted sepia tone, her store building still looked the same as it did back then. The only thing that had changed was the hand-painted sign above the corrugated iron awning: MAGUIRE ANTIQUES. She placed the photo back down on the windowsill and picked up the frame next to it. A photo of the same store, but a different era and a new awning. THE DREAM EXPLOSION. Two kids standing in front. One of them was a much younger Aimee – eighteen or so – with her then-boyfriend Tim. Aimee was dressed in low-cut jeans and Etnies while Tim sported a trucker hat and an SMP belt – a sartorial time-stamp of the early 2000s. He’d swooped her up in his arms for the photo, as if they’d just been married.

Aimee sipped from her glass and realised the photo was one of the last remaining signs that Tim had lived inside the apartment she was standing in. Well, he still did live there. Technically. Just not at that moment. He’d left one or two pairs of boardies in their bedroom’s cedar chest of drawers. And the surfboard in the hallway – one of many he had, but the one he used the least. The rest had been moved out for the summer, but you couldn’t tell. The apartment had always been Aimee’s domain. Tim’s décor offerings came in the form of soggy wetsuits, surfboards and grains of sand in the sheets.

She moved to the fridge to get some ice and opened the door before quickly shutting it again. She stood back and stared. A rectangular card with cursive font on it had been stuck to the stainless-steel door with a magnet. It looked like the fortune cards one of the roadside clairvoyants in town handed out to clients after doing their palm readings. She leant in and read it.

If you want to win your life you have to go wild and jump into the fire.
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A slinky, distorted guitar riff buzzed through the bar and the tish tish tish of the hi-hat shimmered. Then the rest of the drums cascaded down and the too-cool bass line decided to shuffle in. Charlie purred the opening lyrics to Olivia Newton-John’s ‘Totally Hot’ into the microphone, abandoning his sulky pout for just a split second to flash a smirk.

No one knew exactly where Charlie came from, but it seemed that everyone was glad he existed. Anyone watching in the bar when he was playing would quickly become jealous of his black electric guitar. The way he’d grind his narrow hips up against it and how his tanned biceps flexed when he moved his fingertips up the frets on the neck was truly something to behold, if you asked Aimee. Charlie’s band, The Girly Boys, did surf rock covers of songs by female artists. Their version of Kim Carnes’ ‘Bette Davis Eyes’ was used on the soundtrack to a Grey’s Anatomy episode. In the three years that Charlie had been living with Aimee, she’d never once seen him go to the gym. He stayed fit through sex and surf. She would’ve hated him if it weren’t for the fact he was as beautiful as the breakfast quesadillas he made her every morning.

A pouchy middle-aged guy who smelt of essential oils came over to Aimee’s table in the back corner of the pub. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ The pickup line was as dated as the tweed vest he was wearing. Music Club drew an interesting crowd. It happened once a week at The Palace Hotel – a grand old three-level pub with wraparound iron lacework verandahs. Local bands would jam. And the local Looney Tunes would slam whatever was on tap.

‘Someone’s already getting me a drink,’ Aimee yelled over the music.

‘Can I get a name?’ he smiled.

‘Rob,’ Aimee nodded.

‘I meant yours.’

‘Aimee.’

‘Is Rob your boyfriend, Aimee?’

‘Rob’s my barber.’

The cold metal edge of a knife jabbed into the side of the man’s neck and his body seized up.

‘You want a cut-throat shave?’ a throaty voice whispered.

The guy froze with wide eyes.

Then the menacing voice broke into a laugh. ‘Relax, it’s a butter knife from the bistro.’ Rob wrapped her arm around his neck.

‘This is Rob. She has a hair salon in town called Barber Rob’s.’ Aimee closed her eyes and laughed. This routine had become unintentionally rehearsed over the years. Barber Rob was tall, thin and had a short blonde shag haircut like Meg Ryan in the nineties. She was the coolest person in Byron Bay.

The guy straightened his vest. ‘You know, that’s really not in the spirit of Music Club.’ He pursed his lips and walked off.

Charlie’s band had finished their set and the microphone screeched over the speakers, which meant it was time for Bada Bing. Bada Bing had lived on the streets of Byron since Aimee could remember. He was the town mascot – a grizzled, opinionated mascot – and his submissions to the Letters To The Editor page of The Byron Times were famous. In a way, he was the original Byron celebrity. People had tried helping him over the years but he’d never accepted because, as he explained, he didn’t want to give up the luxury of being able to complain. To fund his low-key lifestyle, he’d carved out a very specific niche: Emceeing Music Club and presenting a Guess Who, Don’t Sue segment between sets.

The game was simple: Bada Bing would present clues to gossipy tidbits and then the audience would yell out their guesses for who the blind items were about. His nomadic lifestyle meant that he saw and heard everything and, ever since the glitz-factor of the town had cranked up a notch, the things he saw and heard were juicy. The only rule of Guess Who, Don’t Sue? If anyone who was named during the guessing happened to be in the crowd and started denying the allegations, they got booed. The town really had gone tabloid.

Bada Bing had kicked off. ‘Guess Who, Don’t Sue: Which Hollywood star got attacked by a flock of ibises while picking through a pile of discarded furniture on council kerbside collection day?’

Rob’s voice rasped over everyone. ‘Shelley Craft!’

‘She’s not a Hollywood star,’ Aimee said.

‘Well she should be. She’s a ray of sunshine.’

Out of all the notable personalities who lived in Byron, Rob had a particular fondness for the Block presenter, who’d become somewhat of a local property mogul after flipping a few houses in the area. Judging by the face Shelley made whenever Rob saw her in town and yelled, ‘Oi, Crafty!’, the affection was not mutual.



Charlie bounded over to the table and wrapped Aimee in his arms. ‘How’s my little slime monster?’

‘I didn’t tell him.’ Rob put her hands in the air.

‘I saw the video,’ Charlie laughed.

Rob held up her phone. ‘There’s a video? Send it now!’

Aimee closed her eyes and placed her head down on the round bar table – grimacing as her cheek touched the puddle of condensation that had pooled around the drinks.

Rob pulled Aimee’s hair out of the puddle. ‘What can I do? Should I finally get back on stage and scream-sing “Thunderstruck”?’

Charlie drum-rolled on the table with his hands and Aimee sat up.

‘I mean, yes, you absolutely should do that again,’ Aimee said. ‘Just not tonight. The crowd still seems… sensitive.’

Ever since Ben Harper showed up one time and tested out new material while he was in town for Bluesfest, Music Club had started to turn into hipster territory with lots of baby-voiced twenty-somethings ruining classic songs. Tensions flared about a year ago when Rob got drunk and decided to annoy them by crashing the stage and performing the AC/DC anthem, acapella. It had become somewhat of a ritual.

Aimee shook her head in frustration. ‘Let’s just talk about anything other than sliming videos.’

‘Ooh, let’s talk about dicks!’ Charlie flipped his phone around. The image of a naked man’s bottom half was on the screen.

Aimee shrieked.

Rob grabbed the phone excitedly. ‘It’s huge!’

Charlie laughed. ‘It’s the big dick from that Netflix show – Oceans of Angels.’

‘I thought I recognised it.’ Rob studied the photo intensely as she used her thumb and forefinger to zoom in. ‘Aimee, don’t you recognise it?’ She held up the screen.

Aimee raised her eyebrows and sighed defiantly. ‘No.’

Charlie shot up straight. He didn’t get shocked by much. But this was a topic he was passionate about. ‘How do you not recognise it? It’s everywhere!’

‘Everywhere? Where’s everywhere?’ Aimee laughed.

‘The internet, nan,’ Rob teased.

‘I don’t even know what Angels and Oceans is.’

‘Oceans of Angels,’ Rob corrected. ‘The first season just dropped and it’s so bad but that’s why it’s so good. It’s about a group of wannabe actors trying to make it in nineties Hollywood. The cast is a bunch of nobodies and the acting is terrible.’

‘But the actors are also hot,’ Charlie chimed in. ‘And they get naked and have sex.’

Aimee reluctantly posed a question. ‘And why is this particular penis getting talked about?’

‘Because it’s big. Jeez, Aimee, pay attention.’ Charlie slapped the table.

‘There are entire think pieces being written about it online,’ Rob shared, as if she were talking about an investigative report she’d just read in the New York Times.

Aimee furrowed her brow. ‘Think pieces about a dick?’

‘Not just a dick, Aimee,’ Charlie said. ‘A massive dick.’

‘It’s the pénis de résistance of the entire show,’ Rob chirped.

Charlie nodded. ‘And it’s not just Oceans of Angels. Every TV series these days is showing full-frontal penis. We’re in a wiener renaissance.’

‘Debate is raging about whether it’s real or a prosthetic.’ Rob pointed to the picture on Charlie’s phone. ‘And you wanna know the best part?’

‘The big dick is getting its own spin-off series?’ Aimee deadpanned.

‘The show’s second season is being filmed on the Gold Coast right now,’ Rob informed her. ‘Finally! Government incentives and tax breaks are being used for good.’ Gasp! ‘Maybe we could track down the big dick.’

Rob and Charlie snapped their heads up to glare at each other. ‘Dibs!’ they yelled in unison.

Aimee took a big sip of her tequila. ‘Well, thank you for getting me up to speed with Angels and Oceans – I’ll definitely be avoiding it.’

‘Aimee, there’s a whole world of TV out there at your fingertips and you reject it all in favour of watching YouTube videos about chiropractors cracking people’s backs.’ Rob waved a hand in the air.

‘Hey, I stream TV shows as well,’ Aimee informed her friends.

‘Oh, sor-ry, Stream Queen,’ Rob laughed.

‘What TV shows are you streaming, Stream Queen?’ Charlie piled on.

Aimee fought a smile as she ventured an answer she knew her friends would mock. In this trio, they all knew their roles perfectly and leant into them hard. ‘A lot of the old episodes of Just Shoot Me are on YouTube now.’

‘Aimee!’ Rob covered her face in pain.

Aimee laughed. ‘Same with Becker.’

Charlie was mid-sip and covered his mouth as tequila dribbled out. ‘Oh my god, it’s all making sense. I’ve lived with you for years and I’m only just realising this now: You’re female Becker!’

‘You are!’ Rob yelled. ‘Always so cranky and ready to embark on long rants about minor inconveniences at a moment’s notice.’

Aimee closed her eyes and laughed as Rob leant over and playfully poked her. ‘You’re Becker, you’re Becker! That’s what we’re calling you now.’

‘You know, on second thought,’ Aimee swatted her away, ‘I think I’d rather talk about the sliming video.’

‘Actually…’ Rob reached into her pocket and cleared her throat. ‘I know you said you wanted to avoid talking about your… other… news, but I’m breaking the embargo.’ She unfolded the property flyer the rich Porsche landlady had tucked into Aimee’s jeans.

Aimee snatched it. ‘Are these being handed out?’

‘No, I stole it from your handbag earlier. Serious chat: What are you gonna do?’

Aimee used her finger to jab the flyer into the puddle on the table. ‘Not much I can do. It’s being sold with approval for retail and a thousand levels of boutique apartments. And a goddamn… juicery.’ She whacked the table with both hands and the playfulness that had bubbled just seconds earlier was gone. ‘I’ve been there eighteen years. My parents had the store before that. Same landlord the whole time. Barely raised the rent, ever.’

Charlie dropped his jaw. ‘What if I sell the taco truck?’

Aimee affectionately grabbed a chunk of his scruffy, curly-ish brown hair and suddenly remembered the missing swimsuit. ‘Hey, did one of your Grindr hookups stay over last night? My swimsuit’s missing.’

Charlie laughed. ‘Why would they want your swimmers? And are you sure it didn’t just disintegrate?’

Aimee ignored the running gag. ‘And there was… a KeepCup.’

Charlie arched an eyebrow and smirked. ‘Did you wash it or throw it out?’

Rob persisted with her theory. ‘I still think it’s the town trying to scare you into going green. A KeepCup on the kitchen bench is their version of a horse head in the bed.’

Aimee looked back down at the flyer. ‘Once this sells, the rent will be…’ she exhaled as she tried to estimate a price before giving up, ‘I dunno. More than I can afford. And the other shops in town are now all the same.’

‘You could move your store into my salon?’ Rob offered. ‘We could be like a cool barber-bookshop hybrid.’ She jutted her shoulders back and forth. ‘Like those cafes in clothing stores or—’

‘Like Tim and his rooftop bar?’ Aimee finished her friend’s sentence.

Rob stopped shoulder dancing and scrunched up her nose. ‘I’m not helping, am I?’

‘Just don’t tell anyone about it. I don’t feel like being interrogated by everyone in town before I’ve figured out what I’m doing.’

The microphone screeched again. ‘Guess Who, Don’t Sue: Aimee’s being evicted from her store and she’s probably poor now.’

Aimee jumped off her bar stool and walked closer to the stage with a screwed-up face. ‘It’s not a Guess Who, Don’t Sue if you just blatantly name the person outright,’ she argued.

‘Boo!’ The crowd went nuts.

‘Yeah, boo!’ Rob joined in. ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed when Aimee shot her a look.

‘My store’s not closing down. It’s just—’

‘Whatever,’ Bada Bing cut her off. ‘And guys, out of respect for Aimee, can everyone stop texting around that video of her sliming the car?’

‘Thank you,’ Aimee said.

Bada Bing continued. ‘For everyone’s convenience, I’ve posted it to the town Facebook page. Remember to like and share.’

Aimee looked like she’d just been punched in the face.

‘Ooh, found it!’ Rob waved her phone in the air. ‘At least you look hot in it,’ she teased.

Aimee walked back to the table and grabbed for the phone but Rob pulled back. ‘Wait up, wait up. Lemme see something again.’ Rob dragged her finger along the screen, scrolling the footage back and hitting play. Then she paused. ‘What did Tim say?’ She held up the phone. Aimee squinted at the screen. There was Tim in the background: standing on the roof of his surf store across the road from The Dream Explosion, looking down as Aimee slimed the Porsche.

Aimee pursed her lips and looked at the floor. ‘I didn’t know he saw.’

Silence.

‘We need more tequila.’ Rob slapped the table and headed for the bar.

Aimee called out after her. ‘Just one! I have a bank meeting in the morning!’

Charlie rubbed his head on Aimee’s shoulder. ‘I know your Tim time-out includes not even talking about him. But you can break that at any time with us.’

Aimee looked down at the wet real estate flyer that was now disintegrating into pulp and dug the nail of her right middle finger into the pad of her thumb.

The microphone screeched. A faint whisper began to build over the speakers. It was unmistakable: Rob humming the opening ahhh-ahhhs of ‘Thunderstruck’.

‘C’mon.’ Aimee stood up. ‘We gotta get down the front before she stage dives again.’
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Aimee winced under the glare of the bright fluorescent office lights and wondered why all banks had started making their offices look like Ikea showrooms. A little boy started playing with one of those pens attached to a chain on the nearby teller desk – whipping the metal rope against the laminated counter. She flinched at the clicks and clacks.

‘Sick?’ asked the woman tapping away on the computer behind the desk.

It took a second for Aimee to realise the question was aimed at her. ‘Hmm?’

‘Feeling sick? Your sunglasses and cap…’ The woman waved a hand around her face with a laugh. She’d been talking to Aimee with a sense of peppy familiarity from the very second Aimee loomed into the office like a hungover black cloud.

Not even Aimee’s short responses were enough to snuff out the chatty small talk. The Bomb had not worked. Two Panadol Rapid plus two Nurofen with a Gatorade chaser – a cocktail remedy Aimee and Rob had concocted one blurry morning after a night of drinking at Music Club – had been a sure-fire remedy until today. The Bomb usually wiped out any ache and regret that thrived the morning after. But The Bomb had failed to detonate and now sitting in a fake Eames chair, Aimee was a swirl of ache and regret. Regrets about drinking so much tequila. Regrets about booking an 8am bank consultation the morning after drinking so much tequila. This wasn’t a regular hangover. It was a hangover involving administration forms. No one should endure such suffering.

Aimee’s phone buzzed. A text from Rob: I feel surprisingly not hungover!

Aimee thumbed at her screen, typing out a reply. ‘Me too!’ she lied. She adjusted the baseball cap and tugged the brim down low over her face. She’d usually be wearing her sister’s old beat-up leather Akubra – the one with the braided leather band and the red feather on the side – but when she went to grab it off the hook near the door that morning, it was gone. Missing, like her navy swimmers. Did I drunkenly move it when I got home last night? she wondered, haphazardly trying to come up with innocent reasons that wouldn’t add to her stress. Did I wear it to the pub? Maybe I left it there…

She picked another plastic-wrapped Mentos out of the bowl on the desk, held it to her lips and pressed on one end of the wrapper until the other side burst open and the lolly shot into her mouth. Orange flavoured. Citrus helped ease nausea, right? She crunched it between her back teeth.

The woman continued tapping away on the computer keyboard while making mindless small talk. ‘Can you believe it’s been almost twenty years since Byron Bay High?’ She smiled as she stared at the computer screen.

Aimee took a moment. Had they gone to school together? She squinted behind the tinted lenses of her sunnies and tried to recall the woman’s face. She looked and dressed like she was about ten years older than Aimee. The weird satin bank teller neckerchief she was wearing didn’t help. Aimee searched for a sign. Her eyes flicked down to a glittery yellow smiley-face sticker stuck to the woman’s name badge. Nichelle. Aimee still had no idea. She decided to venture a vague response. ‘The glory days.’ She nodded.

Nichelle laughed. ‘Yeah. I always thought you’d be one of the ones who got outta here as soon as you could. You always seemed like you… I don’t know… had big things planned.’

Aimee shuffled in her seat and hoped her lack of response would end the conversation. Inside, though, her mind hooked into Nichelle’s statement and paused. She had no recollection of ever having big things planned. One day she was in high school. The next, she was turning her dead parents’ antiques shop into a bookstore. What had she imagined her life would look like? She could only think of two words: Not this.

Nichelle swivelled the computer screen around to show an online form and data. ‘OK, so, from the store, you make enough to pay your salary and your part-timer. Any other assets?’ She started to answer her own question, filling in the form before Aimee could reply. ‘About $10,000 in savings. No stocks or investments. No property.’

Aimee looked around to make sure no one else was in the office, overhearing the detailed list of her failings. ‘My car?’ Her voice went up at the end.

Nichelle winced. She shrugged her shoulders up around her head and whispered apologetically: ‘That’s not an asset, sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry. You’re right… It’s really not an asset. Right now, it’s broken down and at Moe’s Garage.’

‘Any other income streams?’

‘Um. I… run a rollerball game in the carpark out the back of the bookstore. Once a week.’ She cringed at herself. ‘It’s like basketball but on rollerblades.’

Nichelle laughed. ‘Yeah, our kid used to play with you guys. Loved it.’

Aimee still had no idea who Nichelle was and had no memory of her kid. She kept the conversation moving. ‘I’ve also got a garage full of antiques. From my parents’ old store. They’re worth… something.’

‘I’m sorry, Aimee.’ Nichelle took her hands off the keyboard and looked down. ‘Just… what happened with your family and now the store and Tim—’

The mention of Tim’s name snapped Aimee to attention. She shot up in her seat and took off her sunglasses.

Nichelle’s eyes widened. ‘Not that I know any details.’ She began to babble. ‘I just…’

Aimee closed her eyes and changed the topic. ‘So, the loan…’

Nichelle sighed. ‘You know, it seems like it’s every day that shop owners – locals – are coming in. Same problem as you. Buildings are being sold off, rents are going up. Property prices jumped almost fifty per cent this year. Gleeson’s Market – shutting down. Landlord sold the building last week. I think a… ah, what’s it called… a… stretch studio is moving in.’ She laughed. ‘I don’t know why you need to pay someone to stretch your body for you but, hey – the town’s changing.’

‘So what can I do?’

‘Other clients I’ve been talking to are moving further out. The prices in Ballina are getting just as bad. Some are having luck in Grafton. Casino. An hour or so away, but at least you’d still be near Byron.’

‘Would you move to Casino?’

‘We own our house. Here in town. Bought about sixteen years ago. Way before it boomed.’ She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Tempting to sell now.’

Aimee nodded. ‘Smart.’

The kid had ditched the pen and moved onto playing with the automatic sliding door that was right behind Aimee. It whizzed open. Hot air and noise from the banked-up traffic burst in. The door whizzed shut. Silence. Then it whizzed open again. Heat and honking. Whiz. Silence.

Aimee looked down at her scuffed Converses and tapped the rubber edges of the soles together. ‘So… how possible is it to get a loan?’ Whiz. Heat. Honk. ‘Oh my god,’ Aimee whispered, ‘whose fucking kid is that?’

‘Mine,’ Nichelle said.

‘Oh. Right. Of course.’ Aimee turned over her shoulder to glance at the kid and forced a smile. ‘I remember him.’ She had never seen him in her life. ‘You should bring him to rollerball tonight.’

‘It’s not him. It’s they.’

Whiz. Heat. Honk.

‘So… the loan?’

Whiz. Silence.
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The Dream Explosion was empty and Aimee was scrolling through online property listings. She searched ‘Byron Bay’ for what was probably the nineteenth time since she left the bank but no results showed up in her price range. Ballina was the same. She typed ‘Casino’ into the search bar, hit ENTER on the keyboard and made a face like she’d just stepped in something gross on the footpath. The results made her shut down the browser tab entirely.

She stood up from behind the counter, walked to the front of the store and leant in the doorway, looking out across the street at Tim’s. BYRON BOARDS. The store name was painted in faded navy font on the awning. He’d started the shop long before it became cool for beer breweries and liquid body wash businesses and fake tan companies to incorporate the town’s name into their product branding. The old two-level store had scaffolding around it. Tim had approached his landlord last summer about adding a rooftop bar and it irritated Aimee more than it should. He made surfboards and sold wetsuits – why add a rooftop bar? The annoyance turned to anger and it was mixing with the hangover and the two takeaway flat whites she’d just inhaled. She walked back to her MacBook and opened Google. There was something else on her mind. A growing paranoia about how her hat and swimmers went missing. And where the hell that damn KeepCup came from. It was still sitting smugly on the bench when she woke up that morning. Tap, tap, tap. ‘Byron Bay house break-ins’. Search. No recent news articles had been published. She googled the details of the local police station to check its opening hours – it was Byron, you could never be sure – then grabbed her keys from behind the counter and walked out of the store, locking the thick, glossy red door. As she adjusted the cross-shoulder strap of her leather satchel and turned around to walk off, she looked over at the surf store again. Tim was on the roof. Change of plans.



The spiral metal staircase at the back of Tim’s shop wound up to the rooftop and Aimee had to duck under a metal beam when she reached the landing.

‘Not quite ready for happy hour yet.’ Tim threw a load of construction crap onto a pile of more construction crap.

‘Well, at least you still have a store.’

‘Yeah, I heard. One more building getting sold. It sucks.’

‘Heard? You saw it happen.’ Aimee winced at the sharp delivery.

‘If you wanna get into specifics, I actually read it. In today’s newspaper. What I did see was you sliming a car.’

Aimee held her arms out and furrowed her brow. ‘And you didn’t feel the need to come outside and see if things were OK?’

His lack of frustration wound her up. ‘We’re engaged.’ She hated that word but it was true.

He walked over and grabbed her hands. ‘Hey. The store’s getting sold, but the business isn’t. It’s not as bad as you think.’

‘I think it still requires a call.’

‘We both agreed to this time-out.’ He tried to sound like the reasonable one.

The truth was, he proposed the time-out. And she’d only agreed to it because her hands were tied. When the guy you’ve been dating since you were seventeen tells you he wants to take a break from your relationship for a few months, your only option is to agree. Because if you don’t? The break becomes a breakup.

‘And we talked about the challenges: no contact over summer,’ Tim continued. ‘It’s hard enough with our shops being across the street from each other. Yes, some things are gonna come up. But if we wanna do it right, we can’t just give in and run to each other every time something happens. Especially if we’re…’ he let out a weird laugh and looked away.

‘What? C’mon. Especially if we’re…’ Aimee forced him into saying the actual words.

‘Hooking up with other people.’ He said it in such a matter-of-fact way. ‘If we’re doing that and we’re also in contact all the time, it’s… confusing.’

Aimee had no response. Sure, part of the deal was no contact. No daily check-ins about mundane things. But that rule applied to boring everyday problems like getting a flat tyre or doing a late-night dash to the supermarket only to find they’d run out of double coated Tim Tams. (In Aimee’s world, the latter was a regular topic of conversation. Who the hell bought regular Tim Tams instead of the double coated ones? Probably the same morons who bought regular Panadol instead of Panadol Rapid. Why would you not choose to get rid of your headache faster?) Her livelihood being completely destroyed was a little different to double coated Tim Tams being temporarily out-of-stock.

Tim broke the silence. ‘Also. Moe called. He said he needs to speak to you about the car repairs.’

Aimee sighed. ‘Losing my building isn’t just an everyday inconvenience.’

‘It’s really not that big of a deal. You’ll find another store. It’s fine.’

‘Um, are you gonna move to Casino with me?’ Aimee backed off for a moment and paused. Tim’s way of arguing always annoyed her. He’d stay calm and dismiss whatever the problem was with a shrug, like it was no big deal. Of course, by contrast, Aimee would look petty and irrational. She was the first person to admit that, generally, she exhibited both of those qualities – but wasn’t that why people got into relationships? So they’d have a dedicated person to rant all their petty and irrational grievances to? Still, this wasn’t just one of her petty and irrational rants. Her entire life was now up in the air. This was worthy of breaking the time-out rules. Aimee had been seeing articles popping up relentlessly on trendy women’s websites about gaslighting. Was Tim gaslighting her right now? She still didn’t entirely understand what it was. Whenever she read those first-person articles about it – written by people detailing their crappy relationships – she’d always find herself closing the browser tab with a sigh while thinking, You both sound like assholes.

Aimee decided to change the topic.

‘Also, how does some lady called Narissa know about our time-out?’ She scrunched her face up in irritation.

Tim turned to her and squinted. ‘… Narissa?’

‘Yes. Narissa.’

‘Who’s… Narissa?’

‘The bank lady,’ Aimee spelled out, losing her patience.

‘Nichelle?’

‘Huh?’

‘Nichelle. We went to school with her.’

‘Then why don’t I remember her? And how could I not remember someone called…’ Aimee paused and tried to remember Narissa’s real name.

Tim widened his eyes and filled in the blank. ‘Nichelle.’

‘How does she know about our… relationship stuff?’

‘I dunno. My mum sees her mum around. She probably mentioned it.’

Ah, Aimee thought. Tim’s mum. Of course. The mere mention triggered her temper again.

‘That’s not just something you casually mention in conversation… like, Yeah we’re going to Daydream Island for the weekend – we scored some cheap fares in the Friday Frenzy.’

‘What’s the Friday Frenzy?’ He picked up a long yellow spirit level and waved it through a cloud of dust that billowed in the sunlight.

They stood in silence and Tim turned around to look out over the street. It was the most they’d spoken and the closest they’d physically been since November, when Tim had pulled the rug out from under Aimee. They were just over a month into the time-out.

From behind, Tim’s body still looked like it did when they first started dating in high school. His faded blue Quiksilver tee stretched across his broad back and shoulders and skimmed down his trim torso to his narrow hips. His muscular, lanky limbs always seemed to glow more golden with each day of summer. Still, not everything was exactly the same. There were the kinds of changes that naturally occur over twenty or so years. The sun beating down on the rooftop highlighted the silver strands that had, at some point, started flecking his shaggy brownish hair. On the sides, the colour had become more ashy. Aimee wondered when that had happened and if she was a bad person for not noticing until now. It was in those quiet moments when Tim wasn’t looking that Aimee would stare at him and scour her soul, trying to find the feeling that used to flood her body at the simple sight of him. Like, when her biology class would drag on after the school bell and she’d look out the window and see him – in his untucked uniform – waiting for her with a cardboard carton of Oak chocolate milk. It had been forever since that feeling had been around. It was like a super complicated home Wi-Fi password, written down on a scrap of paper that you couldn’t find when you really needed it. Aimee had it once. It was definitely there. She remembers. It should still be around. Somewhere.

Tim turned back around, looked at Aimee and opened his mouth – then shifted his focus to something over her shoulder.

‘Hey!’ a voice perked up from behind Aimee. The girl it belonged to walked into sight and over to Tim. Twenties. Cut-off denim short-shorts that frayed around the leg. Tanned. Hot. One of those fake vintage band tees. She was holding two coffees – both in KeepCups. She handed one over, stood close to Tim and put her free hand in the back pocket of his dusty black boardshorts. He pulled away. He didn’t have to – summer time-out: no contact, no rules. But Aimee was glad he did.

‘Make sure you wash them straight away,’ Aimee said out of nowhere. ‘The KeepCups. If you don’t and you leave them for a week, the cup just clouds up with mould. They don’t tell you that when you buy them. It should really be on the label.’

The hot girl scrunched up her face. ‘Ew.’



‘Oh, fuck the Hot Ew Girl!’ Rob’s voice shrieked through Aimee’s iPhone. ‘Did she at least have split ends and patchy fake tan around the knees?’

‘The whole… putting her hand in his back pocket thing…’ Aimee marched down Jonson Street towards Moe’s Garage and the police station, getting progressively crankier with each step. ‘Just… the gall of Gen Z… Wait, what’s the age range of Gen Z again?’

‘Can I say something you’re not gonna like?’ Rob strained her voice. ‘Remember, this is what you agreed to. I know it sucks and I hate the Hot Ew Girl even more than you do, but I just need to remind you of that. OK, now let’s go back to hating the Hot Ew Girl.’

‘Oh my god. You like the Hot Ew Girl better than me.’ Aimee covered her face and laughed. ‘It just—’

‘Sucks,’ Rob jumped in. ‘It really sucks.’ The bell from Rob’s shop counter pinged in the background. ‘Ughhh. Sorry, client—’

‘No, you go,’ Aimee cut her off.

‘But call me if you need to and I’ll see you later this arv. Also, I still can’t believe how not hungover I am today!’

‘Ohhh, me too, I feel amazing.’ Aimee hammed it up and tried not to hurl into a street busker’s guitar case.

They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from.

Maybe, in a few weeks, the Hot Ew Girl would crawl back to whatever metropolitan City Beach store she crawled out of. Was City Beach still even a thing? She’d always see the store’s logo on giant banners for events it sponsored each year during Schoolies. Aimee cringed at herself for sounding ancient. A queue snaked out of a fancy new sushi train restaurant and, after a few metres of polite orderliness, the line turned into a feral crowd that blocked the entire path. Foot traffic came to a standstill. Aimee dodged through.

They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from.

A mum in a billowy Camilla kaftan scrolled through her phone as she mindlessly dragged along three little boys who were all dressed in matching white-and-blue outfits and wearing identical shark tooth necklaces.

‘Yeah, we’re Airbnbing next to Chris Hemsworth’s house. CHRIS HEMSWORTH’S HOUSE,’ a guy wearing cuffed cream chinos said into his phone, just loud enough to score glances from intrigued pedestrians.

You couldn’t escape the guy. Chris Hemsworth. Even when he wasn’t in town. Aimee had heard someone in the coffee shop that morning say they saw online that Chris and the family had left for the summer to escape the crowds. Went to Lord Howe Island or somewhere else remote. Just great, she’d thought. Too bustling for you, Christopher? Gee, that sucks. Wouldn’t know what that’s like. She’d read one time that Lord Howe Island had a strict limit on how many visitors it could take at any one time. Four hundred or something. Now that the island paradise was getting Hemsworthified, maybe it would become the new hotspot. Aimee had vengefully thought of ways to drum up attention and get the word out. Maybe launch a guerilla marketing campaign online, touting The Top 400 Club. People loved clubs they couldn’t get into. Especially ones with celebrities. Everyone would clamour to score a spot in The Top 400 Club and the island would book up years in advance. Take that, Lord Howe Island! Enjoy the touristy buzz, Chris!

Aimee marched ahead and, in the distance, saw a troupe of half a dozen fitfluencers. Oh no. Not today, fitfluencers. Not today.

They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from.

Inside her body, she felt a warm ooze, like the acid green slime puddle melting away on the hot steel hood of the Porsche yesterday. In her mind, she watched a big sticky bubble inflate and then burst. They all end up going back to wherever it is they came from. She exhaled. The mantra had soothed her into a trance. The anger that came to a boil after leaving Tim’s had calmed to a simmer and then… it was still. This is what those know-it-all voices on all the wellness podcasts meant when they talked about acknowledging distractions and letting them go. Oh my god, Aimee thought: I’m finally meditating.

The fitfluencers were getting closer. Aimee could see their weird high-waisted lycra leggings – the kind she could never figure out how to wear without feeling like an idiot.

A few of them were holding their phones up to film each other. Shrieks and laughs echoed as one girl danced into the impromptu photoshoot – spilling out of her navy blue swimmers and tossing off her beat-up Akubra that had a braided leather band and red feather on the side.

They all end up—

Wait. ‘Freya?’ Aimee jolted to a halt in the middle of the footpath.

‘Move!’ The guy bragging on the phone about being Chris Hemsworth’s neighbour shoved past. ‘Fuckin’ tourists.’
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Petrol fumes wafted into the old red Holden Monaro and the high-pitched squeals from an electric drill echoed off the corrugated walls of the garage, making Aimee and Freya wince.

‘Admit it: This is still better than #VanLife.’ Aimee clutched the steering wheel and yelled across to Freya, who was sitting in the passenger seat of the broken-down car in the middle of the mechanic’s shed. They each had their doors wide open and the backs of their sweaty thighs stuck to the black vinyl upholstery. ‘How have you been living in a van and not telling me?’

‘This car is a time capsule.’ Freya laughed and plucked a cassette tape off the floor – holding it up like a dead rat. You could only just see the artwork through the scratched plastic box: Def Leppard.

The drilling stopped as Aimee snatched it and also laughed. ‘This was in the glove box when your mum bought the Monaro when she was… like… eighteen. We used to drive around, blasting it as a joke.’ She closed her eyes and clutched it to her chest before opening one eye and mumbling, ‘Then we kinda began to secretly like it.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Hysteria was our favourite.’ Aimee placed her right hand on the steering wheel and made a power-fist with the other as she mock-belted the lyrics of the eighties glam-rock hit. ‘Hys-ter-i-a, when you’re near-ear!’

‘Gross, stop it.’ Freya shoved a palm in her aunt’s face.

Aimee turned the key in the ignition to switch on the stereo. The cassette was already in the tape deck and started playing automatically. She pushed one of the chunky black buttons on the stereo to fast-forward. ‘This thing only had a tape deck, so we started going to garage sales and buying all these old cassettes and cassingles.’

‘Aimee, you’re thirty-six. You’re too young to be saying words like “cassingle”… but, cassettes are becoming cool again. They’re the new vinyl.’

‘Well, that makes me feel decrepit.’ Aimee hit play on the tape. ‘Is your dad cool with you being here?’

Freya opened the glove box, ignoring her. ‘What other relics are in here?’

Aimee reached across to slam shut the compartment just as Freya pulled out one of those tattered neon green paper wristbands you get at concerts and clubs and festivals. ‘Please tell me he knows you’re here and that I don’t have to call him to say you’ve driven from Sydney and are sleeping in a van in the carpark above Main Beach?’

‘You don’t sleep in the van in the carpark – you get fined for that. At night, you drive around the suburban streets until you find an OK-looking spot… and you sleep in the van there before driving back to the beach in the morning.’

‘Well, that sounds safe,’ Aimee deadpanned.

‘Sorry I didn’t call.’ Freya fake-pouted before reaching over to ruffle Aimee’s hair like a dog. ‘I just wanted to surprise my favourite aunt.’

‘You didn’t surprise me.’ Aimee swatted her away while hamming up the paranoia of a potential break-in. ‘You terrified me. When I couldn’t find the hat this morning, I started to get paranoid and thought someone had broken in. I was on my way to the police station when I ran into you… you little… thief.’ She rolled her eyes with a laugh and leant forward to fix her hair in the rearview mirror. Her flyaways appeared wilder with the orange sun streaming in through the dirty back window and she tried to tame them before giving up and reaching over to steal the Akubra off Freya’s head. ‘Also – how did you get in my house?’ She plonked the hat on.

‘I still had the key you gave me from last time I was here.’ Freya held the neon green wristband up to her face and inspected the faded, inky text that was stamped on it. ‘Jet?’ she read before looking up in disgust. ‘Now I’m judging you.’ She snatched the hat back off Aimee’s head and flipped it onto hers.

Aimee closed her eyes and placed a palm on her chest to defend herself. ‘Jet were very cool at the time. It was just before they got famous. And I still remember that gig. Me and Fleur. Thursday night at the Palace Hotel.’

‘Jet and Def Leppard. Wow. The Maguire sisters were cool,’ Freya mocked.

At the time, Aimee really did think they were cool. Fleur was three years older and the kind of Byron girl who everyone was now trying to be. She was the original Byron babe and had the looks of a chick who you might’ve seen in a nineties magazine ad for Pepsi. Sun-kissed and carefree with permanent beachy hair – the kind that people now screenshotted on their phones and showed to their hairdressers, issuing one instruction: ‘Give me this’. Fleur was effortless. Indisputably delightful. Like the white frothy foam that covers the ocean after a mile-long wave rolls into shore at dusk – and everyone from babies to old people stop to stare at the natural beauty as it fizzes in the orange haze and invites them to be just as playful. She had a lightness and ease that Aimee didn’t. It was a quality you had to be born with. The joy gene. Freya had it, a little.

The shabby green wristband was still intact – both ends stuck together to form a cuff. Freya squeezed her hand through and slid it to her wrist. She looked at it closely again. ‘September 2002?’ She held it in front of Aimee’s face.

Aimee glanced. ‘Huh. I guess so.’ She knew it was from 2002. That’s why she’d kept it. She also knew what Freya was about to say.

‘That would’ve been just a few months before…’ She didn’t need to finish the sentence.

Aimee looked at Freya – sitting in her mum’s old car, wearing her mum’s old hat, with her perfect tanned skin and long brown hair streaked with natural golden highlights. She looked exactly like Fleur.

‘Mum was twenty-one,’ Freya said. To stop the mood from drooping, she twisted the dial on the tape deck and cranked the volume.

Twenty-one. It was a number Aimee thought about a lot. Time stood still for a moment whenever she saw the digits on price tags or number plates or letterboxes. One time, at the deli, she yanked a paper ticket out of the take-a-number dispenser and 21 appeared in big red inky print. That ticket had been tucked into her wallet ever since. Twenty-one was the age Fleur had turned on the birthday she celebrated at the Jet gig. Twenty-one was also the age Fleur was when she gave birth to Freya, just a few months later. She was still only twenty-one when the accident happened.

Aimee nudged the volume dial down a little. ‘And you’re twenty-one in…’ she scrunched her face while counting the days in her head, ‘seventeen… eighteen days? Christmas baby!’ She reached over and poked Freya in the side of the stomach repeatedly. ‘Is that why you’re really here? You want me to throw your twenty-first birthday party?’

‘Stop it.’ Freya wiggled away. ‘And it’s two days after Christmas.’

Aimee started doing the Marcia Brady thumb dance and flipping her hair from shoulder to shoulder. ‘You wanna spend your twenty-first birthday with your cool, glamorous aunt who lives in Byron Bay with the Hemsworths.’

‘Go back to singing Def Leppard.’ Freya turned up the volume on the stereo.

‘Oh, well – seeing as you requested it – I will definitely be singing Def Leppard at your twenty-first. And Jet. Now, tell me, do you prefer the song “Roll Over DJ”? Or “Cold Hard Bitch”?’

‘Go away, strange lady.’

‘Ooh! We can duet!’

A thick, hairy knuckle tapped on the rear side window and an older man wearing oil-stained blue overalls appeared. He leant down into Freya’s opened window. ‘You’re not Aimee.’

Aimee leant across Freya to glimpse his old, weathered face. ‘That’s Freya, Moe. My niece.’

‘Oh.’ He assessed Freya and nodded. ‘You look like Fleur.’

‘Tim got your call. Can we get this baby movin’ again?’ Aimee slapped the black plastic dash.

‘Does this mean you’re approving all the work that needs to be done?’ he shot back.

‘Can you just… do the important things? Like, only the stuff that absolutely needs to be done?’

Moe howled. ‘Oh! Only the things that absolutely need to be done. Aimee, this piece of shit isn’t roadworthy.’

‘Noooo.’ Aimee’s voice went high-pitched as she dismissed his comments with a wave of her hand. ‘It’s just a crunchy sound from the engine. That’s all it is.’

Moe raised his brow. ‘The motor needs to be completely rebuilt, the strut towers have rotted out and weakened the front suspension, the entire brake system is shot, the wiring’s burnt out and there’s rust all through the floor pans.’

Aimee cracked a smile. ‘Oh, you’ve been rehearsing that.’

Freya reached into her bag and pulled out a wad of hundred-dollar notes held together by a rubber band. ‘Here.’ She held it up to Moe. ‘Just get started on the important stuff.’

‘Hey!’ Aimee reached over to grab the cash but Freya turned away and stuffed it into the kangaroo pouch pocket on Moe’s overalls.

Freya grabbed her bag and jumped out of the car as Moe walked off to the other side of the garage to deposit the money in the office register. ‘Sooo… after I surprised you… my plan was to ask if I could stay with you… till the end of January.’ She slammed shut the door and dropped down to look through the open window. ‘Consider it my rent for the summer?’

Aimee didn’t know how to respond. ‘Only if you sing backup next time Rob performs “Thunderstruck” at Music Club.’

The thin rubber soles of Freya’s Vans were already slapping the oil-stained concrete as she ran out of the garage. ‘I can’t hear you, strange lady!’

Aimee looked in the rearview and watched her niece disappear into the endless afternoon. Seconds later, the sunlight blacked out as a group of people entered the shed.

‘I told you, get those cameras outta here.’ Moe waved an arm at the group.

Aimee squinted in the mirror. The glare behind the group rendered them shadowy, featureless stencilled-out figures. Then a tow truck pulled into the driveway and cut out the blinding orange blaze. Aimee’s eyes adjusted and she could notice some details. A camera crew – all dressed in black – and some woman with a handbag hooked on her wrist, dangling, the way celebrities would carry their handbags while walking down the street in paparazzi shots. The lady walked down the driver’s side of the Monaro and leant down to find Aimee.

‘I’m here to pick up the G-Wagon.’ She tilted her head to the side and smiled.

Aimee’s eyes flicked from side-to-side as she waited for the rich lady to realise her mistake. The rich lady did not. ‘I don’t… work here.’ Aimee furrowed her brow and looked around the shed.

‘Oh.’ The woman stood upright. ‘I just… saw the junkyard car and the oil stains on your shirt and… assumed.’

‘It’s not oil, it’s food,’ Aimee said.

The woman let out an awkward laugh. ‘So… is it ready?’

Moe grumbled as he walked out of the office. ‘Your G-Wagon’s not ready. I’ll call you when it is.’

Then the fancy lady and the camera crew were gone. Moe put his right hand on the roof of the Monaro and leant back down through the open passenger window to look across at Aimee. ‘Another fuckin’ movie shoot. Or… TV shoot. Whatever.’

‘The Julia Roberts one? Or the… the one with the… um… guy from the robot… superhero movie?’

‘The reality show. The Byron Brats. Or… Brats in Byron?’ Moe gave up trying to remember the title. ‘The one that was on the Facebook group.’

‘I’ve been avoiding the Facebook group.’ Aimee shrugged.

‘Oh. Yeah. The sliming video.’ Moe nodded. ‘Well, there’s a reality show here now. Girls in G-strings, boys on steroids… they all sleep with each other and get drunk… it’s a shit-fight. Disgusting. My grandkids were telling me about it. All the local business owners are refusing to grant the filming permissions on their properties.’ He raised his hairy-knuckled index finger and pointed. ‘If we don’t grant permission, they’ve got nowhere to film.’

The Def Leppard song started to fade over the car’s rattly speakers.

‘Hey, Moe?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Can you never say the word “G-string” ever again?’
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Aimee turned up the volume on the portable speaker and plonked it down on the concrete in the carpark behind The Dream Explosion. ‘Cold Hard Bitch’ blared.

A little boy wearing a too-big Mambo T-shirt put his hands on his hips. ‘My mum says the music you play in this class is inappropriate.’

Rob began skating backwards around the group of about a dozen pre-teen kids, giving them the lowdown. ‘Rollerball is simple! It’s a mix of basketball and handball on skates… Kind of.’ After several years of holding rollerball matches, Aimee and Rob still hadn’t quite nailed down the details of the game they’d invented. All they knew when they first organised it was they wanted it to involve rollerblades. While the rules were murky, the group was basically split in two and each team had a goal on opposite ends of the court that they had to get the ball into without being intercepted. Sometimes there were two balls. No one ever really knew where the second ball came from. ‘We play mean. We play rough. If you wanna be coddled, go back to your teachers at Byron Bay Community School. You’re on Little Rippers territory now.’ The kid who’d complained about the music ran back to his mum’s Subaru Forester. Rob looked over at Aimee and held out her hands with a shrug. ‘I’m disappointed. We usually get at least three runners after that speech.’

Charlie took over and supervised the group putting on their skates. Rob rolled over to Aimee and they sat on a stack of old timber shipping pallets. The sky radiated purple and orange and a flock of birds flew in a V-shape over the droopy black powerlines. The smell from the newly-opened Guzman y Gomez – the one that locals tried protesting (and the one that Aimee and Rob were first in line to when it opened) – wafted over from down the street. ‘Here.’ Rob handed Aimee a Gatorade bottle.

Aimee took a sip and almost choked. ‘Tequila?’

‘You need it.’ Rob glugged down a mouthful from her own bottle. ‘Nichelle told me your bad news.’

Aimee scrunched her face. ‘How the hell do you know Nichelle?’

‘She comes into the salon. Great gal. She bought before the boom.’

Rob and Aimee were wearing matching cut-off Levis and had silver whistles dangling from their necks. Aimee’s Shania Twain tour merch tee was tucked into the front of her shorts. Rob was wearing a green Jim’s Mowing T-shirt that she’d cut the sleeves off. The whistles had become redundant over the years at Little Rippers because the pair just blew them at random points in the game. They’d quickly lost all meaning, like the game itself.

‘What’d Freya’s dad say when you called him?’ Rob unclipped the helmet strap from under her chin.

‘He knew. He thought she’d called me before she left Sydney. And it’s totally fine… I’m just…’ She adjusted the Velcro on her hot pink elbow pads. ‘She’s turning twenty-one a few days after Christmas and that was the same age—’

‘Fleur.’ Rob nodded.

‘Exactly. And on top of that, in a few weeks it’ll be the twenty-first anniversary of Fleur…’ She waved away the rest of the sentence with a hand. ‘She’s just graduated uni. She hasn’t got a job. And this extra emotional… thing… she’ll be dealing with. I’m just… aware that maybe she’s feeling…’ Aimee gave up on trying to articulate it. ‘I dunno. She didn’t say any of that. I’m just… conscious of it.’

The kids started tearing around the parking lot in a circle to warm up and Charlie laughed as he led the swarm. Something caught Aimee’s attention. She nudged Rob with her shoulder and nodded over to the driveway of the carpark. ‘Hot Ew Girl.’

The blonde chick with the fake vintage band tee from Tim’s rooftop was slowly rolling by the parking lot on a powder blue retro-ish bike. The streetlights had just flickered on. They lit her up before she cruised out of sight.

‘Whoa, spooky.’ Rob stared. ‘Iron Maiden.’ She’d noticed the shirt.

‘She probably can’t even name one of their songs,’ Aimee said.

Rob whacked her helmet back on, grabbed the Gatorade bottles, shot to her feet and started skating backwards while grinning at Aimee.

‘What are you up to, Roberta?’ Aimee laughed.

Rob shrugged. ‘Let’s go ask what her favourite Iron Maiden song is.’

‘No,’ Aimee instructed, serious, like an owner would to their dog when they saw it gearing up to jump on the bed.

Rob cackled and started skating in a zig-zag, slowly heading towards the driveway, tempting Aimee to stop her.

‘Hey!’ Aimee hopped off the crate and skated after her.

The dog jumped onto the bed. ‘Guys, Charlie’s in charge!’ Rob declared to the kids. ‘Don’t make him cry again.’ She whizzed out of the carpark and jumped off the gutter onto the black bitumen of the quiet side street. By the time Aimee caught up, Hot Ew Girl was gone.

‘Quick!’ Rob tossed Aimee her Gatorade bottle and kept going, determined to find the alleged Iron Maiden fan.

‘You are not doing this – I’m turning around,’ Aimee whisper-yelled. It was a false threat.

They rounded the corner and skated down Jonson Street. The main drag was buzzing with people heading out for the night and others heading home from the beach. The pair dodged through tourists eating YoFlo and weaved between the banked-up luxury vehicles that were heading towards Main Beach. As they rolled past the Beach Hotel and into the carpark above the water, a crowd came into view on the grass under the pine trees. About a hundred people. Lots of them holding big cardboard signs with slogans scrawled on them in black pen.

BIN THE BRATS

BRATS ARE TRASH

BAN INSTA BABES IN BYRON BAY

Some of the signs were less creative.

#FUCKOFF

‘Aimee!’ yelled Xanthe, a fellow business owner in town who had a store that only sold things made out of burlap. She was standing at the front of the crowd on a bunch of milk crates that were pushed together to make a platform. The group parted. Aimee clomped her rollerblades across the grass. When she got to the front, she saw TV news cameras filming everywhere. Xanthe lifted a megaphone to her mouth and addressed the camera directly. ‘Aimee has been living here since she was born. If anyone understands the destruction a TV show like this will do to our town, it’s her.’
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