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1 The quickest way to get over a man is in the arms of another


‘You look dreadful!’ Libby said. I hadn’t slept, hadn’t had my caffeine hit for the day and hadn’t really prepared myself for the conversation I knew was coming.

‘Didn’t you see yesterday’s article?’ I said, passing her my phone. I’d read it a hundred times the night before and I knew it off by heart. I felt sick.

Libby read the headline out loud: ‘Adam Fuller does a deal with the devil!’ Then she read to herself, shaking her head and tut-tutting. ‘I can see how this kept you awake. A man who keeps you awake when he’s NOT in your bed can’t be good for you.’

‘I have insomnia anyway, you know that. The wonders of concealer,’ I joked, pointing to the covered-up dark circles under my eyes.

‘Don’t make excuses. Your insomnia is probably due to his behaviour. Aren’t you tired of having insomnia? No pun intended.’

‘Yes, I’m tired. Of everything.’ I sat down at my desk, put my glasses on and tried to focus on my list of things to do for the day, starting with a project meeting at 9.30 am about the new exhibition we were planning.

‘Just admit you’re not sleeping because of him, while he’s obviously not sleeping because of other people.’

She handed me my phone back. I looked again at the photo with the caption ‘Adam Fuller heads to the sin bin on and off the field.’ In the photo he had his arms around a woman dressed up, or rather, half dressed up, as the devil. I put my head in my hands and started to cry. It was all too much. I hadn’t slept. I hadn’t heard from Adam all week even though I had left him voicemails and texted him and left him messages on his socials. I didn’t know what was going on with us anymore. I’d never really known.

‘Lauren, tidda, please don’t cry. No man is worth your tears and the one that is won’t make you weep.’

‘I’m just tired,’ I lied.

‘First thing we need to do is sort out something to help you sleep.’

‘I’ve been trying to read.’ I blew my nose.

‘That’s good, what did you read last night, then?’

‘Adam’s Instagram.’

I was pathetic. But I was in love, and that’s what Libby didn’t understand.

‘What? So he’s out partying with the trashy she-devil, and you’re analysing and obsessing over his Instagram feed. And let me guess, it’s full of bikini-clad girls all posting suggestive comments and pictures. I know his type. They only have female friends. Makes me sick.’

Libby was right. It was something that had always bothered me, but when I questioned Adam about the bikini girls and their comments, he always laughed it off.

Libby was on her phone now, scrolling through Adam’s Instagram.

‘Here he is, Chubby Neck. Jesus, it looks even fatter in this photo.’ She spat at the screen.

‘What are you doing?’ I said, shocked.

‘Just cleaning the screen,’ she said unconvincingly, running a tissue over it.

‘Stop it. And don’t call him that.’

‘That’d be right. All his friends are young, half-naked women. Why do you think that is?’

I felt like I was being interrogated.

‘How can you even look at his feed, really? It’s borderline offensive to decent women like you. And what about his bio, “Simply the Best”? Jesus, he’s got more tickets on himself than they sell at a home game here.’

‘Stop it now!’ I said.

I reached over and grabbed her phone, closing the app. Libby didn’t get it. I needed to check up on Adam’s Instagram because he was away a lot and it helped me keep track of him, kind of, and what he was doing. I could read the comments and then read what he posted on other women’s pages.

I walked back to my desk and logged on to my computer. ‘I know you don’t like Adam,’ I told Libby, ‘but I know a different side of him. The kind, gentle, generous side. He’s a good guy, mostly. You don’t know his private side.’

‘You mean the private side that doesn’t make the papers?’

‘Look, he’s a guy – a good-looking guy and a public figure. Of course he’s going to have women on his Instagram and around him for publicity shots. It’s what football players get paid for, to be friendly in public. It’s marketing.’

‘Really? That’s what they get paid for? Are you trying to convince me or yourself?’

‘For your information, Adam was raised well, he went to a good school and I know he’s not interested in those women. He says they’re just fans anyway. He’s expected to have lots of female followers. All the players do.’

‘Because they are players! Can you hear yourself? Are you really that naive?’ She held up her phone screen right in front of my face. ‘Is this what your man is supposed to do for his job?’

Although I had looked at it over and over the night before, seeing him with his hand right on the devil woman’s breast turned my stomach as if I was just seeing it for the first time. I felt humiliated. I put my head back in my hands. Libby sat next to me and put her arm around me.

‘Loz – I’m your friend. I’m just looking out for you. This has been going on for too long.’

I nodded.

‘A year of you following him to away games, watching him at training, answering his late-night booty calls – when he’s not with someone else. I’m sorry, but it’s clear he’s not committed to you. Or your relationship, if that’s what you want to call it.’

‘I wish I’d never told you anything. You just throw it back in my face,’ I sobbed.

‘Well, why do you tell me everything if you don’t want me to comment?’ Libby was annoyed.

‘I just want you to listen and support me, is that too much to ask?’ I said angrily.

‘So you want me to listen to you telling me about a man who constantly neglects you? No real friend would stand by and remain silent. Anyone in their right mind, friend or otherwise, would tell you that you’re too smart to stay in this situation, Loz, really.’

‘But I love him.’ I looked at Libby with tears streaming down my face.

‘I know you do. And I know it’s hard. And I also know he’s an idiot for not loving you back, because you’ve got so much to offer him, or any man for that matter. You’re gorgeous and vibrant – when you’ve had some sleep’ – she smiled – ‘and witty and sexy. You’ve got the best smile and every woman here at the gallery wishes she had your legs and your hair. And the men just wish they could touch either. You’re only thirty and you’ve gone from the tiny town of Goulburn to the National Arts School in Sydney to get your masters. You’ve got a CV of exhibitions that shows you can mix it with the best in the art world, you’re one of only a handful of First Nations Senior Curators in the country, and you’ve got the best golf swing on any woman I know. And you’re the only woman I know who can shop in op-shops and look like a million bucks.’

I wiped my tears as Libby continued. ‘And what’s Adam got to offer a woman other than a thick footy player’s neck?’

She was serious, but I couldn’t help laughing. Adam did have a thick neck. He played in the forwards.

‘How can you be so wonderful and mean in the same breath?’

‘Seriously, I don’t know what you see in him. I mean aside from his sixpack?’

Libby knew as well as I did that Adam was hot. He had one of those washboard stomachs that we perved on in Libby’s firemen calendars. She loved firemen, and bought every edition of every state and territory’s firemen calendar every year. Adam looked like those fireys. It was why so many women threw themselves at him. Of course it was what I noticed about him when we first met at the Goulburn Little League fundraiser. His team, the Canberra Cockatoos, had donated their time and some merchandise for raffling. It was love at first sight for me, and I’d loved him ever since. All of him, not just his sixpack.

‘He’s got a gorgeous head of hair,’ I added, trying to lighten the mood.

‘Hair eventually falls out,’ Libby argued.

‘And he can dance.’

‘Oh please, any man can have dance lessons.’

‘I was talking about horizontal folk dancing.’

‘Well, I don’t know about that, but I’m sure that for someone so young he’s had enough practice, so he should be good at it.’

I sat down, shattered again. If I didn’t know Libby better I’d think she was being a bitch. But I understood she was trying to tell me what I already knew and had chosen to ignore. Adam was a player, on and off the field. He didn’t want to settle down. He was three years younger than me and in the prime of his career. I just didn’t want to believe that he didn’t want me as much as I wanted him. I was all those things that Libby had pointed out. How could he not want me? Maybe I needed to get a devil’s outfit or something. I blew my nose hard and Libby looked over at me repentantly and began to apologise.

‘I’m sorry, that was harsh. Okay, I can see some things that would make you love him, and what you might see in him. But what I don’t understand is why you put up with his behaviour. He’s not even worthy of you. And you know it. And so does he, which is why he needs to have groupies around him, to stroke his ego when he feels inadequate.’

Libby opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again, shaking her head sideways. She sat at her desk and shuffled papers around.

‘What? Say it. Why stop now? What else do I need to hear for my own good?’

‘Just tell me why you don’t end it. Whatever it is you have with this fella can’t be worth all the pain and humiliation, can it? You have other options.’

‘I don’t want other options. I want Adam.’ I flicked through my diary to let Libby see I had work to do, hoping she’d drop the subject.

‘You know what they say – the quickest way to get over a man is in the arms of another. And by my calculations, you’d be over Adam in no time at all.’ Libby’s tone at least had become gentler.

‘I just can’t control my heart. I can’t control the way I feel about him.’

‘No, you can’t control the way you feel, but you can control your mind, and your thoughts, which in turn control your emotions.’

Libby was always right. But even so, it was just not that easy to let go.

‘We seriously need to detox you of Adam. And the detox needs to start today.’

Libby walked around to my computer and immediately changed the desktop photo of Adam and me together on the night we met. It was our first photo.

‘Do you think he has a photo of you two as his background? Of course not, he’d have a pic of himself. A big profile shot with his chubby neck.’

I had to laugh, Libby had Adam’s ego sorted out. He did have photos of himself all over his house and his zoom background was probably an action shot of himself.

‘Actually, can he even use a computer? I mean he is a footballer. And while we’re at it, where’s your phone?’ Libby picked up the phone lying face-down on my desk. ‘I know you save his messages and re-read them.’

‘Get out of it, you psycho.’ I grabbed my phone from her.

‘You know I’m right. They HAVE to go. No more over-analysing messages from Mr Chubby Neck.’

‘Stop it!’

‘I can’t believe a woman of your age and accomplishments saves his stupid messages. I mean, it’s not like you’re never going to hear his voice again. I’ve never met a man who talks so much.’

Libby had nailed it again, Adam was a talker. But I didn’t mind it. We got on well, because I was a good listener.

‘Seriously, Loz – that man could have his own talk show with no guests!’

‘God, you’re cruel sometimes. Adam can talk, but he’s smart and articulate and you know it.’

Libby raised one eyebrow. ‘Well, I concede, he is articulate for a footballer.’

‘And he’s well educated – he went to uni.’

‘My dear tidda, he went to uni but didn’t finish his degree – I’d say that he’s not one for long-term commitment and goals.’

‘Well, he still reads widely.’ I felt like I was back at school on the debating team.

‘Reads what? Picture books?’

I’d had enough. ‘Stop it! You’re talking about the man I love.’

‘Who, my dear friend, looks like he loves a few other people as well.’ Libby made a devil horns gesture, then put her hands on her hips.

‘Is it just Adam you hate or all men?’ Libby’s recent history with men was depressing – the last three were so bad she had sworn off men altogether.

‘Hey, don’t make this about me – you started this, coming in here looking like death warmed up because of His Highness, the Royal Chubby Neck.’

‘Stop calling him that, please. It’s rude and offensive. You’d never say that about a woman with a thick neck.’

‘You’re right, so let’s just call him Adam Full-of-himself. Anyway, it’s probably fair to say I hate all men. I can certainly understand why Canberra has the highest proportion of same-sex couples – female couples – in the country. The men here are enough to turn any straight woman—’ Libby stopped mid-sentence as a hot young maintenance guy walked past the window with a ladder.

‘Is that true?’ Emma, the director of the gallery walked in. She was in her signature look – a chocolate brown suit with a white tee underneath and a white flower in her poker straight dark brown hair. Same style, just different colours, every day. I really admired her ability to look elegant, professional and feminine at the same time.

‘Sorry, Emma, just considering the dating opportunities in the great capital,’ Libby said.

‘Really?’ Emma sounded interested. ‘I have no idea about the dating scene anymore. When you’re married with kids and everything is about the soccer and excursions and homework and so forth, you really don’t keep up with the perils of single life.’

I glared at Libby. I didn’t want my boss knowing my personal business.

‘Did you get a chance to consider the “Urban Voices” exhibition proposal I gave you?’ I asked Emma.

‘Yes, and I love it!’ she replied. ‘I’d like to talk about it now if you’re free.’

After our meeting, I went back to my desk, thinking only about the tasks at hand and the amount of work I had in front of me. My job consumed much of my waking life. But then my phone rang and it was Adam.

‘Hi. Where are you?’ I said accusingly.

‘Hi, babycakes, I’m home. You want to come around tonight after I finish training?’ I melted every time he called me babycakes. That was the gentle Adam I loved.

‘Okay.’ I caved immediately, forgetting about the tears of sixty minutes prior.

Libby was frowning at me. I waved her away so I could have some privacy. She didn’t budge an inch, rather stood with her feet apart and hands on hips. ‘Hang up!’ she mouthed aggressively.

‘Half past seven, okay.’ Adam hung up, but I held on to the phone, pretending I was still talking, because I didn’t want another lecture. But I think she guessed that Adam was no longer on the line so I put the phone down.

‘Before you say anything, I’m going over there to tell him it’s over. To point out all the things I have to offer, and to explain that I want a loving, committed, exclusive relationship, and that if he can’t give it to me, then I’m moving on,’ I said, but I was still warm from having just heard his voice.

‘Oh yes?’ Libby looked unconvinced. ‘All I’m going to say is don’t go to his place to do it. Meet somewhere public so that there’s no chance of falling into bed. And be strong.’






2 The exotic other


‘Where are you off to on a school night?’ my housemate Bec asked. She was a teacher and rarely went out during the week.

I couldn’t tell her I was going to see Adam. I knew she’d seen the article, even if she hadn’t said anything about it.

‘We’ve got an artist in town, just going to check they’ve settled into the hotel all right, might take them out for dinner if they’re up for it.’

‘Cool, have fun!’ she said, going back to watching the news. I hated fibbing, but I’d already had Libby on my case. I just wanted to talk to Adam, no-one else. Against Libby’s recommendation, I hadn’t asked him to meet me in a public place. I wanted to be alone with him, and I would lie to Libby about it if I had to.

Adam was amazing in many ways, especially as a sportsperson. Without him knowing, I often watched the Cockatoos train at Canberra Stadium, parking my car as far away in the car park as possible and hiding behind a hat and dark glasses. He looked drop-dead sexy in the red, black and yellow team colours. Adam was a whitefella, but his playing for a team in the Aboriginal colours was a sign we were meant to be together. The fact he had so many friends in Goulburn, where I was born, was another one. There were lots of little signs like these that Libby just didn’t see or want to know about. She always said that I stretched everything to make it seem like a sign, that the team colours were just a coincidence and that Goulburn was the next town to Canberra so it was normal for a Canberra boy to have friends there.

Unlike Libby, my housemate Bec had always liked Adam. When he’d come to our place, he was polite and generous. If Bec was home when we ordered food in, he invited her to join us and paid for everything. She saw his gentleness towards me, and she treated him the way he treated her – kindly. In reality, Adam was kind and sweet most of the time. When I was at his place, he often cooked for me. And he always had apple pie or cheesecake in the fridge when he knew I was visiting, because I had a sweet tooth. I wasn’t a big drinker; sweets were more my vice. When I go out with my friends, I’m always checking the menu for desserts while the others read the wine list.

Adam was my first real love. I’d dated a few guys in Goulburn, but nothing was ever that serious. When I studied at NAS and lived in Sydney, all the men I knew were gay, so I never even went on a date, but it never bothered me. Then I met Adam, and it was love at first sight for me.

After work, I drove to the stadium and sat alone, as usual, and it was typically cold and already dark at 6 pm. I shivered as I watched Adam pass and kick and tackle. I hated seeing him hit the ground during a game or at practice and was glad for his chubby neck at those times. At least there was no chance it would snap. I looked around the boundary of the oval and noticed other girls hovering around shouting out players’ names, including Adam’s. A pang of jealousy burned right through me, but I convinced myself it was heartburn from the rich Indian lunch I’d had.

As soon as his training session was over, I raced from the stadium to my car. I freshened up my makeup, fixed my hair and noticed the look of sadness on my face reflected in the rear-view mirror. As I drove towards Adam’s house, I felt nauseous at the thought of the conversation we had to have, but I was still looking forward to seeing him. I’d missed him. But as I walked to his front door and put my keys in my bag I remembered the article and immediately became angry again. When he opened the door I said firmly, ‘We need to talk.’

‘It’s never a good thing when a woman says that.’ Adam pulled me close and kissed me hard on the mouth, his tongue teasing mine before I had a chance to pull away and remember all the things I had to say. The heartburn jealousy was momentarily gone.

‘I need to get out of my training gear. I had a good session – you should’ve seen me,’ he said, pulling his clothes off. ‘I must be the fittest guy on the team, seriously. I work the hardest in the gym – can lift more than any of the other guys.’ I tried not to look as he flexed his muscles, but it was true that he was in good shape.

Adam walked around starkers a lot. I found it odd at first. But I came to expect it and appreciate it, and there he was, all ripply and still sweaty and naked. It was hard not to look at his body. But I was going to keep my clothes on tonight. If for no other reason than to save a lecture from Libby on Sunday when I saw her at the markets.

Adam came towards me and grabbed me tight.

‘You stink, get off me. Take a shower.’

‘You want to join me, babycakes?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m not dirty.’ I was being cool. I was being strong.

‘Well, I can make you dirty.’

I remembered the devil woman in the photo. ‘Go shower so we can talk.’

‘I might be a while.’ He was stalling.

‘Go,’ I said as I pushed him away.

‘I’ll wait for you to come wash my back, babycakes… and then I’ll wash your front.’ He left the room singing ‘Sex on Fire’.

While I waited, I looked at the action shots of Adam on his fridge and a pile of autographed photos on the coffee table in the lounge room. On them was a post-it note saying, ‘Queanbeyan High School’. I loved that Adam did a lot of work in schools, building the kids’ self-esteem. It was the kind of thing that Libby wouldn’t give him credit for and I never bothered to tell her. Libby would say that being good in the daytime didn’t give him the right to play up of a night.

Adam came out with his towel around him and beads of water still on his chest and arms. He sat on the couch and tried to cuddle me.

‘Get off, you’re all wet.’

‘And what about you, babycakes, are you wet?’

‘Oh, for god sake, stop it.’ I jumped up off the couch. ‘What happened when you were out the other night? You haven’t returned any of my calls, or my text messages, all week. You haven’t answered my DMs either but I see you managed to make new slutty friends on the gram. And what’s with your bio line being “Simply the Best”? You sound severely up yourself.’

Adam shook his head like a dog shakes itself after a bath, and sprayed water all over me. He started talking but didn’t look at me.

‘What’s with you lurking my Insta all the time? It’s marketing, that’s all. And I love that song, it was so written for me, don’t you think?’

I liked a man with self-esteem. I just didn’t like that every other woman liked it too, and that he liked them liking it. I was confusing myself by this stage.

‘Why don’t you have me up there as your girlfriend? In fact, why don’t you ever refer to me as your girlfriend? Am I your girlfriend or not?’ I grabbed his face gently so he had to look me in the eye.

‘You told me you don’t like labels,’ Adam said, playing dumb and rubbing my thigh.

‘I don’t like racist labels, and you know that’s what I meant.’

He moved towards me and smiled. ‘Or labels on your clothes, right?’

He tried to look at the tag on my top. I flinched away.

‘Don’t change the subject. I read the article.’ I pulled my phone out of my bag, brought the article up and shoved it in his face.

‘And?’ He played dumb again.

‘And? And? And what have you got to say for yourself?’

‘Don’t believe everything you read. You know the media manipulate everything, it’s all clickbait.’ He was behind me, snuggling into my neck. ‘I missed you.’

I could feel myself go weak, but I was still angry. ‘Your hand was right on her breast. I saw it, the whole world saw it. How do you think that made me feel? Did you even know her?’

‘I wouldn’t call the readership of The Canberra Times the whole world, babycakes.’

‘You know what I mean,’ I said through gritted teeth.

‘She’s just a friend is all, like you and me.’

‘What?’ I pushed him away hard. ‘So we’re friends? We’re FRIENDS? That’s not what we are at all. We’re lovers. We’re together. I don’t want to be just friends. Friends don’t sleep with each other.’

‘Babycakes, we’re special friends.’

‘Like friends with benefits? Is that what we are? Is that what you’re saying?’

He didn’t answer me directly. He was as good at sidestepping an issue as he was at sidestepping on the field.

‘Look’ – he stroked my hand – ‘you get more of me than any other woman in my life, even my mum.’

‘Great, now I’m in the same league as your mother.’

‘League, that’s funny, like football,’ he laughed.

‘It wasn’t meant to be funny, Adam,’ I scowled.

‘Well, I love your sense of humour anyway – god knows you need one with me.’ He started kissing my neck again.

‘How do you feel about me?’ I asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘How. Do. You. Feel. About. Me?’ I pronounced every single word slowly and clearly so he couldn’t confuse the question, or his answer.

‘You know how I feel. Why are you asking me?’

‘If I knew, I wouldn’t need to ask, would I?’ Sarcasm had crept into my voice.

‘I like you.’

‘That’s it? You like me?’

‘Liking someone is good.’

‘I like apple pie, but I don’t need it every day. I don’t miss it. I don’t care if other people eat it.’

‘What are you getting at, babycakes? You want me to eat apple pie instead of you? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just a dumbarse footyhead.’

‘What?’

‘I know that’s how your friend Libby talks – in fact, I think she may have said it to my face one night at your place, but the music was loud, though, so not quite sure.’

‘You’re doing it again, trying to change the subject. What I am getting at is I want us to be together properly. I want to be your girlfriend. Your only girlfriend. And I want you to stop ending up in sleazy shots like this one. It’s the third one this season already, and it’s only June!’

‘What’s brought all this on? I thought we were having a great time together. That you were as happy as I was with our situation.’

‘Our situation? You think I’m happy about booty calls, and you in photos like this, groping the devil herself for the whole world to see?’

Adam laughed but when I looked at him with dagger eyes he stopped immediately.

‘We’ve been seeing each other for a year, Adam. That’s a long time. I want us to be exclusive. I don’t want to be with anyone else, only you. I think we should move in together.’

‘Whoa, back up, babycakes. There are a lot of I’s in that last statement. You want to move in? You want to be exclusive? That’s a bit much, isn’t it? I mean, what next, marriage and kids? I’m younger than you, remember? Is this about your biological clock thing? Cos, babycakes, I’m not telling time that way.’

‘It’s not about that. It’s about our future.’

‘Our future? Right now I’m focusing on the next few months of my future. I’ve got the finals to work towards. I need to focus on the game – this is my career, my livelihood. It’s important.’ Adam stood up, readjusting the towel around his waist.

‘So I’m not important to you?’ I stood up too, and I burst into tears.

Adam dropped the towel and put his arms around me. ‘That’s not what I said – you women are good at twisting things, aren’t you.’

‘I didn’t twist anything. It’s what you don’t say that matters,’ I sobbed. I wanted him to say he loved me, that he only wanted to be with me, that I was important to him, and I didn’t want to have to extract it from him like a splinter. My heart sank – I didn’t seem to figure in his future at all.

He wiped the tears from my cheeks with his fingers. ‘Don’t cry, babycakes, you know I hate it when you cry. Your eyes are too beautiful to be full of tears. You’re the loveliest woman I know. That’s why I don’t have you on my Insta, because you’re too lovely to be up there with the others.’

‘Lovely? I’m lovely? That’s it?’

‘You’re more than lovely. You’re exotic.’

‘I’m what?’

‘You’re my coffee-coloured princess.’

‘Oh god, you’re unbelievable! Is that the only reason you see me? What am I, your own personal reconciliation project or something?’ I grabbed my bag and stood up, dizzy with anger. ‘I’m exotic all right, especially compared to all those other botoxed bimbos you get around with. Goodbye!’

Adam grabbed onto my arm firmly, but I yanked my wrist free and ran for the front door. He followed me, still just in his underwear. I ran into the driveway, got in the car and pulled the door shut quickly behind me. I pulled out onto the street with him standing there in his jocks looking surprised, speeding away like a crazy woman.

As soon as I turned the corner I pulled over, because my eyes were so full of tears I couldn’t see the road. I leaned on the steering wheel and sobbed like a child, my heart heavy in my chest. I rummaged through the glove box looking for a tissue and stopped abruptly when my phone rang. It was Adam. I didn’t want to answer it. I didn’t want him to hear the tears and sadness in my voice. I didn’t want to go backwards. I didn’t want to disrespect myself, again. I didn’t want Libby to be right about me putting up with his crap. But I couldn’t help it. I answered.

‘What do you want?’

‘I want you to come back, babycakes. You can’t run off like that. I’m worried about you driving when you’re so angry. Just come back, we need to talk.’ Adam sounded concerned. Perhaps he’d realised what he was losing. Perhaps he’d move in, and promise not to end up in any more of those awkward situations that he said the media manipulated.

‘Come back, please,’ he said again, breaking the sound of dead air on the phone. ‘I’ll wait outside for you. I’m walking back out the front right now, so come back quickly. It’s cold. I’ll get frostbite and my chopper will fall off.’

‘Good. I hope it does.’

‘Lauren, please. I’m going to stand here until you come back. Even if I have to wait until tomorrow, I’ll be here.’ There was silence. Adam never called me Lauren. I could feel myself weakening. I didn’t really want his chopper to fall off, but if it kept him away from other women, then so be it.

‘Where are you, Lauren?’ he asked gently, and it pulled at my heartstrings. I hit ‘end call’ and started the engine.

I drove back to Adam’s house to find him shivering on the front lawn. He had a big black coat on with nothing but his jocks underneath. He opened the car door and I got out slowly, hoping that in the dark he couldn’t see my red blotchy face.

‘Come inside. I’ll make us some dinner.’ He tried to put his arm around my waist but I pulled away.

‘Don’t touch me. Just don’t.’

It was warm inside, but I was freezing.

‘Can I take a shower?’ I asked softly.

‘Of course, you want me to come in with you?’ Adam asked gingerly.

‘No, leave me alone for a while. I’m cold, I want to warm up,’ I half-lied, as I really didn’t want to be near him just then. ‘And I want you to stay out here and think of something intelligent to say about all of this.’

‘Okay,’ he said, hesitation in his voice, like saying something intelligent might actually be difficult for him. ‘I’ll make us something to eat. You go shower.’

I stood in the shower and let the hot water cascade down my body. I wanted it to wash all the pain away. I wanted a real relationship. I wanted to walk back into the kitchen and have Adam tell me that he wanted a relationship too. That he wanted us to live together. That he wanted us to eat dinner together every night. I wanted him to be happy for me to hang pictures of us in his home with the same care as I hung the artwork in the gallery.

I turned off the taps and grabbed a warm towel that Adam must have snuck into the bathroom without me noticing. It had just come out of the dryer. He often did that for me. These were the thoughtful gestures that made me want to forgive him for his indiscretions – the little things that I didn’t bother telling Libby about, because in my heart I knew the little thoughtful things didn’t make up for the big painful things.

‘There you are. I thought you’d gone down the drain hole.’ He smiled cautiously at me. ‘Are you feeling better, warmer?’

‘I’m warmer.’

‘Sit down and I’ll serve up.’ He pulled a chair out and put a bowl in front of me and poured a glass of red. I was so emotionally spent I could barely sit up straight. I didn’t want to talk. I just wanted to eat and sleep. I stared at my bowl of noodles and contemplated what to do and say next.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’

‘For upsetting you.’

‘But you’re going to keep doing it, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t know. It seems lots of things upset you, so perhaps I accidentally will.’

‘I can’t do this with you anymore, Adam. I can’t live like this. I wasn’t raised to be a booty call girl.’

‘That’s not what you are. I’ve never thought of you like that.’

‘But that’s how you treat me. You treat me like you don’t care at all.’

‘I just cooked you dinner. I warmed up your towels. Doesn’t that prove something?’

‘What?’

‘That I do care about you.’

‘But?’

‘I just don’t want to be in a relationship with anyone. It’s not you, Lauren. If I did want to be with someone, properly, then it would be you for sure. But I just want to be single right now. I like my life. I like what we have. I don’t want to change it.’

I drank my glass of wine in one go. I was never a big drinker because I got hangovers too easily, something about the tannins. But now I felt reckless. I pushed my glass into the middle of the table so he could pour me another one.

‘Are you sure, babycakes? You know you’ll be sick tomorrow.’

‘I’m sure.’ He poured and I sipped it slowly, watching – but really not watching – the television behind him in the background. I finished as much of the noodles as I could and left the rest.

‘I need to lie down,’ I said, already feeling woozy. I pushed my chair back and stood up.

Adam stood up too. ‘I’ll clean up and check on you in a minute. I don’t have anything sweet for you tonight. I didn’t have time to get anything after training. Sorry.’

I went into his room, took off my shoes and lay down, feeling drunk and tired. I wasn’t designed for emotional turmoil, but then was anyone?

I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew, Adam was trying to get me under the covers. ‘Come on, babycakes, time to sleep properly.’

‘I can’t sleep in this dress. It’s the one designer dress I have.’ I started to wriggle out of it.

‘Here.’ Adam eased the woollen dress over my head and hung it up on the door. ‘Would you prefer I wore some pjs to bed tonight?’ He really didn’t seem to know what he should do; he was like a child who knew he was in trouble but didn’t know what his punishment would be.

‘Do whatever you want. You do anyway.’

He put on some pyjama pants and crawled in next to me. I was half asleep when he turned off the bed lamp. I had my back to him and he cuddled in behind me.

‘Is this okay, babycakes?’

I could feel his breath on the back of my neck and I prayed he wouldn’t get any closer.

‘Are you all right?’ he whispered into my ear, sounding genuinely concerned. I didn’t answer.

‘I’m sorry, really. I’m sorry I hurt you.’ And he kissed the back of neck until I let out an involuntary moan. I turned over to face him but couldn’t see anything.

‘We can’t do this anymore. I can’t do this anymore. It’s not healthy.’

‘I’ll miss you, Lauren.’ And he put his hand on the back of my head and pulled me towards him and it was too late. We kissed long and lovingly and before I knew it I was straddling him as he tugged my silk slip up over my head and pulled my face down to his mouth.

‘I love you,’ I whispered as he undid my bra.

‘I love you too,’ he said, burying his face in my cleavage. It was the first time he had said it, and I wasn’t sure if he meant my breasts or me.



I woke up and my mood was dark like the early morning. Break-up sex may be hot, but it is bad for the heart. Adam was still asleep when I dressed, and I sat on the bed for a while just watching his chest move slowly up and down. I looked around his room. It was grey, dull, cold. It needed a woman’s touch. It needed my touch, but would Adam ever realise it?

As I drove down the street I saw frost on the lawns and knew the day would be heavy with winter weather. I felt sad and confused, and I wasn’t even sure we’d said ‘Good-bye’ properly or that we’d even agreed it was over.






3 Men behaving badly


On Sunday I met Libby for our usual stroll around Kingston Bus Depot Markets. The weather was fierce and we were rugged up. We strolled aisle after aisle looking at locally made arts and crafts and funky pieces of jewellery. I bought some wasabi and seaweed macadamias for Bec and caramel peanuts and chocolate to satisfy my sweet tooth. Sunday was my day of indulgence and sweets my only vice.

‘See?’ Libby said, pointing to two women holding hands, as we headed towards the muffin stall.

‘What?’

‘Lesbians. Canberra is full of them. I told you so. Statistically proven by the ABS.’

‘And your point would be?’

I turned from Libby to the stallholder and said, ‘A raspberry and white chocolate muffin, please.’

Libby leaned in close and whispered in my ear, ‘There are so many lesbians because men are jerks.’ She raised one eyebrow, as if to say, And by men I mean Adam.

‘Please don’t start. Aside from the fact that no-one chooses their sexuality, and I know you know that, I haven’t even had a coffee yet, and I’m freezing. What is it, six degrees?’ I scanned the stall for something else that looked delicious.

‘And a banana caramel fudge muffin too, please.’ The stallholder smiled and put it in a bag for me.

‘Don’t change the subject,’ Libby said. ‘You’re behaving like a man.’

‘And I’ll have two double chocolate muffins, thanks,’ I added to my order.

‘After coffee you’re going to talk, Loz. In the meantime, there’s a hottie. Ooooh, I bet he’s a firey.’

‘I thought you weren’t interested in men anymore.’

‘I’m still interested in perving, I’m just not interested in letting any of them close enough to me that they can destroy my not-so-easily rebuilt heart and head. Now, hold my hand.’

‘What the hell are you doing now?’ I said, playing along and taking her gloved hand in mine like we were schoolkids crossing the road. We walked towards the ‘hottie’ and stopped at a stall with coasters, placemats and jewellery boxes adorned with classic images.

‘Straight men love the thought of women together. Trust me, he’ll be over here in a flash.’

‘I thought you were just perving.’

‘He’s not for me, this one’s for you. You did break up with Full-of-himself on Friday night, didn’t you?’

I let go of her hand and picked up a wooden box covered with images of Audrey Hepburn. ‘I love this,’ I said, admiring her absolute beauty.

‘Okay, if you didn’t break up then you must have sorted it all out. He’s going to be the proper boyfriend now, is he?’

I put the box down and picked up coasters made in the same fashion, only with Klimt images on them.

‘We’re still seeing each other. But he’s not moving in. He’s got the grand finals to focus on. It’s his career. His livelihood. It’s important. I need to support him.’

‘Oh my god. He’s still pulling the strings. And you’re just doing the puppet dance. Why? He must be a good lay, because seriously, there is no other reason a woman as deadly as you would or should stay with a man like that. Where is the hero today anyway?’

‘He had an away game on the Gold Coast yesterday. They won, thankfully. He scored three tries. I was so proud of him. I would’ve liked to have gone but I just couldn’t afford it.’ I loved working in the arts but the pay was poor.

‘Don’t suppose he offered to pay, did he? I mean, big shot footy star that he is,’ Libby mumbled under her breath. She was shaking her head.

‘It’s time for breakfast,’ I said. ‘I’m starving. The usual?’



The winter chill had cut right through us as we walked to Manuka from the markets. We sat scrolling the news and reading bits of articles to each other, drinking our coffee and feeling the warmth return to our bodies. Breakfast at Caph’s was a regular Sunday morning ritual for Libby and me. We’d been doing it for three years, since we first started working together at the gallery. I liked Libby the first time we met because she drank her coffee just like me – skim mocha in a mug. But more importantly, she was the strongest woman friend I’d ever had. When someone gave her a hard time she was always quick with comebacks, sharp but not sarcastic, and always sensible. Everyone went to her for advice – women and men, young and old alike. ‘Loveable Lib’ – that’s what everyone called her at work. She often gave advice you didn’t want to take, but she was the most honest and generous person you’d ever meet. Adam even liked her – she just didn’t like him back.

Just as our food arrived at the table, Libby gasped.

‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, and she put her phone face down on the table, looking shifty. ‘Let’s eat.’ She ate a bit of dill sitting atop her eggs Benedict.

‘Show me,’ I ordered and she reluctantly picked her phone up again and handed it to me.

There it was: ‘THREE TRIES AND THREE WOMEN – FULLER’S TRIFECTA!’ I was devastated. They were triplets. One was almost wrapped around his thigh, another was pushing her crotch into his right leg. The third was standing behind him with her arms around his waist.

One dignified tear ran down my cheek as I handed the phone back.

‘I don’t want to talk about it, Lib. Please.’ I took my reading glasses off and put my sunglasses on to hide.

‘You know why men do this, don’t you,’ Libby said gently, taking my hand.

‘I said I don’t want to talk about it. Really.’

‘Okay, then I’ll talk, you listen. Men behave badly like this when they know they’re not good enough for you, and they can’t measure up, even though they wish they could. As soon as they realise it they behave so badly that you have no choice but to break up with them, so they won’t look like the idiot dumping a good catch. Instead, they’ll be the wounded party. They’ll get the sympathy vote from their mates and other women who’ll go out with them.’

‘But why? Why would anyone go to so much trouble to get out of a relationship?’

‘Because men – some men – have egos the size of Lake Burley Griffin. None of them are going to admit they’re not good enough for you. And lots of men just don’t have the balls to break up with a woman. If they can hurt you with actions like that’ – she pointed to her phone – ‘they don’t have to say I don’t want to be with you.’

I picked up my cutlery and put a forkful of eggs into my mouth without looking at Libby, who kept right on.

‘All’s I’m saying, tidda, is that it’s him, not you. You are the best and you deserve the best and you deserve some respect… and that…’ she said venomously, pointing at the phone again, ‘is not respect.’

‘Can you stop, please? I just want to eat my breakfast without a major crying scene in public. I like it here. I want to be able to come back.’

We sat in silence eating our eggs. I stared out into Franklin Street at the grey sky, and wanted to be back in Goulburn with Mum. She’d make me a roast dinner and apple pie for dessert and the fire would be burning, and I would feel loved. I just wanted to feel loved.

When the waitress came and cleared the table I smiled insincerely and then hated myself for doing it. It was the Canberra smile. It had taken me a while to get used to it. People just turn the corners of their mouths up to make an empty gesture of hello or thanks or whatever. I was feeling empty, though, and it was the only smile I could offer anyone. Libby was quiet.

I picked up Libby’s phone and had another look at the man I loved being mauled by three strangers.

‘Mum always liked Adam. She thinks he’s handsome,’ I said softly, sadly.

‘Loz, we know he’s handsome, but we also know he’s not good for you.’

‘I know, and Mum would actually be mortified. She didn’t raise me to be treated this way. And my dad would send my brothers over to look after him old way if he knew about this. I’m just glad they don’t read The Canberra Times at home.’ I sighed with some relief. ‘What now, then?’

Libby put her coffee down, placed her hand on mine and looked me square in the eye. ‘You have to tell him it’s over, properly. Once and for all, forever and ever, amen. Do it now.’

‘What? He’s probably not even awake.’ And I felt a pang of heartache, knowing that he was probably not in bed alone.

‘I know you, Loz, you’ll spend the entire day moping about sad and miserable. It’s time to move on. You know it is.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘Call him. I’m here with you for support.’

I took a deep breath, grabbed my phone and shook as I hit ‘Adam’. I imagined bringing my eggs Benedict up right at the table.

‘There’s no answer. It’s gone to his voicemail.’

‘Hang up. Don’t leave a message. Text the bastard instead. Men do it all the time. Say something like… It’s over, Chubby Neck, you bastard.’

I wasn’t sure if Libby was being serious or not.

‘I’m not sending a text. It’s not my style and it shouldn’t be anyone else’s either. I’m not a man, and I’m not that bad mannered. I’ll wait until he gets back and tell him to his face.’

‘That’s dangerous, tidda, breaking up face to face when you’re both still attracted to each other. Lust can be a real break-up killer, trust me, I know.’

I just looked at Libby without responding.

‘I’m going to pay the bill,’ she said. ‘I’ll meet you out the front.’ I could tell she wasn’t impressed with my idea of telling Adam to his face. She didn’t believe I would do it. And she had every right to be angry. She’d let me cry on her shoulder for over a year. She’d come over to my place the nights he hadn’t shown up. She’d seen him treat me badly again and again, and she’d seen me put up with it. But she didn’t realise that this time I was determined to be strong. I was going to break free once and for all – and keep my clothes on while doing it.



It was already dark at 5.30 when Adam answered the door in his jocks. The central heating in Canberra meant you couldn’t tell how severely cold it was outside most days. He smiled when he saw me.

‘Babycakes, this is a surprise.’

‘Don’t call me babycakes,’ I said angrily, trying to look past him. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Yes, come.’ He grabbed me around the waist and pulled me into the house, slamming the door behind me and pushing me up against it.

‘Get off me.’ I pushed him away.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, surprised by my reaction. I shoved my phone in his face, showing him The Canberra Times article. ‘Well?’

‘Well what?’ He looked at the paper and shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ve already told you – don’t believe everything you see online, babycakes.’

‘So you weren’t caught half-naked on the beach in Surfers with these three… I won’t say ladies, because clearly they are not.’

‘It’s not what you think.’ He smiled as he looked at the photo and I wanted to slap him. I was furious.

‘Oh, you don’t want to know what I think.’

‘By your tone, I’m pretty sure I don’t either.’

I took the deepest breath I could and lunged into my prepared speech:

‘I am gorgeous and vibrant and witty and sexy. Every woman at my work wishes she had my legs and my hair. And that’s just the straight ones. And apparently the men just wish they could touch either.’

‘And I know why,’ Adam said, reaching for my thigh.

I pushed him away. ‘I’ve got a masters from the National Art School in Sydney and you didn’t even finish your degree. My CV shows I can mix it with the best in the Australian art world and I’m only thirty. I’m at the top of my game as a Senior Curator in the country, and I’ve got the best golf swing on any woman you’re ever going to know! I’m the only woman I know who can turn op shop buys into stylish looks. I am amazing, and you’re a fucking idiot for not realising it.’

‘Babycakes, why are you swearing, you never swear.’

‘YOU ARSEHOLE!’ I yelled, shaking. Adam stood still in his jocks, looking stunned.

‘I want a man who can appreciate and respect me and that’s not you! It’s over.’

‘You’re not my friend anymore, Lozzie? Babycakes? But I need you.’

‘You NEED me? You didn’t NEED me when you were at Surfers, did you?’ I had found a lung capacity I didn’t even know I had. ‘You don’t fucking NEED me. You need some sense knocked into you, that’s what you need!’
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