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THEN


 


When Sarah first came home her ears had a faint ring in them,
and now, in the aching silence, they buzzed at her fiercely. Her first thought
was Ah! Relative quiet for once. I’ll just sneak in and get my mobile phone.
Now she wished her dad had been doing anything else, even playing that stupid rock
‘n’ roll music. She had a solution for that: plug in her Favourites playlist
and turn the volume up.


She heard the first moan, whispering through the
walls. She was drawn toward the sound in her parents’ bedroom; it was like the
undeniable dread of watching someone being bullied from afar. It was being unsure
how to make it stop. 


But Sarah’s mum was out, and there was definitely two
people making those sounds in there. For the first few moments, Sarah
wondered if her mum had suddenly materialised here. Why else would her dad be moaning
in sync with that female voice, and the bed legs be screeching in that way? 


She remembered arriving into the silence that had encased
her, replacing the throbbing sounds from the party she’d just been at, thinking
it all seemed too quiet in here. 


She was right.


Sarah felt the blood drain from her face. A sense of
nothingness washed over her as she braced her palm to the wall outside her
parents’ bedroom, narrowly preventing her wobbly legs from taking her down. 


What should she do?


She willed her ears to block out what she heard, but
she knew sticking her fingers in the holes wouldn’t help a bit. And her dad
didn’t deserve to be the reason she harmed herself if she poked inside too
hard. 


Sarah wished she could run, but instead her feet
stayed rooted against the wall, and she shivered at the choice she had to make.
What would she do, tell her mum that she could hear the bed creaking against
the frame, that her dad’s friend wasn’t trying to be quiet at all? 


The sounds triggered a memory. She’d caught a weird text
message when sitting at the kitchen bench, her playing with her dad’s phone,
her mum still at work. Her dad had snapped his mobile phone from her fingers
and told her to go to her room. Her shock back then debilitated her choice to
tell her mum. Her voice didn’t work when she tried to speak, and her throat was
tight even when she swallowed. Now, hearing what was happening behind the wall,
she had no idea where to even begin. 


Sarah clamped a hand over her mouth in case she sobbed
loudly, forced her other hand to push her from the lure of the wall where she
had been frozen, and to walk herself out the front door.


Back to that party. Back through the shadows of
darkness and odd orbs of light, along the sidewalk, back to the noise and the alcohol,
and the people trying to forget their responsibilities. 


She combed her fingers through her mocha brown hair,
the ends tapering off at her breasts. It was the same colour as her mum’s. Would
her dad hate her now, being reminded of the wife he clearly had no care for?
Would physical factors, like Sarah’s pale grey eyes, the same shade as her
mum’s favourite cardigan, be as horrible to him as her inner qualities?


She realised when she got to the party that she never did
get her mobile phone from her room as she had originally intended, so she’d
have to wait for someone to open the door. 


There were two fanning plants in pots, framing the
double door entrance. A porch stretched under the balcony of the first floor
and a swinging bench sat at the far end beside the garden bed. The music was so
loud the bass vibrated through the concrete underneath her feet and she could
only hear a faint sound when she tried knocking anyway. 


She blinked against the memory of the sound of the bed
frame creaking and that shrieking sound that made her insides churn, until soon
enough a drunk girl in a miniskirt stumbled out the door with a guy staring at
her ass, laughing at nothing at all.


Sarah slipped inside, found a corner free on a couch
next to two people chatting and bit her lip, thinking too much when she shouldn’t
have been thinking much at all, as a regular sixteen-year-old at a regular
house party.


 


• • •


 


THEN


 


Sarah’s dad wasn’t always this way. In fact, Sarah’s dad
used to be the most perfect man in the world, in Sarah’s mind. She’d go to
school and announce his achievements like, “My daddy built my own cubby house
for me.” 


And it was true. He didn’t buy that cubby
house from a store in a flat-pack box and nail it together. He loved spending
hours in the shed with her, even when Mummy would have dinner waiting for them.
Mum would have to call Sarah and her dad at least twice every time they were
out there building. 


But as Sarah sat on that couch at that party, she
didn’t mind the back of some drunk person and their constant laughing a bit too
hard, and talking a tone too loud, and jerking back an elbow or head to her
side or neck. She didn’t mind as much as she should have. 


What did a little discomfort mean in the scheme of her
life now? She’d forget that arrogant drunk person, and they wouldn’t even
remember sitting next to her.


She would never forget the sound of the headboard
pounding the wall and the sting after she removed her fingers from her ears. It
shouldn’t have been another woman there.


Why had Sarah just remained quiet?


Her group at school were so different, and yet similar,
in their goals. For one, Brittney would never have sat frozen when she realised
her dad was with another woman, as Sarah had. She would have probably even
stormed in. Why didn’t Sarah do that? 


She dropped her head in shame. It was true it suddenly
felt too heavy to hold, but she’d also lost the will to pretend to sit here
like she was tired or shy. She blew the strands of hair away from her face,
blowing air up past her nose. And she didn’t mind if that looked weird. 


That’s it, Sarah decided. As she was about to
push up on the couch cushion to stand, a boy walked up to her, pointed next to
her and said, “Okay to take a seat?”


He didn’t need Sarah’s permission, yet she smiled to
herself, feeling special, and shuffled over to let him through.


That was a mistake, she realised. How would she ever
get up, now she’d shuffled over as if she were staying here? 


Okay, a couple of minutes and then I can pretend to
change my mind.


“So,” the boy asked, “is it just me, or is this crap
making you want to poke sticks in your ears?”


Looking at him now, Sarah forgot to hold her hands
neatly in her lap as she had been doing at the start of her countdown. Now she
didn’t even realise her jaw was hung open, until the boy leant just that bit
closer and made her heart stutter, and closed it with a finger. She took in his
rich brown eyes, so much like her dad’s. They were framed by thick lashes, too
pretty for a guy. 


Sarah smiled, knowing that she wouldn’t have to leave
after all. This was much better than facing the prospect of going home. “I hate
this ‘crap’, too. No feel, just ‘thromp, thromp, thromp’ in alternating
patterns. R&B is much better.”


“Okay, I will have to ask for your name. There is no
way I can continue this excellent conversation without knowing this pretty
girl’s name.”


Sarah didn’t realise she looked pretty tonight. She
had on dark-wash jeans, ballet flats and a tank top with a metallic print.
Maybe it was her hair, she rationed. Maybe the messy loop of it actually looked
like a sexy hairdo.


“It’s Sarah Langham.”


“Sarah.” He nodded slightly, as if giving his approval
that it was a great name. “Well, I’m Nicholas Brookland, and no, I don’t get
called Nick. Just Brooks for short if anything, and no, I won’t tell you my
middle name.”


“That’s okay,” Sarah said. “I never asked.”


It seemed this was the first time anyone had replied like
that to the way Nicholas introduced himself. He gave Sarah a look, all deep
dark intensity, that made her feel uncomfortable, but in a good way. She knew
she’d impressed him the way other girls hadn’t tonight, or maybe ever.


He shifted closer and some guy came to stand inches
from his face, facing the other way. Sarah couldn’t help but laugh, and she had
to cover her mouth, although the music was loud enough to hide her startled cry.
The other guy started chatting to somebody, his ass in a direct line with
Nicholas’s head. Sarah laughed again and Nicholas, cheeks red and lips pressed
in a tight line, moved closer to her, his hand resting behind her ass.


“You made me do this. Now I have to squeeze close to
you,” he said, wriggling his fingers near hers to show her what he meant, although
there was no way she’d forget where they were. He held her gaze, now inches
from her face.


She gulped, but it provided little relief. His eyes
were so brown, so warm that she was already lost in them. She’d kissed a couple
of other boys but only a peck, because she wasn’t quite sure how to stick her
tongue in without asking them to widen their mouth for her. She wanted Nicholas
to kiss her, but she hadn’t an idea how to ask—until she didn’t have to.


She could see the moment coming. His gaze, intense and
captivating, created a weight on her chest she couldn’t shift. His gaze dropped
to her lips. Unconsciously, she licked them, knowing he was looking. He made a
little sound when she did that.


That night, Nicholas Brookland leant in to Sarah Langham
and connected his lips to hers. She only realised their tongues moulded
together in-sync after she had already memorised the softness of his tongue on
hers, and it was too late. 


That night she spent all her time on that couch with
her hands wrapped at the bottom of his hair, his hands careful at her waist or
jawline, smiling into his lips.


That night, the party didn’t turn out to be a stupid
thing to kill her time and distract her mind.


What was stupid was the choice to stay at the party
until one am, because Sarah got caught when she got home.


Her parents wouldn’t listen to a word she said. Sarah
slammed her bedroom door shut and hated the night of her first real kiss because
it was ruined. She was meant to come home and tell her mum what her dad had
done, but they didn’t bother hearing her out, that night or the rest of that
weekend.


When the new week started her parents had to go to
work, and Sarah had to go to school. 


But, Sarah rationalised, she probably would have never
told her mum anyway. Not because she didn’t want to, but because, any which way
she said it, it would have utterly broken her heart.







[bookmark: Meeting][bookmark: _Meeting_1]MEETING


NOW


 


The first time Sarah saw Him, he was leaning up against a
pillar at Flinders Street Station, knee bent against the wall, checking the
time on his watch.


At five thirty, after her first day as a junior
editor, she still hadn’t stopped trembling with excitement. She’d memorised the
names of all the workers in her team, and loved the way she walked into the
office and it smelt of warm paper, straight out of the printer. There must have
been at least six printers on the one floor alone. 


Now, at the train station, she supposed it made sense
this man stood out. She was on alert and he was impossible to miss. Eyes
peeled, she noticed him, as if he were a photograph, the aperture turned low so
the bustle of other passersby blurred out.


She sat on her seat, waiting, pretending to text on
her mobile. Now and then she’d look up as if wondering, “When’s the train
coming?” Like she’d forgotten. Under her lashes, or from a casual glance
sweeping the platform, she’d look at something new on him.


First it was his jaw. Sarah didn’t know why a strange
man’s jawline mattered, but it did. She could imagine the sharp turn as she
traced from ear down to his chin, and back up to his other ear with her finger.
She imagined all her old poster pin-ups. Sarah wasn’t a fussy girl. She had
James Dean, Elvis Presley, Bon Jovi, Brad Pitt, Zac Efron, and even the Hemsworth
brothers. 


By far, this man’s jawline was as good or
better—sharp, yet smooth enough to want to touch.


She looked up again but thought he saw her, so she
quickly took stock of a mother pushing a pram, another small child holding its side
bar and stomping along. She looked further up and saw that she had two minutes
left before her train really did arrive.


Sarah had never wanted a train to be late before,
although they always were with Melbourne’s crazy rail system. Today, she did. 


The guys in her lectures and tutes back in university were
always man-whores or geeks or already taken. Now, at her first proper full-time
job, she only had one man in her team and she didn’t have hopes for him, since
she was sure that lunchtime phone call was to his “love”, and that “love”
sounded like a man. 


Sarah wasn’t greedy. One man would do, and he didn’t
have to be the best looking or the kindest, but he had to be right for her. And
she couldn’t pick if there would be something wrong with this man leaning
against the pillar, waiting for his train, but she hoped that maybe he’d catch
the same line as her and she’d get to wonder about him longer.


The third time she looked up she noticed more of him,
more details here and there. He didn’t have a briefcase, but he was in
perfectly ironed suit pants, leather dress shoes and a light peach shirt, one
button undone lower than most businessmen she saw. The shirt’s waist tapered in
to hug him at his hips. She figured that he naturally filled out the chest,
shaping a perfect V, and the rolled up sleeves showed off the hint of corded
forearms that stirred her imagination more. He had a buzz of hair covering his
head, just enough to draw attention to the sexy contours of his face and body.


Just then, the lady over the speaker announced the
train was arriving and Sarah stood, just as everyone else. She looped her
handbag over her shoulder and found her way just behind the yellow line,
choosing to walk diagonal, inwards, so that she stood mere metres from the man.



The doors opened, and the people on the platform
waited for the people onboard to get off. 


Sarah, though, turned to the man, and watched him pull
out his mobile, then put it away just as quickly. He looked up, and Sarah’s
initial thought was Quick! Oh my God, pretend you were staring at something
odd behind him! but those silly cover-ups only made people look worse, so
she decided to embrace this chance and offer a little smile—but she
chickened out halfway and had to drop her gaze to the floor, not even able to
hide her smile.


The ground in front of her started emptying, so she
waded her way through with the other people desperate to find a seat.


If Sarah had her way she’d clamp her bag under her
arm, make sure her heels were steady and then make a run to the nearest two
seats free, fling her handbag on the spare one in front of her, and let that
man sidestep through the knees of others in the seat arrangement and sit in
front of her. In front was always better, because men had long legs. She’d
learnt the pros and cons of sitting in front of men on trains before. Many times,
smelly men or big men had their legs opened wide, and Sarah had to close her smaller
ones between them with little gap spacing. Or, she would have to cross her legs
and get a cramp trying to keep her crossed leg bent back, so as not to touch them.


But Sarah’s thoughts … that’s all they were. There
were a few seats here and there, but neither Sarah nor the man got any. He
could have, but he held out his hand and let that mother through, with the pram
and her small child. 


Sarah found herself liking him even more. Her last
boyfriend had loved the clubs in the city and it was at one of them, not far
from here, that he’d kissed his other girlfriend who Sarah never knew about.
Or, not until she’d decided to surprise him that night and found her legs
around his, his hands cupping under her ass in a section away from the dance
floor.


Although this man didn’t sit next to her, he did find
a spare pole to grab onto in the train carriage, and Sarah found one opposite
him. He once again noticed her, but Sarah hadn’t been looking this time. He
must have been doing some staring of his own.


Sarah wondered if this man had been doing the same
thing the whole time Sarah had her own game going.


She wondered this as the train took off and they stood
almost in reaching distance, both with a hand holding the pole next to them.
Sarah wondered which stop he’d get off at.


 


• • •


 


THEN


 


The swing didn’t move for Sarah. She kicked off the ground
and drifted back and forward, but she never went anywhere, not really. She even
tried to grip the chains until her knuckles turned white. She took a breath,
and did the whole countdown thing. 


Three. Two. One …


But still, she found she was stuck. Her feet would
move, she eventually realised, but it was her thoughts stuck in the one place.
They blocked the forest of tall trees with never-ending trunks out past her
property fence. The big trees, more like little willow branches, pretended to
be something they weren’t. It all looked so delicate. She needed to fly.


If only she could fly.


Sarah steadied her weight at the centre of the swing
with the soles of her sandals on the tanbark under her, though that didn’t
matter, she remembered later, because nothing moved for her, anyway. Not even
the wind. The wind passed her skin like she was in a bubble. The pierce when it
moved over her yesterday and the day before during the cool spring mornings was
a thing of the past she wanted back.


Before, she hated the wind attacking her when all she
wanted to do was jog down to the swings near the forest border and tip her head
back, feeling the jolt in her sense of balance. When she swung back, she loved
the tip, screwing with where the horizon was meant to stay. 


Swinging on the swings always used to give her a rush,
just a little push. Like “Here. Here’s what feeling feels like.” Her stomach
would tip the first time she kicked off, and she’d have to brace her neck for
the force, but then she just moved without moving.


Now, Sarah saw nothing, as if the willowy tree trunks,
the pale bark that dotted all the way up high where she had to crane her neck
to see, never existed.


Today the trees had thick trunks, non-descript
patterns on them. 


But what Sarah hated the most were her dad’s blasé actions
since that night. She came here to let go of her thoughts, tip back on the
swings and let her inhibitions go. She  always loved the feeling that she
was falling, even though in reality she’d never actually fall. The rush always
made that first moment of her heart stilling worthwhile.


Today, the swing didn’t move for Sarah, and she
wondered where she’d have to go and what to do from now on to feel something exhilarating
again.
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THEN


 


Sarah was nineteen when Nicholas proposed to her. It was the
perfect setup—except for the fact it wasn’t right for her. 


The hints were there about how deeply he felt for her,
even going way back to the first time they’d kissed on lunch break at school
when they were years younger. 


Near the soccer oval there were spots favourited for
hanging out, for making out, for bitching, and for watching. Nicholas decided
to change up their “spot” for the day. He had planned it the night before when
it took him until two am to sleep and all day during class. The teachers had
reprimanded him, “Nicholas! Earth to Nicholas.”


Sarah later found out his plans but at the time, she
was excited to take a break from their friends. There were too many laughs
whenever they played with each other’s hands, and at least one friend would make
a ridiculous guffaw if they got close enough to pecks on the lips or whispers
in an ear.


Nicholas held her hands so that Sarah’s fingers were weaved
through his. She watched him, his sandy-coloured one-inch-long hair that left a
strip of his neck bare, down to the shape of his school shirt and how it fit snugly
over his chest.


There was this old eucalyptus tree on one side of the
oval. It had a big trunk that a few of her friends had once got together
around, linking hands to fit the circumference. The branches swept way over
their heads, enough for privacy on both sides of the trunk.


“Here, babe,” Nicholas said. 


Sarah sat and crossed her legs under her. Nicholas sat
next to her, closer than usual and, as he did so, he wrapped an arm behind her,
snaking it under hers.


“Nicholas,” Sarah said, “when was the first time you
wanted to kiss me?”


Sarah wasn’t always so forward, but she’d known him
for a year or so now, and only just kissed him at that party a week ago.


Sarah looked up at him. The bright afternoon sun whitened
the sky to a haze behind him as she stared, and the branches and leaves of the
eucalyptus tree sheltered them, like they were in their own romantic canopy.


“Since the first time I saw you,” he replied.


Sarah smiled, but inside, she wondered if she knew who
he was. He always said those types of things actors said in movies, or expressions
she’d heard before. The truth was, the first time she saw him, he was peeling a
mandarin to eat. She couldn’t even think up a lie to make that sound appealing
compared to his response.


“Aww,” she cooed. 


“I like you lots, Sarah.”


Sarah stared up at him, and he held her gaze right back.
Staring at each other, longingly, it was as if this confirmed they were alone,
that right now was perfect. She tried leaning up the slightest to come closer
to him, but couldn’t will herself to do more. Her bottom lip trembled the
closer she got.


She shouldn’t have been anxious. They’d already kissed
plenty at the party, but that had been a week ago and, right now, his intensity
was like a thick wall she couldn’t shift.


Nicholas leant in. He was looking at her skin and then,
the next second, he was pressed against her lips. Wall = gone. Their lips moved
and nipped at each other’s, kissing as hard as each of them could, but in the
end, she was too nervous to do more and he couldn’t stick his tongue in.


They went to class after that, and the next day Sarah
faked being ill. She stayed home and played games on the Internet, read a whole
novel, and started a new season of her favourite TV show.


She couldn’t get the next day off school so she went,
saying she still was a bit ill. Each day, she made an excuse that was enough to
hold Nicholas back from kissing her again.


It didn’t feel right now he was sober, and now she
didn’t have the alcohol from a couple of drinks marring her senses. There was
no spark. Take away the party atmosphere and the alcohol and there wasn’t much
to him. 


They broke up a few days afterwards.


It was a couple of years later, at their muck-up day
celebrations after their final high school exams were done when they connected
again. They talked endlessly about everything and nothing at all, mostly lost
time, and made out on a deck chair amongst other drunk friends. It was at the
end of her first year of university that Nicholas took her out for a beautiful
dinner. 


Sarah remembered it being expensive. Water was the
only thing free. Even a bowl of chips to serve one, without sauce, was ten
dollars. Nicholas paid for wine, entrée, main, and a dessert for them to share
from his own wallet, despite Sarah’s insistence against it. 


Sarah didn’t need a guy to pay her way. She didn’t
want to feel guilty for it either. But Nicholas seemed so happy taking care of
it all, and she had such a great night, she figured she’d pay for them on the
next night out.


But that never happened because Nicholas took her for
a walk along the bridge over the Yarra River afterwards. At night, the water
was black, but the lights shone along the river, lighting the bridge. He
stopped in the middle, and Sarah leant against the railing, her elbows hanging
off the back as she watched him.


Nicholas dropped to one knee and asked her to marry
him.


Sarah was stunned, but she didn’t stay wordless. She
should have—it would have been kinder—but instead, she shook her
head softly, and bit her lip. A weight was on her. She told Nicholas she wasn’t
in love with him like that, and still had to consider if she wanted to marry
anyone, ever.


Sarah used to want marriage, but if her dad couldn’t
stay faithful to her mum, the most beautiful and kind mum in the world, then
what hope did plain old little Sarah have?


Sarah would never divorce her husband, and she wanted
to be much happier than her parents had ended up. At nineteen, Sarah couldn’t
feel it with Nicholas, and had only thought once what it would be like to marry
him. She was drunk, then, making out with him.


She knew she’d end up the housewife, taken care of and
loved adoringly. The woman who went out for midday coffee dates with her besties,
and came home to dutifully make love to her high-profile husband.


Nicholas was the type of guy to treat a girl right in
every single way, and Sarah couldn’t put her finger on why that seemed off for
her.


Why would any girl not want what Nicholas had to
offer?


They only spoke on the way home when they had to. 


“Do you mind if I change the station?” 


“Is it okay to turn up the heater?” 


Pointless questions, because Nicholas knew what music
Sarah liked, and it was a cold night anyway.


Nicholas didn’t contact her after that. She hadn’t
expected him to drop off so suddenly—she’d expected some sort of
desperate fight for love. Sarah was left oddly cut off, like she herself
couldn’t reach Sarah. 


After some time, she used her Friday and Saturday
nights to go clubbing with her girlfriends. She almost always found a guy to
hook up with.


Sarah was slim and was fine to let a guy flip off one
of her top straps, or inch down her underwear, but she didn’t take off her
clothes herself. All she had to do was move the bridge of her undies and the
deed could be done, anyway. There was that, and the silly secret she didn’t
tell any guy. 


Sarah had no reason to be self-conscious—smooth,
soft skin; no scars; good hips, and great legs; enough boobs to hold in a guy’s
palm—but still, she didn’t feel comfortable enough to look a guy in the
eye and take off her clothes herself.


But single life wasn’t for her, and Sarah wondered why
her dad couldn’t have just kept it in his pants—maybe then she wouldn’t
have turned into this person too independent to be a girlfriend, and too lonely
to be single. She wanted a guy—just the right one. 


At sixteen, she hadn’t been ready to have her perfect
ideals shattered about her daddy. But they were, and every kiss and every guy
seemed great but not good enough, as if she had made a secret pact with herself
that she’d do better than her daddy was, and would find a man who connected
with her perfectly.


She knew that the moment she laid eyes on the right
guy, clichés aside, she’d be certain he was it.
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NOW


 


Sarah finally pushed in her earphones and mouthed the lyrics
to some music from her Favourites playlist. It was a mixed collection, but
mostly the pop songs they played in clubs. She was finally a full-time editor,
even if she was a junior one, she’d eyed off a gorgeous man who was also eyeing
off her, and nothing short of an upbeat tune would do.


The smell of the man next to her, panting and sweating
from obviously running to catch the train, didn’t matter. Nor did the fact she
was standing for a one-hour train trip in heels. There was little that could
matter to her right now—except for when the train suddenly stopped, and
the driver announced a delay.


“We have stopped to attend to an ill passenger on
board,” he said. “I don’t know how long the wait will be, but it could be up to
forty-five minutes due to peak hour traffic and the patient’s condition. Thank
you for your understanding.”


At that time, Sarah heard a deep, yet smooth voice
say, “Lucky I don’t plan on being anywhere.”


She knew it was Him before she looked up to meet his
eyes. Apart from the fact she was sure it came from somewhere in front of her,
or thereabouts, a voice in her head associated it with the man she’d almost
profiled to full detail.


Looking up, she saw his face and, for some reason,
knowing what his voice sounded like was like tying up a little bow on top of
her perfect package.


“It’s not like I have to be anywhere,” Sarah agreed.


For a moment, she matched his gaze, trying to stop
from doing anything suggestive. She wanted to lick her lips as they were dry,
and she was sure even a little grin would crack them. Only an hour ago she’d
had gloss on them from her special first day at work, but now they felt dry and
baron.


Oh, how with every moment she stood here, it got
worse. Now her head was itchy. If only she could sneak up a fingernail to scratch.
Just above and behind her ear. Just a bit. But Sarah couldn’t. Why was a
stranger doing this to her? 


Sarah held her place, gazing with as much power as he
had. She wouldn’t lick her lips. Or scratch her head. And now she was a dry,
twitching freak.


Stuff it. 


She turned a little, trying to hide her hand, and
covered it by fussing with her hair near her ear, and licked away the cracked
feeling from her lips. When she looked up, the man was shamelessly staring. She
knew that look. There was no mistaking that, for some reason, he was as
intrigued by her as she was him.


“Here,” the man said. He bent and dropped against the
railing behind his back, his knees sticking out at the sides, and his huge legs
separated in a way that made Sarah want to look away but couldn’t. “Sit here.
Your feet must be sore.”


That made Sarah self-conscious, made her unable to move.
Had he seen her shoes? Or looked up and down the length of her? The idea thrilled
her, and a moment later she said, “Down there?”


He held out his hand then gestured next to him.
“You’re facing at least an hour and a half standing in those shoes,” he said.


Again with the shoes. Sarah knew men who noticed shoes
to be gay. And this was very, very bad for Sarah’s hopes and dreams.


Sarah purposefully dropped against the railing behind
her back, hiding the view under her above-the-knee pencil skirt with her
handbag. She didn’t mean to be so unintentionally provocative, especially if he
did happen to be gay, but in that instant, no other eloquent methods of sitting
down in a skirt of this length came to mind. Noticing there was space in front
of her, to the man’s side, she slid her legs out, crossed at the feet just
above her heels, and said, “How do you figure I have at least an hour and a
half?”


The man didn’t answer at first. He didn’t quite grin,
but his face wasn’t still, either. Sarah didn’t know what to make of his little
quirks—so subtle, and so much more capable of seduction than any guy ever
who’d hit on her.


He said, “Because I can tell you don’t live in the
city. You look excited, new. You probably don’t have your own apartment near
here. You don’t look like you’re from the middle suburbs, close-ish to the city
if you drive. People like that have an air about the way they stand or sit or
‘cross their legs’.” Sarah noticed the emphasis there, but was unsure if it was
a good or bad thing, as he continued. “So I bet you’re from further out, where
many of the train passengers live. Out there, where there are estates and
families, and an infinite possibility of who you are.”


“You say an awful lot to strangers.”


It was all Sarah could think of as she took stock of
the details about this man. He had a killer jawline; he was dressed to make her
imagination wild, even though his outfit was classy; his words made him appear deep
and thoughtful. 


She felt exposed, and re-crossed her legs the other
way. What does that say about me, huh? Sarah thought.


“I’m approachable.”


“Are you a psychologist, too?”


“Nope.”


Sarah didn’t know why, but that “nope” instead of “no”
or “I’m not” felt personal. As if they’d passed their not-so-secret game of
stealing glances. Now he had moved on to friendly chitchat.


“What are you, then?”


“That tone certainly isn’t approachable, young lady.”


Sarah felt weird, suddenly. She’d wanted to know about
him, his name, among those desired features, but had been too under his spell
to realise she hadn’t, in fact, asked his name. Now that he’d referred to her,
she hated that he’d said it, because it closed her opening to ask his name as
casually as she could have before.


“You deflect.”


“Huh?”


Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. 


“You’re deflecting, back to me.”


The man couldn’t deflect now. He took in her
observation and gave a slight nod, impressed.


“So, then, are you a CEO? Accountant?”


“I’m actually none of the titles you’re about the
rattle off.”


Sarah squeezed her arms tighter. The man didn’t hide his
checking out of her boobs this time. She was glad. She was powerful. There
wasn’t a thing he could do here, sitting across this carriage with people
chatting, many using whiny tones, and the air felt thicker with all the stress
bouncing off everyone.


“You’re also confident.”


“But not cocky.” He pursed his lips, knowing he’d stolen
the thoughts from her mind.


“You’ll always be a mind reader to me.”


“Read my mind now,” he said.


She liked that tone, too. In the little time they’d
spoken, she was starting to see he was aggressive when he wanted to, yet
somehow he still emanated that “approachable” feeling. And, he was swoon worthy.


Sarah wished she could read his mind. Actually, she
wondered if she were reading his mind. The connection between them, two
strangers, was uncanny. She knew it was absurd. She saw him
first—what—twenty-five minutes ago or so? They’d spoken well after
that. Yet.


Yet …  


She betted she could tell him he wasn’t trying to hit
on her, or get her into bed. Not for now at least. She betted he’d thought
about it a couple of times already, but he was far more interested seeing how far
he could make her squirm—a test of sorts, to see if she was into that,
matching his intensity. She could also bet that, by far, the most thrilling
aspect of the game was not knowing each other’s name.


It was for her.


What Sarah came out with to his mind reader question was,
“I just did.”


He grinned at that answer. He didn’t press for more.


They spent the next fifteen minutes talking every now
and then, but mostly it was back to stolen glances. Sarah pushed her earphones
back in and pressed play on her music, though it didn’t drown out the electric
presence that had her on edge. They never checked each other out, never
cheapened whatever was going on with an eye-fuck, an invitation for him to ask
her someplace, probably his, to get it over and done with.


It didn’t take forty-five minutes for the driver to
come back on the speaker to say they’d be leaving soon, once he got seated.
Only moments.


Sarah looked in the man’s eyes as the announcement
sounded. Neither of them looked disappointed, but Sarah was sad inside. She
didn’t know if she wanted to kiss this man, but she was definitely intrigued by
the stranger. 


It was only after the train took off that Sarah
realised he didn’t stand, didn’t help her to stand up, too. Standing felt like
a step back, and the only step after that was to walk away and forget any of
this had ever happened. Comforted by the fact he still was vying for the power
in this match, she didn’t move. Not even after that mother put her baby back in
the pram, and asked her other child to please sit down on her lap. Not after
others who’d eventually sat, stood, too. Sarah pulled her earphones out, lost
interest.


The carriage went back to how it had been before the
ill passenger, but not for Sarah and Him. He stayed on until her stop, and when
she had to get off, Sarah’s heart picked up speed and pounded at her chest. Her
lips quivered with anxiety as the train slowed to a stop. She had nothing to
pack; her bag was how it was when she got on. 


Sarah wasn’t interested in a wistful look goodbye. It
wasn’t a thing she wanted for them to have, and then she wondered how they could
have a thing at all.


It was as she stepped off the carriage that his voice
bellowed out to her. She spun around quickly, keen.


He leant forwards, over the gap between the carriage
and the platform she was standing on; a gap full of so many things, yet nothing
at all. He held out her earphones.


“Oh, thanks.”


She went to grab them, and her bag strap slipped,
spilling out the contents. The man didn’t think about what he did next, surely,
he moved so quickly.


As if he’d been hoping for an opportunity.


He stepped off onto the platform, bent down, and
together they picked up the contents of her bag that no man was meant to ever
see.


The train doors beeped, closed, and both Sarah and the
man never bothered to look up to watch them. 


“Lucky this is my stop, too.”


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


It was a summer night when the man had stepped off the train
and picked up Sarah’s lip gloss, which was rolling down the platform as the
train sounded and chugged off to the next stop.


He dropped the make-up in her bag, along with a carry
packet of tissues. Sarah looked up into his eyes and wondered what answers
they’d bring. Such a simple action, placing her scattered items back where they
belonged, but it was his touch and the confidence with how he moved that made
her look away. He didn’t flinch, didn’t pull back to wait and see if she’d open
the bag for him. He didn’t hold the lip gloss and tissues out for her to put in
herself, hinting he wasn’t so sure about their boundaries.


Somehow this stranger had stepped into her personal
space, confident she’d trust him.


The other passengers were dispersing, walking up the
platform, heels clicking against the concrete. Other’s steps tapped as they
climbed the stairs to exit the station. Sarah felt the man’s eyes on her, so
she looked up to him. He was a head taller, but she felt like that head of his
was the sun, and it shone rays too bright unless she squinted and held her hand
out like a visor. 


She marginally managed to stop herself from doing so.


“Are you this way?” he asked, pointing to the north
side of the station.


The question seemed anticlimactic. She had expected
something like, “Do you want to be left alone? Do you want me to stay? Do you want
to grab a bite to eat?” 


But, once again, the man had that confidence she loved.
She only realised after that moment how it was silly to ask if they’d part.


It seemed impossible that he’d slip away, like a
shadow under a door, never to be found again.


Sarah nodded, and started toward the stairs at the end
of the platform. She felt naked from behind as she heard the man’s footsteps
follow her. She closed out the voice over the speaker, the woman who was
laughing and chatting into her phone, steps ahead of her.


Instead, Sarah heard only the man’s footsteps, feeling
as though she was the one winning this game now. She led; he followed. His
footsteps were evenly spaced, and somewhere between a clomp and a swift tap,
tap. They were steady and sure, not trying to cover that he was catching up
to her. And she liked that. That little gesture said that this brief encounter had
its own life form, and was keeping these two strangers associated.


At the stairs, though, Sarah’s legs—although
lean and long—were no match for his. She felt him approach, and finally
close the gap, until he took every other stair. Soon, she watched his pants
lift and crease, the hem exposing his white socks as he headed for the top. She
noticed his tapered shoes again, black and classy, the simple yet elegant style
that she had seen for $50 at Payless Shoes, but also at upmarket boutique
stores for $300. His step was too quick, and Sarah was too busy trying not to
trip and face-plant the steps, to notice if it were leather or a synthetic
material.


She joined him at the top of the stairs, seeing him
still amongst people rushing to find their train tickets to swipe, busy with
phones and tapping away, or running to get out. He had his hands dug in his
pockets. There was a cool air about him.


“I’m lucky I forgot my cardigan today, and not
yesterday.” Sarah looked to the sky as she continued, “It’s surprisingly balmy
for …” She pulled out her phone to check the time. “… six o’clock.”


The man pursed his lips, lowering his eyes. He seemed
to take in the air around him, assessing her judgment. He cocked his head.
“Either a shame or a lucky day, depending on which way you see it.”


Sarah couldn’t talk away this hint. The man left the
space between them full, full of varied answers that each made her chest
tighten for different reasons. She didn’t say a word to betray her coolness, but
he was beginning to frighten her as much as his aloofness allured her. 


She hated to end this game, but tonight was a balmy
summer night of her first day at her first proper full-time job, and it was six
o’clock, a time when everyone ducked their heads, didn’t say a word to the
people who’d sat next to them for an hour or more, and went their separate
ways.


That was how today, and the next day, would work. And
on every day, Sarah had to be on alert. Watching for loud, drunken, strange
people on the train, or on her way to work, or near her car. She was a young
woman—barely a woman, in her mind—and she’d seen far too many devastating
news stories of women abused, mistreated and frightened.


Just because he looked alluring, didn’t mean she had
to play the role of the fool, and lead herself into trouble.


The man turned his head to look at her, and she
covered her fright with a little cough. How did he notice? He’d noticed.
That change in her? It couldn’t have been a coincidence.


Sarah’s teeth bit at the inside of her lips. She had
to think of a way to let this man off. It’s not that she wanted to, but after
her sudden influx of thoughts, she’d scared herself into believing the
silliness of this situation. That she had to go to wait for her dad to pick her
up in the car park after all, order some Chinese takeout and pick up her
noodles on the way home.


“I need to duck in to the centre,” the man said.


Sarah stopped walking, standing off to the side of the
path as others crossed the road when the green walker man told them to. He
stepped off the side, too, and they were alone again in their own space as the
world went on without them.


“Oh, okay,” Sarah said. She hadn’t meant to sound so
disappointed, but it was blatantly obvious in her tone.


“Well, it’s—” the man started.


Sarah looked past him, making him stop mid-sentence.
She was glad. She hadn’t been the one to say those cliché words, but she hadn’t
wanted to hear him say them, either. 


The car ahead looked like her dad’s. He was so busy
these days she hadn’t believed he’d turn up even though her car was being
repaired and she didn’t have a ride home, but maybe he’d actually been
attentive when she spoke to him. 


Pulling out her mobile, she checked and saw a text
message from him saying, “Here, a few cars down from the entrance.” She excused
Him as quick as she could. Luckily, her dad had turned up at the perfect time.


The man waited on the edge of the sidewalk behind the
line of trees in the strip separating the parking lot. She headed for the entrance
a good distance away then walked around to the other side of the car as the
driver’s side window lowered.


“Dad, hey,” she said, resting on the open car door
window. “Thanks for coming.”


“Oh, you’re going to hate me though.” He paused, only
long enough to bare clenched teeth, as if bracing for Sarah to blow up at him.
“I got a call. I need to go and do a job now. The lady said it’s an emergency,
and there’s water everywhere.”


Her father’s open arms exploded apart, demonstrating
the catastrophe.


“You don’t mind shopping for a couple of hours, do
you? You can grab a whole wardrobe to last you the rest of the year. For your
shiny new job?”


Sarah waited a moment, and then said, “Oh, sure. Guess
I can. It’s late shopping night anyway. I’ll catch a bus back home.”


Her dad nodded, and his eyes went wide. “Here’s $250.
It’s all I’ve got on me. Buy whatever! I know you love to shop.”


“It’s fine, I’ll use my own money.”


Her dad shook his head, tutted. “Pfft, don’t be
silly.” He thrust the notes into the top of her bag. “You can’t eat through
your wage before you’ve even received it. First day celebration treat, from
me.”


Her dad winked, and it was too late to tell him she
didn’t feel like shopping, that she hadn’t been out shopping in over a month,
and that she didn’t care for it. Her dad was like that; happy to help however
he could in the spur of the moment, but never there long-term. Thinking of spur
of the moments, she remembered the man and everything that had happened
tonight, and whipped her head around to see his calves and shoes below the
density of the tree foliage: a still figure with the last of the train’s
passengers hurrying by to get to their cars.


“All right. Sounds good. But here, I don’t need it.” She
shoved the money at him and stepped back.


He sighed then put the money back in his wallet. “New
friend from work already?” Her dad nodded in the direction she’d just looked.


Sarah glanced over her shoulder at him. “Oh yeah. From
my team.”


“You can grab a bite to eat with him, then. Get to
know your team members. It’s very important to be friendly with them, since
you’ll be with them for most of your days.”


Sarah agreed, slipping in a quick “bye” and left him.
She realised she’d just allowed herself to be free to let this stranger take
her home if he offered. How silly would it be to wait at the stop and catch a
bus home now?


The end of her dad’s car had little red dots for brake
lights by the time she met up with the man again. 


It was still bright; it never seemed like night in
Melbourne during summer. The man was watching her walk the last few steps back,
and she felt studied under his eyes. There was something different about his
look when she stopped in the same spot as she was before. She couldn’t name
what it was.


“I guess I better leave you to get back to your
boyfriend, then.”


Sarah let out a chuckle, righting herself before saying,
“What do you … oh, um that?” The man nodded. “That was my dad!”


He barely smiled, as if he knew that the man in the car
who’d called her over was never really her boyfriend at all.


Sarah remembered where they were at before. The way
her dad had cut the man off halfway during saying goodbye. “Well you better
duck off to the centre, then. Need to get home myself.”


Sarah had been prepared to walk away without the man
caring much about their little game, proving he was just interested in bedding
her, but not bothered by the loss. She was even prepared for the disappointment
in his eyes as he let her go. She hadn’t been prepared for his response.


“You’re suggestive.”


Sarah had taken a step away, but she halted, creasing
her eyebrows in confusion at his reply. “I thought I was being normal.”


“Nope, you suggested that I was going to say goodbye
to you.”


Sarah couldn’t help it then. She bit her lip, but it did
her no good. The happiness inside of her spread like the lick of a flame,
burning her up with relief. It made her lips turn up into a coy smile. She was
a woman. He was a man in a suit, with a face she couldn’t look away from, and a
tall, thick body that had caught her eye in the first place. He was probably
too old for her.


It was a lot to smile about.


“You’re suggestive for thinking I’d want to come.”


But it was a lie, of course. She couldn’t not go in
for more of whatever this was, especially since she’d been too busy today
learning everything to eat more than one sandwich, and she hadn’t had any
coffee.


But she could have had her coffee and all her snacks
and meals today, and she’d still find an excuse to go in with him.


So she said she’d come, and they turned, without
crossing the road, and headed to the shopping centre next to the station, as
she wondered what would happen next.


 


• • •


 


THEN


 


That night, Sarah had decided to stay at her best friend’s
house ‘til late. She figured that, if her dad could cheat on her mum for a few
months and not get in trouble, why shouldn’t Sarah be allowed to stay out until
eleven on a weeknight? She was sixteen and she never did this type of thing.
Couldn’t hurt.


It was Sarah’s mum who rang the house phone. Her best
friend’s mum’s footsteps padded up to their floor, and opened the door as she
said, “Knock, knock.” She gave Sarah a look as she handed her the phone. “Your
mother.”


Wordlessly, Sarah mouthed her best friend for help.
“What do I say? Should I just hang up?”


In the end, Sarah took a deep breath and said, “Hi Mum.”


“Why didn’t you tell me where you were? Took me an
hour to find you!”


Alarm bells rang in Sarah’s head. Her mum didn’t know
where she was, which meant … 


“You went through my stuff!” Sarah cried.


“Come home, Sarah,” her mum said. “We have some things
to discuss.”


Sarah didn’t argue. Her best friend tried to get her
to stay. She told her to tell her mum she’d caught a stomach bug, and couldn’t
move without throwing up, or that they’d realised just now they had a project
due tomorrow they had to start together now.


It wasn’t worth it. It would have involved too much
planning to make their stories match up and become foolproof. Her mum would ask
for details, and at that moment Sarah couldn’t say if she was relieved to be
caught, or if it was just a build up of lies that Sarah couldn’t take anymore.


Sarah waited on the couch just at the front window
with her legs crossed, picking at her fingernails, and waiting for the moment when
she heard the familiar rumble of her mum’s car.


She should have been nervous she’d get in trouble for staying
out late, but it wasn’t that. She should have been angry that her mum probably
went through her diary, or the stuff she’d saved on her computer, but still,
she was too worried about the most important thing.


The thing that Sarah absolutely knew was that her mum
knew about what her dad had been doing. Sarah hated secrets, but she was an
even bigger coward. When she felt guilty, Sarah would write in her diary. She
used photo programs to make pretty pictures with her words on them. Sarah loved
reading and words, words of any kind. She would write them down, only to go
back and agonise if every one was right.


So Sarah told her secrets through words. She didn’t
know how to write formal prose, so she just spilled her secrets like mind vomit
poetry. It came out without shape, purpose or style.


As she sat on the couch, they all left her alone. Her
best friend sat on the other one with her mobile, and her friend’s mum walked
through the house, dusting lampshades and swiping surfaces with cloths. When she
saw Sarah looking, she smiled and moved to another part of the house.


How long? Did Sarah’s mum find out tonight when she’d
read Sarah’s secrets? Had she known all along, and kept it from Sarah until she
found out tonight that Sarah knew, anyway, about the disgusting, bad things her
dad had been doing with some other woman?


There were many poems that could have been horrible
for her mum to see. She remembered one now:


 


/


it bangs on the wall


bang, bang, bang


it moans like an animal


moan, moan, moan


it slinks away like a snake


slither, slither, slither


/


 


Sarah remembered that poem. She came back from the
party that first night and thought of so many things. The next day she didn’t
know what to do, so she just started writing things down, and realised her head
felt like someone had removed a bind from it. Like someone had unhooked her push-up
bra, and she could inhale fully. 


There were other poems, mostly one poem for each
occasion when Sarah knew her dad had cheated on her mum. One of the recent ones
she wrote was … well, it wasn’t her favourite, because she hated these poems. She
hated them with force enough to burn up and light them afire. But she felt
something for this poem, and even now, thinking it over made her body fill with
hatred, like it was a substance, filling her hollow shell up and making her
alive with the feeling.


 


/


When is a bar full of alcohol?


When is work full of papers?


When is night full of sleeping?


When is he not full of shit?


/


 


Not long after she’d been lost thinking, she heard the
familiar rumble of her mum’s car tires crunching on the gravel up her best
friend’s driveway.


“That’s her. Thanks for having me,” Sarah said, and
made to rip open the front door to get out as quickly as possible.


“Sarah, wait a sec!” her friend’s mum called. 


Sarah clenched her eyes shut and cursed to herself.
Why couldn’t people just let other people be? Why did other people not have the
sense to leave others alone when there was a clear sign telling them to stay
away?


“Yes?” Sarah replied.


“No need to hurry. Grab a bite to eat from the
leftovers, or just let me say hi to your mum. We haven’t spoken in a few
weeks.”


Sarah looked at the buttons on her friend’s mum’s top.
Sarah realised that, as of a few weeks ago she could lie without a break in her
voice, without a stutter or mix-up of words, so long as she didn’t look the
person in the eyes. “It’s a family emergency.”


It was, sort of.


Sarah slipped out of the house and saw her mum warming
her hands on the heating vents. She slipped in the door. Her mum’s hands
remained the same, but her eyes were locked on Sarah.


Sarah dumped her school bag on the floor between her
feet and held her hands out, rubbing them in front of her heater.


“Well, I’ll just get out of their driveway, won’t I?”
her mum said.


She reversed, and made it as far as a few houses down before
the car slowed. Her mum seemed as surprised by this as Sarah was, with
staggered movements as she checked the side mirror, turned in and slowed. Their
car stopped on the side of the road and Sarah’s mum moved her hand closer to
Sarah’s vent, and Sarah realised she should move hers closer. When their hands
touched, her mum grabbed onto her hand and entwined their fingers together.


“I’m not even sure where to start. I was so worried
where you were. I was mad at you for just disappearing—I’m your mum! I
was …”


Her mum drifted off, and Sarah dared to look at her. A
single teardrop was balled at her eye; then it burst and dripped down her nose,
the side of her lip, and then plopped into her lap. Sarah bit her lip. She told
herself to be strong, and looked out of her passenger-side window, counting the
houses until they became dots down the hill and disappeared on the other side.


“I found out two weeks ago.”


So she wasn’t talking about Sarah staying out, but
Sarah knew that anyway. This was so much worse. She would have been able to
handle hearing her mum going ballistic at her, and Sarah would say her apologies,
and sleep, and feel shitty that her mum had ruined her night. Sarah already
knew before it happened how much tougher it would be to receive this
speech.


“We decided not to tell you until things were
formalised, until the so-called ‘dust’ had settled a bit. God, even the end
sounds so calculated. Like everything else.”


“I knew for a few weeks,” Sarah said after watching
her hands on the vents. By now, they were toasty, but the warm, burning feeling
soothed her. “I knew, I got scared, I ran back to a party, and then you guys
told me off when I got back. After, I wasn’t sure how to tell you, and if I
said anything, I felt like I would be betraying you or dad. I chose wrong …”
Sarah decided it was easier feeling the heater burn the tips of her fingers, so
she did it, letting her mum eat up all those huge words.


“I can’t stay with him, and it’s nothing to do with
you. I love you so much, Sarah. But I would rather be a role model and stand up
against being treated like a … no, he treated old Lucky better than I was treated.
I’m leaving him not to show off my rights as a woman, but as a person with
morals, and as a role model for you, my daughter. Your dad isn’t a bad man to
the bone, but he’s made mistakes too big to forgive after all these years of
his lies, and I don’t have to have a partner to keep me company who goes on and
hurts my heart. You can come live with me if you want. I won’t mind if you go
with him, though. I know you love him lots.”


Sarah looked at her mum from under her lashes, not
moving her head. 


Her mum said lots that Sarah could have responded to, but
Sarah replayed the phrase, To forgive after all these years of lies in
her mind. 


Sarah felt like she too were a pawn in her dad’s game.
Her dad didn’t care about her after all. How could her daddy have a whole other
life for all that time and not tell her? Sarah even told her dad first when she
got her period.


Sarah asked to go to McDonald’s. It was the middle of
the night before they drove back home. Sarah was full of sweet crunchy pieces
of candy, and bloated with fries and ice cream. But she was sick knowing too
much about her mum, who had read so many of her words and was hurting because
of them.


Sarah had so much weighing her down that, when she got
home and her mum tucked her in, she didn’t remember falling asleep, but she
knew she didn’t even get to think up a poem, like she usually did, before she
went to bed.


It was then she realised it was all too much for a
teenager like her. And she wondered what type of guy she’d ever love, if not
even someone as perfect as her dad could be trusted.







[bookmark: HushBusiness]HUSH BUSINESS


NOW


 


He took her past the food
court, which made Sarah wonder where they could be going. On first dates it was
usually a coffee that the guy would buy her, and even with friends, if they
weren’t at the movies or a bar, they’d go to a café for coffee or the like. 


But he took her into a shop called City Guy. He
brushed his fingers past hangers of different coloured business shirts—white,
beige, blue, even pink—and settled for a thin pin-striped patterned shirt
that Sarah had her eye on. She followed him to the dress pants and they all
seemed the same but, in a similar manner, he brushed his fingers along the
tops, snagging one into his fist and flipping it over, only to settle on another
one that seemed identical, anyway.


Sarah found a wheelie stool and sat, waiting on it,
outside his change cubicle. After moments, images of him unbuttoning and
pulling his sleeves off his arms flustered her, and she turned and fixed her
hair in the mirror. She unwound her hair tie and swung her locks out so it fanned
over her back and her shoulders. She even combed her fingers through it to
remove tangles, but now it looked like she was trying to impress him so she
picked it up, twisted her hair, and piled it up in a loose bun on top of her
head.


Sarah was securing the hair tie back in place as his
cubicle door swung in, and his fingers emerged, then the rest of him in his
pin-striped shirt and black slacks. Her hair fell from her grip, and she
blinked a few times, rapidly. It was then she remembered to smile, which she
did as she stood, and moved to the side so he could step out and show her the
full circle.


Sarah really had to wonder at that moment if he was
gay, but she deduced she couldn’t be this attracted to him if he were. He must
have known how sexy his confidence was to a woman. To her.


“Go on, spin for me,” she insisted.


He nodded once, tight-lipped, as if secretly
impressed, and spun. For that second, she unashamedly could gawk at his ass. It
wasn’t flat, but shaped. Even through the relatively loose material, it hinted
at the cupped figure of his cheeks and on the sides, as it rode with the
indents. 


It felt like the longest second of her life.


He stopped, facing her again, with his hands shoved in
his pockets. Her sight scattered between the broadness of his shoulders and the
way the shirt contoured with his body, and how his thighs were thick, and
capable, and how his legs seemed long.


She wiped those thoughts and then said, “Looks good.”


“Done,” was his reply, and he turned and shut himself
back in the cubicle before she could ask what he meant or if he liked them.


When he came out, he was back in his old work clothes,
which looked just as good. He crushed the new shirt and pants in his fist. He
paid at the desk, and the price that rung up made Sarah choke on nothing at
all. She doubted he fell for her, “Sorry, I swallowed my chewy” excuse. This
man seemed to be in tune to the finer details. That’s something other dates would
fall for, which she realised then was odd, because she’d known them for a few
weeks, and this guy for only an hour.


“Did you like them, though?”


Sarah had to ask. Along with finding out his name, he
was making her curious. Why was his hair hot and short, like he’d had an army
buzz cut? Why were his eyes so damn brown? Who was he? She had questions like
those.


“I did,” he said in a courteous tone.


“Oh, okay.”


While walking to another mystery destination, he
turned his attention fully on her. She was as impressed as she was worried. There
was an after-work rush but his eyes didn’t waver from hers as others pushed by
them.


She said, “You didn’t seem to be interested in them,
or comment, so I wasn’t sure.”


“If you like them, I trust they’re good enough.”


“Good enough? For?”


Again, he didn’t answer her, but he took her to the
food court and refused her money while he stood in line at a store, instead
telling her to find a table. When he joined her, he slid her coffee across the
table into her open, waiting cupped hands. 


“Good enough to impress you if you’d like to go watch
a movie with me.”


Just as she was about to take a sip he spoke, and by
the time he’d said his piece, she had a mouthful. Which she spurted out when he
said what he did.


She’d been waiting for that.


She wanted to ask the question herself.


And now he’d said it, she’d choked on her hot coffee,
and sprayed it all over him.


Her cheeks flushed. She grabbed a napkin and started
to clean the table, and the heat through the flimsy paper was unbearable. 


“Oh, sorry! Sorry!”


Sarah got up and used the remaining napkins to take to
him and fuss over the stains and wetness on his shirt. Why did she have to do this
good a job at embarrassing herself and spraying him? His shirt was covered in
the same way splattered blood would have coated him if he’d stabbed someone.
Except, this was hot and brown, and he must have been burnt. With a fistful of napkins,
she patted down the front and swiped down to his belt buckle. His hands came up
to pat her away, but this wasn’t fine. His hands were telling her to go, that
it was okay, but she’d messed this up so bad. Now he’d have to make up an
excuse that she couldn’t bear to hear, and leave.


She had to keep him busy, so she threw the napkins on
the table and patted down his shirt again, which was tucked into his pants. She
swiped over the upper top of his thighs in case they were wet, but the table
had protected him down there.


Down. There.


It was right then, with her hand hovering above the
bulge in his pants, that she realised every stupid rom-com in the world had
made fun of situations like this, and she’d gone and made an embarrassing
situation worse.


“It’s fine.” 


He held Sarah’s shoulders back in a gentle yet
assertive grip, and eyed her chair. Dumbstruck, she nodded and agreed. He
arranged himself in his seat, reaching back to grab his suit jacket hanging
over the chair and shrugging his arms into it.


“What about it?” he asked.


Sarah’s face wasn’t of much use now when it should
have been. This guy didn’t stop surprising her. There was nothing else on her
mind but the huge memory taking up all her thoughts: hot coffee, hot man,
manhandling.


“I’m sorry, what?” She shook her head to bring herself
back to the present. “About what?”


“The date. The very least you could do after …” he
swept his hands down his chest and held an open palm, fingers angled down. “We
could watch a movie.”


She managed a nervous laugh, and looked away to pick
up her bag and coffee in her other hand. There were cinemas at one end of the
centre, but he was walking the opposite direction.


“Um, I don’t think that this is the right way,” she
said, looking around at shops for markers to double check. She didn’t need to
make a fool of herself again.


He was grinning, waiting for her focus. “No, it’s the right
way to the men’s. Have to strip, change into these.” He gave a pointed look at
the bag from City Guy. “Lucky grab, huh?”


Burn, burn, burn. It was all her cheeks had done, this
time with him. Now they flamed again. “Lucky grab,” she countered, as she
watched him walk off. 


When he came back, she could tell he had his new black
slacks on. Must have been the way they fit around his front. She had a fair eye
of what that looked like up close.


Still yet to find out his name.
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As they stood in line, waiting for tickets at the desk.
There was a Jason Statham and a Will Smith movie out, so he went ahead and
booked her tickets. Two times he’d taken care of her now. Sarah was not the
type of girl who desired a guy to pay for everything, and though it was hardly
much in the big picture, it was a nice gesture. 


He had flopped his wallet out on the counter and was
pulling out his card when she stepped forward.


She wanted to say his name, but couldn’t, so settled
for, “Please, it’s fine.” And hurried to dig into her own handbag.


His hand settled on the top of hers, and the heat
alone was enough to still her.


“I didn’t ask you to pay.”


“I didn’t ask you to pay,” she replied.


“I asked you out. It’s custom for me to take care of
the date.”


“It’s a date?”


He nodded and while her thoughts took off, she
couldn’t picture anything else but a sign of neon bulbs above her head,
flashing, “Girl on a Date With Incredible Guy”. 


No, damn, she had to take care of herself, not let him
do that. She kept digging through her purse for what only felt like seconds. Then
his hand was on her arm. It was as her gaze travelled up his new, fitted,
pin-striped shirt that it occurred to her she’d lost her mind over the way he
made her feel; she must have been in a daze while he paid.


“Your ticket,” he said, handing it to her. 


She checked. It was the Jason Statham movie, and she
tried not to smile, although happy bells were going off inside her. Fast, sexy,
witty. This movie said everything about what she wanted both her date, and this
night, to be like.


“Thank you.”


Sarah didn’t like to judge a person by how they looked,
but it was impossible to think otherwise of the two barely fifteen-year-olds
walking a metre apart in front of them, the girl with her hands crossed over
her chest, and the boy with his in his pockets. In front of the cinema, the boy
held out his hand. The girl chuckled, and badly attempted to hide it, before
disappearing into the blackness with him on her trail. 


When Sarah thought about herself and Him, she had to
wonder. Of others’ perceptions. Of his perception. They walked to their cinema,
which was about halfway down the line of doors. Sarah kept her eyes on the dark
blue carpet, splashed with little white and deep red white stars. Luckily, he
didn’t catch her gaze. He held out his hand for her and, instead of smiling
thanks, she let herself take in the way his shirt creased over the contours of his
arm, and the size of his hands. She allowed herself to smile before moving in
and feeling him like a ghost behind her, teasing herself with his scent.


She knew from experience the ads were likely to go on
for fifteen minutes, and safe in the darkness of the cinema, she allowed her
thoughts to drift.


What did she know of him? Sitting, waiting, the
exhilaration from their meeting sliding, she wondered why he was with her. It
didn’t make much sense. The boy and the girl on an awkward first date routine?
Plenty of sense. But Sarah was an awkward, first-day-at-her-real-job girl,
twenty-two and plain kind of girl. Her hair wasn’t silky and straight, or
luscious and curly. Rather, it was an in-between wave that didn’t know what to
do with itself every morning. Its shade was a mocha brown, and her eyes were a pale
grey. She had a few freckles on her nose, but she didn’t see them, apart from
when she had to lean in and layer on her mascara. She wore a B-size bra; plain
and small. 


Even if she didn’t know much about him, she knew he
was too good for her. It wasn’t that Sarah had low self-confidence. It was just
fact. The self-assurance about him gave an extra depth to his sexual tones, and
was far greater than Sarah knew she could ever exude. The strong cut of his
jawline made her want to stare for the moment he worked it, just to see the way
his tendons would move. His hair didn’t say “cute boy”, but it didn’t say “hard-ass
biker dude”, either. It said “man”. She could see wisdom in the way he would do
something. The way he’d flip open his wallet and peer in, taking time to choose
the right note or card. Or just now—how he held out his hand, letting her
in. The last time that had happened, Sarah was on a date in high school with
Nicholas. 


Young boys and gentleman, Sarah thought. They
were the two types of men for that sort of gesture, which made a shiver run
down her spine. How old was he—because he certainly wasn’t a cute little
boy. He looked twenty-eight, but she knew he could be a bit older than that.
Maybe thirty-two. 


That’s not too old for me, is it?


Sarah had been in her own little head, occupied by her
own little thoughts for the whole fifteen minutes as the big curtains swept
back and the lights dimmed further. The movie was about to start.


“You ready?” he asked her.


“If I say yes now, it doesn’t mean I can’t blame you
later if I hate it.”


“It’s a Statham. That isn’t possible.”


“Hey,” someone called behind them. The voice was deep,
disgruntled. “It’s very possible to kick youse out. Shut up.”


With that, he leant in next to Sarah. She was about to
settle back, kick off her shoes and wait for the movie to start, but he wasn’t
done yet, clearly. With the light from the screen just playing on the edges of
his lips, they were all she could see and think.


“True, what’s to hate?” Sarah whispered, feeling her
breath, hot, between the space of her lips and the side of his. “Cars, action …
sex.”


“That’s what interests you, ey?”


Sarah crushed her eyelids together and hoped he
wouldn’t notice. Damn, she was digging a mighty fine, deep hole for herself.
Right now, she’d gladly curl up and reappear once he had left.


Why did she suck at being calm and sexy near him? She
was sure her hands would shake if she tried to hold them still, and her heart
sure was doing an unhealthy amount of beats per minute.


She gulped. “’Spose.”


He traced her jaw with his finger as he said, “Do you
have a boyfriend?”


“Um, I,” Sarah started saying. She willed her nerves
to calm. “No, I come sans an attachment.”


“Good.”


His finger came down, from the sweet spot behind her
ear to trail down her jaw then petered off. She bit her lip to contain the
feeling building in her. He saw that. He brought his finger up along her bottom
lip. His breath was like a heater pushing hot air down her neck to her breasts,
as he looked down at her mouth.


She had to touch him. Her fingers greedily sought out
the back of his neck, fastening over his skin once she felt her way there. His
skin was hot, lickable. Lust pumped though her, and flushed between her legs
with the knowledge of them connected; with him so close, kissing would barely
require movement.


He leaned in and, as Sarah’s chest tightened and her
insides clenched with the thrill, she decided she must know at least one thing
about this mysterious man first.


She pressed her pointer to her lips, his only blocked
by that one finger she held between them. 


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong,” Sarah replied, dropping her finger.
“But you aren’t taking three for three.”


He pulled back a few inches, a crease visible between
his eyebrows. “Huh?”


“The coffee, the ticket …” Sarah let that hang there a
moment. She added, “I want one thing.”


“Yeah?”


“Your name.”


“I was wondering when you were going to ask that.”


Sarah was mesmerised by his lips so close, yet so
far—taunting her. Soft, warm, kissable, she decided.


“It’s Malik,” he said, pronouncing Ma-lik.
“Means ‘King’ in Arabic.”


Sarah chuckled softly, pressing her lips to his cheek
to stifle the sound. She really didn’t want to be kicked out right now.


“What’s funny?” Malik said, his tone cautious.


“I’m Sarah. ‘Princess’ in Hebrew.”


He smiled at that. And it happened.


Their lips met with hunger, at first ravishing, then he
tugged at her lip. She fought to bite back at him. Releasing the tension didn’t
calm her, though she expected to feel relief, and so their lips worked together,
feeding their desire. She hinted first, touching her tongue with his for a
moment, and he widened the kiss. She slipped her tongue in. 


Sarah leaned her forehead against his, exhaling. She
heard his low, guttural growl as she felt his lips clench against her skin.


Her hands gripped at the back of his neck, tighter
than before. She pulled at his hair, his skin. She knew that, whatever it was,
she needed more of what he had given her. His hand rubbed down her waist and
slipped under her top. There, at the line of her pants, hands clenched on either
side of her hips. He spread his fingers from the line of her V to the little
dimples at her back, and coaxed his hands deeper into her flesh until it hurt
Sarah, so good. 


Malik smiled while looking at her lips, then sealed
them with a peck. He said, “What a fit,” and the double meaning wasn’t lost on
her.
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Names had always meant a lot to Sarah, and for a week her
mum, dad and she didn’t say a word about the affair, but she was burning with
want of that lady’s name. 


Her mum still made dinner for them, but she would
sometimes say, “Sarah would you pass me the salt, please?” and her dad would
lean over, Sarah would take it and pass it to the other end of the table. Her
Mum found excuses for everything that week. Couldn’t watch their favourite
re-runs of Everybody Loves Raymond, because one night she could only fit
in a waxing appointment at 8.15 pm, the last slot of the night. Sarah was
better off catching up on that assignment, she was told, instead of coming to
buy groceries this week. It was unsaid, but clearly her mum wanted space, and
it made for tension between Sarah’s dad and her, too. They didn’t speak, always
skirting around being alone.


But, after that week, Sarah had to sit down and beg
her mum for help. She had an English talk due on the history of Shakespeare,
and she had no idea where to start looking for information, no clue about the
meanings of his plays, and hardly an idea on writing an interesting speech.


Her mum went to the bookshelf behind her, and Sarah
watched, body twisted around, elbow hanging off the back. Her mum bent to a
lower section and flipped through the spines until she found what she wanted.
Upon returning to the table, she nodded at the book in her hand, a smile
forming on her beautiful face for the first in a long time. 


Her mother had fair skin and full lips, and her smile
was always the best thing about her. Sarah was grateful that, even though she
was bored of this silly subject, it made her mum happier today, and it meant
Sarah could talk to her.


Sarah had discovered just how hard it was having no
one to lean on, and she would do anything not to go through this alone again.


“This is the copy I used when I was at school,” her
mum began. She flipped some pages until she came across one with scribbled
notes along the margin. Fingering the note, she ran her finger under the
writing like a marker as she read, “Romeo and Juliet explores the depth
of all-consuming, passionate and ugly love. No other emotion overrides the
power of love. It can be violent, and even supersedes loyalties.”


Sarah wondered afterwards why her mum specifically
found that play when her speech was on Shakespeare. She wondered lots of things,
like why her mum was looking for a specific note that she had presumably
written as a teenager. Was she sixteen, like Sarah, when she’d wrote that?
Sarah’s stupid diary writings were nothing like how insightful her mum had been
at her age. But maybe she had inherited her passion for the written word, and
that made Sarah smile.


It was that night her mum came to visit her in bed
again. Sarah had her sheets and comforter resting over her crossed legs, and
she was flipping through her mum’s old copy of Romeo and Juliet again
for ideas on her speech.


“What are you smiling for, Sez?” her mum asked.


Sarah knew her mum was letting her back in from the way
she said it. “Just thinking about things.”


Her mum nodded and came up to sit on the side of her
bed. She didn’t look at Sarah, but rather played with the floral design on the
cover, and feathered her fingers along. It seemed lyrical, the movement, and it
made Sarah wonder what her mother was thinking.


“I’m sorry, baby,” her mum said after a while. “He was
my all-consuming love, and I don’t know who I am, or what my life is, now it’s
all been a lie.”


“But I’m not a lie, Mum,” Sarah said. She reached out
and took her mum’s hands, and they held each other for a while. “I’ll always be
here for you.”


Her mum smiled again, and Sarah couldn’t not smile
with that infectious feeling sliding up inside her, making her giddy.


“Her name was Alyssa,” her mum said. “Alyssa
Fawnheart. I couldn’t think of a prettier name, myself, and she’s the one with
his heart.”


With a sad smile, her mum stood and walked away, but
stopped and asked, “Do you have a boyfriend? I’m sorry I haven’t asked how
you’ve been, but I can tell by your glow something has happened.” 


Sarah blushed, looked down. She looked back up,
calmer, and said, “His name is Nicholas.”


“Bring him over for dinner tomorrow night.” Her mum
tapped on the doorframe, smiling to nothing at all. “I need to meet this young
man.”


Sara couldn’t sleep for well over an hour. She lay in
bed and looked at her ceiling and, when she couldn’t stand that, she propped up
her pillows near the windowsill and gazed out at all her neighbours, the street
lights, the garden lights, the starlight and an occasional car passing through,
and wondered why this pretty-named woman called Alyssa Fawnheart had to come in
and tear down her mum’s and her perfect lives.


Wouldn’t it be better off not knowing?
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Sarah couldn’t tell you what that movie was about. Cars,
action, sex? Most likely. All she knew was that Malik fuelled her up, made her
heart race, and could likely please her in the last department.


They exited in the usual manner. The credits began to
roll and they squeezed out of the rows, filing down behind all the people in
lower rows and around to the hall leading out of the dark cinema. But something
unusual happened while he walked next to her. She felt his fingers skim along
the back of her hand, so she turned it, her palm facing his, and though his
face didn’t hint the slightest at what they were doing, he moved his fingers in
patterns along her hand. By the time they passed under the light in the main
foyer, he had weaved his fingers through hers.


She looked up, and he was gazing down at her with his
lips slightly parted, his eyes filled with the same warm desire as she felt
inside.


“Like it?” Malik asked as they left the back doors.


The darkness of the night shocked Sarah. She forgot to
answer initially. She hadn’t expected time to stop for them, but he had a way
of altering her perception of the world around her. All the street lamps were
lit up, shopfronts were dark, bars were over windows, and roller doors shut
over the entrances. Only a corner Seven Eleven store was open. She estimated it
was nine o’clock, or so.


That realisation made her mind fire warnings at her. It’s
dark enough for him to have his way with you, she thought. She’d be at his
mercy. It’s isolated enough for anything, really.


“Um,” Sarah started, “it was awesome.”


“Same. Thought the movie was awesome.”


They shared a look. Neither had watched the movie, in
between their hands grasping at each other’s skin and clothing. Or, even, when
they’d managed to not kiss for what felt like fifteen whole minutes. The whole
time Sarah was sure, by the look that mirrored her thoughts, that Malik had
been consumed by thoughts of her, too.


“Want to sit?”


He pointed at a bench. It was near the bus stop
station outside the back of the cinema. There were three bus stops under covers,
bright, neon-lit advertisements on either side of each of the covers. Streetlights
were situated on either end, and there were several people waiting.


“Sure.”


She put her bag on the other side to where he sat
down, clamped one hand under her thigh and the other draped over her bag,
holding it close. She had no idea why, but the flurry of butterflies in her
tummy had changed, and instead she was aware of the time, the guy at the bus
stop checking his timetable, the two teenagers giggling and huddled over an
illuminated phone, the cars going by. 


Sarah decided she had to start first. “I’m a junior
editor. First day on the job, ran around learning people’s names, getting my
desk and computer set up, learning health and safety rules, ran around to do
coffee runs and barely ate. I’m still not so hungry.”


“All you had to do was ask, you know,” Malik said.


Sarah crinkled her eyebrows.


“What I do for a living. Or my past. What colour I
like. Whatever you want. I never claimed to be a closed box, waiting for a
beautiful girl like yourself to lure in.”


Sarah giggled. Her shoulders had lost their heaviness,
and she brought both her hands up, one to her chest and the other unconsciously
fluttering in the air to make him stop. Her laugh was filled with innocence
that filled the air, stripping the distance between them. It was the first real
emotion Sarah had displayed that wasn’t thought out, or performed in mind of pleasing
him. It was something he brought out of her.


Now there wasn’t a gap between their thighs. Her hand
rested on his after she was done, and he noticed it. There was quiet for a
while, and Sarah saw him watching her hand, or thigh. But he watched her,
whatever he had his eye on, and she never wanted to leave.


His scent distracted her thoughts, her processing, and
she couldn’t focus on anything but the haze his scent created. That was another
thing she’d discovered about the allure of him. He smelt of something sweet,
yet with a kick of spice. 


His heat brought her mind back to here, now, with him.
His hand was once again brushing against her fingertips, and she shivered, and
grabbed his hand quickly, to rid the teasing feeling he created in her. Once
the rough feeling of his hands touched her, sealed with their grip, she
relaxed. It was like a drug. He completed a part of her, and satisfied a need,
like the uniqueness a drug had on each person.


“Anyway,” Sarah said, “I would rather know your
favourite colour. It’s an important thing I have to know about a guy.”


“I’m just some guy to you?” he replied.


“Sure, call it that. Just some guy to me.”


He snickered and stared at her lips. Sarah felt naked,
then, under his eyes. Like he was piercing through, deep inside, and she
desperately wanted to know what it was he was seeing.


Meeting her gaze, he said, “Brown. Don’t ask me why. I
don’t know, but at least now you know. You?”


“Hot pink.” She rolled her eyes, grinning. “Take from
that what you will. And yes, I also have two pairs of hot pink pumps. One is
studded, one is suede.”


“Hmm,” Malik mumbled. He drew in closer, and inhaled
so close to her cheek that she felt it on the little hairs on her skin.
Touching his lips just behind her ear, he left them there for a moment, and
whispered, “I’d like to see you in them, see if that colour should be a
favourite of mine, too.” And, finally, he gave her the kiss she’d wanted.


But why did she imagine herself naked like that?


Facing her, he said, “I’m a divorce lawyer. Makes for,”
and he paused the slightest bit, “interesting relationships in life.”


“They all are too scared to marry you or stick around,
are they?” Sarah asked.


“Who?”


“The women. Fear you’ll fuck them over?”


Sarah brought her hand to her mouth. Too bad she’d
swore, and said all that before she’d thought to stop herself. What would he
think of her now? “Oh my God. I didn’t … damn.”


“Hey.” He held her shoulder gently, looking up at her
tilted head. “Never said I hated a girl who has a tongue on her.”


Sarah bit her lip, and allowed her eyes to gaze into
his. If he kept on this way, she’d be undressed and in his bed at his command
within no time. 


It wasn’t like Sarah hadn’t slept with a guy within a
few days of meeting him before, but she wasn’t a one-night stand girl, and she
couldn’t imagine why a man as confident, sexy and capable as Malik would stick
around for a little, too young girl on the first day of her job, who seemed far
from his type.


She managed words, and replied, “Good to know.”


“Sarah?” he said. Knowing he was saying that—her
very name—made a thrill pass over her. She wondered if he didn’t see her
again, if she’d remember him saying that. The deep timbre to his voice and the
way he uttered the letters.


“I’m not that kind of guy. I don’t lead a girl on, and
no one has ever been hurt with unrealistic expectations or been tricked with
me. I’d only ask a girl to move in with me, in the same way I’d only ask her to
see a movie: if I meant it, and wanted her company.”


Damn, if that didn’t do a number on her thoughts. And
as if she needed any more mind twisting from this guy. He didn’t have to do any
of those tricks. She did that to herself just by being in his presence, with
any type of attention he graced upon her. She knew he didn’t mean to do any of
this, but Sarah had made her own mind up. She needed him to see her longer, and
to see her again. And again.


She asked, feeling for clues. “And what do you expect
from me?”


“You.”


“Easy to say.”


He shook his head, a little nudge from left to right.
“You shouldn’t find it hard to be yourself. You’re beautiful, inside and out.”


“Ha!” she cried. “But you barely know me.”


“Well, I can tell. You caught my attention and haven’t
unhooked me since. I’m just dangling, Sarah. At your mercy.”


That caught her attention. What rubbish was he saying?
She was the little lovesick puppy, vying for his attention. She needed him to
keep doing everything that he was doing, and more. She was just a girl, pretty
enough, and easy for him.


“I want to know …”


He nodded then waited, while she chewed on her words. “Why
me? What’s here,” she said, gesturing down herself, “that interests you?”


If he could work his way out of that clear hint towards
physical value without stumbling or looking awkward, she’d probably believe
him.


“The first thing I noticed about you was your
innocence. Girls who pursue me make it blatant. You didn’t want to seem that
way. They ask what I do for a living in one breath and start pretending to not
realise they’re rubbing their chests at me in the next breath. I deal with lots
of acts in my line of work and in my life, and there was something pure in you
I craved. Something like a magnet I was drawn to.”


Sarah’s eyes were big and unblinking, so Malik added,
“Truly, you have no idea how many girls are ‘excited to start our lives
together’.” He ticked off one finger. “I’m not even in a relationship with them
when they announce this, and,” he ticks off another finger, “I may be a guy but
I have brains enough to replace that bullshit with the synonym ‘house’. They
move in and they get a share of my assets if they’ve stuck by me long enough.”


So not what I expected. At all.


“I’m sorry to hear that.” She frowned. Who was that
money hungry? “I’m just cautious with guys, is all. My dad had a long hidden
affair with another woman for years, and Mum and I found out when I was a
teenager. Just made me cautious of every guy since. You never know, you know?
Only get one heart.”


“Gotta take care of it,” he added.


“Yep.”


His tone had changed, but Sarah couldn’t pick at
exactly what it was. She watched the bus stop and realised everyone had left,
and three new people were waiting now. She hadn’t noticed a thing. 


Malik. Him and his charms.


It was just then she realised she knew nothing, and yet
everything about this guy. She could reel off her exes jobs, cars, surnames,
parents’ jobs, future aspirations. She couldn’t do all that with Malik, but she
did feel more like herself than she had with any other guy. She didn’t want to
shut guys out, but she hadn’t figured out how to stop hurting, or how to be
herself around them.


“So, we know lots about me. What about you, Malik, divorce
lawyer? Do you have a girlfriend, wife or kids?”


“I think you know the answer to that.”


She nodded. “No wife, absolutely not. Not a girlfriend,
but that doesn’t answer if you’re dating anyone. And kids. Possible.”


Malik smiled. “You’re good. I’m single, free,
unattached but with a kid.” He brought Sarah to him with a simple finger under
her chin. She came easily, resting her hands on his thigh. Malik pressed a full
kiss on her lips. Opening his eyes, she had to blink a few times to get used to
him being so close. Her mind spun. This close, his intensity made her dizzy. “And
do you want me?”


How did Sarah reply to that? Did she “want” him? Hell
yes. Should she say so? “I think you know the answer to that,” she replied.


“Where to next, then?”


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


It was quarter to ten when they’d decided what to do. As
much as Sarah was excited at the thought of ending up in his bed, she had
enough brains to figure out that, once he had that, she’d have nothing left to
keep him hooked. He was too good to lose so quickly. Plus, she didn’t want to
act like a kid straight out of university. She wanted to be an accomplished
woman, far from the desperate urges of a fresh teenager that she really had
inside.


“Crown Casino,” she repeated after him. “The place
that never sleeps.”


“Yup.”


Sarah, in the course of the last few hours, had theorised
several fantasies about what she could do to hang onto Malik for one more
moment. His house? Too suggestive. A café? Too hard to find one open late on a
weeknight. And anywhere outside wasn’t an option, now it was dark. But Crown
was where it all happened. She loved the big square pillars that would fire up
at midnight, the flame sweeping high, and the heat hot enough to feel even from
three storeys down. She loved the sound of the slot machines clicking over; the
staff at the tables handing cards. The bustle. 


Money, restaurants, shopping, hotels, entertainment,
gambling; it was all there.


Malik took her hand, and they walked to the parking
lot. She was beside him, and he standing by her, like a protective boyfriend,
and she wondered again what he would end up being to her.


When they crossed at the lights, she thought about his
car parked in the parking lot ahead, and started guessing what he drove. Audi,
she decided. He’d be the type to drive a European car. Audis were sleek, fast,
and luxurious. That, and they were pricey, and he seemed established enough
that he’d have no issues spending that cash.


“Just here,” he pointed.


Pointed to a Ford. Her face must have paled, because
he smirked. “I’m a Ford guy. Did you expect a Holden?”


Fords were for families, young guys and girls, car
enthusiasts. Ford was an everyman car, for lots of regular people.


“No, no, it’s just … I don’t know.”


“A BMW? A Ferrari?”


She tutted, moving around the car—away from him.


“XR6 Turbo, special edition. Can’t do better, in my
opinion.”


Sarah sat on the passenger seat and quietly enjoyed
this turnout. She wasn’t sure a guy who would spend half the price of a little
apartment was the right type to have long-term. It was when Malik belted
himself in the driver seat, started the engine, reversed, and took off with
fast precision that she decided she loved this true-to-heart guy who was passionate
enough about an Australian car favourite. Just enough cockiness to please, yet
not too little to care.


By the time they were a bit into their drive, traffic
was scarce. Malik asked if she wanted to put on a particular playlist, but she
didn’t mind, so they stuck with the radio, volume turned low.


They pulled up at a red light, and Sarah felt the
tension. “How come you didn’t tell me your name at first?”


“I’ve been thinking the same as you.”


“Well, Malik, I asked first.”


He chuckled at that. “Few things. I assumed you’d have
a boyfriend. Assumed you wanted to keep to yourself, and then the right time
never came up to ask. I didn’t think you’d be in to me. But, mostly, I assumed
even if you were, I’m over the hill for someone as amazing as you.”


“That was more than a few.”


“Can’t help that you make me feel many things.”


Sarah didn’t have the confidence to even reply her thanks,
so she nodded and hoped he’d see from his peripheral vision. Sarah was freaked,
but not in a bad way. No matter how she tried to describe him in her head, the
best she could do was a New York male model, minus the attitude, mixed with the
personality of a CEO. And both of those weren’t in Sarah’s circles. Not even
close to her world. 


She’d never moved suburbs. In fact, once her parents
split up, her dad moved to the other side of the suburb. Sarah went to one
primary school, one high school, one uni and had one job as a register girl at
a clothing store before she had her first day in the real world, today.


It didn’t matter that she didn’t know Malik’s history;
he still came from a different world.


He glanced at her, then back to the road. “So, you
going to make me suffer in silence, waiting?”


“No,” she shook her head. Be cool. “I’m not
ready to say why yet.”


“Seriously?”


Yes, she was serious that she couldn’t tell him
what she was thinking. She wasn’t ready for him to run off frightened, not now
or ever.


“I’m not usually a relationship guy,” he said, after
so much silence Sarah had settled to barely hum the tune of the current song on
the radio. “I used to be, but that was years ago, and I haven’t had a girl in
my own bed in eight years. Besides my own daughter, when she was smaller. So,
no, no girls in my bed. Girls in my house? Yup. Just never overnight. 


“I wasn’t always like that. Lucy’s mum was meant to be
a keeper, but guess it wasn’t meant to be. I can’t afford a broken heart.
Mortgage, child support, my job to support clients with a broken heart … I see
it and have experienced it and life is better now than it was before.”


Sarah gulped. If that wasn’t opening up, she couldn’t
say what was. She couldn’t decide if it was worse if he were a player or like
this, but then, she felt bad for assuming he’d play girls around. He’d just
told her otherwise, anyway. 


Still, she couldn’t pick his type. Now, she knew, and
it seemed worse like this. Not because he had a little girl, because Sarah
would be delighted to meet her, but because of his habits. His learnt
way-of-life meant she was sure she’d never be the one who would change him.


She realised two things were wrong with that. She was
attracted to Malik because of the way he was. Changing him would not only be
selfish, but also to her detriment. The other thing was, she wasn’t a kid
anymore. Sarah well and truly knew that only characters in movies “changed” a
man. Life didn’t work like that. Her dad married her mum, had an affair with
Alyssa Fawnheart for years, moved onto Jessica Stone, and after them, all the
women blended into one blonde skinny prototype. Her dad had said the whole time
he “just knew” the current girlfriend would be the one.


Life wasn’t fair, but it was how it was.


Trying not to hesitate, Sarah took a deep breath and
exhaled. “It’s not meant to happen that way, is it?”


Malik had expected a different answer, just as much as
Sarah had. But Sarah was more mature than her friends. She’d heard “I’m so
sorry to hear that” and “It’ll all work out” one hundred times too many, and
they were weak answers coming from a person who didn’t care enough to say a
fitting response.


She went on, “We’re meant to have the one dad stick by
family, a wife who’ll be forever. In the end, we have to make do with how it
all breaks apart and find a way to put it back together enough to be happy with
it and move on.”


“I haven’t had one person who’s replied anything like
that,” Malik said.


“Happy to be your first.”


They had driven into the outer city, and were getting
closer to Crown now. The roads were denser than where they’d taken off from the
train station, and everything was brighter here: signs, lights, cars. It was a clue
they were getting closer to their destination, and it made Sarah’s muscles
tighten, anxious at the thought of getting there, anxious at the thought of driving
forever.


“Here,” he said softly, holding out his hand.


Sarah took it, and a calm drifted over her. She
relaxed into the contours of the leather seat, and turned only her head to gaze
at Malik.


“What you lookin’ at?”


“Thinking, really,” she said. “I worried you were too busy-slash-important-slash-gorgeous-slash-whatever-else-you-can-add
for me. But now, it’s only been four and a half hours or so and … ergh, I don’t
even know how to describe it.” Sarah grunted. “Like you know me? Or understand
me?”


Sarah continued to grumble, trying to describe her
thoughts and only succeeding in her cheeks getting redder and hotter, and
getting more agitated.


“Like we were meant to meet and we somehow must have
met before. Like it was in another life, or something.”


“Yes!” Sarah cried, after he’d barely finished
talking. “Wait …” She turned so her knee was bent, foot under her thigh, and
her torso facing him. “Have we met?”


“I hope not, or else I’d be concerned. How old are
you?”


Sarah’s chest tightened. How was she meant to answer?
She decided on the truth. “I turned twenty-two a few weeks ago.”


“Yup, I hope we haven’t met before.”


Sarah’s body was a world of emotions: tight, anxious
and now devastated. Her shoulder sagged and she couldn’t help the frown that
curled at her lips.


“Because,” Malik said, “the things I would have wanted
to do to you back then are the same things I want to do now, and I rather like
my freedom outside of jail.”


Dropping her gaze from his face, she couldn’t tear her
eyes away from the bulge in his pants again and, more than ever before, she thought
she could feel what he was thinking.
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Sarah spent a couple of days in bed after she turned down
Nicholas’s proposal, which turned into their subsequent break up. The box of
tissues was always within her arm reach. She had a packet of chicken potato
chips beside her bed, so she could lean down and grab a handful when needed.
She re-watched a whole season of Everybody Loves Raymond in those days,
and only left her room for food or a loo run.


One of her girlfriends couldn’t understand her
heartbreak. “But you didn’t want to marry him,” she replied. “You don’t even love
him that much! I don’t mean to sound like a bitch, but I can’t see why you
wouldn’t be happy he’s gone.”


“Well,” Sarah said, between sniffles, “that is bitchy.
I just broke up with my boyfriend, and you want me to be thrilled?”


“Don’t get all snotty at me. I’m trying to help you
move on and be happy again.”


“Thanks, but I might go rest.” 


“Okay, take care, Sez. Don’t give him too much
thought.”


How can I not? Sarah wanted to say. Instead,
she replied, “Bye.”


Looking back, Sarah saw why it was weird for her to
care so much. Others wondered why she hadn’t felt free after losing attachment
to a boyfriend she didn’t want. Sarah got that now, too.


People had expectations of couples. Sarah and Nicholas
had been the cutesy type; went on picnics, movie dates, coffee dates, shopping
dates. Any stereotypical couple thing to do, they’d done it.


On their anniversary, Nicholas bought her roses,
chocolates, and her favourite bottle of sweet wine. He was a great boyfriend,
and the first guy Sarah who made Sarah feel safe. Nicholas would only get angry
for a few beats and then pipe down, letting Sarah win an argument. Sarah felt
special with him, but she’d read romance novels and watched a tonne of movies,
and seen the way her dad had looked at her mum back when he was faithful, at
her aunty and uncle. They all had a look. Like they could close their eyes and lose
themselves in each other, like they could finish each other’s sentences, and
know what the other would be thinking when faced with a certain situation. She
didn’t look that way at Nicholas.


Sarah wanted space. He was amazing, but she had to
take him in doses or she’d lose her grip, and just be too caught up. 


It did take a weekend of crying, a week at university
moping around, and several weeks after that to get used to living without him
in her life, but she finally understood it all.


Nicholas wasn’t her forever. He was her right now, and
she wanted him around, rather than needed him around. He was everything she’d
needed, and nothing that true love should have been. He was overbearing, if she
had to sleep over with him two nights in a row. If he got drunk at a party, she
felt like she had to walk away to breathe—he was just too clingy. He’d be
on her arm, lips or waist, and just never go away.


She needed him, but as a friend, and Sarah knew that,
no matter what anyone thought, her heart would always miss the part of her when
she was with Nicholas because she’d never been treated so right, or had a
boyfriend listen or care as much as he did.


Why couldn’t she have truly loved someone as great as
Nicholas?


 


• • •
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Sarah and Malik had just passed the security guards on one
of the levels, opening up to slot machines, bars, lounges, and blackjack tables,
when Sarah’s mobile rang. She wasn’t the busy type; her friends didn’t call
every other hour, so she knew it was important to pick up. Plus, she’d already
snuck on Facebook during some breaks at work to message them how her first day
was going.


When she looked at the screen, “Mum mob” showed up.


“One sec,” Sarah said to Malik, holding up her finger.
Then, turning, her mobile wedged between her ear and shoulder, she said, “Mum?”


“Sarah!” her mum cried. “I know I said I wouldn’t call
on your first day because you’re a big girl, but it’s ten-fifty. Are you okay?
Is everything fine?”


Sarah sighed. By everything she’d seen and heard from
her friends, she knew she had a great Mum. Sarah’s mum had let her out to
parties when she was in high school, and let her stay until the end but, by the
same token, she wouldn’t buy her a six-pack to get drunk there. Sarah’s
friends’ mums were either strict or carefree. Of her high school friends, the
ones with strict mums would be too scared to try anything, and those whose
mothers were carefree would turn rebellious, free spirits, wild, and, at times,
dangerous girls, too. But Sarah’s mum was concerned yet friendly, and they
shared most things together.


“Almost eleven pm?” Sarah asked to be sure, and her
mum said yes. “It was a hectic first day. Dad was going to drop me off at home,
but I caught up with a friend instead.”


She couldn’t help it; Sarah looked up at Malik and he
was looking back. Is that what they were? Friends? The thought made her sad,
but the look in his eyes, knowing she had said it as a cover up, made her feel
all stupid and giddy again, like she were much younger than she was.


“Aw, that’s great but who on earth can stay out this
late? Don’t you both have to work to—” Her mum halted mid-word, and
continued, “—oh no, don’t tell me they let you go after your very first
day?”


“Mum!” Sarah rolled her eyes. Her mother probably knew
it. “No, I just wanted to celebrate. I’m going back in the morning. I don’t
have a first day at my first real job doing what I love every day, so I figured
I could catch up on that sleep thing tomorrow.”


“Right, well be safe, Sez.”


“Thanks, always am. Bye, Mum.”


She hung up, and wondered what Malik would be thinking
now. If there was one thing Sarah had made sure not to do all night, it was to
give any word, hint or gesture about parting ways and going home, and she’d
practically just given him the exact idea she’d been dreading.


“Do you want to go home?” he asked her.


She shook her head just as a woman rushed by. Malik
reached for Sarah’s shoulder to pull her to him, narrowly avoiding collision.
Under his chin, she gazed up, tried to store this memory away. She knew he’d surely
ask for her number, but right now she wanted to remember him. This night.


They walked to a bar. Sarah ordered a strawberry
daiquiri for her and a coke and scotch on the rocks for Malik, and took their
drinks to the stretch couch he’d saved for them. One knee was bent, his ankle
resting on his other thigh, and his huge arm span was spread over the back. When
Sarah sat down, she felt his hand come down to her shoulder.


She focused on the drink and talking. If Sarah wanted
him to have an impression of her it was a hint of sexy, but mostly she wanted
him to remember their connection, and how she could talk her head off all night
and he’d still want to talk right back.


They went through their first drink within only a
couple of topics, and he urged her to go and get another, since he was driving.



Sarah had lost some reasoning by the end of her second
cocktail. She’d barely eaten all day and, with two down, she’d decided she
should grab a third. It was only after she’d managed to talk about her old dog,
Lucky, her favourite high school teacher and the various colours of roses in
the once sentence, all while standing to grab another cocktail, that Malik,
leaned over, grabbed her waist and pulled her back down flush against him. She
was only confused for a moment before she forgot about that, too, and wrapped her
arms around his neck, hooking her wrists behind him. The action reminded her of
their first kiss at the movies, and she pressed herself on his lips within a
heartbeat, surprising him. His hands cupped her jaw and neck, pulling her back,
but once he saw the hunger in her eyes he demanded her back, dropping a hand to
the small of her back as he slipped his tongue in her mouth. She wanted that,
and anything else he could do to her.


They found a photo booth, and Sarah insisted they take
some shots. He rolled his eyes, and said, “What are we? Sixteen?”


“Close enough,” she replied and tugged him inside,
then yanked the curtain closed, shielding them in their own tight space.


They took a series of shots. The first one they
weren’t ready for, the second they were puckering up, and the third their lips
were locked, Sarah giggling into his mouth because she couldn’t stop herself.
For the fourth, he’d rested his forehead against hers, his hands touching the
base of her neck.


She pulled the prints out the second the machine spat
them from the slot and frowned, as she handed them to him. “They’ll get creased
in my bag. There is so much in there, and I don’t want these ruined. Even my
purse is an old, tattered mess.”


He tucked them away in his wallet. “Okay, come on. It’s
almost midnight. Let’s go see the flames light up.” 


Sarah kept shaking her head every time Malik tried to
convince her it was midnight, but once the towers started lighting up, her mouth
gaped and she said, “They’re so big and hot, and it must be midnight!”


Sarah loved every second of standing there, watching
the flames light up in sequences. She watched each tower catch afire, the ember
casting high in the sky before it quickly disappeared. She waited until the
show came back around to the tower near them.


It was her favourite bit. With Malik behind her, his
arms wrapped around her waist, and his chin rested on the top of her head, it
made her feel warm and cosy. She loved the physical heat and warmth Malik
created in her when, on the outside, she was cold from the night.


It was only when the flame disappeared that she felt
his erection poking between her bum cheeks. She stilled, and knew he knew that
she’d realised. Fearing he’d move in case it wasn’t appropriate, she shuffled
slightly back into him and pressed herself harder against him. Even though
there was music and chatter and bustle around them, she heard his groan, felt
the rumble from his chest against her back, and revelled at how the feeling
travelled through her. 


Sarah dipped her head back, allowing access and he
came down, kissing lightly up her ear and breathing down her neck, making the
need to reach orgasm at his hands merely a torturous wish out here in public.


“You’ve missed it two times now,” he whispered in her
ear.


He could have been whispering instructions to start a
lawn mower for all she cared. The tone to his voice was one that she had
already linked to a sexual charge between her legs and, with his erection
pressed against her ass, she was more than willing to find a place to let him in.
She wanted it so badly now.


“Missed what?” she said.


“Your phone. It’s gone off twice now.”


Sarah jumped back, searching through her bag. Head
still down, she replied, “Oh, I didn’t even hear it. I was distracted.”


She texted her mum that she was just on her way home
now, and begrudgingly looked up at Malik. 


“Ready to go?”


No, she wanted to say. But that would make no sense,
so she said, “Let’s go.”


Sarah had never wanted time to slow as much as she did
when they were walking back to his car. She just wanted to pull them both back
and say, “Stuff work! We’ll just stay at Crown all night.” 


They got to his car, and eaten up by anxiety, she
decided she’d at least get him to open up about himself again. She needed
details. For the first time that night, she wondered if maybe he’d let her go
without asking for her number.


“So, you never told me your age.”


“Are you looking for an excuse to run?”


“No!” Sarah laughed. “You’re underestimating how
attracted to you I am.”


Yes, she said that.


“Most people are surprised when they hear it,” was his
reply.


“Great, will you allow me that honour?”


He shook his head, but she could see he was laughing
at her interest. He started the car, and reversed out, turning the wheel with
one hand and the other half hanging out of the window. He turned back to her
with a serious face on. “Thirty-four.”


“Ah, okay.”


She didn’t want to say anything else. Should she be
turned off? She already knew he was all man, no boy. Someone blind would know
that, just by being in his presence. She had to give herself a minute to calm
down. For some reason, the thought turned her on. She wanted a man who knew
what he was doing. Malik, with all the years of acquired experience to become
who he was now, made her yearn for him. Just thinking about it conjured images
in her mind.


“Too old, huh?”


“Nope, I’m just thinking.”


“About …”


“How I should think that maybe you’re too old for me.”


Stopped at a line at the exit to the car park, Malik
turned to her. His eyes were lit up with desire. Since she couldn’t jump on top
of him right then, she held out her hand and he took it—and the whole way
home she was too scared to say anything else. 


For many minutes he held her hand, and didn’t let go.
He’d hold the wheel with his knees and change gears with his free hand when he
had to. Around corners, he used that trick again where he only used one hand to
turn. Sarah was embarrassed that her panties were a bit damp after checking out
every part of him.


When she directed him to her house, she told him to
park on the side of the road. Malik got out and opened the door for her, and
she had a stupid big grin on her face that she couldn’t wipe, even after he’d
pecked a kiss on her mouth awkwardly.


“It’s actually a few houses down,” Sarah admitted,
looking away, flushed. Did he think she was silly, or did he get why she’d not
want for them to be seen saying goodbye in front of her house?


“Mm,” Malik moaned. He looked into her eyes and asked,
“Can I have your number?”


It happened. She actually had a chance of having some
sort of relationship with him. As she typed out the digits, she was glad how
things had turned out. No sex, no heavy making out. She’d done a good job at
interesting him without giving up everything. 


They exchanged numbers, and as Sarah was digging her
phone back in her bag, he surprised her by grabbing her waist and pushing her
up onto his car bonnet. She sucked in a breath and looked from his open lips
down his shirt buttons that led to his pants. It was then she had to close her
eyes.


Soft, smooth. She felt his lips on her neck. Eyes
still shut, she tilted her head up, allowing him better access, and opened her
legs wide, so he could stand up against her and his car. Hands on her waist, he
leaned far in so his body was flush against hers and the car, and she wrapped
her heels around his calves.


He started trailing kisses down her neck and chest, so
she leant back. He was undoing her in every way, even if he didn’t know it. By
the time he’d placed his last kiss, he was only an inch away from sucking her
nipple, and her lack of strength had left her lain back over the bonnet.


Malik pulled her up with his hands around the back of her
ribs, and she clung to the last hope she could, purposely bending in to his
hard erection, which she felt longer than before, as he slid her down his body
to the grass nature strip.


“Need … need to. To go,” he moaned, his lips biting at
her neck. “Shit, right. Let me walk you to your door.”


“O … okay,” she stuttered. At least she didn’t feel
bad, knowing he was horny and lost for words too.


She stopped him halfway through walking down the
sidewalk in front of her next-door neighbour’s house. She looked to her mobile;
it said 12.50 am. Her mum could easily be up in the front lounge room, peering
out waiting, or in bed, looking out the window for the sight of her.


“Wait,” Sarah said, hand clutching Malik’s bicep. It
barely made it around his circumference. “I’m just next door. Best to say bye
here.”


They shared a gaze, and she didn’t want to say
anything, or for him to, either. No, no, no. Why did she have to work?
Adrenaline would keep her up and going, despite the fact she’d only get four
and a half hours sleep. Why couldn’t they just stay hanging out for even an
hour longer?


It. Wasn’t. Enough.


Malik slipped both hands around her shoulders and
cupped the back of her neck while gazing at her. “Trust me when I say tonight
couldn’t have gone better than it did. I wouldn’t have changed a thing.”


He didn’t say bye as he waited for her to leave. Rather,
he said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be calling.” 


She nodded furiously, blew a kiss to him and walked
back to her door. Two things happened at the same time: he finally got in his
car and drove by, at the same time as her mum came out and saw the stupid smile
on Sarah’s face, and Malik waving as he drove away.


“Who was he?” her mum asked.


“A friend.”


“Does your friend have a name?”


“Malik.”


“Malik,” her mum repeated. Her tone wasn’t playful. If
anything, she seemed unimpressed. What wasn’t honourable about that? He was a
complete gentleman, judging by what her mum could have seen. Especially since
he’d driven her home.


“Something wrong with him?” Sarah asked.


“Not really. What did he drive?”


“Drive …” Sarah’s mind rustled for the details. She
remembered soon enough. “Um, a black XR6 Turbo, why?”


“Huh,” her mum said, and walked up the stairs and
disappeared, not finishing with anything of more substance.


Sarah lay in bed that night, thinking how weird that was,
until she got a text at 1.10 am with a few words: “Miss you already. xx”


Then she slept.
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Within two weeks, her dad was kicked out and renting. Sarah
knew he was to blame for breaking up her family, and he knew it, too. The man
didn’t fight back when her mum confronted him and, though he’d slump over his
suitcases and mope around from cardboard box to closet, he didn’t grumble about
having to pack, either. 


He didn’t fight to get her mum back,
and Sarah watched hour after hour, day after day, watching him pack up not only
his belongings, but part of the life she loved. He sealed it up for good. She
didn’t want to have her world pulled out from under her, but she was sixteen,
and having to learn a new way of life.


But why didn’t he fight? Sarah would never shut up and
let something happen that she didn’t want to. She knew her family couldn’t be a
normal, nuclear unit anymore, but didn’t he want to try? Sarah had fought
before: for friends, for grades, for an expensive dress. She wondered, during the
days her father packed up, why the hell he didn’t fight for his daughter, or
for Sarah’s mum to love him again.


Was he glad it was all over?


After thinking that, Sarah decided to give up too, and
along with the numb feeling came peace, at a price. 


The afternoon that her dad was leaving, she caught him
on a trip to his car boot with a box hugged to his chest.


“Dad!” she called from the front door.


He stopped and Sarah jogged up to him, followed him to
the boot where he placed the box in a corner with the others already in there.
It occurred to Sarah that he hadn’t had a proper chat to her. At what point was
he going to stop and talk things through? Would she see him again? Surely. But
Sarah needed to know. Would it be every second weekend, like how a girlfriend
from school saw her daddy? Sarah assumed that couldn’t happen to her. Who would
her dad be? Not immediate family, no, more like a distant relative. 


“Can we chat?” 


Her dad was about to open the passenger-side door but
he halted, spun to face her, and nodded to their backyard. There, Sarah and her
dad sat on the usual rusted bench. It had been in the backyard for as long as
Sarah could remember, and it had braved the weather—sun, rain and hail.
Sarah sat, bent her knee and rested her chin on it, and her dad sat in the
middle, legs spread forward, and one arm on the back behind Sarah.


“I’m sorry, Sez girl,” he said, “I’m not sure what
you’re feeling—heck, don’t know how to feel myself—but I want you
to know I’m not leaving you. Just moving five or so minutes down the road. You
know, I should be close enough to walk.”


Sarah piped up at that. Her leg shot to the floor with
the other, and she turned to face her dad full on, hands clumped in her lap.
“Seriously?” Sarah beamed. “Awesome!”


“I wouldn’t try walking in the rain or anything. Don’t
need another reason for your mother to want to kill me. But when it’s sunny, go
on and come whenever you like.”


They both cracked up into uncontrollable fits of
giggles. By the end, Sarah had her hands cupped around her mouth, her eyes
ready to burst with tears, and her dad’s hand resting on her back, telling her
to shush. He was biting his lip to stop the laughter, too.


“I’ll sneak out tonight.” Sarah attempted an
impersonation of a spy, eyes low, darting around for any movement. Satisfied,
she whispered, leaning in, “I’ll come at 1.01 am. Mum will be up watching TV or
crying or something. I can leave at 12.55 am and start the trek at 12.56 once I
make it to the front. If you hear a knock at one am, then—”


“Sarah.”


“Really, don’t answer if—”


“Sarah.”


This time, he had her attention. Dread had struck her
chest like a cold ice-block, and her fear of what he would say rooted her
still.


“Alyssa won’t want to be woken.”


“But you said come whenever.” 


He looked to his lap. “I know …”


“You said you were close enough to walk.”


His tone became softer. “I know.”


Sarah snapped. She crossed her legs under her
awkwardly as she turned to face him. Her eyebrows were pulled in and her tone was
clipped. “What the hell did you say that for, then?”


Her dad didn’t bother to reprimand her for saying
“hell” though she never said that around her parents. He didn’t answer for a
few seconds. Sarah was glad he looked belittled, yet rage grew within her, and
she had to fight the urge to grind her teeth. She needed an answer.


“I meant it. Just call first, you know? And maybe we
can organise a time when she’s not around to start off with. Get her used to
the idea. Plus, she has a little baby, and stuff.”


And stuff, Sarah thought. What could be more
important than his own daughter? Her dad had never complained when Sarah needed
him to fix her computer, be it midnight or noon. He would spend hours finding
ingredients, shopping and making tiramisu for Sarah if her mum was away, and
she wanted them to bake it together. Her dad gave her time.


Sarah didn’t care what this pretty-named Lady Alyssa
Fawnheart was giving her dad. She was the most important girl in his life.


No, she thought, I used to be.


She told her dad okay, that she supposed she could
ring sometime. 


Her dad left, and Sarah didn’t speak to him for almost
two weeks. She only came to his place when it was the weekend she was meant to
see him. 


“Sara, isn’t it?” the lady who answered the door
asked. She said it Sara, not Sarah and for some reason that
pissed her off more.


“Yep,” she replied, flat. “Where can I put my bag?”


“Great to meet you! We can spend the whole weekend
bonding. Ask anything you want! Let me just put the baby down for a nap, and
I’ll help you settle in.”


No, Sarah did not want to bond for a whole two days.
She didn’t want anything from this stupid home-wrecker. She didn’t want to settle
in. Sarah decided she was here for two days, and then gone. There wasn’t a
point unpacking her bag, anyway.


Sarah sat on her allotted bed and wedged a shoe under
the door to be alone. She stared at it, and wondered why Alyssa Fawnheart had
to have such a pretty name, luscious blonde, waist-length hair, tanned yet
porcelain skin, and a pretty smile. 


Her mum was supposed to be the one with a pretty smile;
not this lady.


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


It was pitch black when Sarah started to wake. She felt like
it had only been a couple of hours since she went to sleep, but obviously she
was still tired, and it was most-definitely morning already. She felt a hand
rousing her and a sudden light illuminate her bedroom. She flung her hands out,
trying to find something to steady herself since she had to squint. There was a
person beside her telling her, “Sorry, it’s just me,” and she knew it was her
mum.


After a couple of minutes, she sat up against her
headboard, with a cardigan on and the sheets tucked over her around her waist.
She noticed her mum on the edge of the bed, though in her pyjamas, had her hair
in a neat ponytail, and she looked ten times less ghoulish than her. Her eyes
were big, aware, and she was sitting perfectly straight.


“I’m sorry, Sez,” her mum told her again. She frowned
and played with the hem of her drawstring pants. “I was doing some thinking and
I’d be still sleeping by the time you left for work this morning. You have to
know.”


Sarah took in her mum and willed her nerves to stay
down, calm, and not rattle her. It was of no use, though, because already Sarah
felt chilly, and not in an I-am-too-cold way.


“What? You can tell me anything, don’t worry.” Sarah
opened up the sheets and folded them over. She patted the spot next to her.
“Lay in bed. You must be cold like that.”


“Well, okay.”


Her mum sat back, pulled her legs in and tucked the sheets
and cover over her, matching Sarah’s position up against the headboard. 


Both mother and daughter looked at each other, which
made the pit in Sarah’s stomach grow thanks to the raw honesty in that look.
This wasn’t bad news, it was terrible news, and suddenly, remembering her mum’s
strange reaction at the front door when she’d come back from being with Malik,
Sarah couldn’t imagine the worst news she could hear right now. She didn’t want
anything coming between her and the first important guy since her break up with
Nicholas. She loved feeling everything—joy, elation, heat, the erotic
sensation, being comfortable … 


“I don’t think Malik is who you think he is.”


“I need to ask some things before you go ahead. Am I
adopted? Is there a chance we’re biological siblings? Wait, Dad cheated way
before I was born, and he’s my half-brother!” Sarah clapped her hands over her
mouth. “Oh my God …”


Her mother managed a small chuckle. She placed a
comforting hand on Sarah’s shoulder. When Sarah looked into her eyes, relief
swept through her. By the look on her mum’s face, nothing could be further from
the truth from that. Sarah sighed. There was nothing besides that possible
taboo that would be that bad. She knew, deep inside, she had been broken before
but she was strong, and she’d do whatever she wanted, figure a way around
whatever her mum supposed was too bad, to wait until tomorrow after work.


“I didn’t want you seeing him again before I told you.
In case it’s a serious thing.”


Sarah’s eyes squinted. She looked at her mum, not
blinking or wavering. “He is going to be very important to me.” Or maybe
that’s just me getting ahead of myself. “We’ll be seeing each other, so
thanks for your concern, but I’m a big girl. I’ll make sure I take care of
myself.”


“No, I’m not saying he’s a bad guy. He’s an amazing
man. I admire him. It wasn’t easy, what he had to deal with.”


“What are you talking about?”


Her mum ran her teeth over her bottom lip. When she
looked ready, she slapped her palms on the cover over her thigh. “Do you know his
last name, who he is?”


“I just met him tonight. What’s wrong with his last
name?”


“He’s Malik Fawnheart, Sarah. He’s the ex-husband of
Alyssa, the father of their child, Lucy. He was the husband, like I was the
wife.”


“How would you know?” 


“How many Fawnhearts do you know? How many Malik
Fawnhearts do you think exist? I saw his car, and if it’s that black Ford
Falcon he had back then … I don’t think there could be another Milk Fawnheart
with that car. Too much coincidence.”


“He said …” Sarah fought a heavy feeling in her chest.
“Said he had a little girl, that something horrible happened with his a woman
in the past.” Sarah squealed. “No. Crap, no.”


“Come here,” her mum said, opening her arms and pulling
her to her.


Sarah’s voice was teetering on the edge of breaking. Her
arms felt too heavy, her legs were concrete, and she wondered how she’d ever
have the strength to move, let alone get up from the bed and brave her second
day at her job.


“But I don’t think that could be it. Coincidences like
that don’t just happen.” Sarah felt better all of a sudden. She felt lighter,
zippier. She shot up and out of her mum’s embrace. “Think about it,” Sarah
said, counting on her fingers, “he’d be way too old for me, he’d remember me,
he’d probably have moved far away.” Sarah happily shrugged. “It wouldn’t be him
at all. Sure that’s a massive coincidence, but don’t worry—I’m
not. It wouldn’t be him. That’s just twisted.”


“I know it’s hard to fathom, but I’d be highly shocked
if it wasn’t. I’ve seen a photo of that man before, and I’ll never forget him.
Both Alyssa and Malik weren’t like people I’ve seen. They were so perfect. Her
a model, and him … there was something intense, and yet mesmerising about the
look of him. Those two are people you can spot out of a crowd. The light in his
car as he waved bye to you? I could swear when it was lit up that was him just
by that fact alone.”


Sarah looked down, speechless, and unable to think of
something to convince her mum that it was all fine. Sarah wasn’t the type to
win the lotto. She’d never found a $10 note lying on the ground, let alone a
$50 note. She’d never been very lucky, just plain, stock-standard, normal.


There was no way the first extraordinary thing to
happen to her could possibly be this twisted truth.


“Why not ask him?”


“Mum, I can’t ask all that! Are you kidding?”


“You could ask something. The name of his daughter,
maybe. Say you’re interested. No,” her mum said, suddenly, “ask if he knows
your father.”


Her mum nodded, like her test would set it straight. Sarah
was too scared to admit her emotions because she would prefer being in this
hell-ish state of not knowing, if it meant a promise that no bad news could
confirm this.


Sarah was not over the hurt her dad had caused her.
She still hated the pretty-named Alyssa Fawnheart, more than ever. Sarah knew,
without a doubt, that it’d take her a lot to face all that. Her fears, hate,
rage—every issue she’d hidden since she was sixteen, almost six years of
emotions.


Was one guy she’d met for a few hours worth it? She
didn’t know what term to place on her feelings for Malik, but their night had
been so amazing, it rather felt more like a dream. Sure, she would always
remember that dream, but Sarah didn’t expect her dreams to become reality.


Sarah wanted to be alone after that. Her mum
apologised again, and told her she could come talk to her, whatever the outcome
she found out.


“Sure, thanks,” Sarah replied, but she turned over in
bed, not intending to talk to her mum on the subject again. She wanted to
forget her now horrible night.


She debated what to text Malik for minutes. She
settled on, “Do you know a Nigel Langham who lives in this area?”


Sarah was too lethargic to sleep, so she got up, took
the bread out, and watched the toaster cook it. She buttered it, and ate the
toast over the bench. 


Later, she took the ice cream out of the freezer, and
scooped it out of the tub with a spoon. After going through a third of the tub,
her stomach protested with churning and queasiness. Finally, she flopped back
into bed, just getting the covers over her before she slept. 


She was woken by her mobile when it was almost time to
get up, so she checked it, knowing she’d be getting ready soon, and thinking it
was probably Malik, laughing at her randomness.


Malik: Is this a joke? Do u know this fucker? Don’t
ever mention his name. EVER.


Sarah clambered to the bathroom, leant over the sink,
as she heaved into the sink. She’d lost her dream man, she’d lost the only food
she’d eaten in more than half a day, and now she had lost all her hope.


Sarah was truly left with nothing more than this job
she loved so much—but even that didn’t convince her to move an inch from
the curled, heaped position she lay in beside the bathroom drawers.
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NOW


 


Sarah watched her mobile. It vibrated on her desk, tucked
away under some papers, so it wouldn’t look like she was wasting time doing
personal stuff. Compared to yesterday, her second day at work was a flop. 


She made herself wait half an hour
before checking the time, but only seven minutes had passed. Yesterday, she
only got to check the time occasionally; now, she was fighting the clock.
Staying up half the night had worn her down. Adrenaline didn’t come through and
keep her awake, even though, usually, she’d only feel tired two days after
she’d stayed up. It was a bad day in all, because she wasn’t hungry, yet her
stomach felt off, and nothing worked out.


“Sarah,” a colleague next to her said, “it’s okay, you
know.” She looked at Sarah’s mobile. “You can check your mobile and use it. We
aren’t Nazis here.”


Sarah nodded quickly. “Oh, okay. Yeah, thanks for
telling me.”


Thanks for telling me, Sarah thought. How much
lamer could she get? Maybe she should just write out a script, and reply with
the available responses there. She wasn’t going to become part of the team if
she only took orders and did work at her desk. She had to be approachable,
cool, and listen to her team members.


Although she wasn’t ready to face Malik yet, since
she’d seen his prior unanswered calls and it was likely him again, she pulled
out her mobile and answered before she missed it. “Hey.”


“Sarah.” 


His voice was different today. Not in the tone,
because it was the same deep timbre, but in the effect it had on Sarah. In a
cruel twist, it made her yearn to touch him, be linked with his fingers, or
tucked in his embrace. It also made her feel heavy, and burdened. Like she
wanted to run far away, and that was the only option.


“I started thinking you’d changed your mind about our
amazing night. But also,” he added, “I’ve been worried.”


She exhaled slowly, and it helped her feel calm enough
to speak. “Why?”


“I trust you, but with that message you sent in the
middle of the night … I wondered if you’d covered up for something else that
was going on.”


“Course not.”


“I didn’t think you did. I’m just wondering
what that was all about. There is a lot of shit that’s happened to me, and that
fucking scumbag is at the root of it. If it’s okay with you, I’d rather move
past it, if you’re not involved with him.”


Sarah hadn’t replied to Malik’s earlier messages, but
she’d read them only about ten times each. He wanted to meet after work. The
last text said he could even leave work right then, just to make sure she was
okay. 


“We can meet if you still want. I couldn’t sleep so
got here early, and I didn’t take a lunch break, so I can leave at four. Is it okay
to meet ten minutes after that, or so? We can meet at Federation Square.”


“But are you okay?”


Sarah held her breath. Counted to three while she
focused. Do not cry. Do not let your voice break. Breathe. 


“Sa—”


“I’m here. See you then?”


“Okay.”


“Okay,” she replied, and slowly put her phone down, pushing
it to the back of her desk, her thoughts a million miles away. She figured,
forty minutes until finish time wasn’t so bad. 


The reality was different. She had to proofread a
final manuscript against the marked up changes to make sure they went in, and
she couldn’t keep her mind the on words, so she had to keep going back.


Four o’clock hit, and she packed up, and hoped for a
better day in the office tomorrow and some good luck on her side, for once, as
she walked to Fed Square to meet Malik. 


The bustle of people was a welcomed distraction.
People in the city during peak times were crazy. At least half of them ran late
for their cars, the bus or train, day-to-day. Others had their head stuck in
their smart devices. Sarah couldn’t focus on anything but not getting trampled,
and meeting Malik. 


She figured she’d just stand in the middle, with it
being an open space, and see if she could spot him when he arrived. But, even
though Sarah was five minutes early, he was already sitting on a bench, his
knees separated and his hands clumped together, resting between them.


Sarah looked up to the sky, thought of the blue clouds,
and willed that image out of her head. She’d need more than some erotic
thoughts to get through their next conversation.


Malik waved her over. He was torturing her, she was
sure of it. She knew those pants. They were a smidgen tighter around his hips
than his other pants, and no matter her efforts, with her gaze she traced the
shape of the bulge from his penis. She wondered what it’d feel like elongated
in her palm. He wore the shirt, too. She felt worse, seeing that. Sarah had got
so worked up around him, she knew she’d sweated a little bit last night, and he
must have, too. He must have gotten up early to wash it in the hope he’d see
her today. Instead, he got a message about Nigel Langham, the one person he
hated most beside his ex-wife, not knowing the day he had ahead of him.


“Hey, you,” he whispered in her ear. 


He had wrapped his arms low on her back, pressing
their hips together, and just for that moment, it felt so right that Sarah let
go and let it happen; encouraged it, even. She slipped her hands between his
waist and corded inner forearms, and pressed him tighter to her, turning her
head to the side and resting her ear on his chest. When the urge to look at him
grew too great, she tilted her head up, and Malik led her chin up so their lips
met. His kiss was less hungry than last night, and more tender. More like the
kiss a husband would give his wife after a stressful day at work, after he’d
passed through the front door.


That thought zapped her back to here and she
pressed her hands against his chest, until he realised the kiss had ended. He
looked down at her, worry wrinkling his forehead.


“Sarah …”


“Let’s sit,” she offered. 


Once he sat, he drew out his hand to rest on her
thigh. Not high, just touching her, letting her know he was there.


“Can I just start at the beginning, and catch you up
to this point, now? No interruptions, no questions. I just need to say it in
one go or else I’ll overthink, under-share, or not share.”


Malik nodded.


“My full name is Sarah Langham.” She noted his eyes
open wide, but pressed on. “Nigel is my father and, when I was sixteen, I found
out he’d been having an affair with some other woman for years. I came back
from a party a couple of streets away to pick something up, and heard sounds.
He was doing her in my mother’s and his bedroom. I ran off, and for the next
week I just wrote it in my diary, feeling guilty for not telling mum. She found
what I’d written. Turned out, he’d been having an affair with the other woman for
years. They broke up half a year later, after he and mum split anyway, but I
found out that lady’s name was Alyssa Fawnheart. She had a baby, but I didn’t
know it was your child until my mum saw you pass the house early this morning.
She remembered you, and we spent some time …” 


Sarah stopped for a moment. She needed to catch her
breath. She was too wound up, so she shook out her hands, and Malik removed his
from her thigh. She shivered, and then looked at Malik again, feeling ready to
finish. “… some time, and she told me and convinced me who you really were.”


Sarah had never felt as bad as she did now, not since
years ago, when a duck had been in the middle of the road in front of her. It
moved left, right, and she couldn’t figure out where to swerve, in the end,
running it over. She’d spent nights after that wondering what would happen to
its mate and ducklings. She’d been responsible for ruining that innocent, poor
little duck, and so many other ducks inadvertently.


Now, looking at Malik, that didn’t compare. His tanned
skin had paled, and she saw his Adam’s apple bob up and down repeatedly. His
nose twitched, and then he scooted away a few inches, leaning back and looking
to his lap, then around at the people running and sitting and talking,
absolutely clueless Sarah had just ruined his life.


Sarah didn’t want to say anything, much less could she
say anything, but a sorry or a huge ramble of everything she was thinking. She
sat still instead, and repeated hopeful thoughts that, in the end, made her
lips turn up. Malik would surely come out with something even more outstanding
than the events that had been unveiled since midnight. Something crazy, like
the fact he had an identical twin with an identical name?


Oh, who was she kidding? She lost her partial smile
that instant, and just sat thinking nothing, staring at the concrete and the
patterns in it. 


Malik finally looked at her, and Sarah didn’t have
enough strength left to guess what he was thinking. She sat there like a snake’s
skin, brittle, and hollow inside.


“I don’t hate you, Sarah,” he said. “I just … how
haven’t we seen each other somehow, or heard of each other before? It’s crazy.”


Sarah sat up, edged closer. “I knew about a husband,
but Mum … we’d been so close before, and it tore us apart. We only moved on by
moving past it. We rarely talked about what Dad did, let alone her or …”
You.


“Hm,” he said. “I know what you mean.”


Sarah, still gazing at him, let him see her take a big
breath in, and then breathed it out. She wanted him to hold her, touch her, but
didn’t want him too, for fear of hurting him. If he reminded her of the best
and worst parts of her life, and she was only indirectly affected by her dad’s
and Alyssa’s actions, Malik was right in the line of fire, taking all the shrapnel
and crap that exploded from that mess. Imagining what type of reminder she was
for him made Sarah sick.


“It doesn’t matter,” Sarah said. Suddenly, she took
his hands in hers, and her face was electric with passion. “Why should we let it
ruin our lives? It was six years ago. Six! We don’t have to have
anything to do with them. I only see my dad every couple of months anyway.
You’d never have to see him. I promise it will never happen. I know it’s crazy,
because a day ago I didn’t know you existed, but you’ve changed something in my
life and … and I feel. Feel so much with you. You’re like my puzzle piece. You
unlock parts of me. I didn’t know those existed. But … ” 


Sarah saw his expression. This was not good. He should
have seen the possibility in her words. He should have been as ecstatic as her.
He wasn’t. Not one bit.


“W … what?” she asked.


“When did you properly speak to your dad last? Before
that run-in yesterday.”


Sarah’s heart thumped. “Weeks ago? Wait, I’m not sure.”


“Alyssa and he …” Malik clenched his teeth, and looked
away. He might have muttered something, but Sarah couldn’t make out what it
was. “Fuck, I’ll just come out and say it. They’re back together and, last I
made out, she’s moving back in with him any day now, if she hasn’t already.”


“No.”


Malik chewed the inside of his lip, and she wanted to
take his lips in hers and kiss everything away. Sarah was nothing but a body,
ready for his, and a mind full of thoughts zeroed in on Malik. That’s what she
needed now. 


And exactly what she couldn’t have.


“I … ” Malik stood, dusting off his thighs and ass. “I
think you need to have some talks with your family. Don’t ask me to be here for
you, because I’d do it in a heartbeat. I’ll still have the same number, still
feel exactly what I do for you, if not more, but you need to sort out your
life. Sarah, I’d be with you in a heartbeat, kiss you, love you, do what you
wanted, but I think other things need sorting first.”


She nodded, unable to hold on any longer. The tears
welled in her eyes, and the first dribbled down her nose. She didn’t make a
sound. Malik had his eyes on his feet, but she sniffled and he looked up, saw all
the tears and her trembling, and took her into his arms, safe against his chest.


“Shh,” he cooed. “I don’t hate you. Not one bit. But I
do need time myself. I haven’t gotten over what she did. And I … shit, it’s
just all crashed at once. Just need to process this, ‘kay?”


Sarah nodded against his chest, staring out at the people
passing and everyone who had no clue, just being all happy and busy.


They parted and Malik said, “You can call, if you
want.”


Sarah turned before he could see her cry again, and
she continued to cry all the way to her train. There were no delays, no
beautiful strangers, no magical night that made her feel alive for the first
time in years. She spent the train ride staring at her mobile, knowing they
both wanted her to call him, but trapped by the truth that she shouldn’t. Not
yet, not for a while.


Then she saw Nicholas step onto her carriage. And he
saw her.
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Sarah wondered how much of her she’d inherited from her
father.


She was eighteen in a few weeks; free to drive, vote,
and drink. She’d be whoever she wanted to be. She had applied for a few courses
at Melbourne universities in English and literature, hoping she’d get in. The
written word was her passion, and if she could write or edit, something like
that, she’d be happy spending most of her life chained to a desk with that work
to do.


But she didn’t know yet what would happen. She had a
million hours of study to do for her upcoming final high school exams, along
with finishing up the last projects and assignments for each of her classes. 


Still a minor, Sarah was housebound on this rainy
weekend. It was October, so she should have had some weather-related luck on
her side, but the sun didn’t show. The roads were dark and glistening, and for
a while, she kneeled on her bed, her hands planted on her window, and she
looked outside. Her dad was somewhere out there, with some strange woman. Alyssa
was long gone, and so was the next woman after her. 


Sarah saw a young woman running. She had skins on, all
professional gear: sneakers, wristband, and more. The rain pelted down over
her, her hair too dark to distinguish if it’d be anything other than black,
from where Sarah was looking in her room.


Sarah fell back on her bed, elbows bent near her head,
and thought about how she’d grown from a girl to now, almost an adult. Who
would she become? Driven and committed, like that woman? Running every day
without excuse, or like her dad?


Her dad had split up with Alyssa just half a year
after moving out with her. He messaged Sarah, saying, “I’ll be moving. Will
still be right around the corner, kiddo!” and Sarah had thrown her mobile on
the carpet across her bedroom. Her two replies consisted of saying she wasn’t a
kid anymore, and why did he say he’d be around the corner? It wasn’t like she
saw much of him anyway.


She hated how she understood her dad’s inability to
stick with one person. Sarah didn’t cheat, but it wasn’t like she’d experienced
true love yet. The difference, Sarah had repeated to herself, was that she
never promised to commit to something she didn’t have her heart in long-term.


Now, two years later, Sarah had reconnected with Nicholas,
who still seemed just as nice—not to mention, more gorgeous than when he
was a gangly boy, years ago—and she could see herself spending lots of
time with him.


Blinking rapidly, her ceiling came back into focus.
Sarah didn’t move for a while; she didn’t cross her legs, or twist them under
her bum. She didn’t even moisten her lips with a lick. She just waited and saw
past the ceiling, dreaming of the bigger, wider world, and wanting everything
to work out. She wanted to drive now, have her own house and money now,
and dreamed of a fantastic boyfriend and normal, whole family now.


So, she called Nicholas.


“Hello,” he answered.


She’d looked to her door, didn’t even take a breath so
she could hear if her mum was nearby. “Wanna come over?”


“Will your mum let you?”


“Should be okay. I’ll let her know now, but she won’t
mind. I …” Sarah bit her lip, feeling silly for a moment, then realising she
was safe expressing her feelings to him. “I really miss you. It’s rainy and,
and I’d like to cuddle.”


“You too, Sez. Been missing you so bad. I was going
crazy trying to stop myself messaging you all day long.”


“But I saw you after school yesterday!”


“Exactly. Thought it was over the top.”


“You’re cute. Come over.”


“Done.”


Sarah was in her bra, undies, and had a fresh top
tangled in her arms and around her head, when she heard her door knock. “Wait!”
she called out. After struggling further in her panic, she finally pulled her
top down over her leggings.


“Yup,” she said as she swung open her bedroom door.


Nicholas’s face grew happy, a big smile on his lips as
he took her in, obviously noticing her in a rush. She liked his smile because
she couldn’t help but smile back, even though, seconds ago, she was dangerously
close to being caught in a compromising position. She wrapped her arms around
his waist.


He walked in, looking to Sarah as if he were scoping
out her bedroom. It was the first time he’d been in here though they’d been
boyfriend-and-girlfriend for weeks now. She watched him check out her little
chair, tucked under her desk, whistle impressively at the large flat-screen TV
mounted on her wall opposite her bed, and then give her a look, between the bed
and himself. She nodded and he climbed across the bed over to the window,
looking down to the front yard and across from one end of her street to the
other.


“Love your room,” he said.


Sarah rolled her eyes. With a bored, unbelieving look,
she waved at him on her bed and replied, “Smooth, Nicholas.”


“Shh, you know I didn’t mean it like that.”


Sarah took tentative steps up to her bed. When she was
flush against the side, he grabbed her, and pulled her up with him. He brushed
her hair away from her neck and shoulders and kissed her exposed skin, but
didn’t move her bra or tank top strap. Her back was touching his stomach and
chest, and the proximity made her shiver. They’d only ever kissed, made out,
and had a cheeky session feeling under each other’s clothes, but never further—and
knowing her mum was somewhere downstairs, and Nicholas was pressed behind her,
she felt rebellious and naughty.


“You okay?” he asked. “You sounded concerned on the
phone, and all I’ve wanted to do since hearing you was hold you. You feel so
soft.” He kissed the skin at her collarbone, making her shiver. “I can hug you
all day long, if you want.”


Sarah was discovering Nicholas was by far the best
friend and boyfriend she’d ever had. In so many ways. Right now, when she just
wanted someone to hold her, he was perfect in the one way that counted. He was
ready to help her the moment she needed, and had been nothing but honest in the
time they’d been friends, and now a couple.


She relaxed back against him. Nicholas was already
absorbing her weight the moment she fell.
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“Sa … Sarah?” 


She slid over on her seat to make room. “Hey,
Nicholas!”


He had changed, in the years since she’d been with
him. He had stubble, mostly shaped into a buzz-cut beard. He was her age but
seemed more mature, or perhaps just manlier, than she’d expected.


“Do you work in the city now?” he asked.


When they broke up, she was on a part-time wage and
studying. It felt too long ago to be the same life she lived now, but it was
her; just a young, growing her, trying to find her place. 


“Yeah, just up a few blocks. Actually, just started my
first job out of uni as a junior editor yesterday.”


That also felt like another world away; before Malik.


Their conversation went on like that without a hiccup.
Nicholas studied business management and was overseeing a project site in the
city for the next few months. Sarah asked about his cat. Billy was still
kicking it, albeit with cataracts and a little loss of hearing, but he was
living with Nicholas’s parents, whom could spend more time with him. Sarah
still had no pet, she was sad to report, and sadder still that she’d turned
twenty-two in her mum’s house. Nicholas was renting an apartment, which she
didn’t hide her envy at.


It was only when the announcement lady called her stop
that she jumped up and checked to see she hadn’t left anything behind. She
waved bye to Nicholas, and, swept up in the whirlwind of seeing him again,
totally forgot her mum would be waiting there for her at the station. She was
set to pick up her car from the mechanic tonight.


Sarah wanted to ask why her mum didn’t wait in the
car. It made her feel like a kid, her mother picking her up from her stop. As
soon as she thought that, she knew she was being silly. Her mum just wanted to
see if she was okay, and, thanks to Nicholas, she must have seemed not too bad.



“Had a mixed day,” Sarah said.


“Tell me more.”


Between the parking lot and the car, Sarah told her
about her day, dragging on forever in her hope that tomorrow would be as
enjoyable as her first one was. She also told her mum she met up with Malik to
chat, and just before, saw Nicholas.


The moment the car doors shut, Sarah was trapped. As
feeble as it sounded, walking outside with the wind lifting the ends of her
hair and the space around her had felt freeing. In comparison, sitting in the
passenger seat of her mum’s car made her felt small and dependent.


As her mum buckled in her belt, Sarah asked, “Why
didn’t he tell me everything, about Alyssa and moving back in? Malik had
to tell me.”


With her hands on her car keys, Sarah’s mum stopped,
dropped them into the cup holder next to her, and faced Sarah. It wasn’t that
Sarah was trying to make her mum feel bad, but she felt too angry, sad and hopeless
to say it any other way.


Sarah had never known her mum to lie to her. The
furthest she went was for birthdays or presents—she’d send Sarah on the wrong
train of thought, or mislead her, all for Sarah’s benefit. If she were sad,
she’d simply tell Sarah so, or hint at it using not so many words. Before she
answered, Sarah knew she wouldn’t have to brace for betrayal from her mum. 


Unfortunately, instead, her mum’s heart broke, and in
a moment they might have to reach over and hold each other over the middle
console. Sarah would have to tell her mum the news. 


“When? Sarah, when did you hear that?”


Sarah knew her mum heard her when she’d said Malik had
told her that, which only made her heart ache more. Sure, she’d thought her mum
was mean at times, but she’d been a teenager then. Now, older, she saw her mum had
always been beautiful, inside and out. She didn’t deserve to still be affected
by her ex-husband like this.


“I told Malik who I was, and about dad and Alyssa. He
told me they were moving in. Or already had.” Sarah looked up from her fingers
to her mum, who was tracing the steering wheel with her keys. “Mum?”


“I don’t know. Those two … I don’t want anything to do
with them. They go up and down more times than a yo-yo.”


“Me too.”


Her mum pursed her lips, and gazed at Sarah’s lap. She
extended her hand and Sarah lifted hers from her lap into her mum’s palm. They
squeezed them together.


“You know you can’t disappear. You only get one
father. Shitty as he may be, he has always loved you so much, but in his own
way. If he’s not working, he’s admiring his next lady. He’s here, there, and
ultimately nowhere at all, but when it comes down to it, he loves you. Don’t
forget that.”


Sarah shrugged. That made a lot of sense, but she
wasn’t in the mood to give her father credit at the moment. She sat, wordlessly,
in the car while other people went about their own thing. Hands digging through
handbags or pockets for keys, people texting while their car warmed up, smiling
at their phones. Others tightened their coats around them. She looked at them
all, not concentrating on being inside the car, but letting her mind wonder. 


She wanted to give Malik time to digest it, but she
didn’t want to wait. On the other hand, she wanted to say and do so much to and
with him that she didn’t know where to start, and the idea of being in the same
place as him made her want to curl up and disappear.


So what did she want?


Sarah flicked through her music playlists and chose “Summer
Songs”. The first one on shuffle was “The Boys of Summer” and, by the
time they went past to pick up her car and Sarah followed her mum home, she
felt like she could breathe deeper. She hurled her handbag over her shoulder,
and left her car in the garage, at the same time as her mum hopped out of her
car.


The little things; they helped. Like seeing Nicholas.
Or a song, that could bring her back into a moment, or a headspace. 


Sarah got back to her bedroom. As per usual, she
dropped her bag near her desk and turned on the radio. Seeing both Nicholas and
Malik dredged up so many memories for her. 


There wasn’t a moment when she considered letting
Malik go for good, but remembering how great Nicholas was but how perfectly she
and Malik had clicked, she knew a stupid little reunion between the woman who’d
ruined his life and her father who’d ruined her life was nothing to worry
about. They’d get past it. 


Malik made her feel like anything was possible.
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Sarah gave herself one whole day. She did not speak to Malik
by text, call, or in person. It was excruciating, mostly because she’d only
known him for three days. All the memories she could have drawn on to keep her
company if she’d known him longer couldn’t keep her company now. They’d kissed
and hugged, but it wasn’t enough. Sarah wanted to lose herself in him so far that
she wouldn’t be able to remember anything else.


By the fourth day, she was grateful for work. For a
few years, she’d been studying and working part-time. Now she was responsible
for herself. No leeching from her mum if needed. She hadn’t received her first
pay cycle, but she’d calculated, and it was enough to make her eyes pop. She
edited faster, skimmed and deleted emails that didn’t seem important. Though
not the top of her worries, she was glad for the distraction.


But that night she decided she couldn’t take waiting any
longer. She’d had one-sided contact with Malik, and was fed up of it. She
wasn’t going to torture herself that badly by trying to bury his memory.
Internet searching found he had a Facebook page, and a Twitter account. It was
so pointless, all her stalking and gawking, that she had to wonder if she was
falling for this almost stranger. He posted something about a footy club, then
again about a deal on a bunch of hardware, yet still, Sarah kept scrolling
through his accounts, waiting for something. What did she expect to find? “I
met the girl of my dreams yesterday, and I’m excited to tell the whole world?”


No she didn’t expect that, but coming across something
like it would have been nice.


Sarah was on the couch with a television show on in
the background. She didn’t know what her mum was watching because she didn’t
look up once. She had been having some back and forth with Malik, finally messaging
each other.


Sarah: Here’s what you’ve done to me. 


She texted a shot of her finger.


Malik: I helped you grow an extra finger?


Sarah: No, dummy. I stubbed it because I was
dreaming of you making out with me on the bonnet of your car again.


Malik: It’s not even red. Or lumpy. You just
couldn’t think of a better excuse to chat to me.


Sarah: Guilty ;) 


Malik: Fuck


Sarah: What?


Malik: I’m having a hard time right now.


Sarah: Sounds like it’s my fault?


Malik: It is. I’m hard thinking about you laid out
over my bonnet. Thinking what it’d be like to touch you again.


Sarah’s hands shook too much to text back, so she
jumped up and went to her room where she dialled him. He answered within one
ring.


“Hey.”


“I couldn’t type. I’m ruined for the night now,
Malik.”


“How can I help?”


Sarah gulped. She had to say it now. She closed her
eyes, and it gave her more confidence. “I need to see you.”


“I don’t …” his end was all breathy for a moment. “I
don’t think that’s a good idea.”


“Aw, yeah, nah, that’s totally fine. Sorry, I
shouldn’t have just suggested that. You’ve only just met me, and yeah.”


“No, you don’t get what I’m saying. I am so wound up
right now, I don’t want to scare you or hurt you. I’m unbelievably wound tight,
like a fucking corkscrew.”


“Just promise you won’t punch me and I’ll help. I want
to be there for you.”


Sarah’s chest constricted at the knowledge she was the
reason for him feeling this way. She tried to imagine marrying the man of her
dreams and having a baby together, only to find out all the time you’d been
faithful, hopeful, and trustworthy, he’d been lying and sleeping with another
woman instead. Her lips were dry, and she had to lean over to her bedside table
to have a gulp of water to moisten them and her throat. How did she dry up that
quickly? It was like sandpaper.


“Okay, um, you’re not getting it. Are you okay if I’m
blunt?”


“Sure.”


“Sarah Langham, you won’t leave my house tonight until
I fuck you senseless and come inside you. I don’t know if you’re only human,
but you’ve lit up my life and my mind like something out of this world, and
it’s torture not being with you.”


“What about Lucy?” 


“She doesn’t sleep here weeknights.”


Right. Sarah knew a lot about not seeing your
father when your parents had split up. She’d only gotten every other weekend
with her dad. Now, it was the perfect situation for her, but her heart ached
for Malik.


Except for tonight. Sarah was going to rock his world,
and help him have a good night.


“Should I leave now?”


“Please. You don’t have to change your clothes. It’s
hot knowing you’re wearing whatever you feel comfortable in, what you’re
wearing talking to me right now.”


Sarah picked up her handbag, told her mum she’d be
back late, and told her not to wait up as she ran to her car.
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She knocked at his door at a little past eight. As she stood
waiting, she finally took stock of what she looked like. This morning, she’d
applied eyeliner and smoky eye shadow to offset her light eyes, on top of her usual
mascara and blush. She didn’t think it had smudged yet, and she hoped that was
true. She looked over her clothes. She was in leggings, ballet flats, and a
slouch sweater that hung off one shoulder.


Malik opened the door with a spatula in one hand. He pressed
his weight against the open door. He grinned, looking her over, and Sarah knew
no matter what she thought she seemed like, Malik loved all of it, and that’s
all that mattered in the end.


“Do you like chocolate?”


“I’m sorry?”


Sarah’s forehead wrinkled while she stood there.
Thinking. Pondering. Was chocolate a secret code for his come? No, that sounded
too dirty for Malik to say straight out like that. Maybe he was asking if she
liked to play dirty?


“Milk chocolate. Do you like eating it?”


“Oh.” She dropped her gaze to her shoes. She never
wanted to look up again. Calm, she told herself, Act cool and be
calm, damn it!


She felt his finger draw her chin up, so she
reluctantly looked back at him. He was drunk on desire, licking his lips, and
she thought he was probably imagining all the things he could do to hers. That
made a smile appear at the corner of her mouth. She stood on her tiptoes and
kissed him, and with her last thought in mind, she gently bit on his bottom
lip, sucked it into her mouth and pulled, until it flopped back. He grunted and,
with his free hand, pulled her body to his. The moment they touched, she knew
their bodies were made to fit. It was an instant heat, calm, and desire that
filled her.


Malik’s lips were against the side of her mouth and
edge of her cheek when he whispered to her skin, “You don’t think I’m too old
for you, do you?”


Sarah looked up at him, blinking. That was random to
say. Though thirty-four, he hadn’t the hint of a wrinkle at the sides of his
eyes, his skin was only rugged in a manly way, with ever-slight hair sprinkled
under his lip; it was far from saggy or dull. When he stared into her eyes and
swallowed, she looked right to his jaw, and the way it worked.


Her development of thoughts made her realise the flip
side; maybe he saw beauty in her youth, and yet would one day leave her because
she was too immature in the same way he feared she’d leave him because he was
too old.


Kissing his lips, she couldn’t help but smile as she
mumbled, “No way.” She kissed him again. “Well, yes, but not in a bad way.
You’re perfect for me, Malik.”


He growled a sound of relief, filling her with a passion
that gravitated between her legs.


She pulled away from him, remembering the spatula, and
pulled the handle up to her mouth, drawing her mouth around the tip, licking
off the melted chocolate and sliding her mouth slowly off the end for his
benefit.


“Shit,” he gasped, and ran back in the direction he
came from.


She followed him to the kitchen and saw him with his
hands linked behind his neck and his chin tilted up. Sarah was about to ask
what was the matter before she realised the chocolate was fine, but saw that
he’d also been making custard and that … well, that was a brown and yellow blob.
Several blobs.


Smirking to herself, she turned to see he was still in
the same position. Wanting to surprise him, she didn’t say a word as she went
to him. She even held her breath, fearing she’d make a sound. Sarah slipped her
hands into his back jeans pockets and leant up and at an angle so their hips
almost met. She felt his belt buckle at her belly button.


“Sarah?”


“The chocolate is still fine.”


He nodded in the direction of the stove. “It’s all
messed up. I had the recipe out and all the ingredients …”


She looked to the table where a red pillar candle
stood, place mats and spoons opposing and a can of whipped cream near the candle.


“And then I came in, distracted you and ruined it.”
Sarah gave him a look that suggested they should do something about the
situation.


And he got it. Yeah, she thought he was adorable for
setting up a romantic dessert, but it was the thought that counted, not so much
the taste of the meal. 


Now that she had his attention she backed up to the
counter, sat atop it and beckoned him closer. He looked her up and down and
then came forward to settle between her legs. Like a few nights ago at his car,
she wrapped her legs around his, hooking him close with her heels. He put his
hands on each side of her and pulled her flush against him. She could feel he’d
already grown hard for her.


He stared at her neck, dropped his gaze to her chest,
and then kissed from behind her ear and down her jawline so she tilted her head
up and clenched his shirt, feeling it stretch over the hard muscles of his torso.
God, he felt better each time she touched him: hard and lean. He continued
kissing down her chest, so she edged him back, to a look of confusion and
disappointment marked in the wrinkle of his eyebrows and the frown on his lips.


But then she smirked, and his frown grew into a smirk,
too. She wrapped her arms around her waist, and pulled her sweater off, clean
in one go, tossing it somewhere far away from them. Clothes were not going to
be needed. 


She didn’t look down to acknowledge what she was
doing, just flicked her bra and singlet straps to her arms, allowing her top to
slide down a bit and reveal the black lace underneath.


He was back between her legs in less than a second,
and latched his mouth onto her breast. He held her side in one hand, and
kneaded her breast into his mouth with the other. With every passing second,
more of her bra was stripped away until her breast popped out and the look in
Malik’s eyes appeared hungrier for her than ever.


Sarah didn’t like waiting. Greedy, ravenous, she
slipped her hand down between them. Caught up sucking and flicking her nipple
with his tongue, he mustn’t have realised what she was doing—but once she
cupped his hard bulge tented in his jeans, he stilled, then groaned into her
nipple, and the hot air mixed with his arousal sent a sensation so sharp
between her legs, she moaned, too.


“Bedroom,” he mumbled breathlessly, still trying to
lap up her breast while feeling her side.


She leaned into his ear, knowing the blinds were
mostly shut and said, “I can’t wait that long.”


His hands undid his buckle. “Me neither.”


“Malik …” she said breathlessly, throbbing between her
legs. 


He’d barely undone his zipper by the time she grabbed
his fingers and drew them to where she needed them. She kissed along his ear,
then dipped down and pushed her hand between the elastic of his briefs and his
skin. He shuddered into her ear as she stroked his length for the first time.


“I need you so bad. I can’t wait.”


“Then don’t. I’m on the pill.”


He looked into her eyes, and she held his gaze back. She
needed him to know she was serious. She wanted him, like, days ago. She was so
hot for him, she wanted more, anything, just to receive the release she craved.


She knew how he liked her so she slipped her arms out from
her bra straps, removed it and flung them off somewhere far behind her too. He
took stock of the situation and stepped back to take off his jeans, which were
already bunched at his calves. She peeled off her leggings and she watched his
erection as he slipped the elastic of his boxers over it at the same time as she
bucked her hips to slip her panties from under her. 


Once her underwear was off, she didn’t let him kiss
her. She leant back, arching her back up to hold her hips at a better angle for
him.


“Fuck, Sarah,” he moaned and leaned forward, kissing
down her stomach to settle, finally, between her legs. 


His tongue was warm yet cool against her. She was on
fire and aching. He licked in circles and then dribbled on her to lick that
around, and mix it in with her own wetness. The sight of him doing it made her
buck, but he grabbed her hips and said, “Hold still.”


His erect penis, dangling with no attention, made her
wild, and she struggled to turn her thoughts into coherent words. “Need it,”
she gasped, bucking around his tongue. “I want to, Malik.”


“Fuck. I’m so hard for you,” he said. 


She felt wetter instantly, and found herself saying
something she never thought she would. “Show me how hard. Fuck me.”


He slapped the side of her ass, and she squealed. It
stung her everywhere, including between her legs, and the sensation was so
great she needed it again. “Do it … again.”


He stuck one finger in her, and glided it in and out
with little effort. He stuck two fingers in with the same result, and before
Sarah wondered if three could fit, she felt the tip of his shaft enter her and
she screamed out in pleasure as he thrust in her for the first time.


Sarah’s eyes rolled; she couldn’t contain her
feelings. It was as if they were too great for her body, and it hurt. She
needed more everything; more pleasure, pain, and heat. She wanted to climax
higher, longer, harder.


He started pumping in her and she arched her back
again, screaming. He slapped her ass. She noticed the pattern and screamed out
again. He slapped her.


She felt the edge of a climax starting. 


Sarah worked him. She told him he was so good, and he
thrust harder. She bucked her hips, held her body up with her fists to angle
better, and he thrust even deeper. She said it still wasn’t deep enough, so he
clutched her hips and played her like a puppet, pulling her over his length,
groaning harder each time. 


Sarah began to tighten. Tingles had swept deep within
her and the pleasurable pain bursting inside her begged for release.


“Can I come?” she asked.


“Not yet, just before me.”


She clenched her thighs around him greedily, not
caring because she couldn’t wait. He noticed and slipped out. 


The feeling of his length withdrawing almost made her
come, but he was gone, and now she couldn’t finish.


“I said,” and he cocked his head, “not yet.” He looked
at her, between her legs, and travelled up to her eyes when he tutted, and
added the words, “Impatient girl.”


“Wait,” she said.


He stilled, his erection standing out at her as she
sat up and slipped her feet to the ground. She turned away from him and bent
down over the bench top, holding on the far edge. She wiggled into a
comfortable position and then said, “Okay?”


Despite being submissive, power built and made her
tremble with delight at the thought of being able to give him even more
pleasure.


“Fuck.” She thought she heard him mumble. Then, she
had the strangest sensation. His tongue? It licked a streak up her leg, and up
her inner thighs until he licked to her clit. Then his cock was in her again,
and she let him know how shaken she was, how affected she was by him. Her voice
quavered and it took two tries to say, “Is it okay like this?”


He grunted louder than the rest.


“Harder, Malik. I need you. So bad.”


He pumped into her harder and faster until she
couldn’t wait, and she cried, “I’m coming.”


She felt him build and build until he groaned, “Fuck, I’m
coming too.”


He held her hips tightly as she rode the end of her
climax, and he made it grow longer as his thrusts went faster. She was still
shaking when he eventually stilled, then pulled out of her.


When she looked at him, she was worried to see what
his expression would look like. She loved every moment of their being together,
but she didn’t have the confidence to ask how he felt. She was only just
twenty-two and he was thirty-four, an ex-husband, father, and a well-to-do
lawyer. She had a moment of doubt, wondering if he wanted her simply because
she was young. Maybe he just missed the days when he didn’t have these big,
messed up issues.


But then he took her hand from beside her leg, and led
her to the bathroom where he spent the next twenty minutes lathering her,
massaging her neck, shoulders and back and making her come twice more, and she
realised he was doing this purely for her benefit because it gave him so much
pleasure—and that was all he wanted to experience.


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


Malik left the bathroom as Sarah changed back into her
clothes. Despite the intimacy of Malik touching her in the most private of ways,
she needed to be alone, to have her own space, afterwards. 


She looked in the mirror at her soaking wet hair. Dead
straight when it was wet, it hung just below her breasts, and she found herself
wondering what length Malik would like it. She grabbed the ends and folded them
up, so they touched her shoulders. She looked cute but about nineteen now, so
she let go of her hair and tied it back in a low twist so the water wouldn’t
drip. Her pale face, sans make-up, made her too fresh and young looking,
especially with her hair pulled back neatly. Sarah reached out to touch her
reflection in the mirror, but stopped short of contact with the screen. 


She looked away, hoping her young age
wouldn’t drive Malik away.


“How’d you go? All okay in there?” His tone cut away
some of Sarah’s worries.


“All good.” 


She came out and linked her fingers in his. That
moment had changed them, unlocked an intimacy between them she knew she’d never
let go of. It was strange that being with Malik made her past clear to her,
now. She’d liked her previous relationships. The best ones, like Nicholas, were
amazing, but she’d never found someone to match her. Someone to match the
intensity in her eyes, or stare at her face and be able to read what she
thought or felt. And she’d definitely not had a man who overwhelmed her
emotions and fired up a heat inside of her, like Malik had, when he was
intimate with her.


Sarah found herself wondering how long she’d been lost
in their own world, careless of the one going on around them. She looked at her
mobile. It was just past nine. Not too late, luckily. She didn’t want to give away
too many clues to her mum as to where she’d been tonight. It was early enough
to say she went past K-mart on the way home, or caught up with a friend for
coffee.


“What are you thinking?” Malik said, bringing her
fingers up to kiss them while they were still mingled with his. 


Warmth spread through her when he did that. Little
things would flare up a passion or joy or laughter in her. He didn’t have to do
much, and she worried that this felt a lot like falling for him. It had only
been four days! Sarah took more than three months to say those three little
words to Nicholas.


“Maybe tomorrow when it’s a more respectable hour you
could come past my house after work?” She didn’t dare look at him. She felt,
inside, that it was too early for that. But he’d say yes anyway to please her.
“Actually,” she rushed out, after thinking, “don’t worry. I don’t know why I
said that. So stupid.”


She shook her head, cursing herself, and slipped her
fingers from Malik’s. Her bag was near the kitchen bench so she bent to
retrieve it, and made sure everything was inside.


“You never let me answer.” 


“I put you on the spot. In the wrong spot,” she
replied, clarifying.


“Sarah, Sarah, Sarah …” His steps seemed to take
forever to join her at the kitchen bench. He sat on a stool under the
overhanging marble top and crossed his arms on the surface. “I’m a grown man.
I’d also like to think that, with what we’ve got, I’m yours in some way, and
can be a part of your life.”


“Really?” 


She shifted to face him directly. Her elbows rested on
the bench, and she sat her chin on the heels of her hands. There, she gazed
into his warm eyes, and wondered how they could be so similar to everyone
else’s yet be so infinitely more. They had more capacity to put her in a
dream-like place. More depth. There was so much more of a story in those eyes.


“Don’t you think it’s better to do this right;
truthful? I went through hell trying to figure out my life and who I was after
what was revealed. I don’t want to be the cause this time of it happening to
your mother. I can sense what you’re like inside—the  goodness in
you. I don’t want this to come between you two. If you want, I’d rather be
honest. Even if this isn’t ideal, there’s no point running because we’d just
hurt ourselves and others, and then be alone.” 


Malik reached out across the table to take her hands,
and she straightened, resting on her forearms as she clutched him back. She
allowed herself to nod, fearing she’d say the wrong thing, or he’d take back
what he’d said. 


“And,” he said, “I’d rather like to meet your mum.
You’re important to me. I want you to meet Lucy one day, too. I want to know
everything about you that you want to share.”


“Me too.” Sarah licked her lips, preparing to express
herself. But she looked down first and saw the way he stroked her hands, never
keeping still but squeezing and massaging his fingers with hers, how he handled
her so delicately, and though it was only the beginning, all the little things
he did to her felt more and more right.


“My mum,” Sarah said, “she’s so worried about me. The
affair changed everything for us. Knowing Dad and Alyssa are an item again
makes me nervous. I don’t want to hold back from her, and she could easily feel
like I’ve sided against her, or pull away from me if she feels uncomfortable
because of what she assumes. And, if you plan on sticking with me, you’ll see
her lots in your future.”


“Our future,” Malik said. “You’re already mine,
right?”


Sarah leant over, and he bent forward to peck her lips.
“Right, you’re already mine, yeah?”


He gestured her over to his side with a flick of his
eyes. She came around and he settled her between his legs. They were about the
same height now. He rested his lips in the crook of her neck and she did the
same. 


“Truthfully …” His voice rumbled deep below her skin,
while she thought up all the things he was about to say. “I worry.”


“Why?”


But Sarah already felt what he would say. Her skin
felt heavy as if it would collapse on her insides, and her brain stiffened, so
that she couldn’t feel or think anything more than the dread weighing her down.
She didn’t know the words, but could feel the conflicting feelings of wanting
him, and knowing she should stay away.


“What we have seems wrong. I’m some old single father,
and your father is dating my ex.”


Sarah stroked his face, her other hand holding the
back of his head close to her. She sighed against him. “We’re adults. And it’s
not like I turned eighteen yesterday. I worry that I am not good enough.
You have nothing to worry about when it comes to my feelings.”


“I know, but it feels like I’m taking advantage of you
when I think about us. You’re so beautiful and smart, and I love how
understanding and pure you are. You’re full of goodness. I hope you don’t think
I’m using you or anything. Far out, man.” Malik shook his head. “I’m fucking
this up.”


He leant back to hold her face and gaze into her eyes.
Sarah could swear that look of his warmed her from her chest, spreading
everywhere else. How could he think that? Maybe if she tried to put herself in
his position it made some sense, but she could tell from his tone and hesitancy
he didn’t believe, truly inside, what he said. She understood that he was sharing
his fears about their “image”, not what he felt about them personally.


“I get it.” She smiled, and nodded, which made his
shoulders relax marginally. “I do. But we need to just worry about us. If Dad and
Alyssa never did what they did, and are doing now, we wouldn’t have to worry.
Why ruin our happiness for people who didn’t care about us?”


He had one side of his lips crooked as he leant his
forehead against Sarah’s. His height and the strength she felt from him were like
a hot water bottle cradled against her. 


“See? You’re incredibly wise and gorgeous. All of
you.”


“Then you’ll have to listen. We’ll make it through
this.” 


“Deal.”  


She said goodbye and drove home.


Before she got out of her car, she pulled out her
mobile and texted her father. 


Would have been nice to hear about you and Alyssa
Fawnheart again. Anyway, wish you luck with your future.


She knew he’d need it. Her dad was indecisive, and she
figured Alyssa might not always be there. Raising a child without full support
of a man had to be hard. Finding a guy, or the time to meet one who’d take her,
child and all, could be harder still.


Sarah’s mobile beeped with a new message before she
fell asleep, but half gone anyway, she fell deeper still until she was completely
under.
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NOW


 


That night after work, Sarah went straight to the bathroom
after dinner. She’d spent her fifth day on the job loving every moment of being
handed manuscripts and being in the inside world she’d always wanted to join,
but it was about ten times more hectic than she’d anticipated. She’d proofread
one hundred and fifty pages, organised a publication schedule for another book
and had two meetings.


The sight of the shower made her sigh. She needed one,
and she planned to scrub and lather up twice as hard as she normally would.
Malik was coming over tonight, and she wanted it to be perfect between her mum,
him and her. It was bad enough they’d probably hated the idea of each other for
several years beforehand.


Sarah lined up her body wash liquids and decided on
vanilla. She pictured Malik and knew strawberry-scented would have been a worse
choice. He didn’t seem like he needed a cutesy, sweet girl.


After she showered, she tucked her towel around her
and dug through her closet. She passed the jeans. If she got cold, she’d just
turn the heater up. After pulling out two outfits and changing her mind, she
settled on a patterned dress. It had spaghetti straps, a sweetheart
neckline—perfect to accentuate a small bust like hers—and tightened
under her bust, the material free flowing to mid-thigh.


Sarah checked the time and noted she still had a
little more than half an hour until he arrived. As Sarah was doing her mascara,
her mum’s reflection came up behind her. She crossed her arms and leant on the
doorframe. Sarah noted her cheeky grin and continued. 


“So cute,” her mum said.


“I can’t look ugly. Seriously, I’m not sure how you
remember Malik, but I’m punching way above my weight.”


There was enough time anyway, so although Sarah had
started to sweat and she could hardly keep still with nerves, she turned to
face her mother. 


Her mum, unlike her, was the perfect lady. She had
pearls around her neck, a low-cut singlet with a cardigan buttoned under her
bust, and an A-line skirt. Her hair came down in effortless waves just past her
shoulders, her fringe pinned back.


“I think you’re smitten by this guy and can’t think
straight. You’re gorgeous. If you weren’t my daughter, I’d be jealous of you. I
was quite … frizzy when I was your age. And plumpy.”


“He’s like a friggin’ god. There isn’t one part of him
I can fault.”


“You can always fault something in someone’s looks,
Sarah.”


“Not him.”


Her mum smiled, like there was an inside joke Sarah
wasn’t aware of. “No, you just can’t see the fault if that person is that
important to you.”


Sarah’s jaw flopped open, but she didn’t have anything
to say. She mumbled a few incoherent words before shooing her mum away, having
nothing more of that conversation.


“It’ll be fine, Sarah. Stress less. If he doesn’t hate
me, we’ll have nothing to worry about. I sure don’t hate the man; I don’t know
him.”


Sarah had a bazillion rebuttals, but figured she’d
start acting composed right now. Instead, she smiled sweetly until her mum was
out of view. Once alone, she added another spray of deodorant to each underarm.


Sarah had somehow eaten up those thirty minutes. She
had a hundred things she still wanted to do, but time ran away. How the hell
did that happen?, she thought. The doorbell rang and her eyes popped wide. Sarah
hoped she looked okay, and that she’d helped her mum prepare enough nibbles to
eat. Her mum imitated a big breath, exhaled, and pushed her hands down to
demonstrate. 


Sarah did so, walking to the door and swung it open.


“Sarah!”


It was her father. And Alyssa. Sarah’s stomach
dropped, and she felt too hollow to move.


“Dad? What the hell are you doing here?”


“It wasn’t okay?” he looked past her to her mum.
“Gina, was tonight not okay? Did you want us to come at eight or something
instead?”


This couldn’t be happening. 


Sarah didn’t say hi as they walked in. She just took
in her dad in a shirt and jeans, and Alyssa in heels, jeans so tight they could
have been leggings, and a loose-fitting beaded top that made her shoulder and
delicate collarbones look way too good. Sarah shifted her dress to push up her
bust more.


“Nigel …” Sarah’s mum looked between the couple, then
at Sarah. “Why are you at my house?”


“Didn’t Sarah tell you?”


All eyes turned to Sarah. She was so not ready for
this attention. She crossed her arms over her chest, not knowing what else to
do with them besides letting them dangle. “I didn’t know about this!”


Her dad sighed. He pointed to the couches as if he
were inviting his guests to sit down. Sarah decided on a single-seater.
So did her mum.


“Sarah messaged me last night. I messaged back, apologising
that I didn’t already say Alyssa and I were back together. I said we’d both
come round tomorrow after dinner to discuss.”


Sarah had spent the day avoiding her mobile because of
him and now he had made her look silly for not knowing. Sarah had lived
long enough hearing her dad’s excuses to know he’d just spin more garbage and
she wasn’t in the mood today for it, prompting her to stay off her phone, which
was usually the source of her bad moods.


“Discuss!?” Her mum threw up her hands. Sarah’s father
had infuriated her constantly since they broke up. It made her wonder how much
her mum had put up with him out of love for all the years they were married.
“There’s nothing to discuss. A simple text message would have sufficed. Even a
phone call. But Nigel …” she gave him a pointed look. “… I’d rather not know
what your love life is like these days. It goes too fast for me, nor do I care
how it moves at all. Not my problem.”


Alyssa had been sitting cross-legged, smiling
innocently. Sarah noticed the spark in her features by the end of her mum’s
little speech. She nudged Nigel, and the look they shared was not good. 


The doorbell rang then. In her shock, she’d forgotten
about what would happen if Malik walked in, seeing this. 


Sarah opened the door and, as soon as she noticed the
beaming smile on his face, it dropped and turned sour. He’d seen Nigel and
Alyssa there in the living room, just off the entrance hallway.


“We thought this was too important to text,” Alyssa
said.


She’d been oblivious to Sarah standing to get the
door. But even though she’d been concerned about saying her piece, Malik, here
in her vicinity, shocked the woman silent.


It didn’t matter that Alyssa’s words had rattled Sarah;
Sarah’s focus was Malik. Her father sure hadn’t shown much interest or care
since he’d found a better life with a variety of women. She stepped in and
grabbed Malik’s hand, but there was no grip back. His hand was warm, but it was
like it belonged to a man in a coma. She even squeezed it but … nothing. 


Sarah looked up at his face and wanted to take away
all his pain. His eyebrows were drawn in, his eyes giving her a cool feeling; not
warm and cosy. His rigid body shape appeared that of a bodyguard, not of a houseguest.
She loved him being bigger and more dominating but, at a time like this, she
wished she had the strength to cuddle him up into her. 


Malik’s gaze was directed at Alyssa only, clear from
the way his eyebrows perked, and he looked down at her. “Why are you here?” he
looked to Sarah’s father. “With him? Here?”


“What are you doing here, Mal?”


Sarah hated hearing that. Alyssa’s nickname for her ex-husband
was a reminder that they’d had so much history together that Sarah would never
understand or surpass, for years to come. She stepped in front of Malik,
standing at an angle towards everyone. 


“This is crazy. Dad and Alyssa, can you please leave?
We’re busy here tonight, so call and organise another time, and we can
possibly meet up.” Sarah cleared her throat. “It’s in everyone’s best
interests.”


“All right, whoa, all right,” he dad said, hands
flapping as he spoke. “We won’t stay long. But it’s about Alyssa, and this
family.”


Sarah’s mum looked to Malik. “How about you sit?” 


“It’s fine. Been sitting all day at the office, then
driving. I will stand for this important news.”


Hands came around Sarah’s waist, and she wouldn’t have
guessed they were Malik’s if he weren’t the only one standing behind her. She
let him handle her how he wanted. She was pressed against his front, and his
chin touching her ear.


Sarah’s dad and mum gave them a look, but it was Alyssa
who spoke. “Don’t tell me …” A scowl grew in her expression. She suddenly
looked as if she had swallowed something nasty, and smelled something
abhorrent. “Well, well. Isn’t this just perfect.”


Sarah hated that she couldn’t tell her mum herself.
Sure them coming together was obvious but they’d organised this to properly let
her know what was going on so Sarah would never hurt her mum, who’d been so
destroyed by the affair. She’d have to make it up to her after everyone left.


Though Malik’s face was out of her view, she heard a
hint of mockery to his tone. “Don’t let us steal your limelight.” Malik offered
out a hand, hinting for Alyssa to go on. “Tell us.”


Alyssa drew in a big breath and turned to her man, who
looked back at her … adoringly? 


Erk, Sarah thought. It made bile rise in her
throat. Her dad looking that way at another woman. Her dad looking that way
with her mum in the room. Disrespectful.


He gave a nod of approval to tell whatever this news
was. Sarah’s insides went all gooey, and her mind felt just as wobbly and lost.
They could have been going for shock value to get Malik back for being with
Sarah, but Sarah felt it might have been huge news regardless. Had to be.


A smile appeared on Alyssa face. Sarah’s dad’s hand
clutched in hers, the other moving to rest on her stomach, Sarah knew what she
would say before she’d opened her mouth. “We’re expecting a baby.”


Sarah’s mum stood, towering over the happy couple.
“Out,” she said. Her finger pointed to the front door. Sarah would have been
proud of her mum having such a backbone, if she didn’t feel so guilty for
causing all this.


“I can’t be around you,” Malik said. “You need to
leave, Alyssa, Nigel, both of you.”


Alyssa brought her hands over her mouth. She looked
around for support. She dropped her hands. “Sarah? Aren’t you interested in
your little brother or sister?”


“It’s your baby, not my mum’s. I barely know my father
anymore, but you’re right, biologically it is mine. Send the scans and call us
when it’s born. I’ll send flowers and a cute card.”


Sarah’s blood boiled. She felt it, as if it were too
hot. Her skin crawled thanks to the nasty images and thoughts spinning in her
head, and she decided she hadn’t hated anyone more than these two people
together. She’d have to see them in her future, now. She’d have a sibling.


Currently, she needed time.


“Your family is rude!” Alyssa cried to Sarah’s father.
She picked up her bag and stormed out. 


Sarah’s dad was left in the company of his old family
and Malik, but he stood there, meek. Sarah shared an unspoken conversation with
her mum. Her eyes begged her not to break, to make him leave, and Sarah’s mum
said the same.


“Girls?”


Sarah shook her head. “Leave. That was so rude, to
just blurt it out in front of Malik and Mum, and come out with it like that.
Next time, for God’s sake, learn some manners.”


He resigned to their responses, and joined Alyssa,
who’d been tapping her foot at the threshold of the front door, trying to get
attention. She had a wicked look in those eyes that Sarah didn’t want to be on
the receiving end of.


Tonight was bad. It was obvious Malik was attracted to
Sarah and hated Alyssa, but what if, underneath it all, seeing his ex-wife
dredged up old feelings. What if he started feeling so hurt and jealous he
turned angry? She’d surely always have a spot in his heart.


Sarah’s dad touched Alyssa’s elbow and led her back
out to his car. They sped off and left Malik, Sarah’s mum, and Sarah at the
site of a meteor crash.
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THEN


 


When Sarah was with Nicholas, he’d take her out all the
time. He’d pay for her movie ticket, popcorn and drinks, despite her fussing.
He’d buy her gifts for their quarter, half and full year anniversaries.
Nicholas would find out what concert Sarah wanted to go to, and use up his time
when he should have been studying or working to click as fast as he could to
secure her the best ticket.


They were hanging out in his bedroom one day when he
asked her how many boys she’d slept with. They’d skirted around the topic for months,
and now that she’d finally said the big three words—I love you—things
had been easier, talking more, and she’d wear less make-up if she didn’t have
time to put some on.


“Will you say yours?”


“Course, baby.”


She bit her lip, and looked to her lap. She wasn’t
ashamed of her past, but young girls sleeping with guys was a sensitive topic.
Parents wanted daughters to stay far from that. Girlfriends would pressure or
talk you into doing it to say you had, and to join their gossip. Boys wanted
cute girls who looked like they were only all theirs. They also would rather a
girl who knew what to do in that area.


Sarah didn’t want to lie, but she imagined, for a
moment what her ideal number would be. It would be one, or two. At eighteen,
she’d seem weird if she hadn’t slept with a guy, especially since she wasn’t
religious, and enjoyed the usual stuff girls her age did.


“Three,” she said.


“Three!” he exclaimed. 


“Like three, and you, four.”


Sarah’s cheeks grew hot, and she had no doubt her face
would be red. Her whole body suddenly heated up, and she looked around for
something to fan herself with.


“Aw, baby, sorry.” 


They were on the floor of his room, and he crawled up
to her side, reaching his arm to pull her shoulder to him. “I was just
surprised. You don’t look like that sort of girl.”


Sarah focused on saying the right things after that.
She had to.


“It’s okay. It is sort of high.”


“Yeah, I know. It’s very high.”


Sarah remembered her plan. The idiot had no idea the
hole he was digging himself into. Truly, he had so much goodness in his heart,
he didn’t see that other people weren’t as smart or perfect as he was. Since
she was resting against his shoulder, she closed her eyes to take control. She
took deep breaths, masking her intense feelings for Nicholas, as if he made her
feel better.


“I don’t want people talking about you like that. I
know you’re with me now and you won’t ever have to sleep with another guy
again, but still. I wish I knew.”


“Why?” she said, before she could stop. She sat up and
faced him. “So you would have chosen not to go out with me because I’m dirty or
embarrassing?”


“No way!” He reached out his hand and she figured
she’d better grab it. “I, like, meant it in a good way. I want to know every
single thing there is about you. You can tell the sluts are the ones with Daddy
issues, and you’re so normal, I just didn’t expect to hear that.”


After Sarah left that night, so many things from their
conversation made her feel off. She never wanted to tell Nicholas every single
thing about her. She liked to keep her little secrets. Like how she thought of
people who said, “I’m sorry” at funerals. It was a pointless sentence, even if it
was custom. She’d sound heartless saying that aloud. Sarah just didn’t want to
be all exposed to Nicholas.


She turned on her TV and left the noise on in the
background. Turning to her bedside table to plug in her mobile, she saw
Nicholas had texted her. “Love you lots. Hope you’re not mad. Love you so much.
xoxo”


She said, “Love. Goodnight,” back to him, and turned
her phone off. 


She lay in the semi-darkness, with only a strip of the
streetlamp pouring in between her curtains. She lay there, doing nothing but
wondering.


What was an eighteen-year-old who’d slept with four
guys meant to look like? Was she meant to have a cake face? Stunning blue eyes?
Push-up bras, teamed with low-cut tank tops and short shorts?


Why couldn’t she just be Sarah, a girl who’s been
searching for what she wants, with her long, mocha brown hair, grey eyes,
barely-any-make-up face and her flowy, mid-thigh dresses and jeans? She
wondered if others thought the same: that she was a goody two-shoes. 


She tried to sleep later. It was eleven-thirty, and she
had to wake up early to do a shift at work tomorrow. She rolled over and
scrolled through her photos on her mobile. She brushed her fingers through her
hair until it was smooth and silky soft. Sarah even tried swapping positions
and placing a pillow between her knees—that usually worked.


Her mind still lit up and awake, she decided she’d try
having a cup of chamomile tea, and let the soothing aroma and hot water lull
her to rest.


As she watched the kettle boil, she remembered
something else Nicholas had said: “You can tell the sluts are the ones with Daddy
issues, and you’re so normal, I just didn’t expect to hear that.”


She wanted to cry then. Nicholas cared; he knew her. But
maybe he didn’t. Just because Sarah didn’t cry or whine about it didn’t mean
she didn’t care.


Sarah wanted to see her dad more than once every two
weeks. She wanted the dad back who could fix her computer when it crashed. She
wanted a dad to tease her about that weird photo she’d been in when she first
started school, just so she could know how damn good it felt that her dad cared
so much to remember a photo when she was a little girl.


But Sarah wouldn’t care. If she cared it hurt, and her
dad would walk right by her, even when tears made her vision blur and she had
to gulp loudly to keep her breaths in check. Not even glassy eyes made him look
up from the work he’d bring home, or his girlfriend-of-the-moment on the phone.


Sarah’s dad was too damn busy to even remember that
weird photo she had when she’d first started school, and as the kettle clicked
and she had to walk over to it and leave her thoughts behind, she knew how damn
sad that was.


Maybe she did have Daddy issues. At least she could
say she didn’t cry a single tear over the man who was meant to love and protect
her. And didn’t.
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NOW


 


They all stood motionless, as did Sarah, and when she heard
the car take off, relief swept through her. Now wasn’t the right time to talk
with him. She’d only throttle Alyssa when she butted in, and Sarah didn’t want
to do that to a pregnant lady, no matter who it was.


As she looked around, she noticed the finer details.
Her mum had walked out with a little glass bowl of biscuits. That was left
behind on a wall cabinet, along with the pitcher of iced tea. She’d prepared a
lovely little arrangement for the three of them, and she didn’t even get to
bring out the glasses.


Sarah felt ridiculous being all done up in her dress.
It was pointless, and it made her feel in the spotlight, when all she wanted to
do was be unseen.


“Malik,” she said, “I’m so sorry. I was so tired last
night I came home. Didn’t even notice my phone. Work was hectic and I didn’t
want to hear what he had to say, and then—”


“Hey, don’t worry about it.”


He shook his head, staring down, so she couldn’t tell in
what way he meant it. Should she not worry because it wasn’t her fault, or not
worry because she’d been careless and there was nothing she could do to change
that confrontation?


Sarah’s mum walked past them to grab the biscuits and
pitcher, and went to the kitchen to come back with three tumbler glasses. She
bent down, spread the biscuits so they were easier to grab, and finally turned
the glasses the right way up in front of Malik, herself and Sarah. “Want some?”


Malik chuckled. “No.” He collapsed into the seat and
rested his head against the back of it. “Not so hungry or thirsty anymore.”


“It’ll calm you down.” She poured Sarah and Malik some
iced tea, and then sat down. “You don’t have to drink it, though.”


“Thanks,” Sarah and Malik said simultaneously.


Malik sat up straight, and they finally looked over at
each other at the same time. It was one of shock. Sarah uncrossed her legs and
re-crossed them the other way, yet she still felt uncomfortable. She wanted to
let him know through a kind or sweet look that she understood, but really, she
didn’t, and lost on what to do she had to look away. She ended up taking a sip
of her iced tea, despite also not being interested in it. At a time like this,
it was something to do, and she was glad her mum had the intuition previously.


“How are you doing, Malik?” her mum asked.


He shook his head again. Sarah’s heart ached for him.
She wanted to make everything okay. The poor guy just had no clue what to do,
and as the seconds passed he still remained in that shocked stupor. 


“I wasn’t ready for that. When we swap Lucy, we
usually wait in our cars, and she runs out to us in the driveway. Hadn’t seen
her for months and the understanding … it worked, ya know?”


“I’m really, really sorry, guys,” Sarah said again. “I
can’t believe that all happened and, damn, I should have seen his message.”


“Sez, don’t beat yourself up. It’s fine. They’re
having a baby. Not our problem. They can go have a happy life for the
next few seconds, and when they want out, they’ll have to learn the hard way.”


“Excuse my language, Gina, but that fucker has always
thought with his penis. I’m glad he’s out of your daughter’s life, and I’m scared
as shit what influence he’ll have on mine.”


They all cracked up, and for the first time since they
were left alone, the room felt bigger, warmer, and Sarah’s laughter echoed
loudly as she keeled over and let herself be free. Malik grinned and looked to
the empty spot next to him, then back to her, and raised his eyebrows. She took
the spot just as her mum took a sip of her glass to calm her breathing.


“So, you two?” her mum said with a questioning
expression.


Sarah looked to Malik and beamed. She ought to look
normal around him when someone mentioned them as a couple, but the idea made
butterflies flutter inside of her. She rested a hand on his thigh, and slowly,
he slipped his fingers to thread through hers.


“Yup, we couldn’t help it.” Sarah winked at her mum.


“So, that’s where you went last night.”


Sarah blushed and looked away, biting her lip. Sarah
had limits. She loved to talk about a new boyfriend or how her nights out were,
but sex was way past the limit. She especially had to change the direction of
the way this topic was heading, given the history with the three of them in the
room.


“Gina, I have the best intentions with your daughter.
I know I’m older and she’s still young, but she’s incredibly mature, and I really
like her. I promise this isn’t a fling. If she’ll have me, I plan on taking
care of her for as long as she wants me.”


Sarah knew a speech like that would win over her mum,
but instead her mum held up her finger and shook it at the two of them. “Tell me—or
not—how you even met! It’s been driving me crazy.”


“She was checking me out at the train station.”


Sarah shot her hand out from his and slapped his
shoulder. “Malik! No, he was just there, and then we started talking. He was so
rude; didn’t even tell me his name until hours after we met.”


“No, I noticed.” He was staring deep into her eyes
now, and she couldn’t see anything but him. “You couldn’t stop looking at me.
You pretended you weren’t, but you were. Can’t fool me.” He tapped his
forehead.


“Grr, no!” Sarah turned to prove her point to
her mum, but she was walking away with the pitcher and her glass. She’d come
back to defend her own later. Crossing her arms tightly, she said, “I was
wondering why you seemed so mysterious. That’s all.”


Malik shook his head, and leaned in to peck her on her
lips, but lingered, turning it into a sensual kiss, their lips hot and moving
together. She parted her lips and imagined what she’d like to do with her
tongue over his body, until the thought of her mum seeing them shocked her enough
to make her jerk back. She wasn’t around, though, and she couldn’t hear her
footsteps.


“One sec,” Sarah said.


She stood and walked out of the sitting room. Her
mum’s glass was in the dirty side of the sink. Perplexed, she checked the fridge
to see the iced tea back inside it. After closing the door, Sarah squinted her
eyes, as if that would help to strain her hearing to listen for noise. She
heard footsteps upstairs, and wondered why her mum had left them alone. Then
again, she did need time to talk through how she and Malik felt about her dad,
and Alyssa, and a new baby. Sarah thought, Thanks, Mum, and went back to
see Malik waiting for her.


“Let’s go back to my room.”


His eyes popped, immediately falling to her breasts,
highlighted by her tight sweetheart neckline.


“Not like that.” She held out her hand to lead
him away. “Such a dirty mind,” she mumbled.


He kissed the side of her neck as they went upstairs.


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


Once Sarah closed her door, she gripped the front of his
shirt to pull him in, but he held her back.


“Come on,” she wailed. “No sex doesn’t mean no
kissing.”


He cradled her face in his palms, and smiled, roaming
his gaze over her face. “Do you mind at all? I have baggage. A whole lot, and
you don’t have to deal with that.”


Sarah waited to see if he was joking, but the earnest
look in his expression proved he wasn’t.


She pulled him to the bed. He sat against the
headboard, knees bent and legs laid out in front of him. She crossed her legs
and fitted her body between his. “I want you, stupid. If anything, it’s
comforting that we’re familiar before we knew each other. And, I dunno, it
sounds weird, but like we can help each other. It must be hard for you to trust
a girl, but I know exactly what you went through, and I care so much more about
you than I have before for any other guy. I want to help you and show you how
damn caring yet sexy you are. Give you what you’ve missed, make even one part
of your life better.”


He grabbed Sarah’s hands and held them joined between
her crossed feet and his legs. “You swear you’re twenty-two, right?”


She smiled. “Why?”


“I was a fucking heartbreaker at your age. A menace, a
drunk, a party boy. I had no clue about the real world until I started getting
my act together in my mid-twenties, when I met Alyssa.”


Sarah had kept the smile while he talked, but the
moment he mentioned her name, all she could think about was how he’d been with
Alyssa for a few years, and Sarah had only known him for a few days. 


“Lucky I met you now, then, hey?”


He winked and reached behind her to pull her flush
against him by her ass. She wriggled her feet and felt the tops pressed to his balls.
It made her want to wriggle them some more to get a reaction from him, but what
she truly wanted was to be held by him, so she stopped before he knew what she
was hinting at.


“I like that you’re older, you know. It’s a turn on
for me. And it’s not because you’re worth more than I am, or that you have your
own house. I want something real and everyone else … they’re just not real.
They are obsessed by superficial stuff. Suppose I used to be, but then I met
you, and everything I feel is so much deeper. And it’s incredible—you’re
incredible. It’s just so fucking hot that you know what you want when you’re
with me, yet you also want me forever.”


“About that,” he said, leaning in to kiss his
favourite spot at the side of her neck.


She could only nod, fast and shy.


“You’re not scared by that, are you?”


“I’d be scared if you wanted this to be a part-time or
temporary thing.”


“Course not,” he said. “I’d never stay for fun, have
an affair, and then leave you.”


“Gee, what a compliment!”


He held his finger in front of her lips. “Shh, you.”


Silenced, she could only watch him. His face was
delicious, and she loved watching his little quirks, like how his nose would
twitch sometimes when he grinned. That jawline. The man had a jawline like the
stars. Square, and rigid, she saw his muscles flex as he swallowed. 


She kneeled up, and dropped his knees so his legs were
flush against her bed. His movements were jerky, and he bent his legs at the
last second in case he assumed something wrong. Sarah held down her palms on
each of his thighs and straddled him. It was perfect, even though his and her
clothes separated them. She needed him to know she wanted to be a part of his
life emotionally, physically and sexually. She wanted to be his other half in
every sense. 


He wrapped his arms around her back, and sunk his head
into the hollow of her collarbone. His fingers caressed her sides, and hers
made a crossed shape behind his neck, her fingertips massaging upward on his
scalp. She rested her head against his from her higher vantage point.


Afraid he’d get bored or want to move, she continued
to massage his head with her fingers, and kept her body pressed against him,
tight. Less than a minute into their embrace, she felt a hardening under her
legs, but, otherwise, Malik didn’t react. That was a physical male reaction to
her proximity. Hidden from his view, her eyes sparkled as emotion built up and
made her grin, knowing he just wanted to hold her, as she did him.


Her dress was fanned out over them. Fully clothed, it
was so intimate—their act was covered, a secret in only their hearts. 


“Don’t go,” she whispered afterwards when he spooned
her.


“I didn’t plan on it,” he said, and Sarah allowed
herself to lie with him.


Sarah was in between awake and asleep. Her eyelids
were mostly shut, apart from when she fluttered them half open to peer around
the room. Peer down to his hands enclosed around her waist, holding her like
she was his. She was—so much so, already, in so many ways. Physically,
their bodies had unremarked knowledge of how to move together; emotionally, he
listened to her, and allowed her to feel understood, not judged for once, and
like she wanted to melt into him to make their worlds one; and sexually, he
ignited passion in her so fierce it broke the walls and enhanced her emotions
for him outside of their sexual pleasure.


She stroked his hand, re-weaving hers through his, and
each time, it got better; the texture of his, rougher than hers. How her
structure was smaller than his, even when she tried to reach the span of his
hand with hers. 


“You playing with me, baby?”


“You have hands to please this girl,” Sarah replied.


“You should have said earlier.” 


Sarah only had a split second to wonder what that
meant at the same time as her tummy clenched, anticipating something. Then he
hauled her over him, clutching her waist. He’d rolled onto his back and flipped
her over on him so fast that she had to blink to bring him into focus. The
cheeky guy had a one-sided grin, pleased with himself. She ran her gaze down
his shaped chest, his shirt hugging his contoured torso, and down to where he
lowered her over him and their hips connected.


She leant down and his grip eased, and by the time her
lips touched his, his hands had skimmed up her sides and cupped her face. He
opened his mouth and snaked his tongue inside her, probing around and pressing
his lips tighter to circle her tongue as keenly as she massaged his.


They eased back after some time, breathless, and Sarah
knew by the heat in her body and cheeks that she was as flushed as he was. They
were facing each other on their sides now. Sarah’s head rested on her pillow,
her hand tucked underneath, and Malik rested his elbow on the sheets, leaning
his ear on his palm to look at her.


“What?” he said.


“What?”


“Playing that game, are you?”


She grinned. No, she wasn’t. She just loved having his
attention. Malik could act like a boy or a man, and she loved to bring out
either his dominant or playful side whenever she could.


“Questions?”


His big smile softened, his lips now crooked at the
side. Even his eyes had changed their vibe from intense to curious. “Yeah.”


“Would you ever be ashamed of my past?”


“No,” he said, then added, “only if you did what She
did.”


“Nothing like that.” Sarah looked down to the space
between them. Why did she put herself on the spot like this? Asking him if her
sexual partners bothered him seemed like a natural progression in their
relationship, but spitting the words out felt similar to pulling teeth. She
only lifted her head back up when his voice commanded something in her to
listen to him.


“Sarah …”


“So, I meant my number. Would the number of guys I’ve
slept with matter?”


“Do they matter to you?”


Sarah stilled. She’d almost told him that of course they
didn’t. It wasn’t herself she had to be jealous of. He swooped in, saving her
tortured thoughts any longer, though. “That’s what I want to know. Are you
ashamed? You look stunned, actually. Not regretful or embarrassed about what
you’ve done.” He snuggled closer to her and rested his face on the pillow so
they were at equal height. “So tell me, then, why should I feel any different?”



“You’ve got too many smarts about this for a guy.
Shouldn’t you be wild with interest? Wanting to know every detail, or too
jealous to know anything at all?”


“Relax, I am with this you. Not your past. I
have it all, and I get you right now. Why would I be jealous of something I
don’t have to compete against?”


She shrugged. She knew it looked stupid, but Malik had
the power here. She would rather be silent, anyway, and listen to the strange wisdom
he had. Surely a man with a face and body like his—with the power to use
his hands, tongue and cock as adeptly as he could—didn’t have this much
knowledge about how things worked.


“I don’t want you to be like that,” Sarah said. “I’m
curious. I like to know things.”


“I know.” 


Malik crossed the gap between them and palmed her
breast, causing something in her to pump heat between her legs. She tangled her
legs with his. 


“And,” he said, “I’d be stupid to cause issues with
jealousy. By the expression on your face when you’re with me, I know you
reciprocate what I feel.”


“There you go again, mind reader.”


He winked. “But out of curiosity …”


“You’re my eighth. Six weren’t serious. One was a
boyfriend.”


“Okay, I didn’t expect specifics. Um.” He bit his lip,
his eyes downcast as he thought. “I don’t know. It’s in the I-have-lost-count
range.”


“So that’s where you learned how to blow my mind.
Practice makes perfect.”


“Sounds like you’re saying I’m perfect.” He stiffened
his bottom lip and nodded. “I can live with that.”


Sarah laughed, and as her eyes closed and she rolled
over in a fit of giggles, he pressed the lengths of their bodies together. “Any
guy who regrets your sexual history would be stupid. If you had to waste bad
kisses on some other blokes, I’m happy to get these ones.”


“Woo!” Sarah exclaimed in a sarcastic tone.


“Practice makes perfect, baby,” he whispered in her
ear. “I adore all of you.”
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NOW


 


Sarah had the whole weekend to herself. No work, and she
didn’t have to study anymore. It’d been only yesterday evening that her dad and
Alyssa came over. Malik had been spending lots of time with her, so she wasn’t
surprised when he texted to say he would be working late. She said that was
fine. She didn’t want to burn him out, or make him get bored with her, no
matter what she said. Their relationship felt like she was on a dream cloud,
permanently. The longer she could extend that, the better.


“Bye, Sez!” her mum called from downstairs.


Sarah ran downstairs to the front door. Her mum was in
a semi-transparent blouse with a singlet underneath, a fitted pencil skirt and
heels. She had a cardigan draped over her arm and a clutch in her grip. Even
though she was almost fifty, she had a good body for her age, and looked sexy,
even to her daughter. 


“Are you going on a date?”


“I don’t know how I ended up with such a dramatic
daughter.”


Sarah stepped closer, hand on the doorknob as the
night air breezed in.


Her mum shivered. “I’d never go on a knee-jerk
reaction date. Just drinks with some girlfriends.”


Sarah was about to open her mouth, but the home phone
rang, and she begrudgingly had to let her mum leave.


“Hello?”


“Sez girl,” her dad said. “I wanted to try the home
phone in case you didn’t get my text or whatever. How are you?”


“I check my mobile.” She closed her eyes, and cursed
herself silently for sounding angry. Control, she thought. “But yeah,
I’m good. You?”


“I’m fine, but I’m not sure if you and I are. I don’t
know how I keep stuffing up. I thought it was right to come over, and then you
all lost it at us. Alyssa was shaken up. I know it’s not ideal, but better we
sorted stuff out, ‘ey? Otherwise I’d still be with another girlfriend.”


“You were never meant to be with her,” Sarah
said, clarifying. How could her dad not see that?


“I am, and we just get hot-headed, is all. She’s a
wonderful woman. Which brings me to why I called.”


Sarah had thought he called to come over again
tonight. That was bad enough. Sarah home alone. Two against her one? She
preferred it that way, so she wouldn’t have to put her mum and Malik through
that again, but if she really had a choice, she wished she could make the two
of them go away and undo them bringing a life into their messed-up world. She
hated that she had to think that way. That was an innocent baby who deserved
the best, better than what it would get.


“Yeah?”


“I thought it’d be a good idea for Alyssa to come
over. Just chat with you ladies. Keep the men out. It will be good, minus the
hot-headedness.”


“All right,” Sarah replied. 


A minute ago she would have said the usual no, and
then pushed back her dad’s efforts until they had a disagreement and hung up feeling
sour. But that little baby was growing, and would one day enter the world. It’d
be her half-sibling, a connection she’d always dreamed of. She wanted to help
be responsible, be a good sister, a support whenever he or she needed someone. 


It didn’t make Sarah hate Alyssa any less, but she had
to try.


“I’ll let her know to come back over today, if that’s
okay with Gina?”


“Mum’s out. Tell her I said it’s fine to come
tonight.”


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


This time, Alyssa looked laid-back when she came over to
visit Sarah. Her hair was slung in a low ponytail. She had looser jeans on and
a scoop-neck sweater. Sarah waved her in, and strangely, she picked the same seat
as she had the day before, so Sarah sat in her same spot. 


I hope it won’t end the same.


Silence filled the huge gap between them, and dense
air hung in the room. Sarah’s eyes fell to Alyssa’s belly, but there was
nothing of it. She was washboard flat.


“How long have you and my dad been together this
time?”


She thought she saw a smart look pass Alyssa’s
expression at the edge of her mouth, but maybe she imagined it.


“Just under two months.”


Sarah smiled by way of a reply while she did the math
in her head. You normally wouldn’t announce a baby to everyone until you were
twelve weeks along. More so, if they’d only been together very recently, she’d
have to be at least a few weeks along, meaning she fell pregnant right away. It
hit her, what would have happened, and Sarah dropped her head and rubbed her
forehead with the heel of her palm. It was clear when she looked up that Alyssa
knew what she thought.


“We weren’t going to lie, but Nigel told me to tell
you if you figured it out.”


“You guys …” Sarah looked away, keeping her emotions
in check by concentrating on a vase on an end table beside her. 


“We know we started off wrong, and don’t want to
unnecessarily clog you up with information. But we’re together, and we’re
having a baby. That’s what counts.”


“Were you drunk when it happened?”


Alyssa expelled a big breath. “You really want to hear
it.”


“Of course. I hate lies more than I hate hearing about
your affair and subsequent break-ups and get-togethers.”


“First, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. Malik and I
had just had a baby and she was growing. I had no life. I was in a shit place.
I didn’t try to pick him up. We just happened to be having drinks in the
same place when I finally started getting out, and we formed a bond. He’s an amazing
man.”


And she stole him. To Sarah, all the other crap still
didn’t make it okay, not even all these years later. Why was honesty such a big
deal? Surely Alyssa could see she stole this “amazing” husband from an
extraordinarily gorgeous and caring wife. That everybody got in shit places,
but it didn’t give her the right to uproot everyone else’s lives to make hers
better. 


Breathe.


Sarah pushed that aside, too. It took two people to
make an affair. Her dad was just as guilty. He could have stopped it. His
choice was to go ahead anyway.


Sarah nodded, and Alyssa continued. “Malik … I’ll
always feel bad about what I did to him. He had a heart for me, so big and
caring. And he’s gorgeous. And faithful. I know what I lost.”


Sarah began to feel sweaty. She stood and asked Alyssa
if she wanted a drink, and she said yes, her mouth was parched. Coming back
from the kitchen, Sarah brought two glasses of water. She watched Alyssa clutch
her glass and toss back the water in three big gulps. 


Watching, thinking. Sarah was bothered most by the
fact that Alyssa used present tense when describing Malik. He should have been
gorgeous to her, not currently gorgeous. Her heart thumped loudly, and Sarah
decided to down her drink, too. The water was fresh, cool and made for at least
partial relief.


Alyssa’s tone was monotone as she went on. “But this
baby? Your father and I want you there. You can be a part of every stage if you
want. And,” Alyssa set her hands in her lap, sat straighter, “Malik is welcome,
too. We know you two are a couple, and as hard as it must be for him, he’s a
part of your life, and this baby will be in yours.” Alyssa touched her belly at
the end of her speech.


“Thanks,” Sarah said, then added, “for coming over.”


“Are you okay with all this?”


Sarah took a breath. “Look, outside of relationships, you
seem nice. Besides what you’ve done to my family and my boyfriend, you seem
nice.”


Alyssa looked like she wanted to say “But” however
smartly kept her mouth shut. They both didn’t need a further explanation,
because tonight was about acting grown up, cordial and mature. Sarah could do
that, even if she wanted to hurt this lady for many of her sins. Seeing her
boyfriend naked. Pleasing him. Hurting him so, so much when he’d given her his
heart to take care of.


“When did you two …” Alyssa never finished, rather moving
her fingers together, meaning to symbolise being together.


“Recently.”


No way was Sarah giving Alyssa the privilege of
knowing exactly when. She didn’t deserve to know any personal information like
that. It was awkward and annoying enough she had been as close as she was to
Malik. Sarah wanted to keep them far, far apart, for as long as he was her man.


“He’s a great guy,” Alyssa said. “You’re lucky to have
him.”


“He’s an incredible man. I am lucky to have him.”


Alyssa’s smile was taut. Her lips were pressed
together too tightly; they formed a thin line, and even from across the coffee
table where Sarah sat, it seemed like crease lines had formed on her forehead.


Sarah made a note to keep a close eye on her boyfriend
when it came to Alyssa. This woman wasn’t trustworthy, and Malik knew that,
hated her, but it would pay off to be extra vigilant. An ex-wife, pregnant with
a baby to another man, shouldn’t look that jealous.


Sarah told Alyssa she appreciated her coming over, and
said it was nice to clear the air. As soon as Alyssa left, Sarah rested back
against the front door and felt more wound up than before. She decided it was
Friday night, and she’d cope with a glass of wine. Or two.


 


• • •


 


THEN


 


When Sarah was sixteen and her parents were separated, she’d
still have to see her dad, even when he was with Alyssa. Her mum’s promise if
she went there and stayed, was for the next two days, she’d make Sarah’s
lunchbox, and she’d do all the dishes, and for one day, her mum would rent a
movie and buy a dessert of Sarah’s choice.


It mostly worked. With just the two of them, they shared
house duties equally, and doing absolutely nothing, like most of her friends
did, was a treat she hardly passed up.


But she’d been to her dad’s five weekends and been
good. She couldn’t stand it any longer. This time, she’d sneak out, and no one
would be the wiser. Sarah had thought this out the day previously. She’d act
shitty, which wasn’t hard, and then retire to bed early, but not too early.
There, she’d stay until her dad checked on her. Once he did that, she was sure
she couldn’t get caught. It was a foolproof plan. After that, he’d go and have
sex with the slut, Alyssa. Or fight. Whichever. The last two weekends she’d
stayed proved they were as likely to do each other as try to outdo each other.


But tonight, Sarah struggled to act shitty thanks to
Alyssa acting so nice. One inch of a smile, or a true-to-the gut, honest
cackle—anything that seemed friendly—her dad could try to involve
her in something: TV, a game, or help him in his garage.


Alyssa was the problem. She didn’t pick a fight. Not
once, and Sarah wanted to yell because of how nice she was. But she shouldn’t
have. Wasn’t Alyssa being nice so much more bearable than Alyssa being short,
cut-off or bitchy?


The dinner was exquisite. The mashed potatoes … Sarah only
just remembered not to moan in pleasure although they were ultra creamy, salted
to perfection, and the right touch of butter and herbs to top them off. The
beef had no fat, or “jelly”, as Sarah would call it. She couldn’t start slicing
and then complain it was too hard to eat and go to her room. It was flavoursome
and juicy, just tender enough. Alyssa even brought wine to the table, and
though neither she nor Sarah had any, her dad sure enjoyed it. By the end of
dinner he was talking twice as much as usual, and he then went to the TV and
didn’t leave, even after Sarah had spent so much time on Facebook she was
bored, which rarely occurred. She had browsed YouTube. Surfed for pictures of
celebrity hunks with their shirts off. Finally, Sarah just told Alyssa the
excuse her eyes were sore from staring at the computer for so long. She went to
tell her dad so, too, but his head was hung back over the couch, and snores
snarled and caught in his throat softly, then loudly.


Perfect!


Sarah lay in bed for only forty-five minutes that night.
God, her girlfriends would be squealing and so excited to get an extra hour and
a half with her. 


At a quarter past nine, Sarah was ready to sneak out.
Her bedroom at her dad’s was easy to escape from. It was a single storey, and
she just had to walk down the side of the house, open and shut the gate, and
duck off.


It was as Sarah was closing the gate, only metres from
the sidewalk—her freedom—when she heard a noise.


Shock pierced through her body, rendering her
motionless, until the pricks of adrenaline calmed and she could think without
feeling like her mind had an enormous pressure on it. Moments passed, and then
the sound was all too clear. It was a car pulling up outside her home. She
didn’t hear a rev, but the engine growled, like the engine of the
eighteen-year-old boyfriend of one of the girls in her group. He was the only
one who was of legal age to drive, and so she made an effort to be nice, hoping
to catch a ride. He had always boasted how he’d had his car altered. His
exhaust was louder than standard, and he’d made adjustments inside the bonnet
to enhance the performance. 


The sound of that car was different to not only little
Honda Civics, but also the V8 Ford Falcons her friends’ dads drove.


As Sarah clutched the gate and pushed the rest of the
latch back in place, she knew it wasn’t just a big car, it was a hotted up car.
A guy’s car. Her dad was asleep, so it wouldn’t be one of his friends.
And her friends absolutely, positively knew to never come past. If she could
sneak out of one of her parents’ houses, she’d call them when she made it out.
They all lived close by, two of her girlfriends in the same suburb. She’d only
wait out front for two minutes, tops.


That car left only one option, and she hated that she
was surprised. Her anger crept up on her and she slammed her fist into the gate,
until she feared she’d get splinters. Her dad may have not treated her the
best, and he was horrible to her mum, but did he deserve to have Alyssa
cheating on him too?


Sarah had to see if she was right.


She backed against the bricks and sidestepped, her
hands pressing to the wall. Her hair and top snagged on the bricks, but she had
to remain in the shadows, out of the streetlamp that was out the front of her
dad’s house on the nature strip.


Sarah leant forward until she could just see two
figures. She knew Alyssa perfectly. Long, silky straight hair. Thin body, with
clothes that always hugged every inch of her skin, or that revealed a whole
lot. 


Alyssa walked up to the male figure, wrapped her arms
around his waist and let him paw at her ass. They kissed, which turned into
what looked like a pash with the angles of their heads on the side, working
furiously, and then she reached between them to stroke him.


From the silhouette, Sarah saw the pin heels of
Alyssa’s, and the rest of her dark frame, walk up to the passenger side and
slip in.


Sarah didn’t move for a minute after they’d left. She
counted down sixty seconds, and then allowed herself to look around and to
listen for movement. There was nothing. 


Sarah looked to the path she was going to take and
turned back, creeping along the side of the house, and into her bedroom. She
texted her friends, saying she couldn’t come tonight.


For hours, Sarah waited up. She started drifting off, but
by the time the sun rose, she’d hardly slept, and nothing deep enough to make
her feel rested. Finally, she decided there was no point waiting for Alyssa.
She hadn’t come home. 


After Facebook stalking for fifteen minutes she found,
through friends of friends and their posts, the guy Alyssa’d met up with. Why
people left their posts public was beyond Sarah. If a teenager knew not to do
that, why didn’t adults who were adept at using social media?


Robin Treel. She noted his profile, but knew she’d
remember him anyway.


In the bathroom, Sarah almost squeaked when she saw
her reflection: bags under her eyes, and red, bloodshot corneas. She looked a
fright. She wondered if the computer excuse would work again. 


Sarah made a bowl of cereal and sat down to eat. It
was then Alyssa walked in the door, sporting leggings and an old t-shirt. She
had a carton of milk in her hands. 


“Oh, hey, Sarah. You’re up. Just got some milk.”


Sarah lifted her bowl. “We already have some.”


Alyssa tutted. “Damn! What a waste, I could have swore
we didn’t have any.”


“Nope, still three-quarters left.”


When Alyssa joined her at the table, Sarah had to stop
herself from squealing again. The state of Alyssa’s eyes matched Sarah’s. Sarah
hadn’t been wrong, or fallen asleep. Alyssa had been out all night, masked by
the excuse of grabbing milk.
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Sarah picked up the phone to see if Malik wanted to go to
the movies with her. Maybe this time they could see the new Will Smith flick.
As she held her mobile in her hand, her mind went back to the first day they’d
met, and their random movie date. She’d never be able to see a movie at the
cinemas with him again without a reminder of the night he’d swept her off her
feet.


When he answered the phone, Sarah said, “How about
that Will Smith flick tonight? We never got to watch that one.”


Sarah’s smile took over her mouth before she’d finished
talking. She sounded deliriously happy. But Malik didn’t say yes right away,
and moments ticked by. Sarah was on the edge of her bed, flicking through her
bag of make-up. Brown or grey eyeshadow? Suddenly, it didn’t matter.


“I have to go out tonight.”


“Oh, that’s okay. I’m sick of you anyway.” She forced
a giggle. “I was starting to get over this whole thing we have.”


“You better not. I wish I could see you.”


That piqued her interest. She pushed away her make-up
bag and crossed her legs. “What are you up to?”


“I’m going to the movies with Lucy.”


Sarah let out a breath, one she’d held on to for too
long. She had no reason to worry; Malik’s attitude toward her and their
relationship proved that. Still, she’d never trusted guys and unlearning that
habit, she was realising, would take a lot more time. She looked out of her
window where the bright sunlight filled her room. She inhaled and looked out at
the towering trees with the intense green foliage, and the two children on
scooters racing each other while what appeared to be their mum jogged behind in
exercise gear. Maybe she could go out and exercise instead. She could visit the
gym. Yes, she’d go to the gym later, spend her time there. 


After a moment of producing that plan, she nodded to
herself, proud that she could be just as independent since meeting Malik as she
had been pre-Malik.


“That’s great,” Sarah said.


“Before I say what I’m going to, please trust me, I just
hung up the phone and was going to call you in the next few minutes.”


She waited for words she sensed she would probably hate
to hear. It sounded like it would be this way.


“Alyssa called. She said Lucy had been bugging her
about us three going to the movies because we never did anything together. She
told Lucy we couldn’t do things together anymore but she really, really wanted
this. I was torn between saying yes or no. I didn’t want to hurt you in any
way, but I don’t want to hurt my daughter. It’s just a couple of hours and then
I’m home. You can even come over afterwards. Are you okay? Are you mad?”


“It’s all cool. It would be hard for a little girl to
have two separate lives when her friends do things together with both their mum
and dad. I’ll be fine.”


“But are you okay with it? Really? I can hear it in
your voice, you’re thinking about something.”


“Well, she’s the last person I want you to watch a
movie with in a dark cinema, but it’s for your daughter, and I want you and
Lucy happy more than I want to take that time away to be with you. Go, enjoy.
Really.”


“Sarah …”


“Yes, Malik?”


“It’s you who I want to be with. Not her. I promise
you.”


“I know, I know.” Sarah didn’t feel strong but she
noticed the tone of her voice had taken on a determination. She’d probably bite
her nails down to the quick, but she’d survive. She’d only feel guilty and
horrible if she told Malik not to go. He probably would listen, and Sarah
didn’t want Lucy or Malik unhappy. They always had loads of time, but he had
priorities, and Sarah was fine to fit in amongst them. “I won’t say I’m
thrilled, but I hope you and Lucy have fun. I know you don’t see her much. This
will be great for you.”


“Yep. Okay, true. It feels like I’m cheating on you.”


Sarah giggled. He could make her laugh, even when her
nerves were as thick as steel and she trembled with anxiety. Now that the
tension was broken, she felt more confident about what she’d said. She didn’t
care. If anything, it’d show Alyssa that Malik was all hers. Yet another mark
of what she’d stuffed up and lost.


“It’s only cheating if you touch her between her chest
to her thighs, if you kiss her, stick your doodle in her, or flirt
suggestively.”


Malik guffawed on the end of the line, and Sarah
couldn’t help but fall into fits of giggles, too. Seriously, what am I
worried about? It was irrational. Malik was probably six foot two, he was
solidly built, and he didn’t have a problem with his confidence. What was a
twiggy woman like Alyssa going to do? He had every advantage, plus the fact that
nothing repelled him more than her—except for maybe Sarah’s father.


“Two problems with those rules.”


“Yeees,” Sarah said hesitantly. She could hear the
humour in his voice, but played along.


“What if I touch her ankle or toes? Looks like that’s
allowed. I, however, find that incredibly intimate. You should consider adding
those to your rules. The other thing, is I do not have a doodle. I have a hard,
thick, long man-cock. There’s a big difference. You should also consider adding
that wording to your rules.”


“Fine, smartass. You can’t stick your doodle-slash-cock
in her, and also don’t touch her ankles or feet. It weirds me out thinking about
anyone touching me there.” 


Malik made a “Hmm” sound. Resolutely, he said, “Great,
well, the rules are set, my beautiful girlfriend has approved my plans, and I’m
starving for lunch. Time to go and prepare to deal with that headcase tonight.
Yes, it will take that long.”


“I don’t doubt you.”


There was a silence, one where Sarah felt she should
slip in something. Usually, it’d be an “I love you” between a couple, but
they’d been together a week, and she wasn’t sure what she felt for him, and she
knew those words were one way to scare him off. “I like you” was a ridiculous alternative,
but it popped up in her mind anyway.


After an awkward silence, Sarah knew Malik had felt it,
too. She rushed out a goodbye before he could say anything more. “Well, enjoy
lunch. I’ll chat to you later. If I don’t, it may or may not be because I’m
busy hiring spies to follow you.”


“Sarah, I just love your humour. Talk later.”


Malik hung up, while Sarah’s hand was still clutching
her mobile to her ear. She didn’t miss the way he said he “loved” part of her.
After a few seconds, she drew the phone away.


Sarah decided to grab some lunch, too, and when she
did, there was a spring in her step, similar to a skip.


 


• • •
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Sarah went to a nearby shopping centre for lunch. Sitting in
the silence of her own home, even while getting ready to go out, ate up the
rational side of her brain. She imagined maybe Malik was a sweet talker. Maybe
he secretly wanted an excuse to see Alyssa. Sarah’s mind had built up a case
against her until she’d wanted to scream. So she’d grabbed her keys and took
off.


It was a beautiful Saturday. Few clouds littered the
blue sky, and she didn’t have to turn on the air con or the heater during the
drive. She rolled down her windows, turned up the radio, and sang. She did a
couple of laps, and eventually found a park. As she was walking to the
entrance, she realised she hadn’t celebrated her first successful week at work.



Inside, she headed straight to her favourite shops.
She bought a bag of mixed lollies, a new top and heels. The heels had sparkles
and shone when she twirled in them in front of the mirror. On her way out, she
dug into her bag to look, not noticing she’d stepped right into someone else’s
path.


“Oh, sor—”


Sarah looked up while clutching her bags tightly, and
saw it was Nicholas. That made two times in just days. She wondered why she
hadn’t seen him in years, and now she’d run into him twice.


“You again,” she said.


“Are you okay?” 


He held out his hand, hovering below her elbow, and
looked into her eyes.


“Sure, everything but my pride.”


He looked down at her bag, seeing the shoe shop label
on it, and then up to the shop sign, hanging just above their heads. “New pair
of shoes.”


“Yes, and they’re gorgeous. Only, I may have spent my
lunch money.”


“Eating here?”


Damn it. Why was Sarah so careless? She thought back
to Malik and felt guilty. She was about to walk into a lunch date with her ex.
Would Malik care? She doubted he’d be jealous, given what they’d talked about,
but still … she hadn’t gone into her past relationships.


Knowing it was too late to back-pedal without making
Nicholas feel bad, she decided to go on. “Yep.”


Nicholas looked in the food court direction and they
set off that way.


“It was my first week at work this week,” Sarah
explained, holding up the bags. “I decided to treat myself.”


“That’s right. Congratulations on making it.”


“Thanks. Random question here: I’m wondering why I
haven’t seen you in years, and now suddenly you pop up twice in days.”


He smiled weakly and pointed in front of them. There
was a café; it had a minimal line wait compared to the others, and decent food
and prices. Sarah held onto her questions, now more than she had before. How
come he’d avoided answering her? She ordered a chicken and avocado toasted wrap
with a coffee, and went to find a table for them to eat at.


Nicholas came back with a burger, chips and soft drink
in a cup. It unnerved her that he dug right in, so she took a bite and
swallowed before talking again. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot about why
you’re here or anything.”


“Just a twisty one to answer. Um,” he said, sipping at
the straw to his cup, “the girlfriend dumped me. I was interstate for a while,
and decided to come back home. Nothing for me there, I guess, once I had job
offers both there and here.”


Sarah nodded. She chose to take a bite of her wrap,
lost for words. Everything just seemed so cliché and he seemed torn up, but he
was twenty-two, like her. It could have been a fling, or a serious, long-term
relationship. “Glad to be back?” she settled on.


“For sure. A nice shock seeing so many friends, and
the family again.” He slowed, asking, “Are you …?”


The way he seemed unsure, nervous, made Sarah realise
what he meant. “Oh, yeah but he’s with his ex for the day so I’m here, shopping
…”


Sarah’s words also drifted off. How was she meant to
explain it? That woman my dad cheated with? Well, I’m now fucking her
ex-husband, the father of their child. No, he’s not my dad’s age, don’t give me
a weird look, and yes, he is well to do. Sarah smiled, deciding silence was
better, and for the next couple of minutes, neither spoke. They just ate their
meals.


After they finished, Sarah picked up her bag and they
left the table, walking out of the food court. Once they reached a T-shaped
intersection, they stopped, and looked at each other.


“I’m this way,” Sarah said, thumbing in the direction
over her shoulder.


“Right, I’m the other way.”


They nodded, and Sarah could tell by the uncertainty
she sensed from him that he wanted to ask her something. But he didn’t, and she
turned to leave.


“Uh, Sez? I mean, Sarah? Wait a sec.”


She clenched her eyelids together, and prayed this
wouldn’t be too awkward. “Yep?”


“Did you want to do something tonight? I was going to
go to the gym if you wanted to join, or we can chill?”


“I’m not sure.” Sarah looked around, hoping for
something to fall from the roof and give her an excuse to run. She decided to
explain, since Nicholas had assumed differently. “I meant, my boyfriend might
be busy tonight, but I am in a relationship. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


A sad smile swept across his face. He nodded. “If you
ever want to, you know … my number’s still the same.”


They said bye, and she started toward her car. She
checked the time and noted she’d killed an hour and a half, but it was still
afternoon, and she had many more hours left to kill before her boyfriend went
out to the movies with Alyssa, the most attractive ex-wife in the world.


She also wondered what else more intense than what she
just did would she have to do to keep occupied. She never forgot the night she
caught Alyssa sneaking out to cheat on her dad. She never was able to prove
anything, or  to tell him. Now, the memory served to agitate her
confidence.


In that instant, all the calming and pre-occupying
she’d done to keep her mind off torturing herself with thoughts was ruined. She
was back to feeling a dark, heavy sensation in her core, like tonight would be the
night when everything fell apart, and she was helpless to stop it.
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Sarah decided she could do this. Malik was nothing but
driven, honest, and, amazingly, into her. She knew it was her thoughts that
gave her the most grief. In reality, she shouldn’t worry. The woman was
pregnant, for Christ’s sake! She couldn’t even try to get him to knock her up
to sink in her claws into his life further.


The revelation of thoughts brought calm back to Sarah
and she sighed, stepping into her bedroom. She swept a look across the floor, the
furniture and up around the walls. It was clean enough, but she figured she’d
use this time to clean it more. She hated spring-cleaning, but rarely was she
not working or studying, or not wanting to hang out with friends, go shopping
or be doing something. Right now, she’d be horrible friend-company, and she
couldn’t force her heart into anything else when it was so focused on her
feelings for Malik. She gulped down that one. Could she really be falling for
him? Was she in love? 


Instead of pondering more, she dropped to her knees by
a stack of clothes she’d thrown into the corner of her room to deal with later.
She picked each item up and put it in a basket for the wash, only sniffing one
scarf and a few jeans that were probably still wearable, hanging those back up
on her hangers. She found enough clothes between her stuff and the few already
in the laundry to make a load, though her mum had only done one yesterday. 


When that was done, Sarah stripped her bed and put new
sheets on, new pillowcases and a new cover. They were fresh and crisp, and she
allowed herself a moment to fall back and let the comforting buzz travel
through her body. Fresh sheets were her favourite. 


They were also Nicholas’s favourite. In that moment,
she thought about all the things she knew about him that she didn’t know about
her current boyfriend. She knew a handful of details about Malik, yet with Nicholas
she knew a huge roll of inventory.


Nicholas didn’t mind staying in with her over his mates.
He would still go out with them, but claim he was being fair giving both 50/50
hanging out time. Even to Sarah, she could tell she’d get two occasions to his
friends’ one. But Sarah would pretend she didn’t realise that because she
enjoyed snuggling with Nicholas. He had a grip that she couldn’t quite describe
without meshing different people’s personalities together. He had the
tenderness of her mum’s hugs when Sarah was bawling her eyes out, and the
comfort she felt being in her dad’s strong hand when she was a little girl. His
intimacy and love for her showed in how his hands would constantly rub her, or
turn into a mini-massage, or press his head close to the crook of her neck.


She was still discovering all this about Malik. What
if Alyssa never let her claws go? He was forever linked to her with their
daughter, Lucy, and that was an incredible bond that made Sarah’s heart feel
small and heavy, and too empty to move any more for tonight.


Sarah stayed on her bed, deciding, she wasn’t the
cleaning type, anyway. She’d dealt with the clothes situation, and that’d be
enough. 


She rolled over and picked up her mobile. Out of all
the stupid app purchases she’d made, she couldn’t help but be drawn back to the
free solitaire one. She tapped the new cards into their piles, and relied on
hints, and when she felt her eyes red and had to put the mobile down after a
long while of fighting the pain, she squinted at the time on screen. It was four
in the afternoon.


Feeling her sore legs, she got up to stretch. After
grabbing a glass of water, she came back to her room, and then couldn’t hold
back any longer. She grabbed her mobile and went to dial Malik to say hi, but
noticed she had a missed call from him.


The thought he’d dialled her just before she broke to
call him made her feel all warm, and she had a smug smile plastered to her face
as she crawled onto her bed, snuggled under the covers, and called him back.


“He—” He coughed violently and then blew out a
breath. “Hope it’s nothing bad. I can’t handle not kissing you,” he said. “Oh,
and hey, babe.”


She was worried about him getting sick, too, but then
he said that last word—babe. Two words from him and she wanted to beg for
him to forget about going out with his daughter and Alyssa and be with her.
Sarah would tell him she’d make it worth his while. He could ask her to do
anything he wanted. Fear had crept back into her mind and heart, and the
possibility of anything coming between them had sent her into a frenzy.
Everything was too good for the luck and like of someone as normal and unlucky
as Sarah, and to score a male-model-looking older man who was sure of himself,
driven, and so confident it made him sexy as hell was more than enough to make
her crunch the odds. This surely wouldn’t last forever, but she’d be damned if
the end would come too soon because of Alyssa.


“I could get used to being called that.”


“I’d expect you to. I love calling you babe.”


There was a heavy silence, one too grand for Sarah to
say anything. He cleared his throat, expelling a little cough, while she was
silent then, she said, “I don’t want you getting sick either. But thanks for calling
me that, babe.”


“Hopefully not,” he said. “Ah, and I get you. Feels
good.”


His voice became breathy as he made a relaxing sound
into the line. She tried to imagine what he was doing. Was he lying on his
couch, elbow bent lazily, and mobile stuck to one ear, the other hand sprawled
across his belly? Maybe he, too, was on his bed, and Sarah clenched at the
visual of doing it for the first time there. She’d christen that thing and make
him forever remember what they did together.


“Where are you?” she asked.


“On my balcony, on the deckchair, looking over the
hill and valley behind my place.”


Sarah knew the one. It was like an incredible oasis in
a mundane suburb. A fence shut off the area. Grass hugged the landline and
trees swept in paths, with little gravel walkways snaking between the clumps of
bushland. If you looked deeper inside, you could see the hint of where the land
dropped off and the lake began, but it depended on where you had a lookout.
Could Malik see that lake from where he was? She hoped he did, and that he wanted
to take her. Sarah had found a cut-out spot in the fence lining the gorge when
she was a teenager. And, if repairs had fixed the last one, surely teenagers
these days had cut another spot to replace it.


“I love that place, especially the lake in summer.”


“What a cheeky girl. My hey-days are long gone, but
the boys and I used to chill down there, too. Throw each other in, or push
someone down the hill and hope he missed the trees, rocks and snags.”


“Do you ever wonder sometimes?” Sarah asked. When she
said so, she knew afterwards she was vague, but she closed up at the idea of
saying how she felt. She never wanted to hear “no” from Malik.


“I wonder a lot about you and me. And just you.”


She giggled, and thanks to him, forgot about her
qualms. “If we’re at different stages of our lives. I don’t know when I want
kids, and I’m sure you already want to get started having another child. And
then there’s marriage. Etcetera.”


“Uh-oh. This isn’t about the gorge behind my place
anymore, is it?”


Sarah shook her head slightly, and then realised she
had to say, “No.” She continued, “I just want you to be sure. You have no idea
how incredible you are; and there is so much incredible about you that it intimidates
me.”


Why am I repeating myself on this issue, going
around like a broken record? He wants me. Believe it.


“Hey, baby.” He let the words hang there. “I never
want to make you feel uncomfortable. Ever. I’m sorry for that.”


“No, I don’t want to hold you back. I was just
wondering if we’ll get to go to the gorge there, hang out. Then I started
thinking, what’s wrong with me? You’re thirty-four, for crying out loud. You’re
a father, not some kid like me who’s trying to keep her first real job, and
find herself in the world. I’m still living with my mum, and I relied on her
support just a few weeks ago, still. Then tonight was organised, and I started
worrying if you’ll spend a lovely evening with someone like Alyssa and think
about how easy and great you could have it with a pretty woman like her, make
your daughter’s life easier, yours easier, and go back to normal. It’s not like
my father is actually going to stick around.”


“Sarah, I find Alyssa to be one of the fakest,
leachiest people in the world. She sucks up, and it’s all that she does. I
couldn’t list a quality of hers that attracts me. You’re seriously messed to
think that, with my luck, scoring a gorgeous girl like yourself, I’d ever even
start to wonder what my life would be like without you. I don’t care if you
think it’s best we cool off the hot-and-heavy for months. I want to get to know
you.”


“What about all that stuff I said about our lives and
stuff? Honestly, don’t you want all that stuff?”


“Normal is for people who are too scared to find the
best. I don’t care if it’s a juggle to fight for Lucy and to keep you. That’s
the only way I see it.”


“But kids?”


“Yeah. I’d love more.”


“I don’t know when I’ll be ready, though. And
marriage. I don’t know when I’m ready for that.”


“Aw, babe. Seriously, calm down.” He chuckled, which
promoted that itchy cough to start again. “We’ve only known each other a week.
One step at a time.”


“Crap, sorry,” Sarah mumbled. She felt her cheeks
heat. She had to get off this call before she ruined everything. Damn her
insecurities. She was creating a problem out of nothing between them. The
problems she didn’t want pushing them apart were stemming right from her. What
a mess.


“All right, I better go.”


“Don’t, please. I can hear you’re stressed. You don’t
have to worry about tonight, or the future. I’m really, really into you.”


“For now, I know. It feels incredible with you. But
this is messed. She’s your ex, the mother of your child; she’s the woman who my
father cheated on my mother with, she’s the woman now pregnant with my dad’s
child; you used to sleep with her, and now you’re with me; and, soon enough,
I’m going to have a sibling linking me with her, too. It’s so messed.”


Sarah realised why she was going back to this issue: it
was damn Alyssa. She’d come in and crumbled the confidence Sarah had about
herself and Malik together. Sarah wondered if every other young woman like
herself would second-guess their worth and beauty next to a woman like her. Or
was it just stupid Sarah? 


“Stop. Over. Thinking. Sarah, please.”


“Malik, I’m not! I’m just worried.”


“I told you not to be.” He took a breath, and when he
continued, his tone was softer, but more stiff, like he had to focus on keeping
his voice steady. “Don’t start this. You’re mine. There’s nothing with Alyssa.”


“It’s her. She’s got her claws into you.”


Sarah winced at saying that. She slapped the back of
her hand down on her forehead and lay there, anxious for him to reply. She
should have stuck to her instincts and shut off. Damage couldn’t be done if she
wasn’t talking. And, boy, was she on her way to damage.


“Are you saying I’m lying about being involved with
her? Or that I secretly care for what she wants or needs?”


There was no mistaking it; this was the moment. Malik
wasn’t re-assuring now, but in defensive mode. “No, I didn’t mean that.”


“Fuck, Sarah.” 


She heard a crash on his side, and pulled away from
her mobile instinctively. Imagining him angry or hurt because of her wasn’t the
plan, and hearing him increasingly wound up was too much to take.


“Please, I didn’t mean to be a bitch. I’m screwed,
just worried and—”


“I know you’re worried, but I hate that I’ve seen why
you really wanted to talk. You’re worried not just about her, but about me. I
can hold my own, Sarah, and I know you know that. The only way I’d allow her
back into my life, or my bed, or my heart, is if I reciprocated.”


“Malik—”


“Let me finish,” he said. “And that isn’t what I’ve
told or insinuated to you, or to her. So maybe it’s you who has to think about
us. If we’re just a whirlwind, I’ll accept it, but I don’t want you having
doubts months later. I’m either with you forever, or I’m not. I’m not into
games or fucking around. I’ve had enough experience to know what to hold onto
when I get it.”


Sarah pulled the mobile away so he wouldn’t hear her
sniffle.


“Maybe tonight apart will be good. Just think about
what you really want, if you’re ready. It just doesn’t seem like you trust me,
or maybe you’re not sure. One of the two.”


He had just finished saying “two” as he began to heave
into coughs again. He blamed a sore throat, irritated by a conference call this
afternoon. Meanwhile, Sarah started crying. Cop out or not, they needed the
break. He said he better go before he lost his voice. When he said bye, she
couldn’t even say it back. She just dropped her mobile somewhere in the sheets
and sobbed into them. She sobbed for so long, she wore out all thoughts of
being alone, and losing Malik, and saying stupid things. When she smelt the
sheets, she noticed she’d replaced their stiff, crispness with her body shape
and scent, unearthing memories of Nicholas.


She checked the time and it was about dinnertime; or, close
enough. She couldn’t help but wonder if Nicholas still had no plans tonight.
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Sarah’s eyes snapped open to darkness. Wrinkling her
forehead, she looked around her bedroom, trying to adjust. The curtains were
open and the streetlamp light poured in directly through her first-level window.
Luckily, she wasn’t too exposed, not being on ground, but she still shut the curtains,
then walked to the light switch with illumination from her mobile.


The time said 7:30 pm. She gasped, and rechecked it to
be sure. Yep, they’d be in a movie by now. Lucy was seven, and couldn’t stay up
that late. 


Her heart rate fired up and she couldn’t move her
feet, though she willed them to take action. Thud, thud, thud. It was
not only the heavy feeling knocking inside her chest but the sound thumping in
her head.


Sarah was a mess. She knew this because of her
reflection in the bathroom, when she felt brave enough to look. Her mascara was
smudged worse under her right eye, and tapered off to the side. Both of her
eyes had an awful black hue underneath them, but the right side had black
specks that scattered away from below her eyelid, like a path. She had streak
marks through the shimmery blush that otherwise coated each cheek. Her eyes
weren’t red anymore, but they sure didn’t look that flash.


Sarah had a shower for the second time that day. She
slipped out of her clothes and stepped under the scalding shower head, feeling
the hot water pound against her back, lulling her eyes closed, and encouraging her
mind to drift off. After a while, she sat down and cuddled her knees against
her. She grabbed the body wash and lathered it over her whilst wriggling every
now and then to scrub her entire body. She grabbed her face wash and scrubbed
that over her face, too.


When she got out, Sarah dipped her head back and took
a big breath. The air was humid and dense thanks to the heat from the water,
but she felt freer, not to mention fresh and ready to do something proper with
her day, finally, at eight pm.


Sarah picked out a grey singlet. It had beading and
sequins splashed across her breasts that tapered into a rough triangle under
her bust. She matched it with a red cardigan and did one button up, just above
her belly button. She picked out light grey-washed skinny jeans and wore wedges
to appear hot, yet not overdressed. She checked her look in front of the mirror
and decided it was dressy-slash-casual, but not trying too hard, just
effortless sensuality oozing from how her clothes cupped her breasts and
tapered her long legs with the height lift.


It didn’t say anything in particular, but Sarah
decided then and there she did have something rather particular in mind to do. She
re-did a face of make-up, adding barely there eyeshadow and eyeliner to her
usual look, and then drove away in her car.
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As Sarah drove there, she processed the likelihood of the cinemas
they’d be at. The one just near her station was her top choice. Otherwise,
there was another about fifteen minutes toward the city, and another a little
west of there, too. She’d try her luck at the same movies she and Malik had
visited on their first date. 


As she drove, Sarah’s thoughts wondered about all the
minor details that had made up their first date, and how much she began to feel
for him that day. 


It was her bodily reaction to his proximity that
arrested her thoughts. A brush of his fingers across her arm. The way his hands
rubbed at the skin around her waist. After they got out of the cinema, she remembered
his square jawline again, and melted inside, wanting to run her hands down his
face and memorise all his contours. When he sat, just the way his thighs were
effortlessly parted, the way all men do it, but how she could make out his
hard, contoured muscles, set him apart from just another stranger.


Sarah found herself at the parking lot in seemingly
the next moment. Biting her lip and breaking out into a smile, she let herself
remember how much Malik made her happy, hot, and in heaven any time he spoke,
touched or appeared in her thoughts.


She walked through the shopping centre, not even
bothered by the intense need to just stop and check out her favourite stores
quickly. She was driven and focused, and that would cut off half an hour from
her time. Plus, she didn’t care for her usual browsing of cocktail jewellery,
shoes or tops.


Once she got to the board that showed movies now
playing, she was slightly breathless. She caught her breath whilst scanning. 


There were only two kid’s cartoons showing. She waited
until they called her, and then asked what cinemas the current two were playing
at. Sarah waited on a bench around the corner where Malik, Alyssa and Lucy
would pass on their way out and waited, read and re-read movie posters, and
listened in on people buying tickets and customers at the candy bar.


By the timetable, she had a fifteen-minute wait until
one ended, and twenty minutes until the other. She knew they’d be in one of
those; the sessions before were too early for them to attend, and the ones
after started at 10:15 pm, and that was way too late.


Sarah tried to check the time every ten minutes but
whenever she looked down, she saw only two minutes had passed. She wasn’t sure
how that could happen, but she stopped checking anyway, and just waited. She
couldn’t risk playing any mobile phone games. She had to be aware.


And aware she was, in the beginning. But, as time
passed, her mind started drifting, and she wanted to give in to the urge to
rest her head against the wall behind her. 


When some more time had passed, she checked her
mobile.


What she saw shocked her. It was 9:10 pm. If they’d
been in the last movie, it would have ended ten minutes ago. She’d already seen
the cleaner just enter. No one else was left.


Confused, she stood there, shoulders slumped, and felt
like a kid spy trying to conquer the world, like a model hero from a detective
movie. Through clenched teeth, she exhaled, and then mumbled, “Grr” as she
threw her handbag strap over her shoulder and walked back to her car.


Ridiculous, she thought. They wouldn’t have
gone out the back door; no one used that except for teens. It was dark,
run-down and she’d never seen families exit that way. Only people who didn’t
give a shit about the world, or stupid people who didn’t think bad things would
happen to them would go that way. Or Sarah and Malik, when it was so late
everything was shut, and it was the only way out.


Sarah put her hair up in a messy bun on the top of her
head in her car with a spare hair tie she found. She didn’t want the annoying
feeling of hair rubbing on her neck, or the front strands tickling her. She
chucked her bag in the passenger seat and drove off. 


Sarah got stuck at the traffic light while exiting the
parking lot. Then she got stuck again at the first set down a straight strip,
and then again at an intersection, waiting to turn. She knew she had bad luck,
and tonight it was all piled up in one crap bundle. Maybe she was being tested
to see how much she could cope with.


Well, Sarah could deal with shitty luck. 


It was as Sarah gazed around the intersection, waiting
to take off, that she spotted the cropped hair of Malik and his exquisite square
jaw facing Alyssa at an ice cream parlour. She could see beneath the table;
their legs were tangled. And, in an instant, that square jaw of his opened as
Alyssa leant forward to kiss him.


He didn’t move away, he let her lips meet his. As
Sarah swerved and stuck her finger up at an angry driver she’d just cut off,
she ducked over to get that spare park across the road and hoped she’d get to
that witch’s tongue in time before it became entwined too far down her
boyfriend.


Luck, ey?


How lucky Sarah was in this exact moment.
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Sarah waited in her car after she’d killed the engine. She
wanted to throw Alyssa off him, but also wanted to see if Malik would throw her
himself.


What Sarah witnessed was Alyssa’s fingers working
around to the back of his head, the same way Sarah had for their first kiss.
She clenched her fists in her lap and growled in frustration. This had to be a
joke! Malik wobbled and tried to catch his weight on the table, but missed, at
the same time as Alyssa braced his weight. He pushed off her and felt around
for Lucy who was clueless to it all, just licking her ice cream.


Malik shook his head and his lips moved. They stood
and he wobbled, and while he was correcting himself, cradling his head in one
hand, she paid and came back with Lucy. He leant on her weight and she helped
him out. 


Sarah was too mad to go out now. She didn’t want them
sorry, or shocked, or even grovelling for forgiveness. She was too mad to move
a muscle. She creased her forehead, gripped her knees with her fist and watched,
unblinking.


He was the worst kind of drunk. Sloppy, hopeless, and
on top of the hurt, she wanted nothing more than to stay far away from him. He
was just as sleazy as Alyssa, and far from the confident sexy man she first
saw. Slouched in the arm of his ex-wife, he was just as hopeless as her father,
too. 


She’d let her guard down and trusted the first man
with her heart since Nicholas, only to discover he would be the worst of all
the other potential heartbreaks.


Alyssa strapped Lucy in the car first, and then came
back to Malik, who was wobbling with his hands pressed against the car door.
She pressed up close to his side, and Sarah saw her eyes wonder down his body. 


Sarah dry-heaved, and had to focus on breathing. There
was a moment when Malik’s eyes wandered and placed her across the street.


For a split second they caught her, and she wished he
could explain why, but then he turned away. That moment perfectly captured
their entire relationship.


Including the end.


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


Sarah’s favourite type of movie was a rom-com. She loved to
hate the bit where one, or both, of the characters stuffed up and fell into the
hands of another lover, but in her own life it completely sucked, and with her
mum out on a date, Sarah could think of no one else but Nicholas.


If Nicholas was the same guy he was at nineteen, he’d
make sure his whole night was free on the off-chance Sarah would magically call
or appear. Even though it was now almost nine-thirty, if he was that same guy,
he would still be waiting.


Sarah took off and remembered his words, “My number’s
still the same” and didn’t hesitate on calling him through her Bluetooth as she
drove.


“Sarah?” he answered.


Of course. Sarah shouldn’t have been surprised he’d
kept her number. She did, too, but only because she hadn’t consciously deleted
it. She hadn’t come across it in years.


“Yup,” she said.


Sarah wasn’t crying, sad or nasally. Sarah was fine.
Nicholas had no business knowing or laughing at her crap luck.


“What are you up to?”


He chuckled. “Watching this really bad rom-com. Has
this dreamboat guy with a real twangy accent, and some rake-thin chick,
washboard chest, yet she still wears draping necklines.”


Sarah burst into laughter. Those words were exactly
hers. “Why the draping neckline?” Sarah had once told Nicholas, back when they
were dating, “If you don’t have boobs, cover up, and create an illusion that
you do, even if you have to stuff chicken breasts in your bra—and don’t
ask, they’re not real chicken.” Nicholas had just shaken his head. Sarah had
promptly said she could overlook that movie oversight because of Matthew
McConaughey’s dreamy look and accent.


“You are gay.”


“No, I’m just some sad, straight guy, bored out of his
brains.”


“Well, would you like company?”


“Err, what about … you said it wasn’t appropriate …”


“Want the company, Nicholas? Yes, or no.”


So Sarah wasn’t teary, but she was high on rage, and
Nicholas would know how to handle her. Yet another reason why Nicholas and her
had so much history, and her and Malik had nothing, just some whirlwind, as he’d
described. It meant, at a time like this, Nicholas knew to say he’d love the
company, leave it at that, and run off his address.


 


• • •


 


THEN


 


“Hey mum,” Sarah asked. She was sitting at the swivel
barstool under the kitchen bench. “What about the dude? How is he coping?”


For weeks, Sarah watched her mum lose her passion for
everything and become somewhat of a gremlin, inside and out. He hair now remained
in a constant matted state. What used to look like beautiful porcelain skin and
plump, pink lips now looked wrong. Her pallor was sickly, and her lips flopped
too big for her face. Sarah couldn’t tell if she’d lost weight but she looked
so twiggy. Not even a woman with a skinny figure pre-childbirth, but just twiggy,
like the awkward shape of a teenager.


“Who, Sarah?” her mum replied, all the while sorting
pots, plates and cutlery from the dishwasher.


“Alyssa Fawnheart’s husband. I remember you saying she
had a husband. Are they still together?”


“I don’t know.”


Sarah watched her mum go from pot to drawer, stack of plates
to cupboard. She didn’t lose motion, didn’t stop to look at Sarah. She had the
motion of a robot.


“Do you think they broke up?”


“Oh, hell!” Her mum finally reacted, throwing her
hands up instead of retrieving more plates. “I don’t care for him or her. I
want nothing to do with any of that lot.”


Sarah tucked her chin into her chest, and flicked dirt
from under her nails. She didn’t know how long it was that she sat there, head
low and playing with them, but she sensed her mum come around. As she looked
up, she saw her fix herself onto the barstool next to Sarah and give her a
thoughtful, sorry smile, crossing her arms on the edge of the bench.


“Have I been crabby lately?”


“Well, that’s one way to describe it,” Sarah said.


She gazed into her mum’s eyes, and saw some feeling
for the first time in a long time. Her mum didn’t slip away back into her hole;
her eyes seemingly searched Sarah’s and recognised something, perhaps also
missing the time they’d once spent together.


They laughed for minutes, not able to say anything,
and only laughed harder once they tried to stop and chat. Eventually, they used
up their laughter that had been hidden all that time.


Her mum said, “I heard he’s not coping. Apparently
he’s an alcoholic. He doesn’t even get to see their little baby much, and I
know I’d be going insane with the heartbreak, anger, and time alone, feeling so
hopeless. He’s a drunk mess, apparently.”


“How sad,” Sarah said.


“I know.” Her mum pursed her lips, rubbing something
along the bench. “Such a loss,” she added. “Alcoholics lose a lot in their
lives: money, health, relationships, and happiness. I really do hope he
recovers and finds peace.”


“I feel sorry for him. You have me. He has no one, Mum.”


Sarah wanted to curl up. As she started to bend down
to lay her cheek on the cool surface, her mum dragged her closer in her chair.


“We can’t do anything for him, Sez. We just have to hope
he deals with his demons before his soul is too far gone.”


“Why? What happens then?” Sarah asked. 


“The alcohol will be a part of who he is. Poor guy
won’t ever have a proper relationship again.”


Resting against her mum’s chest, safe in her arms,
Sarah thanked whoever was out there that they had each other. It had been a
crap few weeks, but with the two of them together, they would make it. Sarah
would do whatever she had to in order to help her mum be happy again. She could
even work all weekend, and most weeknights, if they needed more money.


But that poor man, she thought. He had his daughter
taken away, his wife destroyed his life, and now he was destroying what was
left of him. She wished she could help him, but she didn’t even know his name,
let alone a way to help a grown man who drank himself to sleep.
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NOW


 


Sarah locked her car in the apartment block’s guest parking
spot, and looked up at Nicholas’s complex. It was gated-off, located off the
main road in the outer city. The grass was bright green, or, Sarah could tell
it would be during daylight, as the lights spilled over the edge of the path
dividing down to the rotating doors. She walked between two thick pillars and
wondered how on earth she would get upstairs to meet him, when she saw him with
his hands in his pockets, standing in the middle of the entrance foyer.


He was in tracksuit pants, which at this time, during
the night, felt too intimate with the material loose over his hips. He had a
T-shirt on and a hoodie over the top.


Nicholas looked down at himself, and said, “Hey, um, I
forgot I was lounging around. Hope I don’t look like a big slob.”


“Never,” Sarah replied, kissing his cheek.


“Did you want to head out? I can chuck on some jeans,
and fix up a bit.”


Sarah shook her head. “I don’t feel like being out,
actually.”


“All good. I’ll show you the way.”


Nicholas led them to the lifts, and they got off a few
floors up. The carpets were plush as Sarah’s wedges sank into them, making her
want to hook her shoes over her fingertips and feels the fibres between her
toes. They walked down the main hall. It all seemed so Hollywood movie-ish.
Cream carpets, light cream walls—everything gave off warm vibes. 


Nicholas led her off to one side and he opened the
door for her to enter first into an apartment.


“Impressive,” Sarah said, gazing around at the rather
orderly room. It was in a lived-in condition—a few cups and plates were
in the sink, coasters on the coffee table, DVD cases piled up and some DVDs
lying on top of the player—but there wasn’t half-eaten food or random
wrappers lying around, like most other bachelor pads she’d seen in movies or
been in. 


“Well, a small apartment isn’t what most people are
impressed by, but hey, I’ll take your compliment.” 


Nicholas winked at her, and it hit her. How wrong this
all looked. Sarah, angry, heartbroken, and calling up her ex late at night. She
hadn’t come here to make a stupid mistake, or to stoop as low as Malik. She
just felt so immensely lonely that, at the moment when her heart broke, she
needed company, and no one made her feel as safe, before Malik, than Nicholas
did.


Sarah didn’t reply, but moved on, weaving around the
back of the couch and past the dining table to look down out of the window. She
parted the curtains; from here, it was high enough to almost see the tops of
some small buildings and other illuminated structures in the city. Neon signs
stood out amongst the cars lighting up the streets, as the city bustled below; it
was breathtaking to see.


“This certainly looks better than the view from my
room.”


Nicholas came up beside her and rested his hands on
the windowsill, his arms tensed as he leant forwards and peered out, too. “I
liked the view from your room. Something about it felt right, real. There were
always the same runners and dog duos, families—sometimes there was that
weird white van that would do laps on weekend nights.”


Sarah stiffened hearing Nicholas talk. How, or why,
did he remember all that? It wasn’t like Sarah forgot. They’d be kissing or
curled up on her bed and hear the distinct engine sound of that van, and peer
up like meerkats over the sill to look at what it was. And all the other little
details. They rushed into her mind, and made her feel young, and fresh once
again. Safe, as she always did when Nicholas was with her.


“You remember …” she said softly.


Silence followed, and Sarah counted the seconds until
he would say something; something bad. So she turned and left him gazing out
the window, and looked further, then afterwards relaxed back into the couch and
crossed her legs. 


“Tea?”


“Irish coffee?” Sarah asked in reply.


He nodded, a small smile biting at his lips. He came
back with hers and what smelt like regular coffee for him. When he sat down,
she felt the couch tilt her toward him, though he left a respectable gap. It
felt like instinct to nudge closer, but she had to remind herself not to do
anything too suggestive.


“I can’t believe it. He fucked me over, exactly unlike
he promised he would.”


“Who?”


Sarah dropped her chin and stared at her stupid
beautiful jeans, all the way down to her beautiful wedges. She didn’t look
beautiful anymore. She looked silly. If Nicholas asked her now, that’d be the
only response she could give him.


“Malik. He just … what a fucking shit. Isn’t life fucking
shit, Nicholas?”


Nicholas turned to look at her. She felt two things,
both overwhelming, so she focused on the anger, because now, finally talking
about how bad her heart ached was saddening, she discovered. The last thing she
wanted to turn into was a blubbering mess all over Nicholas on his couch in his
apartment. But the look in his eyes was easy to distract her from her crazy mind.
It was warm and calming. That almond-shape and warm brown colour she had
committed to memory from when she was with him.


“Have to agree.” He picked up his coffee mug, and
slotted a few fingers between the handle and the cup. “My ex’s name is
Brittney. She’s started texting in the last couple of days. Apparently, she
made a mistake letting me go. And, apparently, she really needs me. The hell,
ya know?” He drank some of his coffee, letting Sarah digest that. “What about
me having to deal with not needing her? It’s fucking shit. Agreed.”


Sarah met his eyes and smiled. He smiled back, and
they fell into easy conversation about Malik and Brittney. 


Though Sarah didn’t see a photo of her in a frame
anywhere, she had drawn a mental picture of her. Tanned, olive skin that
wouldn’t go pasty in winter, cool grey eyes, a beauty spot beside her lips that
Nicholas probably kissed when they were together, and a body type that would
hold up a strapless bra just fine. Beneath skin-deep, she seemed the frenetic
type. Not what Sarah had initially guessed for him at all. Brittney didn’t
commit to dates with friends in case she forgot, plus she didn’t ever think to organise
something. She got up and went out when she felt like it. She rarely covered
her legs. Even in winter she stuck to stockings, leggings, and dresses, teemed
with knee-high or over-the-knee boots. Brittney lived with her parents still,
and rescued dogs from the pound.


“Nicholas, you shock me.”


“Why?”


“I just expected someone more … normal? Not, like,
boring, but she sounds like a bucket and a half of fun. All. The. Time. And
sometimes half a bucket more than one person can handle.”


Nicholas continued to describe that Brittney also
hated being restricted, physically, socially or mentally. She did what she
wanted on almost every occasion.


“Did you expect someone like yourself?”


Sarah choked on nothing at all. Maybe she just
swallowed the air the wrong way. Nicholas patted her back, but she wiggled to
escape his hands. Any touch or contact with him now seemed weird, like she had
said that because she had feelings for him. That thought alone made her want to
hide. She wanted a hug, to lie with a man, and she hated Malik at the moment
too much to do it with him, and Nicholas was becoming more appealing in
that sense.


“God, Nicholas. No. She just doesn’t seem like
anyone’s sticking-around type.”


“She is. Or was.” He frowned. “And now she is again, I
suppose.”


He looked down to his pocket and withdrew his mobile.
He read a message, and then shook his head as he put it back away. Sarah
questioned him with a confused look. He continued, “She still has her own beep.
That was her. Again. You should know I’m quite desirable. You may not
have much longer to get in with me.”


Sarah shook her head at his ridiculous humour, but
still giggled. Nicholas got up, and instead of a coffee, Sarah asked for a
glass of wine instead, the hint of alcohol from before having her crying out
for more. She finished it in between some small talk.


“What’s he like?”


“Malik?” Sarah asked, sitting up straighter.


“Yeah, Mr Lover Boy.”


“Boy?” Sarah chuckled. “He’s a bit older than me.
Nothing boy about him. I loved that he was strong, confident and honest. What I
saw tonight was the opposite, and it just shits me. I knew we were too
different, you know? And there’s so much more shit. He’s someone with history
between us that made being together weird at first, but we got over that. Now?
It’s all fucked again, and I can’t help but wonder if we’re too different, and
at different stages of our lives.” Sarah gestured to the space between Nicholas
and herself. “We’re young kids, still figuring everything out, careers,
relationships, goals. He’s mid-thirties, with all of that behind him, and has a
kid. Just makes me think if this is just a lovely moment in time, not something
forever.”


“That why you think Brittney wasn’t my type?”


“In that ‘your personalities and lives seems so
different’ way, yep.”


“I have to disagree,” Nicholas said. “Sometimes, two
of the same people make for a destructive relationship. Brittney doesn’t know
how to save her money; I struggle to spend too much. She doesn’t plan; I plan
so much it’s more of a plan to plan, rather than to do. When we worked,
it was good for both of us.”


“You don’t know what he did tonight, though,” Sarah
mumbled. The alcohol had given her a push of courage, and so boldly, she stood
and poured some more wine for herself. She came back, already sipping it. “I
just can’t trust him now. What a prick.”


“Well, whatever happened sounds like it needs sorting,
but he sounds like the guy for you, otherwise. Sarah, I may have not seen you
for a few years but you and I are like brother and sister for God’s sake, not boyfriend
and girlfriend.”


“That’s a flip from today.”


“Well, look at us: we chill with drinks, and chat
about our lovers. This is true friendship: being able to pick up easily after
all this time. But Malik, he seems like a great guy for you. I hope he didn’t
hurt you too bad, or at least can be forgiven, because it sounds like he made
you happy before tonight.”


Sarah looked down and said, “He did. I mean, really,
really happy. But we don’t love each other. It’s only been a week.”


“Time doesn’t have to measure love. You’re connected,
and you have something special. I think that’s what counts.”


“Maybe,” Sarah said. She finished off her glass of
wine and cosied up against Nicholas. He was stiff at first but then lifted his
arm, and she snuggled against his chest.


Sarah was drifting off by the time he lifted her up
and let her head rest against the couch arm. He came back with a blanket and
draped it over her. He peeled her feet from her wedges, and left them at the
bottom of the couch.


Tired himself, Nicholas staggered to his bedroom,
already dialling a number. He answered, “Yeah, hey” as he kicked the door shut
behind him.


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


Sarah’s head spun when she woke, but that wasn’t what had
disrupted her sleep; a knock had. She took several seconds to let her world
still, in which time she heard his footsteps already coming in, and then he was
in front of her.


“Sarah? What’s going on?”


Malik would have looked intimidating any other day,
but today, the guy was a mess. The skin around his eyes was dark, his T-shirt
had a rip that exposed a slash of his six pack, and his belt did a lousy job of
holding up his dirtied jeans—the elastic of his briefs peaked out on the opposite
side to where his T-shirt was randomly tucked in. In fact, Sarah could ignore
how mad she was at him for lying to her and betraying her trust, and appreciate
that Malik could have been the most perfect male specimen she’d ever seen.


But then their kiss entered her thoughts, and
it was impossible to remember once again why she felt anything romantic for
him.


“How did you get in?”


“I knocked. No one answered. The door opened. Is this
…” Malik looked around, a quick sniff, like he was disgusted by the results. “Payback?”


“No, but do you say payback because you remember what
you did, or did that beautiful wife of yours, Alyssa, tell you?” Sarah’s body
itched to move. She wasn’t slow in her dreamy state of sleep now at all. She
stood, hands on hips. “I’m betting she wouldn’t admit to it, even if you asked.
You must have been sober enough to remember what you guys did.”


“Don’t put this all on me. I came here, feeling like
crap after what happened, and wanted to tell you the full story. Then I see
you’ve slept at some random guy’s place?”


At that moment, Nicholas walked in, hand tousling his
hair, eyes squinted. He woke in an instant, though, and his eyes bulged wide
open. “The fuck are you? And what are you doing in my house? Didn’t I lock
the—” Nicholas’s expression froze. When he spoke again, his voice was
almost back to normal. “You’re Malik.”


Malik looked to Sarah, eyes full of questions. He
shook his head slightly at her, eyebrows furrowed. He threw up his hands. “The
hell is this?”


“We’ll just leave. Thanks Nicholas. And sorry. I
appreciate it.”


Sarah didn’t waste a second putting her wedges back
on. She hoped her make-up wasn’t smudged too badly, and she swiped under her
lower lid and at the sides of her eyes in case the raccoon-look had spread
there. She left, leading the way with Malik behind her. He glowered at
Nicholas. Half a head taller than him, Malik was enough to do intimidating
well, even to someone like Nicholas, despite his hung-over, messy state.


As soon as Nicholas closed the door behind them, Malik
spoke as she took them to the lift.


“Did you fuck him?”


“Did you fuck her?” Sarah countered.


Malik growled and pressed the G button, then stood
back and crossed his arms as he waited. Sarah looked under her eyebrows,
disguising herself by brushing her hair behind her ear, her hand partially in
the way. His biceps were bigger and bulged crossed over his chest. Even his
triceps gave his arms more tone, and the triangular shape of his shoulders finished
off the perfect shape. 


Sarah looked away.


“I want to know.”


“So do I, Malik. So do I.” She breathed out and spoke
again once she was calmer. “How’s your throat?” she said to diffuse the
tension.


He paused at first. “Oh, on the phone yesterday?” She
nodded. “Yeah, the Skype conference irritated it, but it’s better today.”


“Oh, good.”


They took the lift down and Sarah started towards the
rotating doors, but Malik grabbed her arm and steered her to the left. “Let
go!” Sarah said through gritted teeth, low enough for just him to hear, and not
to cause a scene. He didn’t reply, just pushed a door to a disabled toilet
around the corner in the complex and shoved Sarah’s body against it, locking it
shut, trapping them in the small space.


“Resorting to kidnapping me, are you?”


He stood back and, once again, distracted her by
crossing his arms. “We need privacy, and you’ll get distracted out there.”


“No I won’t. You can’t tell me what to do. I’m an
adult.”


“Tell me the truth. Was that just to get me back? You
should have let me explain.”


“I told you I’d only ever be honest to you.”


She glowered at him, matching his stance by crossing
her arms under her chest. She knew exactly what she was doing, and maybe she
was acting childish now. But she had boobs that were easy to be pushed up, and
they gave her power over him. Just that dreamy look latched onto her chest told
her so.


“Looked different to me, if you get my position.”


“Well that kiss looked pretty real from my position,
and so did your bodies all cosied up together, if you get my position.”


“God, Sarah …” he breathed, lips barely parted,
stiff.


He stepped in and leant into her, his forearms pressed
up on the door on either side of her head. His teeth were still gritted, his
lips in a thin line, but they were slightly parted, and the intimacy of that
sent her control away. She allowed herself to be taken by his presence. His
scent was like a drug to her. She could close her eyes and describe it. Fresh
sea breeze, yet with tones of oriental, musk and vanilla. She closed her eyes
and a delicate moan not only quivered her lips, but made her legs weak, too.
When she opened her eyes, he was gazing into her, and they were hungry, his
breath panting and lips an inch away.


He closed his eyes, and evened his breathing back out.
“I think I have some explaining to do.”


“I think I might, too.”


Sarah gave in to her needs, and brought her fingers up
to trail down his jaw. He caught her fingers just as they were about to drop
and weaved his with them. Their eyes met, and she read that expression as “No”.
She didn’t care to listen to him, but her heart was beating like crazy from his
touch. Neither of them wanted to part.


She bit her lip as she remembered him kissing her for
the first time, and didn’t realise her body had arched the slightest up to his.
But he did. He trapped her other hand and brought both back behind near the
small of her back, and pressed them against the door. She turned her head as he
leant in to kiss her. She wasn’t sure when she would be ready to share the same
lips that had touched Alyssa’s, but it definitely wasn’t now.


Her body had betrayed her anger at him. She’d gone and
slipped their twined fingers just under the line of her jeans. Thankfully, they
were tight, and as she slipped her hands from Malik’s, his didn’t get far down,
allowing some space for her to think. Stop, stop and get out of here, now.


His hands managed to squish against each of her cheeks
as he lifted her off the ground, and her legs found grip wrapped around his
thighs. She moaned, but it was a torn plea, one of erotic need, but also pain.
Just as she was about to speak, her voice broke. 


At least part of her was all for her stopping this. 


Just then, he dropped his lips to just behind her ear and
breathed, “I want you so much, Sarah. I need you. Please.” Sarah thrust into
him, and needed her jeans undone to feel him closer to her.


She looked down to her button, fumbling, then fumbling
again, as Malik kissed just below her ear. He let go of his breath and breathed
his hot air down her neck. She shuddered, then focused, and popped out the
button. The zip followed down by itself, with her legs strained around his body
so tightly.


“Please forget the idiot I was, I love you.” He kissed
her temple, her cheek, her lips. “I want all of you.”


“Oh, Malik,” she moaned. I love you flashed in
her thoughts, but she was too conflicted with what she should have been doing
to let that come out in the throes of sex.


She was positioned slightly above his face, and
mumbling those words while pressed against his cheek, must have been as much as
a turn on for him, as he had just been to her. He squeezed his hands around her
cheeks, then slipped them out and traced her curves up, pushing upwards at her
breasts, and grunting when he felt her plump mounds pressed into his palms.


His lips pecked at points near her mouth ‘til he found
hers, still as urgent as ever, blindly searching for contact. She felt his
hands at her panty-line, felt him undoing his buckle with the back of his
knuckles. She slipped off him for a moment to flip off each shoe and strip off
her skin-hugging jeans. He only had his briefs on, his jeans were pooled near
his feet, and ripples of muscle poured from his thick shoulders down to his forearms.
His chest tapered from broad to a perfect triangle where his abs were clearly
defined into a six-pack where his V-line hinted at more muscles below. When she
let the jeans fall to the ground beside her, she looked into his fierce gaze,
his tongue gliding over his lower lip.


Sarah’s head filled with thoughts of all the things
that tongue could do her. In every spot, all over her body, it could pleasure
her, and she pounced on him again, securing herself around his body once more.


Malik flipped them around and she bumped up on top of
the bench. She scooted forwards and settled herself perfectly between his legs.
His hardness pressed against her, and it made her dampen between her legs. She
let her head fall back and moaned softly, gripping onto his hard biceps as she cried.
God, was there a part of Malik that wasn’t hard? She could feel one part
especially hard for her.


“Ergh, I hate you Malik,” she cried as she tipped her
head up. She held onto the sides of her face. “I hate, so much …” She wanted to
rattle off a list of how much of everything he was, but her body didn’t care
for that. 


She tugged on his lip and then wrapped her lips around
his tongue and sucked. She jerked back and forwards, then dug her hand under
his briefs to cup his length. He was as hard as he needed to be to pleasure her
completely. She continued to work his tongue with her lips in the same way she
wrapped her fingers around his length, and then fluidly moved back and forward,
too.


He pulled back from her enough for her lips to slip
from him. “Sarah,” he moaned. “I could come in my pants with your hands around
me right now. Mmm.”


“I hate how you intoxicate my control.”


He kissed her neck, palming her breasts again, caressing
her nipples.


“I hate how you know exactly what I want you to do,
even when I shouldn’t want it.”


“It’s only you. Oh my God,” he groaned, working his
own length in her hand.


Sarah hated him plenty, but right then her hate was
equalled by her need. She pushed him back and tugged on his briefs. He untucked
his hard length to have it spring out at her, and he slid his briefs down his
thighs. She bucked her hips up, and slid her panties over her bottom. She
pushed them over her knees, and then raised her legs so he could see them glide
down her smooth legs by themselves. She twinkled her toes and they fell to the
ground. 


Malik looked down at them for a moment, considering,
then settled between her legs. He grabbed her feet around the soles, and at his
touch she extended pointed toes out at opposing angles. One look from one toe
down to her exposed pink flesh, and his eyes rolled back.


He sunk down between her legs and closed his mouth
over her, yielding her to yelp for a moment before she could clamp her hand
over her cry. For minutes, he flicked her senseless with his tongue, and then
sucked and flicked his tongue, mixed with the power of his vibrating finger
working at her opening.


“Please,” she cried, when she was tensing around his
tongue and finger.


She looked down to his erection sticking out by
itself, and her eyes locked onto her target; she had to pleasure him, both for
her pleasure, and to watch his reaction.


She looked him in the eyes as she dribbled onto her
palm and brought her hand to cup him. She worked him again, her hand slipping in
speed, aiding her to pump him faster than before. He started panting, standing,
motionless, his hands helpless near his head, clenching and unclenching. His
body jerked, and Sarah felt his length start to pulsate. He pulled back.


Resting his head against her forehead, he asked, “Do
you hate me still?”


“Yeah, no, mm …” Sarah breathed in, out. “Shush. I’ll
give you the wrong answer.”


“Just give me a minute.”


He bent and latched onto her tit, sucking one, and
massaging the other with his hands. His tongue flicked her nipple, and his
fingers transferred from her breast in to pinch her other nipple. Sarah ended
up clenching her thighs around his waist, rubbing her wetness on him like she
was marking him. She tried to stop pulsating but the magic he produced heightened
her arousal, and was too great for her to control her reactions.


She slid her hand down his chest, his waist. “Now.”


He grunted and then picked up his length, and waved it
on the skin around her opening. Both Sarah and Malik looked down, moments from
being connected. 


His lips were a breath away from hers, his eyes wide
and taking hers in as he thrust into her. Sarah’s eyes popped wide, and she
shuddered, her hips buckling with the size of him entering her. He began
kissing her and she lost herself, slipping her tongue around his, and deepening
the kiss as they pumped their hips together and back. 


Malik’s hands cupped her ass cheeks, and Sarah dipped
back to rest the back of her head against the mirror behind her. Angled away
from him, the apex of their arousals met closer, and she closed her eyes,
letting her thoughts of Malik working his and her pleasure fill the images in
her head.


She started tensing around him, and couldn’t hold any
longer, the pressure making her skin slick and her whole body hot, though she
was completely naked.


“Go, baby. Come,” he said, still pumping.


She allowed his words to let the switch in her flick,
like permission, and she shuddered around him, bringing her hands to paw at the
hard surface of the mirror behind her, to press hard into something, to
alleviate the feeling shattering her apart inside.


“Fuck, Sarah,” Malik said, “You’re so beautiful like
that—oh, fuck. Sarah, I’m coming.”


“Do it,” she pleaded.


“Shit,” he said, tightening his hands at her ass, and
frantically pounding into her. “I’m coming right now.” 


She felt him pulse and his movements slow until he
slowly slipped out. Moments later he turned away to the toilet roll, to fix
himself up. Sarah slipped down to the ground, but had to hold on to the railing
at the wall when her legs trembled and wouldn’t hold her up. When settled, she
pulled her panties back up, and was finishing tugging her singlet down as she
saw Malik fit his T-shirt down over his abs.


“Did I just mess things up between us? I couldn’t stop
myself,” he said.


Sarah expelled a long breath, taking her time to let
her head clear. “I couldn’t stop myself either.”


 


• • •


 


NOW


 


When Sarah stepped out of the disabled toilet block, she
smoothed down her hair, fearing it was all stuck up and messed from being
rubbed against the door, the mirror, him. Out of the corner of her eye,
she peeked up at Malik. He was trying to conceal the same cheeky grin she was. 


“Where are we going?” she asked.


“I really need to explain things to you now, before
you start wondering how far you need to get away from me.”


“I didn’t say that, Malik.”


He didn’t answer, or say where he was taking her, and,
too embarrassed by what just happened, she didn’t repeat herself, and just let
her burning questions eat her up.


After the walk through the revolving doors, she
spotted Malik’s black XR6 Turbo parked behind her little vehicle. They looked
cute lined up together. Who’s car should we take? she wondered. Sarah
detoured to the cars, but Malik’s hand found hers, and pulled her back towards
the sidewalk, heading in the opposite direction.


“It’s not far. We’ll take the tram and walk.”


The day was perfect for it, too. Sarah checked the
time, noticing it was brunch-time. The sun was out today and the clouds were
sparse. It was a bright light, not a hot one, so she pulled out her sunglasses
from her bag and slipped them on. Malik found her hand afterwards, but now that
she had breathing space, Sarah’s mind had churned out horrible and even more
hurtful flashbacks from last night, when she’d seen what he was doing with
Alyssa, and she needed space. Even though it was one handhold, Sarah didn’t
want to touch him now, and she sighed deeply when thinking back to what she had
let go too far in the toilets.


Her body still craved him, but Sarah needed to be a level-headed
grown up woman. He was not right for her in a relationship, if last night was
his true nature. Ergh, and I kissed the same lips she did.


Sarah started gathering clues as to where he was
taking her once they hopped off the tram. They walked along the path to the
station entrance and down the stairs. It was Sunday morning, and beside the
hours before, closer to dawn when services started up, it was the quietest she could
imagine the station being. A voiceover called out the next train to depart was
the 10.20 am, and only two people got on the carriage. Malik and Sarah crossed over
to the same platform where they met, and sat down on a bench between the spot
she was spying on him, and where he’d secretly seen her, too.


Sarah brought up her feet to rest over the edge of the
bench, and grabbed the ends of her shoes, holding her heels close, and resting her
chin on her knees. She wanted to ask why the hell Malik went and ruined
something so magnificent between them. That’s how Sarah would describe what
they had; great, beautiful, immense. All the ways to describe magnificent were
what he was to her. He was this outside thing, grand and too much for little
ol’ her. Guess she was so blinded by his positives, she didn’t see the snake
crawling up behind her, ready to strike her down.


“Alcohol is my kryptonite, Sarah. I’m an addict. I
don’t want to drink, but I take one at a time anyway, because I can’t help it,
and one drink isn’t that big a deal. Then one becomes five, becomes ten, and …
and I’m not the man you should want. I’ve spent years drinking away money and
my life. I’ve been sober for three years now, but fuck, doesn’t matter to
Alyssa. She knows my weakness. She doesn’t care.”


Sarah swallowed, and felt her body shudder afterwards.
She turned her head, needing to see Malik.


“I can’t even explain to you what happened. I’m
obviously fucking kidding myself—I’m not over my addiction. I don’t
remember why I had one drink, or when I kept having more. I didn’t have any on
me and yet I got so trashed … I can’t even explain to you why I went out of my
way to have a drink. I just …”


He growled and buried his head in his palms, obscuring
all of his face but his ears, which had a red tinge to them. She heard his laboured
breathing through his thick fingers, which was followed by yet another
frustrated growl. He jolted up, turned, and hammered his fist into the beam
behind their bench seat. His fist must have been white with the tension, soon
to be red and bloodied. Sarah wanted him to stop, but her legs were too shaky
to stand, her thoughts whirring. Will he be too overpowering to stop? Will
he not recognise me in his rage and hit me? She sat there, wide-eyed, and
unsure what to do.


Malik’s breaths became angry puffs. Sarah felt his hurt
aching in her heart. She couldn’t take him back, but she did pity him, and felt
sorry that he’d tried his best to conquer those demons her and her mother had
pitied in this poor stranger, ones that still crept up on him.


Clearly, Sarah was as magnificent to him as he was to
her. But now it was ruined, changed by one weak night.


Not seeming to stop anytime soon, she came behind him
and held one hand tightly crossed over his upper chest, and one tightly around
his waist, jolting into his curved body shape from behind with his thrust. He
stilled, dropped his forearms against the beam, and sunk his head between his
arms. Sarah thought she heard a whispered sorry, but he said louder, anyway,
“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. That’s still not nearly adequate.”


After a few minutes passed, he did a few laps up and
down then sat by Sarah again. Sarah had her hands gripped over the edge of her wedges,
and her knees tucked up.


He swivelled her by her ankles so she faced him
directly. Sarah removed her sunglasses and couldn’t help but sweep her gaze up
and take in Malik, a tortured man.


“I understand letting go of your inhibitions when
you’re drunk, but God, Malik.” Sarah sighed. “I’d kiss a guy I was too shy to
say hi to, or get up and dance in front of a crowd when I’d never have the
courage to before, or something else crazy, but they’d all be because,
secretly, I wanted to try it. You can’t tell me inside your heart you don’t
feel something for Alyssa after you kissed her and were all over each other.”


“I barely remember it. It’s all woozy. Just all one
continuous lump of fucking up.”


“Did you touch her after that, or sleep with her?”


“No, I fell asleep, nothing happened after that.”


“But you remember me seeing you?”


“It’s clear. Your face. It was like you’d seen a
ghost, and then had a huge punch to your chest, and then were trampled all
over, all in your eyes and expression. That’s crystal clear. What isn’t, is
everything else. I didn’t even have the urge to drink. I was with Lucy, and any
time I have her, she’s all I think about. I love making my daughter’s days with
me as special as I can, so she has something to grow up with.”


“And Alyssa? The hell, Malik. You can’t imagine how
much it hurts.”


“Excuse me sounding rude, but I can. My wife, the love
of my life, and my everything, at the time broke my heart. She left me alone,
and I was this person with nothing left. I haven’t come here to launch into a
string of denial claims. Alcoholism will always be the part of myself I have to
keep a lid on, and hold locked down. I was fine when we met. Fine for years. 


“But then I met you. I didn’t realise I needed all of
you to myself. And that has made my last week the happiest since … since I
can’t remember being that happy, it’s been so long. 


“I can barely stay here with you, knowing I’ve hurt
you somewhat, like I’ve already been hurt. I hate her. I deal with her, but I
do not—in any way—have feelings for her. You have to trust me.”


“I did. I really did. But maybe what you told me was
the insecurity of a reflection deep inside you that you haven’t acknowledged
yet. I’ve never thought about anything other than being with you.” Sarah pushed
back, and faced the train tracks again. “So maybe it’s you who has to think if
you ever really wanted me, or the idea of me. Maybe you suggested what we are,
is nothing more than a whirlwind, because it’s what you really believe.
You need to do some thinking if you don’t understand why you did what you did
with your ex. As you once said to me, this isn’t a game to me. So don’t play me
around.” 


“I meant it.” His lips pressed in and his chin
quivered. It wasn’t that he was about to cry. More like, Sarah could picture
him, dropping to his knees and wrapping his arms around her legs, his cheek
pressed against her thighs in desperation. “I feel nothing for her.”


“Excuse me for doubting that.”


He shrugged, nodded, downcast.


“If I can’t trust you, and you don’t know what’s going
on with why you did what you did last night, what hope do we have?” She threw
her hands in the air. 


Sarah stood. She had nothing more to say, and didn’t
want to risk his grovelling changing her mind. He held out his hand to hold
her, but she stood back. 


“I’m sorry. What about what we did just before? You
can’t say that wasn’t incredible.”


“It was, but we’re too compatible, yet incompatible.
We do what we feel, not what we think we should. And right now, we need to
think.”


“Let me make it up to you. Properly. I love
you.”


“Please, Malik. Don’t react. Think about this. It’s
not just you who’s been hurt badly before. I need you to be sure, and
trustworthy. At the moment, I’m not sure why you said you’d never lie to me.
Seems like a thin promise now.”


Sarah walked down the platform and up the steps to
take the train back. She didn’t turn, didn’t hear Malik follow, and didn’t know
where to go from here.


At least he still respected her wishes above his own
wants—which hurt her like a heel thrust into her throat. 
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Sarah drove home, feeling like her body and mind were in two
different places. She felt like an empty shell, but tucked inside her head was
a load of pain and betrayal, so great that she wondered why her body was made
to make her feel so low. The train ride had passed neither fast nor slow, the
drive was peaceful and uneventful, and when she stepped into her house, it was
quiet, save for some rattling coming from the kitchen.


Sarah dropped her handbag beside the entryway and
rushed up to her room. She didn’t want her mum seeing her dressed like this, or
to start talking and asking things before she was ready. In her room, Sarah
stripped her jeans, top and her make-up. She re-dressed in drawstring pants, a
tank top, and piled her hair in a bun on top of her head. Still hearing the fan
from over the stove and her mum bustling around in the kitchen, she headed
there. Now ready, she figured some of her mum’s baking had to help. Even a little
bit.


“Sarah!” her mum cried. “Hi.” She swallowed and licked
her lips, turning down the heat and resting the wooden spoon in the saucepan.
“It’s just Bolognese sauce, to store away for when we make pasta.” 


She flapped her hand, like it wasn’t anything to worry
about. She leant over the kitchen bench and motioned for Sarah to sit down on a
stool. Sarah sat, glad to be able to sit somewhere and not feel like she was in
a spotlight. 


“Coffee, juice, water?”


Sarah salivated, thinking of something to drink. It
was too early for something as bland as water, but she could definitely go some
juice. “Any OJ?”


Her mum came back with a full glass. It was the pulp
type, and Sarah relished the tangy taste of the orange juice and pieces,
closing her eyes and gulping it down in one go.


“Do I have Drunk Sarah or Hungry for Breakfast Sarah?”


“Well I’m not drunk,” Sarah said.


Her mum turned and took out a fry pan, eggs, and some
rashers of bacon. She kept her eyes low, out of range of running into Sarah,
which spurred Sarah to sit up and think. Damn, she realised, just now, that
she’d insinuated she was hungry for breakfast, but that wasn’t only it. Her mum
pushed a plate with bacon, eggs and toast toward her, with a side cup of
refilled OJ.


“Thanks,” Sarah said, pushing around the food with her
fork. Her tummy grumbled, and it looked delicious, but she wasn’t ready to eat
yet.


“Something on your mind, Sez?”


Sarah looked up and nodded, a frown still playing on
her lips. “First, how was your date?”


Her mum broke out into a grin. Friends? Yeah, right.
It was definitely a date.


“Might see him again,” her mum said, smirking. “He
isn’t in debt, has two kids but is a widower, has a steady job and doesn’t do
drugs, or anything else especially weird or stupid. On top of that, he’s
devilishly handsome, made me laugh non-stop, and even pulled out my chair for
me to sit down first and took my coat. I think I hit the jackpot.”


“Sounds good for you.”


“Well, we’re very alike, yeah, but he’s a sales rep.
He travels overseas for about two months of the year. And he comes from old
money, but he’s a great guy for me in the ways that count.”


“I wish I had that,” Sarah mumbled.


“What?”


Sarah fluffed her hand in the air. Time to eat the
breakfast her mum made for her. She cut up the bacon and forked it a few times,
piling it up, then stabbed some fried egg, too, pushing the stack in her mouth.
Mouth bulging, her cheeks flushed as she looked away from her mum’s gaze.


“Were you okay last night? I stumbled in to bed around
midnight. I’m sorry I didn’t check on you. But I keep my Big Mumma panties on,
and try to give you space.”


“No, you’re fine, Mum. It’s me. You’d think I’d be
smart enough to know who to trust.”


“You do.”


Her mum signalled for her to wait. She turned off the
stove, poured the Bolognese sauce into a few small tubs, and stored them to the
side to cool. She came to sit next to Sarah, resting her elbows on the bench.
“Now …”


“Yup …”


“Was it Malik? Or your dad?”


“You have it out for the men of the world.”


“Wrong. I have it out for your dad, who’s a boy who
can’t control his urges. I’m concerned for you and Malik.”


“I trusted him, worried myself stupid yesterday and then
stalked him, anyway. Well, I thought I was being insecure and silly. That was,
until I found him kissing Alyssa on a ‘family movie night’ out with Lucy. They
were touchy and all over each other. When we spoke this morning, he said he
didn’t even realise he had drunk, let alone drunk that much, and didn’t really
remember kissing her.” Sarah waited for her mum’s reaction, but she was still
listening. “What a load of crap! He obviously still feels something for her,
and is obviously in denial with himself. He was so sincere when he said
he wanted me in his life, seriously, and he said he didn’t think of her or feel
for her one bit.”


Her mum reached out and touched Sarah’s hands. She
wanted to slap her away, slap away anyone who wanted to feel sorry for her or
help. There was no helping. Her instincts had betrayed her, and so had Malik.
Nothing could make this better. But Sarah let her mum squeeze her hand. Within
seconds, it soothed her, and she smiled. Her mum knew her better than she knew
herself.


“For what it’s worth, when I saw him for a moment that
day, and from what I’ve heard of him, he’s an honest, incredible man. Nothing
like Alyssa. To be honest with you, I’m surprised he did that. That’s a 180
from what he said and how he acted with you, and from what you’ve told me.
Sometimes there are ratbags who seem sincere, and you fall for them. Later, you
realise you should have noticed. Sometimes, the ratbags are blatantly honest,
and you know to stay away.”


Her mum shook her head, appearing to think before
saying her last piece. “But sometimes, things happen that don’t make sense, and
even later, after much time, they still don’t make sense. Don’t rush into any
decision, on either end of your thoughts. Just take some space and think,
re-assess. Time is the only thing that works sometimes.”


“Time is also a frickin’ killer.”


Her mum rubbed her shoulder then pulled her in to kiss
her temple. “The best things in life can come with baggage.”


Sarah sat there while her mum cleaned up, and then
moved on to somewhere else. Sarah sat, motionless, just staring at an
insignificant spot on the wall in front of her, until her bum was numb and she
had to move on, too.
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For days, Sarah was like a tumbleweed in the wind. She
didn’t have a purpose to her methods, she just accepted and did what she had
to—work, clean, a coffee with a girlfriend—without her heart engaging
with anything.


She found a package addressed to and waiting for her
when she checked the mail, after work. Weighing it in her hands, she knew it contained
something heavy, like the weight of a brick, but dispersed thinner.


The bills and other envelopes could wait. Sliding them
across the bench, she hugged the package to her chest then laid it on her bed.
Sarah pulled the tab and opened it up, peaking in to see a black … a black
book?


As she slid it out, the realisation of what it was made
her inhale.


She smoothed over the hard cover, feeling the texture
rough under her touch, and gripped her fingers on the edge to peel it open.
There was a photo of Sarah. She remembered the shot. It was from her
twenty-first, and to this day she didn’t remember who took it, but her friend,
Brittany, sent her a load of shots, and Sarah put this one as her profile
picture on Facebook. In it, she had on a sombrero and was clutching a tequila
bottle with its own mini sombrero lid. She remembered what she felt like when
she laughed at that point, giddy from drinking, and happy, without a specific reason
to be.


Now, looking at it in this album, she touched the
photo, feeling a jolt of emotions as if it had sparked an electric shock. Did
he pick it because the alcohol symbolised something deeper? Or did he pick it
because he could tell how free and happy Sarah seemed?


She flicked to the next page to find a sketch. Lucy
had drawn—Sarah assumed, from the darted and jagged pencil
lines—her dad, with a crown on him. The scrawled writing spelt “Malik”,
and next to it, a slightly less awful, and less childish drawing—somewhat
between a stick figure and a full sketch—was a woman with long, mocha brown
hair, grey eyes and a little tiara of her own.


Sarah smiled, noticing the differences in the drawings
that Malik had drawn of herself.


She flipped the page to see a shot of Malik’s and her
heads pasted on the body of Jason Statham and his heroine in his arms. There
was a caption reading, “Just want to be your perfect man.” And when she flipped
the page again, a professional shot of Crown Casino had been taken at midnight,
with the blazing columns and shooting flames atop, taped down.


She flipped and flipped. There was Malik when he was
Sarah’s age, in the gorge, rolled on the floor with dirt caked over him, and his
mates pointing and laughing, blurred in the background. There was one of the
most gorgeous pair of pink heels Sarah had ever seen. 


Finally, there was a makeshift pocket attached to the
last page. Sarah tipped the book upside down and shook it. Photos fell out, but
before she looked at them, she knew which ones they were.


They had big paper numbers sticking up from them, so she
picked up number one, smiled sadly at the action shot from when Sarah had
entered the booth and was staring at Malik’s lips, saying something she
couldn’t remember now as the first shot had snapped.


The back read, in Malik’s penned words, “I want to
give you the space you deserve”


She picked up number two and continued, “because
you’ve given me love, life and laughter in a world where I didn’t believe in
that perfect trifecta anymore”


Now, her heart had sped up, and she scrambled for the
third, though it was just in front of her. She read, “Although you’re the first
and last thing I think of every day, and I can’t forget the way I let my past
ruin the one perfect thing in my life, you …”


Sarah’s eyes felt heavy and bulging with tears when
she started reading the last one, “… I love you enough to give you this wish,
even though you’ll always be entwined with my heart, no matter if you cannot
take me back.”


For the next fifteen minutes, Sarah couldn’t lift her
head from the bed. She sobbed into the pillow and wanted to call him up. She
wanted to tell him what she was feeling. But couldn’t, due to the enormity of
her range of feelings—elated, hurt, excited, sad. So she clutched the
ends of her pillow to her face, and scrunched it to sink her head into. 


The pain in her chest was heavier than she’d
experienced before. It was as heavy as wearing winter clothes in the deep end
of a pool, as hot as a searing fry pan, and sharp as the moment a needle
inserted through flesh.


She nudged the album up with her toe, too helpless and
heavy to move, and met it with her fingers to pull it closer so she could see.
She flipped through each page, and forced herself to hold back her tears.


Maybe Malik truly did love her. Everything Sarah had
thought she’d known shattered in that moment.


Her dad had seemed so in love with her mum for every
moment until she was sixteen, that night. She would have never picked what he
was going to do to their family.


Lust and skin-deep attraction brought Sarah and Malik
together, and they’d formed a sexual relationship almost as quickly.


Yet.


Yet all those years, Sarah had acted in a certain way
because of what her dad did. Made sure she wasn’t silly enough to let a guy
rule her world. Made sure no guy made her weak and stupid. Made sure she didn’t
let any guy into her heart, because they couldn’t be trusted, not absolutely. All
those years, she’d thought she was smarter than other girls who got their heart
trampled on.


But Malik was fighting for her love, even after they’d
begun their relationship on lust and sex. He’d been the last one she expected
to fight for her feelings.


Her dad never did. 


Her mum never showed her how to be happy and move on.


Nicholas didn’t come after her after the break
up—just disappeared to Sydney, another state.


But Malik was showing her he loved her enough to give
her space, even if that meant letting her go from his life completely, but was
reminding her he was there, and cherished every single moment they had together,
no matter how short.


She texted, “Thank you for everything, Malik.”


She went to quickly reply, hoping he didn’t take it
the wrong way—thank you for the gift, or thank you for the time we had
together—but in the end, she didn’t even know which one she meant.







[bookmark: Discovery2]DISCOVERY


NOW


 


A month later


 


Sarah made it without talking to or seeing Malik. During her
days, the editorial team had thrown not just piles of work at her, but
headache-inducing tasks from authors who were always late or sloppy with their
manuscript submissions. A friend she’d made there told her the manager was
impressed with Sarah, and knew she could handle stuff older employees couldn’t.
So Sarah worked hard, and dealt. She got there at least half an hour earlier to
find some quiet time to catch up on emails and got started before work, had
just a twenty-minute break for lunch instead of an hour, and then left whenever
she’d finished her work. She knew employees who worked hard got promotions; if
the manager recommended it and Sarah wanted to climb all the way to the top role
of lead editor someday. Maybe she could, in just a few years.


But that night she came home and saw her dad’s car
parked out the front of her house, and it started a domino effect.


She hadn’t seen her dad since the surprise visit and
pregnancy announcement. That was the day she’d worried about Alyssa’s motives
and nature. Soon after, she went out with Malik and they kissed. Sarah was left
heartbroken.


Malik. She remembered his name, meaning “King”
in Arabic, and how hers meant “Princess” in Hebrew, and the moment they
simultaneously thought how perfect for each other they were; just another
reason on top of a long list.


She shook her head, slammed her car door and locked it,
as she stalked to the front door. She wouldn’t let men like her dad or Malik
get to her. They were both ill-fitted for someone like Sarah, who wanted men in
her life who cared for and looked after her. And stayed.


“Sez, darling,” her dad called. “Come, sit down. Your
mother and I were just catching up.”


“Catching?” Sarah paused, waiting. “Up?”


Her dad nodded, Sarah noting how damn happy that smile
was. Not good. “Come, sit. There are more biscuits here, and a pot of tea if
you want.”


“Nah,” Sarah said, purposefully taking a chair down
from her father, leaving a space between them. “I’m good. Really.” She looked at
her parents. 


Her mum rolled her eyes. “Your father was wondering if
we had any cash. Would you believe that?” Contrary to her words, she also
seemed damn happy, but Sarah noted quickly that she was mocking her dad.


“Cut to the chase. What’s going on, you guys? I
haven’t seen you in a month, dad, and now you turn up for cash?”


“It’s just hard with the baby. Alyssa’s needed so
much, spending like crazy for furniture and clothes, and any known baby
invention. We have opposing ideas about preparing for a baby at the three-month
mark. She isn’t even showing and my child is set up for birth. Every time I
come up with thousands, she demands it goes right into a trust fund for the
future.”


“And now you want my mum to give you money for a baby
that’s not even hers, biologically or even socially connected?”


“It’s your sibling.”


“Half,” Sarah corrected.


“Does that make he or she half as important?”


Her dad suppressed a sigh. Obviously, he wasn’t in a
position to wager here, nor did his history encourage Sarah or her mum to fall
at his feet and offer help for being so kind to them all their lives.


“Don’t make me feel shit. I don’t like asking my
ex-wife and daughter for money. I just thought that you might want to help me
out. Never mind.”


He stood, and pushed back his chair. Grabbing his
jacket, he flipped it over his arm and headed to the door. Sarah’s mum eyed
her, nudging her to the door with her gaze. Sarah threw up her hands and shook
her head. No way was she going to crawl up to him and beg forgiveness for being
so callous. Her mum mouthed please, and as Sarah heard the front door open, she
called out, “Wait!”


Her dad spun around, and Sarah caught up with him
outside on the front veranda. 


“Is everything okay with Alyssa?”


“Oh, yeah, baby just passed the danger period, baby is
set up, baby and mother are all fine.”


“What about Nigel and Alyssa?” Sarah crossed her arms,
and gave her dad a look. “How are you two going?”


“I’m so embarrassed. I keep messing up. She crawls
back and I love her, and it’s stupid, but I do, and that one night, she fell
pregnant, and I decided it was an omen for me to get my life together. I made
it right, stuck by her. But, like usual, it’s unravelling. She doesn’t demand
money for her, but she needs more of it than usual in her situation now, and
she is too tired for me. I just drink or watch TV and she’ll be out with her
girlfriends for coffees. I feel like a support beam, and less and less of a
partner, actually.” He shook his head. “But, as I said. I love her, and a baby
is a big thing. We’re adjusting.”


“She’s not using you, is she?”


“That offends me. Alyssa would never use me, or
anyone. She’s beautiful, feisty, and independent, but she would never do that.”
Her dad walked down the steps to the path. “Actually, we’ll be fine for money.”


Sarah watched her dad walk to his car and drive away.
She stood there for a while after he left, wondering how Alyssa was a user,
that she had used many men and probably women in her life to get what she
wanted, and only for her benefit, even to the detriment of other people. Alyssa
couldn’t be trusted at all.


Sarah worried at her lip, concerned for her dad. She
had to go after him and apologise, at least look like she understood. If he was
that clueless, what sort of things did Alyssa already do to him that he was
oblivious to?


What hold did this woman have over him?
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Sarah took off in her car after her dad. With only a few minutes
head start, she drove to his place. Alone in her car, Sarah thought. Her dad
mightn’t have been the best father after his first affair with Alyssa, but he
did have the best intentions at heart. It was just that those intentions came
out misconstrued, with him all blinded by Alyssa’s facade and a little lost in
his own true self. Her dad needed a woman in his life. He just couldn’t pick
one and stick with her, and the one he ended up choosing was a headcase.


At his place, she parked in the driveway and took a
few deep breaths before walking up the porch to the front door. There, she
rapped three times, and stood back, and tucked her hands into each other across
her chest.


Her dad opened the door, frazzled. He wasn’t looking
at her, but around, and back inside. He didn’t even stay in the one spot, or
invite her in. Just said, “Oh, hi again, Sez,” and turned back, digging through
a bowl on the entry bench as Sarah passed him.


“Lose something?” 


“Yeah, my wallet.”


Sarah pushed back her talk. He seemed like he needed
to get this over with anyway, or else her chat would just go in one ear and out
of his other. “I’ll look upstairs for you, if you want.”


Her dad grumbled something. It may have been thanks,
but he was head down and focused on looking through the bowl in front of him.
His concern amped up her worry. How much money was in there for him to
be this anxious to find it? She didn’t ask—that would just worsen his
state, and neither of them needed that.


Sarah decided she’d check the bathroom. Too many times
she’d gone to wash her hands, put on make-up or adjust something, and she’d
leave her glasses, keys or purse there. But even after Sarah glanced over the
benchtops, opened drawers, and looked under the cupboards underneath, she came
up empty.


Sarah walked over to his bedroom, hoping he wouldn’t
mind her nosing around in there. The bed was made, the cover spread without a
crease. The carpet was clean, no piles of clothes, or bags chucked around. It
seemed hopeless, until she saw the dark leather wallet on a bedside table.


Sarah had come to her dad’s room sporadically. When
she came over, she rarely went upstairs to his bedroom. The last time she was
here might have been half a year ago. But, now that Alyssa was set up in here,
she noticed the side with the wallet on it was hers. She had a lipstick rolled
on its side, lodged between a couple of necklaces. She had a mini bowl with her
rings and earrings, and a tag for a Myers coat, the price reading $350.


Sarah said, “Dad! I found it in your bedroom.”


Wasn’t that the first place he’d look? Remembering his
panic, she opened it, and found a $10 note in there. The hell, she
thought. She flicked to his cards, and noticed all the slots were filled with
credit and bank cards and such. Nothing was missing.


No steps came to her. Her dad must have been way deep
in looking for the wallet for him to be in his own world enough to miss her
call. She was about to call again, when her words stung. 


She was almost sure this wasn’t about Alyssa needing
money for the baby anymore. How much money could one woman with her own job
need in only the early stages of the second trimester?


Bullshit.


Sarah dropped to her knees, and sifted through her
bedside table. She found vouchers of all kinds, old headbands, an empty camera
case, more junk. There were plastic ziplock bags with old, twisted and
discoloured jewellery in them. 


One of those bags, tucked right at the back, had a
mobile phone in it. Sarah breathed rapidly as she took it out.


The mobile phone was turned off. It was an old model
that probably didn’t have Internet access on it. Not even worth keeping, in
this day and age.


Sarah’s interest piqued. She turned it on, but it
asked for a code. 


“Shit,” she muttered, rubbing her lips together.


She flipped the phone, noticed a bulge straining the
backing, and took it off. The battery remained lodged in place, but a paper
with only four digits fluttered out. Sarah picked it up, reading: “4116”. This
time, when she turned on the phone and entered the code, it let her to the home
screen.


Sarah swallowed, and it sounded loud, as she had to
push past the tightness in her throat. The realisation of uncovering potential
crucial information about who Alyssa truly was made her eyes grow wide.


Shaking her head, she willed herself to focus back on
the phone. She had to enter another code to access the messages, which wasn’t
the same. She tried quadruple zero: fail. Knowing she only had likely three
chances, she swapped the original digits to 6114, and it worked.


Either Sarah was incredibly smart or Alyssa was incredibly
foolish.


There were only three contacts in the messages she
had. The latest one, and the one for the last couple of months was—


Sarah blinked. She had to bring the phone closer, but
the text was big enough before, and now, to read. She gulped, and then forced
herself to think the name.


Robin Treel.


Little fucker. Both of them! Yep, Sarah hadn’t forgotten
one bit that night all those years ago, or finding him on Facebook. All the
messages were sickening. “Love you more than anything, sexy”, “I want to be
with you forever” and “We’ll run away together. Forget that old asshole”.


She sat, unmoving, feeling tingles in her feet from
sitting on them directly for all this time, and then she noticed the bedside
table, the bed came back into view, and she remembered the fact she was sorting
through Alyssa’s dirty secrets in her dad’s room.


She called, “Dad!” louder this time.


Her dad’s heavy footsteps bounded to the entry. He was
panting, and his face had a red tinge. She handed over the wallet, and her dad
did his own inspection. When he looked up, his face had paled in those couple
of seconds. “Did you take something out of this?”


Sarah stood there with wrinkled eyebrows. She had
planned to stagger to shock, but now she forgot about the phone and what she
saw and said, “Course not. I just found it and called you.”


“No, but it’s missing.”


Sarah gulped. “What is?”


“The money I got from selling my bike. I didn’t use it
much, so I sold it for us, and the baby. I sold it just yesterday!” He dad
started pacing, looking around, under furniture. “I didn’t leave it anywhere.
There’s no way anyone could have stolen it. Shit!”


Sarah opened Alyssa’s drawer, and looked through it in
case the money was there. Behind her, she heard her dad mumbling cusses.


“You sure you didn’t directly deposit it in the bank,
or—” 


“Yesterday was Saturday. I didn’t get to them in time.”


“How much did you have?”


Her dad stilled, and by the loss of expression, she
noticed that he seemed like hope had drained from him. It wasn’t the right time
to hit him with even more devastating news.


He slumped on the end of the bed. “Uh, it was, um,”
her dad wasn’t focused. He blinked and then finished off, “eight grand.”


“Eight!?”


He nodded, chin tucked in. “Alyssa’s gonna kill me,”
he added.


That was when other things started to click for Sarah.
Why was her dad assuming he’d lost the money himself? Why did Malik only get so
drunk he didn’t know what he was doing, kissed, and was all over Alyssa that
night after she got together with him, when he’d been sober for three years
previously? He’d tried to plead his innocence. Had gone to all the trouble of
making the album Sarah now kept tucked under her bed.


Her body flushed with heat, rage pouring from her
thoughts deep throughout her body, until she had gritted teeth and her bra felt
like it was cutting off her chest every time she drew in a breath.


Had she planned a pregnancy for her own financial
benefit, and then, out of jealously, spiked Malik’s drinks to ruin Sarah’s and
his relationship? Sarah had to know. She had to give Malik another chance and
apologise, if he too were a victim of Alyssa’s.


She’d been waiting for something to finally end their
separation—be it a finality, or a second chance. Now, it looked like she
could get her happy ending.


“Dad,” she said. “Call Alyssa.”


“Nah, I’ll check with her later. She had to go out and
see her parents. They’re pretty much out of range at their property.”


Sarah doubted that. She was probably off to see her
own lover boy.


“I’ll call her. Seriously, you need this money. See if
she can help you find it.”


Her dad had his hands pulling on his hair at this
stage. All he managed was to nod, and take one hand away to point at the
cordless phone on the hallway bench, just outside. 


Sarah found Alyssa’s mobile programmed in at number
one. She saved the number into her own mobile contacts, and then rang it from her
from her mobile. It rang and rang, not surprisingly. Sarah didn’t take Alyssa
for a complete fool, given she’d done all—


“Hello?” Alyssa said, just before Sarah was going to
hang up.


“Hey, it’s Sarah. Have you—” but the line went
dead before she could finish. Sarah tried calling back, but it said the mobile
wasn’t available. She stood, looking at her mobile, feeling how franticly her
heart was beating now. 


She sat by her dad on the bed, and let him look at her
before she spoke. “Okay, can you promise to hear me out?”


“Sure.”


“You need to speak to Alyssa. Find her. I called from
my mobile. She picked up, not knowing who I was. As soon as I said it was me … well,
she hung up before I even finished saying we were looking for your money. Now
her mobile is turned off. I don’t see a way how anyone else could have your
money, Dad. Please, just have a think about this. She’s been benefitting a lot
from a relationship where you guys haven’t been romantically happy anymore. Why
else has she stuck by? The baby? Money? Another personal benefit?” Sarah paused
and took a deep breath. “There’s more.”


Her dad hardly managed to nod his head; she could see
the strain it took him, in his frozen state, to do even that.


“I found this.” She handed Alyssa’s secret mobile
phone to him. “It was hidden at the back of her drawer in a bag. She uses it to
text sometimes. I think you should see.”


Her dad was already “seeing”. He’d started pressing
buttons the second she gave it to him, and had obviously gone directly to the
texts, as Sarah had. He was now realising in these seconds, that felt too full
of tension to be mere seconds, and too fast to be only seconds, that Alyssa
wasn’t who she’d claimed to be.


Her dad stood up and walked in circles. His lips
moved, and his hands were dug in his pockets, but otherwise, Sarah couldn’t
tell if he were angry or hurt or stressed, or which one of them he felt the
most.


He held up a finger. “I was originally going to refute
everything you just told me when you started,” he said.


Sarah didn’t know what to say. He looked like he
needed some space, from his vibe. And it was rubbing off on her and she
couldn’t think. Maybe it was best she listen to his needs. “I’ll just be downstairs.
Be right back.”


Downstairs, she rummaged in his fridge for OJ and
gulped that down. She slapped the glass down in the sink and leant back against
the bench. What was she going to do? Her dad needed direction and she was
anything from confident, bold and … but she knew someone who was. And someone
who could help them.


Malik.


He always managed to appear fearless and controlled.
He new Alyssa inside out, and she also needed to ask him some things about that
night now that she had uncovered new information. 


She called his mobile. “Malik, I need a favour from
you. Dad and I need your help.”


“Sarah? Sure, you guys okay?”


“Well …” Sarah ended up letting that hang there. She
wasn’t about to lie, or explain it all over the phone, and she didn’t know what
else to say. “Do you know where my dad lives?”


“Nope, but I can be there soon if you want.”


“Yep.” 


Sarah gave Malik the address. He promised to come down,
now.
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Malik arrived at her
dad’s place. She knew the sound of his engine, and peered out from behind a
curtain, where she was watching. Yep, it was him. She opened the door before he
knocked, and, stunned-faced, he stepped through, wandering his gaze around from
the entry. He had Lucy in one hand. Sarah was thankful it was his weekend to
mind their daughter. Would Alyssa have taken off with her, too?


“I’m sensing something is stuffed up. What else did I
do? Does your dad own a rifle?”


Sarah found it in herself to chuckle. He’d made her
anger and anxiety blow up like a plume of steam. She was hoping she was the one
who’d stuffed up, and didn’t believe him, not the other way around. 


“Not your fault this time,” Sarah said. She bent down
and introduced herself to Lucy. “Hi, I’m Sarah, your daddy’s friend.”


Lucy shook her hand, but didn’t smile. Too soon to be
friendly with a stranger, Sarah supposed. She turned on the TV for Lucy and the
little girl knelt on a cushion, flicking through channels to find something she
wanted.


Malik and Sarah sat down at chairs from the main
table, behind Lucy. Her dad joined them.


“Dad’s lost a chunk of cash and Alyssa is gone. She’s
also stated in secret text messages she wants to run away with a guy.” Sarah
explained the situation with her dad’s missing cash, the phone discovery, and
then calling Alyssa in full. 


“Do you know her parents well?” Sarah’s dad asked. “I
can’t believe I haven’t met them yet. After all these years, after everything. I
have their number, but …”


“Yep,” he said. “We used to get along well. I’ll give
them a call.”


Malik rose and walked around the corner, his voice a
whisper to Sarah’s ears.


“Do you really think so?”


Sarah nodded. She wanted to look away, but her dad
needed her now. “I didn’t tell you what happened with Malik and her a month ago.”


“She didn’t see Malik,” her dad said, his tone slow,
unsure. “I mean, she hasn’t been with him alone. Only when we all met at your
mum’s.”


“No, trust me, it was definitely her tongue in his
mouth and her hands and legs wrapped around him.”


Her dad’s mouth dropped open, and after seconds had
passed, he didn’t look willing to offer words any more, or an expression. The
man was weary, older on the outside than he actually was.


“A month ago Alyssa invited Malik and Lucy out for a
family movie night. What did she tell you?”


“She’s been with girlfriends and these mother support
groups and stuff. I would have remembered her mentioning her ex.”


Sarah sealed her lips, felt the growl vibrating in her
throat. “She counted on us not talking and forgetting about it by the time we
eventually did.” Sarah shook her head. “Back on topic, they went out for a
movie, and Malik doesn’t remember drinking or getting blind drunk, but he did,
and Alyssa was there to be all over him. She knew he was alcoholic after they
broke up. He’s been clean for three years, and she suddenly pops up to see him
and this happens.”


“I’ll kill him.” Her dad stood to find Malik, but
Sarah put her hand over his. 


“Dad, listen, I’m pissed; even Malik’s pissed. He
hates her more than ever. He doesn’t have feelings for her. This could have
only been her, don’t you see? Tricking him, spiking his drink or something.”


Her dad’s face morphed from unmoving and rigid to
softer, to something like realisation. 


“We had a big talk, Dad. It’s actually scary how much
Malik reacts like you do. You both blame yourselves, thinking you were the ones
to stuff up. Being on the outside, I’m seeing the similarities now, and it’s
crazy. She will turn anything on the person she’s victimised to distract them and
have a clean break.”


“I can’t believe this.”


Malik came back, tucking his mobile in his pocket.
“She was at her parents’ this morning. That much was the truth.” He came up
behind a chair and gripped the back. “She’s their daughter; they know what
she’s like. Go have a chat. It sounds like she left the cash there with them when
she went out for the day. Maybe to see this Robin bloke. She’ll be coming back
to get it.”


Her dad got into action. He picked up his keys and put
his wallet in his pocket.


Sarah told Lucy it was time to go, turned off the TV
and held Lucy’s hand, pleased the girl was warming up to her.


“Malik, Dad?” The men turned to face her. “How about
you guys go off to her parents’ place. I’ll take Lucy back to yours, Malik, and
we’ll wait for you. Might be better and all, since Dad hasn’t met them.”


Her dad’s lips curled up at the sides, and Malik gave
her a heart-warming smile. Her dad gave her a kiss on the cheek and went
outside.


Malik rested his hands at her waist, and looked down
to her. Sarah smiled against his lips, and kissed him, knowing everything was all
right now without really being all right. Maybe the wrong could be turned into right,
their pasts settled, and their futures set, too.


He kissed Lucy then rose to full height. “I’ll see you
later, girls, ‘kay?”


Sarah and Lucy nodded, and watched the two men leave.


“Now, want to stop for an ice cream on the way home?”


Lucy broke out into a beam.







[bookmark: Entwined][bookmark: _Entwined_1]ENTWINED


NOW


 


The day had passed by the time Malik returned. She was in
the kitchen, bowling up some two-minute noodles, when she heard him enter. Lucy
had convinced Sarah it was all she ate, and Sarah figured making her
comfortable at the sacrifice of one lousy meal was okay. She slid the bowl in
front of Lucy. When she turned, Malik’s hands were already fisting her top, and
though she was dazed and unprepared, he kissed her open mouth, then her
favourite spot under her ear.


“Night, baby,” he said. “All okay today with my little
munchkin?”


Sarah bobbed her head. Lucy, with half a mouth full of
noodles, mumbled, “Dad, she’s a cool girlfriend!”


“Girlfriend?” he repeated, but his eyes focused on
Sarah, not Lucy.


“Argh, Lucy! You’re not meant to say that. I told you
I was just his friend.”


Malik leant forward and whispered, “I hope you don’t
treat your friends the way you treat me.”


“Between you two, I’m about to lose it.” Sarah grinned,
and sat at a seat on the table, shaking her head at no one in particular.


When Lucy got back to eating her noodles, Malik said,
“She told her parents she went out with some girlfriends and won at the casino.
It was Sunday, and she had to go out, and felt uncomfortable with all that cash
on her.”


Sarah shook her head.


“Stupid, huh?” Malik said. “She can be as dumb as she
can be deceptive. Anyway, your dad has his money back. He waited there for when
she returned, texted me on my way home. I didn’t want to hang around for
another family’s problems.”


He smirked at her, and she matched his. Malik was no
one’s problem but hers, and if that were the case, she was more than happy to
have these sorts of issues.


“He said—at least—he’s breaking up with
her for good.”


“Just gonna watch some TV, Dad,” Lucy said, and ran
into the living room.


Malik turned to Sarah. “She called me on my way home.
Admitted that because I had a cough lozenge that had anaesthetic in it for my
sore throat at the time, she slipped in some alcohol to my drinks because I
couldn’t taste shit all anyway and apparently I needed to loosen the fuck up.
And then she wanted to remind me what it was like kissing me. I knew I didn’t
kiss her willingly.” He shuddered.


“She uses triple-distilled vodka, because with orange
juice, it masks the taste of alcohol more so than most mixes. With a juice as
sweet as orange juice, it’s smooth as, in the right quantities.”


“She actually spiked your drinks?”


“Yup.”


Malik lifted her chin with a finger. He studied her
face with a crooked, sad smile. “You don’t believe me.”


“Nah, I do …” Sarah settled for shrugging as the end
of that one. Partly due to shock, she was still processing it all.


“I used to love my drinks, even back when I was with
her. So did she.” He shook his head, pulling his jeans legs down his thighs
comfortably. “She knows how to mix everything off a cocktail menu, as well as
she can be a bitch. I, too, could mix as well with my favourites, would mix
anything to make the perfect drink.”


Sarah’s mind began thinking over his words. The sure
tone to his voice made her believe what he said, but she couldn’t shake the
feeling underlying his words was something more. “That was your drink of
choice. When you drank. Orange juice and triple-distilled vodka.”


He didn’t meet her eyes when he nodded. His gaze was
pinned to her hands, which gripped the edge of the bench. Malik, wordless, kept
staring. Sarah should have been the one to reply but the shock rooted her. What
type of person uses someone’s weakness against them? 


In the same manner, she’d grown up with a dad who had
an incurable addiction to women. He’d looked at her mum earnestly enough to
make Sarah believe his feelings were true, but her dad couldn’t help himself. Girl,
cheat. Girl, cheat. Girl, cheat. It was a cycle that went on, no matter the
times Sarah would ignore his calls or talk back shortly to him, even though her
dad would be unfocused, forgetful and stiff after he knew he’d fucked up, and
Sarah was mad again.


Her dad’s addiction to breaking women’s hearts was as
similar as it was different to Malik’s alcoholism. And Alyssa knew how easily
she could have both of them in the palm of her hand if she cut them so close to
their hearts.


“Yes,” Malik said eventually. “I got so good at it, I
could hardly taste the vodka when I mixed it. I could drink three times faster,
and have less of a hangover because of the vodka’s purity.” 


Malik suddenly balled up his fists and banged them
against his forehead. For some time, while Sarah’s heart beat loudly, lodged in
her throat, he was motionless in that position.


“I do,” Sarah said. “Believe you, that is.”


It was like someone has slowed time. Malik moved the
slightest, and then his fists drew down, and collapsed into a palm on the
bench. He met her gaze when he was ready.


“I know what it’s like being entwined with an
addiction so badly you feel it so deeply it replaces you. For years, I’d kiss a
guy at a bar or club, maybe go on some dates and hook up, but I wasn’t into
them. I just felt like I had to do it. It felt good and normal, just like my
friends were doing. But I never wanted to take my clothes off, and didn’t care
to see anyone ongoing, as I should have. They were okay. Good, even. I was
wrapped up a routine. It’s what I did. Not something that made sense.”


Sarah sighed. “I guess, what I’m trying to say is that
your past is entwined in you, but it doesn’t have to be who you are now. Our
fears and weaknesses may still haunt us—it’s what makes us human, to err—but
our intent and actions right now are what matter. And I can see the man who you
are now—and you’re not who you were.”


“I’m still not right, Sarah.” Malik stroked her face.
“You don’t have to try to accept what I’ve done.”


“Hey, now you don’t believe me?”


“Ha.” Malik broke into a grin, and that gorgeous jaw
of his opened to show a set of white teeth. “I did. I just wanted to see if you
were sure.”


“I am sure of you, stupid head.”


“Fine, stupid head.” Malik held Sarah on either side
of her face and leant right in, so their lips skimmed each other’s. “I am too,”
he said against her.
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That night, Sarah dreamt about this and that, all mundane
until the last one. The back of this person’s hands feathered along her cheek
and ran down her neck. The hands twisted and the fingertips trailed over her
breast, and the two forefingers pinched either side of her nipples from bottom
to tip. Then, on either side of her body the fingers trailed, swaying at her
waist, to trace the curve, and then come back up in a V shape.


It was when the hands veered under her panties like an
arrow, that she started and opened her eyes. Her panties were slick, and that
was not a dream. It was Malik’s hands, she saw, as she fluttered her
eyes and focused on him in the dark. His lampshade was on and the light spilled
behind him, lighting him up like a silhouette. 


Sarah arched her back, her hips following the motion
up, which encouraged his fingers south. Sarah decided she loved being woken in
the middle of the night like this.


She spread her legs, and Malik crawled over her and
settled between her. When he touched her, her eyes widened, and automatically,
her gaze fell to where they were connected. He was hard, rock hard. Ready to
take her now if she shifted her panties, in fact.


“You’re hard,” she said, needing to tell him.


“All for you. I had a dream about you and woke with a
stiffy. Decided, since I can take advantage of you helpless next to me, I’d
give it a go.” He kissed her neck. “You can’t resist me.” It wasn’t a question.


“You woke me and made me excited in, like, a second.
That’s some feat, you should know.”


“I’m lucky to have you. I know how very, very lucky I
am, Sarah.” He pushed harder on her, watching her eyelids flutter and close as
she shuddered under him and pressed back up. “I love you, I really do. I’m not
saying it because I’ve got you like this, and I didn’t say it at the station
because I’d stuffed up. I think about how much I love you when you do your
little quirks, and lie here next to me, and open your mouth to talk. I love
everything about you, and all of you as one. It’s only been six weeks but my
life has changed because of you, and I want you to know how important you are.”


“I love you, too.” Sarah brushed her fingers from his
shoulders, down his hard pecs and his rock-solid abs. “And it’s not because you
have the most incredible body, but how you know me inside out. Know what to say
or do to make me laugh when I need to, to feel cared for when I need it, and
everything else. I can’t imagine living without you.”


Malik did that grin again, one that meant for Sarah,
right now, he was about to put her in absolute ecstasy. He drew back from her,
then licked a trail down her chest to her tummy, which triggered her to jerk up
just as his fingers shimmied off her panties and his tongue plunged down deep into
her.


Sarah threw her arm over her mouth and cried into her
skin. When he lapped her up and fingered her at the same time, she bit down on
her wrist to stay under control. But she wasn’t kidding herself; Malik made her
lose control, and by the fire pumping in her, and the tenseness climaxing
inside, she was very close to losing it.


“With me,” she panted. “Please.”


Malik drew up to meet her at eye level, buried his
mouth close to her ear and thrust himself inside. He made every noise climaxing,
grunt and emotion, which rode Sarah higher, harder and faster. 


When he came inside her, she’d already collapsed into
gasping, trying to breathe for air, and was riding down her own rollercoaster inside
her mind and body. 


But the best part of the middle-of the-night sex was
that, after he came back to bed, he spooned her, and Sarah couldn’t manage more
than little naps until sunrise, knowing his arm was protecting her, touching
her, and would be forever.
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Sarah slept at Malik’s the next night, too. She planned to
go home at one point, but she couldn’t pull herself apart from him just yet,
not with how he affected her. After work that day she came to Malik’s again to
see him, but he was still driving home from work himself, so she called her mum
to chat. 


There was a thump at the front door nearing the end of
their conversation, so Sarah and her mum said their goodbyes, just as Malik
came up behind her and ran his hands down her neck, shoulders, and sides,
leaning to kiss her. 


Lucy was at Alyssa’s place tonight, so they were all
alone.


“Was that your mum?”


“Yep.”


“Was she having doubts about you staying over here two
nights in a row?”


“Nope.”


Malik touched her cheek with his fingers, gazing
around her face. “Do you?”


“Absolutely not.”


Sarah kissed him back and felt down his arms until she
got to his fingers, and then entwined them with hers. 
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