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      IT'S TIME. IT'S been over two years since 47 Things released. Two years since our hearts broke over the silenced beating of a heart we all fell in so hopelessly in love with. Two years for us to recover and prepare ourselves for what came next--Sarah's second chance at forever.

      I said this last time and I'll say it again: You will need tissues. There are some hard times on the pages ahead and there are some wonderful times too. I promise you laughter and love along with the tears. I promise you closure and I promise you hope.

      Sarah's story has been a pleasure for me to write from the moment she met Tyler to the final word in this book, her happily ever after. 

      I'm not ruling out another book in the series. There's a particular character mentioned within the story who I think deserves his own second chance. Hopefully it won't take another two years for my mind to be ready to face his harrowing story. 

      In the meantime, go and get comfy, grab your tissues; perhaps get your headphones to listen to the playlist I’ve made to go along with this. But steel your heart, because it’s time to say one last goodbye to the golden boy who made everyone smile…
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        A list of the songs to set the tone

        of One More Thing. Enjoy

        

        Waiting – Alice Boman

        Hey Jude (feat. Kina Grannis) – Imaginary Future

        The Fear – Ben Howard

        The Night We Met – Lord Huron

        Like Real People Do – Hozier

        Meet Me in the Hallway – Harry Styles

        Bloom – The Paper Kites

        Love Like This – Kodaline

        I Forget Where We Were – Ben Howard

        All We Do – Oh Wonder

        Oblivion – Bastille

        Would You Love Me Any Less – Charlie Simpson

        Mess is Mine – Vance Joy

        Brave – The Shires

        Need the Sun to Break – James Bay

        Photograph – Ed Sheeran

        Unsteady – X Amabassadors

        Heal – Tom Odell

        Boats & Birds – Gregory and the Hawk

        High Hopes – Kodaline

        I Wanna Dance with Somebody – Bootstraps

        Hey Jude – Cystal Leung

        Only Love – Ben Howard

        Sweet Creature – Harry Styles

        To Build a Home – The Cinematic Orchestra

        Fire and the Flood – Vance Joy

        Listen via Spotify
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            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      I never asked to slip on a piece of gum then fall in love with a man who would die before the ink was dry on our marriage certificate.

      But that's what fate had in store for me. It broke me. I vowed I'd never fall in love again.

      Five years later, fate had one more thing planned. It wanted to play around in my life again. Its tool? Another blasted stick of gum. Same place, only this time, it was Jude Baker, a university lecturer, who slipped on the gum.

      Despite being a pacifist, Jude wasn't particularly happy about having gum stuck to his shoe and made his distaste abundantly clear.

      But that stick of gum was the catalyst to a series of events where our paths would continue to cross. There would be a broken nose, a fractured hand, a cat on a lead and a crashed corporate Christmas party that would align our hearts and make me realise that I wanted to be happy again.

      But there would also be tears. Many, many tears. Because falling in love was never easy, especially when you were still in love with another man.
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      Today is the day I made Sarah Kennedy smile. Well, a few things happened before that – first, I broke her ankle. It was an accident, and I feel like shit for it, so I swear to never eat a stick of gum again. But, that break led to one of the best afternoons I’ve had in a long time.

      There’s just something about her, something that’s always made me wish I knew her, and for as long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to be the reason she smiles. I never cared about what any other kids thought about her. I just knew there was something going on behind those big brown eyes of hers that was far more interesting than your average person. As far as I was concerned, Sarah Kennedy was special, and she showed it every day when she turned up at school with her shoulders back and her head held high. No one could break her. I’ve always admired that.

      Turning the scowl of hers into a smile has been on my list for ages. I’ve always wondered why, when I find it so easy to befriend most people, I couldn’t even approach her without breaking out into a sweat. But then, that piece of gum intervened and forced me to man up and talk to her. I should probably thank it.

      I suppose I should explain the whole broken ankle and gum thing, right? Well, I was hanging out with the guys on our way to one of the last Uni classes we were ever going to have, and I was a jerk and spat it out on the pavement. It wasn’t long after that, that I heard a shriek and turned around to see a shoeless Sarah, sitting in the middle of what looked like a snow storm, but was really just her papers fluttering on the ground around her. Even lying in a mess on the ground, she looked beautiful.

      In the back of my mind, I knew I probably should have let someone else help her and continued to stay out of her life. But, it was my fault she fell, and well, I don’t want to have any regrets in this life. I couldn’t let what might be my last opportunity to talk to her pass me by. So I knelt in front of her and the moment our eyes met, I felt this jolt in my chest.

      I called her ‘sweetheart’ and her eyes flashed with annoyance and something else—denial perhaps? Longing? I don’t know what was going through her head in that moment. But I knew what was going through mine. I knew without a doubt that everything was about to change….

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Thursday, 20th October 2016

        

      

    

    
      LIFE WAS FILLED with numbers. It was ruled by them. Not just in finance, but everywhere. Numbers were the only real constant in this world—two followed one, three followed two, and so on. It didn’t matter what language you spoke, or at what stage of life you were in; the numbers were all the same.

      One, two, three, four…

      We used them to make lists, to tell time, to measure distance. Even our days were numbered.

      Counting, counting. Always counting...until finally, we stopped. A heart stopped beating. Synapses stopped firing. And it was over. No more counting for you.

      The rest of us, however, continued our never-ending count, measuring our moments, knowing how fleeting they really were.

      They said life was a gift.

      They said grief was the evidence of love.

      Neither could be quantified by a number, and yet we counted anyway—the days we’d lived without, the days we’d lost our hearts—whether they added up to something or not.

      I took a deep breath, filling my lungs. The air smelled of spring and the soft prickle of freshly mown grass brushed against my thighs uncomfortably. Nothing added up the way it did when Tyler was alive. I was here and he wasn’t. The numbers just didn’t make sense. How could everything keep going when one half of a whole was no longer there?

      Releasing the breath, I looked up to the clear blue sky, squinting under the veil of the sun peeking over the roofs of the buildings surrounding me.

      This was the place, a footpath in a Sydney University campus. -33.882346, 151.049078, the coordinates on the bracelet he gave me, numbers that marked our beginning.

      Six years ago today was the moment. The moment. The moment that changed everything. And it was all because of a stick of gum.

      With a sigh, I slid my hand inside my purse, pulling out a piece of spearmint gum that I unwrapped with careful precision. I slid it past my lips, the taste of it touching my tongue. Closing my eyes, I held it there, taking a breath as the sadness that seemed to never leave washed over me, weighing down my heart, burning my eyes, throbbing in my chest. Then I forced myself to chew, that sweet minty flavour flooding my mouth, conjuring images of a carefree boy with golden hair and the day he became a fixture in my life.

      Tyler.

      His name was a sigh in my heart.

      I’d lived without him for almost five years. Five years without his perfect smile. Five years without looking into his beautiful ice-blue eyes. Five years without holding his perfect hands. Five.

      One; the moments that passed each morning before I realised he was gone and the grief began again. Every day. One beat. One moment.

      Opening my eyes, I fixed my gaze on the footpath in front of me, on the dark stain in the grey that forever marked the spot where I fell and broke my ankle. My fall was caused by a stick of gum spat out by the man I would fall hopelessly in love with then lose some fifteen months later when the ravages of a horrendous disease took over his body and he asked me to help him die.

      Zero; the moments after when I wasn’t wracked with guilt over what I did.

      The sound of his voice, begging me to let him go, filled my head, reminding me that I helped him leave with dignity; I helped him have one final choice. Not that it made it any easier. We were dealt a shitty hand no matter how you looked at it.

      Sitting on the grass beside a footpath chewing gum with my eyes closed, I forced myself to focus on the sound of his voice, hearing him call me ‘sweetheart’. At first I had fiercely objected to the pet name, but it quickly became my identity as I lost myself to him completely. I was Tyler’s ‘sweetheart’. The only sweetheart he ever had or wanted. The pet name meant I was special.

      “God, I miss you,” I whispered under my breath just before I balled the gum in my mouth and spat it on the footpath in honour of the catalyst that brought Tyler and me together; something I would never regret.

      “The fuck!”

      A British accent cut my reverie short as a tall man with a slim build dropped onto the grass near me, a string of green gum stuck to his shoe.

      “I can’t believe you spat gum at my feet. What the hell is wrong with you?” He took off his shoe and scraped it along the grass, the gum rolling and forming a grassy clump on the sole.

      I covered my mouth, not knowing if I should laugh at the absurdity of it, or apologise profusely for spitting gum at his feet. Seriously, what were the odds of someone stepping on gum at the exact place and time, six years to the day of Tyler doing the same thing to me?

      “At least you didn’t break your ankle,” I responded, my mind racing.

      He scowled at me. “Is that what you were trying to do?”

      For a fleeting moment, I allowed myself to believe in magic. Was this fate? Had Tyler somehow found a way back to me? Upon studying the man—his dark hair, his soft brown eyes wrinkled at the corners, his pale skin and glasses—I chided myself for being so naïve. The idea of Tyler’s consciousness leaping into the body of another man was the stuff of fantasy, especially when that man looked and sounded more like a nerdy version of Robert Pattinson and less like the Hemsworth brother Tyler had closely resembled. I imagined this guy was your stereotypical academic who found his excitement in the pursuit of knowledge and the written word. Everything the thrill-seeking Tyler would never have been. There was literally no comparison between the two men.

      “I wasn’t trying...” I started to explain myself but thought better of it, standing to leave instead. “Listen, I’m sorry about your shoe. I simply didn’t see you coming—no malice intended.”

      Reaching out, he found a stick in the grass and tried to force the offending goo to shift with a modicum of success. “This is just fucking brilliant.” He threw the stick and most of the gum over his shoulder then shoved his shoe back on his foot, standing up to dust himself off. “A perfect addition to an already fantastic day,” he muttered further as he scuffed his foot back and forth over the grass to remove the tackiness. “What could possibly possess you to do such a thing?”

      I took a step backward, preparing to leave. “Listen, I said I’m sorry. I’m not sure what else you want me to do.”

      “How about use a bin instead of spitting on the footpath like some animal?” His tone was shifting from annoyed to angry.

      I lifted my hands in defence. “I’m leaving. Have a nice day.” Then I spun on my heels and headed toward the parking lot.

      “Is this something you do all the time? Spit gum at people’s feet then just watch while they try to clean up your mess? Is it entertainment for you?” The voice was coming from behind me.

      “Mate, I told you I was sorry. Get off my back.” I quickened my pace, seeing the Navara up ahead.

      “Did your mother not teach you any manners at all?”

      Stopping, I turned to face him, my hands out at my sides. “What the hell do you want from me? New shoes? I’ll get you new shoes.”

      “How about some common courtesy and consideration for your fellow man? Or is that too much to ask these days?”

      “I said I was sorry,” I repeated, my voice stern.

      “Well, that doesn’t help me. You can’t do shitty things then expect to say sorry and have it all go away. Life isn’t like that.”

      With a shake of my head, I turned away. “You need to calm the fuck down.”

      “And you need to learn how to be a decent human being.”

      Reaching the ute, I turned on him. “Stop following me,” I growled between my teeth.

      “Don’t give yourself so much credit.” He walked straight past me and beeped open the next car along, a grey Honda Civic. Even his car didn’t have any personality.

      For a moment I felt foolish. Then I just felt relieved and slid into the driver’s side of the black Navara with a sigh. “Looks like I should quit eating gum too,” I said, touching the GPS coordinate bracelet at my wrist as I remembered how angry I’d been when I’d tripped on Tyler’s gum. I guess I couldn’t really blame Mr Honda Civic for being so pissed. I’d lost my shit too.

      When I reversed out of my space and saw him removing his shoes before getting in his car, I let out a laugh. This was all so absurd. But in a way, I loved it. It made me feel closer to the man I’d lost.

      The smile didn’t leave my face until I pulled into the underground garage at home.

      [image: ]

      A flash of grey metallic paint passed through my rear vision as I parked the ute in its allocated space. “What the?” I grabbed the mirror and adjusted it, trying to catch a better glimpse.

      Did that guy follow me home?

      With my heart thumping against my chest, I got out and closed the door as quietly as I could. Standing still for a moment, I heard an engine cut followed by the creak of a door then footsteps. Shit.

      Moving quickly, I headed through the automatic doors of the elevator bay. For a moment, I considered taking the stairs to our first-floor apartment, but every time something like that happened in a movie, the stairs were where the victim met their doom.

      With my ears twitching, I tapped against the call button repeatedly, regretting my decision to take the lift with every second that passed and every footstep that drew nearer. My breathing picked up, my heart beat loudly in my ears as I saw the blurry reflection of his form in the metal doors. This guy was crazy!

      My mind started racing. This was it. I was going to die, leaving my four-year-old son an orphan—all because of a stick of gum. I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t leave him alone. He needed me.

      I was small, but I could fight.

      Balling my fist at my side, I steeled my breath and prepared to circumvent the inevitable attack.

      The automatic doors hissed open.

      I spun to confront him, saw the annoyed recognition in his eyes.

      My fist flew through the air, my meagre weight behind it, the words “Not today, Satan!” tearing out of my throat.

      It connected with his nose.

      I heard a crack, then a groan and he stumbled backward.

      “The fuck!”

      Like the gods answering my prayer, the elevator pinged then opened its doors. Pain radiated through my hand as I jumped on board, hitting the button that would take me to my floor, to safety. As the doors began to close, I chanced a look back. It was only then that I took in the scene fully.

      He was on the concrete floor, his legs bent, his shoulders slouched, as he leant forward clutching his nose. There was blood. So much blood. On ground beside him, his glasses, keys, a briefcase and an archive box split open, papers spilling out. He didn’t look like a crazy man trying to get revenge for the gum on his shoe. He looked like a man who had a logical reason to be somewhere. He looked like a man sitting in the middle of the worst day of his life.

      Guilt coiled from my belly and found its way into my throat. What had I done?

      I hit the button to open the doors again. “Are...are you...um...OK?”

      He glared at me, his eyes dark beneath his brows. “I think you broke my nose,” he said, his voice muffled under his hands.

      Digging in my bag, I took out a pack of tissues, pulling the wad of them free from the plastic before holding them out to him.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you were going to attack me.” I extended my arm like I would if I were offering food to a frightened animal.

      He watched me like one, snatching the tissues with the caution of someone who didn’t know if they could trust the help on offer. “Attack you? With what? The papers I have to grade? My briefcase?”

      “It’s just that you were so angry at the university. Then you followed me here.”

      “I didn’t follow you. I live here.” He looked at me as though I was insane.

      My stomach fell and I gulped. “You live here?”

      He shifted to his knees, making an attempt to stuff his papers back in their box one-handed while grumbling about the ridiculousness of it all.

      “Let me help you.” I knelt beside him, my face burning with embarrassment as I collected his things. I’d really messed up.

      “Leave it,” he snapped, snatching what looked like a printed essay from my hands. “You’ve really done enough.”

      I sat back, my mouth moving, searching for the words to convey how sorry I was for the gum and for hitting him. This whole situation was making me so grateful to Tyler for the way he’d handled my anger on the day his gum attacked me.

      Tears burned my eyes. I missed him so much. Today was supposed to be about celebrating our beginning, instead it had turned into a complete mess and now I was probably going to be sued.

      “You’re crying? Seriously? You are crying?”

      Turning my face away, I wiped at my eyes, scowling as I shook my head.

      “I’m just stressed.”

      “Aren’t we all?” he muttered, slapping the lid back on his box. Then he stood up, hefting his archive box loaded with paper and his briefcase against his waist. For a single moment it seemed that he’d successfully gathered everything he needed while keeping the tissues wadded against his bleeding nose. Then the base of the box fell out.

      I laughed. The sound burst from my mouth and echoed throughout the parking structure as his papers slid across the floor and the only things he held on to was his briefcase and the lid of the box.

      He let out a sigh and I clapped my hand over my mouth to avoid angering him further. He shook his head. “No. You’re right to laugh. This day...it’s a comedic writer’s wet dream.”

      The laughter bubbled out of my chest, nerves and stress turning into this crazy-sounding laughter. He chuckled along with me, this time letting me help with his things.

      When we got into the lift, silence fell over us. I was carrying his box and he had his briefcase and the tissue wad against his nose. Without warning, my eyes started leaking. Silent hot tears streamed down my cheeks without my permission.

      “I’m not going to sue, if that’s what you’re stressed about,” he said softly.

      “I'm not. I mean, I am. But that’s not what I’m crying about. It’s just...it’s been a day.”

      His soft brown eyes met mine, and I saw a spark of understanding.

      The chime sounded to indicate my floor and I shifted the weight of the box in my arms. “This is me,” I told him, wondering what I was supposed to do with his papers and how he was supposed to take them from me. I stood in the space between the doors and looked toward the hall that led to my apartment then back at him. “Listen, I’ve got a first-aid kit inside and some tape to fix your box. Do you want to come in so I can at least stop the bleeding?”

      His eyes moved between the box in my arms and me. We both knew that the only real options here involved me going with him to his apartment or him coming with me to mine.

      “Will you cry again if I refuse?”

      With a half smile, I lifted one shoulder. “Maybe.”

      With a sigh he stepped off the elevator. “Lead the way.”

      Once in my kitchen, I slid his box onto the granite bench top and told him to stay put. Then I headed for the bathroom to get my first-aid kid. The kit was extensive. With a four-year-old son who was bull at a gate even when quiet, I needed to be prepared for all emergencies.

      I carried the red plastic toolbox-sized kit into the kitchen and placed it on the bench beside the man.

      “Break a lot of noses, do you?” he asked, eyeing the large kit.

      Pressing my lips together, I ignored the quip and opened the lid, pulling out some saline and gauze, along with a pair of disposable gloves.

      “You can put the tissues in the bin over there,” I told him, indicating the stainless-steel push-pedal garbage bin in the corner of the room.

      When he returned, he leaned back against the bench, a trickle of bright red streaking from his nostrils. Cleaning him up as best as I could, I checked his nose for any sign of a break.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” I said, gently pressing on either side of his nasal bones.

      “It’s Jude.”

      I smiled. “Like the song.”

      He made an unpleasant sound. “Exactly like the song.” I wasn’t sure if he disliked the fact or if he was objecting to me pressing against his nose.

      “I’m Sarah.”

      “I’d say nice to meet you, but our circumstances haven’t—”

      “I get it.” Stepping back, I held up my hand, interrupting him. I was emotional over the events of the day. I’d already cried twice and knew that hearing him verbalise it further would only push out another bout of tears.

      I turned away and busied myself rolling gauze to pack his nose. “It doesn’t seem broken. Or, if it is it’s only a fracture—the bones are where they should be. If the bleeding doesn’t stop you should probably go see a doctor.” Using a set of tweezers, I inserted the small cotton tube into his nostrils to stem the bleeding.

      My hand was aching. And as I cleaned up and removed the gloves, I inspected my knuckles. They were red and swollen.

      “You should probably ice that. Punching is rarely as easy as it looks in the movies.”

      Moving to the freezer, I opened the door and took out two of the small icepacks I kept in there for Ty. They're small and round and have Disney characters on them. I held out the one with a picture of Nemo to Jude and kept Dory for myself.

      “Cute,” he said, lifting it to the bridge of his nose.

      “They’re for my son.”

      “I figured.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I never told you I had a kid.”

      “It’s kind of hard to miss.” He pointed a finger around the living space and added, “The toys.”

      “Oh.” That guilty feeling rolled about again. I kept judging this guy and getting it wrong.

      “Listen, thanks for...repairing the damage, I guess,” he said, indicating his cotton-stuffed nose. “But I should really get going.” He went to lift his box.

      “Wait. The tape,” I blurted, spinning on my heel and rushing to the laundry where I dug through the junk drawer to find a roll of packing tape. When I returned to the kitchen, however, he was gone.

      “Oh,” I said to no one, twisting the tape in my hands. I looked around the large empty apartment. The expanse of the open living area pressed in around me, dancing with memories of a time I couldn’t touch anymore, reminding me that I was left here…alone, the past more distant with every tick of the clock. I felt a stutter in my chest, my emotion catching in my throat.

      Glancing out the floor-to-ceiling windows, I focused on the lights of the city around me, peeking through the lush green garden built to look like it had been plucked from the centre of an undisturbed rainforest. It was supposed to be a serenity garden. I remembered Tyler sitting out there when he wasn’t well enough to leave the apartment, complaining that he never felt serene because the sound of the traffic was too loud once you ventured past the double-glazing. He renamed it his disruption garden instead.

      On days like these, when my emotions were raw and missing him was a state of being instead of a sensation I could live with, the quiet only served to remind me that I wouldn’t find serenity here either. Without Tyler, I was incomplete. I was lonely.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I moved my thumb against the edge of the tape wishing I hadn’t agreed to Ty’s sleepover at my mother-in-law’s house that night. It was meant to give me a chance for some quiet time, to be selfish in my grief, because this time of year was always hard for me. This time however, I didn’t want to be selfish. I didn’t want the quiet; not this type of quiet, anyway.

      There was quiet you longed for—the few moments of peace you get when your day is done and child is tucked in bed asleep—and then there was the kind of quiet you feared.

      Standing in a big empty space absent of adult conversation and childhood laughter, nothing to fill it but your best and worst memories taunting you until your stomach aches with regret for actions you can no longer change—that’s the quiet you fear. That’s the quiet I’ve lived with since Tyler passed away. Everything here reminded me of him. And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to look away.

      Placing the tape on the bench, I walked over to the sliding door, pushing it open so wide that the sound of the street burst through suddenly. It was a welcome intrusion on my ears, reminding me that despite my grieving, the world was still turning. I was still here.

      I breathed in deeply, sliding my hand into my pocket and pulling out my phone. The number I wanted was the first in my recent call list.

      “Susan?” I said the moment it connected.

      “What’s wrong? Has something happened? Are you OK?” Her questions came rapidly, a slight strain in her delivery.

      I shook my head even though she couldn’t see. “I just…” I took a deep breath, calming myself. Having Jude leave so suddenly made me realise that I didn’t want to be alone. What I wanted was to feel the presence of life. What I wanted was to hold my little boy tight in my arms and breathe in his sweet smell. “Do you think I could spend the night too? I don’t want to be alone tonight, after all.”
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      She sleeps with her mouth wide open. Her fridge has nothing inside it but leftover takeaway boxes. She eats entire doughnuts in two bites. She says whatever is on her mind.

      She listens when I talk; blushes every time I touch her.

      I want to touch her all the time. Watch stars with her forever.

      Life feels hopeful when she’s in my arms.

      I really should walk away. But that smile...that smile.

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Saturday, 22nd October 2016

        

      

    

    
      “WE’RE BACK.”

      I closed the leather-bound journal at the sound of my mother-in-law’s voice.

      “I’ll be right there,” I called out, slipping it beneath the pillow where Tyler used to sleep. Everything of his was still around the room. The medical equipment was gone, but all his possessions remained. In the five years since his passing, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to remove anything or to change the room back to the way it was before. So it stayed as it was, and I slept in what used to be a guest room.

      “Mummy!” Ty jumped into my arms when I emerged, his little body flinging itself at me, trusting blindly that I would catch him. I held him tight against my chest and inhaled his scent. At four years of age, he smelled of gummy bears and bubble bath.

      “Did you have fun with Nanny today?” Susan took care of Ty during the week so I didn’t have to put him in day care while I worked. She got him ready for preschool, picked him up when he was done, then entertained him at her house until I arrived home at six. On Fridays she kept him all night and they did something special together.

      “We watched Storks at the cimemar and I had pock-corn,” he bragged.

      This week had been no exception, even though we’d both slept at her house on Thursday, Ty still wanted his ‘special nanny time’ and insisted on staying Friday as well. Susan was only too happy to oblige—she would do absolutely anything for that little boy. Understandably so, Ty adored her, as did I. To say she was a godsend would be an understatement. I don’t know how I’d cope without her.

      “You had popcorn at the cinema?” I made a face to show him how wonderful I thought it was. “That’s so awesome. You’re a lucky boy.”

      He nodded. “And we had fish and chips and Nanny made goo. It was epic.” He held his hand up so I could high five him then wriggled to the ground and ran off to his room.

      I laughed, watching his golden curls bounce on top of his gorgeous head. That boy made my heavy heart feel full.

      “Sounds like you’ve been busy,” I said, turning to Susan and thanking her for having him.

      She handed me his backpack. “You know it’s never a bother. He makes everything better.”

      “He does, doesn’t he?”

      Setting his pack against the wall, I moved to the kitchen and offered Susan a drink.

      “Tea, please.”

      Susan and I grew close when Tyler’s health began to decline, but the support she’d offered since he passed had been monumental. Considering she lost her only son, I wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d pushed me away and fallen into her own pit of grief. But she was always there. Always taking care of me, honouring Tyler’s memory by helping raise his son by my side.

      “I was worried about you last night,” she started, sliding onto a stool on the other side of the kitchen bench. “Were you OK on your own?”

      I nodded. “I did my usual routine—groceries, takeaway and Netflix. It was pretty normal. But, thanks…for Thursday. I needed people around me.”

      “You’re welcome to stay with me any time.”

      Smiling my thanks, I filled the kettle, wincing when pain shot through my hand and forced me to quickly put it back down.

      “Is something wrong with your hand?”

      I flexed and extended my fingers. “I don’t know. I have full mobility, but there’s pain whenever I try to use my strength. It’s been bothering me ever since—” I stopped talking. I hadn’t told her anything about the altercation I’d had with Jude.

      “Ever since what? Did you hurt yourself?”

      Turning to face her, I pulled at my lip with my teeth. “I kind of punched someone.”

      Her mouth fell open. “You what? Who?”

      “This guy who lives in the building. I thought he was going to attack me and...” I mimed punching him in the face.

      “Did you call the police?”

      “About him?” I shook my head. “Nooo. If anything, he should have called them about me.” I gave her a brief rundown of the gum on his shoe at the uni then the punch in the parking garage and what happened after. “I feel awful.”

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think this was all some prank orchestrated by my son.”

      “Right? I seriously thought that when he stepped on the gum. Then I did a mental head slap, because I spat the gum directly at his feet, so of course he stood on it. I can only imagine what he thought.” I shook my head.

      “Does it matter what this guy thinks about you?”

      “No,” I replied immediately, perhaps a little defensively. “I just don’t want people who live in my building thinking I’m crazy.”

      “Well, you did end up punching the guy.”

      “Ugh.” I grabbed my hair and gave it a tug. “He was so angry about the gum. I thought he followed me in a rage and I got scared. It felt like self-defence at the time.”

      “I understand. Not so sure this Jude understands why he got a smashed-up nose, but I do. We all do crazy things when we’re scared.”

      I shrugged. “He must think I’m the most unstable person he’s ever come across. I spat gum at his feet, punched him in the nose, and then kept bursting into tears. I was a total mess that day.”

      She pressed her lips together, forming a line that spoke of a sad understanding. “It was a hard day for you, Sarah. Give yourself a break. Hitting the five-year mark of Tyler’s death isn’t going to be easy on any of us. Especially since it means we’re getting his…,” she inhaled a shaky breath, “…ashes.”

      “I know,” I whispered, swallowing hard.

      She lowered her gaze, focusing on her fingertips as they cleared away imaginary crumbs on the bench. “We’ll have to plan a ceremony.”

      I had to turn away from her. My eyes burned and I closed them to keep the tears inside. I didn’t want to say goodbye again. Tyler had wanted his remains to go to medical science to be studied in the hopes that his death could possibly provide a greater understanding of MS. After five years, they discharged him then sent us his ashes. I hated the thought of his body being transported as a parcel, but it was how this all would end—a parcel, a ceremony, and a final goodbye. It all felt so…final.

      “How did this much time pass, Susan?”

      Her shoulders lifted then dropped, a shaking head finishing the movement. “It doesn’t seem fair. It’s like the world kept going without stopping for a moment to recognise this... this...” She stopped talking, her hands gesturing to the centre of her chest, her voice wavering. “This hole his absence has left.”

      I knew exactly what she meant. The ache in my chest never seemed to dull. The incessant throb reminding me of what I lost—the other half of my soul. I didn’t know at what point it would begin to heal.

      “I still expect him to walk through the door, laughing at me because I dreamed all of this up.” I turned and wiped a hand down my face. “God, I wish so much that this was a just a nightmare. I miss him more with every passing day.”

      Reaching across the bench, she took a hold of my good hand and squeezed. “It’ll get easier,” she assured me. “It has to.”

      “I hate to break this to you, Susan, but I really don’t think it will.”

      With a sigh, she released my hand and shook her head. “It has to, Sarah. It has to. I feel like I’m living on a tiny boat in the middle of the sea. Some days, the ocean is calm and I think I’m going to be OK. Then on others, I’m being rocked by angry waves that threaten to pull me under and I can’t breathe. I don’t think I can hurt this badly for much longer. But at the same time, I’m scared to let this feeling go. I just…” Her hands covered her face and she took a deep breath, composing herself before she lowered her hands then wiped her eyes. “It has to get better, Sarah. It has to.”

      Wiping at my wet cheeks, I nodded, her every word resonating deep within my chest. Grief was an ocean. We were sitting in the middle of it on makeshift life rafts, never knowing if we’d make it to shore.
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      BY LUNCHTIME, MY hand was hurting so much that Susan insisted I went and had it looked at. My only options on a weekend were the emergency room or a walk-in medical centre.

      When I got there, it seemed that every other person in the surrounding area had the same idea. Thankful I’d brought a book with me, I settled in for the long wait, getting lost in a fantasy world while keeping my ears tuned to the sound of my name. Time ticked by. I grew more absorbed in the story, so much so that I didn’t notice the room empty out around me until I read the last page of my book, looked up and sighed.

      “Got any gum?”

      I almost jumped out of my skin when I noticed Jude sitting opposite me, a half smile tilting his full lips.

      Reaching into my purse, I took out a stick and handed it to him. “Planning on spitting it at me?”

      The grin spread the whole way across his face and turned into a chuckle, revealing slightly crooked but white teeth. It was a nice smile, one that curved his cheeks and touched his eyes. I found myself smiling back.

      “If I plan to, I’ll wait until you start walking somewhere so I can aim at your feet.”

      A laugh jumped out of my chest. “Touché. Although, you have to know that that isn’t what I was trying to do. I didn’t see you.”

      He slid the gum into his mouth and chewed, the muscles in his jaw working along with his mind—he’d gone very quiet. I was expecting him to respond in some way, but there was nothing, only a thoughtful stare into the distance.

      I looked at him properly while I waited. I hadn’t really noticed his looks until then. We’d met under the circumstance of confused emotion and while I saw him, I didn’t register him. There was bruising under his eyes and his stubble had grown in a little more, but I could see the man he normally was, and without the scowl on his face—present when I met him—the man was quite beautiful. Ash-brown hair, his skin not as pale as I first thought, but touched with the lightest kiss of the sun, and his eyes the same soft brown that maple syrup was when light filters through it. Had I met him under any other circumstances or at any other time in my life, he would have given me butterflies. But now...

      Looking down, I frowned, not sure I should even be acknowledging his looks. It felt wrong, even though the thought had popped into my mind as natural as every other thought ever had. But everything was different now. Every thought passed through the filter of grief as my heart murmured, no, cried, ‘Tyler, Tyler, Tyler,’ with every beat.

      “You’re not wearing your glasses,” I said when my thoughts darkened and the silence had stretched to an uncomfortable length. “I hope they didn’t break when I...” I paused and lifted my sore hand, gesturing the last part of the sentence.

      He shook his head. “You didn’t break them. I’m just wearing contacts because my nose is swollen.”

      “I broke it, didn’t I?”

      Lifting one shoulder, he looked toward reception, his jaw still working on that piece of gum. “That’s what I’m here to find out.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I think I broke my hand.”

      “It’s really not. I’m a pacifist. I don’t wish hurt on anyone.”

      I ran my hand over the smooth cover of my book and sighed. “You’re a better person than I am. I think if someone punched me in the nose like that, I’d be pissed as hell.”

      “Well, I’m not.” He met my eyes, his narrowing as he assessed me for a beat. My stomach jumped—the beating wings of a lone butterfly. Heat flooded my cheeks, and horror filled my heart. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. Tyler was my soulmate; I wasn’t supposed to have any butterflies left.

      Sucking in my breath, I looked away, focusing on sliding my book into my bag so I didn’t suddenly cry in front of Jude again. With the gum and the punch and the tears he’d witnessed, he probably thought I was unstable, so I didn’t need to prove him right by crying over what would seem like nothing to his eyes.

      “Sarah Kennedy-Lohan?’”

      My name being called by the doctor was a distraction I welcomed with great relief, collecting my things with a mumbled “see you around” before quickstepping through the waiting room and into the doctor’s office.

      When I finished, I had a brace on my wrist and a confirmed hairline fracture in my second metacarpal just below the knuckle. I’d be fine after a couple of weeks resting it, so I’d be on light duties at work—something that was hard for a physiotherapist, but not impossible. I’d have to talk to my boss on Monday to work something out.

      After collecting a prescription for mild painkillers, I headed to the Navaro, in a way glad I didn't run into Jude again. The fluttering feeling when he'd studied me had been unexpected and I really wasn't interested in finding out if it would happen again.

      Inserting the key, I turned the ignition, expecting the large diesel engine to roar to life. Instead, all I got was a click, click, click, then nothing.

      “What?” I tried again.

      Nothing. Not even a click.

      “Fucking arse,” I moaned, dropping my head against the back of the seat in frustration. Then I popped the hood and got out of the car to look at an engine I had no idea what to do with. To my untrained eyes it looked perfectly normal—nothing was loose, nothing seemed to be missing.

      I fiddled around with a few cables to see if that made a difference then tried the engine again. Still nothing.

      “Fuck-ing-arse.” I punctuated each syllable with the back of my head banging against the seat then got out of the car again, this time taking my phone with me. Pacing a few steps back and forth, I called my insurance company so they could connect me to roadside assistance. Once they’d logged me on their callout list, they let me know I’d be seen within forty minutes.

      “Shit.” I checked the time, looking up at the dimming sky. Saturday night in the middle of a medical centre parking lot was not what I had in mind. All of a sudden, a cold shiver skittered beneath my skin as all those scenarios women are told would be their demise ran through my mind. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      Putting in a call to Susan, I let her know what was going on and spent a bit of time talking to Ty about the virtues of glitter play dough. “All right, baby, you be a good boy for Nanny. I’ll see you soon, OK?”

      “OK, Mummy.” I heard a shuffle as he handed the phone back to Susan. “Do you want me to stay on the line with you until the mechanic gets there?”

      “It’s OK. They should get here before dark, I hope. I’ll just close up the car and stay inside it until they’re here.” Reaching up, I placed my hand on the hood, ready to pull it back down.

      “Car trouble?”

      I spun around to see Jude walking toward me sporting a splint on the bridge of his nose. “It won’t start,” I told him.

      “Is that the mechanic already?” Susan asked over the phone while Jude looked under the hood, his hand on his chin, fingers moving thoughtfully.

      “What happens when you turn the key?”

      “Absolutely nothing.”

      “Sarah. Who’s there?” Susan’s concerned voice cut through the air.

      “I’ll have to call you back.”

      “Don’t hang up, Sarah. You don’t know this man.”

      “I do know him. It’s OK. I’m fine. I’ll call you back.”

      “Sarah.”

      “I’m OK,” I reassured her, hitting the end call button before she could say anything else.

      “Your mum?” Jude asked, reaching through the door to turn the key, his face scrunched a little while he listened to the click.

      “In-law. She’s watching my son.”

      His brows lifted then his head disappeared under the hood of my car. “You’re married with a kid? I didn’t notice a ring. But, I guess that explains the double-banger surname.”

      “A double-banger surname.” I laughed at his use of the Aussie term and the way it sounded with his British accent, ignoring the comment about my lack of marital jewellery.

      “I’ve lived here long enough to pick up a few colloquialisms.” He smiled as he pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his hands on it. I had to bite my lip to stop myself from mentioning it, but it was such a rare thing for a man who couldn’t possibly be much older than thirty. “So, how old is your kid?”

      “Four.”

      He nodded. “I’ve got jumper cables in my car. Give me a second and I’ll bring it over and see if it’s just a dead battery.”

      I waited then assisted him when it was time to start my car. Still nothing.

      He chewed the side of his mouth. “Not the battery. It might be your starter motor, or a fuse may have blown, or the engine could have seized if you’ve run out of oil.” He peered under the hood, making faces at the motor. “I don’t really have the tools here with me to check. Do you have roadside?”

      “They’re on their way, supposedly.”

      Nodding, he folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the ute. “I’ll wait with you, then.”

      “You really don’t need to. You’ve done so much already.”

      “It’s no problem.”

      “I don’t want to keep you from your Saturday night.”

      “Season three of Homeland on Netflix and reheated butter chicken. I think it’ll keep.”

      With a sigh, I sat in the driver’s seat, leaving the door open, my legs dangling out. “You’re very nice, you know.”

      Kicking at the asphalt with his shoe, he looked off into the distance. “I’m really not.”

      “No. You are. Most people would hate me for what I did to you. They’d see me stranded like this and walk on by.”

      “Maybe I just believe in karma.”

      “Is this my karma?”

      He shook his head then nodded toward the brace around my wrist. “I’d say the damaged hand is all the karma you needed. This is just bad luck and shitty circumstance.”

      Sitting quietly for a moment, I thought about what he said and wondered what he’d done to deserve the gum and the punch in the first place, giving voice to it shortly after. “What did you do to deserve the gum on your shoe and a punch in the nose, then?”

      A smile creased his cheeks and the corners of his eyes. “I was intolerant and took my frustrations out on other people.”

      “And because of that you deserved a broken nose?” I asked, gesturing to the splint taped over the bridge.

      “No. The gum on the shoe was for the way I behaved in a meeting about budget cuts in my department. The broken nose was for the way I treated you after the gum.”

      “So you believe that karma just keeps bouncing between people punishing them for crimes against their fellow man no matter how small?”

      “Of course. It’s the universe’s way of balancing itself out. The idea of karma or consequence for actions is in everything—science, nature, religion, law. Everything you do has a consequence. Giving thought to your actions means you can, in some way, control the consequence and therefore your life.”

      “Then how do you explain chaos theory or bad things happening to good people?”

      “Ahhh.” He holds up a finger, punctuating the air. “Those are the things karma makes up for. It’s why people say ‘they’ll get theirs’ and ‘karma is a bitch’—because it is. But, if you take action to cause harm or take revenge, you get dragged into the cycle and bad things keep happening.”

      “So you’re saying that you shouldn’t fight back. You should just wait until karma does it for you?”

      He shrugged. “It’s more complicated than that, because you should fight an injustice, but you should fight with knowledge not fists and weapons. That only keeps the cycle going.”

      “Because violence begets violence and all that.”

      Folding his hands across his chest again, he nodded. “Exactly.”

      The conversation continued for almost an hour, ideas bouncing back and forth as we discussed the role of karma and education in a violent world. We spoke about world events and the fact that in every war, each side believes they’re the good guys. I found his mind fascinating. It was possible that my opinion was coloured by the fact this was the first in-depth adult conversation I’d had since Ty was born. But I found myself feeling energised by it, and by the time roadside assistance showed up, it hadn’t felt like an hour had passed at all, only mere moments. I actually felt disappointed that it had to end.

      “There seems to be a problem with your wiring,” the mechanic told Jude after spending a good twenty minutes checking the engine.

      He’d barely acknowledged me since he arrived. I suppose he was correctly assuming I had no clue what he was talking about. Even so, since it was my car, I would have liked to be included in the conversation. But I stayed silent, because getting home was more important than wasting time asking for a layman’s explanation of the problem.

      Jude frowned. “What name is on your call-out sheet?”

      “Excuse me?” The mechanic seemed genuinely confused.

      Jude clarified. “Your call-out sheet. Who did you come here to help?”

      The mechanic pulled out his book and ran his finger down the list, sighing because I think he realised what this was about. “Sarah Kennedy-Lohan,” he said with a hint of annoyance.

      “Then you can probably guess which one of us you should be talking to.”

      With the smallest of eye-rolls, the mechanic turned to me then repeated himself, adding, “I think your fuel pump relay is broken. I can bypass it so it will continue to pump fuel while the ute is running. You’ll need to get it to the auto electrician as soon as possible, though.”

      I nodded along, feeling the need to at least pretend I knew what was going on after Jude had forced the guy to address me. Then I stood to the side while he applied the temporary fix ending our working relationship when he handed me a slip of paper that explained the work he’d done in an unreadable scrawl.

      “Thank you,” I told him.

      He grumbled, waved an arm, then shuffled back to his work van.

      “I’ll follow you in case you break down on the way home,” Jude said when the mechanic drove off.

      I nodded, thanking him, then paused before I got into the Navara. “You didn’t have to do that, you know. It didn’t bother me too much that he was explaining the problem to you. You know far more about car engines than I do, anyway.”

      He shrugged. “It was disrespectful. He knew the car was yours and he chose to ignore you because he assumed you had no idea.”

      “But he was right, I didn’t.”

      “That doesn’t matter. It’s your car, your policy—you pay for the service that pays his salary. You are the person he should deal with unless you specifically ask him to deal with someone else for you.”

      “You see the world in a very righteous way, don’t you?”

      Again, he shrugged. “Maybe I’m just intolerant of archaic viewpoints and behaviours.” Then he got into his car and started it up.

      I kept one eye on him following me via my rear-view mirror until I got home. When I slowed down to turn into the parking garage, he waited then kept driving. Considering he’d said that his plans involved watching TV and eating leftovers, I found that odd. Perhaps Jude wasn’t the straight-talking man he professed. Perhaps he was just doing a lap around the block to avoid spending any more time with me…
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      “WITH THE MEDICAL centre being so busy and the Navara breaking down, I was gone for hours. By the time I got home, Ty was already in bed and Susan had fallen asleep on the couch. I know she says she doesn’t mind, but I do feel I’m taking advantage of her sometimes. She’s always having to come to the rescue to help with Ty, either because of work or because I have an appointment of some sort.”

      “Well, you can’t do it all on your own, Sarah. You have to work to put food on the table,” Janesa put in, jogging alongside me as we ran through Victoria Park. It was a Sunday ritual—a way to catch up and squeeze in some exercise at the same time. We had thought we were so busy when we were at university, but that was nothing compared to life with full-time jobs, children, and in Janesa’s case, a husband. She and Alex married almost three years ago and had a little girl twelve months later. She was adorable and was sitting in her jogger pram, legs kicking while she ate grapes and cheese out of a plastic snack cup. They lived over an hour away in Camden, but travelled back to our neck of the woods most weekends to visit family. Janesa always made time for Ty and me too—I think it was her way of limiting the time she spent around Alex’s slightly overbearing parents.

      Ty was just ahead of us on his bike, the helmet looking too big on his head and his little feet peddling furiously while his training wheels helped him stay balanced.

      “I know that. But I could put him in day care. He might like it.”

      “Honestly, if Alex’s or my parents were able to watch Rosie, I’d jump at the chance. Her day care centre is great, but it’s not the same as having family around. If Susan says she’s happy to help then don’t question it.”

      “I worry that it’s too hard on her, watching him. He’s so much like Tyler. I worry that it’s making it worse for her. I don’t even want to imagine how hard it would be to lose your son. If something ever happened to Ty…” A tightness formed at the base of my throat and I had to shake my head to force the feeling away. I didn’t know that I could cope without that little boy in this world. He was everything to me.

      “Geez, Sarah, I can’t imagine how hard it would be to lose your husband. You’re so focused on how Susan is coping without her son and how Ty is coping without a father that I’m not sure you’re taking the time to focus on yourself.”

      “I don’t want to focus on myself. I just want to keep going.”

      “Then how are you ever going to move past it?”

      “I lost my soulmate, Janesa. I don’t want to move past it.”

      She went quiet and I felt awful. I’d basically slapped her in the face with my words. She’d been my best friend throughout uni and had stood by me during Tyler’s illness and passing, so she didn’t deserve to be treated that way. I swallowed hard then apologised.

      “It’s fine. I shouldn’t have even said it. I know that this year in particular is hard for you. You get his ashes back soon, don’t you?”

      The idea of Tyler’s remains being nothing but ashes that will be shipped from a research centre in a small box, felt like a lead weight that cascaded down my body and settled in my thighs, halting my step. I couldn’t keep running. “In January.”

      Slowing to a walk beside me, she reached out and gave my arm a squeeze. “Have you thought about what you want to do with them? Alex and I would like to be with you when you say goodbye.”

      My throat choked up and my vision grew blurry. It was something I never expected from grief—its ability to sneak up on you and still feel so raw years after the actual loss occurred. I never forgot what was missing, but it dulled to a bearable ache most days. Except for the moments when it would surge and feel new again, a reminder that I would never move past that one horrible moment when I heard his heart’s last beat.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up,” Janesa said upon seeing my reaction.

      “It’s OK. I know I have to think about it. And I think I know where we should, you know...” It was hard to keep talking and remain composed.

      “We can talk about it later, OK?”

      I nodded, grateful I didn’t have to try to explain where I was thinking of spreading Tyler’s ashes.

      “Mummy!” Ty stopped his bike and pointed at something, smiling and laughing as he called for me to look.

      Taking a deep breath, I composed myself before crouching down in front of him, drinking in his sweet face. Just looking at him soothed my soul. “What do you see?” I asked.

      “That man. He’s walking a cat.” He giggled, his eyes sparkling with glee.

      I reached out and touched his round cheek then turned to follow his pointed finger. The familiar figure of a tall pacifist with a broken nose came into view, a royal-blue lead in his hand that was connected to a black and white cat.

      A grin spread across my face as I stood. The cat wasn’t being particularly cooperative. It would walk a few paces then double back before winding itself around Jude’s chino-clad legs.

      Ty couldn’t stop giggling.

      “We shouldn’t stare, should we?” Janesa laughed, joining us in watching Jude as he gave up and just picked the cat up.

      “It’s OK. I know him,” I said, just as Jude looked up and spotted us. He smiled then dropped his gaze. A stuttered movement followed where it looked like he was trying to figure out where to put the cat. In the end, he tucked it under his arm.

      “How’s your car?” he asked, coming to a stop in front of us. I could feel Janesa looking between us, her eyes noticing the brace on my wrist and the splint on his nose. I knew she was putting two and two together.

      “It’s still sitting in the parking garage. I’m not game to drive it until it goes to the mechanic. Who’s this?” I asked, reaching out to scratch the cat under the chin.

      “This is Sophie,” he said.

      “Can I pat her?” Ty basically yelled.

      “Sure.” Jude knelt down to Ty’s level and held the cat while Ty scratched it between the ears. Rosie yelled from her pram, her hands reaching toward the cat. Jude looked up at Janesa who told him it was fine for Rosie to pet the cat.

      “Kitty,” Sophie said, tapping the cat’s head twice.

      Janesa nudged me then cleared her throat. At first I didn’t get what she wanted then it dawned on me. “Oh, Jude, this is my friend Janesa from uni. Janesa, this is Jude, he lives in the building.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Janesa said, shaking his hand while smiling up at him in a way that made him blush. She just couldn’t turn off that tiny-blonde-girl charm, even when she was a happily married woman.

      “And who is this guy?” Jude asked, looking at Ty.

      “I’m Tyler Lohan Junior,” Ty piped up.

      “That’s some name,” Jude replied before looking at me. “Named after your husband?”

      “She doesn’t have a husband,” Ty yelled.

      Jude’s brow creased slightly. “I thought you said you were married.”

      “I am, well, I was. And I didn’t say so much as you assumed,” I responded, looking to Janesa for some assistance so I didn’t have to clarify my answer any further. There had been many times since Ty’s birth where I found myself explaining why his father wasn’t in the picture. Each time, it felt like an extra knife in my already shattered heart. So I avoided answering whenever humanly possible.

      Janesa came to my rescue immediately.

      “So, Jude. Is this something you do often? Walk your cat?”

      “What? Oh, no. This isn’t even my cat. It’s my stepmother’s. She’s gone on some cruise and coerced me into cat-sitting. Not sure why my sister couldn’t do it, but…” He shrugged and shifted tack. “I’ve only had her since last night. I went and picked her up after seeing you home,” he said to me before continuing. I didn’t know why, but I felt better knowing that. “Then she was meowing so much this morning that I thought she wanted to go for a walk. My stepmother assured me that I could walk her on the lead without any trouble, but it seems the opposite is the case.”

      “Most cats just live indoors, like, all the time,” Janesa responded.

      He shrugged. The slight movement seemed to be his gateway gesture to a lot of answers. I wondered if he really was that unsure of what he was going to say, or if it was an awkward thing, signalling some sort of discomfort. “That doesn’t seem like much of an existence to me.”

      His comment made me smile. Equality for all, I suppose.

      “Can I walk your cat?” Ty piped up, reaching up to tug on Jude’s sleeve.

      “Sure. But you’ll have to get off your bike.”

      Ty jumped off as if that thing was on fire. Then Jude knelt down and placed the cat on the ground, looping the lead around Ty’s wrist and showing him how to hold it so the cat couldn’t run away. Ty giggled and chased the cat around on the grassy area beside us.

      “Don’t you leave this area,” I warned. Janesa moved closer so Sophie could watch and she could supervise, leaving Jude and me on our own.

      “He seems like a happy kid,” Jude commented.

      “He’s the light of my life.” I smiled, watching them.

      “How’s your hand?”

      “Fractured. Your nose?”

      “Fractured.” He glanced at me and we both smiled.

      “Strange way to start a friendship,” I mused.

      “Is that what we are?”

      “Maybe.” I focused my attention on Ty, my eyes squinting from the sun. “Time will tell, I guess.”

      He made a humming sound with his lips pressed together. I didn’t know if he was doubtful or just agreeing with me. After a small moment, Janesa guided Ty back to us and he reluctantly returned the lead to Jude.

      “I’m better at warking her dan you are,” Ty announced, still yelling.

      “I believe that,” Jude responded, nodding.

      “I can walk her again?”

      “Next time?” Jude confirmed.

      Ty nodded and twisted at the waist, side to side, unable to keep still. “Yeah. ’Cause yaw soooo bad at it.”

      Jude chuckled. “I’ll see what I can arrange.” Jude gave him a wink then turned to walk away. “I’d better let you get back to your day. See you around, Sarah. Nice to meet you, Janesa, Ty and Rosie.” He lifted a hand in a wave then went on his way.

      The moment he was out of earshot, Janesa turned to me, a question mark practically painted on her face.

      “What?”

      “Am I missing something here?”

      “No.” I helped Ty back on his bike and we started jogging after him again.

      “Your hand is hurt. His nose seems broken. And he knew all about your car trouble last night. I think I most certainly am missing something.”

      “It’s nothing, Janesa. He’s just some guy from my building that I’ve run into a couple of times.”

      “And you talk?”

      “I guess so, yeah, we talk.” It was my turn to shrug.

      “He’s quite beautiful, you know. In an awkward nerdy sort of way.”

      I shot her a look that told her not to continue along that line of conversation.

      She held up one hand in surrender, the other one resting on the pram’s handlebar. “I’m just making an observation. I’m not saying you have to date the guy.” We jogged a few more steps in silence before she added more. “Although, if you liked him that way. It wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “OK. I’m done.”

      “Are you sure? You have that look on your face that says you have a lot more to say.”

      “I’m fine. I promise. He’s just nice, and I think—”

      “Janesa,” I whined, laughter in my voice.

      “OK. I’m done,” she said again. “I’ll talk about something else.”

      “Talk about you. Does Alex still want you to have eleven of his giant babies?”

      She groaned while smiling about it. “Yes! I honestly think my vag would become a wind tunnel if I kept going. But we’ve come to an agreement that we’ll try for number two when Rosie turns three. He wants six kids. Six. I’m struggling with one. So it really has to be something that we play by ear.”

      For the rest of the run, the conversation stayed focused on Janesa and the quirks of married life. I loved listening to her, loved the mundane silliness of it all. It was a point I never got to with Tyler. Everything between us was so brief that we never got the chance to become complacent. Most people fall in love, have their fairy-tale wedding, then settle into everyday life together. It gets boring, routine, and they take each other for granted, fighting over things like who should do the dishes and who has to take the dog for a walk. I would give anything for the chance to have grown complacent with Tyler. Anything. I think that was part of what made life without him hard. I missed everything we never got to have. I missed it every moment of every day.
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      I made a promise that I can’t keep. Sarah begged me not to leave and I promised her I wouldn’t. But it was a lie. I will leave her. Each time my symptoms flare up. Each time I have a relapse.

      Each time I’ll hide it from her.

      Each time I’ll shut her out.

      At first it will only be for short periods—a week, maybe two, maybe more—but eventually, when this disease takes all it can from me, I’ll leave her forever. I’m not going to change my mind on that.

      I’m trying hard to live in the moment. Ever since I was diagnosed, I knew my time being able-bodied was limited. I’m trying to be normal while normal is a thing for me. I’m trying to live the absolute best life I can, for as long as I can.

      I’m young—too young for this to be a thing. She’s young too—too young to fall for a man living on borrowed time.

      I never thought I’d get the chance to feel this way about someone and as unfair as it is on her, I don’t want to walk away from her. I’m selfish. I’m an arsehole for wanting this, for wanting her. But, I want to have it all. I want to love someone. I want someone to love me back.

      I WANT TO BE THE REASON THAT GIRL SMILES.

      I want that so bad. But in my gut, I keep getting this nagging feeling because I know, I KNOW, that each time I hurt her those smiles will get further and further apart. And there’s no way I can’t hurt her. I can feel us getting closer. She’s falling just like I’m falling.

      Falling.

      Falling.

      Falling.

      I’m in love with her. Selfishly.

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Wednesday, 9th November 2016

        

      

    

    
      “HAPPY ANNIVERSARY, SWEETHEART.” I heard the words whispered in my ear in that moment between wakefulness and sleep. I’d gone to bed knowing what the morning would bring; a fresh wave of grief. Today would have been our fifth wedding anniversary.

      A lump formed in my throat followed by a steady stream of silent tears that saturated my pillow. I rolled onto my side and pulled my rings from my bedside drawer, slipping them over my finger then hugging my hands against my chest, crying some more. I stayed that way until I could breathe again. And even then, I think I only stopped crying because the sun came up and I had responsibilities. I had a son who needed me, a son who depended on me. During the deepest moments of my grief, he was always the light that was shining, guiding me through that dark so I could again feel the sun on my face. And yet, I kept sinking.

      Trudging into the bathroom, I splashed some cold water on my face before rubbing BB cream all over it to cover the redness before I faced the day. Ty was a perceptive boy, and he worried when I got sad. And I got sad a lot. A grieving mother was a lot for a little boy to bear.

      When I washed the product off my hands, I took a moment to look at my rings, remembering the moment they were put there. I could still see his face so clearly, hear his words in my ears; “When you have someone who loves you, it’s brighter and more beautiful than the sun and stars in the sky.”

      I felt him around me all the time. But on these days, the special ones, that feeling was so intense I was sure that if I closed my eyes and reached out, I’d actually be able to touch him.

      Once again, it was the numbers that got me, the counting of the days, the anniversaries, the birthdays. Each one that went by meant he’d been gone for a little longer. Each one another click on a counter. Each one making my heart ache a little more. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair.

      Moving back into my bedroom, I slid the rings off my finger and returned them to the jewellery box in my draw. For a long time, I still wore them, but people would see them and make a reference to a husband that was no longer there.

      I took them off to spare myself a little pain.

      “Mummy,” Ty sing-songed as he burst into my room and bounced onto the bed. “I’m so es-cited.”

      With a smile that cut through the sadness, I reached out and caught him in my arms, hugging him to my chest. “I love you, little golden boy.”

      He settled his head on my shoulder, his curls brushing against my neck. “I love you too, Mummy.”

      We stayed like that for a few moments. I think if I needed it, Ty would sit and hug me all day. He was special. He was sensitive. And because of that I was conscious of not letting my fight become his. For him, I smiled. For him, I lived. For him, I took these days—the saddest ones—and turned them into a fun memory. I think Tyler would have liked that idea, too.

      “You want some breakfast?” I asked, pulling back so he was sitting in my lap and I could see his face.

      “Can’t we have bwek-fast at Luna Park?” He was so serious that I laughed, touching him lightly on the nose.

      “They won’t be open yet. So we have to eat here.”

      He scrunched up his face. “How ’bout we go to Mic-donalls?”

      “McDonalds? Hmmm, I think we can probably do that.”

      He beamed. And half an hour later we were both ready and walking out the door with Ty rushing down the hall to hit the elevator button first. I called after him, telling him to wait before getting on the lift. When I caught up the first thing I heard was, “Where’s your cat?”

      My cheeks flushed involuntarily when Jude looked up and met my eyes. The splint was gone and so was all the bruising. The subtle beauty of his face had been restored. “She’s upstairs.”

      “Can I wark her again?”

      “Sure, you can walk her. If it’s OK with your mum.”

      Ty turned to me, his eyes large and doleful, filled with hope. “Can I, Mummy?”

      “We don’t want to impose.”

      “It’s no imposition. Perhaps the next time you go to the park I can bring her out.”

      “We can go to the park now.” Ty started jumping up and down, clasping his hands.

      “I thought you wanted to have breakfast at McDonalds then go to Luna Park?” I asked. “Besides, I’m pretty sure Jude has work. Look, he’s wearing a tie and he’s carrying a briefcase.” Ty took in Jude’s appearance with a thoughtful look as I urged him to step onto the elevator so we could all be on our way.

      Jude held his briefcase up and made a face. “Sounds like you’re going to have more fun, anyway.”

      “You should come wiv us,” Ty said. “You can take a day off werk like Mummy did. And you can come and ride the roll-a coast-a.”

      An uneasy but amused laugh escaped Jude’s chest. “I’d love to come and have fun with you. But who would teach my classes if I’m not there? And who would see my patients? I’m kind of needed at work today.”

      Ty waved his hand in the air, making a face like he understood completely. “Next time, then.” My son was four going on forty. I thought it was sweet that Jude was so patient with him; most adults didn’t take the time to listen to a child speak. Their ears struggled to decipher the unrefined—often jumbled—language as it fell from their rosebud mouths. But not Jude. He not only understood, but seemed genuinely interested in what Ty had to say. He was revealing himself to be quite the remarkable man.

      “You teach and see patients?” I asked. The lift doors opened into the basement car park and we all stepped off, pausing in the vestibule.

      “I’m a speech therapist. There’s a clinic on campus and I see patients around my teaching schedule.”

      “That’s a lot of work.”

      He shrugged. “Not if we lose our funding. The clinic will go and...” Pausing, he shook his head. “You don’t need to hear all that right now. You have a fun day planned.” He stepped forward, activating the sliding doors that led into the parking garage. “I’d better get going. But, if you’re willing, I’ll probably take Sophie to the park Saturday afternoon. I can knock on your door before I go.”

      “Yes!” Ty shouted, pumping his fist in the air.

      “OK.” I grinned. “That would be great.”

      With a smile, he lifted his hand in a wave then strode off toward his car. As I buckled Ty into his car seat, he sighed happily. “I weally like Jude,” he said.

      “You know, I think I like him too.”
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          Friday, 11th November 2016

        

      

    

    
      HAULING GROCERIES OUT of the tray of the Navara, I wondered if I could manage to carry them all in one trip. One hand was still in a brace but there were only ten bags. I could probably manage that.

      When the bottom of one of the plastic bags split open, dropping cans of Watties Spaghetti on the concrete floor, I felt defeated before I’d even started.

      “Fucking arse,” I muttered, putting the bags I already had back in the tray so I could collect the wandering cans. I picked up one, two, but the third had rolled much farther.

      “Haven’t had this stuff for a long time.” Jude knelt down and scooped up that third can from several cars away.

      I smiled. “Oh, hey.” I picked up the fourth and final can, taking them all back to the ute and slotting them inside different bags. “They’re Ty’s favourite. He loves eating them with those tiny frankfurts. Not the healthiest meal, but when you have a picky eater you’ve got to go with what works.”

      “I remember my mother making me something similar when I was a boy,” he told me, handing back the can. “I grew up just fine...I think.”

      The comment made me laugh. “That’s how I think. But there’s so much focus on organic this and that these days. I get the guilts for not trying harder, you know?”

      “Ty’s healthy and happy. I don’t think you need to feel guilty about anything.”

      “You obviously aren’t a mother. We feel guilty about everything.”

      “I’m kind of missing some important equipment for that job,” he joked, reaching out to take most of the bags for me. “I’ll help you carry them upstairs.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled then led the way to the elevator, carrying the last couple of bags in my left hand.

      “So where is Ty tonight? With his dad?”

      Whenever someone referred to Tyler in passing, it felt as though they slapped me. It took me a second to recover, the need to step off the elevator on the ground floor giving me the cover I needed to compose myself.

      “Ah, no. He’s with his grandmother. She takes him Friday nights and they do something fun together. Gives me a chance to do fun things too, like groceries and budgeting.”

      A laugh burst from his chest. “No one tells you how un-fun this whole adulting scenario is.”

      “They really should warn us.” Pushing the door to my apartment open, I held it as he walked through then followed him to the kitchen where we both placed the bags on the bench top.

      I unpacked while we talked. I had a ritual of doing this while drinking a glass of chilled wine, so I pulled the bottle out of the fridge and offered Jude one too. He accepted. “You know, we spend our whole childhood wishing we’re grown-ups so we can do all the things we want, only to find out we can’t do any of it because there are jobs to do, bills to pay and responsibilities up to your eyeballs.”

      I lifted my glass. “That’s what this is for, to ease the tension of too much responsibility.”

      “The one perk of getting older.”

      We tilted our glasses toward each other, an air cheers, before taking a sip then getting back to the groceries. Jude handed things to me and I put them away and we continued to talk. It was all so normal. I had never had another adult to put the groceries away with; yet here I was, putting everything away and chatting to Jude like this was something we always did. I didn’t want to think about it at the time, didn’t want to go into what any of it meant. I was simply trying to be in the moment and enjoy it for what it was—something Tyler had insisted on, and perhaps the sentiment was finally rubbing off on me.

      “You know what time I really liked?” I continued. “University. That was a good age. It was that time between high school and true adulthood. Everything seemed so hopeful then. I think I could live that time over and over again.” I let out a sigh, memories of a healthy Tyler walking through my mind as I watched him from afar.

      “Or, you could be like me and never really leave university.”

      “Ha. That’s true. What’s it like teaching there? You’re a lecturer, right?”

      He nodded. “It’s exhausting. It makes me feel ancient. I honestly don’t know why half the kids even go to university because they don’t listen most of the time. They’re on their phones, or they’re stuffing around on laptops watching YouTube videos. It’s a complete waste of an education. I’m forever giving the ‘you’re adults and responsible for your own learning’ talk. But these kids have no desire to put any effort into anything. It drives me insane.”

      “I bet it does. I remember the guys in my lectures who stuffed around and made it harder for the rest of us.”

      “What did you study?”

      “Physiotherapy.”

      “And that’s what you do now?”

      I nodded. “I work at the Royal Prince Alfred. Rehab mostly.”

      He sipped his wine. “Noble work.”

      Leaning against the outside of the fridge after putting the last item away, I lifted a shoulder. “It’s a job. It’s a good job, one I like, but it’s still just a job.”

      With a smile, he placed his wine glass back on the bench top, the liquid dancing excitedly at the movement.

      “I’m talking too much, aren’t I?” Lifting my hand, I touched it against my cheek, feeling warm from the small amount of alcohol I’d imbibed.

      “Not at all. I quite like listening to you talk.”

      “Well, you’re easy to talk to.”

      His mouth quirked as if he thought my saying that was funny but he didn’t want to laugh at me.

      “Can I ask you something?” He stood on the other side of the island bench, his eyes meeting mine as he placed his hands shoulder width apart and leaned forward slightly.

      “I may not answer, but sure, you can ask whatever you like.”

      “Why were you there that day? At the university. You obviously finished studying a while ago...” He left the rest of the sentence unsaid, but I understood his curiosity. It wasn’t a normal thing for someone to do.

      I chewed my lip, trying to think of some sort of answer that was both true and evasive. With each new person who came into my life, the time it took for me to mention Tyler seemed to extend. It gave me insight into why he wouldn’t tell people he was sick; people treated you differently when they felt sorry for you. And those looks—God, those looks—the pursed lips and the head tilt with eyes that just dripped with pity. They had no idea what to say to you when they found out you’d lost a loved one, so they just gave that look.

      Returning my attention to Jude, I gave him a small smile, the mask I set on my face to hide my real emotions. “I was just visiting some old memories. Like I said earlier, uni was my favourite time. Sometimes I like to sit there and people watch, just remembering.”

      He stared at me with slightly squinted eyes, slowly nodding while he absorbed my answer. I didn’t know if he bought it, or if he was sceptical, but he didn’t question it, and for that I was grateful.

      “Do you think that’s an odd thing to do?” I asked after a few beats, beginning to feel uncomfortable.

      He shook his head, taking a breath as if I’d just shocked him out of a memory of his own. “Not at all. Remembering is always a good thing.”

      I wondered what it was, what he’d been lost thinking about. He’d mentioned a stepmother—had he possibly lost someone too? His mother? I studied him, trying to figure him out just by absorbing the fine details of his features. There was an affinity between us, it had been there from the get-go. Was it grief?

      “I should be going,” he said, his voice quiet as he pushed away from the bench top. “Thank you for the…ah…” He pointed at the wine glass.

      “Thank you for helping with the groceries.”

      He nodded, running a hand over his dark hair before turning to leave. I wanted to ask him to stay, wanted to talk some more, learn more about him. Instead, I walked him to the front door with a promise to head to  the park the next day so Ty could play with Sophie.

      I leaned against the wall once it closed. I felt heavy. The apartment suddenly felt so empty, a skeleton where so much life used to be. I rattled around inside it, trying to find something to occupy my time. With nothing taking my interest, I pulled out my journal and started writing. Understandably, the biggest question on my mind was what was I doing—why was I so interested in talking to Jude? I didn’t want another man in my life. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted another friend. But every time he showed up, I let him in, I let him near. And I didn’t question it until he was gone and the loneliness that existed in Tyler’s absence crept back in. With a sigh, I hugged a couch cushion against my chest and lay down.

      I wanted it to stop hurting.

      I wanted to remember him.

      I still wanted to miss him.

      But I wanted it to stop hurting.

      So.

      Much.

      I’d been hurting for so long.
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          Saturday, 12th November 2016

        

      

    

    
      AHEAD OF ME, Ty was skipping along beside Jude alternating between stories about what he did at Luna Park and questions about cats. I listened to the chatter, a smile on my face as I kept a couple of steps back.

      I suppose I could have let Jude take Ty to the park on his own; it wasn’t that I didn’t trust him around my son. It was more that I was fiercely protective and if I was honest with myself, I wanted to get out of the apartment too. The ghosts there had felt more determined lately. They were hiding around every corner, constantly whispering in my ear, ‘alone, alone, alone’. They wanted me to drown in my grief. The problem was, I didn’t feel like drowning anymore. I wanted to feel that sunlight on my skin.

      “What are you doing all the way back there?” Jude asked, the side of his mouth kicking up.

      “Giving you both room to move.”

      “Do you wan-ta wark Sophie, Mummy? It’s fun.” Ty ran the few steps backward to join me, pulling at my arm to urge me forward.

      “Why not?” I said when Jude offered me the lead. The cat trotted ahead the same way that dogs do and I laughed. There was something so silly about a cat walking on a lead that I couldn’t stop smiling. “She’s a lot better at this than she was the last time we saw you out.”

      Jude did that signature shrug of his. “I think she was just excited about being somewhere different. She knows where she’s going now, so she’s much calmer.”

      “Will you be sad to give her back?”

      “Not really. I mean, I like her, she’s great company. But I like waking up without a cat sitting on my chest staring at me. I also enjoy making dinner and not having to watch for a ninja cat that steals chicken and runs off with it. And speaking of ninjas, walking down the hallway has become a gauntlet of claws and teeth going for my ankles. I swear I aged a decade in this past week alone.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sounds like she’s just bored.”

      “I don’t see how she is. I literally spend half my time jiggling those fishing pole cat toys for her, and the other half is spent walking her around the neighbourhood. She’s the most pampered cat I’ve ever known. Now, Garfield, that was a cat—fat and lazy. All he wanted was food. I could handle that.”

      “How much longer do you have her for?”

      “Just until tomorrow. Cherie, my stepmum, comes back around four.”

      “You hear that, Ty? You were lucky. Jude has to give Sophie back tomorrow.”

      “Can we get a cat, Mummy?”

      “That wouldn’t be very fair to the cat. Where would she go when we went on holiday?”

      “To Nanny.”

      “What about when Nanny comes too?”

      “Then she could go to Granny and Grandpop’s on the farm. Or Jude could look after her. He’s ve-wy good with cats.” Ty scrubbed at an itch on his nose with a balled-up hand.

      “He has an answer for everything,” I told Jude who was chuckling.

      When we reached the park, Ty headed straight for the children’s equipment and started climbing and playing with some other kids. Jude and I sat and talked, the cat wandering back and forth while playing with blades of grass with her paws and trying to catch insects by pouncing on them. It was the most content I’d felt in a long time. We didn’t seem to run out of things to talk about. I spoke about growing up in the country and he spoke about growing up in another country all together. Each story seemed to flow into another and none of it felt like meaningless chit-chat designed to pass the time; it was real getting-to-know-you conversation. The kind of conversation that left you feeling a little fuller than you were before. The kind of conversation that made you smile when you recalled it.

      Things continued like that for the rest of the afternoon, movingly seamlessly into the evening when Ty insisted that Jude share in his tinned spaghetti and hot dog dinner. Everything about the day was simple. It was comfortable. It was fun.

      It wasn’t until after I put Ty to bed that I remembered the last time I’d had that kind of a day and the smile fell from my face. It was six years ago, sitting around a bonfire, leaning against Tyler’s warm chest looking at the stars.

      I felt my heart clench in my chest, the sound in my ears, beat...beat. Beat. Silence.

      “Are you all right?” Jude’s voice pulled me back from where I stood frozen just outside Ty’s door.

      I sucked in a shaky breath. “I’m fine.”

      He looked at me with a tight brow line, concern in his eyes. “Are you sure? You looked...lost.”

      I am lost. I’m so lost that I’m panicking about being found. “I’m fine,” I lied. “I’m just tired.” I needed to be alone.

      “I was actually about to head off.”

      “OK.” My voice was this strange breathy whisper. I felt apart from myself, trapped somewhere between my past and present, my desires swirling together and turning into something that felt a lot like guilt. I wasn’t supposed to be having fun with another man. I wasn’t supposed to be having conversations that brought me closer to one either. I’d already been in love. I’d already experienced the love. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. I mean, I liked Jude. He was a wonderful man. But, was I? Could I be…falling…somehow? I stared at him in disbelief.

      “Sarah?”

      “Yes?” Had he been speaking to me?

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be. I’m all right, I promise.” I’m not all right. I’m not all right.

      He pressed his lips together, his eyes searching, sceptical. “Listen, I’m not very good at this.” He gestured between us. “My sister, she’s much younger than me; she says that I’m not very good at ‘peopling’. I’m awkward, I talk too much about the things I believe in, push my views on top of other people’s. I’m blunt, selfish and I don’t really know how to be around other people for long periods of time without getting in the way or taking over. On top of that, I don’t have the warmest personality out there.”

      Seeing his distress, I realised he thought my mood change had been his fault. I didn’t want to hurt Jude. I didn’t want him to feel as though he’d been anything but perfect in almost all of our interactions.

      Feeling the need to help, I let go of my own fears and placed my hand on his chest to stop his rambling. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Jude.” A warm thump, thump met my hand and I pulled it away quickly as if burned. “You didn’t...I...I like the way you are. Don’t apologise for being you.” After what had been going on in my head moments before, my words shocked me but at the same time, it felt good to say them.

      I liked Jude. I told him that I liked him and the world didn’t fall out from underneath my feet. In fact, I felt good. I chanced saying it again. “I like you, Jude.”

      A smile pulled at the corner of his lips. He stood a little straighter, his expression evening out. But it was still a little scrunched with confusion. He looked exactly how I felt—relieved but puzzled. “OK. So, I didn’t do…?” He shook his head, shrugged, then cleared his throat.

      “You didn’t do anything to upset me, no. I was just stuck in my head a little. I’m sorry you felt that way.”

      “It’s fine. I just… Well, I should still probably go. Thank you for today and for dinner. It was surprisingly good.”

      I smiled as he shifted uncomfortably in front of me. “I’m pretty nifty with a can opener and some boiling water.”

      He laughed, chancing a glance at my eyes. “I’d eat it again.”

      “That could be arranged.”

      “I’d like that.” The pause lasted a few moments, both of us caught, not sure what to do. I kind of wanted to ask him to stay, but at the same time, I still wanted some time to myself. I needed to sort through these new feelings.

      Jude was the one who spoke first. “Well, I should go.” He thumbed over his shoulder.

      “OK.” With a smile teasing the edges of my mouth, I walked him to the door. He was clasping his hands in front of him, walking ahead of me. I felt as though he wanted to say something more, but didn’t know if he should.

      “Jude,” I said when he opened the door and stepped into the hall as if freedom beckoned and he was running to it.

      “Yes, Sarah.” He turned around, his voice as soft as his gaze. It made my stomach twist a little.

      “Don’t forget your cat.”

      We both looked down, and Sophie was purring and curving her way around my feet.

      An uneasy chuckle rumbled from his chest. “Of course.” Then he leaned down to pick her up, tucking her under his arm before he leaned in again and pressed a quick kiss against my cheek.

      He pulled back as fast as he’d leaned in.

      “I like spending time with you, Sarah,” he said. Then he turned and walked away with fast strides, leaving me standing there wide-eyed and a little shocked, my emotions flitting between glee and guilt, while the dormant butterflies in my stomach tried to unglue their wings and come back to life.

      Beat, beat. Beat.
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      If I could freeze my life at a certain point in time, it would be now. I have Sarah. I’m happy.

      She looks at me like I’m some kind of hero. She makes me feel like there is an actual purpose to life. And I get it now—that whole thing about the difference between sex and making love. With her...I get it. When there’s feeling involved, the whole experience is something else.

      For the first time since I turned eighteen, I don’t wake up every morning with a sense of dread. Instead, I’m waking up with hope because I’m waking up next to her. It’s a beautiful existence. It’s one that I hope to experience for as long as possible.

      But like all good things, this too must come to an end. The injustice of that doesn’t escape me. I look around and see all these couples who don’t have a fraction of the connection I have with Sarah. I don’t understand why anyone would do that. If you’re going to spend your life with someone, make sure you find someone who sets your soul on fire. Find someone who gives you a reason for being. Don’t just settle. The shitty thing is, they have the luxury of time. I suppose time feels like this vast expanse stretching out in front of them, so in their minds, they think they’ll have more chances to find their purpose in life—their one. I don’t have that luxury. I’m very aware that each day that passes is one less day I have with her. I hate that I can’t press pause. I hate it with every nerve in my failing body.

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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      “I WANT TO tell you something,” I said to Janesa on our usual Sunday morning run. Ty was ahead on his bike—like always—but she didn’t have Rosie with her that day; Alex had decided to keep her to give Janesa a break. I had a feeling that he was just trying to convince her that he could be more involved so she’d agree to start popping out more babies sooner.

      “OK.” She allowed the letters to leave her mouth slowly. “Can I make any sort of comment on what you’re going to tell me?”

      “No. I just want you to listen.”

      “OK.” The sounds were faster this time. We’d been through this a lot over the years. While I’d tried to wrap my head around the confused emotions running rampant in my mind, she’d become my sounding board. I’d done the same for her when she needed it. The key to it was that the other person wasn’t allowed to pass any judgement. We had to listen and comment only when invited.

      “Jude kissed me.”

      “He what?” she blurted, seconds before she slapped her hand over her mouth, her blue eyes wide. “I’m sorry. I won’t do that again,” she assured me.

      “I was shocked too. But it wasn’t that kind of kiss. Well, I think it was, kind of. But it was like a prelude, or a hint, or something. It was just a peck on the cheek. But, I’m really confused by it.”

      “OK.” Her teeth chewed at the inside of her lip. I could tell she wanted more information, but since it was all still a jumble in my head, it came out that way when I tried to explain.

      “I’m not exactly confused by it. I mean, I know what the kiss meant. I’m just confused over the whole scenario—meeting him, feeling…” I paused, looking for the right word. “Comfortable around him. We’ve spent…time together.” Her eyes bugged out but she pressed her lips together. I quickly clarified what ‘time’ meant. “Not like a date or anything remotely romantic. It’s just been a series of meet-ups where we spoke for longer and longer each time. Last time was the first time we met up on purpose. It was supposed to be for a walk, but then it turned into the whole day. It ended with him thinking I didn’t like him, me telling him I did like him, then him getting all weird and wanting to leave, then that peck.” I touched my stomach. “I think I like him. That’s what I’m confused about.”

      When I looked her way, her cheeks were all red and her shoulders were tense. I thought she might explode if she didn’t tell me what she was thinking, and honestly, I really needed to hear it.

      “You can say something,” I conceded.

      “You like him?” she asked immediately. “As in, I-think-Jude-is-really-dreamy kind of like?”

      Hearing her say it like that made my stomach drop. It felt wrong. Like sitting at the top of a roller coaster, waiting for the moment when you sped down the steepest drop. I wanted to scream ‘Let me off’ even though I knew it wouldn’t do me any good—everything was already set in motion, completely out of my control.

      Lifting both hands, I covered my face and groaned. “Yes. No. Maybe.” I dropped them so they slapped against the outside of my thighs. “I don’t know how I feel, Nes. I’m just really confused.”

      “But you like spending time with him?”

      With my jaw set tight, I took a breath then nodded. “I do.”

      “Then I think that’s amazing.”

      “Is it?” I shook my head, struggling with the nagging guilt that pulled at the centre of my chest saying another man’s name. “It doesn’t feel amazing. It feels like I’m doing something wrong.”

      “No, Sarah.”

      “Hear me out,” I said, holding my hand up to stop her defending me any further. “I promised myself to Tyler. I swore that I’d never even contemplate going down this road again. Then the moment some guy shows an interest in me, I’m letting him in my life—my house, around my son. Am I that desperate and lonely? I mean, he might not even like me in that way and I’m reading everything wrong. Maybe he’s just one of those people who kisses a cheek when he leaves, you know, to be polite.”

      “How about you talk me through this a little more? Tell me about this day that ended with the kiss. How did it come about?”

      “Ty wanted to play with that cat again. So he asked Jude when we saw him in the elevator. Jude obliged, after making sure it was OK with me, of course.”

      “So, you went straight away?”

      “No. We were going out and Jude was headed to work. So we planned to meet Saturday.”

      “That’s really nice,” she said with a hint of delight in her voice.

      “He seems to have this really easy bond with Ty. I think that’s part of what I like about him; I really like the way he treats my son.”

      “Understandable.”

      I nodded, already starting to feel better talking about this. “Ty thinks Jude is the best thing since sliced bread.” I smiled at the memory of Ty’s excitement over seeing Jude. “He even invited Jude to dinner. Jude sat at the table and ate tinned spaghetti and mini hotdogs with him. It was adorable.” I paused and saw her open her mouth to say something, but I held up a finger. “Don’t comment on that part.” She held up a hand and pressed her lips together. “Anyway, we talked all afternoon. And it was proper adult conversation, you know? Not general chit-chat I make with my patients to pass the time, but actual conversations about world events and their impact on the human populace. You know, we had this great conversation about how social media is primarily focused on spreading inflammatory news. He knows so much. I feel like my mind gets to stand up and stretch its legs whenever he’s around.”

      “So, you talk politics together?”

      “No. We talk about everything. And it’s not always some in-depth philosophical conversation, it can be basic conversation or observations about life. Being around him is nice and easy. I’m comfortable around him, you know? Well, I was anyway.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “When Ty went to bed, I realised that the last time I’d talked to a guy that much was when I first started dating Tyler. I kind of lost it.” Even thinking about it now brought that confused emotion rushing back. It seemed my mind was incapable of thinking of Jude and Tyler at the same time.

      “Lost it, how?”

      “I didn’t cry. I just went really still. I was horrified.”

      “Horrified?”

      I nodded. “I had gone an entire day without thinking about him. I mean, he was in there.” I lifted my hand and touched my head to illustrate. “I could feel him there like I always do. But I wasn’t actively missing him. I was horrified that I had found it so easy to do that.”

      “You’re being too hard on yourself, Sarah.”

      “Am I? I don’t know about that. Is there even a protocol when it comes to grief? I mean, do I have to stand by my decision to live the rest of my life alone because no one could ever stand up to Tyler’s memory? Or, do I get to change my mind because some guy floated into my orbit and it feels really good having him there?” I shook my head, looking down at my feet as they moved along the pavement.

      “I don’t think there are any rules. You just do what feels right to you. And if it feels right to spend time with Jude then that’s what you do.”

      “It’s too sudden.”

      “It’s been almost five years.”

      I pressed my lips together. “Still…”

      Janesa waited exactly four steps before she spoke again. “So you freaked out when you thought about Tyler. I totally get that—then what happened?”

      It took me a moment to clear the fog of self-pity from my mind and return to detailing my day with Jude. “Well, then he started rambling about how he wasn’t very good at peopling and was too opinionated and always seemed to get in the way.”

      She smiled. “He’s not good at ‘peopling’?”

      “He has a teenage sister, I think. He said it was her term.”

      “Well, he does have that awkward charm thing going for him—Hugh Grant without the prostitutes.”

      “Ha! He’s prettier than Hugh Grant ever was.”

      “That, he is. I’m glad you noticed.” She grinned, a sly twinkle in her eye.

      “Oh, I noticed. I notice everything about him. The way he moves, the fact that he’s really nervous every time he talks to me.”

      “That’s because he wants to impress you.”

      “You think?”

      She nodded. “I do. So what did you say to calm the rambling?”

      “I told him that I liked him exactly the way he was.”

      Her eyes were brightening. “Then what did he say?”

      “He got even more nervous. He couldn’t make it to the door fast enough.”

      “He left?”

      I nodded. “That’s when he gave me that superfast kiss on the cheek, said that he likes spending time with me and took off.”

      Janesa was grinning. “That is flipping adorable.”

      I grimaced, my stomach hurting at the thought of it. “It kind of was.”

      “So when was this? Last night?”

      “No. It was last week.”

      “And have you spoken to or seen him since?”

      “I’ve kind of been avoiding him all week.”

      “Because he kissed you on the cheek, or because you like that he kissed you on the cheek?”

      This part was hard for me to voice. And it was essentially the entire reason for this conversation. I needed to voice my thoughts so I could feel OK about them. I needed to be honest with myself. “Because I like having him around. Because for the first time in years, I felt alive again. When I’m talking to him, I forget to be sad. Then when I remember, it hits me so hard. I don’t know how to marry the two feelings together. I don’t know if I want to have any feelings towards him.”

      Ty steered his bike towards the play equipment and hopped off. Janesa and I reached him a few steps later and started stretching while he played and we continued to talk.

      “From where I’m standing, Jude sounds amazing. You could do with some happiness in your life, Sarah. God knows you’ve been to hell and back.”

      “I just feel so...” This whole process was hard. Talking about it was hard. Living with it was hard. Moving past it, even harder. “Guilty,” I added finally.

      “Because you’re attracted to him?”

      Taking a seat on the grass, I reached out to grab my toes, stretching my hamstrings, my head down. “He makes me feel good—better. So, yeah, that’s what it is.”

      When I looked up, Janesa was watching me, her lips curved in a sad but understanding smile. “I’m going to be really blunt here, OK?”

      I nodded, already knowing where this was going.

      “Your husband died, Sarah. It was devastating. And no one felt his loss more than you did. But you are still here and you have been mourning so intensely these past five years. You’ve done everything you can to honour Tyler’s memory. So, if spending time with Jude gives you a break from feeling that pain then I don’t think you should feel guilty about it. Not for a second. And I am positive that Tyler would want you to find happiness in any way you can. He wasn’t the kind of guy who would want you to stop living just because he died.”

      “I know that. I know what Tyler wanted, I know he wanted me to find someone again and go off and be happy. But I can’t just push him out of my heart. Between him and Ty, my heart is full. And I shouldn’t need another man in my life because I still have a piece of him.” I gestured towards Ty who was hanging from the monkey bars and challenging another little boy to do it faster. “This is supposed to be enough.”

      “Oh Sarah. Kids are great, and they love you with everything they have and vice versa. But having someone want you for you...” She widened her eyes in a knowing look.

      “I’m just...I don’t think I’m ready to have some guy interested in me, not sure that I’m ready to be interested in him. It’s great to forget for a little while, it really is. But the moment I remember, I feel that slam in my chest.” I took a handful of the fabric of my shirt, right at the centre of my chest where the pain lived. “It feels like I’m cheating and I haven’t done a thing. And I’m certainly not ready to…” Frowning, I pulled at the blades of grass and watched them fall from my fingers, unable to finish the thought. The idea of having sex with anyone other than Tyler was something I couldn’t address in my head, let alone say out loud. “I just think that maybe, I need to cut all ties with him. I don’t think...” I stopped talking, feeling sick and nervous as my thoughts jumbled up again.

      “I think that would be a really horrible choice.”

      “But I’m not ready,” I argued, too fast. The words came out more like a wheeze than actual sound.

      Janesa took my hand. “OK. It’s OK,” she soothed. “What I’m hearing from you right now is that you’re scared to feel something for someone again.” Closing my eyes, I nodded, a tear sliding down my cheek that I wiped away before anyone could see. “OK. Now, I’m not saying that you have to have a relationship with this guy—you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. But I think that maybe, at the very least, you two could be friends. If it’s supposed to be more, well, let the gods decide that. Just don’t focus on the what-ifs. Take a leaf out of Tyler’s book and live in the moment. It’s the only one that matters.”

      Sniffing, I let out my breath. “Gawd. I’m being so dramatic. The guy kissed me on the cheek for Christ’s sake. It could be nothing. I could be imagining all of this. He could just be this nice guy who has no romantic interest in me whatsoever and I’m so out of touch that I’m blowing it all out of proportion.”

      Janesa bounced a shoulder. “Or, it could be everything. You just never know unless you give it a chance. Don’t forget, I’ve met Jude. I saw the way he looks at you. I don’t think you’re imagining anything, and considering everything you’ve been through, you’re not being dramatic. If anything, you’re being far too careful.” She leaned closer and nudged my arm with her elbow. “Personally, I think you should get a little crazy. Be a little selfish, have some fun. You’ve got a sexy Brit who seems very interested in you. Maybe just get out of your head a little and see what happens. Live in the moment.” She reached out and shook me gently by my shoulders.

      A smile pulled at the corner of my mouth when she released me. “This is really hard, Nes. I didn’t think I’d ever be in this situation again.”

      “I know,” she said.

      “Did I tell you how we met?”

      She shook her head. “I assumed you met in the building.”

      “No.” I touched my GPS stamped bracelet. “It was at the university. He trod on my gum.”

      “Whoa,” she whispered, her eyes lifting to the clouds. She knew the significance of a piece of gum in Tyler’s and my story. “If that isn’t a sign that you should go for it, then I don’t know what is.”

      I nodded, knowing she was having the same thoughts that I was: what if Tyler had somehow sent Jude to me? What if he wanted me to let him go?
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      I WASN’T A religious person. I never really had been, but after losing someone so incredible to an unconscionable disease, I couldn’t fathom the existence of a being that could be so callous as to extinguish such a bright star from the sky. I did, however, believe in something. A higher power, a universal truth; call it what you wanted. It was simply the thing that was there, floating around us. It was the energy of life, past, present and future, and that feeling that we weren’t alone. We were a part of something bigger, something that our small minds couldn’t possibly fathom. I went to a grief-counselling group at one point, and they called it being agnostic. I didn’t really care what it was. All I knew was that none of us were in control. We thought we were, we puffed our chests out and made arrogant plans that could succeed or fail at the whims of something beyond our control. Fate, the gods, destiny, karma. It didn’t matter what it was called. One day, it would come and fuck with us all, taking the things we cared about most then expecting us to somehow live on.

      That was the hardest part—living on.

      [image: ]

      The knock sounded on my door a little before 8:00 p.m. I hadn’t been expecting anyone and had already changed into a pair of leggings and an oversized T-shirt after packing away my weekly groceries. I’d also had one small glass of wine and was on to my second, sitting on the white leather couch with my feet curled up underneath me. My curls had been released from the elastic that held them in a tight bun all day and they sat in a twisted mess around my shoulders.

      Conscious of looking like a mess, I raked my hand through my hair, padding over the dark slate floors in bare feet to answer the door. I had a fair idea who it was. Without ringing the intercom, there were very few people who would knock on my door from within the building. So the butterflies had started before I had my hand on the door handle.

      Looking through the peephole, I could see him, standing there patiently waiting while fidgeting a little—shifting from foot to foot, raking his hand through his hair. He was nervous.

      He was nervous. I was nervous.

      It had been almost two weeks since I’d spoken to him. Even after talking it over with Janesa, I couldn’t bring myself to go to his apartment or invite him into mine. I’d even gone so far as to drive around the block when I saw his car pull into the parking garage, just to give myself extra time to avoid him, and in doing so, avoid facing any feelings I might be developing toward him.

      I liked him. I knew that much. But the idea of doing anything about it seemed impossible.

      I waited on the other side of the door, watching him through that little hole, keeping my breathing as quiet as I could. I watched him talk to himself. I watched him rub at his chin, bite the inside of his cheek, frown. Then I watched him lift his hand, ready to knock again. But he changed his mind, instead turning to walk away. I let him get two steps away, expecting to feel relieved. But I didn’t feel relieved at all. Instead, a sense of urgency clawed its way up from the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want him to leave. Shit. Don’t leave.

      “Jude.” I pulled the door open before he could get any farther.

      He stopped walking then turned, a bottle of wine in hand. He was wearing his glasses, dark rimmed, wide lensed. There was stubble along his jaw, a blue and white checked shirt on his chest and classic denim jeans on the rest of him. Shoes, of course he was wearing shoes, but I didn’t take that part in. I was drawn to his smile and his nervous words.

      “I um...thought, that maybe...” He lifted the wine and cleared his throat. “That you might, uh, like to have this. To, ah...share it, perhaps—with me. But, if you just want it and you want me to go away that’s OK too.” He said the last part in a rush, and then he laughed, a sound that bounced along with the nerves that were bouncing along inside me as well.

      I leaned my head against the side of the open door. “I’m sorry for avoiding you, Jude.”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing?” he asked, making eye contact with the wine bottle instead of me. “I ah, hadn’t really noticed.” His fingernail picked at the edge of the label and I knew without a doubt that he had noticed. And instead of taking it as a rejection, he had come bearing wine, a hopeful look in his worried eyes. He made my heart happy.

      “Have you eaten yet?”

      His head jerked up, his eyes meeting mine as those shoulders of his bounced once. “Not really. I mean, I had a sandwich. At, like, one.”

      I laughed. “Well then, would you like to go out and get some food with me?”

      Live in the moment, I thought.

      He nodded, his lips curving into a smile he fought so it didn’t get too broad. “I’d like that very much.”

      “Then give me twenty minutes to get ready and we can go.” I stood aside to let him in the apartment, laughing when he realised that I was inviting him inside to wait instead of leaving him waiting in the hall.

      “Sit here?” he asked, gesturing to the couch.

      “Sit there,” I responded, smiling as I disappeared down the hall towards my bedroom. As I stood in front of the wardrobe with my heart beating a rampage against my chest, I ran my hand across the clothes that hung there. So many dresses that I’d worn with Tyler. It was hard to pick one without a memory attached to it. “It helps that I met him because of a stick of gum,” I whispered. Then I grabbed a pale blue dress covered with little flowers—one I’d never worn before—and pulled it over my head.

      He took me to an Italian place where the owner knew his name and was surprised that he was not only eating in, but he was also bringing someone with him.

      “Sounds like you live on takeout,” I said with a secret smile as we took our seats.

      He grinned. “Is it that obvious?”

      “I was like that a long time ago. If I couldn’t order it or open a packet and reheat it then I didn’t eat it.”

      “What made you start opening cans and boiling water instead?” he asked, the question playful given the mischief in his eyes.

      “Ha ha,” I responded. “I can cook actual meals, you know. I just don’t do it much because it’s just Ty and me. So I go for simple, and as often as possible—nutritional.”

      We chatted for a while, talking comfortably while I skirted around any sort of query that might mean I’d have to talk about Tyler. I wasn’t ready to bring up the whole ‘widower’ thing yet. I wanted him to see me without a label for a little bit longer. Just like Janesa had counselled, I was being selfish. It was fun just being me—Sarah. I enjoyed it. Was that so wrong? I was talking about the books and movies I liked and I was laughing. I was actually laughing.

      “You haven’t told me how long you’ve been in Australia for,” I said towards the end of the meal while I spooned chocolate gelato into my mouth in between sips of coffee.

      Jude had a tiramisu, mixing coffee sweets with the bitterness of actual coffee. He put down his fork. “I was wondering when that question would come along.”

      “You don’t like answering it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t mind. It’s just something everyone asks. It’s small talk, the enemy of conversation.”

      “I see small talk as ‘how’s your day’ and ‘nice weather we’re having’; meaningless chit-chat. Not as actual getting-to-know-you questions.”

      Again, he shrugged. “It just feels like something people ask when they’re searching for something to say. It’s obvious, you know? Like, they hear an accent and ask a typical question.”

      “OK. So would you prefer it if we tried to ask things that weren’t so typical?”

      “I would love that.”

      “What if I asked something you don’t want to answer?”

      Another shrug. “Then I won’t answer it.”

      I didn’t even have to think about my next question. “Why do you shrug all the time?”

      He shrugged. Then he thought for a second and laughed nervously. “I really don’t know. It’s just a movement. Not a tic, but a gesture that seems fitting, I suppose. Does it bother you?”

      “No. I just wonder if you’re unsure of what you’re saying or if you’re doing it because you’re uncomfortable.”

      Thinking for a moment, he picked up his fork, pressing it into the side of his cake. “Probably the latter. You make me nervous.”

      I laughed. “I make you nervous?”

      “In case you haven’t already noticed by the amount of babble that seems to spew from my mouth when I’m around you.”

      “I thought you just enjoyed talking to me.” I was flirting. I knew I was and for the life of me, I couldn’t stop myself. I was having too much fun, living in the moment.

      “I do.” He met my eyes, smiling. “Very much.”

      I smiled too, eating my gelato quietly. I think I was blushing. “I like talking to you too, Jude.”

      He took hold of my hand when we left, an accidental brush, followed by the catch of fingers. Warmth spread from my fingers, travelling up my arm and throughout my entire body.

      This thing between us was something. I didn’t know exactly what, or where we would end up, but I did know that I wanted something. At that point, that was all I knew. I couldn’t think outside that notion, couldn’t entertain thoughts about whether I truly wanted Jude and me to be a thing. But for once, I didn’t feel so conflicted and jumbled in my mind. Being with him, holding his hand and enjoying his company, it was...nice. Right, even.

      The night ended at my door. He walked me along the hallway and stopped a step or two away. “Eighteen years,” he said suddenly. At first I didn’t know what he was talking about and looked at him with my head tilted to the side. “I’ve been in Australia for eighteen years. When I was seventeen, my stepmother brought us here to escape our alcoholic and increasingly violent father. I’m not exactly sure how she did it; it’s possible she broke a few laws. But, she took my brother, my little sister and me to the airport one day and we’ve never gone back.”

      “And your father never looked for you?”

      He shook his head. “No. He was far too lost himself to try and find anyone else. He drank himself into an early grave. Died of liver failure a couple of years ago.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, even though that’s the one word I had most hated being said to me. But what else was there to say?

      “That’s why I don’t like small talk about when and why I came here. The story isn’t the happiest one.”

      “Then why did you tell me?”

      “Because I want you to know me.”

      His response was so simple, so sincere. It had an immediate reaction inside of me, starting from my stomach and spreading to my extremities. Without giving it much thought, I rose on my tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      It wasn’t one of those crazy passionate kisses; it was a simple lock of the lips that we held for two seconds before moving apart.

      It was…something. A very good something.

      “I...uh...” Jude stuttered.

      “Thank you for dinner,” I told him. Then I turned and unlocked my door, slipping inside. When it closed I looked through the peephole, watching as he stood there for a moment longer, looking a little dumbfounded. He seemed to say something to himself before allowing a grin to spread across his face. Then he nodded once and turned around, walking down the hall with a bounce in his step.

      I couldn’t stop smiling.
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      “CAN WE ASK Jude to come to the zoo?” Ty asked when I was getting him ready for our trip to Taronga Zoo. We’d cancelled our usual running date with Janesa and Rosie in favour of the zoo because we had been talking about Africa, the next destination on our, well, Tyler’s, ‘Places to Visit’ list. We weren’t able to go for at least a year, but Ty was already so excited about it that he wanted to go and look at some of the animals we’d get to see on safari. I was more than happy to oblige.

      “I don’t know. He might be busy today.”

      I knew for a fact that he wasn’t busy. I’d spoken to him for over an hour on the phone the night before after Ty had gone to sleep. I loved listening to his voice, to the soft tone of it caressing my ear. He had thought he was boring me for a moment, but his voice was so soothing that I almost feel asleep. I assured him it was a good thing.

      “Can we go and ask him?”

      “I don’t know,” I responded, not sure that since things were progressing from ‘something’ to ‘something more’ between Jude and me that it was wise to get Ty too involved with him. I needed the freedom to walk away from Jude if things didn’t work out without having to worry about breaking a little boy’s heart.

      “Please, Mummy. Jude knows all about am-inals. He’ll make it more fun.”

      “It will be fun if it’s just us.”

      “Please,” he begged, drawing the word out so the e sound kept going.

      I was terrible at saying no to his adorable little face. “OK. I’ll call him. We’re not going up there so you can force him with your puppy dog eyes.”

      “Yay.” Ty jumped up and down, clapping his hands and laughing while I placed the call. Crazy kid. I had to laugh with him.

      “Good morning,” Jude answered, his voice smooth as silk and full of smiles.

      “I have a proposition for you, one you are at liberty to refuse if you’re not interested or have too much work to do.”

      “Are you trying to convince me to say no before you’ve asked me?”

      “No. I’m just letting you know that I won’t be offended by your decision either way.”

      “OK then. You’ve prepared me well, what’s this proposition of yours?”

      “Would you like to join Ty and me at the zoo today?”

      “I would love to join you and Ty at the zoo today.”

      He would? My heart skittered about in my chest. He wants to come to the zoo with us. “Seriously?”

      “Of course. I haven’t been to the zoo in years. And the company isn’t too bad either.”

      “Smooth.” I laughed. “OK. Well, come down when you’re ready. We’re catching the train and ferry in.”

      “Is he coming?” Ty asked after I’d ended the call.

      “He is.”

      “Yes!” He ran around in a circle, waving his arms above his head in excitement. By the time I got him calmed down, there was a knock on the door.

      “Hey.” My mouth pulled up the corners without my giving it permission. Just the sight of Jude made me smile. Today he was without his glasses, obviously using contacts instead. I wasn’t sure if I liked him better with the glasses or without, then I decided that I just liked him, so it didn’t really matter what he was wearing for his eyesight.

      “Hey.” He smiled back, kissing me lightly on the cheek when he stepped inside. Then he turned his attention to Ty.

      “We’re gonna have the best day,” Ty yelled jumping up so Jude would pick him up. Jude caught him and brought him to his hip as if it were the most normal thing to do. The action made my heart swell a little more. I liked that there was no pretence in it. I could see he wasn’t interacting with Ty because he wanted to impress me. He was simply being a decent human being, taking the time to respond to a little boy who had taken a shine to him.

      “We are going to have the best day,” Jude agreed. “There are going to be monkeys and rhinos.”

      “I really want to see an eff-el-ant. Oh, and lions,” Ty said, holding his fingers like they were claws then wriggling so Jude lowered him to the ground. He then proceeded to stalk around the apartment roaring.

      Crouching low, Jude followed behind him then released a loud roar when Ty turned around, causing him to drop to the floor in a fit of giggles.

      I laughed at the two of them, unable to ignore that little voice inside that was wondering if this was how things would have been if Tyler hadn’t had MS. Turning away, I busied myself collecting our things to hide any sort of visible sadness in my expression. “All right, you two. We’d better get going or we’ll miss our train.”

      Jude helped Ty off the floor then we headed for the front door.

      “You’re really great with kids, Jude,” I said while we made our way to the train station.

      He started to shrug then I saw his shoulders relax. “Kids are easy. I work with them every day in the clinic and they really just want to be happy. It’s the adults who are hard, because they’ve forgotten what happiness looks like.”

      “That is so true,” I said, thinking about my own experience with patients. The children almost always recovered faster than the adults for that very reason. Kids wanted happiness, whereas adults kind of made a home for themselves in their misery.

      Had I been doing that over the last five years? Before he died, Tyler made me promise to find happiness and to live a good life, but I’d refused, choosing to live inside my grief instead, only finding moments of joy in the things that most reminded me of him—namely in Ty.

      It was unfair for a little boy to be the one and only source of his mother’s happiness.

      The revelation hit me in a way that felt like a fog clearing. It was like I’d been seeing the world in muted colours and suddenly everything was a lot more vibrant.

      I stopped walking when it hit me, looking around at the world in full colour, trying to figure out if I was OK there.

      “Sweetheart, you have so long ahead of you. I want you to live even better than before. You have to have adventures and fall in love again. You have to have kids so you can live forever through them.”

      Tyler’s words filled my mind with such vivid detail that it was like I could hear him then and there. I turned around, expecting to see him. But there was just a group of teenagers, looking at something on their phones.

      “Come on, Mummy. We’ll miss the train.” Ty slipped his hand inside mine, soft and warm. I smiled down at him, picking up my step again to catch up to Jude who was smiling with eyes touched with concern. He placed his hand on the small of my back.

      “He makes you smile, sweetheart. Go for it.”

      “Are you OK?” Jude asked, standing next to me on the platform. “You look a little pale.”

      “I’m fine. Just a little tired.” I couldn’t really tell him that the world had suddenly gotten brighter and my late husband was talking to me. He’d think I was crazy.

      It felt crazy. Living without someone. Feeling them around. Seeing them and sometimes hearing them. It certainly was a cruel trick of the mind.

      “Would you like me to get you a coffee? I think we have enough time before the train arrives.”

      Reaching out, I stopped him from moving away by taking his hand. “No. Just stay here. I’ll be fine.” The grip of his hand tightened around mine. I took comfort in it, felt the warmth as it made its way up my arm and settled softly against my heart. It was OK to want this. It was OK to try and be happy again.
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      “He’s exhausted,” Jude whispered, carrying Ty who was passed out on his shoulder. Going to the zoo was exciting enough for a small boy, but add to that two trains and a ferry ride, and you had the perfect sleep cocktail—absolutely no energy left at the end of it.

      “His room is down here.” I led Jude down the hall to the third door on the right, a nameplate saying ‘Tyler Jnr’ adorning it at eye level.

      Quickly kicking toys out of the way, I pulled the blankets down and flicked on his world globe night light. Jude leaned forward and placed Ty in amongst his sheets, pulling them up to cover his small body. “Night, buddy,” he whispered, gently patting his head.

      I leaned down and kissed Ty on the forehead. “Good night, my little golden boy,” I told him.

      When we made it back to the living area, Jude stopped and leaned against the kitchen bench. “Today was pretty great. Thanks for inviting me along.”

      “I’m glad you could come. But, you don’t have to go just yet. I do have that bottle of wine you brought around on Friday. We never drank it.”

      I turned around to get some glasses, feeling light on my feet after a fantastic day that felt so much brighter than any day had been in such a long time. I didn’t want it to end. I didn’t want to be alone. I didn’t want him to leave. I wanted him to stay. Please stay.

      “I want to tell you something first. And if, when I’m finished, you feel like you want to tell me something, I’d like to listen. Does that sound fair?”

      I nodded then gulped, placing the glasses on the bench before placing my hands flat against the granite. My heart thumped against my chest. What was he going to say? Was he going to tell me that he didn’t want to be anything more than friends? Was he going to say that being with a single mother was too much for him? He’d seemed fine all day, happy even. Why was he suddenly so serious?

      “I’ve told you that my stepmother brought us to Australia because of my father’s problems. But what I haven’t told you is why he had those problems. You see, he had been a wonderful father. He doted on my mother and he adored my brother and me. I couldn’t have asked for a more textbook experience of growing up in a loving house. But, when I was nine, my mother was diagnosed with intrauterine cancer. It was untreatable, and she died a short time later. My father fell apart. He just wasn’t himself without her. Drinking was the only thing that seemed to interest him, and my brother and I, although we had also lost her, were forced to grow up very quickly and look after ourselves.

      “Within a year, he remarried—not for love. I think he choose Cherie because she looked a little like my mum and he wanted someone to look after his sons. Then she fell pregnant and everything spiralled out of control. You see, he’d moved on too quickly, didn’t deal with his grief. He just locked it all up inside until it turned him into the disgruntled person he became.”

      “That must have been hard,” I said, my voice quiet as the pit in my stomach tightened.

      “It was. We weren’t even allowed to talk about her. And we needed to talk about her, needed to remember everything that was good about her.” He wiped his hand over his face, frowning. “I might be making a mess of this. I’m trying to make a point.”

      “No. I get it,” I responded before he could continue.

      “You do?”

      Pressing my fingers against the base of one wine glass, I slid it away from me. Then I did the same with the other. We wouldn’t need them tonight after all.

      “I do. So why don’t you just ask the question you want the answer to?”

      I met his eyes. The light happiness of the day left me as the word ‘widower’ felt like it was being stamped across my forehead.

      “It isn’t just one question. There’s something happening here, between you and me. And I want that very much. But there is a little boy involved.”

      “Are you saying that I’m not taking him into consideration?” I snapped. I was getting defensive. He was confronting me about Tyler and also acting as though he knew what was best for my son. My teeth pressed together, causing my jaw to ache.

      “No. I’m not saying that at all. I just...” He paused and looked at the ceiling. “I’m doing a terrible job here,” he muttered, shaking his head a little.

      “Then just spit it out, Jude. Exactly what is it? Do you have a problem with the fact I have a son? Or do you have a problem with the fact that my husband died? Because that’s where all this is coming from, right? You figured out that I’m a widow. Now I’m damaged goods and anything with me would be a big deal.”

      “No. That’s not what I’m saying at all. I was simply telling you that story so you could understand my perspective.”

      “Your perspective sounds a lot like someone who doesn’t want to get involved with a widow.”

      “That comment couldn’t be any further from the truth. I do want something with you, Sarah. I simply want you to be sure that you want something with me. Before this goes any further. And I want you to tell me about him.”

      I took a step back, heat rising to my cheeks, my chest growing tighter. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to be a Band-Aid to help you forget.”

      “Can’t we just...wait? See how things go before...” I choked up, needing to force myself to swallow the lump in my throat before I could even think about continuing.

      “That’s what I thought,” Jude said, standing up straighter. “You’re not ready.”

      “Jude.”

      “Listen, Sarah. I like you. A lot. A ridiculous amount, actually. So when you’re ready, you know where I am.” He was backing away, his eyes struggling to keep level with mine, his shoulders slouching a little even though his spine was stiff.

      “Jude.”

      “And I’m not a big dater, so odds are, I’ll be single for a very long time, so there’s no pressure from me. But when you come to me, well, if you come to me, I want you to come to me because you’re ready to have a...er...a relationship. Because that’s what I want with you, Sarah. I don’t want to be your friend. I don’t want to be the salve to your wounds. I want to be me, to you. But I only want that when you’re ready. Does that make sense?”

      No. It didn’t make sense.

      It felt like he was running away. It felt like he’d realised I had lost my husband and didn’t want to deal with it until I was completely ‘over it’. But I would never be ‘over it’. He either accepted that, or he didn’t.

      I let out my breath. “It doesn’t make sense to me at all, actually. If I wasn’t ready, you wouldn’t be standing here and I wouldn’t be offering you wine to entice you to stay longer.”

      “That’s not what I mean. I want you to be ready to talk about him. Like, what happened to him? How long were you together? Did Ty know his father?”

      “You want me to relive my pain? I hate to break this to you, Jude, but I relive it every day. Talking to you about it isn’t going to change the fact that he’s dead and it’s not going to make you feel better about losing your mother, or your father becoming an alcoholic or whatever the hell you think dragging out my emotions is going to do for you. We’re supposed to ask each other about things that aren’t common: ‘What happened to your kid’s father’ is the most common question of them all.”

      “I’m choosing not to take offense to that because you’re getting upset and I’m obviously not explaining myself properly.”

      “No. You aren’t.” I folded my arms across my chest, watching him go through his confused movements—the shrugging, the head nodding, the muttering. He was a man with quirks, and I liked his quirks. I didn’t want him to walk away. But he was pushing and I didn’t want to share Tyler with him either, not yet, anyway. My love for Tyler was something I wanted to keep all to myself, held close to my heart in clenched fists. Perhaps that was the problem.

      “I should go. Thank you for a lovely day, Sarah. I really do hope we can do it again sometime…when you’re ready.”

      I turned my head as if slapped then closed my eyes, staying in the kitchen as I waited for him to turn to walk away. He got about three steps before I opened my eyes and called out, “How long did you know?”

      He stopped then faced me. “Since that first day at the park when Ty told me his full name. I could see it written all over your face.”

      My arms tightened around my body as I looked away, nodding slightly. Of course he’d worked it out. I carried my grief on my sleeve, flinched openly to any sort of reference toward Ty’s father. It would have been obvious, but he’d wanted to spend time with me anyway—what did that say about him?

      I was too conflicted in that moment to focus on anything besides the fact that he was leaving. He was leaving because I didn’t want to talk about Tyler, didn’t want to open my heart and cry over all the broken pieces. He obviously wanted more than I could give. Which, I suppose, meant that he was right; I wasn’t ready at all.

      Jude waited, standing in front of me with his hands in his pockets and his eyes studying my expression. I suppose he was hoping I’d start talking, start pouring out my sorrows so he could listen and feel more sorry for me. Perhaps he’d even nod his head and liken my loss to his, telling me he understood. But I didn’t want his understanding. I wanted him here because that’s when I could forget. Around him, I felt better.

      Perhaps I was using him as a Band-Aid.

      “Well, you know where to find me,” he said finally, his voice soft but edged with disappointment.

      I nodded, my lips pulled tight as I watched him leave the apartment. Each step he took pulled a little at the pit that had formed in my stomach. His name sat on the tip of my tongue. I wanted to call him back, rewind time a little and end things on a happy note when I actually saw some kind of hope in my future. But when the door clicked shut and he was gone, I clutched my hand to my chest, struggling to breathe as the loneliness crept back in.

      Everywhere I looked, Tyler was there. Now Jude was too. I pressed the heel of my palms against my eyes, breathing so I didn’t burst into tears. Damn you, Jude. Damn you, Tyler. I was tired of being alone. I was tired of feeling hurt. I was just so bloody tired.

      And I was lonely. Alone.

      So alone.

      I don’t want to keep feeling this way.
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      I never should have let things with Sarah get this far.

      My vision has been blurry and my scans are showing more lesions in my brain. I can feel another relapse creeping in and pressing at my ribs. It’s barely been a month since the last one.

      Things are getting worse even faster than I expected, and it’s only a matter of time before I start losing my ability to function independently.

      I can’t do it to her anymore. I can’t keep her in my life knowing where this is going. I can’t keep falling deeper, knowing that she is too. I can’t keep fooling myself. I can’t keep lying to her. But I can’t seem to stop either.

      I love her. I love her so much that I don’t want to walk away. Not yet.

      Loving me will break her. Loving her will damn my soul.

      I’m going to go to hell for this.
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      GROCERIES BE DAMNED. I was going out for a change. Ever since Jude left that night, I’d been thinking about what he’d said, especially the part about being my Band-Aid. And maybe it was true. I liked Jude because, when he was around, I didn’t feel sad anymore. If that made him a Band-Aid, then I suppose he was. Although, I didn’t see it that way. Spending time with him wasn’t hiding my sadness; it was alleviating it. It wasn’t until I met him that I realised I didn’t want it anymore. I didn’t want the weight of it on my body. I’d been wrapped in a thick blanket of it for long enough.

      I loved Tyler. Loved him with every single fibre of my being. Our love made a beautiful boy who I enjoyed every day. Our love taught me compassion. It taught me how to fight. And it taught me how to be selfless. But it didn’t teach me how to live without him. Even though I knew his illness would take his life, I wasn’t prepared for what would happen when it was all over.

      In January, he’ll have been gone for five years. For five years, I’d held on to him so hard that I hadn’t wanted to move on. I was happy that way, swimming in my grief. The idea of moving on felt like a dirty word. In all honesty, I’d convinced myself that Tyler was it for me. Then fate stepped in.

      How could it be anything but fate? I sat in the exact spot where fate intervened in my life the first time, throwing Tyler and me together for the emotional roller coaster our life together was. Then, exactly six years later, it did the same again. Another piece of gum. Another man. But the same result—two people forced into each other’s orbit.

      The events were too similar and too perfectly timed to be pure coincidence. Call me crazy, but what else could it be? I didn’t believe in ghosts and I didn’t believe in God. It had to be fate. It had stepped in and forced me to pay attention to two different men at two different times in my life. How cruel to then take both men away from me. I didn’t feel ready to be outside of Jude’s orbit, but I also didn’t see how I could be in it. I had never been able to speak about Tyler without breaking down. It’s why I avoided talking about him unless it was with someone who knew him like Susan or Janesa. How could he expect me to share that with him? How could I sit there and tell a man I was interested in about the heartache I felt after losing the man I’d loved so deeply. It would destroy anything between us before we even started; especially when he realised there was no way I could love another man with that same intensity. He’d feel like a consolation prize. Talking about it wasn’t fair to either of us.

      While I didn’t understand Jude’s father turning away from his children and allowing his grief to consume him, I did understand him not wanting to speak about the loss of his wife. Sometimes, it felt impossible to even think their name, let alone say it out loud.

      As I pressed my lips together after applying lipstick, I decided that fate needed to stop messing around in my life and go take a flying leap off a very high bridge. I was angry at it. So angry with it for taking Tyler, plunging me into the depths of grief. So angry with it for showing me Jude, who’d grown up with a father destroyed by his grief. What was the lesson there? That I had no hope of being happy and should therefore give up and drink myself into oblivion? Why did fate have to make everything so damn hard?

      I had started to have feelings again. I had started to smile again. I was working through things. I actually wanted to be with someone again. I wanted to be Sarah the woman for a change instead of Sarah the widow. Was that so wrong?

      I sighed, fluffing my hair in the mirror, checking over my appearance. On my lunch break, I’d gone shopping and bought a dress from a store that was far too young for me. It hugged my body, accentuating every curve. I looked good, but inside, my heart and soul was a mess.

      So, I was going out. I had a plan to go out and drink and dance and have all that mess spill from my mind and slide right off my body. I didn’t want it anymore. I didn’t want any of it.

      I didn’t want to sit around the apartment feeling sad.

      I didn’t want to be forced to talk about my dead husband.

      I didn’t want to have my chest ache so much that I thought it might cave in.

      I didn’t want to feel like shit anymore.

      I’d. Had. Enough.

      I just wanted to be me. Me. I wanted to be Sarah. I wanted to have fun. I wanted to remember who I used to be.

      Before.

      That girl who had an opinion on everything. That girl who had her whole life ahead of her. That girl who had hope. I wanted to be her again.

      I called a cab and went to a nightclub that had been a favourite back in my uni days. I went alone. There wasn’t anyone I could do this with anymore; they were all grown up and married, having kids. They were at the beginning of it, and at twenty-seven, I was on the other side. Talk about having your life fly by too fast. I blinked and all the best parts were over.

      As I stood in the line, I began to feel self-conscious. I was surrounded by eighteen-year-olds. They looked so much younger than I remembered and much surlier than even I remembered being. I felt like I was standing in line with a bunch of girls waiting to get a HPV vaccination. It didn’t seem like anyone was planning to have any fun at all. What was wrong with kids these days?

      My hand flew up to cover my mouth, even though I didn’t speak. Did I seriously just think that?

      Looking up and down the line, I shook my head at myself, laughing at the absurdity of this plan. Who was I kidding? A night club wasn’t the place I’d find myself in.

      Stepping out of the line, I walked in the direction of the train station, planning to catch a cab there and just go back home. Some young guys told me to get my ‘fine arse back in line’, but I ignored them and continued on. I wasn’t in the mood to humiliate myself, which was exactly what I was doing. So stupid.

      Twenty minutes in that line made me realise that eating ice cream out of the tub while drinking wine straight from the bottle was a perfect Friday night. I think I was OK with that version of me.

      Just as I’d resigned myself to a lifetime of stretchy pants and rom-coms, I heard some decent-sounding music coming out of a hipster-looking bar. I’d never been in a place that cool and decided that since I’d gone to all the effort of getting dressed up, I might as well do something with it.

      Inside, I found men with perfectly shaped beards and women with winged eyeliner, dark lips, and tattooed arms. It was like another world, but in a good way. On the wall were bottles of whiskey. As many different types as you could think of. And there were the normal-looking people there too, but I didn't feel so stuck-out-like-a-sore-thumb different there. I liked it.

      Taking a seat near at the bar, I picked up a menu and played with my earring as I perused the different whiskey-based cocktails. “You waiting for someone?” the guy behind the bar asked. He was a blond, with perfectly coiffed hair, a full beard, and those stretcher things in his ears. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a white T-shirt with a black vest on top of it.

      “No. Just...checking things out, I guess.”

      He smiled. It made the points of his beard tilt upward. “It’s a great place to check out. Are you familiar with any of the drinks here?”

      “I honestly have no idea. I don’t think I’ve ever tried whiskey.”

      “Whoa. Don’t let anyone else in here hear you say that.” When he laughed, his blue eyes sparkled. “How about I start you out with something mild?”

      I agreed and handed over my debit card. He selected a bottle from the shelf, pouring it into a large glass with a ballooned shape. The amber liquid looked like a tiny splash inside it.

      “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll be keeping an eye out for you.”

      “Why? Because I’m here alone?”

      He nodded. “Pretty girls shouldn’t be out drinking alone.”

      I should have summoned the feminist in me and argued that pretty girls should be able to do whatever they wanted. But his words catapulted me back in time to when Tyler had helped me home after breaking my ankle.

      “This isn’t really the safest place for pretty girls to live alone.”

      I let out a laugh as he brought me my pain pills and some water. “Is that a line?”

      He held out the glass for me to take. “I don’t need lines, Sarah,” he said softly, as he placed the pills in my hand, his fingertips brushing along my palm. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m already alone with you in your apartment—anything could happen.”

      I smiled at the memory, downed the whiskey, then ordered another. That one arrived with a warning from the young bartender not to drink them too fast. I was supposed to sip it, apparently.

      Turning on my bar stool, I surveyed the dimly lit bar. There were couples huddled together, couples flirting. Groups of singles laughing, and then there was me, sipping whiskey alone.

      “Want to tell me why you decided to come out all by yourself? You don’t seem like you’re on the hunt,” the bartender asked during a quiet moment.

      “On the hunt?”

      “You know, like those two.” He nodded his head toward a couple who were obviously flirting with each other. The sexual tension between them was crazy.

      “Oh, no. No. I’m not on the hunt. I’m just...reclaiming my life, I guess.” I took a sip of the whiskey, feeling like the grown-up Sarah I’d always imagined I’d be.

      Back in high school, I’d always sworn to never be boring or normal. I was going to do exciting things—the kinds of things I saw the beautiful people doing on TV. I’d hold dinner parties where only the smartest people were invited. We’d eat gourmet food and have scintillating conversations where I’d undoubtedly make an uproariously funny joke and everyone would leave, still smiling at my wit. And they’d talk about how wonderful my parties were for weeks after each one was done, begging me for the date of my next one.

      Swirling the liquid in the glass, I watched the tiny tornado it created, smiling at trite fancies of a teenage girl who had no idea what the world was like outside her little country town.

      “You’re learning,” the bartender commented, watching me.

      “There’s life in this old girl yet,” I joked.

      “You don’t seem that old. I wouldn’t peg you past twenty-five.”

      “Close. Twenty-seven.”

      He somehow managed to wince and smile at the same time. “I won’t tell you my age then.”

      “Why would it matter? Oh, unless of course you’re flirting with me.”

      He laughed and his cheeks pinked up. “I might be. I might also just be doing my job. But we’ll just have to wait and see.” He winked.

      “Ha.” The single sound popped out of my mouth and I sipped away the last of my whiskey. “There isn’t very much in these things.”

      “I’ll make you something with a mixer this time.”

      Taking my debit card for the third time, he made me a whiskey sour and set it in front of me. It was served in an old-fashioned champagne glass. “Fancy,” I said, slipping my card back into my purse.

      Smiling, he leaned on the bar in front of me, his forearms looking taut with various black and grey tattoo designs on them. I pegged him in his early twenties. He had that cockiness about him that twenty-year-olds seemed to have.

      “So, what are you reclaiming your life from? Breakup? Divorce?”

      “I’m widowed,” I responded, the answer surprising me as it fell straight from my lips without catching in my throat. I didn’t know if it was the alcohol relaxing me or if I really was ready to talk about it, but I was secretly pleased with myself. I had been so vehemently opposed to telling anyone about him, that I had no idea I could. Before now, I had barely been able to think about him without choking up. But then, I’d been doing that a lot lately too. I’d been thinking about Tyler yet I hadn’t been crying. I’d been feeling guilty for loving him while wanting Jude. But I hadn’t been crying.

      Huh. That was interesting.

      The bartender looked a little taken aback. “What happened?” he asked before apologising for being nosey.

      “It’s fine,” I said, testing this newfound ability of mine. “He had MS and he took his own life when the pain got too much for him.” I cannot believe that just came out of my mouth. Was I high?

      “Oh my God,” he said, leaning forward to hear me better. “Did you know that he was planning to?”

      I was so shocked that I was able to talk about this to a stranger no less that I just kept going. “Yes. He didn’t want to lose complete control of his body.”

      He stood there, watching me carefully, that look of pity that people get slowly taking over his face. “That must have been really hard for you.”

      “I just wish there had been another way, you know? Like how in the movies there can be these miracle drugs or experimental surgeries that make everything suddenly OK. He suffered so much.”

      “How long were you with him?”

      “A little over a year.”

      He was leaning in his elbows at this point. “And how long ago did he die?”

      “Almost five years. It still feels like yesterday.”

      “Sounds like you’re still really hurting.”

      “I don’t want to. But it’s hard to let go. I get the logistics of it, I get that you’re supposed to pack up their things and say goodbye properly. But that feels a lot like erasing a memory to me.”

      He opened his mouth to say something but I stopped him and stood up. “I’m sorry, I have to go. I should really be having this conversation with someone else.”

      The bartender pulled his head back, looking a little dumbfounded. But it wasn’t his sympathy I was after. I wasn’t after sympathy at all. I’d had enough of that to last me a thousand lifetimes. What I wanted, no, needed, was to be talking to the one man who helped put a little colour back into my world again—the man who made my heart want to beat again. I needed to talk to Jude. I didn’t want to lose him.

      I was ready.
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      Jude opened the door about ten seconds after I knocked. He was wearing pyjama bottoms, a faded black cotton T-shirt and he had his glasses in his hands.

      “His name was Tyler. He died at twenty-two after a long battle with MS. I helped him go and I hate that that’s how things ended. I especially hate that he died not knowing he was going to be a father. And you’re not a Band-Aid, Jude. You’re a reason.”

      “I think you should come inside,” he said, sliding his glasses on before looking at me. His eyes almost bugged out of his head when he caught a clear sight of my skin-tight dress. “Have you been out somewhere, drinking?”

      “Yes,” I admitted. “But I’m not drunk. And I didn’t go out to pick up, I just...wanted to be Sarah for a few hours.”

      “And this is Sarah?” His hand gestured toward my dress and heels.

      “No. This is someone trying to be something they aren’t anymore.”

      “Who are you now?”

      “I’m a mother. I’m a widow. I’m a woman knocking on a man’s door in the middle of the night because I want to add happy to the list of things I am. You make me want to be happy, Jude. That’s a really big deal for me.” I paused, expecting him to say something. But when he didn’t, my nerves flared and I continued on, needing to convince him to give me a chance. “I went out tonight, trying to prove that I could be the girl I used to be. I thought that if I could find her then maybe I could find that strength I once had to tell fate to fuck off; I’m in control of my life. But that’s not really how it works, is it? When you meet someone, and you connect with them, you can’t turn around and decide you don’t want that anymore because you’re scared, right? Because when you’re apart you feel like there’s something really important missing. That’s how I feel right now, Jude. I don’t want to be Sarah on my own. I want to be Sarah and Jude. So here I am. I’ll answer any question you want to ask.”

      “You want to be Sarah and Jude?” His voice was calm, giving me no real idea what was going through his mind after I vomited words all over him.

      I nodded quickly. “Yes. If you still want that, of course.”

      He lifted his head in thoughtful acknowledgement then turned and moved into his kitchen, switching on the kettle.

      I followed behind him, my heart thumping like a horse galloping across my ribcage. Why wasn’t he saying anything? Had he already changed his mind about me? Should I just leave and forget this whole thing? The longer the quiet dragged on, the more foolish I began to feel. I took a moment to look around his apartment as a means to calm down so I didn’t turn around and run. It was much smaller than mine, with the lounge room pressing right up against the tiny kitchen. He had it filled with bookcases overflowing with books. There was a couch, a lamp, a coffee table, and a TV. That was it.

      “How am I a reason?” he asked finally as he took two mugs out of his cupboard and set them down. My head snapped back to attention, and I stepped a little closer, placing my hands on the edge of his bench top while he prepared the coffee. He didn’t have to ask how I took mine because he’d already figured it out from our previous interactions. I don’t know why, but watching the simple movement, knowing he’d been quietly paying attention to me, calmed my racing heart.

      I took a deep breath, ready to explain whatever he needed. “I’ve been mourning for so long. Even before Tyler died, I was in mourning. Knowing it was going to come didn’t make it any easier. It made it so much harder because I felt responsible. I should have convinced him to hold on, just a little more...”

      He handed me the mug of steaming coffee and we sat together on his dark brown leather sofa, our knees facing each other. He didn’t say anything, he just waited for me to keep talking. For once, I actually wanted to. It felt surprisingly good to be getting this stuff out of my head. It felt good to be calm while doing it. I knew that Jude was the reason I was able to do that. Something about my developing relationship with him gave me the strength I needed to start healing.

      “I know that the end still would have been the same,” I continued. “He only had suffering ahead of him and I helped him have the tiniest shred of control over something that had taken everything from him. I know that, understand it even. But it still feels so heavy on my shoulders. I feel like I’ve been drifting through life counting days, counting anniversaries, honouring his memory by doing some of the things he couldn’t with the money he left us. But nothing was changing. I wasn’t coming out of the cloud of grief I’d found myself in. Until you stepped on my gum and became the reason I stopped being so damn sad all the time. Every time I saw you or spent time with you, I’d forget to be sad. And then somewhere along the way, the sadness stopped coming back and I started to feel more like me again.”

      I looked at him, thinking that surely he’d say something at that point, but he just took a sip of his drink and waited for more. My nerves returned, and I wondered if maybe my explanation wasn’t going to be enough. Maybe he’d given it so much thought over the last week that he’d decided that dating a widowed woman with a child would be too hard for him. Maybe I wasn’t explaining myself properly… Was I not saying the words he needed to hear?

      “I know that sounds like you were a Band-Aid.” I tried again. “But a Band-Aid is something that covers up the pain. And you haven’t been that for me. You’ve made me want to smile again, to laugh, to...well, feel something more than sorrow and loss. I want this. Whatever this thing is between us. And I know that I have Ty to consider in this scenario and I want you to know that I’m not looking for you to be the stand-in dad. I don’t want that at all. But I’d like you to be the friend you have been to him. And with me? I was hoping you’d like to be something more.”

      Sitting forward, he placed his mug on the coffee table before taking mine and doing the same. Then he removed his glasses, leaned in, and kissed me. It tasted of the coffee he’d been drinking mixed with the whiskey I’d had earlier, his tongue far more sure of its movement than Jude seemed as a man. The butterflies in my stomach rose with full force—wide awake and excited.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. He was a smart man with a confident mouth. I found that sexy as hell as I lost myself to the kiss, felt myself sink into his arms, enjoying every nuanced movement. In that moment, I felt happy. I felt something close to whole again.

      And Jude Baker, with his quiet strength, his determined, intelligent mind, and beautiful presence, was my reason. He was my reason.
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      THE NEXT MORNING, a dull whiskey-induced headache roused me. I hadn’t drunk a huge amount, but alcohol mixed with a lack of sleep caused a solid hammering on the inside of my head. It was worth it though, because sitting up till the early hours of the morning talking with Jude had been wonderful. You could throw any topic at him and have an hour-long conversation about it. He could make the manufacturing of a cardboard toilet roll sound interesting. I didn’t know if it was the accent, or just him. But I knew that I could listen to him all day and all night. I was slightly infatuated.

      I trudged to the kitchen and pulled two headache pills out of the cabinet above the fridge and swallowed them with a large glass of cold water. It was only then that I thought of Tyler, or more so the absence of him. And it didn’t feel like the brick wall slamming into me that it had a couple of months before. I still missed him, but I wasn’t overwhelmed by the constant pain. Like my headache, the ache in my heart had dulled to a subtle throb.

      Walking into Tyler’s room, I sat on his bed and pulled out the journal, running my hand over the worn leather cover. I’d seen it so many times, read every word, studied every drawing, every list too many times to count. It was as if his essence lived inside it; it smelled of him when I lifted it to my nose, and it brought him to life whenever I gazed upon its pages.

      Opening it, I flipped through to the end when his handwriting started to get shaky and his entries a lot shorter. On one particular day, he’d left the date blank and in bold writing in the centre of the page, he’d written ‘When I’m gone’ and underlined it like it was the start of one of his lists. Beneath it, it said only one thing: ‘Fall in love again.’ It had hurt me too much to read those words before now. I had been skipping over them, knowing they were there but refusing to look. But I was ready to see them now. I looked at the page, studied each letter in each word and the way he’d written each letter over and over again on top of itself so the words looked thick and stood out on the back of the page.

      I ran my hand over the paper, noticing a slight yellowing stain from where a drop had landed. A tear perhaps? Was it Tyler’s, or was it mine?

      Releasing my breath slowly, I held the journal against my chest. “Is this really what you want, Tyler?”

      I swore I heard his voice say, “I just want to see you smiling again, sweetheart.”

      “I’m trying,” I breathed, lowering the journal to my lap and closing it reverently before taking it and tucking it into the wardrobe in my room, giving it a new home. Then I went to the storage cupboard and pulled out a pile of flattened boxes. It was time to pack away Tyler’s things. He didn’t need them anymore. I didn’t either. Tyler would live forever in my heart, and packing away his things didn’t change that. I didn’t need to keep an entire room dedicated to him any longer. It was time.

      [image: ]

      “What are you doing?” Looking up, I found Susan standing in the doorway, a wide-eyed expression on her face as she slowly took in the room. Had she been in here since they took him away? I didn’t think so.

      I took a moment before I answered her. I honestly hadn’t thought about how my doing this would affect her. “I thought it was time to put some of his things away.”

      “Mummy!” Ty came barrelling into the room, jumping on the end of the bed before tumbling off and landing on the floor next to me, giggling. I grabbed him and hugged him tight.

      “How is my little golden boy?”

      “Good.” He twisted in my arms and looked inside the box I was filling with various items from Tyler’s drawers. “What’s this stuff?”

      “Things from your daddy’s drawers. There’s some key rings from the places he went. These are the gloves he wore when he went dirt biking.”

      “Dirt biking?” Ty asked, picking up the gloves and sliding his little hand inside, wriggling his fingers out of the holes. “What’s that?”

      “Kind of like motorbikes that you can drive through dirt and mud. They go over little hills and jump in the air.”

      “My daddy did that?”

      “Your daddy did a lot of things,” I told him, pressing a kiss to his head.

      “Look, Nanny,” Ty said, showing her his fingers wriggling in the gloves. He giggled and she smiled at him. Then she crouched down in front of me and placed her hands on either side of the box.

      “These need to stay here. Everything there is to know about Tyler is in this room. You can’t just pack him away and deprive your son of the chance to get to know his father.”

      She lifted the box and put it on top of the drawers I’d been emptying.

      My eyes went wide. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Then what were you doing?” she snapped, putting things back where they were, obviously distressed that I’d moved them.

      “I was only going to put them in boxes, then…maybe put them in storage. I don’t know. I just needed to do something. I can’t keep this shrine to him in my house, it’s not healthy.”

      “His house,” she spat at me. “His apartment. This is only yours because it was his first and I allowed it.”

      “Susan,” I gasped, taken aback by her reaction. We’d been through so much together over the years, that her anger…her venom surprised me.

      “Just leave. I need to fix this,” she said, her hands shaking.

      She was out of line. It was my home. It was my name on the title. I wanted to tell her that. I wanted to snap back and set her mind straight. But I didn’t. I didn’t want to fight with her about her son—a son she was so obviously still grieving. Yes, he was my husband. Yes, it was my apartment. But I was finding that better place we’d talked about a couple of months before. For once, my emotions weren’t as torn up and raw. Susan was still caught in the thick of it. Despite being offended, I could understand that.

      After a calming breath, I stood up and put my hands on Ty’s shoulders. “Let’s go and see if there’s something cool on TV,” I told him, guiding him out of the room so he didn’t have to witness the breakdown I could see coming.

      “What’s wrong with Nanny? Is she sad?” he asked when I closed the door.

      “She’s OK, buddy. She just needs a minute. Your daddy was her son and she loved him very much. I probably should have let her know that I wanted to pack Daddy’s things away.”

      “Why were you packing them away?”

      “Because he doesn’t need them anymore.”

      “Oh. OK. Can we watch Power Rangers?”

      [image: ]

      “Can I speak with you?” Susan stood at the door of Tyler’s bedroom, her eyes red-rimmed and glassy.

      “Of course,” I said softly, giving Ty a kiss on the head and asking him to be good and keep watching TV. Then I gestured for Susan to follow me into the garden. It provided us with a little privacy but I was still able to keep an eye on Ty.

      “I’ve put everything back where it was,” she said the moment I slid the glass door closed.

      “OK.” I folded my arms across my chest protectively.

      “I don’t understand why you suddenly want to pack everything away.”

      “Because it’s been almost five years since he died. I just thought it was time. And I apologise for not talking to you about it first. That was selfish of me. He was your son. I understand how much of a loss that has been for you.”

      “No. You don’t. You still have your son. You lost a husband, Sarah. That hurts but you can fall in love, you can marry again. Losing a child...” Her voice cracked. “I can’t just replace him.”

      “I don’t want to replace him either.” I tried to keep my voice even. Her words were hurting me but I still didn’t want to fight. This wasn’t a competition about who felt Tyler’s loss the most because there were no winners there.

      “That’s not how Ty tells it. He’s been talking about a man you’ve been seeing. Jude. Isn’t that the man you punched in the nose?”

      “Yes.” I looked down at my feet. I’d never considered that Ty would tell Susan about the time we’d spent with Jude. It wasn’t that Jude was some big secret, I simply hadn’t been telegraphing his involvement. I hadn’t been certain he’d become a part of us until last night.

      “So, you’ve met some new man and all of a sudden you’ve stopped grieving my son? You want to pack him away? Forget he existed?” Her voice pitched. I could see her distress; her emotions were still so raw. It hurt my heart, and because I’d been feeling like that too, I saw the same emotions I’d experienced mirrored in her eyes. But now that the anguished pain had lessened, I didn’t want it back, and that in turn made me feel guilty. The whole situation felt impossible.

      “No, Susan. It’s just been five years. I thought it was time.” My voice grew small, I felt like a child who had overstepped the mark and was getting slapped on the hand as a result.

      “You thought. He was my son, Sarah. Mine. I knew what was going to happen to him long before you turned his head and took the last of everything he had.”

      I sucked in my breath, her words slapping into me. “Is that how you really feel?” My voice was hoarse with emotion, my eyes burning with angry tears.

      “What I feel right now is hurt and disappointed. I never expected this from you.”

      My mouth opened then closed again. I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t expected this from her either.

      “I’ll see myself out,” she said, turning on her heel and heading through the house. She stopped and hugged Ty on her way out. He seemed none the wiser and bounced twice on the couch before looking my way with a cheeky smile on his face. I smiled back, holding in my tears.

      I never thought someone—especially Susan—would be angry at me for wanting to move forward. I understood she was still hurting. I knew she’d never get her son back. But I wasn’t the one who took him from her. He made a choice. He fought bravely and when it got too hard, he made the choice. We made that choice together. It was a decision she was involved in and supported. It stung that she’d twisted the events and made me out to be some kind of leech who stole Tyler’s final months and then got rich off everything he owned. That wasn’t the case at all. I was upset she had that opinion of me, devastated that it came to light the moment it looked like I might find happiness again.

      Perhaps that was another part of the grieving process I wasn’t aware of. Bitterness. It was clear there were people who didn’t want you to stop grieving, people who would never let go of the sadness and would fight against you letting go of yours. It didn’t seem fair, and it felt even worse.

      Where in the world did I go from here?
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      I MANAGED TO hold it together until Ty went to bed; after that, I went into Tyler’s room and sat on the bed, tears flowing while I looked around at all his things put back in their rightful places. I cried because I missed him. I cried because the depth of my love for him was questioned. I cried because I felt stuck.

      I didn’t want to keep feeling this way. I didn’t want to be so hollow and lonely in my heart anymore.

      At some point during the whole feeling sorry for myself event, I must have cried myself to sleep, because I awoke to a dark room after a lucid dream, a memory of one of the last conversations I had with him.

      

      “This world is going to be shit without you, Tyler.”

      “Don’t talk like that, sweetheart,” he said slowly. “You have so long ahead of you, and you have to live it even better than before. You have to go out and have adventures and fall in love again and have kids so you can live forever.”

      “I don’t want any of that without you, Tyler. I want to stay right here, and I want you to haunt me and live with me forever as a ghost.”

      “Like that movie with Demi Moore?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But you can’t go, you have to stay with me.”

      “Only if you take up pottery and invite Whoopi Goldberg around so we can do it together,” he joked, and somehow, I laughed.

      “How can you make a joke about this? You promised to always come back to me. You have to haunt me.”

      “OK, sweetheart. I promise you that I’ll watch over you when I’m gone. But, you have to promise that you’ll go out in that world and live again. I don’t want you to mourn me forever.”

      “I can’t make that promise,” I whispered.

      “Then at least promise that you’ll try.”

      

      I had promised. The first year was a total blank. During the first few months when I spent every day in the pits of despair, I found out I was pregnant. Part of me felt wretched, tormented that Tyler would never know his child. The other part was cheerlessly overjoyed that I would have a part of Tyler to cherish forever. And then Ty arrived, and my life was exhausting adapting to being a single mum, still grieving the man I had loved so desperately. Sitting up alone at night with a colicky baby on my shoulder was a powerful reminder of the void Tyler’s absence left. But as Ty grew, I began to have moments of sunshine while learning his expressions, listening to his gabbling, receiving his baby kisses. Life found a new rhythm, one I’d thought would sustain me for the rest of my days. And I’d been doing my best to keep on living like he’d asked. But I’d been living life as a shell of the woman I used to be, and the ache I felt without him was indescribable. I didn’t think there’d ever be a day in my life that I didn’t hurt from his loss. But I’d finally come to a point where I didn’t feel so raw, so sliced open and exposed. Maybe it was selfish of me to feel relieved and hopeful. But I liked it. I liked being able to think about Tyler and smile instead of cry. I liked being able to spend time with Jude, talking and touching. I liked feeling something.

      Jude was nothing like Tyler. I couldn’t manage a connection with someone who reminded me of what I’d lost. But he was what I needed—wanted. And I hated that I’d been made to feel guilty about that. I hated that I was bullied back into this crying mess of a woman.

      I needed to move on. I needed to make a change. I couldn’t keep living with a ghost, because the ghost wasn’t him, it was just my memories mixing with my pain, refusing to let go.

      I needed to make a change.

      Sitting up, I wiped my hands over my face then got back to work. I rebuilt all the boxes Susan had broken down and packed everything back inside, taking my time to say goodbye to every single piece. Then I stacked it all up next to the front door for Susan. She could have it all. But I kept a single box of random items I thought Ty might want as he got older.

      When I was done, the sky was shifting from night to day. I sat in the empty room feeling so much lighter as the shadows shifted and brightened against the walls. When I heard Ty’s voice letting me know he was awake, I left the room, closing the door behind me and leaning up against it, a sense of relief washing over me. Now, it was just a room.

      Susan was going to hate me, but Tyler would have been proud. He never cared about material things anyway, only moments and memories. I have that in his journal. His whole heart is written down in that book. It was something I’d never part with. That journal and my own personal memories were all I needed.
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      “You seem exhausted,” Janesa said when we sat in the café section of a kids play centre. I had been too tired to run after being up most of the night and asked her to meet me there instead.

      “I am. I didn’t sleep much last night.”

      “Any reason you need to talk about?”

      The waiter brought over our coffees.

      “I packed up Tyler’s room,” I told her when he left.

      “Wow.” She sat back in her chair, the surprise evident on her face. I cut through the discomfort of the conversation by looking over to Ty who was sitting at the top of a slippery dip and rolling coloured balls down to Rosie who was squealing with delight as she tried to catch them.

      “What made you decide to pack everything away?”

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. “It’s been five years. Five. Years.”

      “I get it. And I think it’s a good thing.”

      “So do I. Susan, on the other hand…”

      “Didn’t go down so well?”

      “Not at all. She thinks I’m trying to erase him so I can fit Jude into my life.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?”

      “How can you even ask that?” The annoyance I’d felt with Susan once again flared up. Why did I have to defend myself?

      She held up her hands in a protective manner. “I’m just talking through it with you, Sarah. Personally, I’m excited about this. You’ve been a shadow of a woman for years. And lately, ever since you started mentioning Jude, you’ve started to...I don’t know, glow again. I’m seeing glimpses of your old self. And it’s good, really good. But you have to ask yourself, why now? Are things getting serious between you guys?”

      Picking up a packet of raw sugar, I flipped it between my fingers. “Things are just starting. We’ve kissed and we’ve talked. A lot.”

      “Kissed how? Like that peck you told me about, or proper tongue kissing?”

      I laughed, blushing all of a sudden. “The latter.”

      She grinned. “OK. This is good. It’s great, actually. You’re supposed to feel this way when a handsome British guy shows you some attention.”

      “I really like him. I never thought I’d even be able to look at a guy again after Tyler. But Jude came along and...” I sighed, shaking my head a little. “Every day just feels a little easier. I used to wake up to the sound of my heart breaking when I remembered Tyler was gone. But lately, it’s still broken, it’s just that the pain isn’t there. Does that make sense?” She nodded. “And I see how packing up Tyler’s room and starting something with Jude coincide. And yes, they’re related. But I didn’t pack up Tyler’s things because I’m suddenly over him and want to make room for Jude. I did it because I want to stop feeling so damn sad all the time. Turning my apartment from a shrine into a home is part of me healing and learning to live again.”

      Leaning forward, she rested her chin on her palm. “I think Tyler would be really proud of you. I never told you this before, but when we visited with him to say goodbye, you were all he talked about. He was so worried that you’d spend the rest of your life mourning him. He kept saying that he wanted to be the reason you smiled and he hated that he was making you sad. He wanted you to find love and happiness again. Even made us promise we’d make sure—not that anyone ever had a chance of making you do anything.” She laughed.

      A smile spread across my face, hearing his words were both heart-wrenching and life affirming. “God, I miss that man. I’d do anything to get him back.”

      “I know that. And I think you’ll find that Susan knows that too. Give her time, she’ll come around.”

      “I hope so.”
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      When we arrived home, Jude was standing against our door.

      “You blew me off last night,” he said once I was near. I had. I was supposed to call him when Ty had gone to bed so he could come down and have a late dinner with me, maybe watch a movie. But after my confrontation with Susan, I put my phone to silent and didn’t look at it again until the morning.

      Ty got excited at the sight of him and squealed before running at him and jumping into his arms.

      “Did you come to pway?” he asked as Jude lifted him off the ground.

      “I came to talk to your mum, actually.”

      Ty folded his arms. “That’s really bor-wing.”

      “Maybe we can play after?”

      “Do ya know how to play spat face?”

      Jude chuckled. “I can’t say that I do.”

      “I’ll show you. It’s fun.”

      Agreeing, Jude put him down when I unlocked the door, then turned his attention to me.

      “Give me a minute to set up a movie for him. Then we can talk.”

      He nodded and waited patiently while I prepared some fruit for Ty to snack on and switched on Finding Nemo.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him as soon as Ty was settled. “I know I should have called and I was going to as soon as I got home today. I just... A lot happened yesterday.”

      He turned and indicated all the boxes by the door. “I can see that. Are you moving?”

      “No. I packed up Tyler’s room.”

      His brow quirked. “It wasn’t for my sake, I hope.”

      “God, everyone keeps asking me that.” I lifted my hands, my head shaking. “No. It wasn’t for you. It was for me. For once in this whole horrible process I decided to do something that was just for me. Is that OK? Is it OK for me not to want to live with a shrine in my house anymore?”

      Seeing how exasperated I was, he caught my hand and held it in his. “I’m sorry. That was really arrogant of me.”

      I relaxed a little. “Yeah, it was.”

      Giving my arm a gentle tug, he drew me toward him until I was close enough to place my hands on his chest. I could feel the rise and fall of his breathing. It comforted me, calmed me. “I was worried you’d changed your mind about us,” he said, his voice softening.

      “Never.” I pressed a brief kiss against his lips—nothing too intense because there was a child around. “I backed out of last night because I was upset. My mother-in-law saw me packing everything away and lost it. She took over and unpacked it all then put it back where it was. She said some pretty nasty things, and questioned my love for Tyler. It really hurt.” I shrugged. “I was going to leave it all to keep the peace because I don’t want to fight with her when she’s been so good to Ty and me. But I realised I needed to pack his things away. I’m living in this apartment and there’s this room dedicated to someone who isn’t here to use it anymore. Tyler wouldn’t want that. He’d want me to turn it into a playroom for Ty with a climbing wall or a ball pit installed—something crazy and fun. So I sat up all night, sorted through his things, and packed them away. Susan is going to lose it. But at the end of the day, Tyler was my husband, we lived here in this apartment, and he left it all to me. I get to choose. Don’t you think?”

      He used the forefinger of his free hand to push his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “I think that you need to do whatever you feel is necessary in order to heal. No one, not even your mother-in-law, has the right to tell you what is right or wrong. I don’t want you to feel pressured in any way to speed up the process for my benefit or to slow it down for hers.”

      I grinned. “That was the most politically correct response I’ve ever heard.”

      He laughed. “It was. But it was the truth. Everyone grieves in his or her own way and time. And if you feel the need to pack his things away then that’s what you need. The least I can do is give you space to do that. But can I ask something of you?”

      “Anything.”

      “Next time we have plans and you can’t keep them for whatever reason, just text me to let me know. I get all these crazy scenarios of what might have happened to you swirling in my head.”

      My heart swelled a little at his response. He had every right to be angry with me for ditching him last night, and he’d let his ire go to be supportive of my needs instead. How in the world did I get this lucky? He was a special kind of someone.

      “I promise. And I’m sorry for worrying you, it won’t happen again.”

      “Thank you.” He pressed a soft kiss to my lips then smiled. “So tell me what this spat face game is that Ty wants to play.”

      I laughed. “It's Splat Face, and you’re going to be sorry you agreed to it. It involves whipped cream.”

      “I think one of my patients might have mentioned it during a session. It’s that one that slaps you in the face, isn’t it?”

      Covering my mouth to stifle my giggle, I nodded. “It is.”

      “Why on earth did you buy that for him?” Despite his words, he was amused.

      “I didn’t. Susan did. But it is fun.”

      His mouth pulled up a little on one corner and he pretended to push his sleeves up even though he was wearing a T-shirt. “OK. Let’s get this done.”

      So that’s how things went. We spent the afternoon playing board games with Ty, had dinner together, then curled up on the sofa and watched a movie. We made out a little as the night wore on and when it started to get late, he went home, leaving me with a grin plastered across my face. It was a direct contrast to how I’d felt a few weeks ago, when the quiet would press in, causing my loneliness to ache within my heart. Now I felt a sense of hope and a lightness in my heart that made me feel warm and look forward to feeling the multitude of emotions that falling for someone promised. The loneliness wasn’t there anymore, and I felt grateful to have Jude in my life.

      And like a very wise man once suggested, I would live each moment as it came and take one day at a time.
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      WITH MY LEGS stretched out in front of me, I dug my toes into white sand, feeling the heat of the sun warming me. Humming to myself contentedly, I surveyed the pristine beach, thinking to myself that this was paradise.

      A spray of cool water splashed across my chest.

      “Tyler!” I squealed, laughing as he dropped on the sand beside me.

      “Hey, sweetheart.” He planted a noisy kiss in the curve of my neck, causing me to giggle.

      “What are you, fifteen?”

      “Something like that,” he said, laughter in his voice, a smile on his face. I reached out and touched my fingers to his jaw, feeling the stubble pressing into my skin. His ice-blue eyes stared into mine, but at the same time they seemed so far away. In fact, I couldn’t even touch him anymore. He moved out of my reach.

      “Where are you going?” I called out, reaching for him, unable to grab anything but air. “Tyler. Come back.”

      “Relax, sweetheart,” Tyler said. “I always come back. Promise.”

      “But you don’t come back. You died, Tyler. You died and you left me all alone. There’s no coming back from that.”

      “I know. If I’m hurting you, tell me to go. Tell me to go, sweetheart, and I’ll walk away.” Even though he was giving me a choice, he was still fading. I couldn’t stop it.

      

      That’s when I woke up. My chest tight and my heart racing. I got out of bed, pacing the floor, my palms pressing together as I tried to bring my mind back to from the panic of the dream. I’d dreamt of Tyler many times since his death. Sometimes they were memories, and sometimes he was just a character in whatever play my sleeping mind staged. But this was the first time we both knew he was dead. It was the first time he insisted on leaving.

      I stopped pacing and put my palms against my eyes, trying to push against them to stop the tears that were burning against the backs of my eyes. My mind was an arsehole. I’d gone to bed feeling on top of the world after saying goodnight to Jude. Perhaps it was my guilt over packing up Tyler’s things when Susan was set against it, or the fact I was entertaining the idea of a future with another man. But my mind had chosen to taunt me, to dangle something my heart desired in front of me then tear it away even though I was screaming for it to stop.

      “Fucking arse. Fucking nightmares,” I muttered to myself, my breathing stuttering, my palms growing damp. “Just stop,” I gasped, my hands shifting to the sides of my head as I dropped my weight onto the edge of the bed. I didn’t want to hurt like this. It was exactly what I’d been trying to overcome.

      Tears dripped from the end of my nose as I stared at my feet. I didn’t want Tyler to leave me. I didn’t want to feel like he wasn’t around anymore. I didn’t want him to be gone at all. The idea of it felt like tiny claws against the walls of my heart.

      I wiped my nose against the back of my hand, sitting up straighter, sliding my hands against my thighs, concentrating on breathing. In. Out. In…

      Out.

      I didn’t want him to be gone at all.

      But that’s exactly what he was—he was gone. Tyler was dead. There wasn’t a thing I could do to change that. I could mourn him fiercely every day for the rest of my life and it still wouldn’t change a damn thing. He’d still be gone and I’d still be here, only more miserable.

      I ran my fingers through my messy curls then wiped my hands over my face, sighing into the quiet. Perhaps that nightmare wasn’t a nightmare at all. Perhaps it was a just a dream and my subconscious was agreeing with what my heart already knew. It was time to let Tyler’s spirit rest. It was time to let him go. I was exhausted from grieving, and he was tired too. He needed peace.

      Standing, I wrapped myself in my silk dressing gown, collected Tyler’s journal then padded out to the kitchen, turning the kettle on. There was no point in trying to sleep after that. Instead, I spent the early hours of the morning, drinking sweet tea and reading familiar words, taking some time to say a private goodbye to my first love.

      I knew I would never fully let him go. But I knew I could stop holding on so tight.

      [image: ]

      Feeling a little lighter as the day wore on, I begged off work early, needing to sit down and talk to Susan before it was time to take Ty home and get him fed and in bed. I had been a little worried that she wouldn’t want to help out by picking him up from preschool that afternoon because of our dispute over the weekend, but I needn’t have been concerned. She wasn’t going to give up her time with her grandson because she was annoyed with me.

      My heart felt jittery in my chest as I walked up the path that led to her front door. Susan lived the next suburb over, about a twenty-minute drive from our apartment. She had a quaint-looking federation-style home that had a veranda in the front and a small yard at the back that Ty loved to play in. She’d put a swing set and sand pit in, and it was there I could hear them talking about the construction of some great castle they were building.

      Entering via the side gate, I strolled past the manicured rose bushes and jasmine that grew on the fence, their sweet and musky scents mixing and entering my nose while the buzzing of bees filled my ears.

      “Hey you.” I held out my arms when Ty looked up and saw me. He grinned then ran to me, hugging me and covering me with sand all at the same time.

      “You’re early,” Susan commented.

      “I thought we could sit down and talk,” I suggested.

      Susan tilted her head toward the sliding door that lead inside. Ty went back to making his sand castle and I followed her into the house.

      “Drink?” she offered.

      “Tea, please.”

      I waited patiently, watching Ty playing from my vantage point at the circular dining table. Susan potted around the kitchen, looking as polished as she always did in a linen skirt and cotton blouse, a silk floral scarf tied neatly around her neck. She somehow managed flawless makeup and perfectly styled hair. Even in the weeks after Tyler passed, when the grief was all-encompassing, she’d still managed to keep herself looking put together. I never questioned it because I knew it was her way of coping. She’d grown used to hiding her pain over the years, always knowing that Tyler’s life was going to end when he decided it would. It was a tough burden for her to bear. I felt her loss as much as I felt mine. This conversation wasn’t going to be easy.

      She set the tea in front of me, along with a plate with six Iced VoVos on it, then took the seat to my right.

      “What is it you wanted to talk about?” she asked, her eyes on Ty. I could tell by the stiffness of her shoulders that she was still upset with me. I knew that the words I was about to say would make things worse between us.

      Squaring my shoulders, I bit the bullet. “I need to talk to you about Tyler’s things. I packed them away.”

      Her hands started shaking, the cup of tea held in them shifting from left to right. She gripped it tightly and set it on the table before the hot liquid could spill and pressed her palms against the wooden surface. “Why would you do that?”

      Suddenly, I didn’t feel so brave. I felt mean. Selfish. But I wasn’t going to back down this time. “Because I needed to. And before you say anything, I didn’t do it to hurt you. I wouldn’t dream of purposely hurting you.”

      “Then why are you? I thought I made my wishes clear.” Her eyes were glassy when they met mine, and my heart sunk a little. There was always a price to pay for what another viewed as selfishness. But sometimes, it had to be done for our own mental health.

      “Because my actions aren’t about you. They’re about me. I can’t keep living in a home with a crypt inside it. That’s what I really need you to understand, Susan. Tyler left his apartment to me. It’s my home and no matter how hard you’re hurting, you can’t tell me what to do in it. I have and still do appreciate every shred of support you give Ty and me, but that doesn’t give you the right to dictate what happens inside my home.”

      “I see,” she said curtly, staring directly into her tea. Susan had always been a pillar of strength, and I hated that my words were hurting her. I placed my hand over hers.

      “Please don’t be upset with me. I’ve done a lot of thinking lately, and I know in my heart that Tyler would have hated that we kept his room that way for so long. His last days were filled with him insisting we live on without him and there are mentions all through his journal. He didn’t want us to live this way; refusing to let him go. If anything, he wanted us to live for him. But instead, we stopped. I promised him I’d try, but I haven’t been trying at all. He was so full of life, Susan, and for us to sit back and refuse to experience all the joy that life has to bring is doing his memory a great disservice. It’s been five years. His ashes are coming back to us soon and it’s time we say goodbye and let him go. He deserves his memory to have that peace. We’ve been in mourning long enough.”

      As the words left my lips, I remembered our conversation from only a couple of months ago. I couldn’t even fathom a time when losing Tyler didn’t hurt like a thousand needles shot right through the heart, and I’d told her as much when she’d suggested that things would get better. But then my life changed. I found a reason to climb out of the abyss and back into the light and find my desire to experience true joy again.

      I wasn’t saying that Susan needed to find a good man to help her overcome her grief, but I did have hope that she’d find something to make her want to experience life again. I knew she just needed more time.

      “It does get better,” I assured her, giving her hand a light squeeze.

      Her lips quivered even though she was pressing them tightly in an attempt to keep them still. Slowly, she pulled her hand free, her eyes flashing when they met mine. “Don’t you tell me how long I should mourn my son. I carried that boy inside me. I fed him at my breast. I watched him grow and taught him to be the man you fell in love with. I have laughed and loved with him more than you could have ever hoped for. So don’t you dare. Don’t you dare.”

      I sat back. Shit, I’d made things a thousand times worse. “I...” I started, but I didn’t exactly know what else to say. What more could I say? “I should go.” I stood and called out for Ty to get his things.

      “What did you do with it all?” she asked, her voice devoid of emotion.

      “It’s still in the apartment. I put the boxes by the door. I thought you might like them.”

      “Did you keep anything?”

      “Yes. I kept his journal. I kept some of his books and trinkets that he’d collected on his travels. Anything that had a story, I kept for Ty.”

      She nodded. “Bring the boxes tomorrow when you pick up Ty.”

      “All right,” I whispered, standing by while Ty gave her a hug goodbye. She told him that she’d see him after preschool the next day. “I really am sorry, Susan. I know you don’t like the decision I made, but I hoped you’d at least understand why I needed to do it.”

      “Oh, I understand just fine, Sarah. You’ve found someone else. Your world is changing and there’s no room in it for my son anymore.”

      My jaw tightened. “Like I said, I hoped you’d understand.”

      “Sarah,” she called out before we made it out the front door.

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t think you can push me out of my grandson’s life. I won’t go quietly.” What kind of a person did she think I was?

      “It hurts my heart that you’d even think that I might do that.” Then I left, my head and my heart aching. Oh Tyler, your loss has broken us all.
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      “THE SKY IS so clear tonight,” I whispered, nestling my head against the curve of Tyler’s shoulder. His arms were wrapped around me as we gazed at the midnight sky, the stars shining as a small fire crackled and spat not far from us. “I miss watching stars with you.”

      “Did you know that it takes so long for their light to reach Earth that most of the stars we’re seeing have already burned out?”

      “I did,” I said quietly, placing my hand against his chest, repeating words I know I said once in our past. “It’s kind of sad, and the brighter they burn the sooner they die.”

      “They’re beautiful while they last,” he whispered, before he wrapped his arm around me tighter, and I shifted to rest my head on his chest to listen to the beat of his heart and the echo of his voice when he spoke. “Just like we were beautiful, Sarah.”

      Then he pressed a kiss against the top of my head before running his fingers through my hair soothingly, making me sleepy with each gentle touch.

      “We were, weren’t we? Why does everything always have to end, Tyler?” I asked, my chest aching because I couldn’t hear any more sound coming from his.

      “Because forever is really only a short while,” he responded.

      Then he was gone and I opened my eyes. I didn’t wake up in a panic like I did the last time. Instead, I woke with a heavy heart and a melancholy sigh. Rolling over to my back, I stared up at the ceiling, thinking about the man he was and everything we’d missed from then to now. So much time had passed. Our forever far too short. I missed him. More than words could ever express. He was such an incredible man and my life was better from knowing him. But I was also tired. So very, very tired.

      Rolling onto my side, I wrapped my arms around my pillow, bunching it up beneath my head. As I relaxed into it, I thought about Tyler and all the wonderful things we did together. Then I smiled. Slowly, my mind cleared and I felt myself being pulled back into the land of slumber. It was getting easier.

      I was going to be OK.
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      “I’M SORRY, SIR. I understand that you have a booking, but there’s nothing I can do. We’re booked to capacity and your table simply isn’t ready yet. It’s Christmas.” The maître d’ shrugged then ended the conversation by picking up the telephone that hadn’t stopped ringing since we’d arrived at the restaurant over an hour ago.

      “This is ridiculous,” Jude seethed.

      I took him by the hand. “Let’s just go. We can eat anywhere. It doesn't have to be some fancy restaurant. I’m happy just to spend time with you.”

      “Yes but—” he paused, his fingers entwining with mine. “—you look so beautiful tonight.” His eyes travelled down my fifties-styled dress that had a fitted bodice and full skirt. I’d pinned my curls up in a stylised mess and applied a slash of bold red lipstick that the girl at the cosmetics counter had assured me wouldn’t kiss off. “I don’t want you to waste all this effort on some random café, or worse, a fast food joint. And this...” He pressed his lips together then sighed.

      “What?”

      “I wanted tonight to be special, because it’s our first official date.”

      My lips curved upward. “You’re adorable.”

      “I assure you, I’m not.” He dropped his head a little, blushing.

      “You are. You’re sentimental and it’s adorable. You can’t take it back now.”

      ‘You’re making me sound like a puppy.”

      “I love puppies.”

      He laughed then turned to the door. “Come on, then. Let’s go and find somewhere that will actually feed us.”

      Hand in hand, we walked along the busy city street, past restaurants and cafés all teeming with people. As we rounded a corner, the glass door from one of the historic Sydney pubs pushed open and a couple fell out of it, laughing at each other, obviously intoxicated.

      “Sorry,” the man slurred before squinting and taking a closer look at Jude. “Don’t I know you?”

      “I don't think so.”

      “I do,” he argued. “I do. You work upstairs in accounting, right? You collect the time sheets?”

      Jude frowned and tried to tell him he was wrong but the guy wasn’t hearing it.

      “Yeah, it is you. Carl, right? What are you doing out here? The party’s on the inside.” He pulled the door open and I noticed a sign that said the pub was closed due to some big-name law firm’s Christmas party. The sounds of raucous laughter floated out to the street and I could see waiters circulating with trays laden with food. The smell caused my stomach to growl.

      “Come on, Carl,” I said, elbowing him lightly in the side. “Looks like fun in there.”

      “Yeah, go on, Carl,” the guy joined in. “We won’t be long. Just grabbing a quick smoke.”

      Jude hesitated until I pressed a hand on his back and said, “Live a little. Karma gives rewards too.”
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      “Which department do you work in?” a guy with a red nose and round belly asked as he gulped from an almost empty stein. His eyes shone brightly from intoxication.

      “He’s Carl,” I slurred, a half-drunk glass of vodka, lime, and soda in one hand as I finished off some sort of chicken skewer in the other. The bar was completely open and everyone, including Jude and me, were taking advantage of it.

      “Carl?”

      I nodded, placing the empty stick and glass on the nearest tray. “You know Carl, everyone knows Carl.” I slapped him playfully on the chest and laughed.

      “Oh, of course.” He laughed uneasily then Jude and I moved on, finding our way to the dance floor where a band was covering every rock song from the eighties and beyond. The place was thumping.

      I was a hot mess, dancing with my arms above my head, singing along when it suited me. It had taken Jude a little while to loosen up, but once I’d pulled the ‘you know Carl’ comment out a few times and we’d gotten away with it, he relaxed. He even got into the role a little.

      “I’m not sure I’ve seen you before,” a blonde had said to him at the bar.

      “Which department do you work for?” he’d asked.

      “I’m on Gareth’s team.”

      “Oh,” Jude said. “Then I’m on the opposite side of the office to you.”

      “You work for Helen?”

      “Helen. That’s right.”

      “I hear she’s a real ball-breaker.”

      Jude’s shrug was back. “I don’t really like to call her that. I prefer to think that she just expects high-quality work from us. And with what we’re getting paid, I think that’s pretty fair. Know what I mean?”

      And that’s how things went. We worked the room seamlessly, always asking questions before answering so we could easily explain why we were there. We ate, we drank, we danced, and we laughed until our sides hurt.

      It wasn’t until we actually met Carl from accounts that our story unravelled. We tried to tell him that Jude was a different Carl who was on Helen’s team. But that just caused him to go and ask Helen if she knew us. Which she obviously didn’t.

      “Our cover’s blown. Abort, abort!” I yelled over the music.

      Hand in hand, we pushed through the crowd, bursting out onto the sidewalk and running down the street, our laughter echoing in our wake. Darting around a corner, we stopped, out of breath, before we looked back to make sure we weren’t being followed.

      “That was crazy.” Jude laughed, his hand against the wall I was leaning on. He looked down at me, his eyes dancing, his chest heaving. It had been so long since I’d done anything outside the realm of the working mother. Jude brought out the fun-loving girl in me. It felt so good to get up to some harmless mischief, and my cheeks were hurting from smiling.

      “But it was fun, right?”

      He nodded, shifting a little closer to me. “Incredibly.” Then his fingers brushed lightly against that place where my jaw met my neck. Tendrils of delight curled through my body as I saw the intensity in his eyes.

      “You’re amazing,” he murmured.

      “So are you.” I smiled, then his lips brushed against mine.
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      Drunken hands and stumbling feet, we practically fell through the door to his apartment. Twirling along the wall, knocking into bookshelves. Laughing. Kissing. Touching. Pushing at clothes.

      With clumsy fingers, I unbuttoned his shirt, my hands searching for skin. He pulled the strap of my dress down my arm and ran his teeth along my shoulder. I moaned then pulled at his shirt, hearing at least two buttons hit the floor.

      “I’ll fix that.” I giggled, running my hands over his chest and feeling the light smattering of hair on toned skin. He had the body of a runner.

      “I’ll buy a new one,” he responded, pulling down the zip in the back of my dress and splaying his fingers against the soft skin of my back. He pulled me against him, pressing his arousal against my stomach as we landed against his bedroom door.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” I asked when he hesitated, his breathing ragged as he pressed his forehead against mine.

      “I don’t want to do this just because we’ve been drinking.”

      I moved my hands upward, pushing his shirt off his shoulders so it slid down his arms. “We’re not. We’re doing this because we’ve had a wonderful night and we really like each other.”

      His fingers moved lightly against my skin. “Like?”

      “Do you want more from me?”

      “I do,” he admitted.

      Wriggling slightly, I let my dress drop to the floor. “Then take it.”

      I saw the desire in his eyes and the hesitation in his brow; he was caught between wanting and waiting. And I, I was simply wanting. For once, I had a clear mind. Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe it was the circumstances. But I didn’t have a shred of doubt. I wanted the man standing in front of me.

      “Take me to your bed, Jude.”

      Reaching back, I turned the handle of the door, our weight pushing it open. I watched his eyes shift to look over my shoulder at the bed awaiting us, then I pushed his shirt the rest of the way down his arms, pressing kisses to his chest as my hands went down to his belt, working the buckle.

      “I want you, Jude,” I whispered, undoing his button and then his zip. My hand slid past the waistband and I discovered that he was a boxers—not a briefs—man.

      “Sarah,” he gasped, his voice thick, wavering as I wrapped my hand around his shaft, noting how it fit in my hand and how the length of it matched the rest of him.

      “Jude.”

      He moaned softly as my lips brushed across his chest and up his neck, my hand moving back and forth along his shaft. There was an ache between my legs, a swelling in my breast, and craving within my belly.

      He wanted more. This was the more I could give.

      Lowering to my knees, I released his length and took him into my mouth, my tongue tasting the saltiness at the tip. I hummed, the aching in my own sex growing in intensity as I sucked and swirled. His hips began to sway. His arms lifted and his hands braced against the door frame. The sounds of his moans, the knowledge that he was coming undone, did things to me. It made me feel powerful. It made me feel wanton. It made me feel desirable.

      “Sarah,” he gasped, his hands going to my hair, gripping a little tighter as he fucked my mouth. Then he growled and fisted my hair, stopping my movement before tilting my head upward. I met his eyes. “Get on the bed.”

      The command caused my insides to clench and I did as he asked, walking backwards as I kept my eyes on his, getting off on the dark desire I saw there. He was over me as I slid back onto the soft mattress, almost like a predator and his prey. He kissed me with a force he hadn’t used before, yet it included soft moans and probing tongues. My head spun as my body floated on a cloud of desire.

      He slid down my body, his hands pulling at the cups of my bra, tugging them downward before palming my breasts. His fingers found my already erect nipples and squeezed. Then he took one in his mouth and sucked back, hard. My back arched, my legs wrapping around him.

      “Please,” I said.

      Sitting back, he hooked his fingers into the black lace of my underwear and freed my body of the tiny slip of material. He hummed lightly, a pleasurable sound made as he slid his fingers through the curls on my mound then up until he reached the space between my breasts. Then he pressed his fingertips against my skin and dragged them back down, over my stomach until he touched my mound once more. “You are exquisite,” he said, kneeling between my thighs, his naked arousal standing to attention as he held it in his other hand.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked, showing me a condom that I wasn’t sure at what point he procured. But I was drunk and horny and all I could do was want that man to push inside me.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “Please.” I was begging. In that moment I felt as though I needed to get off more than I ever had in my life. The tension coiled inside me was set to explode. I needed him to flip the trigger.

      Rolling the condom down his shaft, I bit my bottom lip as I watched on hungrily. I could feel my insides pulsing with anticipation and I opened my legs for him—completely without shame—then moaned as his tip pushed into my opening.

      “Oh God, yes.”

      As he filled me, he hissed through his teeth then pulled back out. I whimpered at the loss then gasped when he took a hold of his dick and used the tip to tease me. Back and forth he moved it, sliding between my entrance and my clit.

      I was up on my elbows, watching the display, my teeth pressing into my lip. It had been so long since I’d done this—since I’d desired someone that I’d wanted it to last longer. But I was so close and he was so good, so beautiful to watch, so perfect in his touch…

      My body tipped over the edge, my orgasm tearing through me. “Holy shit!”

      The moment my hips bucked, Jude thrust inside me, pumping back and forth with a vigour that kept my climax going until he reached his, bodies slapping, hips grinding, nails digging.

      I couldn’t stop the sounds from escaping my mouth, didn’t care who overheard my moans. I just wanted to be fucked. I wanted to lose myself in the frenzy. And I wanted to come, again and again.

      That’s exactly what I got. In several different positions. Until we ran out of condoms and energy, and fell asleep in a tangled mess, laughing because, well, we were drunk and fucking was fun. Actually, to amend that. Fucking was monumentally fun with my handsome and sexy Brit. Who would have guessed he’d be a sex god too?
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      DRUNK SEX. IT’S pretty awesome. You did and said things you didn’t normally because your inhibitions were out the window, and all your mind really cared about was chasing the best orgasm it could achieve.

      The problem with drunk sex wasn’t the sex. It’s the next morning when reality seeped back in.

      I had sex for the first time since Tyler. The moment I opened my eyes, felt the cotton wool in my mouth and the ache in my head, that was my first thought.

      I’d had sex with a man who wasn’t my husband. Worse. I’d fucked, given in to that animalistic urge that’s inside us all.

      I looked over at Jude, his expression soft with sleep, and I had to cover my mouth to silence my anguish. He hadn’t done anything wrong. In fact, he’d been perfect from the moment he entered my life. But still, I felt so...naked in that moment.

      It wasn’t that I regretted what we did. I liked Jude. I wanted a relationship with him. But no matter how logical my mind was in understanding the past and present and the events that brought me here, I simply couldn’t help feeling guilty.

      I’d fucked someone else.

      Even though he was gone, I felt as though I’d been unfaithful.

      Slipping from beneath Jude’s arm, I tiptoed from the room, finding my clothing and shoes along the way, dressing quickly, leaving even faster. I desperately sought the solace of my own apartment because I didn’t want to break down in front of him. Jude didn’t deserve to feel responsible for what was going on in my head.

      It was me who was fucked up. Me who was struggling to let go. I’d assured him I was OK, practically forced him into bed with me, and now I was cracking. He’d wanted to slow down. I kept pushing.

      “I’m sorry,” I gasped, the moment I got inside my own apartment. Tears burst out of my eyes, instantly transforming me into a slobbering mess. I rushed for the bathroom, stripping my clothes and jumping into the shower before the water had even managed to warm up. Cold water shocked my system, slowly warming until my skin turned pink and I scrubbed myself clean, trying to feel better about what I’d done.

      Except I wouldn’t feel better. I couldn’t change what I’d done; couldn’t change the fact that Tyler was now forever in my past. My hands stilled and I dropped the soap and the sponge, feeling a mixture of shame and stupidity for what I’d done and how I was reacting. Then I covered my face with my hands and laughed. It was a deep, throaty belly laugh that shook my body and forced me to lean forward, clutching my abs, one hand bracing against the shower wall. I sounded mad. Madder still when the laughter turned back to tears and I dropped to the floor, the water raining down on me, crying and laughing and crying some more. I was a mess. A crazy, psychotic, crying mess. I didn’t know how to do this. I didn’t know how to move forward without feeling guilty for every moment of joy I took in another man. How was I supposed to do this? How did other people manage to move forward with their lives without losing their minds to the guilt? I didn’t know. There was no guidebook to help me, and I had no fucking clue if this was how I was supposed to react, to process. I don’t know how to feel.
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      “I want you to live, sweetheart,” Tyler said, lying beside me on the bed. I knew this was a dream and felt the tug against my heart from knowing he wasn’t real. I reached out and ran my hand down the side of his handsome face, focusing on the feel of his features beneath my fingertips. I didn’t want to forget a single line.

      “Did you always look like this?” I asked him, touching his nose, his full lips. “It’s been so long. Have I changed you in my memory?”

      He chuckled. “I don’t know. You’re the one creating this version of me. I’m not even really here.”

      I sighed in response, shifting my body closer. His arms wrapped around me. “I know that. But it feels like you’re here.”

      “That’s because you want it so much. But I think you need to let me go.”

      “I don’t know how to do that.”

      “You’ve read my journal, right? You know there were forty-seven things I wanted with you.”

      “Yes. And the forty-seventh thing was everything.”

      “And you gave me everything, sweetheart. You gave me more than I could have asked for.” He shifted his weight so we were once again looking at each other. “But you know there is one more thing, right? It’s on the page all by itself. The one that says ‘When I’m gone’.”

      “You want me to fall in love again.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? Wasn’t our love enough?”

      “It was for me. It lasted my whole life. But your life is still going, Sarah. You can have more than one love in a lifetime. I don’t want you to quit living and loving just because I’m not there anymore. This guy, Jude. He’s good for you. He makes you smile and I haven’t heard you laugh like that in a long, long time. You should be with him, not in here with me.”

      “It’s just hard. I’m having all these firsts again when I wanted you to be my last. Forever didn’t last long enough for us.”

      “Falling for someone else doesn’t mean you don’t still love me. It just means you love someone else too. You have a big heart, sweetheart. There’s room for us all in there.”

      I snuggled closer again. “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      “That’s because you haven’t let me go yet.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “But you have to. Let me go, sweetheart. We’re both tired. We need to rest.”

      “No.” I held him tighter.

      “Please, sweetheart. Please,” he begged, slowly fading away. I tried to hold on, to keep him beside me. But he vanished the moment I opened my eyes and found that the only thing in my arms was his journal. I’d fallen asleep clutching it, like I had so many times before.

      Sitting up, I lifted my hand to my head, my brain throbbing against my skull. The early morning call of birds pierced my skull, reminding me that I’d drunk far too much the night before, and my crying jag had further dehydrated me.

      Shuffling into the kitchen, I took some pills and drank some water, trying to make sense of my jumbled mind. The dreams. I didn’t know if they were making things better or worse. My mind was obviously so confused over starting a new relationship when I was still so in love with Tyler that it was conjuring him in my dreams, turning him into my counsellor. But for what purpose? To try and alleviate my guilt? But it wasn’t really working that way, because it just made me miss him. Maybe I really did need to let him go. But how? How could I let go of the other half of my heart? Even if I had only been with Tyler a year. Even if it had been five years since he died. Even if I did want to open the other half of it to Jude.

      Jude.

      I thought about him and how he’d feel waking up to an empty bed and empty apartment. Guilt twisted my stomach even tighter than before. I wasn’t being fair to him. I’d convinced him I was ready then I’d turned and run.

      Seeking out my purse, I found my phone and called him. He answered straight away.

      “I’m sorry,” I said before he even had the chance to speak. “I woke up. I freaked out. And I ran. I’m an arsehole and I’m sorry.”

      He didn’t say anything for a moment, but I could hear him breathing. I gripped the phone a little tighter, my free hand clutching the oversized T-shirt I’d worn to bed.

      “Jude?”

      He let out his breath. “Can we do this face to face?”

      My heart hammered in my chest. Did that mean he was going to break up with me?

      “Sure,” I whispered.

      Raking my hands through my messy hair, I paced the kitchen, my stomach roiling. I caught sight of myself in the glass of the oven. I looked a fright, my hair a mass of frizz, my eyes red and puffy.

      “Oh, shit.” I ran to the bathroom, twisting my hair into a bun on the top of my head. With one hand, I smeared BB cream all over my skin, and with the other, I brushed my teeth. Then I swiped on some mascara and some rose-tinted lip gloss, pressing my lips together just as he knocked on the front door.

      Taking one last look at my reflection, I decided that would have to do as I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. Then I went to the door, opening it to find a freshly showered Jude standing on the other side. He looked and smelled wonderful.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning against the door.

      He pressed his lips into a smile, adjusted his glasses, then cleared his throat. “Can I?” He pointed past me and I stood to the side, letting him in.

      He drifted past me without touching. I felt sure he’d come here to tell me it was over, and my mind raced, trying to think of what I could say to explain my behaviour and change his mind. I wasn’t ready for us to be over yet.

      “I need to tell you how much I enjoyed last night. It was the most fun I’ve had in so long, and then, in your apartment,” I paused as the blush crept up my cheeks as I remembered how direct I’d been and how in tune our bodies had seemed, “it was...amazing.”

      “But?” he added, folding his arms protectively across his chest. The way his shoulders curved and his jaw pressed, I realised that he was the one who was worried. Did he think I was planning on breaking up with him? I didn’t know enough about his history to understand why he’d come to that conclusion, and I suppose he didn’t know much about mine either. Neither of us knew how important last night had been to the other. I needed to explain my side.

      “But nothing. It…you…were amazing. From crashing the party to drinking far too much to all that...stuff, we did. I can’t fault a moment of it.”

      “Then why did you leave?”

      I took a deep breath and glanced towards the shelf that housed our family pictures. It held images of Ty as a baby, of our European holiday a couple of years ago, and photos of our wedding.

      “Because it was the first time I’d had sex since Tyler.”

      “Had he been your first?”

      “No. I’m not inexperienced; there were others before him, but after him…” I shook my head. “I just haven’t had any interest. Until I met you, of course.” I smiled tentatively. “So, it was a big deal for me to give myself to you. In the moment, my mind was clear on what I wanted and I wanted you. But, when I woke up during the night, I felt this surge of emotion and I needed to deal with it on my own. So I left. I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

      “Do you regret what we did?”

      Moving closer to him, I placed my hands on his forearms, looking up into his soft brown eyes. “Not for a second. I don’t want to take it back. I don’t want to slow things down. I simply needed...a moment.”

      He nodded, then let out his breath. “OK.”

      “You’re not angry?”

      Unfolding his arms, he brushed the backs of his fingers against the side of my face. “How could I be angry when I like you so much?”

      “What is it you like?”

      The corner of his mouth tilted upward a little. “You want a list?”

      “It would help.” I grinned.

      “OK.” He ran his hand down the length of my arm, stopping when he caught my fingers in his. “You’re brave. That was the first thing I learned about you.”

      “Is that because I punched you in the nose?”

      He laughed. “Partly. You were tough that day, but you were kind too. I think that’s when it started for me. When you came back and helped me. There aren’t a lot of people willing to put things right the way you did. That was brave.”

      I smiled, feeling a little proud of myself. I’d never thought of our first meeting that way. I’d been so embarrassed by the way I’d behaved that I hadn’t contemplated how he would have viewed me.

      “What else?” I asked, enjoying his compliments.

      “You want more?” He chuckled and I nodded. “I like your mind, your sharp wit, your perspective on the world. You ask questions and you don’t pretend to know everything like most adults do, and you aren’t afraid to argue your point of view. You’re fearless.” Tugging on my hands he pulled me a little closer. “And I really like looking at you. All of you. And after last night, I think I really like your mouth.” Releasing my hands, he ran his thumb against my bottom lip. I had an inclination to lave it with my tongue and suck it into my mouth.

      I blushed at the thought.

      “I also adore the way your cheeks do this.” He brushed his fingers against them before resting his hand against the curve of my neck, his thumb moving gently against my skin.

      The motion made me heady. “Can I ask you something?” I whispered.

      He answered yes with his expressive eyes.

      “Last night. In bed. Is that how you always are?” I felt a little awkward about asking, as I’d never really been the kind of person to dissect the goings-on in the bedroom, but I’d never had sex with someone who was so in charge before. For someone who was so awkward and restrained in his normal life, he’d held little back once our clothes came off. It was sexy as hell.

      “Was it too much?”

      “No,” I practically shouted, my cheeks even hotter from the memory and this conversation. “I just...wasn’t expecting you to be so—”

      “Aggressive?”

      A nervous laugh bounced out of my chest. “Yeah. But in a good way.” My fingers played with the button on his polo shirt. I met his eyes and swallowed. “In a very good way.”

      “I can be gentle too,” he assured me, his voice soft.

      I felt my body react with interest. “I’d like to try that.”

      “Are you sure?”

      My answer came fast. “Yes. And I promise not to run away this time.”

      “You know, you can talk to me about this stuff. If you’re upset or just want to talk about him, it’s OK. I want to be a part of your life. I don’t want you to hide your grief from me.”

      “I promise, I’ll try.”

      “Good,” he whispered, pulling me closer, his mouth brushing against mine. “I really like you, Sarah.”

      “I like you too,” I returned, tilting my head upward, my already kiss-swollen lips longing to return to his. “About that thing you were going to show me...”

      He grinned against my mouth. “You mean that gentle thing that involved no clothes?”

      I thought for a second. “Yeah, that.”

      He captured my lips in his, kissing me deeply, slowly, his tongue masterful in its exploration of my mouth. He left me feeling breathless and weak at the knees, needing to lean against him to stay upright.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said with a grin.

      I laughed in this breathy way I hadn’t heard come out of my mouth before. “Maybe I can jog your memory,” I said, taking him by the hand and leading him into my bedroom. I opened the door the same way I had the night before. He took one look at my bed then lifted me off the floor, his mouth on mine as he lowered me onto the mattress. We took our time, we moved together slowly. I lost myself to the feeling of his body inside mine, and this time, I didn’t cry. This time, I stayed with him, savouring every moment, letting myself fall a little deeper.
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      Just in time for Christmas, I’ve regained the ability to function again. A Christmas miracle some might call it. But there’s nothing miraculous about this disease. It takes and it takes and it gives little warning. The relapses feel like death. The recovery feels like I’m dragging my body through wet cement. The only thing that keeps me going is that promise I made to Sarah that I’d keep returning to her side. And I will. Until of course she tells me to stop.

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Saturday, 24th December 2016

        

      

    

    
      “YOU’VE GOT THIS...glow,” my mother noted, looking at me from across the table as I peeled potatoes for her famous potato salad that we’d be enjoying the next day. Christmas was here, and I’d brought Ty to the country to spend a week on the farm. I loved bringing him back to Moama. It felt different being here now than it had when I was a kid. Now, it was about showing my son the town his parents had grown up in; it was about reconnecting with my family and embracing my roots.

      “A glow?” I laughed, throwing a peeled spud in the bowl of water before picking up another.

      “And you’re laughing easier. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were happy.”

      I pressed my lips together, hiding a secret smile as I thought of Jude. He’d become a permanent fixture in my life, spending most nights with me talking until the wee hours of the morning after showing me some variation of gentle and aggressive in the bedroom. We were taking our time exploring each other’s bodies and minds, but we were careful to keep our new relationship away from Ty’s young eyes with Jude leaving while it was still dark to go back to his apartment well before Ty woke up.

      Each day that went by, I found myself smiling a little more, feeling a little lighter. I also found that my dreams of Tyler had receded and I wasn’t reaching for his journal as often as I once did.

      Not that my thoughts of Tyler had gone completely, but I could separate my relationship with Jude with my longing for Tyler so I could somehow have both. It didn’t seem to make a lot of sense when I tried to explain it to Janesa the weekend before, but it was working for me. I needed both men, even though one was only a memory, so I was going to keep my life working that way.

      “Are you seeing someone?” Her eyes narrowed as she studied me, her mouth kicking up a little on the side.

      I blushed and bit my bottom lip, unable to control my smile anymore.

      My mother reached across the table and took a hold of my hand, gasping in excitement. “You are! Who is he? Tell me his name? Tell me everything.” She sounded like a teenage girl.

      “His name is Jude,” I told her with a smile. “He lives in my building and it’s still very new.”

      “Has he met Ty?”

      “Yes. They get along great. But I’m trying to keep the relationship part away from Ty’s knowledge. I don’t want him to get too attached in case things don’t work out.”

      “Is there any reason they wouldn’t?”

      I shrugged. “Like I said, it’s new. And it’s the first relationship I’ve had since—”

      “Since Tyler.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How are you feeling about it all?”

      “Good. I like how things are going. I really like him. He’s British, you know.”

      “Oh, I do like a man with an accent.”

      “It’s really sexy.” I grinned.

      “And where is he right now? You didn’t want to bring him with you? I’d love to meet him.”

      “I don’t know if that’s appropriate at the moment. He’s spending Christmas with his family. We’re not quite up to spending holidays together. I’ve known him for a little over two months and we’ve been dating seriously for about two weeks. Very early days.”

      “Next year then,” she said with great confidence as she went back to Christmas Day food preparations.

      “Next year,” I agreed, smiling to myself because it felt so good to have my mother happy for me after the animosity I’d received from Susan. She was still so angry with me and barely said anything to me when I picked up Ty after work, or when she dropped him off on Saturday mornings. She never stayed for coffee, and didn’t invite me for tea. Our relationship had become little more than a transaction, a little boy the currency.

      “Now you look sad,” Mum commented, obviously watching my expressions closely.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” I waved the hand holding the potato peeler dismissively. “It’s just this thing with Susan.”

      “She’s still not talking to you?” I spoke to my mother over the phone quite often, and had told her about the argument over Tyler’s things. She’d assured me that I was doing the right thing and it had been comforting to have her in my corner.

      “Thankfully she isn’t letting it affect her time with Ty, but she’s making me feel like I’m some kind of a harlot.”

      “She knows about Jude?”

      “Vaguely. Ty told her about him, but she hasn’t met him. She was so offended at the idea of me moving on, I dare not prove it to her.”

      She tilted her head to the side a little. “I’m not sure I like this term ‘moving on’, because you aren’t exactly moving on from Tyler, are you? You aren’t going to get over him or stop loving him just because you’ve met someone else.”

      “Right. And honestly, it’s so confusing because I know that if Tyler was alive, I wouldn’t have even looked at Jude and I feel bad about that. And it must be hard for him knowing that he isn’t my first choice and that I am his—well, I’m assuming I am. I don’t think he’s been married before.”

      “You don’t know that about him?”

      I shrugged. “That’s a bit selfish, I suppose.” Honestly, the conversation about past relationships had never come up. Possibly because he already knew about Tyler, possibly because we were too busy focusing on ourselves, or because we purposely avoided asking any questions that could be considered ‘small talk’. But I knew it was something I needed to ask him. He hadn’t been very forthcoming about his past. I knew a little about when he was a boy. But he didn’t speak of anything that occurred after his mother died. I figured there was a lot of pain there because of his father’s alcoholism, so in truth, I was giving him the time and space to talk to me about it when he was ready. I felt that was only fair when he’d been so understanding with me.

      “The only thing that really matters is that he’s making you happy. I didn’t think I’d ever see you like this again.”

      “He does, Mum. He makes me happy. Really happy.”

      [image: ]

      “Did you swim here when you were wittle like me?” Ty asked as we trekked along the bush trail that led to a quiet part of the Murray River that was away from the jet- and waterskiing and raucous teens. I glanced over there, watching a boy of maybe sixteen running at the water and dive-bombing a couple of squealing girls. He flipped his hair back, the sun catching the spray of water as it shot up in the air. The girls laughed some more, protecting their faces with their hands. I thought of Tyler, my memory travelling back to hot summers in high school when we were the noisy teens. Well, he was, I was the bookish one who sat on a towel reading in the shade, refusing to join in.

      “I sure did. Grandad used to bring your uncle Harry and me here all the time. We had great fun.”

      “Grandad is your daddy,” he stated.

      “That’s right,” I told him, setting our things on the ground and pulling out his swim vest.

      He lifted his arms so I could pull it over his head.

      “Is he my daddy too?”

      “No. Your daddy’s name was Tyler, just like yours, remember?”

      “My daddy is in heaven because he got sick and died before I was borned.”

      “That’s right. But he would have loved you so much. He was a golden boy, just like you.” He’d been big on asking questions lately. I could tell that because of preschool, he was becoming more aware of family structures and was trying to sift through all that knowledge and work out where everyone fit in around him.

      “Just like me?” He grinned and twisted his upper body from side to side.

      “Just like you.”

      He giggled then looked over his shoulder to the water. “Can we go swimming now?”

      “Of course we can.”

      And just like that, the conversation was over. Ty was too young to fully comprehend what had happened to his father, but it would always be something that would play on his mind, the absence of a man he never knew but looked so much like. It would be a burden for him and I knew I had to do my best to help him feel connected enough to his father in order to lessen that burden’s effect. I just didn’t know if I was doing it right. It was something that only time could tell.

      As I watched Ty splash in the water and giggle with some other kids, I thanked the gods that MS wasn’t a genetic disease. I didn’t think I would cope if Ty faced that fate too.

      The thought pierced the centre of my chest, causing me to gasp involuntarily. Once upon a time, Susan had been just like me. Probably sitting right where I was, watching her own golden boy splash in the water the same way Ty was. At the time, she would have had no idea that that beautiful boy was going to be taken away from her so soon. She would have looked at him and seen nothing but the future. It made me want to call her, see how she was. I missed our talks, missed our camaraderie. She’d been such an important part of my life over the last five years, that it saddened me that she’d turned her back on me now. Although, perhaps that’s exactly how she felt toward me?

      Feeling the need to connect with her and let her know that I was still here, still available to her, still wanting our friendship, I pulled out my phone and tapped out a text.

      
        Me: Happy Christmas Eve! Looking forward to Facetiming you tomorrow. xx

      

      It was kind of lame, and I thought on it for a few moments, wondering if perhaps I should say something different instead of being so casual. But in the end, I thought a happy message would be best and tapped ‘send’. It flipped to ‘read’ within seconds. But the dots to indicate some sort of impending response never came. She still didn’t want to talk to me.

      I hoped she’d eventually change her mind, because as I sat there creating new memories with my golden boy, I think I understood better her sense of betrayal. She was alone. Her son had died. She only had memories now, whereas I still had my little boy, my golden boy. Oh, Susan. I’m so sorry.
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          Sunday, 25th December 2016

        

      

    

    
      MY PHONE BUZZED in my hand at 12:05. I’d been reading an e-book after playing Santa for Ty. He would wake up to a stocking on his door and presents under the tree, and all the adults in the house would watch on and remember how magical Christmas once was. Christmas Day needed children in it.

      
        Jude: Merry Christmas, gorgeous xx

      

      I smiled and started typing a reply before deleting it and hitting the call button instead. I wanted to hear his voice.

      “Hey,” he answered, the sound of a smile in his voice.

      “Merry Christmas to you too.”

      “I wanted to be the first one to say it to you.”

      “You were. I’m glad you’re still up.” I nestled into my pillows, getting comfortable in the double bed I used to sleep in as a girl.

      “Is that so?”

      “I missed the sound of your voice. I was so busy today that I didn’t get time to call you.”

      “That’s OK. I know you’re with family. Is Ty excited for the morning?”

      “He is. He wanted to go to bed at four in the afternoon so Christmas would come faster.”

      Jude chuckled. “He’s a funny kid. I actually bought him a gift. I hope that’s OK. I won’t give it to him if you don’t think it’s appropriate.”

      “You did? Wow, he’ll love that. He told me that you’re his favourite grown-up. You’ve made quite the impression.”

      “He has good taste,” he joked.

      “My mum was asking after you.”

      “You told her about me?”

      “She said she could see it on my face.”

      “She could see me on your face? That’s a talent.”

      I laughed. “She knew I’d met someone because I seemed happy.”

      “So, you’re saying that I make you happy?”

      “Yes. You make me very happy.”

      He didn’t respond with words, just a small sound of acknowledgement. I wondered if I’d perhaps overstepped the mark somehow. Nerves skittered about in my chest so I changed the topic to push the feeling aside.

      “What are your plans tomorrow?”

      He took a deep breath and I could hear his movement against his sheets. “I’m expected at my stepmum’s around eleven.”

      “Do you have a big lunch planned?”

      He made a noise that sounded something like huffing air from his nose. “Something like that.”

      “Something is telling me that Christmas isn’t really your favourite time of year.”

      A beat or two passed before he answered. “Let’s just say that I’d rather be spending a lazy Sunday in bed with you.”

      “Give it about fifteen years and we’ll actually get the chance to do that,” I said with a laugh before catching myself. Talking that far into the future this early in a relationship was a big no-no. “I didn’t mean that you have to stay with me for fifteen years... It’s just now with Ty, I can’t lie in bed all day... I’m sorry, I’m not trying to pressure you.” I closed my eyes, my stomach tightening. I was terrible at this dating thing.

      “You don’t want me to be with you in fifteen years?”

      “Honestly, I struggle to imagine my life in fifteen years. I just know that I want you with me now and that whenever I do think about the future, I imagine you in it.”

      “Me too,” he replied, his voice sounding far away. He fell quiet and I waited on the other end of the line, listening to that quiet and growing concerned that something wasn’t quite right.

      “Is everything OK, Jude?” I asked when the conversation didn’t continue.

      “I’m just not looking forward to tomorrow. I mean, today; later.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Just stay on the line with me. I’m lonely without you.”

      “Me too. I miss you in my bed.”

      “I miss your smell.”

      I took a deep breath, my skin tingling as I imagined him beside me. “I miss your hands.”

      “I miss your mouth.” His voice grew thick and husky.

      “I miss your tongue.” I shifted slightly in bed, pressing my knees together.

      “I miss your taste.”

      “I miss wrapping my legs around you.”

      He groaned, his breathing growing heavier. “I miss pushing inside you.”

      I could feel the arousal pooling between my legs. “I miss you inside me.”

      “I miss listening to your moans.”

      I moaned a little, getting more turned on with each passing second.

      “Yes. Just like that. Will you moan for me, Sarah? Touch yourself. Imagine it’s me.”

      Biting my lip, I shifted to a better position in the bed. “You too. I want to hear what I do to you.”

      A sound escaped his lips that was so erotic, I felt it between my legs. “You want to know what you do? You make me insanely hard, Sarah. I want you constantly.”

      Releasing a tiny whimper, I slid my hand down my body, slipping it beneath the waistband of my panties. “It’s like silk, Jude.”

      “Is your clit hard?”

      Gliding my finger through my juices, I touched the firm and throbbing bump, making a humming sound as I whispered, “Yes.”

      “Keep going. I want to hear you so I can pretend I’m with you.”

      Closing my eyes, I focused on the sound of his breathing, imagining that it was his fingers doing things to me, sliding in and out, circling my clit, teasing my entrance. I could hear his moans on the other end of the line, knowing he was touching himself and imagining it was me. It pushed me over the edge, my moans getting louder as my climax drew nearer.

      “Oh Jude,” I gasped, coming against my hand, my clit pulsing against my fingertips.

      “Holy fuck. Sarah,” he moaned less than a second later.

      Letting out my breath, I relaxed into my pillow, satisfied and loving the sound of him coming undone.

      There was just one very important thing missing. “I miss lying in your arms, Jude.”

      “I miss holding you,” he replied.

      “I want you here. With me.”

      “I want that too.”

      “Would it be too much to ask you to come here? To the farm?”

      “I can leave on Boxing Day. I’ll leave at first light.” He didn’t even hesitate. Happy Christmas to me.
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      Lying in bed the next morning, I could hear Ty awake, excited because Santa had come. He was running around the house waking all the grown-ups. I’d been his first port of call and while he woke everyone else, I took a moment to stare at my bracelet and remember the day I got it—the first Christmas I spent with Tyler. We’d only had two. The first was directly after a relapse when I realised he was sick. I hadn’t known what it was at the time, and he still hadn’t been willing to tell me. But we’d spent the day in bed, making love and promising ourselves to each other. The second was the month before he died, when he was too sick to get out of bed and too melancholy for any sort of gift exchange. I sat with him all day and we’d watched Christmas movies, pretending that everything was normal even though I had to help him eat. Our relationship had been far from perfect. It was fraught with ups and downs, filled with secrets and unshared truths. Despite all that was difficult, loving him had been easy. There wasn’t a single moment where I questioned the strength of feeling between us, not a single moment where I wanted to turn away.

      Until recently, I hadn’t thought it would be possible to feel that sure about somebody again. But I knew that I was feeling it again now with Jude. It was different. I was different. I was older and had matured to the point where I wasn’t quite as desperate as I had been the last time. I didn’t feel as though I couldn’t breathe if he wasn’t around. My world didn’t just revolve around me and my desires anymore. But I still needed him, and better still, I wanted him. That was important to me. I felt that this thing with Jude was a choice; one I was glad to make. Wise to make.

      I was sure about Jude. What was between us had developed quickly, but that didn’t make it any less. It was as if he had been perfectly designed for me then plopped down into the world, directly in my path so I was forced to find him. He entered my life when I needed him. He helped to heal my wounds. He made me realise that I was ready.

      I was ready to fall in love again.

      “Come on, Mummy!” Ty burst into my room, snapping me out of my musings. “Even Uncle Ha-we is up.”

      With a smile, I touched my bracelet lovingly then got out of bed, sweeping my precious little golden boy up in my arms. “Well, if Uncle Harry is awake then I hope Grandma has the coffee on. He’s grumpy in the morning without it.” I made a grumpy face to mimic my brother.

      Ty giggled and I bopped him on the nose.

      “Ho, Ho, Ho,” a voice boomed from somewhere in the house.

      Ty’s eyes lit up.

      “Looks like Grandad is ready to play Santa. You want to see what’s inside your presents?”

      With a grin wider than his face, he nodded.

      “Then let’s go.”
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          Monday, 26th December 2016

        

      

    

    
      “SOMEONE’S HERE,” TY gasped, jumping down from the kitchen table where he had been making animals out of play dough while wearing the safari hat my brother had given him for Christmas. He also received a set of binoculars and grabbed them, pressing them against the window so he could look outside. “It’s Jude!”

      Ty tore out of the house as fast as his legs could carry him and ran at Jude who caught him mid-air. It was only nine thirty in the morning. Jude must have driven through the night to get here by now.

      “That’s quite the welcome,” Mum said, watching through the window.

      Nodding, I ran my hands over my hair and straightened the skirt of my summer dress, preening, because I was suddenly nervous. Jude was meeting my family. I’d never done anything like this before. Even with Tyler. Things between us had tumbled along so haphazardly that we’d never found time for nor needed formalities.

      “Relax, Sarah. He drove all this way for you.”

      “I know. I don’t know why I’m so nervous.” I could actually feel my hands shaking.

      “You like him. You want us to like him too. If Ty’s reaction is anything to go by, we’re going to love him.” Then she nodded her head toward the door, urging me to go outside too.

      I smiled and went for the door as fast as I could without running. I was giddy with excitement, which was silly because we’d only been apart for a few days. But I wanted to see him. My days were better when he was in them.

      He wrapped me in his arms and spun me in a circle, burying his face in my neck as a greeting. I laughed and held on, kissing him passionately as he lowered me to the ground.

      “That made every hour of that long drive worth it.” Jude gazed into my eyes and smiled. He looked tired. “I missed you far too much for the short time we’ve been apart.”

      I took hold of his hand. “Me too.”

      Looking down, I saw the joyous smile on Ty’s face. It was the first time he’d seen Jude and I kiss since we started dating. We’d kept everything very G-rated around him until now. He looked as though it was Christmas morning again.

      “Did Santa come yesterday?” Jude asked.

      Ty nodded then started rattling off the things he got, miming their actions, talking a mile a minute.

      “That sounds like a lot. Do you think you can handle one more gift?” Jude asked when he was done.

      “Weally?” Ty’s eyes grew wide.

      “Really.” Jude opened the boot of his car and pulled out a wrapped box.

      Ty took it and dropped to the ground where we stood, tearing at the paper then opening the box. Inside, there was a kid’s book about Africa as well as a collection of lifelike toy animals. “Wow,” Ty exclaimed, pulling out the giraffe and the tiger and pretending one was hunting the other.

      “Looks like you’re all set for safari now,” Jude said, tapping the rim of the hat Ty was wearing.

      “Thank you,” Ty yelled, wrapping himself around Jude’s leg.

      “You’re very welcome.” Jude watched as Ty collected his things in his arms then ran back into the house, shouting for his grandmother to see what Jude got him.

      “I think he likes it.”

      “I’m glad,” Jude said, bending down to scoop up the paper and box, putting them back in the boot of his car. “Are you sure it’s fine with your parents that I stay here? I can always get a room in town.”

      “It’s fine. In fact, it was my mother’s idea. She wanted to meet you because I made you sound so awesome.”

      “All lies, I’m sure.” He grinned then grabbed the handle of a gym bag full of his things.

      I looped my arm in his. “Come inside, I’ll introduce you to Mum. You can meet my dad and brother a little later. They’re moving the cows to a new paddock after milking this morning. They should be done before lunch.”

      “So this is a literal working dairy farm?”

      “Sure is. What, you didn’t believe me?”

      “I did. I guess, I just didn’t—”

      “Believe me,” I finished for him, laughing.

      He shrugged. “I seriously don’t know what I thought.”

      When we got inside, Mum was wearing a fresh coat of lipstick and had brushed her hair. She’d been preening as well. I smiled, feeling that the apple obviously didn’t fall far from the tree between her and me.

      “Mum, I’d like you to meet Jude Baker. Jude, this is my mother, Moira Kennedy.”

      Mum held out her hand and smiled when Jude said, “It’s lovely to meet you, Moira,” and kissed her on the hand.

      My mother took her hand back and said, “Enchanté,” while blushing furiously.

      Ty giggled. And I tried not to laugh at the exchange; it was like the royal family had come to tea and everyone had lost their minds.

      “Let me show you where to put your bag,” I said, grabbing Jude by the arm and leading him down the hall to my bedroom before things could get any stranger.

      He dropped backwards, lying sideways on the double bed and held his hands against his temples, groaning. “What the hell was that?”

      I slid on the bed beside him, leaning with my forearms across his chest and giggled. “Enchanté.”

      He laughed. “I was so nervous, she held out her hand so I kissed it. What the hell was that?”

      I was giggling so hard that I was kicking my legs. “She thinks you’re dreamy.” I thought it adorable that he’d been so nervous meeting my mother. She was the most easy-going person on the planet, but I thought it beautiful that they’d both shown nerves during their first meeting. It showed how much they cared about me. I couldn’t stop smiling.

      “You spend all this time worrying about first impressions then it turns into something out of a Jane Austen novel. I’m surprised I didn’t bow.”

      “I’m surprised she didn’t curtsey. I think you’re being too hard on yourself.”

      His hands slid around my waist. “You only get one first impression.”

      “And from the way she was blushing, you made a wonderful one.”

      He looked into my eyes and smiled. “It’s the accent, I get away with a lot of shit because of it.”

      “And she thinks you’re pretty special because you’re an academic lecturing at the university. She was worried you’d think she was too common.”

      “Ha. If only she knew. I come from very humble roots.”

      “Do you? You haven’t really told me.”

      A smile played on his lips as he lifted his hand and brushed my curls back from my face.

      “How was your Christmas?” he asked, deflecting.

      “Full of food and a noisy four-year-old. How was yours?”

      “Long,” he responded. “I didn’t get home until midnight.”

      “Midnight? That must have been some party.”

      “I wish.” He laughed, but there was no joy in it. He seemed more focused on running his fingers through my hair.

      “Did something happen?”

      He shook his head. “Just a long day. Yours sounds like it was fun.”

      “It was. Ty was so excited when he woke up to all the presents.”

      Pulling his glasses off his eyes, I ran my fingers across his brow, noting the dark circles under his eyes. “Did you sleep, at least? I’d hate for you to have driven all that way without sleeping first. I’m not worth risking your life over.”

      “I slept a little. I just left early. The roads were quiet.”

      Looking into his eyes, I wasn’t sure that he was giving me the whole story. There was something he wasn’t telling me and he was being purposely evasive because of it.

      “Did something happen, Jude? With your family?”

      He shook his head. “I adore your hair,” he deflected again, running his fingers along its length. The curls loosened then sprang back into place.

      “What if it fell out and I was bald?” I asked, hoping he’d tell me whatever was on his mind when he was ready. It was a little concerning that he wasn’t opening up to me when he’d basically insisted that I be an open book. But then, he’d driven here to see me, so I knew I was important to him. I’d just have to wait and trust.

      “I adore the woman attached to it even more. So I think I’d be fine.”

      “Good answer.” I leaned down and kissed him, enjoying the feel of his mouth on mine. I forced myself to pull back as the kiss deepened, knowing we were expected back in the living area soon. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “This is kind of a big deal for me.”

      “My being here?”

      I nodded. “I’ve never brought a man home to meet my parents before. It’s new territory for all of us. So we’re all a bit nervous.”

      “Not even your husband?”

      “No. Tyler grew up around here so my parents already knew him. We were very on and off in the beginning so they didn’t really have much to do with him until the wedding. And after that, things spiralled so fast that we didn’t do any of the traditional family get-togethers.”

      He nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I’m just saying to go easy on everyone—including yourself. This is new territory for all of us.”

      Sitting up, he kissed me again, hands on either side of my face, breathing me in as his mouth caressed my soul. I felt light-headed when he released me and had to place a hand on his chest to steady myself.

      “OK,” I breathed. “Let’s go back out there.”
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      “How old were you when you came to Australia, Jude?” my father asked, taking a bite of the Christmas leftover sandwich that towered on the plate in front of him.

      I glanced at Jude, knowing his distaste for small talk and smiled inwardly when he answered without hesitation. “I was seventeen. I’ve been living here for fifteen years.”

      “So that makes you thirty-two. Five years older than our Sarah.”

      “That’s right.” Jude nodded, taking a mouthful of water. I could tell by the set of his shoulders that he was uncomfortable, willing the grilling to stop.

      “I think that’s a nice age gap,” my mother put in, sitting in the front row of Jude’s cheer squad with Ty. She’d already told me that she thought Jude was the most charming man she’d ever met.

      “And what about your family? Are they all here or back in England?”

      “My stepmother brought my younger brother, sister and me here with her.”

      “What about your father?”

      “He stayed behind.”

      “Your mother?”

      Jude laced his fingers in front of him and shrugged before clearing his throat. “She passed away.”

      “Not from something hereditary, I hope.”

      “Dad!” I yelled, shocked that he’d be so blunt and probing in his questioning.

      My father held out his hand as if there was nothing wrong with the question. “I think we have the right to know. She’s already been through so much, so I’d hate for her to lose another husband.”

      “Trevor.”

      “Dad, we’ve just started dating.”

      Jude took another sip of water. His ears had turned red. “She had cancer in her uterus and it was horrific to watch her suffer. Thankfully, sir, I don’t think the same fate lies at my feet. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

      “All right then,” Dad responded, looking a little sheepish at Jude’s harsh response.

      “Anyone for pudding?” my mother asked, standing up so fast that her chair squeaked against the floor. “We have so much leftover from yesterday, and I can whip up a fresh batch of custard. That might be nice.”

      I placed a hand on Jude’s jittering thigh, noting the way his jaw was ticking. “Actually, I thought I might show Jude around the property. Do you mind keeping an eye on Ty for me?”

      “Of course. He can help me in the kitchen. You two have fun.”

      Pulling on an old pair of my mother’s work boots, I walked over to one of the four-wheelers used to get around the farm and told Jude to get on behind me.

      “I don’t get to drive?” he asked, one brow quirked.

      Turning the key, I smiled as I shook my head, revving the motor. “My farm. My rules.”

      With a chuckle, he got on the ATV behind me, his hands sliding around my waist, gripping tighter as I took off down the dirt road that wound its way through the property.

      I didn’t say much, preferring instead to ride to the very edge of our land to the waterhole that serviced the entire property. Sometimes it flooded when the rains were too intense, and years ago, I remembered standing out here in the heat, helping my father and brother build a bridge that would clear even the worst flood we’d experienced.

      “This is my favourite spot on the property,” I told Jude, coming to a stop at the highest point of that same bridge. “You can see all the paddocks from here and it’s far enough from the house and the road to be completely quiet.”

      “Seems like a good place to think.”

      “Or to escape judgement. I’m not immune to my father’s shortcomings. He’s a good man, but the farm has always come first and he was very disappointed in me for wanting to leave it. I think he thought I’d come back when Tyler died, but all I managed to do was disappoint him again.”

      “I guess he just wants to keep you close. Fathers are supposed to want to protect their children.”

      “I’m sorry for the way he grilled you in there. He shouldn’t have asked about your mother like that.”

      “It’s fine.” Jude slid off the bike and went to the flaking white railing on the side of the wooden bridge, leaning on it, and looking at the water below. “Actually, no, it’s not fine. He was rude. I reacted badly. And now we’ve caused a scene. This whole first impression thing is going horribly.”

      Moving to stand beside him, I slid my hand up his back, pausing on his shoulder where I rested my head. “Is that what you’re worried about? I thought you were pissed about having to talk about your mum.”

      “I’m pissed about both things. I understand his concern, I do. But there are other—nicer—ways to ask those kinds of questions. Instead, I feel like I was peppered with verbal bullets while your brother sat there glaring at me and cracking his knuckles. Your mother is lovely, by the way. I can see where you get your personality from.”

      Feeling responsible for the way my family behaved, I let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Jude. I really am. I’m embarrassed by their behaviour. And if you want to drive straight back home, I wouldn’t blame you. Hell, I wouldn’t blame you for deciding this whole thing with me was too much and running the other way.”

      “No,” he said, extending out the sound of the word as he turned to face me, his hands lifting to either side of my face. “That’s the furthest thing from my mind. I want to get along with your family, Sarah. I know we’ve only known each other a few months, but I honestly can’t think of a day in the future when I wouldn’t want you in it. I want this. I want us. I want you. And I want everything that comes with that.”

      “I want you too,” I whispered back, closing my eyes when his mouth joined with mine, letting that falling feeling take over as he kissed me. Unlike last time, I consciously allowed myself to fall, my heart swelling with joy and hope. But at the same time, it cried. My heart was nervous after the pain it had been through; it was afraid to take another chance on a forever. Because it remembered doing this once before. How could it ever forget? Despite that fear, I wanted to take the chance with Jude. He was so genuine, so caring and patient. I trusted him with my heart. I therefore trusted him enough to take another risk on forever with him.

      And so, I fell.
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      THINGS SETTLED DOWN over the next couple of days. Jude was out of bed and helping with chores before I even cracked an eye each morning. Much to my father’s delight, he shovelled manure and filled feed troughs without the slightest complaint.

      Connecting the milking apparatus was a whole other story, with Jude struggling to get the hang of attaching the teat cups to the uncomfortable cows. They would shuffle away and make it very difficult for him; one even whipped him in the side of the head with her tail. My dad and brother found the whole experience hilarious but it also gained Jude a lot of respect. He was willing to try anything and get his hands dirty. That went a long way in my family.

      “He’s wonderful with Ty,” Mum noted, watching while Jude dug around in the motor of an ATV that had started making a rattling noise that morning. He was teaching Ty about the motor and letting him be in charge of all the tools.

      “He’s wonderful with everyone. He even won Harry over.” I nodded toward my brother who just handed Jude a cold beer and said something we couldn’t hear. The men both laughed then Jude wiped the sweat off his brow before taking a cooling drink.

      “That’s a feat in itself. Your brother doesn’t share his beer with just anyone.”

      “What does Dad think of him?”

      “He seems to like him. That Jude is throwing himself into the farm work is going a long way. Did you tell him to do that?”

      “Not at all. That was all him.”

      “He’s smart.”

      “He’s everything.” I smiled, hugging myself as I watched my dad move over to Jude and Harry where he picked up Ty and flipped him upside down, tickling him. Ty laughed hysterically and when Dad put him down, he wrapped his arms around Jude’s legs. Jude’s hand touched the top of his head, his fingers brushing Ty’s hair absentmindedly while he smiled at something my brother was saying. My heart swelled. My eyes burned. Even though he’d never experienced it, Ty was obviously craving a father figure.

      “This is hard on you, isn’t it?” Mum asked.

      I took a deep breath. “A little. I mean, I’m happy.”

      “But?”

      “I don’t know. I just can’t help but look at them all and wish that it was Tyler there instead. I mean, I care deeply for Jude, but Tyler was...” My brow creased at my confused feelings. Thinking that way made me feel so guilty, but I couldn’t help it. Tyler was my big love.

      “I think that’s only natural. You loved that boy so much.”

      “That boy,” I repeated, seeing his beautiful smile in my mind and knowing that it would never alter with age. “It just feels so unfair. Losing Tyler was unfair to me, unfair to Ty, and now it’s unfair to Jude. He doesn’t deserve to feel like a consolation prize.”

      “I think Jude is a smart enough man to understand the circumstances he’s walked into. He understands grief. Seems he’s had plenty of his own.”

      “He doesn’t really talk about it.”

      “Do you talk about yours?”

      “A little.”

      “Give it time. It’s not easy talking about your most painful memories. When you’re together, you probably just want to be happy.”

      “Live in the moment,” I mused, using a little of Tyler’s wisdom as my own.

      “That’s all you can do.” Mum shrugged then looked at the time. It was close to twelve. “I’m going to need some more bread if I’m going to make lunch. Would you mind going into town and picking some up from the bakery?”

      Grabbing my keys and purse, I headed outside. Ty, of course, wanted to come and I thought Jude might like the rescue. “You coming too?” I asked, using my hand as a visor to shield my eyes against the midday sun.

      “Give me a sec,” he said, holding up his grease-covered hands. He entered the house through the laundry then came out five minutes later with clean hands and a fresh shirt.

      “Looks like you have a bit of a fan club. So much for first impressions,” I teased as I steered the Navara down the long gravel drive that lead to the road.

      “I think your mother might have a lot to do with that. From what your brother told me, she gave your dad a good earbashing while we were out of the house.”

      “Harry told you that?”

      Jude nodded. “He did. He said that he thought I’d...what were his exact words? That’s right, he said he thought I’d be a ‘stuck-up pom with a metal pole shoved up my’...” He made a noise in his throat to stand in for the word ‘arse’ since Ty was in the back seat.

      I laughed. “He’s all class, my brother.”

      “He also said that he’d changed his mind and thought I was a ‘pretty good bloke’. So I think I have his approval.”

      “Did it matter to you that much that you had their approval? I mean, you have mine. And I’m pretty sure Ty would vote you coolest guy in town.”

      ‘In the world!” Ty yelled, causing us to laugh.

      “Thanks, mate.” He turned around and they high-fived. “I vote you coolest kid.” They high-fived again. When he straightened in his seat, he answered my question. “You know, I’m not generally one to care what others think about me. But in this case, yes, I do care. They’re your family. It helps if they like me.”

      “Well, you definitely have my mother’s approval and Harry gave you his. And you know your way around an engine, so you’ll have my dad’s too. Ty loves you, so that’s four out of four. I can’t imagine I’ll be quite as successful with your family, as I don’t have that awkward charm that makes me as likeable as you.”

      “You’ll be fine,” he assured me, his voice quiet as he looked out the window. I was noticing more and more how he reacted whenever I mentioned his family. I was still trying to be understanding, but I really wanted to know as much about him as he did me, so my patience was waning.

      After a moment, he turned back to me. “Awkward charm. Is that what you call my bumbling?”

      “It’s not bumbling. It’s effort. You’re not afraid to try and to look foolish doing so. People appreciate that.”

      “I always thought I came across as arrogant.”

      I glanced at him before turning my attention back to he road. “Why arrogant?”

      He shrugged. “Because I don’t suffer fools lightly. I’d rather say nothing than have a boring conversation. I’m blunt.”

      “You’re honest. That’s not a bad thing. Personally, I like the way you are.” Reaching across the centre console, I took hold of his hand. He smiled at me, giving my fingers a squeeze before he started rubbing his thumb lightly over the back of my hand.

      “Can I get a doughnut?” Ty asked from the backseat, filling the peaceful quiet.

      “Sure, buddy. I’ll get doughnuts for everybody.”

      We pulled into a parking spot in front of the charcoal chicken place and walked to the bakery next door, Ty swinging his feet off the ground while hanging on to Jude’s and my hands.

      We almost swung Ty straight into Graeme Lohan, Tyler’s father, who was exiting the bakery. I stopped dead in my tracks, as did he. My mouth hanging open, his eyes wide. He stared at Ty, his face paling as he recognised the miniature version of his son in front of him.

      “Hello,” he said, swallowing hard. His eyes shifted to Jude and he seemed to remember his manners. “Graeme Lohan,” he told Jude, holding out his hand to shake.

      Looking a little confused, but going along with it, Jude accepted the greeting. “Jude Baker. I’m Sarah’s boyfriend.”

      My stomach did a little flip at the word. It seemed so silly. We were adults. Did we even do boyfriends and girlfriends anymore? Still, the classification gave a name to something that hadn’t had one before.

      “I see. I’m young Tyler’s...ah...” His voice faded away as he again looked at Ty. He had met him twice before and he’d met me only once more than that. He came to Tyler’s funeral and sat in the back. I’d been so angry at him for turning his back on Tyler that I gave him an earful for having the nerve to show up. Later, when Ty was still a baby, I’d seen him in town and apologised for my outburst. He said he understood and asked if Ty was his grandchild. I told him yes then he’d left quite quickly. The next time Ty saw him, it was with my parents at the local bowling club the Christmas before. Again, it was only a passing acknowledgement. So this time, I was surprised to hear Graeme trying to connect himself to Ty in some way.

      “He’s Ty’s grandfather,” I said, my voice cool. I still didn’t like Graeme, found the way he’d treated his sick son to be shameful. But over the years I’d come to realise that he was just a coward, lacking the strength needed to watch someone you love suffer.

      “I already have a grandfather,” Ty piped up, while Jude nodded his understanding.

      Graeme shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Does he, ah...know about?”

      “His father? Yes. He knows what happened to Tyler.”

      “I see. Well, I’m your daddy’s father,” Graeme told him.

      “Then why don’t you live wiv Nanny? She’s my daddy’s mummy. Mummy’s mummy and daddy are my Grandma and Grandad—they live to-gever. On a farm!” Ty scratched his head, trying to figure out how this broken family of ours worked.

      “They aren’t married anymore,” I informed him.

      “You can get un-mar-wid?” Ty said, kicking his feet on the concrete ground. Then he looked up, stuck his finger up his nose, and said, “Are we still getting doughnuts?”

      “Yes, Ty.” I pulled his hand from his nose and quickly excused us before the conversation could get any more uncomfortable.

      “Enjoy the holidays, Graeme,” I said.

      He stopped me. “Can I... Can I see him sometime? I’d like to get to know my grandson.”

      “The same way you knew your son? I don’t know. If something ever happens to Ty, will you disappear on him too?” That was nasty, I knew that. But I couldn’t stop the words from leaving my mouth.

      “I know I handled things with Tyler and his...illness badly. I’d like to try and make up for that, in some way, through his son. I’d like it if Ty could come and visit some time, with you of course.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you have a pool at your house?” Ty asked, that finger up his nose again. I stopped him then fished a tissue out of my bag and got him to blow into it.

      “Well, yes. Yes, I do.”

      “I can visit on a hot day. I don’t like swimming when it’s cold.”

      Graeme grinned. “OK. But it has to be OK with your mum.”

      “We’ll be there!” Ty decided.

      “I’ll think about it,” I told them both. Then I ushered Ty inside the bakery with Jude following close behind.

      “I’m guessing there’s a story there?” he said when we were out of earshot.

      I nodded. “I’ll fill you in later. I’m just not sure if I want that man around my son.”
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      “Tyler hated his father,” I told Jude later that night when we were lying in bed. We were both sleepy and sated, but we weren’t ready to sleep, preferring most nights to talk until we couldn’t keep our eyes open.

      I was on my stomach and his fingers were tracing patterns on my naked back. I could have fallen asleep this way, but he asked what I was planning to do about Graeme’s request to see Ty.

      “Enough to refuse him access to his grandchild?”

      I shrugged giving him the CliffsNotes version of the animosity between Tyler and his father. “Maybe. Graeme demanded perfection from his only son and Tyler’s illness was a weakness he didn’t want to face. When Tyler and his mother moved to Sydney for his treatment, Graeme cut ties instead of going with them. Tyler never forgave him.”

      “What do you think would have happened if Tyler never got sick?”

      The question caused a pang in my chest and I rolled onto my side, Jude’s hand shifting to rest on my hip. I pulled the sheet up to cover my breasts. “You know, I’ve given that scenario a lot of thought over the years.” I picked at the corner of his pillowcase, feeling his eyes on me as I prepared my thoughts. “If Tyler hadn’t been sick, I honestly don’t think we would have been together. I think he would have stayed here and taken over his family’s cattle and real estate empire, married the prettiest girl in town, and had a stack of beautiful blond children that would just continue the cycle of a charmed life.”

      “You are the prettiest girl in town,” he murmured. I looked at him and laughed. “Actually, that was a lie; you’re the most beautiful woman.” He reached over and brushed my hair back from my face. When I met his eyes, I could see that the comment was his truth. It gave me flutters in my chest and a smile that pushed at my cheeks forcefully.

      “Back then, I was awkward and strange. I was mean to the people I didn’t like. I was mean to Tyler. He just wanted to be everyone’s friend and I went around hating on everything because I felt too claustrophobic in this little town.” I sighed. “I was the redheaded stepchild of Moama.”

      He chuckled. “The redheaded stepchild?”

      “Yeah, you know; hard to love.”

      His eyes shifted between mine. “I don’t think you’re hard to love at all.”

      The comment turned those flutters into a lead weight that stuttered as it dropped in my chest. I wasn’t ready to hear those words. I wasn’t ready to even have them hinted at. I wasn’t ready to be loved. I was only ready to be cared for.

      “Anyway...” To cover up my discomfort, I let out my breath and tried to steer the conversation back to its origins. “I don’t know if letting Ty spend time with Graeme is a good or bad thing. I might call Susan and ask her advice. You never know, she might actually talk to me this time.” I had tried to talk to her when I called her with Ty to say happy Christmas, but she’d been dismissive.

      “One can only hope,” he said, his voice soft, his hand back to its resting place on my hip.

      “What do you think I should do?” I asked against the quiet.

      “Ty isn’t my son. So I don’t think I get a say.” His words sounded a little sad.

      “But if he was, or if you were me—in my position—what would you do?”

      “I’d let him see his grandfather and swim in the pool.” His response came quickly. He didn’t need to think at all.

      I lowered my eyes, thinking about it. “I still think I should tell Susan first. I don't want her to think I’ve gone behind her back. It might make things worse.”

      “Do what you need to do. Just remember that it’s Ty who’s affected most by all of this. He’s growing up without a father.”

      “He’s got plenty of father figures.”

      Jude smiled. “Yes, he does. It’s just...different when a parent is missing.”

      Realising that he was talking from his own experience, I placed a hand on his chest, my fingers moving gently through the soft dark hair that spread lightly across his pecs. I could sense his sadness, feel his own loss mingling with mine. We were two broken souls lying naked in a darkened room. I wondered if we could possibly fix each other or if we were doomed to fail just because souls couldn’t be fixed with words or things like glue and sticky tape. No. Souls remained broken, and at best, they became scarred over time. Like a shattered vase, they were never the same.

      “Do you want to see something and laugh?” I asked, breaking my thoughts before they got too dark.

      “Sure.” He rolled slightly as I got out of bed and he smiled as he watched me slip into my silk dressing gown. “You really are beautiful, Sarah. Don’t ever think you aren’t.”

      I blushed. “Thank you.” Then I went over to my cupboard and dug through the junk that had been stored away over the years, pushing aside clothes that went out of fashion ten years ago but were probably back in now.

      “Here it is,” I said, finding an old Clarks shoebox and taking it over to the bed.

      “What’s this?” Jude asked, sitting up as I crawled onto the bed and set the box between us.

      “Old photos.” I tapped the top of the box, smiling at the memories I knew were inside. Then I lifted the lid. “I present to you ‘The Awkward Phase of Sarah Kennedy’. It lasted pretty much from birth until I turned eighteen.” I pulled out a school photo, my hair a frizzy mess, thick glasses on my eyes and braces dominating my teeth.

      Jude chuckled. “You were adorable. How old are you here?”

      “Fourteen, I think. It didn’t really get much better from there. The kids used to tease me and say I had steel wool for hair. Sometimes they said it was pubes. I spent hours watching YouTube videos to figure out how to control it before I left for uni.”

      “And what happened to these nifty glasses?” He pointed to the thick frames.

      “Laser eye surgery. It was my graduation present after high school.”

      He picked up a few photos, smiling at each one. “I still would have liked you this way.”

      I laughed. “You wouldn’t have looked at me twice if I still looked this way.”

      He sifted through a few photos and picked up one taken at my year ten formal, flipping it around in his fingers to show it to me.

      “Oh wow. I remember how much I loved that dress.” Its navy bodice had been detailed with diamantes and it had a short tulle skirt. “I thought that bodice looked like the midnight sky. I went stag. Hired a car with a couple of girlfriends. I felt like a princess.”

      “I don’t think any of these boys would have been worthy of your company.” He sifted through a few more pictures from the night, setting them aside one at a time. I caught a glimpse of a boy with golden hair and a million-watt smile and picked it up, pretty much gawking at it. He was so young, so full of life. The picture showed him before any symptoms had taken hold.

      “He’s looking at you in that one.” Jude’s voice was gentle as he pointed to the photo.

      “It’s probably just the angle.” I shrugged and set it aside, a little embarrassed I reacted the way I did. But it was Tyler. Seeing him in these photos only served to remind me how much time I’d wasted hating on him, and how little time he had on this earth. He would have been sixteen in that photo. After that, he only had six years left of his life.

      “He’s definitely looking at you. How could he not? You looked beautiful that night. Anyone who’s worth a damn can see that you’ve always been beautiful.”

      I smiled, tucking the photo away so we didn’t have to keep talking about it. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Jude Baker.”

      “Don’t hide it, Sarah. Don’t try to pretend you aren’t affected by seeing him. You loved the guy. That doesn’t go away because he died too soon.”

      “It doesn’t feel fair to you.”

      “We all have someone or something in our past that broke our hearts. Shit, I know I do. I fucked up more relationships than I can count, I hurt people, and people hurt me. But that’s life, right? You don’t always get to keep your first love. But you live on carrying those scars on your heart. You shouldn’t hide them, they’re a part of who you are.”

      “Who broke your heart, Jude?”

      He picked up the photo I hid, studying it with a sad smile. “That would be quite the list. But ultimately, I think the person who broke it most was me.”

      “Then tell me about the first girl you loved.”

      Putting the photo back in the box, he laced his fingers together, leaning on his knees. “Anastasia Gregory. I met her through a friend when I was out celebrating my twenty-fifth birthday.”

      “What happened?”

      “I married her.”

      “You were married?” I was shocked.

      He chuckled. “Don’t act so surprised. People have found my ‘awkward charm’ desirable before,” he joked, quoting me.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. I just didn’t know that about you.”

      “It was one of my greatest failures. I don’t exactly advertise it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighed then lay back against his pillows. “We burned bright. But it didn’t translate into everyday life. She ended up finding someone else, then told me I was emotionally unavailable. She was right. She wanted me to open up. I wanted to keep my secrets close to my heart. It created a rift that eventually grew so large we couldn’t cross it. So we ended. That’s basically how every relationship ended. Eventually, I just quit trying.”

      “You have secrets?”

      His eyes met mine and he didn’t speak for a beat, his arms stretching up to rest behind his head. “Don’t we all?”

      I shook my head. “You already know all mine—I helped my husband kill himself. That was huge for me. I don’t share that information with anyone. But to you, I’m somewhat of an open book.”

      The corner of his mouth turned upward. “And I’ll tell you all of mine. Just give me time. I haven’t always been this version of me.”

      Tears pushed against the backs of my eyes and I had to look away to keep them from falling. “You know, up until this moment, I’d thought that you were the opposite to Tyler in every way. But he kept secrets too. They almost tore us apart.” Shoving the photos back in the box, I got up and stuffed it back in the wardrobe, breathing deep to regain my composure before I turned around. Why did I always fall for tortured men with secrets they didn’t want to share?

      As I stood there, hiding my face in the clutter of my wardrobe, I felt his arms come around my waist, chin resting on my shoulder, lips caressing my neck. “I’m trying, Sarah. This is hard for me too. I haven’t felt this way in a very long time, but I’m trying. I’m trying to be a better version of myself. The version you deserve.”

      Turning in his arms, I tucked my head against his chest and cried. I was scared. Jude was making me feel things—unexpected things that I probably wasn’t ready to feel. But they were there. And as different as he was to Tyler as a man, his reticence to share was the same. I didn’t know if I could handle not knowing, didn’t know if I could take that kind of strain again.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered after a while, kissing me on top of my head.

      “Just promise me you aren’t dying or sick. Promise me I’m not falling for a man with a death wish.”

      “Oh, Sarah.” He hooked a finger under my chin and lifted my face so I was looking at him. “No. Nothing like that. It’s exactly the opposite, actually. I’m tired of simply existing. With you, I want to live.”

      Then he kissed me and I wrapped myself around him, my robe falling open so our naked bodies pressed together. “Make love to me,” I whispered. It was the first time I’d asked in that way. It was the first time I’d wanted it. We’d been having sex until now—fucking with emotion. But this time, when he lowered me to the bed and pushed inside me, I felt it. I felt it in my chest. I felt it cloud my mind. I looked into his eyes and saw the same emotion mirrored back. Perhaps this was all happening too fast, too soon. There were no rules when it came to falling in love. I didn’t know if I was ready to feel this deeply for someone again. Didn’t know if he was ready either. But we were there. I could feel it in my heart, sense in it the way he touched me. We were there. There was no turning back now.
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      JUDE WOKE WITH a start, a small gasp escaping his throat as his body quaked. I’d been awake since our lovemaking, analysing my feelings and my ability to advance my relationship with Jude when I still felt so fragile in my heart. Things were building between us so fast that they scared me. The intensity felt unreal, like it could all break apart at any moment.

      Experience told me that it would.

      “Are you OK?” I asked when he sat up and ran a hand over his head.

      “I just need some water.” Pulling on a pair of pants, he stood and moved toward the door.

      “It seemed like you were having a nightmare.”

      “Go back to sleep. I won’t be long.”

      He slipped out and came back a few moments later then finished getting dressed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “The sun’s almost up. I’m getting ready to help with the cows.”

      “Do you always get up this early? You want me to get up with you?”

      “It’s fine. I like the quiet.”

      Leaning down, he kissed me on the forehead then left the room. I stayed in bed, listening until I heard the squeaking sound of the screen door closing. Then I got up and dressed, standing in the front room and watching Jude through the window. Did he get up this early every day? I calculated the times we’d been staying up till. If this was when he normally woke up, he was barely sleeping more than a couple of hours each night. How was he surviving on that?

      With my thumbnail between my teeth, I thought about every time we’d slept in a bed together. He’d always woken before dawn and left me with a kiss on the forehead. I hadn’t thought much about it before now. I’d assumed he’d done that on purpose because we hadn’t been ready for Ty to see us as a couple. But now, I was rethinking it. Did he have nightmares every night?

      I didn’t know. But I sure as hell was planning to find out. I wasn’t going to be kept in the dark this time. I couldn’t go through the heartache that secrets caused. Not again.

      Never again.

      [image: ]

      “I was thinking,” my mother said later that morning when she and I were walking from the milking sheds with Ty skipping ahead of us. He wanted to go and visit the calves before we went back to the house to prepare breakfast for everybody. Roles were fairly traditional in my family. There was men’s work, women’s work and farm work. Everyone did farm work and because of that, there was no argument about who did more because everyone was busy all. the. time. I was exhausted at the end of every day.

      “Did it hurt?” I asked, a cheeky grin pulling up the side of my mouth as I looked at her.

      She scoffed playfully and waved a dismissive hand. “I was thinking that you and Jude might like to drive back a couple of days early so you can spend New Years together. We’ll keep Ty and I’ll bring him home the following weekend. He loves the farm and since he’s going to school soon, I’d love to have him over school holidays. This might be a nice way to give you a break, some alone time with Jude, and us more time with our grandson.”

      “You’re going to drive him all the way to Sydney?”

      “Of course. If you leave the ute here, I’ll drive that then catch the bus back up here. I’d like to spend a few days in the city. Maybe I can even have a visit with Susan, perhaps talk mother to mother.”

      “I don’t know. Ty isn’t used to being away from me for more than a night or two.”

      “He’ll be fine, Sarah. Look at him. He’s so independent. I reckon he’d raise himself if we let him.”

      I watched him climbing on the fence of the calf enclosure so he could pull the rope from the gate and get inside. He kicked the gate and jumped down to the grass, his safari hat tilting slightly upon landing.

      “Come on in,” he yelled, gesturing to the open gate with big arm movements when we caught up.

      “How would you like to stay with Grandma and Grandad for an extra week?” I asked him.

      He squinted up at me. “How many sleeps?”

      “Six.”

      “Do I gets to feed the baby cows every day?”

      “Of course,” Mum told him.

      “Then sure.” He smiled, straightening his hat.

      “All right then,” I acquiesced, feeling a little nervous about spending so long away from him.

      “And if you decide you want to go home, just ask Granny Moira. I’ll take you home to Mum.”

      “And Jude. Don’t forget Jude.”

      “Yes. But Jude doesn’t live with us, Ty.”

      “He can. I don’t mind.”

      “Maybe one day. He’s fine in his own apartment for now.”

      “Can we live on da farm? I like Grandma and Grandad’s betta than our howse.”

      My mother laughed. “You can take the boy out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the boy.”

      “Maybe one day, Ty,” I said, touching him under the chin, never one to discount doing anything that would make my son happy. “Maybe one day.”
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      “YOU BE GOOD for Grandma, Grandad and Uncle Harry, OK?” I said, giving Ty an extra hard squeeze before I forced myself to let him go.

      “Mummy, it’s only a week,” Ty said, sounding too grown up to be my little boy. Nothing seemed to faze him. “Six sleeps.” He held up his fingers.

      I kissed them. “I know. I’m just going to miss you so much.”

      “I’ll be home soon. We-lax.”

      I laughed and hugged him one more time. “OK. I’ll relax. See you in one week.”

      He held up his thumb and smiled before moving to hold my mother’s hand.

      “Drive safe, OK?” she said, hugging me then Jude. “You take care of my girl. And you’re welcome here any time. We enjoyed having you.”

      Jude smiled and thanked my family, telling them all how much he enjoyed being there. It was all handshakes, hugs, and warm wishes.

      “I feel weird leaving him,” I said, turning back in my seat once we turned onto the street and I couldn’t see the house or Ty anymore.

      “He’ll be fine. He loves it there.”

      “He’s a born farm boy, that’s for sure. I’m the one who will miss him. He’ll be too busy having fun.”

      “Then I’ll have to keep you busy to distract you,” he said, reaching across the console to take my hand. I rested my head against the back of the seat and looked over at him, taking in the profile of his handsome face as he drove out of town.

      “Thank you for coming here. These past few days, they’ve meant a lot.”

      He squeezed my hand a little firmer. “To me too. I’m glad I came. I seriously loved it there.”

      I smiled. “You took to the work well.”

      “It’s therapeutic. You keep busy, you think things over, and you come out with a clear mind.”

      “My dad used to say that he was too tired to complain, so that made him happy. It didn’t make sense to me as a kid, but I understand it as an adult.”

      “I love my job, but I could be happy on a farm.”

      “You think? Maybe you’d change your mind after doing it for a few months.”

      “Maybe,” he said with a shrug, pulling onto the main road. It was the first long strip of asphalt that would lead us home over the next eight or nine hours.

      As always, our conversation flowed, covering various topics and sometimes breaking into a bit of a healthy debate. Jude was very egalitarian and wouldn’t agree with me that the sexes would never be truly equal for the cold-hard fact that women have babies and are forced to choose between focusing on their child, their career, or to have both suffer. Men didn’t have the same encumbrance. Jude argued that society needed to alter its view on having children and start to provide better services and accessibility so both parents could work and care for children equally. None of it should fall entirely at one adult’s feet. I was inclined to agree.

      The back and forth was fun. I enjoyed arguing with him as much as I loved doing anything with him. We were about three hours into the trip when he yawned and I caught it. Then it went back and forth a few times.

      “How about we stop and I can drive for a bit?” I suggested.

      He glanced at me. “You want to drive my car?”

      “Sure.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Equal opportunities,” I responded teasingly.

      “It’s not about equal opportunities. It’s just...my car.”

      “My finger has been in your arsehole, Jude. I think you can handle me touching your gearstick.”

      The bark of laughter was sudden and catching. It was hard for him to argue with my logic when he was almost crying from laughter. So, I got my way. When we hit the next petrol station, we filled up the car and switched places.

      “Ohhh, this is comfy,” I said, wriggling in the driver’s seat before adjusting the position so I could reach the pedals and the wheel more easily.

      He groaned and covered his eyes. “This is why I don’t like sharing a car.”

      I laughed then started the engine, pulling back onto the freeway. I reached over and started flipping through the presets on the radio.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Driver gets to pick the music too.”

      “How about you just watch the road.” He moved his hand to block my reach but I got one more press of a button in and my face lit up when I heard the lyrics of “Hey Jude” by the Beatles.

      “It’s your song!” I moved my body and sang to the nah, nah, nah.

      “Not this song,” he moaned, switching the station.

      “Hey!” I complained, switching it back.

      “Stop.” He switched it again.

      “You stop.” I switched it back. I was being childish, I knew that. But so was he. I didn’t see what the big deal was, and the song was almost over, anyway.

      The song shut off suddenly, silence quickly filling the air.

      “What did you do that for?”

      “I don't want to listen to it.”

      “Fine. You win. Change the station. Don’t shut the whole damn thing off.”

      “I don’t want any music.” He folded his arms across his chest, his chin jutting out stubbornly.

      I didn’t know if it was the fatigue or the fact we’d been stuck in this car together so long, but my own obstinacy kicked in and I reached over and switched the radio back on.

      “Hey Jude,” it sang.

      He shut it off. “Pull over,” he demanded. “Right now.”

      My mouth gaped. “I might like you being bossy in the bedroom, Jude, but you don’t get to boss me around whenever you feel like it.”

      “Pull over, Sarah.” His voice grew louder. “Pull the fucking car over to the side of the road. I want to get out.”

      “No. You’re being a baby.”

      “Pull the fucking car over to the side of the fucking road.”

      The sound of his voice rang in my ears, causing me to jump. A lot of girls would cry if their partner yelled at them like that, but not me. My fight or flight response was firmly set to fight. I yelled right back.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I shrieked, steering the car into the emergency lane of the highway. He got straight out and slammed the door. I followed. “It was a song for fuck’s sake. We were having fun.”

      “You don’t listen,” he yelled back, touching his head. “I say no about something and you push things. You push and you push.”

      “Excuse me for wanting to drive for a while because you were obviously tired. You don’t fucking sleep. Yeah, don’t think I haven’t noticed. I didn’t feel like dying because you fell asleep behind the wheel.”

      “Fuck you, Sarah. You think I’d be that irresponsible?”

      I folded my arms in front of me, jutting out my chin. “You were yawning.”

      His face screwed up and he shook his head. “You are fucked in the head if that’s what you think. Fuck you, Sarah. Fuck you.”

      “So you keep saying. How about fuck you, Jude? Stop getting angry at me because you got triggered by a song. How about trying to talk to me about it instead of deflecting and making it about something else? That’s what you do. You deflect, deflect, deflect. I hardly know anything about you.”

      “Then why the fuck are you with me?” His face was scrunched up and his hands were moving in the air with his speech. He was obviously agitated, and I’d never seen this side of him. I took a step back, shaking my head because I didn’t understand what was going on and how we got from laughing to fighting so quickly.

      “Fuck this,” he said, stomping over to the car and jumping in. He started it up and I moved toward it to get in. The next few hours would be awesome if we were going to be driving in silence. Angry. But the crunch of gravel made me jump back as he peeled out of there, leaving me coughing in a cloud of dust.

      “Arsehole,” I yelled, pulling my shoe from my foot and pegging it at the retreating car. I was fuming, my body shaking with rage, blood pumping in my ears. I looked up at the sky and screamed, my fists balled up at my sides. Then I dropped to the ground and I cried. “Fucking arse.”

      Ten minutes later, I’d retrieved my shoe and had started walking along the side of the massive freeway, tears streaming down my cheeks. I figured I’d go back to the service station and call my parents. Without my phone or my wallet, I really didn't have any other option. I was going to kill Jude.

      A car slowed down beside me. An older couple with teenage kids were looking at me with worry in their eyes.  “Are you all right, sweetheart?”

      Every time a stranger called me sweetheart, it ached in the centre of my chest. I cried a little harder than before. “No. I’m not all right.”

      “Can we give you a lift?”

      Under any other circumstance, I’d never accept a ride from strangers. But after weighing my odds, I nodded and moved toward the car.

      “Do you need to call someone? Are you hurt?” the woman asked as I got closer. I was a blubbering mess. I could only imagine what they must have thought.

      I shook my head, using the sleeve of my T-shirt to wipe my eyes. “I’m not hurt. But I’d like to call someone to come and get me. Can you take me to the next service station?”

      “Of course,” she said, getting out of the car and handing me her phone. “What in heavens are you doing out here on your own?”

      I shook my head, my tears threatening to fall again. Applying pressure to the bridge of my nose, I took a deep breath. “I honestly don’t know.”

      She exchanged glances with her husband. They probably thought I was on drugs.

      It was in that moment that a grey Honda Civic pulled over and Jude got out. “I’m so sorry,” he said straight away, his hands held out at his sides, a horrified look on his face. “I don't know what came over me.”

      In one movement, I passed the woman back her phone then launched myself at Jude, shoving him in the chest as I cried and unleased the pressure of the fear he’d just caused me. “Arsehole,” I yelled, my balled fists slapping against his chest. “How could you? You left me here. Anything could have happened. How could you!”

      “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” He caught my face in his hands, forcing me to look at him as he used his thumbs to wipe my tears away. He was white as a ghost, his eyes rimmed with red as he stared into mine. “Forgive me, Sarah. I lost my mind. But I’m back now. I’m back. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      I believed him, knew in my heart that he meant what he was saying to me. But his actions and words hurt me, so I hit against his chest again, this time with little strength but a lot more tears. “I hate you.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered in my hair, his arms wrapping around me. I lost my will to stand and relaxed against him. He held me up, whispering over and over that he would never do that to me again. “I don’t deserve you,” he said.

      I pushed away from him, wiping angrily at my eyes. “No. You don’t. That was an arsehole move and if you don’t plan on explaining yourself, I’m getting in the car with these people and I’m leaving. You won’t see me again.”

      He nodded, then he reached out for me but let his hands drop to his side instead. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      After making sure I was OK, the family somewhat reluctantly left, leaving Jude and me alone together on the side of the Hume Highway, hours away from home. I stepped back from him and wiped my hands over my tear-stained face.

      “Explain yourself,” I said as calmly as I could. People didn’t have massive outbursts unless they wanted to push someone away or talk about a problem. Since he’d come back for me, he was obviously willing to talk. It was a fucked-up way to go about it, but it was the human condition—we were slaves to our emotions. I just hoped his reasons justified his actions in some way. I didn’t know if I could be with somebody who had a penchant for running away when things got tough—not again.

      He folded his arms across his chest and lent on the back of his car, scuffing the sole of his black converse into the loose gravel. “I freaked out.”

      “About the song or me?”

      He looked at the sky and sniffed, his eyes flicking to mine before landing back on his shoes. “The song.”

      “Because of your mum?” I understood that he’d lost her at a young age and that he’d been named because of that song, but I failed to see why he flipped out over hearing it twenty-four years later. Surely he’d heard it many times since she’d passed. It was a popular song.

      “Come here.” He held out his hand, his voice soft but thick. I tightened my arms across my chest, not wanting to give an inch when I was so hurt over the way he’d treated me. But he didn’t lower his hand. “Please, Sarah.” There was something about the sound of his voice that tugged at my heart.

      Relenting, I stepped closer. It was there I could see the tears in his eyes. One fell and he wiped it away quickly. My heart just about broke for him. He was obviously in pain, far more than I was. Having me angry wasn’t helping the situation. He needed me to be understanding, just as he’d been every time I got scared and tried to push him away.

      Moving even closer, I stood in the space between his legs, his hands holding mine, his thumbs moving side to side over my knuckles as he focused on their movement while he spoke.

      “When I was a boy, my mother sang that song to me. She sang me to sleep, sang when I needed cheering up. She had a beautiful voice,” he said with a sad smile. “She sang all the time. You always knew where she was because she’d be singing something while she cooked tea, or folded a load of washing. I remember...light when she was alive. When she died, everything became dark.” His voice strained a little on the last two words and he paused, needing a moment before he could go on. I had questions sitting on the tip of my tongue: Was it because of your father? What did he do? What happened to you? Or was it your stepmother? Was she not the saviour of you and your siblings that I thought she was? He rarely spoke of her. The questions raced on, but I stayed silent, waiting for him to be ready just like he had the night I told him about Tyler.

      “We knew she was dying. It was fast as far as cancer is concerned. From diagnosis to her last day, it took a little over two months. The entire time, my father was beside himself. Once she died, it was like he lost any source of light inside him. He just stopped caring—about himself, about us. At first, neighbours would call in, dropping off food and making sure my brother and I were OK. But that didn’t last long. Fairly soon, we were left with a drunkard for a father and no one to look after us. There was nothing in the pantry. I was doing what I could, trying to keep things functioning. But, I was nine. Rigby, he wasn’t much older than Ty at the time. He cried at night because he was hungry and he wanted his mother. And my father, he became so callous. He’d shake Rigby and scream at him to shut up. He was a little boy, so he cried even more. That’s when I stepped in, trying to protect my little brother by putting myself in between them. I yelled, ‘Hey’ at him. Then he stopped, grabbed me around the throat, and laughed. He repeated what I said, ‘Hey. Hey Jude.’ Then he sneered and dragged me into the living room.” Jude took a deep breath, slowly shaking his head, his eyes distant as he focused on the distressing memory. “He turned the song on, then he used it to mock me while he used his fists to ‘teach me a lesson I’ll never forget.’ And he was right. I’ll never forget the look in his eyes that night. He’d barely looked at me in months and when he did, I swear, I saw nothing. The man I knew as my father was gone. He’d been replaced by a monster.”

      I was horrified. I felt sick to my stomach knowing what must have happened next. Those poor boys.

      He wiped a hand over his mouth. “A little after that, he brought Cherie home and told us we had a new mother. She was a sweet woman—still is. She’s very compassionate and took care of us when no one else would. When she was around, I knew I was safe. He wore a mask of a good man for her. But when she went to work, the monster would come out again.”

      My hand went to my mouth, I didn't know if I could hear anymore, but I held my breath, waiting. His voice was tight with emotion when he continued. “He used that song—the song she sang with love—and used it as a warning. Every time I heard it, I knew I was about to get the absolute hell beaten out of me. At first, I tried to fight back. I was angry. I was hurt. I’d lost my mother but I’d lost my father too. In my mind, I was fighting to protect my brother. I knew that if my father wasn’t hitting me, it would have been him. So, I fought back as if it would make some sort of difference. But it never did. The result was bigger bruises and broken bones that he explained away as accidents from me climbing trees. It wasn’t long before I figured out that if I stopped fighting with my fists it would end faster. I learned to put sleeping pills in his food, or get my brother and me to bed before the drink kicked in. The pacifist in me was born.”

      Listening to his words, my throat grew tight, how could someone treat his son like that? “That must have been horrendous to live through. I’m sorry, Jude. If I’d known, I never would have—”

      “I know.” He squeezed my hands gently. “I should have explained it then and there, should have told you earlier. But…” He looked at the sky and sighed. “I don’t want to burden you with all my shit. You’ve got enough of your own.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re the one who told me that I needed to talk about my grief for this relationship to work,” I pointed out.

      He sniffed, his mouth twisting then curving. “That’s because my siblings and I are the fucked-up product of a grief left unchecked.” He released my hands, rubbing his against his jean-clad thighs. “I really messed up today. Hearing that song set something off inside me unexpectedly and I reacted poorly. I’m so, so incredibly sorry for leaving you back there. It was unforgivable; I know that. I only hope you can find it in your heart to let me make it up to you somehow. I’ll do anything you want, Sarah. I don't want to lose you just because I’m fucked up. I care about you too much.”

      Up until this event, Jude had been nothing but perfect. He’d been patient, supportive, understanding. What he did was shitty, but it certainly wasn’t unforgivable—especially after he explained his reasoning. I couldn’t imagine the emotional scars that had created. But I could forgive his actions. As long as something like this never happened again.

      I lifted my hands and rested them on his cheeks, wiping his tears the way he had mine, looking into his eyes, empathy in my heart. “You can keep talking. Tell me all the things you hide from other people, the things that are in your nightmares, the reasons you don’t sleep. Tell me your secrets, Jude. Help me understand you, because I don’t want to lose you either.”

      Taking hold of my forearms, he slid his hands up until he was holding my wrists, turning them gently, kissing the palm of each hand. Then he held our hands together, kind of massaging my hands as he spoke. “I’m trying, Sarah. I really am.”

      “I know,” I whispered, rising on my toes, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. “I know.” A spark of need seemed to ignite inside him and he kissed me back, but harder, his tongue searching as he brought his arms around me and held me close, tight.

      I could sense his need to mask his pain with desire for me. I’d done the same with him countless times, so I recognised it easily and allowed him to take what he needed. I let him take me to the back seat of his car and lift my dress. I let him push inside me, burying his pain in my body until we climaxed together. Then I held him, both of us shaking, both of us crying.

      We’d each experienced terrible loss and trauma. Together, we were clinging to something to take the pain away. Whether it worked or not, I didn’t know. It was possible we were just distracting ourselves with a different kind of pain. But we gave each other something to hold on to in the darkness. I wasn’t sure if our pain would continue to bind us, or if it would be the thing that pushed us apart. Because he still had secrets. And secrets scared me. I needed to know what they were.
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      WE SPENT THE evening at Jude’s place after getting back from Moama. We were so fatigued from the long drive and drama that had taken place on the side of the highway, that we shared a frozen pizza then fell asleep cuddled up in front of the television. Jude woke me a little before midnight and we both trudged into the bedroom, stripping off our clothes and falling into bed, a tangle of limbs. There were some sweet kisses, but ultimately our heads fell asleep as soon as they hit the pillow.

      “No.” The word burst from Jude’s mouth at about 3:00 a.m. jolting me from my sleep. I was surprised he was even able to dream after the exhaustion of the day before, but I supposed his troubles were also more prominent in his mind. During the rest of the drive home, I’d made it abundantly clear that I needed him to let me in sooner rather than later. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—abide secrets between us.

      I’d already been through a relationship where secrets had caused us to waste so much precious time. Because of that, I didn’t have the patience I once did. I wanted reasons. I wanted conversations that tore our hearts wide open to show the colour of the blood that ran through us. And I wanted it now. I wanted it before my heart could get any further involved. I wanted it before my son grew any more attached. Because Jude wasn’t just dating me—he was dating us both. I couldn’t afford to be selfish where my son’s heart was concerned. I needed to be brave enough to force the issue, regardless of the consequences. If Jude’s secrets were too big to overcome, I needed to know sooner rather than later. No matter how much I liked him.

      “Shit.” Jude sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, his head in his hands, breathing hard.

      “Tell me what you dream about,” I whispered in the night, my voice cutting through the quiet of the room.

      He turned with a start, as if he’d forgotten I was there. It seemed to take an age for him to respond. He was frozen in place, looking at me through the dark, his expression unreadable. Then he lay back down, exhaling slowly, and I knew he wasn’t going to fight me. He wanted this relationship as much as I did. I had no clear idea why he’d chosen me. But I knew I meant the world to him; that much was obvious in his actions.

      “They’re different every time. But they’re also the same. I’ll be having a normal dream, something about my life—work, walking down the street, being with you. But then I see him moving in the shadows. I see the glint in his hand.”

      “Your father?”

      He shook his head. “My brother.”

      “Rigby? What is he doing? Is he holding a knife?”

      His head was shaking and I could see the glint of sweat on his brow. The night was warm but his skin was cool. “Scissors. He’s holding scissors. And I can’t stop him. I can never stop him.”

      “What did he do?”

      Sitting up, he ran his hands over his face, his back to me as he hunched forward, his elbows on his knees. “I lied to you, Sarah.”

      My throat constricted. “About?”

      “When we first started dating, I told you my father stayed in England.”

      “The story about your stepmother bringing you here was a lie?”

      He nodded. “Some of it is true. The circumstances are. But my father came here too. She’s Australian and was hoping that moving him here, away from his old life would help him with his drinking. But it only got worse. The violence got harder to manage. Rigby and I would do anything to stay out of his way.”

      Sitting up, I slid across the bed and slipped my hands around his waist, my head resting on his back. “What happened, Jude?”

      “The moment I turned eighteen he told me to move out. So, I got a job and I left for uni. And as guilty as I felt for leaving Rigby behind, I also felt this immense sense of relief to be outside that man’s reach. I had freedom and I ran with it. I convinced myself Rigby would be fine. He was fifteen and spent a lot of time with friends. He’d learned how to avoid our father’s aggression the same way I had, and over the years, his aggression had been solely focused on me. He never touched my sister, Marissa. I repeated these things to myself until that nagging voice of doubt settled, I even managed to convince myself he would be better with me gone; that I was the sole source of his anger. It was stupid and it was selfish. But I needed to believe that. Of course, I was wrong. Very, very wrong.”

      My breathing stilled. I waited for what came next.

      “I was gone for almost two years. The only times I went back home was on special occasions when Cherie insisted the whole family was together. Rigby was in the midst of his rebellious years. He was angry with me when I left, and he refused to speak to me when I returned. He’d sit and scowl and poor Cherie would be doing her best to keep the conversations going. My father, being the sociopath that he was, would talk to me as if nothing untoward had ever passed between us. It was always an uncomfortable experience, except of course for Marissa. She was like a little doll and so full of life. Big brown eyes and long wavy hair that she hadn’t cut save for a trim since the day she was born. By the time she was five she could sit on it. She was the only person Rigby would smile at, and the only person who ever had any fun at family gatherings.” He blew some air out of his nose then smiled. “She loved her hair.”

      “What happened to her?” I whispered, feeling sick to my stomach. Hearing him tell it felt like a nightmare to my ears and a million different scenarios ran through my mind, all of them ending with a terrified little girl—or worse.

      “He cut it off.”

      “Your brother?”

      “No. My father.” I didn’t understand.

      “Why?”

      “To punish her. I don’t even know what she did to set him off. She just called me one night, hysterical, crying about her hair and Rigby. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but I knew I had to get over there, that something terrible had happened. I tried to get a hold of Cherie, tried to call Rigby directly. But I didn’t get an answer from either of them. I was scared shitless on the way over, kicking myself the whole time because deep down I knew he’d hurt them. I knew he wouldn’t stop. I knew I should have done something, reported him, perhaps taken them with me. But no one would believe me; he was so damn nice in front of everyone else…” He paused, his breathing ragged. I wasn’t sure if he was going to go on.

      “What happened, Jude?” Not knowing was killing me. I was terrified of what he was going to say, but at the same time, I needed to hear it.

      “It was a blood bath. I walked in and Marissa threw herself at me. She had blood on her clothes and smudged over her face. Her hair had been cut off in clumps close to her skull and I thought the blood was hers. Then I looked past her and there was blood all over the floor.”

      “Oh God.”

      “When I asked her what happened, she said one word. She said ‘Rigby’. He was fiercely protective of her. Turned out he’d been doing for her what I did for him—getting in the middle to save her from the beatings. But, he’d been out with friends and when he got home, Cherie had been called into work and he walked in on our father wielding the scissors. So he did what he always did, he got in between them to protect Marissa.”

      Please tell me he’s OK. I couldn’t speak.

      “I found Rigby in the bathroom. He was sitting on the lid of the toilet rocking back and forth. He was covered in blood. The first thing he said was, ‘We need to get rid of the body.’ That’s when I saw our father.”

      My mouth was open wide, my eyes bugging out of my head. He killed him?

      “He was in the bathtub, wrapped in a shower curtain, a pair of scissors still shoved in his chest. Rigby started rambling about getting a saw and hiding the pieces. I was so overwhelmed that I pushed him out the way and lost the contents of my stomach. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I had hated my father, but in a very complicated way, I loved him too, despite everything. I didn’t wish him dead.”

      “Oh my God, Jude.” What could I say? I was shocked.

      Twisting to face me, he met my eyes, his expression harrowed. “My brother killed my father, Sarah. Stabbed him. Twenty-eight times. I left and things got so bad that he threw his life away to make it stop.”

      “You can’t feel responsible, surely?” Even as I said the words, I knew he felt responsible. He’d been his brother’s protector for years, so of course he felt responsible.

      “Of course I do. My little brother is serving time in Long Bay Correctional Complex. He is ten years into a fifteen-year sentence. He’s been there since he was eighteen, locked up with the scum of the earth, all because I ran away the moment I had the chance. I didn’t take them with me, didn’t do anything to protect them. I could have forced someone to see my father for what he was, convinced my stepmother, the police, anyone. But I didn’t. I tucked my tail between my legs and ran. I left them in that hell and I will never forgive myself.”

      “Oh Jude, how can you think that’s your fault? You aren’t responsible for anything another person does. I’m sure even your brother doesn’t blame you.”

      “But he does. He blames me because I wasn’t there to stop him. He blames me because I called the police instead of helping him hide the body. He blames me because since that night, my sister still has night terrors. He blames me. And I can’t really fault him, because I know he’s right. If I hadn’t left. Or if I had found a way to make things right, none of it would have happened.”

      “And your father would still be drinking and abusing people.”

      “Maybe he’d have drank himself to death by now, at least that part of my lie would have been true.”

      “Where was your stepmother while the abuse was going on?”

      “Working. She was a nurse and while she knew about the drinking, she swears she had no idea about the abuse. He hid it well.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “Not really. But I believe that she believes it. And I don’t hate her for it. She was messed up over it all too. In her own way, she was just trying to provide for us all and now she’s just trying to keep us all together.”

      “Do you still see your brother?”

      He nodded. “That’s where we were on Christmas Day. We sat in a room full of depressing people and waited for seven hours just to spend twenty minutes with him. He didn’t say a single word to me the whole time.”

      My chest felt crushed, my stomach felt twisted, my heart bruised. How a man as peaceful and caring as Jude came from such a violent past—survived—I had no idea. The guilt and regret he carried must have felt like an unscaleable wall. But none of it was his fault.

      I pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Jude. I’m sorry for how badly your life was turned upside down because your mother got sick. I’m sorry your father ruined a beautiful song, and I’m sorry your brother felt so trapped that he felt the need to end things so violently. And I’m sorry your sister is scared, and I’m sorry your stepmum didn’t steal you all away like she did in your story. I’m so incredibly sorry about everything that has happened to you. But none of it, not a single moment of it is your fault. You can’t go through the rest of your life blaming yourself and regretting actions you were probably too afraid to take.”

      “Do you blame yourself for your role in Tyler’s death, even though you knew it was coming anyway?”

      I sat back suddenly, the verbal bullet hitting hard. Tears sprang to my eyes as the memory of that night came flooding back to me. A tear streaked its way down my cheek and my stomach twisted tighter. “You know exactly how guilty I feel for what I did. How dare you use that information against me.”

      “I'm not using it against you, Sarah. I'm using it so you understand where I’m coming from. It doesn't matter if you could realistically do something to change an outcome, because it's the ‘what ifs’ that kill you. It’s the ‘what ifs’ that cause the nightmares.”

      Releasing my breath, I let his words sink in. I understood completely. Knowing that Tyler was going to die didn’t alleviate the guilt I felt for my part in helping him end things. Every time I heard of a new drug trial to treat MS I wondered if maybe he’d held on, maybe he would have survived long enough and one of those drugs would have helped him. The ‘what ifs’ would always haunt me.

      “It still doesn’t make it your fault, Jude.”

      “I know that. Logically, I know. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’ll blame myself forever because I know in my heart that my brother is right. I could have stopped it, could have saved them. But I chose to walk away instead. It’s what I always do. I’m a coward.”

      I held his hand. “You’re not a coward, Jude. You’re good and you’re kind and you carry a lot of hurt inside you. Just because something makes you feel scared and powerless doesn’t make you a coward. It takes a lot of strength to accept things you can’t change. The fact that you were available the moment your sister called means that you didn’t just turn your back on them. She knew she could call you for help and you were there when they needed you. And your brother…he’s not angry with you, Jude. He’s angry at the situation and you’re simply the target. You were in an impossible position and you did the best you could. You have to make peace with your demons, just like I have to make peace with mine.”
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      We spent the final day of 2016 in Jude’s apartment locked in deep conversation. We’d gotten to a point in our dissection of Jude’s past that all his torn cards were placed on the table for us to inspect. He’d spent most of his adult life walking away from situations when things got too hard. He rarely fought for what he wanted, adopting instead, the persona of a pacifist to explain what he thought was a lack of backbone. It ruined his first marriage, a woman he was madly in love with, but who he never shared his past pain with. He was afraid the truth would drive her away, but instead, it was the quiet that sent her packing. Jude didn’t fight then either. He handed over everything they’d shared and started his life again having a string of relationships that were increasingly less involved. Eventually he settled for a sometimes relationship with a woman he used to work with. They used each other for physical satisfaction but did nothing outside of that. Then he met me.

      “What was it about me that changed your mind about relationships?” We were still lying in his bed, having barely moved all day.

      “You were sad that day we met. When you took me into your kitchen to fix my broken nose, I think I sensed your grief. In some way I guess I thought that if I could fix you, I could fix myself. Which was stupid, because we can’t fix people. We can only understand them and hope they want to fix themselves. I didn’t necessarily intend to start a relationship, but I was drawn to you. And now I find myself here, telling you everything there is to know about me and hoping what’s left of me is enough.”

      “Why wouldn’t you be enough?”

      “I may never be the love of your life, Sarah. I knew that from the start. But sometimes we don’t get our happily ever after with the person who was number one on our list. Sometimes they die, sometimes the stars simply don’t align to allow it, other times, we have it, then mess it up like I did. But we can still have something. It’ll be different, but it’ll be something great, something lasting, because we’ve learnt from our mistakes and grown as human beings. I think that together, we could be happy. If, of course, I’m enough for you.”

      The picture Jude painted of himself was quite dark, pigmented with little colour. If you were to hang it in the entry of your home, it would be confronting to those who gazed upon it because it appeared bloody, raw and tortured. At the edges, though, there was light. The colours of the sunrise creeping in, providing hope that a new painting could form and attach itself to that one, creating a more colourful view of the man he could be.

      I didn’t think of Jude as a coward. To me, he’d been nothing but stoic strength and support. I’d leaned on him. I’d used him to pull myself from my own cloud of suffering. He was clever. He was insightful. He made me laugh. He held me when I cried. He was the best man I knew. It was true that we’d both had great loves before we found each other. My first choice in love had been Tyler, and his had obviously been Anastasia, but that didn’t mean what we had wasn’t special in its own right. It was simply different.

      I placed my hand on his chest. “You’re enough Jude. You’re more than enough. But I don’t want you to feel that what we have is a consolation prize. I think what we have is very special, and I don’t want to discolour it with a feeling of second best.”

      He placed his hand over mine, winding our fingers together. “Second best?” He shook his head. “Never. But it is a second chance, one that I really want to get right this time. I honestly couldn’t think of a single person I’d rather be with right now, or in the future. I want you in my life, Sarah. I want both you and Ty to share my life with me.”

      “I think I want that too,” I whispered. Then he smiled and lifted my hand to his lips, kissing just above my knuckles. “Enchanté,” I whispered, my mouth tilting up at the corners. It was possibly not the best time to make a joke, but it felt good to lighten the mood a little.

      He laughed then placed his hands either side of my face and pulled my mouth to his, the weight of the intense conversation falling from our bones as his mouth moved with mine.

      “How have I gone all my life not knowing you?” he asked, his voice a soft rumble as our foreheads touched. “You know exactly what to say to me, exactly what I need.”

      “You said it yourself earlier; we weren’t ready. We both needed to fall in love with other people, get our hearts broken, then become these new versions of the people we used to be. Whatever this is that’s happening between us, it might not be some crazy all-consuming love, but it is something—it’s different, it’s wonderful. And it’s definitely enough.” More than enough.

      A party nearby started shouting, their cheering voices seeping through the walls. It was almost midnight. We were ringing in a new year.

      Yells and a distant popping of fireworks let us know that 2017 had arrived and we smiled.

      “Happy new year,” Jude whispered against my mouth.

      “Happy new year.”

      We kissed as was custom, adding our own passion, losing ourselves in the hopeful moment. We’d spent the last day shedding the scales of our past. Now, we were lying beside each other in shiny new skin, our future looking so much brighter than before. We were ready. Ready to face it together.
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      I’m happy again. I don’t know for how long. But we’re together and I’m happy. Honestly, I wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d pushed me out the door and told me to never come back. I’d hurt her by leaving. But she loves me, loves me enough that she’ll wait for my return. Do I even deserve that? Have I proved myself worthy enough of that kind of devotion? I haven’t got a bloody clue, but I’m glad, because I’m happy. I’m fucking happy. Who would have thought?

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Sunday, 1st January 2017

        

      

    

    
      WITH THE SUN slowly lighting the sky and peeking between the vertical blinds, I played with the metal on my bracelet, tilting it back and forth so it caught the light while I studied the numbers stamped into it. I had more appreciation for those numbers now than I did at the time Tyler gave it to me. Because the numbers represent the place my heart started beating. Twice now.

      “You know, I looked those coordinates up once.” Jude’s soft voice broke through my thoughts and I turned to face him, my head resting against the soft white pillow.

      “And?”

      “And the location is that path in the university. The same place you spat gum at my foot and where we met. I’d have thought they were related, had I not noticed you wearing it that very day. I saw you studying it before you let that torrent of filth out of your mouth that embedded itself on my shoe.”

      I giggled at his choice of words, seeing the mirth in his eyes as he described the event that brought us together.

      “Does it have something to do with how you met Tyler?”

      I nodded. “I go there on that same day every year. It’s somewhat of a tradition to spit gum in that spot now.”

      He chuckled softly. “OK.”

      Leaning up on my elbows, I looked into his eyes, an inclination taking hold inside of me. “There’s actually something I think you should see. You shared so much with me yesterday that I think it’s only fair I do the same. Will you come to my apartment with me?”

      “Of course.”

      Taking a seat at my kitchen counter, Jude waited while I went into my room and pulled the journal from the top of my wardrobe. “I hope you’re ready for this,” I whispered to it, running my hand over the worn cover. A beautiful nostalgia filled my heart and I hugged it, feeling how much I loved the boy whose words and pictures lived inside it. “I think you’re the reason I found him and I’d like him to meet you.” Opening the cover, I flipped the pages, hoping I was doing the right thing. Jude and I were at the point where to move forward, there could be no secrets in our relationship. He needed to see inside my heart the way I had seen inside his.

      When I went back to Jude, I held it in front of me with both hands, needing to say a few words before I handed it over. This was an important moment. I was introducing the love of my life to the man who was healing my heart. It seemed silly, but I wanted them to like each other.

      “Yesterday, you walked me through your life and your heart. Inside this journal is where you’ll find mine. It was Tyler’s. He started it on the day we fell for each other and ended it just after our wedding a little more than a year later. He died shortly after that. Its pages are full of his hopes and dreams, and mostly his fears because of his illness and his struggle with his love for me. We didn’t have an easy time, but it was powerful and it shaped me. I want you to read it. I want you to know the man I lost and understand what I went through, the same way you helped me understand what you’ve been through.”

      I handed it over, my palms leaving damp marks on the leather due to my nerves.

      “Oh Sarah.” He took it with a slight hesitation, his brow furrowed as he looked over the cover and held it like precious cargo. “You don’t have to do this. These are his private thoughts.”

      “I know. But, he would have wanted me to do this. He had a list of things he wanted to do with me when he was alive, and when he started to decline, he added one more thing; something he wanted from me after he was gone.”

      “What was that?”

      “He wanted me to fall in love again.”

      His eyes dropped then lifted to meet mine again. “Is that how you feel about us?”

      I swallowed hard. “I don’t think I’m ready to say it yet, but it feels that way, don’t you think?”

      He nodded, his features softening. “Yes. It feels exactly like that.”

      “Then I want you to read it. You’ll understand why we met and why I needed you to share your secrets with me. And why it means so much that you did.”

      “OK,” he whispered, taking my hand and kissing my knuckles.

      Then he saw my smile before the word came out, together we said, “Enchanté.” It was possibly becoming our thing.
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      Sometimes you have to man up. It’s something my father always said to me as a kid. Whenever I’d sulk about something or cry because I’d fallen and scraped my knee, he’d pull me aside and say, “Son, I need you to man up. Lohan men are strong. We can’t be seen as weak.” And he’d keep at me until I calmed down.

      Every hard decision in life got the same speech. I wanted to concentrate on art but Lohan men were cattle wranglers. We did things like play football and shoot tin cans. We didn’t draw pictures.

      I remember Sarah as a kid. She was always separate from everyone else, always doing her own thing. Everyone else was playing a game of tiggy, and she’d be sitting with her back against a tree and a book that was too advanced for her age in her hands. She didn’t give a flying fuck about what everyone thought she should do. She just went her own way, her middle finger standing up against anyone who had an alternate opinion.

      She was always exactly who she wanted to be. I admired her for that. I envied her for it too. I think that’s when I started wanting her. I didn’t know it at the time, but the more I watched her, the more I wanted to be in her orbit.

      Pity I was too shit-scared of my father to do something about it during school, and then I was too shit-scared of this disease to do something during uni.

      I should have been more like her. I should have said ‘fuck it’ and gone my own way. That way we would have had more time. I wish I had more time with her. I need more time.

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Sunday, 8th January 2017

        

      

    

    
      “ARE YOU SURE you want to spend part of your visit here cleaning up my mess?” I asked Mum while she checked her purse, preparing to go to Susan’s. “Things will calm down eventually.”

      She paused and glanced my way, a stern look in her eye. “Do you know what Ty said to me during the week?”

      I shook my head and shrugged to answer.

      “He said that Nanny and Mummy didn’t like each other anymore.”

      My hand pressed against my abdomen. That hurt. “He said that?”

      She nodded. “And she may not want to talk to, or even listen to you. But I’m not going to stand by and have my grandbaby feel sad because of it. I’m going to go there and she’ll hear me out.”

      “What makes you so sure she’s going to listen?”

      Slinging her handbag on her shoulder, she placed a hand on her hip. “You didn’t get your stubbornness from your father, you know. I can be very persuasive.”

      Laughing, I handed over my keys and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you, Mum,” I said. “And good luck.”

      She waved over her shoulder as she walked out the door. “I doubt I’ll need it. Call you when I’m through.”

      

      Forty-five minutes later, I was in the park with Janesa on our first jog of the year. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages,” she said, pushing Rosie in the jogger as we ran along the path, her blonde ponytail swinging from side to side. Ty was doing his usual—riding ahead of us—but this time he had one of the toy animals Jude bought him tied to the back of his seat. A lion. He’d said it needed some fresh air.

      “It’s been a few weeks, hasn’t it?”

      “How are things with you and Jude? Say anything special to each other over the holidays?” She waggled her brow comically.

      “The L word? No. We haven’t said it yet. But we’re close, I think. Him maybe more than me. There have been a lot of hints that that’s where we’re going.”

      She was grinning. “It feels that way to me. You’re so…happy now. I can see it in your skin.”

      I laughed. “My mother said that when she saw me too.”

      “It’s true. Jude is good for you.”

      Thinking about the emotional wringer we’d been through since Christmas, I couldn’t help but smile. We’d been through a lot and it had definitely brought us closer.

      “I gave him Tyler’s journal.”

      “To keep?” Her pitch rose a couple of octaves.

      “No. To read.”

      “That’s…” She paused, but I didn’t need her to finish. I knew what she was saying.

      “I know. It’s a big step. But I wanted him to understand how things were for us. I suppose I want him to know that it wasn’t all roses and fairy tales. There were ups and downs and I had to fight to be with Tyler, but in the end it was worth it. Fighting for love is always worth it.”

      “Do you think you’d have to fight for Jude?”

      “I think every couple has their separate demons. The fight comes when your demons meet and you have to find a way to fight them together.”

      She thought for a moment. “Sounds like your demons have already met. It also sounds like you love him regardless.”

      “I do,” I admitted, unable to control the grin spreading across my face. “I didn’t think it would ever happen again, but I do. I’ve fallen in love with him.”

      She emitted a girly squeal, causing Rosie to squeal along with her. “I’m so happy for you, Sarah. Just remember, don’t say it during sex—it never counts if you say it during sex.”

      Laughing, I remembered the last time I had this kind of conversation with her. I’m fairly sure she’d given me the same advice—advice I’d completely ignored, mind you.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, feeling more energetic than I had in years. Each step I took felt a little lighter. Each day a little brighter. I knew it was because of Jude. He’d somehow managed to do the impossible. He’d mended my broken heart.
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      Susan was at my place when I returned home. She was sitting at my table having tea with my mother. They were laughing about something but stopped when they heard the door close.

      “Nanny!” Ty yelled, running up to her.

      She hugged him tightly and kissed him against the top of his head. While they conversed a little, my mum came over to me and spoke quietly.

      “I’m going to take Ty out for a little while, give you two a chance to talk.”

      Nerves swirled around the entirety of my torso, because the last few times I’d tried to talk to Susan things hadn’t gone so well. I nodded then waited until Mum collected Ty and they left before I approached Susan.

      “Seems you’re quite taken by this new man of yours,” she said. It was her first comment and it put me on the back foot, feeling as though I had to defend my feelings for Jude before we’d even said ‘hello’.

      I went to open my mouth, but she raised her hand to stop me. “I think it’s a good thing,” she added.

      Hesitantly, I took a seat across from her. “You do?”

      She nodded. “Your mother and I had a long conversation today. She opened my eyes to a few things, and I realised that I wasn’t being fair to you. You deserve to be happy, Sarah. I’m glad you’ve found someone in Jude.”

      I was so taken aback that I didn’t know what to say. All I managed was, “Thank you.”

      “I’m also sorry for the way I reacted when you packed away Tyler’s things. I suppose as his mother, I was never going to be ready for that to happen. But I also think I was afraid that if you stopped mourning him, you’d stop needing me. Missing him was a big part of our bond, and I didn’t want to be unimportant to you. I didn’t want to lose Ty. So instead of waiting for you to not need me, I pushed you away.”

      “Oh Susan. I could never not need you. You’re Ty’s grandmother and you aren’t just my mother-in-law, you’re one of my closest friends. That’s why I was so hurt. I felt like I was losing you right when I was starting to feel better. I was really hoping that we’d continue to heal together, just like we’d mourned together. I missed that I couldn’t talk to you, confide in you. I’ve really missed you.” I reached my hand across the table, she was too far away for me to touch, but the sentiment was there.

      She smiled lightly, it was half sad, half happy. “I’ve missed you, too, Sarah. And I’d really like it if I could meet him. Jude, wasn’t it?”

      I nodded. “Yes. His name is Jude.”

      “It’s a lovely name. He must be a lovely man if your mother is anything to go by. She thinks he’s very charming.”

      Grinning, I looked down a little, thinking about how my mother had reacted the first time she met him. “He is,” I agreed. “I think you’d really like him.”

      She stood from the table. “I’m sure I will. Perhaps you could bring him to dinner one day next week?”

      Nodding, I stood with her. “I’d like that.”

      Seeming pleased with that plan, she made her excuses to leave, giving me a brief hug before she walked out the door. It was a little stiff and awkward at first, but when I hugged her back, she relaxed in my arms. “I’m so glad you came today, Susan.”

      “Me too,” she whispered, giving me a gentle pat on the back. Everything was starting to feel right in my world.
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      IT TOOK JUDE almost a week to read through Tyler’s journal. We talked about it a lot, spoke about whether I thought fate had had a hand in bringing us together the same way it had with me and Tyler. And I told him that I believed it did because I didn’t think I would have moved on willingly. I needed a metaphorical punch in the face—Jude, of course, got the literal punch he needed to step up and take notice.

      We also spoke about how it made me feel when Tyler vanished, along with my reasons for taking him back without explanation. We talked about Tyler’s lists and the things we checked off them. We spoke about everything. At times, talking about the memories made the grief raw and very present, but it was also cathartic. Jude liked Tyler. He understood that some of Tyler’s actions were simply because he was a twenty-one-year-old male who was angry because he’d been short-changed by life. Sometimes, he was angry with Tyler on my behalf, empathising with the frustrations and pain I’d gone through when Tyler’s decisions regarding his disease impacted my life.

      Having him react so genuinely to Tyler’s words felt like an echo in my heart. It made me feel confident that I’d done the right thing in deciding to share Tyler’s journal with Jude. It also made me feel confident that I’d fallen in love with another amazing man. And more, I realised that in falling for Jude, I was not only honouring Tyler’s last wishes, I was also honouring myself. I deserved happiness and no longer felt guilty for wanting to feel loved again. I felt contented in my decisions and I trusted my heart again. I couldn’t even begin to explain how good that felt.

      The night Jude finished, he came to my apartment and handed back the journal with a heavy sigh. Then he pulled me close, his nose in my hair as he took a deep breath. “Seeing you through his eyes, Sarah, I think I love you even more now.”

      A happy and relieved sigh escaped my chest. Hearing those words fall from his lips was like music to my ears, and to top it off, he wasn’t naked when he said them. “You love me?”

      Shifting so he was holding me at arm’s length, he looked into my eyes, his mouth kicking up a little at the corner. “Yeah, I do,” he assured me before growing suddenly nervous. “Is it OK that I said that? I mean, isn’t…um isn’t that where we’re at?” I loved it when Jude was sure of himself, and I loved it when he got nervous and started to fumble his words.

      I smiled and nodded emphatically. “Yes, Jude. That’s exactly where we’re at.” I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him deeply, pausing for a moment so I could whisper against his lips. “I love you, too.”
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      AFTER THE INTENSITY of the holidays, after our hearts had been laid out for the other to inspect, we fell into a sort of calm. We understood each other, knew the trials that had brought us into each other’s lives, and we were happy in the love we had created.

      Jude spent most nights at my place and only went back to his when the nightmares were too much and he needed some quiet to calm down. I wasn’t offended, because I didn’t expect to be the magical remedy that would cure the burdens he carried in his heart. But I did notice that he was able to hold on to me and fall back asleep most nights, so that meant a lot to me.

      Being back at work meant I had to take Ty to Susan’s each day. I was anxious at first. Even though we’d settled things between us and she’d met Jude, I worried that me being in a new relationship was still too much for her. But she seemed to genuinely like Jude and was keen to reconnect with me. Things weren’t perfect, but at least we were talking again. I think it also helped that I spoke to her about Ty seeing Graeme and we made a plan that we would visit together during the Easter school break when I was due to drive to Moama again.

      Speaking of Ty, he was on cloud nine. He got to see Jude every day and since Jude was only working part-time in the speech clinic while his classes were still on semester break, they sometimes spent the day together. It warmed my heart to see the genuine affection Jude had for my son. I couldn’t help but think about what a great father he would make; it was only natural.

      Braiding my hair in front of the bathroom mirror, I smiled to myself. Life felt so...normal. Jude had left earlier with Ty, dropping him to Susan’s on his way to work, and I had a rare morning where I wasn’t rushed before work. Putting my hair in any style other than a ponytail was a luxury I normally didn’t have time for.

      That’s something that Jude was great at—the little things. The things that made my day just a tiny bit easier. He’d help around the house without giving it a second thought; he’d buy milk without me having to ask, make sure my favourite ice cream was always in the freezer, or he’d get Ty ready for the day so I could rest for a few extra minutes. It was basic, but it mattered and I found myself leaning on him more and more. Together, we had our own version of happy. It wasn’t the kind of love they named volcanos after, but I could tell it was just as special—the kind of love that would last. And, boy, did I need that. I didn’t believe Jude would ever get past the trauma of his past, and I wasn’t so sure I’d get past mine either, but together we worked. I didn’t want to downplay how monumental that feeling was to me.

      The intercom buzzed from the wall in the kitchen and I quickly finished up my hair, twisting the hairband in the end of the braid as I rushed to answer it—so much for not being rushed. “Parcel for a Mrs Sarah Kennedy-Lohan.”

      “Come on in.” Hitting the buzzer to let him in the building, I went to the front door and opened it, meeting the mail carrier as he strode down the hall.

      “Sarah?” he asked, and I nodded as he handed over a box not much bigger than a coffee cup.

      I signed for it, turning it over with curiosity until I saw the sender’s name. Department of Medical Sciences. My stomach dropped.

      Oh God. It was Tyler’s ashes. I was holding Tyler’s ashes in my hands.

      “Is this everything?” I asked, struggling to believe that Tyler’s tall frame fit inside there.

      The mail guy shrugged his shoulders. “That’s all I have for you.”

      “But, it’s so small.” How on earth could the man who had been the centre of my world be reduced to a box I could hold in one hand?

      Again, he shrugged. He had no idea what was inside my package; he was simply the courier. He walked away, leaving me in my doorway, alone with my husband’s ashes.

      It was eight fifteen in the morning.

      I swallowed hard, glancing down at my work uniform. A white polo shirt with green slacks. Comfortable shoes on my feet. This was all so...normal. I’d been handed Tyler’s ashes. I was holding Tyler’s ashes. And nothing had happened. Everything around me stayed the same.

      “It’s so small,” I whispered to myself, walking back inside the apartment.

      I was alone.

      Ty was with Susan.

      Jude was at work.

      There was no one here but me.

      Just me and a tiny box with my husband’s ashes inside.

      I set it on the bench top then sat on a white-topped stool, staring at it. I didn’t know what I expected. But it wasn’t this. It wasn’t a tiny cardboard box.

      The clock on the wall ticked steadily. An hour passed.

      My mobile rang. I let it go to voicemail.

      My house phone rang. I let it go to message bank.

      My mobile rang again...

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Finally, I stood. Shaking my head at myself because it was just a box. I should open it and quit staring at it like a constipated fool.

      I laughed at myself. Tyler would have laughed at me too...wouldn’t he?

      There were some days when I thought about him and wasn’t sure if I knew him as well as I thought I did. I mean, I knew him. I knew his heart. But did I know him so well that I could predict his actions? I remember feeling on edge for the first six months of being with him, constantly scared he was going to take off and never come back. But then I discovered his illness. I accepted our time for what it was, accepted that he’d eventually be unable to use his limbs. I was willing to stay with him. Then I found out that our time was fleeting and he was planning on taking his life the moment he couldn’t walk anymore.

      He kept going for me.

      He prolonged his suffering for me.

      I knew him. I knew that losing his dignity was the last thing he wanted. Still, I made him hang on. I made him hang on until he could barely move and had to be helped to do everything. And he did it, because he loved me.

      Taking a pair of scissors out of the drawer, I cut through the tape and peered into the box. Inside was a packing slip that explained the contents. There was Tyler’s name, his allocated cadaver number, and the word ‘ashes’. It seemed so...clinical, so unemotional.

      Beneath the packing slip was a plastic bag that was sealed with a zip tie—a zip tie. I lifted a clear plastic bag that was closed with a zip tie and set it on the bench.

      Herein lies my husband, I thought, looking at the grey powder as my eyes burned from behind.

      “I’m so sorry I made you suffer,” I whispered, lightly touching the bag. “I was selfish and I wanted you to stay. I’m sorry I didn’t let you go the way you wanted.”

      I wiped at the tears that had started streaming down my face and laughed at myself. “God, do you know how many of these I’ve shed for you? You’d think I’d have run out by now.” Sniffing, I shook my head then picked up the bag, feeling the weight of it in my hands. “Oh, Tyler. How do you even fit in here? You were so big, larger than life. This doesn’t seem right.” I put it back down, leaning on my folded forearms, still staring at the grey.

      “You don’t visit me anymore,” I whispered, pressing my lips in a tight line, sitting and staring. All I could hear was my breathing. I touched my finger against the plastic. “Is it because I let you go, or did you just stop watching over me?”

      I paused as if I expected him to answer then wiped at my nose, sniffling. “It’s OK, I get it. We both needed to rest. But I do miss you. I wish you could come back and be with me again. But since you can’t, I just hope you’re proud of me, because I did it—that one last thing you wanted of me. I fell in love again.” I grimaced a little as I said it. “I feel strange saying it out loud to you, but I’m pretty sure you know, right? You can see this kind of stuff from where you are.” Straightening up, I placed my chin in my hand and smiled through my tears. “He’s wonderful, you know. You would have gotten along with him. But you got along with everyone, didn’t you? I kind of think he’s a male version of me—he’s bookish and stubborn and doesn’t care about conventional things. You would have liked the way he talks. He has an accent, and I think the thing you’d like most is that he treats Ty like he’s his own.” I reached out and touched the corner of the bag, lightly turning it as I wiped at my leaking eyes. “If it was you—if you sent him to me, then thank you.” My voice broke and the tears fell harder. I needed a moment before I could go on. “He can never replace you, but he makes everything better. He makes me smile, laugh, scowl.” I laughed a little. “If it was you, I want to let you know that you chose well.” My voice squeaked, and I sat up straighter, wiping at my nose as I nodded in a small quick movement. “You chose well.” That movement quickly turned from a nod to a shake as the tears burst forth. “God, I loved you,” I cried, my shoulders bouncing and my stomach hurting as I tried to suck in enough air to keep breathing. I had to clutch at my middle, force air to fill my lungs. I held it there, trying to calm the stuttering of my emotions.

      “Sarah?” Jude’s soft voice broke through the pain in my heart.

      “Jude!” I turned and threw myself at him and he caught me in his arms. His hands slowly moved up and down my back in a soothing motion.

      “What’s happened? Everyone has been trying to reach you.”

      Lifting my head, I turned toward the plastic bag sitting on my counter. “His ashes,” I choked out.

      “Oh, Sarah.”

      I clung to him tighter, cried harder.

      He held me tighter, whispering that he was right there and that he wasn’t going to let go. It was what I needed—his soft words, his strong presence. He understood my grief and supported me through it. Proving once again that he was enough. We were enough. No, we were everything. I needed Jude in my life as much as I needed the air to breathe. We were a different version of forever. One that was just as beautiful and important as any other that had come before.
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      I bought a ring. I have this grand plan where I’m going to ask her to marry me. It’ll be a year to the day we started. I’ll take her up in a hot air balloon and we’ll watch the sun rise. Then I’ll ask her to spend the rest of my life with me. It feels perfect. But I can’t help but wonder if it’s a shitty thing to do. I mean, I haven’t told her yet. She knows about my illness, but she doesn’t know what I’m planning to do when things get too hard.

      I should tell her.

      But at the same time, I don’t want to. Everything is so good between us. If I could just have a little longer living this way. Just a little longer...

      Why isn’t there more time?

      

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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      ON THE FIFTH anniversary of Tyler’s death, we dressed for adventure with hiking boots and hats. Sunscreen lathered on our skin, we set out along the track that would take us to a geological rock formation in Sydney’s Royal National Park. It was called ‘Wedding Cake Rock’ because of the smooth appearance of the giant sandstone rock at the edge of a cliff—it looked like the icing on a wedding cake. The description specified that the hike was ‘not for the feint of heart’. We had to traverse a bush path that took us through a ravine with a small waterfall. It was beautiful and difficult, and something Tyler had always wanted to see but never got around to doing.

      There were nine of us all up. Jude carried Ty in a specially designed backpack seat that he’d bought especially for the occasion. Susan came, as did my parents, Janesa and Alex. Alex was obscenely quiet during the hike. I hadn’t seen him for months, but I think this final goodbye was hitting him hard. It hit all of us hard. Tyler had been Alex’s best friend. Alex was the first person he trusted with his diagnosis and he’d stood by Tyler all through university and until the day he died—they were practically brothers.

      Following along in a silence that felt even deeper than Alex’s was Tyler’s father. After a bit of debating, we decided to invite Graeme along. Despite the animosity between him and Tyler, he had just as much right to say goodbye to his son as the rest of us.

      Cockatoos took flight, screeching their noisy song overhead, fading out as they went deeper into the bush.

      “Tyler would have loved this place, this day,” Susan said, her hands resting against the safety rail as she looked out over the large smooth rock that stood out against the background of a blue-green sea. She inhaled the scent of sea salt and eucalyptus. “He really would have loved it.” Looking at me, she smiled, her eyes creasing at the corners with a shimmer of fluid coating them as she tried to keep her emotions under control. “You chose well.”

      “It was on his list,” I told her, taking a deep breath as I took in the magnificent view. We could hear the waves crashing at the base of the cliff while the wind whipped at every stray strand of hair the long trek had loosened. “It’s a good place for him to start his journey.” I crouched down, sliding my backpack off my shoulders. Tied to it was an inflated balloon, made out of biodegradable materials especially for occasions such as this.

      The concept was that it would float Tyler’s ashes up over the sea and into the clouds, and when it burst, his ashes would rain down to be carried all over the world by the currents, allowing him to continue his journey, travelling all over the world.

      I thought it was fitting for an adventurer like Tyler. You never knew where the tide would take you. He’d always be travelling, seeing new things, which was what he loved best.

      We gathered at the railing and I handed the balloon to my parents who would say their goodbyes before passing it along. We would all do the same until it got to Ty who would be the one to let the balloon go.

      “We knew you as a boy,” my mother said, choking up. “And you grew into a wonderful man; one that made our Sarah so very happy. You were a star, Tyler. One who burned too bright to last very long. But you gave us the most beautiful grandchild and we’ll be forever thankful for that.”

      “We wish we could have spent more time with you,” Dad added. “Your time in our family was over so quickly that I look back and feel like I missed it. And we miss you, young man. What happened to you, it wasn’t fair. And—” he cleared his throat “—that’s all. I’m no good at speeches.” He passed the balloon to Janesa and Alex.

      “Mate,” Alex started, his voice tight. “You made me a better person. I know it’s been five years, but I miss you every bloody day. I miss talking to you. I miss all the fun we had. Hell, I even miss keeping your secret for you. You taught me to see the world in brighter colours and I try to do that. Every day. I keep trying to live the way you taught me. So I hope you’re doing the same. Wherever it is you are, I hope you’re still the life of the party, and I hope you’re at peace. That’s all, really. I just hope you’re at peace.”

      Janesa took the balloon from Alex and pressed her forehead against the red exterior and whispered something before passing it to Susan, saying, “Goodbye, my friend,” at the same time.

      Susan burst into tears before she could even get a word out. Graeme put his arm around her shoulders and helped her keep hold of the balloon. She shook her head, her body shaking. “I can’t,” she cried, her head falling into the crook of Graeme’s neck. An anguished sound escaped her throat as he held her and told her it was OK, he would do it.

      “A, um...” He took a moment, and we all waited quietly, tears streaming down our cheeks. “A little over twenty-seven years ago, this beautiful baby boy came into our lives. He was bright-eyed and wailing with his tiny fists b...balled,” he stuttered as his emotions got the better of him. “His fist balled up. It was the happiest moment of our lives. He, um. He grew so quickly. Was smart as a whip and sensitive too. He wanted to do everything his own way but he always made us proud. Which is more than I can say I did for him. It’s something I can never take back. But, I am sorry, son. I was a coward and I missed out on seeing you become the man everyone misses so much. I miss the boy. I miss the boy who could ride a dirt bike like a demon and rustle fifty head of cattle in half the time it took me. I miss the boy who always had time to throw a ball around with his old man, who was the light of my miserable life.” He lowered his head, sobbing quietly before taking a sobering breath. “I miss you, son. I miss you and I’m sorry.”

      “Goodbye, my beautiful boy,” Susan whispered, touching the balloon lightly. “You can rest now.” Then it was passed to Jude.

      Jude frowned and moved as if he was going to hand it straight to me, perhaps feeling that since he didn’t know Tyler in life that he didn’t have the right to say something at his goodbye. But then he thought better of it and held on to the string, doing that nervous shrug of his shoulders before he spoke.

      “I feel like I need to thank you. I have this feeling that it was somehow your intervention that brought me into the lives of the little family you created. I met you on the pages of your journal. I knew about you before then, and I knew what you’d gone through. But until I read your words, I didn’t understand you. But now I do. And what you and Sarah had, it was something special—the stuff of legends, really. I can only hope she loves me half as much as she loved you. But, I can tell you one thing. I will honour her. I will honour you and your memory, and I will always make sure your son understands and appreciates the extraordinary man his father was. I don’t want to take your place, Tyler. I simply want to share the hearts of your family with you. And maybe we can somehow keep you and your memory alive while we continue the journey that is life in your stead. Rest in peace, Tyler. I wish I’d met you in person.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Jude as he passed me the balloon. His words clearly expressed his intentions toward my son and me. And it meant so much that he understood the importance of keeping Tyler’s memory alive. His support was everything.

      “Tyler,” I whispered, the large red balloon in my hands as I tried not to cry too much so I could get this speech out. “You shared your heart with me. You shared your soul. I can never forget the way we came to be, or the fight we endured to get to our end. I thank you for the child you gave me. I thank you for every moment where your life touched mine. I miss you every day and I’ll keep missing you. But I’ll keep living for you too. You wanted so much for me. I don’t think there was a selfish bone in your body, even though you’d beg to differ. You took light wherever you went. There wasn’t a person in this world who was immune to your charms—I should know, I tried.” Sniffing, I laughed a little through my tears. “We all suffer from your loss. I’d like to think that when we release this balloon and your ashes get to float among the clouds, that each time it rains it will be you coming to visit us. Because you always promised to come back, Tyler. Don’t ever forget that.”

      Crouching down, I held the balloon out for Ty who shook his head vehemently. “I don’t want to,” he whispered, his bottom lip wobbling.

      “How about I hold it then? Do you want to say anything? It’s OK if you don’t.”

      He moved closer to Jude and slipped his small hand inside his. “Is he weally in there?” he asked.

      I nodded, feeling my chest tighten because my child was feeling scared and confused. We’d explained to him what was going to happen in the days before. And while he’d seemed to understand, he was only four and the reality of it was obviously a little too confronting for him.

      “I don’t want my daddy to be in a balloon,” he wailed, burying his head into the side of Jude’s thigh.

      “He won’t be in the balloon forever,” I said gently, attempting to explain. “It’s just so he can go on one last adventure.”

      Lifting his head, he sniffled and looked at me, his tiny face scrunched up. “Like how we going to safari?”

      I nodded. “Just like that. We hold the balloon and we wish him well. Then we can let go and watch him float away like he’s flying. He would have really enjoyed that. You know, he took me in a hot air balloon once.”

      “He did?”

      I nodded. “It’s where he asked me to marry him. It was one of his favourite adventures.”

      “Will this be like that?” he asked, looking at the balloon.

      “I think so.”

      Then he wiped his nose with the back of his hand and stepped forward, holding his hand out for the balloon.

      “What do I say?” he whispered.

      “Anything you like. You can just let go. Or you can say goodbye. It’s up to you.”

      I held on to the string while he placed his hands either side of the balloon. He kissed the outside of it. “Goodbye, Daddy,” he whispered. Then he threw his hands above his head, releasing the balloon into the wind.

      We gasped collectively, watching the balloon dance on the air currents, lifting higher and higher.

      I lifted Ty onto my hip. “Goodbye!” he yelled, waving his little arm.

      “Goodbye,” I whispered, feeling the stuttering in my chest, as the red dot grew so small I could barely see it. This was it. There would be no more. No new journals. No packages at my door. Once the balloon was gone, the cycle was complete. Everything that was Tyler was now gone.

      “Daddy!” Ty shrieked suddenly, his arms reaching out, panic in his voice.

      “It’s OK, baby,” I told him, my tears joining his. He curled against me, sobbing into my chest, making me second-guess my decision to let him be a part of this even though I knew it was important. “Daddy is happy up there,” I said against his hair. He only cried harder.

      Jude’s hand rested softly against the nape of my neck, massaging, and I rested my head on his shoulder, needing his strength. “You did the right thing,” he murmured, shifting so his arm was around me. “In the future, he’ll remember he was part of this. It’ll mean something.”

      “I hope so,” I said, wiping at my eyes.

      He held me a little tighter and pressed a soft kiss to my temple. “I know so.”
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      “JUDE IS PERFECT for you.” Janesa leaned up against Alex’s and her car, her cheeks pink from the exertion of the hike back from Wedding Cake Rock and her eyes red from the emotion of the day. We were all completely drained. Ty had fallen asleep in the hiking carrier Jude had strapped to his back and hadn’t stirred at all when we transferred him to his car seat.

      “You think so?” I asked, standing with my hands in my pockets as I glanced over to where he was talking with everyone else. He was right beside the open door where Ty was, keeping an eye on him while we ran the Navara to get the air conditioning working on what was a very warm day.

      “I do. He’s exactly what you needed. I really believe that considering the circumstances of how you met, Tyler sent him to you.”

      I smiled. “I kind of believe that too.”

      “He cares deeply for you.”

      “I feel the same way about him.”

      She held her arms out then gave me a hug. “I’m so glad. You deserve to be happy.”

      Thanking her, I took a moment to say goodbye to Alex and thank them both for being there. I couldn’t have imagined doing it without them.

      “I wouldn’t have missed it,” Alex said, hugging me tight. “I loved that crazy bastard.”

      “I know,” I whispered, rubbing his back. I could feel the loss rolling off him. Tyler was such a huge part of so many people’s lives.

      “This was really beautiful,” Susan said with a smile before she embraced me. “It was exactly what we needed. You made the right choice.”

      “I think Tyler will be happy that we’ve put him to rest,” I said over her shoulder.

      “I know,” she whispered. “The time was right.”

      Graeme placed his hand on my shoulder. “Thank you,” he said. “I can’t even begin to explain what this day meant to me.”

      I took his hand between both of mine. “I hope this can be the start of all of us healing. I’d like you to know your grandson and I’m sure he wants to know you.”

      “I’d like that a lot,” he said, giving me a short but heartfelt embrace. Then he and Susan coupled off, talking quietly before getting into their separate cars.

      “Time to go?” Mum asked.

      I nodded.

      “It was a beautiful ceremony,” she said and I thanked her.

      My father hugged me. “You’re such an amazing woman, Sarah,” he said. “I admire your strength.”

      I almost cried. My dad didn’t hand out compliments easily. He was always there for me, a quiet strength in most instances, but having him verbalise his opinion meant the world to me.

      “Thank you, Dad,” I whispered, hugging him back, telling him that we’d meet them back at my place. They were staying with us overnight and driving back to Moama in the morning.

      “Can I just say how strong I think you are?” Jude said, wrapping me in his arms as I moved toward the Navara.

      I relaxed against him. “I’m only strong because I have you. I was a mess before.”

      “Don’t give me so much credit. This was all you. You gave everyone who was close to Tyler a chance to say one last goodbye. And you made that goodbye really special.”

      “I loved the things you said,” I told him. “Having you take part in today was perfect.”

      “I just spoke from the heart. How are you feeling, though?”

      Letting out a sigh, I moved back a little so I could look into his eyes. “Tired. Exhausted. But I feel good too. We just sent him on one last magical adventure. Everything about today feels right. Especially you. I don’t think I could have managed any of this if I didn’t have you by my side.”

      Running his fingers against my cheeks, he smiled then kissed my forehead. “Let’s go home, my love.”
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      Pouring two glasses of wine, I carried them to the couch, handing one to Jude who was stretched out reading a book. We were bone-weary and heartsore. My parents had turned in early. Even Ty had gone to bed without his usual slew of excuses to get an extra five minutes of awake time. I was glad the day was almost over; even more glad that I had Jude to decompress with.

      “I really do love you,” I told him, watching the way he pushed his glasses up his nose before taking the glass. The feeling hit me in the chest as I watched the way his fingers curled around the stem, and the way his other hand pressed against the pages of his book to keep it from closing. I watched the way his lips curved in appreciation, and the way his eyes softened when he looked at me. It was all so simple, yet so meaningful.

      Love—great love—was about sharing your life with someone. It was about that feeling in the quiet when invisible strings connected you.

      His smile widening, Jude set his glass and book to the side. “Come here,” he said, holding his arms out to me.

      Placing my glass next to his, I joined him on the couch, lying beside him with my head against his chest. He held me tight, pressing a kiss to the top of my head before he whispered, “I love you too.” Then he held me a little tighter.

      “I think I want to move,” I said after a while.

      “Any particular reason?”

      I released a slow breath. “It’s time.” I shifted my gaze in a wide arc, taking in the home I had shared with Tyler all those years ago. It had been just Ty and me here for the majority of my time in the apartment but we’d also been living there with Tyler’s ghost. Over the past few months, it had felt as though Tyler’s presence was slowly slipping away, and now that his ashes had been scattered and his things relocated, it didn’t feel like he was here at all. Tyler had moved on. It was time for me to do the same.

      “Have you thought about moving back to the country? Ty loves it there and you’d have your parents closer.”

      Twisting in his arms, I lifted my head to look at him, my forearms resting across his chest. “What about you?”

      He shrugged. “Well...I...I thought that perhaps...maybe...I could come.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Er, with you. We could go there together.”

      This made me sit up even higher. “But what about your job? What about my job? Do you really think we’re ready for that?”

      He sat up with me. “I do,” he said. “I barely use my apartment anymore. We’re using it as a guesthouse for your parents at the moment. So I think living together is already happening. Getting our own place would simply make it official.”

      I took his hand and met his concerned eyes. He was rambling, which I had grown to learn meant he felt worried he’d said the wrong thing. I loved that he still worried. Even after everything we’d been through together, he still worried whenever he broached a new subject that could possibly cause a problem if he and I weren’t on the same page. It was adorable and made me want to kiss him.

      “It’s not the living together part I’m worried about,” I assured him. “We’ve already come so far together and I agree that it’s the next logical step. What I’m worried about is moving everything back to Moama. It’s a huge undertaking. I mean, we could stay on the farm while we find our own place. We’d have to break the news to Susan—I have no idea how she’ll react. But even without that worry, we’d have to shift our entire lives out there. What about your teaching?”

      “I would honestly prefer to be milking cows.”

      “Seriously? You’d throw away your career at the university to be a farmer?”

      He nodded. “I would.”

      “You loved it that much?”

      Running his hand through my hair, he nodded again.

      “What if you grew tired of it? I mean, my dad and brother would love the help, but there aren’t many days off. The cows always need milking.”

      “I know. But I just keep thinking about how...at peace I was out there. And Ty, wow, that boy was in his element, and he talks about it all the time. I don't want to be in the city anymore. I know there are things that tie us here, but it’s nothing we can’t work around. And I think, that if we’re going to move, we should do it before Ty starts school so we don’t disrupt his education.”

      The way he said ‘we’ and the way he was taking Ty into consideration showed me that we had become a family unit. He wasn’t a single, solitary man anymore. We were a we.

      “And what would I do there?”

      “Your job. There are physiotherapists there too. You could join a practice or start your own. I could even see some speech patients. It could be a joint practice if you liked. We could have a good life there.”

      I took a deep breath, studying his features as I thought over his words. Moving back to the country was definitely something I’d thought about. Especially with a little boy who thrived during our times there. But until now, I’d felt so tied to this apartment. Now that I was ready, perhaps moving back home would be the right thing to do….

      “Home,” I said with a smile.

      He narrowed one eye in curiosity.

      “Home,” I repeated. “I just thought about Moama and referred to it as home.”

      He grinned. “I’d really love it if it could be that for us.”

      I really loved that he wanted that for us. I loved that he’d thought about it so fully, weighed our options as a family unit and come to me with a plan that considered what would be best for everybody—especially Ty. Jude was willing to give up his career to be a farmer. Not only because he liked it, but because the farm was Ty’s favourite place in the world. I don’t think my heart had ever felt so full.

      Lying back down with him, I grinned as he brushed his nose against mine. “You know, I think I’d like that too. Let’s build a home together, Jude. Let’s build our home.”
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      SORTING THE CONTENTS of two apartments. Organising builders. Giving notice to jobs and preschools. These are the things that have occupied our time over the last couple of months. All this, while travelling to and from Moama to oversee the building of our house.

      When we made the decision to move, we certainly didn’t do it by halves.

      The house was one of those kit homes that go up quickly in a few months. We’re placing it on my parents’ land so Jude won’t have to travel far in the early hours of the morning to help with the milking. This arrangement was my parents’ idea, and while at first, I wasn’t so sure I wanted a kit home, once I looked into them I found something beautiful that looked exactly like the picturesque farmhouse I’d always imagined living in. The plan was to be in by Ty’s birthday in July. So we were organising our lives accordingly.

      There was a massive amount of work involved, but I was really excited about everything that was happening and the direction my life was taking. It felt like I was coming full circle, returning to my roots to give my son the same upbringing his father and I had. Fresh air, sunshine and farm work were the kind of character-building forces that couldn’t be matched in a city upbringing.

      Surprisingly, Susan had been fully supportive of the idea. I’d expected her to be hurt that I was taking Ty away from her. But she felt the opposite. She thought it would help him feel closer to his father. In the last couple of weeks, she’d even mentioned that she was toying with the idea of moving back to Moama as well. I think her regular communication with Graeme might have had something to do with that, though. Seems they’d started making amends and were growing close again. I did wonder how Tyler would have felt about the new development, but then he was the kind of person who only wanted other people to be happy. Seeing his mum and dad together again, reunited by their grief over losing him, I think he’d be OK. Deep down, he just wanted his father’s acceptance. His father’s pride. I think he got that, albeit posthumously.

      “Are you ready?” Jude asked, popping his head around the bedroom door to find me digging through the drawer in my dressing table in search of a pair of earrings.

      “Almost. I just can’t find the other one of these,” I told him, holding up the pearl and diamond earring I was searching for the mate of.

      “Do you really need that specific set? We’re going to be late.”

      “These are the ones that go with this outfit, so yes, I do need this set,” I told him, pulling items out and putting them on the floor.

      Chuckling, he knelt down beside me to help look. “Is this it?” he asked, holding up a pearl stud.

      “This one dangles,” I told him, jiggling it to show him. “Why don’t you leave this to me and make sure Ty isn’t trying to change into his Power Rangers costume again.”

      “Sure,” he said, kissing my cheek as he stood. “You look gorgeous by the way. Even without the earrings.”

      I was wearing a tailored purple dress that came about two inches above my knees and a pair of velvet black heels. My hair was pinned to my head in a pile of styled curls and my makeup was on point. We were going out to celebrate Cherie’s fiftieth birthday. When I found that out, I’d been surprised at how young she was. It must have been hard for her looking after two grieving boys when she was barely out of university. It would have been a lot for her to handle.

      I’d met Cherie, and Jude’s half-sister, Marissa, a few times previously. Ty, naturally, was overjoyed to be reunited with Sophie the cat each time we went to their house. They were good people who seemed to only want the best for Jude. But I could tell they were quite sad that Jude had decided to move so far away. I was yet to meet Rigby, and honestly, I wasn’t sure when I’d get to. He was ten years into a fifteen year sentence and Jude wasn’t keen on the idea of taking me to the prison when things were so strained between them. Jude had been visiting him more often though, trying even harder to mend their broken relationship, but so far Rigby hadn’t been responsive. Jude had sworn he wouldn’t give up. He was done with walking away when times got tough, and I was proud of the man he’d become.

      “We found your earring,” Jude said, causing me to turn around.

      Ty skipped ahead of him and placed it in my hand. “It was the treasure for my pirates chest,” he explained.

      “Thank you!” I beamed, heading to the bathroom to wash something that felt a little sticky off the earring before I put it in my ear.

      “You really shouldn’t take your mum’s earrings to use for treasure,” I heard Jude tell Ty.

      “But I need something sparkly. They can’t dig up an empty chest.”

      “I’m sure we can find some cool treasure at the craft shop. I’ll take you tomorrow, how does that sound?”

      “Can we get glue to make slime too?”

      “Are you going to bury the treasure in the slime?”

      “Probably.”

      Jude paused. “OK.”

      “I’m ready,” I said, emerging from the bathroom, smiling at the conversation I just overheard, also noting how clear Ty’s speech was becoming with Jude around. There were some added benefits to living with a speech therapist. He’d slowly encouraged Ty until he was talking clearly like the grown-up little man he was.

      Jude stood and checked his watch, looking handsome in a button-up shirt and black slacks, his contacts in place, and his face freshly shaved. “We should make the reservation on time. I’ll text Marissa and let her know we’re on our way so they can meet us outside.”

      Since we were going to the city, we took Jude’s car, buckling Ty into his seat before driving to Jude’s stepmother’s house where Cherie and Marissa got straight into the car.

      “I’m so sorry we’re late,” I said as they slid into the backseat. “It was all my fault.”

      “My pirates stole her earring.” Ty giggled. And Marissa, who was only eighteen, tickled him on his knee and called him a rascal. He giggled more, enjoying the attention from a pretty girl.

      “Do you think we could stop at the service station?” Cherie asked as Jude started driving toward the restaurant. “I’m out of smokes.”

      Jude held his hand out to me and I dug inside my handbag to retrieve the packet of Dunhill that he’d placed in there earlier, knowing that this would be his stepmother’s first request and pre-empting her. My man was pretty clever.

      “I’ve got you covered, Cherie, but really, don’t you think it’s time to quit those things?”

      “It’s my birthday, Jude. I’m fifty. Smoking is all I have left.”

      He chuckled and steered his way to the restaurant where we had a beautiful banquet meal to celebrate the milestone of a woman I admired greatly. Jude was a great man because of her influence and efforts.

      As the night wore on, we ended up at her house where we were meant to be having coffee and birthday cake, but Cherie had produced a bottle of champagne instead, adding that to her already tipsy self. I was the only sober one there, taking over the driving duties from Jude so he could drink to celebrate with his family.

      “I’ve had a wonderful evening,” Cherie said, holding her glass in the air after we’d all sung happy birthday. “Thank you all for coming to celebrate with me. It’s so nice spending time with family and new friends.” She paused to hiccup and giggle. I smiled, seeing more youth in her than the numbers we were celebrating suggested. “And I couldn’t ask for nicer ones. So, that’s all,” she said, tilting her glass. “Bottoms up and let’s eat cake.”

      “Yeah!” Ty cheered, picking up his fork to dive into the rich chocolate birthday cake.

      Cherie finished her glass then picked up a remote that controlled her stereo. Whitney Houston’s greatest hits filled the air. I laughed as she insisted that Jude needed to dance with her, and enjoyed watching them as they swayed to the lyrics of ‘Where Do Broken Hearts Go’.

      “Does this happen a lot?” I asked Marissa, who was also smiling.

      “More often than you’d expect,” she replied. “Give mum a glass of wine and she’s the queen of the dance floor. Jude has always been her favourite dance partner. He’s always done anything to make her happy.”

      “He has that kind of personality.”

      “He does. We’re happy he found you. Seems you make him the happy one.”

      “Oh no,” I replied. “That’s all him. He makes me happy.”

      Nudging me lightly with her elbow, she chuckled. “I think the feeling is mutual.” Then she turned to Ty. “Want to be my dance partner, little man?”

      With chocolate on his mouth, he grinned and nodded, taking Marissa’s hands and jumping up and down to the beat of the music. I took out my phone and snapped a few photos, grinning as I flipped through them. You’d never know it from the smiling faces in the room, but this family had struggled with terrible pain and devastation, yet they’d been determined. Their spirit had not been conquered. Being here, though, there was always a feeling that somebody was missing. I hoped that when Rigby was released, it would go a long way to healing the cracks in their joy. While he’d done something terrible, he’d also ended a reign of tyranny that they’d all felt powerless to stop. I’d grown up with so much love in my life that I honestly struggled to imagine how horrible growing up had been for them. No one wanted to say it, but I think they were all secretly grateful to Rigby.

      “My lady,” Jude said, snapping me out of my thoughts while holding his hand out for me to take. Cherie had moved over to Ty and Marissa and they were all swaying from side to side, singing along to the next track ‘All The Man That I Need’. Once again, I smiled at the happy scene.

      Taking Jude’s hand, I felt my stomach lift a little as he spun me around, tucking me close to his body. “Well, this is very romantic,” I said, smiling up at him. “You should dance with me more often.”

      “While we do dishes together?” He twirled me around then pulled me close again.

      I laughed. “It would certainly make it more fun.”

      When the track changed again, it was more upbeat and we all danced around together, jumping in the lounge room and just being generally silly.

      “Oh, I need a rest,” Cherie said, fanning herself with one hand and reaching for me with the other. “Come with me, Sarah, I need your help with something.”

      We left the others dancing and she led me down the hall to a bedroom obviously used more for storage than as somebody’s room. There were two single beds with striped blue duvets on them, and lots and lots of plastic tubs with white labels taped to them.

      “These are Jude and Rigby’s things.” She waved her hand about the room. “I left everything packed when we left the old house. I have no idea what Rigby will want to keep once he gets home. But I’ve kept it all in case either of them decide they want it.”

      “Would you like Jude to collect all of his things?”

      She picked up a folder and started flipping through pages, searching for something. “What? Oh, no. These can stay here forever if that’s what suits them. No, I want to give you something in particular. I’ve tried to give it to Jude several times, but he won’t talk about his mother to anyone so I couldn’t even bring the topic up.” She found what she was looking for then pointed out a tub that we needed to pull from the stack.

      “I’m hoping that he’ll let you show it to him. I really think it will help him heal somewhat.”

      “In what way?”

      “I’m sure he’s told you about his father. I mean, he wouldn’t let you around us without a warning if he hadn’t. So that means you know about the song.”

      “The one his father played before...”

      She nodded. “Yes.” Taking the lid off the tub, she dug through it until she found what she was after. A USB stick. “I found this in his father’s things after he died. It was on cassette but I had it transferred to this so Jude could have it and it wouldn’t get ruined.”

      “What is it, exactly?”

      “It’s his mother. She’s singing the song in a band or something. I know very little about her, but I think she was really close to a recording deal at one stage. There are some other songs on there too—covers mostly. But there are a couple of original songs. I think he should have it. He should hear that song again and think about his mum instead of the monster his father turned out to be.”

      “Did you know?” The question fell from my mouth before the words touched my mind. It was something I’d desperately wanted to know the answer to, but I regretted my slip immediately. “I’m so sorry. You don’t have to answer that.”

      She held up a hand. “It’s OK. I understand you asking. The simple truth is no, I didn’t know what he was doing to them. Steven was a chameleon. He had different guises for different people. Sometimes I hate myself for being so blind.” Pausing, she lifted the USB then handed it to me. “Promise me you’ll get him to listen to it.”

      Appreciating her brief but candid words, I nodded, looking at the strip of plastic in my hand. “The last time he heard that song things didn’t go so well. But, I promise I’ll try. I’d like him to think of his mum when he hears ‘Hey Jude’ too.”

      “Might help chase those demons away,” she said, patting me kindly on the arm.

      I smiled. “I hope so.”

      Before we reached the doorway, I stopped and turned. “Can I ask you something, Cherie?”

      “Of course.”

      “Rigby. Does he really blame Jude for what happened?”

      She let out a sigh, her lips curving downward. “Rigby is a complicated man. He knows it wasn’t Jude’s fault. He’s just angry at his brother for getting out when he did. But I can’t blame Jude—can’t blame either of them really. That man did make those boys’ lives a living hell. Jude wanted freedom and so did Rigby. They just went about it in very different ways. My biggest regret is not paying closer attention. Despite his masks, I knew Steven was a harsh man, but I didn’t realise how harsh. Then it was too late to save them.”

      Reaching out, I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Jude loves you, Cherie. He doesn’t blame you at all. The only blame he has is toward himself.”

      “Then make him understand that none of it was on him. Everything that happened was his father’s doing. Not one of us can change that now, so it’s best we move forward and remember the good things; like that song you have in your hand. Promise me you’ll give it to him, Sarah,” she asked again.

      “I promise,” I assured her with conviction in my voice.

      “Thank you, pet. I can see how much love he has for you and that little boy of yours. If anyone can help him forgive himself, I know it will be you.”

      [image: ]

      The USB stick sat like a heavy burden on the bottom of my bag. I agreed with Cherie that Jude should hear the voice of his mother singing that song to him. But after the massive blow-up we had when we heard it on the radio, I was concerned about bringing it up with him.

      “Is everything OK?” he asked after I’d put Ty to bed and told him his favourite bedtime story about a golden boy who went on wild adventures. “You’ve been quiet since Cherie took you aside. Did she say something to upset you?” He stood in the kitchen making coffee, watching me with cautious eyes.

      “No,” I responded quickly. “She was lovely. We talked a little, that’s all. And she gave me something.”

      “She gave you something?”

      “Well, not me. It’s something for you.”

      The cautious look shifted to curiosity as he tilted his head a little. “She gave you something to give me on her birthday?”

      A slight chuckle bounced my shoulders. “Yeah.” I went to my bag to retrieve it, telling myself to just rip off the Band-Aid and deal with whatever may come of this afterward. “I think it’s kind of a big deal too. So I just want you to stay calm, OK?”

      Instantly, he stood up straighter. “Why?” He elongated the word.

      Wrapping my hand around the USB stick, I pulled it out and walked to the desk and picked up my laptop, bringing it to the kitchen to place in front of him.

      “Sarah, what is this?”

      “Are you calm?”

      “Not really.”

      “I need you to trust me. This is important.” I put the USB stick in the side of the computer and opened the folder. The moment he saw the name on it, he started shaking his head.

      “Sarah, no.”

      I grabbed his hand and brought it to my chest. “Before you freak out, I just want you to listen to it. Please. I think you need to reclaim it as the way it was intended when your mother gave you your name.” I could feel his tension, see the fear in his eyes. “Can you trust me?”

      The Adam’s apple bobbed in this throat as his breathing deepened. Beads of sweat formed on his brow that was knitted tight.

      “Please, Jude.”

      “OK,” he whispered.

      Reaching out, I hit play and waited. Soon, a female voice floated out of the speakers; sweet, soft and filled with love.

      His eyes widened, his lips parted. “That’s...”

      I nodded. “It’s your mum.”

      He pointed at the screen. “Where did this come from?”

      “She said that she found it a long time ago, but you wouldn’t talk to her about anything to do with your mum. So she gave it to me, hoping you’d listen.”

      His eyes filled with emotion and he pressed his lips together, nodding and swallowing and doing everything he could to keep the dam in place, but when the song reached its crescendo, the façade slipped and his arms shot out, bringing me to him, crying into the side of my neck.

      “Thank you,” he whispered when the song finished and he was able to regain his calm. He lifted his head and wiped his eyes. “That was...” He blew out a breath. “Amazing. It has been so long since I heard her sing it, I thought I’d forgotten what she sounded like. But the moment I heard it, I remembered—her smile, her laugh.” He grinned then pressed his lips together. “I don’t know that I’ll ever hear another version of this song and be OK with it, but I’m grateful to have this one. I really needed it. Thank you.”

      “Cherie wanted you to have your mother’s love back. And she wanted me to make sure you understood that none of it was your fault. I don’t know how much of a difference that makes to you, but she made me promise to tell you. I do hope you’ll take it on board.”

      “I’ll try,” he said, reaching out to take the USB stick from the computer. He held it between his fingers, twisting it around, studying it before lifting it slightly and meeting my eyes. “Sarah, meet my mum. She was beautiful and loved to sing to me.”

      I smiled as he slipped it into his pocket before he looked at the two coffee cups he had set out. “I think I need something a little stronger than that. Got anything to Irish those up?”

      “I think I have some Baileys in the fridge. Why don’t you go sit down? I’ll sort these out.”

      Leaning down, he pressed a kiss against my lips. “You’re the best thing about my life, Sarah. I hope you know that.”

      I placed my hand on the side of his face. “I do now,” I murmured. Then I kissed him back and we quickly forgot all about the coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

          Thursday, 18th May, 2017

        

      

    

    
      “WHERE DO YOU want this stack of boxes?” Alex asked, wheeling a trolley loaded with heavy books.

      “In the front room,” I told him. He and Janesa were helping us move Jude’s belongings into my apartment. He’d sold his, and we were keeping mine so Ty had the option to use it if he wanted to go to university in the future. Until then, we were going to rent it out for the extra income.

      “This one?” he asked, pointing toward the door of the room that was once Tyler’s.

      “It’s empty,” I assured him, understanding his hesitation. The last time he was in there, Tyler was dying and it was filled with medical equipment.

      Nodding, he pushed the door open then took a breath before pushing the trolley into the room and unloading the books. “What did you do with his stuff?” he asked when he exited.

      “It’s stored at Susan’s.”

      Nodding, he looked relieved at that information.

      “I haven’t erased him, Alex. I’m just living my life, exactly how he wanted me to.”

      “I know that, Sarah. This is just a little weird for me. I mean, Jude’s a great guy. I like him a lot. I just wish it was Tyler. I miss him, you know?”

      “Yeah. I know. I miss him too. And if there’s anything of his that you wanted, I can call Susan and—”

      He held up his hand to stop me. “I just want my best mate back, Sarah.”

      “I get it. We’d all change the past if we could. But this is our reality now. And I’m happy, Alex. I’m really happy. I hope you can understand that.”

      Gripping the handle of the trolley, he gave me a half smile and nodded his understanding. “Well, I’d better get back up there.”

      I nodded, smiling a little back. I’d always liked Alex but ever since Tyler died, we’d struggled to communicate with each other. I suppose we just reminded each other too much of the fun we used to have and in turn, what we’d lost. Now, Alex had slipped into the role of my best friend’s husband. I missed what we’d once had.

      The day continued in a revolving door of shifting boxes and furniture, changing things around in my living room to fit everything that wouldn’t fit into the front room.

      “That’s the last of it.” Janesa sighed, flopping down onto the couch next to Alex. “Remind me of this day if I ever suggest moving, OK?” she said to him before waving her hand in front of her nose and complaining about his stink.

      Alex just hugged her and made her smell him more, causing her to squeal with laughter.

      “So mean,” she said when he released her.

      “We should go,” he replied, tapping her on the thigh. “I’m beat and I obviously need a shower. I’m sure you guys need to go get Ty from his grandmother’s.”

      I looked at the time and nodded. Susan had picked up Ty from preschool like she did on any other day when I worked. But we did need to pick him up before dinner so he wasn’t too tired to eat with us.

      “Thank you so much for your help,” Jude said, holding out his hand for Alex to shake.

      “And don’t worry, we’re getting removalists for the big move,” I assured him.

      He laughed and waved a hand. “It’s all good. We were happy to help.”

      “Just make sure you set some time aside to spend with us before your big move,” Janesa said, giving me a hug. “Moama is too far for our weekend runs. I’m going to miss you.”

      “I promise,” I told her, hugging her back. I was going to miss her as well. She’d been a big part of my life for almost a decade. It was going to be strange not seeing her most weekends, but we had promised to FaceTime and holiday together whenever possible.

      After seeing them to the door, Jude and I returned to the living area, flopping down on the closest seat, which was his couch. “We have too much stuff,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders.

      “This couch is going to have to go.”

      “This couch is amazingly comfortable.”

      “But it doesn’t match my couch and my couch matches the new house.”

      “My couch matches just fine.”

      “It’s old and brown,” I argued.

      “Yours is white,” he argued back. “It’s hardly practical.”

      I sat up shifting away from him, feeling defensive, because I had this vision of what the interior of our house would look like and wasn’t expecting an argument over it. “What’s so wrong with that?”

      “It has no character. White isn’t even a colour, it’s a shade.”

      Now I stood, my agitation forcing me to my feet. “So we just take your ugly brown couch instead because it has character? It isn’t even big enough for more than two people to sit on. It’s a bachelor couch, Jude. It isn’t a family couch.”

      He stood too, his hands moving about to punctuate his words. “How is a white couch a family couch? I suppose you’re going to tell me that my bed is going too?”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “It can go in the guest room.”

      His mouth gaped then closed. “You’ve just made all these decisions about my stuff without consulting me?”

      “Of course I have. If I left it up to you, our house would look like a library—an ugly brown library.”

      “Every bookworm in the world just felt those words like a knife in their heart.”

      I had been expecting a different kind of retort, something that would escalate our conflict further, but the comment stopped me in my tracks. Suddenly, I was laughing at the absurdity of it all. We were tired from moving and splitting hairs over things that didn’t matter.

      “So now you’re laughing at the book community. I thought you loved reading, Sarah.” He shook his head, folding his arms across his chest, but I could see the light dancing in his eyes.

      “I would love to live in a library. Just not a brown one,” I added calmly, moving until I was standing directly in front of him.

      “Then I have a suggestion for you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “How about we choose new furniture that is ours instead of doing all this yours and mine crap?”

      Taking a deep breath, I looked around the apartment. It was more a maze of boxes and bookcases at that point, but in amongst all of Jude’s things were my things—Tyler’s and mine. There were memories attached to those items. There was sadness attached to them too. I’d been through the greatest highs and lows of my life in this apartment, but I was truly ready to leave that behind and focus on this new life I was building with Jude.

      “OK,” I said, releasing the air I held in my lungs. “We’ll buy new stuff.”

      “And we’ll shop for it together?”

      “Yes. We’ll shop for it together.”

      “There’s something else too,” he said, taking my shoulders then running his hands down my arms until we were holding hands.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’d like to marry you.”

      “What?” I laughed nervously. That proposal came right out of left field for me.

      Releasing one of my hands, he slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out a ring, lowering to one knee as he held it up to me. Had he been carrying that ring around in his pocket all day?

      “Will you marry me, Sarah? I want you and Ty to be my family. Officially.”

      My heart skipped a beat and I pressed a hand to my chest. The ring was beautiful, a square diamond in a claw setting surrounded by a border of smaller diamonds. It was classic in style. Very me. He’d chosen perfectly. He was perfect too, as was this impromptu moment. I loved that he was declaring his desire to spend the rest of his life with me after a silly argument. I didn’t know why, but it felt way more special than an elaborate setting. It was like saying that he would be happier arguing with me for the rest of his life than he would be if we weren’t together. He loved me that much.

      My heart felt close to bursting it was so full, and I felt so incredibly lucky. My life had given me two amazing men. Two amazing loves.

      “Yes. I’d love to marry you, Jude.” Holding out my hand, I couldn’t keep the grin from my face.

      Sliding the ring on my finger, he stood up quickly and wrapped me in his arms. “Thank God,” he whispered before kissing me deeply.

      I smiled against his mouth, feeling the love swelling inside of me. The man in my arms made everything better. The moment he stepped into my life, he started shining a light on all my darkest moments. He could brighten any bad mood and he loved me in the best way. We both had pasts that had changed the way we loved. But they didn’t alter the depth of it. Our loss and our pain just made our love different. And I think it made us both appreciate it more. We understood how fleeting life could be.

      I knew I loved him when I couldn’t imagine a future without him in it. Loving Jude didn’t change the love I had for Tyler and it didn’t replace it either. It existed alongside it, combining in my heart so I could love them both at the same time, appreciating their differences. It overjoyed me to be blessed with another chance at this thing called a ‘happily ever after’. And it wouldn’t end with the wedding like they do in books, it would end years later when we’re old and tired and had a lifetime of memories etched on our faces. He made me laugh, he knew my heart, and I knew his. He was my perfect mate. I wanted everything that life had to offer, and I wanted it with him.

      This—the stress and the clutter, the happiness despite of it and the dreams of a full life—it’s exactly what Tyler wanted for me. As I held on to Jude, I looked at my new ring, unable to shake the memories of the first time I answered ‘yes’ to a ring. The memory was bittersweet but it didn’t take away from the joy I felt over agreeing to marry Jude. I felt good, I felt hopeful. This was life and I was living it. Just like I promised.
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      I have loved a single person in my lifetime. I was infatuated with her for years and for a little longer than one year, I got to be her soulmate. Her name is Sarah Kennedy. But she’s also a Lohan now. By some miracle, she chose to be my wife, even knowing how all this ends. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever met and has a heart that’s big enough to love the entire world. So I know she’ll be OK. She’ll get over me, eventually.

      I don’t envy her that. I’m the lucky one here. I got the girl. Sarah is my forever. For her, I’m but a moment.

      I don’t expect she’ll forget me. But I do expect her to move on from me. She has so much love in her heart, she needs an outlet for it—someone who will love her completely. She’s strong, sure, but she needs someone who will look after her so she feels safe enough to be weak occasionally.

      I hate thinking about this stuff. But it seeps into my mind because I know this has an expiry date and I need to tell myself that everything will be OK when I’m gone. I need to imagine a life where Sarah is happy. If it can’t be with me then it needs to be with someone good, someone deserving of her. And there has to be a guy like that out there for her because she’s everything to me, and I don’t even think I deserve her. So the one who really does deserve her love is still waiting in the wings somewhere, and they’ll swoop in when she’s ready and then she’ll find her true happily ever after. Her forever happily ever after.

      This is my last entry. This disease is making writing too difficult. The numbness is creeping through my fingers and messing with my sense of touch. It’s the beginning of the end, so let me leave on this note, on the day we were married when our love was at its brightest. There was no happier moment for me than when I saw Sarah walking down that aisle. I cried like a baby and told her how much I loved her in front of God and everyone that matters. I have no regrets in this life, not anymore, because I lived. I fell in love and I lived a good life. It was short, but holy hell...it was a good one.

      Remember how I lived.

      
        Excerpt from Tyler’s Journal
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          Thursday, 27th July 2017

        

      

    

    
      TY’S EYES GREW massive when we took his blindfold off. “You got me a house for my birthday?”

      Our life in the city was now completely behind us. It had been a long and gruelling road packing and merging our lives over the last six months. And we’d gone and added a wedding to the mix at the last minute. It wasn’t all smooth sailing, but like everything that had happened since Jude and I met, we got through it, together. He was my rock and I was his, and no amount of time would change that.

      For the purpose of this big reveal, we’d been staying in the main house with my parents while Jude and I prepared the new house with our new furniture and a mixture of our belongings. Until now, Ty hadn’t laid eyes on it, my family keeping him busy while Jude and I unpacked. The finishing touch was a giant bow that Jude, Dad, Harry and I all tied around the outside last night.

      The look on Ty’s face was totally worth it.

      “Do you like it?” I asked, helping him out of the ute.

      “I don’t have to live in there all by myself, do I?”

      I laughed. “No. This house is for you, Jude and me to live in. Do you want to go inside? I think there might be some more presents for you.”

      His eyes grew bigger. “Really?”

      I nodded. “How about you go and untie that big bow?”

      “Come on!” he yelled, grabbing Jude’s hand then running for the front door. My brother followed closely behind, his phone held aloft as he filmed the whole experience. A squeal erupted the moment Jude opened the front door.

      “This is the best birthday ever!”

      “I think he likes it,” Mum said with a chuckle.

      “Guys, get in here!” Ty yelled from the doorway, gesturing wildly for my parents and me to follow him.

      “It’s a beautiful house,” my dad said taking in the wraparound veranda and outdoor landscaping. “You’ll all be real happy here.”

      I looped my arm with his as we walked up the path. “Thank you for letting us do this. I don’t think I can express that enough.”

      He patted my arm. “I have my little girl happy and back home. After everything you’ve been through, that’s all the thanks I need.”

      Hugging him a little tighter, I touched my head to his shoulder. When we got inside, we were welcomed with the sight of Ty jumping into Jude’s arms.

      “I love this house!”

      Dad chuckled. “You chose well with that one. Jude is a good egg.”

      “I know he is. And I think you’re right; we’re going to be really happy here.”

      

      A little later that night, when Ty was tucked into bed, I stood in the doorway listening as Jude read him a story and Ty talked about what an amazing birthday he had. He was a five-year-old boy who’d just had all his dreams come true, and I imagined this would be a day he wouldn’t forget any time soon.

      However, like with all little boys, there was just one more thing he wanted. “Jude,” he said, his voice sleepy as he stretched his hands above his head.

      “Yes, buddy?”

      “Since you and mummy are married now and we have this new house, do you think I can call you daddy?”

      My chest clenched. Ever since Jude had been living with us, Ty had become a different boy. He was happier and acted more like the crazy kid he was supposed to be instead of the child of a grieving mother, always concerned about why she was so sad. I understood that he wanted a father and he saw that in Jude. But I didn’t know how Tyler would feel about his son calling another man ‘daddy’.

      “I don’t know, bud. Why do you want to call me daddy?”

      “Because everyone calls you Jude. Mummy says that mummy is a special name that only I get to call her. I want you to have a special name too. And I want you to be my daddy. I wished on my cake that it could be you.”

      Jude’s head spun and his eyes met mine. Hearing Ty’s reason, I knew it wasn’t about me, or Jude, or Tyler, it was about the little boy and his birthday wish and his longing for something he’d never experienced until Jude entered our lives. I nodded my head, letting Jude know that I was completely OK with it if he was.

      He turned back to Ty and ran a hand through his thick blond hair. “I’d love nothing more than to be your daddy, Ty. That would make me very happy.”

      Ty smiled. “Goodnight, Daddy,” he said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, son. Goodnight, Ty,” Jude replied, kissing him on the forehead before creeping out of the room. My eyes were swimming with tears.

      “You heard all that?” he asked when we moved into the living room.

      I nodded, sniffling. “Yeah. I heard every word. It was...intense. Beautiful.”

      He wiped a hand over his face. “Are you sure you’re all right with it?”

      “Yeah. He loves you. It’s fitting. You earned it.”

      “I don’t want to take anything away from Tyler.”

      “He’ll always know who his father is, but he needs a dad too, Jude. All of our kids will.”

      “What do you mean, all of our kids?”

      “Well, you know we haven’t exactly been careful lately. What with all the stress of the wedding and the move…well, I’m late.”

      “You’re late?” His hand covered his mouth and his eyes grew wide. “Have you tested?”

      “Not yet. I was waiting for you.”

      “OK.” He looked freaked out.

      “Are you OK with this? We haven’t talked about more kids. But with the lax protection, I kind of thought you would be happy about this.”

      “I am. I’m nervous.” He held out his hand. “Look, I’m shaking.”

      I took it, laughing. “OK. Then let’s test.”

      He nodded, swallowing hard. Then I went to the bathroom, and together we stood and watched as the test activated. Within ten seconds two pink lines showed up.

      “Is that a yes?” he asked.

      “That’s a yes.” I smiled.

      “Yes,” he yelled, his fist pumping the air before he picked me up and spun me around in a circle. Then he lowered me to the ground and kissed me softly. “I’m going to be the best husband and father. I had a shitty example, but I’ll be better than you could possibly imagine.”

      With my heart filled with love—everything we’d been through, all that we’d shared—it came down to this moment. A moment where all our hopes and dreams about what the future could hold became a reality. I touched his face and looked into his eyes, smiling. “You already are, Jude.”
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          Tuesday, 19th September 2017

        

      

    

    
      IT OFTEN AMAZED me how powerful a stick of gum had been in deciding my fate. Something that provided minty freshness to most had been the key to unlocking my closed heart. In both instances, I’d separated myself from the world, hiding behind my anger and disappointment over circumstances that seemed unfair. Then these men had been thrown into my path, opening my eyes and guiding my heart until I had no choice but to fall. And fall I did. I would be forever grateful to Wrigley for their role in my forever.

      Almost a year had passed since Jude came into my life. And almost six years since Tyler left it. In the beginning, I spent a lot of time trying to see the differences in the way I’d loved each man, but when I fell, I fell fast, and I fell hard, because in my heart I knew when it was right. I knew with Tyler, just like I knew with Jude.

      There was a time when Jude said to me that he didn’t expect to be the love of my life. He just wanted to be enough. It was something I’d thought about a lot—especially since we said those two very important words at the altar: “I do.”

      We pledged our lives to each other. We promised to love and honour, in sickness and health... After we said that, I knew he wasn’t just enough. He was everything. Jude would be the love of my life. He’d be the man I’d spend the rest of my days with, the man I’d build a family with. It wasn’t that crazy-out-of-control first love that I had with Tyler. But that didn’t mean it was any less than that. It was a more mature love, one that was just as intense but not quite as desperate. It was a love that did the impossible; it healed our damaged souls and allowed us to trust in the power of love again. It was a love that understood. A love that I knew without a doubt would last.

      I didn’t think time would ever change how much I missed Tyler’s presence in my life. But now I embraced my loss in a way that meant I could talk about him and smile. I wore his rings on my right hand so I could honour my marriage to him and my marriage to Jude at the same time. You’d think Jude would be a little jealous or perhaps feel awkward about something like that. But he wasn’t at all. He said that the way he saw it, Tyler was the one who lost so much, so it was up to us to give his memory life by including him in our everyday—not just in the special activities we did to complete his lists. Jude was such a wonderful man. I felt truly honoured that he chose me. That he looked into my damaged soul and saw something of value. He found me. And then he loved and cherished me.

      That wasn’t to say that we wouldn’t still do the big things on Tyler’s list. The African safari was still happening—we’d spoken to our obstetrician about the trip and she assured us that travelling to South Africa would be fine as long as we took the proper precautions.

      Country life agreed with us all. The fresh air, the sunshine, the people. Ty was over the moon. Everything he’d ever wanted was happening before his eyes: he’d moved to the farm, had a house with a backyard, Jude had agreed to be his daddy, and he was getting the baby brother or sister he’d always wished for. On top of that, he had all his grandparents in one place. Just as we suspected, Susan moved back to Moama. She and Graeme were even planning to renew their vows so they were married again. I began seeing the softer man in Graeme, and watching him with Ty often brought tears to my eyes. Broken hearts were being mended all round.

      Now we just needed to encourage my brother to find his own happily ever after.

      I’d joined the physiotherapy team at a rehabilitation clinic in town and felt just as fulfilled in my job as I had been working in a big hospital. Jude also worked there part-time. The man enjoyed a full workload, putting his speech therapy skills to use while rotating shifts with my father and brother on the farm. They’d all managed to achieve a healthy work-life balance that created a happier atmosphere and gave my dad the semi-retirement a man in his sixties deserved. Harry finally had the chance to focus on something more than the farm.

      As Jude relaxed into his new life, he’d started to talk about his mother a lot more, too. I’d even noticed that his nightmares had lessened. His confidence grew—the shrugging was all but gone. And Rigby was finally taking his phone calls. Life was getting better day by day. I was in love and life felt beyond perfect. There were times when I felt the need to pinch myself to be sure it wasn’t a dream. But it was real. This life I was living was really happening.

      And when the storms rolled in and the rains poured down, I thought of Tyler in the clouds. I took Ty out to the veranda to tell him stories of his father, the golden boy who made everyone around him happy—especially me. I’d been the girl he taught to smile, the girl he’d taught to love life.

      Just as he wanted, I would remember how he lived.

      

      
        The End
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            About Multiple Sclerosis

          

          (information from MS Australia)

        

      

    

    
      TYLER WAS UNFORTUNATE to have a very aggressive form of MS, and while some of the topics in this book were hard to talk about, they are issues that come up in many families when a loved one is in irreversible pain.

      It’s important to know that MS is rarely fatal, however it is incurable, and much research still needs to be done to understand the disease and its many variations. Below is a brief description of MS and a link for more information.

      Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a disease of the central nervous system, interfering with nerve impulses within the brain, spinal cord and optic nerves. It is characterised by sclerosis a Greek word meaning scars. These scars occur within the central nervous system and depending on where they develop, manifest into various symptoms.

      
        See more at: http://www.msaustralia.org.au/understanding-ms#sthash.EDxQO6bP.dpuf

      

      If you’d like to make a donation to help fund research into this condition, please visit the MS society in your country online or in person.
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