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Chapter 1
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2015

Chloe Barrett looked at the incoming call from her mother on the screen of her mobile phone and sighed. She declined the call and turned back to her friend, Mel. They were out on the town, Mel’s boyfriend was the drummer in a band, The Inflatable Cocks, and they were playing at Red Plum Bar. It wasn’t Chloe’s usual scene, slightly too grungy in her opinion, but she wanted to support her friend, who wanted to support her boyfriend. Plus, Mel had promised to be her wing-woman for the night.

The bar was down one of Melbourne’s many alleys, still hanging onto its pre-gentrification vibe. On the door frame as they entered, along with a sign stating: ‘No shoes, no shirt, no service’ the management had taped an additional rule: ‘NO DICKHEADS’. 

The rule was somewhat redundant given Chloe couldn’t tell the difference between patrons and staff; they all looked pretty rough. 

She tugged the hem of her short, flared, neon orange skirt.

‘No one wears colours at Plum,’ Mel said earlier in the evening as they were dressing.

‘Pretending I’m more of a rock chick than I am isn’t going to get me anywhere,’ Chloe had replied.

‘Alright, you can keep the skirt but you’ll have to wear a band t-shirt on top.’ Mel scrunched up her face and held out a tight black tee with a band logo on the front. Mel dated exclusively from a never-ending pool of grungy musicians who were destined to be ‘the next big thing’ in the Melbourne band scene, so had quite a collection of T-shirts. Lead guitarists and front men held the most social capital, then bass players, placing drummers lowest in the hierarchy. Keyboard players didn’t rate a mention, if the band had keys, they weren’t hard-core enough for Mel. 

Despite any reservations about getting in with Chloe’s outfit, the bouncer barely glanced at their ID before waving them through. The venue was cave-like;_ dark, narrow and long, painted black with huge paste-ups of famous rock musicians plastered on the walls. The bar took up several metres directly in front of the door with more photos of musicians hanging in dinged-up frames above it. Back lights shone through opaque white and tan plastic masquerading as marble, below the countertop. 

The stage at the far end of the room covered in scuffed black paint_ was backed by a deep red crushed velvet curtain. It stood empty for the moment, but music loud enough to make conversation difficult pumped through the sound system. A few people milled about, not many, but it was still early. 

‘The band room is this way,’ Mel said, pulling Chloe behind her in the other direction, away from the stage, past the bathrooms which smelled relatively fresh, to a nondescript door. Mel knocked a couple of times before barging into the room. 

The room was larger than Chloe expected but still cramped with the four members of The Inflatable Cocks, their gear, their respective girlfriends and guests. 

‘You made it, babe!’ Mel’s boyfriend, who went by Robbo, said from her left. He was a towering, bulky man, which made sense for a hard rock drummer. His long dirty-blond hair and biker-beard were not to Chloe’s taste. 

‘You remember my friend, Chloe,’ Mel said to no one in particular, before standing on tip toes to kiss Robbo with rather more enthusiasm than was necessary. Chloe looked away. She’d met the guys in the band a couple of times before but was still not comfortable enough to hang out without Mel as a buffer.

Though quieter in the band room than in the main bar, the music was still loud enough to make silence seem like _her best response. When Mel and Robbo separated, Mel dragged Chloe over to a decrepit-looking black vinyl couch, pulling her down to sit beside her, with her boyfriend on the other side. 

‘Are there other bands on tonight?’ she asked. 

‘Yeah, we’re headlining, so we’re on last, but we gotta be here early coz the other bands use our drums and amps,’ the lead singer, whose name might have been Steve, said. Chloe nodded. The group went back to discussing their set and other band-related stuff, Chloe sat quietly; she had no experience with the band scene.

Chloe’s hands felt unnaturally empty without a drink in them, and the buzz from the couple of wines she had before coming out were starting to wear off. ‘I’m going to the bar, does anyone want anything?’ 

‘Get me a JD and coke, babe,’ Mel said. 

‘Sure.’ The band members were drinking beers from the fridge, no doubt part of the rider, and didn’t need anything else, why buy drinks when you can get these free? 

Chloe was bombarded with music which was much louder than she remembered. The bar was more crowded but nowhere near the sweaty crush she expected when the band played. She ordered two JD and cokes; they weren’t her drink of choice, but it was easier than screaming two different orders across the bar. 

As she waited for the barman to return with the drinks, Chloe noticed the man standing next to her. Slim and wiry_ and over six feet tall_, he stood half a head taller than Chloe, even in her high heels. 

‘Hi,’ he said leaning towards her so she could hear him over the music. When he turned to her it felt like he could see straight into her mind, and all her secrets.

‘Hi.’ She was surprised how good he smelled; orange, leather, and musk perhaps. He wore tight black jeans and a black T-shirt which hugged his slight frame under a battered leather jacket. 

‘I’m Eddie.’ He held out his hand toward her. 

Her cheeks warmed in a blush as she took his hand. A slightly crooked, aquiline nose sat in a strong face, which made him look intriguing, rather than detracting from his appearance. The eyes which seemed to see deep into her were pale, perhaps hazel or very light brown, hard to tell in the dim light of the bar. 

Chloe giggled; he was so hot, and his hand still held hers.

‘What’s your name sweetheart?’ he prompted.

‘I’m Chloe.’ As she looked down, finally able to break his gaze, her drinks appeared on the bar. ‘It’s lovely to meet you.’

‘What?’ he said, yelling over the music. 

‘I said it’s lovely to meet you,’ she said, leaning in closer and catching his scent again. It was rare for her to go to pieces over a man, but something about him threw off her equilibrium. 

‘Both for you?’ Eddie’s eyes fell on the two drinks she held, one eyebrow cocked.

‘No, my friend is in the band room.’

‘Why don’t you take her drink to her, then meet me in the alley? We can talk out there. I need a smoke.’ 

‘Okay.’ Chloe could feel the stupid grin plastered on her face, but couldn’t seem to pull herself together to act cool. She rushed back to the band room. 

‘I’m going outside for a smoke,’ she said, handing Mel her drink.

‘You don’t smoke,’ Mel replied, a knowing grin spreading across her face. ‘Have fun. The boys are on at eleven.’

Chloe nodded. 

Out in the alley a group of about fifteen people clustered around a couple of tin boxes on the ground which served as ashtrays. She had tried smoking a few times in her teens, but given her mother had been a heavy smoker it had never seemed attractive. More like a waste of money and terrible for your health. Smoking inside venues had been banned for eight years now, since before she was legally allowed into bars and nightclubs. She much preferred bars without the smoke haze.

Eddie leaned one shoulder against the graffiti-covered wall of the narrow laneway. His collared leather jacket reminded Chloe of James Dean, the cigarette dangling from his lips adding to the impression. 

‘Chloe, you found us.’ He grinned and beckoned her to stand by him. She hadn’t brought a jacket with her, usually she spent enough time inside dancing, surrounded by other people. She crossed her arms across her chest, hugging herself for warmth, her cold drink dangling from her fingertips.

‘You want one?’ Eddie offered her a smoke. 

‘No, I’m okay.’

He shrugged and turned back to the conversation, which seemed to be focused on the latest football results. Chloe didn’t care for sport much, but she knew enough to follow the talk. 

‘You cold, hun?’ Eddie turned to her as he stubbed out his cigarette. 

‘A bit.’ She wanted to appear tough, but after ten minutes in the chilly laneway she was thinking of going back inside. 

‘Here,’ Eddie opened his jacket and wrapped it around her, pressing his body against hers. She was sure it wasn’t just the alcohol or the jacket that warmed her cheeks. As she pressed up against his trim, lean torso, the attraction deepened. ‘You smell nice,’ he murmured, his warm breath brushing her cheeks. 

‘Thanks.’ She had no idea what an appropriate response was. Clearly, he was interested, using his jacket as an excuse to get close. He was hotter than the guys she was usually attracted to, and seemed kind and thoughtful. Maybe she’d struck it lucky early in the night.

Eddie finished his beer and stubbed out another cigarette. ‘The music will be starting soon, you coming in with me?’

‘I should check on my friend.’

‘You know the guys in the band?’

‘The drummer’s girlfriend.’

‘Wow, you’ll have to introduce me. I hang around the scene a lot, but I don’t know many of the guys personally.’ Eddie squeezed her shoulders inside his jacket. ‘Come on, it’s freezing out here. Find me on the dance floor when you’re done.’ 

Chloe smiled and nodded. She started to pull away, out of the coat, but Eddie held her close to him until they were back in the venue. With a wink, he slipped his jacket off and went toward the stage where the first band of the night was setting up. 

‘How did you go?’ Mel asked, grinning. She and the others were hanging out near the bar now to watch the other bands. Perhaps the riders had run out too. 

‘Alright. Hung out with the smokers for a bit.’ Chloe couldn’t help grinning. 

‘You must have scored, you look smug. What are you doing in here then? Get back to the boy and close the deal.’ Mel winked. 

This was exactly what Chloe hoped would happen, but she still felt guilty leaving her friend. She stepped back into the main room and worked her way to the front where the first band had started to play. Eddie had a beer in hand and she wished she’d bought another drink. It would have to wait now; it was rude to go to the bar while the bands were playing.

The music was hard, fast, loud, and heavily distorted, Mel had described it as a punk and metal night. The vocalist screamed incoherently into the microphone, but the band members were in time and probably in tune. Chloe caught herself bobbing her head along with the rhythm of the guitar, and was impressed, not for the first time, at the proficiency of the double kick pedals the drummer was using. Though not her cup of tea, she usually listened to pop or classical music, she appreciated the passion and talent of the band. 

Eddie bounced next to her enthusiastically. Too sparse yet to be called a mosh-pit, it certainly had the energy of one already. A couple of times he put a hand on her lower back, sending thrills of excitement up her spine.

The set lasted about forty-five minutes; the audience whooped and clapped their appreciation for the musicians who were all drenched in sweat from the vigour of their performance. 

Eddie leaned over to her. ‘Let me get you a drink, then I need another smoke.’ 

‘Okay.’

‘What are you having?’ he asked.

‘Whatever you’re having is fine.’ Chloe was thirsty and would have asked for a soft drink or water if she hadn’t been worried he would judge her as uncool and unable to hold her alcohol. Although she usually preferred a subtle white wine, she would be happy with whatever he bought.

She hung back, not wanting to get caught in the crush at the bar. Mel gave her a nod from across the room, where she and Robbo were chatting with the band that had just finished as they packed up. 

‘Here you go, you had JD last time yeah?’ Eddie handed her a small tumbler filled with dark brown liquid, her face heated as their fingers brushed as she took the glass. 

‘Well done for remembering.’ It was more expensive than the beer he held in his other hand. 

‘I have a few skills; knowing someone’s drink is one of them.’ Now he had one hand free, he pulled her behind him out to the laneway. As impolite as it was considered to buy drinks during the bands it was worse to go out for a smoke, and the alley was bustling with people getting their nicotine fix. 

Eddie found a patch of wall to lean against a little way from the crowd. There was something about the way he stared at her that made her believe she was the only person who mattered; her belly fluttered and her mind seem to work slowly. 

‘So Chloe, what did you think of the music?’ he asked, eyes roving over her. 

‘I dunno.’ She giggled. ‘I’m sure they’re very good, but I’m not very hard-core when it comes to music.’ 

‘I loved it. I like all kinds of music though.’ He sipped his beer. ‘What’s your go to album these days?’ 

‘I listen to Lady Gaga when I work out. Mostly whatever is on the radio though.’

‘I see.’ He nodded and seemed about to say something else but decided against it.

‘I know it probably... sounds like a cop out... I guess I’m not very musical.’ Her words wouldn’t flow in his presence.

‘I’ve never been able to play an instrument, my parents never pushed me that way, but I’ve always thought the music industry was a fantastic business to get into.’

‘You work in the industry then?’

A slow smile spread across his face. ‘I have my fingers in a few different things. I was a band booker for a while for a place in Brunswick, but that didn’t pan out. I mostly work for myself.’

He must be very driven to be self-employed. 

‘I’m sure you’d do very well at whatever you put your mind to.’

‘Are you flirting with me, Miss Chloe?’ 

‘No, I mean ... a little.’ Despite the cold, her cheeks were burning.

‘Glad to hear it.’ He leaned his head close to her ear, his breath warm on her neck. ‘I think you’re hot.’ He stood up again and took a long, meaningful drag on his cigarette. ‘I’m sure you hear that all the time though.’ 

Chloe turned away, her heart racing. ‘No, not very often.’ She turned her eyes back to him to see his hand pressed against his chest in mock surprise. 

‘I can’t believe it. A girl as cute as you who doesn’t know it. How did I get so lucky?’ 

Chloe never had a man as handsome and charming as Eddie interested in her, she wasn’t sure what to do with his attention. Mel would tell her to go with the flow, but her mind spun ineffectually. Should she try to kiss him? Or wait until he kissed her, but risk him thinking she wasn’t interested. Eddie stubbed out his smoke and flicked it into the tin nearby.

‘Sounds like the next band is on.’ He cocked his head toward the door and sauntered back inside. She followed, good job making interesting conversation.

It wasn’t like her to be flustered by the attention of a handsome man. She prided herself on the ability to connect with people from all walks of life. Perhaps the slow burn in her groin was to blame for her apparent lack of verbal skills. 

The next band was a six-piece, with a trumpet and trombone added to the usual guitars and drums. They played a punk ska set with complicated slap-basslines and infectious beats. Chloe finished her drink part-way through their third song and found Eddie standing behind her, his hands on either side of her waist encouraging her hips to sway. Her stomach tensed and she felt out of breath; it wasn’t the dancing that took her breath away. 

As the set progressed, Eddie’s hands moved their way forward, around her waist, lying against her stomach. His lean form was now pressed up against her back, his groin against her buttocks. She might have imagined it, but she thought there was a hint of hardness there.

‘This is our last song, you guys have been great,’ the singer announced, his jet-black hair stood stiff in a two-inch-high quiff covered in so much hair spray it hadn’t moved through the entire performance. The guitarist struck the opening chord just as Eddie moved around to face her. 

He stared into her eyes, the music faded away and there was nothing but his gaze holding hers. He kissed her, his lips soft and tender at first, then little by little, more insistent. 

She felt like a teenager, making out in front of the stage. Despite being kissed many times before, it was as though this was the first time. Everything was new; sensations threatened to overwhelm her. Her groin was hot, pulsing, and she knew there would be slickness there, her nipples were pert and sensitive where she brushed against him. The warm place under his hand where he held her lower back felt as though it belonged to someone else. 

At some point she realised Eddie had pulled away and was applauding the band taking their bow. She stood for a moment, frozen and dazed from the kiss, before managing to clap her hands.

‘You’re a great kisser, you know,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ she replied, still a little breathless. ‘So are you.’

‘I was going to suggest we ditch the last band and go back to your place, but I know you came with them, so that would be very bad form on my part to tempt you away from your friends.’

‘You’re right.’ 

‘Another drink?’ 

She nodded, watching him as he walked to the bar for her again. 

‘You didn’t say he was that hot, babe, damn.’ Mel had appeared at her elbow without Chloe seeing her approach. She must really be smitten to be so oblivious. 

‘He’s not bad.’ 

‘I saw you two locking lips in that last song.’ 

Chloe smiled, unsure what to say. 

‘You absolute slut.’ Mel batted her upper arm playfully. ‘I don’t think any of the band would notice if you snuck off early. Just saying.’

‘Don’t say that, I don’t need any more temptation today.’ Chloe shook her head. ‘I have a rule about hooking up on the first night.’ 

‘There are always exceptions, and for someone who looks like that, who only has eyes for you by the way ... I would.’ 

Eddie waved to her from the bar and pointed to the door, obviously headed out for a smoke. ‘As long as you won’t hate me if I disappear. I’ll text you to let you know, so you don’t worry.’

‘Thanks, babe. You know I need to be sure you haven’t been murdered.’ Mel followed her gaze to the door. ‘You better follow, I know your mind is there anyway.’

Chloe smiled, gave her friend’s hand a squeeze and bounded after Eddie into the laneway. 

‘Am I approved then?’ he said, holding her drink out for her. 

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I know what girls are like, your little debrief there was definitely getting the seal of approval from your wing-woman.’

‘Who has been giving you all our secrets?’ Chloe took a sip from her drink, this one had a lot more JD in it than the last, she wondered if he was trying to get her drunk, although he didn’t need to. ‘Mel said the band probably wouldn’t miss me if I happened to leave before or during their set.’

‘Oh really?’ Eddie’s eyebrow pulled up. ‘You don’t seem the type to go home with a stranger.’

‘I’m not.’

‘But?’

‘It seems like a good bet I won’t regret it in the morning if that kiss was anything to go by.’ Before the kiss, she had been all hormones and nerves, but now she tapped into some hidden confidence. Perhaps she was just the right amount of drunk, or her hormones had kicked in, Chloe didn’t want to question it. 

‘You wouldn’t regret it. That’s an Eddie Travers guarantee.’ He watched her from under half-closed lids. ‘I’m going to finish my drink, and then I’m going to get into a cab. I’d love you to join me.’
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Chapter 2
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For a moment, Chloe considered not following Eddie into the taxi. She’d had rotten luck with men she’d hooked up with on the first date in the past, plus she knew nothing about him. Despite their physical connection he hadn’t told her anything of substance about himself. She bounced on her toes for a beat, then followed him.

‘You had me worried there for a while.’ Eddie winked at her, holding the door of the cab so she could slide into the back seat.

‘I don’t usually do this.’

‘Of course not. You’re not a slut, I knew that as soon as I saw you.’ Eddie’s thigh pressed against hers, he laid his hand on her knee and she twitched.

‘Is that okay?’ he asked. 

‘Yes, sorry.’ Chloe took his hand and replaced it on her knee. She wasn’t sure why she was so jumpy; he had been nothing but a gentleman to her, and she was certainly interested. His hand was heavy, resting on the black pantyhose she wore. Mel said her skirt was too short, as well as being too orange, to wear without pantyhose at a place like Red Plum without attracting the wrong sort of attention. She was right, Eddie was the right kind of attention.

‘Where are we headed then?’ Eddie asked, breaking into her thoughts.

‘Pardon?’ 

‘I’d love to come to your place, I live with a guy who’s a bit messy sometimes, I wouldn’t want to make a bad impression letting you see that before I’ve had the chance to clean up. I wasn’t expecting company tonight.’

Chloe giggled and told the driver where to go. She had a one-bedroom flat in Richmond, just near the train station. It wasn’t fancy, but it was clean and had everything she needed. A space that was just hers, no one would walk in in the middle of the night or steal her stuff, or something worse. 

Eddie’s hand remained where it was for the short cab ride, traffic was thin. He leaned forward to pay the driver.

‘Let me,’ she said. ‘You bought me all those drinks.’

‘Don’t be silly, I’m not keeping score.’ He waved her money away.

‘Follow me. I’m at the top of the stairs just at the back.’ Her apartment complex had several freestanding buildings, each with six apartments. Hers was on the second floor in the building at the back. The taxi had dropped them off on the main street, she led Eddie down the side passageway, under the unflattering fluorescent lights to her building and up the stairs. He was curiously silent all the way, when she turned to check on him, he brought his finger to his lips in a shushing motion. 

‘Don’t want to wake the neighbours,’ he whispered. 

She nodded.

As soon as they were inside her front door Eddie grabbed her by the waist, spun her around and kissed her. Chloe tensed in surprise but quickly melted into the embrace. Where he had been tender and exploratory on the dance floor, now he seemed filled with a hunger for her. He pressed his hands up under her T-shirt, flat against the skin on her back. The chilly air in the room a delightful contrast to the heat in his hands. 

There was no mistaking the erection that grew, pressing against her this time. She put her hand between their bodies to rub him through his tight black jeans. 

‘Not yet.’ He pulled her hand away. ‘We don’t need to rush.’ 

Chloe shivered in anticipation. There weren’t many men, in her experience, who wanted to go slowly. He dropped his jacket onto the floor, then peeled off his black shirt. His torso was tight, lean, and hairless except for a couple of patches around the nipples, and a trail leading from his belly button to his waistband. 

His skin was as hot as his hands, and when he pulled her shirt off over her head and drew her in for a kiss their torsos were on fire. Her breath caught as her desire for him soared. 

‘Bedroom?’ he asked, inclining his head to the half-open door to his left. 

She nodded, not sure if she could still form words. Her room was tidy as always, she didn’t have much stuff and she liked to keep it boxed away where it would be found easily if needed. Her mother seemed to have no organisational skills and had constantly misplaced things as she grew up. Not having many possessions certainly helped. 

Chloe was still wearing her pantyhose and skirt, and after pushing her onto her back on the bed, Eddie reached up to pull them off. His mouth followed the line of her thigh, following the retreating pantyhose. Once they were off, he traced back up her legs to her groin, flipping up her skirt and pressing his mouth against her panties. His hot breath felt like electricity. 

‘I think we’ll leave these here,’ he murmured, not lifting his mouth away. She started to speak, but he shushed her, and pushed her knees further apart. 

He explored her skin for what felt like and age. Her arousal building and building until she had soaked through her panties completely. He refused to move them aside, teasing her with his mouth and hands through the fabric. 

‘Do you want me to fuck you?’ he asked, he crawled up the bed to lie beside her. His erection clearly outlined against his jeans. Chloe put her hand out and started to rub him. 

‘If you’d like to,’ she said. 

‘I want to know what you want,’ he purred in her ear, his groin grinding against her hand. She wanted him so badly. 

‘I want you to fuck me,’ she said, before she moved her hand to slide it down his belly and under the waistband of his pants. When she touched the sensitive skin on his cock he twitched and let out a small moan.

All at once he unzipped himself, rolled her onto her side, pulled her panties down and slipped into her from behind. She sighed in pleasure; it was as though he had been made to fit her. 

Slowly at first, and then with more vigour, he fucked her. Finally gasping and spasming to orgasm a few minutes later. Chloe had been close to orgasm herself, after being so thoroughly teased before he entered her it was the closest she’d ever come to it on a first time with a man. Often, she wouldn’t come with men at all, only on her own, unless her boyfriends were very patient with oral sex or had good stamina. 

It wasn’t until Eddie had slipped out of her, she realised they hadn’t used a condom. It was too late now, but she’d need to get a morning after pill just in case. Her last serious boyfriend had dumped her several months ago and since then she’d seen no reason to keep taking her birth control pills. A consideration for later though, she should focus on the warm body behind her, his breath slow and steady as though he’d fallen asleep. 

She must have dozed off, because she woke up to find her right arm asleep and her neck stuck in an awkward position. Eddie was still sound asleep behind her. She kicked off her panties, they had been down around her knees, and extracted herself from Eddie’s arms to visit the bathroom. 

Funny that he had spent so long at the start of their encounter and then finished in a flurry without removing his jeans or her skirt. Not that it mattered, he was an excellent kisser and a very good lover. Perhaps if they saw each other again he would be the first man to make her come. She smiled to herself, it would be good to see him again.

*  *  *
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‘Morning, sleepyhead.’ A deep voice crooned next to her. For a moment Chloe had forgotten she had company and jumped to hear a man’s voice. Then she remembered the handsome man she’d taken home with her. She rolled over to find he had snuggled up behind her in the bed. On returning from the bathroom, she had gently rearranged him so she could get under the covers. It was usually hard for her to sleep with someone in the bed, especially after getting used to being on her own again, but not last night. 

Chloe rolled over, taking in the angular planes of his face, strong nose, a little stubble, and brown hair worn long. Her eyes flicked down for a moment, and she realised he was nude. And she was nude. He kissed her and she remembered how good it had felt to be with him.

They had sex again before getting up, Eddie didn’t take as much time on the warm-up this time but lasted a little longer. She didn’t usually admit it, but missionary was her favourite position, being able to look into her partner’s face, to feel his weight on her. 

‘Do you want coffee?’ she asked, her fingers trailing lazily up and down his forearm.

‘I never say no to coffee, especially after amazing morning sex.’ He smiled and the cheeky twinkle in his eye made her laugh.

‘I’ll be right back.’

Chloe slipped on her blue fluffy dressing gown and made coffee. The apartment was cold, her feet a little chill on the lino in the kitchen, but the lingering warmth of what she had done with Eddie kept her mind off her cold toes. 

She had nothing much in the house for breakfast, usually having toast or porridge. Perhaps she could scrape together passable scrambled eggs if Eddie was hungry. 

‘Do you want milk?’ she asked from the kitchen, there was no response, so she left it black. When she went back into the bedroom with Eddie was fast asleep, one leg hanging out of the blankets.

She perched her bottom on the bed next to him and wafted the coffee under his nose. Eddie opened his eyes and smiled.

‘That smells good.’

‘I asked if you wanted milk or sugar, but you had fallen asleep.’

‘Oh, yeah. Do you mind putting some milk in?’ 

She sighed, placing her coffee on the bedside table and heading back to the kitchen. ‘I don’t have much for breakfast. Do you want to get brunch?’ 

Eddie was sitting up in bed holding her coffee. ‘This is great by the way.’ It shouldn’t have annoyed her, the cup was clean and it was no different to the coffee she held in her hands, but something about the way he’d taken hers while she was out of the room set her hackles rising. She put it to the back of her mind. 

‘You didn’t give me an answer about going for brunch.’ She scooted back into the bed beside him. 

‘I’ve got some stuff I need to do today, otherwise I would totally stick around here. I didn’t plan on staying the night with anyone when I went out last night.’ He ran a hand through his tousled hair; it fell back across his forehead almost immediately. 

‘Work stuff?’ Chloe asked, curious to find out more about this handsome stranger still naked in her bed. 

‘You could say that. I work for myself, so I spend a bit of time trying to set up deal, you know, schmoosing and getting people on board, it means I sometimes have weird hours and irregular pay, but I hate working for the man.’ 

‘I understand. There have been times I’ve thought about whether having a boss was just a way to make myself miserable.’ 

‘What do you do then?’ He turned towards her, lying on his side, head on his hand.

‘I’m a teacher’s aide. I work with special needs students who are still okay to be in regular school as long as they have a bit of help.’

‘Sounds like a nightmare.’ 

‘I like it. I really bond with my students. Sometimes I get to stay with one student for a few years and see them grow. It’s very rewarding.’

Eddie nodded. He didn’t seem impressed. It had always been her dream to be a teacher but with everything that happened in Year 12 she didn’t get into the program. Instead, she did a Certificate III and IV at TAFE as a steppingstone to get into a Bachelor of Education but she had enjoyed the work so much she’d decided to stay where she was for now. There was always the possibility to go to uni later. 

After a while, Chloe realised Eddie was staring at her. ‘What?’

‘I was just watching your mind ticking over. You seemed very deep in thought.’

Chloe looked down and away. ‘Sorry.’

He kissed her cheek, bringing a waft of fresh coffee with him. ‘I better shoot off, love.’ 

‘Okay, then.’ She sighed. It had been a lovely way to wake up, too bad it couldn’t last a little longer. ‘Do you want to shower or anything?’

‘No, I’m right.’ Eddie was out of the bed and slipping on his boxer-briefs and skinny jeans with a surprising speed for someone who had fallen asleep in the time it took to brew coffee. She watched him as he redressed, remembering the feeling of his skin against hers, his body pressing up against hers.

‘I don’t have your number,’ she said as he slipped the black T-shirt over his head. He hesitated for a moment, as though weighing up whether to give it to her. Chloe felt she might be sick, it was the longest moment of her life, she was sure. 

‘Sure,’ he said finally, waiting until she had her phone in her hand to type in the number. ‘Shoot me a message sometime and we’ll get together again. Maybe even have a proper date.’ He winked and turned to walk out the bedroom door.

Chloe sprang out of the bed, she had thought he might draw out the goodbye, or at least come over to her for a kiss, but he was all business now. She jogged after him to the front door. 

‘I’m definitely holding you to that date. Dinner some time. I hope your ... work today goes well.’ She held his hand. He turned to kiss her goodbye, his free hand cupping her jaw, reigniting all the feelings in her groin which had been dormant. 

Without a second glance Eddie strode off down the stairs and out of the apartment. Chloe shivered, realising how cold it was outside and shut the door. 

Sundays were her day for lounging. Often, she would go out with Mel, or one of her other girlfriends on Saturday night and she didn’t like to make plans for Sunday in case things got messy. Her tummy grumbled; without company she couldn’t justify the expense of brunch out. Her salary, although good for the industry, was largely taken up by her rent. Living alone had its drawbacks but she wouldn’t change it for anything. She sipped the last of her coffee before putting both cups in the sink to be washed later. A warm sticky feeling between her thighs reminded her she needed to get a morning after pill, and to find the prescription for birth control she had around somewhere. As cute as Eddie might be, she was in no position to have a baby right now.

*  *  *
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Chloe showered and walked down to the chemist in the shops not far from her apartment. She lived not far from Victoria Street, a bustling part of Richmond in Melbourne’s inner east, lined with a curious mix: Vietnamese restaurants, Asian grocers and interesting-smelling butchers’ shops, and an increasing number of gentrified hipster bars. Chloe had been living in Richmond for a couple of years, and there was a time she’d had trouble getting a good caffe latte on Victoria Street, these days it was being slowly taken over by well-off couples in their late twenties and early thirties, with no kids and plenty of disposable income. 

That wasn’t to say the massive housing commission estates had disappeared, nor had their tenants. Mostly low-income people, recent migrants, and their families, there was still a real heroin problem in the area. Every other week she would find used syringes around the bins at the back of her building. At least the crime in the area didn’t seem to be rising.

The older man behind the counter at the chemist looked over his glasses at her with disapproval when she asked for a morning after pill. She also handed him her script for contraceptives, which had taken a good ten minutes of searching to find it. He raised an eyebrow as he read it over.

‘I’ve started seeing someone, you see,’ she said, the urge to explain herself was overwhelming. 

‘Ten minutes,’ he said, then grumbled something unintelligible. She nodded, then turned to head up the street to get a Vietnamese iced coffee and a banh mi, an extravagance but only half the cost of brunch. 

*  *  *
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A couple of hours later, Chloe was lazing on the couch watching a British crime procedural on DVD when her phone rang. It was her mother, again, she’d ignored the call last night. 

‘Hi Mum.’

‘Why didn’t you answer last night?’ Janine’s words were slightly slurred, perhaps she’d been into the Valium. 

‘It was late and I was out with Mel.’

‘Of course, silly me. You know how I get with time sometimes.’ 

Chloe did know. Janine didn’t work, at least not with any kind of regularity, and constantly mixed prescription medication with wine, it was a wonder she knew what year it was sometimes. ‘Do you need something?’

‘Why would I need something?’ 

‘You called me, remember?’

There was a pause. ‘Oh yes. Gary went out of town with his fishing buddies, and I need you to come for dinner. I don’t like to be alone too long. You know I get sad when I’m left on my own.’ 

Chloe never really bought into her mother’s implied threats of self-harm, but all her training and experience meant she couldn’t ignore them completely. ‘Okay, I’ll come over later.’ She glanced at the time, a little before four o’clock. ‘Have you got anything to eat? Or will I bring something?’

‘I don’t think there’s much in the fridge. You’re a dear, looking after your old mum.’ 

‘You’re not old, Mum.’ 

Janine was in her mid-forties, although a hard life and mistreatment of her body meant she looked older. 

‘I’ll see you at about six then? Could you grab me some ciggies too?’ 

‘Of course.’ Chloe ended the call. As long as she could remember it had been the same, her mother behaved more like the child in their relationship. Bouncing from one boyfriend to another, they would move in and move out with dizzying speed sometimes. Her relationship with wine and pills went up and down, at the moment she seemed to be going downhill. Chloe would need to be careful not to get sucked into Janine’s vortex of self-pity—there was a fine line between helping her mother and enabling her. She’d never been able to afford therapy but had read up on dysfunctional parents in her spare time. It had helped get perspective on when Janine was being manipulative and when she was struggling.

*  *  *
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The house was a mid-fifties style, yellow brick veneer bungalow. The fittings hadn’t been replaced since Janine moved in just before Chloe was born; dark brown carpet, pine panelling on some of the walls, small dark brown tiles in the kitchen that never looked clean, and a brick archway between the kitchen and lounge which housed a battered brown velvet lounge suite. Often, she would choose to sit in the dining chairs when she visited, hating the feeling of being swallowed by the lumpy couch. Her mother had started draping the cushions in other fabric, as the velvet had worn away so much in some places there was gaffer tape holding it together.

The drive from Richmond was about twenty minutes in good traffic, on Sundays it was usually clear. Her mother didn’t drive, more often than not she couldn’t afford the upkeep on a car and she had let her licence lapse at some point when Chloe was starting high-school. Though she didn’t seem to have many friends, she always managed to convince someone to give her a ride if she needed to get anywhere, not that she went out much. 

‘My baby! It’s been so long since you were here.’ Her mother tottered out of the house to meet her in the twilit street. 

‘I was here last week. I usually come every other Sunday.’ Chloe spoke softly, her mother was sensitive and would fall into a deep depression if she was too hard on her. ‘Where’s Gary?’ 

‘He’s fishing, I told you. I’ve been on my own all weekend.’

It was unusual for one of Janine’s partners to have any time away from her, she made sure they were joined at the hip most of the time. Perhaps he was on a romantic getaway with his mistress Chloe thought darkly. 

Janine hugged herself, her body a strange combination of scrawny and flabby thanks to her diet, habits and lack of exercise. She looked a little more drawn than usual, until Chloe remembered she was out of cigarettes.

‘I got these for you.’ She held out the pack, trying not to look at the rotten teeth on the government health warning and ugly grey-green colour of the plain package. They’d changed the law a couple of years ago but Chloe suspected it had done very little to deter smokers, especially ones with as long a habit as her mother. Janine snatched at the cigarettes, ripped off the film of plastic wrapping and produced a lighter from some hidden pocket. One long exhale and the tension in her shoulders seemed to release. 

‘Come
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