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Charli
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“Stare them down or they’ll never let you cross,” a girl beside me says as I stand at a traffic light crossing.

My forehead tenses. “Stare them down?” 

“As you walk across,” she says, nudging at the cars driving over the crosswalk. “Stare at the drivers. They won’t stop driving unless you show them confidence.”

“That’s crazy.” I puff out a laugh. “They should stop when it’s our time to cross.”

“This is Italy,” the girl says in an accent I can’t place. The sun highlights her strawberry-blonde hair and freckled pale skin. “The rules are different here.”

I follow her lead and stare down the drivers as we cross the road. The cars slow, yet I still fear for my life. Please don’t run me down, Crazy Italian Drivers.

My fingers smooth over the St Christopher pendant my sister gave me on our last birthday. I straighten my back, trying to act confident. Charli, you’re in a foreign country and have the freedom to explore any part of the city you want. Where’s your excitement gone?

“Thanks for the help,” I say as we make it to the other side of the road. I recognise her from our school bus, but we weren’t introduced. “I’m Charli, by the way.” 

The girl swats her hand. “That’s nothing. I’ve come to Italy many times with my family. I’m Maja, I’m from Sweden. What accent is that? British?”

“No, I’m Australian.”

“Wow, you’re far from home. How long are you on exchange?” 

“It’s nine months total, so I’m almost halfway through.” Every day I pinch myself to make sure this is real. My parents actually let me go to Spain for school and travel to other countries. Granted, it’s only for school excursions, but how many kids back home get to say they’re travelling through Europe at sixteen?

“Goes fast, huh?”

“Tell me about it. I don’t want it to end,” I reply.

“Are you liking the school?”

“School is fine. Different to what I was expecting.”

“How so?”

“I expected more Spanish-speaking classes, but so many are in English.”

“Yeah, that’s typical of international schools. My dad’s a diplomat, so I have been to many schools, giving me lots to compare,” Maja says as we walk through a boutique district. “Every move gets less special.”

“How many countries have you lived in?”

“I only count it if it’s over six months, so I’d say eight.”

“Whoah, that’s a lot of moving,” I reply. “I’ve never moved to a new house before. This exchange program is the biggest change I’ve ever made.”

“It’s very cool you’ve been able to travel so far from home. Your friends must be very jealous.”

I smile. “A bit jealous, and a bit mad, that I left home.”

“That’s how good friends act. I find it so hard to keep in contact with people.”

I notice her lips turn downward and suggest, “I haven’t really got anyone to hang out with at the moment. Do you wanna show me around? You’ve visited this city before?”

Her face brightens. “Sure, I can play tour guide.” 

Yesterday, our school group was in Paris. I followed some kids around, but I didn’t make any friendships. It’s the same at school. I live in the dormitory and share classes with my hallmates, yet it seems like I block myself when trying to get close to anyone. Sometimes, I’m annoyed at myself for this, but I try not to think about it too much. Maybe it’s because of all the shit that went down last year. I met new people and hanging out with them seemed to mess stuff up. Every relationship I tried to hold onto seemed to crumble. 

I’m overseas for a fresh start and I thought keeping to myself would help, but that’s dumb. I should make friends. I see myself travelling when I finish high school. I can make contacts now for when I need places to crash or a local guide. Maja seems like a perfectly lovely person to start with.

“Which do you prefer, France or Italy?” I ask to keep the conversation flowing.

“Oh, Italy by far,” Maja says. “The food wins me over every time. What do you think?”

“I thought it would be Italy, but France truly stole my heart,” I say clasping my hands and reminisce about the view from the Eiffel Tower, ambling through The Louvre, and gazing at the romantic curves in the architecture. “I thought that ‘city of love’ stuff was Hollywood nonsense, but I’m telling you, I truly felt it.”

Maja snorts. “Don’t tell me you are one of those hopeless romantics?”

I shake my head and sigh. “I would never have called myself one. My sister has always wanted to go to Paris. She was so jealous when I called her yesterday.”

“Oh, you have a sister?” Maja asks. “That is nice. I always wanted a sister, but I’m an only child. Thanks, Mum and Dad.”

I laugh. “Be careful what you wish for. We do fight a lot.”

“Who is older?”

“She is. By twelve minutes. We are twins.”

Maja’s jaw drops and she stops dead. “You kid me. That is very, very cool.”

“I guess it is if you’re not one.”

“Stop it. It is cool,” she insists. “And it means there is another girl out there as pretty as you are.”

“Ha! Whatever.” My mind drifts to Brittany. “She is a good sister. It’s hard being away from her.”

“Why didn’t she come too? Don’t twins do everything together?”

“Maybe in the movies,” I smirk. “We have very different interests. She said she wasn’t brave enough to come. I think it was down to the fact she didn’t want to be away from her boyfriend.”

Maja tsks. “Ah. It makes sense. What about you? No boyfriend? Girlfriend?”

I wrap my arms around my waist, creasing my forehead to block out thoughts of Sanford boys. Just the thought of Travis, Preston or Reece gives me a headache. “Let’s just say, I’m glad to be away from boy problems.”

Maja raises her hands. “Enough said.”

“Are you dating anyone?” I ask as we gaze at the beautifully sculpted buildings in a market square. 

“No. I broke up with my girlfriend a few months ago.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“It’s ok. We had it coming. Distance is hard.”

“Yeah, I get that. But sometimes distance is good.”

Maja’s smile curves to the right. “Sometimes.”

“It’s still so crazy that I’m here.”

“Hey, you like gelato?”

“Is the Pope Catholic?”

“Hmm, we go to the Vatican tomorrow, so you must educate me,” she teases.

I laugh. “Please, I love gelato. You know a good place?”

Maja wraps her arm around mine. “The best. I’ll take you.”

Maja whisks me through a cobblestone alley, her cheeks lifted by the most enthusiastic of smiles. “Here it is!”

“Is this special gelato or something,” I snigger.

“Special?”

“You seem very excited.”

She grasps my shoulders. “Charli, you have no idea. Expect to have your socks blown off.”

“Wow, way to talk it up.”

She pushes the door and nods. “After you. Be ready to have a foodgasm.”

My mouth drops open as she presses on my back. We walk into a decent line of people.

Maja points to the glass casing. “They put the gelato in separate pots, so they are at the perfect temperature depending on the ingredients. Everything is good.”

“You’ve tried every flavour?”

She shrugs. “Sometimes I sample my parents’ choice. And one time I came here and there was no one inside. It was like heaven. I took my time taste testing several flavours.”

“Wow, having an ice-cream shop to yourself would be a dream.”

“Gelato,” she corrects me.

I nod. “Gelato. So, what do you recommend? One has to be the best.”

She rubs her chin, considering the choices carefully. “Tiramisu is fabulous. Pistachio is divine. Oh, and last time I had a caramel fudge. So good!”

“Oh, pistachio sounds good.”

Her arm nestles on my low back. “Good choice.”

When we reach the counter, Maja samples three flavours before settling on the strawberry swirl. She buys my double-scooped pistachio after beating my pathetic attempt to pay. We leave the crowded store and move outside.

Maja leads us to a fountain, and we perch on the edge.

“Happy with your choice?” she asks, digging in her spoon.

“Yes, thank you,” I say, lifting my cup in salute.

She nods, sliding the spoon over her tongue. “Welcome.”

“What’s thank you in Swedish.”

“Tack.”

“Tack?”

“Varsagod,” she says, digging her spoon into gelato. She fills my silence with, “You’re welcome.”

“Oh, tack.” It’d be ironic if I picked up Swedish quicker than my poor attempt at Spanish.

She giggles, nudging my side. “You’re cute.”

My cheeks flush and I’m quick to eat another spoonful of green gelato. Damn, it’s so good.
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Curves of romance, 

Rays of sunlight dance,

A heart that can’t take, 

The beauty and ache,

In a city of wonder,

As my thoughts fall under.



In a quiet corner of the hotel foyer, I slide my notebook to my side and hit video chat on Brittany’s contact page. My heart pitter-patters as I wait for her to answer. Finally, her smiling face fills the screen.

“Hi!” her bubbly voice rings through as she waves madly.

“Hey Brit. How are you?”

“I’m good, but more importantly, how are you? I thought you’d have the colosseum in the background.”

“Sorry,” I laugh. “There was a lot to take in today. I’m at the hotel for a rest.”

“Aw, poor baby got it so hard with all the sight-seeing,” she jokes.

“Don’t be like that,” I say, holding back my laugh. “Anyway, just thought I’d check in.”

“Are the Italian guys as hot as they say?”

“And why would you like to know, Miss In-A-Committed-Relationship?”

“Geez, mild curiosity.”

“To be honest, I haven’t really looked.”

“Ugh, that’d be right. Well, when you see one, send me a Snap.”

This time I can’t hold onto the laugh. I hold my stomach and nod. “Ok, Brit, you got it.”

“Stay safe, love you.”

“Love you too.”

My smile stays planted on my face as she vanishes into her contact photo. We’re acting like sisters. We were chatting once a week, but during this trip it’s increased to almost daily. Who knew moving to the other side of the world would bring you closer to your sister? I hope it stays this easy when I get home. 

When I lower my phone, Maja skips over and pounces on the couch. “Have you heard about the Greek Islands trip?”

“No, when is that?”

“Next school break. In July,” Maja says. “When we get back to school, you should sign up.”

“I have to ask my parents, but I’m sure they will say yes.”

Maja swats a hand. “Ah, they’d be crazy not to let you go. Who were you talking to?”

“My sister.”

“Oh, that’s nice. See, you two are close.”

“We’re working on it.”

“I hope we can go to Greece together,” Maja says intertwining her fingers with mine.

The pressure on my hand intensifies. “Ah, yeah. Me too.”

Her face edges closer to mine and the scent of coconut wafts from her hair as it dances by my shoulder. A tingle runs up my arm as she wets her lips.

“I...” I begin, but then her lips are on mine. It’s a delicate kiss. A kiss no boy could ever deliver. There’s this perfect little suction on my bottom lip and she tastes of strawberry.

She pulls away, smiling, her freckles highlighted against her rosy cheeks. “Sorry, did I not give enough warning?”

“I... ah... I...”

Her hand brushes against my thigh, but there’s this tingly feeling in the pit of my stomach.

I place my hand on hers and lift it. “Sorry, I... I’m just not—”

“Oh no.” Her hand rushes to her mouth. “You’re not... You’re not into girls?”

“No, I... I didn’t, I mean, I’ve never thought about it.”

Maja covers her face. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“Don’t be.” I take her wrist. “It was one helluva kiss.”

Maja lowers her hands. “Really?”

“I’ve never been kissed like that.”

“Oh my.” Her smile resurfaces. “That’s a good thing, yes?”

I nod. “Terrific thing.”

“So, friends?”

“Absolutely. Just lay low on the kissing.”

“For now?” she teases.

My heart ba-booms. “Maybe.” She really is beautiful.

“I hope you still want to go to Greece.”

“More than ever.”

Her cheeks brighten. “Aw, I’m glad.”
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Brittany
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I scrape at my nail polish and the flakes fall onto the desk. Slumped in my chair, I glance at the clock on the classroom wall, which is taking its sweet time.

I hear tapping on my desk and glance to the right. 

Fiona leans over and whispers, “We’re voting for captain after this.”

“In the gym?” I whisper.

She nods with a happy grin.

I sigh. “Do you think it’ll take long?”

She shrugs, tossing her fair hair over a shoulder.

“I hope not. I want to spend lunch with Bryce.”

“Naw, cute,” Fiona says, playing with a strand of hair against her porcelain-like skin.

Madison turns in the seat ahead of me and pretends to pick up a pen. “I heard Chloe pushed for a vote because Ms Harvey wouldn’t pick her as captain this year.”

I spy the ground for the phantom pen. “Yeah, I heard that too.”

Madison leans closer to the ground, her sleek, cocoa-coloured hair fanning over her face. “It’s just a vote. Should be over quick. You’ll have plenty of time to see your boy.”

As she sits up, I give her a thankful smile.

The bell rings and I leave the classroom with Madi and Fi on either side. When we reach the gym, Kimberley greets us, and hands out slips of paper.

“Write a name down and dump it in the hat over there on the floor,” Kimberley says, her dark brown hair in a bun, accentuating her toffee-coloured complexion.

Chloe crosses her arms and stands too close to the hat for comfort. Her product-heavy face is etched with a frown and I can’t help noticing the dirty-blonde roots of her platinum hair.

I move further into the gym, away from the other girls, and tap a pen on the blank sheet of paper. Meah struts into the gym, flipping her doesn’t-suit-her blonde hair, and squawking at Kimberley. I tune her out the best I can and focus on the paper.

Can I write my own name?

No one would know I wrote it...

I’d have to disguise my handwriting.

I eye Chloe. She’d write her own name.

I look across to Kimmy. Would she write her own name? Nah, too far up Chloe’s butt.

Back to the paper.

It’d be too weird to write my own name.

What if I’m the only one who writes my name? They’d all know I did it. It’d be a total loser move.

“It’s just a name,” Chloe grizzles. “C’mon, girls. It’s not rocket science.”

In a panic move, I scribble the first name that comes to mind. I refuse to write Chloe. Without a confident reason, I write Fiona and fold the paper.

I drop the paper in the hat and give Chloe my most charming smile.

Once all the votes are in, Kimberley picks up the hat and draws names. “Chloe, Chloe, Brittany.” Wait, she called out my name? “Chloe, Brittany, Brittany, Fiona.” Fiona squeals with surprise, clapping her hands. “Brittany, Brittany, Brittany.”

“Holy shit,” Madison says, doing quick maths. “Brit won.”

Chloe grabs a fist full of slips from Kimberley and shuffles through them.

“Ohmigawd, Brit,” Meah squeals, jumping beside me. “Congrats.”

I slide a hand over my heart as my brain hurries to keep up. “Sorry? I won?”

Chloe drops the paper to the ground and her eyes slit. “Think you can run my squad?”

I bite my lip and gaze at everyone huddling around me. “No,” I say. “I think I can run our squad.”

Fiona pulls on my arm. “Are you going to bring in a heap of new moves for us to learn?”

“Can we ditch the pompoms?” Madison asks.

“Can I do more twists and less shouting?” Fiona adds.

Meah pulls me away from the girls. “Oi. Back off. Give our captain some room to breathe.”

I stumble backwards as a wash of happiness makes me feel lighter than a feather. Holy crap. I won. I fan my face and move away from the group. “Well, thanks, guys, but I seriously need to get going.”

Chloe slams her hands onto her hips and tsks. “She’s already pulling a runner.”

“We’ll have a practice really soon,” I say, making my way out of the gym.

Meah chases me, linking arms as we hit the corridor. “You’re, like, total queen bee now.”

“Oh, I dunno.”

“Do you think Fi voted for herself?”

“No. That was me.”

“What? Why?”

“I dunno. I felt weird voting for myself, so I wrote the first name that popped into my head.”

Meah scoffs. “How was my name not the first one you thought of?”

My jaw clenches and I keep eyes front, hoping to skirt past the question. “I can’t believe they voted me in.”

“I can. Everyone’s nuts about you. Plus, you and your boyfy are, like, the it couple now.”

“Speaking of,” I say, tapping her vice grip arm. “When we get to mess, I need to spend time with him.”

She lets me go, giggles and flips her hair. “Duh, I get it.” Meah skips ahead and into the mess hall. She approaches our table and sings, “BK, you’re now dating the head cheerleader.” 

Bryce turns around and frowns at Meah. He looks past her, and when we lock eyes, he smiles. “Huh?”

I bite my bottom lip to stop blushing.

Meah sits on top of the table and snags chips from Will’s food tray. “We just voted.”

Bryce clutches my hand and kisses my cheek. “Congrats, Britty.”

“Head cheerleader for your birthday,” Will jokes.

“Um,” I say, lifting Bryce’s arm to show off the new watch on his wrist. “I got him a kickass birthday present, thank you very much.”

Jace laughs from the other side of the table. “So, she branded you, BK?”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t shake my smile.

Bryce kisses my forehead and pulls me in close. “I don’t mind.”

Naveen throws a balled-up napkin at us. “You two are sickening.”

Kellie gets up from beside Will and squeezes his shoulder. “From inferring some information, I gather Chloe will be pissed because Brittany won. Seeing as she’s not my biggest fan, I think I’ll make myself scarce.”

Will throws his arms around Kellie’s waist. “Nup, you’re not going anywhere, Kelarino.”

Kellie yanks on his arms. “Let me go. I gotta go check on Reece anyways.”

Will lets her go and stands. “I’m coming with. I don’t wanna be around Chloe either. That’s a death wish.”

I whisper to Bryce, “You wanna get out of here too?”

Bryce’s lips crook left, and he nods.

As we pivot towards the door, I stop him and ask, “Oh, have you eaten?”

“Enough.”

I raise an eyebrow and stare into his eyes.

He laughs and bunches his shoulders. “Have you eaten?”

“I don’t care if I eat. I care if you eat.”

“Well, that’s just dumb.”

We both snort a laugh. I pull him towards the food line to get something to take away. I hug him tight and ask, “Are you having a good birthday?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty good.”

“Better than keeping it a secret?”

“I dunno,” he says, staring off to the side. “Last year’s birthday was pretty damn good.”

I hook a finger under his chin and kiss him softly.

“While you’re liking me, I should tell you,” he says, “Will asked me if we’d hang out with him and Kellie this weekend.”

A groan reverberates out of me, slouching my body. 

“Sorry,” he winces. “It was too awkward to say no. She was right there.”

“He manipulates you when I’m not around. I mean, I don’t mind hanging out with them, but you two always go off and do something and leave me to make lame small talk with Kellie. We have nothing in common.”

“Hey, there has to be something. She’s your sister’s best friend. Surely, you two can find something to talk about. Will is dying to show off his new car.”

“Speaking of cars,” I say. “Are you driving us tonight?”

“Hell yeah.”

“I can try to get out of going to my dance class tonight.”

“No, it’s fine. Our reservation isn’t until eight. We will have plenty of time.”

“It’s another hour with Chloe. She was totally giving me daggers in the gym.”

Bryce looks over my shoulder. “Looks like she’s cooled down.”

I turn to our table as a grinning Chloe slides onto Jace’s lap. My stomach knots. I know her too well... it’s not over yet.
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“Brit,” our instructor Tiffany calls out when I enter the dance studio. “Come over here.”

I dump my gym bag and walk over. I ease out a slow breath as Chloe stands by Tiffany.

“I wanted to talk to the two of you away from the group.” Tiffany shows us a flyer. “I want you both to audition for the L’Amour Dance Company. They are holding auditions for a professional troupe. If you get in, you’ll get paid to dance.”

“Whoah,” I gasp. “That’s the dream.”

Chloe twists her hair around a finger. “Tiff, I already know about L’Amour. Is that all you’ve got for us?”

“Oh,” Tiffany says, taken aback. “Do you have a routine in mind?”

Chloe eyes me and screws up her face. She spins on her heels and walks the edge of the dancefloor, stretching her arms over her head.

“She all right?” Tiffany asks.

“Don’t worry about her. She got some bad news at school.”

Tiffany holds the flyer up. “Are you excited, Brit?”

“Yes, of course. When’s the audition?”

“You have a few months. We can do one-on-one classes to get you prepped.”

“I’m so down.”

“Excellent.”

Tiffany greets the rest of the group and I walk towards the wall of mirrors and strike a strong pose. I sway my hips to the beat in my head. My arms rock to the side and I walk out my steps. My moves morph into light, ballet-inspired spins and lifts. Whenever we freestyle, I love experimenting with my old ballet moves and my new contemporary moves.

“I remember a time when you were too frightened to freestyle,” Tiffany says, walking towards the stereo.

I giggle and spin on the spot. “It’s taken some time, huh?”

“But you have a great, unique style now. You’ll be a shoo-in for L’Amour.”

Chloe groans as her reflection approaches mine. “Are we going to start or not?”

“Yep. Girls, huddle up,” Tiff calls out.

Our group takes up the dancefloor. Chloe stands by me as we count out the beats. I eye her reflection as we make our moves. She keeps in time with me, but she’s not as sharp as usual. She’s rattled. 

I rattled her.

A smile creeps on my face and I focus on my reflection. There’s more power in my moves and an easiness takes over my body.

I got this.
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In my foyer later that evening, Bryce says, “Happy anniversary.”

“Anniversary?”

“Yeah. Of our first kiss.”

I giggle. “That’s true, but today is your day. I want to celebrate you.”

“No,” he says with the cheekiest of grins. “It’s my birthday and I want to celebrate our anniversary.”

“Ok then. You’re the boss.”

“Since when?” he jokes.

I nudge him playfully. “Whatever.”

He smiles and traces the purple beads around my neck. “I’m glad you wore this necklace.”

“It was weird taking off the crystal heart because I wear it every day, but I felt like tonight called for this one.”

He takes my hand. “Ready to go?”

“Yes.”

“Happy birthday, Bryce,” Mum says, walking down the staircase.

“Thanks, Ms Matthews.”

I whip out my phone from my clutch. “Mum, can you take a photo of us?”

“Certainly,” she says, landing in the foyer and taking my phone.

We bunch up, sliding our arms around each other, nestling our faces together. One, two, three, cheese.

“Thanks Mum,” I say, taking my phone.

“You two be careful tonight,” Mum says.

My back stiffens. “Careful?” What does she think we are doing tonight?

“You have your licence, Bryce,” she says, “but that doesn’t automatically make you a safe driver. Take it easy on the road.”

“Will do,” he nods.

“Ok, Mum, we gotta go.” I kiss her cheek and wave goodbye.

I know Mum would hate it, but I hold Bryce’s hand as he drives. My thumb draws circles on his palm, and I fixate on his rosy lips. I’m so gonna attack them when the car is parked.

Our reservation is at Le Petit. It’s the kind of fancy place where my parents schmooze clients. Mum made the reservation, got us the best table, and asked the maître’d to send her the bill. I feel so grown up sitting across from Bryce, who’s in a dress shirt and tie. Maybe we can convince a waiter to leave champagne on our table? I could tell Mum it was an error on the bill.

After the waiter places two kid-friendly lemonades on our table, Bryce takes my hands and looks deep into my eyes, snagging my soul. “I really love you, Britty.”

The urge to launch across this table is so strong. “I love you so much.”

When the waiter brings our meals, I can’t help thinking about how much we’ve overcome. My heart warms as he eats without prompting. We’ve grown miles closer because of how much time we spent together this past summer. With Mr Kerry in terrible grief over the loss of his wife and his heavy guilt over ignoring Bryce’s illness, he let us have run of the house. Not that we want the entire house. Bryce’s bedroom is always enough.

We’ve taken things slow, and I’ve loved every minute. Seeing him without a shirt was a huge deal. His body issues kept him guarded for so long that it was a huge leap in trust for us. Once, he had recoiled if I touched his stomach. Now I’ve seen every inch of this boy. 

Outside the restaurant after dinner, I stroke my hands over his tie and gently kiss the nape of his neck. I whisper, “Want to detour at your place before you drive me home?”

“Anything to spend more time with you.”

And now I lie on his bed, unravelling his tie, and teasing his bottom lip.

His hands slide along my thighs and creep inside my dress. We’ve been naked together three times. The first time, I shook like a leaf. One time, things really heated up, but Bryce’s antidepressants slowed our pace. In a way, I’m glad. It’s giving us a chance to ease into things. But tonight, I think I might be ready.

As I undo his last button, Bryce lifts my dress up. I sit up and raise my arms as the material glides over my head. He drops my dress to the floor along with his shirt and I run my hands down his torso. He scoops me into his arms and I wrap my legs around him. I lie back as he hovers above me. The warmth of his kisses against my collarbone makes me shut my eyes and I let out a breathy moan.

“Remember how we talked about taking things to the next step?” I whisper.

He pulls back to look at my face.

“I’m ready.” I bite my lip as I take in his sweet face. “If you’re not, that’s ok. But I’m ready when you are.”

Apprehension crosses his face but it’s quickly replaced with a crooked smile. He leans down and kisses my lips. He pulls away and whispers, “I don’t know.”

“That’s ok, B.” I stroke his cheek with the back of my hand. “I’m in no rush. I love you.”

“I love you. Let’s ease in and see where it takes us.”

“Whatever you want to do, Baby.”

His fingers play with my bra straps and he kisses my collarbone. I close my eyes, taking in the sandalwood on his skin, and run my hands down the length of his back. His lips meet mine and our passion intensifies as he moves deeper between my legs.

He unzips his trousers and my heart hastens as he pulls them down. 

“You all right?” he whispers, brushing back my hair.

I nod with a closed-mouth smile. I want to. I do. The magnitude of it is sinking in and I need a moment.

“You don’t have to say you’re ready just because it’s my birthday.”

“No,” I blurt. “I want to. I do.”

“You look worried.”

“I’m nervous.”

His thumb slides against my bottom lip. “I love it when you bite your lip like that.”

I shut my eyes. “Am I doing it again?” 

“It’s cute.”

I open my eyes to the most adorable smile. The light blue shades of his eyes hypnotise me.

I grin. “Hurry up and take off my bra.”

He laughs. “Yes, ma’am.”

I love his arms locked behind my back. He’s strong. I love running my bare legs against his. I love the way he moans as we rock against the bed. They didn’t lie. It hurts. It hurts but being with him makes it better. Being closer to him than anyone else has ever been.

He’s mine.

And I love him.
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On the edge of my seat, chin in palms and elbows rocking on the desk, I decode every Spanish word spoken. I take advantage of Spanish-speaking classes as most are in English at our international school.

“Are you keeping up?” Maja asks beside me.

I relax in my seat. “I’m trying. I’m still struggling, and it’s almost been five months.”

“I’m glad I was taught English at an early age,” she says. “Otherwise I’d be translating two languages.”

When the bell rings, Maja and I pack up our things and leave the classroom.

“Got any weekend plans?” Maja asks.

“I’m exploring Old Town. Did you want to join me?”

“No, my mother is coming to town. Apparently, we are having a spa day.”

“That sounds nice.”

Her nose wrinkles. “You don’t know me well, do you?”

I can’t help but laugh as we meander through the corridor.

“¡Hola Charli!” Miguel calls out, jogging towards us. “Buenas tardes. ¿Cómo estás?”

“Buenas tardes. Estoy bien, gracias,” I reply. “Are you well?”

“Very much so,” he replies, smiling. He turns to Maja. “Hola.”

She waves. “Hola.”

Miguel turns his attention to me. “My parents have invited you to dinner tonight.”

“Really? Me? Dinner?”

He takes a step back and lifts an eyebrow. “I didn’t mess up my English again, did I?”

I laugh. “No, no. You did perfectly. I’m surprised, that’s all.”

Miguel’s full lips form a smile. “This is good. You will come tonight?”

“Si, I’ll be there. Muchas gracias.”

“De nada, hermosa.” He kisses my cheek. “I will come to your room at five to collect you.”

Miguel leaves for his next class and my heart pitter-patters. A real-deal Spanish meal, with a real-deal Spanish family. This is exactly what I needed.

“Oh my,” Maja says. “Looks like your weekend plans fired up.”

“I won’t lie, I’m excited.”

“So, you two are an item?”

I hug my books. “Miguel and me? No, we’re just friends.”

Maja chuckles to herself, walking ahead. “Aha.”

My cheeks flush as I keep up with her. “I’m serious. We are friends and nothing more.”

“Sure, sure,” she says, with a smile that won’t quit. “Or is this why you asked me to join you this weekend?”

My lips quirk and heat rises up my collar. “You know I like spending time with you.”

Maja winks. “Next weekend, I’m all yours.”

Every moment in Madrid is eye-opening. At first, I was out of my mind with nerves. Thank goodness, someone from the school greeted me at the airport because being alone in a foreign country is a huge undertaking.

Miguel was my assigned guide on my first day of school. Despite the accent, his humour easily translates. He’s fun to be around and I’m grateful he’s stuck by my side. 

When classes finish, I go to my dorm room to decide what to wear. My hands tremble as I fish through my wardrobe. I shake it off. Why am I nervous? It’s just dinner. I think about a table full of native Spanish speakers with broken English and swallow uncomfortably. There are the nerves. With my broken Spanish, this will be one hell of an experience.

From my desk, my laptop sings the Skype ringtone. I walk over, hoping Brittany’s calling. Incoming call: Kellie. 

My lips twist as I consider answering. Yes, Kellie is my best friend, but her calls bring me down. She reminds me of home. Dating Will has made her focus on schoolyard politics. I don’t want to hear the latest John Thomas High rumour. What I need is to keep Sanford, and its residents, out of my mind. I lower my laptop screen until it clicks shut.

I edge towards my wardrobe, swallowing the guilt. I’ll find time over the weekend to call her back.

I spend longer getting ready for dinner than a school formal. The only time I cared more about how I looked was for my dad’s wedding. Let’s quickly shove that memory to the back where it belongs.

The knock at my door sends my heart aflutter. I take a sharp breath in and open the door. My smile hurts my cheeks. His olive skin and dark, mesmerising eyes take me in, and I forget I should say words after answering the door.

“You look magnífica,” he says, looking me up and down.

“Gracias.” I clasp my hands behind my back and jut out a hip to show off my ensemble: a black, faux-leather jacket over a navy chiffon blouse, accessorised with a gold, blue-beaded necklace. Below, I wear black skinny jeans and black knee-length boots.

“Ready to go?”

I nod and follow him into the hall.

The first time I rode on the back of Miguel’s vespa, I shook like a leaf. The narrow laneways don’t leave room for error. I freaked out, imagining us running into pedestrians. After no accidents occurred, I began trusting Miguel. And now it’s fun!

He’s asked me a few times to drive but I trust him more than myself. I can just hear my parents if I had called home saying I’d skidded off a vespa and I was the driver. They’d probably boil over melting point and bring me home. Not an option.

“How far away is your home?” I ask, throwing a leg over the vespa and buckling up my helmet.

“One hour,” he says, starting the engine. “Will you be ok on the back for that long?”

“I’ll hold on tight.”

He chuckles. “Bueno.”

Riding over the cobblestones is the worst part. You have to be careful not to grit your teeth too tight. Although, I long for the cobblestones once we’re on the open road. It’s a tad scarier than riding in the city.

As cars whoosh past, I squeeze Miguel’s waist. He asks if I’m ok, and I nod, digging my chin into the nape of his neck. I feel him laugh and it eases my tension.

Once I was used to the speed, the hour passed quickly. I admired the landscape of rolling green hills, bobbing with shrubbery and waves of grapevines. The afternoon sky is an ombre of royal blue and baby blue, broken by three straggly clouds. Sights like this make me so thankful to be here.

“This is my village,” Miguel says as our speed slows.

The square stone houses huddle together. A green leafy vine travels up a two-storey building. The streets wind around buildings, like in Madrid, yet the village’s pace is slower. Children laugh and play in the laneways. Women sweep their front steps and tend to pot plants. Men hang by open-topped trucks, dirty, sweaty, and smiling, recounting the day’s events.

We park outside Miguel’s family villa and he takes my hand, leading me to the front door. He turns the doorknob and I slip my hand away. We aren’t a couple and I’m worried the family will get the wrong idea.

Miguel grins and takes my hand back. I exhale and smile. He’s my friend. I’m such a goof.

An older, stout woman rushes towards me and grabs my shoulders. “Hola, Carli. La chica bella.” 

“Buena tardes,” I say as she kisses my cheeks and squeezes me in a hug.

“Esta es mi madre,” Miguel says, introducing his mother.

“Mucho gusto,” I say, smiling at the more-than-welcoming woman.

“Hola, Carli,” the rest of the family says in unison. 

My heart warms at the mispronunciation of my name and I wave. “Hola.” 

“My English not so good,” Miguel’s mother says, rubbing my arms. “Excusas.”

“It’s ok. My Spanish not so good.”

His mother laughs boisterously and beckons me further into the house. “Come. Come.”

Miguel shows me to a sofa and introduces me to his younger brother and older sister.

“Me llamo Rosa,” his sister says. Her smile grows cheeky. “I speak English.”

A quick breath of relief escapes me. 

“How is your Spanish?” Rosa asks through full mauve lips.

“It’s broken; I speak half English, half español.” 

“Me llamo Dom. You miss Australia?” Miguel’s brother tries his best English pronunciation. 

“Un poco. Pero la diversión aquí.”

Dom smiles, appreciating my poor attempt at Spanish.

I snort a laugh and gather my curls to the side. “That was probably terrible,” I say to Rosa. “I feel bad my Spanish is still broken. We speak so much English at school, it’s hard to practice. I need more time with locals.”

Rosa pats Miguel’s thigh. “We should take a trip to Madrid. Go to all our favourite places. Carli will be a true Spaniard after that.”

“Si, Charli will,” Miguel teases.

Rosa continues grinning, seeming not to hear the difference.

Miguel’s mother and aunts strut from the kitchen, holding dishes and announcing in Spanish, dinner is ready. They say some other sentences I don’t catch. We move to the long table surrounded by Miguel’s cousins. There is an array of meals, but I stock up on paella. I’d eat it for breakfast, lunch and dinner if the dorm dining room provided it.

One aunt pours white wine in my glass and I try my best Spanish to tell her, I’m only sixteen.

Eyes ogle me and Miguel explains a little wine at dinner is customary in their family.

I nod at the wine. I want to live like a local. I raise the glass as the others raise theirs and we say, “Salud.”

I taste alcohol for the first time and it’s a mixture of sweet and bitter. My lips pucker as I decide if I like it. It tingles and fizzes on my tongue. I take another sip and start balancing the flavour with the paella. 

Ok, I could start living my life this way.

“You like?” Miguel asks.

I nod. “I like.”

#
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Saturday is a me day. I grab my backpack, tie-up my sneakers, and cover up with a baseball cap and aviator sunglasses.

Outside, the sun bounces off the stone and I’m now sure-footed, unlike the cobblestone-klutz I was a few months ago. This place made me grow up fast. The freedom is intoxicating. I still make good grades (it’s a must or my butt gets kicked back to Sanford), but I get to choose when and where I do things. Immersing myself in a new culture is thrilling. The world seems so big now I’m on the other side of the planet. There is so much to see during my lifespan. My goal is to check off every single country. 

In the town square I deviate down a side alley. Today, it calls to me. The freer I feel, the better an idea it becomes.

I walk into a tattoo parlour.

“Buena días,” I say.

A girl with bright pink plaits, piercing along her ears, and tattoos down her neck and arms greets me with a smile. “Buena días. ¿Cómo estás?” 

“Estoy bien. ¿Estás libre?” 

“Si...”

She speaks so fast that I’m lost in translation. 

I ask, “Sorry. ¿Hablas inglés?” 

She giggles. “Si. I heard your accent and wondered if you would ask. How can I help you?”

I blush at how terrible I must sound. 

I slip a piece of paper from my pocket and place it on the counter. “I wanted to get this tattooed on my hip. Do you have any time today?”

“Ah, cool. Luka should be free in an hour.”

“Wow, ok.” My body tingles, and I feel slightly sick, but in a good way. “Magnífica.”

I’d heard horror stories about tattoos, but they must be lies to scare kids from getting them. Yeah, the buzzing is annoying, but the needles merely feel like a hot scratch. Getting a filling or period pain is more intense.

The buzzing stops and Luka puts down the tattoo machine. “Finished, señorita.”

“Wow, really?” 

I jump up from the seat despite my tender hip. I skid in front of the mirror to study the artwork on my body. 

My hands rush over my mouth. It’s more awesome than I imagined. I pivot, taking in the greens and purples of the peace sign hugging my hip.

“You like?” Luka asks.

“Muchísimo.”

Leaving the tattoo parlour, a morsel of guilt surfaces. Kellie and I planned to get our first tattoos together when we turned eighteen. Will she see my new ink as a betrayal? My stomach swirls and a pain pings between my eyebrows.

I’ll surprise her with it when I’m back in Sanford. She won’t get mad if I show her in person. Right?
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The car swerves as Will speeds along the climbing road of the forest. We fly around the bends and I sink into the plush, leather backseat. Clutching Bryce’s hand and smiling at him almost makes Will and Kellie disappear.

Will parks the car at a barbeque area at the top of the mountain.

“Ain’t she a beaut!” Will boasts as we get out of the car.

“It’s awesome,” Bryce replies, studying the sporty car with Will.

“D’you get this whole car thing?” Kellie asks me as she pulls the picnic basket out of the boot.

Pulling out a blanket, I reply, “It’s a pretty sweet ride.”

“I dunno,” she says as we find a grassy spot to set up. “Maybe I’ll never understand the fascination with cars.”

“At least its freedom, right?” I say, laying out the blanket. “We can go wherever we want without the parentals.”

Kellie smiles, impressed. “That’s an excellent point.”

As we spread out the food, I note the boys talking, laughing and circling the car. “I guess one flaw of the car is it makes us invisible to our boyfriends.”

Kellie snorts. “Will is too much sometimes. I’m happy for him to have a new toy to obsess over.”

“You two still ok?”

“Yeah, we’re great. You and Bryce?”

“We’re solid.” I bite my lip, blushing. More than solid. I still can’t believe we did it. I wonder if Will and Kellie have done it yet. I tilt my head, staring at her. Should I ask? That’d be weird. We hardly ever speak and then I ask about her virginity.

Ohmigawd, I actually lost it. Eep!

Awkward silence hovers over us. I glance at the boys. How can I tell them to get their butts over here without being hella obvious?

“So,” Kellie fills the air and I cringe at the impending small talk. “Did you watch ‘The Bachelorette’ last night?”

My eyebrows raise. “‘The Bachelorette’? I didn’t think you watched that kinda stuff.”

Kellie exhales. “Ok, so usually I don’t. But I knew we would hang out. You like that show, right? And... although it pains me to admit this, I found the show addictive.”

I fall back, laughing. “Oh, that’s too good.” I pull myself up and ask, “What do you think of Marcus?”

“Ugh, he’s such an arse. How has he not been kicked off already?”

“I know. He’s the worst. But what about Georgie?”

“Girl, I’d marry him in a heartbeat.”

I grab her hands and hush, “Ohmigawd, me too.”

“Well, well, well,” Will says as he and Bryce walk over. “Are you two finally besties?”

I move away from Kellie and pat the space beside me for Bryce to sit.

“Just girl stuff,” Kellie says as Will cuddles up to her.

Conversation always flows easily with the boys around. Kellie and I are just so freakin awkward without them. But, I guess, she made an effort today. Is that what I should do? Watch something for her? Not one of those weird Japanese cartoons she watches with my sister. No, thank you.

I need to try something. With the boys able to drive now, there will be tons of adventures. What will I do between ‘Bachelor’ seasons? There must be something else we have in common. What does she like? Science? Do I get her to teach me science stuff? Eww, no. Why would I even suggest that?

Maybe I can teach her fashion. The ripped jeans and baggy t-shirts are so 1998 that I could scream. Yeah, we should go on a shopping spree. I’ll suggest it in the next awkward silence after our boyfriends inevitably ditch us again.

“So, I went to therapy today,” Bryce says, his voice low.

“Yeah?”

His smile curves to the left. “Dr Vernon thinks I can ease off the antidepressants.”

“Baby, that’s so great,” I whisper. I plant a hand on his cheek and kiss his lips. 

“I want off them so bad.”

“I know. You’ve been doing so well.”

“It’s just a lower dosage for now.”

“But it’s a start.”

I take in the twinkling happiness in his eyes. He’s worked so hard all summer to feel better. He’s loosened up so much and genuinely has fun when we hang out with our friends. In a lot of ways, he’s morphed into someone else the last few months, yet he’s still the boy I fell for.

“Have you heard from Charli lately?” Kellie asks me.

“Yeah, we text every other day. Why?”

Kellie fidgets and gives me a see-through smile. “Oh, good. I just hadn’t heard from her in a while and wondered what she’s up to.”

Will slings an arm across Kellie’s shoulders. “Wasn’t she just in Italy?”

“And France,” I say. “I’m beyond jealous.”

“So, she’s doing ok?” Kellie asks in a small voice.

I nod. “Yeah. Doesn’t she video chat with you on the weekends? We do, so I assumed you still did?”

Kellie shrugs, pushing for a bigger smile. “Maybe she runs out of time?”

“Well, the latest thing is she wants to go to Greece. I can’t believe how adventurous she’s being.”

“It’s very cool,” Kellie says. “I’m really happy for her.”

“You should call her tonight,” I say. “I’m sure she’s got lots to gush to you about.”

Kellie eases into a genuine smile. “Yeah, I will.”

“Bryce, you can sit up front if you want,” Kellie offers as we walk to Will’s car.

“No, that’s ok. I’m happy next to Brit,” Bryce replies.

“Hey, no funny business back there,” Will says as we get into the car. “Kellie and I haven’t broken in the backseat yet.”

Kellie scoffs and whacks Will’s arm. “Shuddup.”

Will leans over and kisses the top of Kellie’s head. “Now, now. You know I need my main squeeze up front with me.”

“Main squeeze? Boy, I’d better be your only squeeze,” Kellie teases.

“Of course, you are,” I say to Kellie. “Who else would take him?”

“Har-har.” Will starts the engine. “C’mon, let’s see what this baby can really do.”

Kellie’s shoulders jiggle in the seat ahead of me. Only she could love a guy like Will.

The car hugs the mountain as we make our descent. Will takes the curves as sharply as before, but this time I’m swung side-to-side on my seat. 

“Will, man, you’re not invincible,” Bryce says, leaning forward. “What’s ya mum gonna say if you scratch up this car.”

Will laughs, looking back at us. “Oh, Imma be a dead man.”

I hold my breath until he looks at the road. I try to distract myself with looking out the window, but the palms and eucalyptus move by so fast I get motion sickness.

The car veers to the other side of traffic and my heartbeat pulses in my ears as air clogs my throat.

“Will! Look out!” Kellie screams.

The car swerves hard. We move back to our lane and then skid off the road. I scream as we fall over the side. The car jerks against the unlevel terrain and flies into a bank of trees. The car bounces on the ground and flurries of dirt attack the windows.

A haunting bang cracks as the car smashes into something. The car bends and flattens over me. Shooting pain runs up my leg. Everything grows hazy. My body and brain stop connecting as if I’m drunk. A flat, ear-piercing tone mutes all other noise. My eyes fall heavy. Everything goes white.
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I scream myself awake. A shooting pain runs the length of my left leg and my hip rages like I’m on fire.

I switch on my lamp and fly towards the mirror. I reef up my shirt and pull down my shorts, expecting the tattoo to be infected and poisoning my leg. It’s tender as I rub my fingers over it, but most of the redness and peeling disappeared days ago.

With a swig from my water bottle, I gulp two ibuprofens. Every step sends pulses of pain up and down my leg. Did I sleep wrong? Like an extreme case of pins and needles?

I hobble back to bed, hoping to fall asleep quickly.

#
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My phone buzzes angrily on the table by my bed, jolting me awake. Grimacing, I reach for it. The screen illuminates Incoming Call: Mum.

“No, thanks,” I mutter, lying the phone down.

When the call ends, I hear the ping of several notifications. I lift the phone and check the lock screen. My eyes bulge. Five missed calls from Mum. Something must be up.

I pull the bedsheet around me and put the phone to my ear, calling Mum back.

Mum abruptly answers. “Charli. Where have you been?” 

I immediately regret the call. “Asleep. What’s up?”

“There’s been an accident.” 

My heart leaps into my throat. 

“Brittany is hurt.” 

I sit up, hand trembling around the phone. 

“Your dad is on the phone with the travel agent getting you a flight home. Can you start packing?”

“What? Holy shit.” I pant heavily into the phone. “What happened? Is Brittany ok?”

“She’s in surgery. We will tell you everything when you get here. Start packing and we will email you the flight details.”

“Ok.” My throat is Sahara dry. “Ok, I’ll get ready.”

“Be safe. We will see you soon. I love you, Charlotte.”

“I love you, too.”

My stomach triple knots. I slide off the bed and crawl towards my suitcase. I’m so dizzy I could puke. 

What do I pack? How long will I be in Sanford? What happened to Brittany? A broken arm? A head injury? She’s in surgery?

I’m gonna hurl.

I breathe in deep and long.

Ok, just pack.

I lay the suitcase open and chuck my clothes inside. I pile in books and question what I’m doing. My hands tremor as I stare at the floor.

Why am I going back to Sanford?

I jump at a knock on the door. I clutch my heart and creep towards the door.

It’s Miguel. “Buenos dias, ready for class?” He looks in the room, then back at me and frowns. “What is going on? You look white as ghost.” 

“I have to go home,” I whisper. My eyes fog, but I’m too confused to cry.

“Why? You have home sickness?”

I shake my head and sniff. “My sister.”

“Something is wrong?”

“Yes. But I don’t know what. She’s hurt.”

He holds my shoulders and asks, “You need to go to airport?”

“Yes, my dad is booking a flight.”

“Get your things and I will take you.”

The taxi to the airport was a blur. Miguel wanted to escort me in, but I made him get back in the car and go to school. Something about him comforting me made me sick. Nothing he did was wrong, but hugging me, stroking my hair, and telling me everything would be ok, was weird. Weird because I didn’t know what the hell was going on.

“Miss Matthews, your plane is boarding soon,” says the woman checking me in. “We are aware of your circumstances and will have a cart ready for you once you pass through security. They’ll take you to your gate.” She slides my boarding pass to me. “Have a safe flight.”

Dumbfounded, I trudge my way towards security. Once cleared, I find the cart and climb aboard. It zips through the airport as my head threatens to tear in two.

At my gate, I’m ushered through the boarding line and rushed on the plane. Everyone seems to know I’m in a hurry but they’re not saying why. I feel like I’m being sling-shotted everywhere.

“Welcome aboard, Miss Matthews,” a cabin crew member greets me. “We hope you enjoy your stay in business class. Your seat is second on the right.”

As I take my seat, crew members smile at me like they know more about why I’m onboard than I do. I spend twenty-three hours sitting, my stomach twisting and my imagination running wild with the hideous situations my sister could be in.
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“Charli! Charli!” my step brother Nick calls out. He waves as I enter the arrivals lounge.

I wheel my bag around to him and watch his forced smile.

“How was your flight?”

“I was sick to my stomach the entire time.”

He takes my bag. “I’m sorry you had to come back.”

“What happened?”

Nick grows pale. “Your mum and dad should be the ones to tell you.”

“Nicholas,” I shriek. “I’ve been on a long-arse flight with no answers. Tell me something!”

“Car accident,” he blurts. 

I stumble backwards.

Nick takes my hand and shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t want to be the one to tell you.”

My eyes become wet and I whisper, “How bad is Brittany?”

“She was out of surgery when I left, but I don’t know much.”

My poor Brit. I swallow the vile thing leaping up my throat. 

I promise Nick I won’t ask any more questions as we take the hour-long drive to Sanford. I’m so zonked, I spend the trip with my eyes shut, wishing to wake up in Spain.
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I burst into the hospital waiting room. “Mum!”

“Charli.” Mum pulls me into her arms. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Hugging her causes panic to surge through my veins. “Mum. What’s going on?”

Mum squeezes my hand and leads me to a row of seats. “Sit down. Rob, Charli’s here.”

My dad walks around the corner. Dark bags hang under his eyes.

I push back tears. “Hi, Dad.”

“Pumpkin,” he says and rushes to me. He kisses the top of my head and my limbs tremble with trepidation. My parents sit either side of me, cradling my hands.

My voice warbles when I ask, “What’s going on?”

“There was an accident—” Mum starts.

“Brittany is ok,” Dad is quick to add. “She came out of surgery and the doctors say she’s stable.”

I gulp hard. “Surgery? What happened?”

“It was a car crash,” Mum says, steadying her composure. My hands leave my parents’ grip and rise to my face. “The car bent around a tree. Brittany was crushed.”

“Brit... no...”

“One of her legs was severely injured,” Dad says. “We’re waiting for the doctors to tell us more.”

“Can I see her?” I whimper.

“She’s in recovery,” Mum says. “They haven’t let us in yet.”

My forehead scrunches as I try to make sense of this. “Who was driving?”

Mum and Dad tense up and a coldness shifts the air.

“Will,” Dad says flatly.

“Bryce, Will, and Kellie were in the car,” Mum says.

My hand slides over my heart. “Kellie’s here? Is she ok?”

My parents exchange looks.

“Seriously, are they all here? Is everyone ok?”

Dad clears his throat and shifts his weight. “Bryce is sore but only has a few scratches and cuts. He was the one to call the ambulance.” 

“We are so grateful that he’s okay,” Mum adds, eyes watering.

Dad continues, “Will hit his head pretty hard on impact. Penny said he’s in for a few nights with a neckbrace, but it’s all precautionary.”

I quickly breathe out. “That’s good to hear. And Kel? Is she all clear or did she need surgery too?”

Mum squeezes my hand too tightly. “Charli.” Her face creases and tears slip to her cheeks.

My eyes well as fear cloaks my body. “Mum?”

Dad rubs my back and says, “Kellie didn’t make it.”

A sick, torturous stab twists my abdomen and cuts off my air.

“The impact... it was sudden...” Dad continues but his voice is a garble.

“She, what?” is all I can manage.

“Charli,” Mum pleads.

A sob croaks out of me with such a mighty force that my chest and throat hurt. “She’s dead?” I collapse to my knees. Kellie’s face clouds my mind. I won’t see her again?

NO.

She’s gone?

NO.

How can she be dead?

My head feels like it’s caving in. The pain pulses through my body and I let out a soul-crushing moan.

Dad sits on the floor next to me and holds me close. For a moment I’m calm, but his weight sends me back to Earth and I don’t want him near me.

I wriggle away and run out of the waiting room.

I run with no end goal.

A bathroom appears off to the side and I bolt in and screech to a stop at a toilet. My entire insides torpedo into the bowl. 

I wipe my mouth, crouch to the floor, and gasp for air.

I drag my feet to my family. My head hangs low with the weight of an anvil. My eyes are red raw with a mixture of jet lag and death.

Dad’s wife Tara sits by his side with her youngest daughter, Alyssa, on her lap. Dad and Tara’s heads nuzzle together and I turn away.

Mum is further up the hall, speaking in hushed tones with Bryce. I edge closer to listen.

Bryce shakes as he talks. “The police were asking me questions about the accident. There was something I didn’t tell them... I just... I’m not sure what I should do.”

Mum grips his shoulders, her face serious like she’s in lawyer mode. “It’s ok. We will sit and talk first.”

Bryce turns toward me, and his eyes widen. One side of his face shines with purple blotches. Two red cuts lay under his right eye. I swallow a sob.

He runs to me and wraps his arms me. My eyes clamp shut as a tsunami of tears threatens to break through. I hold him tight. So tight. I clench my jaw and bury my face in the nape of his neck. 

He rubs my back and whispers, “I’m sorry.”

“What happened?”

His hug gets stronger, but he doesn’t say anything. 

I hold onto him, my eyes stay closed, and I hope I wake up soon.

“Mr and Ms Matthews?” a voice says behind me.

Bryce and I break apart as my mum and dad rush toward a doctor.

“You can see her now,” the doctor says.

“Oh, thank you,” Mum says breathlessly.

Bryce and I walk towards the doctor, and he responds by putting his hand up and saying, “Just the parents.”

He has whacked a baseball bat into my chest. I cough for air and stamp my feet. “No! You let me see my sister. It took so long to get here. LET ME SEE MY SISTER.”

Bryce holds my hand. “Charli.”

“No, Doctor,” Dad says. “Charli and Brittany are twin sisters. She is coming in too.”

The doctor nods, expressionless. “Of course.”

Bryce lets go and my body quakes. My poor sister. Surgery. Alone. Hurt.

She needs me.

I’m on my parents’ heels all the way to Brittany’s room.

A nurse meets us at the door. “She’s not awake yet, but she’s doing well. You’ll only have a few minutes.”

“Thank you,” Mum replies.

The nurse opens the door and we scramble inside. A sharp bleach smell attacks my nostrils. Machine beeps fill the silence and LED lighting plays against the overhead lights.

Attached to tubes and monitors, my sister lays on her back in a hospital bed. Blankets cover her body and bandages cover the left side of her face. Her hair is greasy and falls back into misshapen curls. 

It doesn’t look like her.

It’s not her.

It can’t be her.

This cannot happen to my sister.

My Brittany.

Mum and Dad crowd her and whisper sweet sentiments in her ear. I edge to the foot of the bed and ask my nerves to settle. My breathing is off. My nose snots and a lump forms in my throat.

“Brittany,” I manage, but it’s followed by two grotesque sobs.

I cup my mouth, clawing at my cheeks. My nails dig into my skin, trying to distract myself from the breaking of my heart. 

“Brittany,” I sob harder.

Brittany’s eyes flicker, but she doesn’t wake.

I find her hand and stroke it. Please, wake up.

#
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The worst experience of my life is putting on this black dress. Today, I’m expected to say goodbye to my best friend.

She’s dead.

She can’t be dead.

I’m terribly lacking sleep. The jetlag is insane, but I get up every day to visit Brittany. Most days I’ve blocked thoughts of Kellie, but today it’s impossible. Getting out of bed this morning was agony. How can I face this?

I collapse to my bedroom floor and pan the walls I had escaped from. Being home is nightmarish. My bedroom is four times larger than my dorm room, plus a balcony overlooking the beach. Idyllic, right? My sister’s bedroom is next door... but my sister is not at home. 

This bedroom feels far from home.

Tears blur my vision and the image of my bookcase. An entire shelf is dedicated to photos of Kellie and me being goofballs. And now... we will never take another one of these shots?

No. It can’t be true.

There’s a knock at my bedroom door and Sophia, our housekeeper, pops her head in. “Charli, you ready to go?”

My stomach wobbles with sickness. “No.”

Sophia frowns and embraces me with a hug. She rubs my back and hushes, “I know.”

I swallow with every step down the staircase and towards the car, so nothing escapes my stomach and covers my dress. When the car approaches the church, a pain pings between my eyebrows. I lower my head toward my knees and gently massage my forehead.

“Charli?” Mum whispers.

I look up.

“We’re here,” she says.

I swallow and breathe deeply. From the car, I follow Mum and Sophia to the church. I’m five paces behind them with no rush to go in.

A rustling in the bushes by the church draws my attention. It’s accompanied by unmistakable vomiting. 

Will Maclean stumbles out of the bushes.

“William, you ok?” his mum calls.

Will wipes his mouth and sees me. We stare at each other in
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