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GINA

Wet grass tickles my bare feet as rain drenches the gravesite in a shower of grief. I stare at my father’s gravestone, the flowers I left already beginning to wilt. A stray tear slips down my cheek. I wipe it away before another can follow.

Don’t feel. Numb yourself. Don’t show emotion.

My mother’s words echo in my head like a siren that never switches off. I’m not allowed to cry about Wilmer Carter’s death.

“I hope you’re okay, Dad. What’s heaven like?”

He doesn’t answer.

I laugh.

How silly of me to think he still could.

I get free wine up here, Gina.

That’s what I imagine he’d say.

I’ll never hear him crack another joke. His booming laugh and warm hugs are gone, stolen by heart disease.

“I miss you, Dad. Everyone else moved on, but I’m still here. I can’t.”

I sit in the rain until my dress clings to my skin, and my fingers wrinkle from the cold. Eventually, I force myself to my feet and walk to my car. My shoes are soaked, so I toss them onto the passenger seat before starting the engine and pulling out of the cemetery.

Cold settles deep in my bones.

Serves me right for wearing a dress in the middle of winter.

The radio plays one melancholy song after another, matching the loneliness that follows me everywhere. Sometimes I feel like a ghost haunting my own life. I fade into the background wherever I go. No one notices me.

My mother certainly doesn’t.

She’s too busy with her boyfriend of the month. Sometimes it feels like Dad never existed to her.

When I get home, I park in the garage and head inside.

Mom sits at the kitchen table.

Neither of us says hello.

I go straight upstairs.

I peel off my damp dress, change into my pyjamas, crawl beneath the blankets, and unlock my phone.

Social media has become my favourite distraction lately.

Anything to escape existing.

University starts in June. I should be excited. Maybe I’ll finally meet people who understand me. Maybe I’ll find somewhere I belong.

Instead, I feel empty.

Depression is strange. It steals everything you once loved. It drains every ounce of joy until all that’s left is a hollow version of yourself.

I scroll through old classmates’ profiles. I haven’t spoken to any of them since matric, yet I know exactly what they’re doing.

Graduating.

Travelling.

Working.

Getting married.

Having babies.

I’m twenty-one years old, and somehow a collection of carefully chosen photos convinces me everyone is doing better than I am.

Then I make the mistake of opening Leticia’s profile.

I’ve stalked her page ever since our friendship ended.

She’s living in Germany now. She has a fiancé.

I miss her every day.

There’s a Leticia-shaped hole in my life, and I don’t know how to stitch it closed.

It’s my fault.

Andrew’s messages only made the guilt worse, so I blocked him.

I never deleted them.

I carry guilt around like loose change in my pocket.

Never kiss your best friend’s boyfriend.

That’s the lesson.

That’s the problem with me.

I hurt everyone who gets too close.

Gina Carter.

Professional homewrecker.

Professional heartbreaker.

Eventually, doomscrolling stops being a distraction and becomes self-harm.

Self-loathing spreads through me like mycelium, invisible beneath the surface until it’s everywhere.

I just wanted to feel beautiful.

Andrew told me I had a nice ass and the face of a goddess.

Most days, I hate everything about myself.

My legs are too long.

I’m too tall.

My hair is an ugly shade of brown.

My green eyes look like moss.

How could anyone look at me and think I was beautiful?

Andrew was the first person who ever did.

I just wish it hadn’t happened the way it did.

I never should’ve kissed him at that bonfire.

I’ll never forget the look on Leticia’s face.

Like I’d shattered something inside her.

“You hurt me, Gina. How could you?”

I’m broken.

I’m invisible.

I wanted to feel wanted.

He made me feel wanted.

I scroll until my vision blurs with tears, and I finally throw my phone onto the mattress.

The rest of the week disappears.

I stay in bed.

I order takeaway.

I don’t shower.

I don’t change clothes.

I binge-watch TV shows with ten seasons because if fictional people have bigger problems than I do, maybe my brain will finally shut up.

On Wednesday, five days after visiting Dad, Mom knocks on my bedroom door.

“Gina, you’ve been in bed for days. I know you’re upset about your father, but it’s been a year. It’s time to move on.”

I sigh.

Even breathing feels difficult now.

Like clawing for oxygen.

Like begging my lungs to remember how they’re supposed to work.

My mouth is dry.

My tongue feels heavy.

I want to tell her grief doesn’t come with an expiry date.

Instead, I say nothing.

“I brought you real food. Not that junk you’ve been eating.”

She leaves a tray of chicken and mushroom soup on my bedside table before walking out.

I’m allergic to mushrooms.

Not that she cares.

I’m an afterthought to Natalie Carter.

The daughter she never wanted.

The baby she was too afraid to abort.

The mistake.

My parents married because they wanted me to have stability, not because they loved each other.

I was the product of a one-night stand.

My grandparents raised me because my parents were teenagers who had no idea what to do with a child.

None of my emotional needs was ever met.

No one comforted me when I cried.

No one hugged me when I needed it.

Now I’m avoidant and incapable of keeping a relationship alive.

How to end depression.

I type the words into Google.

Instead, I end up going for a walk because apparently exercise helps.

The neighbourhood is full of gated estates, expensive cars, towering trees, and perfectly trimmed lawns.

Joggers pass me.

Dogs bark from behind fences.

Pop music blasts through my headphones.

I recently learned that not everyone has songs playing in the background while another voice tells them they’re worthless.

Pathetic.

Disgusting.

A waste of space.

Apparently, that’s not normal.

Neither is pressing a razor blade against your skin until your fingertips come away red.

Neither is hating your own reflection.

I end up at the park and sit on a bench.

A toddler in the sandbox stares at me.

I stick my tongue out.

She flips me off.

I gasp.

Insolent little gremlin.

Despite myself, I almost smile.

Almost.

Life feels empty.

I overthink everything.

The way I sit.

The way I speak.

Whether people secretly dislike me.

Whether I’m a bad friend.

Whether I’m worth anyone’s time.

Whether I deserve to be alive.

I know life isn’t something you earn.

It just is.

But when everyone around me seems successful and happy, it’s hard not to feel like I’m wasting mine.

I swallow two sedatives with a bottle of water from my bag.

I stole them from my mother’s medicine cabinet.

I know it’s wrong.

I just can’t bear the thought of therapy again.

I’d rather numb myself.

I’d rather lock the pain in a box and pretend it isn’t there.

I sit on the swings and begin to rock back and forth.

An old therapist once told me to picture my happy place whenever everything became too much.

Mine is simple.

Someone loves me.

Someone kisses my cheek.

Wraps their arms around me.

Looks at me like I’m their whole universe.

As I swing higher, I imagine letting go.

Not falling.

Flying.

Straight into the arms of the man I’ve spent my whole life dreaming about.
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AIDEN

“Are you sure about this, man? You really want to marry Natalie?” Gus looks at me warily, clutching his beer like it’s life support.

I sigh.

“I know you don’t like her, but I’m sure. She keeps me grounded. I need to settle down. I’m thirty-five. I’ve been dating casually for two decades now, and I’m tired. I just want stability,” I say.

“You see, I’d believe that if I didn’t think this was actually about your ex. You’re looking for a rebound.”

God, I hate that he’s right.

“It’s not,” I lie.

He’s incredulous. As he should be. My little brother can read me better than anyone else can. I won’t lie, I miss my ex-girlfriend more than anything. Jessica and I had something special, but everything fell apart when I lost her. I’ve been in a terrible streak of bad relationships, but I really thought we’d work out; the universe had other plans. But then Natalie came into my life and changed everything. Her quiet confidence and beauty drew me in. A successful entrepreneur with her own marketing company and a daughter she had as a teenager. She is a widow, but she is so loving. So open. I fell for her like trees in Autumn.

I want to connect with her daughter, Gina, but she seems so closed off. Every time I try to start a conversation with her, the kid stares at me like I’m an idiot who’s not worth her time. She looks nothing like her mother, and I wouldn’t tell this to Natalie, but she is probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I try not to notice, but it’s unavoidable. It’s a quiet topic in the family. For the eight months Natalie and I have spent together, and the family events we’ve shared, the popular topic behind Gina’s back is the same:

How can someone look that beautiful but hold so much darkness?

I can see how it annoys Natalie. She’s not the most loving mother. I may be imagining it, but I feel like she competes with her daughter. Whenever the conversation leans into Gina’s beauty, Natalie chimes in with a “She must have gotten that beauty from me”. No one ever says Gina looks like her handsome late father. Someone usually changes the topic, and Natalie purses her lips in indignation.

I get a notification on my phone and pull it out.

Natalie: Don’t forget about dinner tonight.

Aiden: I won’t. Be there at eight.

Gus quirks an eyebrow.

“So when’s the wedding?” he asks.

“Next month.”

“So let me get this straight. You’ve been dating less than a year, but she’s the one?”

“She’s the one.”

Gus shakes his head and gulps his beer.

“I’m not drunk enough for this.”

He orders another drink from the bar.

While he gets pissed, I get more phone calls from work. I own a construction company, but the work never ends.

Two hours later, I leave the bar. Gus stays behind. It’s 19:34. I make my way to the Carter house. It’s a three-storey home behind tall gates. They have a cute dog, Hanna, that greets me at the door once I’ve parked. She’s a Labrador that loves head pats. Natalie appears with a smile on her face.

“Aiden, you’re on time. Dinner’s ready. Come in.”

She interlaces our fingers and leads me inside, Hanna following behind. I shut the door behind me and take a seat at the table. Gina sits at the other end, typing on her phone, oblivious to my presence. Natalie comes out with plates and sets everything on the table, then sits beside me. We eat. Natalie clears her throat and tells Gina about our engagement.

Gina barely spares us a glance. She finishes her risotto and leaves.

“Did something happen?” I ask Natalie.

She shakes her head.

“It’s her father’s anniversary. He died a year ago today. Gina hasn’t been handling it well.”

I nod.

“I understand. You should check on her.”

Natalie leaves.

I clear my plate and finish my wine.

When Natalie comes back ten minutes later, I kiss her goodbye and leave.

I think about Gina on my drive home. She looked so miserable. I wish she’d open up. I know
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