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CHAPTER 1
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The Drabs. That's what our band had been known as in our hometown in New Zealand. We weren't the greatest band, and only played a couple of original songs, but we were happy doing what we were doing and, over time, the crowds did seem to come to love us. That was back in the days of what seemed to be equally the best and worst time of my life. Things have changed so much since then.

When I was 14 years old, I attended high school like any other 14-year-old, I dressed like any other 14-year-old, and I got abused like any other overweight 14-year-old. Also like too many 14-year-olds, I couldn't handle the abuse. As a result, I let myself go and believed every word of what I was told. No friends, fat, ugly, and totally useless. That's what I was told by people all around me - particularly my 'loving parents' - and that was what I became.

Even as a teenager, I was well aware of the concept of nutrition and weight maintenance. But day after day, everything felt painful, like just getting through each day was hard work for me. Like no matter how much I searched, I couldn't identify where or who I was meant to be. I came to rely heavily on using food as my therapy. When I ate, I felt comfort. Food was the one thing that could never hurt me ... or demean me ... or make me feel like I was a worthless nobody. 

Through that period, I fell into a comfort zone that included regularly visiting a local café. While it sold a wide plethora of foods - nutritious and not so nutritious - I naturally veered toward the latter. Friends were non-existent to me. In my universe, I was a nobody who no-one else ever even noticed. 

But one day, walking into my favourite café, something changed. Sitting in there was someone who I noticed, and who immediately captured my attention, because they were also alone. They were incredibly overweight, just as I was. They also looked like they were as miserable as I felt day after day. Straight away, my feelings didn't seem quite so important - but his did.

Approaching him, I didn't feel the usual nervousness or anxiety that I did when contemplating saying hello to someone new. He had such a look of despair and unhappiness about him that it felt natural for me to approach him and ask if I could sit with him. When he looked up, I saw a look of surprise in his expression, but he still stammered out a quiet 'okay'.

After I sat down in front of him, I could see that he must have been close to my own age, but I had never seen him before. He looked at me with a level of intensity I'd never seen before. Periodically, his eyes darted to and from my gaze, as if he were not only shy, but also extremely uncomfortable talking to people.

"Are you okay?" I asked him without even introducing myself. "You look ... unhappy."

He looked utterly confused, like it was a completely new experience, having someone ask him anything. He then seemed to find some core strength. I saw him take a deep breath, as if summoning some hidden inner confidence, before he then held out his hand.

"I'm Craig," he quietly said. 

There was a level of doubt in his voice that made me think that it was a natural thing for him to expect someone at that point to turn and walk away. In response, I held my hand out and shook his briefly. I suddenly felt strange at such a thing happening - someone was shaking my hand? I couldn't even remember when either of my parents had last touched me. In every way possible, including through lack of touch, my parents had gone out of their way to make me feel like I was an insignificant member of the human race. It had been years since I'd experienced physical touch with anyone.

"I'm Debbie," I replied. I desperately embraced that moment of physical connection with another human being, and had no desire to rush to remove my hand. 

We looked at each other, not saying anything, perhaps both understanding in that moment that we were enough alike. We were enough alike to be able to understand exactly where each other was, right at that moment, in our thinking and in our lives. We were enough alike to understand that a friendship was about to be formed - something we both were so unfamiliar with.

~~~~~
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We spent an increasing amount of time with each other over the next couple of months. During that time, we realised each other's potential to be musicians, with Craig on keyboard and me as a vocalist. Generally, people laughed at us when we went to band auditions. Being as large as we both were, we didn't present the expected first image that some bands were looking for, but those who gave us a chance seemed to be quickly impressed with our quality. At last, Craig and I had found something to do good at, and feel good about. We finally had proof that our parents' words and actions that indicated we would never be good at anything, just weren't true.

Over the next year or two, we played a number of charity gigs around town. From our efforts, money started coming our way. At the time, it seemed like everything was great. The increasingly regular income from the band meant that Craig and I could both move out of our pressure-zone homes and get a flat with a couple of others. Total Freedom was what we called it - and our first original song was born.

But with that extra money came other, more destructive, differences in lifestyle. Craig and I had both had eating problems before, caused, I think, by our inability to properly deal with emotions and the pressures from our families. Now we could buy even more food. We ate, drank, and when we got bored, we got into mild dope. At the time, it all seemed just so amazing. We would get home from school, eat dinner, then set the gear up at the gig before going to the pub for a quick drink. Afterward, we would perform, and then go home and have a really good joint. We really did both believe that life couldn't have been any better.

I could see Craig growing larger every day, and I became ashamed to look in the mirror. But when I sang to the crowd, I felt confident because they listened rather than looked. Over time, no-one else mattered. All that did start to matter was that we got our joint at the end of the night.

In my mind, life seemed perfect. Craig was my greatest friend. He'd pull me out of depression when it hit, and I would do the same in return. Despite our lifestyle, we both were getting good enough grades at school, and more and more people were wanting to know us. That had been my biggest dream for the longest time - to have lots of friends.

But then, one day, it was over. One Thursday morning, I woke up and knew, deep inside of me, that I just couldn't do it anymore. My weight and size had gotten way too far out of hand. My hair and skin were drab and always felt unclean to me, no matter how much I washed. I also realised that my associates gained through singing weren't really my friends. They weren't my friends because they had let me become what I had, just as I wasn't a good friend to Craig. After all, I hadn't told him to get a grip on his attitude towards life and himself.

By lunchtime, I was out of that flat, and out of that town, leaving Craig only a brief note:


Dear Craig,

I have to be on my own for a while - pull myself together. Don't worry, I'll be okay.

I love you!

Debbie


Inside, I knew he would be hurt when he found that note, but it would be the best thing for both me and for Craig. Besides, he'd get over it. That was what I wanted to believe, even though there was also worry about how hurt he would be, and what the result of that hurt might be.

~~~~~
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My new life comprised a one-bedroom flat and a casual waitressing job at night. In addition, I took on temporary office work during the day when I was needed. That was something my good grades at school did well for me. I indulged in no alcohol and no drugs. I slowly but surely rid my life of it all. The mirror became my best friend as I learned all about self-confidence and experimented on a new, clean image. I also learned to love going to the gym, attending aerobics classes that provided good music and a lot of fun. Although it was a slow process, I could visually see my body changing. I felt like I was starting to truly wake up after a long period of drifting without motivation in a sea of lethargy.

As time wore on, I wrote to Craig a few times, but never received any reply to my letters. I found myself praying every day that he hadn't taken an extreme way out of a state of mind that wasn't pleasant or simple to correct.

After two years of following a strict regime, which eventually included professional voice training, I decided it was time to find my roots again.
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CHAPTER 2
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My home town didn't seem quite so small when I returned those two years later. The air seemed clearer, the grass greener, and the people friendlier. I could view it through new eyes, and with newfound appreciation. 

As I walked through what seemed like upgraded shops and streets, I ran into a couple of girls who had stuck with the band wherever we'd played. At first, they seemed confused about whether they knew me or not. It was as if I looked familiar to them, but they just couldn't place me. That made me feel fantastic. When they explained that they were in search of a flatmate, and asked me to move in, I eagerly accepted. The timing couldn't have been any better. There was no mention of Craig or the rest of the band members - just praise for the quality of the band when we were together.

The next few weeks presented me with the opportunity to become a regular part-time typist. The job provided me with just enough money to live on, but the hours were excellent. It meant that I could earn money while slowly finding my ground again. I so much wanted to ask someone - anyone - about Craig, but the fear of what I might hear was too great. All I could imagine in my head were two possible extremes. Either he had become so confident and happy that he was now settled down with someone who loved him, and he had forgotten about me completely, or he had done something extreme to no longer feel pain or depression. Any possible ground between those two extremes did not register in my mind at all.

Sally and Tina, my new flatmates, had incredible social confidence, which was really good for me. They introduced and reintroduced me to lots of people, many of whom I recognised the faces of but hadn't actually known. 

On the sixth weekend of my return, they decided to have a 'little' party. It seemed a good idea. I was ready to live life as it should have been lived from the beginning. The 'little' party, as they always do, turned into a full house of people. I found myself approached by a few guys, which was something I wasn't used to. The level to which my parents had driven into me how useless and ugly I was, resulted in my confusion at the contradiction of the sudden compliments and interest. 

Between dances, I sat on the sofa and started enjoying a conversation with Sally's cousin, Steven. He had shaggy blond hair that was long enough to make him keep moving it, as if it were an annoyance over his face. Every time he shifted the strands aside, I found myself immersed in his brilliant blue eyes. His look reminded me of earlier days in my life, when I'd sit at the local beach and watch people surfing. Something about his hair made me think that he looked just the part to be a surfer - kind of scruffy with a face that was well-toned and sculpted.

Thinking he was attractive to look at and great to talk to, I couldn't understand why he seemed to be unconfident about himself. Then I found out. 

"How about a dance, Steven?" I asked casually, trying to hide the nervousness I suddenly felt inside.

He 'ummed' and 'ahhd', but was finally straight up and bold enough to tell me he couldn't walk. I looked at him, trying to see something that would tell me this was true. As if reading my thoughts exactly, he pointed to his wheelchair folded next to the sofa we were sitting on. He seemed uncomfortable about me not realising but, to me, it didn't make him any less easy to like. Before I could say anything, I was pulled away to dance with someone else - Dave, I think his name was. All the faces were starting to merge into one - until I was standing directly in front of one that looked so familiar, and stood out from the rest. For a moment, I couldn't quite work out who it was. Then the stark realisation hit me - I was standing right in front of Craig, but not the same Craig I'd left behind.

"Hello Deb," said the voice that I had always loved to hear when I needed some sort of security. 

We stared at each other, transfixed by each other's bodies and the changes that not only I had forced myself to bring about. All at once, I could feel a huge wave of emotion bring tears to my eyes. Suddenly, the crowd stopped talking and the song that had been playing faded to a halt. As if a cord pulled us together, Craig and I fell into each other's arms - just like you see on a television show or in a movie, I suppose. 

"Wow. You look amazing," Craig said as we released our hold and looked into one another's eyes. 

I could feel people watching us, but I didn't care. Craig guided me to one side of the room and we began to talk, just as we had done so many times in the past before I had left.

"Did you get the letters I sent you, Craig?" I asked. It was a question that I needed an answer to, even though I could tell he was unsure of how to provide one. His only response was a silent nod. "Why didn't you reply then? For two whole years, I have prayed that you're okay, so why no reply?"

He started to look worried, and then I realised that the crowd had started talking again. I felt more at ease, but still hadn't received an explanation. 

"I wanted to write to you, Deb," he said. "Honestly, I did. I wanted to write and tell you I was pulling myself together, but the fear of failing to be able to do it was too great. And then if you'd thought I was changing, and I wasn't..."

Suddenly, I knew exactly what he was talking about. The thought of failure was okay now, but it hadn't been over those two years. During that time, success had been too important. 

"It's okay," I said. "I understand, but you could have at least let me know you were alright." 

I could see that he knew I was right, but before he could answer, a girl came up and took his arm, leading him out for a dance. I was relieved, but knew I shouldn't have been. Craig was my best friend. I should have had the time to talk to him but, looking at him right at that moment, it was like he was an entirely different person from when I had left, as I guessed I must have seemed to him in return.

I returned to my seat next to Steven and watched Craig as we made small talk. Steven did seem to be a nice guy, and besides, what did it matter if someone couldn't walk? We made our way out onto the verandah, where the air was fresh and warm. I closed the sliding door behind us so we could enjoy the quieter feel of outside.

"Do you think you and Craig will get the band back together?" Steven asked. 

His question broke me out of my thoughts, which had drifted back to that exact subject. Just as I was going to try and answer, it occurred to me that Steven obviously knew a little about me already. That thought did make me feel happy. 

"Have you heard of us?" I asked. 

As I looked at him, I saw him nod and smile. 

"Yeah, of course! Who hasn't around here? You guys kicked up a real storm when you were playing." 

We were both quiet for a moment as we looked at each other. I was waiting for him to continue the conversation, and then realised that he was waiting for me to do the same. After contemplating saying something, I decided against it, instead turning away to lean over the balcony. For some reason, seeing Craig again had just made me feel confused, and maybe even a little bit angry. It was like the mixture of emotions that I hadn't let myself feel over the previous year or two were suddenly trying to resurface all at once.

As if I had sent those thoughts to him, Craig appeared through the door. Before I had time to say no, he had his arms around me, and had turned me to face him. Looking up into his intense brown eyes, I could see that he, too, appeared to be feeling confused.

"Can we go somewhere quieter and talk, Debs? I really need to," Craig said, seeming to ignore the fact that Steven was right beside us. 

Before I could say anything, Steven had removed himself and gone back inside, leaving me feeling guilty inside. There was no reason for me to, but my emotions were more than a little mixed up at that moment.

I reached up with my hands to put a little distance between Craig and me. 

"What do you want to talk about, Craig?" I asked. I knew I sounded like I no longer cared for him, but I couldn't help it. My emotions were overloading so much that they were making me feel confused and flustered. Even I was unable to identify how I was feeling, or how I should be feeling.

Craig looked hurt, like he was trying to figure out where his Debbie had gone. Before, she would never have spoken to him like that. 

"I guess I just felt like we have a lot to talk about, and a lot to catch up on," he said in almost a whisper. "If you'd rather not, we can do it some other time."

He looked like he was close to tears. With my emotions so intense, I couldn't hold back from crying either. Reaching up a hand to his face, I tried to smile as the tears started to run. 

"I'm sorry, Craig. I am actually happy you're here, even though I'm a blithering mess right now," I said, attempting to lighten the mood. "I thought for so long that I'd never see you again, and when I didn't hear from you, I was starting to think that the worst might have happened. I think I just need a little time to let my thoughts and emotions settle."

Craig took my hand and kissed it before drawing me into his arms again. This time, I didn't push him away. This time, it felt right, just like it had many times before, a long time earlier.

We quietly kept holding each other long enough for the house to almost empty, after someone's suggestion to head out to a local nightclub to party more. When we returned inside, almost everyone had left. Only three people were sitting and looking at the mess left behind - Sally, Tina, and Steven. When I saw him, I felt a twinge of guilt over the fact that Craig was holding my hand. I knew it made no sense. I didn't even know Steven.

A short time later, Sally and Tina were excusing themselves to retire, and Steven said his goodbyes. Craig and I sat on the sofa, looking at each other like we'd just met. As he took my hand ever so gently, a hundred visions of the same action passed through my memory. 

"Do you want me to stay?" he asked, looking at me with the same intense stare that he always had done since the very first day I'd met him. 

I shook my head. I couldn't say anything as he nodded that he understood, then stood up and left. When I heard the front door close, I went into my bedroom and cried till I was asleep. How could I feel so confused about someone I had loved for so long? And just how long would my emotions feel like they were overloading and possibly threatening any likelihood that Craig and I could rebuild our friendship?
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To wake on a Sunday morning and know that you have to clean up after a party is never an enjoyable experience. When I got to the living room, I could see that Sally and Tina were thinking the same thing. Fortunately, once we all got stuck in, it was amazing how quickly the rubbish was removed, and the flat was cleaned and aired out. 

When Sally and I were left alone, a statement left my mouth before I had even really thought about it. 

"Sally, I would love to see Steven again." 

Sally looked a bit stunned for a moment, and then started laughing. The unconfident girl inside of me was embarrassed, certain that Sally must view the idea as some kind of joke. As hard as it was for me to do so, I had to ask what was so funny. 

"Debbie, you sound like you want me to help you, but I know that Steven would love to hear from you, and you really don't need my assistance at all," she reassured me. 

Still not having the confidence to believe what she was saying, I looked at her to see if she was joking or not. Before my eyes, her laughter faded as she grew serious. 

"Steven is a nice guy, Debbie, but since his accident, he has been a lot more sensitive than he used to be," she said. "If you aren't sure whether you do truly like him or not, please don't push for something. And even though it's easy to sometimes forget that he can't walk, don't, because it will be important later on that you can handle all his problems related to that." She paused for a long while as she smiled and took my hand. "Please, just think carefully before doing anything. He's my cousin. I don't want to see him hurt."

I didn't think I'd need a week to decide whether to call Steven or not, but I took it anyway. Sally had given me a speech that I knew I had to seriously think about before I'd act. I was also aware that my emotions might not quite be settled yet, after seeing Craig. 

When Friday came, I knew I'd have to ring Steven. Craig had called a couple of times, but we hadn't seen each other again. If I was completely honest with myself, I felt too confused to see him. Sadly, in some ways, it seemed like Craig had turned into just a figure from my past, and not a part of my present at all. That saddened me. When I'd planned to return to Dunedin, I had dreamed of us falling straight back into being best friends. I had expected everything would instantly be happy and fulfilling. I didn't know why I wasn't automatically feeling that with him. He was still the same person on the inside, just as I was, but something held me back from letting myself fall into the level of friendship we'd had before.

~~~~~
[image: ]


On Friday night, I sat down and stared at the phone, trying to make a decision. I could almost hear the words of my mother from many years before: "Never chase boys! Let them do the running!"

Finally, I let all pride drop and dialled the number Sally had given to me. Someone picked up the phone at the other end even before I heard the ring tone begin. 

"Hello?" a male voice answered.

I had to take a deep breath before plunging any further. 

"Hello," I said. "May I speak to Steven, please?" 

I sighed in relief as the male voice said that he'd go and get him. When the voice appeared that I did recognise was Steven's, my heart jumped a beat. 

"Hi, Steven, this is Debbie," I said, then halted for a moment, expecting him to ask "Who?" He didn't. 

"Hi, Debbie, how are you? Did you get the flat back to normal after Saturday night?" 

I sighed in relief. He didn't hang up. He didn't reject me, like I was used to believing anyone would. He just sounded normal. Minutes passed as we talked about anything that I guess two nervous people can small talk about. 

"Hey, Debbie, my folks are expecting an important phone call, so I have to go, but I'd like you to call again," he said after several minutes of friendly chat. "Maybe you could come over here sometime?"

He sounded so nervous that I had to smile. It appeared I wasn't the only one who was shaky. 

"How about tomorrow?" I dared to ask.

I heard a sigh, which I hoped signified relief or happiness. 

"Yeah, great," he said. "Would 2 o'clock suit you? My parents will be out then." 

After finalising details and hanging up, I felt like I was about to go on a first date, and nothing could bring me down.

~~~~~
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Although I didn't get much sleep that night, I felt refreshed when I woke the next day. Walking to Steven's house that afternoon, I wondered if I was doing the right thing. I had never pushed myself on anyone before, but I knew I had to push aside all the fears that I may have had once upon a time. 

Before my time away from my hometown, I would never have approached anyone - except Craig that day. The fear of rejection was etched so deeply inside of me that, even now, there was a huge concern that I'd be rejected by Steven. But at the same time, I determined that it couldn't hurt to face that rejection if it did happen.

I needn't have worried. As soon as I rang the doorbell at Steven's home, and the door opened, there he was. To my relief, he didn't, in any way, seem disappointed to see me. After leading me into the lounge, and us both getting comfortable on the sofa, silence fell over us. As if feeling my nervousness, Steven started talking full steam ahead. That was enough for us to both relax and slowly begin getting to know each other. I had never met anyone with a disability like Steven's before, but I'd never imagined someone in that position to be so alive. It was as if not being able to walk was just a minor setback in life. As he talked, I couldn't help but wonder - would I be able to handle it if I suddenly could never walk again?

The front door opening broke my chain of thought. Steven and I both looked up to see his parents looking somewhat surprised at the sight of us. 

"So this is the young lady who rang yesterday. I'm very pleased to meet you," Steven's father said as he reached out and shook my hand. 

"Mum, Dad, this is Debbie. She flats with Sally just down the road," Steven said to both as they sat down on the sofa opposite us. 

It was a new and odd experience for me, having someone's mother and father looking at me like they were. I felt like I was a being from outer space, about to be subjected to extreme scrutiny and examination. 

"Dear, how about you and I go and make us all a cup of tea?" Steven's mother asked his father. "Would you like some, Debbie?" 

I nodded. "Yes, please."

They made their way out of the room, giggling like a couple of young children. I had to hold back from giggling myself, the situation was so weird. When I looked at Steven, he was looking very embarrassed. 

"Sorry. They just never thought they'd see the day where a lady would be sitting here beside me," he said before pausing and looking right into my eyes. Instantly, I felt a chill go down my spine. "Especially someone as pretty as you." 

I was speechless. There were so many reasons for me to feel uneasy about what he'd said, especially with my background of only having been told I was worth nothing. Despite my uneasiness, I could feel my face burning in an intense blush. I also longed to kiss Steven. Maybe if his parents hadn't returned right then, I would have found the courage to, even with my expectation of him not wanting to kiss me.

For the next couple of hours, we all laughed and joked. Steven's dad having a similar sense of humour as I did, made me feel right at home. 

As if Mr and Mrs Chalmers sensed our feelings, they eventually got up to go out for a walk and left us alone.

"I like your parents. They're so funny," I said, trying to make conversation, even though it was kissing that I most desired to do with the guy sitting beside me. 

"Yeah, they're alright," Steven replied, grinning. "I think they're pretty impressed by you too."

As much as I tried, I couldn't keep my mind on the conversation. There was only one way to approach the subject, although being forward about such things wasn't something I was used to. 

"Steven," I said and tried hard to look into his eyes, not at his lips. He hmmed back ever so quietly, with a soft question in the sound. "I don't know how to ask you this because I don't usually do this, but would you..." 

I didn't have to finish the sentence. As if reading my thoughts, he asked, "Kiss you?" 

As I nodded, his hand came up and stroked my cheek ever so gently before he leaned in and kissed me. As nice as it was, when he drew back, I didn't want the kiss to be over. I leaned in and kissed him with the longing that I felt at that moment. It was such a new sensation for me, like something I had only dared to dream about when I was growing up. Always, in reality, I had been too scared to even talk to people, but in my thoughts, I had dreamed deeply of someone liking me just enough to want to kiss me. 

We kissed until we broke apart, breathless. New to the feelings, all I wanted to do was hold Steven tight. The emotions I felt were intense, like I didn't want this man to ever leave my side, as he held me close in his arms. After a couple of minutes, I leaned back, took his hand in mine, and held it tightly. When I looked into his eyes, all I could do was smile, and enjoy him smiling back at me. 

When his parents returned, I couldn't believe an hour had passed. It hardly seemed long enough. When his parents left us alone again, I felt just so relaxed. 

"I have to go," I said and saw him nod. "Call me?" 

He nodded again as I quietly let myself out the front door.

All the way home, all I could think was 'Wow!'. The dreamy smile didn't leave my face for a minute, at least not until I got to the flat. When I walked in, Tina was preparing some food for herself in the kitchen and yelled at me as I walked through. 

"Craig has phoned for you three times, Debbie," she said. "Can you call him back, please?" 

I felt confused at having just come from Steven, but suddenly being forced to think about Craig. The confusion made me want to ignore the message, but I could hear the pleading in Tina's voice.

"Okay, thanks, Tina."

I felt angry with Craig. I knew the feeling wasn't justified. He was my best friend, wasn't he? Why did his appearing back in my life play with my emotions as much as it did? And why weren't the emotions positive ones, when he'd been such a huge influence and person of importance in my life before I'd gone away?

Slowly, I dialled the number. Straight away, that all too familiar voice was on the phone as he answered.

"Hi, Craig. Tina said you've been trying to call me. Are you okay?"

I felt like I blurted the words out, knowing very well that I sounded annoyed. That was not at all how I wanted to sound to the man who had, for such a long time, been my closest friend.

"Debs, I've been trying to get in touch with you," he said. "Where have you been?"

That was all it took for me to feel the worst feeling of all - guilt. Guilt for not being able to sound enthusiastic about talking to him. Guilt for thinking that I would so easily be able to be close to him again, as if nothing had changed. Guilt for the tone of my voice, which, even to me, was unacceptable.

"What's up?" I asked, purposely avoiding the question.

"Nothing," he said quietly. "I just need to see you. I want to be with you and talk. Would you like to come over?"

I sighed, not knowing what exactly was the best thing to do, given the strange mood I seemed to be in. My emotions made no sense to me, but I couldn't seem to control them. It was like parts of my heart, my head and my nature were fighting with one another. One part wanted me to just embrace the new thing I'd started with Steven, but another part wanted me to not bother with him, and instead just give my time only to Craig.

"How about you come over here?" I suggested. "I just got home, and I don't want to go out again. Just wander over whenever you like, if you want to."

Sure enough, within ten minutes, there was a knock at the door. Tina let Craig in. When I arrived at the door, we both had the same reaction as we'd had the night of the party. For a moment, we just stood still, staring at each other, taking in how much we'd both changed physically.

Tina looked from me to Craig, and back to me, before turning to leave. After a moment, I took Craig's hand and led him into my bedroom.

As soon as the door was closed, he put his arms around me and held me tightly. Two years earlier, I wouldn't have ever wanted to leave the security and comfort of his arms. In the current moment, even though it made no sense whatsoever, I felt suffocated. 

I pushed him away gently and went and sat on the bed. When he sat down beside me, he looked intently at me with his big brown sad eyes, and I thought I would cry at any moment. I'd seen that expression many times before, and it had always been an expression of how much he'd cared for me since the day I'd first approached him at the café. 

"What's happened to us, Deb? I thought that if we both changed for the better, our friendship would be better too, but instead, it feels like all we've done is
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