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    For anyone who needs to remember, dark storms are followed by rainbows.
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Brittany
A dim yellow sun creeps around the border of my window blind. His arm around me is for comfort, but all I feel is empty. I’d rather lay flat on my back, than squeezed against the edge of my single bed. The beds in our dorm rooms aren’t big enough for two people. The rooms are hardly big enough for one person to live in. 

His arm tightens around my mid-section and he stretches behind me. He’s awake.

Bryce kisses behind my ear, and whispers, “Morning, beautiful.”

I pat his arm and force my lips to curl. “Good morning.”

He pulls himself up to sitting with a yawn. “Did you sleep ok?”

“Yes,” I lie.

He leans over and kisses my lips. “That’s good.”

Bryce scoots out from under the covers and leapfrogs over me. He pulls on his pants and I hug the bed sheet around me. 

“I’ve gotta get to class,” he says. “I have training this afternoon, but d’you wanna meet up after?”

“Sure,” I nod.

“Are you going to that dance class today?”

I swallow uncomfortably.

“Brit?”

“Yeah, I’ll give it a go.”

He swoops in to kiss my lips. “That’s so good. You should get back into it. You loved dancing.”

I bite my lip and nod. “I did.”

“Ok, I really gotta go,” Bryce says, pulling on his t-shirt. He grabs his keys and slides his phone into his back pocket. “I’ll see you later.”

I nod and smile. “See you.”

Bryce leaves, and I flop on my back. I spread my arms and legs like a limp starfish. A weak sigh slithering out of me. I stare at the badly-needing-a-paint-job ceiling and try clearing my mind. Some pretty awful thoughts have spiralled inside there lately.

I check the time on my phone. I have an hour until my first class. It’s contract law, so I’m not leaping out of bed to get there. I play with my shoulder-length, naturally sandy coloured hair, and contemplate the little interest I have in starting my day.

My phone buzzes in my hand. 

Incoming Call - Mum. 

Deep breath, and I hit answer. “Hey Mum.”

“Morning Sweetheart. How is everything?”

“Yeah, good. Just getting ready for class.”

“You sound sleepy.”

“Just woke up.”

“How are classes going?”

“Yeah, great.”

Mum laughs. “Love the enthusiasm.”

“You know I’m not a morning person. Why are you calling, anyway?”

Mum keeps laughing. “I can’t call my daughter and check in?”

“You have another one you could call.”

The laughter stops. “Brittany.”

“What?”

“I want you to know how proud I am of you.” There’s a sharpness to her voice. “You are doing extremely well, and I see you going great places. Keep up the good work.”

I twist my lips and nod. “Ok, Mum. Thanks.”

“I’ll let you get ready for class.”

“Ok. Thanks for calling.”

“I’ll call again at the end of the week.”

“Ok, bye.”

“Love you, Sweetheart.”

“Love you too.”

We hang up and I stare at my phone. It’s like she calls to remind me to not be like Charli. 

Classes were as lacklustre as they normally are. I do well in classes. I retain the information fine. But I don’t care about what I’m learning. There’s no passion burning inside me.

That’s why Bryce is pushing me to take a dance class. He sees it on my face. I’m almost expressionless these days. I have no oomph. No fire. I remember the days of dance classes. Especially when I changed to Tiffany’s classes. After I warmed up, I ruled the dance group.

Then it was all snatched away.

After my last class, I dawdle through campus. There is a quiet tranquillity in the courtyards. The leafy foliage plays against the soft sun, and I almost forget how lonely I am in this place. I do love gazing at the academic architecture that holds a striking old world charm. It’s what I imagine Cambridge or Paris might look like. It’d be nice to travel to the other side of the world one day. Immerse myself in the fashion of the people and the buildings. 

“Hey Brittany,” someone calls out to me.

I look away from the Arts & Science faculty, and Reece walks towards me, waving.

My veins energize in a way I haven’t felt in months.

I smile as I reply, “Reece, hi. How are you?”

He nods. “Good. I’m heading to another class, but good to see you.”

“You too,” I say as he passes me.

A slow exhale dwindles out of me. I wish I saw him more often. I wish I saw anyone more often. 

Do I have any friends besides Bryce?

The dance class I’m attending is beginner’s jazz. I remember taking jazz with Charli when I was eight-years-old. It was fun, but Charli got bored. She hated being told how to move. Mum and Dad got sick of us bickering, and took us both out of the class. I stuck to ballet and Charli did her tomboy activities I wasn’t interested in.

“Welcome Brittany,” a woman of about forty with chunks of hot pink in her hair, says after I introduce myself. “Glad to have you with us. Have you done any dance classes before?”

“No.” I’m hopeful I’ve remembered moves from my prior lessons and can wow them. But basically, I’m terrified my moves will be horrible. 

“That’s ok, we’re all beginners here. My name is Melody.”

I smile a reply and move towards the rest of the beginners group.

Having Melody as our instructor makes me feel a little more comfortable. If a forty-year-old is showing us the moves, surely I can keep up. Sometimes my hip or part of my leg will have a flare up. I’m hoping I don’t aggravate it.

Melody walks us through four steps. I trip on my feet. With annoyance, I shake my head. I recall doing this pre-accident. It was easy. It’s ok, Brittany, we can get through this.

The girl beside me picks it up easily. I notice my scowl and quickly drop it. She’s done this before. She’s not a beginner.

I’m not a beginner.

But I’m not getting this.

Melody shows us another four steps. It hurts when I twist. Should I tell Melody about the surgeries? I scan the group. I don’t want pity in their eyes. 

Pity is the worst.

Sanford is full of pity. I hate going back home. I see it in Mum’s eyes. My dad’s eyes. Tara’s eyes. My step-siblings’ eyes.

But not Charli. Charli is busy fighting the eyes of disapproval and disappointment. When she looks at me, determination fills her gaze.

I miss her. 

Ouch!

A stinging pain burns my hip. I slump to my right, trying to stand straight. But it hurts.

“You right?” the girl beside me asks.

I fake a smile and nod. With a clenched jaw, I try the sequence in time with Melody. I’m three beats behind.

A red heat of frustration and embarrassment inflames my skin. As Melody turns to the sound system to restart the track, I back away. I pick up my bag and move towards the door.

“You’re not leaving?” Melody calls out. 

I look over my shoulder and I’m sweating. 

“It doesn’t have to be perfect,” she says. “It’s the first day.”

I purse my lips and turn the door handle. My heart thuds as I leave the dance studio.

It was a massive mistake being there. I knew it before going. Maybe I did it more for Bryce than myself. Since being at uni, he’s been doing so well health-wise and socially. He hates the pity from Sanford, too. There, he’s the boy whose mum died. He’s the boy with the eating disorder. The boy on antidepressants.

Here, he has a fresh start. I’m running out of fingers to name all the new friends he’s made. I want to keep up with him and be by his side. But, in this place, I don’t feel like me. Classes are mundane. I don’t know why I still go to them. To get a piece of paper? So Mum and Dad will like me?

I sit on a bench in the courtyard by the arts centre and scroll through my phone. It’s only a few minutes until Bryce will meet me. I need time to cool down. Otherwise, he’ll see straight through me, and know the dance class was a disaster.

“Hey Britty,” he says, sliding beside me and kissing my forehead. “How was the dance class?”

I bite my lip and nod. “It was fun.”

“You’d go back?”

“Maybe.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“What’s with the, maybe?”

I shrug. “It was just a different style to what I used to do.”

“Do you wanna find a different class?”

I nod. “Maybe.”

He squeezes my hand. “Britty, you look sad.” 

I look away from him. “I had a flare up.”

He exhales, drooping forward. “I’m sorry. Could you get through the class?”

A prick of tears threatens to break. “Kinda.”

“Maybe it’s just your body easing into it. After some practice, you’ll feel like your old self.”

Old self? Are you serious? “You might be right.”

“Do you want to go to a party with me? Johnny’s putting it on. You like him, right?”

My chest constricts. “You want me to go?”

His finger curls under my chin. “Of course I want you to go.”

I jerk my head back. “I dunno.”

“Why?”

“I limped back from the dance class.”

“Oh.” He drops his hand.

“You go, though. You’ll have fun.”

I can tell he wants to smile, but doesn’t for my benefit. He’s really put himself out there at uni, and I’m happy for him. Sometimes, I feel like I hold him back. Part of me wants to hold him back.

“I can stay with you,” he offers.

I smile and shake my head. “No. Seriously. You go and have fun.”

Here, he’s the boy who has fun. He’s the boy with the stick-in-the-mud girlfriend. He’s the boy who’s too good to be with her.

Tonight, I sit alone in my dorm room. Bryce is at the party. I mean it when I say I’m happy for him. I just don’t know what I’m doing. 

What is the meaning of my life? I don’t know why I don’t talk to him about this. My gut clamps at the thought of talking to anyone about this. 

I want this feeling to go away. I’m sick of feeling so blah.

So nothing. 

So meaningless.
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Charli
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I thwack the nail with my hammer. The energy of my swing ricochets up my arm and quakes in my shoulder. I rub my shoulder and my other hand grips the hammer. Perhaps that was too much force. But dammit, I wanna be done for the day.

“Got some anger to take out, Charli?” Peter sniggers beside me.

I pick up another nail and smirk. “No, just a long day.”

Peter gathers supplies left strewn across the ground by other volunteers. “We’ll call it a day soon.”

I line up the nail and shrug. “It’s not a problem, just my stomach protesting for food.”

Peter laughs as he walks past me. “Tina is making tacos tonight.”

“Don’t tell me that,” I whine, grinning. “Now my stomach will really start punching me.”

Peter is our volunteer coordinator and rarely jokes. Must be the fact the project is winding up, he’s finally loosening up.

This is my second project with Habitat For Humanity. The monsoon in this part of Thailand was catastrophic. It breaks my heart, these horrific natural disasters happen in parts of the world already struggling. This village doesn’t have the means or money to clean up and rebuild. Thank goodness for organisations like this.

I don’t understand why more people don’t help. Like the people in Sanford who have too much money. They could donate. Hell, it’d be a tax write-off. But, no. Every time I raise money for one of these trips, people back home totally ignore the plea. 

Don’t even get me started on my parents.

No university. No attention. No admiration. 

What a load of shit. I take action now. But, apparently, a piece of paper after four years of study is the only thing that matters.

I whack another nail. I shouldn’t think about home. It always works me up, and I don’t think my shoulder can handle the brunt of more hits.

I drop the hammer on top of the box of nails and wipe my hands together. They’re sore with a red shine. Mostly my hands are dirty. Ick. I wipe them along my jeans, which are already filthy, and move towards the water bucket.

I scrub my hands in the communal bucket and look over to Sally, who’s fumbling with her hammer and missing the nail. On purpose?

“Sal? You ok?” I call out.

Sally looks over her shoulder at me and blushes.

I can’t help laughing. “Whaddaya doing?”

She smirks. “I hit my thumb earlier and now I’m shit-scared to hit the nail.”

“Ouch. Sorry about that.” I make my way over to her. “Want me to do it?”

“I gotta nail in these three spots. But I don’t wanna be a bother.” 

I snort a laugh and hold my hand out. “Gimme it.”

Sally laughs and hands over the hammer. “You’re a lifesaver, mate.”

I met Sally on the plane ride over to Thailand. We’re the only Australians in the group. She’s such a crack up. Sometimes when I’m missing home, I hang with Sally and she’ll say something so bogan it makes me stop missing home. Just looking at her makes me laugh. She has the funniest facial expressions.

“Think the families will like their new digs?” Sally asks, hands in pockets as she gazes around the nearly finished home. 

“I’m sure they will.”

“Sad but isn’t it.”

“How so?”

“This is the best we can do for them.”

“Shelter is shelter,” I say, hitting the last nail. “When you have nothing, you’re grateful for the smallest things.”

Sally shrugs and takes the hammer back. “Too right, mate.”

I smile and make my way towards Tina and the food. “Heard we got tacos tonight,” I call out.

Tina smiles over her outdoor stove. “I knew they would bring you over.”

I stop beside her and take a big whiff. I nudge her and grin. “Can’t get enough of me, huh?”

Tina purses her lips, trying to hide her giddy smile. “Make yourself useful,” she says, handing me a wooden spoon. “Stir the mince while I bring out the salad.”

“Ok boss,” I say, stepping in front of the stove. 

As I stir, Peter stops by and sniffs. “Not bad,” he says with approval.

“Not my doing,” I say. “Mine would never smell this good.”

Peter steals the wooden spoon from me and attempts to eat a spoonful.

I hit his hand. “Whaddaya crazy. Tina would kill us both if she caught you doing that.”

Peter laughs and hands me back the spoon.

Tina returns and lets me plate up first. I then snag a place on a log closest to the fire that Ryan is attempting to keep a light.

“Want some help?” I ask him.

“Nah, I got it,” he says with a wink.

“Good,” I reply, “cause I wanna eat.” 

I hold my taco, careful to not let anything ooze out and drip down my hand. I’d like to not be a total grub this dinner.

“Hey cutie,” Kumi chirps as she bounces down beside me.

I’m occupied with a mouthful of taco, so don’t respond. Kumi kisses behind my ear, the sweet and breathy way she does. Fuck. I love when she does that.

Taco sauce drizzles down my hand. Shit. Kumi is uber distracting.

“Yummy?” Kumi whispers in my ear.

I giggle as I try to swallow. I swallow everything despite the gorgeous distraction whose hands play at my torso. “Yes, it is. I don’t want to put it down or it’ll get too messy.”

“I like messy,” Kumi says and leans into my taco and takes a bite.

Hot.

“Excuse me,” I say. “Get your own.”

Kumi covers her mouth as she chews and suppresses her giggles.

I love how round her cheeks are. The reflection of the fire flickers in her dark, round eyes. Everything about her face is round. Kissing her is like making out with a cutesy manga character.

I nudge her. “Seriously, go before Tina runs out. And snag me another one.”

“Ok.” Kumi gets up and skips towards Tina and the food.

Kumi went to an American high school, so her English is fantastic. But best believe I started my bond with this gorgeous Japanese girl by gushing about all the anime I love. She’s told me about all the places in Japan I should visit, and all the great dishes I should try. I am booking a trip over there ASAP. Visiting Kumi will be a monumental perk.

I’ll miss her when our project is over.

Kumi races back beside me. “Tina didn’t let me take extra.”

“Pa-ha! What?”

Kumi shrugs. “She said no.”

“Did you say it was for me?”

Kumi nods with a mouthful.

I squint my eyes and lean around the fire to glimpse Tina.

Tina holds her hips and eyes me. “Don’t make your girlfriend do your dirty work,” she calls out.

I laugh and place my plate beside me. I kick my legs out and stretch my arms over my head. “Maybe I’ve had enough, anyway.”

Kumi laughs and nudges me. “You’re just being lazy.”

I laugh. “Shuddup.”

“Wanna stay in my tent tonight?” Kumi asks.

I nod. “Yep, sure.”

Kumi nestles closer to me. “Yay.”

Geez, she’s cute.

I take mine and Kumi’s plates to wash up. I nod at Tina. “See, I do her dirty work, too.” 

Tina smirks as she scrubs a pan.

After I wash and dry the plates, I hear my name called. My eyes land on Jensen and suddenly I feel flushed.

He beckons me over. “Hey,” he says.

“Hey,” I say, walking over to him.

“We’re leaving soon,” he says in his deep Texan accent. 

I bite inside my cheek and nod. “Sure are.”

His hands run along my shoulders and down my arms. “I’ll miss you, girl.” He always calls me girl.

“I’ll miss you too. One day I’ll make it to the States. It’s on the list.”

His eyebrow lifts. “Higher on the list than Japan?”

I sigh. “Don’t start with me.”

His arms encircle me and one of his hands cheekily cups my bum.

“Don’t,” I whisper, batting his hand away.

“I thought you weren’t into serious dating?”

“I’m not.”

“So, what does it matter if you spend tonight with me instead of her?”  

I shrug. “She already asked me.”

“And, I’m asking you now.”

“Stop it. She’s not into sleeping with more than one person on a trip.”

“But you are.”

“Look, it was fun with you, but I’d rather be with Kumi.” I push away from him. “Like you said, I do what I want.”

Jensen scoffs. “Put it like it is then.”

“Well, you’re not exactly sweeping me off my feet right now.” Typical man. Grab a girl’s arse, it’ll magically make her want you.

“All right. But before we leave Thailand, we need to catch up.” He winks. “For old time’s sake.”

“I’ll think about it.”

I clasp my hands together as I walk back to the fire. Back to Kumi. When I first got to camp, I hooked up with Jensen. He’s a player. He’s great in bed, but out of bed, it’s painful to hear him speak. 

I sit down next to Kumi and she steals my arm, tracing the quill tattooed on my forearm. “I love looking at your body,” she says. “It’s like an art gallery I’m allowed to touch.” She leans in and does that breathy kiss behind my ear. “And lick,” she whispers.

A wave of goosebumps shiver me from head to toe. Can we go to her tent now?

She pats my thigh. “I wanna see the phoenix again. The blues and oranges are so gorgeous.”

“Just wait,” I whisper. “I’m not taking my pants off in front of everyone.”

Kumi cups her mouth, giggling.

I love her giggle.

She squeezes my hand. “Let’s go.”

I nod and stand with her.

Ok, so this is a weird thing to say about someone you’re having sex with, but Kumi reminds me so much of Brittany. I’m weirding myself out so much right now. But she reminds me of the old Brittany. Giggly. Bashful. Passionate. Hopeful. Funny. I like being around Kumi for the memories of pre-accident Brittany. 

I take Kumi’s hand away from tracing the roses tattooed on my ribs, and kiss it. “Would you be able to translate something into kanji for me? It’s for a new tattoo.”

Her eyes widen and sparkle. “Of course. Where will this one be?”

I tap the space above the inside of my elbow. “A place nice and visible.”

“Will you get it in Thailand? So I can go with you?”

“Sure. Will you get your first tattoo?”

Her cheeks grow rosy. “Ah, I dunno.” She squeezes my thigh. “I’m not daring enough to get badass tattoos like you.”

She traces the phoenix rising from the flames, etched into the skin on my thigh.

“The hesitation quivering your voice sounds like a yes,” I tease.

Kumi bites her lip and rolls on top of me. “Just shut up and kiss me.”

I run my hands through her hair. My pleasure. 
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Brittany
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The best year of my life was when I was sixteen-years-old. I scroll through my Instagram page and my stomach twists. Parties, drinking, dancing, cheerleading, and popularity filled grade ten. The grade eleven feed is almost non-existent, and then grade twelve morphs into this tame version of my life.

Grade twelve was hardly my life. 

This is hardly my life.

I kneel on my dorm room floor, clutching my phone with trembling hands. The sweat builds and I drop the phone. Bile creeps up my throat and knots climb my spine. I pick up the blade and swallow hard.

Tears flood my eyes as I stare at the razor blade in my palm. There’s no meaning to my life. I don’t why I’m doing this anymore.

Just do it, Brittany.

Bryce is miserable with me. He’s embarrassed by me.

Do it.

I sniff back the runny mucus in my nose and lean forward with a gut-tearing moan. This isn’t my life. That car crash took it away from me. Now I have someone else’s life. I have what Charli wanted.

Do it.

I never wanted this. It’s not fair. I wanted my fun life, but I’m stuck with this to keep my parents happy. I can’t live my life for them. What’s the point? I can’t live my life.

I can’t live my life.

Just do it, Brittany!

Do it!

Do it!

I scream and run the blade across my wrist, slicing my vein.

An intense, searing pain runs from my wrist to my brain. Blood gushes from the cut.

Shit.

“No!” I scream at my wrist. I hold my hand over the cut and race to my wardrobe. I pull out the closest item and hold it over the blood draining from my wrist. The blood oozes into the fabric and my woozy head spins.

I move around my bed, almost slipping in blood, and race to the door. I run out of my room and down the hall, and bash myself against my R.A.’s door.

I bash and bash, screaming, “Nell! Nell!”

Nell reefs her door open. “What the hell?” 

“Please help me!” I scream at her, lifting the reddened fabric around my forearm.

“Shit, what happened?”

“I had an accident.”

My whole body convulses with adrenaline.

Nell’s hands hover around mine. “Is it a deep cut?”

“I dunno,” I panic. “It happened with a blade.”

“I’m judging whether it’s a trip to a campus nurse, or an emergency room visit.”

“I just need help. I’m gonna pass out.”

Nell gently clasps my shoulders. “It’s ok. You’re going to be ok.”

My vision doubles.

“Brit?” Nell’s voice distorts. “Brittany, are you ok?”

Nell’s expression sets in realisation of what I did. My stomach flips, twists, and tears. My vision triples and then completely blurs. Everything goes white.

Fuck.

“Brittany,” a voice whispers.

I flutter my eyes open and everything is white.

Fuck.

“Brittany.”

Someone grabs my hand. I flinch and turn my head to the right. Nell smiles at me.

“Hi,” I whisper, shrinking into the bed.

Bed. I’m in a bed. There’s a beeping beside me. I hate that beeping. I’m in hospital.

Fuck.

I said I’d never be back in a hospital.

“How are you feeling?” Nell asks.

I shrug a response.

“You weren’t out for long,” she says. “Do you want me to call someone for you?”

“No,” I rush.

She backs off. “Ok.”

I blink hard and pull myself up. Hang on... it’s not a hospital.

“Where am I?”

Ouch. My head. Uh, I’m so groggy. But just the thought of blood can spin me out.

Blood.

So much blood.

“It’s the first aid station by the Administration,” Nell says. “We came here so my friend Tia could sew you up.”

Not computing. “Huh?”

“Your wrist,” Nell points to me. “You were talking to Tia. You don’t remember?”

“Who is Tia?”

“My friend who is a nursing student,” Nell says slowly. “I texted her to meet us here. You really were woozy. You don’t remember?”

I move my arm and look down at my wrist, which is wrapped in a bandage. I clench my jaw and stare hard at the fluorescent lights. 

Fuck.

“I don’t remember anything since the hall. How did I get here?”

“We walked together.”

“I walked?”

“Yes.”

“I thought I fainted by your door.”

“You were a bit tripped out, but I kept ya upright.” She pats my shoulder. “You’ll be right, Brit. Probably the panic attack wiped your short term memory.”

“What was that beeping I heard?”

“What beeping?” Nell asks, squinting as she looks around the room. She points out the door. “There’s a photocopier just out there. Maybe that’s what you heard.”

I settle back down on the bed. “Phew. I was scared I was back in hospital.”

“You don’t like hospitals?”

“I hate them.”

A woman walks into the room, a bright smile on her face and her jet black hair pulled back into a loose bun.

“Hello,” she says with a wave. “I’m Nurse Tanner, one of Tia’s tutors. Do you mind if I check on her work?”

“She won’t get into trouble for doing this, will she?” Nell says in a panic. “I wanted Brittany helped as quickly as possible.”

Nurse Tanner’s cheery smile brightens, and she lifts a hand to halt Nell’s edginess. “Of course not. Tia’s more than capable of some stitch work. She told me the cut wasn’t too deep. I just want to check on the patient.” She nods at me. “You’re Brittany?”

I nod hesitantly.

She sits beside me. “Can you tell me what happened?”

I exhale quickly and gaze at the ceiling.

What happened? I don’t know what happened. I can’t
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