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      “It’s perfect!” Emily slowly twirled before the mirror, watching the way the dress hugged her curves. The bridal boutique, Gloves and Gowns, had opened a bottle of Champagne when she and Megan had arrived for their appointment, and she may have indulged just a little, but she was almost absolutely certain that this was her dress. “It’s perfect, isn’t it?” She asked as she glanced over her shoulder at Megan. “It’s not too much, and just enough.”

      Megan tapped her fingernails against the champagne flute that she held, reserving her judgment. “I personally think there’s no such thing as too much but it’s what you think that matters Em.”

      The dress was in the style of a trumpet silhouette. What a ridiculously inelegant name for something so elegant, Emily thought as she returned her eyes to her reflection. It hugged her body closely, stopping just below the knees before flaring out just a little. The lace detailing was delicate and simple, but also stylish and sophisticated. 

      It was exactly what she’d had in mind, and the very reason she’d booked an appointment at Gloves and Gowns after seeing the dress online. 

      “We’re having a garden wedding,” she explained to the bridal consultant who stood by watching as Emily reached her verdict. “And then just a small get together afterward, no big elaborate dinner. Owen and I have been together since we were six years old, we share the same friends and our families are pretty much already related,” she laughed a little as she spoke. “So, it’s just a small, intimate wedding.”

      “Lovely,” the consultant smiled indulgently, used to brides gushing over their wedding plans. “Childhood sweethearts, how romantic.”

      It was romantic, Emily told herself as she changed back into her own clothing and paid the deposit on the dress. Owen was her best friend. They had grown up next-door neighbors and had gone to the same school. They had even taken guitar lessons together, played on the same soccer team, and helped each other with their homework. Every memory she had featured Owen through the various stages of childhood, from the sweet-faced little boy, lanky adolescent, through to a heart-stopping adult.

      They had been the lucky ones, the ones who had found each other early and had skipped all the bullshit of broken hearts, bad romances, and terrible dating experiences whilst all their friends had been falling in and out of love.

      “Well, I guess I’d better start bridesmaid dress shopping then,” Megan said as she drove Emily back home. “I’m thinking red, backless and sequins,” she teased.

      “Don’t you dare,” Emily slid her sister a sideways look. She wasn’t entirely sure that Megan was joking. Megan mostly kept her wild side under control, but sometimes it snuck out like she was still a rebellious teen. “Something… subtler Meg, please.”

      “Sure, sure. I’ll find something pastel, plain and pretty. Something suitable for Sunday church, though I’d probably go up in smoke if I ever set foot in one,” Megan’s grin was wicked as she pulled into the driveway. “Okay, give Owen my love and tell him he’s welcome for the Champagne-drunk Emily. Go and do terrible things to the boy before the drunkenness wears off.”

      “Meg!” Emily laughed loudly as she left the car, pausing by the letter box before making her way up the footpath to her front door. She was more than a little drunk, she thought as she fumbled with her keys, trying to fit the right one in the keyhole. Megan had insisted Emily finish the Champagne bottle before they’d left the boutique and she was starting to feel the bubbles go to her head and sit uneasily in her stomach. She was not a big drinker normally, but it was typical that Megan would get her drunk - Megan had always been the devil on Emily’s shoulder. 

      “I’m home,” Emily called out as she wrestled the door open and kicked off her shoes, stooping to capture them by the stiletto heels before making her way down the hall towards the kitchen. “Are you home?”

      “In the kitchen,” Owen called back, appearing briefly in the doorway at the end of the hall, before stepping back. 

      Emily frowned, a greasy feeling of dread creeping through the Champagne-haze. He didn’t look happy. “Is everything alright?” She asked, stepping into the kitchen. 

      “Emily,” Owen’s dark hair was in disarray, as if he had been running his fingers through it whilst waiting for her to return, something he often did when stressed. “We need to talk.”

      “Talk…?” She set her handbag down on the kitchen bench, right where they had burnt a ring into the surface from cooking pasta and drinking red wine, back when they had first moved in. 

      That night, one thing had quickly led to another. Owen had stripped her underwear and lifted her onto the kitchen bench, his jeans sagging off his hips, her heels digging into his buttocks and her fingers tangled in his hair. They had fucked like teenagers, oblivious to the fact that the pasta was overflowing. 

      Owen had burnt his hand rescuing their dinner, and they had laughed as they applied ice, not noticing that the pot was scarring the countertop in memory of their moment of love…

      “I don’t want to get married.”

      “I’m sorry…” She was far too drunk - for a moment she thought that Owen had just told her that he didn’t want to get married. “I think I misheard you.”

      “Emily,” Owen was sad and gentle, reaching out to take her by the elbows. His eyes pleaded with her for understanding. “I don’t want to get married. It’s… You and I have sort of just missed out on… Everything. We have never been with other people so how do we know that we are right together? Everything we’ve done, it has been together. I want to… I don’t want to get married.”

      Emily’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious. Is this…” She looked around the room, her head spinning. “Is Megan behind this?” She wondered. “Is this… a prank?”

      “Emily,” Owen wrung his hands through his hair. “I suck at this,” he said to himself. “I think… I don’t know what to say to you. How to explain… Everything is just fucked up. I can’t just stand by and let it go on. I have to do what is right for me.”

      “Oh god,” she realized that he wasn’t joking. “You are serious.” The realization was followed by a wave of nausea and she pressed her hand to her mouth. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “I’m sorry Emily,” he released her elbows and stepped back. He had never been good with vomit. Blood and broken bones, he could handle. But vomit would have him retching along with her. “I really am sorry.”

      “Don’t…” She held up a finger, fighting her stomach. “We’ll talk about this…” She fled to the bathroom and emptied her stomach of the Champagne. As she gripped the bowl, she heard the front door shut. By the time she’d brushed her teeth and washed her face, the house was empty. As was his side of the wardrobe. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “He wants to get drunk and hook up with random strangers,” Megan translated harshly when Emily called her after a crying binge in the spare room where all the wedding bits and pieces were kept. 

      Confessing to her sister that the wedding was off whilst surrounded by the cork boards on which Emily had been keeping track of décor ideas, wedding magazines, notepads, the folder where she kept the receipts, and the photos she had selected of her and Owen to be made into a photo-board at the event, was pure torture.

      Emily couldn’t bring herself to believe that it was true. 

      Pinned to the photo board was the story of their lives together. The time as children that they had eaten themselves sick on blackberries, and the one from the year that they had made forts in his back garden… There were photos of school camps, high school performances of Owen’s songs. Graduating, holidays skiing… Selfies from painting the house… They had both spent days picking paint from their hair and had joked that the gray-look gave them insight into how they would look growing old… 

      It was just simply not possible that Owen did not want to marry Emily. 

      “Or he’s met someone at work.” Megan was not helping.

      “That is not Owen.” Emily protested. “He is just not like that.”

      Owen had first proposed to her when they were eight. They had been each other’s first for everything… First kiss, first touch… Absolutely everything. There had never been anyone else… Not physically, not mentally, not even for a moment.

      “Where is he now?”

      She could guess where he had gone. Next door. They had thought it a lucky find - two houses on a subdivided lot. They had planned to rent out the one they were currently living in, and had been renovating the other, bigger, house ready to move into after their wedding. 

      They had joked that if a relationship survived renovating a house together, it would survive anything.

      Apparently, they had been wrong.

      “Next door. He’s moved out.”

      “Didn’t waste any time, did he?” Megan was angry on Emily’s behalf. “Planned it. Knew you would be gone all morning. Kissed you a sweet goodbye at the door when I picked you up knowing where you were going, without a hint about what he was planning… There is someone on the side.”

      Megan was off men after the last one turned out to be a dud, playing at being single and dating Megan, but, after six months, shying away from further commitment because ta-da! There was a wife and three children at home.

      Just because Craig had turned out to be a waste of air, did not mean all men were the same though, and Owen was not like that. 

      Emily knew Owen. He was like an extension of herself, another limb, a second heart.

      “I guess he has been a little… distracted recently,” Emily leaned her head back against the wall. She sat in the corner between the closed door and the wall, as if to prevent Owen from entering – but he hadn’t tried. Tears ran down her cheeks and dripped off to create tide marks on her t-shirt. She had stopped trying to mop them up, the pile of tissues beside her a testament to how fruitless that endeavor was. “Between work and renovating next door, I just thought… he was stressed, you know? Weddings are always a bit stressful…”

      “What you need to do is get all glammed up, put on something sexy, some killer heels, and come Fuck me eyes, and go out,” Megan decided. “After he has spent the night worrying about where you are and who you are with, he will regret his cold feet. It is Owen, after all. He has been devoted to you since you both were six years old.”

      “He didn’t say we were over… Just that he didn’t want to get married.”

      “Don’t you go over there, Emmy,” Megan’s tone darkened. “Make him - ”

      The doorbell rang and Emily almost dropped the phone in her haste to stand, pushing herself up the wall and brushing down her clothes frantically. 

      “The door,” Emily gasped into the phone, breathlessly. “I will call you back later.”

      She tidied her face in the hallway mirror, not wanting Owen to see her in a mess. Or did she? She wondered even as she wiped up mascara on a tissue. No. She would behave with dignity and not dissolve into a black-teared monster. She smoothed the hair back from her face, giving her ponytail a yank to tighten it, and opened the door, mentally preparing for a continuation of the conversation with Owen. They would talk about it, get to the bottom of the problem, have sex and it would all be... 

      “Oh. Daniel.” The disappointment was crushing. 

      Owen’s friend from university, Daniel, flushed, hectic points of color on his cheeks. “Hi Em. I guess I can’t say it’s nice to see you. I’m sorry. I’m just an errand boy. Owen thinks it’s better if it’s a clean break for a few days, so… I am here to get some stuff he has forgotten.”

      “Oh,” it was like a knife to the heart. “He really doesn’t want to see me, at all, then?”

      “It’s not that,” Daniel was apologetic as he edged past her and down the hallway. “I don’t know, really,” he added, reading the expression on her face. “It's no use asking me, Em. We’re blokes, we don’t talk about stuff like that. My friend asked me to pop next door to pick up some stuff after a break-up, I don’t ask the details, I just do it.”

      “It’s a break-up?” Emily’s voice trembled. “Not just that we are not getting married?”

      Daniel reached under the bed and came out with Owen’s spare guitar and a shoe box. “Em…” He grimaced. He really did not want to get involved.

      She sighed. “You don’t know the details.”

      “No, I’m sorry.”

      “Has he said anything at all to you about this? You know… in passing?” She wondered, grasping for anything, anything at all to explain where this heartbreak had come from.

      He stepped around her and paused in the doorway. “Maybe a bit here and there,” he admitted, his pity for her written all over his face and posture. “It wasn’t entirely… unexpected.”

      “It was to me.” She said, her chest tight and her stomach in her throat. Tears threatened to overflow again, and she fought them back pridefully. The tremble of her bottom lip betrayed her. “What did he say?” It was so painful to plead for the information.

      “Em,” he did not want to say anything. “Just, you know… You have both been sort of perfect. No drunken binges and one-night stands... He has sort of said he’s the only almost thirty-year-old he knows who has no stories to tell. That he thinks he’s dull.”

      “I don’t find him dull,” Emily replied, woebegone. 

      “Em, I’ve already said more than I should,” Daniel winced and flushed, embarrassed to be caught in the middle of a breakup. “Forget it.”

      As she closed the door behind him, Emily wondered how she was meant to forget it when in one afternoon her entire life had been uprooted. 

      She stood by the kitchen sink, the window looking out upon the neat and tidy galvanized iron fence with its prettily blooming honeysuckle that divided the two properties and thought it a fitting view. Divided was how she felt. Divided in half.

      She heard music start - the volume turned right up. Rock music, the bass of it shaking the glass in the windows, and distance distorting it into a crash of sound and drumbeats. Not a band that she recognised, but then, she had never understood rock music. Oh, some of it was alright, but most of it was just… noisy. Owen had always liked it though. Whenever she borrowed his car, there was something in the cd player, and she knew he listened to it in his ear-pods when they ran together, same as she listened to opera. 

      It was one of those quirky things about them as a couple, that their musical tastes were so opposite, something that had always been a source of amusement. A prime example, they had said, of how opposites attract. But it had made choosing a wedding song a nightmare… She gripped the edge of the bench as she realised that after all that too and fro-ing, the song they had picked to share their first dance as Mr and Mrs would not be played. 

      They would not have their moment in their wedding finery on the vintage dancefloor, strings of fairy lights over the pretty garden they had booked for the venue, gazing into each other’s eyes as Mrs and Mrs… “Oh, god.” She spent fifteen minutes crying into the sink and washing the same coffee mug over and over before she pulled herself together.

      She made herself a pot of tea and took it into the lounge room, but every show seemed to be a romantic comedy, and that was just salt in the wound. In the end she just sat there, in silence, with the tea growing cold before her, untouched, and stared at the pictures of Owen and herself laughing down at her, waiting to wake up from the nightmare where Owen did not want to marry Emily and had moved out of the house they shared. 

      She considered calling her mother, but quickly discarded the idea. She loved her mum, beyond all things, but her mother would interfere. She would call Owen’s mother, who was her best friend, who would then call Owen, and both mothers would probably end up coming around together, to speak to their respective child and things would just get unpleasant with four people involved in something that really just concerned two… No. Calling her mother was a bad idea. 

      She realized that she had left her phone in the spare room when she had answered the door to Daniel. What if Owen had messaged…? She retrieved the phone, her heart hammering in her chest. No messages. Not a single one. No quick sweet: “Thinking of you” as normally kept her phone busy. No: “Do we need milk?” or: “Did you pay this bill?” Or: “Shall I grab takeaway on my way home?” Nothing. 

      She sent a quick message to Megan. “Don’t tell mum. Don’t tell anyone.”

      A reply came swiftly: “As if I would.”

      Emily held the phone in the palm of her hand. It would be pathetic to message Owen, she told herself. The screenshot was a photo of them, laughing together. She touched his face. He had been happy there, his dimple on full display, his laugh wide and his eyes dancing. What had happened, she wondered, to make him want to end what they had together? Surely Megan couldn’t be right… Could she?

      She felt at a complete loss for what to do, who to reach out to for help and support. Every other time she could remember in her life where she had been this upset, he had been there for her. When she had lost a pet. When the girls at school had been mean. When she’d had a car accident. When she had not gotten the honors mentor she wanted. Her first rejection letter from a literary agent. When she had not gotten the job position that she had wanted… 

      The biggest thing in her life had happened to her, and she did not have his shoulder to cry upon. His absence when she needed him, and the fact that she needed him because of his absence, rendered her impotent, unable to take action, almost numb from the shock. 

      She typed: “I miss you.” And then deleted it.
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      As the sun set, the music turned off next door. She went to the loungeroom window, pressing up against the curtains that they had picked together and that she had hemmed to length during a movie marathon whilst he had sanded back the skirting boards in the room, looking out across the front lawn they had sown together, to the other house. After a moment, the lights inside turned off, and the porch light on. He stepped out the front door, pausing to lock it. 

      He did not look like Owen. His hair was styled differently, and the clothing he wore… All of it she recognised having bought, or washed at some time or another, but the way it was assembled on him was somehow… different. A contrived casual dishevelment with the cuffs folded back on his jeans, collar arranged just so, buttons open to show a snug white t-shirt below. He put the keys into his pocket and strolled casually to the car, his long legs covering the distance in no time.

      Where was he going? She wondered as he pulled away. But more so… How could he look so relaxed and cheerful when he had just torn her world apart? She waited at the window, frozen into place, like a caricature of a nosy neighbour. Perhaps he was just going to the shops. An hour passed, and nothing. She peeled herself away from the curtains. 

      She took the spare keys out of the drawer in the hall table where keys lived in between uses and let herself out of the house. She crept across the slightly overgrown grass like a criminal. Technically, it was her house, she told herself defensively trying to shake off the feeling of doing something wrong. Somehow in all this, they had reversed ownership, and he had moved out into the house that she legally owned, whilst she remained in the one that he did. Perhaps he had thought, as he was the one leaving, it made more sense, was more considerate, rather than move her out, but it hardly mattered, she justified. It meant that she had the greater right to let herself into the house, then he had to be there. 

      Even if she was doing so in order to go through his things. 

      She was tense as she unlocked the door and turned on the lights. But it was just Owen. If he came back, she would say she wanted to speak with him. She had plenty of reasons to want to do so, after all. 

      How had one day made him a stranger? 

      The house smelled of the renovations, glue, fresh paint, and wood-dust. It echoed hollowly as she closed the door behind her. There was no furniture in the house to absorb the sound, and the lounge and hallway floors were still bare cement. The floating floorboards were stacked in the lounge waiting for installation. It had been their plan for the next day to begin that. 

      Did he plan on doing it by himself, now?

      The thought of Owen finishing the renovations on the house that they had been meant to live in as a married couple and eventually a family, brought tears to her eyes again and she rubbed them away with the backs of her hands impatiently. It was not the time for another melt down, she scolded herself, she didn’t know when he would be back, and she didn’t want to be caught skulking through his things. There was a desperation and lack of dignity to being found in doing so. To do so in the first place, she admitted as she crept down the hall. 

      In the bedroom, he had set up a very makeshift bed from a camping mattress he must have borrowed from Daniel, and a sleeping bag. There was something very adolescent about the arrangement. At least if Megan were right, Emily thought wryly, and he was planning on hooking up, he would not be bringing his dates back to the house to fuck. No woman in her right mind would think it was a sexy set up, as bare as it was of even the most basic furniture. 

      His beaten-up suitcases and shoes, and a few boxes of items from the house, were stacked against the wall with little care, as if he had impatiently shoved what he considered unimportant there and moved on to other things. As was typical of his priorities, his guitar and amp were perfectly set up with attention to detail and had a notepad and paper next to them indicating that even in the short time since he had moved out, he had found time to play. She flicked through the notepad. Music and lyrics. There was nothing unusual in that. 

      Ever since they were teenagers, Owen had composed his own songs. Some of the songs they had performed together during high school, and during their university years when they had played at weddings, restaurants, or busked for extra cash. Owen had always loved performing, but it had never been something she had liked to do. She had always felt like a mouse pretending to be a peacock when she performed. 

      She loved to sing, had studied opera for many years, but her voice belonged to someone else, she had always thought. Someone bolder, someone flashier, someone more vivid than she was. She had given away her studies when there had been nowhere left to go other than pursue it as a career, because singing for a living wasn’t something she could imagine herself doing. 

      She had performed because Owen had wanted to, but he had known that she was not comfortable on the stage, and slowly, over the years, in concession to her reluctance, he had stopped asking and she had been relieved.

      She almost set the notepad aside, but then hesitated. Sometimes Owen, in haste, would write things down on the back cover of the last page of his notebooks, that were not music related. She turned the notepad to the back. On the last page, was something scrawled in messy, almost illegible handwriting. She flipped the notepad upside down, making the last page the first. “Two Way Street. Cordelia, 7pm, High Street.”

      Cordelia. Cordelia was the name of the wedding singer they had hired. A pretty, young woman with a slightly husky voice that Owen had thought was great. She’d had a good repertoire, and an easy-going charm that made her very approachable. Emily had thought she seemed a little spacey and vague and had hoped she would not prove unreliable on the day, but Owen had been keen to give her a shot.

      They had never met her on High Street at 7pm, it had always been daytime. Initially they had met at a coffee shop, and later had gone to see her perform at a winery, doubling an audition with a date night. Emily remembered how lovely it had been, sitting in the dappled shade of a grape vine, eating cheese and olives and drinking wine with Owen, listening to Cordelia sing, and imagining their wedding together. 

      Her heart tightened in pain.

      She checked her phone. It was nearly eight. No, she told herself firmly. This was not a corny romantic comedy where the groom fell in love with the wedding singer, and realised he was not in love with his childhood sweetheart. That sort of thing did not happen in real life.

      There had to be some other explanation. 

      Emily put the notepad back as she had found it, the beat of her heart painful against her ribs, seeming to pound in her throat, and her ears filled with a rush of white noise. On automatic pilot she made her way back through the house, erasing any sign that she had been there, and turning out the lights, until she stood on the front porch, locking the door, much as Owen had done over an hour before. She made her way back to her house - the tears dry now as dread began to set in. Was Megan right?

      The neighbour across the road was at his letter box. She was certain that he had checked his mail three times already, and Mrs Essen next door was watering very late, standing on her driveway with her hose pointed away from Emily’s house, her back to her, as if determinedly not watching. Snooping, she thought with embarrassed anger. They had obviously seen Owen’s move during the day. She and Owen had become the street’s entertainment, as good as any soap opera, she thought angrily as she let herself into her house. 

      Owen’s face laughed at her from the pictures on the wall as she entered, his handsome features so well known, but also a mystery now. She felt a flash of anger towards him. How could he do this? To her, to them? Without warning and without even really discussing his reasons for doing it with her?

      She would not sit up waiting for him. She would not. 

      But she joined her cold pot of tea in the lounge room and sat on the couch, clutching a pillow to her chest, watching as the room slipped into full darkness for headlights, until she eventually fell asleep. She dreamed that she chased Owen through the darkness, screaming out his name, and she could not catch him, and he would not stop to answer her cries. 

      Her phone vibrating woke her. Blearily she sat up in the darkness, wiping drool off her cheek and felt blindly for the phone. Owen’s name illuminated the screen. A message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Something amazing happened tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you up?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was an echo of their teen years, she thought. They were back to being neighbours and sneaking over to each other’s house after midnight to share secrets, or just to grope.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes

      

      

      

      

      

      Her heart caught between hope and despair.

      He had been waiting for her reply, as it was not even a minute later that he knocked. He had shadows under his eyes and carried with him the smell of alcohol and smoke. His broad shoulders stretched an unfamiliar leather jacket that was either meant to be really form fitting or was a little small for him. He was, she thought, beautiful, with his dark hair falling into his eyes and his stubble shadowing his jaw. And, somehow, unattainable and untouchable. The chasm of his actions of the day yawning between them.

      “That was… weird,” he said, shoving his hands into his pocket and hunching his shoulders uncomfortably. “Knocking, I mean. I woke you,” he added, apologetic taking in her dishevelment. “I’m sorry, I can go if you want?”

      “It’s alright. Do you want tea?” She turned feeling robotic and returned to the lounge room to collect the cold teapot from the coffee table. She carried the cold pot heavy with the undrunk liquid down the hallway, through the gallery of their laughing faces, to the kitchen. 

      “Yeah, okay,” he closed the door behind him and followed. “This is… difficult. Em, I’m sorry.”

      “What is this, Owen?” She emptied the pot into the sink and left it there. She filled the kettle. Keep it together, Emily, she told herself as she set two mugs onto the counter and dropped teabags and sugar into them. “I don’t understand. Yesterday we were planning on laying the floating floors and discussing wedding plans, and today I got back from wedding dress shopping for you to tell me that you don’t want to get married, have moved into the house next door, and don’t want to see me for a few days.”

      “I know,” he sighed heavily, leaning his hip against the kitchen bench. It was odd, she thought, how she had seen him do that exact thing hundreds of times, and yet, in the space of the day, he now did it awkwardly, not at home within the house that had, that morning, he had lived in. “It is not going to be easy. I had to do it, though, Em. It has been in my head for weeks now, months even in a way, and I had to just do it, or I knew I would regret it.”

      “What have you done, exactly?” She was starting to feel the burn of anger again, now that the grogginess of sleep and the shock of his message was wearing away. “What exactly is this, Owen? Do you want to put the marriage off? Do you not want to get married at all? Or are we over? I am just… confused.”

      “Em,” he stepped forward and put his arms around her. She clung, the leather jacket against her palms felt unfamiliar, but the leanly muscled body beneath it, the scent of the man, the feel of him against her, still the same. She buried her face into his chest and breathed him in as she cried out the despair of the day, her frustration, her loss, and her anger. He held her until her grief wore down into stillness and then pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m sorry, Em. So sorry.”

      “I feel as if my entire life I have been burying this other person beneath being…” he sighed. “What you wanted me to be. With the wedding coming up, I realised that I had one chance to do the things I wanted to do, and if I didn’t, I would be locked into this life I didn’t want to live.”

      “You don’t want our life?” She was appalled, pushing back against his chest, against his arms around her so that she could look up into his face. “Owen, we made these decisions together, built this life together.”

      “I know,” he pulled her back against him and pressed his face into her hair, his arms around her as if in comfort but truly, she thought, because he did not want to look at her as he made his confessions. “I know we did, and at the time they were what I thought I wanted. The sensible thing to do. But I wanted… wildness, Em. I wanted to pursue music, to go to parties and get wasted, to spend hours with other people who share my passion talking about lyrics and smoking and drinking, and not caring about work in the morning, or whether lawns need to be mowed, or bills paid…”

      “Is that what you did tonight?” She could smell the smoke on his clothing. Owen did not smoke - they had never smoked. But he had been somewhere with smokers. Not just cigarettes, too, she thought, inhaling before leaning back to peer into his eyes. They did not look red. “Whose jacket is this?”

      “Ah, I swapped it with James…” He chuckled a little at the memory, his cheeks colouring. “James is in the band, a really good band, Em… and he took a fancy to my jacket… Anyway, they are… you know, it really looks like they are going to make something of themselves, Em. And they want me to join them. They like my music and want me to play guitar and sing.”

      “You’re joining a band?” She was trying to make sense of what he was saying, trying to line it up with his decision to end their engagement and move out, trying to fit the pieces together of a puzzle she didn’t know the picture of.

      “Yes,” he laughed, the sound light-hearted and free. A laugh she had not heard in some time. “Yes, I am joining a band. Writing their music and playing guitar for them.”

      “Okay.” She did not understand why that had led to him wanting to end their engagement and move into the house next door. “Owen… I’m not going to stop you from joining a band if you want to. It is good to have hobbies. If you need more time, we can hire someone to finish the renovations…”

      She was bargaining, she realised, trying to compromise, to find a way for them to erase the day and return to how things had been. A small part of her hoped it was all a mistake, a misunderstanding between them, and that now that they were finally talking, they would be able to work it out between them, and they would laugh over how silly they had been as they moved his things back in…

      “Em,” he said it gently. “It is not a hobby. I am pursuing it as a career.”

      “How?” She was baffled. Everyone knew that music was a hobby and not a viable career, especially at their age. People took those sort of risks when they were in their early twenties and didn’t have the financial responsibilities to maintain whilst their dreams crashed and burnt, not nearly thirty with two mortgages to pay… 

      “How?” He repeated. “Well, we are going to organise a tour and we are going to record a demo, and there is this manager… I am going to sell the house, and use it to finance…”

      “Oh my god,” she pulled back. “Owen!”

      “See!” He released her and strode away, around the other side of the kitchen bench, bracing his arms against it. “See, this is why, Em. This is why.”

      “But Owen. You can’t just quit your job, sell your house, and run away with a band. People just… don’t do that.”

      “People in your sensible world, Em, don’t do that. I don’t care about my job. Designing carparks,” he snorted in disgust. “It’s bullshit. This isn’t living, Em, it’s… beige.”

      “Beige?” 

      He laughed, and it was no longer a happy sound, the opposite in fact. “Yes, beige, Em. It’s humdrum. It’s just existing. It’s doing the sensible and expected because it’s responsible. It’s smothering.”

      She stared at him, her face pale. “You have never said you feel this way.”

      “I didn’t want to…” he paused and raked his hand through his hair. “I didn’t want to hurt you Em. But I have to, or I’m hurting myself. My life, my job, my clothing… It’s all just bullshit. Not what I want, to do, to wear. This person,” he threw a hand towards the photos of them laughing on the wall, “is not the person I want to be.”

      “I love you, Em,” he said. “I love you, but I don’t think I am in love with you. I want to be. But there is no… fire to it. I want more.” He drew in a sharp breath, as if shocked by what he had said, and then sighed, surprised to admit it outloud. 

      “More than me,” she said, bitterly, the tears beginning again, but with the burn of anger behind them. “You want more than me,” she repeated, tasting the bite of those words on her tongue, and feeling the sting, like indigestion between her breasts. She swallowed back the raw pain of those words.

      “It is not like that, Emily. It isn’t you, it’s us,” he was sorrowful with it. “I’m sorry. I hope we can be friends. You have been my friend for as long as I remember. I think it’s why I didn’t do this sooner. I didn’t want to lose you as my friend.”

      “I don’t want to lose you either.” She sobbed in a breath, the sound ugly and raw, and she pressed her hand to her mouth, shocked by the sound. 

      “Oh, Em,” he sighed it out and walked back around the kitchen bench to draw her against him. “I’m sorry. I wish… I wish I were the person you want me to be, or that we had fire and passion… That would be… great. But it’s just not there.”

      “Owen,” she did not want to let him go, feared that if she did so, she would never get him back, feeling as if they were saying goodbye but pretending that it was not so. 

      “Can we be friends? I would like that,” he pulled back and smiled at her, the crooked smile and dimple the same as from their childhood, but there was a lack of light behind the expression, as if he were trying to make something work that he felt wasn’t going to happen, offering a compensation prize to sooth the hurt away. “I had better go. We need to… you know, do this cleanly, Em. It is too easy to go back into old habits because it’s comfortable, and that will just make this… drawn out and miserable for us both.”

      “Okay,” she released him although it hurt to do so. “Okay, Owen.”

      “Okay.” He touched her cheek and then walked to the door. “Message me, hey? We will talk by messages. Give it a few weeks, and then maybe…?”

      “Okay.” Maybe what? Maybe they would just be friends? That wasn’t what she wanted, though.

      She sank down to the floor as he closed the door behind him and wept inconsolably into her knees.
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      “So, what? That is just, it?” Megan stirred sugar into her coffee the next morning. She hadn’t eaten bread since ninth grade declaring it empty calories but loaded sugar into her coffee like it was calorie free. 

      She had turned up at Emily’s house an hour before, letting herself in through the front door with her spare key. Megan had shaken Emily out of the cocoon she had made in the covers that still smelt of Owen, pushing her into the bathroom, and selecting clothes from the closet, before pushing her reluctant sister into her car. 

      She had whisked Emily away from the misery of the empty house to the rather dubious café tucked in the corner of a dingy and dated building that looked out onto a grimy, shopping street populated by the neon signs of discount carpet and second-hand electrical shops. 

      Emily didn’t even know what suburb they were in, and wondered if Megan did, or if her sister had just driven aimlessly until she found somewhere that looked as miserable as Emily did and had decided that was an appropriate fit for the situation. There was every likelihood, Emily thought wryly, that Megan’s slick Audi would not still be there when they returned, or it would be missing its wheels. 

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand… any of it. How do you just stop loving someone after twenty-two years?” Emily wondered. “How do you just… walk away from your life like that? He’s having agents through the house tomorrow. He’s actually serious about selling it.” That overly bright early morning message from Owen had sent her into a spiral of self-pitying despair.

      “Where are you going to go? He’s in your house.”

      “I don’t know,” the thought had not occurred to her, she had been too caught up in the misery of not waking up with Owen in bed beside her, not hearing him around the house, in the shower, making coffee in the kitchen… She had missed his clothing in the cupboard, his shoes, his things. It was as if in one fell swoop, he had removed himself from her future, the house, and her life, and there was a vacuum left where he had been. “I guess he will move out, and I will move in there.”

      “The renovations are mostly done, eh? At least you have that much. The house will be worth more than you bought it for. He doesn’t want you to sell that too, so he can reclaim the money you’ve both put into it?”

      “Oh my god,” Emily put her face into her hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know Megan. I am still at Owen saying he doesn’t want to marry me and moving next door. I’m not ready to think that far ahead. Maybe he will come to his senses and change his mind?”

      “Maybe he won’t. I mean, Owen is
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