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“Aren’t we supposed to be in love?”

Brad lies beside me, resting back, one arm tucked behind his head. He glances sidelong. “Are we?”

And I don’t have a reply.

The day is bright and blue, sunshine warming the sheep-clipped grass around us.  Beneath us, the ground slopes a little, yellow flowers smaller than my thumbnail studding the turf where it runs down to the pebble-edged river. At the water’s edge, dragonflies zigzag between cattails, and in the shallows, a million silver needles zig and zag with them. Marsh grass clumps here and there on the rising ground behind us before the turf turns scrubby, yielding to gorse as the hill steepens. And lying here, the ridge of the hill shielding us from prying eyes, we are alone.

Brad hauls himself up into a sitting position, muttering a curse as he plucks at a grass-stalk that has penetrated our picnic blanket to poke into his naked thigh.  “Something bothering you, Beth?”

“Not exactly. It’s just... I wonder sometimes if there's something wrong with me.”

Fingertip extended, he traces a line over my cheek. “Not from where I'm sitting. You're a beautiful girl, Beth, with or without your clothes on...” He gives me a cartoon-chipmunk grin. “... And I can see from here you’re a genuine redhead.”

I chuckle and slap at his chest. “Don’t be cheeky.”

His grin widens, a palm cruising across my naked belly and thighs. “What could be wrong with you? You don’t need me to tell you you’re gorgeous. You know you are. Any man would be proud to have you beside him.”

For a minute, he just sits there, stroking my sun-warmed skin. “So... You going to tell me what this is about? What’s supposed to be wrong with you?”

I sit up too, wrapping arms round my legs, resting my chin on my knees. “It’s hard to put into words. I just wonder... I dunno... Where I’m going.”

“With me, you mean? Doing this?” His brow furrows. “I thought you enjoyed us spending time together?”

“Oh, I am. It’s lovely. You’re lovely...”

Whiskey eyes crease at the corners. “So, I’m lovely... That’s good to know. But...?” He raises a hand over his forehead, squinting against the sunshine. “... There’s definitely a But at the end of that sentence.” 

“But... No, I don’t mean you. Not exactly.”

“So, what exactly? Beth, if you’re not happy about this... If you want us to stop...?”

“I don’t. Fun and frolics with you is one of the best things in my life...” A smile tugs at the corners of his mouth... “... It’s just, I wonder if I’m quite... normal.” I look away. “There, I’ve said it. I wonder if I’m normal.”

Fingers pinch at my chin, steering me inexorably around to face my lover. Sunlight picks out golden flecks in his irises, gilds highlights into his hair. “Why would you not believe you are normal? Whatever normal is supposed to mean.”

My mouth flaps. The meaning won’t come. Brad releases my chin, waits with no sign of impatience. “Beth?”

My words finally make a break for freedom. “You and me. We have sex. Great sex. You’re handsome. Intelligent. Good fun...”

He pulls a face. Waves a hand. “Alright, spare my blushes. I don’t need a list of my virtues. I could make a similar list for you. What’s your point?”

“We’re lovers, but we’re not in love. Why don’t we love each other?”

His head tilts. “You saying you don’t love me? How long have we known each other? I used to carry your satchel.”

“Yes. No. Yes... Of course I love you. But not like that. Yes, you’re my closest friend...” I’m spluttering... “I wonder if I should... Should...”

He raises one hand to the sky, presses the other to his chest, orating Hamlet’s Soliloquy style. “You’re wondering if you should feel the searing heat of a passion that will burn a hole in your soul, sweep you away into the future and carry me with you?” His expression is dead pan, but laughter lurks behind the words.

My cheeks scald. “Something like that, yes.”

Brad doesn’t reply. I dart a look to him, staring off into the blue distance, but his mouth is twitching. 

“You’re laughing at me,” I say. I slap his chest again. “That was a terrible speech. You been watching some old chestnut of a movie?”

“Nope. It was one hundred percent Brad Kenney original material.” He grows serious. “Beth, you say I’m your closest friend. And you’re mine. And that’s probably the reason we’re not in love with each other. The friendship came first. We’re not lovers. We’re friends.”

“Friends with benefits?”

He brushes his lips over mine. “Best friends with benefits,” he murmurs. He backs off an inch or so, enough to focus on me. “You still okay with that?”

“Yeah. I’m good.”

“I’m glad. I’d hate to think I was... hurting you.”

“No, you’re not.”

He nods and smiles. “That’s good. I wouldn’t want that under any conditions. If I thought I’d be hurting you, I’d rather break this off and...” He colours up...

“... and bash the bishop in private?” It’s my turn to suppress laughter.

He rolls eyes, grimaces. “I suppose...” He blows air... “Look, Beth, at some point, I’ll be moving away to go to university...”

“Of course you will. Do you know when?”

He tugs an ear. “It won’t be this year. I have to be sure Dad can manage before I leave. The garage is beginning to pull in a profit, so it could be next year. After that... well, once I’m qualified, it’s anyone’s guess where I’ll end up in the world...” His gaze slants to mine. “... I don’t want to leave a girl behind who’ll grieve over me. Certainly not you.”

“I know.” I hesitate, waiting for pain that doesn’t come. “I’ll miss you.”

“And I’ll miss you too. But I wouldn’t like to think I’d made you unhappy. I’d rather end this now and we’ll find other ways to entertain ourselves.”

“No, you don’t need to do that. I will miss you when you go. I won’t grieve over you.”

“Good.” He kisses my forehead then gives my tit a squeeze. “Where would I find another fuck-buddy to match you?”

I chuckle and swat the hand away. “You’ll really go and never come back?”

“Never say never...” He stares up, squinting against the sunshine. “... but almost certainly, not for a long time.”

“You’ll visit?”

“Course I’ll visit, but once I graduate, if I get a job with say, the oil companies, I could be stationed in the Middle East. Or if I had a job prospecting for mineral deposits I might be in Australia, even China. Almost certainly, I’ll not be in commuting distance.”

“Someone else might pin you down. You might meet the girl of your dreams at college.”

“Maybe. I’m not really sure what that means.”

“But not me?”

“I suppose she might be a version of you.” He sniffs, scratches his nose. “I don’t know. I can’t see it.” The grin returns. “What about you? What will you look for in your man?”

I huff. “Tall, dark and handsome? Isn’t that supposed to be the line?”

“Your call.”

“It hardly matters. It’s not likely to happen for me here, is it?” Abruptly, there’s a hollow feeling inside my ribs. “... Unless someone new comes to town. And who's going to come? What’s here to draw in new people? Maybe families looking for a quiet place to bring up the kids. But the kids don’t stay. Anyone my age moves away, like you’re doing.” I realize my voice is wistful.

He exhales slowly. “Beth, you should leave too, you know. What's here for you?”

“A life of working in my father's store is, I believe, the only dish on the menu.”
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Twenty Years Ago

He bounces the little girl on his knee. She giggles and chuckles and whoops, her long hair, orange as a carrot, flying and bouncing with her. “Tell me a story, Uncle Al! Tell me a story!”
“A story?” He scratches his cheek. “Well, let’s see...” The little girl snuggles into his lap, hugging him as close as short arms will allow... “... Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess, and her name was Libby-Beth. And Princess Libby-Beth wasn't like all the other ordinary princesses. All the ordinary princesses had hair that was blond or brown or black....”

She pipes up, in a way that says she already knows the answer to her question. “What colour was Princess Libby-Beth’s hair?”

He replies. “Princess Libby-Beth’s hair was bright red, and all the ordinary princesses teased her about it. But that was only because they were jealous....”

“Al... Wrap it up there.” The woman strides into the room, snatches up a newspaper and tucks it out of sight. “Stephen and David are coming for tea. I want the room looking tidy.” She turns off the TV, then adjust the curtains against their tiebacks to hang just so.

She stoops, piling coloured wooden bricks into a box. Al protests. “Beth was playing with those, Delia.”

“They’re only toys. She can play with them later. Fetch out the napkins. The white ones. Make sure they’ve been properly ironed.”
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Sweet...

Later, in my room, I lie in my own bed, staring up at the ceiling...

Do I love you, Brad?

You're lovely...

Fun...

Reliable...

Trustworthy...

And so handsome...

Yes, he’s my dearest friend. We were at school together, took exams together, grew up together. At times when most girls were hanging out with other girls and most boys would hang with other boys, me ‘n Brad would be together.

Beyond all doubt, I love him. I know that if I were in trouble, ever, and I called, he would drop everything and come to help in any way he could.

Just as I would for him.

But am I in love with him?

What does that even mean?

Is it possible to be in love with someone and not know it?

We call each other fuck-buddies. And the sex is great. I’ve had other boyfriends. They came and went. Brad’s had a girlfriend or two. I’ve never asked for details. But he and I, we fumbled our way through virginity together, and the loss of it...

Loss?

Wrong word...

I gave my virginity to Brad and I’m pretty sure he gave me his. Together we fumbled and explored and laughed together until we got there. Past all the back-of-the-bike-sheds stuff. Past all those rumours that girls giggle in secret, and boys uncertainly brag about.

And now we have sex.

Great sex.

Fun sex.

Friendly sex.

That’s it. Friendly sex.

Friends.

It’s not The Dream...

But what are girls supposed to dream of? A man who’ll give them flowers, read them poetry and settle down with the faithful dog, the kids and the swing in the back yard.

I do want that...

I do...

But... But...

What’s missing?

What do I want?

Brad is everything that girls are supposed to want. He’s handsome, athletic, intelligent and hard-working, conscientious, caring...

The list of Brad’s virtues goes on and on. You could write a book about them.

I could write all that about the big brother I never had, the brother-that-never-was.

And what I said to him is completely true. Brad is so sweet.

Is ‘sweet’ what I want?

The sex with Brad is really good.

He never lets himself come without being sure first that I have.

We had a few misunderstandings about that in the early days...

I clap a hand to my mouth, wanting to giggle but not wanting to be heard, knowing I’m acting the idiot...

They always say an older guy has more control. Brad had the usual problems that go with being a young guy, a boy really, with the chance to have his hand on a warm tit for the first time...

I’ll show you mine if you show me yours...

... up a girl’s skirt for the first time...

Where does it go?

Is that it? Am I inside?

Uh... not sure...

Allowed to have a go for the first time...

Is that it?

Uh... Aaahhh...

His panic... Am I hurting you?

Not sure. I think I want to pee...

You think?

Yes, think. You’ve got different plumbing to me...

And we could laugh about it all. Get it wrong together. Find it funny.

And none of it mattered...

‘Cos it was me ‘n Brad and we were Besties.

Besties who fucked each other.

My sweet Brad. So sweet.

And the question repeats itself.

Is ‘sweet’ what I want?

I’m thinking of him now. His body deep inside mine. His mouth on my breast. His lips tugging at a nipple. He rolls away, to one side, his hand slipping between my thighs, working at me, making lazy circles around my clit, building my climax. Then, sliding south, he presses his mouth into me, taking my bud between his lips his teeth, finger-fucking me as my heat rises, my body arches, quivers and climaxes.

All this, running through my head. Rehearsing. Reliving. Thinking of him.

My sweet Brad.

Where’s the heat?

Where’s the desire?

Where’s the longing?

I want...

I want...

I don’t know what I want.

But I know what I don’t want...

Decision washes over me. No, Sweet is not what I want.

What’s missing?

What am I missing?

Where’s that mind-blowing, searing passion that you read about? Where’s the sex that leaves you blind behind the eyes, gasping to breathe and weak at the knees? The kind that leaves you bow-legged the next day?

I’ve never experienced it.

Does it really exist? Or is it just something they put in the books and the movies to give you a cheap thrill and keep you coming back for more?

Is it real?
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Shucking my shoes off at the door, I make my way in stocking feet to the lounge. As always, the pile of the cream carpet is vacuumed into parallel lines. 

“Uncle Al? Aunt Delia?”

“Ah, there you are, Elizabeth. Do come in.” She looks me up and down, mouth pursing a little. “Girls these days. You really should buy yourself a new dress, dear.”

“I’m saving up to buy the one I like. Where’s Uncle Al?”

“He’s outside, getting some fresh air. You don’t need to bother him.

The lounge door opens, my mother and father entering. My aunt surges forward. “Ah, there you are, Emily. Let me take your coat. And yours, Robert. Make yourselves comfortable. I’ll just be a moment.”

As they busy themselves, exchanging pleasantries, I look out of the window. There he is, my Uncle Al. He seemed old even when I was a little girl.

It’s different now. Stooped with age, barely able to walk, he spends much of his time in the wheelchair that makes his life more comfortable. He hated going into it, but Aunt Delia insisted. So did Stephen. David was a bit more sympathetic, but as always, he caved in to the others.

Al’s not really my uncle of course, more a sort-of uncle, one of my grandfather’s brothers. Stephen and David are his sons, so I suppose that makes them sort-of cousins. It gets complicated. Cousins. Second cousins. Cousins once and twice and thrice removed...

Who cares? It’s ‘Uncle Al’ and ‘cousins’ David and Stephen.

He’s sitting outside now, reading a newspaper in the pale winter sunshine, but even from here, I can see he’s shivering. I wait until Aunt Delia is in the kitchen, occupied with arranging scones on her white and perfect porcelain plates, then dash upstairs to tug a comforter from a bed.  Sprinting down again, I snag a slice of chocolate cake, hastily wrapping it in a napkin, en-route to the back garden.

“Uncle Al? How are you?”

He looks up. “Princess!” The newspaper falls to his lap. His eyes are rheumy and half-closed, but his thin, pale face lights up. “I'm good...” Surprise morphs to a beaming smile. “I didn’t know we were expecting you.”

“I’m here with Mom and Dad. Aunt Delia invited us to tea.” 

“It’s lovely to see you. I was beginning to wonder if you’d forgotten your old uncle.”

“Course I’d not. You look cold. I brought you this. Here, let me tuck it over you.”

The comforter is downy and warm, thick enough to resist the chill bite of the breeze, and after a few moments, he stops shivering. “Thank you, Princess. That’s good. That’s very good.”

“There’s this too.” And I pass him the filched cake.

His smile spills sidelong. “Your aunt won’t like that.”

“She didn’t like it when you used to sneak me candy.” I giggle
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