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  Note to my readers:

This book deals with topics including domestic violence, post-natal depression and suicide. 








  
  Prologue


I’d only spent a short time learning his routine. I wasn’t even sure what I was hoping to achieve by following him. Maybe just confront him and tell him to leave, but I’d become more desperate. It was a chilly night. A cool change moved in late in the evening and brought with it a downpour of summer rain. I was rugged up from head to toe—black puffer jacket, black beanie and gloves. I blended into the night landscape.                       
He never saw me coming.
I hadn’t meant for this to happen though. It wasn’t premeditated, as they’d say on the cop shows. But as I followed him, images from my past flashed before me. A calmness took over. I knew what I had to do. 
The blow was fast. 
He was jogging, like he didn’t have a care in the world. As though he had no idea how many lives he was destroying. So, when he stopped for a moment to check his phone, something in me snapped. 
He tapped away at his screen. He couldn’t hear me with those headphones on. Then I lifted the cricket bat and knocked him for six. He fell instantly. 
Now, I look down at my gloved, shaking hands, splattered with blood. Lying at my feet is a cricket bat, a fitting weapon. Not planned as such. But the bat was lying on the backseat of the car, and I didn’t feel safe going into the parklands at this hour with nothing at all. 
Next to the bat, his unblinking eyes stare up at me. A pool of crimson spreads out from underneath his head and mixes with the puddles of muddy water. 
I take a deep breath to calm my shaking body. I look around. It’s hard to see far at this time of night. Only a few distant lampposts cast light on the parklands. I’d be surprised to find anyone else out here at this time or in this weather. There aren’t many people like him who mess with the normality of day and night. 
I pick up the bat and leave. There is nothing else that ties me to this incident and the bat will be easy to chop up and add to the Coonara. I take one last look back at the body and then break into a jog. 
It’ll be okay, I keep telling myself. 






  
  Chapter 1

Amalia


It is some sort of phenomenon that the moment a parent steps into the shower, they’re certain they hear their baby crying. I’d read about it on Facebook groups and in the baby app I’d been using since I was pregnant. Lila has finally fallen asleep, and I jump at the opportunity to wash my hair before I go out later. Then I hear the cries. I turn off the running water and poke my head out the bathroom door into my bedroom where I left her sleeping soundly in her bassinet. She’s still there, sound asleep.  Of course.
The anticipation of the next phantom cry forces me to wash my hair at frantic speed, and I step out of the shower to find a big clump of conditioner still in my hair. I wipe it away with my towel and find something to wear. But what do you wear to your first mothers’ group session? In my head, mothers’ group is just an opportunity for women to compare themselves and their babies. She’s lost more baby weight than me. She’s exclusively breastfeeding; what’s wrong with my boobs? How did she manage to do her hair like that with a baby around? Why is her baby rolling while my blob doesn’t move? I realise I’m being super judgy and my theory probably stems from watching too much reality TV, but still, I’m nervous. 
It’s not only the prospect of feeling like a failure in comparison to other mums though. I’ve put a lot of pressure on these sessions and what they could evolve into. This is my opportunity to make friends, to create a bond like my mum had. Boy, do I wish she was here now. Not only to give me the kick in the butt I need to get out there and meet people, but for every single other thing in my life. 
How did she do it as a single mum? How did she pull herself together after Dad’s accident to care for me? Like her, I didn’t choose to be a single mum, but here I am in the same position. I desperately wish she was here to give me advice. Like what TOG sleeping bag do I put on Lila when it’s a hot day? I’d never even heard of TOG ratings before Lila was born. Mum probably didn’t even pay attention when I was a baby. I wish I could ask her how long it took me to learn to latch when she was breastfeeding, or how long it took for me to stop crying for what appeared to be absolutely no reason. Would she be able to tell me if Lila’s projectile spews are normal or if there is something wrong with her? I would give anything to have her here. But instead, I will follow her dying wish and that means getting dressed and going to this mothers’ group.
I put on a pink and white maxi dress that buttons down the front to allow easy access for Lila to feed and is flowy enough to hide what still looks like a pregnant belly. Lila continues to sleep soundly. I even manage to blow dry my hair, which is a welcome change from the wet mum-bun that is usually fastened on top of my head after a shower and stays there until it’s washed again. My long brown hair comes away in chunks in my hand. I’d read about postpartum hair loss, but my hair was so thick, I was looking forward to it becoming more manageable. Although, I am sick of picking clumps of it out of the shower drain and off the floor, and once from Lila’s nappy. How?
I make myself a cup of coffee and sit down to take a sip. Right on cue, Lila cries out. I can’t complain. I’m dressed, my hair is washed and dried, and my coffee will still be there when I feed her. 
I take Lila to her bedroom. She still sleeps next to my bed. I actually like having another person in the bedroom again. It was lonely those last few months of pregnancy being on my own. I pick out a cute little romper in a mustard colour that has a matching bow. 
‘We’re going to make some new friends today, sweetheart,’ I say to her, and she looks up at me from her change table, totally unaware of what I said. ‘Well, I hope so anyway.’
As I feed Lila and drink my lukewarm coffee, I imagine what the other mums will be like. I wonder if I’ve seen any of them around town before. It’s not a huge town, but I don’t get out much. Not anymore anyway. I wonder if I’ll be the only single mum. Will they pity me? Gosh, I hope they don’t pity me. 
When Lila finishes her feed, I load her into the pram, and we set off for the community centre. 
I can do this.   






  
  Chapter 2

Marnie


‘Where are my bloody keys?’ I say aloud to no one. Well, not no one. My eight-week-old son looks up at me from his capsule on the living room floor, totally useless when it comes to key recovery.  
I rummage through the nappy bag—a recent addition to my life that I don’t love. It’s like a bottomless pit of junk. So many items for ‘just in case’. Nappies and wipes I can understand. But then there are backup bottles, dummies, booties, spare bibs, spare clothes, toys, teethers (do they even get teeth this early?). But it’s all packed. Every time I leave the house, it’s as though I’m headed for the desolate wilderness and will be stranded with a naked, starving, teething baby. 
As I dig through the supplies, searching for my keys, one of the straps knocks my Keep Cup and the contents tips onto my cream linen dress. Liquid gold. My best friend. Coffee gone, and I don’t have time to make another one, especially now I have to change. I consider shooting a frantic text to my husband, Rob, as I teeter on the edge of a breakdown. I’m tempted to bail on one of the only outings I’ve planned since having Jasper. But I know he’ll either be too busy to respond or he’ll tell me to get over it and get out there. 
Taking a deep breath, I rush to the laundry. Jasper will be okay for a minute. I rip off the dress and throw it in a bucket to soak. In the bedroom, I pull on my trusty leggings and feeding singlet—the same items of clothing I’ve worn for almost two months. On my way back to the living room, I spy my keys under the table. They must have escaped my Mary Poppins bag of chaos. 
‘Alright, kiddo. Let’s do this.’
It’s only a five-minute drive to the Lakesfield Community Centre, but that’s more than enough time for my usual anxiety to kick in. Heavy chested and suddenly desperate for the toilet, I pull into the carpark and grip the steering wheel tightly. My knuckles whiten as I take ten deep breaths in and out, like I’ve been told to do many times by various psychologists. Before Jasper came along, it was nerves about my work as a teacher, driving in the rain or travelling overseas. Now it’s everything and it’s all the time. I keep being reminded to meditate, perhaps do some mindful colouring. I don’t have time to pee on my own, let alone pick up a pencil. But I take a moment to breathe and let my heart rate settle.
There are a few other mums already pushing their prams into the centre. The clock on the dash says 10:55am. I’ve still got five minutes before my first mothers’ group session. A million thoughts race through my head. Will I be the oldest? Will they notice how much I’m struggling? Will they judge me for it? 
I’m a thirty-eight-year-old first-time mum, not through lack of trying in my younger years. Rob and I eventually had Jasper—our miracle—through IVF. But from the moment he arrived, I’ve worried. Worried about his health, his weight, his wellbeing, his feeding, his sleeping, everything. So far, I haven’t enjoyed being a mum. The most recent psychologist, the one the hospital recommended I see after an emotional home visit with a midwife, says it’s all normal. But then why is every second mum on Instagram posting adorable, happy snaps with captions like #mumlife and #blessed?
Jasper gives a little cry from his capsule in the back. Of course, the car has stopped moving and he has noticed. There’s never a moment of peace. I take out the pram and wrestle with it as though it’s some sort of wild crocodile. The shop assistants bang on about how easy this one or that one is to assemble. Every single pram I tried seemed to pinch my fingers or kick out onto my toes. I’ll master it someday. I strap Jasper in, as another mum does the same thing alongside me. 
‘Hey. First mothers’ group?’ she asks, her voice far too bright and cheery.
She has long blonde hair, styled into stunning waves that fall around her made-up face. How does she have time for that with a baby? I self-consciously play with the loose hairs falling from my messy mum-bun. 
‘Yep,’ I respond, trying to sound more confident than I feel. 
‘Me too. Can’t wait to meet everyone,’ she beams. ‘And their little bubbas,’ she adds and gushes at Jasper in his pram. ‘Who’s this little guy?’
A freshly painted nail tickles Jasper’s little foot. Painted nails. I rarely have time to brush my teeth or put on deodorant, let alone have a manicure. 
‘This is Jasper. I’m Marnie.’
The woman pulls me in for a hug and I’m completely taken by surprise. 
‘Sorry,’ she says as she pulls away, ‘I’m a hugger. My name’s Fleur and this is Mia.’ She lifts the hood on her pram and a bright-eyed, baby girl stares up at me. ‘I’ll see you in there.’
I finish packing the desert-island-survival-kit-for-babies into the bottom of my pram. Fleur trots away in her high-heeled wedges, but not before stopping for a selfie with Mia outside the centre. The way her gorgeous, floral wraparound dress fits makes it look like she has never given birth, at least not recently. I will myself not to be so judgemental or jealous. She seems lovely and she’s probably a nice person. Plus, I’m new to the area, so I need to be open to making friends. I lock the car and head inside. 
When I enter, there’s one seat remaining in a circle. It’s next to Fleur. She smiles and waves me over. There are six of us in total, each with a pram in tow. There’s also a much older woman sitting with a pile of leaflets and a doll on her lap. The room feels old. I imagine it’s barely had more than a lick of paint since us mothers were babies ourselves. Below a row of windows, there’s a bench with a few change mats. The change mats have yellowed over time, made obvious by their white undersides. Covering most of the walls are posters with curled up corners that show graphics and fonts from the old Microsoft Word Art and Clip Art. Those were the simple days, before graphic design was suddenly added to us teachers’ ever-growing list of necessary skills. There are a few pieces of play equipment in one corner. Opposite the windows are two doors. I guess they’re the offices they use for us to meet one-on-one with the nurses. The offices where I’ve been told they bombard you with questions and send you home with a hundred more questions of your own. 
‘Okay, I think we’re all here,’ the older woman says. ‘I’m Liz, your group’s facilitator and one of the local maternal health nurses. I recognise a few of you from some earlier appointments.’
I haven’t seen Liz before. But then, I also haven’t been here to the community centre with Jasper before now. A lovely nurse has been doing our check-ups at home, very aware of how much I struggle to leave the house. Getting here today is a monumental achievement. 
‘We’ll begin by going around the circle and introducing ourselves.’
Argh. I hate ice-breaker exercises like this. The school I worked at insisted that we do them with the kids on the first day of school. I could always feel their awkwardness and nerves as they tried to recite their name, favourite hobby and something they looked forward to while also maintaining a ‘cool’ image for their new classmates. Now, it’s my turn to feel awkward and nervous. I’m sure as hell not going to appear cool. I count my breaths again in my head. 
‘Tell us your name, your baby’s name and how old your baby is,’ Liz continues. ‘Let’s start with you.’ She turns to the woman to her immediate left and I’m flooded with relief knowing I don’t have to go first. 
A young-looking girl with beautiful red hair smiles shyly. ‘I’m Peyton and this is Lucas.’ She turns Lucas around on her lap so that we can see his little face. ‘He’s ten weeks old.’ Lucas has the same red hair as his mum and he smiles right on cue. 
Liz motions to the next woman in the circle.
The woman is breastfeeding. She has dark hair that’s braided messily down her back. ‘Hi, I’m Zara. And this little boob monster here is Tiana. She’s almost eight weeks old.’ Zara feeds with ease and confidence. Not like me. I’m constantly squirming and adjusting something, usually resulting in me flashing a nipple and squirting anyone who comes too close. 
Fleur is next, and she introduces twelve-week-old Mia, who turns out to be our oldest baby. I introduce Jasper and somehow I get through the sentence without my voice wavering. 
I turn to my left to see the next woman as she introduces herself. ‘I’m Amalia. This is Lila. She’s seven weeks old.’ Amalia speaks extremely softly and hides behind a curtain of her long, brown hair. 
The last woman introduces herself. ‘Hey, I’m Hanbi and this is nine-week-old Sienna.’ Hanbi oozes confidence and I’m immediately intimidated by her. Her black slacks and white buttoned shirt makes her look as though she came straight from the office. Surely nobody is back at work yet? I can barely manage a daily shower.
Liz runs through a whole lot of services available to us in the area and loads up our prams with handfuls of leaflets and freebies. I spy titles on brochures saying things like ‘Safe Sleeping’ and ‘Pets and Babies’ and inwardly sigh. More information to overload my already jam-packed brain. As if social media and Google aren’t enough, now I’ve got some good-old-fashioned reading to do to send my anxiety levels into a frenzy. 
‘So, for this session, our focus is on feeding. You don’t have to share anything, but this is an open discussion for you to talk about your feeding journey or ask any questions you may have about feeding your baby. Who would like to go first?’
I avoid eye contact with Liz. I’m certainly not keen on sharing my story, let alone speaking first. 
‘I will!’ Zara shouts, followed by a giggle. ‘Obviously I’m breastfeeding.’ She looks down at Tiana who’s still attached to her. ‘It hasn’t been totally smooth sailing, but you know ‘breast is best’ and whatever, so I kept at it, and now we’re doing great.’
I roll my eyes and hope no one notices. Breast is best. Three of the most deflating, damaging, dangerous words a mum can hear. Since having Jasper, I’ve learnt that there are about a million best ways to care for and raise your child, and every expert has a different reason why their way is best. It’s only been eight weeks, but my way is survival mode. I breastfeed, which I consider myself lucky to do. But I don’t always cope with it. Sometimes Rob will give a bottle of expressed milk if there’s any, or some formula. The nurse who visits me at home was quick to correct the saying and tell me ‘fed is best’, and that’s how I get by. Survival mode. 
It’s as if Liz reads my mind. ‘I’m so pleased you’ve been able to breastfeed, Zara.’ She turns to the group. ‘While nobody can deny the benefits of breastmilk, please don’t beat yourself up if you aren’t having the same experience. I disagree with the sentiment that ‘breast is best’. We want to support you in giving your child enough food so that they gain a healthy amount of weight, but it has to be what’s best for you and your family. Your health, especially your mental health, is most important.’ Hell yeah, Liz.
Zara blushes before flicking her braids behind her shoulder. 
‘However, Zara, you said you didn’t always find it easy. What strategies did you use to help with your breastfeeding?’
Zara sits up taller. ‘Well, for one, lactation cookies helped with my supply. I’ve got a great recipe if anyone wants it.’
‘What a load of crap.’ 
Everyone looks at Hanbi, a little shocked. The blunt outburst is so at odds with her sophisticated corporate look.
‘What?’ Hanbi shrugs. ‘I don’t believe those cookies work. They didn’t for me, anyway. Besides, I’m not always available to feed Sienna. Luckily, she loves a bottle.’
Zara strokes Tiana’s head as she continues to nuzzle at her breast. ‘My Tiana isn’t interested in a bottle.’
Hanbi purses her lips. 
I worry about how this group is going to make me feel each week. You hear about mothers’ groups that get competitive or bitchy. I hope that isn’t the case here. 
Liz cuts in before we have a full-on debate in our first session. ‘Any other tips, Zara?’
‘We also do a lot of skin-to-skin time and we co-sleep, which makes it easier for me to feed her on demand.’
Zara is like every Instagram meme about breastfeeding that makes me think I’m the world’s worst mother. I take comfort in the fact that no one else is nodding along. It’s not that I have an issue with her methods. I don’t. But breastfeeding isn’t easy or enjoyable for everyone. Co-sleeping isn’t everyone’s cup of tea, certainly not mine. My marriage is strained enough without adding a living physical barrier to the bed.
Liz steers the conversation in a more inclusive direction and almost everyone shares a tiny insight into the way they feed their babies. I’m relieved when I hear I’m not the only one mixed feeding. The only mum who doesn’t share with the group is Amalia. She listens quietly, rocking a sleeping Lila in her arms. 






  
  Chapter 3

Peyton


Lucas screams the entire way home from the community centre. I wish I’d stayed home. I’m relieved to pass him over to Mum when I walk in the front door.  
‘How was the first mothers’ group session?’ she asks and takes Lucas in her arms. ‘Shhh, shhh, shhh,’ she bounces him up and down. 
‘Boring, as expected. Should’ve stayed home to be honest.’ I grab a wine glass and an open bottle of chardonnay from the fridge. I’d much prefer a cider or vodka seltzer, but I’ll take whatever’s on offer in mum’s fridge. 
‘Bit early for that, isn’t it?’
The clock on the kitchen wall says 12:25.
I shrug. ‘It’s after midday. Besides, you said you’d have Lucas tonight so I could go out.’
Mum lets out an exasperated sigh. ‘Yes, of course I’ll watch him. Tonight. But he’s your responsibility until then.’
I wait for her to add the standard ‘I wish you’d grow up’ line that she so often uses, but it doesn’t come. I take my glass of wine to the table outside. Summer is finally living up to its name, and I need to get some colour into my pasty skin. Mum finds a shadier spot at the table and sits with a now calm Lucas in her arms. He always settles down for her, and a pang of jealousy shoots through me. 
The palms make shadows over the pool that I love spending my summers next to. I used to lay there sunbathing for hours on the lounges, reading magazines or listening to music. The doctor had only recently given me the all clear to go swimming again, and even though I can, there’s no time. I tried recently. Lucas fell asleep so I quickly put my bikini on and lathered myself in sunscreen. I love a tan, but I’m always strict with the sunscreen. Nothing worse than peeling skin, plus I don’t rate the leathery look older women sport in middle age. By the time I grabbed a towel and set up outside with a podcast, the monitor flashed and Lucas’ cries broke my peace. I haven’t bothered trying again.
‘So, tell me all about it. Were the other mums nice?’ Mum breaks my daydream.
‘Sure.’
‘Anyone you get along with especially?’
I shake my head. ‘Not really. They’re all much older than me and you know I don’t especially get along with other girls.’
I never had many girlfriends in school, either. I haven’t kept in contact with anyone from last year. But I suppose my life took an unusual turn compared to the rest of my graduating class. 
‘Well, you’re only nineteen. I’m not surprised you’re the youngest. But I’m sure there must be some other young mums that you can get to know there.’
I think about the group. Zara with her breastfeeding guilt trip. No thanks. Marnie looked Mum’s age. Pretty sure Hanbi came on her lunch break from work. Fleur was annoyingly cheerful and Amalia barely said a word.
‘Sure. Maybe.’ I lie. 
Lucas grizzles. 
‘He needs a feed,’ Mum says, looking down at him. 
I look at my empty wine glass. ‘Give him a bottle.’
‘Peyton!’
‘What?’ Of course I know what. I’m being lazy and bratty, but I don’t want to parent twenty-four seven. It’s hard.
‘I don’t care if you don’t want to breastfeed your child.’ She glances at my wine glass, disapproval written all over her face. ‘But you will feed your child. Get the bottle yourself, and you can take him inside for it.’
After storming inside, I warm up a bottle of formula. I know I’m acting like a spoiled teenager. I suppose I am a spoiled teenager. Knocked up at eighteen by a guy who wants nothing to do with me. I couldn’t bring myself to terminate the pregnancy, and Mum and Dad offered to help me out. They said I was welcome to keep living here and they’d support me and my baby. I don’t regret having Lucas. But I can’t help but feel sorry for myself some days when I see pictures on social media of old friends partying, moving away for uni and travelling the world. 
Mum brings Lucas inside and I take him from her and sit on the couch. I stare at him as he guzzles from the bottle eagerly. His green eyes are bright, like the father he’ll never know, but the rest of him is me. He has my red hair, lots of it already, and pale skin. Mum keeps showing me photos of me at Lucas’ age and the resemblance is incredible. 
‘Are you having anymore?’ Mum holds up my wine glass. 
I look back down at Lucas and my insides feel warm in a way that alcohol can’t make me feel. ‘No, thanks.’ 
I stay on the couch for the next two hours as Lucas finishes his bottle, and he sleeps in my arms. I watch his adorable, pouty, little lips move as he breathes in and out. It’s not summer in Ibiza, but it’s pretty damn satisfying. 

      ***Mum has been worried about me since I had Lucas. She’s been on my back about reconnecting with school friends or joining different groups to make new friends. I’ve never had a best friend. At school, I mostly played sports or hung out with the guys. I knew they found me attractive, and I liked the attention they gave me. The girls tended to not like me for all the same reasons. When one of those boys got me pregnant at the end of the school year, I was damaged goods. I did my exams and then basically vanished off the face of the earth. 
If I ask Mum to watch Lucas, she basically pushes me out the door every time hoping that the shopping trip or night out will be the time I find a friend, a boyfriend or anyone willing to talk to a nineteen-year-old mum living with her parents. 
I hadn’t made any plans specifically for tonight, but I knew I’d be keen for a drink after the mothers’ group session. I only went because Mum wouldn’t stop nagging me, but a part of me hoped maybe there’d be another mum there that I could start a friendship with. From first glance, I don’t think there is. But Liz gave out some freebies, and I learnt a few things, so I’ll give it another go.
The cricket club always has a social night on a Thursday after training. I used to go with my family when my brother played. He lives interstate now, but I still like to go to matches on the weekend and some social nights. I know I can go down there, have a drink with the locals, and forget about everything else. I haven’t been since I fell pregnant though. How would I explain why I wasn’t drinking?
I hook my breast pump up to both sides and hold it in place with a crop top so I can do my hair and makeup at the same time. I’m glad I didn’t have that second glass of wine earlier so I can actually use this liquid gold—pouring it down the sink is painful. I scroll through Spotify trying to find some tunes to drown out the rhythmic humming of the pump. Noughties Top Hits—that’ll do. ‘Independent Women’ by Destiny’s Child comes through the Bluetooth speaker in the bathroom. How fitting. 
I bottle up the milk I’ve collected. It should be enough to get Lucas through until tomorrow, when I’m sober enough to give him the real thing. Man, I’m sick of counting my drinks. Isn’t nine months sober long enough? I should be entering my peak partying phase, not recording my drinks in some safety app. Although I stopped doing that after a few weeks and grabbed a tin of formula. Judge away, but I’m nineteen. 
Ignoring my ugly maternity bra, I put on a hot lacy one and stuff it with breast pads—less hot. Then I throw on a high-waisted mini skirt and cute crop. I’ve always been athletic, and pregnancy didn’t slow me down. I quite enjoy seeing the surprise on someone’s face when I tell them I have a newborn baby and they see this body. Admiring my outfit in the mirror, I do a little twirl. I’m happy with it. 
I grab my purse and keys out of the nappy backpack, and they join my phone in a little shoulder bag. So nice to leave the house without carrying half of Baby Bunting on my back. 
Mum is feeding Lucas the pumped milk. Well, trying to. He’s dozing off and not drinking. 
I sneak over. ‘Goodnight, my handsome boy.’ I give him a peck on his forehead. ‘Thanks Mum, see ya.’ I kiss her on the cheek.
‘Don’t be too late, Peyton. I’m not home in the morning and Lucas doesn’t understand sleep ins.’
I roll my eyes. ‘Yes, Mum.’
When I get to the cricket club, it’s still light. Thank you daylight savings! The sun sinks slowly on the other side of the oval. It’s a warm night, so most people are out on the deck of the clubhouse having a drink. I grab a cider and sit at a high table with a group of older guys. They’ve all known me since I was a kid, and they all know I want to sit here, people watch and enjoy a few drinks. It’s what I love about coming here. I can take my spot at a table, and I don’t have to make conversation. No pretending to be someone else. I can relax. 
A few of the guys smile and mutter hello as I take a seat, but otherwise, they continue their own conversations. My cold drink creates a ring of water on the table that seeps onto a flyer. I pick it up and shake off the drops that have stained one corner. Fluoro Night, the flyer reads. I shake my head. So lame. The club is always hosting themed nights to raise money. There’s always a small entry fee, and then people donate food and prizes, and they draw you in with the promise of one free, fancy drink. 
‘Sounds fun, right?’
I look up from the flyer. It’s Bree. Her brother is the same age as mine and they played together from juniors until recently. We used to hang out during every match and at every social event, but not so much anymore. We’re different. I like drinking, dressing up and boys. She likes reading, studying and being boring. I’m surprised to see her out on a uni night, and she looks different. It’s been a while, but she’s ditched the daggy jeans and polo for clothes I’d almost consider wearing myself. She looks...pretty. 
‘Bree, hey. Yeah, standard fundraiser, I guess. I haven’t seen you in ages.’ 
‘I haven’t been at the club in a while. Quit uni, did some travelling, and now I’m back. Hashtag-new-me or whatever.’
I inwardly cringe. I hate when people use hashtags in conversation. 
‘So, are you going to come Saturday then?’ she asks.
I look back at the flyer. Shit, it’s this weekend. I wonder if Mum will have Lucas again so soon. Maybe if I tell her I’ve made a friend she’ll agree. 
‘Yeah, maybe.’
Bree jumps up and down and squeals. Such an overreaction. ‘Yay! Well, don’t forget your fluoro outfit. We’ll catch up properly then.’
I put the flyer back on the table, away from the pool of water my glass has made. Clearly I’m not drinking it fast enough if the ice is melting this quickly. I down the rest without taking a breath and go inside to the bar. 
The thought of hanging out with Bree, even if she has changed, isn’t super enticing. But then, spending Saturday night with a baby attached to my boob isn’t that much better. I’ll ask Mum tomorrow. 
The bar inside is getting busier now that more people have knocked off work. I take my spot in line while I scroll through Instagram. Not looking where I’m going, I bump into the guy in front of me. 
He turns around. 
I glance up for a split second and put my hand up. ‘Sorry,’ I murmur. 
Then I look up again quickly, giving him a full body double take. This guy earned his double take. He is hot. I’ve never seen him at the club before. He’s tall, broad and, from the way his muscles look in his cricket training gear, he’s fit. He has dark hair with sprinkles of grey and the most stunning green eyes. I’d guess he’d be in his thirties or maybe (looking exceptionally good) early forties. His skin is bronzed from the sun, and there are tan lines at his ankles where his socks usually are.
‘No worries,’ he says and smiles. 
My face warms. That smile, wow. I silently thank the concealer that’s hiding my red cheeks right now.
Jake, the bartender, grabs his attention, and he turns away from me. He takes his beer and heads outside. I watch him a little too closely. My eyes planted firmly on his tight ass and toned calves.
‘Peyton.’ Jake is tapping his hand on the bar. 
‘Sorry, another cider. Thanks Jake.’
I go back to my spot at the table. It’s cooler now, so a couple of the gas heaters around us have fired up. I watch the people around me, like I always do. There are the mums sipping their wines between telling off their tired kids who want to go home. The guys standing around are discussing the upcoming match and team selection. The hot guy from the bar is with the captain of the firsts and a couple of other players. He’s shaking their hands, as though he’s just meeting them. They all wear the same navy training gear, so I wonder if today was his first session. That’d explain why I’ve never seen him before. 
If he’s new here, what better way to meet people than a social function? I glance at the flyer on the table. Hanging out with Bree might not be that tempting, but seeing this guy again is. I put the flyer in my bag, sit back and enjoy my evening free of nappies, milk and a crying baby.  







