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My other half

There was a worm on the picnic table. It wriggled and twisted and one moment it went all long and skinny and the next it was fat and short in its attempt to get away.

"Yech, where did you get that?" Josie pulled a face.

"In the grass over there." Kyle picked the worm up between thumb and forefinger. It stretched into a long pink snake. He held it up before his face. The last rays of sunlight gilded his hazel eyes, his blond mop of hair and sparse stubble and pimples on his chin. "Did you know that when you cut worm in half both parts become new animals?"

"That’s not true. I learnt that in biology all the way back in year seven. Imagine if they cut you in half. Would parts live on? I don’t think so. Put it back in the grass."

But Kyle dug in his pocket and unfolded his Swiss knife, one of those with scissors and can openers, screwdrivers and other things that looked cool. He put the worm down and hesitated between the big knife, the small knife and the scissors.

Josie just managed to draw her hand away as the big knife descended on the wood. The two worm-halves jumped and wriggled away.

Kyle grinned. "See?"

"That’s cruel." Josie got up from the picnic bench. The wind had died down and only gently stirred locks of flaxen hair. A few fishermen stood on the dusk-lit beach, staring at their lines trailing into the surf. Moonlight scattered jewels over the water. 

Kyle came to stand behind her, enfolding her in his arms. "Isn’t it pretty?"

Josie sighed. To the left, the lighthouse blinked on top of the bluff, casting beams of light into the purple dusk. 

Eagle Bay. In her eighteen years, she had known no other home. And tomorrow she would leave, to go to University.

Kyle brushed her hair aside and kissed the soft skin in her neck in a melancholy way that told her he knew what she was thinking. "You’ll be back on weekends, and there’ll be holidays, and when you finish, you’ll open a practice in Eagle Bay and you’ll never leave."

Tears pricked uncomfortably in Josie’s eyes. If only things were that simple. She had seen it happen so many times before. Most kids who went to University in the city never came back. "I’m afraid, Kyle."

"Afraid of what?"

"That it will change me and that somehow . . ." No, the thought of never coming back was too horrid to contemplate.

"You love me, don’t you?"

"Of course I do."

Kyle held a balled fist in front of her. "Then take this."

"What’s that?"

"Hold out your hand."

She did and he dropped something in her palm. One half of the worm. It thrashed around and for a moment did look like it was still alive. He must have given her the head. "Take it. One for me, one for you." He held out his other hand where the other half curled and twisted in his palm, also looking alive. "Two halves make a whole. Look after it when you’re at Uni, and think about me." 

Josie shivered, but put the worm in her pocket anyway. Weird and sinister, but a strangely romantic idea. 

Kyle stroked her face. "Now no more tears. Let’s go for a walk on the beach."

*   *   *

Josie remembered it like yesterday. The sand between their toes, the surf playing around their ankles. They had walked to the next depression in the dunes where the crickets of summer sang their monotonous songs. Kyle’s fumbling hands had pulled her shirt over her head, and his. His board shorts fell into the sand while he pushed her skirt up. The condom, that was tricky business because no amount of sex education really told you how to put one on so it didn’t come off halfway through the fun, but they must have got it right because nothing ever came of it.

The next day, Josie’s parents had driven her to the city. She never told anyone she cried that night and many of the following nights, alone in a small and dark room in a college where she knew no one. The worm thrived in a jar of sand on the diet of food scraps. Sometimes she would take it out and let it crawl on her hand; she could stare at it for hours. One end pointy, the other blunt, where it missed its other half.

*   *   *

The coach stopped at the general store and Josie jumped down the steps. The tang of the ocean hit her face, the wind, the smell of the take-away shop down the road and Kyle’s arms. His lips didn’t give her the opportunity for words. Smothered her with kisses. "I missed you, I missed you so much."

"Kyle!" She kissed him back, but pushed his questing hands away from the gap between her jeans and her shirt. They were in the middle of the street, in front of the shop for goodness sake. What possessed him? She had only been gone three weeks.

Only when the bus had emptied and the driver closed the door did Kyle release her. He shook his head. "I’ve waited so long to do that. Must have been the longest weeks in my life."

"I missed you, too." But inside her, a seed of guilt grew. Since her classes had started, she had been too busy to think about home. Last week, someone had invited her to join the drama group, and the university had tennis courts which students could use for free, and then there was the pool, the library . . . So much she had never known existed, so much yet to discover.

She slung her bag over her shoulder and they walked towards her house, hand in hand. 

"So . . ." Kyle grinned. "Is it true
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