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      Wedding bells are ringing . . . but not for them.

      Katrina Lee just can’t catch a break. She’s single, failing to mingle, and spending precious weekends surrounded by blissfully happy newlyweds-to-be. It’s just an occupational hazard of working for The Wedding Elves. Another hazard? Her sister’s new business partner, whose first job as co-owner seems to be putting her off guys for good.

      Liam Donovan left Melbourne, determined to start a new life in Perth. He never dreamed this would mean working with the sour-faced woman he met at an old friend’s wedding, let alone falling for her. Now he’s caught between the man-in-charge he wants to be and the pathetic loser he swore to leave behind.

      The Guy from the Wedding is a sweet enemies-to-lovers workplace romance, set in the world of Somerville Downs.

      

      Content advisory: Alcohol use and references to toxic relationship dynamics, betrayal and infidelity.
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      For the imperfect ones, the anxious ones, the overthinkers; those who try every day to be a better version of themselves.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Katrina

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A humid Saturday evening in late January

      

      

      I am single and ready to mingle.

      That’s how you say it, right? It sounds so clichéd, but it’s the truth.

      I’m a year out of a dead-end relationship with a guy who didn’t respect me. A year out of that grimy house in the middle of nowhere that he, no doubt, still shares with his brothers. And while we’re at it, I’m also a year out of that soul-destroying job at a planet-destroying corporation. Go me!

      I’m twenty-seven years old, in the prime of my life, and tonight I’m mingling with the who’s-who of Perth at an old friend’s wedding. Granted, some of them might be on my old employer’s board of directors, but I don’t think they’d even know who I am. When I woke up this morning, I decided nothing would get me down today.

      So, did I complain about the sweltering walk from my city apartment to this swanky hotel? Nope.

      Does it bother me that coming to this wedding alone means they stuck me at the leftovers table? No. Well, not much. It would have been nicer to not get shoved between a bored woman with a book and some tie-less guy who smells like he bathed in cologne. But dinner tasted good, and the view through the floor to ceiling windows is amazing. See? I’m doing great.

      I wasn’t even offended by that rich old lady in a pillbox hat, who asked me to refill her champagne, as if I’m not all dressed up and most definitely looking like a guest.

      There no reason to get bothered by anything here. This hotel is lavish. This wedding reception takes up the entire fifth-floor ballroom, full of the city’s wealthiest all swanning around, dancing, drinking, and spilling out onto the balcony.

      Between the linen-covered tables, heavy silverware, explosions of flowers, selfie stands, chocolate fountain, and more false eyelashes than you’ll find in a doll factory, you might assume my old childhood bestie is marrying into money.

      And you’d be right.

      Sarah Crabb’s gaggle of bridesmaids shuffle past the dessert buffet, with her tucked neatly among them. They weave past the crowd of people swarming the dance floor like a choreographed flock of birds. One of the event’s two photographers ushers them out to the balcony. It’s their fourth session of posed shots today.

      Meanwhile, I’m standing here by a tower of fig and feta tarts, torn between having another and giving into the lingering voice of my ex-boyfriend who always had something to say when I ate more than he thought I should.

      But it’s fine. Snapping photos of this big ice sculpture is a good enough distraction, as is counting all the ways today could have gotten me down if I let them.

      In case you were wondering, I did top up Mrs Pillbox-Hat’s champagne glass. She looked so eager and the bottle was right there, and it would have been wrong to make a fuss about it on someone’s special day.

      “Excuse me.”

      A guy bumps my shoulder—hard. I bite back a cry of pain and zero in on the clumsy jerk, spotting messy brown hair and a charcoal jacket beelining for the exit. He could have been anyone, considering the number of charcoal suits in attendance, but I’m pretty sure that was Captain Cologne from my table. He’s been getting on my nerves all evening—figures he’d try to one-up his own efforts before the night is over.

      Shall I count the ways here too? Let’s see . . . He didn’t make room in the lift when people wanted to get in. Over dinner, he interrupted the person on his left five times and the person on his right (me!) four. He ignored someone two seats away who asked him to pass the salt. And apparently he’s now barging around the ballroom, bumping into people.

      What a shame. Dishevelled hair, blue eyes, nice smile, tinge of pink in his fair cheeks, and well-dressed even without a tie—he’d be cute if he wasn’t so obnoxious. I may be single and ready to mingle, but just not with him.

      The bridal party disperses outside. I try to catch my old friend’s eye, but she doesn’t see me. It’s not that I expected to be showered in attention while she’s busy getting married, but she’s barely given me a sideways look all night. Does she even know I’m here? Does she even care?

      It was different when we were kids. Next-door neighbours, same age, same school, same hobbies, both shy ducklings who were dorky enough to get matching haircuts. She was my best friend when I was too young to even know what that meant. Katrina Lee and Sarah Crabb, practically twins, thick as thieves.

      And then she moved. And then we lost touch.

      And look at her now—an elegant, confident, lace-covered swan marrying the love of her life.

      And look at me now. Single for a year after a failed relationship. Living with my sister in our parents’ apartment. Also working for my sister after not being able to find a job anywhere else. And currently walking by myself around a metre-high swan whose face has started melting off.

      And now I’m being a huge downer. Sorry, this happens sometimes.

      Okay, deep breath, reset.

      Where was I? Oh, yes. Ahem . . .

      Nothing will get me down today. I’m single and ready to mingle.

      I order a non-alcoholic sparkling rosé with a rosella flower infusion, and catch my reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Shoulders back, champagne flute in hand, I’m the picture of elegance and confidence—yes, more positive thinking! This green handkerchief dress suits me, and I made the right choice putting my dark hair up in this messy bun.

      My phone buzzes. Group chat lights up.

      
        
          
            
              
        NESS KWAN: I'm bored, someone say something.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I just walked 4 times around an ice sculpture to get a good angle for a pic. Living the dream?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BEC LAM: How's Sarah, Kat?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: No idea. She looks amazing but I haven't been able to say hi. Bet she doesn't even know I'm here

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LI-XIA XU: You RSVPed. Of course she knows

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Not sure why she even invited me. It's not like we've been talking all these years

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NESS KWAN: Were you mean to her when you were kids? Maybe she'll all HOW'D YOU LIKE ME NOW

      

      

      

      
        
          
        LIX-XIA XU: Ness, we talked about this

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BEC LAM: Ness don’t even

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NESS KWAN: I'M KIDDING, GOSH. This is literally the plot of the book I'm working on. But with werewolves. I'm sure Sarah just missed you, Katty.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wander the party like a well-dressed zombie, dreaming of going home to crawl under the couch cushions. If I could just say hi to the bride, I could also say bye, and try to salvage the rest of my Saturday night. But the only sign of the bridal party now are two bridesmaids on the dance floor, lip-synching to Lady Gaga’s Poker Face. Sarah Crabb is nowhere to be found.

      Giggling ladies free up the selfie station behind me. When in Rome, right? I don the giant plastic sunglasses and send a snap to my friends. Bec’s reply comes back like lightning.

      
        
          
            
              
        BEC LAM: Dress looks fab on you! What's the reception like? I need inspo, girl!

      

      

      

      

      

      I send a panoramic shot of the whole ballroom, with a comment about how the table flowers might work for her wedding in April.

      
        
          
            
              
        NESS KWAN: Shouldn't you be on the dance floor?

      

      

      

      

      

      By myself? Yeah, right. But while I type my all-caps NOPE, Maroon 5’s Moves Like Jagger blasts through the speakers. My foot starts tapping all on its own, almost as if to spite me. It’s my song.

      Why was my first instinct to say no? There’s nothing wrong with dancing by yourself. I wouldn’t judge anyone for it, so why do I feel like I can’t just get out there and have some fun?

      Sure, when I was with Michael, having fun by myself felt like a no-no. But I’m not with him anymore—and for exactly three-hundred-and-sixty-five days, I haven’t been with him. This is my song, here and now. That’s gotta mean something, right?

      I put away my phone and let my feet lead me where I belong.

      As I approach the packed dance floor, the writhing crowd seems to part, opening a path to the centre—definitely a sign. While fake smoke rises from under the DJ table, the heat and rhythm swallow me, and that no instinct fades to nothing. I’m good here.

      Better than good—I’m fantastic! I should do this more often, maybe take myself out to nightclubs just to dance. I haven’t been out clubbing in years. Not since Michael, not even after we broke up.

      Moments later, a gorgeous guy in a black dinner suit taps my shoulder. Tan complexion, piercing blue eyes, and soft, curly, dark blond hair—looks about my age and is definitely not from my table, but who says there aren’t other singles here, scattered among the guests?

      Mr Dinner-Suit opens his mouth, then hesitates with the sweetest smile. My heart was already racing from moving to the music, but it kicks up a notch now. He’s going to ask me to dance! Maybe it’ll lead somewhere, like with me not going home tonight.

      That’s okay, right? I’m a grown woman, unattached. I can have fun if I want to. Could this be it? Is this where my new dating chapter begins?

      He holds out his phone and I freeze. Surely he’s not asking for my number already? I don’t even know his name.

      “Excuse me,” he says, politely. “Would you mind taking a photo of us please?”

      Us?

      He steps aside. A stunning redhead in a long emerald one-shoulder gown hovers behind him.

      “Please?” She implores me with her flawlessly pomaded eyebrows. My heart sinks. If I tried doing my brows like that, I’d look like Bert from Sesame Street. “It’s our six-month anniversary, and this is the first time we’ve gotten dressed up and gone dancing.”

      Look at them. A picture-perfect happy couple celebrating six months together.

      And look at me. Suddenly unable to hear the music. My body feels flushed, and it’s not from dancing. Of course someone like him would be with someone like her.

      “No problem.” My face hurts already from the smile I give her. She leans forward and, as she hands over her boyfriend’s phone, I get a better look at her face. Her eyebrows aren’t made up at all. They’re natural and perfect.

      The gorgeous couple strike poses between camera flashes. So in synch, like they rehearsed this. Are they actually celebrities I’m not cool enough to know about? Is Sarah Crabb now hobnobbing with the famous as well as the rich? I’m happy for them, honest. My stomach twists with every blink of the screen, but I really am happy for them.

      The redhead flicks over the shots I took. “Hey, these are really good. Are you a professional photographer?”

      “Me? No, I just get a lot of practice at work.”

      “What kind of work do you do?”

      “Freaking awesome photos, Lara!” Another woman pops her head over Mr Dinner-Suit’s shoulder, then looks at me with wide, striking green eyes framed by babydoll lashes. “Did you take those?” she asks me. “Would you take one of me and my boyfriend too, please? We asked his uncle, and ended up with a selfie of his face!”

      Before I know it, I’m fielding more photo requests from blisteringly happy couples. I consider taking some bad ones in the hope of breaking this cycle I seem to be stuck in. But I can’t. Everyone looks so happy when they see the end result. My face is really aching now.

      At last, the Grease Megamix explodes from the speakers. Everyone cheers like they haven’t heard it a thousand times at every school ball, dinner dance, river cruise, wedding, and corporate party in Perth. But hey, I’m not complaining. It’s my chance to slip away, back to safety by the feta and fig tarts, and the ice sculpture that’s well and truly descending into melted madness.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: You won't believe what just happened

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BEC LAM: You met someone?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        LI-XIA XU: You met someone!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NESS KWAN: Clickbait me harder, Kat!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: One mother of all messages coming up. Just let me get a drink

      

      

      

      

      

      I order another rosé and hurry back to my table, deliberately avoiding eye contact with Captain Cologne, who’s in his seat with a loaded dessert plate and a glass of bronze liquid. I don’t know how many of those he’s put away, and I don’t care. He still smells like he bathed in fragrance.

      Keeping my distance, I sip my drink and get to writing. All the while, he’s in the corner of my eye, watching me until I acknowledge him with a polite smile, hoping he’ll go away.

      “Some night, huh?” he says, as someone else joins us. I double down on my text, preparing to shut out whatever conversation they’re about to have. “These tarts are nice, hey,” he says, loudly, a point to his tone.

      This time I look up. There’s no one else with us. He must be talking to me.

      Smile, nod, look away. He’s bound to take the hint.

      But he doesn’t. Instead, he leans across the seats between us while I try to ignore him. “You know, you’ll miss out on the best parts of your life if you spend it glued to your phone,” he says.

      Is this guy for real? The words leave my mouth before I second guess. “Well, if sitting here with a sweaty drunk is one of the best parts of life, then no thank you.”

      “Nice. I bet you’re an expert on winning friends and influencing people.”

      “And you’re welcome to get lost anytime, mate.”

      “Excellent.” He stands up, one hand on the back of the chair next to him. He’s obviously lost count of his drinks too. “I wish I could say it was nice meeting you. Hope you find the kind of night you seem to be looking for.”

      Plate and glass in hand, he saunters away, like this was some mic-drop moment he’ll tell his gross friends about tomorrow. Assuming he even remembers. He doesn’t seem that drunk, but he’s definitely put away a few, and while I could convince myself he could be a good guy sober, I’m not that gullible anymore. Alcohol only amplifies who we really are, and Captain Cologne doesn’t seem like someone who’s worth my time.

      I said nothing would get me down today, but what I should have done was promise myself was not to let anything get me down. That includes hanging around certain people in certain places when I’d rather be somewhere else.

      Hooray for Sarah Crabb, but I haven’t talked to her in almost twenty years and it doesn’t look like that’ll change tonight. If I’m honest, she’s the only reason I’m still here five hours later, while I have so many reasons to just leave. A cool shower, my pyjamas, some guilty pleasure on TV, comfort baking for tomorrow’s high tea and, most of all, no rude strangers giving me a hard time while I’m minding my own business.

      With that in mind, I grab my purse and head for the door, pretending not to see Mrs Pillbox-Hat holding an empty glass my way. Captain Cologne’s now at the bar, about to make pointless small-talk with the pair of blondes one seat over.

      Good luck to them. If I never see him again, it’ll be too soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Liam

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A humid Saturday night in late January

      

      

      The nerve of that woman. I was just trying to be friendly. We’re at a social event, after all.

      But no, this Debbie Downer’s clearly missed the memo. Earlier, when the bookish lady at our table asked if she had any hobbies, she just shrugged and replied, “Not really.”

      Seriously, every time I’ve looked over, her lips are pursed like she’s trying to hide a lemon wedge in her mouth. That’s when she’s not staring daggers at me like I’ve insulted her mother. But hey, maybe I’m just not the type who attends a wedding to sit around and sulk.

      I shouldn’t judge. She could be an angry, jilted ex-girlfriend of Brodie’s who reckons she missed out on a catch, and only came to make it look like she doesn’t mind.

      Figures someone like that would bite my head off for trying to be nice. I should have seen it coming. Like I should have seen a lot of things coming over the last few months.

      But tonight isn’t for wallowing in regrets. I’m at one of the flashest parties I’ve ever been to in my life, guests are cheering and laughing and swarming the dance floor, and I almost got tangled in the ribbons trailing from helium balloons a bunch of kids are running around with. Twice.

      Make that three times. Maybe I’ll hang out by the bar until their sugar high wears off.

      Two blonde women sit nearby. I recognise them from earlier in the evening, when one smiled at me like she was interested. She smiles again when I sit, but her friend approaches me first.

      “Excuse me, you look familiar,” she says. “Are you an associate of Brodie Reuben’s?”

      “Uh, no,” I reply. “Just a mate from primary school.”

      “So you’re not the Head of Finance at Reuben Logistics?”

      “No, I just got in from Melbourne last night. And corporate’s not my thing anymore.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Were you the one who arranged the groom’s Argyle membership?”

      “His what?”

      “Um, never mind.” The women exchange glances and get up. Before they head off to the far end of the bar, I catch the words probably no one and doesn’t even own a tie before their voices get eaten up by party music.

      Forget Debbie Downer. I shouldn’t have come tonight. Brodie and I haven’t spoken since we were nine. From what I’ve gathered, the guests who aren’t connected in some way to Reuben Logistics are still part of some local elite world that does not include me. Not sure I even want to be part of it if wearing my shirt open-collared means I’m not worth sitting next to.

      This is not how I pictured my new life in Perth.

      “All by yerself, are ya? No way for a strapping young lad to spend a party.” A pink-nosed old man walks up behind me. He takes the next barstool over and starts rasping. I mean, talking.

      At some point, I lose track of whether he’s talking to me or at me. Then the song changes to some Ariana Grande track, and he leans close, one hand on my shoulder and boozy breath in my face. Something on him smells like my step-mum’s linen cupboard. “I can’t stand this song,” he grizzles. “Y’ever see The Sound of Music, mate? Now, Julie Andrews, she was a stunner!”

      “Uncle Barney!” comes a voice over the din. It’s uncannily familiar, even though the last time I heard it, neither of us had gone through puberty yet. My old friend Brodie arrives, looking like a million bucks. “Been looking for you. Auntie Jessamyne says she’s got a plate of dessert waiting.”

      “What, and soak up all this fine spirit? How’m I s’posed to have a good time?” Uncle Barney winks. “Just kidding, lad. It’s a fine party ya mum’s put on.” He points at the last fig and feta tart on my plate. “Ya gonna eat that, champ?”

      “Let me help you up, Uncle.”

      “No need. I may be old, but there’s still a lotta life in me. Just ask yer Auntie Jessamyne.” Uncle Barney wheezes a laugh and gets to his feet, elbowing my shoulder and chuckling to himself as he walks off.

      Brodie sighs, one hand clapped on the back of his head. “There’s always one at every event, and somehow it’s always Uncle Barney. Sorry about him,” he says with an embarrassed smile.

      “Can’t say it wasn’t enlightening,” I say. “I’m now full bottle on what old men thought about women when they were our age.”

      “Sounds about right.” Brodie laughs and slaps my back. Something about it puts me on edge. It’s too chummy, reminds me suddenly of the people I flew here to get away from. But I keep that smile on my face. It’s the guy’s wedding day, after all. “It’s good to see you, Liam Donovan,” Brodie adds. “You still go by that, right? How the heck are ya?”

      “Oh, you know, getting on.” I shrug away the details. I don’t owe him a story. “How about yourself? I hear congratulations are in order. Not sure where I got that idea from.”

      “Right? Who would’ve thought a pigtail-pulling turd like me would finally clean up, hey?” Brodie chuckles and looks me up and down. “But look at you, mate. Sharp as a cut diamond. I’m so stoked you made it.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world, mate. You throw quite a party.”

      “All credit to Mum.”

      “Anything for her only son.”

      “Son and daughter-in-law now.” Brodie lowers his voice. “Just between us, Sarah and I would have been just as happy eloping to avoid the fuss. But we couldn’t do that to Mum. You remember what she’s like.”

      “Weren’t we the only two on the soccer team with hand-embroidered socks?”

      “Oh God . . .” He covers his eyes. “I’d forgotten about that. Monogrammed with our initials, how embarrassing.”

      The music changes tempo and a bigger crowd gathers on the dance floor now. Brodie glances over his shoulder, chewing his lip, then turns back to me. “Get out of here for a bit? I could use a breather.”

      “Like, the balcony?”

      “Like, follow me. Leave your drink.”

      We slip out and head through the quiet foyer, past an expensive couch and into a lift. He taps a card from his pocket against a sensor and hits a button with a big number on it.

      The doors part on an open-air terrace, looking out over Elizabeth Quay—a rooftop bar, dimly lit, full of plants, and Latin jazz playing quietly from hidden speakers, while large standing fans shift the still and humid air. Two patrons sit at sunloungers, and a group of three hang around a high table, talking and moving gently to the beat. We get to the bar. A lone guy in a white jumpsuit looks up briefly before turning back to his phone and an elaborate looking cocktail.

      “Whisky, right?” Brodie asks. He orders two, and the bartender addresses him by name. Brodie smiles nervously, likely noticing the surprise on my face.

      “Mum got us this Argyle club thing as a wedding gift,” he tells me, handing over the card he used in the lift. “It gets us into some fancy venues around town. When I was in uni, Dad’s business really took off, and our lives became . . . well, you saw what downstairs was like. Cheers, mate. To old friends.”

      I raise my glass, leaning on instinct to know how to respond. “And new beginnings.”

      The night air is warm and muggy. We sit at a U-shaped sofa surrounded on three sides by greenery spilling out of tall wood-panelled planter boxes. City lights glow against thickening clouds above.

      “What a night!” Brodie reclines, resting one leg on a long cushion. “Bet this place isn’t how you remember it, huh?”

      “To be honest, my memories of Perth are hazy at best.” I refrain from saying I prefer it this way, that thinking about the past just distracts me from the future I should be focusing on. We don’t need to go that deep.

      “You still play soccer?” he asks.

      “Not since we moved. You?”

      “Nah. Things changed once we got to high school. Everyone we used to hang out with went their separate ways.” Brodie shrugs and clinks my glass. “What’s your story? What happened after you moved?”

      “You know, life. Mum and Dad split up not long after we got settled. Mum moved back to Finland to take care of my grandmother.”

      “Oh yeah, Mum mentioned that. Must have been hard when she moved away.”

      “It was at first. Then Dad and I started moving around for his work, so there was always something on the go. Plus, Mum kept in touch all the time. No matter where we went, there’d always be something from her waiting in the mailbox when we moved in. Dad kept a stash of phone cards in the house so I could call her whenever. They went all-out to make sure I had everything I needed. Even Dad’s new wife, my step-mum Claire, pitched in too. We did all right; it wasn’t as bad as you’d think.”

      I shut my mouth. I didn’t mean to share so much, not with this guy I haven’t spoken to in almost two decades. He catches me up on his school years, we toast to family, and take in the view.

      “So what’s the deal these days?” Brodie asks. “You got a girlfriend?”

      “Not anymore. That’s sort of what moved me here.”

      “Moved, like for good?” He grins. “You’re living here now? Hey, if you need a job, I can hook you up.”

      “Hang on, I haven’t even told you what I do.”

      “I don’t care. We’ll find you something. Dad’s looking for people all the time.”

      “Actually, I’m all set up, but thanks.” I tell him. I’ve heard this kind of talk before. Big promises, big energy, all with a drink in hand. It isn’t worth its weight. But if I’m sounding curt, Brodie barely notices.

      “You still got family here? Friends?”

      “Not anymore.”

      He nods. “Well, you’re in my city now, so I’ll be your friend. Let’s go out sometime. I’ll introduce you to the boys.”

      Maybe Perth wasn’t a drastic enough move. “You don’t have to do that, man. I’m sure you’ve got enough to deal with.”

      “Nonsense. It’s the least I can do. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that favour you did me that summer before you left.” He winks and punches my shoulder. “I still owe you.”

      “What favour?”

      “Ha-ha, exactly.” He taps the side of his nose while his phone buzzes in his pocket. He checks it and gives a fatigued sigh before sipping more of his drink. “That’s my cue to go. Stay up here if you want. I’ll let the bartender know you’re on my tab.”

      “Thanks, man. I’ll finish this and head down.” I stand up with him.

      Brodie bumps my fist. “It was so good catching up with you, mate. Give me your number—we’ll hang out.”

      A hundred excuses cross my mind. I shouldn’t have shared that bit about my family. That kind of thing is personal, and must have signalled to him that I’m interested in being friends. But new friends are the last thing I want to deal with right now, especially after what happened with my old friends.

      Brodie can’t be for real, offering me a job, suggesting we hang out, just like that. I’m practically a stranger to him now. And all that talk about a favour—what kind of favours do nine-year-olds do for each other that would warrant lifelong loyalty?

      It’s more likely that my old mate’s just a big talker, puffing himself up to feel good about his new Argyle Experience lifestyle. High-flying Brodie playing humble, inviting his long-lost childhood friend to his wedding just to prove how far he’s come. Even if he had my number, my email address, and the address of where I end up renting, I don’t expect to hear from him again after tonight.

      He whips out his phone. Fine, I’ll play along with the charade. It’s his wedding after all. He buttons his jacket as he leaves, and chats briefly with the bartender on his way out.

      A big fat raindrop lands on the back of my neck and finds its way past my collar. I rub at it before sitting back down, and notice my hands are shaking. I’m not sure why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Katrina

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A rainy Saturday night in late January

      

      

      This freakish summer rain comes down like water’s going out of style. Our apartment window looks like a blurry and colourful work of art, with the city lights glittering through the downpour. The night was still warm when I got back to my apartment, warm enough to warrant a cold shower. Next thing I knew, the whole of Perth seemed to be taking a shower too.

      I must have missed that pre-rain smell on the walk back from Sarah’s wedding. My, how things have changed. I always noticed it back when I lived in Somerville Downs, or maybe it was stronger there, what with the nature reserve so close, and grass and trees everywhere. To think, just a half-hour drive and the air feels so different. It shouldn’t—the CBD is flanked by a state park, a river, a wetland, and a couple of lakes. There’s bound to be nature smells around here. I just don’t seem to pick them up as easily.

      “A one-metre tall ice sculpture?” my sister Karen squawks through my earpiece. She and half the team from work are in Albany this weekend, working a beach wedding. “Was it one of those ones you can pour drinks through?”

      “Seriously? Is that a thing?”

      “Yeah, it’s called a luse or luge or something. Maybe a loogie?”

      “Does it hock up drinks? Sticky drinks only?”

      Karen laughs. “Okay, maybe not loogie. Go look it up.”

      “You’re worse than Mum sometimes.”

      “I do my best. By the way, I got chatting with the groom’s mum here. She recommended an Italian place in South Perth I want to try. You free Wednesday? It’s a bit fancy.”

      The handkerchief dress I wore tonight hangs beside the balcony door. It’s good for one more wear before I wash it and give it back to Bec. “Perfect,” I say.

      Boy, am I living the dream. My first fancy dinner-date in who knows how long, and it’ll be with my sister, who I both live and work with. I’m already home alone on a Saturday night while Sarah Crabb’s wedding reception runs late into the evening. It’s like I don’t even have a life of my own.

      What else would I rather be doing, though? It’s not like I’m itching to get out of the house. I thought I was ready to give dating a go, but that run-in I had with Captain Cologne makes me not want to meet anyone new—ever. What if I have more in common with that bookish woman from my table at the wedding?

      Look at me now, perfectly happy re-watching old Dexter episodes on the couch, chatting with my friends while shopping for a handkerchief dress of my own. This is what I’d rather be doing on a Saturday night instead of partying and arguing with random, strong-smelling guys with no tie.

      
        
          
            
              
        BEC LAM: Maroon is definitely your colour Kat

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NESS KWAN: Green looked good on you too tho . . .

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I can't get the same colour as Bec!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BEC LAM: Yea get a different one so we can swapsie

      

      

      

      
        
          
        LI-XIA XU: Wah am I the only one without a dress like this now?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NESS KWAN: Get one, Lix!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BEC LAM: Shame, tomorrow could have been a handkerchief dress party

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Which reminds me, I better bake those cookies bbl
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        * * *

      

      The twenty-four hour convenience store is under the neighbouring building. I step over a bunch of now-soggy cigarette butts in the middle of the sidewalk, and pass the broken street light the council hasn’t repaired yet. It’s the only one here that flickers in the rain, giving this section of street an extra shady vibe, like no one would bat an eyelid if a murder happened in the back alley.

      Actually, no, people would definitely notice. That kind of thing is rare in this sleepy city. But compared to the even sleepier suburb I grew up in, the possibilities are endless. I guess that’s why I prefer living here, even though I still miss the smells of nature.

      Adil the shopkeeper greets me when I enter, and the tempest outside drowns out my hello. The shop’s sickly fluorescent lights are all slightly different in brightness and colour, giving this place a prematurely aged, cobbled-together atmosphere. The rain thickens, and Adil turns up the English soccer on his tiny TV while I nab a slightly sticky bag of choc chips on my way to the fridge.

      The last milk jug says it’s still good for a few days, but can I trust it when the yoghurt one shelf over has already expired? All the cereal boxes come with a layer of dust as thick as my sister’s leather-bound planner, and who knows how long the boxes of jelly have been sitting around? I’ve heard sour milk can be good for baking, but does that work for pasteurised milk too? While Adil’s distracted, I prise open the flimsy plastic lid, careful not to snap the connectors on the freshness ring.

      The milk just smells like milk. Fresh enough, with zero crusting along the rim of the bottle. I pop the lid back on and turn to go.

      “Watch it!”

      The lid pops off. Milk goes everywhere.

      “Oh no, I’m so sorry! I—” I look up.

      Standing in front of me in a wet dress shirt, unbuttoned at the top, clutching a charcoal jacket with dark patches from the rain, is none other than Captain Cologne from Sarah’s wedding. He looks as off-putting as he did earlier tonight, reeking of milk, alcohol, and Eau de Whatever, his blue eyes wide with shock.

      “I don’t believe this,” he mutters. “Are you following me?”

      “Um, I live here, so if anything, you’re the one following me.”

      “You live in a convenience store?”

      “Clever. Seems you’re a genius at everything except sneaking around.” I pick up the lid and twist it back onto the jug—now slightly less full than before—tightly this time. Then it hits me: I shouldn’t have said anything about where I live. What if he really is following me? What if I’m about to be the back-alley murder?

      “I wasn’t sneaking anywhere.” He pinches his soaked shirtfront away from his skin. “You just need to look where you’re going.”

      “Like that would have made a difference. Most people don’t walk that quietly by accident.”

      “Well, I’m not most people.”

      “You can say that again.”

      Silence passes between us. He does have a point, I guess. I did just whirl around without looking, assuming no one would be there. The TV and the rain must have drowned out the door buzzer, and now here we are—me with seven-eights of a bottle of milk that definitely smells like milk, and him with a saturated shirt clinging to his chest. His remarkably toned chest. Not that this makes him any less unappealing.

      But he doesn’t seem like a murderer. For starters, he’s not charming at all, not like someone capable of luring a victim anywhere.

      “Sorry about your shirt.” I glance at the embroidered monogram on the lapel. “It looks expensive.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He grimaces and peels away the fabric again. “It doesn’t fit properly anyway, but I didn’t have time to buy a new one before tonight.”

      “You only own one shirt?”

      “Uh, no.” He gives a withering smile. “I’m living out of a suitcase right now. This shirt was meant to see me through tonight’s wedding and a lunch tomorrow. Hope my hotel does overnight laundry.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      He tells me and I immediately feel guilty. He’s got no bag, no umbrella, just that damp jacket and the persistent smell of booze and cologne. He must have gotten turned around trying to find his hotel. So, probably not a stalker then, just a tourist who can’t read maps.

      His brows furrow. “What’s that look for?”

      “Well, your hotel’s ages away.”

      “It’s not that far, just a couple more blocks.”

      “Um, nope. It’s on the other side of town. And I’m pretty sure it’s too late to order a laundry service at any hotel.” I sigh. “Look, I feel bad about your shirt. Why don’t you let me wash it for you? I have a dryer. We could get it done in like, forty-five minutes. And I’ll give you a lift back to your hotel so you don’t have to go out in that.” I point at the door.

      “You don’t have to do that. I can walk. It’s—” A crack of thunder cuts him off. It sounds directly above us. His shoulders drop.

      “I don’t mind,” I tell him, raising
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