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About I Give my Marriage a Year

Lou and Josh have been together for 14 years. They share two kids, a mortgage, careers and plenty of history. Now, after a particularly fraught Christmas, Lou is ready to ask herself: is this marriage worth hanging on to?

Every month for a year, Lou sets a different test for their relationship – from daily sex to brutal honesty – to help her decide if she should stay or go. Secrets are exposed, old wounds reopened and a true-to-life suburban love story unfolds.

I Give my Marriage a Year paints a sharply accurate, often hilarious picture of a modern Australian marriage. Lou and Josh are a couple on the edge, and their efforts to bring their relationship back from the brink will resonate with anyone who has ever asked themselves: is this enough?

Whose side will you take? Who deserves a second chance? And will Josh and Lou stay together or split for good?
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For my extraordinary friend, Penny.
This is not your story. That one’s still being written.
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Lou

The New Year, 2019

I give my marriage a year.

Bold. Underlined.

I give my marriage a year.

Exhale.

Lou’s hand didn’t shake as she put her phone down on the bedside table.

She closed her eyes. It wasn’t light yet, but she knew it was a matter of minutes, not hours, because the birds were beginning to jabber in the tree outside. The tree Josh wanted to cut right back, away from the house. The tree Lou used to love looking at as she lay here with him. Her head resting back on his shoulder. The smell of his skin. His arm tight around her.

She used to say it was her happy place. Here, in their bed, in their home. Safe. Loved. Spent.

How long ago was that? Lou opened her eyes. Stared into the lightening gloom for a moment. Rolled over. Listened for the steady breathing next to her. Rolled back, picked up the phone again.

Why don’t I feel anything? she typed.

After all, this was a big decision. Twelve months to decide on fourteen years.

For at least ten of those fourteen years, Lou had told everyone who’d listen that Josh was the love of her life. Her person. He was the man she’d built her life around.

Deep breath. He was a good man, mostly. A great father, mostly, to their girls. Their crazy beautiful girls.

Now she was feeling something.

I’m going to try everything to save it, Lou tapped into her phone.

What did people do, when they’d made a decision like this? The cursor blinked yellow at her.

Most days, Lou couldn’t decide what to have for lunch. Lately, her brain felt sludgy, like months and years of too many choices – both tiny and life-changing – were all still swimming around in there and she had to fight her way through them to any clear space where things could be sorted into ‘yes’ or ‘no’, ‘do’ or ‘don’t’.

But the clear space was where this sentence sat. I give my marriage a year.

Twelve months to decide whether to stay, or go.

Ballsy, Lou thought, and laughed softly to herself. I’ve decided to decide.

The people she knew, who’d been here, how did they decide?

She didn’t know anyone who’d been here.

Oh, she knew plenty of people whose relationships hadn’t worked. She and Josh had often talked about their divorcing friends and family with a confident kind of distance.

They’d nod and hug and provide the heartbroken with wine and shoulders to snot on. And then, when they were alone again, on the way to the car, or to bed, they’d find themselves holding hands. And one or the other of them would say, ‘Thank God that’s not us.’

What smug bastards we were, Lou thought.

Actually, now she considered it, they hadn’t done that for ages. When Anika, Josh’s sister, had turned up on their doorstep last year, sobbing so hard she couldn’t speak, they hadn’t done the holding-hands thing.

‘Ed’s leaving,’ she’d said, and Lou had been incredulous. How do you decide to leave this whole life you’ve built, this family you’ve made, this home you’ve created? The secrets you’ve told, the fears you’ve shared . . . These children you’ve made. How do you decide to just leave?

Ed, you spineless quitter, Lou had thought. And said. What a despicable, scaredy-cat quitter.

But that night, when she and Josh had gone to bed, they hadn’t even talked about it. Josh was angry, bristling. ‘That fucking prick.’

‘It’s too awful,’ Lou replied. And they’d gone to bed and she’d pretended to read and he’d fallen asleep, and all Lou could see was Anika lying alone in a bed on the other side of the city, still breathless.

I’m going to try everything to save it.

Bold. Underlined.

I’m going to try everything to save it.

I don’t want to be a quitter.

Josh deserves better than that. So do I.

So do our girls.

Stella and Rita couldn’t know. There was no need to upset them until it looked like it might be real. They were too little, and too happy. Too much in love with their daddy.

What would she say, if they did get to that moment? Lou let the thought squeeze in. The truth, she supposed. All those online experts would definitely say she should tell the truth.

‘Mummy and Daddy don’t make each other happy anymore.’

How long had it been since Lou had felt happy, in this bed, watching the sky lighten behind the branch of that old ash? How long since she’d felt lucky, the way she once had, before a million dramas big and small had white-anted the solid base of the life she and Josh had built together?

Yes, this bed and Josh’s shoulder had once been her happy place. But now, sometimes, Lou would just lie here next to her husband and cry. As the sun came up, it always crossed his side of the bed first, bathing him in that buttery yellow light that had made them buy the house in the first place.

Josh always slept like the dead. Like a man with a clean conscience.

Sometimes, he would roll over and throw an arm over her while she lay there, quietly sniffling. As if his instincts, even in the deepest sleep, were to comfort his miserable wife.

Humans are so weird, Lou thought. For years, she was physically obsessed with Josh, with inhaling him and touching him. And now just a comforting arm could make her flinch.

She used to play with his long, strong, blunt fingers. When they were out in public in the early days, they had a running joke that Lou would pick up Josh’s hand and place it where she wanted it. On her thigh. On her chest. On her belly. It was a joke that would invariably lead to an urgent need for them to excuse themselves and go home. Even as that memory made her smile now, it felt like something other people used to do.

Now, those same fingers only had to brush against that same body for Lou to recoil. And even she knew that there were only so many times you could throw a ‘Don’t touch me’ at your husband before he took you at your word.

How did desire turn to disgust? Was that just what happened after your body shifted from belonging to you to belonging to your children? Or was it what happened under a pile-up of disappointments, sleepless nights and towels left on the floor? If Lou was completely honest with herself, she knew there was a turning point, a moment when that changed. Could it be changed back?

I’m going to try everything I can to save my marriage, Lou wrote into her phone.

And if it doesn’t work I’m going to let it go. Exhale.

But what did that mean? Lou, a teacher to her bones, knew it meant she needed a plan.

And they were going to start right there, with the bodies, she decided. And the hands. And that fucking extinguished fire.

1. We’re going to start having sex again, she wrote. Smiled at the memory of some blog she’d once read and dismissed as lame, and added, Every day for a month.

There was a place to start.

Next to her, the steady breath broke. There was a stirring. A grunt.

Lou quickly put her phone back on the bedside table, face down, next to a necklace she would never wear.

And she looked out of the window at the tree branch one more time before she rolled over to the body next to her in their bed. She ran a finger down the smooth, dark spine and she leaned across and breathed in deeply. Then she pushed her hand flat into his muscular back.

‘You’d better wake up,’ she said. ‘My husband’s coming back today with the girls.’




Josh

The New Year, 2019

She looked like she’d been crying again.

Josh hadn’t known what kind of welcome to expect from Lou as he fell through the kitchen door, arms full of bags – how much shit did two kids need for one night away? – but he hadn’t expected her to ambush him with a bear hug.

He dropped the bags on the floor to return it, holding his wife tightly to him, smelling her freshly washed hair, feeling her breasts push against his chest. But when she pulled away and looked up at him, Josh could see that despite the grin, her face was pale and puffy.

‘You okay?’ he asked, still surprised by her enthusiastic greeting as the girls tumbled in behind him.

‘Mumma!’ Rita shrieked, wrapping herself tightly around her mother’s legs, making her wobble. Lou stood there swaying, giggling, holding her daughter.

That was a good noise, that giggle.

‘Hi, Mum.’ Stella tried to slink past them, but Lou reached out an arm and pulled her older daughter to her, holding her tightly and kissing the top of her head.

‘Oh, hello, hello, my beautifuls,’ Lou said. ‘You have a good time at Grandma’s? On a scale of one to ten, how much did you miss me?’

‘One hundred!’ yelled Rita.

‘Six and a half,’ mumbled Stella from under Lou’s arm.

Josh went back to the bags, and was surprised again when Lou lifted her eyes from the girls and asked, ‘What about you? What’s your number?’

‘Number of what?’

Oh. Why was he such a dick? He knew what she was asking. ‘TEN, obviously.’ He smiled and winked, hoping that would make up for the cue he’d missed.

‘Did you hear that, girls?’ Lou said brightly. ‘TEN! It’s going to be a good year.’

Josh doubted that, if the last few had been anything to go by. But hey, if Lou was in a good mood, things were off to a better start.

‘I’ll just take the girls’ shit up and come fill you in,’ he said, heading towards the stairs.

The house was spotless. It often was if he left Lou alone for a day or so. She would say that was because he and the girls weren’t there to trash it, but he also knew that spending a couple of days putting everything in its place made her feel calmer, helped her head. She’d probably spent the whole of New Year’s Day cleaning up after the Christmas they’d had. Spent a wild night scrubbing the bathroom, most likely.

Personally, the show-home look made Josh itchy. Lou never used to give a shit about this kind of stuff. Neutral cushions in strategic spots and scrubbed-pine floors. The first few places they’d lived together had been full of clutter and colour and chaos. He kind of missed it. In this house, on a day like today, everything looked so much tidier than it was. It felt like bullshit to him. Not that he’d ever say so, of course.

Josh pushed open the door to the girls’ room and threw the two bags inside. Then he went over to Stella’s bed and lay down, stretching out his long legs so that his feet dangled off the end.

Twenty-four hours with the girls was knackering, even with his mum around. Lots of his mates said kids were much easier as they got older, but Josh wasn’t sure. Stella and Rita had been impenetrable mysteries to him when they were babies, that was true, and now, at almost eight and almost five, they could tell him what they wanted. But also, now they never stopped telling him what they wanted.

Sometimes, he was overwhelmed at seeing them grow so full of life and energy and emotion. ‘We made that,’ he’d say to Lou, as he watched Stella cartwheel around the garden, or when Rita was using him as a jungle gym, climbing over his shoulders and dumping wet kisses in his ear. ‘Would you look at this kid? She’s ours.’

But all that energy and emotion was exhausting. There were endless demands and questions and instructions, and there were so many opportunities to disappoint them. And to disappoint Lou with how he handled them. So many women to let down daily.

Josh rubbed his temples. Driving up to Mum’s yesterday with that New Year hangover was not one of his better ideas. What an idiot. Thank God he hardly ever drank like that anymore.

Still, he knew that Lou needed a break. Ever since Christmas Day she’d had this look about her like she might bite him if he came too close. And not in a good way.

He knew that look. They’d been there before. Best to clear out, if you could, even for one night. Might have worked, too. Despite the puffy eyes, she seemed a bit lighter.

Josh wiggled his toes, slipped his hands behind his head. How long could he get away with lying here? Five minutes or fifteen? He just needed a bit of peace.

Even as he thought that, he could hear Lou’s voice in his head, ‘One day with the kids and you’re so tired you need a lie-down? Poor you, I have no idea how you do it.’

How is my own internal critic now Lou’s voice? Josh found himself smiling at that. Could you know someone so well that not only could you hear their thoughts, but sometimes you got them mixed up with your own?

Not that Josh felt like he really knew Lou these days. He used to think he knew her better than he’d ever known anyone. But she’d begun to close off to him, bit by bit. Now he looked at her sometimes, the hard look around her eyes, the way her mouth slipped so easily into a tight line of disapproval, and he had no idea who she was, this woman in their house.

A lot of that’s your fucking fault, mate, he thought. What did you think was going to happen?

‘Daddeee!’ It was Rita, yelling from downstairs. ‘Dad-eeeeeee!’

So much of this had started after she was born, little Rita. It was ironic that she was such a sunny, smiley kid, when, really, her arrival had brought all kinds of shit with it.

All kinds of shit he hadn’t handled very well.

‘Josh!’ Lou now. ‘Are you coming? The girls say you’ve got to tell me the story about the stingray . . .’

She still sounded happy, despite the crying face. Maybe things were going to be alright.

‘Coming!’ he yelled.

Josh sat up, rubbed his belly and swung his legs so he was sitting on the edge of Stella’s bed. Time to go back down. Have a coffee to get through the rest of the afternoon. Two more days of holidays until he was back in the relative peace of the workshop.

He’d been working on being better at home. Working on atonement, and forgiveness, and moving forward without anger. All that stuff he and Lou had talked about. And talked about.

Last night, after the kids were in bed, Josh and his mum had sat on her verandah, listening to the surf and watching the stars come out. Emma had moved two hours north last year, to a gated village of bland, blond-brick bungalows. It was boring, but pretty as hell.

‘I think you’re a bloody saint, Joshy,’ she’d said to him, two glasses of white wine in as he nursed a lukewarm beer. ‘I really do. Just promise me you don’t let her have her way on everything. A man’s got to have his pride.’

‘Shut up, Mum,’ he’d said, but he was smiling. He knew where she was coming from. He would do pretty much anything to ensure his kids had a childhood free from the toxic bullshit that had hung over his family homes like smog.

But his mum didn’t know the half of it, really. She didn’t know how deep it went with Lou, how she was the only woman he could love like this and how he knew, for sure, that she was too good for him. How he’d proved that over and over.

And his mum didn’t know that if Josh wasn’t such a screw-up, there would have been three little people asleep on the shell-patterned pull-out in her bungalow’s spare room, not two.

Josh pushed his palms hard against his eyes for a moment, then pulled them away and shook his head from side to side, loosening that thought away.

Still, maybe this was going to be a good year. He stood up and stretched, slipped his thongs back on and started towards the bedroom door.

Tap-tap, tap-tap. Josh turned, looked at the window.

That bloody tree, it was going to smash into this place one day. He’d get on to cutting it back tomorrow.




Lou

Graduation Day
1 November, 2005

If Lou’s parents mentioned her brother Rob’s medical degree one more time, she was going to whip them with the tassel of her mortarboard.

‘Is your brother a heart surgeon or something?’ Gretchen hissed in her ear as Lou’s mum, just a few feet away, told the bored-looking parent of another graduate that the teaching department’s shindig was not a patch on the one over at the medical school.

‘Better class of finger food, if I’m being honest,’ Annabelle was saying, her English voice just one notch too loud for the setting – the glass annexe of the university’s great hall. ‘Not so . . . fried.’ As she said this, her eyes were passing over the tray of mini spring rolls being offered to her by a stoned-looking undergrad in a greying white shirt.

‘No,’ Lou said. ‘He’s training to be a GP. My mum’s never been so excited about anything. Ever.’

Lou’s dad Brian was on Lou’s other side, also talking about Rob, but with less focus on the canapés, more on the convenience of having a doctor in the family. He was telling Gretchen’s dad, a crumpled-looking ex-rocker in a biker jacket and five days of stubble, that it was ‘boys like my Robert’ who were going to save them all.

‘Cancer’s going to get sixty per cent of us, you know, um . . .’

‘Zeke,’ said Gretchen’s dad, looking past Brian’s right ear as if searching for someone less depressing to talk to. ‘I’m Zeke.’

Gretchen hissed at Lou, ‘He’s already had it. Throat. Too many ciggies. Speaking of which . . .’ She started rummaging in the shoulder bag she was wearing over her black graduation gown.

Lou groaned. ‘My parents are the most embarrassing people in the world. When will this fucking thing be finished?’

Gretchen widened her eyes and looked around with an exaggerated crane of her neck. ‘Your parents? Look around, love. This place is heaving with the people we’ve been hiding for four years. They’re at peak embarrassing. Today’s the validation of everything they’ve been bloody paying and praying for all our sorry little lives. We’re finally qualified to do something.’

‘Annabelle and Brian haven’t been paying for anything, Gretch; Rob sucked up all of that gravy. Haven’t you seen my student loans?’ Lou put her head on her friend’s shoulder and leaned a little, lifting one of her high-heeled feet off the floor. ‘How do people walk in these, like, all day?’

‘We’ll never have to know, Lou-Lou, we’re teachers.’

‘Darling . . .’ It was her mum, suddenly at her shoulder. ‘Don’t be showing everyone your stockinged feet. I think you can manage a proper pair of shoes for one day.’

Gretchen grimaced at Lou and began to move towards the door, waving her packet of cigarettes behind her back. Lou watched Zeke excuse himself from Brian’s cancer lecture and follow his daughter outside.

Annabelle slipped her arm around Lou’s waist, her fingers just a little too firm on the flesh above the waistband of Lou’s long, flowy skirt. ‘You feeling happy, BB?’

‘Don’t call me that, Mum.’ BB was Lou’s family nickname. Baby Bear. She hated it. Rob, of course, was Bear, the original. ‘I think we can all agree that I’m not a baby anymore.’

I’m being a bitch, she thought. To my mum, on my graduation day.

‘Oh dear.’ Annabelle’s arm tightened a little around Lou’s waist. ‘I’ve upset you again.’

‘Can’t do much right by you, can we?’ said Brian, at Lou’s other side now that his audience had fled.

The three of them stood together, looking around the room at all the other young women (and it was overwhelmingly women) in black, and all the family members holding drinks and eating the deep-fried spring rolls. For a moment, none of them spoke.

And then Annabelle said, ‘I suppose this is it, really, isn’t it?’

‘It?’ Brian wasn’t following.

‘Both of you, off. Gone into the world.’ Annabelle’s voice had dropped back to her ‘real’ English voice, not the one she’d been using on strangers, modelled on that of Princess Di.

The accent was all part of Annabelle’s obsession with reinvention, something she still hadn’t let go of in the almost three decades since she had left northern England in pursuit of sunshine and upward mobility. She’d worked hard to knock the flat northern vowels off her accent, to pick up her dropped H’s. And now here she was, with two children who’d graduated uni.

‘Mum, I’ve been living out of home for a year,’ Lou pointed out, irritated.

‘Yes, but now you’ll get a proper job. Meet someone. Start a real life.’

I’ve already met someone, thought Lou. And I can’t bloody wait to get away from this damn party to see him. Luca would be at the pub in an hour, waiting to see Lou in her cap and gown. He had some ideas about what he wanted to do with that, he’d told her. Luca said things like that. It made her blush. It was making her blush now, thinking about it.

‘Maybe another teacher.’ Brian was getting on board with Annabelle’s vision.

‘Or a deputy head,’ Annabelle added, aiming high, as always.

‘No, darling, they’re a bit too old for –’

‘Dad! Mum!’ Lou interrupted. ‘Can we not? I want to teach children; I’m not husband-hunting.’ She lifted her heels out of her shoes again. ‘This isn’t really such a big deal, you know. In fact, if you want to leave . . .’

‘Leave?’ Annabelle’s voice rose back up an octave. ‘But we’re taking you and Gretchen out for dinner! Rob’s coming too.’

Shit. Lou had missed this arrangement somehow. ‘But I’ve got plans. You know, with my friends.’

‘You can have plans with your friends after dinner,’ her dad said firmly. ‘Your brother has changed his plans to be with us tonight, so it’s the least you can do.’

Lou doubted that Luca was prepared to wait. In the three months they’d been seeing each other, she’d got the distinct impression that if she wasn’t available at precisely the moment he summoned her to his side, she would be swapped out for the next available candidate. And tonight the pubs of Sydney’s Newtown were going to be heaving with young women in the mood to cast off the shackles of parental expectation. Possibly in Luca’s direction.

She pulled free of her mother’s pincer grip and reached into the pocket of her gown for her Nokia. ‘Okay. I’ve just got to make a call.’

As Lou tottered away from her parents she didn’t miss Annabelle sighing to Brian, ‘I told her to cut that fringe before today, didn’t I?’

In the bathroom, Lou tapped away at the numbers on her phone until her SMS read:

Parent problem. Meet you 9.30?

She knew better than to expect an instant reply.

*

It was more like half past ten by the time Lou shoved her way through a thick soup of drinking, yelling twenty-somethings at the Bank Hotel. Her cap and gown were crushed into her canvas backpack, along with the heels she’d swapped for sparkly ballet flats.

‘That’s three hours of my life I’ll never get back,’ Gretchen was yelling into her ear as she was tugged through the crowd behind Lou. ‘And your brother is not hot, you liar.’

‘Had to get you there somehow!’ Lou yelled back. ‘Besides, from what he’s told me lately, you’re really not his type.’ And she pushed on, tunnel vision focused at the back of the pub near the pool table, where Luca could usually be found.

His response to her SMS – K – had only arrived an hour ago and even to Lou’s optimistic, and somewhat tipsy, mind it seemed like a tenuous arrangement.

‘As soon as we find the bastard, I’m out of here.’ Gretchen’s voice was getting hoarser. ‘I’m missing an actual old-school rave to make your graduation dreams come true tonight, friend. A rave with hot DJs.’

‘Fine, I get it.’ They were nearly at the back of the bar and Lou had seen no sign of Luca’s signature bandana.

He was the kind of guy who had a few signatures. The tatty chequered rag tied around his close-cropped hair was one. His battered black mountain bike, which she was almost certain she had spied outside, was another. So was the ever-present Winfield Blue behind his ear or spinning in his fingers. And then there was his cunnilingus technique, which, to Lou at least, was a complete revelation.

Lou and Gretchen stopped by a crop of tall stools behind the pool tables and near the blue-lit entrance to the toilets. The group who’d been using them, sticky drinks in hand, graduation gowns now spun around as capes, were shouting loudly about where to go next.

‘Where is he?’ Lou’s stomach was churning and she felt jittery. She wanted to see him. She wanted him to see her. This was supposed to be a great night. The greatest.

Gretchen hugged her. ‘I’m going, babe. He’s not here, and this’ – she gestured to the heaving mass, pulled a shoe slightly off the sticky floor – ‘isn’t my idea of a good time. Why don’t you come with me?’

‘Nooooo . . . Just another five minutes, Gretch. He’s here somewhere and if you leave then I’m just going to look desperate waiting on my own.’

‘But you are desperate, Lou-Lou.’ Gretchen laughed. ‘Come with me to the ladies, then we’ll have one more look around. But after that, I’m going to the doof.’

To Lou’s frustration, the toilet queue was long, slow-moving and as raucous as the bar outside.

‘This place is so sad-sack,’ Gretchen was complaining. Always cooler than Lou, she had tired of student-filled beer barns just about the time Lou had started enjoying them, preferring obscure raves at deserted warehouses in suburbs too close to Lou’s parents’ house for comfort. But the two of them, tightly bonded from the first terrifying year of teacher training, tolerated each other’s tastes. Up to a point.

Gretchen sighed. ‘There are always some drunken fuckwits having sex in a cubicle.’

The door of one of the five cubicles had remained closed the whole time they’d been waiting. And as they got closer, it became clear that the shuffles and moans and bumps audible even over the churning guitar rock pounding from the bar were not the sounds of someone using the toilet for conventional purposes.

‘We can hear you, you dickheads!’ Gretchen shouted. She banged on the closed door. ‘Go and screw out in the back alley like normal people! You’re holding up the line. It’s unsisterly!’

‘Gretchen, shhh!’ Lou snatched at Gretchen’s arm. Awe and fear mingled in her stomach. ‘They might come out and deck you.’

The door next to the sex toilet opened and the pink-haired girl who came out made a vomiting face at Lou, who was next in line. ‘You might need earplugs,’ she said, moving towards the basins.

Lou shrugged and motioned for Gretchen to go first, but her friend pulled a face and shook her head. ‘I’ll wait.’

The instant Lou slid the lock across the door, she knew who was in the sex toilet; she recognised the particular tenor of the gasps and groans. For a moment, she held her breath. Then she dropped to her haunches and, holding her long hair up and out of the way, peered through the gap between the cubicles.

She saw a pair of men’s shoes facing the toilet. No women’s feet, because, as Lou had already guessed, the girl was standing on the toilet seat. The shoes were beaten-up black Converse sneakers with No Alibi scrawled on them in white-out. Another of Luca’s trademarks.

Lou straightened up, spun around and, still holding her hair back, vomited into the toilet.

When she was done, she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and kicked the wall between her cubicle and the sex toilet with as much force as a ballet flat would allow, the crash immediately interrupting the moans next door. And then Lou burst out of the cubicle to gulp water straight from the tap. Seeing no sign of Gretchen, she shoved her way through the queue and back out into the bar. The only thing she could think, the only clear thought in her head at this moment, was that she must not see Luca – and he would be coming out of that bathroom door any minute.

She forced herself through the crowd, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her mouth sour and gritty, her face wet with what were certainly tears, even though she wasn’t consciously aware that she was crying.

It seemed that the pub was even more crowded now, that all these people were here, between her and the front door, specifically to block her from leaving this place.

‘Lou!’ She heard Gretchen’s voice calling above the racket. ‘Lou! Stop!’

But she wasn’t stopping, she had to keep going. It became clear that the only way to get through this mass of bodies was to throw herself at it. And so she did. She flung herself into the wall of sweaty people waiting at the bar. And bounced off, in a wave of indignant shouts and spilled drinks.

‘Lou!’ She turned and saw Gretchen, who was looking at her with wide eyes and mouthing, ‘What the fuck?’

And then, just behind her friend, she saw Luca. Standing by the toilet door, he was reaching for the cigarette behind his ear and coolly looking around.

Lou dropped to the floor. It was the only thing she could think to do in that moment: to hide. Heads were turning, looking down now, at the tear-streaked woman with long wild hair trying to crouch in the middle of a crowd.

I want to disappear, Lou thought. I want to vanish. How do I do that?

There were legs all around her, like trees in a forest – if trees uniformly dressed in black skinny jeans. Still squatting, Lou began to waddle towards the bar, where the crowd was thickest.

But far from making her invisible, her duck-walk was attracting attention. ‘What are you doing down there?’ and ‘What the fuck is your problem?’ people were asking as they shuffled out of the way.

‘LOU! Where are you?’

Among the knees and feet Lou could see Gretchen’s blocky graduation heels coming towards her, and behind them the tell-tale black-and-white Converse. Her breath was coming quicker now; she thought she might hyperventilate if she couldn’t disappear.

And then, suddenly, a pair of hands grabbed her shoulders. The grip was firm, but not painful. The hands were lifting her up, and all Lou could think was that any minute now she would be visible, facing the crowd, and she would be eye to eye with Luca, who for three months had been the only thing she could think about, but who had, three minutes previously, been bringing a girl who wasn’t her to earth-shattering orgasm in a toilet cubicle.

The hands pulled her to standing. Lou found herself looking up into a man’s face. He was tall. Pale blue eyes, an amused smile. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked her.

Lou could sense that, behind her, a pair of Converse approached.

So she reached up and put her arms around this stranger’s neck. And she kissed him.

She kissed him like it was her last kiss.




Josh

1 November, 2005
11 p.m.

She smelled faintly of vomit, and her hair was in his mouth.

Josh pulled away from the stranger who was kissing him at the bar, and held her at arm’s length.

She was small, this stranger, with a tangle of long brown hair falling across her face. Her eyes were ringed with smudged black make-up, the edge of her mouth was twitching a little. She glanced quickly over her left shoulder, then focused on his chest, his T-shirt. Well, it was vintage Ramones, who could blame her?

‘What are you doing?’ he asked her, still feeling the pressure of her kiss on his mouth.

‘Hiding,’ she said. And then she looked up into his face. Her eyes were wet, but she smiled.

‘Hiding?’

Just as he asked that, another woman fell out of the crowd and landed on them. She was tall, with one of those interesting haircuts that was long and short at the same time. She was wearing a nose ring and a graduation gown. Students.

‘Lou!’ the woman shouted, because shouting was the only way. To Josh, reeling a little from the remarkable kiss he hadn’t asked for from a woman he’d almost tripped over, the music was almost oppressively pushing on him now. Newtown was proving too confusing to him tonight. And he’d only had two beers.

‘I thought you’d fallen down,’ he said to the stranger, at a normal volume.

She shook her head.

‘Lou!’ the nose-ring woman was shouting. ‘Why are you kissing this . . . T-shirt guy?’ She looked at Josh as if he’d been doing the unsolicited kissing, not her friend. ‘What the hell happened back there? Where’s Luca?’

Josh saw the kisser flinch at the sound of this man’s name. Jesus, he thought. Trouble. And he turned his body away from hers, back towards the bar. ‘Nice to meet you,’ he said, almost under his breath.

‘And you,’ she said quickly, quietly, just as the nose-ring friend pulled the kisser under one arm and away, into the crowd. He heard the tall woman say, ‘Let’s get out of this dump.’

Another strange night. Josh was getting sick of them. He’d only come out because his mate Mick had begged him to be his wingman on an internet date and Josh was curious to see how this new thing worked. It had been almost six months since Sinead, after all, and he was beginning to entertain the idea of what it might be like to be with someone else, for real. To talk to another girl for longer than a messy, drunken half-hour before sex. To kiss another girl, and feel something.

Well, he’d just felt something then, he thought, waving a ten-dollar note at the barman. But it was probably just surprise.

Mick and his date were playing pool, giggling and bumping into each other at every opportunity. Josh scanned the mass of bodies for other familiar faces, friends he’d spotted cruising the graduating class of 2005, who were getting drunk and sloppy all around him.

It was making him feel old. Ancient at twenty-seven.

This was his last drink, Josh decided. He needed to go home. Student piss-ups weren’t really his scene. He was probably two beers away from texting Sinead. Again.

Mick came over, swaying slightly. ‘We’re going to go, mate. Thanks for coming, but we’re good.’ He looked back at his date, who was rummaging in her bag.

‘No worries,’ Josh said, summoning a smile that he hoped was encouraging. ‘Godspeed, my friend.’

‘You should try it, mate.’ Mick leaned in, beery breath in Josh’s ear. ‘I know you’re tall and everything, but even you could do with a bit of help meeting someone who isn’t . . .’ He trailed off, and Josh knew what the next word would be. ‘Nuts,’ Mick managed.

‘Piss off,’ Josh said, but he was still smiling at Mick, who nodded and turned back towards the rest of his evening.

Fuck this, Josh thought, I don’t want to be the sad guy tonight, and he sculled half his beer before putting the glass on the bar, pushing his hands into his jacket pockets and heading for the door.

The night felt sticky for spring, and the street was almost as busy as the pub. Josh’s house – or, rather, his room in someone else’s house – was a ten-minute walk away, towards Redfern and the city. Josh liked the walk, especially at night. King Street was never boring, everything was open, all human life was here. Wide-eyed teenagers who’d doubtless told their parents they were somewhere else were standing outside pubs trying to talk their way past the bouncers. Couples were making out against graffiti-scrawled brick walls. Twitchy kids in tracksuits were outside the station asking everyone who passed for a dollar.

And tonight, there was a busker outside the kebab shop three doors down from the pub, playing a Coldplay song, an old one, one of the ones that didn’t make Josh want to throw up.

The busker could sing. He looked young but worn out, and his feet were bare and dirty. Josh walked the few steps towards him to look at his guitar. You can never walk past a guitar, he heard Sinead saying in his head. What’s so bad about that? he heard himself responding.

Then, just beyond the kebab queue and the guitar, he saw the stranger girl from the Bank.

She was talking to a man wearing a red rag around his head, and a long black coat that seemed too heavy for the weather. Even from here, Josh could tell the guy was pretty solid and good-looking, and even from here he could tell that the guy was a complete prick. There was the way that he was pointing at the girl with his cigarette, which he was holding between his thumb and forefinger like he was some kind of old-time gangster, not a wannabe with something written on his trainers in white-out.

Later, Josh wouldn’t really be able to explain why he’d stayed there, several metres away, watching the way the man with the bandana was talking to the girl who’d kissed him at the bar. He didn’t want a kebab. He didn’t want a fight. He didn’t really want to give the busker any money, since the kid had a better guitar than Josh did, shoes or no shoes. But still he’d stood there, watching this couple arguing. And they clearly were arguing, because the girl was crying, and the bandana dick was alternating between shouting and laughing.

So Josh was standing there watching, with his hands in his pockets, when the girl drew in a big gasping breath and looked up and past the bandana guy, straight at him. And Josh felt himself smiling at her.

This is the person she was hiding from, he realised, and I don’t want her to go home with him. The thought shocked him, gave him a little jolt. What’s that about?

Coldplay was over. The busker started singing something by Ben Lee. Josh had spent way too much time the past winter working through this album on the bed with his guitar, and obviously so had the busker.

‘We’re All in This Together’.

The girl kept looking at him. Bandana kept talking at her. And then she looked back at Bandana for a moment, raised both her hands – she had a little backpack on her back, and a silver charm bracelet on her wrist, Josh noticed – and pushed him away, gently but firmly, and walked past him.

She’s walking towards me, Josh realised, as the girl passed the kebab queue and the busker and kept going, still looking at him. Shit. What now?

And then she was there, right in front of him, and Josh could see that her eyes were still wet and her nose was running, just a little. He was about to say something – he had no idea what – when she pushed her hair back from her face and said, ‘Pretend I’m with you. Let’s walk.’

He liked her voice; it was deeper than he’d expected.

The girl grabbed his arm, pulled it out of his pocket and grasped his hand. She gave him a tug. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Okay.’ As Josh closed his fingers around her hand and began to turn, he glanced back at Bandana, who was watching them, exhaling a cloud of smoke. The last thing Josh saw before he and the girl started walking away down King Street hand in hand was the bandana guy pulling his hand away from the cigarette in his mouth and giving them both the finger.

When the busker, the kebab shop and the angry middle finger were a couple of blocks behind them, the girl said to Josh, ‘Nothing is going to happen. Between us, I mean. I just needed to get away from that guy.’ She let go of his hand and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her black jacket.

‘I know,’ said Josh quickly. You were the one who kissed me, he thought but didn’t say. Instead he said, ‘I don’t even know who you are.’

They stopped to cross the road and both looked back over their shoulders at the same moment, catching each other’s eye for a fraction of a second as they did it. And Josh felt suddenly ridiculous, because he was being rejected by this girl before he had even decided he was interested in her, and why was that such a familiar feeling?

‘Why don’t I just get you a cab?’ he suggested, turning towards her as a group of stumbling students fell past them into the road, crossing against the lights he was obediently waiting for.

‘I don’t live far away,’ she said. ‘I’ll be fine.’ Then she looked up at him and said, ‘I’m Lou. I graduated today. I’m going to be a teacher.’

‘Nice.’ Josh wasn’t sure what else to say, so he said, ‘I’m Josh.’ I’m a . . . what am I? A musician? A carpenter? Whatever.

‘I just had a bad night,’ she went on in her deep voice, and her eyes, even behind the rings of smudgy black crap around them, had something like a laugh in them. She raked her hands through her long dark hair and shifted a bit in her sparkly little shoes. ‘And I just needed to get away from that guy. And I probably shouldn’t have kissed you.’

‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘I have weird nights too.’

She smiled at that.

The lights changed and they both stepped onto the road.

‘I’ll walk you home,’ Josh offered. ‘Make sure you’re safe.’

Lou laughed, and her laugh had a little gravel in it. ‘Look, that’s nice and everything. But I don’t know who you are either. I have no idea if I’m safe with you.’

‘You are,’ said Josh. ‘I’m one of the good guys.’

And as he said it, he believed it, even as he hated himself for it, just a little. His mum’s face suddenly came into his head, talking to him in the car on the way to every teenage party he’d ever gone to. ‘Girls are people too, Joshy,’ Emma would say. ‘I’m a person, right? And your sisters, they’re people, right? Don’t forget that when your body’s telling you girls are just things for you to take. Don’t be your dad.’ He could feel how much he’d wanted her to stop saying that. How it made his stomach clench and his teeth grind. Still, treating women like people had served him pretty well, as it turned out. They seemed to like it.

‘That is exactly what a bad guy would say,’ Lou said.

But she kept walking alongside him anyway.




Lou

[image: JANUARY: Sex]

Lou stood squinting into the sun, searching for Gretchen across a heaving mass of sandy, salty, barely clad bodies.

Rita was holding her hand and twisting forwards and backwards, straining Lou’s wrist with every turn, and Stella was standing two feet away, sulking because her mother had enforced a hat-wearing policy.

‘I’m taking it off the moment you stop looking at me,’ she huffed.

‘Then I won’t stop looking at you,’ Lou replied, her hand shading her eyes as she scanned the beach.

‘You’re not even looking at me now!’

‘I’m always looking at you, I’m your mother.’ Lou shot her a stern stare. ‘Stop moaning and help me find Gretchen.’

‘Will she be with JoJo?’ asked Rita, still spinning.

I hope not, thought Lou. Gretchen had broken up with Johanna’s father almost a year ago, but Barton still asked her to take his twelve-year-old daughter from a long-ago relationship for occasional weekends and holidays, and Gretchen, who loved the girl, was glad to oblige. Lou respected her friend’s commitment, but the presence of JoJo, needy and at a deeply observant age, really impeded adult conversation.

‘I don’t know, darling. Can you stop twisting my arm off, please?’

It was hot. Finding a park had taken thirty nightmarish minutes, with the volume of the girls’ complaints escalating in the back seat with every loop of the packed suburban blocks.

‘I just want to go swimming!’ Rita started twisting again.

‘There she is, Mum!’ Stella cried.

Lou’s eyes followed her daughter’s pointing finger and there was Gretchen, in a broad straw hat and a polka-dot one-piece, her sailors’ tatts on full display under the shoulder straps and peeping from its boy-legs. She was leaning back on her arms surveying the beach, headphones in, nodding her head to a silent beat.

She’s looking for us, too, thought Lou, and a surge of love for her friend welled up inside her. God, I’m happy to see you, she thought. And God, I need to talk to you.

‘Come on!’ Stella ran towards Gretchen as Lou hoisted her giant beach bag onto her shoulder and bent down for the sun umbrella at her feet, Rita still clinging to her.

By the time she’d picked her way through pinkish backpackers and toddlers wielding giant plastic dump trucks to Gretchen’s tasteful palm-patterned towel, her friend and Stella were hugging.

‘My favourite nieces!’ Gretchen was shouting.

‘Gretch, you have actual nieces,’ Lou reminded her, as Rita let go of her mother to join the embrace.

‘You know I like your girls better.’ Gretchen looked up at Lou. ‘Hello and happy new year to you too, lady.’

Lou smiled and started setting up camp. ‘You alone?’

‘For now, yes. JoJo is up the coast with her mother, so I’m off the hook until the weekend.’

The girls began peeling off their T-shirts and shorts to reveal their bright swimmers underneath.

‘Can we go swimming with you, Aunty Gretch?’ Stella was pulling on Gretchen’s hand and it touched Lou to see the excitement in her older daughter’s face.

‘Swimming? In this cossie? This is a posing cossie, Stell. This is an Instagram-only cossie . . .’ But Gretchen was allowing herself to be pulled up and away by the will of Lou’s daughters.

Twenty minutes later, the salty-sandy girls were digging a hole a few feet away, in sightline but out of earshot on the crowded beach, and Gretchen, her Instagram cossie dark and damp, was lying beside Lou, panting lightly.

‘Those girls are dynamos,’ she was saying. ‘So much bloody vim.’

Lou laughed. ‘Who says vim anymore?’

‘I’m bringing it back,’ Gretchen said. ‘I’m hoping JoJo might catch some. Anyway, how the hell are you?’

Lou inhaled and raised herself onto her elbows to check where the girls were. They were piling sand on their legs, entirely involved. Stella’s hat was off.

‘I’m giving my marriage a year,’ she said.

*

That morning, Lou and Josh had sat at the kitchen table with an iPad between them. On it was a contract she had written.


SEX CONTRACT

I, Louise Emily Winton, pledge to engage in energetic sexual activity with my husband, Joshua Mika Poole, every day for 30 days.

If, for any reason, unforeseen circumstances prevent the fulfilment of the terms of this agreement, the agreed amount of quality sexual intimacy will roll over to be claimed on a date agreeable to both parties.



‘So we sign it,’ Lou said when she’d finished reading it aloud. ‘And we start.’

Josh had both hands around his coffee cup. It was an oversized white mug bearing the words: I look like I’m listening, but in my head I’m playing guitar. He rarely drank out of anything else. Stella had bought it for him, with Lou’s help, for Father’s Day a couple of years ago, and Lou had come to hate it because, well, it was mostly true.

‘You want me to sign it?’ he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

‘Don’t do that,’ Lou said, more sharply than she had intended. ‘The eyebrow. Don’t do that.’

The eyebrow went down. ‘You want me to sign an iPad agreement about sex?’

‘Yes, Josh, I do.’

‘Where did you even get that?’

‘I copied it from the internet.’

‘A sex contract? With the word “energetic” in it?’

‘Well, I might have edited just a little.’

He raised the eyebrow again, took a slug of coffee.

The annoying bastard is ageing well, Lou thought, looking at her husband looking at her. His curly dark hair was retreating a little, but in a symmetrical way that made him look intelligent and kind of rakish, somehow. It was Rita’s hair too, now, which Lou tugged a brush through every morning to little effect.

The lines around his eyes made him look like he was laughing, and she’d always loved that his eyes were pale blue and, as her mum would say, ‘twinkle like the devil’s Christmas lights’. One of those northern English things she couldn’t shake, clearly. They were Stella’s eyes now.

Her husband was still attractive. Objectively, there was no doubt about that. Still tall and lean with only the slightest push of a beer belly against the old shirts he wore in the workshop. The other week she’d turned up to find him sanding a table wearing the now-grey and tattered Ramones T-shirt he’d been wearing the night they’d met. ‘For God’s sake,’ she’d said. ‘Don’t you throw anything away?’

And he’d looked down at it, holes and all, shrugged and said, ‘It’s my favourite.’

But today his crinkle-twinkle eye thing was making her irritated rather than excited, which rather went against the spirit of this agreement.

‘Yes,’ she said, looking around to make sure the kids weren’t close. ‘I want you to sign the iPad sex agreement.’ Lou pointed at the line at the bottom of the screen. ‘You can do it with your finger.’

Josh looked at the screen, then up at her. Why was he looking at her like she was insane?

‘It’s going to be fun,’ she said, tapping the screen.

‘Contractually obligated fun?’

Lou let the iPad drop to the table and sighed. A rush of fury was surging into her chest.

I’m trying to fix things. I’m trying.

She stood up from the table and went over to the sink, where an eggy pan was sitting, soaking. Lou fished around in the tepid water for a scourer and started going at it.

After a few beats, Josh spoke, as she knew he would. He hated it when she went silent, always had.

‘What’s all this about, Lou?’

The girls were upstairs, supposedly getting their swimming things together for the beach, but Lou, unconsciously tuned in to wherever they were, could hear the telltale squeak and thunk of them jumping on Stella’s bed.

‘Stella!’ she yelled, without moving from the sink. ‘Stop jumping! You should know better!’

The faint noise stopped, then started again, more softly.

‘And you, Rita!’

She pulled the pan out of the water, ran it under the cold tap, put it upside down on the draining board. Drying her hands on the tea towel, she turned around.

‘It’s about us getting –’

‘Are you going to say “our spark back”?’ Josh cut in, still sitting, still cradling his coffee, his face set in something like a sneer. For a second, she wanted to slap him.

‘I was going to say “back in step”.’ Lou leaned against the sink. ‘I know you’ll roll your eyes, but we need to reconnect and I . . .’

‘I know what happens when you’re feeling disconnected.’ Josh stood up, pushing his chair back with a scrape.

Lou flinched at the force of that comment, but she could sense what Josh was thinking right now; she knew him so well. He was silently debating whether to throw petrol on this fire or let it die down.

She hoped he couldn’t read her mind quite so effectively. Because with ‘disconnected’ hanging in the air, Lou had a flash of a pair of firm hands on her hips, moving them slowly forwards and back again. Two nights ago.

She sighed, shook herself a little. ‘Josh, I’m trying to stop us from fighting, not make things worse,’ she said. ‘So, please, humour me. Let’s start this year differently. Let’s try to shake things up.’

Josh brought his mug over to the sink. He stood right in front of her, close enough to kiss. ‘I didn’t know we needed to shake things up,’ he said softly. ‘I thought things were better.’

‘So, then . . .’ Lou decided to disarm. She looped her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and pulled him in to her. ‘Why don’t you want to have sex with your wife every damn day?’

Josh bowed his head into her neck. ‘I do,’ he whispered, ‘you know I always do. I just don’t like contracts.’

‘Think of it like role-play,’ she said, as her handsome husband kissed her neck and she felt nothing.

He was leaning into her now and her bottom was pushed up against the edge of the sink. As Josh sighed an ‘okay’ in her ear, she heard the clunking footsteps of Stella on the stairs and gave him a gentle shove.

‘Sign it,’ she said. ‘And tonight, we’ll pick things up right there.’

*

The beach noise filled the silence while Gretchen considered Lou’s statement. Waves and yells and gulls and a distant pulsing beat from an Irishman’s portable speaker.

And then Gretchen inhaled too, and she said, ‘Why?’

‘Things aren’t . . . good.’

‘Well, you’ve been there before, right? Worse than not good. You sorted it out.’

‘Well, I don’t know. I thought we did. Maybe we didn’t.’

‘What’s changed?’

‘I don’t know.’ Lou played with the sand next to her, letting it run through her fingers. ‘Me? Christmas was . . . shit.’

‘You should have called me!’ Gretchen sat up now, and grabbed Lou’s sandy hand. ‘Why didn’t you call me?’

‘You were in Byron.’ Lou twisted her finger around her friend’s, gave it a little squeeze. ‘Anyway. I’m giving it a year.’

Another pause. Lou’s girls had abandoned their pit and were wrestling. Half of the sand on the beach was coming home with them, clearly.

‘I hate to say it’ – Gretchen always said it – ‘but if you’re back here again, if it keeps being not good, why wouldn’t you just . . . leave?’

Lou looked around. Why did it look like everyone else on this beach – and there were hundreds of them – was having the summer of their life? That family over there, with the beautiful dark-skinned toddlers, everyone wearing tasteful neutrals and straw sunhats, the woman’s blonde head thrown back in laughter, the man wrestling with his adorable sons.

Her girls. Just there. They were lying on their stomachs now, their arms back in their hole, burrowing out a tunnel.

‘Them.’ She nodded towards Stella and Rita. ‘And history.’

Gretchen let out a little puff of air between her lips. ‘History? History’s bullshit. Donald Trump is making fucking history. History just happens, babe. It’s the passing of time. It doesn’t mean anything.’

‘That’s not true, Gretch,’ Lou said. ‘It means a lot. Look at us.’

‘We’re different. Being friends with me doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to be friends with anyone else, and’ – as Gretchen spoke, Lou again had a flash of those hands on her hips – ‘you don’t have to live with me. If you did, I think you would have dumped me years ago.’

Lou knew her friend was about to go off on one of her diatribes about modern monogamy and how humans weren’t meant for long-term cohabitation and why marriage was an institution that was good for men but terrible for women. But Lou, sympathetic to all of this in theory, couldn’t bear to hear it again. Not today.

‘Gretch, Josh isn’t some guy I’ve been seeing,’ she said. ‘We’ve been together forever. He’s my life. I’m his life. With the girls, we’re each other’s home. It’s a lot. It’s everything.’

‘Still . . .’ Gretchen took her hand back. ‘Here we are again.’

‘I’m not dumping Josh, Gretch,’ Lou said, more decisively than she felt. ‘Starting again feels like the end of the world. I want to fight for it.’

‘I’d say you’ve been fighting for it for years.’

‘I’ve got a plan.’

‘Of course you have.’ Gretchen let out a slightly snarky giggle, but she was smiling. ‘What is it?’

‘Right now, sex.’

A snort. ‘Sex is not a plan. Sex is a given.’

‘Said the woman who has never been in a relationship for longer than a year.’ Lou pushed her friend’s bare shoulder, her eyes still on the girls. ‘Sex is a big deal when you’ve been with someone a long time. It can . . . go away.’

‘I was with Gen for eighteen months,’ Gretchen said, mock offended. ‘And we still had sex.’

‘With her and with other people,’ Lou pointed out. ‘Including Barton.’

‘And Barton and I had sex every time we saw each other right up until he decided tantric sex was his destiny.’ Gretchen blew a raspberry. ‘Who’s got time for tantra? It’s so greedy.’

‘This is not very useful, Gretch,’ said Lou. ‘I don’t think tantra is on the menu. We need to start more vanilla.’

‘Okay, so you tell me, married lady: when does the sex go away?’

Lou went back to playing with the sand. ‘It wasn’t our problem for the longest time,’ she said. ‘Much longer than a lot of other couples I know. We used to laugh about other people not having sex, when we were still . . .’

‘Screwing.’

Lou suddenly felt an ache below her stomach that brought her hand there, pushing into her swimsuit. The word that came with the ache was empty. She was suddenly very aware of feeling empty.

‘It’s been a few years, I guess, since things changed,’ she said. ‘Two, three.’

Gretchen knew what had happened three years ago, but she also knew not to go there, not now. ‘Maybe there are only a certain number of years you can actively remain attracted to one person, whoever they are. You ever think of that? Maybe you guys have just run out.’

‘Again, Gretch, not helpful.’ Lou took her hand away from her stomach, reset herself. ‘Anyway, I give my marriage a year. My plan is that we’re going to try all the things that people say you should try to save a relationship that’s in trouble.’

‘And you’re starting with sex.’

‘Sex with Josh.’

Gretchen suddenly sat up, took off her sunglasses and looked at Lou. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ she asked, and Lou knew that Gretchen was trying to get her to turn away from where Stella and Rita were now dumping double-handfuls of sand on top of each other’s heads. ‘You haven’t gone back to . . .’

‘Gretch, stop. I just need you to listen to me.’ Suddenly Lou knew that this was what she needed. ‘You know all kinds of things about relationships that I’ve never experienced, including bloody tantra. I want to try everything to stop my family from falling apart and I need your help.’ She turned her head. ‘I need your support. And your ideas about what to try next.’

Gretchen and Lou looked at each other for a long moment.

‘So, are you going to keep score each month, like “this is the percentage I’m leaning towards staying or going”? Is that how it’s going to work?’

‘Well . . .’ Lou hadn’t really thought about that. ‘Sort of, I guess. Like, how will I feel after the month of sex? Differently? The same?’

‘And are we starting at fifty-fifty odds?’

Lou scrunched up her nose. Not really. But, sure. ‘I guess so. That’s the point.’

Gretchen put her sunnies back on and lay down. ‘This is one of the crazier things you’ve done, Lou,’ she said. ‘Your marriage isn’t a reality TV show. Or a blog. Like that woman who cooked a Julia Childs recipe every day for a year even though she, like, couldn’t cook and didn’t have five hours to baste a ham.’

Lou laughed. ‘Julia Childs didn’t baste hams.’

‘Whatever.’

Lou looked over at the neutral linens couple. He was taking pictures of her with his phone, the beautiful boys were building a sandcastle that was taking on epic proportions. The woman tilted her golden head back, looked at her husband like he was a delicious pie, and he lowered the phone and playfully began to crawl over the sand to where she was sitting.

‘Do you think the sex will help us reconnect?’ Lou asked.

Gretchen reached out a hand and squeezed Lou’s thigh, which was covered by a sarong she’d draped across her lap. ‘Can’t hurt,’ she said. ‘But really, you have to want it. The connection, I mean. It’s not going to turn up if you’re not there for it. It’s going to take more than fifty per cent.’

Lou nodded, still looking at the perfect couple, who were kissing now, as their sons worked on an improbably intricate sand turret. ‘Wise words, my friend.’

‘And there’s something you haven’t told me yet.’

Lou stiffened, knowing as she did that Gretchen’s hand would be able to feel her tension.

‘What?’

‘Does Josh know about this? Does he know that his marriage, the whole fucking centre of his entire wood-whittling, guitar-twiddling, middle-aged life, is on borrowed time?’

Lou exhaled, loosened.

‘Nope. Not yet.’

The girls came charging back at them, spraying sand.

‘Can we have ice cream?’ Rita yelled at a volume that made Lou flinch. She looked over at the destroyed hump of sand where they’d been digging and burying and dumping.

‘Sure you can, it’s the holidays,’ Lou said, reaching out to brush sand off Rita’s lips.

And Gretchen was looking at Lou again now, over her sunglasses, even as Stella was pulling at her to get up, get up, get up.

‘Well, that’s probably for the best, right?’ she said to Lou.

‘Yes, definitely for the best,’ Lou answered.

And as she started rummaging in her cavernous beach bag for her wallet, Lou’s phone, lying on top of towels and Tupperware snack-packs and squeezed-out sunscreens, started vibrating. It was flashing up a number she’d last called two nights ago.

Suddenly the heat felt unbearable on Lou’s face. She grabbed the phone with a slightly shaky hand and quickly flipped it over.

‘Ice creams!’ she called to the girls. ‘Let’s go.’
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