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        This novel was written on the unceded ground of the indigenous people of Australia, specifically the Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung people of the Kulin Nation. I honour the traditional custodians of the lands and waterways and pay my respects to Elders, past, present and emerging.

        Always was, always will be Aboriginal land.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        To my ex-loves.

        You suck.
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        Four years and three months before the yacht party

      

      

      At four in the morning, Cheryl quit trying to sleep. She ripped off her silk eye mask and pulled out her phone. It was midday in Melbourne and her body refused to believe it wasn’t still there, instead of a motel room in Hamburg. She was in Germany running her DJ friend Eden’s social media accounts as she went on her first European tour. It was a dream come true, getting paid to go to international music festivals. Cheryl didn’t want to be ungrateful, but the quality of the accommodation so far was… bad. Itchy pillows, zero hot water, cockroaches galore. Between that, the hectic schedule, and her lack of sleep, she didn’t feel like a glamorous jet setter. She felt like a bag of shit.

      She suddenly became aware of a low, repetitive thudding noise. Squinting at the adjoining wall, a high-pitched whimper made what was going on obvious.

      “Baby,” a woman panted. “I’m almost there.”

      A low grunt and the thudding sped up.

      Groaning, Cheryl pushed a fingertip into each ear. Eden had the room next to hers and was clearly getting her brains fucked out by her new boyfriend, ex-professional AFL footballer, Sloan ‘Willow’ Williams.

      Well, at least she wasn’t the only one not sleeping.

      As the thuds and moans continued, Cheryl’s body heated under the scratchy covers. It wasn’t that she wanted Willow. Or Eden. But the two of them had such amazing chemistry that it was hard not to be jealous. She couldn’t remember ever wanting anyone the way they wanted each other.

      Sighing, she got out of bed and dug through her luggage for her headphones. She put them in and cranked up Kero Kero Bonito until she couldn’t hear the sex. Still wide awake, she texted her mother a few photos of Germany, and reminded her to see her GP to renew her prescriptions.

      
        
        I know, her mother replied. Go enjoy your holiday. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Although that’s almost everything.

      

      

      Smiling, Cheryl checked her emails. She’d taken a leave of absence from work to go on Eden’s tour, but that hadn’t stopped her boss, Bridgette, from CCing her in everything. She replied to a few, made her out-of-office auto reply even snarkier, then bailed to Instagram. She had a few DMs, some bots pimping ugly jewellery, her friend Lucia tagging her in a post to win free Chardonnay for life, and…

      Cheryl’s heart gave a little pulse. She had a message from Patrick Normal.

      She’d met the football player at a club. He was a friend of Willow’s and—when they were introduced—so high he could barely talk. He’d hit on her in a harmless if near-incomprehensible way and the next day found her on Instagram to apologise. She told him it was fine, and they’d been chatting ever since. She wasn’t an idiot; she knew he was flirting with her, but it was the friendly kind of flirting that didn’t stress her out. She clicked on his message.

      
        
        Hey, how’s Eden’s tour going? Your video in Berlin was ace.

      

      

      Cheryl smiled. The little green bubble in Patrick’s profile photo said he was online. Why not indulge in a little late-night banter?

      
        
        Thanks, she wrote back. I broke a heel filming Eden from a ladder, but it was worth it.

      

      

      He replied a second later.

      
        
        You broke your foot!?!

      

      

      
        
        No! she wrote. My stiletto!

      

      

      
        
        ???

      

      

      Cheryl got up and rummaged through her luggage until she found the busted knockoff Sergio Rossi and sent him a photo.

      
        
        See? And don’t judge me for keeping a broken shoe. I’m determined to get it fixed and justify spending $89.99 on eBay for fake designer shoes.

      

      

      
        
        Ahh, I get it. They’re sexy heels. Am I ever going to see you in them?

      

      

      Cheryl chewed her lower lip. She could either write back a joke or—and the thought made her lonely vagina flutter—tell Patrick he’d see her in sexy heels and nothing else when she got back to Melbourne and push their flirtation into overdrive.

      Patrick was pretty cute; tall and jacked with mussy gold-brown hair and big Labrador eyes. Plus, he played AFL which was an ego boost. What woman wouldn’t appreciate a hot football player chasing her?

      Then again, Patrick Normal so wasn’t her type. She liked older men—it was kind of her thing. And whatever his actual age, Patrick wasn’t an older man. He reminded her of the Disney ingenue boys: Aladdin, Hercules, the dude from Atlantis… Sweet, handsome, and eager to please. It didn’t bother her, but she wasn’t Disney Princess age. She was Evil Stepmother age. Hooking up with Patrick might be way more trouble than it was worth, especially now that they had mutual friends.

      She went to his profile and examined his last few pictures. He was very photogenic, if even more baby-faced than she remembered. How old was he? Nothing on his Instagram gave it away, so she typed his name into Google.

      A full profile popped up, including photos of Patrick in his football uniform and a short bio. There was a bubble titled ‘Age.’ Inside it were two numbers and two words.

      
        
        20 years old

      

      

      Cheryl squinted at the line. That couldn’t be right. Patrick had played for the Hammerhead Sharks for ages. The internet must have him screwed up with some other Patrick Normal. She scrolled down to the ‘About’ section.

      
        
        Patrick Fitzgerald Normal

        Born: 25 November 2003 (age 20 years)

        Rockingham, Western Australia

        Siblings: Jason Normal, Martin Normal, Antony Normal, Dominic Normal

        Parents: James Normal, Katherine Normal

      

      

      Cheryl’s throat went dry. She didn’t know a lot about Patrick, but Eden had said he was from Rockingham, and he’d mentioned having four big brothers. The odds his biography age was wrong when everything else looked right was… unlikely.

      She stared at his birth date with mounting horror. 25 November 2003.

      2003? 2003? People weren’t born in 2003! They were born in the 90s. Or the 80s. Or the fucking 60s. 2003 was when you were in primary school and learning how to swim, and oh God, Patrick wasn’t even alive for 9/11! He had to learn about it. Like it was history or something.

      “No,” she told her hotel room. “No, no, no.”

      She reopened Instagram, determined to nip this flirtation in the bud. She thought for a second, then began to type.

      
        
        I’ll mail you the shoe and you can see it all you want. Wear it, even.

      

      

      Her phone buzzed.

      
        
        Might be a bit small…

      

      

      He was still flirting with her. She needed to nip harder.

      
        
        Cinderella made it work, bitch. So can you.

      

      

      Cheryl winced. She’d been aiming for firm but friendly, but that had come out totally over the top. She moved her thumb to delete the message, but it was too late. He’d already seen it. She sucked in a breath, waiting for him to bail on their conversation.

      Her phone vibrated.

      
        
        Fine, I’ll slice off some toes. Besides, where we’re going, we won’t need feet to run.

      

      

      The phrase rang a weird bell, and then it clicked.

      
        
        Event Horizon?

      

      

      
        
        You know it. Me and my brother Martin fucked ourselves up watching it when we were kids. I still love horror movies, though.

      

      

      Cheryl sat up excitedly.

      
        
        I love horror movies! The more messed up the better! Only no one ever wants to see them with me.

      

      

      
        
        Same. We should team up. You get back next month, yeah? We could go to that blood zombie one with Kate Hudson?

      

      

      Cheryl hesitated. She really, desperately, wanted to see the Kate Hudson blood zombie movie, but not if Mr 2003 thought it was a date. She needed to spell this out clearly.

      
        
        Just as friends?

      

      

      
        
        Nah. Co-conspirators or nothing.

      

      

      Exhausted and relieved, she giggled.

      
        
        You’re on. But I’m warning you, I don’t share popcorn.

      

      

      
        
        That’s cool. I’m one of those assholes that bring their own chips and scrunch the bag the whole time.

      

      

      Cheryl laughed, really laughed, for the first time since she’d got to Germany, maybe longer.

      Someone pounded on the adjoining wall and not in a sex way.

      “Cheryl?” Willow called. “You okay?”

      “Fine,” she yelled back. “Your mate Patrick is funny.”

      A brief pause.

      “Not as funny as me, right?”

      “Ignore him,” Eden shouted through the wall. “I’m glad you’re giving Patrick a chance.”

      “Cool!” Cheryl lowered her voice. “A chance to have a twenty-nine-year-old social media consultant as a friend.”

      She replied to Patrick’s message.

      
        
        You’re a monster, but we’re still going to the movies. That’s how bad I need a horror buddy.

      

      

      He laugh-reacted to her message.

      
        
        Patrick Normal, horror buddy. Reporting for duty.

      

      

      “Yes,” Cheryl told her screen. “Let’s be buddies, Patrick Normal. Let’s be extremely platonic buds.”
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        Three years and eight months before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick scrubbed his nose with a tissue and grimaced. His nostrils were raw, his whole body throbbing like a broken strobe light. On his TV, Sam Neill was saying something that looked important, but he could barely hear through his swollen sinuses. He turned up the volume for the millionth time, praying his neighbours weren’t pissed at the noise. He might need them to call an ambulance.

      His phone flashed, a text from his sister-in-law, Brenda.

      
        
        Happy birthday, Youngest! Sorry you couldn’t make it. Hope you’re not too miserable! xxx

      

      

      Patrick sighed. He was supposed to fly to Rockingham this weekend for his twenty-first but he’d come down with the flu of the century. His new niece was immunocompromised, and no one wanted to get her sick. That was fair enough, but now his family kept messaging every twenty minutes like he was going to die from a lack of digital hugs.

      It was sweet, but they didn’t need to worry. It was only his twenty-first birthday, and since he could already drink, drive, and gamble, it was a pretty overrated milestone.

      Still, as he scrubbed his burning nose, he did feel a bit sorry for himself. This was his first ever birthday without a cake and presents and his brothers punching his age into his arm. Not getting a birthday cake was a small price to pay to play pro football in Melbourne, but he missed his family like crazy. Especially on rainy days. They were all on the beach right now, surfing and chatting and laughing…

      His doorbell rang, the sound echoing through his apartment. Patrick paused the movie. He hadn’t ordered anything. Maybe someone from the Sharks had remembered it was his birthday and stopped by?

      He staggered to his feet, collecting as many used tissues as he could and hiding them under the couch. The doorbell rang again. Definitely a visitor.

      “I’m sick,” he yelled down the hall. “You might wanna put on a mask or something.”

      No response. Frowning, he headed to the door and opened it.

      Cheryl beamed up at him. She was wearing a cropped purple t-shirt and cowboy boots and looked so pretty it hurt his aching eyes. “Hey, birthday lad.”

      Patrick grinned. Pain shot across his cheeks reminding him he was currently a sweaty, red-nosed mess in front of the most beautiful woman in the world. Wincing, he turned his face away. “You shouldn’t have come around. I feel like shit.”

      “I know, but I had to. I needed to get rid of this.” Cheryl held up a chocolate doughnut with a ‘21’ candle stuck on top.

      He smiled another painful smile. “Thanks.”

      “That’s not all.” Cheryl cleared her throat. “I dunno about you, but I’m feeling twenty-one—”

      “I’m feeling pretty sick,” he warned. “And if you get any closer singing that song, so will you.”

      “How dare you interrupt me!” Cheryl raised the doughnut higher. “Happy birthday, dear sickest boy! Happy birthday to you!”

      “I’m not the sickest birthday boy. I’m the sickest birthday man.”

      “Of course, you are.” Cheryl pushed past him and into his apartment. “I’ll put this doughnut in the kitchen, then give you the rest of your presents!”

      His stomach dropped. Cheryl had only been to his place twice and he’d cleaned it top to bottom beforehand. “Hang on, my house is a dump.”

      “Who cares?” she called over her shoulder.

      “I do!”

      “Well, I don’t. Anyway, you’ve been sick. You’re allowed to live in a dump when you’re sick.”

      Panicked, he followed her down the hall. His apartment looked even worse through fresh eyes, every surface covered in takeout bags, crumpled tissues and empty pill packets. But Cheryl didn’t seem grossed out. She cleared a space on his kitchen counter and put her pink backpack on it. “I made you chicken soup and mushroom risotto and I got you pink Powerade and some very special birthday antihistamines…”

      Patrick’s swollen throat went even tighter. “You didn’t have to do this. I can handle being sick.”

      “I know and that’s very cool and manly of you, but since you’re clearly dying alone on your birthday, I think I might stay and keep you company.”

      “What if I get you sick?”

      “I get time off work.” Cheryl climbed over the back of his couch and dropped onto the cushions. “What are we watching?”

      “Possession.”

      Cheryl clutched her hands to her chest. “I love that so much. C’mon, birthday man. Let’s watch some bitch go crazy in a train tunnel and try to make this not the worst milestone birthday ever.”

      Patrick took the seat beside hers. As far as he was concerned, it was already a first-tier milestone birthday.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      His best friend was flirting with another man, and Patrick was fine with that. At least that’s what he told himself as he drained the last of his scotch and soda. He leaned over the edge of the yacht and pretended to be looking for non-existent seals and snuck another glance at Cheryl.

      She was minuscule, even in sparkling stilettos. Her red dress clung to her flawless body, showing off her big tits and tiny waist. Her plump, round ass. Her dark hair was loose, curling to just above said ass. It was the kind of hair you couldn’t help imagining spread across your pillow and wrapped up in your fist. But then she piled it in a bun on top of her head and looked so adorable, Patrick just wanted to tuck her into his pocket. She had huge dark eyes like a sugar glider and when she smiled, it was like the sun coming up over the ocean.

      He watched her sip her sparkling wine, her lips liquid red and pouty.

      At a black-tie yacht party full of WAGS, influencers, and models, Cheryl was still the hottest thing for miles. The prettiest girl he’d ever seen. Would ever see. He’d known that the night they met. He’d been high as balls on MDMA, wandering around a techno gig looking for his mates when out of nowhere came a goddess. He and Cheryl locked eyes and the chemical haze in his head lifted.

      It’s her, he’d thought. The one. Holy shit.

      … And then he’d made a total cock of himself and earned a one-way ticket to ‘never gonna happen, champ.’

      She liked him. They were great friends, but in the back of his mind, he’d hoped she’d see him as something more one day. He’d clocked in four years hoping it. If his football stats were as shitty as his romantic ones, he’d be banned from professional sport.

      He was so fucking in love with Cheryl.

      He was so fucking screwed.

      The man she was talking to was old. Everyone Cheryl hit on was old.

      This dude was at least fifty, in douchebag wayfarers and a three-piece suit. He kept touching Cheryl, his wrinkly hand brushing her gold-skinned one. She didn’t seem to mind. Of course, she didn’t. Cheryl had a thing for older guys, and he had a thing for her. A million things.

      Cheryl’s ancient drinking companion touched her forearm, and Patrick clenched his jaw. He wanted to march across the deck, throw Cheryl over his shoulder, and carry her off, but he had no right to do that.

      In her mind, they were friends. In everyone’s mind, they were just friends. Cheryl and Patrick. Patrick and Cheryl. Joined at the hip in the most PG-13 way possible. It didn’t matter that they’d gone on hiking trips, slept in the same tent at music festivals, and had lunch every Sunday unless he was playing footy. They were Just Friends.

      Last year she’d come home to Western Australia with him for New Years and stayed up all night drinking whiskey with his brothers.

      “She’s a firecracker,” his dad said the next day. “Whoever marries her is one lucky bloke.”

      No one was under the impression that bloke was him. Especially not Cheryl.

      And if he needed more proof that she saw him as a friend and not a man, it was the way she cuddled up to him like a koala, kissing him on the cheek when they saw each other, snuggling into him on the couch, wrapping her arm around his waist as they walked.

      He didn’t mind. The cost of touching Cheryl was worth any price. Same with hanging out all the time. He’d rather be with her than with anyone else, even if it sucked that it was never more. At least that’s how he usually felt.

      He’d invited her to Derek and Mara Hardiman’s yacht party, expecting to spend the afternoon drinking together. But then he’d been pulled into a massive chat with an ex-football commentator and now Cheryl was drinking wine with some asshole, and he was trying not to follow her around being weird.

      “Oi, Psycho!”

      He glanced over his shoulder. In Rockingham he was ‘Patty’ but there were already two Patricks playing for the Sharks when he arrived, so Willow nicknamed him ‘Psycho.’ It was an ironic reference to his last name and “that American cunt who cuts people up—he’s a Patrick, too.”

      Patrick loved the nickname, but he was pretty sure he’d have loved it if Sloan ‘Willow’ Williams had dubbed him ‘Fuckhead Jones.’ Playing professional football alongside the guys he’d worshipped as a kid was a dream come true. It had taken months to stop stammering like a nervous wreck whenever Derek Hardiman talked to him.

      “Over here, Psycho.”

      He rotated forty degrees. Willow and Derek were approaching with their kids. Willow, carrying his daughter Jupiter upside down, Derek wheeling his twins in a stroller. It was their first birthday and the reason for the yacht party.

      Patrick bent to smile at Adam and Sean Hardiman who were dressed in baby tuxedos for the occasion. “Are they liking the party?”

      Derek shrugged. He wasn’t much of a talker.

      “Well, thanks for having me,” Patrick went on. “The weather’s great.”

      Willow cackled. “Fuckin’ weather chat? You need to up your game, Hardo. This party clearly sucks.”

      Derek ignored Willow, as everyone generally did. “How’s your pre-season looking, Psych? Gonna have another blinder?”

      Patrick ducked his head. He’d done well this year, but praise from Derek still choked him up. “Fingers crossed. Coach wants to change things up a bit.”

      “Well, he’s new.” Derek leaned on the back of his stroller. “What are you thinking? One more season with the Sharks, then a trade?”

      Patrick hesitated. It was kind of taboo to discuss trades with teammates, but Willow and Derek had been retired for a few years now.

      “Not sure. I’ve had a few offers, but I’m hoping it’ll work itself out.”

      Derek’s brow furrowed. “It won’t. Call your agent. Get a new deal.”

      Patrick blinked. “I dunno. I’ve got time, don’t I?”

      “You think you’ve got time. No one knows how long they’ll last. Don’t blow your opportunities.”

      “Or do and marry rich.” Willow turned a giggling Jupiter in the air. “Become a house husband, like Hardo.”

      Derek glared at him. “I’m not a house husband.”

      “Oh yeah? What do you do exactly?”

      Derek’s glare intensified. There were rumours he was writing fantasy novels under a pseudonym, but no one from the Sharks was brave enough to ask him about it.

      “I’ll think about a trade,” Patrick said, mostly to break the awkward silence.

      “Good,” Derek said. “You only come up once. Capitalise on it.”

      Patrick was reminded of his dad’s ‘always wear a condom’ lectures. He gave his friend the same solemn nod he’d given his old man. “I will.”

      “Ah, lay off.” Willow lifted Jupiter over his head. “Psycho’s only twenty-three.”

      “Almost twenty-four,” Patrick said. “Mid-twenties.”

      Willow snorted. “Yeah, that’s super fuckin’ old. Get your walking frame ready. Why are you out here by yourself, anyway?”

      Before he could come up with something that wasn’t ‘trying to figure out if Cheryl is gonna bang some old dude’, a loud, feminine laugh caught Willow and Derek’s attention. Cheryl was doubled over, tilting her wine glass as though the old guy was so hilarious, she might spill her drink. But it wasn’t her real laugh. Cheryl’s real laugh was deep and kind of snorty. She was performing for the old fuck, trying to win him over. Patrick gripped his empty scotch glass tight enough to crack it, then realised Willow and Derek were watching him. He tried to rearrange his face to neutral, but they’d already clocked exactly what was going on. Their expressions were all too familiar: pity with a shot of ‘this is fucking hilarious.’

      “So, Cheryl Karalis-Walker’s out here,” Willow said to Derek. "What an interesting yet totally unexpected turn of events."

      “Leave it,” Patrick warned. “We’re mates.”

      “You sure are.” Willow jerked a thumb at Cheryl. “She looks happy.”

      Patrick kept his grip tight on his scotch glass. “Something you want to say, Willow?”

      “Not at all, mate. Live and let live, that’s my motto.”

      Cheryl fake-laughed behind them again, and Derek’s expression grew even more pitying. “She come with you?”

      “As friends.”

      Derek’s lips twitched. “Right.”

      “So, you’re not still holding out hope?” Willow asked. Unlike Derek, he didn’t bother hiding his shit-eating grin. “Not still hoping she’ll get drunk and give you one?”

      “No. I’m—”

      “Burning one fuck of a torch. What’s it been? Three years since you guys started hanging out?”

      Closer to four, but he wasn’t going to admit that. “We get along. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Of course not.” Willow put a struggling Jupiter on the ground. “What’s up, baby girl?”

      “I go mumma?”

      “Of course, princess.” Willow watched Jupiter run across the deck, beaming proudly. “She’s amazing,” he said to no one, before laser-focusing back on Patrick.

      “But you know, Hardo,” he said, his big, stupid smile getting bigger and stupider. “This Cheryl thing reminds me of something. A word, maybe. Or like, a phrase, but I just can’t think what it is…”

      “You’re right,” Derek said slowly. “It’s like… some kind of district? A region?”

      “A zone.”

      “Ah, yeah. A zone. And Psycho’s near it. Almost in it, you might say.”

      Patrick rolled his eyes. “Yeah, ha-ha. Don’t you assholes have milk to go heat up or something?”

      “I’m good here,” Derek said. “Willow?”

      “Happy to hang around. So, what’s your plan, Psycho? Hover by the deck and watch the old boy work his game or…?”

      “Leave it,” Patrick said through gritted teeth.

      “Yeah, leave it, Willow,” Derek said evenly. “Old mate’s already locked it in, and he looks like he hasn’t touched a tit for twenty years. Don’t ruin it up for him.”

      Willow tutted. “That’s not nice, Hardo. Cheryl won’t abandon Psycho at a fancy party. She’s the Padmé to his Anakin. But, like, when Anakin was a child slave who did pod racing and Padmé had to babysit him.”

      At this, his friends fell over each other howling with laughter. Patrick turned to face the water. He could take shit. You couldn’t play footy, any team sport, and not take shit, but when it came to Cheryl, he didn’t have much of a sense of humour. Maybe Derek and Willow knew it because their laughter faded.

      “Sorry,” Willow said. “It’s Derek’s fault.”

      “Cheers.” Derek squinted at Cheryl. “Seriously, Psycho, I know she’s a stunner, but you’re not actually…?”

      Patrick knew exactly where this was going but fuck if he was going to make Derek’s job easier. “Not actually what?”

      “You know. Girl’s gotta be, what? Thirty?”

      “Thirty-two,” Willow said promptly.

      Derek gave a low whistle.

      “The hell are you whistling about?” Patrick snarled, surprised by his own anger.

      Derek blinked. “Sorry, mate. Just… don’t you think she’s a bit old for you?”

      “It’s not even a ten-year age gap and Cheryl looks way younger!”

      “Yeah, but…”

      Derek didn’t need to finish his sentence. Patrick knew what he meant. “Yeah, but Cheryl’s the age when girls get married and have kids and you’re the age where guys drink beer out of their own shoes.”

      That’s why his family didn’t see him and Cheryl getting together. That’s why no one in the whole fucking world saw them getting together. As far as everyone who wasn’t him was concerned, he and Cheryl might be on the same track, but they were miles apart and they’d never end up in the same place at the same time.

      “It doesn’t matter that Cheryl’s in her thirties,” he said, trying and failing to not sound defensive.

      “Does it matter that she seems pretty invested in fucking the elderly?” Willow asked. “Like, to the exclusion of all dicks born after 1975?”

      Patrick put his glass on the railing before it shattered. “She doesn’t—”

      “How do you know that?” Derek demanded of Willow. “She’s chatting to that old guy but that doesn’t mean she only rates old guys.”

      “I went on tour with her, remember? Back when she was Eden’s media chick?” Willow rolled his eyes heavenward. “There were non-stop listeners of talkback radio coming out of her hotel room at three in the morning. I don’t think a single one of them could have synced an iPhone to save themselves.”

      Derek laughed and Willow joined him, and Patrick debated pushing both of them overboard.

      The kids, he told himself. Think of their kids.

      “Sorry,” Willow said, wiping his streaming eyes. “I don’t wanna be a dick, but it’s just too funn—”

      “Afternoon, boys.” Bethany Myers appeared at Willow’s elbow. Her dark red hair was twisted into an elaborate crown and her usually friendly face was stern. “Are you enjoying the party?”

      Derek and Willow exchanged nervous looks.

      “Hi, Beth,” Derek said loudly. “How are you?”

      “I’m wonderful.” Beth stroked a hand over her pregnant belly like an evil genius petting a cat. “Mara was telling me your new book is doing really well in Japan.”

      Derek looked like he’d just sucked a lemon. “She did, huh?”

      “Yes. I didn’t realise they had such a big fantasy market. You must be so happy!”

      “I… am,” Derek said through gritted teeth.

      Patrick stared determinedly at the ocean so he wouldn’t laugh.

      “Mara said the sequel has twin dragons in it,” Beth went on. “Is that because of your baby twins? That’s so sweet.”

      Patrick couldn’t help it. He laughed. Derek shot him a filthy look and clicked the brake off his stroller. “I’m going.”

      “Bye!” Beth called after him as he pushed the twins away as fast as he could.

      She rounded on Willow who was wearing a choirboy expression. “Sloan Williams, I heard you fell through a window at Temperance Bar last week. How pissed were you, anyway?”

      Willow dropped the schoolboy act in a hot second. “Not that pissed!”

      “Eden said a guy got glass in his foot and wanted to sue you and you had to give him two hundred dollars to go away.”

      Patrick started coughing, he was laughing so hard. Willow rubbed the back of his neck, opened his mouth, closed it, then turned on his heel and ran after Derek.

      “Well,” Beth said lightly. “That was easy.”

      Patrick didn’t know much about Beth, except that she was married to Derek’s mate, Byron, and had a podcast, but he appreciated the assist. “You’ve gotta teach me how to do that sometime.”

      “It’s an innate talent, I’m afraid,” Beth said, still stroking her belly. “Besides, now that I’m pregnant, taunting football players is my last guilty pleasure.”

      “Does that mean it’s my turn?”

      Beth laughed. “No, I just saw Dumb and Dumber dishing out what they can’t eat and thought I’d come fuck it up for them.”

      “Well, thanks.” He glanced over his shoulder. Cheryl was still deep in conversation with the old guy. “I might head to the bar. Do you want a drin—”

      “Actually, that’s not true. I thought it was about time someone took control of this shit show between you and Cheryl.”

      Patrick almost knocked his glass off the yacht railing. “Sorry?”

      “Cheryl.” Beth’s expression became steely again. “Derek and Willow have no idea what they’re talking about. She is into you. You need to make your move.”

      “I don’t… are you serious?”

      “One hundred percent. Let’s talk strategy.”

      Patrick felt like he’d missed a step going downstairs. “Look, I don’t know what you think is happening, but me and Cheryl are just friends.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Something about her set, freckled face made it impossible to lie. “Okay, we’re not. But it doesn’t matter. She doesn’t see me that way and Derek and Willow are knobs, but they’re right. Cheryl likes dads. Old men. She’s gonna go home with that sunglasses prick.”

      “How do you know?”

      He let out a sigh he felt like he’d been holding for over four years. “Let’s just say this isn’t the first time I’ve watched it happen.”

      Beth gave a sympathetic little hum.

      “Yeah, poor me,” he said and, hearing the bitterness in his voice, added, “She won’t keep him around though. The whole time I’ve known her, there’s been three guys who lasted longer than a weekend: Stupid Tom, Shithead Steve, and Dickhead Daniel.”

      Beth made a face. “That’s a lot of alliteration.”

      “I’m not a podcast host, Beth. I’m doing my best.”

      She grinned. “Fair. So, Cheryl’s got no idea you’re into her?”

      “I dunno. Sometimes it feels like there are signs… but nah, I don’t think so. Pretty sure it’s all in my head. Sometimes I think I’ll get over it, but it’s been…”

      “Years,” Beth said promptly. “Well, have you tried dating? Getting some air?”

      “That was the plan two years ago.”

      “Two years ago?”

      “Yup. Me and Cheryl hang out most Sundays and I was sick of reading between the lines and realising she’d come straight to mine after getting drilled by some insurance executive. I thought if I was hooking up, she’d work it out and get jealous too.”

      “Oh dear…”

      “Yeah, it wasn’t a smart move.”

      “Did you at least have fun?”

      “Not enough for how awkward it gets on the apps. And Cheryl didn’t give a fuck.”

      Beth put a hand to her mouth. “Shit. Sorry. I’ve been there. I had a crush on this guy at work and I tried to make him jealous by hooking up with his best mate.”

      “Did it work?”

      “He got my name wrong in an email a week later.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah, he still thinks I’m called ‘Bianca.’” Beth shuddered. “Dark times. So, what about going for something more serious? Getting a girlfriend?”

      “Everyone I’ve dated has, uh, hated the way I am with Cheryl. They usually do the ‘me or her’ thing.”

      “And you choose her?”

      Patrick raised his empty glass in a mock toast.

      “Hmm,” Beth looked him right in the eyes. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”

      Patrick choked on nothing. “I don’t… I mean, that’s crazy. You can’t love someone if…”

      Again, Beth’s clear brown eyes made it impossible to lie.

      “Yeah. I just hoped I was hiding it. Making it look like a dumb crush.”

      “You’re not,” Beth said. “Everyone knows. Everyone except Cheryl.”

      “Shit…”

      A waiter passed a tray of Aperol Spritz in front of them and Patrick ditched his empty glass and took two. If ever there was a time for double parking, it was now. He downed the first, wondering what he’d done to get a pregnant redhead to stare right into his soul at a yacht party.

      Beth laid a warm hand on the sleeve of his tux. “I have good news, Patrick.”

      “You know a hypnotist that can stop people from having feelings?”

      “Better. I can make it happen between you and Cheryl.”

      Patrick frowned. If Beth wasn’t pregnant, he’d ask if she was drunk. Instead, he felt his time was better spent draining his second Aperol.

      “Seriously,” Beth said. “I have magical powers. Ask anyone.”

      “‘Kay,” Patrick said thickly. “So what’s your plan exactly?”

      “All will be revealed, but first, I need to know something.”

      “There’s always a catch…”

      “Why do you love Cheryl?”

      He blinked. “Sorry?”

      “Why do you want to be with Cheryl? Why do you like her?”

      The hugeness of that question, the randomness of it—along with a shitload of prosecco and orange liquor—made it hard for him to speak.

      Beth took that badly. “Is it because she’s beautiful and you can’t have her? Is it because you don’t know how to have female friends? Are you trying to prove some point to Willow and Derek?”

      “No. Christ, no.”

      “Then why? Because I only use my powers for good and there are a lot of girls in the world.”

      “Not like Cheryl.”

      “True, but you’re a twenty-three-year-old football player, and neither of those things are famed for long-lasting sexual relationships. So, spell it out for me. Why do you want Cheryl?”

      Patrick wasn’t an angry guy but the way she was talking like he was some dumb kid with no sense of loyalty sparked his temper. He put his empty Aperol glasses on the railing with more force than necessary. “Who the fuck wouldn’t want Cheryl? She’s funny and smart and driven—”

      “Driven?”

      “Yeah, she’s always thinking, like, ten steps ahead. She never forgets anything. She remembers my mum’s birthday and how I have my coffee and she always asks about my brothers’ kids—”

      “So, she pays attention to you?”

      “Yes,” he snarled. “But it’s more than that. She knows me and I know her. We’re happy together.”

      “Maybe that means she’s just a good friend?”

      “No. Before Cheryl, I was wandering around waiting for something to happen. The second I saw her, I knew. She’s what happened.”

      “Okay, that’s pretty sweet.”

      But he wasn’t done. Now that he’d started, words kept pouring out of him.

      “The second we were talking, it was the easiest thing in the world. We fit together. Where I’m shit, she’s amazing. Where she needs help, I can help her. We work together, and I swear she feels it too, she just fights it. And I can wait. I will wait, it’s just… it’s fucking hard sometimes.”

      He turned back to the water, face burning. He’d kept what he’d just said inside for so long only to blurt it out at the wrong woman.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t… yeah. Sorry.”

      “That was really beautiful.”

      The watery note in her voice made him glance over his shoulder. Sure enough, she was crying. “Shit. Did I upset you?”

      “In the best possible way.” Beth wiped her eyes. “Don’t worry, I’m just full of hormones. Anyway, are you ready to fuck Cheryl?”

      Emotional as he was, her about-face made him laugh. “There’s no way. Sorry, I like you, but there’s no way this is happening.”

      “Patrick, you’re hot and tall and nice and everything, but you really don’t understand this situation. I do. Trust me.”

      Still smiling, he shook his head. “Okay, I’ll trust you. What now?”

      “Come with me.” Beth took his free arm and steered him toward the middle of the yacht.

      He turned to look at Cheryl as he left. She was still talking to the old guy, unaware anything had happened. His stomach sank and he wished he’d kept his mouth shut to Beth. Even if everyone did know he was in love with Cheryl, at least he’d have denial on his side…

      Beth led him to the main cabin, where most of the guests were hanging out. Three bars surrounded a big dance floor, and he spotted Derek and Mara swaying together, each holding a twin. The scene was so cutesy, he wanted to turn on his heels and run. “I might go talk to—”

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Beth said, tightening her grip on his arm. “There. You need to go talk to her.”

      The woman in question was a short brunette chatting to Willow’s wife, Eden. She had a fancy corporate look. She was also at least forty.

      “Ah, why her?”

      “Are you not attracted to her?”

      The woman was pretty. She reminded him a little of Eva Longoria. “I mean, yeah. But I told you, trying to make Cheryl jealous doesn’t work.”

      “Didn’t work. Answer me something: when you were fucking around, it was with twenty-year-old footy groupies, right?”

      “I…”

      “Exactly. Cheryl knew she had nothing to worry about because those girls weren’t a threat to her or your relationship. But seeing you with this bitch?” Beth chuckled darkly. “That’ll light a fire under her ass.”

      Patrick snuck another glance at the brunette. She seemed pretty no-nonsense. The kind of person who might not appreciate getting hit on by someone his age. His palms prickled with sweat. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

      “It is.”

      “But I’m not into older women, I just like Cheryl.”

      Beth sighed. “Here’s some more free advice. Even if things don’t work out with Cheryl—which they will—you’re clearly attracted to dark-haired, Type-A bitches who know what they want and are probably going to be older than you. Embrace it.”

      “I like all kinds of girls. The last chick I dated was German.”

      “And who was your first crush?”

      “Uh, Gloria from Modern Family?”

      Beth rolled her eyes, shoving him firmly in the direction of the brunette. “Be one in a million, Psycho. Take the advice. Be happy.”

      “I want to be happy, I just…” Patrick turned back to face Beth. “You don’t think I’m, like, submissive in the sack or something, do you?”

      “I know you’re not.”

      His relief was followed by immediate confusion. “How?”

      “I just do.” Beth stood on her tiptoes to adjust his collar. “When she wakes up to herself, I have no doubt Cheryl will be very happy with you, Mr Normal.”

      “Thanks, I guess, but seriously, how—”

      “What’s happening here?”

      Byron had materialised out of nowhere behind his wife. He was a big bloke with a face so symmetrical, it was like he’d been made with AI. And he didn’t seem happy. Patrick pulled his collar from Beth’s grasp.

      “Hey mate,” he said to Byron. “Nothing’s happening here.”

      Byron’s eyes were cold. “You sure?”

      “Relax, my love.” Beth wrapped an arm around her husband’s waist. “Patrick and I are devising a plan.”

      Byron’s serious expression vanished. He suddenly looked very tired. “Are you giving unsolicited advice again, Horoscopes?”

      “I’m giving much-needed, one-time-only advice,” Beth said sweetly. “Now please leave me and your unborn child alone to help a man achieve his destiny?”

      Byron’s eyes flicked skyward. “We’re going to talk about this later.”

      “Of course.” Beth twinkled her fingers at him. “Buh-bye.”

      With a glance to him that said, ‘Good luck, mate,' Bryon headed straight for the nearest bar.

      “Ah, men,” Beth said fondly. “Ready to rock, Patrick?”

      The interlude had given his nerves time to skyrocket. He wished he could join Byron at the bar. “I don’t think this is gonna work.”

      “You’re scared. That’s good.” Beth nudged his side. “Go, say ‘hi’, and everything will take care of itself from there.”

      “I dunno. What if it makes things between me and Cheryl go to shit?”

      “That’s a risk you have to be willing to take.”

      “But you said—”

      “I have magic powers and I know Cheryl wants you, but I’m not writing the screenplay of your life,” Beth said firmly. “No risk. No reward.”

      “Shit…”

      “But,” her bright brown gaze held his own. “Are you seriously happy to leave your relationship with Cheryl as it is now? As it’s been for the last four years?”

      Patrick remembered Cheryl fake-laughing with the old man. The millions of times he’d watched her give affection to someone else, wishing he had the guts to tell her, just once, how he felt. Beth was right, it was time. He ran his fingers through his hair, letting it fall the way girls seemed to like.

      “Wish me luck,” he told Beth, then headed across the dance floor to where the corporate brunette was sitting.
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        Three and a half years before the yacht party

      

      

      Cheryl’s phone buzzed. Patrick had sent her a photo. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure her boss wasn’t hovering, then checked the message. When she saw it, she pressed a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing. Patrick was wearing the bedazzled crown she had sent to his house and he was holding her card.

      
        
        Happy International Best Friends Day! it screamed in rainbow glitter. Let’s keep slaying like the sexy pigs we are!

      

      

      Scowling in his too-small crown, Patrick looked like a Chihuahua that had been forced into a Halloween costume. Cheryl pressed her hand harder against her mouth. Bridgette was really on one today and when Bridgette was on one, even laughing too loud got you unpaid overtime.

      
        
        Wow, bestie! she texted. You’re such a glam hog!

      

      

      
        
        Patrick’s reply came at once. Cheers. Why do we call each other sexy pigs again?

      

      

      
        
        Because it’s like calling your friends ‘hot bitches’ but funnier! So, where’s my present, fuck-swine?

      

      

      
        
        Shit! Can I get you something tomorrow?

      

      

      Cheryl took her hand away from her mouth. She was disappointed, and it was embarrassing to be disappointed. After all, International Best Friends Day was barely a thing, and she hadn’t spent much money on Patrick’s gift. The crown was thrifted, and she’d made the card from the side of a cardboard box.

      
        
        All good, she wrote back. See you tonight for popcorn and Slaughterhouse Symphony. Unless Bridgette loses her shit and keeps us here past midnight x

      

      

      She returned to her computer, trying to ignore the lump in her throat. The bell rang as someone opened the door to reception, but Cheryl didn’t look up. She had fifteen emails to respond to by mid-afternoon and—

      “Um, Cheryl?”

      She looked up to see her co-worker Devon and a huge, alive teddy bear holding a bunch of silver balloons.

      “Oh my God! What!?”

      “He says he’s here for you,” Devon explained nervously.

      “Why?”

      The teddy bear, chestnut brown with a pink tie, handed her the balloons. “Cheryl Karalis-Walker?”

      “That’s me,” Cheryl said. “Who’s the message from?”

      “Mr Patrick Normal,” the teddy bear swung his hips from side to side. “Stand up, please.”

      Loving and hating her best friend, Cheryl got to her feet. Everyone in the open-plan office stared at her in some combination of amusement and distress as the teddy bear hit play on a portable speaker.

      “Happy International Best Friends Day,” the teddy bear sang. “You’re a sexier pig than the one in Charlotte’s Web and that’s really saying something!”

      Cheryl snorted so hard her nose hurt. As though waiting for her permission, her colleagues cracked up alongside her.

      “There’s more,” the teddy bear shouted over the laughter, and he got on all fours on the carpet.

      Bridgette arrived just as he started twerking, and though she knew there’d be hell to pay, Cheryl couldn’t stop laughing. It was so worth it.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Raymond was fifty, divorced, and a father of three. Exactly her type. But despite the free boat booze, she wasn’t enjoying talking to him. He was drunk, his forehead was sweaty, and he kept laughing at things that weren’t funny, like her accidentally calling the yacht a ‘boat.’

      Cheryl wanted to excuse herself, but she had no idea where to go besides the bathroom. She didn’t belong here, among the swirling, shiny football people. She’d only come because of Patrick, and she felt weird about approaching him in front of his teammates and their wives. She felt tacky in her second-hand Pilgrim dress when every other woman on the boat—yacht—was in Givenchy, Marc Jacobs, and Miu Miu. True, Eden was here, but she was busy looking after her daughter—and also wearing a turquoise Balmain dress and a four-carat engagement ring. Sometimes Cheryl didn’t mind playing the low-rent sidekick to Eden’s glamorous superhero, but not today. So, what was a broke girl from Footscray to do besides get wine-drunk with someone else’s dad?

      “… the housing market’s not going to turn anytime soon,” Raymond was saying, clearly under the impression she was listening. “I was there in ‘91 and I know rates won’t stabilise until the conservatives get back into government. It’s always the same. When Jane and I were first married…”

      Cheryl knew she should pay attention; she wanted to buy her own apartment soon, but in addition to being quite boring, Raymond’s monotone and constant references to his ex-wife weren’t helping her concentration. Providing free therapy was part of sleeping with older men, but she wasn’t feeling it. She glanced at the main cabin. If Patrick was alone, she could ditch Raymond and hang out with him, but her best friend was nowhere to be seen.

      He was probably having fun without her. After all, he was a football player and he’d grown up in circles like these ones, surfing and sailing in upper-class Rockingham. He was so lovely, Cheryl couldn’t even hate him for it. Patrick’s childhood had been idyllic. The kind that was always a cover for a hideous sex crime in a movie but in reality was just sweet and boring. His parents were so nice, they could have been designed in a lab. His mum was a gorgeous doctor, his dad was a university professor who built his own furniture. Their sons were tall and good-looking, and all four of Patrick’s older brothers were married with kids. They were ‘The Normal Family.’ Literally. Mr and Mrs Normal and their five Normal children, all living normal lives, normally.

      Her family? Cheryl wasn’t sure if two people counted, but if they did, her mum should have called them, ‘The Unplanned, Broke-Ass, Medical Fucktacular.’ The Walker Curse was ever-present in their lives, and unless a four-leaf clover fell out of the sky and performed fifteen different miracles, it wasn’t going anywhere.

      Raymond droned on as Cheryl finished the last of her pinot. She really needed to lay off the booze. She had hot Pilates at six, four work portfolios to review, and her mum might call needing her to come over. Her ALS was getting worse and lately, she’d struggled to heat the frozen meals Cheryl kept stacked in her freezer. Her disability carer, Felicity, wouldn’t be in until Tuesday, and if her mum didn’t have anything to microwave—

      Hot fingers brushed her wrist.

      “Cheryl?” Raymond asked. “Everything okay?”

      I need to get out of here…

      She flashed Raymond what she thought of as her ‘office smile.’ Wide-eyed and lots of teeth. “Sorry, I’m kinda lit. What were you saying?”

      Raymond tugged his collar. “Well, I was thinking, would you be interested in getting an onshore beverage after this? Maybe?”

      The thing Cheryl liked most about dads, besides their eye wrinkles, was their awkwardness. Guys her age were always getting wasted and promising to fuck her like she’d never been fucked before—which was a lie because she’d been fucked incompetently plenty of times. But dads? Dads were polite. It was like they thought they’d scare her by even suggesting a date. It always made Cheryl feel like magic. Or at least it had. Right now, she just felt tired.

      “Thanks, Raymond, but I should have an early night.”

      “Ah, right.”

      He looked so forlorn, Cheryl got worried he was about to jump off the boat. She flashed him another wide smile. “Thanks for the chat. It’s been lovely.”

      She stepped back and Raymond jolted after her like a wind-up toy. “Wait.” He grabbed her hand with his sauna-damp fingers and leaned in. “I’ll pay.”

      Cheryl felt her smile freeze over. She yanked her hand from his. “That’s not something I’m interested in.”

      “But—”

      She turned and walked away. She could still smell Raymond’s red wine breath, feel his sweaty grip. It wasn’t the first time a divorced dad had offered her money for sex, but it never felt good. The sun was setting, turning the sea air icy.

      Patrick. She needed to find Patrick.

      She headed for the main cabin, passing a group of tall blondes. They were whispering behind their hands and though Cheryl knew they weren’t talking about her, she was transported back to high school.

      “Slut,” the popular girls hissed whenever she walked past. “Cheryl Karalis-Walkwhore.”

      Plenty of them hooked up with guys, but that wasn’t the point. At Franklin Grammar, being a slut meant not owning three holiday homes or a skin tone that fit on a cream cheese colour wheel. She was a half-Greek bastard from the western suburbs, and no matter how hard she worked to hide it, the rich girls smelled blood. “Nice outfit, Walkwhore. Where did you get those shoes, the Salvation Army?”

      Folding her arms across her chest, Cheryl entered the cabin, praying Patrick was free, or at least talking to less than ten football players. She could really use a hug, and Patrick gave the best hugs. None of her friends ‘got’ why she was so close with a twenty-three-year-old, but it made perfect sense to her. In a world full of storm clouds, he was a ray of sunshine. It was so easy to be with him—as easy as it was to be by herself. They went on hikes and watched horror movies and had brunch on Sundays; all the stuff no one else wanted to do. And because they weren’t a thing, she could wear tracksuit pants and no make up around him, and eat her weight in carbonara, and he didn’t care. She’d never been so comfortable around a guy. And though she didn’t like to say it, because it made her feel like a pedo, he was mature for his age. Kind and so easy to talk to, with none of the baggage men her age and older lugged around. And sure, sometimes he referenced things that happened ‘in high school’, and she remembered that was less than five years ago and wanted to die, but it was worth it to be his best friend. To have a best friend.

      She scanned the cabin for his mussy hair and spotted him chatting to someone in a corner. She almost laughed with relief at the sight of his friendly face. Then she saw who he was talking to.

      A girl. No, not a girl. A woman. A sexy, dark-haired woman who was much older than him. They were leaning their heads together, so close they were almost nuzzling.

      Cheryl stared at the woman. Even in the dim lamplight, she was obviously in her forties. Her feet went slippery inside her heels, and she wondered if she’d misunderstood the situation. Patrick, her Patrick, couldn’t possibly be flirting with…

      What? an inner voice asked. Who?

      She became aware her fists were clenched. Patrick said something and the woman laughed, tossing her glossy, black hair. Cheryl wanted to pull it out at the roots. Just when she thought it couldn’t get worse, Patrick gave the woman what she called his ‘aw shucks’ smile. His eyes crinkled and his chin ducked down. She wanted to slap him. That was her smile. He was giving her smile to that (don’t call her old, don’t call her old) woman who could have been his aunt except she was beautiful and glamorous, and Patrick was clearly besotted with her.

      To her horror, angry tears welled in her eyes. She dashed them away, furious with herself, then turned and collided into a pregnant redhead. She recognised Beth, a good friend of Eden and Willow.

      “Sorry!” she said. “I wasn’t… I didn’t see you.”

      Beth flashed her a big smile. “That’s cool. Are you—”

      But Cheryl couldn’t stay and talk. Still mumbling apologies, she ran to the nearest bathroom. It was mercifully empty, and she locked herself in a stall and sat on the closed toilet lid. Her temples were pounding, the headache so strong it was like she’d never not felt it.

      Why was this happening? She’d seen Patrick with girls before. On more than a few drunken nights they’d disappeared with whoever they felt like taking home and she’d never been jealous. They would always meet up on Sunday for pancakes and coffee, and talk everything over and laugh until they cried. She’d been so proud of that. It had proved they were mature. That they were really friends.

      Cheryl closed her eyes. I know things will get worse someday, but please God don’t let it be today.

      The recitation jarred her. Opening her eyes, she realised it was the first time she’d used her mantra for anyone but her mother. She let out a small animal whimper.

      “Hello?” someone called from her left. “Are you all right?”

      Cheryl stayed quiet until the nice person flushed and exited the bathroom.

      “What is wrong with you? You’re thirty-two, and you’re crying in the bathroom at a party! Patrick isn’t your boyfriend, he’s a twenty-three-year-old who sends you memes! Who cares if he’s hooking up with some—”

      Old bag.

      “—w-woman. This isn’t a big deal!”

      But despite that, her eyes were still streaming tears. She angrily wiped them away and checked her phone. The yacht wasn’t docking for another hour. She couldn’t run away even if she wanted to.

      “Fine,” she muttered. “I’ll deal with things the old-fashioned way.”

      She emerged from the stall with a wad of toilet paper and carefully dabbed away her streaming mascara and eyeliner. She reapplied both, along with concealer and a fresh coat of blood-red lipstick. She highlighted her nose, pushed up her boobs, and headed back to the deck where she’d been talking to Raymond. Thankfully, he’d vanished. Ignoring the gorgeous sunset, she approached the tiny back bar. The booze was still free, so she got two margaritas. She’d pay for it tomorrow, but so what? Patrick was with someone else. Drinks in hand, she scanned the guests for the only other thing that might improve this shit show. A cluster of people were vaping by the railing. She approached them with her office smile in full force.

      “Hi, could I please borrow a vape?” she asked a girl in an emerald choker. “I’ll give you some money?”

      Emerald Choker handed her a mint-flavoured bar. “Take this one. I’ve got two.”

      Cheryl gave her fifty bucks (a week’s worth of homemade lunches) and retreated to a private table. She’d quit nicotine six months ago, but why did that matter when Patrick was with someone else? She downed her first margarita and drew on the vape. It was menthol-y. Her head spun, but it only elevated her misery. Here she was single, alone, mostly broke, working a dead-end media job and smoking like most of her eggs weren’t already dead.

      She opened her Pilates app and cancelled her Pilates class. Why ignore the inevitable? She was going to get drunk. Maybe she’d get drunk enough to walk into the cabin and throw her cocktail at knockoff Salma Hayek’s head. Tell her to go fuck someone her own age, like Santa Claus.

      You’re being an asshole.

      “I don’t care,” she told the voice.

      The sun vanished in a mocking display of beautiful red and gold. When it was gone, she was left in near darkness, which was better. She replayed the way Patrick had smiled at Fake Salma, the way he’d leaned across the table to talk to her. He’d been so relaxed and in charge. Grown up. Cheryl had never seen him like that. He was her happy Labrador friend. Sweet, but kind of lost. He’d always let her take the lead, whether it was picking their movie or choosing where they hiked, but with that… woman he’d looked so in control. A shiver went down her spine and she knew it had nothing to do with the ocean breeze.

      Would he take Fake Salma back to his big, pretty, owned-outright house? Would she sit on the couch where they’d hung out a million times? Would they have sex on it? Fake Salma’s fingers unbuttoning Patrick’s shirt while he—

      “Nope.” Cheryl picked up her second margarita but as soon as the salt touched her lips, she had a terrible thought. What if Patrick and Fake Salma started dating? Spending all their time together and watching horror movies and going on hikes and ordering Sunday pancakes and Patrick finishing hers because she was too full and oh God, oh God, oh God—

      “Yo.”

      Cheryl turned to see Eden, alone for once, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze.

      “Hi,” she said, trying to sound normal. “How are you, George?”

      “Oh, pretty good, Bernie.” Eden sat beside her, and her warmth immediately made Cheryl feel better. She snuggled against her friend as Eden took the vape and had a quick drag. “You’ve been out here a while. Everything okay?”

      Cheryl sipped her marg. She and Eden had been friends since high school. She’d thought they’d always be thick as thieves, but they’d drifted the last couple of years. Eden was so busy being a mum and a wife and recording artist that it wasn’t surprising, but it ached sometimes, feeling the spaces that had grown between them.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Where’s Jupiter?”

      “Willow’s looking after her.” Eden nudged her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t want to—”

      “Okay, I’ll guess. You saw Psycho necking it up with that MILF?”

      Cheryl gripped her friend’s arm like a cat thrown in a bath. “They’re making out?”

      “Ow!” Eden yelped. “Your nails, woman!”

      “She’s a MILF? She has kids? Patrick’s kissing someone who has kids?!”

      “I don’t know.” Eden examined her forearm. “I think you broke the skin.”

      “Sorry. So, they’re hooking up? Patrick and that…?”

      “No. At least not from what I saw. They’re just talking.”

      Cheryl held in a relieved sigh by the skin of her teeth. “How old do you think she is?” she asked as casually as she could.

      “Late thirties? Early forties?”

      “That’s way too old for Patrick!”

      “Not everyone has your weird hang-ups.”

      “My weird hang-ups?”

      “Yeah, like how you only smash dads?”

      “That’s so not relevant!”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It’s not! And even if it was, it’s not a hang-up! It’s a… preference.”

      Eden tilted her head to the side. “And if Patrick has a preference for older women?”

      Cheryl’s face went all hot. “That’s not the same thing. I mean, Patrick’s twenty-three. Why would this woman even be trying to hit on him? What could they possibly have in common?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because—” Cheryl caught herself just in time. “I don’t. I just think it’s weird.”

      “Mmm.”

      Eden stayed quiet and Cheryl knew her friend was trying to wait her out, psychologist-style. She drank her margarita in silence.

      “The chick Patrick’s hitting on is pretty cool,” Eden said in an annoying conversational tone. “I was chatting to her before. She’s some financial wizard. She and Mara are starting a football program for girls from low-income families.”

      Cheryl’s stomach dropped to her feet. That sounded amazing. The kind of job she’d kill to be a part of and now she was going to have to hate it because that woman was involved.

      “If she doesn’t have kids, what does that make her?” Eden wondered aloud. “What’s that word for a hot older chick that isn’t a mum?”

      “A cougar,” Cheryl snapped, instantly annoyed at herself for knowing the answer.

      “Yeah, a cougar,” Eden let out a blast of mint-flavoured smoke. “You know, it’s shit we don’t have a word for old guys who hook up with younger chicks. Like, that’s just considered normal.”

      Cheryl said nothing. She was worried if she tried to talk, she’d throw up. Fake Salma Hayek had not only stolen her best friend, but Eden liked her and Mara Hardiman was working with her. And she had perfect fucking hair. God, what was the point of anything?

      Eden tucked one leg into her chest and wrapped her arms around it. “Bernie?”

      “Yeah, George?”

      “You’ve always been a sexy ghost of a woman, a hot lady Bigfoot if you will…”

      Cheryl snorted.

      “What I’m trying to say is, as much as I respect your right to be mysterious, I feel it’s time to talk about your incredibly fucked up, extremely sexually charged friendship with Patrick Normal.”

      No.

      The internal answer came as loud as a police siren, but she retained enough control not to blurt it out. She took a pull on the vape, collecting herself.

      “There’s nothing to say,” she told Eden in the calm, authoritative voice she’d used on teachers when she’d wanted to cut youth band and smoke weed. “I hope you can respect that I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “You’re lying and I can’t,” Eden said cheerfully. “Seriously, Bern, you and Psycho are obviously more than friends. You’re all over each other all the time.”

      “We cuddle!”

      “Exactly.”

      “It’s not like that. I’m a touchy person and so is he! Plus, skin hunger is a real thing.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      Cheryl tried to take a dignified pull on the vape. It was a lot harder to do than with cigarettes. “There’s a mountain of research that shows hugging lowers stress.”

      “Yes,” Eden said patiently. “And I think when you’re done de-stressing from all your totally platonic cuddles, Psycho goes and jacks off in your bathroom because he has a huge, fuck-off crush on you.”

      Cheryl’s head swam. Suddenly the whole night seemed to turn on its side. “What?”

      “He’s in love with you, dude. Or at the very least obsessed with you.”

      Bile rose in Cheryl’s throat. “I know this is hard for you to get, but men and women can be friends—”

      “Fuck off, Bernie. He calls you KitKat. You call him Patty-Bear. You guys hold hands. What the fuck is that about?”

      “They’re just nicknames, and anyway they’re ironic.”

      “How?”

      Cheryl ignored her. “And it’s nice to hold hands! I hold hands with Jupiter!”

      Eden pounded a fist into her forehead. “You can clearly keep doing this forever, so I’ll just ask. Cheryl, do you maybe, maybe, have romantic and fuck-based feelings for Patrick?”

      It was so strange to hear Eden call her ‘Cheryl.’ Like when a cop drove past and she didn’t have her seat belt on. For years they’d only referred to each other by their fathers’ names. A fuck you to the men who’d created and then tried to ruin them. Cheryl stared into Eden’s green eyes and found she couldn’t hold her gaze. Her friend was rarely serious, but right now she meant business.

      “Of course, I love him,” she said. “But it’s not like that. I’m more like his big—”

      “Please, dear God, don’t say ‘sister.’”

      “—sister. I am like his big sister.”

      “Yeah, but like… what kind of sister?”

      “Don’t be gross!”

      Eden made a pouty face. “Ooh, I’m trapped, step bro! Trapped under the bed! You’re gonna have to fuck me out again! It’s the only way!”

      Cheryl whacked Eden’s arm, but as she did, she became aware her mood had brightened, as though someone had turned on a hundred fairy lights in her soul. Her mind flashed to where it was never allowed to go—Patrick’s laptop, the video of the girl who looked like her, bent over the bed; the guy who looked like him with his jeans shoved down around his hips…

      “Just so you know, I’m taking your expression as evidence you want to be Psycho’s porn sister.”

      “I hate you so much, George.”

      “Seriously, dude. It’s fine for you to like Patrick.”

      “I don’t like Patrick, I like dads, remember?”

      “Yeah, but isn’t that, like, a ‘low expectations-meets-Freud’ thing? Not a hardcore fetish?”

      Cheryl groaned. “Why do I ever tell you things?”

      “Because you love me. So, you don’t think he’s hot?”

      “Who, Patrick?”

      “No, some other strapping beast of football player with big puppy dog eyes.”

      “Exactly! Puppy dog eyes. He’s cute.”

      “And his huge, jacked body and massive bulge? Is that cute?”

      Cheryl chewed her lower lip. She’d seen Patrick shirtless a hundred times, throwing on a fresh hoodie in his living room or beside her at the beach. It was an undeniably impressive sight but she’d always looked away. It wasn’t right to perv on a friend, no matter how ripped they were. And as far as Patrick’s bulge was concerned—yes, girls on social media pointed out his football shorts left little to the imagination, but that was too inappropriate to think about, let alone investigate.

      “I don’t see Patrick that way. I know he’s in good shape but he’s just a kid.”

      Eden laughed. “There’s denial and there’s delusion. Psycho isn’t some tween. He’s a grown man and he’s sexy. I’d do him.”

      “George!”

      “What?” Her friend looked around, then leaned in. “Get me a babysitter, a hotel room, and some weed gummies, and I’d let him and Willow double-tag me all night.”

      Cheryl knew Eden was trying to wind her up, but she had a sudden, vicious urge to slap her friend in the face. Instead, she dug her nails into her own palm. “Patrick is cute.”

      “No, he’s smoking hot. Every straight woman on earth wants to jump him and not because they’re secret paedophiles, because he’s smoking hot.”

      Cheryl stared out into the blackness and drained the last of her margarita. Maybe Patrick and Fake Salma were making out by now. Holding each other close and kissing in that way that said you’d found someone who mattered.

      Eden’s hand landed on hers. “I’m not trying to hurt you, Bernie. I think you should go out with Patrick.”

      Her stomach churned. “Never.”

      “Why not?”

      Cheryl didn’t reply. How could she explain the hundreds, thousands, millions of murky thoughts and scenarios rushing through her head? She stood, tugging her friend’s arm. “Why are we even discussing this? We’re alone for the first time in ages and we’re at a party and we’re talking about boys.”

      Eden gave her a rueful smile. “True.”

      “So, let’s dance.”

      “Bernie…”

      “Come on. It’s been way too long since we danced to something that wasn’t The Wiggles.”

      “But what about Pat—”

      “I don’t care about Patrick.” This time she sounded a lot more convincing. “Seriously, George. I don’t want to do this anymore. I want to have fun.”

      “You’ve gone crackers, haven’t you? You’ve been banging dads for too long.”

      “Whatever.” Cheryl tugged her arm harder. “Move, you magnificent skank!”

      Eden got wearily to her feet. “For the record, Psycho’s besotted with you. I’m pretty sure he’d throw a drink in that chick’s face if you wanted him to.”

      That bright, fluttering feeling in her soul returned. She shoved it away. “I don’t want him to. Drinks, then dancing.”

      “Fine,” Eden grumbled, sounding so much like her scrappy, fourteen-year-old self that Cheryl managed a genuine smile. She wrapped an arm around Eden’s waist. “Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Eden made a face. “Hang on. Now you’ve touched me, I just have to run to the bathrooms and do myself real fast.”

      Cheryl forced herself to laugh as she mentally checked out of the party, her body, her life. It was a skill she’d learned in hospital waiting rooms—palpably, willfully, exiting reality. She couldn’t be here anymore, thinking about him. She needed to drink and dance. To force the heavy lid of fantasy on top of everything Patrick-related, and hold it there for as long as she possibly could.
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        Three years before the yacht party

      

      

      It was past midnight and he and Cheryl were having their first fight. It started over beers at Stomping Ground. He’d asked for ‘another pint of XPA please, Chez?’ and Cheryl reacted like he said, ‘Fuck women, one vote per household!’

      She jabbed a bright pink fingernail in his face. “Don’t call me Chez!”

      Patrick, under the impression she was joking, laughed. “Why not? It’s cute.”

      “I hate it!”

      “So? That makes it more fun.”

      “For you.”

      “Exactly.” He held up his glass. “One pint of XPA please, Chez—”

      Cheryl poked him in the face.

      “Oww!”

      “I warned you.”

      “Not enough.” Patrick rubbed his cheek. “Girl nails are so sharp.”

      “Everyone’s nails are sharp if you don’t bite them.”

      “Good point, Chez—”

      She poked him even harder. “You’re a slow learner, aren’t you?”

      “Apparently. And I don’t get it. You’re allowed to call me a sexy pig.”

      “That’s cute! That’s a cute little inside joke! Besides, I know you’re not offended by me calling you a beautiful fuck-hog.”

      “I’m not, but that’s my point. How are you so offended by me calling you Chez?”

      “Because I hate it!”

      They continued their debate until Stomping Ground closed, taking their argument back to his place. He and Cheryl sat on opposite ends of his couch and yell-talked about nicknames until they were both blue in the face.

      “You can’t pick your own nickname,” he said for the millionth time. “I hate my family calling me ‘Youngest’ but I’m used to it. Besides, I am the youngest.”

      “Not now that your brothers have kids!” Cheryl said, also for the millionth time. “And if you don’t like them calling you that, why don’t you ask them to stop?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter!”

      “It does! Being treated the way you want matters!” She was drunk, her dark hair falling in her eyes in a way that made him want to kiss her. He raised his beer to his lips to distract them.

      “You get to choose your own nicknames,” Cheryl went on. “Or you at least get veto power. What if I started calling you… ‘Patty-Bear?’”

      “I’d fucking love that.”

      Cheryl gave him a reluctant smile. “Fine. What about… ‘Pat in the Hat’?”

      He couldn’t stop himself from grimacing.

      “A-ha!” she said, pointing at him. “You hate being called ‘Pat.’”

      Not usually, but he hated the way she said it, all quick and clinical, like a doctor. ‘How are you feeling today, Pat?’ A girl like Cheryl might fuck a Patrick, but she’d never wind up in bed with Pat.

      “Pat,” Cheryl repeated. “I’m gonna call you Pat. Pat, Pat, Pat, Pat, Pat.”

      “That makes me sound like a middle-aged woman!”

      “Too bad. You live by the sword, you die by the sword, Pat.”

      He threw up his hands. “Fine. Pick your own nickname. Just stop calling me Pat.”

      Cheryl bounced up and down on his couch, clapping her hands. “I win! I win!”

      “Brat.”

      “Brat in the hat,” she corrected.

      Then he got an idea. “What about KitKat?”

      “Huh?”

      “KitKat. Your nickname. Because you’re all scrappy and evil but I let you get away with it because I like cats.”

      Cheryl narrowed her dark eyes and he laughed. “Exactly like that. You’re such a fucking cat.”

      “Shut up.” But she didn’t look mad. “KitKat…” She rolled the word around her mouth like a candy then smiled. It wasn’t her usual sunny smile. This one was slow and wicked. The kind he imagined she’d give him before pulling down his zipper and sliding her tongue across his cock.

      “What? You gonna veto ‘KitKat?’”

      “Nope. I think we have a deal, Patty-Bear.”

      God, he liked her calling him that. Stupidly pleased with how things had turned out, he clinked his Heineken against hers.

      Their eyes met and they held each other’s gaze for a beat too long. He opened his mouth, to say what, he didn’t know, then Cheryl stood. “Now that’s settled, I’ll get a ride home. Thanks for a fun night, Patty-Bear.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      The yacht had docked in Port Melbourne harbour, but the party was raging on. Most parents and old people had left, and behaviour was getting sloppier by the second. The dance floor was heaving, the bar staff were handing out free shots of Fireball, and unlike any land-based nightclub, it was apparently fine to go without shoes, shirts, or pretty much any clothes at all.

      And in the middle of the chaos, Patrick was trying to complete Beth’s mission by talking to Lola Vazquez about her job as Chief Financial Officer for some importing business. The woman Beth had picked out for him was nice and genuinely funny, a Brazilian expat with a big smile and a hot accent. But he was giving her twenty percent of his attention at best. He’d love to blame seeing three of his teammates’ wives making out at the same time or former Rams captain Michael Ray puking into an ice bucket, but the truth was whenever Cheryl was around, he found it hard to concentrate on anything but her.

      As Lola walked him through a day in her office, he made active listening faces as he subtly scanned the crowd for his best friend. He couldn’t see her anywhere. For all he knew she’d gotten off the yacht with the old guy and he was giving himself eye strain for nothing.

      Lola sighed, touching a finger to his wine glass. “Ah, I’m going on and on. You’re too good at listening.”

      I’m really not. “Thanks. So… are you planning on going back to Brazil for Christmas?”

      Lola beamed at him. She was shorter than Cheryl, her hair was darker, and her breasts, as she leaned across the table, were smaller. He felt like a dick for noticing, but for years all he’d done was compare every woman in the world to Cheryl and it was hard to stop. He leaned in, determined to focus on her answer, when a flash of scarlet caught his eye. Cheryl had swayed into the cabin, arm-in-arm with Eden.

      Men turned to stare as they giggled their way onto the dance floor. Eden looked good, but Cheryl was so beautiful it stung. She and Eden started dancing to ‘Party in the USA’ and her movements were languid, almost liquid. She was glowing. She was also pissed. Cheryl hardly ever got pissed.

      “Patrick?” Lola asked. “Is something wrong?”

      “Sorry,” he said automatically. “I just saw my friend.”

      “The girl in the red dress?”

      “Yeah. We came here together.”

      Lola raised her eyebrows, but he didn’t elaborate. He’d talked about Cheryl to enough women to know it wasn’t a good idea.

      “She’s very pretty,” Lola said lightly. “I like her shoes.”

      The statement gave Patrick an excuse to look at Cheryl again. She and Eden had their arms wound around each other. They looked like a hot girl version of a yin-yang symbol—Eden, blonde and in blue; Cheryl, brunette and in red. Patrick could see his teammates drawing closer and gritted his teeth. Usually, he could count on Willow to wade in and cockblock everyone, but he’d already left with Jupiter.

      “How do you know this girl?” Lola asked.

      “Our good friends are married.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet. My best friend at university was my brother’s girlfriend…”

      The DJ put on Megan Thee Stallion and Eden and Cheryl drew closer, pressing their tits together as they danced. His mouth went dry. Sharks players were circling en masse, exchanging nudges or outright gaping. His teammates knew better than to hit on Eden, but Cheryl…

      Logan Cloak and Damien Mills were eyeing her up like she was a free trip to Thailand and Nick McKinley was already approaching with a handful of shots. Patrick’s gut lurched. The boys knew Cheryl wasn’t his girlfriend, but they’d always stayed away out of respect—only he was now publicly hitting on someone else. Beth’s plan had a fatal flaw. Now he didn’t just have to worry about Cheryl banging one old guy, he had to worry about a dozen horny, professional athletes having a free pass to hit on the hot chick who wasn’t actually Psycho’s girlfriend. He might as well have sent the Sharks a group text. ‘She’s fair game, boys.’

      Eden and Cheryl accepted a shot from McKinley and tossed it back. Panic blurred Patrick’s brain and he forced himself to refocus on Lola, who was still talking about her college best friend. He waited for her to draw breath and asked, “Would you like another drink?”

      Lola smiled at her mostly empty glass. “Are you trying to get me tipsy?”

      He froze, still mentally trying to figure out how to put ten guys into a collective chokehold. “I—Uh, not if you don’t want to get tipsy?”

      She laughed, but not like she thought he was being funny. Like she wanted to kiss him. “You’re adorable. I’d love another wine.”

      Ducking his head, Patrick made his way to the bar. Cheryl and Eden were still dancing, surrounded by a solar system of dudes. He watched Phil Green muscle his way between Cheryl and Eden and instead of telling him to fuck off, Cheryl smiled like he was her favourite person. He bent to say something in her ear, and she tossed her hair and laughed the same showy laugh she’d done for the old guy.

      What the fuck was going on? Cheryl wasn’t into footy players. For one thing, they weren’t a million years old. For another, she said all football players refused to eat pussy and pretended it was a lifestyle choice instead of just admitting they were bad at it. Something he’d always been too self-conscious to contradict.

      Did she want to hook up with McKinley or was she just wasted? And how was he supposed to politely get away from Lola and make his asshole teammates back off?

      He ordered more wine at the bar. Maybe there was a fire alarm he could pull somewhere…

      “Psycho.” Logan Cloak, who he’d last seen staring point blank at Cheryl’s ass, clapped him on the shoulder. “How’s the MILF going?”

      Patrick glared at him. “Stay away from Cheryl.”

      “Who?” Logan asked innocently.

      “Don’t fuck around. Cheryl, my…” He stopped himself from saying ‘woman’ with difficulty. “… friend. Quit creeping on her and Eden and tell the other boys to do the same.”

      Logan raised his hands. “It’s nothing disrespectful.”

      “So, you’re not trying to hook up with her?”

      “Maybe a bit. But can you blame me? She’s a dime.”

      “She’s also my mate.”

      “Yeah, i.e. not your girlfriend.” Logan jerked his head in Lola’s direction. “You’re trying to go swimming in Old Gold. Can’t have it both ways, Normal.”

      He walked off before Patrick could tell him what a prick he was.

      The bartender handed over two wines. “Just heads up, we’re calling last drinks soon.”

      “Great,” Patrick said. No bar meant no party, which meant his teammates shouldn’t have enough time to win Cheryl over.

      Lola looked up from her phone as he returned.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realise how late it was. I need to leave.”

      Patrick fought back a smile. Finally, some luck. “No problem. Can I walk you off the yacht?”

      “No, I’ve monopolised you long enough. Go have fun with your friends.”

      A little patronising, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. “Will do. Get home safe.”

      “You, too.” Lola held up her phone. “Could I have your number?”

      Patrick hesitated. Beth’s plan hadn’t gone further than him talking to Lola, but then Beth’s plan hadn’t worked. He glanced sideways and saw Cheryl being spun in a circle by Bodie Price.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      As Lola typed in his number, Patrick continued to watch Cheryl. The crowd parted and they locked eyes for the first time in hours. Time stood still as they stared at one another. Cheryl’s expression was strange. Her eyes were wide and full of something close to panic.

      ‘Why?’ she seemed to be asking. ‘Why, Patrick?’

      But why what? Why was he talking to Lola? Why wasn’t he on the dance floor? Why had he brought her to this party? Or did she just want his blessing to fuck one of his teammates? The thought of that happening—of having to hear McKinley or Cloak or one of the other assholes bragging about nailing her in the change room after practice—was like a tarantula crawling down his spine.

      A woman crossed the hall, blocking Cheryl from view.

      “Done.” Lola slid her phone into her bag. “Goodnight, Patrick.”

      “Bye. It was nice to meet you.”

      “And you.” To his surprise, Lola stood on the lower rung of her barstool and kissed his cheek. “I’ll call you.”

      Patrick touched his cheek, wishing that the kiss had felt the way it should have. Lola was pretty. Pretty and interested. Why couldn’t he be interested back?

      Lola clambered off her barstool, flashing him one last smile before heading for the dock. As soon as she was out of sight, Patrick picked up the wine glasses, intending to find Cheryl. The DJ put on ‘Fergalicious’ and what sounded like every woman in the cabin screamed, and anyone who wasn’t already on the dance floor rushed toward it, putting dozens of extra bodies between him and Cheryl.

      Patrick put down one wine glass and drained the other. He wasn’t really into dancing, but sometimes a guy had no choice. He hit the floor, trying to weave between drunk people without shoving anyone. Normally, he could see over crowds, but this was a football player party and most of the guys were his height or taller. He headed for the place where he’d last seen Cheryl and heard a low whistle to his right.

      “Look at those big nattys. I’m gonna put my dick between those things if it kills me.”

      Patrick turned so fast his neck cracked. His least favourite teammate, Marcus Holloway, was standing with Logan Cloak and Damien Mills. He followed their gaze and saw all three were watching Cheryl spin in slow circles by herself. Where the hell was Eden?

      “You’re too late,” Cloak shouted to Holloway over the music. “Phil’s called dibs. He’s wanted to smash that pussy since Psycho’s housewarming.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not the only one.” Holloway had an ugly look on his face and Patrick knew why. A year ago, Holloway had asked if Cheryl was single and he’d told him to piss off. He wouldn’t have been so blunt, but Holloway was a dickhead. Arrogant and snippy, with a temper that had almost gotten him kicked out of the AFL. Patrick would have dogged him out of a date with anyone, let alone Cheryl. But dogging Holloway had only made him more of an asshole. And apparently even more determined to hook up with Cheryl.

      Fighting against the surging crowd, Patrick moved toward his teammates.

      “Watch her dance,” Holloway shouted. “She needs a good dicking to set her right.”

      Blood hammered in Patrick’s ears as he made his way behind them, keeping out of Holloway’s eye line.

      “Wait…” Damien Mills said. “That isn’t Psycho’s girlfriend?”

      “Nah, they’re ‘just friends.’” Holloway snorted. “Normal’s a little bitch. He wouldn’t know what to do with a woman like that.”

      “And you do?”

      “Yup.” Holloway tapped the pack of cigarettes in his breast pocket. “She smokes. I’ll give her a dart and the next thing she’ll be smoking is my—”

      Patrick grabbed Holloway’s wrist and twisted it behind his back. He and his brothers spent their childhoods perfecting the armlock and it worked as well now as it had then. Holloway squawked like a pinned chicken. “The hell?”

      Patrick leaned forward and spoke right in his ear. “Stay away from Cheryl or I’ll fuck you up.”

      “Huh?” Holloway wrenched his neck to the side and clocked who it was. “Shit. Boys…?”

      Mills and Cloak swung around, and their faces took on similar looks of panic.

      “Psycho,” Cloak said in a rush. “Don’t be like that. We thought—”

      “You didn’t think,” he snarled. “Start thinking and fuck off.”

      The two of them melted into the crowd and Patrick laughed. “All alone now, huh?”

      “Fuck you, Normal.” Holloway shifted, trying to loosen his hold, and Patrick gripped him harder. He had ten kilos on the prick and anger to burn. “You’ve always been a dick, but you’ve crossed a line tonight, Marcus.”

      “She’s not even your girlfriend, you fuckin’ simp.”

      The truth stung, even from a cunt like Holloway. Patrick twisted his arm higher. “You think that matters? Come near her, breathe too close to her, and you won’t see the ball next season.”

      “You can’t—”

      “Try me. I own the midfield. I’ll murder your stats. I’ll make it look easy.”

      “But—”

      “What does everyone call me?”

      Holloway waited until it was obvious he wanted an actual answer. “Psycho,” he spat.

      “That’s right. Wanna see why?”

      Holloway shook his head.

      “Good. Say what I wanna hear.”

      Holloway snarled like a trapped bear. “I’ll fuckin’… I’ll stay away from Cheryl, you fuckin’ cunt.”

      “Good boy.” Patrick let go of his arm. His teammate staggered but stayed on his feet. “Have a nice night.”

      He walked away, his head spinning. He’d never done anything like that, let alone to a teammate. His MO had always been to get along with everyone. Make things easier. Holloway had hated him on sight, been an asshole to him for years and he’d never confronted him. Now, he’d basically threatened to end his career…

      But he could deal with that later. He needed to get to Cheryl. She was still dancing alone in the middle of the floor, oblivious to the men staring at her. He watched her spin and sway, in her own little world. No matter how close they got, she always felt far away. It was probably his fault, his crush driving a wedge between them.

      He imagined going over to her, grabbing her shoulders, and saying ‘Cheryl, I’m crazy about you.’ His chest went so tight he could hardly breathe. He’d just put the biggest asshole on his team in his place, but he still couldn’t be honest with his best friend. Beth’s plan hadn’t worked. Nothing worked. It would go on and on. It would never end.

      Someone tapped his shoulder. “Hey.”

      He turned, muscles tensed, expecting Holloway, but it was Derek. “Hi. How’s things?”

      “Pretty good. Saw you dead-arm Holloway.”

      He winced. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it. He had it coming.” Derek tipped his head toward Cheryl. “You making a move?”

      “I want to, but I never get there,” he said, too worn down to lie.

      Derek’s eyes went as flat and black as the shark their team was named for and Patrick wondered if he was about to get another lecture. Then his friend nodded. “Do it. Do it once and go all in. Don’t leave anything on the bench.”

      That wasn’t what he’d been expecting. “Don’t leave anything on the bench?”

      “Don’t downplay how much you like her. Spell it all out even if it feels…” He coughed, raising a tattooed fist to his mouth. “Even if it kills you, say everything. That’s what I should have done.”

      The surrealness of having a heart-to-heart with a guy whose poster had hung on his bedroom wall made it easier to ask his childish question. “What if she doesn’t feel the same?”

      Derek gave another racking cough, as though the conversation was physically hurting him. “Then you’ll know you did the right thing. I didn’t say everything to Mara, and it cost me. I lost her for years. Don’t do that. Tell Cheryl the truth.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Good. I’m gonna go—”

      “But what if being honest fucks it all up? What if everything with me and Cheryl goes to shit?”

      Derek’s lip quirked. He looked over at Cheryl, who was now dancing with some idiot in a bow tie. “I wouldn’t say it’s going well right now, would you?”

      Patrick groaned.

      “Take it from me, mate. Stop waiting.”

      “You know Beth told me pretty much the same thing?”

      Derek smiled. “Well, there’s your answer. She’s nuts but she’s fucking perceptive. See you, Psycho.”

      Patrick watched him move through the crowd toward Mara. He put his arm around his wife’s waist, and she smiled, her expression so warm, Patrick felt his heart open. Derek was right. He needed to stop waiting.

      Cheryl was still dancing with bow tie dude, but her eyes were closed. She was still off in her own little world. But she never minded when he came to visit, and maybe she wouldn’t mind if he told her the truth. Maybe, possibly, perhaps there was a chance this could go well.

      He straightened his shoulders and ran a hand through his hair as the DJ transitioned into some 80s song. Everyone screamed, jumping so the cabin floor shook beneath his feet. Cheryl didn’t seem to notice, her head was rolling from side to side. Bow Tie grabbed her hips. She didn’t seem to notice that either, swaying slowly as he pressed his body to hers.

      Patrick shoved his way toward her, getting dirty looks left and right. He didn’t care.

      Bow Tie leaned in for a kiss and Cheryl’s eyes flew open.

      “Hey!” she said, pushing his chest. “Stop!”

      “It’s fine,” he said, not letting go. “What’s your name?”

      Patrick was done. He reached over a couple and grabbed Bow Tie’s shoulder.

      “What the—” Bow Tie’s hands flew off Cheryl. “Who are you?”

      “Forget who I am. Get off the yacht before I throw you over the side.”

      “Wh-What? Why?”

      Patrick squeezed until he felt Bow Tie’s bones shift under his fingers. “For being a fucking scumbag. Now, go.”

      He released Bow Tie, who scurried for the dock without a backward glance.

      “Dog,” Patrick muttered. He was going to have a word with Derek about never inviting that prick anywhere again.

      “Pat-trick?”

      Cheryl. He looked down to see her smiling at him. The force of her beauty hit like a truck. She was gorgeous. Gorgeous and drunk. Her lipstick had smudged beyond the border of her mouth, and her dark eyes were glazed. “Hey,” he said. “How are you?”

      Her smile got wider. “Fiiiiine.”

      All thoughts of talking about their relationship flew right out of his head.

      “Are you okay?” He took her tiny hand and found it was burning hot. “How much have you had to drink?”

      “I dunnnow,” she said, moving closer. “How much’ve you had to drink?”

      Christ, her perfume. Like cream and spice and pussy. It always stayed on his clothes for days after they hung out, driving him insane. “Not that much. Want me to get you some water?”

      “No.” She prodded his chest. “Where’s that other lady?”

      “Huh?”

      “That lady.” She poked him again. “Your friendddd with the long hair.”

      His stomach dropped. Did she mean Lola? Had she cared about that? “Oh, her. She, uh, had to go.”

      Cheryl’s fierce expression vanished and she flung her arms around him. “Oh cool. That’s sooo cool!”

      Her obvious relief combined with the euphoria that hit whenever she touched him, turning his blood electric. He hugged her and she made a happy sound into his chest.

      “I’m so glad you’re still here, Pat-trick…”

      “Me too.”

      He didn’t know if Beth’s plan had worked, but it was something to know Cheryl cared he wasn’t with Lola. They swayed together as one song bled into another. Part of him wanted to stay this way, but other, less innocent parts were waking up. Parts he didn’t want to encourage while Cheryl was this drunk. He gently eased her from his body. “Do you want to go sit down for a bit? Where’s Eden?”

      Cheryl made a face. “She left. She wanned me to come home but I didn’t wanna come home… I wanned to make sure… You’re here by yourself? You’re not… where’s that other lady?”

      Patrick fought back a smile. “She’s gone.”

      “Good. Want to go get a… driiink?” Cheryl tilted to look up at him and almost fell backward. He grabbed her around the waist.

      “You’re shitfaced, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe.” Cheryl rubbed her cheek against his shirt front. “Mmm. I’m so glad you’re hereeeeee, Patty-Bear.”

      Christ, he loved that nickname. As though sensing his weakness, Cheryl snuggled back into his arms, her breasts pressing against his stomach. Blood rushed to places where he definitely didn’t need it. He closed his eyes and saw Cheryl drunkenly riding him on her kitchen floor, whimpering as she slid up and down his cock. ‘I can’t help it, Patrick, I’m gonna come…’

      He put a hand on her back. “We should go get some water—”

      “Mmmm,” Cheryl said, rubbing her face against him. “You feel sooo good.”

      The Cheryl in his mind fucked him faster, her big tits bouncing, dark eyes rolling back. ‘You feel sooo good, Patrick. I’ve needed this for so long.’

      He stepped back and tried to separate their bodies, but Cheryl clung to him. “Pat-trick, it’s fine… but also… it’s not fine.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know.” She glared up at him and he understood. Lola. Hope inflated in him like a hot air balloon.

      “You don’t like that I was talking to another woman?”

      Cheryl’s lips curled into a pretty snarl. “No. Yes. You’re my best friend. And I just… When I saw you with… It’s not my business. And I don’t care, but I dinnet like it.”

      She swallowed and he saw a spark of something he’d never seen in her before. Jealousy. Honest-to-God, green-eyed jealousy. Beth’s plan had actually fucking worked.

      Then Cheryl tipped sideways, dragging him down by his shirtfront. “Should we… More drinks?”

      He pulled her close, supporting her head on his chest. “I’m taking you home, KitKat.”

      “Nooooo! Wait, do you mean you’ll come wiv me? Stay the night?”

      That meant sleeping on her couch but he was fine with that. He’d already gotten more than he’d ever hoped from this evening. “Of course, I’ll stay over. Let’s leave.”

      “Yayyyyy…” she slurred. “I love you, Pat-trick.”

      Misery rolled through him like an army tanker. She’d said that before. So had he. Until he’d fallen for Cheryl, he’d had no idea ‘I love you’ could be so fucking vague. When he said it, he meant it the way husbands loved their wives. When Cheryl said it, she meant ‘I love the way we laugh together. I love being your friend. I love you like a brother.’

      He mentally shook himself. Cheryl didn’t need a lovesick sadboy right now. She needed a friend. He took her hand. “We’re going now, KitKat.”

      “M’kayyy.”

      He half-steered, half-carried her out of the cabin and toward the floating ramp. The night air was freezing and when they reached the staircase, Cheryl just stood there, rocking in her heels like a drunken sailor. “Pat-trick…?”

      “Way ahead of you.” He lifted her into his arms and carried her down the unstable surface, his jacket wrapped around her to protect her from the icy wind. He caught a few wolf whistles from his drunk teammates, but he ignored them. Cheryl needed him.

      When they were back on solid ground, he tried to put her down, but she clutched his shirt. “Are we getting another drinkkkk?”

      “Not right now, KitKat.”

      He carried her to the curb, looking for the town cars Derek and Mara had hired to take people home.

      “Oh nooo… Do I have my purse?” Cheryl moaned.

      Patrick felt her lower back. “Yup, still on you.”

      “Gooood.” She looped her arms around his neck. “Pat-trick, I’m soooo glad you’re here…”

      Every hair on his body stood on end. Her mouth was centimetres from his. With a strength he didn’t know he had, he turned his face away. “Where are these cars?”

      “Dunnow, Pat-trick.”

      The way she kept saying his name… like she liked the way it tasted. He pictured the two of them in the back of a taxi. Cheryl’s head in his lap, sucking his cock with the same desperation currently pounding through his body. The driver trying not to watch in the rear-view as she worked him, her sparkling heels catching the streetlights as they passed…

      He shook his head.

      “You’re so nice,” Cheryl mumbled.

      “Yeah, I’m a real saint.” He walked a little further down the road, scanning desperately for the promised vehicles.

      “You are.” Cheryl nuzzled his neck. “You’re soooo nice.”

      Goosebumps ran down his back and arms and he held his breath, trying not to smell or feel or think.

      “Why don’t we just stay at the par-tay?” Cheryl mumbled

      “Because you’re drunk,” he told himself as much as her.

      “So? I like being drunk.” Her lips brushed his jawline. “Don’t you like me being drunk?”

      Patrick closed his eyes and begged God, Jesus, and all the dead football players for mercy. “KitKat…”

      “Yes, KitKat,” she gave a husky giggle. “I’m your sexy little kitten, Pat-trick. I want to climb alllllll over you…”

      She shifted, her legs wrapping tight around his back, hips locking to his. Their faces were level again and Cheryl’s liquid brown eyes were bright with something he’d only ever dreamed of seeing. Lust. She was looking at him the way she did when he pulled himself off to thoughts of her. She wanted him to kiss her. Every cell in his body knew it. Felt it. Was shouting at him to do it. Then she exhaled and he smelled the pure ethanol on her breath. Cursing God, Jesus, and all the dead football players, he moved Cheryl to his hip and held her fast. “Stay still.”

      “But, Pat-trick...”

      There they were. Three black town cars idling at the end of the road, their drivers smoking in a circle. “Gotcha!”

      “Whaattt?”

      “I’ve found the cars.” He moved toward them, and Cheryl tugged his shirt-collar.

      “Wait!”

      “What?”

      She avoided his gaze and for a bloodcurdling second, he was sure she was going to tell him she didn’t like him That Way. Then she let go of his collar. “Sorry, I’m so drunk.”

      Relief mixed with disappointment as he hoisted her a little higher. “It’s fine, KitKat.”

      “I diddnn mean to, but you were with… that lady. And I could tell she was, like, ‘He’s mine’ and I was like ‘He’s not yours! He’s…’ I mean we’ve always been… and I know it’s not the same, but you and me…”

      He turned so she wouldn’t see his elation. Ten million bucks. He’d pay Beth in installments for the rest of his life. He just had to pray Cheryl remembered saying all this in the morning.

      “Everything’s okay,” he told her. “Just let me get you home.”

      “Thanks,” she said in a watery voice. “Thank yooooou.”

      He carried Cheryl to the cars, ignoring the feel of her legs wrapped around his waist, her barely covered tits pressing against his chest. Her nipples were hard. Her perfume smelled like pure sex.

      She needs you, asshole. Be a man.

      “Hey,” he called to the drivers. “Can any of you guys please take us to Footscray?”

      A bearded man looked over at them and smirked, then he flicked his cigarette. “Yup. Follow me.”

      Patrick tried to buckle Cheryl into the backseat, but she kept shifting, trying to slide into his arms. “I wanna cuddle. Can’t we cuddle?”

      “When we get to your place.”

      “Now?”

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Like this?”

      “No, like this.” She threw a leg over his hip and climbed onto his lap. He sucked in a breath. Their bodies were flush and there was no way she couldn’t feel his hard-on.

      “KitKat—”

      “I know.” She slumped into his chest. “I know you don’t want… but just wanna be close to you, please? I jusssunnabeclosetoyou.”

      “I want that too.”

      “Yay,” she mumbled, pressing her lips into his collarbone. So, they stayed that way, her dozing, him frozen to the spot as the car sped through the streets of Melbourne. He kept his palms flat on the seat beside him, barely able to breathe. The weight of her, the feel of her hair on his neck. It stalled his brain. No lap dance, horny dream, or porn had ever gotten him this hard. It was hell. Pure, scorching, end of the human race, hell.

      “Pat-trick?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t feel so great…”

      He sat up straight, checking to see if the driver heard. “Do you think you might throw up?” he whispered.

      “Nooo. Can you touch my head?”

      “Of course.” He rubbed a hand through her silky hair, and she moaned. “That feels soooo nice.”

      He kept going, rubbing her scalp and down her neck, making all the stiff little muscles pop. Cheryl was always locked up. She needed a remedial massage, but no matter how often he said it, she never went. Money, maybe. She was saving for her own apartment. Maybe he’d buy her a voucher. Rubbing her shoulders and thinking practical thoughts relaxed him. He eased back into the leather seat. “How are you now, KitKat?”

      “Better,” she breathed. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” he said, meaning it the way he always did. That she was the one. That there was nobody else. “Close your eyes. We’ll be home soon.”
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        Three years before the yacht party

      

      

      “How’s it going?” Patrick asked, trying not to sound worried. Cheryl had turned her ankle an hour ago and her hiking pace had slowed to a limp.

      “I’m fine,” she said through clenched teeth. “How long to go?”

      “Ahhhh?”

      They were still forty minutes from the top of Mount Featherstone and the climb was only getting steeper. What was he supposed to do next? Find her a walking stick? Call a medivac chopper?

      “Sssssshhh,” Cheryl hissed. Not ‘shit’ but close. That was enough. He stopped and turned to look at her. “Your ankle’s killing you, isn’t it?”

      “No!”

      He raised his brows and her fierce expression flickered. “We’re so close to the top!”

      “You’re also close to an amputation.”

      She rolled her eyes but her face was sweaty, her mouth pinched. “We’ve been planning this for ages! I’m not going to stop!”

      “Well, could you at least admit you’re lying to me about being fine?”

      “I’m not lying to you. I’m lying… at you. Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Okay, yes,” she burst out. “My ankle is killing me! And I’m lying about being fine!”

      He grinned. “Big of you.”

      Cheryl gave him a rueful smile, then sighed. “I can’t believe I hurt myself! I shelled out for new boots and everything!”

      “I know, it sucks. What should we do?”

      Cheryl bent to massage her sore ankle. “I don’t know. We have to walk back anyway, and I’ll be so pissed if I don’t see the top. I wish I could fly.”

      Patrick ran a hand through his sweaty hair. “I could… I mean, did you want a piggyback?”

      She straightened, her expression skeptical. “A piggyback?”

      “Yeah, so we can see the top. Then we can go slow on the way down.”

      “Won’t I be too heavy?”

      He tried and failed to suppress a snort. “I’m match fit, KitKat. I could carry two of you.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Cheryl raised her arms like a bodybuilder. “I’m Patrick Normal, I’m twenty-one and a big dick football player! I can carry anything!”

      “In fairness, my dick is pretty big.” He gestured to the trail. “Do you want a lift or not?”

      Cheryl frowned, and he knew exactly what she was thinking. ‘What if he gets the wrong idea?’

      There had always been physical barriers between them. A gap in the couch, a silent agreement to avoid the shared armrest at the movies. This would be the first time he touched her for longer than a friendly hug.

      “Let’s just head back,” he told her. “Or I can run and get someone. They might be able to send up a Jeep?”

      “No.” Cheryl straightened. “If you’re sure you can carry me—”

      “I can.”

      “Then let’s do this. But the second I think you’re struggling, you’re putting me down.”

      “Sure,” he said, aware of the hike in his pulse. “Gimmie a sec.”

      He shifted his backpack so it hung from his chest then crouched in the dirt. “Get on.”

      There was a pause in which he questioned ever talking at all, and then Cheryl settled against his back, her hands around his neck. Ignoring the thing doing backflips in his stomach, he stood. She was no heavier than the bag he took to away games.

      He looped his elbows under her knees. “You good?”

      “Hmm,” she grumbled. “I can’t believe I hurt my ankle.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, setting off. Knowing she couldn’t see his face, he let himself smile. He hadn’t wanted Cheryl to hurt her ankle, but if she had to do it, he couldn’t lie. He was glad it had happened now.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Patrick knew he deserved this. The night he’d met Cheryl he’d been off his face and drooling all over her. She hadn’t held it against him. Now he had to return the favour. She was asleep when they got to her place, so he carried her from the car to the amusement of their driver.

      “Put a bucket with water in it by your bed,” he called out the open window.

      Patrick wanted to tell him to mind his own business, but it was kind of nice he thought they slept in the same bed. He climbed the stairs to Cheryl’s apartment slowly, loving and hating the feel of her in his arms. He’d spent four years wanting to be this man for her and now it was happening in the most twisted, monkey-paw way possible.

      Cheryl’s breathing stayed steady as he reached the door. Her little purse was still strapped around her, and he moved her onto his hip, trying to get her keys without waking her. As he fumbled with the clasp, Cheryl’s head jerked up. “Pat-trick? Is everything okay?”

      “Of course,” he said soothingly. “I’ll just open your door and get you into bed.”

      She giggled and the low, husky sound made his blood run hot. “Not like that.”

      “Why not?”

      Lord have mercy… “You’re drunk.”

      “So?”

      It was getting hard to breathe again. Ignoring her question, he flipped the clasp and extracted her keys.

      “You’re so strong, aren’t you, Pat-trick?”

      “I… Sure.” He shifted her to his left, trying to get the stupid keys in the stupid door.

      “You areeee. You carried me up a mountain, remember?”

      “The top bit of a mountain. And if you’re this awake, I’ll put you down.”

      Cheryl’s thighs closed around him. “Do you want to put me down?”

      He paused, the key halfway in the lock. “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t know…” Cheryl’s mouth brushed his neck. “It feels like you like me being all over you.”

      She shifted, pushing herself against his rock-hard dick. It wasn’t a mistake. She rolled her hips slow enough that he saw stars.

      “Pat-trick?”

      He closed his eyes. He’d be a scumbag to take advantage, but he’d dreamed of this moment for as long as he could remember. Wanted this woman with everything he had.

      “Cheryl, you’ve gotta stop,” he pleaded. “You don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

      She giggled, her breath tickling his skin. “What am I doing?”

      “Torturing me.”

      “Hmm.” She lifted her face, lips pressing into the hollow below his ear. “I don’t wanna torture you, Pat-trick. I wanna be nice to you.”

      “Fuck,” he choked. “Cheryl…”

      Her arms roamed his back. “You have the best body, I swear.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I do.” She gripped his biceps, squeezing the muscle. “You smell amazing. Like cologne, but also like, your skin. Even when we’re at the gym, you smell amazing.”

      The idea that she wanted him, noticed him that way anywhere before now made his jaw clench. Suddenly he wasn’t just frustrated, he was angry. Not at her but at the place they’d found themselves in. Why couldn’t they do this? What the fuck were they waiting for? His hand jerked to cup the back of her head and kiss her. He held himself still by the thinnest thread.

      Don’t. Don’t bullshit yourself. If she wants you, she’ll let you—

      Cheryl’s hips moved against his, pressing against his cock.

      “KitKat, you’re being a bad girl...”

      “I know,” she whimpered. “I just… You’re so sexy.”

      Urgency engulfed his body with something like panic. If he didn’t stop this, things were going to get out of control. But it was like someone had hit pause in his head—he couldn’t get moving. Cheryl could though. She rolled against him and even through his pants he felt the heat between her legs.

      “Pat-trick?”

      “Yeah?” he panted.

      She licked his neck, and the feel of her wet tongue sliding across his skin made him grunt like an animal. Easy. It would be so easy to turn her around, shove down his suit pants and—

      “No more,” he said, but his voice was rough, the way it got when he was inside a girl. “You need to be good.”

      Cheryl moaned. “God, I love it when you’re bossyyyy, Pat-trick.”

      He paused. She liked that? There was always a bit of that dynamic between them—her teasing, him putting her in her place—but he’d been careful not to push it. He didn’t want her to think he was being disrespectful because he was a man. “You’re into that?”

      She looked up at him through her lashes. “I love it. When you tell me what to do, that’s what I like.”

      He clenched his jaw hard enough to snap his own teeth, then did something stupid. He bent his forehead to press against hers. “You want me to be bossy now?”

      She nodded, and his mouth went dry. “I don’t… I shouldn’t…”

      “I can beg if you want me to. Please? Pretty please tell me what to do, Pat-trick?”

      His hands were shaking so hard that he almost dropped the keys. He lifted a palm to secure them, and his fingers brushed her ass. “Fuck…”

      “Yesssss,” she said. “More.”

      “I can’t handle this, KitKat,” he muttered, but his fingertips kept tracing her glorious ass. “I can’t…”

      “It’s fine.” She wriggled upward, bringing her face to his. “Just…”

      Her lips were millimetres from his.

      Patrick wasn’t a priest, and he had a feeling even the most devout priest would have thrown Cheryl against the door and fucked her senseless by now. His cock was throbbing, his whole body was throbbing. He lowered his head and—

      “Hic!” Cheryl pressed her hand to her mouth. “Oh no—hic—Sorry!”

      Shame hit him like a cold hose.

      “Nope.” He lifted her off and put her on the ground. She stood there, trembling like a newborn foal.

      “Pat-trick…”

      “Don’t, ‘Patrick’ me, woman!” He snarled. “I’m fucking dying here. I can hardly fucking think and unless you wanna get fucked in front of your apartment so all your neighbours can watch, you need to fucking behave.”

      For a second, she looked shocked, then her expression melted. It was the sexiest look a girl had ever given him, eyes heavy, cheeks flushed. She parted her lips as though she was begging for his cock, and some dark part of him roared in triumph.

      She likes it. She likes me talking like that. And if she likes it now, she’ll love it when she’s getting—

      But he wouldn’t, couldn’t, think like that. Gritting his teeth, he jammed her keys into the lock, and before she could say anything else he swung the door open. He’d been in her apartment a thousand times. It was small and clean with a million adorable details. Cat figurines on the windowsill, houseplants in ceramic pots, a bowl of peaches on her dining table. He flicked on the lights and saw the framed photo of Cheryl and her mum. Cheryl was just a kid, making a cheeky face at the camera. Ms Walker was thin and blonde, a cigarette burning between her long fingers. There were no pictures of Cheryl’s dad anywhere. Patrick knew he was Greek and that Cheryl never saw him, but nothing else. She never talked about him. If he mentioned fathers, she changed the subject smooth as butter.

      “Pat-trick…?”

      He turned. Cheryl was braced against the door frame, one hand on the wall behind her. Her hair was tousled, her lips glossy. He imagined licking them, heading down her body to the other places he was desperate to get his mouth on. Did she like getting eaten out? Would she lie still, whispering that she was about to come, or would she press into his face and yank his hair and scream?

      “Hi,” she whispered.

      “Hey. I’m, uh, gonna put the kettle on.”

      He felt her watching him walk to the sink and fill her pink kettle. “Are you coming in?”

      “Maybe. Are you going to keep being bossy?”

      “Depends. Are you going to keep getting turned on by it?”

      He half-expected to feel a cat figurine splintering on his back but when he turned around, Cheryl was doe-eyed, one finger at her lips. “I like it when a guy takes chargeeee.”

      The implication of other guys and the slur in her voice helped him keep his head. “Then do what I say and get in the house. And shut the door.”

      Again, he waited for her to snap. Instead, she did as she was told. The latch clicked and suddenly her apartment seemed ten times smaller. Maybe he should have gone home with the driver. He put the kettle on the electric holder and flicked the dial. “Do you want tea or coffee?”

      “I want another drink.” She moved to the white cabinet where she kept her liquor. “You want tequila?”

      He crossed the room to ward her off. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “But I want…” Cheryl fumbled with the catch on the cabinet and almost toppled forward.

      “Shit!” Patrick rushed to steady her, and she slumped into his arms. Her skin was boiling hot again.

      “I don’t…” she mumbled. “I think I’m wasted.”

      “Yeah, a little,” he said, smoothing her hair out of her face.

      The kettle he’d put on bubbled as though in warning. “Why don’t you go have a shower while I make tea?”

      “I just wanna lie downnnn.”

      “Okay, you can do that.”

      He lifted her, carrying her sideways so she couldn’t lock her legs around him again. Cheryl closed her eyes and hummed a tune. That walking down the aisle song. He grinned like an idiot. “Good to get some practice in before I’m engaged.”

      “I’m never getting engaged,” she mumbled.

      Ever? Or to me?

      But if it wasn’t the right time to kiss her, it definitely wasn’t the right time to ask her thoughts on marriage.

      Cheryl’s bedroom was purple. Purple walls, purple sheets, and lit by a thousand lavender fairy lights. Her perfume hung in the air, dark and sweet. He scanned the shelves for the bottle and found it beside a stack of books. Midnight Black Musk oil. It might as well have been ‘Painful Erections.’

      Trying not to inhale too deeply, he placed her in her purple sheets. She snuggled against the mattress, her thick hair spreading around her the way he always imagined it on his pillows.

      “Thanks, Patty-Bear,” she whispered, her eyes already closed.

      “That’s okay.”

      He stood for a second, watching her. She glowed under her twinkling lights, her skin flawless like the peaches on her kitchen counter. Was she already asleep? Would she remember any of this tomorrow? And if she did, would she hate him? The whole time he’d known her, she’d always been in control, smiling and making jokes to hide the fact she planned everything to the minute. She prepped her meals and budgeted all her expenses. She seemed to have everything figured out but now she’d gotten pissed and let him carry her off a yacht. Flirted with him and told him he was sexy. Would she regret it?

      I won’t let her.

      Yet part of him knew everything had already changed. The question was, what did it mean?

      He backed toward the door and as he did, he looked where he wasn’t supposed to. On a white shelf near her bed, displayed like her plants and her peaches, were Cheryl’s toys. A pink vibrator, a lace collar, a glass bottle of lube, and the thing that haunted him the most—the silver butt plug with the lavender diamond in the end.

      The first time he’d seen it he’d almost died. Almost keeled over and fucking died. She’d asked him to grab her water bottle while she was in a work meeting, and he’d gone into her bedroom like a teenager bounding into his first nightclub. He’d been hoping to check out her bed, maybe see a stray pair of panties and instead, he’d come face to face with that.

      For a second, he’d just stood there, dumbstruck. The thought of Cheryl on all fours, that pale purple diamond shining in her asshole…? He’d broken out in a cold sweat.

      He’d handed her the water bottle and rushed out the door, lying, telling her he had urgent footy business. He’d barely made it to his car before his hand was on his cock. It had been dark and there had been no one else around, so he’d pumped himself in the driver’s seat, thinking about fucking Cheryl with that plug in her ass. The way she’d look at him over her shoulder, tossing her hair as she said, ‘Take it out, Patrick. I want you there. I want you to fuck my asshole.’

      He’d come so hard his ears rang and then he’d driven home feeling like a pervert. Still, thoughts of Cheryl with that lavender diamond shining in her asshole had been in his heavy wank rotation ever since. Thoughts of it played on him like a song he couldn’t get out of his head.

      Safe on its little shelf, the lavender stone winked hatefully at him, reminding him that it knew what Cheryl felt like and he didn’t. Reminding him that maybe other guys—

      But no, he wouldn’t let himself think like that. She only used it to get herself off, alone in her bedroom, when she gave in to her deepest, darkest fantasies about getting reamed by her best mate—

      “Pat-trickkkk…? Are you still here?”

      He jolted like an art burglar caught lusting over the Mona Lisa. “Sorry, I’ll go make tea.”

      “It’s okay…” She raised her foot, still clad in her stilettos. “Can you…?”

      He ran a palm over his mouth. On the one hand, he shouldn’t get closer. On the other hand, she shouldn’t sleep in her shoes. “Just your heels?”

      “Yeahhhhhh.”

      Exhaling, he moved toward the bed.

      Not a big deal. Just be quick.

      Cheryl’s heels were tiny in his hands. Like doll shoes. He unbuckled one sparkling strap and pulled it away. Her toenails were painted sparkling pink. He watched them glitter in the fairy lights and wanted to bite them. To run his teeth lightly along her smooth arches. Was this how guys got foot fetishes? Did he have a foot fetish?

      “Oh my Godddddd,” Cheryl moaned.

      He’d unconsciously slid his thumb into her arch and started massaging. Flushing, he let go. “Sorry.”

      “No! Keep goingggg!”

      “Behave,” he said, unbuckling the other shoe. It fell away and she winkled her toes at him. “This one too…? Pleaseeeee?”

      His pulse spiked as he slowly applied pressure to her foot. This was okay, right? She’d asked him to, and he wasn’t touching her in a sexual way. Unless he did have a foot fetish…

      Cheryl arched into her mattress. “That’s sooo nice…”

      He stared at her, spread across her bed like a feast. She looked like every public holiday and grand final win the world had to offer. He massaged her for a few more seconds, then gently lowered her foot to the bed. “Sleep time, KitKat.”

      “Can you take my dress off?”

      “I don’t think I should do that.”

      “Please?” She flipped over. “Pretty please?”

      Her back was bare to her waist, silk dress tight over the most luscious ass he’d ever seen. He thought of the lavender butt plug, the lace collar, the bottle of lube… and backed away from the bed. “Cheryl, honey, I don’t think…”

      His face burned. He’d called her ‘honey’. He’d only ever said that in his fantasies. ‘That’s it, honey, deeper. All the way into your throat. Good girl…’

      “S’okay, I can do it, Pat-trick.” She fumbled for her zipper and pulled it. Her back was fully exposed right down to her underwear. It was a g-string, a tiny strip of black silk nothing right above her ass.

      “Fuck me…”

      Cheryl reached down, pulling her dress over her thighs, and then he was staring at her ass, golden brown and thick enough to drown in. He heard an animal noise and realised it was him. His fists were clenched, sweat prickling across his forehead.

      Cheryl glanced back at him like she did in his fantasies, her dark eyes heavy, her hair a glossy waterfall around her shoulders. “Pat-trick?”

      “Yeah?”

      She raised her hips, showing off her ass, and he saw the outline of the thing he’d pictured so many times he’d almost fractured his mind. The smooth almond petals of her cunt, framed by her thick thighs. He heard himself make a low, strangled moan.

      “Do you like it?” Cheryl whispered.

      Did he like it? Her smooth little pussy covered in the thinnest black fabric imaginable?

      “Yeah,” someone said. “I love it.”

      “Good.”

      He tried to drag in oxygen, but he couldn’t breathe. Think. Function. Everything was breaking around him. She was wet, he could see it even in the fairy light. The fabric was soaked through, and it was that, more than anything, that brought him closer to the bed. Close enough to touch.

      “Fuck, you’re so gorgeous.” He was so turned on it was like being drunk. High.

      “Thanks,” Cheryl giggled, shaking her ass so that it rolled. She looked like a stripper worth going broke for. He could smell her, warm and pink. A thousand times more dangerous than Midnight Black Musk oil. He balled his hands into fists. He needed to leave.

      “I’m so wet,” she whispered.

      All he could see was Cheryl. All he could think was how it would feel to slide his hands across her cheeks and pull that tiny scrap of material away. To push his tongue inside her. Sweet and tight and hotter than the centre of the earth.

      “Patrick…? Can we…?”

      “No.” The sound was hoarse, deep in his chest. “It’s not the right time.”

      “Patrick…” Cheryl said. “You’re so sweet, but this is consent. This is me saying ‘yes.’ Please come here?”

      “Not tonight,” some better man said. “Not while you’re drunk. You might regret it.”

      “Never. We love each other, don’t we?”

      There was the cavalry he needed. Those words didn’t mean what they were supposed to mean. He shoved his hands in his pockets, compressing his cock. “I know. That’s why—”

      “You wanna see the rest?”

      “KitKat…”

      But Cheryl was already turning. Her red dress clung to her tits, her nipples hard beneath the silk. Patrick imagined kneeling over her to suck them, see how hot he could get her without touching anything else.

      She slid a single strap off her shoulder. “Don’t you wanna see?”

      “KitKat…”

      “I want you to see.” The other strap fell. “I’ve wanted you to see since the night we met. When you were all cute and wasted and flirting with me.”

      “I-I wasn’t wasted,” he babbled. “I was high. And I did want… I do want, but fuck—”

      Cheryl pulled the remaining silk down and his knees turned to water. Her tits were… everything. Big and round, with the sweetest pink nipples in existence. Flawless. His eyes dried over, but he wouldn’t let himself blink. Couldn’t stop looking to save himself.

      Cheryl slid the last of her dress down her calves and tossed it aside, then sat back, rocking so her tits bounced. “Do you like looking at me?”

      Rolling surges were going through him like the first and only time he’d done MDMA, turning his thoughts electric.

      “Yes,” he rasped. “Yes, I like looking at you.”

      “Good.” She ran a hand over her right breast, tugging gently on her nipple. Her mouth parted in a little ‘oh’ and dimly he wondered if he was going to collapse. Cheryl’s gaze ran down his body to the front of his pants where his cock was threatening to bust through. “That,” she whispered. “I want that.”

      He was drowning in her eyes, melting like chocolate. But she wasn’t looking at him—just his body. His dick. With a hollow throb, he realised she might not want to screw him, just to be screwed. But did that matter? She wanted a fuck, and he could be that guy. He could be any guy she needed.

      Cheryl raised her hands to her tits, cupping them. “Please, Patrick?”

      Time went slow, the fairy lights twinkling in unhurried throbs. He clenched his teeth, wanting and resisting with equal force. He’d been called a simp over Cheryl before, but if he fucked her because she was drunk and wanted dick—any dick—that was lower than he’d ever made himself for anyone. He could do it, bury his pride, torch his heart, and drill Cheryl like she was some football groupie, but she wasn’t. And he wasn’t just any dick. He was the dick that loved her, that wanted to take care of her for the rest of her life. Maybe she didn’t see it now, but she might.

      “Pat-trick…”

      He stared at her, glowing like an angel on her bed. This was it. The endpoint of four painful years. And he was going to turn her down. The woman of his dreams, naked and begging him to do her. Life was so fucking unfair.

      He took a step back from the bed, trying not to look like he was a second away from climbing on and giving her everything she wanted. “Please don’t think I don’t want to. I want to be with you so bad it’s killing me, but it’s not just that you’re drunk, it’s…” He cleared his throat. “You should know…”

      Her face fell. “You don’t think I’m pretty enough, do you?”

      He gave a strained laugh. “No, I mean yes, I mean—”

      Cheryl’s face contracted like she’d just seen a ghost. She let go of her breasts and leaned forward, her head on her knees. “Nooooooooo.”

      “Shit. I’m so sorry, I think you’re fucking gorgeous, you’re the hottest girl in the world, you’re—”

      “No, it’s not. I’m not… I’m gonna…”

      From her thick voice, he knew exactly what she was gonna. His sex-drive switched off like a blown fuse and he picked her up and ran her to the bathroom. She started gagging as he lowered her to the toilet and she collapsed around the bowl, puke splashing like a tropical thunderstorm. He pulled her hair from her face, but it was too late, the front parts were slippery. He piled it into a ponytail, laughing at the absurdity of what was happening.

      “Noooooo,” Cheryl wailed, her voice echoing in the bowl. “I’m disgusting. I’m soooo disgusting!”

      “You’re not, KitKat. It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”

      “I’m hideous. Gooooooo awayyyyyyy!”

      “I can’t. Who’ll hold your hair?”

      Cheryl answered by puking some more. He kept her hair out of her face and used his free one to rub her shoulders. “This is good, honey. Get all the bad stuff out and you’ll feel better.”

      “Patrick!” she wailed but she didn’t tell him to leave.

      Cheryl puked again and again, her small body heaving, her skin blistering hot. He told her she was beautiful and lovely and sweet and nice as he flushed away the contents of what looked like half a sports bar. Eventually, she stopped, sitting back from the bowl. “Betterrrrrr… Done I think…”

      “That’s good. Toothbrush?”

      “Yuhhhh.”

      He gave her her little pink toothbrush with some Colgate on the end. She brushed her teeth with her eyes closed, kneeling to spit into the toilet. He handed her mouthwash and looked around as she swilled. They were both spattered in puke. He couldn’t put her to bed with vomit in her hair. There was nothing for it, they’d have to have a shower.

      “Cheryl,” he said. “How about I wash us? Quickly. Just to get us clean?”

      She spat the mouthwash into the toilet. “Yes, pleaseeeee.”

      He stripped off his shirt and pants, keeping his briefs on as he started the shower. When the water was warm, he stood over Cheryl. She was still mostly naked, sitting back on her heels like when they did yoga together. She looked beautiful. So fucking beautiful.

      Be a doctor, Normal. Be a paramedic.

      “Ready to wash?”

      Cheryl nodded so he carried her into the stall and sat her on the floor. He detached the shower head and rinsed her hair.

      “Mmmm,” Cheryl said. “Betterrrr.”

      “Better,” Patrick agreed, his eyes on the ceiling.

      Cheryl shifted to her side, thumbing at her underwear. “Offf… Off…”

      You’re a doctor, he told himself. You’re a paramedic.

      He yanked her underwear down, touching as little of her skin as possible. He tossed the g-string against the tiles and returned to Cheryl’s hair, rubbing it through with her coconut shampoo. The scent of it made his traitorous body react, so he held his breath as he rinsed her and slathered her hair in conditioner.

      “So good,” Cheryl mumbled as he massaged her head. “So much better.”

      She leaned back and he watched sudsy water run down her bare breasts like something in a porno.

      Think about old people. Geography. Cricket. My parents having sex.

      The last one did the trick. He rinsed the conditioner and, praying the shampoo had cleaned her body without him touching it, picked her up by her armpits. He stood her on the bathmat and wrapped her in her towel with his eyes closed. She still couldn’t walk so he carried her to her bedroom and lay her on her sheets. He pulled open drawers until he found her workout gear and picked the ugliest t-shirt and shorts he could find.

      “Patrick,” she said in a throaty voice. “Do you hate me?”

      “Never. Arms up.”

      He dressed her quickly, squinting so she was reduced to slits. Her hair was still soaking but as long as it was clean, he figured it didn’t matter. He returned her to her bed and went back to the workout drawer. She had a big firefighter t-shirt he knew would fit him. He threw it over his head and heard a small sob.

      He froze. She couldn’t be… Cheryl never cried. In the history of their relationship, he’d cried more than she had. Once, when they were watching the Adam Goodes documentary; the other time when they were having coffee and he found out his favourite English teacher had cancer.

      Another small sob.

      He was on the bed in a second, his arm around her. “KitKat, everything’s okay.”

      “It’s not!” Her eyes were screwed shut, tears forcing their way from under her lids. “I’ve ruined it. I’ve ruined everything.”

      “You haven’t! You just threw up. Everyone does it.”

      “I don’t… It’s not about that.”

      “Then what?”

      She drew a quivering breath. “I’m so glad. I’m so h-happy for you. That you met someone.”

      In a night full of chaos, this still gave him whiplash. “Huh?”

      “You like her. That woman. I could see it in your face.”

      He stayed quiet, annoyed at himself for the thrill her jealousy about Lola gave him. This had been Beth’s plan. The way he would make Cheryl see him as more than just a friend. It had obviously worked, but they couldn’t talk about it now. Not when she’d already had such a terrible night. He felt her shoulders shaking and his chest tore open. Part of him wanted to say, ‘Lola doesn’t mean anything to me. You’re my whole life,’ but who knew if Cheryl was even sober enough to process what he was saying? He brushed a finger over her back. “Go to sleep, KitKat. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      “Will you stay here with me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Cool,” she mumbled, pulling the duvet over them. “I love you, Patrick…”

      His heart cracked like a dropped glass.

      “… you’re my best friend.”

      She went still beside him and as he lay staring at the fairy lights, he wondered if anyone in the history of the friendzone had ever had a worse night.
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        Three years before the yacht party

      

      

      Cheryl wanted to scream. It was quarter to eight and she was still in the office. Athletic Aura wanted to pull their social media accounts and Bridgette had bullied everyone into staying back to ‘come up with fresh pitches.’ As if anyone could find new ways of getting hot people to wear leggings. And pineapple-print leggings at that.

      Every Tuesday, she and Patrick went to Hawthorn Cinema and watched whatever screened at eight. They chomped popcorn, drank watery cola, and laughed until their insides hurt. It was the highlight of her week and now she was stuck here, trying to think of how to bribe influencers into wearing cheap-ass hoodies.

      She slid her phone under her desk and texted Patrick.

      
        
        Bridgette’s still cuckoo about Athletic Aura. I’ll try and get out soon, but maybe we should bail? Spare ourselves the sadness?

      

      

      Patrick replied, but Bridgette paced toward her before she could read his message.

      “All these video pitches are low class,” Bridgette said, brandishing her whiteboard marker in Cheryl’s face. “This is your area. What are we missing? What’s the elegant way to get Athletic Aura trending?”

      Cheryl smiled weakly. She liked her job, but sometimes she missed being Eden’s social media manager. The pay was bad, but at least she got free ketamine. “I know Athletic Aura wants a viral campaign, but their data shows people who buy their stuff aren’t super active on social media. Maybe we could approach them with a campaign like the one Target—”

      “Target?” Bridgette’s eyes bulged. “Target!?”

      Cheryl could feel her co-workers giving her sympathy stares. She’d done it now. Not only was she going to miss the movie, Bridgette was going to blame her for losing the Athletic Aura account. Her boss rolled back her shoulders, always a sign she was about to start screaming. Then the bell that hung over the front door tinkled. Everyone turned to look at the late arrival and when Cheryl saw who it was, she wanted to throttle him. Patrick loped around the receptionist’s desk, smiling sheepishly. In his bomber jacket, his chestnut hair freshly cut, he looked even more like the lead in a YA romance movie than usual.

      “Hi,” he said to Bridgette. “I’m here to see a friend?”

      “Run?” Cheryl mouthed, but it was too late. Bridgette rounded on him, whiteboard marker raised like a baton.

      “I don’t care who you want to see,” she hissed. “You can’t just waltz in here off the fucking street!”

      Patrick’s big brown eyes went so wide he could have been a moo-cow. He put a big hand to his even bigger chest. “I’m so sorry. I’m Patrick Normal. I play for the Hammerhead Sharks?”

      “That doesn’t…” Bridgette paused. “The AFL team?”

      “Yeah. Derek Hardiman’s old team.”

      Bridgette’s eyebrows shot up. She was obsessed with Derek Hardiman. Which, of course, Patrick knew, because his good friend Cheryl had told him.

      “Derek?” Bridgette breathed. “How is he?”

      “Great. And you must be Bridgette?”

      Her boss’s giggle was worthy of any of the bitches Cheryl went to school with. “That’s me.”

      “Great,” Patrick said with relief. “I’m so glad I caught you. I wanted to apologise for sending that singing teddy bear a few months ago. I didn’t mean to disrupt your office, I was playing a joke on my friend, Cheryl.”

      Bridgette’s gaze snapped to her. Cheryl smiled as sweetly as she could.

      “Disrupt the office?” Bridgette said with another tween giggle. “You’re kidding? I told everyone that bear was hilarious!”

      Actually, she’d said it was an HR violation and threatened to fire the receptionist, but Cheryl kept her smile bright. If Patrick’s gambit came off, she’d be eating popcorn in no time…

      “What are you working on?” Patrick asked with what sounded like genuine interest.

      “A pitch for Athletic Aura. Have you heard of them?”

      “They make decent hoodies, right?”

      Bridgette visibly melted.

      “Kiss ass,” she told Patrick as they power-walked to the cinema. “She only let us out because she wants you and, or, Derek Hardiman to fingerbang her.”

      “I know,” Patrick said smugly. Then he looked worried. “I don’t actually have to post about those hoodies, do I?”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl woke up as hungover as she’d ever been. Her head hurt, her throat hurt, but her heart hurt worst of all. She kept her eyes closed, knowing opening them would only make it worse.

      She felt the bed beside her. Patrick was gone, because of course he was. She’d ruined everything. All the memories were there, uploaded as though by a separate device. Getting spittingly jealous of that hot older woman. Drinking and dancing with Eden. Patrick carrying her off the boat. Patrick at her front door. Patrick at the foot of her bed, his hands in his pockets, telling her she was too drunk to hook up…

      With a surge of nausea, Cheryl remembered the moment she’d known she was going to throw up. And then she’d done it. Right in front of him. She shuddered in her sheets, raw as a dropped oyster. She ran the tap whenever she peed in the same building as Patrick and now, she’d yakked in front of him. He’d seen her all red-eyed and puffy-faced and stringy-haired and so, so disgusting.

      But even as the memories stabbed at her, she knew that vomiting in front of her best friend wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was she’d thrown herself at him and he’d turned her down.

      Cheryl loved sex. She always had. Discovering it as a broke-ass teenager was like finding a ruby in your backyard. Sex was free, it felt amazing, and it made hot guys notice you. You weren’t supposed to admit that—liking male attention—but that had never made sense to her. Putting on a tight dress and basking in male approval was fun. Taking off her second-hand clothes and being remade in some guy’s eyes as a sex goddess felt incredible. Other girls liked it too, she knew they did, but it was like some secret female bylaw—try to make men want you but never admit that’s what you’re doing, you whore.

      Well, Cheryl liked looking good for men. She’d known early on she wasn’t anything special. Not talented like Eden, or smart like Beth, the podcast lady, or super-generous like Mara Hardiman. What she was was pretty with a body that made most men drool. She could thank her father for that, if nothing else. She hadn’t gotten her big ass and FF-cup boobs from her ultra-petite mother.

      So, she leaned into her looks. And maybe she should be aiming higher, but whenever she left her mum’s apartment, exhausted and depressed, she just wanted to go to a bar with her boobs out and get hit on by a dozen dads. Have them buy her drinks and laugh at her jokes and make her feel all shiny new.

      She wasn’t in a relationship, and she didn’t touch cheaters, so what did it matter? At the end of another long, hard day of having to exist, she gave herself a pass to enjoy getting men all hot and bothered.

      And then Patrick…

      She’d never had a male friend before him, at least not one she hadn’t flirted with. And she’d known there was potential for that, but he was so sweet and funny and cool that for the first time in her life, she’d steered the relationship right into platonic friendship. For the first year, she’d only worn baggy jeans and t-shirts around him. Didn’t even put on lipstick if they were meeting for lunch. She never talked about sex or tried to be cute. She didn’t even leave her hair down in case she accidentally twirled it around her finger. She’d been smart. She’d been mature. Eventually, she’d grown to trust herself. To think she and Patrick would always be friends. She’d started dressing the way she usually did and talking about her dates—if Patrick asked. But still, she never tried to get him to look at her That Way. He was her best friend. The one man she never wanted to cross that line with. Until now.

      Pressing her palms into her aching eyes, Cheryl saw it all happen again. Her jealousy, her self-indulgent drinking, her attempts at a big song-and-dance seduction as Patrick stood bemused at the foot of her bed, probably wishing he could leave.

      She’d tried to hit on him and failed. Failed and puked everywhere.

      Cheryl gave in. She screamed, one long, siren wail of grief. It tore at her aching throat and opened her like a wound.

      When she was young, she hadn’t been good at handling guys. Or herself. Or anything.

      She’d wanted the validation so badly she’d run like a slutty startled deer toward anyone who made her feel good. Usually drunk, sometimes high, always with zero self-awareness, she’d stumbled. She’d started fights and torpedoed friendships and got thrown out of debutante balls and seduced nice boys and puked all over them. She’d been Sloppy Cheryl. Drunk Cheryl. Skanky, Self-Destructive Cheryl. And the only way she could live with those memories was thinking she’d outgrown them. Left the tacky behaviour behind like her pink highlights and her shitty second-hand backpack.

      So not only had she ruined her most important friendship, she’d spent a decade lying to herself, because when the chips were down, she’d let herself go just like she used to, getting wasted and screaming ‘I never met my daddy, and my mummy’s sick! Take care of me, any man. Take care of me, EVERY man! I’m a helpless little baby! Wahhh, wahhh, wahhhhhhhhh!’

      And she’d let Patrick see her like that. Lovely, sweet, twenty-three-year-old Patrick. Tears stung Cheryl’s eyes and she knuckled them away. It was painful enough being a total cliché, without crying about it. After all, there were people suffering in the world and one of them was her mother. Whatever else happened today, she needed to take care of her.

      Unable to face the prospect of moving, she made a mental list. Wash the sheets, make coffee, shower, and brush her teeth. There was no way she could work this hungover. She’d have to get up at five tomorrow to finish the work she’d left for today. Her bedside clock said it was ten-thirty so she could spend the rest of the morning bleaching her bathroom, doing her laundry, and cooking her mum’s meals for the week. Lasagne and green curry. Things she could microwave in portions and eat with just a fork.

      By late afternoon she’d be sober enough to drive them over, and wash her mum’s floor, and sort her mail, and if Patrick called—

      No, it didn’t matter if Patrick called. She already knew what he’d say. ‘Thanks, but big nah on our friendship, you gross moron.’

      More politely, because he was nothing if not nice, but that would be the gist. And that was fine. She’d lost people before and lived with it. Maybe it would make life easier, not having to worry if he was going to find his forever girlfriend and run off, leaving her clutching a bucket of cold popcorn to the Patrick-shaped hole in her life. That hole could just be there. Wasn’t that better?

      The thought got Cheryl up and out of bed. She stood, swaying as though she was still on the party boat. She couldn’t see her phone. Hopefully it was in the kitchen with her wallet and keys. Ignoring her throbbing head, she pulled the sheets off her mattress. She’d find everything she’d puked on and then—

      Cheryl stopped in her tracks. She and Patrick had showered together. He’d seen her naked. He’d washed her hair.

      Her scalp tingled at the memory of him massaging it, the feel of the shampoo running down her breasts and stomach as he stood over her like a glorious gold statue. She was sure she’d been fully naked. Had he been naked? Had she seen his—

      “No,” she said aloud. “No. Never.”

      She walked into her living room and scanned for destruction. Her apartment was tiny and therefore cluttered, but she tried to keep it clean. To her surprise, everything looked normal. The only sign of her bad behaviour was her knockoff Chloe purse lying next to her front door.

      Gingerly, she bent to collect it and found her phone and bank cards inside. Her keys were on the kitchen counter. She allowed herself a second’s relief before unlocking her phone and checking her bank balance. With a sinking heart, she saw she had forty bucks left. She’d paid for the Uber to the party and transferred Patrick money for the present they’d given the Hardimans, and she’d paid a late fee on the Pilates class she’d cancelled. She stared at the forty dollars, despair rising in her like a black abyss. She had no money for meat. She’d have to make her mother vegetarian lasagne and red lentil pasta.

      She mentally beat back her panic. “It’s gone and there’s nothing you can do about it. You’ll just have to skip lunch this week.”

      Exiting her banking app, she saw her mum had sent a text.

      
        
        Hi Cee, are you still coming by today? I love you xx

      

      

      Despite her medical issues, Sharon Walker was proud to a fault. A text like this was basically an SOS. Cheryl replied.

      
        
        Of course, I’ll be there this afternoon. I love you too.

      

      

      
        
        Great. I can’t wait to see you!

      

      

      Tears threatened and Cheryl blinked hard. She stumbled for her kettle, wondering how much caffeine she’d have to ingest to feel halfway normal, and then she saw it. A note was leaning up against her Catwoman figurine, unmissable to anyone who wasn’t insanely hungover. She picked it up, her mouth dry. Had Patrick written her a goodbye? Said he hated her? That she was ancient and gross, and he’d called the cops about her harassment?

      
        
        Gone home for new clothes, I’ll be back with coffee. Don’t be mean to my KitKat, she’s amazing.

        Patrick

        xx

      

      

      All the air left Cheryl’s lungs. She read the note again. Then again. Then again, her mouth so dry her tongue was sticking to the back of her lips. Patrick wasn’t mad. He’d called her ‘Kitkat.’ He said she was amazing. He was coming back with coffee. He was coming back.

      “Shit!”

      Cheryl flew to her bathroom, stripping off her clothes as she went. She jumped in the shower, registered that it was squeaky clean, and started scrubbing herself like it was the cure for cancer. She washed her hair, exfoliated her face, and re-shaved her legs and underarms. The second she was done, she leaped out and started brushing her teeth with one hand and moisturising with the other. She had no idea what she was going to say to Patrick, but she knew she needed to look good. Amazingly, impossibly good. So good, Patrick would forget she’d ever gotten sloppy drunk and acted like a crazy bitch.

      She blow-dried her hair, then threw open her make up bag to firefight the damage her hangover had done to her face. Mercifully, she wasn’t super puffy, but her skin was washed out and her eyes were red. She dabbed on layer after layer of primer, concealer, highlighter, and foundation. She covered her inflamed waterline with a white pencil, painted her lids pale gold, and applied neutral lip gloss. By the time she blasted herself with hydrating setting spray, she was wearing as much make up as she’d put on for the boat party, but she looked a billion times better than she did five minutes ago.

      Patrick’s coming back, her mind chattered on a loop. Patrick’s coming back. Patrick’s coming back.

      Some internal clock told her she was running out of time, so she sprinted to her bedroom and ripped open her closet. She needed something that said, ‘I’m cute, also please eject your memories of the last twelve hours into space?’

      It wasn’t an easy call.

      She settled for a pink cropped tee and a denim mini skirt. Girly stuff. She tried a bra but the lines under the baby tee were awful. She whipped her bra off, dressed, then put on her favourite leopard print tile necklace, and then took that off, too. She wasn’t wearing anything associated with big cats while she apologised to Patrick. And she needed to apologise. As she whizzed back to her bathroom mirror to apply winged liner, it became obvious that not only had he taken care of her while she was sick, he’d cleaned up after her. Her shower was sparkling, her toilet immaculate and when she went to the laundry, she found her towel and bathmat were in the washing machine, having already gone through a cycle. The man was one of the top human beings to ever exist and she’d been a drunk, sloppy pervert to him.

      She pulled her soaking towels into the dryer and as she lifted them, she found something stuck to the side of one. Her black g-string. She lifted it with a finger and remembered being on all fours—God she was such a tease—with her ass up, begging Patrick to screw her. He’d been standing there, his sweet face all hard angles. She remembered the bulge in the front of his suit pants, that thick length, as big as the rest of Patrick Normal. Heat spiralled through her, tinged with relief. Whatever happened, at least he’d been a little bit turned on. But then why hadn’t he wanted to touch her?

      It doesn’t matter, she warned herself, but it was too late. She was already picturing Patrick putting a knee on the bed, unbuttoning his white shirt, ‘Lie back, KitKat. Let me taste your cunt.’

      The knock on her front door was like a machine gun firing. She dropped the g-string back into the washing machine and slammed it closed.

      Silence rang around her apartment. She thought about going back to bed, pulling her blanket over her head, and pretending none of this had ever happened.

      Another knock, this time a little faster. She nipped at her thumbnail. She couldn’t run. The only thing meaner than the way she’d treated her best friend last night would be to ghost him now.

      Pull yourself together, Cheryl.

      Despite her preparations, she didn’t feel ready. She knew things would never be the same between them, but allowing that fact to enter her apartment was… too much. At least alone she could pretend she was in control. With trembling fingers, she walked to the entrance and opened the door. “Hey, um, sorry about last night, but—”

      She had glammed up for this meeting, but she was unprepared for how good Patrick Normal looked in his big grey hoodie, a coffee in each hand. His skin was extra glowy and the morning sunshine seemed to be trapped in his eyes.

      “Hey.” He grinned his toothpaste commercial smile. “How are you feeling?”

      Cheryl felt like someone had shot her. She stepped back to let him in, lost for words. Patrick came moseying into her apartment like it was nothing. Like he hadn’t seen her naked and yakking into the toilet like a total embarrassment.

      He held out the coffee. “Oat latte.”

      She took it, carefully avoiding his long, suntanned fingers. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      His eyes. His eyes belonged to a Cavoodle puppy. The kind that made you buy more expensive Kleenex just because they were on the box. She looked away. “How was your morning?”

      “I’d say ‘better than yours’ but you look beautiful. I’d never pick you for hungover.”

      This was not going the way she wanted. She backed onto her couch and sat, heart racing. “You must be so mad at me.”

      His brow creased. “Why?”

      Why?

      Why?!

      She sipped her coffee. It clashed horribly with the minty toothpaste taste in her mouth, but she kept drinking just to have something to do. Maybe he was just pretending everything was fine. Trying to soften her up before he dropped the ‘what the fuck was last night about?’ bomb.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, KitKat?”

      The nickname brought on a rush of memory. The feel of his cock, hard through his suit pants, as they rode back to her apartment. The look on his face as he stood before her bed. KitKat, you’re being a bad girl…

      “I’m fine,” she lied. “I just… I think we should talk.”

      His big, lopsided smile went nowhere. “Agreed.”

      Patrick took the other end of her couch and it groaned ominously under his weight, as it always did. She’d gotten it for free on Facebook Marketplace and told him a million times that it would break beneath him.

      Focus, idiot.

      “So…” she said, her stomach churning. “I’m so sorry for getting drunk and being sick in front of you and…”

      He raised his brows, his infuriating smile growing even wider. “And?”

      Her chest grew tight. So much for him forgetting or pretending she hadn’t hit on him. On the contrary, he seemed amused by her terrible behaviour. Cheryl drank more coffee. Her hands were shaking. Why did he smell so good lounging on her shitty couch in jeans and a hoodie? Had he always smelled this good? Like laundry detergent and sunshine?

      “I’m sorry about everything else,” she mumbled. “It’ll never happen again. It shouldn’t have happened at all. I’m sorry.”

      There was a pause in which her pulse spiked to heart-attack levels. Patrick leaned back on the couch like a talk show celebrity. He was still smiling. “So, I have some thoughts. Do you have anything else you want to say first?”

      Tell him you can’t be friends anymore, an internal voice hissed. Tell him you’re moving to Vietnam and your friendship is over.

      Cheryl tried to sip her coffee and found she’d finished it. She pretended to drink anyway.

      “So, I think you might be done talking?”

      Her couch was too small. Even at opposite ends, she and Patrick were almost touching. He was too big. Too male for her apartment. How had she never noticed that before?

      “I know you were pretty drunk last night,” Patrick said. “But I don’t think either of us meant for the night to go that way—”

      Cheryl couldn’t handle hearing her crimes repeated backward. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I should be in jail, I’m so sorry. I’m never drinking again. I just—”

      “Wait,” Patrick held up his hands. “What are you actually apologising for? Just being drunk or…?”

      Oh God, he was going to make her say it. “For being all flirty and…” She had a flash of herself cupping her tits, doing everything she could to lure him onto her bed. “… hitting on you.”

      “Oh, that. Yeah, I’m not worried about that.”

      “Um… What?”

      “I thought you were beating yourself up for being drunk. I don’t care that you cracked onto me.”

      “You don’t… care?”

      “Nope.” He shifted and her couch gave another pitiful moan. His expression was very different from the Patrick she knew. She was suddenly very aware a six-foot-four football player with hands the size of hubcaps was sitting next to her. She leant back slightly.

      “Can I help you, or…?”

      She’d meant it as a tease, a way to re-establish boundaries, but it came out all whispery.

      Her best friend’s eyes locked on hers, all hard and golden brown like an eagle. “You can.”

      “Ahh, how?”

      His gaze intensified. “We’re done fucking around, KitKat. It’s time to find out.”

      “I… What do you mean?”

      He smiled, and that was different too.

      “I mean I’m into you, KitKat. And since you got pissed and tried to fuck me last night, I’m gonna call it and say you’re into me too. So, let’s get together.”

      Cheryl’s hangover rose over her like a hood. “P-Patrick, no! We’re friends!”

      That arrogant smile flashed out like a lighthouse beam. “Yeah. Only now we fuck.” He jerked his head toward her bedroom. “At least I’d be keen. How ‘bout you?”

      Cheryl gaped at him. He was saying it. The thing they were never, ever supposed to say. “No!”

      His grin didn’t go anywhere. “Because you don’t like how you begged for my dick? Or some other reason?”

      “Whatever I said last night, I was drunk.”

      “You mean telling me you’re my sexy little kitten and you want to climb all over me?”

      Dear God, Drunk Cheryl, what is your problem? She buried her face in her empty coffee cup, trying to buy time.

      “You are my sexy little kitten,” Patrick said quietly. “Now you’re sober, why don’t you come over here and let me play with you?”

      Fucking hell, who was this person? Her best friend’s voice was a low rasp, his bossy energy pulsing toward her in a way that was as terrifying as it was sexy. Cheryl remembered kneeling at his feet in the shower, his hands massaging her scalp.

      No, no, no.

      She threw back her shoulders and scowled at him like he was a particularly difficult work client. “Don’t talk like that.”

      Patrick’s eyes flicked to her tits. “Like what?”

      “Dirty.”

      The corner of his lip pulled up. “You don’t like dirty talk?”

      Cheryl ignored the heat wrapping itself through her. “Stop it. I’m sorry for flirting with you—”

      “Is that what you were doing?”

      “—and of course, I think you’re hot,” she babbled. “You are hot. But we’re friends—”

      “Friends who grind on each other in town cars?”

      “—besides, you’re too young for me.”

      Patrick recoiled like she’d slapped him. “Too young? You think I’m too young?”

      That was it. The hand grenade. The other thing they were never supposed to say, no matter how obvious the subtext. They’d spent years looking away from one another whenever anyone mentioned MILFs or age gaps or Sam Taylor-Johnson.

      “Yes,” she said primly. “You’re too young for me.”

      She expected the last of Patrick’s confidence to wilt. Instead, he chuckled. “Okay, KitKat.”

      “I mean it!”

      He looked her up and down, assessing her like some asshole in a bar. Cheryl hated the way she shivered. “I’ve never slept with anyone nine years younger than me, Patrick. I’m not starting now.”

      But her best friend’s eyes were hungry. “Yeah, my age wasn’t an issue when you were begging me to root you.”

      Cheryl pressed her thighs together. He’d never talked like this before. And doing it flicked some new lens over the man she thought she knew. Part of her wanted to gasp in outrage like a precious little virgin. The rest…

      Patrick moved fast. They were suddenly face-to-face. She could count the freckles on his nose. His hand slid over hers, taking the empty coffee cup and putting it on her side table. “KitKat…”

      Had his voice gotten deeper?

      “Yes?”

      “I want you. More than I’ve ever wanted anyone. And I know you want me back. Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t think we have a shot?”

      She didn’t want to, but she did it anyway. She looked into his beautiful, warm brown eyes. They had gold facets in them and right now they gleamed like hidden treasure. “I…”

      There was something strange about him, she thought, and a second later she had it. Patrick’s eyelids were smooth, the skin between his brows peachy. She hadn’t been this close to a guy his age since she was twenty-three. Maybe younger.

      She looked away, her heart like an iron fist in her chest. “I… I think we have a great future. As friends.”

      Patrick gave a low growl, the side of his jaw working like he was chewing gum. “I said, look me in the eyes and say it.”

      “Um, no thanks.” Cheryl shifted as far back as she could on the couch. “So, um, thanks for cleaning up, and sorry for yakking on you. Do you want to go get breakfast? My shout.”

      Patrick stared at her, the muscles in his face flickering.

      “… Or I could cook?” Cheryl added a little desperately. “I’ll make those gross almond meal pancakes you love so much. I’ll barely even complain.”

      He didn’t move.

      “If you’re not doing anything today, why don’t we go to Healesville for a hike? I’ll pack us a lunch and—”

      “Cheryl,” Patrick growled. “Did you not hear what I said?”

      “About what?”

      “I don’t want to eat pancakes or go for a hike—”

      “What about the movies?”

      “I’m obsessed with you,” he said, loud enough to shock her. “I don’t want to go to the fucking movies. I want to fuck you and be your boyfriend and fucking marry you one day.”

      “Patrick! What the hell?”

      “Don’t,” he warned. “I told you, we’re done fucking around. I’ve held back, I was happy to hold back. But you spent all of last night telling me I’m so big and sexy and you’ve been wanting to fuck me since we first met—”

      Cheryl moaned. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be fucking sorry! Just listen to what I’m saying—I want that too. That’s all I want.”

      “But I don’t want that, I was just drunk and—”

      “Are you drunk now?”

      “No!”

      He pointed to her t-shirt. “So, did you go get all dressed up and forget to put your bra on to tell me, what? I’m too fucking young for you? That you only see me as a mate? Fuck that.”

      He moved closer, his face tight, and she knew he was going to kiss her.

      Stop him, she thought, but her head seemed to float away as she dimly wondered what underwear she’d put on.

      Patrick didn’t kiss her. He leaned back, shoving his fingers through his hair. “Fine. You don’t want me, fine.”

      Cheryl felt an acute stab of disappointment and hated herself for it. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, me too.” He gave her a hard look. “Lola, that chick from last night, got my number. She texted me this morning. She wants to go out. And I’m going to do it.”

      “Lola? Like the girl rabbit from Space Jam?”

      “Yup.”

      Cheryl remembered her and Patrick laughing together and was almost sick on the floor. “You’re going to hook up with Dollar Store Salma Hayek?”

      “Probably. And since you didn’t seem to like her, I’m being up front about it.”

      Cold hands seemed to grip Cheryl’s ankles. “No.”

      “What do you mean ‘no?’ No, you want me to go out with you instead?”

      “No, as in she’s too old for you.”

      “I’ll let her decide that.”

      He rocked forward. He was going to stand up. He was going to leave. Before she knew what she was doing, her hand was on his shoulder. “You’re not sleeping with her.”

      His eyes glinted. “Oh yeah? What are you gonna do about it?”

      Her lips found his, warm and sure and ready.

      It’s not a first kiss, she told herself as their mouths moved together. It was a reminder of their friendship. Or something. But a moment later, Patrick’s hand was cupping the back of her head and his tongue was in her mouth.

      There was no hesitation, no beginning or end. They were just… making out. Moving together like they’d been doing this their whole lives. His hands were warm and sure, controlling her movements, pulling her closer. Then she was on his lap, her arms around his neck, and it was familiar and strange and insane. She felt out of it—hungover, but wasted. Shivers ran down her hangover-ravaged body, melting her like candle wax.

      Patrick pulled away, fingers still in her hair. “You’re fuckin’ crazy.”

      “And you’re not dating that old bitch,” she snapped. “Never!”

      Patrick muttered something she couldn’t hear and then she was on her back, his heavy thigh pressing apart her legs. He drank the gasps from her lips, grinding his hips into hers. He’d always been her teddy bear, her Cocker Spaniel. But this wasn’t cuddly. Patrick’s body was all muscle beneath his hoodie, and the hard length against her hip was only getting harder.

      He grabbed the hem of her t-shirt, and she lifted her arms. The motion reminded her of last night, of him dressing her. Shame surged as his mouth closed on her nipple, and as bliss spread across her chest, she screamed.

      “Yeah,” he muttered, shifting to the other nipple. “That’s it.”

      If he sounded sweet and awed that would be one thing, but he sounded so… presumptuous. She pulled back. “Who are you?”

      “Your fucking boyfriend,” he snarled. “You gonna admit you’re feeling it? Or are you humping up against me for some best friend reason?”

      She was feeling plenty of things, but his arrogance pricked her ego. “I haven’t been with a guy in a while.”

      “Don’t. Don’t be like that.”

      “I am like that, Patrick,” she said, knowing she’d hit a good angle. “You’re Madonna-whoring me. Putting me on a pedestal until you’re the one touching me.”

      He looked at her like she was nuts. “Of course you’re on a fucking pedestal. I just want to get up there with you sometimes.”

      “You’re being all dirty and mean. Treating me like a…”

      “Like a what?”

      She couldn’t say it, not with his thigh between her legs. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      She was topless, half-naked with her skirt hiked around her hips. She felt stripped, but not because of her bare skin. It was like Patrick could see to her bones. She shoved down her baby tee. “You have no idea what I like.”

      Patrick’s lip curled and it was like his atoms realigned into something big and mean and fundamentally male. He looked her right in the face. “You let too much slip last night, KitKat. You told me you like me bossing you around.”

      The naked feeling intensified. “I don’t… You’re lying.”

      “You want me to be a big man. You want me to be a prick. Then you’re in luck because I fucking love that. Now shut up and lift your hands above your head.”

      Her wrists floated there by themselves, crossing in a neat little X.

      With eyes like flint, Patrick pinned her hands. He rocked to one side to expose her bare thighs and then his hand was up her skirt.

      Cheryl made a noise like she had a puncture.

      “We’ll do this slow,” he said, eyes still on hers. “But you’re gonna come for me. It’s been too long.”

      He pushed her underwear aside and she watched, panting, as he brushed her bare skin with something like awe. She screwed her eyes shut and spread her legs, all but urging him inside.

      “Yesssss,” he muttered, and then his fingers were in her, curling until her eyes rolled back.

      “Patrick.”

      “That’s it, give up that perfect little pussy.”

      She whimpered, trying to process what was happening. He was fingering her. Her best friend was fingering her. Cheryl’s body responded before her brain could blink, hurtling her toward a line she’d never crossed with a guy this way. She gripped Patrick’s biceps as her cunt turned to melted gold. She was going to come.

      “What the…? Patrick, how?”

      He stared unblinkingly down at her. “Because I’m the man, Cheryl. Now close your eyes and do it.”

      Her body obeyed without question, the sensations shooting upward. He moved slower, making her feel every inch of his crooked fingers as they slid in and out of her overheated pussy. She was wet. So wet she was soaking his palm.

      He curled upward inside her, and she almost choked on her tongue. Her pulse points and nipples were glowing. Patrick pulled away from her, yanked his hoodie over his head, revealing his wide, tanned, incredibly ripped chest.

      Cheryl couldn’t help it, she gasped.

      Smirking, he ran a hand down his chiselled abs. “You like that.”

      It wasn’t a question. Before she could respond, he eased back inside her. His hand was low between her legs, his fingers pointing upward, his thumb swiping her clit light and steady. “Ride me, KitKat. Come for me.”

      All she could see was bright brown eyes and muscle. All she could feel was perfection. She was panting, gasping. She was being so passive. With dads she was always on top, setting the pace and showing them what she liked while they thanked their lucky stars. This wasn’t like that. Patrick was running over her like a train, doing whatever he wanted. The intensity of it made her head spin. She watched his abdomen flex and as he pushed a third finger inside her, she convulsed. “Patrick!”

      His thumb stamped hard against her clit. “That’s it. Say my fucking name.”

      She had no choice. “Patrick!”

      “You know how long I’ve waited to do this? Four years, three months, and five days.”

      Cheryl squirmed on his fingers. This man was supposed to be her sweet, platonic best friend, and she was going to come all over him. It was humiliating. Disgusting.

      “Patrick. Patrick!”

      “Yeah, keep saying it.” He ground into her, the impossible length of his cock rigid against her thigh. “Say my name while you come.”

      “We can’t… I can’t…”

      “Yes, you can.” His fingers worked faster. “You’re already doing it. You’re gonna come and then you’re gonna sit on my face and do it again.”

      Her body locked, her eyes blurred, her mouth screamed nonsense as she orgasmed like a choir girl fucking her first vibrator.

      “Yeah,” Patrick snarled from far away. “Good girl. Good sexy little—”

      There was a splintering crunch and Cheryl’s ass slanted downwards.

      Swearing, Patrick rolled onto the floor, narrowly avoiding her coffee table. “What the…?”

      She jumped up, tits bouncing painfully. Her couch had broken, collapsed in the middle like a skate ramp. “Jesus!”

      He laughed. “Holy shit, it finally happened!”

      Patrick, the pussy destroyer, was gone. Kneeling on her second-hand sheepskin rug was her kind and impossibly young, best friend. Cheryl lay a shaking hand to her cheek. “Oh my God…”

      “It’s fine, I’ll fix it,” Patrick said. He adjusted his bulge as he knelt to assess the damage. “Okay, I can’t fix this.”

      Cheryl wasn’t listening. “What have I done?”

      He looked up at her and his brown eyes heated. “Goddamn, you’re gorgeous.”

      She crossed an arm over her boobs and tugged at her skirt. “How can you… Stop talking!”

      He tipped his head to the side. “You’re just making it sexier.”

      “I can’t do this! I can’t do this! You need to leave. Now!”

      He stood, grabbing his hoodie. “Fine.”

      As he shrugged into his clothes, Cheryl watched his abs flex and felt a wave of desire so sharp it was nauseating. Despite her orgasm, her pussy was aching and empty, fluttering in the promise of what she wouldn’t let herself have.

      “This can never happen,” she snapped, praying saying it aloud made it true.

      He grabbed his keys and his takeaway coffee and headed for the door. “It will happen.”

      “No, it won’t!”

      He turned, his expression serious. “I told you, we’re done fucking around. You’re mine.”

      “I’m your friend,” she screamed. She knew she was acting nuts, but her body had just been blasted apart, her couch destroyed and her life ruined. Everything was wrong and getting wronger. Why couldn’t he see that? Why was he being like this? “I’m your best fucking friend and that’s it!”

      Patrick pushed back his shoulders and set his jaw. “Say you’re my friend one more time.”

      She could have blamed it on the hangover. The panic. But in truth she looked at him, tall and gorgeous, and felt a desperate spark of something. Lust maybe, but also pain. She was so low, so ashamed, so already full of regret that she hadn’t slept with him and that she’d let him touch her. She couldn’t be what he wanted. She couldn’t be what anyone wanted. What did burning everything down matter?

      “Patrick,” she said in a clear voice. “We’re friends.”

      He didn’t move. Seconds dragged as he nodded to himself as though trying to process his next steps. He was studying psychology at Monash and at this moment, she could see him, sitting across the couch from his clients, wisely giving them advice. Then he stalked to her kitchen table and pulled open her ‘random stuff’ drawer. Before she could ask what he was doing, he yanked out a sharpie and pulled off the cap. “Hold still.”

      “What do you—”

      He crossed the room toward her. She could have run but her feet were glued to the ground. He dropped to his knees and flicked open the button on her skirt. She closed her eyes but he didn’t pull it down. He undid the zipper and pressed the felt tip to the skin below her belly button.

      “No!” she squealed, but she didn’t back away as he wrote just above her panty line.

      “No more randoms,” he told her pussy. “No more old cunts. The next man inside you is gonna be me. The last man inside you is gonna be me.”

      “Patrick!”

      He underlined whatever he’d written then stood, kissing her swiftly on the lips.

      “Don’t worry, KitKat. I’m good at laying dick. Once I’m in you, you’ll never want me anywhere else. See you soon.”

      He tossed the sharpie to the ground and then walked away, slamming the door behind him.

      Cheryl stood there, her mind spinning as she listened to Patrick’s feet pounding down the metal stairs that led from her apartment. She walked to her bedroom and stood in front of her full-length mirror. Even backward, his writing was easy to read.
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        Two and a half years before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick chased his straw around the bottom of the chocolate thickshake. He hadn’t really wanted it, but he needed to gain weight. The season was almost over, and his BMI dropped with every game. If he didn’t hold on to his muscle, he’d go into finals looking like a skater kid.

      His shoulder stung where Marcus Holloway had flicked it with his sweat towel this morning. ‘What’s the opposite of bulking, Psycho? We should name it after you.’

      Asshole.

      “Patty-Bear?”

      He glanced up and almost groaned. Cheryl’s dress was see-through in the afternoon sun, and she wasn’t wearing a bra. He thanked God he’d kept his Ray Bans on. “What’s good, KitKat?”

      “I’m fine, is something wrong with you?”

      Her tits rose against their lace border. She was wearing heart-shaped glasses and looked like a half-Greek Lana Del Rey.

      “Patrick, seriously, is something wrong?”

      He tore his gaze from her tits with difficulty. “Yeah, uh, just thinking about footy. My BMI going down.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Are you still losing weight?”

      She looked so genuinely concerned, he felt like an asshole for perving. “Yeah. Some of the guys are being dicks about it.”

      “What guys?” Cheryl asked, and from the edge in her voice, he knew she wouldn’t take ‘no one’ for an answer.

      “Holloway. Mills. The usual. Since Willow and Derek left, they’ve been swinging their dicks. Trying to give me shit.”

      “In front of the coaches?”

      “Nah, they’re not stupid. In the gym. They can get me on my own in there.”

      As soon as he said it, he was embarrassed. It sounded so high school. He was twenty-one and making out the big kids in class were bullying him.

      “It’s nothing. They back down when I call them out and it’s not like it’s affecting my game. It’s just bad vibes coming into finals.”

      Cheryl took off her sunglasses. She looked pissed. “I bet this isn’t even about your weight, it’s because you hooked up with Holloway’s ex.”

      On the list of things he didn’t want to talk to Cheryl about, ‘girls he fucked’ was numero uno. “We didn’t… It wasn’t a thing. We don’t even talk anymore.”

      “Exactly! He’s just immature. And he’s jealous because you’re taller and more handsome—”

      “You think I’m handsome?”

      “—and you’re a better footy player than he is. That’s why you hang out with Derek and Willow. They know you’re something special and Holloway has two years before he winds up playing for free pints in butt-fuck nowhere.”

      Patrick laughed. “Thanks, KitKat.”

      “You’re welcome.” She tapped the table. “Can you still get me free passes to the Sharks gym?”

      “Yeah, sure. Wait, are you saying you want to…?”

      “Tomorrow, let’s work out together.” She slid her heart-shaped sunglasses back onto her face. “No one messes with my Patty-Bear.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Patrick rubbed the towel over his face, collecting his sweat. He’d been at the club rooms for a few hours, running through his pre-season workout with Eliza, the assistant trainer. Now the weights room was empty. Usually, he liked the chatter of the gym, but right now it was better to have space. It was the twilight time before pre-season really kicked off. Most of his teammates were still in Bali or the US, where they could party as unknowns for a while. He checked his phone. No messages from Cheryl.

      For years they’d worked out together on Thursday afternoons. He caught the train to the club rooms and Cheryl swung by after five, still in her office clothes, and he got to check her out in her tight skirts and high heels, then her gym shorts and crop tops. They did weights together, him glaring at any of the boys if they tried to stare at her ass, and afterward they grabbed dinner at a different place along Brunswick Street. Korean, Vietnamese, Kenyan, Tibetan, burgers, pizza. Their goal was to try every restaurant on the strip. ‘King the street’ as Cheryl called it.

      It had been four days since he left her place. Aside from one text exchange—him offering money for her broken couch and her telling him she’d already handled it—they hadn’t spoken. It didn’t help his misery that he’d touched her now. Felt her skin, saw her lashes flutter as he made her come. The memories followed him around, getting him hard while he drove to the shops or sat watching TV.

      He’d been with a decent number of girls and some had been kinkier than others. He’d been happy to play along but he’d never gone full barbarian like that, taking control of Cheryl’s body, laying down the law, writing his name on her skin… At the time it had felt so natural, but now he was doubting all of it. What if she’d just faked an orgasm while thinking he was a pushy asshole? And how permanent had that marker been anyway? Maybe she was ignoring him because she couldn’t get ‘Property of Patrick Normal’ off her stomach? His phone pinged and he snatched it up. It was a text from Lola.

      
        
        Let me know if you change your mind about dinner!

      

      

      He let out a slow breath. He’d messaged Lola as he left Cheryl’s apartment on Sunday morning saying it was nice to meet her, but he was interested in someone else. Some crazy part of him thought maybe he should take her on a date to make Cheryl jealous, but he didn’t want to use Lola.

      Even bringing her up in Cheryl’s apartment had made him feel guilty but as a last resort, it had worked. She had kissed him.

      He checked his notifications. Still nothing from her about coming to the gym. He wondered how long he’d stay before bailing. An hour? Two days?

      EKKSTACY came through his headphones and he pulled his sodden t-shirt over his head and lay back on the weights bench, staring at the ceiling. He meant what he’d told Cheryl; unless she had reasons for not wanting to be with him—and not just some stupid hang-up about his age or inability to lay pipe better than an old man—she was his girl.

      The way they fit together, how she’d said his name, it was so new it hurt, and yet some part of it felt like they’d been doing it for eternity. Already perfected the art of fucking each other. At least it had when he’d walked out of her apartment, sure she’d call in a couple of hours. Had he come on too strong? Pushed too hard? Or did she really believe he was too young for her?

      He prayed it wasn’t that one. His age was the only thing he couldn’t change.

      His music cut out as a call came through. Heart pumping, he answered. “Hello?”

      “G’day, Youngest,” came the calm voice of his dad.

      “Hi,” Patrick said, trying not to sound disappointed. “How’s everyone?”

      His old man always cut to the chase and this call was no exception. “Good. Just wanted you to know Mum’s bought Colin some kind of truck for his birthday, so send her a hundred bucks and we’ll put your name on the card.”

      “I already got Colin a present.”

      “Oh. Well, you can give that to him as well, if you want.”

      “I mean, I probably will…”

      “Sure. The address’s 100 Pine Road if you’ve forgotten.”

      Why did everyone in his family think he was useless? “I can remember where my nephew lives, Dad.”

      “Of course you can. Haven’t forgotten it’s almost your birthday too, Youngest. Doing anything with Cheryl or your other mates?”

      ‘Cheryl or your other mates.’ Stellar fucking drive-by from his old man.

      “I don’t know yet,” he said. “Playing it by ear.”

      Actually, he had an offer to go to a sportscaster awards thing in Wellington that weekend and hoped he and Cheryl could fly out together. Take their first holiday as a couple. Though right now that seemed as likely as a holiday on the ass-end of the moon.

      His old man cleared his throat. “Alright, well, feel free to come home if you can’t make up your mind. We’d love to have you.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “And bring Cheryl if she’s around. Your mum says there’s some bloke at the clinic who wants to meet a nice girl. Some GP who breeds bulldogs.”

      Drive-by number two.

      “Cheryl’s busy,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, that’s too bad. Anyway, I’ll let you go, mate. Gotta get to Bunnings before it closes. Your brother needs some new latticework in the yard. Talk soon.”

      He hung up and Patrick resumed staring at the ceiling. He loved his parents and knew they loved him, but with five kids, their attention had always been limited. Now all his older brothers were married and had their own families, his mum and dad were busier than ever. It shouldn’t matter that his folks didn’t have much time for him—he was a grown man and living in a different state—but sometimes he felt like a pawn in the Normal family chess game. At least he was a professional footy player. If he wasn’t, he’d probably be more like a bit of fluff that got accidentally stuck to a bishop.

      He sat bolt upright. “Shiiiiit!”

      He’d been all pissy at his dad for thinking he’d forgotten his brother’s address, but between Derek’s party and the Cheryl situation, he hadn’t re-enroled for university. He’d deferred his psychology degree for a year, and if he didn’t call Monash and sign up for late registration, he’d lose his credits. “Goddamn it.”

      He picked up his phone to Google the number when someone clapped his shoulder. “G’day, Psycho.”

      He almost jumped out of his skin. “Shit!”

      Turning, he saw Sharks Club President, Mick Fletcher, grinning at him. He yanked out his earbuds. “Hey, Mick. Sorry.”

      “No problem, tiger.” Mick gave his back another slap. “Working hard or hardly working?”

      Patrick grinned cautiously. Mick was friendly, but in that way where it always seemed he was about to give you a surprise dead leg. “Just finishing up. What can I do for you?”

      “Oh, this and that.” Mick sat on the weights bench across from him, paunchy but solid in his pale yellow shirt. He was an ex-captain and a former Brownlow medallist, and so nuts about the Sharks it had apparently ended his last two marriages. Patrick tried to relax his shoulders. Talking to the leadership team always made him feel like he was back in junior footy.

      “Excited about next year?” Mick asked.

      “Yeah, pretty positive…”

      Was he getting dropped back to reserves? Or, his insides lurched, had Holloway come forward about what he’d done at Derek’s party?

      “Your goal-kicking was excellent last season,” Mick said with what sounded like deliberate casualness. “Think you can do better next year?”

      Patrick knew the answer to that. “Definitely. Always room for improvement, you know that.”

      “Glad to hear it.” The club president smiled. “You play your cards close, don’t you? You’re level-headed. Don’t show off.”

      Where the hell was this going? Patrick tried for a smile. “My brothers wouldn’t have put up with that.”

      Mick laughed, but not like he thought it was funny. Patrick could tell he was about to drop the bomb. Sure enough, Mick leaned forward. “You might have already heard but John Yarding’s retiring next season.”

      Patrick almost blurted out ‘no!’ but managed to stop himself just in time. John had been the Sharks’ captain for the last eight years. He was a pillar of the team, almost as big an institution as Derek. “I didn’t know,” he said. “That’s huge.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s thirty-six, and his hammies are shot. He’ll play one game next season, say goodbye to the fans and retire.”

      Patrick had been watching Yarding on TV since he was a kid. He couldn’t imagine a world where he wasn’t a Shark. He felt Mick watching him. “Is there something you need me to do for John? To help out?”

      Mick laughed, and this time it sounded genuine. “A cool head and a good heart. Very rare.”

      The back of Patrick’s neck went hot. “Thanks.”

      Mick put his elbows on his knees. “The Sharks are headed in a new direction. Average player age has dropped, our established names like Hardiman and Willow have moved on. We’re rebuilding and we want a young captain for a young team. What do you reckon about that?”

      Patrick was distracted by the amount of direct eye contact Mick was making. He’d be a heck of a psychologist. Or a police interrogator. “Sure. That makes sense.”

      Mick kept making weird eye contact and Patrick wished he had a shirt on. “Are you asking who I think is a good pick?”

      Mick grinned. “How would you feel about being the Hammerhead Sharks’ new captain?”

      Patrick felt like his brain was sagging. Never, not in a million years, did he think that was a possibility. Not at this stage of his career. “I’m too young, aren’t I?”

      “Like I said, that’s the idea. You’re what, twenty-three?”

      “Almost twenty-four,” Patrick said automatically and regretted it. This wasn’t about reassuring Cheryl they were pretty much the same age; this was about not biting off more than he could chew. He took a quick inhale. “I appreciate the offer, Mick, but seriously, that’s… I’d be one of the youngest captains we’ve ever had, wouldn’t I?”

      “Probably, but again, we’re looking to make a splash and you have captain blood. Everyone can see it.”

      Aside from Cheryl telling him he was sexy, that was the highest compliment he’d ever been paid. “Thank you, Mick. Seriously.”

      “So, you’ll take the position?”

      Sweat broke out across his brow. “Can I… think about it?”

      “Of course.” Mick slapped his thighs and stood. “We’ll talk soon. But you don’t have all the time in the world to mull it over, understood?”

      “Understood,” Patrick echoed, but he didn’t understand. How had he just been offered the captaincy?

      He watched Mick leave the weights room like he hadn’t just chucked a bomb into the middle of his life. He thought about what Derek had said back on the yacht. Becoming one of the youngest-ever captains in the history of the AFL would definitely elevate his career. But it was hard to get excited about that when the woman of his dreams wouldn’t speak to him. Maybe he should have told Mick about Cheryl. ‘I just need a month to make things right with this girl, boss. Lemme lock that down and then I’ll think about taking the best job I’ve ever been offered.’

      He stared at the weights rack. Cheryl wasn’t coming and it was too sad to just sit here and mope. But then so was heading home to beat off and wait for her to message. Once upon a time, he’d have called Willow for a beer, but he should be making more of an effort with his actual teammates, especially if he was going to become—

      “Don’t think about that,” he said. “Later.”

      He scrolled through his phone contacts, settling on Curtis Ingram. He was a nice enough dude, still in Melbourne, and usually down to party. He sent a text.

      
        
        Beer tonight?

      

      

      
        
        Sure, Curtis replied. Surprised you aren’t busy though. Heard you took a hard stand about your sexy not-missus on Saturday.

      

      

      
        
        Patrick scowled, but he wasn’t annoyed. Ingram was okay. Cheryl’s not around.

      

      

      
        
        Back in the friendzone?

      

      

      
        
        He couldn’t help laughing. After days of stewing, it was nice to have it put bluntly. I’ll tell you after nine beers.

      

      

      
        
        Ingram sent a laughing face emoji and a thumbs up. Where and when, bro?

      

      

      He was about to suggest The Grace in Collingwood when the weights room door swung open. It wasn’t Mick. It wasn’t anyone from the team. Cheryl stood in the doorframe in booty shorts and a scarlet crop top, looking like heaven on earth.

      “Hi,” she said in the worst casual tone he’d heard since he’d been talking to Mick. “Are you still working out?”

      Patrick could only stare, his heart galloping like a stallion. She’d come to him. The woman his every romantic road led to. He wanted to pound his bare chest in victory. Being asked to be captain was nothing compared to this. To her.

      Cheryl’s gaze fell to his abs, and he realised he couldn’t have picked a better way for her to find him. Shirtless, laughing at his phone, apparently unaffected by her ghosting him.

      She shifted from side to side, a kitten weaving just out of reach. He’d grown up with cats, his mum bringing rescues home until she found them new owners. Some were as friendly as dogs, others needed space, to approach in their own time. Cheryl, with her wide eyes and angular face, had always reminded him of a kitten.

      “I could keep working out,” he said. “Just let me text someone.”

      Her dark eyes narrowed, and he realised she thought he meant Lola. He didn’t correct her. He hadn’t wanted to use jealousy against her, but that was before she’d spent half a week avoiding him. Besides, it got her riled up like nothing else. He bent his head to reply to Ingram.

      
        
        Sorry, mate, gotta bail.

      

      

      
        
        An angry emoji. You just invited me out, dickhead!

      

      

      
        
        I know. Something’s come up. I’ll buy the beers when we rain-check.

      

      

      
        
        A devil emoji. She wants it, doesn’t she? Your not-missus?

      

      

      Patrick glanced at Cheryl. She looked equal parts stunning and murderous.

      
        
        Pretty much.

      

      

      
        
        The man is in the house! All is forgiven.

      

      

      Patrick liked the message and put his phone beside him on the bench.

      “Done,” he told Cheryl. “Where do you want to start?”

      She didn’t answer. A strange tension was looping them together like string. He knew he needed to pull it the right way. Reel her closer. “We can do dinner if you want? Drinks?”

      “Who were you supposed to be meeting?”

      He shrugged. He didn’t want to give in yet, not when he could see the possessiveness burning in Cheryl’s eyes. “You been thinking about me, KitKat?”

      She took a step forward, her tits bouncing in their crop top. The material was so thin he could see her nipples. His cock throbbed. “That’s pretty sexy workout gear. You teasing me?”

      It was her turn to shrug, making her perfect tits bounce again. “Maybe…”

      “Then you’re gonna find out.” He kept his tone light, but there was no mistaking the weight under it.

      Cheryl pointed a sneakered toe at the ground and rocked her hips from side to side. “What does ‘finding out’ involve?”

      “I thought I showed you on your couch.” In contrast to his body, his voice had gone ice cold. He half-expected Cheryl to run, or at least tell him he was being a prick. Instead, her eyes gleamed.

      “I’ve decided that was a fluke.”

      So, she wanted him angry. That could be arranged. Patrick got to his feet. “Say that again.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I wanna make sure you mean it before I prove you wrong.”

      A flush rose in Cheryl’s cheeks. “Are you seeing Lola Rabbit?”

      “Why? You worried she’s coming all over my hand like you did?”

      The flush grew darker. “You better not have touched her.”

      “Or, what? You can think what I did to you was a fluke, but plenty of women don’t. And until you decide to give a shit, I can fuck all of them.”

      It was a low blow and he wished he’d taken another tack—asked her to remember the times they’d talked, the times she’d trusted him. Loved him. But it was too late. Now all he could do was wait and hope he hadn’t gone too far.

      She pushed the weights door closed with her foot.

      “Show me,” she said, her brown eyes blazing. “Do it again.”

      Time went still as he balanced his options. The blinds over all the windows were pulled and there was rarely anyone around this time of night, but if he got caught banging in the weights room, he could kiss any potential captaincy goodbye. But if he asked her to go somewhere else, his one chance might be lost.

      He made up his mind. “Flip the lock on the door. Get your tits out and come sit on my lap.”
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        Two years before the yacht party

      

      

      “We have to hurry,” Cheryl called down Patrick’s hallway. “Traffic’s awful and it’ll be even worse going into the city.”

      “Fuck,” Patrick’s voice was all echo-y inside his en suite. “I’ve still gotta shave. Can you please see if we can buy tickets online? That way at least we’ll know we’ve got seats.”

      She glanced at her phone. Thanks to her negative bank balance, her dodgy internet provider had locked her account. “I don’t have a lot of battery,” she lied. “Can I use your laptop?”

      “Sure. Password’s ‘Normal1234.’”

      “Oh my God, Patrick!”

      “What? If some Russian wants to hack me, I can’t stop them. At least this way I remember my passwords.”

      Shaking her head, she walked to the dining table and opened the MacBook. They’d decided to go to the Comedy Festival last minute and Cheryl hoped Sarah Custer had a few free spots. She opened Chrome and typed ‘Cu—’

      It auto-filled.

      
        
        Curvy brunette porn

      

      

      Cheryl froze. Her fingertips hovered over the keyboard. She knew she should just keep typing ‘Custer Comedy Show’ and forget this ever happened. Then she saw all the auto-fill results in the little window below.

      
        
        Cute brunette rides dick

        Curvy brunette natural tits

        Curvy ass brunette porn

      

      

      They just kept going, a hundred variations on ‘brunette,’ ‘big ass,’ ‘big tits.’ Her chest went tight, her breathing coming in as though through a straw. She could still hear Patrick moving around the bathroom, closer and closer to being ready.

      They weren’t even his searches, she thought wildly. The internet’s just pervy.

      Then she saw each search term had a little clock beside it, the links already in the laptop history.

      So, maybe they are his searches… That doesn’t mean anything. You don’t look like every curvy girl with brown hair.

      Cheryl glanced at the hallway. She knew she shouldn’t, but before she’d even finished the thought, she clicked on the top result. It was a video called ‘insanely hot brunette with big tits fucks roommate.’ It was already purple. Had already been used. Cheryl pounded the sound button just as the porn started playing. A dark-haired woman in a tank top and micro shorts sat giggling on a bed and Cheryl clenched her teeth to keep from gasping.

      She might not look like every curvy girl with brown hair, but she definitely looked like this one. The porn star was olive-skinned with big boobs, and they had the same round eyes, chipmunk cheeks, and full lips. With another panicky look at the hallway, Cheryl skipped the video ahead. The girl was suddenly fully naked and being hammered from behind. Her huge tits swayed as a massive cock surged into her pussy. Whoever the roommate was, he was hot. Ripped and tan with a pretty face and shaggy brown hair. His ass flexed as he fucked the girl slow and deep. Her eyes closed in ecstasy, her mouth parting in a silent moan…

      Cheryl became aware of a weird sound. It was her. She was breathing so fast she was almost panting.

      “KitKat?” Patrick called. “Any luck with tickets?”

      “Still looking!” she said, exiting the video with trembling fingers. “Almost got ‘em!”

      “Okay. I’ll be out in a sec.”

      “Sure.”

      She went into Patrick’s browsing history. She selected ‘clear data’ and was about to remove the last hour when she had a thought. She went back into the browser and typed ‘MILF.’ Nothing.

      She tried ‘older woman.’ Nothing.

      ‘Cougar.’ Nothing.

      Relief engulfed her. She was being paranoid. Egotistical. Guys watched tonnes of porn. Patrick wasn’t just jerking off to girls who looked like her. In real life, he’d been with lots of different women. He didn’t have a type.

      Cheryl glanced at the empty hallway, and for reasons she couldn’t justify to herself, typed ‘blonde’ into Patrick’s browser history.

      There were no results.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl lifted her crop top, exposing her breasts. She let the material sit on her collarbones, like some kind of bondage outfit.

      Patrick’s pupils dilated, turning his eyes black.

      “Take it all the way off,” he said in that rough voice that had haunted her since he’d left her apartment.

      Her best friend was sitting on the weights bench like a king on his throne, studying every inch of her like he owned it. Which he’d said he did. He’d written it on her skin, ‘Property of Patrick Normal.’

      She peeled the spandex off and let it fall to the floor.

      “Shoes.”

      She toed off her sneakers along with her socks.

      “Now the shorts.”

      Patrick had been bossy before. Said things like ‘you need a jacket’ or ‘go get a hat.’ But that had been putting her clothes on, not taking them off. She got the feeling he was calling her bluff, trying to get her to admit she didn’t have the balls to get naked in his football club weights room. Which showed he didn’t know her at all.

      She shimmied out of her shorts. They were the kind that bunched around her ass, showing everything she had anyway. She kicked the material away, and then she was naked except for her pink sports g-string.

      Patrick’s face shifted as he stared at her. Softening. He was like a mirage, changing back and forth from sweet to evil. Hot Jafar to the handsome prince.

      “Cheryl.” He spread his legs, patting his muscled thighs. “Right here.”

      She moved toward him, watching as though through someone else’s eyes.

      She shouldn’t have come. Had known what would happen if she did. Only it had been the week from hell. One crisis after another hitting her like asteroids. They’d lost three major work clients, her washing machine died, and her mum cut her lip using a fork. It wasn’t a huge deal, but as her health grew worse, every change was a chip in her dignity. She had screamed at her carer Felicity when she’d given her plastic cutlery and thrown the knife and fork across the room. Cheryl had left a meeting to comfort her and ended up staying the night. When she left in the morning, she’d felt numb all over.

      It was normal for terminally ill people to get angry, even furious, but it wasn’t something they seemed to show on TV or in movies. How caring for someone with severe disabilities sometimes meant being their punching bag. But the stress of her mum’s decline left Cheryl struggling to eat and jumping whenever anyone said her name. She’d get to bed at two and stay awake until four thinking about money and death and Patrick.

      She missed him. His laugh, their stupid conversations, their messages. He soothed her. Four days without Patrick was like four days without hot water or coffee or chocolate. The minute she’d packed her gym bag, she’d known what she was getting herself into.

      She stood in front of him, unable to step between his thighs. He stared impassively at her, and a shiver went down her spine. She’d never seen Patrick as someone with power—even though that was objectively ridiculous. He was tall and handsome, a rich and famous football player. What had she been looking at before he wrote his name above her pussy?

      A friend. My best friend.

      Shame struck her and she drew in a breath. “I don’t…”

      “What?”

      This time the gritted voice stung. “I…”

      “What, KitKat?”

      His nickname was another thing she’d never really registered. How possessive and… sexy it was. Or maybe it was the way he said it now, gold-brown eyes locked on hers. She stood feet frozen to the floor, wondering if there was still time to run.

      “I think I get what’s wrong.” Patrick opened his arms. “Come here.”

      She hesitated. His face hadn’t changed, it was still hard as stone.

      “Seriously, let me hug you. I’ve missed you.”

      I’ve missed you, too, her body screamed, and without her permission she closed the gap between them, sliding into his arms like a duckling into water.

      His skin was warm, his muscles hard, and just the scent of him, all sweaty and masculine, was like that first post-work sip of red wine. The one that said, ‘The hard stuff is done. Relax, baby girl.’

      He cupped the back of her head, fingers massaging her scalp, and it was bliss. Like sliding into a claw foot tub, sinking through perfumed bubbles, naked and luxurious. And yet she could feel him holding back, refusing to be what he once was to her.

      She met his gaze, and he held it, his expression unreadable. Her heart twisted and it was impossible not to reach out. She turned her mouth upward and the kiss didn’t seem to start, it just happened. Like spotting a satellite or falling asleep. As his lips pressed against hers, she wasn’t a daughter or an employee or a friend. She wasn’t even herself. She was just energy, pulsing in perfect nothingness with him.

      Mouths.

      Hands.

      Bodies.

      Tongues.

      Heat.

      Skin.

      Energy.

      It wasn’t until she heard footsteps that she realised she hadn’t been hearing at all. She slammed back into her body and found herself writhing in Patrick’s lap like a stripper. Her arms were around his neck, her hips rocking against his. His cock was hard between her legs as he massaged her tits with the same lazy prowess he’d used on her scalp. She broke the kiss. Someone was walking past the weights room.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, we’re kinda in public.” Patrick’s thumbs brushed her nipples and heat whirled through her. His dick was like an iron bar, rubbing and pushing against her. He was so big, which wasn’t surprising considering he was a big guy, but imagining Patrick actually being inside her was mortifying. So was the sheer, soaking ache between her thighs. But she couldn’t stop rocking against his cock, could hardly speak, she wanted it so badly.

      His forehead found hers. “Let’s go back to mine.”

      To his. The place of a thousand sweet memories of movies and takeout and fun. Where she’d never felt tired no matter how little she’d slept. Never. She kissed him just to stop him talking, but as his tongue found hers, the world blotted back into nothingness.

      It wasn’t fair he could do this to her, but she couldn’t deny she liked it. She’d dreamed of him this week. Electric, sweat-drenched dreams of Patrick fucking her hard, one hand around her throat. ‘You like that big dick? You like riding it? Scream for me, KitKat. Scream while I pound my cum into you.’

      But this, now, his hands on her body, his cock between her thighs, it made her dreams feel like scraps of air.

      Whoever had walked past before, walked back again, and she and Patrick broke apart, clutching each other.

      He flashed her a tortured smile. “We’re really tempting fate here. Please, just come back to mine?”

      She blinked.

      Everything had changed. It wasn’t the two of them. It was him, and her. The twenty-three-year-old football player and a stupidly busy, practically middle-aged social media consultant. She shifted off Patrick’s knees, aware of the trembling need in her pussy and throbbing nipples. She stood, her legs as shaky as the rest of her. “I should go.”

      Patrick shot to his feet. “Why?”

      “I don’t… I think…”

      His face went from boyish to brutal in seconds. “This is because I smiled, isn’t it?”

      Cheryl wanted to say ‘no’, but with a growl, Patrick had already lifted her, pressing their hips together and slamming his lips onto hers. As they kissed, that irresistible ache came back like a flame popping from a lighter.

      What is wrong with me? she thought. But she already knew. She was a sloppy mess and she wanted rough, fucked up, and wrong. It was the only thing she wanted. She wrapped her legs around Patrick’s back and slid her tongue into his mouth. Then she was moving, a cold wall hitting her back like water. “What are you—”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Patrick ground between her legs, spreading her thighs wider.

      “But—”

      “Don’t fucking fight me.”

      “I’m not,” she gasped.

      “You are. You give me control, then you try to take it back.”

      He withdrew only to slam her back into the wall. Cheryl had never been fucked standing up, but it was obvious Patrick could do it with ease. She stared into his face, familiar and unfamiliar. A sweet young guy and a Man with a capital M. Contradicting herself, she strained against his hold and found herself unable to budge an inch. He pinned her tighter to the wall, caging her with his body. “You wanna fight, KitKat? You want it rough?”

      Cheryl wished he wouldn’t talk. He sounded too much like her best friend. “What am I even doing here, Patrick?”

      His face went blank, and Cheryl felt sick to her stomach. Before she could apologise or explain, he moved them from the wall and lowered her onto the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I don’t know what I’m doi—”

      His palm clapped over her mouth.

      “Fine,” he said with a calm that was scarier than shouting. “You don’t know what you want? We’ll do it my way.”

      He shoved down his gym shorts and she stared in something close to panic at his cock. It was enormous, longer, and thicker than anything she’d had before. She remembered the porn star she’d watched on Patrick’s laptop long ago, the hot guy hammering into the girl who looked like her. Patrick’s length, his muscled stomach, and his handsome face, made that man look like an amateur. Patrick wrapped a fist around the base of his shaft and presented it to her like a gift. “Like it?”

      She nodded dumbly as he pushed her onto her knees.

      “Good.” He pulled his hand from her lips. “Open up.”

      Her mouth fell wide and then he was in her throat. Not her mouth, her throat. All the way back. Cheryl sputtered and gagged, but Patrick fisted her hair, keeping her close. “Don’t give me that. Suck.”

      And because she was fucked and broken, excitement surged through her. She closed her eyes and took him deeper.

      “Fuuuuuck.” Patrick collected her hair in a tight ponytail. “That’s it. More.”

      This is your best friend, Cheryl thought. And then, Do what he says.

      She worked faster, licking and breathing through her nose, pressing her knees into the spongy floor to keep momentum. She’d done this so many times, it was a skill you learned like a carpenter learned sanding. Or so she thought. This was… different.

      The taste of Patrick’s shaft, the knowledge she was servicing him in his football club, his grip on her hair… it was like she was getting head herself. She squeezed her thighs together and risked a look at his face.

      Her sweet friend was nowhere to be seen. The mean, pretty boy fucking her mouth was a stranger. He made a circle with his finger and thumb and held it in front of her face. “You want out, you do this. Got it?”

      She nodded around his dick.

      “That’s a good girl. You wanna be a good girl for me, don’t you, KitKat?”

      She nodded again, barely aware of anything that wasn’t his cock. She could feel him watching her, memorising the way her lips moved around his shaft.

      “You don’t know how many times I pictured you sucking me off,” he snarled. “You don’t know how many girls I pretended were you.”

      Jealousy spiralled through Cheryl like black dye in water. She worked faster; choking and glad to be choking. It was bad but it felt good the way spanking felt good. God, would he spank her? Pull her across his lap and punish her for making him wait so long? She forced her legs even closer together, hips rocking for stimulation that wouldn’t come.

      But the jealousy had done something else. She felt disengaged from the dynamic, aware of how embarrassing it was to want to be topped by someone younger than her. Suddenly she felt like she was wearing pigtails and a choker necklace to a nightclub. Maybe Patrick sensed the change because his hold on her hair tightened. “Deeper,” he commanded.

      She couldn’t go deeper, but she tried, gagging as her body refused to concede.

      “Again.”

      Cheryl suddenly remembered something that didn’t make sense. A quote from some other place and time. He that dies pays all debts. She plunged, and this time something gave. He filled her throat, filled her whole world. She looked up at him, eyes streaming, Is this what you want? Am I being good?

      Patrick looked down, his gaze icy cold. “You can do better. Again.”

      What’s the opposite of a praise kink? Cheryl thought. Whatever it is, I have that.

      She arched her back and dove.

      “Shit…” Patrick hissed and let go of her hair before closing it tight around her right breast. “Are you wet for me?”

      She nodded, her head roaring white noise.

      “Of course, you are. I can see you fucking the air. You want my dick inside you?”

      “Yeargsh,” she said around his cock.

      “Too fucking bad.” He pinched her left nipple, making her whimper. “I’m trying to decide if I should cum down your throat or on your tits.”

      Cheryl’s pussy contracted.

      “I’ve wanted both for ages. I wanna watch you swallow, but everyone’s always panting over your rack, driving me fucking crazy. I feel like I should get to cum all over them. Mark them so anyone who’s in here with us knows who you belong to.”

      Awareness rolled through Cheryl, and she pulled back to speak.

      Patrick pushed forward, filling her mouth with his dick. “No talking. You tell me with your tongue. Where do you want my cum?”

      She wanted him to fuck her. She tried to say it with her eyes, and maybe it worked because Patrick laughed. “No chance. Hurry up and decide. Mouth or tits?”

      She moaned as though that was an answer.

      “I could do it on your face if you want. How big a cunt do you need me to be? How degraded do you wanna feel?”

      It was a question no one had ever asked. A question with claws. She didn’t need to feel degraded. She just didn’t want—

      A hard knock on the door.

      “Psycho? You in there?”

      Adrenaline flooded her as Patrick’s hands closed around her head, keeping her impaled on his cock.

      “Robbie?” he called, his voice terrifyingly casual.

      “Yeah, mate,” Robbie said. “I’m heading off. You staying back?”

      Cheryl stared desperately up at Patrick. He was looking at the door. “Yup. My mate Cheryl’s here. You’ve met her, yeah?”

      Cheryl felt her eyes bulge.

      “Sure.” The door rattled. “You locked yourselves in?”

      “‘Course,” Patrick said. “Otherwise, we can’t go five minutes without you assholes trying to talk to us.”

      Robbie, whoever the fuck he was, laughed through the door. “Fair. Well, you want me to come in and show you how to lift properly, Cheryl?”

      Hearing her name while her mouth was still full of Patrick had her skin burning like a fever. This whole thing was so insane and so fucking hot.

      Patrick laughed, his dick shifting in her mouth. “I don’t think so. What do you think, Cheryl?”

      With that, he pulled out of her face.

      She gasped. “Um… I’m fine, thanks, R-Robbie!”

      “No worries,” Robbie said cheerfully. “See ya later, Cheryl. See you, Psycho.”

      “Bye,” she and Patrick said in unison.

      She knelt, panting, as the footsteps moved away.

      “Told you we should have gone back to mine,” Patrick said in that same disturbingly steady voice. He pulled up his shorts and tucked himself into his waistband, the swollen head still clearly visible. Cheryl stared at it, wondering if this was how people went crazy. She shuffled backward, got to her feet, and collected her top. She threw it over her head then pulled on her shorts and socks and shoes. Patrick watched, his golden torso gleaming with sweat. She waited for him to say something, but he just stared at her, part sex God, part bemused friend.

      Cheryl tugged at her crop top and readjusted her shorts. Maybe if she got the fabric just right, she could make all of this disappear. She’d told herself she’d come for clarity, but the waters were muddier than ever.

      You fucked up, baby girl. What else is new?

      She hated that almost as much as she hated herself, but at least it was an answer. It gave her the strength to push her hair back and smile at Patrick. “Should we go out for dinner?”

      His face contorted.

      “Or, I mean, I can finish you off if you want,” she said, gesturing at the blood-dark head of his penis.

      Patrick shoved all of himself back into his shorts and Cheryl tried valiantly not to look at the bulge.

      “You want to have dinner?” he asked, his voice all sexy-raspy.

      “Sure,” she said brightly. “I know this really cute French—”

      “Quick question, at this really cute French place, are we gonna talk about how you just sucked my dick?”

      Cheryl gave a weak smile. “I… No?”

      Patrick put his fingers through his hair and pulled. Hard. “God-fucking-dammit!”

      “I’m sorry!” she garbled. “We don’t have to… I mean, we can… But I’d rather—”

      “Act like nothing happened?”

      “Would that work or…?”

      Anger, real anger, flashed across Patrick’s face, distorting his features. “Of course, it won’t fucking work.”

      She flinched and a muscle flicked in his cheek.

      “Sorry,” he said sharply. “I can’t do this, Cheryl.”

      His use of her name was like a whip across her face. “Don’t. Don’t withhold your friendship from me just because I won’t date you.”

      “I don’t want to withhold anything from you, but if we’re not gonna make something of this, I can’t. I can’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You really wanna know?”

      Cheryl felt like she was shrinking, tumbling, like Alice down the rabbit hole. No. “Yes.”

      Patrick took a deep breath and the air around her seemed to crystallise.

      “I’m…”

      Don’t. Don’t. Don’t.

      “… in love with you.” His eyes shone at her like twin suns. “Head over fucking heels, KitKat.”

      Cheryl’s heart was singing Disney songs. Her head was screaming death metal.

      “… I’ve always loved you,” he said, cheeks burning bright red. “Always. Everyone gives me shit about it. Everyone knows. Except you, I guess, but I always hoped…”

      He stared at her, begging her to say something, but her throat was a pinhole. She couldn’t talk. So he went on:

      “I didn’t think you wanted me that way because you were maybe only into old dudes and I was happy to have any part of you. I was okay with us being friends. But now we’ve done what we’ve done…” He rubbed the back of his neck, making his godlike body ripple. “Why can’t we just give it a chance?”

      Because we’ll burn it all down.

      “What?”

      Cheryl put a hand to her mouth. She’d said it out loud. Told the truth like a moron.

      “Burn what?”

      Her skin was both sweaty and clammy. Her chest ached.

      “I can’t be your girlfriend,” she said. “I can’t and I just… won’t.”

      The sun vanished from Patrick’s face. Bad weather rolling in like a curse. “Then I hate to say it, but I don’t think we can be mates anymore.”

      Her eyes burned and she realised she was stupidly close to crying. “So, this is it? You really don’t want to be friends anymore?”

      “What do you think we can do from here?” he asked. “I’m in love with you and you want to suck my dick, then pretend nothing happened. What would us hanging out even look like?”

      She held her eyes wide open, trying to make the water dry up. “I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t even acknowledge me saying, ‘I love you.’”

      Cheryl’s insides turned to stone. “I… I love that you love me, Patrick. I love you too.”

      “But not like that?”

      She opened her mouth but no words came out. Patrick turned his back, paced to the weights bench, then sat, pressing his hands over his face.

      “Does it matter?” Cheryl said desperately. “Couples never last, but friends are in your life forever.”

      Patrick laughed into his palms. “No, they aren’t. Or at least I can’t be.”

      And there it was, falling like a stone down a mountain. Cheryl’s knees went weak, her head spinning backward. She kept waiting for him to take it back, but he didn’t move. Didn’t talk.

      “I should go,” she whispered.

      “Okay.”

      “Do you… want a ride?”

      “No.”

      “When… When will we talk again?”

      “I don’t know, KitKat.”

      The end. She could see it coming like a speeding train. She always could. Her father sending back her mum’s letters, her mum using a cane, then a wheelchair. Her friends getting married and having kids, moving on as she stayed exactly the same. Sadness rocked her, whipping up everything like a tornado, and from the murky depths came an idea.

      “Wait a second!”

      Patrick looked up at her. “Yeah?”

      “If it’s going to end like this, shouldn’t we at least have sex?”

      “You seriously still want a fuck from me?”

      The disgust in his voice sent excitement rushing through her. Self-destruction had always been her drug of choice. Why should now be any different? After all, she was sloppy, slutty, fucked-up Cheryl. “Why not?”

      Patrick crossed his arms over his chest, his square jaw jutting. “How do you wanna play this? You want me to come by your place and smash you like some footy slut?”

      Cheryl’s blood turned to battery acid. Exactly how many girls had Patrick slept with? Who and when and how good had the sex been?

      “What does that involve?” she asked.

      “Me doing whatever I want,” he said flatly. “And when I’m done, I leave.”

      “I see.” She tilted her head to one side. “Is that it?”

      Patrick glowered at her. “Take it or leave it.”

      It was wrong to be turned on by how angry he was. Crazy wrong. Yet it was undeniable. That thought of being left in a strange bed, sweaty and broken with Patrick’s semen across her thighs… To be reduced to that most discarded of objects—the unwanted woman. She couldn’t be Patrick’s girlfriend, but she could be that. Cheryl Karalis-Walkwhore.

      “Sounds good,” she said. “Tonight?”

      He stood, and fear and excitement mixed inside her so closely she didn’t know what was what. He looked her up and down like they’d never met, weighing her tits with his eyes, examining the front of her too-tight shorts. “Your place or mine?”

      Either was too dangerous. Too intimate. “Somewhere else.”

      “Fine. Hotel.”

      Cheryl chewed her cheek. She knew the hotels Patrick was used to. The Sofitel and suites at Crown Towers and other places she couldn’t afford. “What about somewhere less fancy?”

      He gave a humourless laugh. “Oh sorry, I forgot someone might see us and guess you’ve been sitting on my dick.”

      She wanted to correct him, but he was already grabbing his t-shirt and sweat towel from the back of another machine. “I’ll book some shitty motel and text you. And Cheryl?”

      “Yes?”

      “Bring that lavender butt plug and the collar.” His lip curled, showing a pointed white canine. “Bring the whole fucking shelf.”
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        Two years before the yacht party

      

      

      There was a stain on her skirt. Coffee, but it looked like piss. It looked like she’d peed herself as she sat typing promotional ideas for a dog-walking company. She’d been holding up okay all morning, but as she stared at the little brown-yellow stain, her tired eyes stung. All she wanted to do was put her head on her desk and cry. She bit the inside of her forearm until the feeling went away.

      “Cheryl, how far away are those pitches?” Bridgette called from her office.

      “Twenty minutes!”

      The promotional ideas weren’t even going to her, but God forbid her boss not micromanage, all the time, always. Her phone buzzed with an email from Disability Services Footscray. Already nervous, she opened it.

      
        
        Hi Cheryl, unfortunately, we’re unable to place another carer with your mother until our staff evaluation process is complete. We’re hoping to assign someone to her in the next two to six weeks. Until then we encourage you to call our helpline below for additional support. All the best, Shannon George

      

      

      Cheryl bit her other arm. A month ago, her mother’s part-time carer, Jenny, quit without notice. Cheryl had moved back home to help out until they could find another support nurse and found her mum had been lying to her. She couldn’t cook, couldn’t go to the shops, could hardly walk without her cane. She’d been lying every time Cheryl had come over, getting Jenny to do everything in the three days she was there and pretending to be fine the rest of the week. The second night Cheryl was at home, she’d found her mum collapsed in the hallway, crying. She’d had an accident on the way to the bathroom and wet herself and still refused to admit things had gotten as bad as they had.

      “Just go,” she’d sobbed, as Cheryl helped her to her feet. “You can’t see me like this.”

      “It’s okay, Mum. Please just tell me what you need?”

      A walking frame to stand. Tea through a straw. A bedpan. Food cut into bite-sized pieces. Jenny hadn’t just been driving her mum to doctors appointments. She’d been bathing and dressing her, and sometimes helping her use the toilet.

      The worst part, Cheryl thought as she stared at her computer, wasn’t helping her mum in the shower. It was knowing her ALS had almost reached the stage where she couldn’t live independently anymore, and then where would they be? Her mum’s pension barely covered her rent and partial care. A nursing home would cost—

      Her phone buzzed. A text from Patrick.

      
        
        Yo, I’m at some sponsor thing by your office. Wanna get lunch?

      

      

      Cheryl stared at the message. She and Patrick hadn’t hung out for almost two weeks. Between working, looking after her mum, and the commute, she hadn’t had time. They talked every day though, and she was sure he wasn’t nearby. Despite his football and uni schedule—and the fact he was dating a hot redhead from his course—he was making time to visit. She rubbed a hand over her greasy face. Normally she’d have loved to grab lunch, but right now there was every chance she’d see his sweet Labradoodle face and burst into tears.

      
        
        Sorry, she wrote back. Work is crazy. Next week?

      

      

      
        
        For sure. Everything okay?

      

      

      
        
        No. My mum’s really sick and I’m looking after her by myself and I know she won’t ever get better. Everything sucks.

      

      

      Scowling, Cheryl deleted the message. Patrick didn’t know about her mum. No one did, and telling him wouldn’t help. He’d just feel sorry for her, and their fun, easy friendship would be ruined. She looked down at her skirt and saw the stain looked even bigger and darker than before. Fuck it, why couldn’t she be honest? Even just a little bit?

      
        
        Everything’s a bit hard right now but I promise I’m okay. I miss you though.

      

      

      The message swooped away, and shame hit her like a wall. Before he could reply, she put her phone on airplane mode and threw it in her desk drawer. She didn’t open it until it was dark, and she was leaving the office. Shaking for some stupid reason, she switched off airplane mode and read his reply.

      
        
        I miss you too, KitKat. I hope things get better soon.

      

      

      Smiling, she typed a response.

      
        
        Thanks, Patty-Bear. You’re the best.

      

      

      He didn’t keep her waiting. He never did.

      
        
        Cool. That makes me feel better about what I did to your car.

      

      

      She hurried to the office parking lot, wondering what the hell he’d done to her hundred-year-old Toyota Camry. It was in the back corner of the lot and seemed the same as ever. Disappointed, she walked to the driver’s side and saw what looked like a cup on the bonnet. A latte? That was sweet if a little misguided. But no, it was a succulent in a tiny pink pot. She picked it up. There was a yellow sticky note on the side.

      
        
        You’re so awesome.

      

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl winced as her front wheels dipped into a pothole. The Heavenly Stays Motel parking lot was gross. The whole place was gross; an ageing, unfriendly mess of squat little apartments and peeling green doors. She already knew the suites would have mouldy curtains and sheets you’d rather put a sleeping bag on top of than get into. But she couldn’t fault Patrick’s choice, as far as sleazy hook-up locations went, Heavenly Stays was perfect.

      She parked her car and stared through her windshield at the blinking neon sign.

      The cheapest motel in Melbourne! it proclaimed. Rooms available!

      “I’ll bet,” Cheryl muttered.

      She knew what suite Patrick was waiting for her in; number twenty-three. She didn’t know if he’d chosen it because of his age, but she doubted it. He didn’t seem to be in a jokey mood.

      She turned off the engine and pulled out her keys, her fingers twisting nervously. Patrick had texted what he wanted her to wear; jean shorts, cowboy boots, and a purple baby tee. It was the kind of thing she’d wear to a summer picnic and not what she’d been expecting. If she’d had to guess what Patrick might want for a one-night fuckfest, she’d have chosen her work clothes. The pencil skirts and high heels. But who knew what he had in mind?

      Beside her was her ELK bag, packed to the brim with her sex toys.

      She flushed looking at it. If she’d known Patrick had seen them in her room, she’d have thought about not displaying them. It seemed shameless in hindsight, like all her stupid, sexy outfits. What had she been thinking? Why hadn’t she tried harder to keep things platonic?

      I’m in love with you. Head over fucking heels, KitKat.

      “Not thinking about that,” she said sharply, as though to someone else. She was here to make some old-school bad decisions. That was why she had the sex toys in her bag, the vape in her pocket, the vodka in her glove compartment. Every vice present and accounted for. She pulled out the little bottle, unscrewed the cap, and took a swig.

      Patrick had texted her about other things besides her clothes. He seemed to have the whole night planned to a T.

      
        
        If you want things to end, say ‘buddy,’  he’d written. If you can’t talk, do the finger circle thing, otherwise, I won’t listen and I won’t stop.

      

      

      
        
        Is there anything you want me to do? she'd texted back, her mouth dry as a desert.

      

      

      
        
        What you’re told.

      

      

      She’d swallowed when she saw that, feeling evil and dirty and so turned on she couldn’t think. People said being healthy felt good, but hadn’t they tasted self-destruction? Drunk too much? Blown a month’s rent on coke? Fucked a bad ex? Smoked until it stung? Felt that dizzy, dizzy high that only came from blowing past safe and right into hell? If so, was she just different? Because awareness never stopped her from fucking things up. Not while she could walk those bad paths again and again and again.

      
        
        Anything else? she wrote to Patrick. You can have everything, remember?

      

      

      He didn’t reply for ten heart-stopping minutes.

      
        
        You know that if this was up to me, it would all be different?

      

      

      Every word was like a dagger, but again, awareness wasn’t going to change anything and it wouldn’t save their friendship.

      
        
        I know, she wrote back. This is what I want.

      

      

      
        
        Then this is what you get. See you at 10.

      

      

      As she sat in her car, two versions of Patrick seemed to be battling in her head. The guy who peeled all the skin off his Kiwi fruit and loved the old Goosebumps movies and the man who’d gripped her hair and threatened to cum on her face.

      Her friend.

      Her lover.

      How did anyone do those things with the same person? How did they join those halves together? She’d accused Patrick of Madonna-whoring her, but really she was doing the same thing to him.

      “So, you’re a hypocrite,” she said, taking another gulp of vodka. “What else is new?”

      There was still time to change it, but why should she? Her mother was a good person who was going to get locked in a prison of her own body before she died. Fuck health. Fuck justice. Life was what happened today. Everything else was imaginary.

      Cheryl shoved the vodka back into the glove compartment and opened the car door. She stepped into the night air, bringing her handbag with her. Pulling it to her chest, she walk-ran past motel doors, counting numbers. She could hear other visitors talking and laughing and watching TV. The walls had to be paper thin. Everyone was going to hear her and Patrick together. But why did that matter? This motel was gross, she was gross, and she was making Patrick gross. They could all be gross together.

      Room twenty-three was in the corner of the motel, pulsing with heavy trap music. Listening to it, Cheryl could taste her heartbeat. She knocked, but too quietly, the sound absorbed by the bass. Someone should have told Patrick to knock it off already, but it wasn’t that kind of place.

      She hesitated. What was he wearing in there? A suit? Sweatpants? Nothing?

      Then the door swung open.

      Patrick’s thick hair had been cut. It was the first thing she noticed—his newly cropped sides—along with the fact he’d been drinking. His eyes were slightly scrunched, lending a wolfish look to his usually boyish face. He seemed older. Older and a million times meaner. He was wearing nice jeans and a navy polo. Daywear, like the two of them were going to Sunday lunch. Why would he have done that?

      “In,” he said, jerking a thumb at the suite.

      Cheryl stumbled into the room. It was small; just a spongy-looking bed and a desk lit by a dangling bulb. She clocked an open bottle of Chivas on the floor. Patrick hardly drank anything except beer, but she guessed it was going to be a night of extremes.

      He closed the door and flipped the latch, the sound making her squirm. She clung to her handbag, unsure of what to do or say or think.

      “Drink?” Patrick said, picking up the Chivas.

      “Um, no thanks.”

      He took a swig, watching her like he could see right through her clothes.

      “You wore that outfit when you came to my house for my twenty-first birthday,” he said, his voice oddly flat. “I was sick, and when I opened the door, I thought you were an angel.”

      Cheryl looked down at her outfit. “I don’t…”

      “Of course, you don’t remember. Why would you? Put your bag on the floor.”

      Shaking, she walked to the desk and spotted an unopened box of condoms. Her heart flipped over. Had he bought them just for her or…?

      “Ever had a serious boyfriend, Cheryl?”

      She whipped around. Patrick was sitting on the edge of the bed, bottle dangling between his knees. His expression was neutral, pleasant, but something in his eyes made her skin prickle. “I… Yes.”

      “Who?”

      Cheryl hesitated, but she could feel the car vodka pulsing through her. If this was the end, why shouldn’t she tell him? “His name was Carlo.”

      Patrick tilted his head to the side. “How’d it go?”

      She smiled, though nothing about her time with Carlo was funny. “Do you have all night?”

      “No.”

      “Then it just went badly.”

      “Why?”

      “He… wasn’t a nice person.”

      “He fuck you good though?”

      Shock went through her like an earthquake. She stared at Patrick, waiting for him to explain. He raised his brows. “Did he?”

      Cheryl placed her ELK bag on the desk beside the condoms. “I… He was fine.”

      Patrick nodded, his face hard as stone. “Come here.”

      She moved toward him. He gripped her around the waist with the hand not holding the whiskey and urged her onto his lap. He was already hard. He rubbed his hand across her neck and breasts. Not affectionately, but like he was examining her, measuring her. She let out a shaky breath, aware of her nipples tightening.

      Patrick brushed the hair out of her eyes so gently she half expected him to break; smile and turn back into the friendly, easy-going man she knew. But his expression remained cold. “How many times did he make you come?”

      Cheryl started. “Sorry?”

      “How many times did your ex make you come?” he said in a voice that implied she was being annoying on purpose. “In one session.”

      “Patrick…”

      He gripped her chin. “I’m not fucking around. How many?”

      Cheryl could feel herself soaking her underwear, probably the panel in her jean shorts. Fuck it, fuck it, fuck it. She tried not to think about Carlo, but there was one night, early on, that she had orgasmed four times. Back when they were still pretty new. “Four.”

      Patrick tipped his head back and laughed.

      She stared at him. Four was a lot. Maybe he hadn’t heard her right? “Four,” she repeated.

      His head snapped back, his grin colder than nitrogen. “That’s a fucking joke. Get me your bag.”

      Trembling, she climbed off him and picked up the ELK bag. She handed it to him, and the woman who’d been his friend blushed as he looked through it. She really shouldn’t have brought everything. Not the clamps or the double-sided tape or the—

      He pulled out her lace collar, dangling it from his long fingers. “Take your clothes off, then kneel here.”

      He tapped the floor with one RM Williams boot. Cheryl swept her hair to the side and pulled her t-shirt over her head. She undid her bra and let it peel away from her breasts and fall to the floor.

      Patrick watched impassively as she removed her boots and shimmied out of her shorts. She hooked her thumb into her pink panties and then paused. He’d said everything, but…

      “Does ‘take your clothes off’ mean something different to you?”

      The bite in his voice had her shoving her underwear down, kicking it off her feet, without further thought.

      Patrick bent forward, staring at the little landing strip above her folds. She kept her gaze on the water-stained ceiling, cheeks burning. She wasn’t some dewy-eyed virgin, but this was so… intense.

      He sat back and took another swig of whiskey. “Kneel.”

      The scratchy carpet wasn’t as comfortable as the padded floor of the Sharks’ weights room, but who cared about comfort? Slowly, as though he was trying to make her scream in frustration, Patrick put the whiskey on the ground. He still had her collar in his hand. A strip of black Venetian lace she’d bought at a yard sale.

      “Tilt your head back.”

      She obeyed and he slid the lace around her neck.

      “You’re gonna come for me more than you came for your cunt of an ex,” he said, tying the ribbon tight. “More than you’ve ever come for any man.”

      All the breath rushed from Cheryl’s lungs. She’d never heard Patrick talk like this. Never even imagined he could sound so filthy.

      “You believe me?” he asked, and she nodded blindly, knowing she’d say yes to almost anything right now.

      “Good.” He slid a finger into her lace collar, making it even tighter. “I’m gonna tear you up, KitKat. You’re gonna scream my name ’til your throat’s raw.”

      She shivered at the feel of his fingertips at her throat. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      She looked up at him. His mouth was a hard line and there was something like murder in his eyes. Wetness surged over her inner thighs. “Yes. I’ll scream.”

      “You will.” He let go of her neck and stared down at her, drinking her in. “If we had more time, I’d buy you a collar. It’d have my name on it. I like my name on you.”

      She remembered his writing on her skin. She’d masturbated after he left. Put her big vibrator between her legs and ground against the squishy head until she’d come. She couldn’t help herself. And watching her, he looked like he knew it.

      “Give me the bottle,” he said.

      She handed him the whiskey, and he drank. She watched the muscles in his neck work, very aware he was fully dressed, and she was naked. Except for the lace collar which felt like a light hand around her throat.

      He put the whiskey back down and unbuttoned his jeans. He took out his cock and she leaned forward, but he put a hand to her forehead. “Stick your tongue out.”

      Stung, she did as she was told.

      “Lick it like a thirsty little kitten,” he said. “That’s all I want to feel.”

      She lapped at him, his palm still holding her in place. She couldn’t reach much but she tried to go slow and sensual to make up for it. It was like she was a kitten. She thought of something she’d only seen in porn gifs. Girls in fluffy pink ears and collars, with matching tails in their assholes. Would Patrick be into that? Would she? A bead appeared on Patrick’s cock, and she drew it into her mouth. He made a sharp hissing noise, the first that implied he liked what she was doing. She smiled. Then Patrick’s hand cracked across her cheek.

      It didn’t hurt, not really, but the shock of it had her reeling. She liked pain—liked this—but to have him do it? She gaped up at Patrick, eyes full of hurt, and waited for him to melt. Nothing. Not even a blink. He got to his feet, buttoning his jeans. “On the bed. All fours.”

      Cheek stinging, she clambered on. The whole frame shook, the mattress even spongier and grosser than she’d imagined. She arched her back, exposing herself to him.

      Patrick walked around to stare between her legs. Her spine tingled, and she resisted the urge to close her thighs. He could see her soaked pussy, her asshole. Her head spun, and she closed her eyes, letting the feel of the collar ground her. She stayed that way for what felt like an eternity until a rustling sound made her look over her shoulder. Patrick was going through the ELK bag again. He extracted her butt plug with a vicious smile. She contracted. Surely he wasn’t going to just… right away?

      He glanced at her. “Stay where you are.”

      She braced her arms to keep herself steady as he pulled out her bottle of lube, coating her pretty lavender jewelled plug. She felt a sense of foreboding as he approached the bed. Whether he liked it or not, the game was going to have to end. Patrick wouldn’t be able to get it in. Guys never could. Slick fingers rubbed across her asshole, and she gasped. How could he be doing this first? Before he kissed her or touched her pussy or—

      “Hold still.”

      She froze as the fingers moved away and the cold tip of the plug pushed into her asshole. She exhaled, and then it was there, stretching her wide, pressing into her body. She was so turned on it felt huge; huge and like heaven. She moaned, a pitiful little sound, and Patrick laughed.

      “Feel good?”

      “Yesss…”

      The plug was in. All the way in, settling into her body like she’d done it herself. She whimpered, full and shockingly empty, waiting for what would come next. But Patrick’s hands vanished, and the bed shifted as he stood again. “Ass up. Put your face into the mattress.”

      What the fuck was he doing? Cheryl lowered her mouth to the bed, still trying to see behind herself.

      Patrick had his hands shoved into his pockets, staring at her, or more likely, at the purple jewel shining in her ass. The plug seemed to swell inside her, and as her empty pussy pulsed, she moaned into the disgusting bedding. She felt like she could come, just from squeezing herself like this.

      “Shut up or I’ll gag you,” Patrick said coldly. He bent for her handbag again, pulling out her wand vibrator. The one she’d used to get herself off after he left her apartment. He turned it on like he’d handled a million of them and pointed it at her.

      “On your back, legs wide.”

      She rolled over and he handed her the toy, making sure their fingers didn’t touch. She stared at him. “What do you…?”

      “Make yourself come.”

      She didn’t want to. She wanted more. Him. The two of them together. But Patrick’s blank face said he wasn’t to be fucked with. She put the wand to her overheated pussy. The sensation was electric. Remembering his order not to talk, she bit her lip as the vibrations rolled through her in waves. Ten seconds later she was coming. She shut her eyes as she did it, wanting him to see, not wanting to watch him as she did. Her asshole clenched around the plug, and she couldn’t help it. She screamed as her orgasm took her, and after she was done, she wrenched the vibrator away. Her cunt was aching, the release tainted with loneliness. Why wouldn’t he touch her?

      Patrick snapped his fingers. “Again. Back down.”

      She hesitated, then returned the wand to her pussy. The vibrations felt jagged now, almost painful. She whimpered. “Patrick…?”

      “You want me to fuck you?”

      Cheryl stared at her ex-best friend. Aside from the bulge in his jeans and the splashes of red on his high cheekbones, he gave no sign he’d been affected by what she’d just done. The stimulation intensified, her wetness spilling onto the head of her wand.

      “Yes,” she said. “Please fuck me?”

      Patrick picked up the Chivas. “Keep that on you and put two fingers in your pussy.”

      Cheryl had never masturbated in front of anyone. Not properly. Not like she did at home. But as she worked herself with the vibrator, the plug in her asshole and her own fingers inside herself, she fell into familiar patterns, stroking and teasing until a second orgasm was inevitable.

      The whole time, Patrick watched her like she was a mildly interesting golf game, drinking whiskey and even checking his phone, texting and grinning at things she couldn’t see as she masturbated helplessly in front of him. He looked every inch the private school asshole, bored at some low-rent sex show. She couldn’t believe he could be so cold. Or that it would get her so hot.

      Panting, she watched him yawn and check his watch, and her whole world shuddered. He was so mean, so mean and so sexy and—

      “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!”

      She pulled the wand from herself, gasping.

      A short whistle tore through the room. Patrick looked furious. “More. Get your fingers back in your cunt and keep going.”

      Did he usually say ‘cunt’ to girls? Did he do this to them? Soaked with sweat, Cheryl shook her head. “I can’t.”

      He raised the bottle of Chivas. “You wanna get fucked with this instead?”

      She slid her fingers back inside herself.

      Time passed. Her pussy swelled under the pressure, and soon the plug in her ass felt like nothing. Whenever she slowed down or tried to change the stimulation, Patrick snapped his fingers at her. He had an uncanny ability to know when she was close and holding back. She’d read a Sunday Times article that said he was one of the most intuitive players in the AFL. Someone who could adapt and excel in any situation. Turned out that wasn’t just a football thing.

      As a third orgasm bore down on her like a freight train, Cheryl wondered if this was what he meant about making her come more—her touching herself. It didn’t seem fair, but she didn’t have the space to process that. She was drowning in the shitty motel bed, her every nerve sparking.

      “Three fingers,” Patrick snarled. “Now.”

      Her right hand, weary from holding the vibrator, was growing weaker by the second. She re-gripped the wand and it slipped, tumbling between her legs. “Sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Patrick glared at her and then knelt on the mattress. As the bed shifted, she screwed her eyes shut, bracing for whatever punishment he had in store. Warm softness washed across her pussy. His tongue was on her, licking her clit in slow circles. She whimpered, the sensation so different and human.

      “Oh lord,” she panted.

      He bent lower, his mussy fringe falling onto her stomach. This was real. Patrick Normal was going down on her. She slid her fingers from herself, trying to get a better angle to watch him, and his fingers were inside her in a heartbeat, ten times bigger and stronger than her own. She screamed, climax swerving into her body like a drunk driver. He licked her through it, moaning into her cunt, and it was the knowledge that he wanted this and her, that he liked it, that let her disappear into pleasure.

      She must have blacked out, because when she opened her eyes and caught her breath, he was gone. Her pussy was empty, her plugged asshole throbbing.

      She looked around and found him back at the foot of the bed, still fully dressed like the night she’d ruined everything between them. He wiped his knuckles across his mouth. “All fours.”

      Clumsily, she rearranged herself, mouth dry at the knowledge this was it. He was going to fuck her. The beginning of the end. Then the vibrator was back between her legs.

      Furious, she collapsed onto the mattress. “Nooooo!”

      He slapped her ass, making her cheek shake. “Up.”

      “I can’t,” she whined. “I can’t keep going.”

      He pushed a hand under her stomach and hauled her up. “Think about something else. Think about some little ticky-tacky business problem you have to solve. This isn’t for you. This is for me.”

      The vibrator returned to her clit. His hand stayed on her stomach, making her body hum like a live wire. She came slowly, humping the head of the wand, slick and desperate, and the second he let go of her, she collapsed.

      Patrick grabbed her hips and flipped her onto her back like she was nothing. He knelt between her thighs, locking them in place. He sat back, ripping his shirt over his head. Like her, he was gleaming with sweat. Unlike her, he looked incredible even under the fluorescent light. His lip curled in a feral smile. “Want some dick?”

      She nodded dumbly. Why would he want her like this? Like a used little doll? She kept her mouth shut as he rummaged through the covers and produced her dildo. She could have cried. “No, Patrick. I want you!”

      “How come?” he said, rubbing the fleshy toy down with lube. “Your rubber boyfriend isn’t big enough for you now or something?”

      She tried to touch his cheek. “Please…”

      Patrick gripped her wrist and pushed her hand to the bed. “Is that ‘buddy?’ You saying your safeword?”

      “No.”

      “Then shut up.”

      She looked up at him hopelessly. “Don’t you want to?”

      “Want to what?”

      “Why won’t you…?”

      “Oh, you mean, ‘Why won’t I fuck you like the cock-hungry little whore you are?’” He urged the dildo inside her. “Few reasons.”

      Cheryl’s eyes rolled back. “Ungh… like?”

      “Well, first of all, so you understand I can do whatever I want to you, whenever I want.” He flashed her a savage smile. “Do you understand that, Cheryl?”

      KitKat. Call me—

      Patrick pulsed the toy inside her so fast her thoughts scrambled.

      “I understand,” she breathed. “But—”

      “Second of all,” he continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “I want to break you.”

      Cheryl blinked, not quite sure she’d heard right. “You want to…?”

      “Break you,” he said quietly. “That control you’ve never given anyone? It’s mine. I’m taking it and I’ll never give it back.”

      She felt a genuine throb of fear. “Patrick.”

      A cold flash of teeth. “Don’t you mean Patty-Bear? That’s what I am, aren’t I? Your teddy bear? Your bestest friend?”

      Say ‘buddy,’ she thought. Say that stupid, malicious safeword before this ruins both of us.

      But another feeling was rising inside her. The arrogance that had seen her through private school, through countless hours of work, bad relationships, judgment and caring for her mother. She finger-combed her sweaty hair into place. “Okay, Patty-Bear.”

      His eyes burned with something like hatred but she couldn’t stop. She clasped her hands to her naked chest. “Oh, Patty-Bear, you’re so nice! You’re such a nice guy. I think about you when I rub my pussy at night because you’re so fucking nice.”

      She ran a finger over her lower lip and when his gaze followed, she saw what he’d so far kept hidden. Deep, desperate longing. She kissed her finger, pouting her lips.

      “Won’t you make love to me, Patrick?” she said in her sweetest, honeyest voice. “Don’t you want to be my boyfriend?”

      Patrick’s jaw bulged. “Shut your mouth, or I’ll shove my dick down it ‘til you can’t breathe.”

      “Do it.”

      Cheryl paid for her moment of rebellion. He pounded her with her dildo, his knees pinning her thighs to the bed. She jolted and screamed and scratched at him, but he leaned back so she couldn’t get his face and barely seemed to feel her anywhere else. She might as well have been trapped in an iron maiden for all she could move him. She came, hissing like a demon, and then something happened that had never happened before. Wetness flowed from her in a short stream, gushing all over both of them.

      Patrick cackled, shaking his head like he’d been caught in summer rain. “You sexy little bitch.”

      Cheryl slammed her hands over her face and he wrenched them away, still working the fake cock inside her. “Ever squirt before?”

      She shook her head.

      “Say it.”

      “No!”

      “Say it or I’ll make you fuck yourself ‘til you bleed.”

      “Never! I’ve never squirted before!”

      Even that didn’t stop him. He laughed like a madman and kept fucking her with the dildo until she went limp, moaning in pleasure and mortification. Then finally, finally, he withdrew the toy and tossed it aside, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

      Cheryl stared up at Patrick. He was flushed, every highly toned muscle in his body rigid with blood. He looked beautiful and terrifying. A warrior God, come to claim what was his.

      He caught her watching him and smiled. “More?”

      Did he mean him? Or more of these games? She licked her dry lips. “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Good girl.” He patted her cheek with two fingers. “You learned your lesson, yet?”

      “Yes… Sir.”

      Patrick’s eyes went black. “You haven’t learned anything, or you wouldn’t be calling me that.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Cheryl. I told you, you’re not in charge here.”

      “I know. I—”

      “You know what I tell you.” His knees pushed down even harder on her thighs. “And don’t ever, ever, call me things you’ve called other men.”

      Cheryl’s insides shimmered. “Sorry, Patrick.”

      “You will be.” He pointed to the curtained window. “Out there, I’ll do anything you say. In here? I’m the man. I say what goes. Understood?”

      She nodded.

      “Understood?”

      “Yes, Patrick,” she breathed. “Please, Patrick. Please?”

      “Please what? Please give you this?” He picked up her still-humming vibrator and Cheryl whined so loudly the whole motel must have heard her. “No!”

      “Sorry, honey.” Patrick lay the soft head on her poor little clit where it hummed like a hive of angry bees. Cheryl’s willpower was all burned up. Gone.

      “Please just fuck me. I’ll do anything—I just need you to fuck me, I need your cock. I need it.”

      “Here’s the thing,” Patrick said, running a thumb over her upper lip. “You act like you don’t like the vibrator, but I heard you telling Eden that if you’re having a good session with that thing, you can come over and over again. For hours.”

      Cheryl blanched. She remembered that conversation, but not him being there.

      “We were in that cocktail bar in Docklands,” he said flatly. “The one with all the John Wayne photos on the walls. You were drinking Sours. Wearing that glittery gold dress.”

      The event came back in 3D colour. She and Patrick had been hanging with Willow and Eden after one of Eden’s shows. She and Eden had been curled up on a couch together and across from them, Willow and Patrick seemed engrossed in their own conversation. She’d never have said that if she’d thought he could hear her.

      “You were listening?”

      “Yup. We stayed at that bar for three more hours. Three hours of pretending to listen to Willow while I thought about you coming. You and Eden went on and on and on about it, and then when you were done talking to her about all the things you’ve fucked, you asked me back to your place to watch movies.”

      The vibrator seemed to sink deeper into her tissues, making her scream. Patrick gripped her wrists and leaned down, his face inches from hers.

      “I jacked off on your couch when you went to bed. I spent the whole night fucking my hand, panting over your pussy.”

      Cheryl was coming apart at the seams. “I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      He shoved the vibrator out of the way and descended on her clit, licking in furious laps, as he forced two fingers inside her. Then his tactic changed. It wasn’t like he wanted her to finish, but like he wanted her on edge for as long as possible. She shifted and strained, and he went even slower, looking up at her like a sportsman studying his opposition for weakness. Soon he stopped penetrating her, not with his fingers or his tongue. Then he gripped the base of the plug.

      “No,” she whispered.

      He ignored her, easing it from her body, leaving her even emptier.

      “Last summer you came to the Sharks’ barbecue,” he said. “You could see your tits right through your top.”

      “I’m sorry,” she babbled. “I’m sorry.”

      His fingers closed around her left nipple. “You like guys looking at your tits?”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      “You like them thinking about putting their dicks between them? Fucking them until they cum all over your face?”

      She liked the thought of him doing that. “Yes. Can you…?”

      He gave a hard laugh. “Sorry, honey. You’re not getting me for a good while yet.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” he snarled. “Because your perfume makes me wanna fuck you through a wall. Because you cuddle up to me like you’re trying to get my dick hard. Because every time you’re in a skirt I can see the bruises all over your legs from where some old cunt held you down while he fucked you.”

      Cheryl flinched. She always tried to hide the bruises, applying concealer, and wearing patterned tights and pants wherever possible. “I’m—”

      “Sorry?” his lips curled into a bloodthirsty smile. “You fucking should be. Did you like showing me those bruises, Cheryl? Like making me think about you with other men?”

      “Noooooo!”

      “Bullshit. You remember the night we went to that electro gig in South Yarra?”

      “I don’tttttt…” Cheryl whispered as he slowly pushed the plug back into her asshole. “Patrick!”

      “Concentrate. You were flirting with that old prick who ran the club, remember?”

      “Yesssss.” And she kind of did. Work had been crazy. Her mum had sprained her shoulder. She’d needed to get out of her own brain for a while. She and Patrick had arrived at the club together, and she’d thought he’d go home with a French exchange student he kept talking to, but he’d stayed later and later…

      The plug nestled deep inside her, seating itself in her ass.

      “I like knowing that’s inside you,” he said. “If I could, I’d make you wear it to work. Call you every hour and ask you how it felt.”

      But it’ll never happen, she thought, and she knew he was thinking the same thing. He gripped her face, slapping her cheeks a little. “That night at the club, you asked me to come for a walk. You said we were going to get cigarettes, but I realised after you already had cigarettes. You know what I think?”

      She recoiled. “Oh God…”

      “I think you made me come with you to get fucking condoms.” He leaned in, his breath hot on her face. “Surprised you didn’t ask me for one, since we’re such good friends.”

      “I’m sorry, but I didn’t even sleep with—”

      Patrick clapped a palm to her mouth. “Outside you do all the talking and I don’t give a fuck. But I’m gonna talk now.”

      He brushed a fingertip over her aching pussy. She shifted, trying to fuck herself on it, and he laughed. “Ask me for a condom, Cheryl. I’ll give you one.”

      “Can I please… can I have a condom?”

      “No.”

      He withdrew his finger and bent between her legs. He licked her slowly, but nowhere near her clit. Instead, his tongue ran over her lips and inner thighs and around the rim of the plug, until she felt like she’d die from not being fucked. She wove her fingers through his hair. “Please, Patrick, please fuck me? I want your cock more than anything.”

      He flashed her a cold smile. “Good. Open that pretty, lying mouth.”

      Gripping her hair, he knelt beside her and opened his jeans. The feel of her mouth being full while she was so empty was agony. She tried to pay him back, tried to make him come, but he had superhuman control—as if she didn’t already know that. Every time she thought he might be close, he pulled out and tapped his wet cock on her cheeks. “You want it, honey? You wanna get railed?”

      She always said ‘yes’ and he always plunged back into her mouth. It was a symphony of sexual torture, and he was the conductor. The mastermind.

      “You treat me like I’m your kid brother,” he snarled, pushing his cock down her throat. “But I’m not your kid brother, am I, Cheryl?”

      “Nurghhhhh,” she moaned.

      “Grab your tits. Push them together.”

      She did and he plucked at her nipples while she sucked him. “Good girl. More, now. Deeper. You can do better than that.”

      When he pulled out for the millionth time, she scratched his stomach hard enough to leave red lines across his abs. Patrick laughed, patting her on the top of her head. “That’s not nice, Cheryl. Don’t you want to be nice for me?”

      “When did you get like this?” she sobbed.

      “I’ve always been like this. Mouth open.”

      She was going to cry soon. Really cry. She could feel the tears building as he thrust into her throat. The sensation rose up, and then through her, and everything changed. She… softened. Melted down and into the mattress. She looked at Patrick and saw everything. Her former best friend. This evil sex demon. Then she just… gave in. Relaxed. Nothing really mattered. Patrick could do whatever he wanted to her, forever.

      He frowned, withdrawing from her lips. “You okay?”

      She nodded, opening wide so he could fuck her again, but his warm hand cupped her cheek. “There’s my good girl. I’ve got you, baby.”

      His voice was so tender she was sure it was a trick, but then he was on his feet, shedding his boots and jeans and moving toward the desk. She watched, unblinking, as he grabbed the pack of condoms and tore it open. She felt a low throb of excitement at the sight of his powerful body, but it was far away. Most of her was just watching and waiting. She felt clean. Pure, almost. Ready to be whatever he needed her to be.

      Patrick turned, rolling the latex down his cock. Her trophy. Then he squinted, walked back to the window, and pushed open the curtains. Light shone in, and not from the shitty motel floodlights.

      Cheryl gasped. “Is it morning?”

      “Looks it.” He checked his watch. “It’s gone six.”

      “Shit.” She sat up. She and Patrick had been at this for hours. If she called in sick to work, Bridgette would kill her. There were already redundancy rumours around the office and if she lost her job, she couldn’t afford to help her mum…

      She dropped to the floor, hunting desperately for her clothes. “I’m so sorry but I need to—”

      “Go?” Patrick yanked the condom off his dick. “Okay.”

      She found her underwear and pulled it on. Bruises were already rising on her hips and thighs like tattoos.

      “Maybe we can meet up—” she began.

      “Nope.” He didn’t say it meanly, but he wasn’t being nice either. He scooped up the Chivas bottle. “We’re done.”

      “But—”

      “Go.”

      She left without saying anything. But, really, what was there to say? ‘That was amazing,’ like a breathy groupie? ‘Please let me come back?’

      She and Patrick had too much bad blood to get down to the sex. He’d needed to test her. To punish her. To get her to that soft, accepting place. But reality had come calling, as it always did. Today it was the sun, tomorrow it was sickness or some other thing.

      She walked to her car on wobbly legs, not caring who looked out their window and saw the slut who spent the night getting her brains banged out in suite twenty-three. As she drove out of the parking lot, she let herself look back at Patrick’s room. He was standing in the doorway watching her, looking as miserable as she felt.
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        Two years before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick jogged past the students sunning themselves on the campus lawn. Training had run overtime, and he had a cognitive development lecture in half an hour. Whatever Winona had to tell him, he hoped she’d say it fast. He skidded into the campus café and found her sitting by the window. The second he saw her face he knew what was coming. He slowed his pace, relief mixing with nerves. It would be good to get the breakup over and done with, but it was never easy.

      “Hi,” he said, taking the seat across from her. “How’s things?”

      “Good. Thanks for meeting me.”

      She was polite but there was a definite undertone. He inwardly steeled himself. “Is there something you want to talk about?”

      “Yes.” She fixed him with the impenetrable gaze he’d come to associate with therapy tutorials. “Are you serious about us, Patrick?”

      Here we go...

      “I like you and I think you’re great…”

      Winona’s eyes flicked upward.

      “… but I don’t think I’m as serious about us as you’d like me to be.”

      “Right.” She traced a squiggle on the table like she was taking client notes. “Well, thanks for being vulnerable. I appreciate your honesty even if I don’t appreciate what it means.”

      Psychology students shouldn’t date each other. Too much passive-aggressive therapy talk. “Do you want to stop seeing each other?”

      “Yes. I feel like you’ve deceived me about what you wanted out of this relationship.”

      Five dates. They’d been on five dates. Patrick tried to keep his expression neutral. “I get where you’re coming from, but when you asked me out, I told you I didn’t want to be anyone’s boyfriend—”

      “I disagree.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I disagree. I think you want to be a boyfriend. I just think you’re deluded about whose boyfriend you want to be.”

      His pulse kicked into high gear. “So, we’ll stop hanging out? No hard feelings?”

      “You want her, don’t you? Cheryl?”

      His stomach crumpled like tinfoil. “She’s my mate.”

      “Really? Is that why you spent all of Friday night staring at her tits?”

      Shiiiiiit.

      He was pretty good at hiding his attraction to Cheryl, but when he was drinking, he could be a little… Obvious. Plus, she’d showed to Willow’s birthday party braless in a tiny pink dress that barely covered her ass. She’d never looked hotter. Everyone at the bar had been staring.

      “I’m sorry,” he told Winona. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

      “You mean by drooling all over Cheryl’s big fat boobs in front of me?”

      “Steady. She’s my friend.”

      Though in fairness, he had spent a lot of the night wondering what it would be like to push his cock between Cheryl’s tits, slide his thumbs over her nipples, and…

      “Fuck you!” Winona snapped. “Do you have any idea how embarrassing you are?”

      Patrick scrubbed a hand through his hair. He deserved that, but if it had been up to him, Winona wouldn’t have been at the party. Willow had invited her after they’d run into him on Chapel Street. He hadn’t had the balls to say, ‘I think it’s too soon for us to do couple-y stuff like that.’ He exhaled. “Look, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable, but that’s not a free pass to insult my—”

      “What do you even like about her? She’s fucking boring. Oh, wait, I know. She dresses like a slut.”

      The barista was watching them over the coffee machine. Patrick leaned in and lowered his voice. “Stop it—”

      “Fuck you! That girl is walking around in stripper outfits and you’re slobbering all over her and pretending to me like you’re ‘just friends!’”

      “We are—”

      “You’re not fucking friends! You want to sleep with her!”

      Winona had completely dropped the trainee psychologist act. Her cheeks were flushed and her narrowed eyes dared him to keep justifying himself.

      He sat back in his seat and let one second pass. Two. Three. The angrier someone got, the quieter he became. It helped on the footy field, and it helped now. As the seconds ticked past, Winona’s stare got less intense.

      “We’re done,” she said in an acidic tone. “Delete my number.”

      “Sure.” He stood. “Sorry it didn’t work out.”

      “Get fucked.”

      Patrick nodded as he stood and turned for the door. Whatever else, it was over, and he wouldn’t have to—

      “Give up on Cheryl,” Winona called. “You’re invisible to her.”

      It was a trap, but he still looked around. “What?”

      “Some guys just don’t do it for girls. You’re that for Cheryl. No matter what you do, she’ll always see you as this doofy little brother. Have fun with that.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Patrick hadn’t been morning drunk since his under-eighteens footy trip, but he was now. He’d finished the first bottle of Chivas right after Cheryl left, then started on the second he’d stowed in his sports bag. The fact he’d packed it said he’d known it would end like this—alone in a shitty motel, the smell and taste of Cheryl everywhere.

      In his defence, he had nowhere else to be. It wasn’t a training day, and he had the room until five. If you had to hole up while your whole life went to shit, Heavenly Stays was the place to do it. He lay on the bed where he’d broken Cheryl and drank and watched the fan spin. He had no ice to water down the whiskey, or even a glass to pour it into, but that didn’t matter. He chugged from the neck like it was Gatorade, grateful for the numbness it gave him. The way it made everything slow down.

      He guessed his heart was broken, but it didn’t feel that way. It didn’t feel like anything.

      Time went sideways. He put on music and then a podcast, but he didn’t hear a word. A few texts pinged over his speakers—not her, never her—and Mick from the Sharks called to touch base about him accepting the captaincy. He didn’t answer. He’d never ghosted anyone important before. Turned out it was pretty easy. Mick didn’t even get angry. Instead, he left a nice voicemail telling him to take his time. “You’re still our number one pick, Normal.”

      “Bad boys win,” Patrick told the ceiling fan. “The more they chase you, the more you want to get chased by them… or something like that.”

      He showered at some point. It flooded the laminated bathroom, soaking his jeans and t-shirt as they lay on the floor. He wrapped himself in a scratchy towel and lay back on the bed. Despite the whiskey, feelings were seeping back in like poison.

      What had he been thinking? Treating Cheryl like that? The things he’d done. The things he’d said. He’d wanted to be as rough as Cheryl needed. To show her he could give her everything. But no matter how much of a cunt he was, she wanted more. It was like she had a sexual death wish. No matter how much he degraded her, denied her, or hurt her, Cheryl’s pretty eyes said ‘harder, harder, harder.’

      So, he’d gone harder. He’d slapped her and insulted her and forced her to apologise for nothing. He’d mocked her nickname for him, mocked their friendship, and forced her to come until she was in tears. He’d met her on the lowest level of that deep, dark place, and as much as he was disgusted with himself… He’d liked it. Liked hurting her. Liked being the asshole who’d laughed in her face as she lost control of her body. It had been cathartic having the girl who’d fucked with his heart for years at his mercy. And that made it even worse.

      He’d never been so turned on in his life and he had to live with that, along with the fact he’d lost his best friend, the girl of his dreams, and any chance they’d have sex, let alone a relationship. He’d given himself one night to show her what he had, and he’d blown it. If alcohol poisoning didn’t kill him, shame would.

      She didn’t use their safeword, but as soon as the sun came up, she’d run a mile. She’d wanted to burn their friendship to the ground, and he’d helped her do it—filling her with that plug and fucking her with her dildo, and making her apologise for her past. She must fucking hate him.

      His dick was aching, still hard enough to drive nails, but he refused to touch himself. It would be too fucking pathetic, masturbating after what he’d done.

      It was four in the afternoon. A few Sharks had messaged, and his brother Ant and his dad had called. People were starting to notice he wasn’t online.

      “And that’s why I’ll never be successfully murdered,” he told the fan.

      He had a decision to make: stay here another night or go home. He should go home. But that meant sobering up, cleaning the bathroom, and finding dry clothes so the Uber driver didn’t get him banned from the app. Staying was as easy as calling reception and telling them to charge another night, then ordering in more whiskey.

      He picked up his phone, and for a moment, he saw himself sitting in this dank motel for a week, rotting into the mattress like mould. Something cleared in his whiskey-soaked brain. He opened his inbox and messaged Willow.

      
        
        I’m stuck in a motel, and I don’t know what to do.

      

      

      He barely had time to wonder if that even made sense—maybe Willow would think he’d Jumanji-ed himself—when his friend called.

      With shaking fingers, he answered. “Hello?”

      “I’m coming,” Willow said over a jangle of keys. “Where are you?”

      An hour later he was dressed in Willow’s rugby jersey and sweatpants, speeding down the Calder freeway in his friend’s Porsche. Willow had force-fed him Hydralyte, cleaned up the motel bathroom, packed his bag, and checked him out.

      “Thank you,” Patrick kept saying. “Thank you, thank you. You’re the best.”

      “I know,” Willow said, tapping the steering wheel. “But I lied. I’m not taking you back to your place. We’re going to mine.”

      “Nooo, I don’t want Jupiter to see me all fucked up,” Patrick mumbled, his eyelids so heavy he could hardly stay awake.

      “Don’t worry about it. She and Eden are at some ice-skating thing. Go to sleep. We’ll be home before you know it.”

      Gratitude and misery welled inside him like an avalanche. “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. I’ll pay you back, I’ll give you anything you want—”

      “Shush, mate. Just rest. We can get into it at home.”

      “But—”

      “Patrick?” Willow said with infinite tenderness. “When you talk, it’s like someone’s boiling a bucket of drain-o. Please, for the love of Christ, shut up.”

      Grinning in spite of everything, he closed his eyes and fell asleep against the window.

      The sun was setting when they got to St Kilda Beach. He let Willow lead him up to the guest house and shove him in a shower.

      “Spare toothbrushes in that drawer, clean clothes on the bed. Use every soap we have, then come up to the house to eat.”

      He did what he was told, making the water as hot as he could and scrubbing every inch of himself with mint shower gel. Cheryl would be done with work for the day. Where was she now? At home? In a bar? Did she hate him? Was she lonely?

      He dressed clumsily in more of Willow’s clothes and walked the sandy path back to the main house. Willow was in his massive kitchen, heating tomato soup and making sandwiches.

      “Almost done,” he said cheerfully. “Take a seat.”

      Patrick sat at the kitchen bench feeling about nine years old. He remembered Willow dressing him like a little kid at the motel, tying his boots for him before going to reception for fresh towels. “I’m so sorry. I’m such an idiot.”

      Willow looked over his shoulder at him. “I once broke my ex’s coffee table, called her dad a cunt, pissed her bed, then went into the spare bed and pissed that too.”

      Patrick laughed, and it was a relief to know he still could. “That’s different.”

      “Yeah. It’s worse.”

      “Not much worse.”

      Willow put a bowl of soup and a spoon in front of him. “All you did was get drunk in a shithole motel and let the shower overflow. And if that’s the worst thing that happens in that room this week, it’ll be a fucking miracle. Eat.”

      Patrick picked up his spoon and found he was actually hungry. He finished in record time and Willow refilled his bowl and gave him a ham sandwich. As he tore into it, he felt his friend staring at him. “Alright, what the fuck happened? What were you even doing on that side of town?”

      “I wanna tell you, but I’m not done being sorry for making you babysit me yet.”

      “We’re mates. You get to be babysat by your mates.”

      “When am I gonna babysit you?”

      “I’m a dad and old as fuck. You’re twenty-three.”

      Just the reminder he didn’t need. Patrick put down his sandwich. “I don’t know if I can talk about what happened.”

      “You can.”

      “Okay, what if I don’t want to talk about it?”

      “Too bad. You lost that privilege when you made me know the Heavenly Stays motel exists.”

      “Ah.”

      “I can try and guess,” Willow warned. “But shit’ll get more awkward that way.”

      Patrick’s insides churned and he wondered if he was going to chuck. He didn’t want to hear Willow’s theories on why he’d done what he’d done. Especially when what he’d done was a million times worse than anything his friend could dream up. He ran his fingers through his still-damp hair. “Me and Cheryl hooked up.”

      Willow’s composed, fatherly expression cracked. He palmed his hands on the counter, his blue eyes almost bulging out of his head. “Seriously?”

      “I mean… didn’t you see the condoms?”

      “Sure, but that doesn’t mean you fucked Cheryl! I thought you sent her photo to a bunch of escort agencies and the aftermath made you binge-drink. You hooked up with Cheryl?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cheryl Karalis-Walker?”

      Patrick’s temples throbbed. “Yes.”

      “Eden’s mate, Cheryl?”

      “Yes.”

      “In that shitty motel?”

      Patrick glared at him. “You know, Willow, if I wasn’t hungover and in your house, and wearing your clothes, and eating your food, I might start to think about hurting you.”

      “Sorry, it’s just… Cheryl. Seriously, Cheryl?”

      Patrick rose out of his chair and his friend took several steps backwards. “Sorry. I’m done. I’m done. So… you guys fucked?”

      He didn’t want to lie, but agreeing was easier than explaining what he and Cheryl had actually done on the mattress Willow had helped clean. “Yeah.”

      “Okay,” Willow said, clearly still fighting to keep from expressing his disbelief. “How… How was it?”

      He saw a flash of Cheryl on all fours, her tits against the bed, her asshole full of that shiny purple jewel. His worn-out body stirred, getting hard for the millionth time.

      Willow smirked. “That good, huh?”

      “Yeah. And no. Everything’s kinda fucked now.”

      Willow gripped the edge of the kitchen counter and rocked backward. “So, forgive me for sounding like a prick, but what’s the issue here? You got one in Cheryl, which means she definitely doesn’t see you as just a mate. Isn’t this, like, all your dreams come true?”

      “Except for the fact it’ll never happen again. And we’re not friends anymore.”

      Willow let go of the counter so fast he almost fell. “What the fuck?”

      It took him almost an hour to tell the whole story. The yacht, Cheryl being sick, him breaking her couch, the weights room, him saying he loved her, the conversation that led to the motel. He kept the sex talk as PG13 as he could, telling Willow it had been ‘pretty hardcore’ and that after Cheryl left, he’d felt paralysed.

      “… I just got stuck,” he said. “I couldn’t feel anything. I just lay there all day getting drunk. If I hadn’t texted you, I’d still be there. I have no idea what to do or how to make anything right. I think I’ve fucked it all up, man. Forever.”

      Willow was leaning against his oven door, drinking coffee from a Little Mermaid mug. “So that’s everything?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Willow pushed himself off the door with a groan. “Okay, first things first. Congrats on getting with Cheryl.”

      Patrick raised his mug in a weary salute. “Cheers.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, do you want me to reassure you? Or do you want advice?”

      He blinked at the therapist-y question. “Ah, I dunno. Advice, I guess?”

      Willow nodded. “You shouldn’t have ultimatum-ed her. I know why you did. She was dragging her feet and you wanted results, but you backed her into a corner. Cheryl doesn’t like feeling trapped.”

      Patrick frowned. “That’s not advice, that’s hindsight.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Definitely, and I didn’t give her an ultimatum because I wanted to freak her out. I just didn’t know how I was gonna pretend to be her friend after everything that happened.”

      “But you were hoping she’d say she’d be your girlfriend, weren’t you?”

      He looked down at his half-drunk coffee. Yes. In the back of his mind, he’d hoped that. The same way he’d hoped flirting with Lola would make her jealous enough to touch him. His heart contracted. “So, I fucked it. That’s your advice?”

      “No, mate. The fact she came to the gym? Made the first move? She’s got feelings for you.”

      Patrick searched his friend’s face for signs he was telling him what he wanted to hear. “You think?”

      “Yeah.”

      Relief swept through him like painkillers. He grinned until he felt like his hungover face might crack. “Shit. You seriously think she likes me?”

      Willow didn’t return the smile. “I do. But your problem isn’t getting Cheryl to like you. It’s that there’s a better chance of teaching a frog to tap dance than getting her to be your girlfriend.”

      His smile vanished. “What?”

      “It’s complicated, and some of what I know isn’t mine to tell.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “Cheryl and Eden go way back, so, I know things about her I wouldn’t know otherwise. Things that make what you want from her pretty impossible.”

      He suddenly felt a million times more hungover. “Is she… has she done something illegal?”

      “No. I mean, drugs, but who hasn’t? I really can’t say more, Patty.”

      “Fuck that! You made me tell you everything, asked me to go into details, and now you’re holding out?”

      “Like I said, it’s not my business.”

      Patrick snorted. “That’s convenient. Cheryl and I have been friends for years.”

      “Yeah, and that’s safer, isn’t it? Being friends?”

      Something about the phrase stirred his memory. Cheryl talking in the weights room. Couples never last, but friends are in your life forever.

      “You’re saying Cheryl has commitment issues?”

      “Mate, blokes with secret families have less commitment issues than Cheryl.”

      “How do you know?”

      Willow rubbed his ginger jawline. “Okay, just… Lemme think of a good way to say it…”

      Patrick waited as the minutes ticked away. He started to get worried. “Is she secretly divorced or something?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “What kind of an answer is that?” He picked up his phone. “I’m gonna call her and—”

      Willow snatched it out of his hand. “Oh no, you don’t.”

      “The hell?!”

      “Call her now and you’re done. Finito.”

      “How do you—”

      “Because I have eyes, Patrick. Because I have eyes and a brain, and has Cheryl ever talked to you about her mum?”

      The subject change almost gave him whiplash. “No, I mean, I know she’s sick, but I’ve never met her.”

      “Me neither,” Willow said, tucking Patrick’s phone into his pocket. “But Cheryl’s told me about her. A little.”

      Jealously flicked him like a switchblade. “Cheryl talked to you about her mum?”

      “Yeah. Once.” It was a sign of how serious this was that Willow didn’t gloat. “She was babysitting Jupiter while Eden was in the studio, and I told her my dad was getting a new wheelchair and it went from there.”

      “Cheryl’s mum’s in a wheelchair?”

      “I can’t tell you. I don’t really know. Eden has her theories, but that’s it.”

      “Eden doesn’t know?”

      “I told you. Cheryl plays things close to the chest.”

      Patrick pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “Why? I’m not gonna judge her for having a sick mum. No one’s gonna judge her for having a sick mum!”

      “I know, mate. But you’ve gotta—”

      “DADA!”

      Patrick turned to see a tiny blonde child barrelling across the marble at them. Jupiter Williams tottered to her dad, who bent just in time to sweep her into the air.

      “Hi, baby girl. Where’d you come from?”

      “Hi,” Eden called from the hallway. “We’re back early!”

      “I can tell.” Willow shot Patrick an apologetic smile. “Sorry, mate. Put a pin in our chat?”

      “Of course.” He waved at Jupiter. “Hey, Jup.”

      The little girl buried her face in her dad’s chest and Willow laughed. “Still working on that crush, aren’t you, baby?”

      Jupiter’s cheeks went bright red.

      “Don’t tease her,” Patrick said.

      “I’m not. I’m letting her know she can like whoever she wants. Say hi to your Uncle Psycho, Jup.”

      “Hi,” Jupiter mumbled.

      Patrick grinned. There wasn’t much of gangly, redheaded Willow in his daughter. She was a carbon copy of her fair-haired, green-eyed mother. As though to prove it, Eden walked into the kitchen wearing an adult version of Jupiter’s silver dress and green gumboots. She put her hands on her hips. “Are you being a dick, Sloan Williams?”

      “Never.” Willow tossed Jupiter into the air. “How was the ice show?”

      “Cold.” Eden turned to Patrick. “Hey, Psycho. How are you doing?”

      “Good, thank—”

      “Screw Psycho,” Willow said. “Come talk to me.”

      Rolling her eyes, Eden walked over and kissed Willow. He wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her in the kiss until Jupiter slapped him in the face. “Let go of Mumma! Let go!”

      All three burst out laughing, and Patrick forced himself to smile along. His chest felt like it was going to splinter in half. He wanted what Willow and Eden had so badly, but they were happy and wholesome. He was hungover and single and felt like a sex criminal. He wondered again where Cheryl was and if she was thinking of him.

      Eden broke out of the family hug. “Sorry, Psycho. Do you want a beer or something?”

      The thought made his stomach churn. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Okay, well I have to give Jupiter a bath and—”

      “I’ll do it,” Willow said. “You stay and talk to Patty?”

      Eden gave him a quizzical look.

      Willow raised his red eyebrows. “He and Cheryl have been F-U-C-K—”

      “Oh my Lord,” Eden whirled to look at him. “Seriously?”

      Patrick scowled. “Does everyone on earth think Cheryl’s too hot for me?”

      “No!” Eden said. “Well, kind of.”

      He pressed his palms to his eye sockets. “Great.”

      “Psycho’s a little sensitive right now, baby,” Willow said. “Go easy on him while I deal with this one. To the bath, little Jup!”

      “Nooooo!” Jupiter screamed as Willow carried her away.

      Patrick let go of his face to see Eden pulling a bottle of white wine from the fridge.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m having a drink,” she said. “Sure you don’t want a glass?”

      “Nah, I think I’m still drunk from the motel.”

      “Yeah, Willow said you went hard.” Eden grabbed a glass from a high shelf and filled it. “Bernie has that effect on men.”

      For a second he didn’t know who she was talking about, then he remembered Eden and Cheryl called each other by their dads’ names. “What? She leaves them drunk and broken in motel rooms?”

      “Pretty much. How you holding up?”

      He pointed at his face, which he could only assume was still showing signs of alcohol abuse.

      Eden grinned. “Yeah, Cheryl’s acting nuts, too.”

      “She told you what happened?”

      “Nah, she’s been sending me Futurama memes all day. That always means she’s losing it.”

      “Ah.”

      Eden sat beside him at the kitchen counter. “Don’t take it personally. Bernie’s a mystery to everyone but herself. Maybe even herself.”

      “Right.” He sipped some lukewarm coffee, unsure he wanted to have this conversation. From the way Eden was talking, he was just another in the long line of guys who tried and failed to keep Cheryl interested. And seeing as it had already been the worst day of his life, he’d rather not hear it.

      “So, you and Bernie slept together,” Eden said. “Finally.”

      He glanced up. “Finally?”

      “You guys have been into each other for ages, haven’t you?”

      Hope bubbled inside him again. “I mean, I see it that way. Do you… Do you think me and Cheryl have a shot?”

      She took a long drink of wine. “Do you want reassurance or advice?”

      Patrick had a sudden feeling of déjà vu. “Did you and Willow…?”

      “We did couples therapy after Jupiter was born. We were having some communication issues, and it was amazing. Totally recommend.” She gave him a small smile. “Not that you’d ever get Cheryl into a psychologist’s office.”

      “You know I’m studying psychology, right?”

      “That’s why you’re so into her. The challenge.” Eden took another long swallow of wine. “I’m not gonna lie, I want you guys to work things out. But Cheryl doesn’t want to be happy, and I don’t know if she wants to be loved. At least not the way you love her.”

      His stomach dropped. “How… What do you mean?”

      “She keeps everything sectioned off; friends, guys she fucks, the people she works with. Her mum. Big walls between everyone. That’s why you guys stayed close all these years. Because she didn’t have to admit you were someone she wanted to bang.”

      “Hang on!” Patrick said hotly. “She can admit it. She came to the Sharks’ gym yesterday and pretty much begged me to…” He caught Eden’s smirk and stopped talking.

      “I have no doubt Cheryl’s, ah, enjoying that new aspect of your relationship. But she always wanted to fuck you. She just squashed it down.”

      It was a relief to hear Eden confirm this hadn’t all been in his head. But everything still made no sense.

      “Why is this so fucking difficult?” he asked. “Cheryl and I already like each other, we’re already close, now you’re saying she wants me like I want her. Doesn’t that add up to us being together?”

      “Not if you’re Cheryl.”

      “But why?”

      She shifted in her chair back and forth, and back and forth, and seemed to make up her mind. “I don’t want to hurt Bernie, but I think you deserve to know. Just promise this stays between us. Cone of silence and all that.”

      He mimed a dome coming down over both of their heads. She smiled, then her eyes slid sideways. “You know how Cheryl and I call each other by our dads’ names?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s because we hated them.” She said it simply, as though hating your dad was the most natural thing in the world. Patrick thought of his dad, the kind, quiet man who’d taken him swimming on the weekends.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. Anyway, me and Cheryl met in youth orchestra. We were too young to change our last names, so we decided if we had to have one, we could have both. I became George and she was Bernie. I think it was our way of trying to take back control. Make them belong to us instead of the other way around.” Eden stared at him with her clear green eyes. “My dad’s shit, but he’s shit in a normal way. He doesn’t listen, and he doesn’t give a fuck about me because I’m a girl. But Bernie’s dad… He’s up there with the worst.”

      Patrick’s heart stopped cold in his chest. “Did he—?”

      “He’s never hurt her. He couldn’t. They’ve never met.”

      Somewhere in another part of the house, Patrick could hear Willow singing to Jupiter in the bath. He stared at Eden. “Cheryl’s never met her dad?”

      “Never. He’s this big deal Greek gazillionaire. He came to Melbourne to oversee some building projects and had an affair with Cheryl’s mum. She was his temporary assistant and she was nineteen.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah, it was fucked.” She lowered her voice. “When Cheryl’s dad found out she was pregnant, he left Melbourne that night. Didn’t even say goodbye. Then she got sacked. A bunch of his lawyers talked her into signing all this stuff that meant she wasn’t allowed to sue him or the company for what happened.”

      “Jesus. Cheryl never said… never even came close to saying…”

      “I didn’t know for years. Like I said, Bernie’s got walls. Big concrete ones with barbed wire on top.” Eden drank the last of her wine. “She has all these brothers and sisters she’s never met. She doesn’t think her dad’s wife even knows she exists.”

      “Hang on, so he’s never paid child support?”

      “No. He was in London, so Cheryl’s mum couldn’t take him to court. Besides, she couldn’t have afforded a lawyer. After Cheryl was born, they knocked out some deal where if she never contacted him again, he’d pay for Cheryl to go to private school. That’s how she wound up at Franklin Grammar with me.”

      He drank, barely tasting the coffee. This explained how Cheryl, who didn’t seem like she was from money, had gone to a fancy girls’ school. It also explained why she didn’t trust anyone. Especially men.

      “So, she doesn’t want to date anyone because of her dad?”

      Eden smiled sadly. “That didn’t help. But that’s only a little bit of it.”

      “Only a little bit!?”

      “She’s had a hard life, Patrick. And it’s only getting harder.”

      “Harder, how? Her mum being sick?”

      Eden’s face closed the same way Willow’s had. “I can’t say.”

      “That seems to be the theme of tonight.” He sighed. “It’s okay, I understand.”

      “You don’t. And I’m sorry, but it’s Cheryl’s call. I guess all I wanted to tell you was there are reasons why she is the way she is.”

      “Thanks.”

      They sat quietly side-by-side as Patrick thought about Cheryl’s mother. For her to have been screwed over so badly and then have gotten sick in a way that meant she might need a wheelchair…

      “Why is life so shit sometimes?” he asked himself as much as Eden. “Some people have zero big problems and other people—”

      “Get fucked over. I know. It sucks. Back at school, I was the biggest dick, and everyone let me get away with it, but Bernie… God, the way people talked about her…”

      Patrick’s hands balled into fists. “What people?”

      “Girls. Guys. She’s older than me, so I only heard the rumours, but…” She tapped her empty wine glass and Patrick wondered how long it had been since she’d gone back to these memories, even in her mind.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I don’t even want to think about it.” To his surprise, he saw her eyes were wet. “From the minute we were friends, Cheryl protected me. She was always on me not to let guys treat me like shit, but when they did it to her…”

      “What fucking guys?”

      Eden gave him a look. “You gonna go hit some thirty-nine-year-old real estate lawyer, Psycho? Flush his head down the toilet?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it won’t help.” She flicked a tear from her right eye. “I guess that’s what I’m trying to tell you—it sounds victim-blamey and gross, but it’s like Cheryl wanted guys to hurt her… it was her way of testing herself, maybe. Proving no one could really get to her. I don’t know. But she let people—men—do the worst shit to her for a really long time, then it was like she went numb. She stopped dating, stopped hooking up with anyone who wasn’t a million years old. It was like this extreme obstacle course she put herself through until she couldn’t feel anything anymore.”

      Patrick felt sick. Ever since they’d started hooking up, he’d assumed Cheryl wanted him to push her sexual boundaries because it was what she was into. But had he just enabled her self-destruction? Let her put him in the same box as all the other men who’d hurt her?

      “I’ve fucked everything up.”

      “You haven’t,” Eden said quietly.

      “You don’t know what I did to her last night! How I treated her…”

      She flashed him a watery smile. “Kinks are different from trauma, even if maybe they come from the same place. Eroticised subjugation, you know?”

      He didn’t know. “Is that a thing?”

      “For sure. I’m into it and I know Bernie likes things, ah, intense, as well.” She smirked. “There’s a healthy way to do that stuff if she asks you to. And I can’t imagine you doing it if she didn’t ask.”

      He remembered Cheryl standing by the side of the yacht. ‘God, I love it when you’re bossyyyy, Pat-trick.’

      “She asked,” he admitted. “But you weren’t there…”

      “That’s a damn shame.” Eden grinned. “You are different to Cheryl from other guys. She cares about you more than I’ve seen her care about anyone. Even me.”

      “I don’t…”

      “I’m not trying to be self-deprecating. She loves you. I think that’s why she never wanted to hook up with you. But now you have…”

      “It’s over?”

      “Not necessarily.” She looked over her shoulder. “I know it sounds unfeminist or whatever, but meeting Willow changed everything for me. I’m like… the right version of myself now. For Cheryl, meeting you wasn’t enough. Maybe now that she gets you can have the friendship and a physical relationship, she’ll find a way to let you in.”

      “Right. Do you maybe have a timeline on that?”

      “I don’t know. It might take a while.”’

      He looked at his hands. “Another three years? Or fifty?”

      “I don’t think so. Not if the sex was as good as the scratches on your neck imply.”

      Patrick clapped a hand to his throat, his face burning.

      “Can I give you some advice now?” Eden asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Wait. And don’t message. Messages just make her confused. She needs to work this all out in her own head.”

      He’d already been mentally composing the text he’d send to Cheryl tomorrow. “You think?”

      “I know. Whenever Bernie and I had a problem, I waited it out and let her come to me. And she always did.” She put a hand on his arm. “She’s got a big heart. Maybe too big. She always does right by the people she loves.”

      Patrick remembered all the times Cheryl had come through for him, helping him when he was sick, talking him up when he was miserable over a bad game. “I’ll wait. As long as it takes.”

      Eden frowned. “Really?”

      “Yeah. There’s no one else. Just her.”

      Eden looked like she was about to start crying again. She opened her mouth, then Willow’s voice floated in from the bathroom. “Sexy mama? Jup wants you to come see her bubble beard.”

      Eden slid her hand from his arm. “Stay here tonight. We can get dumplings. Watch a movie.”

      “Yeah, sounds good,” Patrick lied. Nothing sounded good except going to Cheryl, but he knew Eden was right. The ball was in her court. He had to wait for his wayward kitten to come back on her own. He joined the Williams-Cartwright family for dinner and watched Moana with them on the couch. Afterward, Eden and Jupiter went to bed and he and Willow sat up playing the Nintendo Switch. A couple of beers helped deescalate his hangover and soon he felt halfway human.

      At one in the morning, Willow turned to him. “So, the sex… How good was it?”

      “Best I’ve had.”

      He laughed. “That does not surprise me. You know Cheryl and Eden had a bunch of threesomes?”

      “Yeah?” Patrick briefly entertained the thought of an Eden-Cheryl sandwich, then looked over to see Willow contemplating the exact same thing. He punched him in the arm. “You’re not allowed to fuck Cheryl. Ever.”

      “And you’re not allowed to fuck my wife, dickhead!” Willow’s expression went dreamy again. “Still… A man can imagine. Cheryl likes it nasty, huh?”

      “Yeah. Real rough.”

      Willow lay his head on the back of the couch and groaned. “Of course, she does. You give it to her?”

      “Yeah, but… I feel kind of weird about it. I was, ah, pretty hard on her.”

      “Choking? Or spanking?”

      Patrick cheeks burned, Willow’s matter-of-fact tone the only way he was able to answer. “Both. And some other stuff…”

      “Like?”

      “I don’t wanna go there. I’m just scared I took it too far. Especially since Eden said she’d let some guys treat her like garbage when she was younger.”

      Willow’s freckled brow furrowed. “You use a safeword?”

      “Yeah. And a hand gesture in case she couldn’t… In case her mouth…” His face burned so hot, he couldn’t finish the sentence.

      Willow just nodded. “Good call. Did she say the safeword? Do the hand thing?”

      “No.”

      “Then there isn’t a problem.” Willow returned his attention to the TV and selected them into a new Mario Kart cup. They played in silence until Patrick couldn’t take it anymore.

      “I was calling her a whore and stuff, and making fun of her for wanting dick, and tonight Eden told me she got bullied at school…”

      Willow smirked. “I don’t think Cheryl thinks you’re bullying her, Psycho.”

      “But wouldn’t that hurt? Me treating her bad and calling her things she used to get called at school?”

      “Maybe. But some people deal with high school stuff by making it sexy.”

      “Do they?”

      “I like Eden to tell me I’m ugly while she rides my dick,” Willow said like he was announcing the weather. “And that’s definitely because guys at school said I was too ginger to fuck.”

      Patrick barely held onto his Switch controller. “What?”

      “I like Eden calling me an ugly cunt in bed. The point is, it isn’t a cry for help, Psycho. It’s fun to play around with boundaries. Especially with someone you trust.” Willow flashed him a grin. “It’s good Cheryl felt safe enough for you to call her a whore while you slapped her around.”

      Patrick ducked his head. “Yeah, thanks, I guess. I think I just feel guilty because I was, uh, pretty into it…”

      “And as long as you’re safe and everyone’s getting what they want, who cares?”

      “Right,” he said with relief. “Thanks.”

      “Besides, when it comes to fucked-up sex, Derek Hardiman leaves us all in the dust.”

      “Derek?”

      Willow let out an evil cackle. “Yup. He and Mara have a sex dungeon.”

      “Fuck off!”

      “Nope, one hundred percent true. I stole the keys and went in there once. It’s like a kink.com set. Plus, I’m pretty sure she calls him ‘Daddy.’ Like… Before they had kids.”

      Patrick stared at the TV. Mara Hardiman always seemed so shy and glamorous and Derek was so reserved and uptight. Did they actually…? Or maybe it made a tonne of sense that they would be into—

      “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “I need time to process this.”

      Willow patted his shoulder. “Well, it’s a good thing you’ve got nothing to do except wait for Cheryl to get back on your dick.”

      Sad, Patrick thought. But true.
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        Two years before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick was dating someone. Her name was… Cheryl couldn’t remember. She was pretty though. Tiny and slim with straight blonde hair and a little blue sailor dress. She was fussing around Patrick’s kitchen, pouring chips into mismatched bowls.

      “Hi,” Eden said. “You look busy.”

      Tiny Girlfriend put her tiny hands on her tiny hips. “I am! Can you believe Patrick hasn’t organised the food yet?”

      “Yes.” Cheryl plonked her four-pack of lime White Claws on the counter. “Need some help?”

      “Oh no, I’ve got everything under control.” Tiny Girlfriend glanced at the hallway. “Patrick, should I put the pastizzis in the oven?”

      “Uh, if you think so?” he called back.

      “The spinach and ricotta pastizzis or the mushroom pastizzis?”

      There was a pause.

      “What are pastizzis?”

      Cheryl could feel Eden looking at her and was determined not to catch her friend’s eye. Tiny Girlfriend threw them a ‘boys!’ smile. “Seriously, babe, should I put them on, or should we do pastizzis later?”

      Eden hunched to hide her laughter as Cheryl stared at the ceiling. What the fuck was going on?

      “Hey, Eden. Hey, KitKat.” Patrick entered the room, his hair still damp from the shower. “You guys are early.”

      “You told us to get here at six,” Cheryl said accusingly. She could feel Tiny Girlfriend staring at her and didn’t much care for the vibe.

      “True.” Patrick bent to kiss her cheek. “I wanted Eden to take a look at the music.”

      “There it is,” Eden said, still struggling to contain her laughter. “Where’re the decks?”

      “Over ther—”

      “Patrick!” Tiny Girlfriend said in her fluttery little voice. “What about the pastizzis!?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      He slid an arm around Tiny Girlfriend’s waist, and as they talked, her voice got even higher and sweeter. She sounded like Tweety Bird.

      Don’t be an asshole, Cheryl thought, pulling a White Claw from her pack. Be nice.

      She and Eden retreated to the living room where the DJ booth had been assembled next to huge tubs of champagne on ice. Patrick had bought this place a few months ago and tonight’s housewarming was going to be a big one. Cheryl wished she was more excited. She felt like a bad friend.

      Eden slid behind the decks and beckoned her closer. “On a scale of one to ten, how good do you think Psycho is at laying pipe?”

      “What?”

      “Fucking. Psycho must swing mad hammer to have Pastizzis already running around like his little housewife.”

      “Don’t call Patrick’s girlfriend ‘Pastizzis.’”

      “So, what’s her name?”

      “Uh, Dan...ne?”

      “Pastizzis,” Eden repeated. “Anyway, my point is that Psycho must fuck like it’s his job, because she is cock-whipped.”

      “Ew, Eden! You’re, like, a mum now…”

      “I know.” She wiggled her blonde eyebrows. “And Willow’s my big dick daddy.”

      Cheryl snorted. Her friend hadn’t been out in a while and clearly had pent-up party fever. “What are you gonna play?”

      They went over the music until football players and their girlfriends started arriving, creating a nice buffer between her and Patrick’s whistle-tone girlfriend. She had a feeling Pastizzis didn’t like her, and she planned on doing what she always did with salty girlfriends— staying the hell away. But Patrick’s new bag clearly didn’t have the same policy. Whenever she and Patrick got talking for more than two seconds, Pastizzis popped out of nowhere, asking questions that meant he had to go somewhere else.

      So, it’s going to be like that, she thought. Awesome.

      She forced herself to focus on spending girl time with Eden, but her mate was busy behind the decks. She wound up drinking with randoms, occasionally chatting to Mara Hardiman, who was nice but so well-known their conversation was interrupted every nine seconds by people gushing over her.

      At ten in the evening, Cheryl went to hunt down another bottle of Pinot and found Patrick and Pastizzis messing with the oven. They slid a tray of pastries in together like the dogs simultaneously eating spaghetti in Lady and The Tramp. Cheryl backed away, but not before she saw Patrick bend down to kiss her. He did it so easily. Like it was nothing. She recoiled like she’d touched an electric fence. Abandoning the wine, she ran back to the living room.

      “Where’s the pinot?” Eden demanded.

      “I forgot it. Hey, how old is Pastizzis?”

      “I think Psycho said she’s in first-year law at Monash… Nineteen?”

      Cheryl took the red solo cup from Eden’s hand and drained it. It was straight Sambuca, but that didn’t matter. Nineteen. First-year law. Jesus Christ. She was thirty-one. A social media consultant with a tiny rented apartment, no boyfriend and no degree.

      “Didn’t you want to be a lawyer?” Eden asked.

      “A prosecutor,” Cheryl said, looking around for more alcohol. “Until I found out all you prosecute are the same nine homeless people whose lives already suck.”

      Eden said something she didn’t hear. Who was she, besides some older single woman with no assets and no career? The coolest thing about her was having a DJ and a professional football player for mates. Everything else was just… Nothing. She looked down at her outfit. She’d felt so cute in her faux leather miniskirt and strappy top, but wasn’t she getting too old to dress like this? To act like this?

      Shame, the likes of which she hadn’t felt since she was fifteen, swamped her. She pulled out her phone and searched her texts. Desmond—the fifty-two-year-old policy advisor she’d slept with last month—said he’d be in Melbourne. If she was lucky, he’d have his usual suite at the Mercury Grand. Five minutes later he’d confirmed it, and Cheryl booked an Uber.

      “I’m gonna head off,” she told Eden. “See you soon.”

      Eden’s lower lip popped out. “Dude, don’t go! Stay and eat pastizzis!”

      She forced herself to smile. “I think Patrick’s got that covered.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      It was four in the morning and Cheryl was smoking out of her living room window. The night was warm, but she couldn’t afford to run the cooler. She’d stripped to her lace panties, determined to catch every little breeze on her skin. Her neighbours might see, but good for them.

      She took a long pull on her Marlboro, watching the end dissolve into nothingness. She’d dreamed of Patrick again. He was behind her, his fist in her hair, his cock in her ass. He’d been fucking her hard, making her feel every inch. “You like that, don’t you, KitKat? You like getting done from the back?”

      “Yes,” she’d told him. “Yes.”

      “Of course, you do. Now come on my cock, you fucking slut.”

      Instead, she’d started awake, so frustrated and lonely she’d cried out loud.

      It had been two weeks since she’d seen him. Talked to him. Wrote to him. And despite everything, the loss was getting harder to take, not easier. She hadn’t been able to get back to sleep, so she’d gone to work making tuna casserole and chicken soup, completing pitch proposals, and wiping down her oven. When she’d run out of useful things, she did her nails, micro-needled her skin, and sent a tonne of Facebook Marketplace messages about second-hand couches. The timing of them probably made her look like a murderer, but she’d done it. Now there was truly nothing left to do but smoke and wait for the day to start.

      The streets of Footscray were quiet, possums scurried along power lines and distant cars rushed along the main road, heading somewhere else. She felt on the edge of some task that would never be completed. It wasn’t a new feeling. It was as old as the pulse in her wrist.

      It would never be over. This bill. That fine. One job and then the next. Nothing changed unless it slowly chipped into something worse.

      Grinding her cigarette into the seashell she used as an ashtray, she took another from the pack beside her and lit it.

      Cancer. Burnt out lungs. Sagging skin. Sickness.

      She shouldn’t be smoking. She spent too much money on retinol and hyaluronic acid to do something so blatantly unhealthy, but when she needed a circuit breaker—or a respite, or a reward—cigarettes were always there. Besides, what was the point of being healthy? Of being anything?

      Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow I’ll do better. There’s always tomorrow. Always tomorrow. Always tomorrow…

      She thought of Patrick’s face in the motel room, his gaze piercing her as he pushed her dildo into her pussy, faster, slower, making her scream. Had he been like that with Pastizzis? All authoritative and mean? Had he been like that with every girl who wasn’t her?

      She tapped ash into the seashell and spotted a pink Mustang coming up the hill. She knew that car. Sure enough, Eden’s blonde head became visible behind the wheel. She was alone. This couldn’t mean anything good. Cheryl crushed out her smoke and rushed to her bedroom for her lace dressing gown. She was just pulling it on as the doorbell rang, Eden having clearly booked it up the stairs. She opened the door to find her friend in a leather jacket, jeans, and a white t-shirt.

      “Female James Dean,” Cheryl said, trying for lightness. “Did I invite you over and forget?”

      “No, but I knew you were awake.” Eden looked her up and down. “Damn, you’re a hot mess. Can I come in?”

      “You know it’s four in the morning?”

      “Closer to five,” Eden said, swaggering into the apartment. “Can I grab a beer?”

      “I don’t have any. Do you want wine?”

      “Sure.”

      Cheryl went to her fridge with a vague feeling of déjà vu. In the old days, Eden had always showed up at her place at random hours. They’d stay up dissecting the world until the sun rose, then pile into her bed to sleep side-by-side. But that was before Willow and Jupiter, back when Eden was a DJ by night and a smoothie bitch by day. They’d needed each other so much, been the only real friends in each other’s lives. As Cheryl poured a chardonnay, she felt a tiny heartbreak that those days were gone.

      “Is something wrong?” she said, handing Eden her wine. “Are Willow and Jupiter—”

      “Totally fine.” Eden wandered over to the broken couch. “This is fucked.”

      “I’m trying to replace it.”

      “Ah well. At least I don’t have to take off my boots.” Eden lay on the busted couch like it was a therapist’s lounge. “You’ve been avoiding me, Bernie.”

      Cheryl tried not to look at the cigarettes on the windowsill. “A little bit. Sorry.”

      “What happened?”

      Fuck it. Cheryl collected her Marlboros and lit one.

      “Back on the darts?” Eden asked.

      Cheryl blew out a thin stream of smoke. “I hate darts.”

      “So quit.”

      “Really? You think I should?”

      Eden grinned, refusing to take the bait. “You could vape?”

      “Then I’d do it all day and not just when I’m stressed.”

      “Fair.”

      Eden stretched her arms so her t-shirt rose up. Her stomach was flat and there was no sign that she’d had a baby. But then she was only twenty-eight. Cheryl hated to think of the war chest she’d need to rebuild her body if she—

      But why did that matter? She wasn’t going to have kids.

      “So… What’s news?” Eden asked.

      Cheryl gave her a hard look through her cigarette smoke. “Nothing.”

      “Okay, I’ll cut to the chase. Psycho’s a mess.”

      Hearing his name was like a backhand to the face. She absorbed the blow as best she could and pointed at her third-hand TV. “Commentators keep saying he’ll play the best football of his life next season.”

      “I’m not talking about football. He’s lost weight. He’s at our place all the time. He’s fucked up and he misses you.”

      Cheryl walked back to the windowsill and took a seat, curling a knee into her chest. “I hate that, but everything’s going to be okay for him.”

      Eden studied her. “You are acting like a bag of cashews right now.”

      “Huh?”

      “You’re acting nuts.”

      “Cashews are seeds.”

      “Yeah, that’s relevant.” Eden sat up. “I don’t get it, Bernie. You’re clearly miserable and I know you’re lonely—”

      “I’m not—”

      “You are. I know you don’t like taking chances, but Patrick’s a good guy and he thinks you pee craft IPA.”

      “He looks up to me. He’s so youn—”

      “He’s not that fucking young. You’re freaking out, aren’t you? Not sleeping? Not eating?”

      “Did you come here to lecture me about dating Patrick?”

      “Nope. I came here to say this is your last chance.”

      “What?”

      “This is the hour of honesty. You be real with me, and I’ll be real with you. What’s happening with you and Psycho?”

      Cheryl studied her cigarette. As much as she didn’t want to talk, the memories of what happened in Heavenly Stays were weighing on her like a tonne of bricks. Eden was right, she was losing it. And as much as she hoped she’d just snap out of whatever mood she was in, if she didn’t, she might not be able to work or care for her mother. She exhaled smoke. “Do you know we hooked up? Me and Patrick?”

      “I do. What’s he like in the sack?”

      Cheryl remembered him kneeling over her, his muscled chest rippling as he pushed his cock into her mouth. “I… Great. Really great.”

      “That checks out. He’s a killer in the midfield. He probably works twice as hard in bed.”

      “George!”

      “What! These are observable facts. Anyway, are you, like, addicted to his seed now?”

      Cheryl wrinkled her nose. “Do you listen to yourself talk?”

      “No.”

      “You never used to be this gross. Willow’s rubbed off on you. Don’t make a sex joke.”

      Eden wiped the goofy smile off her face. “So you banged Patrick Normal and it was awesome. Now what? The sky’s gonna fall in because he’s twenty-three and a good lay?”

      Cheryl took a quick drag on her cigarette. “No.”

      “Hour of honesty, Bernard. What’s the deal?”

      “He said he loves me.”

      The smile slid from Eden’s face. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you love him?”

      Cheryl gave her another look.

      “Okay, I’ll ask a different question. What’s to stop you from trying? Aside from the age thing which is only a big deal in your deluded mind. Is it because you’re not from his background?”

      “You mean he’s from a big, happy nuclear family and I’m an affair bastard with no money and a dying mother?”

      Eden didn’t flinch. “Yes.”

      “That doesn’t help.”

      “So, what are the other reasons?”

      Cheryl looked out into the street. No matter how much Eden grilled her, she would not, under pain of death, talk about Pastizzis.

      “Bernie?”

      She sighed. “Fine. He is too young for me. But it’s not just that. He’s… green. He has great intentions, but he doesn’t think things through.”

      “Like what?”

      “University. Life. He’s the baby of his family and everyone runs around looking after him, including me. It doesn’t drive me crazy because we’re friends, but if we were a couple… it just wouldn’t work. At least not long term, and he only wants things to be long term.”

      Eden digested this along with a sip of wine. “You don’t think he can take care of you?”

      “I don’t need anyone to take care of me,” she said, a little sharper than she intended. “Sorry… it’s just… are we done?”

      “Not quite. You know, Willow’s older than me.”

      “You were twenty-five when you met him,” Cheryl reminded her. “I was almost thirty and Patrick was…” she had to force the word out. “… nineteen.”

      “He’ll be twenty-four in a few weeks. That’s mid-twenties.”

      “Great. Put seven years on that and I’ll date him.”

      “Do you actually give a shit that he’s younger than you?”

      “Of course, I do! I’ll be thirty-three soon. What are people going to say?”

      “I’d pay sick money to watch those two bang?”

      Cheryl refused to smile. “Seriously, what are Daily Mail journalists and football trolls and Instagram bitches going to say to me? To him? And since we’re being honest, be really fucking honest.”

      Eden grimaced. “Okay, some people might be assholes about the age gap. But you’re the hottest girl in the world, Bernie. Dudes pull over on the street to ask you out.”

      “Once! Years ago!”

      “So? No one keeps it tighter than you. Whenever we take a photo, I look like shit next to you.”

      “You have a baby daughter, and you stay up all night doing gigs! Anyway, this isn’t some feminist ‘you go girl’ thing. It isn’t about my looks. Patrick had an amazing season with the Sharks and he’s only going to get more famous.”

      “Who cares?”

      “He already gets a million horny DMs before breakfast. We used to laugh about it. Girls send him nudes every day. They beg him to fuck them. They offer to sneak into the stadium after away games and blow him in the locker room.”

      “You think he’ll cheat?”

      “I think I don’t need that kind of pressure on top of being ten years older than him.”

      “Willow gets horny shit sent to him too—”

      Cheryl couldn’t help it, she let out a scream.

      “Whoa,” Eden said. “What gives?”

      “You! George, I love you, but fuck off! Willow was almost thirty-four when you met. He’d already fucked everyone on Love Island. He was ready to settle down! Patrick’s a rising star. Rising stars don’t stay with their token cougar girlfriends. Ask Cheryl Cole. Ask Demi fucking Moore.”

      She turned away, drawing on her cigarette. She’d never said this stuff aloud, but it had always been there. The shadow over every possibility. That Patrick was hooking up with barely legal girls in his DMs. That she looked like an old lady next to him. That if they dated, his teammates would make fun of him for banging a senior citizen. Thoughts that cut her to the bone. To her credit, Eden didn’t say anything, just drank her wine as Cheryl smoked. A bird chirped outside her window. Dawn was closing in.

      “Hey,” Eden said softly. “Cheryl?”

      The use of her real name forced her to turn her head. “Yeah?”

      “Remember when you were my social media guy and I offered to set you up with some of Willow’s celebrity mates and be a full-time consultant?”

      Cheryl frowned. “Yeah?”

      “Why didn’t you take me up on it?”

      “I-I didn’t want to freelance full time. I wanted an office job. Stability.”

      Eden shook her head. “I know you, Bernie. You think no one knows you, but I do. You need everything to be hard so you can feel like you earned your place. And because of your dad and Carlo and a million other shitty men, you don’t think you’ve earned Patrick. But you’re wrong. You’re more of a woman than he’ll ever deserve.”

      A lump formed in her throat. “T-Thanks, George.”

      “Thank me by taking off the ten tonnes of armour slowly dragging you to hell and let Patrick love you. Just let him fucking love you.”

      Cheryl shook her head. It really did feel like it weighed ten tonnes. “It won’t work.”

      “Then you’re going to regret it. You’re going to watch him marry someone else.”

      Just the thought was like a blade down her back, but she let the pain take her. Elevate her. He who dies pays all debts. “Maybe. But that’s my choice.”

      Eden’s face fell, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she came over to the windowsill and hugged her. Cheryl eased into her arms, the girl who’d once felt like her only connection to the real world. “I love you.”

      “I love you too. I want you to be happy.”

      She thought about the song Eden wrote when she found out she was still talking to Carlo. Still considering getting back with him for the millionth time. The song was called ‘Sour Milk.’ It had one throbbing chorus repeated over and over.

      
        
        Back at that old beat

        Squeezing the same teat,

        Sour milk,

        Is still milk

        Bitter pills,

        Give old thrills.

        Taste it and say,

        ‘Mmm, just like yesterday!’

        Work the cow,

        Chew the meat.

        The same is better

        Than sweet.

        And sour milk

        Is still milk.

        Sour milk

        Is still milk.

      

      

      It was crazy, but something about having a trance song written about her dead-end relationship changed things. The next time she and Carlo fought, she’d been the one to leave and she’d never gone back.

      She thought she’d changed. Tried to build a nice life for herself with a good job and zero debt. To save for a cute apartment no one could take away from her. But maybe she was still drinking sour milk and calling it cream. It felt like it.

      She ran a palm across Eden’s back. “Maybe I’ll meet someone soon. A nice guy with grown up kids who loves me, and we’ll buy a house together and I’ll be happy.”

      “Maybe you’ve already met someone. A sexy football player who worships you and has enough money to make a significant amount of your problems go away.”

      Cheryl extracted another Marlboro from her pack. “I love you for trying to help me, but Patrick just isn’t the guy.”

      “Okay.” Eden headed back over to the couch and picked up her jacket. “I should go.”

      “Sure.” Cheryl lit her cigarette and drew. “Thanks for coming to see me.”

      “Anytime.” Eden pulled on her coat and extracted her keys with a jangle. “He’s transferring, you know. Patrick.”

      “What?”

      “He’s leaving. He wants to go back home to WA.”

      She shot to her feet and was beside Eden in seconds. “He can’t—”

      “He can. He’s devastated and he doesn’t want to live here when everything reminds him of you.”

      “But—”

      “No.” Eden held up her hand like a traffic cop. “Either you don’t want him, so you let him go, or you do want him, so you grow up and admit it. You have all the power here, Bernie. Pretending you don’t is just cunt behaviour. Make the fucking call.”

      She slipped out the front door, leaving Cheryl to face the dawn alone.
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        Two years before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick sat on a locker bench and pulled his jersey over his aching shoulders. Training had gotten intense in the lead up to the Bulldogs game. The Dogs were on top of the ladder and his kicking had been off all week. He was terrified he was going to choke on Saturday. It didn’t help his whole family was coming to Marvel Stadium. Aunts, uncles, cousins, the works. They were making him a banner. Who wanted to lose a game when your whole family was there waving a homemade sign that said, ‘Go, Patrick, Go!’

      He picked up his phone. Cheryl’s face was flashing on the screen. An old photo of her with ice cream on her nose. Smiling, he answered. “What’s new, pussycat?”

      “Patrick, hi, sorry, someone’s following me down the street.”

      “What? Who?”

      “This random guy. I heard yelling and turned and realised he was yelling at me, saying I was a slut and he was going to kill me.” Cheryl’s breath was choppy. He could hear her heels clacking fast on the pavement.

      “Where are you?” Patrick demanded. “Tell me right now!”

      “It’s okay, I think I lost him. I just need…” Her voice cracked. “It was so scary.”

      “KitKat, I’m so fucking sorry. Where are you?”

      “Exhibition Street. I’ll call the police, I just need to calm down.”

      He yanked open his locker, searching for his street trainers. “I’ll come get you. I’ll leave now.”

      “It’s okay. I’m close to work.” She inhaled shakily. “Sorry, I know it’s not a huge deal, he just freaked me out.”

      “Is he still behind you? Did he touch you?”

      “No. He didn’t come too close, and I kept walking. I don’t think he’s following me anymore. No, I can’t see him anywhere…”

      Patrick could feel his teammates watching with concern. He nodded to show everything was okay. “I’m still coming. I’ll meet you at your work.”

      “You don’t have to.” He heard a door swing open. “I’m back in the office. God, that was so fucked up.”

      “Go to your desk and call the cops. I’ll be there soon.”

      “Don’t you have a coaching session—”

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      He hung up, his ears ringing. Someone stalked Cheryl. Someone had scared Cheryl…

      “Everything okay?” John Yarding, the captain, asked.

      “Yeah, my girlfriend just got followed down the street by some random guy. I’ve gotta go see her.”

      John nodded. “Get out of here. I’ll tell coach where you are.”

      “Thanks.” He grabbed his sports bag, shoved his phone and clothes into it, and bolted. He was almost at the door when he realised his mistake. Cheryl wasn’t his girlfriend. Diana was. Had been for almost three months.

      “Fuck.” He looked back at the change rooms. He wanted to go tell John the truth, but then what? ‘My mate got followed down the street’ didn’t have the same ring to it and Cheryl was… she needed him. Swearing under his breath, he jogged through the club rooms toward the car park. He hated how scared Cheryl had sounded, hated that she’d been harassed walking down a main street in the middle of the day, and he really fucking hated how easy it had been to tell John she was his girlfriend.

      He’d never done that before, accidentally, or otherwise. People sometimes thought he and Cheryl were a couple, but people thought that about any guy and girl who looked around the same age.

      Diana could never know. Since his housewarming, she’d been at him to stop going to the movies and working out with Cheryl. He’d refused, but if she found out he was in love with her—

      He came to a grinding halt in front of the reception desk.

      He was in love with Cheryl. He loved Cheryl. He was in love with Cheryl.

      “Are you okay, Psycho?” Tia, the receptionist, asked.

      He nodded dumbly, staring through the double doors and into the autumn afternoon. He needed to end things with Diana. Figure out how to tell Cheryl how he felt.

      He was in love with her. Jesus fucking fuck.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl was sinking in quicksand. Patrick stood at the edge of the puddle and reached for her, but he couldn’t grab her. She was keeping her arms at her sides.

      “Reach out to me,” he yelled. “KitKat, put your hands up!”

      But she just stared blankly at him. “I can’t.”

      “You can. Just reach out. I’m right here, I’ll grab you.”

      Someone started wailing on a drum. He looked around so he could hit them with his laser gun, but he couldn’t see where the noise was coming from. Cheryl was crying; sobbing. She was already up to her neck in quicksand. Soon she’d be gone.

      His eyes opened into semi-darkness. He wasn’t near quicksand. He was in bed and someone was banging on his front door.

      “Shit.”

      He dug around for his phone and found it near his pillow. It was five-thirty in the morning. Squinting, he saw texts from his dad and Ingram, but nothing that said his door should be getting kicked down at this time. The banging got louder. What the hell was going on?

      “I’m coming!” he called, staggering out of bed. He took the stairs slowly, clinging to the handrail as he went. He’d been hitting the gym too hard lately and all his muscles ached. Whoever was knocking on his door wasn’t giving up. If anything, the bangs were getting faster.

      “What the fuck?” He flexed his hand for his laser gun, then remembered that it wasn’t real. He needed a baseball bat or something. Then again, if someone was robbing him, why would they knock? It must be an accident or something.

      He reached the door and opened it, fully expecting a lost Uber Eats guy. But it wasn’t a lost Uber Eats guy, it was Cheryl. Fourteen days he’d gone without her and here she was, her face scrubbed clean, her hair shiny around her shoulders. He bypassed relief and went straight to euphoria, grinning at her like an idiot as his half-sleeping brain tried to absorb every detail of her face and body. She wasn’t in quicksand; she wasn’t even gone. She was here. She’d come back to him.

      “KitKat?” he said, all slow and stupid. “What are you—”

      “We need to talk.” She pointed a red-tipped nail at him. “Are you transferring interstate?”

      She looked so real, so fucking sexy in her plaid skirt and little white t-shirt, it was like a shooting star going across his exhausted eyeballs. “Huh?”

      “Are you getting traded to another team?”

      He braced a hand on the door frame. Was there a chance he had fallen asleep and let his manager trade him? That didn’t make sense…

      “No,” he said triumphantly. “I’m staying with the Sharks.”

      She bared her teeth. “You’re not moving?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You wanna come in or…?”

      “Arrrghhh!” Cheryl stomped her foot. “I’m going to kill Eden!”

      “I… What?”

      “She told me you were leaving! Are you seriously not getting traded?”

      Patrick tried and failed to hide a smile from his face. He owed Eden one fuck of a birthday present. “No.”

      “Bitch! Absolute fucking bitch—what are you giggling about?”

      “Nothing.” He put his fingertips on the top of his doorframe and rocked forward. “So… what’s good?”

      Cheryl squinted at him. “You’re really not getting traded?”

      Her cheeks were pale and there were shadows under her eyes. She looked thinner too. His heart gave a hard pulse. As much as he wanted her to miss him, he hated seeing her so unwell. “KitKat, come inside and we can talk.”

      “About trades?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? I’ve heard you mention trades before, and I know you miss Rockingham—”

      “I’m not going back to Rockingham or getting traded because I’m in love with my best friend and she lives in Melbourne.”

      Cheryl froze like a rabbit in headlights. “You…”

      “I’ve said it before.” Patrick let go of the door frame. “I’m in love with you, and you’re here banging my door down at five-thirty in the morning because you think I’m leaving. So come inside and have a hot chocolate.”

      Her fierce expression wavered, but she took a step away from him. He thought of his dream; Cheryl standing in quicksand, letting it take her down rather than need him. He kept his friendly smile in place as he moved back into his house. “I have marshmallows. And I think there are some Tim-Tams lying around…”

      Cheryl narrowed her eyes. “One hot chocolate?”

      That’s it, honey. Reach out to me. “One.”

      She hesitated a second longer, then stomped past him. Patrick inhaled Midnight Black Musk oil and smiled so wide it hurt. No matter how mad Cheryl was, she was here.

      He’d had some dark days in the past fortnight, times when it was hard to talk or get out of bed, but he’d held on to what Eden had said. She always does right by the people she loves. In his heart he’d known she was right, known Cheryl would come back. He was just glad it was before he went grey.

      “I’m not staying,” Cheryl said when they reached his kitchen, but something in her voice and the way she scanned his half-naked body made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.

      Don’t push. Let her make up her own mind.

      “You’re up early,” he said, flicking on his kettle. “Or late.”

      “That’s the fault of one Eden Jade Cartwright, who will soon be dead.”

      He laughed as Cheryl braced her hands on his dining table. “Are you doing this on purpose?”

      “Huh?”

      “Showing up at the door all shirtless and in your underwear?”

      “Ah, Cheryl, I think that’s got a lot more to do with you bashing my door down in the middle of the night?”

      She was now staring at his body with something close to fury. “Can you at least put pants on?”

      He looked down and saw he had a pretty significant bulge happening. Smirking, he went to his pantry for the instant chocolate. “Nope.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s my house and it’s the middle of the night.”

      “It’s the morning.”

      “Still.”

      He flexed his back as he reached for the marshmallows and heard an angry hiss. He could practically feel the pent-up energy in Cheryl. It had taken all her strength to stay away, and now that she’d caved, she was desperate for him to touch her. He knew the feeling. Once he’d given into the urge to jack off to the memories of what happened at Heavenly Stays, he’d been doing it four times a day. But if Cheryl Karalis-Walker wanted his dick so bad, she’d have to talk to him first.

      She stayed silent as he poured boiling water into the mug. When the chocolate powder had swollen into foam, he sprinkled pink and white marshmallows on top. They tasted like chalk, but he kept them for Cheryl. She loved adding little touches to things. Fresh coriander in stir fry. Blueberries in sparkling water. She sewed sparkly patches onto her clothes, and bought birthday cards from street stalls instead of the supermarket. She saw moving parts where other people saw solids; places where you could improve things. Make them special.

      When her hot chocolate was done, he put the mug on the dining table in front of her. She took it with both hands but didn’t drink. “Patrick…?”

      “Yeah?”

      She opened her mouth but didn’t speak. He folded his arms across his chest and waited. It could have been his own delusional hopes, but it felt like something was shifting. That the glacier Cheryl had kept between them was starting to melt.

      “Thanks for my drink,” she said, taking a sip.

      “Anytime.” He was disappointed but not surprised. He returned to his kettle to make himself a cup of tea and Cheryl spoke.

      “I can’t be like Pastizzis.”

      Patrick didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but not that. He turned to face her, tea tin in hand. “Sorry?”

      “I can’t be like Pastizzis,” she said desperately. “I just can’t.”

      “Who or what the fuck is ‘Pastizzis?’”

      To his surprise, she smiled. “You know, those pastry things you put in the oven?”

      “No, but why does that matter?”

      Cheryl flapped a hand at him. “That girl you were dating made pastizzis when you had that housewarming party, remember? She’s Pastizzis.”

      “Who? Diana?”

      “Diana! Eden and I call her Pastizzis. Anyway, I can’t be like that. I can’t be like her.”

      It started to dawn on him what she was trying to say. “You mean you can’t be my girlfriend because you don’t want to put pastizzis in the oven?”

      “Yes. And because Pastizzis was, like, a baby blonde fairy, and younger than you, and studying law—”

      “KitKat…”

      “—and she’d probably never even sucked anyone off before you, and she had that high-pitched girly voice guys all say they hate but secretly love—”

      “KitKat?”

      “—and I bet her family is all normal, and her mum does Pilates and is nice to all the instructors—”

      He slammed the tea tin on the counter. “Cheryl?!”

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t give a fuck about Diana! I broke up with her because I wanted to walk past your office to ask you out for coffee more than I wanted to fuck her.”

      Silence fell between them. His chest was heaving, and when he let go of the tea tin he saw it had dents in the side from his fingers. He swore under his breath.

      “Patrick,” Cheryl said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      “For calling my ex ‘Pastizzis?’ Or for thinking all I want is a girl who heats up oven pastries?”

      A small smile. “Both.”

      He didn’t smile back. “When are you gonna get that you’re all I want? That I don’t love you because you’re some pretend fantasy woman, I just love you.”

      She raised a hand to her face, as though blocking his words.

      He shoved his hands in his hair and pulled. “You’re killing me, woman.”

      “Stop calling me ‘woman!’” Cheryl snapped. “I’m older than you!”

      “Who fucking cares!?” It came out in a rush of ancient resentment. Almost a yell. It was what he’d wanted to scream at the world ever since he thought she might feel that way about their age difference.

      Cheryl’s expression became vicious. “I care.”

      “Age is just a number.”

      “That’s what pedos say!”

      “You’re not a pedo and I’m not a kid!” Heat was rising in his face and across his neck. He didn’t like getting angry, but he also didn’t feel like he was arguing with the real Cheryl, more the shell of the stupid idea keeping them apart for no reason. And when it came to that shell, he was done playing nice.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said.

      Patrick let go of his hair. “You can’t beat me at pinball, let alone hurt me. And if you’re worried about stealing my innocence or some shit, I played AFL for three years before we even met. Doing you wasn’t my first rodeo.”

      The flash of hurt across her face told him he’d said the wrong thing. He was sure she was going to try to hurt him back, and sure enough…

      “You’re not my first rodeo either, Patrick. I’ve been with plenty of guys, and I know what boys like you are like—”

      “Boys like me?”

      Her dark eyes flashed. “Yes. You think because you play footy—”

      “I don’t think anything!” he said, his hands leaping back into his hair. “You’re the hottest girl in the world! You’re out of my league and everyone knows it. Willow. Derek. Eden. Everyone. You’re fucking… Scarlett Johansson and I’m some asshole from Perth with half a psych degree who can kind of kick a ball straight if the wind’s right. If I didn’t play footy, I wouldn’t be able to get near you. I know that.”

      “Patrick…”

      “Don’t! The fact is, I am near you. I’ve been near you for almost four years. And you want me. You want my dick. You want to be my fucking girlfriend, so shut up and do what I say because I’m sick of not fucking you every single night.”

      His words rang around the kitchen. He wondered if any windows were open and his neighbours were recording Patrick Normal, AFL star, telling a woman he wanted to rail her.

      Fuck it. He pointed at Cheryl. “You’re mine. It’s done. We’re together. You’re gonna sleep in my bed and come with me to football stuff and get over this thing about how old I am, and we’re gonna be fucking happy. And if I ever, ever, see you questioning how I feel about you, I’m gonna burn the planet to the ground.”

      Cheryl’s upper lip quirked. “The whole planet?”

      The pressure in the room seemed to vanish. The lid lifted from a boiling pot.

      “The whole fucking planet,” he said, fighting back a grin. “Some of the others too. Venus. That’s been doing nothing.”

      She laughed, a real laugh, and then they were just… together. He felt it. Felt her bend like a reed in the wind to the idea that this could work. He walked around the table, came as close as he could without touching her, and knelt at her feet. She stared down at him, lower lip trembling. “I’m so scared.”

      “I know.” He took her freezing fingers between his. “What can I do to make you feel safe?”

      She shook her head.

      “Try me, please. Or I’ll start yelling about how you want my dick again.”

      “Well, we wouldn’t want that.” Her smile vanished. “I don’t want to upset you…”

      “You can’t. As long as you stay here and talk to me, you just fucking can’t.”

      She gnawed her lower lip. “Control.”

      “What do you need to control?”

      “You. Me. How we are together. Everything. Ever since the boat party, I feel like I don’t have any control and it’s driving me crazy.”

      “What kind of control would make you feel better?”

      “Everything.”

      “I’m gonna need you to be a little more specific, KitKat?”

      “When we see each other,” she blurted out. “When we talk. How fast this moves. Who knows about us. Who doesn’t know. What we put on the internet. All of it.”

      “Okay, what about sex?”

      “What does that have to do…?”

      “Last time you were pretty into me controlling you. Is that gonna change?”

      She flushed. “No. Maybe. That’s why this is so hard. I want that too—to let you use me—but it freaks me out. I want to be yours and run away at any time. I know that’s so selfish and flaky but it’s what I want.”

      He nodded slowly. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      “What?”

      “Whatever you want. Whatever you need. You call the shots. We take it day by day. Hour by hour if we have to.”

      “You’d be okay with that?”

      “Can’t be any stupider than what we’re doing right now.”

      He wanted her to laugh, but her face crumpled. “God… we can’t do this. It’s going to be a disaster.”

      “Then let it be a disaster. Fuck it.”

      “You can’t just let things be a disaster.”

      “Why not? Plenty of people do.”

      Cheryl went very still. “I can’t afford another disaster, Patrick. Things can’t get worse for me, or I’ll lose my mind.”

      He felt like punching himself. How had he forgotten about her mother? About her past?

      “Let me have it,” he said. “If it goes bad, it’s my fault. I’ll tell everyone and so can you. I’ll take all the blame.”

      Her lower lip quivered. “You’d do that for me?”

      Patrick wasn’t sure how he’d stumbled onto this holy grail of promises, but he was going to keep hold of it like it was a winning lotto ticket. “It’s on me. All of it.”

      Cheryl hesitated, and for a second, he thought she was going to bolt. He forced himself to stay still, to let her go if that’s what she needed to do. Instead, she pulled his hand, urging him onto his feet. “Okay, Patty-Bear.”

      Feeling like he’d just kicked the winning goal in a tied game, he wrapped his arms around her. She was cold and trembling, smelling of perfume and cigarettes and night air. She was his.

      “Whatever happens, it’s all my fault. Put the blame on me.” He held her close as her shoulders shook, and tears ran down his bare chest. “Oh honey, it’s okay. I promise.”

      “That’s all I want,” Cheryl sobbed. “For it not to be my fault.”

      He kissed her forehead. “That’s okay because it’s already my fault. It’s all on me, honey. I’m gonna take care of everything.”

      She cried even harder, and he wasn’t sure why his words were affecting her so much, but it didn’t matter. He cupped the back of her head, only wanting to hold her closer, but then she leaned back and her mouth found his. It was a new kind of kiss. Soft and quiet. Cheryl’s tears washed down his cheeks and he felt transparent, like the sun coming through his curtains could have shone through both of them.

      Cheryl pulled back, swiping the tears from her eyes. “Can we go to your room?”

      It was the question he’d waited more than a thousand days to hear, but he’d never wanted to hear it while she was crying. “We don’t have to. You’re upset.”

      “I know, but…” Cheryl kissed him again, deeper. Their lips fused, tongues winding, but this wasn’t like the motel. He didn’t need to prove he could handle her and she didn’t want him to. There was nothing to prove, only good places to go. He lifted her into his arms, the most precious cargo on earth. He felt her kick off her sneakers as he carried her up the stairs, letting them tumble downward. He smiled against her lips and held her even closer.

      His room was still dark and quiet, but it felt completely different from the one he’d left to answer his door. The whole world had changed. He laid Cheryl on his bed and stood back to look at her.

      “Patrick…?”

      His time not knowing what Cheryl felt like was winding to a close. He probably only had minutes left. What were a few more seconds? “Let me look at you?”

      “Okay…” she said, twisting to show off her thighs. “Like this?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      He studied her pleated skirt and her tight little t-shirt. “Are you doing a sexy schoolgirl thing on purpose?”

      She tucked her chin into her chest. “Do you… like it?”

      “Do I like it? You’re killing me, woman.”

      “I don’t know.” She pulled her t-shirt over her head. The sight of her tits struck him like it was the first time, but it was the look on her face, all sweet and sly, that slayed him.

      “You’re fucking beautiful, KitKat.”

      She stopped smiling and looked at him with something close to desperation. “Come here? Please?”

      “Soon.” He fell to his knees at the foot of his bed, grabbed her ankles, and pulled her closer. He wanted to see her pussy. To kiss it. To be close to it in the way he hadn’t managed when he was playing the big man in the motel room. He eased Cheryl’s legs apart and saw she was wearing a g-string, the patch between her legs already shining. He groaned. “Tell me I can?”

      Her fingers found his hair, raising goosebumps across his scalp. “You don’t have to…”

      Be he wanted to. Right then, he wanted to more than he wanted to have sex. He pulled her g-string down as slowly as his fingers would allow. Cheryl’s mouth fell open, a sugary O. “Patrick…”

      “I know.”

      He licked her gently. She tasted clean and soft and salty-sweet. He kept going, moving experimentally, trying to find what would make her feel good. When he pressed his tongue to her clit she made a noise like she’d started crying again.

      He pulled back. “You okay?”

      “Yes. No. It’s too much. Too good. It feels like…”

      “What?”

      When she spoke, it was so quiet it was barely sound. “… like you love me.”

      It was a moment so perfect he couldn’t have dreamed it. An ending he’d have waited a hundred years to claim. He looked down at her pink cunt, flushed and shining, and could barely believe it was real. “You want me to stop?”

      “Yes. I mean no. I want to. It feels so good.”

      He lowered his mouth back to her pussy and pressed his tongue flat against her clit. Cheryl whimpered, tugging at his hair. “Patrick?”

      He lifted his tongue. “This better be good.”

      “Sorry, I just… I can’t let guys do this until I finish.”

      Patrick frowned, thinking back to the motel. He’d eaten her out until she’d come then. “You couldn’t,” he corrected. “Until me.”

      “But—”

      “What’s your safeword?”

      “Buddy.”

      “Then unless you say ‘buddy’ I’m gonna keep going down on you. And you can come if you want, or you can just take it. I don’t give a fuck. This is for me.”

      He buried his head and licked her, a little harder and faster than before. He’d keep her on her toes, too busy to think about what she could or couldn’t do in bed. Soon her hands were tight in his hair. He put his tongue inside her tiny channel and pulsed slowly, tasting heaven, and she screamed like she had in the motel. “Patrick!”

      She was going to come, he could feel it. He returned his tongue to her clit and slid a finger inside her, feeling her clench. She bucked against his sheets, calling his name.

      “That’s it,” he said, pumping slowly. “Who just made you come, baby?”

      “You! Patrick!” Her eyes found his. “Be inside me. Please?”

      It wasn’t something he had to think about. He shoved down his briefs and rose. He lay on top of her, and their mouths met as her thighs locked around his hips. Years of waiting melted to nothing as she gripped his cock, pressing it between her legs.

      He pushed onto his palms, holding himself in place as he looked in her eyes, making sure.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Now.”

      She urged him inside her. Wetness slid down his shaft as he pushed into her body. She spread her legs wider, welcoming him in and his eyes slammed shut as he found himself deep inside the woman of his dreams. She was tight, her pussy still clenching from the orgasm he’d given her. He rocked slowly backward, and her hands descended on his shoulders, nails digging tight. “More? Please?”

      He surged into her, and she tossed her head back, her stomach rising to meet his.

      “You’re so big.”

      “Yeah, you like it?”

      “Yes. Only, can I just… move us a little?”

      It stung how nervous she sounded about one little request. Patrick bent his head and kissed her. “Of course.”

      Smiling, she shifted so he was exactly where she needed him. The tiny movements were like a tongue along his cock, and he clenched his jaw. In the motel it had been the easiest thing in the world to keep himself in check. Here, deep in Cheryl’s pussy for the first time, his muscles were shaking, and his balls felt like lead.

      “Now fuck me,” she whispered. “Hard.”

      And God help him, he did. He ploughed her as rough as his overheated body would allow. Cheryl’s fingernails tore his skin, and he welcomed the pain, grinding his pelvic bone into her clit. He needed to get her there, fast. If he talked a big game just to finish in five minutes, he’d have to jump off Eureka Tower.

      “Oh my God, Patrick,” she moaned, and her pussy drew on his cock until he saw stars.

      C’mon, he told himself. Get it done.

      But her perfect lips were pressed to his throat, her heart beating against his chest. He was getting close and Cheryl’s moans and the slapping sounds as he drove into her body weren’t helping. He breathed through his nose, willed himself to hold steady.

      “Look at you,” Cheryl moaned. “You’re so fucking hot.”

      He choked out a laugh. “Yeah, you can talk.”

      He glanced between their bodies, at the sight of his bare cock pushing into her tight pussy, and then he went woozy with shock.

      “Shit. Cheryl, condom…”

      Her nails gripped him tighter. “I know. I’m safe. I trust you.”

      “I trust you too, and I’m safe as well—”

      “So, please don’t stop. I want to feel you, Patrick. I want it to be us.”

      If the thought of pulling out of her wetness was hard before, it was impossible now. He fucked her faster, cradling her body close to his.

      It’s my fault, he thought. I’ll take the blame for this and everything else. Whatever she wants. Whatever she needs.

      He rocked inside her and the motions became less frantic and more like a rolling tide. As he ground against her sweetness, they kissed again, and it was like falling deep into a place where everything made sense. This was what he’d imagined sex would be like as a kid. Joining together with someone he loved. This was making love. He cradled Cheryl’s cheek, no longer scared he’d finish too early. It didn’t matter anyway; they were here together.

      “You’re the most beautiful girl in the world, KitKat.”

      Then he got to work. It wasn’t difficult to hold off anymore. He just had to focus on the sensation of being here for her. The air around them got lighter, the sun calling them into a new day. She was so wet his thighs were drenched, but she didn’t seem close. He slowed his roll. “What do you need? To come?”

      “I don’t…”

      “You can’t come?”

      “I can, it just… sometimes it takes a while.”

      He pressed his forehead against hers. “Okay.”

      “Like a long time.”

      “Okay.” He pushed himself deep, watching her mouth fall open as he bottomed out. “I’m gonna keep doing this and you let me know what’s up. If you want me to stop or keep going or whatever.”

      “You’ll… won’t you get tired?”

      He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “KitKat, I can sprint for three hours.”

      “I thought you were getting too close before?” she said, all adorable and snarky.

      “Nope,” he lied. “So, relax and come on my dick.”

      “I can’t,” she said, but she tightened around him. He remembered how much she liked him telling her what to do. He didn’t have to go as hard as he had in the Heavenly Stays motel, but why couldn’t he be a bit of a prick and see what happened?

      He took her wrists, pinning her hands above her head. “I can’t wait to feel you come on my cock.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      “You will. Just because every man who came before me was a useless pussy who couldn’t fuck you worth a damn, doesn’t mean I can’t.”

      She pulsed around him again, her eyes taking on that sweet, sly look. “You’re so arrogant.”

      “You love it.” He flicked his tongue across her lower lip. “I’m gonna nail you ‘till we’re both dead.”

      He set a brutal pace, slamming into her body as he pulled on her right nipple. Her mouth twisted, eyes fluttering closed.

      “You like it, Cheryl? You like getting done by a real man?”

      “Yes.”

      “Look at me,” he commanded. “Watch me fuck you.”

      She wrenched her eyes open, scanning his face, his chest, his arms. She looked at him like he was a God, and he felt like a God. Bigger and stronger and sexier than he’d ever felt in his life. It unlocked something inside him, and he lowered his lips to her ear. “You’re already close, honey. I can feel it. You’re gonna gush all over my twenty-three-year-old dick.”

      She let out a horrified moan as she tightened around him, drawing him deep.

      “Nobody fucks you like I can. Say it. Say ‘nobody fucks me like you can, Patrick.’”

      “Nobody fucks me like you can, Patrick,” she chanted.

      “Say, ‘nobody makes me cum like you can, Patrick.’”

      “Nobody…” She began. “Nobody…”

      It was happening, her eyes rolling back, her legs shaking.

      “Don’t stop,” she breathed, but he wouldn’t have stopped for the world.

      Then her hand was in his hair. “Patrick, I need…”

      “What, baby? More? You want it deeper?”

      Cheryl’s fingers twisted hard enough to hurt. “Talk… to… me…”

      “And say what? Say you’re the best pussy I ever had?”

      She whimpered, her pussy contracting tight enough to make his head spin. “What? You want me to say you’re so tight it’s like fucking a virgin?”

      “Noooo,” she whispered, but the longing in her voice said he was bang on the money.

      “Yes,” he said, working faster. “Only a virgin wouldn’t beg like you, would she? Or maybe she would. Maybe you would. Maybe we’ll go back in time, and I’ll be your first fuck.”

      She moaned, high and sweet. “I wish… I wish you could.”

      “You don’t need to wish.” He gripped the hem of her plaid skirt. “You’re out the front of your school, all dressed in your little uniform just like this. I pull up and see you standing there. I’m mates with Eden’s brother. She’s got brothers, doesn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “So that’s why I’m there. I’m supposed to give them a lift but I’m gonna get out and talk to you instead. You want me to come talk to you?”

      She nodded.

      It took all his strength, but he pulled out of her. Flashed her a smile. “Hi.”

      Cheryl let out a tortured little whine.

      “Hi,” he said a little harder. “I’m Patrick. You wanna come for a ride with me?”

      Cheryl curled a finger into her mouth. Bit down. “I don’t know…”

      He let his big, fuckhead smile grow wider. “I play footy, you know.”

      “I know,” she breathed. “I’ve seen you on TV.”

      “So come for a ride.”

      He kissed her lightly, like he really was a perv out the front of a girls’ school and not naked in bed with a hard-on big enough to make a horse jealous. Cheryl moaned into his mouth, and when she reached for his cock, he tumbled her around so she was sitting on top of him.

      A chick on a podcast had said it was easier for girls to come when they were on top, and he figured it was worth a shot. But he wasn’t counting on the sight of Cheryl straddling his hips, her bare breasts gleaming in the early morning light… God, it was incredible. She was, simply, the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen.

      “I need to get home,” she whispered, still topless in her schoolgirl skirt. Chewing on her finger like a fantasy.

      “Soon,” he promised. He lifted her up so his cock pushed against her entrance. “Put me in your pussy, baby.”

      She looked down, lips and cheeks flushed bright red. “Will it hurt?”

      “Yeah, but you’ll like it.”

      With a trace of her wicked smile, she did what he asked, easing him back inside of her. Her face contorted in horror. “Patrick!”

      “That’s it.” He grabbed her hips, making her rock faster up and down his shaft. “Doesn’t that feel good? Doesn’t it feel right?”

      “Yes!”

      She bent forward and rode him, her fingers clawing at his chest.

      More, he thought. Make me bleed.

      Then she was rolling her hips back. “I’m about to…”

      He could feel it, a strange soaking flutter, different from before. He gripped her hips and, following some weird instinct, said, “You better not.”

      “Oh my God,” she moaned. “Please?”

      “You can’t. You haven’t fucked me long enough. You need to earn it. Have you earned it?”

      “Nooooooooo.” Her face was screwing up, lips twisting, hips bucking helplessly.

      “Stop,” he said as meanly as he could. “Stop and put me in your mouth or I’ll tell everyone at your school you’re a horny, dick-hungry little slut who loves—”

      Cheryl screamed so loud he couldn’t hear himself think. She gushed around him, and as much as he wanted to stay all cool and collected and assholish, the sight of her bouncing on his cock while she came pushed him to the edge. Gripping her hips, he fucked her through her orgasm until white heat filled his brain. He emptied himself inside her, dimly aware that this was the first time he’d ever done this with anyone. Finished raw.

      He was so glad it was Cheryl. He was so glad of fucking everything.

      She collapsed onto him, curling into a sweaty ball on his chest. He pushed some hair aside and kissed her forehead. “Good girl.”

      She moaned happily and he said it again, “Good girl. You’re my good, good girl, KitKat.”

      “God, I love you saying that,” she mumbled. “It’s so embarrassing.”

      He tapped her forehead lightly. “Bad girl. You let me call you whatever I want.”

      “Hmm, okay…”

      “Good girl.”

      She laughed and they lay together for a long time, breathing deep and listening to the birds twittering outside. He didn’t ever want to get up, to separate their bodies, but eventually, Cheryl lifted her face from his chest. “I, um, really have to pee?”

      He grinned. “You have my permission.”

      “Asshole.” She hesitated. “What time is it?”

      His phone was still under his pillow, and even though he didn’t want to tell her, he found it and pushed the lock button. “Eight.”

      “Eight?”

      “Thirty.”

      Cheryl jolted. “I have to be at work in twenty minutes!”

      Patrick tossed his phone across the room and grabbed her shoulder. “Nope. You’re calling in sick and staying here with me.”

      “No! We have so much going on! All these clients that are pissed off—”

      He spun her onto her back, pinning her. “That’s nothing compared to how pissed off I’ll be if you don’t stay here with me.”

      “Bridgette will know I’m not sick!”

      “So? You’re always doing whatever she wants. How about you stay here and do whatever I want instead?”

      Cheryl’s tortured look softened into one of mischief. “What does that involve?”

      He looked down at her and made a promise to himself. He would make Cheryl see herself the way he saw her, or die trying. “Stay and I’ll show you. Please, KitKat. Please stay?”
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        One year and seven months before the yacht party

      

      

      Sharon Walker’s hair had once been thick and strawberry blonde, but her medication had turned it grey and thinned it down to nothing. Her scalp was too sensitive for dye and even brushing could hurt nowadays.

      “Is this okay?” Cheryl said as she ran the baby comb across her mother’s head.

      “It’s fine.” She took a shaky drag on a Marlboro Red. “Keep going.”

      Cheryl had given up trying to make her mum quit smoking. The woman was wheelchair bound, had to take a million pills a day and could barely eat and drink. She was allowed a vice.

      “Do you want to hear about Eden?” Cheryl asked.

      “Sure. What’s she up to?”

      “Writing a song about Willow’s, quote, ‘magic dick.’”

      Her mum laughed. “What about the rest of your friends?”

      Cheryl made a face. Whenever her mum asked about her friends, she was really asking about Patrick. “He’s good. Playing well.”

      “Does he have a girlfriend?”

      “Not anymore,” Cheryl said lightly. “He’s getting his kitchen redone and he thinks the contractors are going through his underwear when he’s not home.”

      “Impressive.”

      “That contractors have the balls to do that?”

      “That Patrick owns his home.”

      Cheryl scowled. “AFL money and generational wealth are doing a lot of heavy lifting, Mum.”

      “Don’t be hostile.”

      “I’m not! Besides, I’ll have my own place soon.”

      “A one-bedroom apartment?”

      “Yes. A one-bedroom in Preston. Or maybe I’ll buy right here in Footscray.”

      “You don’t want an apartment in Footscray.” Her mum blew out a cloud of smoke. “Why don’t you save your money until you can buy a house with your husband?”

      Cheryl stopped brushing. “How are you still such a romantic?”

      “Because I’m not hostile. You’re a beautiful girl. You could have anyone you want.”

      “Yeah, yeah, tell it to Harrison Ford.” Cheryl twirled the brush through the ends of her mum’s hair, trying to make it curl. “If I get married, will you come to the wedding?”

      “No. But I’ll watch it on video. Then I can pause it and smoke whenever I want.”

      Cheryl smiled, but it hurt. Her mum had always been a bit agoraphobic, but when her ALS took over her facial muscles, she started refusing to go to the shops or the movies or anywhere that wasn’t the doctor’s office. These days she barely left the house. She said her wheelchair made it too uncomfortable, but Cheryl knew she hated people looking at her. Feeling sorry for her. That made sense, but it was fucking hard sometimes. It made her feel like her mum only existed in this apartment. Like she was imaginary everywhere else.

      She put down the baby brush and picked up the soft plastic styling comb. “You have a right to be in the world, you know.”

      “That’s nice, CeeCee. You should put it on a sticker.”

      “Maybe I will. And you know, if you went outside, I could introduce you to Eden. Maybe even Patrick…?”

      Her mum chuckled around the last of her Marlboro. “Is he as handsome as he looks on TV?”

      “I’m not telling you. You have to find out yourself.”

      “Maybe one day. Another cigarette please?”

      Cheryl rolled her eyes. “Fine, but you’re washing your hands before Felicity shows up. She already thinks I’m enabling you.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Hiding under Patrick’s covers, it felt like some secret world had been created just for the two of them. An underwater grotto where she was clean and dry and safe. They lay naked together, tracing their fingers in invisible patterns on each other’s skin.

      “We could have been doing this the whole time,” Patrick said, but not like he was mad at her, more like he was amazed they hadn’t. And she was kind of amazed too. They fit like they’d been made for one another. The morning on her couch had forced her to acknowledge how hot she burned for Patrick Normal. The night in the motel revealed they were a better sexual match than Liz Taylor and Richard Burton. But here, in this quiet place, it was like amnesty. A free pass to explore the reality of his body.

      After years of sleeping with middle-aged men, Patrick’s body was the strangest combination of youth and strength. His chest was heavy with muscle, but he had almost no body hair, and his freckled skin was velvet to the touch. His ass was as firm and well muscled as any Pilates bunny. His fingers were crooked from many football-related jarrings, but his ragged nails were pure schoolboy.

      “My mum used to put that bad tasting nail polish stuff on them,” he told her as she studied his hands. “But I got addicted to it and bit them more.”

      “Anxious?”

      “Fixated,” he said, his gold-brown eyes crinkling at the corners. “I think you’ve seen that side of me.”

      “I have.” She dropped his hand and gripped his right bicep. He flexed, turning the muscle to grapefruit, and she swooned like a schoolgirl. “You’re so sexy. Too sexy. Who looks this good naked?”

      “You.” He brushed a hand down the column of her throat. “Best rig I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thanks. I just wish you could have seen me when I was your age.”

      “Cheryl.”

      “Oh stop, just let me say this.”

      He fell silent, watching her closely, and in the dim blanket world, she found she could tell him. “When we did that role play, it was something I didn’t even know I wanted, but I did.”

      “Being younger than me?”

      She nodded. “I get self-conscious sometimes. I don’t want to sound vain, but I was really pretty. Young and kind of… innocent in this way I’m just not anymore. And I want you to have seen me that way. Touched me that way.”

      Patrick folded his hands behind his head. “I guess I can kind of understand, but trust me, there’s no way you were hotter than you are now.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m not shit-talking you. I’m sure you were cute, but you’re everything now. It’s like Marilyn Monroe, you know? You don’t want her to be nineteen. You want her to be all sexy in her white dress with her lipstick. You want her to be a woman.”

      It could still have been flattery, but he wasn’t even looking at her. He was talking to the covers with his eyes half-closed, and that was all the proof she needed. She launched herself at him, gripping his thick hair and pressing her lips to his. In seconds his cock was an iron bar against her thigh and she climbed on top of him, gripping his shaft and sliding him deep—betraying her own promise that next time they would be safer—use a condom, pull out—not cross every sexual line there was.

      She sat fully on top of him, their hips locking together until she was so full, she could hardly breathe.

      “You’re so fucking little,” Patrick hissed. “Where does my dick go, KitKat? How do I even fit inside you?”

      I don’t know, she thought as she rocked back and forth. I don’t know anything.

      If it wasn’t for the sun moving around the room, Cheryl wouldn’t have known time was passing at all. At least until her stomach ached with hunger, and her head from dehydration and caffeine withdrawal, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was Patrick’s mouth, his rough, slightly bent fingertips gripping her ass hard enough to bruise. It mattered how they looked in his full-length mirror, fucking like animals, both of them gleaming with sweat. As Patrick took her from behind, his insane body flexing, she remembered the doppelgänger porn—her double getting screwed by Patrick’s twin.

      Eat your heart out, she told her reflection. They don’t even come close.

      After a particularly nasty round, they lay together in a tangle of limbs, daylight blasting through the cracks in Patrick’s curtains.

      “We need to eat,” she panted.

      “Eventually.” Patrick put his palm to hers, his fingers so long they bent over the top.

      “Your hands are so small… what?” he said when Cheryl laughed.

      She explained about the pick me girl memes and he laughed too. “It is sexy how tiny you are. But I’d pick you even if you were a giant.”

      “Wow, thanks, Patty-Bear.”

      “Anytime, babe. You’re not like the other girls, you know?”

      She swatted his shoulder. “I should check my emails, see what the damage of this sick day is.”

      “Nah, fuck that.” He threw a leg over her hip. “You’ve done it now. No point stressing about it.”

      Maybe he was right, because as the sun’s strength and position continued to shift, her guilt about missing work was easier to push aside. Everyone on her team had taken at least one random hangover day and a bunch of them had gone overseas at short notice. She never did any of that. She would be fine. Only she needed food.

      “I need to eat,” she wailed as Patrick succeeded in wringing another orgasm out of her swollen, dehydrated body. “I need to eat, and drink water and coffee, or I’ll die.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want you to die…” Patrick said, sucking his fingers clean. “Let me make you something.”

      Cheryl imagined a long stretch in which she couldn’t touch him because he was pouring milk and making toast. “Why don’t we just get something delivered?”

      “Because,” he peeled back the covers. “I’ve got it all figured out.”

      “What?”

      “What we’ll eat.”

      She stared at him. “Don’t you normally have like… oats and kale with spirulina? Because I’m not eating that.”

      He laughed. “I promise it won’t be healthy. I’ll do pancakes and bacon. And coffee. And eggs.”

      It was such a neat list Cheryl became suspicious. “Have you been planning this?”

      “Of course,” he said with zero self-consciousness. “Back in the day, I’d be in bed all hungover on Sunday mornings and I’d think about what would happen the first time you stayed over at my place. In my bed, I mean.”

      She sat up straighter, pulling his sheets to her chest. “You did not.”

      “I did. I’d think about the sex, obviously—

      “Obviously.”

      “—but after that, I’d think about how I was gonna make you pancakes with chocolate ice cream, and we’d sit on the balcony and eat. And I’d use my good plates and I’d put some flowers in a jar, and you’d be wearing one of my t-shirts and you’d smile at me that way that says you have nothing on your mind but good things… yeah, exactly like that.”

      Cheryl touched a hand to her burning cheek. “So… I guess you should make me some food?”

      “Guess so.” Patrick got to his feet and winced, rubbing his lower back. “Damn, I’m sore.”

      “I’m not surprised. Although I seem to remember you saying you could fuck me into infinity without a single repercussion…?”

      He straightened, folding his arms across his powerful chest. “Is that a challenge?”

      “No,” she said, holding up her hands. “Please God, have mercy.”

      He grinned, becoming so beautiful that it stung. “Fine. Why don’t you have a shower while I start cooking?”

      “Okay.”

      He lingered in the doorway, staring at her for a long moment before disappearing.

      Cheryl’s smile faded. She pictured Patrick fantasising about cooking for her, playing out the food combinations and the exact way he’d lay out the table, and tears sprung into her eyes. It was so sweet and earnest and sad that he’d seen this all so long ago. Dreamed about it. She wanted to wrap him up and keep him from ever feeling sadness or disappointment, and at the same time she understood that she was the one who’d been responsible for his pain.

      She hugged herself as her heart cracked like a shell, feeling all her regrets. But then it was time to move on.

      After a long hot shower, she emerged from Patrick’s ensuite feeling more human. She found a folded Everlane t-shirt waiting on his newly made bed and pulled it on with a smile. It fell past her knees and she loved the feel of it against her skin, safe and warm. Her phone was waiting for her on the bedside table and when she picked it up, she saw it was almost four in the afternoon. She had sixteen messages. Five were from Bridgette and ten were from her colleagues, warning her about how pissed Bridgette was. One was from her mum.

      
        
        Cee, the kitchen light has gone out again. If you’re not busy, can you come over and change the bulb? Love you

      

      

      Her stomach sank. Her mum had to be really struggling. She checked her phone calendar. Felicity wasn’t due to come for another two days. She needed to get over there as soon as she could. A familiar panic swam in her head. She felt trapped between two realities. In one, she’d just slept with her best friend, and he was currently making her pancakes. In the other, her mum was alone, the walls of her ALS closing around her. The fantastical and the fucking awful, linked through her. She closed her eyes. I know things will get worse someday, but please God don’t let it be today. She crossed her fingers to seal the mantra in, then replied to her mum.

      
        
        I’ll come over as soon as I’m free. I’ve got some leftover lasagne for you. I love you too, CeeCee

      

      

      The message swooshed away, and she inhaled, exhaled. She’d eat with Patrick and leave. Real life had been delayed for this fantasy for long enough.

      She walked down to the kitchen and found a shirtless Patrick humming as he cracked eggs into a bowl. She watched him whisk, back muscles flexing. The afternoon sun was coming in through his huge windows and his kitchen was as neat as a bread commercial. She wanted to stop time and keep him there. But then he turned to look at her, his smile fading as he whisked pancake mix. “Everything okay?”

      “Totally. Just some work stuff.”

      “Ah.” Patrick moved to his massive stove and lit the burner beneath a small saucepan. “I’ve got a bit more to do, why don’t you take a seat outside?”

      Cheryl looked at his balcony and saw he’d laid the small table with a blue tablecloth and a jar of mismatched roses. “Where did you get the flowers?”

      “Jumped the fence.”

      “Scoundrel.”

      “Nah, the lady next door likes me. I mow her lawn sometimes.”

      “With your shirt off?”

      “Depends on the weather. Now go take a seat. There’s coffee out there.”

      She did as she was told. She poured herself a cup of coffee from the plunger and started replying to her colleagues. Bridgette definitely thought she had a hangover, but she couldn’t prove it. She’d sent her briefs to be completed by tomorrow, which meant Cheryl would be screwed trying to play catch up…

      Patrick emerged on the balcony with two loaded plates, looking even prouder of himself than he had in the bedroom. “Breakfast is served.”

      His pancakes were fluffy, and when topped with bacon and eggs and syrup, they were the perfect post-sex food. They talked through what they’d been up to in the days that followed their trip to Heavenly Stays, eating their pancakes and drinking coffee. Patrick kept beaming at her and secretly Cheryl hoped she looked happier than she felt, because as much as she hated it, a corner of her mind was already at her mum’s. When she cleared her plate, Patrick reached for it. “Ice cream?”

      “You have ice cream?”

      “Yeah, I just didn’t want to mix it with the eggs. That seemed a bit fucked.”

      “Yes.” Cheryl touched her phone and saw it was almost five. “Actually, I should go.”

      “Nope.”

      “I have to. I need to…” She took a deep breath, dug deeper than she thought was possible. “I have to go take care of my mum.”

      Patrick’s hostile expression snapped to serious. “Of course. Can I give you a ride?”

      “No, I drove here. But I like you a lot, Patrick Normal.”

      It was something she’d said a million times when they were friends, but it was different now.

      “KitKat?” Patrick put down her plate and opened his arms. Cheryl went to him, sitting in his lap and curling into his chest. They locked together, his arms around her back, and for a moment, everything was okay.

      “I want to stay. You know that, right?”

      “I do. What I don’t know is if you’re ready to admit we’re together.”

      Her insides twisted. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but why don’t we just do this for a while and see how things go?”

      “Me railing you senseless then making you breakfast?”

      “Yes. And I won’t, um, see anyone else or anything like that.”

      His arms tightened around her. “Good, then I don’t have to dismember anyone.”

      “Is… is that okay? What I want?”

      “Sure. We can keep it on the down low for now, but just so you know, this ends exactly one way as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Marriage, a white picket fence, and three kids?”

      “That’s it.”

      Cheryl tilted her head back to see if he was joking. His eyes were set and they had steel in them.

      “Why can’t I make you see things my way?”

      “Here’s me thinking exactly the same thing.”

      “What do you want me to see?”

      Patrick exhaled. “From what I can tell, the biggest issue you have with being with me is internet people thinking you’re too old for me, even though they DM me all the time saying the guy who runs the AFL is a lizard and they need my help proving it.”

      Cheryl laughed. “That’s one of the reasons.”

      “And the others?”

      She sighed theatrically. “Can’t we just… mess around for a little bit? Things are perfect the way they are right now.”

      “I don’t want perfect. I want you.”

      It wasn’t fair. He was too good at saying things.

      “It’s okay to want things to be perfect,” she said.

      “No, it’s impossible.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Cheryl, seriously, nothing’s perfect.”

      “If you shoot for the moon, you land among the stars.”

      “That’s a cute way of saying something totally bananas.” A line formed in the middle of his usually smooth brow. “KitKat, believe me, you’re as close to perfect as it gets, but actual, literal, perfection isn’t a thing.”

      “So?” she said, feeling like a brat but unable to stop herself. “Why can’t I want it anyway?”

      “Because when you want things to be perfect, you set yourself up for disappointment.”

      She could hear his education talking. Four years of psych studies. “Intellectually, I know people can’t be perfect, but I mean, like, you can be the best version of yourself.”

      “By that do you mean you’ll be able to control everything and make all the right decisions and never do anything wrong?”

      She felt like he’d shone a helicopter searchlight in her face. “No!”

      “Really?”

      “Of course not.” She could hear the defensiveness in her voice. “I just want to be a proper grown-up, you know?”

      “You are a grown-up. What you’re not is perfect.”

      “Don’t say that!” It came out in a rush, like a snotty kid saying ‘I know you are but what am I.’

      Patrick stared at her, that furrow in his tanned forehead going deeper. “This is a big deal to you, isn’t it?”

      “No. Yes. Look, I know this sounds crazy, but sometimes I think I can be perfect if I just try hard enough. Like if I can just get all my ducks in a row and eat well and get more sleep…”

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, Cheryl, I know you punch darts.”

      Her stomach dropped. “What!?”

      “You punch darts. Rip cigs. You smoke.”

      “Yeah, at parties.”

      “No. All the time. You smoked last night. I can smell it in your hair.”

      She shrieked, clapping her hands to her head.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said loudly. “It’s fine.”

      “It’s so unhealthy!”

      “So’s getting a bunch of head knocks playing footy. I do that all the time.”

      Cheryl shifted backward out of his lap and stood, pointing an accusing finger in his face. “I can’t believe you knew I smoked last night! You never said anything!”

      “Because it doesn’t matter. I see lots of things about you that you don’t want me to see.”

      “What do you mean? What ‘things?’”

      “You spend real money on that stupid dragon game you play on your phone, and you go to the cheesecake place near your work and buy a whole one and eat it in, like, two days.”

      “How?” she howled.

      “Because I’m around your place a lot and I have basic comprehension! KitKat, I’m not telling you this to be an asshole. I’m telling you because you’re so goddamn hard on yourself and you don’t have to be.”

      “Yes, I do! Otherwise, how will I stop smoking and playing pointless phone games and eating cheesecakes by myself?”

      Patrick blew out a hard breath. “You’re smart and funny. You’re fun and you try so fucking hard to be good. You don’t need to try harder.”

      “Yes, I do!”

      “You don’t.” Patrick cupped her waist. “Remember when we watched the Adam Goodes documentary and I cried my eyes out, but you joined the Indigenous Desert Alliance? The world hurts you and all you do is try harder. Every way you can. Too much.”

      She looked away, stupidly close to tears. This was exactly what she didn’t want. More feelings. More complications. Yet when Patrick tugged on her arm and she let herself be reeled back to face him, his gaze swept right through her. “You think you owe the world perfection, KitKat, but all you owe the world is yourself.”

      “You think that. Because all you’ve seen is me pretending to be perfect.”

      “So let me prove you wrong. Be mine.”

      “I need more time.”

      “Why?”

      To make things perfect. “I just… do.”

      “Right.” Patrick pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I’m ringing my mum.”

      “What!?” she said in a panic. “Why?”

      “Because I’m gonna tell her how I feel about you and that I want to ask you out.”

      The thought of pretty, patient Dr Normal finding out about them sent adrenaline shooting through her. She tried to snatch the phone away but Patrick raised his arm, rendering her attack useless.

      “Patrick! I will murder you!”

      “You won’t, because I’m offering the deal of the century.”

      She kept grabbing for the phone, fruitlessly. “What?”

      “If my mum is rude about the two of us dating, if she’s weird about your age at all, I’ll never bother you again,” he said calmly. “I won’t ask for a commitment. We can go back to how it was. Me and you being mates, sex whenever you feel like it.”

      Cheryl stopped grabbing. “Seriously?”

      “Cross my heart.” He traced his fingers across his chest. “But if I’m right and my mum is cool about us, you’re coming to New Zealand with me next week.”

      She frowned at this total non-sequitur. “What?”

      “Yeah, next weekend. I’ve got that thing in Wellington, remember? The same weekend as my birthday? I said I could get you a ticket ages ago.”

      “Aren’t the flights already booked?”

      “Yeah, but the guy running the thing loves me. He’ll add you, no problem. Come with me. If my mum’s cool about us.”

      She hesitated. It was a pretty big gamble, but if she won, she’d get exactly what she wanted—all the sex with none of the labels. Besides, Patrick was delusional. Sure, Dr Normal liked her but only as his friend. There was no way she wanted her baby superstar dating someone nine years older than him.

      “Fine,” she said. “Call your mum. And I get to decide if she sounds weird. You’re not allowed to do that guy thing where you don’t hear how upset she is and pretend it’s okay.”

      “No worries.” He held out his hand. “So we have a deal?”

      She placed her hand in his, and as his fingers closed around hers, her body stirred. She saw him behind her, slapping her ass as he fucked her deep. ‘Scream for my cock, KitKat. Beg.’

      Patrick tilted his head to the side. “You wanna go upstairs first or…?”

      “No, we have a deal. Call your mother.”

      He made a sad puppy face and unlocked his phone. As he lifted it to his ear, Cheryl prayed Dr Normal wouldn’t pick up. Regardless of what she thought of the matter, a huge barrier was being crossed. Patrick had judo-flipped her into a win-win situation for himself. Used her hesitation to force emotional progress, like the psychologist he was studying to be.

      “Hey, Ma,” Patrick said with a grin. “How are you?”

      Hate me, Cheryl thought as Patrick began the opening rites of small talk. No, don’t hate me. Like me. Disapprove. Please don’t disapprove? I’m sorry I’m so old and your son’s so hot, but he’s the one chasing here. I tried to stop this!

      She paced the balcony, praying for what, she didn’t know. Then Patrick put the phone on speaker. “So, Ma, I’m gonna ask Cheryl out.”

      She clenched her fists, waiting for the impact.

      “Oh, how lovely,” Dr Normal said. “I knew you liked her.”

      “Yeah, you and everyone else.”

      Cheryl couldn’t move. Dr Normal didn’t sound angry. She didn’t even sound surprised. She’d been had. Played. Taken for a ride.

      Let me on the phone, she wanted to tell Patrick. Tell your mum I’m an affair bastard and I smoke, and I slept with everyone in the Xavier College graduating class of ‘08 and a lot of ‘07. Tell her, Patrick. Let her fucking know!

      “Cool,” he said. “Well, that’s about all that’s new with me. How’s the clinic?”

      “One second, Youngest. I know Cheryl’s a lovely girl…”

      Patrick’s triumphant grin vanished, and her stomach went into free fall.

      “… but are you sure you’re ready for a long-term commitment?”

      Patrick laughed. “One hundred percent.”

      “Good,” Dr Normal said comfortably. “I just don’t want you to waste her time.”

      Tears once again threatened to rush into Cheryl’s eyes. Dr Normal was not only being supportive, she was being nice. Maybe everything could be okay? Maybe it could be good?

      “Of course, I won’t waste her time,” he said indignantly. “Why would I waste her time?”

      “Because you’re twenty-three—”

      “Almost twenty-four.”

      “Almost twenty-four,” Dr Normal said patiently. “But Cheryl’s a bit older than you, isn’t she?”

      Patrick’s face froze. Cheryl felt like a veil had been ripped away. Any hope she had that maybe Dr Normal assumed she and her son were about the same age, gone in a puff of smoke. Panic licked up her insides. The airplane was in a death spiral, impact imminent.

      Patrick turned his back to her. “Does that matter?” he asked his mother.

      She heard Dr Normal laugh. An easy kind of laugh. “No, I trust you. But Cheryl might want to get married and have kids soon.”

      Her whole body shimmered like a mirage. She’d been wrong, there were more veils to tear away. Bones to be revealed. And then Patrick turned back and looked her right in the eyes. “That’s okay, Mum. So do I.”

      As Dr Normal exclaimed in delight, Cheryl walked away from Patrick, her legs feeling like rubber. She dropped into her balcony chair, her lungs tight. She was going to New Zealand with Patrick Normal. As his girlfriend.
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        One year and a half before the yacht party

      

      

      Rain battered Cheryl’s apartment windows, but inside everything was warm and cozy. As the credits rolled on The Haunting of Molly Hartley, she glanced across at Patrick. He looked like he’d sat on a thumbtack. “Even by our standards, that was dogshit.”

      “It sure was. Popcorn before Book of Shadows?”

      “Why not?” Patrick stretched, lifting his t-shirt and showing off his tanned abdomen. “It’s bulking season.”

      Cheryl slapped his stomach. It felt like a brick wall. “Show-off.”

      “What can I say? I’m a sexy hog.”

      “One fine piggie.” She stood and stretched herself, knowing her knit dress covered all her sexy parts. “Back in a sec.”

      “Sure. Actually, hang on.” He leaned over the back of her couch. “Why don’t we get dinner? Go to that Mexican place?”

      “Sit down properly! The couch is two seconds away from breaking.”

      “As if. Seriously, dinner?”

      Cheryl buried her face in her pantry. She was supposed to meet Klaus, the divorced barrister, in his hotel bar at eight. “Um, I dunno.”

      “The Mexican place does strawberry margs. You love strawberry margs.”

      “No, you love strawberry margs.”

      “Yeah, but when you’re with me, it looks like they were your idea.”

      “Brave, Patrick. Real brave.”

      “I know. How heroic can one man be? If you don’t want to go out, we can order in? Get the margs in those takeaway jars?”

      She winced. All her instincts were screaming at her to ditch Klaus and have a cozy night in, but she had a rule about never cancelling a date to hang out with Patrick. She’d made it when they first started hanging out, and she’d never broken it. Ever.

      “I think I was supposed to do something,” she told the inside of her pantry. “Just let me check.”

      She pulled her phone from her pocket and found the message from Klaus.

      
        
        I’m so aroused to see you tonight. I’m think I’m addicted to y9ou!

      

      

      Cheryl wrinkled her nose. It was a common old guy problem—being bad at texting. But Klaus was pretty nice. Maybe she should go out with him, and more importantly, not break her rule.

      “Anything on?” Patrick asked.

      She turned, trying to look absorbed in her phone. “Um, maybe. Hang on.”

      She messaged Klaus.

      
        
        The weather’s really bad tonight. I might not make it into the city.

      

      

      The talking dots popped up at once.

      
        
        No! Please, Cheryl, I need your gorgeous punani!

      

      

      She stared at the text. She reread it. She mouthed the word ‘punani,’ and then the stupidity hit her in full force. She screamed with laughter.

      “What?” Patrick jumped up from the couch. “What’s happened?”

      She was laughing too hard to talk. She doubled over, almost banging her head on the kitchen counter. The phrase ‘your gorgeous punani!’ played around and around in her head like an insane carousel ride. It was the exclamation mark that really did it. The sincerity of it all.

      Patrick started laughing because she was laughing. “The fuck is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing,” she gasped. “Just… a meme. Let’s… get… dinner.”

      He beamed at her. “Really?”

      “Yeah…” She waved her hands in front of her streaming eyes. “Just let me get changed and we can go.”

      “Sure.”

      She headed to her bedroom, still giggling hysterically. She supposed she should thank Klaus for making her decision so easy. A personal rule was one thing. Messaging the word ‘punani’ to someone was another. She pulled off her cable knit jumper and bra, scanning her clothes rack for her pink jumpsuit. She could hear Patrick moving around her kitchen, picking up his keys. Would he ever say ‘punani?’

      Never. He’d rather die. Patrick would say pussy. She shivered a little at the word and remembered how hard his stomach felt. Like sun-warmed concrete.

      ‘You’ve got the sweetest little pussy, KitKat. Turn around so I can fuck it nice and slow.’

      Cheryl looked down to find she was squeezing her own tits. Blushing furiously, she let go. Maybe she should have met up with Klaus, she obviously needed to get laid. Still, the ‘punani’ thing… Grinning, she dressed, pushing aside any and all thoughts of Patrick and what he might call her vagina.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      It was six in the morning and Tullamarine airport was relatively empty. There were a few clusters of families and a few giggling school groups, but mostly just lone individuals with earbuds slowly moving through customs with travel pillows already around their necks.

      The longest line in the place was for Morgan’s Coffee, and as she waited, Cheryl thought about her dad. She always did when she was at Tullamarine.

      Born in Kórinthos, raised in London, everything she knew about her father she knew from the internet. Her mum had always been vague on the details, although that was probably because she’d spent most of their six-month affair drinking tsipouro and boning to Sade’s Diamond Life album.

      Cheryl imagined Bernard Karalis waiting for his luggage at the baggage carousel back in 1990, tapping his foot and changing his Rolex to local time. Had he been excited? Worried? Or just impatient? He’d been forty-six at the time, a millionaire on his way to being a billionaire with a wife and three daughters in Kensington. And across the city, her mum had just gotten her first job, answering phones at a temp agency. She’d been nineteen, living out of home for the first time and dreaming of falling in love and traveling the world. Soon after, Sharon Walker would be sent to a huge construction project backed by Karalis Finance, and the rest was history.

      At least Mum got to do one thing on her list before my dad and her uterus betrayed her.

      She wasn’t supposed to be thinking like that. This was a holiday. Her first real holiday in years, and Patrick—

      “Hi,” the girl behind the counter said. “What can I get you?”

      Cheryl focused on the coffee menu. The prices were insane, and the flavours were scary. When did macadamia milk become a thing? She settled on two regular-ass lattes and paid with the twenty Patrick had given her.

      “I can pay for coffee,” she’d protested.

      In response, he’d slid the note into her cleavage. “That would violate our agreement, wouldn’t it, KitKat?”

      The day after he’d made her breakfast, she’d gone back to his place with a dossier full of reasons why she couldn’t go to Wellington with him. Well thought out, reasonable reasons…

      … And instead of explaining them to Patrick and getting out of the trip, she’d ended up on all fours on his living room floor, promising she’d not only go to Wellington but let him pay for everything.

      She’d tried again the next day. He’d fucked her on his kitchen island and when he was done, he’d pulled out and came all over her tits. Then he’d made her lick them clean. He’d worn a backward baseball cap the whole time they were fucking, and it was humiliating, getting owned by the living embodiment of the  cocky asshole jock. The fact she’d squirted again—this time all over Patrick’s dick—really hadn’t helped.

      She’d returned a third time in her highest heels and wine-dark lipstick. She was hot, confident, and more importantly, thirty-fucking-two. She would not be commanded by a guy whose job was primarily kicking a ball between two big sticks. Come hell or high water, she would be the head barracuda in whatever their relationship ended up being…

      … and five minutes after she got to his house, she was naked except for her pink pumps, riding Patrick on his balcony, his hand over her mouth to suppress her screams.

      “I have to work remotely from the hotel on Friday,” she’d gasped when he was finally done with her.

      “No, you don’t,” he’d said, already on Uber Eats. “You’re taking a day off. Do you want ramen?”

      “But Bridgette—”

      “Can get bent. Chicken or pork?”

      “Patrick, I at least have to answer work emails!”

      “No, you don’t. I’m ordering you pork ramen.”

      “But—”

      He’d looked up from his phone. “You need another fucking?”

      She’d shaken her head, bashful as a virgin.

      “Good girl. Do you want gyoza?”

      And now they were at the airport. Not only had she taken the day off work, she’d let Patrick pay for the car to the airport and used his money to buy coffee. She was trying not to think about things too much, but it was obvious he was finding it easier and easier to be in charge and she was finding it harder and harder not to let him.

      It was confusing. And hot. And weird. And confusing. And hot.

      The coffees arrived and she took them and headed to the Air New Zealand gate. Patrick was standing to one side, surrounded by a cluster of what looked like dads and their kids. He was signing autographs, looking so handsome in his hoodie and jeans, talking easily to the men as he scribbled on bits of paper. When he was done, he sank to his heels and talked directly to the kids.

      Patrick was great with kids. Jupiter loved him. His nieces and nephews loved him. Australia lost a good child psychologist when he got drafted, although he did have half his degree. Maybe he’d qualify when he retired? Kids would love going to see a psych who was an ex-Shark. But where would she be when Patrick retired? And what role would kids play in her life?

      She thought of her dad making his way through Melbourne airport, business and possibly affairs on his mind. She imagined her mum picking out ‘grown up’ clothes for her new job. Some people had children. Some children just happened. She’d never made up her mind about being a mother. When you were single, you didn’t have to. But Patrick’s mother had mentioned kids and he’d said—

      Stop.

      If she wasn’t supposed to be thinking about the work she was missing, she definitely wasn’t supposed to be thinking about kids. Patrick might see this trip as a relationship trial run, but she saw it more as hitting pause on reality. Getting to indulge in this fantasy a little longer. No one knew she and Patrick were together, but those days were numbered. She was determined to enjoy them.

      She carried the coffees to Patrick, determined to present herself as his friend or even a PA. He immediately contradicted that by putting an arm around her waist.

      “This is my girlfriend, Cheryl,” he told the dads.

      She smiled weakly as they grinned back at her. If anything, they looked impressed, but that might have been because they were middle-aged—her previous target demographic—and wearing a low-cut lavender babydoll dress at Patrick’s insistence.

      Once the dads were gone, she pinched Patrick’s nipple through his hoodie. “Don’t tell people I’m your girlfriend!”

      He swatted her hand away. “Don’t fuck me so good I have to let people know you’re mine.”

      “Deal. Congratulations. You played yourself.”

      He pulled her hips into his, lowering his mouth to her ear. “I’m gonna make you play with yourself on the plane. You’re gonna rub your pretty pussy under the airplane blanket and I’m going to watch you come.”

      She tried to titty-twist him again. “Stop it!”

      “Or what?”

      “I’ll call the police.”

      “Good. They can put you in handcuffs and stay for the show.” Then he pulled her into a spine-melting kiss, and even though they were in public, she let it go on and on and on until she almost dropped their lattes.

      That was another thing that had changed. She and Patrick had always touched each other—everyone gave them shit about it—but in the week they’d been hooking up, any and all restraint had disappeared. They held hands, hugged, kissed, and called each other by their nicknames. Two nights ago, they’d gone for a quiet drink at The Rose Hotel, and she’d ended up sitting on his lap. Soon, someone was going to film them and post it on Instagram or a gossipy TikTok account. Soon, everyone would know Patrick Normal had a girlfriend.

      People at her work had already guessed she was seeing someone. Patrick kept sending her cupcakes and Pad Thai and fancy candles. Getting him to stop buying her gifts was on the list of reasonable complaints that kept getting screwed out of her.

      Bridgette had been beyond pissed when she’d asked for a day off to go to New Zealand, but she’d known exactly why she’d done it. “Weekend away with the new boyfriend?”

      “Helping a friend move,” she’d lied.

      She didn’t know why she’d bothered. No one believed her. Aside from the gifts, she knew she had this… glow about her. Her mum had pointed it out the second she walked into her apartment after she and Patrick had sex that first time. Cheryl tried to pin it on a new vitamin C serum, but no one was buying it. No matter how bad she ate or how little sleep she got, her skin shone and her eyes were as bright as a bunny’s.

      “KitKat?”

      She refocused on her surroundings and realised she’d been led to the boarding area. “Are we… should we get on the plane?”

      “It’s not time yet.” Patrick swung his backpack onto his chest and opened it. He pulled out a trashy magazine with Jennifer Aniston on the cover. “Wanna pretend it’s the 90s?”

      “Oh my God, yes!”

      It was a tradition she and Patrick had started at the dentist. After years of avoiding checkups they’d egged each other into booking back-to-back appointments at the same Richmond Dentist and gone in together. It had been less than a year into their friendship and they were still a little uncomfortable around each other. As terrified of awkwardness as she was of fillings and extractions, Cheryl had picked up an expired celebrity magazine and started reading aloud about Britney Spears marrying a Swedish prince. The story was padded with such obviously fake quotes she and Patrick had laughed until they cried. Now, whenever they were waiting around for anything, they brought magazines—the older, the better. Cheryl took the copy of New Idea that Patrick was holding, noting its faded corners and outdated hairstyles. “Where did you even find this?”

      “My great-grandma’s place last time I was back home. I’ve been saving it. Can we do the fake-ass celebrity horoscopes first?”

      “You couldn’t stop me from doing the fake-ass celebrity horoscopes first.”

      And so she and Patrick sat in two uncomfortable airport chairs, cackling about ridiculous articles on Cher and John Travolta and Justin Timberlake until it was time to board Flight 812.

      Patrick wrapped an arm around her shoulders as they walked through the tunnel to the plane, his palm eventually dropping dangerously close to her right breast.

      “What?” he said innocently when she glared at him. “It’s my birthday.”

      “Almost your birthday.” As she said it, her stomach churned. Tomorrow Patrick Normal turned twenty-four. The man banging her brains out and bossing her around was still too young to rent a car…

      He squeezed her arm. “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Thinking about how old I am. Focus on how this is a demo run for all the games I’m gonna fly you out to see.”

      “I didn’t agree to that.” Although the idea sent a spark of excitement through her. She and Patrick were just messing around, but if things did work out, she’d be a WAG. An actual footballer’s girlfriend. She’d have to get a blowout…

      Patrick kissed the side of her head. “Why don’t you think about what you’re gonna give me for my birthday?”

      “I know exactly what I’m going to give you,” she said pertly.

      At least in theory. She’d bought a luscious Dior cologne with her short-term savings. It had shrunk her petrol budget to nothing, but Patrick was forking out for this impromptu holiday, and whatever their status, she wanted to buy him something nice.

      The other present was… well she wasn’t sure if she was going to follow through with it or not. She’d been milling through Passionfruit, the women-owned sex store, lamenting the cost of vibrators when she’d spotted the fluffy, pink kitten tail. She’d felt compelled to pick it up, stroke its softness, and examine the ribbed silver plug that would go inside her.

      “That comes with ears!”

      Cheryl had started as an assistant popped up from nowhere and dropped the tail back onto the table. “Uh, I’m just looking, thanks.”

      “Cute pink ears on a headband, and a little collar,” the assistant shouted as though she hadn’t spoken. “And everything’s discounted!”

      “Um…”

      “Oh, you have to see the collar! It’s so adorable! I’ll go get it for you!”

      Cheryl had studied the collar with the little dangling heart, intrigued. It wasn’t hard to imagine Patrick finding her curled in the middle of his bed wearing it along with the ears and tail. How often had he compared her to an angsty kitten? She could just see him running a hand down her spine. ‘Hi, pretty girl. Do you want someone to play with?’

      “Try the ears!” the assistant had urged. “You’ll look so cute in them!”

      Cheryl paused. “I don’t… I’m not a furry or anything.”

      “I know, just try on the ears.”

      As soon as she did it, she’d known she’d buy the kitten stuff. The ears just… worked on her. The way all the best outfits worked. Effortlessly. The pink brought out the gold tones in her skin and contrasted beautifully with her hair. Even discounted, the collar, ears, and tail were excruciatingly expensive, almost a hundred dollars. If Patrick didn’t like the kitten look, it would be the worst investment she’d made since that bag of coke that was ninety-nine percent baby powder. But she’d find out at the hotel if she could pluck up the courage.

      They reached the plane door and Patrick handed over their passes.

      “Good morning,” the handsome young attendant said. “Business class, down the carriage to your left.”

      Cheryl bit her lip so she wouldn’t grin like a dork. She’d never flown anything but coach before. The chairs were so comfortable, and after they took off, the attendants kept bringing her coffee and juice and hokey-pokey ice cream. Patrick slept while she pretended to write in her journal. Really, she was going over her finances. She’d saved a little money since she and Patrick started hooking up—he kept buying all her meals—and if everything went to plan, she might have enough for an apartment deposit by April. Inner city real estate was a nightmare, but no matter how small or run down her place might be, it would be hers. No more landlords, no more rental inspections. She’d have something she’d never had before; brick and mortar security.

      As the plane began its descent and they broke through the thick layer of clouds, she caught her first glimpse of Wellington. It was a clear morning and the sun was sparkling in the circular harbour and over the pretty houses embedded in high green hills. It looked like some ancient Greek metropolis. The kind of city she imagined her dad had grown up in. She took Patrick’s hand. He smiled without opening his eyes, as she wove her fingers through his. “I love you, KitKat.”

      Her heart lifted so rapidly she should have boosted the 747 back into the heavens. She let herself think it: I love you too, Patrick.

      Wellington airport was small but efficient. In half an hour they were wheeling their luggage past the Lord of The Rings dwarf statue.

      “Do you think Kiwis are salty about The Rings of Power being filmed somewhere else?” she mused.

      “Not as salty as Derek is about that whole show existing.” Patrick held up his phone. “Okay, we’ve gotta head to the taxi area. The hotel’s sent a car.”

      Sure enough, a guy in a suit was waiting outside with a sign that read, ‘Patrick Normal.’

      Rich people, Cheryl observed, got a lot of free shit. She thought of her handwritten budget, meticulously planned down to the dollar, then shoved it aside. Whatever came next, she was in a gorgeous city, on a beautiful spring day, with the professional footballer who was the best lover she’d ever had. Everything was more than okay.

      Patrick helped the driver load their bags into the BMW and a few minutes later they had arrived at the Marionelle Hotel.

      “That was fast,” she said. “Do you have to do anything football-related today?”

      “Nope. I’m all yours.”

      “Well, it’s almost your birthday. What did you want to do?”

      He gave her a look.

      “We had sex this morning,” she whispered as the driver got out and moved toward the trunk. “Give the thing a rest, Patty-Bear.”

      “For now. But you wait.”

      The hotel was posh, with royal blue carpets and fresh flowers everywhere. Patrick seemed right at home as they checked in and Cheryl tried to match his nonchalance. The receptionist gave them two key passes, and though she was polite, Cheryl was sure she was scrutinising her. She straightened her back and tried to smile in a way that wouldn’t make her wrinkle.

      They got in the gold elevator with an older couple, who were bickering about where to have lunch. Patrick bent toward her. “Us in forty years?”

      “No,” Cheryl muttered. “We’ll eat wherever I want to go, and you know it.”

      He laughed. “I’m so glad you’re here with me.”

      Me too, she thought. And she might have said it, but the older woman was clearly eavesdropping.

      Their room was huge. White walls and a bed big enough for five.

      “Wow,” Cheryl said, turning on her heels. “Do you guys always stay in places like this?”

      “Fuck no.” He shoved his bag onto a shelf. “This is the sponsor sucking up to me.”

      He rounded on her with a wolfish expression. “Speaking of sucking up to me… have you heard it’s almost my birthday?”

      Cheryl held up a palm. “We should go explore.”

      He took a menacing step forward. “I wanna explore.”

      “I mean the city,” she said sweetly. “A little suspense never killed anyone. Besides, we could have stayed in Melbourne and fucked each other senseless—”

      “Exactly—”

      “—so surely you dragged me on this trip because you wanted me to see Wellington?”

      Patrick sighed, his pretty head drooping. “Fine. Let’s keep wearing clothes and go look at stuff, I guess.”

      She held back a smile. She wanted him, badly, but she’d never been to New Zealand, and she was excited to walk around a place where no one would ask what she was doing holding hands with Patrick Normal. Kiwis didn’t follow AFL and he was no more a superstar here than she was. She reapplied her lipstick, spritzed herself with hydrating spray, and they left the hotel.

      After Googling a little, they decided to go to the national museum where they looked at Māori art and black and white photographs. They found the skeleton of Phar Lap, the famous racehorse. Cheryl had always thought it was an Australian horse since its skin was on display at the Melbourne Museum, but it turned out to be just one more thing Aussies had stolen from Kiwis, along with pavlova and Crowded House and Russell Crowe.

      “I think Melbourne got the better deal,” Patrick said. “Horse bones look fucked.”

      “Poor horse,” she agreed. “Its body all over the place…”

      When they got hungry, they ducked into a tiny café and sat side-by-side sharing a ploughman’s lunch and a bottle of Shiraz. They kept laughing about horse bone rights, and the time Willow got into a fight with a coach about doing live streams in the team change room. She was happier than she could ever remember being.

      Patrick moved closer to her, his hands sliding along her thigh. “Has anyone ever told you you’re the most beautiful woman in the world?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who are they? I’ll kill them.”

      “Oh no. What can I do to dissuade you?”

      They kissed until their awkward waiter arrived to clear away their lunch. Patrick poured out the last of the wine and they sat and drank in companionable silence, Cheryl snuggled into his side. Her g-string was soaked from all the kissing, but they didn’t need to rush. They had all the time in the world.

      “I feel like I want to do something special while we’re here,” Patrick said. “And for my birthday, but I don’t know what.”

      Her type-A brain whirred into action. “Do you mean like a five-star restaurant or a gig or something?”

      “Nah. It’s a bit stupid, but like… something I’ve never done before. Something to mark being here with you.”

      Cheryl thought of her kitten outfit, the tail with the silver butt plug. Then the wine made her ask, “Have you ever done anal?”

      He looked like his world was culminating in a single pressure point. He pressed his palms into a prayer pose. “Please, for the love of all that is holy, tell me we can do that tonight?”

      “You didn’t answer my question. Have you?”

      He looked away and she felt a dull, lead-like thud of jealousy. What was she? An idiot? He was a hot football player. Of course, some girl had put anal sex on the menu. Probably a lot of them.

      “It’s fine,” she said with a breeziness she didn’t feel. “I wasn’t trying to judge. I’ll come up with something else.”

      “KitKat…”

      “Seriously, it’s okay!” She tried to laugh and it sounded like Phar Lap’s bones creaking. “It was dumb of me to ask. Of course you’ve done it, we’ve all done it! I mean, not everyone, but most people, right?”

      She sounded so nuts it was embarrassing, and before Patrick could say anything, she stood. “Bathroom. Back in a sec.”

      The ladies’ were small but clean, with floor-to-ceiling doors on the cubicles. The perfect hideaway. She sat on a closed toilet lid and groaned. She had no right to be jealous. Why was this bothering her so badly?

      Because you’re an anal queen, a calm voice reminded her. That’s your superpower. You wanted to blow Patrick’s mind and be part of his sexual history. But someone beat you to it, babe. They always do.

      Cheryl tore a square of toilet paper off the wall and shredded it. She was just pulling off another piece when the door opened and someone click-clacked into the stall beside hers. Two seconds later there was a slurping sound, like someone finishing a milkshake.

      Cheryl frowned and then it hit her—whoever was in the next stall was snorting coke. She pushed a fist to her mouth to keep from giggling. When the person had left, she picked up all the ripped paper and flushed it, peed, and headed back to their table.

      Patrick brightened when he saw her smile. “About what you asked me—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said truthfully. “Guess what just happened…”

      She explained and Patrick laughed. “I guess it is a Friday?”

      “True. I can’t remember the last time I did coke. Not during the day, that’s for sure.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “I’ve never done it.”

      “Never?”

      “Random testing.”

      “Oh, come on! That doesn’t stop anyone during the off-season.”

      He ducked his head in a way she hadn’t seen in a while. He was so authoritative around her these days. She decided to pounce. “Why haven’t you tried it? Are you scared someone’ll see you? Or you won’t like it?”

      “Not exactly…”

      “Then what?”

      He sighed. “Well, it’s you, isn’t it?”

      “Huh?”

      “You. I never want to be fucked up around you.”

      “What? The night we met, you were off your tits!”

      “Yeah. That’s what put me off. First and last time.”

      “That was your first time on MDMA?”

      “First time doing drugs pretty much.”

      “Seriously!?”

      He put a hand over her mouth. “You don’t have to yell it!”

      “Sorry.” She pulled his hand away. “Seriously, that was the first time you’ve done drugs? At Eden’s gig?”

      “I smoked some weed with my brothers, but yeah. First time.”

      “Wow.”

      Cheryl was no Scarface, but she’d run through the usual menu of illicit substances as a teenager. Then again, she’d gone to an inner-city private school. Rich kids and drugs went together like ham and eggs.

      “It’s not a big deal. I’m just surprised.”

      “You don’t think I can handle gear?” Patrick asked dryly.

      She giggled at the memory of him staggering up to her that first night, face twitching, eyes bugging out of his head. He’d flirted with her despite the fact he could barely talk and Willow, who was trying to lay game with Eden, had looked like he wanted to strangle him.

      “You were so out of it,” she said. “Total mess.”

      “I know. I was already drunk, and my mate Kyper gave me two caps—”

      “Two!?”

      “Yup. It’s a shame because I think it could have been fun, but it was just too much.” His expression became thoughtful. “Maybe I should try it again.”

      “Maybe. Although I shudder to think how cuddly you’d be.”

      He shot her his ‘aw shucks’ smile. “Would that be so bad?”

      She smiled back. “No.”

      “So… do you want to give it a go?”

      “Tonight?”

      “Why not? I mean we’ve got a big hotel room, and it would be just the two of us… it could be interesting?”

      Cheryl’s heart gave a happy little hum. Whenever she did MDMA, it made her feel pure—more herself. She liked the thought of being that way with Patrick. “I’m not opposed. But there are technical issues.”

      “Like?”

      She gestured out the window. “We’re in another country.”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot about that. I don’t have any Wellington connections.”

      “Me either. Except the chick from the bathroom, I guess.”

      “I could call one of the guys, they’re bound to know someone. Or we could go on the dark web?”

      Cheryl laughed, and then it hit her. The Henry Principle. “I might have a way. But it will require a, uh, certain sacrifice on your behalf?”

      “I’m down. What’s the plan?”

      She stood. “Let’s go back to the hotel. And you might need to do some push-ups.”
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      Making a Grindr profile took no time. Downloading the app was the longest part. Cheryl lay on the huge hotel bed, adding photos as Patrick paced, shirtless, in front of her. “This isn’t gonna work.”

      “It will.” She activated the account. “We’re live. Now we start swiping.”

      She hit right on everyone and anyone who didn’t look like a cop, barely registering faces and usernames. Instantly, guys began to match with her account. One, three, five, ten. She let out a laugh. “Oh, ye of little faith. You’re blowing up.”

      Patrick scrubbed a hand through his hair. “That’s a good thing, I guess. You can’t see my face, right?”

      “Nope, just your body.”

      “And that’s enough to get guys to match with me?”

      She looked up from her phone which was still buzzing with new matches. “Have you met gay men? Ever?”

      He rolled his eyes. “So, what’s the plan? Just start hassling dudes for gear?”

      “Don’t stress, baby boy. The Henry Principle never fails.”

      She scrolled the matches and singled out the profiles Henry said were good prospects; bare-bones accounts with shirtless or penis pics. She sent each of them the blanket message she’d already composed in her notes.

      
        
        Hey, in town for work. Know where to get MDMA in Wellington?

      

      

      “This can’t work,” Patrick muttered. “It just can’t.”

      “It does! Henry always gets stuff and he flies all over the place. That’s why it’s called The Henry Principle!”

      “Well, no offence to Henry, but you are gonna get shot down like a World War Two bomber.”

      “Not with your body, I won’t.”

      She was right. A guy, Wilsen, messaged back in seconds, telling them to use his name on an encrypted app. Once she did, they were sent a menu and the rates for a courier service. In less than an hour they had an order arriving at the hotel.

      “Holy shit,” Patrick said. “I’ll never doubt you again.”

      “Good,” she said smugly, though even she was surprised by how easy it had been.

      “Does the Wilsen guy mind that I’m not gonna meet up and fuck him?”

      “I don’t think so. Like, he would have wanted to, but it’s not like I led him on or flirted with him. I just asked the question.”

      “Right.” He rolled his shoulders. “Still, I feel kinda bad. He should get something out of this.”

      “Like a wristy?”

      “Like a Bunnings voucher or something.”

      This was the most misplaced case of politeness she’d seen Patrick succumb to. And he’d once helped an old woman unload her entire shopping cart, then go back into Coles to get her more butter.

      “You’re so lame, Patrick Normal,” she said. “It’s adorable.”

      “Yeah, well…” Patrick dove for her phone, pulling it from her hands. “I know what to do. Your code is twenty-seven, forty-nine, twenty-eight, yeah?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Back in a minute.”

      He went into the bathroom and closed the door, leaving her thoroughly confused. She waited, wondering, and a few minutes later he returned, beaming. “Done.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Sent him a picture of my dick.”

      “You didn’t!”

      “Then I guess I didn’t.”

      She sat bolt upright. “You’re a football player! You’re not allowed to send nudes!”

      “I’m not allowed to take MD either. Sometimes you’ve just gotta be a bad boy, you know?”

      She laughed. “That is so weirdly wholesome.”

      “Wilsen seemed happy.”

      “I bet.”

      “I told him I’m leaving too early to meet up.” He slid her phone from his pocket. “Photo’s still on here if you wanna see?”

      She leapt to her feet. “Give it! Give it! Give it!”

      He held it high above her head. “What’s the magic word?”

      “Fuck you!” she yelled and gut-punched him. They spent the next five minutes rolling on the floor wrestling like little kids. Eventually, Patrick conceded and let her have her phone. The photo he’d taken made her mouth go dry. She’d seen his cock before, many times, but the entire image, the deep groves beside his hips, the ladders of his abdomen, the way the lighting added shadow to every muscle… He looked like a God. Someone Michelangelo would have wanted to paint, though he might not have thought himself up to the task.

      “It’s really for you,” he told her, his arms around her waist. “Don’t tell Wilsen.”

      “I won’t,” she said, still unable to tear her eyes from the picture. “It’s perfect.”

      “You can get a live viewing if you want?”

      “Yes, please?”

      But no sooner had Patrick tugged down his waistband, her phone buzzed. Their courier had arrived. Patrick ducked down to reception and returned two minutes later, grinning.

      “I was ready to be all badass,” he said, holding his arms away from his body. “But it was this nerdy dude in a jumper. He just gave me the envelope and fucked off. Nobody cared.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “A little bit.”

      “Next time I’ll make you go to a biker bar.” She looked at the envelope in his hands, her heart fluttering. “Should we do this?”

      “Why not?”

      “Okay. Let’s get super comfortable.”

      They both changed into sweatpants and hoodies. She washed her face and brushed her teeth and was reminded of the times they’d hung out at her apartment. The way it had sometimes felt like they were playing house, settling in for the night with a movie like a married couple. She’d always denied the romantic undercurrent, even to herself. Now, it was nice to catch Patrick’s eyes as she pulled her hair into a messy bun and know they weren’t crossing any lines. That they did feel more for each other than just friendship.

      You mean he loves you and you—

      Stop.

      She dimmed the lights and put some Lo-fi music over the suite’s speakers.

      “This is nice,” Patrick said, his hands in his pockets. “Definitely a bunch of firsts.”

      Cheryl felt a pang of nerves. She wasn’t scared of doing MDMA, but it did have a way of opening doors she had little trouble keeping closed the rest of the time. She was excited to do this with Patrick, but what if she said things she couldn’t take back?

      Still, she wasn’t going to bail after all of their efforts.

      She poured them both a glass of sparkling water and Patrick took the pills from the envelope. He held one to the light between his thumb and forefinger. “Crazy, how this all works. Something so small changing your whole body…”

      “Are you worried?”

      “Nah. I’m here with you.”

      He said it so easily and meant it so sincerely Cheryl had to look away. She took her tablet, put it in her mouth, and chugged soda water. Patrick followed suit, looking a little sheepish. “This feels kinda anticlimactic.”

      “Well, they might not work.” She climbed onto the hotel bed. “Why don’t we just wait and if nothing happens, we’ll go grab dinner?”

      “Sounds good.” He lay down beside her. “I read a study about MDMA therapy with veterans for uni. It’s meant to help with PTSD. They can talk about bad things without the pain taking over.”

      That was exactly what she was nervous about. “So, you smoked weed with your brothers?”

      “Yeah, Ant and Jason, but only a couple of times. And I don’t think they showed me how to do it right.”

      Cheryl laughed. “Were they trying to embarrass you in front of their mates?”

      “Nah, they probably just didn’t want me doing it, even though they were. They’ve always been protective that way. What about you? You smoke weed?”

      “At school. But not for ages after that. Sitting around talking about the universe isn’t my style.”

      Cheryl felt the tell-tale warm spirals running up her arms and across her back. She glanced across at Patrick and saw he was grinning from ear to ear. “Hi, gorgeous.”

      “Hi,” she said, smiling back. “Do you feel anything?”

      “Yeah. I feel incredible.”

      “Is it like you remember?”

      He beamed. “Night and day. Eden’s gig was fucking overwhelming. This is just… nice.”

      She smiled. His pupils had expanded, making him look even more like a pretty boy cartoon character than usual. She snuggled against his shoulder, enjoying the sweet, edgy sense of rising elation. They listened to the music for a long time, one song bleeding into the next.

      “I’m so myself,” Patrick whispered. “Exactly myself. I’m all here. It’s not like being drunk at all.”

      “No.” Cheryl lifted a hand to the light. Everything was shining.

      Patrick turned to face her, his anime eyes locking on hers. “Cheryl… why don’t you wanna be with me?”

      Oh God. She waited for the sting of panic, but it didn’t come. All of a sudden it seemed easy to just… tell him. “Because it’ll go bad.”

      “How?”

      “You’ll stop loving me.”

      “How could I ever stop loving you?”

      She sparkled her fingers, watching the light flick between them. “Not now. When I’m forty-five and you’re thirty-six. Or when I’m fifty-eight and you’re forty-nine. Whenever it hits you that I’m old and you can do better.”

      Patrick shook his head. “You really don’t trust me, do you?”

      “No.” It came out the way it felt. Like a solid brick. A fact.

      “Why?”

      “Because people are only nice while they’re getting what they want.”

      “Jesus, KitKat…”

      She looked at him, surprised by the ease with which she could let these poisoned knives slip. “Do you want me to stop talking?”

      “I want you to talk more. So, you don’t think I’ll be faithful?”

      She swallowed, her mouth suddenly parched. “I think you’ll want to be faithful, but I think your dick will want something else. One day you’ll be drunk or playing interstate and someone younger and hotter will catch your eye and it’ll be over.”

      Patrick flinched. “Fuck me. Who hurt you?”

      “A few people.”

      “But you know that’s not what I’m gonna do, right?”

      She touched his cheek. “I adore you. I hope you won’t hurt me. But I’ve… I’ve hoped about people before. And I’ve always been wrong.”

      “Who hurt you?” he said again. “Seriously, please tell me?”

      She wanted to, but even with the MDMA twirling through her brain, she found she couldn’t. “I… I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      Patrick let out a shaky breath. “I’ve known you so long and there’s still so much I don’t understand about you, KitKat.”

      “That’s not exactly a coincidence.”

      “So why don’t you tell me? It’s just us. It’s just me. Why don’t we talk?”

      She licked her dry lips. She felt no fear as she looked into his face. A face she’d loved for longer and better than she’d ever loved any man. Because she could admit that now. She loved him. Not as a friend. As a man. As her man.

      “Do you mean it?” she whispered. “Do you want me to try and tell you everything?”

      He took her hand and held it between his. “Yes. Whatever’s holding you back… just let it out. Whatever happens, it’s my fault, remember?”

      Her chest loosened, the way it had that morning in his kitchen. The still-sober part of her knew her mental lifeboat was knee-high with water and her ability to resist giving all of herself to Patrick was shrinking by the second. But was that so bad?

      The thought came clear as a bell. Drown.

      Looking into the golden brown eyes of the person she loved, Cheryl decided to listen. To remove all stopgaps from her leaking vessel and simply sink into him.
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        One year before the yacht party

      

      

      The wedding was winding down. Most of the families had left at midnight and the DJ was veering into dangerous territory. ‘The Chicken Dance.’ ‘My Humps.’ That Greek song where people kicked their legs around and invariably hurt one another.

      Patrick was nursing a beer on one of the back tables. He’d been up since six doing groomsman things for his brother. All he wanted was to go to bed. If he was in Melbourne he’d have snuck away, but he was crashing at his parents’ place in Rockingham and both of them were still going strong.

      The honking opening bars of ‘I Gotta Feeling’ blasted through the speakers and, groaning, he texted Cheryl.

      
        
        The DJ’s playing The Black-Eyed Peas.

      

      

      
        
        She responded right away. Lawsuit.

      

      

      He smiled, and for the millionth time wished she was with him. She’d met his brother Dom twice, but that wasn’t a ‘get invited to a wedding’ level of friendship. The only way she’d have made the cut was as his girlfriend. And as much as he wished that was true, she wasn’t. It sucked that families revolved around marriage. Whatever he and Cheryl were to each other, her role in the Normal dynasty wouldn’t be legitimised unless she became his partner. How come the only legal way to bring new people into your family was to have ongoing sex with them?

      “Hey, Youngest.”

      His second oldest brother, Martin, stood over him; tie undone, eyes as red as the wine in his glass. Patrick hastily shoved his phone away. “Hey, Marty. You gonna fall over or what?”

      “You’re bigger than you were in March.”

      Patrick folded his arms behind his head. “Oh, maybe a bit…”

      It was bullshit. He’d put on fifteen kilos and grown an inch and a half. He was six-four now. Officially the tallest Normal brother.

      Martin eyed him with disgust. “You’re on ‘roids, aren’t you? The Sharks are shooting you up.”

      “All natty, bro. Late growth spurt.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Happens all the time, apparently. To some.”

      Martin’s lip curled and Patrick grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure to remember the little people. If I can see them.”

      Martin made as though to throw his wine in Patrick’s face, then stumbled sideways. Patrick jumped to his feet, snatching the glass and steadying his brother.

      “Thanks,” Martin muttered. “Pretty pissed.”

      “I can see that.” Patrick guided him into the seat beside his. “How come you’re not with Meg? You just want a chat with your favourite brother?”

      “Came to find out why you were hiding.”

      “I don’t wanna dance.”

      “Pussy.”

      “Hey, now,” Patrick said in his therapist voice. “I know you’re upset you’re not the tallest Normal anymore, but you’ll always be the biggest cunt to me.”

      Martin raised his right arm and Patrick leaned back to avoid the possible blow. “I’m pretty sober, Mart. Don’t be starting something you can’t finish.”

      Martin dropped his arm. “Wine?”

      Patrick handed him the glass. “How’s Meg doing, anyways?”

      “Ah, S’fine. Dancing. How do you feel about her niece?”

      He frowned. “Who?”

      “Meg’s niece. You wanna root her?”

      Patrick squinted at his brother. “Your wife wants me to fuck her niece?”

      “Yeah, her friend.”

      “Is it her friend or her niece?”

      Martin drained the last of his wine. “Why does that matter?”

      He was wasting his time. “You know what? I think I’ll pass.”

      “Why? Think ya too famous for her or something?”

      “Mate, you don’t even know who ‘her’ is.”

      Martin rolled his empty glass between his palms. “Yeah, maybe you’ve got a point. Fuck it, Youngest. You’re only twenty-two. Plenty of time.”

      Patrick’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out. A text from Cheryl.

      
        
        I’m going to bed. Update me on any and all shenanigans?

      

      

      
        
        Always. Sweet dreams, KitKat

      

      

      
        
        You too, Patty-Bear

      

      

      He touched his screen where the words ‘Patty-Bear’ glowed and felt his smile fade. What was he doing? In the months since Diana, he hadn’t dated anyone. Hadn’t hooked up at all except for a few randoms on away games. He knew he was waiting, but for what? Were he and Cheryl a matter of time? Or was he just being a shitty entitled friend and putting his life on hold for something that would never happen?

      He looked at Martin, who was now pouring himself white wine from a half-bottle in the middle of the table. He could be a prick, but he was the first of his brothers to get married and the first to have kids. He and Meg seemed happy with their four-bedroom house in Dalkeith and their Toyota Hilux. Maybe Martin had the answer. “Hey, do you believe in true love?”

      Martin choked on his wine. “What the fuck?”

      “You’re married. I wanna know. Do you believe in true love?”

      He was sure Martin was going to tell him to shut his fucking mouth, but he just sat there, staring blankly at the people dancing to ‘Don’t Cha’ by the Pussycat Dolls.

      “I think… it depends. I know that’s not what you’re supposed to say. But it does.”

      “On what?”

      “Lots of things.” He shifted in his chair. “Some people feel it right away, and it works. Other people, it’s more… organised. You want the same shit, you want to get married, you’re the right age.”

      The right age. What he wouldn’t give to make that concept disappear.

      “It depends,” Martin said again. “That’s the only answer. Does that help?”

      “No. I wanted a real answer.”

      His brother snorted. “No, you don’t. You want to not decide.”

      “Fuck you. I can decide shit.”

      “Like what?”

      “Uhhh…”

      “Exactly.” Martin was cross-eyed but his expression still hit Patrick like a tonne of bricks. Not mean, but patronising. “You don’t know how to decide fuck all, Youngest. You do what you do and let me and Jase and Ant and Dom and Mum clean up the rest. You’ve always been like that.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Patrick stared at Cheryl. She was so beautiful with her huge shining eyes, loose bits of her hair wisping around her face. They were lying side-by-side as sparks shot all through his body and all around the room. The MDMA had coated everything with a pearlescent glow. He could have stayed in it forever, watching and waiting for Cheryl to talk.

      She pressed her lips together, rubbing them slowly. “You sure you want to waste your hotel high listening to me whine about my life?”

      She was trying to be sassy, but he heard the insecurity in her voice. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.”

      She nodded, her pupils like two black disks. “Okay, so it probably starts with my dad abandoning my mum.”

      “Shit.” Patrick thought about what Eden had told him with a little stab of guilt. “That sucks. What happened?”

      “He was already married. He had an affair with my mum when she was nineteen, then bailed when she got pregnant. He lives in London. Has a whole other family.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah. It doesn’t really matter. I can’t miss someone I never met, but that’s just the start. You sure you really want to hear this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Cheryl counted off on her fingers. “I’m broke as hell, I used to be engaged, my mum has ALS and it’s going to kill her in the next few years, I smoke in secret, I have forehead fillers, and I’ve fucked more dads than prostate cancer. Like… whatever number you’re thinking, I probably clocked it by twenty-one. And obviously that’s about emotional trauma or whatever, but knowing that didn’t exactly stop me from screwing dads. Getting engaged did, but only because Carlo was even more fucked up than any dad could be. Well, I think that’s about everything. Do you want to run away now?”

      Patrick couldn’t think of what to say. He’d been expecting something heavy, but more along the lines of an elephant. This was a supermassive black hole. “You… were engaged?”

      “When I was twenty-five.” Her expression was torn between humour and misery. “Is that really what you’re focusing on?”

      “I guess it’s the thing that’s the most confusing.” He scrubbed his hand through his hair. “Carlo’s the guy you told me about at the motel, yeah? Your serious boyfriend who wasn’t nice?”

      “Yeah. That’s Carlo.”

      Patrick felt a surge of intense dislike when she said his name but was determined not to show it. This wasn’t about him. “What was Carlo like?”

      “He was like… if you opened a drawer and it only had knives in it.”

      Patrick nodded, but it was so hard to imagine Cheryl agreeing to marry someone. Especially after what she’d said that night in her apartment. ‘I’m never getting engaged.’

      Had she worn Carlo’s ring? Thought about having his kids? And what kind of asshole lost a woman like Cheryl? If he ever managed to get a ring on her finger, he’d rather die than fuck it up.

      “Patty-Bear?” She brushed his cheek, sending sparks through his body. “We can stop?”

      “Keep going,” he said. “Tell me everything.”

      The hours blurred together as he learned how Cheryl’s dad had blown into Melbourne for business, swept her teenage mother off her feet, then melted into the ether. How Bernard Karalis had refused to pay child support and sent back every letter and baby picture Cheryl’s mum mailed him until he gave his daughter an educational trust just to make her go away. Cheryl talked about going to the best girls’ school in the state while her mum worked at a supermarket and re-sold thrift store clothes on weekends. She spoke calmly, the details no longer sharp enough to hurt. Patrick didn’t feel the same. The MDMA had opened a gold portal in his chest and the thought of baby Cheryl and her heartbroken mum made him want to bawl.

      Sensing his distress, Cheryl kissed him lightly on the lips. “I’m warning you, it gets worse.”

      “I can handle it.”

      She talked about getting bullied at school for her cheap stationery and mismatched uniform, of having a bad day then Googling her father to see he’d taken his whole family to Barcelona.

      “He has a daughter who’s my age. We look exactly the same. Like, exactly. I used to get scared we’d run into each other, and she’d think I was her evil twin.”

      Then she told him about her mum. When Cheryl was fourteen, her mother started to have aches and pains. She thought it was from standing on her feet at a checkout all day, but no matter how much time off she had, it only got worse.

      “It took months, but eventually the doctors diagnosed her with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. ALS. Like, what Stephen Hawking had. It’s so rare, no one knew how fast it would take hold, but they knew it could never get better. And it’s only a matter of time before she can’t walk, can’t talk; can’t do anything.”

      She swiped a tear from under her eyes. “My mum’s the sweetest person and she’d already had the most terrible, difficult life. It felt like a joke, her getting sick. It’s the Walker Curse. Everything that can go bad, does.”

      “I know why you’d feel that way,” Patrick said, holding her hand as tight as he could without hurting her.

      “I got a job,” Cheryl continued. “One of Mum’s friends owned a café and he let me work even though I wasn’t fifteen, but we still had no money. Mum’s disability payments were even less than what she made at Coles. We had to move into a one-bedroom apartment.”

      “One bedroom?”

      “Yup. I slept on a blow-up mattress in the living room for three years.”

      Patrick thought of his teenage bedroom with its desk, flat screen TV and a king-sized bed to accommodate his ever-expanding body. “Jesus, KitKat, I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too.” She swallowed. “No one knew. I told anyone who’d believe me that my mum was in real estate, and we lived in Croydon.”

      He kissed her hand. “You’re like something out of a movie.”

      “A cheap movie.” She hesitated. “That’s when I started hooking up with guys…”

      Patrick’s gut knotted but he knew she needed him to listen. To hold her feelings without judgement, like he’d learned a million times during his degree. “You can tell me. You’re safe. I’m taking the blame, just like I promised.”

      She gave him a watery smile. “Okay… I was with older guys mostly, but I went with a bunch of idiots from the boys’ school across the road too. Anyone who liked me. I got a really bad reputation, but as long as the bitches at school didn’t know I was poor and my mum was sick, I didn’t care. It felt good sometimes. Like if I had to have a bad reputation, I’d rather be a slut than a povvo sad case.”

      “Right.” He wondered who the ‘older guys’ who’d picked up a fourteen-year-old were, and if he could get away with smashing their knees with a pipe wrench.

      Cheryl pulled her hand from his, her face tight. “It’s okay if you’re upset. I know it’s a lot.”

      “Huh?” Patrick said, still thinking about busting kneecaps.

      “Me, sleeping around. I know it’s not what you want to hear.”

      He gaped at her. “What? Who gives a shit about that?”

      “You’re not mad?”

      “KitKat, If I was in your position, I’d have started… I dunno… smoking crack through a hosepipe or something.”

      She touched a hand to her lips. “You don’t think I’m gross?”

      “No! Jesus! I fucking hate anyone who took advantage of you and I hate that you got picked on, but if you were just blowing off steam and trying to have fun, who gives a fuck?”

      Her face shone. “You really mean it, don’t you?”

      “Of course. Whatever you did when you were just a kid trying to survive… it doesn’t matter. And it brought you here, so how could I ever be angry?”

      She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and when she looked at him, it was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. “I love you, Patrick.”

      And he knew, for the first time, that she meant it the way he meant it. The way you were supposed to mean it. His whole body lit up. “God, KitKat, I love you too. I love you so fucking much.”

      They kissed and it was like homecoming, although their mouths were so dry after a few minutes, he felt like he’d eaten sand. Giggling, Cheryl pulled away. “I’ll get us some more soda water.”

      “Sounds good.” He rolled onto his back, watching her move toward the bar. She looked tense. Cramped with nerves. He cleared his throat. “You know, I was also a pretty big deal at school. Sexually.”

      She laughed as she opened the mini-fridge. “Sure.”

      “I played first eighteens football,” he said in the same conversational tone. “The ladies were pretty into it.”

      “Actually, I heard your older brother Antony was the family playboy.”

      “Second to me.”

      “Nope. I’ve been reliably informed you had the same girlfriend for most of high school and you only ever did hand stuff.”

      Patrick sat bolt upright. “Lies! Who told you that? Lies!”

      Cheryl poured soda water into two balloon-shaped glasses. “I’m afraid I can never reveal my sources. Also, it was your brother Dominic.”

      “Bastard! You know he once walked in on me getting sucked off and didn’t leave right away?”

      “Eww!”

      “How do you think I felt?”

      She brought him the water and he entertained her with a few more of his high school war stories. Embarrassing himself in front of girls. Puking at parties. They were nothing on hers, but he liked making her laugh. Distracting her for a little while. When she seemed more relaxed, he took her water glass and put it on the floor.

      Cheryl smiled warily. “Are you going to try to convince me you got mad pussy in high school again?”

      “No. I guess I wanted to know how you got engaged if you want to tell me?”

      She tugged at her top lip. “I met Carlo at my first real office job. He was my boss, and he was older than me.”

      He stared at her, wondering if she recognised the symmetry between that relationship and how her parents met.

      “Don’t,” she said lightly. “I know. He was half-Turkish. He even looked like my dad.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “And he…?”

      “Thirty-eight.”

      It shouldn’t have been harder to listen to Cheryl talk about her ex than her childhood, but it was. Not because he was jealous—at least not only because of that—but because he’d studied trauma patterns and schema therapy. Caring for her mother full-time, starved for male role models and approval, it was almost inevitable that Cheryl would end up in a dogshit relationship. She hadn’t had any internal scumbag protection and her emotional support system had been Eden, who was still in high school at that point, and a mother who’d needed her more than Cheryl was allowed to need them.  The greenest psychologist in the world could have picked exactly where things were bound to go when it came to Cheryl’s love life. But no amount of retroactive psychoanalysis made it easier for Patrick to hear about the love of his life falling for a marketing manager who drove a Subaru WRX. Especially one who might as well have punched a ring through Cheryl’s nose and steered her around with it.

      “Carlo liked me from day one,” she said in a quiet, almost colourless voice. “He made me coffee and took me around and introduced me to everyone. It’s so fucking obvious now, but I was really flattered. I was so nervous, and he made me feel better about not having any office experience.”

      She told Patrick that she’d known better than to fuck her boss—that she was evidence of why you didn’t fuck your boss—but that, somehow, knowing that didn’t matter. Carlo took her out for fancy dinners, and wore suits and drank whiskey. He also smoked; cigarettes, weed, and, on occasion, meth.

      “Only when he’s upset,” she’d told Eden, who’d given the obvious answer.

      “That’s worse, Bernie. Can’t you see smoking meth when you’re upset is worse?”

      They’d traveled a lot—Cheryl burning through her meagre life savings on drinks and drugs and spontaneous trips to Bali. Soon the fancy dinners had stopped, and she found herself living at Carlo’s house, cooking for him and driving him around when he was drunk. He hated her looking after her mother, hated whenever she spent time at her apartment instead of his.

      “Your mum can do shit for herself,” he’d told Cheryl. “You’re making her helpless.”

      A nice little smokescreen for the guy who’d turned his subordinate into his whipping post, sex object, and secretary. Then Cheryl and Carlo had gotten engaged and everything ramped up. He’d disappear for days at a time, flirt with other girls in front of her, and leave presents for them lying around the house. She left him, but she always went back.

      “I felt like if I ended it for real, it all would have been for nothing,” she whispered, her eyes like dark hollows. “I wanted to prove I could make it work, but I was drowning. I had no money, I was always hungover and smoking all the time. My chest hurt every day and Eden thought Carlo was going to kill me. But you want to know the worst part?”

      He felt a jolt of terror, then remembered she was still here. With him. Whatever had happened, she was alive and well. Beautiful and brave. “What was the worst part?”

      “Carlo got a job offer in Denmark and he told me to move overseas with him or we were over, and I almost fucking went.”

      She pressed her lips together in a thin line.

      “I’m sorry, KitKat.”

      “You don’t understand—I almost abandoned my mum for that piece of shit. Even after he was gone, I messaged him all the time. Called, too. I ruined my life trying to be what he wanted and then he just left, and it took years for me to cut him off.”

      “But you did.”

      “Eventually. Eden wrote a song about it. I hate myself for that sometimes. Letting a douchebag like Carlo control me.”

      “Oh, KitKat…”

      He tried to pull her close, but she rolled away, tears running down her face. “You must think I’m so pathetic.”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      He put a finger to her lips. “No buts. I think you’re even more amazing than before. And I already thought you were amazing.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are. You’re like this… half-woman, half-machine. You built yourself out of all the useful parts of the worst shit that happened to you and made yourself into this incredible person. Like a hot lady cyborg.”

      “I don’t want to be a cyborg,” she sobbed. “I want to be shiny and perfect. I wanna be like my dad’s other kids.”

      He wondered if she’d ever said that aloud before. If she’d even known she felt that way. Stupidly grateful for drugs and friendship, he stroked her hair. “I thought we talked about being perfect.”

      “How if you try enough, it’s totally possible?”

      “No.”

      They smiled at each other and then hers faded. “I feel so exposed.”

      “That makes sense,” he said. “What can I do to make you comfortable?”

      “Why don’t you tell me something about you?”

      “Something bad?”

      “No, maybe just personal.”

      He thought about it. “I dunno if there’s anything there. Not anything like what you’ve done, looking after your mum and getting away from your ex. I couldn’t have done that. Not in a million years.”

      “Yes, you could.”

      “I can’t. I can’t even re-enrol in uni. I’ve sat down to do it a hundred times and I always bail.”

      Cheryl frowned. “Why?”

      “I dunno.”

      She waited, a knowing smile on her lips. With a wince, he realised that as hard as it had been to hear her stories, it was always easier to play psychologist than to be the patient.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I want to do stuff, but I just… get in the weeds. Get stuck. Not with football, but everything else.”

      Her lip quirked and he winced. “You’ve noticed?”

      “Maybe just a little bit. I figured it’s about you being the baby of your family. Having everyone take care of you.”

      His stomach knotted in embarrassment and he knew the MDMA must be wearing off.

      “Dunno,” he lied. “Hey, you know they want me to be captain? Of the Sharks?”

      Cheryl’s mouth fell open. “That’s amazing!”

      “Yeah, I’ve been fobbing them off about my answer though.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know if I’m old enough to be captain.”

      Cheryl glared at him. “So, you’re old enough to date me but too young to be captain of a football team, is that right?”

      He grinned. “Well, you’re just a sexy little girl at heart, Cheryl Karalis-Walker. The Sharks captain has to be a rugged bloke of many moons.”

      Cheryl poked him. “I bared my soul for you. I want reciprocation. Not this jokey-joke stuff.”

      He dropped the smile. “Sorry, it’s just… hard.”

      “I know. Why don’t you want to be captain? Why don’t you re-enrol at uni?”

      “Probably what you said about me being the baby. Youngest.” He ducked his head. “They call me that for a reason.”

      Cheryl didn’t smile. “So, you’re waiting for someone else to do everything for you?”

      “Nah, it’s more like every time I want to do something scary, I think about my brothers and parents…” His neck went hot. “Do I really have to say this?”

      “Yes. What about them?”

      He let out a slow breath. “They were good at everything. Jase was in a band, and Dom killed us at every video game, and Ant had a million girls following him around, and he was captain of his under-eighteens footy team, and Marty played tennis for Australia when he was seventeen… And it wasn’t just them. Dad was so popular at his uni that people used to enrol there just so he’d lecture them and Mum’s a doctor, and it was like, by the time I showed up, every base was already covered.”

      His guts knotted. “Sorry, I know I’m bitching about nothing.”

      “You’re not.” Cheryl laid a hand on his. “Your family loves you. They’re so, so proud of you.”

      “I know. But…”

      “What?”

      “No one needs me for anything,” he said in a rush. “Anything I could do, it’d been done a million times before. I was just… there. One of the boys. The extra Normal.”

      Cheryl’s face reflected the things he’d felt when she’d been talking: pain, sympathy, helplessness. He closed his eyes. After what she’d shared with him, he owed it to her to keep going, to say the thing he’d never said to anyone.

      “When I was in high school, I used to think this thing. Whenever I was gonna put my hand up for an assignment or make a joke, I’d think, ‘Someone can do this better than me.’ I’d think that all the time. I still do. I sit down to re-enrol and I think ‘Why bother? Someone can do this better than me.’”

      “Patty-Bear, that’s not true. You’re amazing.”

      “Not in my family.”

      “You’re the only one who plays AFL! None of your brothers even came close. Not even Magic Antony.”

      “That’s not fair. He did his Achilles.”

      “So? You didn’t, which means you’re better at football than him. Straightforwardly better.”

      “It’s very fucking cute you’re defending me,” he said, kissing her. “Very girlfriend-like.”

      “Don’t try to distract me. Your brothers aren’t better than you.”

      “Yeah, but they were. For a long time actually. I was pretty short when I was a kid, and my kicking was shit, and my grades were average, and then…”

      “And then…?”

      “I grew six inches when I was sixteen,” he said, tasting the memories. “I wasn’t just tall, I was big. Like I put on weight and my shoulders went wide. My coach did a couple of one-on-ones, helped me with my kicking, and suddenly, I was front and centre with footy.”

      “You came into your own.”

      “No.” He could see himself so clearly, all knees and elbows and acne. “I got pushed to the front. Suddenly my parents were taking me to clinics and getting told I was gonna be someone. Girls started to like me and everyone who called me ‘Baby Normal’ started calling me Patty. But the lights were really bright out there, you know? I never got used to it. I still don’t think I’m used to it. Even at the Sharks, I had Willow and Derek and John Yarding to take charge and tell me what to do. I’m not a leader. I’ve never been a leader. So how am I supposed to be captain?”

      He glanced at Cheryl and the concern on her face made him feel like shit. Here he was with the girl of his dreams, the woman with the sick mum, and he was complaining about football. “Sorry. This isn’t a big deal.”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t be mean to yourself. So, what were your brothers like when you got good at football? Were they assholes?”

      “Nah. They gave me shit sometimes, but you could tell they were happy for me.” Something inside him whispered a contradiction.

      “Maybe they were a bit jealous,” he said. “They downplayed it a lot. Acted like it was just luck. And I let them because…”

      “Because?”

      “I dunno.”

      Cheryl smiled sadly. “Do you want my pop psychology take?”

      “Sure.”

      “You didn’t want to be better than them,” she said quietly. “Outshining them would mean stepping outside of the whole ‘Youngest,’ ‘baby of the family’ thing and you knew no one wanted that. So, you hid it. Just like you’re hiding from having to be a captain. Not because you wouldn’t be great, but because you’d be so fucking great.”

      ‘That doesn’t make sense, KitKa—”

      “It does,” she interrupted. “You’re scared of being great. You’re scared of what your brothers would say and how they’d make you feel like you didn’t really earn it.”

      Cheryl’s words slipped into his chest, between the ribs. She was telling the truth. He knew that to his bones. “Yeah, maybe…”

      “You know what I think?”

      “What?”

      “Fuck them. Your brothers can work nine to fives, and slow roast brisket on the weekend, and bitch about you playing AFL. Let them. You don’t owe them anything. You don’t owe your parents either. Maybe you are better than everyone else, Patrick. Maybe you’re smarter and nicer and braver and more qualified than anyone on the Sharks and anyone from your family. You’re a superstar and you owe it to yourself to shine.”

      Patrick lay flat on the bed and smiled. He felt like he was floating in a zero-gravity tank full of champagne and more MDMA and pictures of Cheryl’s ass. “Thanks, KitKat.”

      “Anytime, Patty-Bear.”

      He sat up and with a surge of happiness, pulled off his hoodie. He didn’t want to talk anymore. Not now she’d said that. And not when his cock was suddenly throbbing. Maybe he was vain, but Cheryl calling him a superstar had really got him going.

      She eyed his naked chest. “You’re also so much hotter than your brothers.”

      He climbed on top of her. “Stop talking about my brothers.”

      “Or what?”

      He buried his face in her neck. “I’ll rail you so good they hear you screaming back in Rockingham.”

      She giggled. “I don’t think I can have sex. I’m too… delicate right now. Can I just do something to you?”

      “Well, it is my birthday. What did you have in mind?”

      “I’ll show you.” Cheryl unzipped her own hoodie to reveal a black mesh top. It was sheer. He could see everything through it. Groaning, he reached for her but she scrambled back off the bed. “Can I try something?”

      “You can do whatever the fuck you want.”

      Smiling, she knelt on the floor. “Come sit in front of me.”

      He was there in a heartbeat, shoving his pants down on the way. His cock was fully hard, dark at the tip. “This okay?”

      “Yes.” She took him in her tiny hands, and he waited for her to lick. Instead, she slid him under her top and between her breasts, the mesh squeezing her tits tight around his shaft.

      “Fucking hell…”

      “What, Patty-Bear?” She rocked forward so her breasts slid along his cock. He stared at her, hardly able to believe his own eyes. The girl he loved, the hottest woman in the world, was fucking him with her big, perfect tits. He’d done it. Hit the apex of human existence. Nirvana.

      “Do you like it?” she asked sweetly, moving up and down, her cleavage gloriously tight around his shaft.

      He let his head fall backward. “I’m gonna show you how much very soon.”

      “Good.”

      She moved faster, serving him from her knees, and when she ran her tongue across her lower lip, cum surged up his shaft. “Honey, you’ve gotta stop or I’ll ruin your top.”

      “Ruin it. Cum all over my tits, Patrick.”

      “Oh my fucking Lord…” He gritted his teeth and then he was spraying her, white flooding the mesh and running across her chest. She kept sliding until he was close to blacking out, moaning incoherently about how she was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen and she was fucking killing him.

      Eventually, Cheryl showed mercy. She flashed him an evil smile and got up for a shower. He lay paralysed on the bed until she returned smelling like her coconut body wash. He pulled her into his arms and clutched her like she might disappear.

      “Do you think anyone will ever be able to be happy now that I’ve used up all the happiness in the world?”

      She laughed. “I’m just glad that worked. I bought that top last week because I wanted to try that with you.”

      He smiled, stupidly flattered that he’d been the first. “Best birthday ever. Can I do anything for you?”

      She said no, but as they cuddled, he noticed she was pressing her hips into his thigh and when he ran his hand down her ass, she shuddered.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “Um, no…”

      He shifted, rubbing his leg against her pussy. “Okay, but for the record, you can grind on me all you want.”

      “I don’t want to grind on you,” she said, grinding on him. “I’m just… I need to relax.”

      “Okay. Then maybe I’ll just lie here and talk you through the Sharks’ backline strategy while you… hang out.”

      He laid back, musing aloud about his team’s zone defence as Cheryl whimpered and panted and stroked her cunt across his thigh. And when her eyes closed, and she started to shake, he kept his voice level but began talking about how he was going to take her into the club rooms and fuck her in front of his entire team so they all saw what a dirty little slut she was.

      She came with a gasp, rubbing so gently that she was barely moving, and when she whispered his name, he felt like a king.

      Afterward, she was embarrassed, but he refused to let her hide her face. He was getting hungry, so he ordered them a cheese plate and chocolate mousse from room service. It was almost one in the morning when it arrived, and Cheryl yawned as she picked at crackers and gorgonzola.

      “Go to sleep,” he said, pushing the plate aside and pulling her onto his chest.

      “Okay,” she mumbled. “Patrick?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I never understood what Aretha was singing about, but you really do make me feel like a natural woman.”

      He didn’t know exactly what that meant, but he knew how she felt. “I’m glad, KitKat. Rest now.”

      “I will.”

      As Cheryl’s breath slowed, he smiled to himself. He probably wouldn’t sleep tonight, but that wasn’t a problem. He didn’t think he’d ever had less of a problem. Suddenly, a sensation like falling down a staircase flashed through him.

      You don’t deserve Cheryl, an internal voice muttered. Whatever you can do for her, someone else can do it better.

      That line seemed to open a network of doors, all joined to paranoid thoughts, but he pulled Cheryl closer and willed them away. Everything was fine. It would all be fine.
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        Six months before the yacht party

      

      

      “Are you sure it’s in the kitchen?” Cheryl called to her mum. She was shuffling through the papers near the toaster for the overdue gas bill, but all she could find were old prescriptions, letters from doctors, and birthday cards.

      “I’m pretty sure,” her mum shouted back. “It’s got a big red stamp on the top.”

      “Final notice,” she muttered. “Great.”

      She shifted aside an old Aldi catalogue and saw it, red ink and all. One hundred and eighty dollars. She swore under her breath. “Found it. I’ll pay it right now.”

      Her mum didn’t answer. She hated not being able to manage her bills, which was probably why she’d let this one go unpaid for so long. Cheryl opened the banking app on her phone, but a glossy brochure among the stack of papers caught her eye. It was poking out of the edge of the pile, and she could just make out the words ‘24-hour medical care.’

      She pulled it out and found a leaflet for Wheelers Hill Assisted Living.

      
        
        ‘State of the art assisted living!’ screamed the front page. ‘Twenty-four-hour medical care, award-winning chefs and a wide range of daily activities, including music therapy and art lessons. Ask about our suite package prices today!’

      

      

      She opened the pamphlet. It was mostly pictures; green lawns, chandelier lit lobbies, and neat white and blue bedrooms.

      “CeeCee?” her mum called. “Everything okay?”

      Cheryl could taste puke. She put down the leaflet and paid the gas bill, tearing it apart and throwing it in the bin.

      “CeeCee?” her mum sounded nervous. “What’s happened?”

      Shaking, Cheryl took the brochure into the living room. Her mum was sitting in front of the TV watching Sunrise and when Cheryl saw what she was holding, she drew back into her wheelchair. “I thought I threw that away.”

      “You didn’t,” Cheryl said, surprised by how cold her voice was. “Why do you have a nursing home brochure?”

      “Felicity brought it around. She thought it might be helpful to consider some… options.”

      Bile rose in Cheryl’s throat, burning her tongue as the breakfast show hosts chirped happily away, unaware anything had changed.

      “CeeCee, I don’t have to go into full time care yet. I won’t for a long time.”

      She was lying. Felicity was an amazing nurse, kind and practical. If she’d brought up full-time assisted living, it was for a reason. She held up the Wheelers Hill brochure. “How much does a suite cost?”

      “We don’t need to talk about this.”

      “How much? Or I’ll call them and find out. You know I will.”

      Sharon Walker let out a slow sigh. “One hundred and fifty dollars.”

      Panic blared through Cheryl’s body. “A day?”

      “Yes,” she said quietly. “Or there’s a deposit—it doesn’t matter. I’m not going there. I know we can’t afford it. It’s just apparently, the care is good compared to some other places…”

      The cheery calm in her mother’s voice made Cheryl furious. She balled up the leaflet and threw it to the ground. “You fucking hid this from me! You lied to me!”

      “CeeCee…”

      “I’ll pay it,” she snapped. “I’ll take out a loan and ask Bridgette for a raise and—”

      “You don’t need to do that. I don’t need to go yet. Felicity said so. I can still move on my own. I can still—”

      “But only just, right? You can only just move on your own?”

      Her mum’s gaze shifted back to the TV.

      “Great!” Cheryl threw up her hands. “I’m coming back home. I’ll move in and take care of you until—”

      “No! No! No! No!”

      All the anger fled Cheryl’s body like scared mice. Her mother’s face was taut, her gnarled hands balled into fists.

      “I’ll go to the state hospital before you live here, Cheryl Walker! I’ll live in a goddamn tent!”

      The world seemed to tilt like reality had gotten shitfaced. Her mum never called her Cheryl Walker. It was always Cheryl Karalis-Walker, his name before hers.

      “But… why?” she asked.

      “Because I say so,” her mother’s voice was shaking with rage. “You will not spend the best years of your life taking care of me.”

      “But I want to help you.”

      “Then let me die knowing I didn’t ruin my daughter’s life!”

      Her anger returned tenfold. “Don’t you dare talk about dying!”

      “I’m going to die!” Sharon Walker yelled. “I’m going to die and you won’t plan your life around me. You’re a beautiful girl and you’re going to get married and have your own family.”

      “I don’t want my own fucking family!”

      “I don’t care! If you live with me you’ll have nothing once I’m gone. I won’t let that happen. It’s my worst nightmare.”

      A hot splash fell on Cheryl’s cheek. She wiped the tear away. “You’re such a stubborn asshole!”

      “Takes one to know one,” her mum snapped. “You’re not living with me. I’ll change the locks.”

      She meant it, Cheryl knew she did, but that only made her angrier. “Fine! But I’m going to start saving for Wheelers Hill! I’ll send you there if it fucking kills me!”

      “Fine! Do it.”

      For a moment they glared at one another, then her mum’s beautiful face shifted, and she started to cry too. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.”

      Cheryl rushed to her mother and put her head in her lap, the way she had when she was a little girl. They cried together, her mum’s warm tears dropping onto her head like rain.

      “I’m so sorry,” they said over and over. “I’m so sorry.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl woke to a sweet, ebbing feeling. Like pressing on a bruise. Patrick was curled up beside her, his mouth slightly open, long black lashes fluttering against his cheek.

      I love you, she thought, and the sweet feeling intensified. She knew part of it was the comedown, but it was also something more. He knew all her secrets now and she knew his. They’d crossed that final bridge and now there were no more questions. She was really going to do this. Date her stupidly sexy best friend. She’d have to tell Eden. Everyone at work. Dear God, she’d finally have to introduce him to her mother.

      She rolled onto her back, insides full of butterflies. It wasn’t bad knowing everything was about to change, just scary. And if Patrick was there to hold her hand and tell her everything was okay, it would be.

      “KitKat?”

      She turned and ran a hand through his thick gold-brown hair. “I’m here.”

      A smile curved his lips. “Cool.”

      “Happy birthday,” she said. “You’re twenty-four now. How does it feel?”

      His smile got wider. “Pretty great.”

      She flushed, still not entirely comfortable with the age she’d just said. Twenty-four. “How’s your comedown?”

      “I’m fine. Better than a hangover.”

      “True.”

      She wiggled into his arms and he wrapped himself around her, pushing a thick thigh between her legs. She recalled the way she’d shamelessly writhed all over him until she came. She’d admired his muscular thighs for so long, but she’d never done anything like that. It reminded her of being a horny teenager, putting a pillow between her legs and riding it to orgasm…

      Patrick’s stomach growled like a wolf. “So hungry…”

      “Let’s go get breakfast somewhere.”

      “No. You stay naked. Room service and more sex.”

      “Shouldn’t we keep exploring the city?”

      “Fuck the city.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I checked the menu and they don’t do pancakes.”

      That, if nothing else, persuaded him to let her get dressed and leave the hotel.

      They ate side-by-side in a waterfront café, her sipping Vietnamese coffee as Patrick destroyed a big breakfast. The second his knife and fork was down, he gave her a look that belonged in a porno. “Back to the hotel.”

      The filthiness of his expression contrasted with the sweet café backdrop and sent a buzz through her. She thought of her kitten attire, tucked away in the side pocket of her suitcase. “Now?”

      “Yup.” He reached across, his hand closing lightly on her throat. “I haven’t forgotten how you rubbed yourself off all over my leg last night. I’m gonna put you on my cock and make you do the exact same thing. Grind on me until your cute little pussy can’t hold it in anymore.”

      Her brain skipped like a bad record. She pulled his hand away. “Patrick!”

      “I know. I’m better than you thought a man could be.”

      Sputtering over his arrogance, but unable to deny it, she allowed him to steer her out of the café and down the street. They passed a fancy gift shop and he paused. “Mind if we go in?”

      “Sure, you need something?”

      “Stuff for my family. Souvenirs. It’s a tradition. Whenever anyone goes anywhere, you get everyone presents.”

      Of course. Textbook Normal family, all cute and perfect. For a second she wondered what it would be like to belong to such a family. To be married to Patrick and an official member, rather than a friend—then she pushed the thought aside. It was fun to daydream on holiday, but there was no reason to get delusional. She followed Patrick into the store, checking out the greenstone jewellery as he collected Manuka honey and Wellington-themed tea-towels for his parents and Kiwi bird plushies for his nieces and nephews.

      Moving along the shelves, she spotted a beautiful driftwood jewellery box. She and her mum didn’t have a tradition of exchanging travel gifts; that would require going somewhere. But it was gorgeous. Exactly her mum’s style. It also cost ninety dollars. She abandoned it for a four-dollar postcard of the harbour.

      Patrick appeared at her elbow. “What can I get you?”

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “What about your mum?”

      “She hates gifts. It creates waste, you know.”

      “Right.” He snagged the card from her hand. “Would your mum like something else? Some honey or earrings?”

      A lump formed in her throat, and she choked it down. “Seriously, the postcard’s fine.”

      Still eyeing her suspiciously, he paid for everything. Thank God he hadn’t noticed her admiring the jewellery box. She felt guilty enough without that or a fifty-dollar jar of fructose on her conscience. They walked outside, huddling together slightly. The sky was clear but the sea breeze was colder today.

      “What time does the awards thing start?” she asked as they walked back to the hotel.

      “Four. Have you decided to come with me?”

      Her stomach gave an excited squirm.

      She’d gone back and forth on attending the event all week… but she’d also packed a dress. A pretty purple APC number she could wear to a fancy event. Glancing up at him, she knew he’d let her stay in their hotel room if she wanted. He wouldn’t push. Wouldn’t beg.

      “Okay,” she said. “Just because it’s your birthday.”

      He beamed at her. “Fuck yes.”

      “But you have to promise to stop fucking my brains out long enough for me to do my make up properly.”

      “No deal.”

      She gave him a look.

      “Fine. But I’m ploughing you twice as hard afterward.”

      They continued walking and Cheryl chewed the inside of her cheek. This would be her and Patrick’s first public event as a couple, and if there were photographers—and there would be—they’d be outed to everyone back home. The butterflies in her stomach grew noticeably heavier and she prayed they’d fly off before the event.

      They reached the hotel and the second she had Wi-Fi, her phone buzzed like crazy. She pulled it from her purse, expecting a work crisis. Instead, she had ten missed calls from Felicity.

      “Shit.” She touched Patrick’s arm. “My mum’s carer is trying to reach me. Can I ring her back and come meet you in our room?”

      “Sure. I’ll put this away and get the sex den ready.”

      She smiled through her nerves and wandered to the car park to ring Felicity. The butterflies had grown razor wings and had bellies full of nitro-glycerine. She held her breath as the phone rang, praying she was wrong.

      “Your mum’s okay,” Felicity said, without so much as a ‘hello.’ “But she fell. She broke her hip and she’s in hospital.”

      Cheryl felt her New Zealand plans burn up in an instant, fluttering away like ash. She listened to Felicity explain how her mum had slipped on an old garbage bag, mentally planning her next steps.

      “I’ll head to the airport right now,” she said. “I’ll be on the next plane home.”

      “Okay, I can stay with her until then.” Felicity paused. “Cheryl, she can’t go back to her apartment after this.”

      “At all?”

      “No. You mum needs ‘round the clock assistance now. She probably has for a while.”

      Blood pulsed in Cheryl’s ears like cars rushing around a Grand Prix circuit. “Okay, I’ll move back in with her until—”

      “You’re not a registered nurse,” Felicity said sharply. “And even if you were, it wouldn’t be enough. I don’t want to say this, CeeCee. I don’t want it to be true, but your mum needs to go into a facility. Full-time. Right now.”

      Price tags danced in front of Cheryl’s eyes. Eighty thousand dollars a year. A hundred thousand dollars a year.

      “… I’ll do everything I can to help you transition her, but Sharon and I have talked about this. It’s time.”

      Cheryl walked back inside the hotel in a daze. It seemed impossible that minutes ago she’d been in a gift shop, thinking about postcards and honey. Her mum needed to go into assisted living and it needed to be somewhere good. Somewhere like Wheeler Hill. She’d need to spend her apartment savings, sell everything in her mum’s house, get a second job, take a loan and God knows what else. The day had come. That someday, when everything got worse. Tears ran down her cheeks and she wiped them away with numb fingers as she crossed the lobby.

      Her phone pinged and, craving distraction, she moved away from the elevator to check it. It was an email from Devon at the office. The subject line: ‘I feel so fucking awful...’

      She knew she should leave it until she was more prepared for bad news but she opened the email anyway.

      
        
        Babe, they’re doing a round of redundancies at work. Katie and Matt got told yesterday and you’re next. I’m so sorry but I wouldn’t want to be blindsided by Bridgette. Please don’t tell anyone I told you, I’m so sorry, D xx

      

      

      Cheryl waited for the shoe to drop, for the mistake to be corrected, but nothing happened. This was real. At the same time she’d have to spend every penny she had putting her mother into care, she was going to lose her job.

      She didn’t remember going up the elevator, but she must have because she was suddenly in the middle of Patrick’s hotel suite, watching him bounce toward her.

      “How was the call?” he asked happily. “Do you want champagne? I know it’s 11am but we’re on holiday and it is my birth—”

      “I need to go home. Right away.”

      Patrick’s face fell. “What? Why?”

      She must have told him about her mum’s accident, but she could barely hear herself. Her brain was reeling through options. She needed to contact Wheelers Hill and see if her mum could get a room. The first few payments could come out of her apartment savings. Where should she apply for a new job? Who was hiring? Would Bridgette give her a reference or was taking one day off enough to get her blacklisted?

      “Cheryl,” Patrick was saying. “I, uh, does this mean you can’t come to the awards?”

      She blinked. Had he not been listening? Or had she explained everything that badly? “I need to go home. My mum’s in the hospital.”

      “But she’ll be okay, right? Someone else is looking after her?”

      “Felicity is a paid carer. She’ll stay at the hospital until I get there, but she’s off the clock and there’s no one else I can call…”

      “Right.” Patrick rocked on the balls of his feet. “So, you won’t stay tonight?”

      Rage blared through her at a hundred decibels. She held back a scream by the skin of her teeth. “No. Can I change my flight home to today?”

      “Um, I dunno. Felix booked the flights.” Patrick’s face was pale, his freckles stark. “Is everything… Your mum’s okay, isn’t she? She’s not going to…?”

      “She’s not going to die. At least not today.”

      “Right.”

      Patrick didn’t look twenty-four. He looked like a little kid. Cheryl bent to collect yesterday’s shoes, piling them into her suitcase along with her discarded tracksuit pants. “I need to be with her. I’ll just go to the airport and take the first flight home.”

      He grabbed her hand, his fingers so hot they were disgusting. “Are you sure? You look really upset.”

      She shook him off, moving to the bathroom to collect her toiletries. “I am upset. On top of everything else, I’ve lost my job.”

      He blanched.  “What? How?”

      “Redundancies,” she said, zipping her toiletry bag shut. “I thought I’d done enough to stay safe, but I’ve been blowing off work to see you, so I guess not.”

      Patrick swore. “How can Bridgette do that?”

      “She just can.” Cheryl threw her toiletries bag inside the suitcase and zipped it shut.

      “KitKat,” Patrick said weakly. “Talk to me?”

      But she didn’t want to talk. She just wanted to get away from him. She stood her suitcase upright and wheeled it to the door. Patrick followed, his hands tucked into his armpits. “Wait, do you want me to come with you?”

      She paused, one hand on the knob. “Can you do that?”

      “I mean… the sponsor will be pissed, they paid for me to come over here. I dunno...”

      She looked at him and saw what he wanted her to say. Hatred surged through her like lightning, and she wanted to scream at him for looking so measly and helpless. Who was he to look helpless? She was the unemployed broke bitch with a dying mother. He was a rich young white dude with married parents and his own home and a professional football career. Yet here he was, needing her reassurance. The baby of his flawless little family wanting her to make all the decisions.

      “You stay here,” she said, pushing open the suite door. “I’ll go by myself.”

      “Are you sure? I can come with you.”

      A pinhole of space inside her knew that was what she wanted. For Patrick to fly home with her, pay for the taxi, come with her to her mum’s bedside, and hold her hand the entire way. To smooth things over the way love was supposed to do.

      Care for me, the pinhole screamed. Please, God come with me. But don’t make me ask. Please don’t make me ask. I can’t ask. I need you to understand. If you love me, please understand?

      But Patrick just stood there, waiting for her to tell him what to do. The pinhole closed, locked, and became solid steel.

      She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on his stubbled cheek. “Sorry this happened on your birthday. Have fun at the awards.”

      He reached for her, but she put her suitcase between them. “I’ll let you know when I’m back in Melbourne.”

      “Cheryl,” he said, his mouth turning down at the corners. “Are you mad at me?”

      “No,” she whispered. “But I have to go.”

      She didn’t cry on the way to the airport, or as she sat at the boarding gate, waiting the four hours before her flight. She spent her time researching care homes and emailing every upscale strip club and gentlemen’s bar in Melbourne to see if they had any availability for a thirty-two-year-old with no experience who needed to earn upwards of three thousand dollars a week. She didn’t buy cigarettes, but she drank cup after cup of black coffee until she felt strung out and sick.

      Patrick messaged again and again, until she put her phone on ‘Do Not Disturb.’

      It was over between them.

      Maybe when it came to sex, Patrick could be the big man in charge, but she’d needed him and he’d had no idea what to do. ‘Put the blame on me’ he’d said—well she did. But she blamed herself too, for seeing this coming from a mile away and believing it wouldn’t be a total disaster. She’d had fun pretending like she and Patrick could be a couple, but now the worst had happened and she had to handle things the way she always did. On her own.

      She kept working on the plane, connecting to the Wi-Fi so she could email more strip clubs and update her LinkedIn. As she retyped her resume, a Google alert popped into her inbox. Someone had put up an Instagram post about Patrick.

      She’d set up the alert years ago so she could follow his career and tease him about the occasional bad photo. She removed the alert with a few clicks, then, already furious with herself, opened the link to the post. It was a fluff piece from ClearStream Spring Water, who were sponsoring the event.

      There Patrick was in his nice suit, one arm slung around a middle-aged guy holding a trophy, whom Cheryl assumed was a sportscaster. Patrick was smiling his big superhero smile. He looked gorgeous.

      You were mine, she thought. For a little while.

      She swiped to the second image in the post, and though she had been sure things couldn’t get worse, they did. The second photo was Patrick arm-in-arm with Darling Belfort, a Kiwi model she recognised from Mecca’s hydrating mist campaign. The same mist she kept spraying on her face.

      Darling was blonde with huge China-blue eyes and she was smiling up at Patrick with such obvious attraction, Cheryl almost choked.  Aware it was tantamount to self-harm, but totally unable to stop herself, she looked up Darling’s age. Twenty-two. Cheryl closed her laptop and cried the rest of the way to Melbourne.
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        One week before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick’s car smelled like flowers. The bouquet beside him took up the whole passenger seat. Tiger lilies and orchids and little white things, all wrapped in pink paper. It cost two hundred and fifty bucks. If one look at them could tell Cheryl everything he wanted to say, he’d have spent more.

      He’d been parked on the street outside her apartment for half an hour. Neighbours kept looking out of their windows at him, and they’d probably call the cops if he didn’t move soon. But he couldn’t move. He needed to tell Cheryl how he felt. Tonight. He’d decided the date weeks ago. A Wednesday so he knew she’d be home and not too busy with work. He’d even written down what he’d say.

      
        
        I always tell you that I love you, but I never say how. I love you the way you love the girl you marry.

      

      

      But no amount of planning or prep work was helping him get out of his fucking car. Even the flowers hotboxing him with their tropical scent weren’t enough to get him moving. His phone buzzed. He picked it up, hoping Cheryl had guessed what he wanted to say, and he didn’t need to do this. But it was a random text.

      
        
        Hiiii Patrick! I got your number off my cousin Issac. I have the biggest crush on you!!! Do you want to meet up for a drink? Nessie xxxxx

      

      

      She’d sent a photo. If it wasn’t a catfish, Nessie was a youngish blonde who owned red lingerie and enjoyed bending over.

      Frowning, he blocked the number and deleted the messages. He hadn’t slept with anyone in months. Hadn’t kissed a girl since before his brother’s wedding. Now that he knew what he wanted, everything else was just a distraction. But he guessed he owed Nessie one because her creepy text got him to grab the bouquet and climb out of his car. Maybe every girl wouldn’t back off when they knew he was taken, but surely it would slow down shit like this.

      You can do this, he told himself. She feels it too. There are a million signs.

      But as he climbed the stairs to Cheryl’s apartment, those signs started to feel a lot like delusions. Had she really been staring at his cock when he wore grey sweatpants? Or was that just wishful thinking? Was she actually jealous when he told her about the chick throwing her underwear at him at the obli gig? Or just mad anyone thought that was a good idea?

      It didn’t help that he was so horny he could barely think straight. Celibacy had him jacking off to Cheryl’s Instagram twice a day, which probably made him as big a creep as Nessie.

      He reached the top of the stairs and paused outside her front door. Her blinds were open, and he could see into her apartment. No Cheryl, but her TV was on, a glass of iced wine sitting on her coffee table. She was home.

      Then she appeared, her phone pressed to her ear. She looked tense. Her forehead was furrowed, and she was making a lot of big hand gestures as she talked to whoever was on the line.

      He watched her pace, that same tight, unfamiliar look on her face, and his mood dropped somewhere into the earth’s core. He had no right to be lurking outside her house. He felt like a dumb kid. Like he should be wearing a Pokémon t-shirt and Dunlop volleys. He imagined Cheryl answering the door and finding him holding flowers, the look of impatient disgust on her face. ‘Patrick, I’m busy. What are you doing here?’

      God, he’d rather fucking die.

      He ducked down and put the flowers on her pink doormat. Maybe she’d guess they were from him, but she’d see it as a gift. Just more simp behaviour from her simp friend. He backed down the stairs.

      Coward. Baby. Youngest.

      He climbed into his car and fought the urge to punch the steering wheel. He was such a pussy. He’d never made a real move before, and he hadn’t done it tonight because it was easier to be a simp than know Cheryl didn’t want him. And now he had to live with that.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      At first, Cheryl replied to his messages. Short replies, but replies. Then she went dark. He wanted to believe she was too busy looking after her mum to get in touch, but after a couple of days, he knew she was avoiding him. He remembered Eden’s advice and stopped pushing, waiting for her to come back the way she had before. But he had a bad feeling. More days trickled past until it had been almost a week since New Zealand. Pre-season was ramping up and he worked out like a maniac, meal-prepped and stretched, trying to distract himself. But it didn’t help. He still thought about her every minute he was awake, unsure where she was or what to do.

      Everything that happened in Wellington felt like a dream to him now. Had he and Cheryl really stayed up doing MDMA and telling each other their darkest secrets only for her to ghost him? Had they really been having the best weekend of his life when she’d gotten a call saying her mother was in hospital and she’d lost her job? Had he really gone to an awards event while she flew home alone?

      But she’d told him to go to the party. Or at least she hadn’t seemed like she’d wanted him to fly home with her. It had felt like she couldn’t get away from him fast enough. He’d thought her old, private nature was snapping into action and he needed to respect that, but maybe he should have put his foot down and insisted on going with her?

      The rest of his time in Wellington had been miserable. He’d barely been able to think, he was so worried. He’d misspoken so many times at the awards, people probably thought he had a concussion. He’d barely slept that night and he hadn’t been sleeping since. He didn’t want to put pressure on Cheryl while her mum was unwell, but now what? Surely, she wasn’t done with him after everything that had happened? Surely it wasn’t over?

      This morning, Cheryl’s Instagram account vanished. At first, he thought she’d blocked him, but when he searched her in incognito mode, the account was still missing. He gritted his teeth and called her.

      “The number you have dialled has been disconnected,” a cool female voice said. “Please check the number and dial again.”

      Panic gripped him like a python.

      He drove past her old office. Her Suzuki Swift wasn’t in the employee car park and when he stuck his head in the building to make sure, her old boss launched herself at him.

      “Cheryl isn’t here,” Bridgette snarled. “She wouldn’t do her two-week handover.”

      “Well, you did shitcan her with no notice,” he said and, unable to help himself, added, “Derek Hardiman will hear of this.”

      He went to her apartment, but her cute kitten door ornament was gone and when he looked through a gap in the curtains, he could see the place was empty. A neighbour spotted him skulking around and came to investigate. Luckily, she recognised him.

      “Cheryl’s moved out,” she told him. “Special circumstances to break the lease. Wish my landlord would do that.”

      Patrick thanked her as he felt his world burn to ash. He had no idea where Cheryl was. Who she was with. He’d guess her mum’s place, but he’d never been there. She was breaking every tether holding her to her old life. Vanishing somewhere he’d never find her again.

      Miserable and unsure of what else to do, he drove straight from Cheryl’s old apartment to Dan Murphy’s and bought a bottle of Chivas. At least he didn’t book a room at Heavenly Stays motel, he just went home and got drunk on his couch like a normal person. Somewhere around one in the morning, he found himself calling Eden.

      “Hi,” she said, her tone wary. “I don’t know if I should be talking to you.”

      He stayed quiet, waiting. A long time ago, he’d helped Eden get home at the end of a bad night and he knew she remembered that too. Maybe it was why she’d answered his call in the first place.

      Eventually, she gave a long sigh. “Cheryl’s okay. She’s at her mum’s place and looking for a new job.”

      He drew breath for what felt like the first time in days. “Can I see her?”

      “I don’t know. Are you drunk?”

      His head throbbed like the hangover had come early. “Yeah. Please just tell me what happened? Why’s Cheryl mad at me? What did I do?”

      “Nothing,” Eden said sounding exasperated. “Cheryl’s just got a lot on her plate right now. She doesn’t want boy drama.”

      He scowled. “This isn’t ‘boy drama.’ Cheryl and I said we’d be together in New Zealand and now she’s vanished and I have no idea why. Is it because I didn’t come back to Melbourne with her? Because I offered and she said I should stay. If I knew she’d be so hurt, of course I would have come with her. I just didn’t know what to do!”

      The resulting silence said Eden was unimpressed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry for being a whiny little bitch about this. I just… I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “That makes sense,” Eden said in a frosty voice. He got the feeling he was missing something. Dancing around it and not getting close.

      “Can’t you just tell me what I did wrong?”

      Eden groaned. “Don’t you think this might be why Bernie doesn’t want to deal with you, Psycho?”

      “Huh? What… what am I doing?”

      She made a tutting sound. “Look, it’s not just about you. Cheryl’s got a fuckload to manage right now.”

      “Her mum?”

      “Her mum and the fact that she doesn’t have a job or a shot at buying her own place anymore, which was all she’s wanted for ages.”

      “What!? Why won’t she be able to buy a place?”

      “Because her mum needs to go into full-time care. Who do you think’s gonna pay for that?”

      “The government? Medicare?”

      “Yeah, if you want your mum to live in a place where there’s one nurse for twenty patients and bars over the fucking windows,” Eden snapped. “Jesus, you just don’t get it.”

      “Because no one will tell me!”

      “Use your brain! Cheryl’s going to spend her life savings on moving her mum into full-time care and she’s still going to die soon!”

      “What? But… how? What?”

      “People with ALS have really short life expectancies. Sharon’s got a few years left at most.”

      “Shit.” He stared down at his feet. “I’ve never even met her.”

      “Me, either,” Eden said miserably.

      “But you’ve been friends…?”

      “Since I was fourteen. It doesn’t matter.”

      There was a beat and it finally felt like he and Eden were on the same page. Two people on the outside, unsure how to help Cheryl. Then Eden growled. “I don’t know why I told you that. I was rooting for you and fucked me. You’ve done nothing but make Cheryl’s life dogshit. She’s been crying her eyes out over you and—”

      He gripped his phone. “She’s upset about me?”

      “Of course, she’s fucking upset!” Eden screamed. “She finally gives you a chance to be her boyfriend and you bail on her to be all over that model, Daring Ballbag or whatever the fuck her name is. I saw the pictures. Her dangling off your arm, giving you the ‘fuck-me’ eyes, while Cheryl was flying home to care for her dying mother! How much of an incompetent nutsack can you be, Patrick? Could you be more of one? Is that even fucking possible?”

      He was so shocked he jumped up onto his couch like a monkey. “I didn’t want Darling to give me the ‘fuck-me’ eyes! How is that my fault?”

      “How is that my fault?” Eden repeated in a singsong voice. “Holy shit, you really are twenty-three.”

      “Twenty-four.”

      “Big fucking deal! This is why Cheryl doesn’t want to be your girlfriend, you idiot. She hit the wall at a hundred miles an hour and you just stood there whining about how you didn’t know how to get her flight changed or whether your liddle spwonsorship buddies would be mad at you for bailing on some meaningless awards circlejerk!”

      Patrick felt like all the blood had drained from his body. “But she said—”

      “She was in shock, you dumb cunt! She needed you to step up and help her, not ask her to explain how it feels when you don’t have ten cents to rub together, and your mother has to go into a million-dollar nursing home where she’ll die!”

      There was a short ringing silence.

      Eden let out a small sob. “When she needed you the most, you acted like a useless twat, Patrick! And as far as I can tell, you’ve been acting that way ever since. Texting her all ‘Why you no like me no more?’ and drunk dialling me like an asshole.”

      “How? What was I supposed to—”

      “You’re a rich fucking football player, Patrick. Figure it out.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” he cried into his phone.

      “It means that’s why Cheryl doesn’t want to come near you! She saw the future and it was holding your hand whenever something bad happens because you have no idea what the fuck you’re doing, and bad things always happen to her!”

      “But—”

      “I don’t know why things keep happening to her,” Eden said, and he could hear she was really crying now. “She’s suffered so much and so has her mum and it’s so unfair, but that doesn’t stop it from happening. Cheryl knows that better than anyone. And you told her to trust you and you told her you’d step up and then you fucking left her holding the bag, you fucking pussy!”

      Patrick’s heart was racing, blood flowing fast to his brain.

      “I’ll fix this,” he babbled. “Eden, I’ll make it better. I’ll make it right.”

      “You can’t! The only way she was ever going to love you is if she thought you were strong enough to be there when the Walker Curse kicked in and you fucking bombed it, Psycho.”

      “Don’t say that. I’m gonna make everything okay.”

      “Well good fucking luck,” she gasped. “Because Cheryl’s got an interview at The Men’s Gallery tomorrow and that hot bitch is going to make four billion dollars stripping and never need a man ever again.”

      She hung up.

      Patrick dropped his phone and sat down feeling like he’d just been pistol-whipped. He should have flown home with her. Should have known. And despite what he’d told Eden, he had no idea how to fix this.

      He spotted his phone where it had bounced away on the carpet, and felt the panicky urge to call one of his brothers. Jase, or Ant, or Dom. Even Martin was better than nothing. Or what about his parents? Derek? Willow? His coach? Anyone. Everyone.

      Someone can do this better than me.

      Wasn’t that what he’d told Cheryl? The belief that undercut most, if not all, of his lack of decisions? The paralysis that led to Willow having to rescue him from Heavenly Stays and made him ring Eden for help?

      It was so strong, that urge to go to a higher authority. To feel like there was a higher authority. Someone you could trust who could take care of you when things got hard.

      Cheryl never had that delusion. Never believed anyone was coming to save her. Why would she? What coach could get her dad to come home and take responsibility for his behaviour? What big brother could order the ALS from her mum’s body?

      He remembered the way she’d looked standing at the hotel door, barely concealed panic bleaching her beautiful face.

      He’d been scared. Of how she was acting and of how his sponsors and the Sharks’ management would feel if he bailed on an important event for a girlfriend no one knew he had. He’d thought he could please everyone; go to the awards and then come home and help Cheryl. But she’d been asking him to jump into the trenches with her and he’d done the equivalent of signing an online petition.

      But wasn’t that just him? Hanging around and hoping Cheryl would notice him? Being her mate because that was safer than sticking his neck out? He’d bitched out of their relationship the same way he had with the captaincy offer and university and Marcus Holloway and his brothers and every other person he’d let nitpick him.

      Someone can do this better than me.

      Well fucking who? Who was that person? Who was he waiting for?

      He put his hands in his hair and yelled at his floor, a long crackling yell. When he stopped he was panting, but his head was clear. He still had no idea what to do.

      So just do something.

      “What?” he asked the voice. “What?”

      Accept the captaincy. Re-enrol at uni. Find a way to tell Cheryl you’ll never let her down again and pay for her mum’s care.

      He sat back on the couch feeling dazed. Could it really be that easy?

      Yes, if he didn’t focus on the unknowns. Like how he might be such a shitty captain he’d get sacked after a single season. Like how he might qualify as a psychologist and fuck a kid up so badly, they didn’t survive. Like how his brothers might stop talking to him if he told them to back off and actually meant it. Like how Cheryl might hate him for throwing his money around like he thought he was better than her.

      How could he do something when it could ruin everything?

      I wouldn’t say it’s going well right now. Would you?

      Derek’s voice. Derek at the yacht party telling him to leave nothing on the bench. Well, he hadn’t done that. Hadn’t listened to his idol when he said he needed to give this everything he had. Of course, he hadn’t known that it would take so much. He’d thought he just had to be honest about his feelings, not dismantle the networks that underlaid  his entire personality. But maybe it had to be that way. After all, wasn’t Cheryl worth it?

      He remembered her luminous brown eyes in the hotel bed. ‘You’re a superstar and you owe it to yourself to shine.’

      He could do something. Throw his weight around. Use every ounce of strength he had to make Cheryl’s life better. Even if she stopped loving him. Even if she spent the rest of her life grinding her ass into strangers’ laps. Because Eden was right, life had been so fucking unfair to her.

      “But that stops now,” he said aloud.
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      He got up early, found an old exercise book, and started writing things down. An hour later he had a plan. He hesitated, then decided to lean into the awkwardness and under the headline he wrote, ‘No one can do this better than me.’

      He got to work. He couldn’t call Wheelers Hill until nine so he left that for later and did the easiest thing first; re-enroling at uni. A single phone call and two online forms and he was on to go part-time at Monash next year. The most embarrassing part of his plan was changing his name in the Normal family group chat from ‘Youngest’ to ‘Patrick.’

      Dom noticed right away.

      
        
        Think you’re all grown up now, Youngest?

      

      

      He wanted to take it back but he didn’t.

      
        
        That’s what your wife keeps saying. Could you have a word to her, actually? The vids are getting inappropriate.

      

      

      Martin and Jase laugh-reacted and his mum weighed in.

      
        
        Behave, boys. Of course, you can change your name, PATRICK!

      

      

      She put his name in lightning emojis, which was cringe as fuck but also sweet. And then he’d done it. Showed what he wanted from his family. Drawn a line in the sand.

      He rang Mick from the Sharks and left a voicemail when he didn’t pick up.

      “Sorry for the late response but I want to be the captain next year if you’ll have me. Let me know about next steps and thanks again. This is a fucking dream come true.”

      He felt bad for swearing but he had a feeling Mick wouldn’t mind. Captain fucking Normal. It sounded like a Superman parody, but fuck it. Superman might not be a badass like Batman or funny like Deadpool, but he was the strongest by a million miles. A nice dude who loved helping people and banging his hot news reporter wife. Why not be Superman?

      He called his agent and when she didn’t pick up, his financial advisor. Gianna was horrified that he wanted to unlock a million dollars in investments, but he wasn’t asking, he was telling. It took ten minutes for her to get things moving and when he let slip what the money was for, she stopped bitching.

      “That’s amazing,” she gushed. “So bloody amazing!”

      “It’s not, but thanks for your help.”

      The hospice transferred him from office to office until he got to the admissions administrator. He’d come ready to jump through hoops, but paying for Ms Walker’s care was way easier than he expected. Ms Sharon Walker had an existing client account with Wheelers Hill, and he transferred the two hundred grand he already had in savings to it in under a minute.

      He and the chipper administrator then set up a payment plan for fifty-two weeks of service, with a scheduled auto renewal when the twelve months were up. The only issue came at the end of the call.

      “What is your relationship to Ms Walker?” the administrator asked.

      “Uh, h-how come?” Patrick stammered.

      “I need to put it on the form.” The administrator paused. “Family members are approved to make contributions without in-person signatures but if you’re a friend or a well-wisher…?”

      “Oh…” Patrick thought quickly. “I’m her son-in-law. I’m married to her daughter, Cheryl Karalis-Walker?”

      There was a pause.

      “Excellent, well thank you for your payment, Mr Normal. We’ll email you a receipt by close of business today.”

      He collapsed onto his couch, relieved and a little confused as to why he hadn’t had to show ID or any actual proof that he and Cheryl were married. Then again, maybe they didn’t need to ask too many questions. After all, what kind of scam involved giving a hospice money?

      He returned to his exercise book and started calling jewellery stores and scrolling Pinterest boards for what he was looking for. As soon as he found it, he got in his car and drove straight there.

      At four in the afternoon, he was just thinking about lunch when his phone rang. It was an unknown number and, hoping it was someone he’d reached out to, he answered. “Hello?”

      “Hello?” said a slightly slurred voice. “Is this Patrick Normal?”

      “Yeah, it is. Who’s this, sorry?”

      “This is Sharon Walker,” the voice said, sounding amused. “And since you’re my son-in-law, I was wondering if you’d like to come and see me?”
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      Cheryl’s mum was smoking in the hospice garden. She looked even less like her daughter than she did in photos; her face was thin, and her jaw jutted to one side. Yet there was something of Cheryl in the look she gave him as he walked toward her.

      “You must be Patrick,” she said.

      “Yes, Ms Walker. It’s nice to meet you.”

      She inclined her greying head and despite the cigarette and her Loony Tunes t-shirt, he was reminded of an elf queen. Slender and elegant and proud.

      “This is for you,” he said, holding up the Wellington postcard he’d had since the trip to New Zealand.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly and took the picture with shaking fingers. “I assume Cheryl picked it out?”

      “Yes.”

      She studied the postcard, her face softened, and she tucked it into the side of her wheelchair. “So. You’re in love with CeeCee?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Che-ryl,” she said, as though he might be a bit simple. “My daughter?”

      “Oh yes, of course,” he blurted. “Yes. Yes, that’s her and yes I’m in love with her.”

      Sharon Walker looked at him with such pity, he blushed. He was usually pretty good with parents, but he was royally shitting the bed here. “Sorry, I don’t… I’m just nervous.”

      She ashed her cigarette against the arm of her wheelchair. “Because of how I look?”

      “No! Of course not, I’m just—”

      She raised a hand. “I’m just teasing. I don’t like meeting people. That’s why Cheryl hasn’t been allowed to introduce you to me for so long.”

      Patrick blinked. Cheryl hadn’t deliberately kept her mother from him or Eden?

      “CeeCee’s a brave girl,” she went on. “Much braver than I am. But I’m sure you already know that.”

      “I do. Not that I think she’s braver than you. I think you’re both really…”

      Sharon Walker silenced him with a look. He watched as she shakily brought the cigarette to her lips.

      “The nurses don’t like me smoking,” she said casually. “But it’s none of their business. Does it bother you, since you’re the one paying for me to live here?”

      Patrick shook his head. “It’s your life. You can do whatever you want. Besides, me paying isn’t some kind of… It’s a gift. You don’t owe me anything. You or Cheryl. I just wanted to help.”

      She took another drag, her expression thoughtful. “I could ask why you spend so much money on a dying woman, but I know the answer. What I don’t know is why someone as young as you feels ready for the kind of relationship you seem to want with CeeCee.”

      Patrick felt in his pocket for the velvet box he’d brought with him. “I love her.”

      Sharon Walker looked unimpressed. “Are you sure?”

      “More than anything. And this isn’t… I’m not rushing. Me and Cheryl have known each other for ages. I’m more sure about marrying her than I’ve ever been about anything.”

      “I see. Well, you’re a very handsome young man…”

      “And Cheryl’s the most beautiful, amazing girl in the world.”

      “On that, we agree.” She took another drag of her cigarette. “We’re a very unlucky family. The Walker Curse, Cheryl calls it. Things tend to go from bad to worse and back again. Are you sure that’s something you want to sign up for?”

      “Yes,” he said at once. “I mean, no. I mean… I think I can make things better. I want to make things better. For Cheryl and you and-and anyone that might come in the future. Family-wise.”

      Sharon Walker smiled, and there was Cheryl. That luminous, cat-like softness. “Good. Now, would you like to ask me if you can marry CeeCee or should we talk about the weather first?”
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        One week before the yacht party

      

      

      Cheryl hung up the phone. Her mum had forgotten to take her medication yesterday and today her blood pressure had spiked until Felicity had to take her to the emergency room. The doctor had given her a short course of anti-inflammatories.

      “You’ll have to make sure she takes them,” Felicity had said. “They’re in her pill container but she keeps losing it.”

      Miserable, Cheryl wandered around her apartment, moving things that didn’t need to be moved, desperately searching for something to do. She decided to take her recycling down early and toed on her Ugg boots. She opened her door and almost tripped over the flowers lying on her front step.

      Abandoning her empty wine bottles and meat packaging, she picked up the bouquet and carried it inside. It was the most beautiful arrangement she’d ever received, but there was no card. It wasn’t her birthday, and she hadn’t gotten promoted or won the lottery, which left two suspects.

      She called Patrick, ready to gush praise and accusations, but he didn’t answer. She sent a text.

      
        
        Tell me you didn’t send me flowers, Patty-Bear? You’re already so sweet it hurts.

      

      

      He didn’t reply. Not even once she’d arranged the flowers in a vase and dropped off the recycling. She texted Eden.

      
        
        Hey George, you sent me flowers?

      

      

      Unlike Patrick, Eden wrote back at once.

      
        
        Nope. Probably your boy bestie.

      

      

      
        
        Maybe. He usually leaves a note though.

      

      

      
        
        You guys have the weirdest friendship. On that topic, there’s something you need to see. Patrick came over to show off his tuxedo pre-yacht party. Behold.

      

      

      Eden sent through a video. Cheryl clicked it and saw Patrick in black-tie, carrying Jupiter. She climbed up his chest like a little monkey and he lifted her into the air. Jupiter screamed with delight as Patrick turned to look at the camera…

      That smile. He looked, there was no other word for it, radiant. Tall and handsome and manly with his neat hair and two-day stubble. Anyone would have thought he was Jupiter’s dad. The man and the little girl waved and then the video ended.

      Cheryl watched it three more times.

      
        
        What do you think? Eden wrote. Pretty cute, huh?

      

      

      She tried to reply ‘cute!’ but her thumbs wouldn’t let her. She replayed the video, pausing on the moment Patrick turned to the camera and smiled, his face full of joy.

      He’s going to be such a great dad. The kind everyone needs.

      Then she burst into tears. Not cute tears—‘monsoon breaking open the heavens in a nature documentary’ tears. One second, she was dry, the next she was sobbing and gasping, snot and saltwater running down her face until her neighbour on the right pounded on their shared wall. That got her to stop. She wiped the tears and mucus from her face.

      
        
        So cute, she texted Eden. See you at the party.

      

      

      She deleted not just the video, but the entire conversation, then turned her phone off.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl tried not to think about the past. To not wake up and immediately wonder if the best of her life was behind her and she’d never make anything of herself. But as she walked down Lonsdale Street to McDonald’s, she decided to just let it rip.

      “It’s over, baby,” she told herself. “You missed. You made the wrong choices at the wrong times and everything’s ruined. You’re broke and you have lung cancer, and your mum will have to move into a shitty nursing home because you can’t be a stripper and encourage men who aren’t Patrick Normal to think you’ll fuck them. Instead, you’ve wrecked your whole life and all you can do is sit in it.”

      She’d bailed on her interview for the Men’s Gallery. Taken one look at the big scary entrance and ran. She’d text the manager to apologise, but first, she was getting a strawberry sundae.

      People kept staring as she walked, but considering her too-tight dress, full face of make up, and high heels, that wasn’t surprising. She ordered her sundae and sat in a booth to eat, though she barely tasted a thing.

      I know things will get worse someday, but please God don’t let it be today.

      But what was the point of thinking that way? Living that way? As though there was some invisible piano over her head and her dumb thoughts could keep it up there? Hadn’t she already decided it was over? That she’d reached her limits and would surrender to whatever came next? If she was done trying to try, what would she do?

      Ask Mara Hardiman for a job.

      It had been on her mind since the flight from Wellington. Thoughts of Mara’s sports initiative for underprivileged girls and whether she could use her relationship with Eden to swing a role she was wildly unqualified for. To finally ask someone for help.

      No, she thought. So what if it’s my dream and I need a job? It’s too embarrassing.

      But why? If she’d been willing to strip for strangers, why should she care if Mara Hardiman thought she was a brown-nose? What if, for once in her goddamn life, she just did what she felt like doing about something that wasn’t getting drunk or having casual sex? What if she let herself aim higher?

      Then she’d be with Patrick.

      If she didn’t have to worry, she’d be Patrick Normal’s girlfriend.

      She stared into her sundae like it contained all the secrets of the universe. How could she have been so stupid? She’d done him wrong in Wellington. She could have asked him to come back to Melbourne with her. Honestly communicated her feelings the way they were always saying to do on Pinterest. He didn’t know how bad her mum’s health was, and he definitely didn’t know she was broken, because she’d kept that from him like she had with so much else.

      He’d obviously wanted to help her, but he’d been stressed and coming down off MDMA. Yes, he’d choked, but he’d also been confused about what had happened with her mum and understandably worried about pissing off his sponsors. As she sat alone in her plastic booth, Cheryl knew she’d been guilty of asking him to read her mind and then getting mad at him for not doing it. She’d given him none of the grace she’d expected in return.

      Her fingers itched to pull out her phone and call him, but she couldn’t. She’d deleted his number for the same reason she’d moved out and refused to go into the office for handover—in the self-destructive hope it might hurt him the way he’d hurt her. The way she’d hurt herself. She’d always hated how her mum hid herself from the world, but she’d done the same thing. Ran scared and blamed everyone else for the results.

      And here she was, alone in McDonald’s at midday, watching businessmen and teenagers and junkies and parents buying cheap burgers and fries.

      She and Patrick were meant to be together.

      That’s what had always scared her about them—the feeling of inevitability she’d tried so hard to ignore.

      Knowing that she’d end up with this impossibly young, impossibly talented man. Knowing it from the moment he’d made her laugh in that German hotel room, quoting Event Horizon and agreeing to be her horror movie buddy.

      If she’d been brave, they’d have gotten together when she came back to Melbourne after Eden’s European tour. But she hadn’t wanted to be brave. Not when she and Patrick could be sexually awkward best friends. Not when she didn’t have to risk her heart.

      Licking strawberry sauce off her spoon, she was struck by a sudden lightness. Time suddenly felt very precious sitting in McDonald’s, like gold running through her veins. It wasn’t too late. She could bring this thing back around. Her heart began to beat uncomfortably fast, and she knew what she needed to do. She pulled her phone from her bag and called the number she’d gotten when she and Mara had arranged a baby shower for Eden.

      She answered on the second ring. “Hi, Cheryl! How are you?”

      Mara’s voice was so friendly Cheryl almost started crying. But instead of saying ‘on the verge of tears’ she asked Mara if her underprivileged girls’ program needed someone to run their social media.

      “We do!” Mara said, sounding genuinely excited. “Would you be interested?”

      “Yes. Oh my God, yes!”

      “Amazing.” Mara paused. “This is a little awkward, but I was hoping to hire people with, ah, lived experience of economic hardship. I grew up poor and I find that when you don’t come from a similar background, people can be patronising without meaning to. I don’t want to pry, but whoever I bring on needs to understand what it’s like for the girls we’ll be working with.”

      “Oh.” Cheryl almost barfed sundae onto the table. She’d spent her entire life lying in conversations like these ones. Pretending she and her mum were comfortable even when they could barely afford to eat. “What… what would you like to know?”

      “Well, I guess whatever you’re comfortable telling me?”

      She drew in a deep breath. It would be okay—Mara had grown up poor too. And despite her fears, she was very, very qualified for this role. Quietly, she told Mara about her dad’s absence and her mum’s illness. Of living off a tiny disability pension and sleeping on an air mattress until she was an adult.

      Mara listened, thanked her for her vulnerability, and offered her the job. “If you’re free tomorrow, come by the office,” she said. “I’d love for you to meet everyone.”

      Cheryl let her tears stream down her face and said that sounded amazing. Mara rang off and she went into the bathroom to fix up her face, peeling off fake lashes and dabbing away mascara with toilet paper.

      She had a job. A job she could really enjoy. A job that meant something. Her stomach lurched and, catching her gaze in the water-flecked mirror, she saw fear in her eyes. What if Mara decided she wasn’t good enough? What if she made a bad post and broke some underprivileged girl’s heart? For a second, she wished she was back at her old desk, typing up promotions for snail extract skin masks while Bridgette yelled at her.

      Her chest throbbed and she narrowed her eyes at her reflection.

      “No,” she told it. “Everything doesn’t have to be perfect before I’m allowed to have something good.”

      That sounded like someone else. She frowned and the answer came. Patrick. Patrick saying she didn’t owe the world perfection. Patrick saying she had built herself out of her past trauma and become a hot lady Cyborg.

      All at once she couldn’t breathe. She needed to call him, see him, but she didn’t have his number and she’d stupidly changed her own. She didn’t even have Instagram or any social media accounts. She’d been hoisted by her own impulsive petard.

      “Eden,” she said. “Eden has his number.”

      She ran out of the McDonald’s bathroom, phone to her ear, but Eden didn’t pick up. Neither did Willow, and that was the end of people she knew who might know Patrick. She halted in the middle of Lonsdale Street, ignoring the pedestrians cursing her out as she frantically scanned the road for guidance.

      She could go to the Sharks club rooms and see if he was training today, or she could catch a taxi to his house and sit out the front until he came home—

      Her phone buzzed and she snatched it up. But it wasn’t Eden, it was her mum.

      “Hi,” she said distractedly. “Sorry, but unless something’s up, I can’t talk. I need to do something important—”

      “This will only take a moment.”

      Cheryl whirled around, wondering if she could stomach waiting for a tram or whether to spend some of her precious money on a ride. A ride, she decided. She needed to see Patrick right now. “What’s up?” she asked her mum, switching to speaker phone so she could open the Uber app.

      “I just had a cup of tea with a very handsome young man,” her mum said.

      Cheryl froze. “What?”

      “Your friend Patrick came to visit me. Well, I asked to see him. He’s paid for my care for the next two years. A non-refundable donation, he tells me.”

      Her head went fuzzy like bad static. “He… you mean, Patrick paid for you to stay at Wheelers Hill?”

      “Yes, he’s taken care of everything, but that’s not important—”

      “Not important!?”

      “—he wants to marry you,” her mum said breezily. “Which is very sweet of him, don’t you think?”

      Cheryl spun on the spot, looking for hidden cameras or aliens or anything that might explain what was happening. “Is Patrick still there? Is he still with you?”

      “No. He’s gone to buy me more smokes.”

      Cheryl slapped a palm to her forehead. “Are you fucking serious, Mum?”

      “Yes. But when he gets back, I think I’ll tell him to go to Footscray Park.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because,” her mother said calmly. “It’s a beautiful day and it’s your favourite park and who knows who Patrick will see by the big fountain in around forty to forty-five minutes?”

      And then Cheryl understood. Knowing she couldn’t make herself wait for an Uber. She turned and ran in the direction of Parliament train station.

      “I’m going right now,” she panted into her phone. “Love you, Mum.”

      “I love you too.” Sharon Walker paused. “What have you got on? Is it nice?”

      “Bye, Mum!” Cheryl yelled, hanging  up.
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      Footscray Park was windy. A warm summer breeze was lifting hair and skirts and blowing away hats. As she walked to the fountain, Cheryl was grateful for her bodycon dress. For one thing, a tornado couldn’t have pulled it up, for another, when Patrick saw her, he pressed a hand to his chest like he’d been shot. “Goddamn, woman.”

      She’d wondered if it would be weird to see him. She knew she was desperately in love with him, but thought it still might be embarrassing to lock eyes and have to admit all the strange and silly things she’d done to avoid revealing that truth.

      But she’d forgotten the single most important thing about Patrick—he was her best friend.

      He didn’t make her wait—didn’t hold anything against her. He just stood there smiling his ‘aw shucks’ smile as though everything had gone exactly to plan. He was wearing a forest green shirt, and his hair was all mussy the way she liked.

      “Glad you came,” he said, nodding to her shoes. “Sexy heels. Glad I finally got to see you in them.”

      Cheryl grinned as she remembered their Instagram conversation. Her in Germany, Patrick in Melbourne, a whole continent between them. A long friendship in front of them. God, she was an idiot for not coming home and fucking him senseless, but better late than never. Now, than not at all. She tilted her foot to the side, displaying the strappy gold sandal she’d once broken in Berlin. Then she said what she should have said to Patrick back then. “Buy me a drink and you can see me in nothing else.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. Sunlight shone through the fountain behind him, making the whole afternoon glitter. “I’ll do that. But only if you promise to stick around after.”

      “I will. But only because I’m in love with you.”

      He pressed his hand to his heart again. “Sweet. I’m in love with you too, but that’s old news, I guess.”

      She scowled playfully at him. “Can you at least try to be sincere?”

      “Sorry.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and adopted an innocent expression. “Keep going, KitKat.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Thanks for helping my mum, you dick-swinging asshole.”

      “Anytime.”

      “Seriously, thank you. Even though I have a new job and I am going to pay you back.”

      Patrick’s face paled. “You don’t… did you get that gig at The Men’s Gallery?”

      Cheryl laughed. “No, I promise I’m not stripping. I’ve got a gig with Mara Hardiman. Doing social media stuff.”

      Patrick’s smile returned in force. “Congrats. Although if you ever want to strip on the side, I’ll go pull a bunch of fifties from an ATM, like, right now.”

      “I want hundreds.”

      “Done.” He tilted his head to the side. “Can you come here a sec?”

      Heart racing like she’d just run a mile, she did exactly that. Patrick dropped to one knee, and though she’d known what was happening, she gasped and put her fingertips to her mouth. People around stopped to watch with their Cocker Spaniels and Maltese Terriers, their picnic baskets, and their footballs.

      “Cheryl Karalis-Walker…” Patrick pulled a black velvet box from his pocket. “I’ve loved you from the moment I saw you, off my face at that EDM gig…”

      She giggled around her fingers, tears already forming at the corners of her eyes.

      “… I’ve loved you as a friend and a simp and a weird, controlling sex god. But what I really want is to love you as a man. As someone worthy of your trust. Who never stops trying to make your life better and stays by your side when things get bad. So, if you can forgive me for taking so long to grow up and be the man you deserve, will you please marry me, KitKat?”

      He opened the box to reveal the hugest, prettiest lavender diamond she’d ever seen. It sparkled like the water in the fountain behind him. It was her dream ring. “How…?”

      “Pinterest,” he said happily. “You never logged out on my phone. Had to bribe everyone at Everfinch Jewellery to get this at such short notice, but…” He held up the ring. “What do you say?”

      There was only one thing to say.

      “Yes!” Cheryl burst out. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      “Yes?” For the first time, Patrick seemed unsure, as though maybe she’d misheard him. “Yes, you’ll marry me?”

      “Yes, I’ll marry you!” Cheryl held out her left hand. “Actually, I’ll go you one better. I’ll marry you and I’ll stop trying to be perfect. I’ll just be Mrs Cheryl Normal. The most normal woman in the world.”

      Patrick’s eyes went bright. He blinked hard and raised the ring box higher. “Great. So should I…?”

      “I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

      “That’s my KitKat.”

      Patrick Normal slid his engagement ring onto the fourth finger of Cheryl Karalis-Walker’s left hand. It was a little too big because life wasn’t perfect, but when Patrick jumped to his feet to kiss her and everyone clapped and Cheryl felt his strong heart beating through his shirt just above hers—that was perfect. Because Patrick was wrong. Things could be perfect sometimes, if only just for a moment.

      They walked arm-in-arm back toward his car and as Cheryl studied her engagement ring, she laughed. “I just realised my dream ring is the exact same colour as my butt plug. I mean that’s not surprising, because I love purple, but it’s kinda funny.”

      Patrick’s eyes gleamed. “Yeah, I noticed that too. That’s why I’ve paid some chick on Etsy to make you a new one.”

      “What?!”

      “A new handmade silver butt plug with an amethyst base.” He kissed the side of her head. “It’s gonna have my name engraved down the side.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One hour before the yacht party

      

      

      Patrick climbed the stairs to Cheryl’s apartment trying not to think about the flowers he’d ditched at her front door a week ago. It was embarrassing as fuck that he’d done that but at least she’d liked them. Making Cheryl happy was never a bad thing.

      He knocked on her door and then stepped back, running his fingers through his hair. He felt stupid in his tuxedo—like he was going to his high school formal. At least this time he wasn’t a virgin and half-cut on Woodstock cans.

      Her door swung open, and his heart stopped. She looked stunning in her deep red dress.

      She turned in a circle in front of him. “What do you think? Too sexy?”

      The sight of her silk-covered ass made him want to fall to his knees and weep, but he’d rather cut off his tongue than tell her she was ‘too sexy.’ Whatever the fuck that meant.

      “You look great,” he said, buttoning his suit jacket to hide his hard-on. Just every day, best friend problems. The kind he’d probably spend the rest of his life managing.

      

      
        
        Fifty minutes before the yacht party

      

      

      Cheryl glanced across at her best friend as they sat in the Uber. He looked so handsome it was ridiculous, but she had no idea how to say it without sounding like his mum or some gushing football groupie. She was desperately trying not to think about the video Eden had sent of him holding Jupiter. It was mortifying that she’d cried over it. She must have been sleep-deprived or starting perimenopause or something.

      She pulled out her compact and checked her lipstick for the millionth time. She wanted to look nice today. Getting stuck on a boat with a bunch of football players and their scary girlfriends was no joke, even with free booze. They always reminded her of the assholes she went to school with. Maybe she could spill a drink on someone and make it look like an accident…

      “Nervous?” Patrick asked.

      “A bit.”

      His hand fell on hers. “Don’t be. You’re incredible.”

      God, he was lovely. She leaned across the middle seat and put her head on his shoulder. “Thanks, Patty-Bear. As long as you’re there, I know I’ll have fun.”

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Cheryl straightened the string of pearls around her neck. Her eyes ached from crying and her nose was stuffy. She blew into a tissue, tossed it, and then walked over to the bassinet. Alexander was sleeping on his stomach, one chubby fist tucked into his mouth. At three months old, he already had his dad’s gold-brown hair and thick lashes. She counted each one, so full of love it bruised. Her mother’s funeral was in an hour, and they needed to get to the church.

      Alex didn’t stir as she pulled him close to her chest, smelling his sweet baby scent. It was her favourite, second only to the way Patrick smelled after a run. All that clean, manly sweat.

      Someone knocked on the door. “Cheryl, are you ready?”

      It was Patrick’s mum, Katherine. She and Patrick’s dad had moved in a month ago to help with Alex while Cheryl spent as much time with her mother before she passed. Her parents-in-laws’ generosity blindsided her daily and she’d had to remind herself to stop thanking them all the time. That Katherine and James wanted to be here, helping her out.

      “Come in,” she said. “We’re ready.”

      Alex stirred as Katherine walked in, cooing over her grandson like a pigeon. Cheryl handed her baby over and slid on her black pumps. She’d spent the last week planning the funeral, but in some ways, she’d been planning it her whole adult life. That didn’t matter, though. It was still so hard to accept her mum was really gone, especially with Alex here.

      It didn’t seem right that one chapter of her life had closed so soon after a new one opened. But that was life—chaos folding in on itself, over and over. Keeping everyone on their toes. But at least her mum had gotten to meet her grandson. To hold him in her lap, to smell him and look into his eyes.

      Katherine took Alex away as Cheryl did her make up in the bathroom mirror, applying liner and then lipstick the way her mum had shown her so long ago. She could hear voices as she walked downstairs. Patrick’s brothers and their wives, but also Eden, Mara, and Beth. Sure enough, her friends were sitting on her white leather couch, the three of them looking like Charlie’s Angels with their high heels and long legs.

      “Hi,” they all said at once. “What can we do?”

      She smiled. “Nothing. I’m okay.”

      She looked around for Patrick but of all the people clustered in her kitchen, he wasn’t one of them. He was probably on a call with the Sharks’ coach. Finals were next week, and the team had snuck in under the wire. No one had seen it coming, except her. She’d known Captain Normal would get the Sharks over the line.

      Katherine, still holding Alex, was talking to Byron Thomas who had his newborn, Charlie, in a baby Bjorn. Beside him, his and Beth’s older son, Simon was playing a game on an iPad. Willow crouched nearby, trying to keep Jupiter from whacking her baby sister, Mercury, with her fairy wand. “She doesn’t like it, princess. You need to use gentle touch. No, gentle touch!”

      Smiling, Cheryl walked to her sink and grabbed a glass of water. She was grateful everyone was here, but even more grateful that they were giving her space. Letting her feel how she needed to feel.

      Sipping her water, she wandered over to the cabinet in the corner of the room. Sitting on top was her favourite photo. Cheryl, hugely pregnant in a Dior gown; Patrick, in a tux, pressing a possessive hand to her lower back. Her husband hadn’t won the Brownlow, but that didn’t matter. He’d gotten close and everyone said he’d get it next year. She leaned in and studied her own blissful expression. She’d been so happy that night, with her healthy baby and her husband, her mum doing so well at Wheelers Hill, that she’d started painting again. It hadn’t lasted, but that was life. Back and forth. Up and down.

      She turned as the front door opened.

      “Hi, everyone,” Patrick called. “I’ve brought coffee.”

      He was balancing at least a dozen lattes in neatly stacked cardboard trays and as everyone moved to help her husband, Cheryl just stood and watched. Eden got to Patrick first, nudging him in the side as she took a coffee. They’d become close these past few years, Patrick and Eden. Going together to the hardcore trance gigs she couldn’t stomach anymore. It made sense that her best friend and her lover would have so much in common, but it was nice to know Patrick had another person to support him when things got hard.

      Their whole friendship circle was so close now. Beth and Byron had moved two streets over, Mara and Derek hosted a group dinner every week, and Eden and Willow came by most days with their kids. In fact, all their children spent so much time together that they were more like siblings than friends.

      As an only child, nothing made Cheryl happier then seeing Alex interact with Jupiter, Mercury, Adam, Sean, Simon, and Charlie. She knew her friends, who all had complicated family histories of their own, felt the same way.

      She watched Patrick hand out lattes, a tight feeling in her chest. Even after all this time, it was hard to believe he was real. She’d spent decades waiting for perfection, but he was better. Kind, steady, funny, and brave. Last year, a football commentator had called her a cougar on a live TV panel show, asking if she’d once been his babysitter. Cheryl—who’d been watching the taping in a nearby green room—had been so shocked she’d burst into tears. By some miracle, the media had never mentioned her age before, and she was sure this was the beginning of the end. But then Patrick had calmly eviscerated the commentator, asking him not be disrespectful and reminding him that his ex-wife was twelve years his junior, something no one had ever brought up on TV. The commentator got defensive, saying he was joking and he was sure “your missus is a very nice girl.”

      “My ‘missus’ is the hottest woman in the world,” Patrick had said, still calm as a sunset. “I spent years trying to get her to take me seriously. I’m not gonna have you screwing it up. Rivers, can we get my Instagram up somewhere? I want everyone to see what my wife looks like.”

      The host had agreed and Patrick proceeded to narrate the audience through his many, many photos of her. As the audience whistled and cheered over her bikini pictures, Patrick had turned to the commentator and asked who in their right mind wouldn’t want to marry her. The audience jeered, the guy had looked like he wanted to die and the whole thing had gone viral. ‘AFL superstar defends wife against misogyny.’

      Cheryl still looked up clips on YouTube when she felt really low.

      She watched as Patrick gave Derek Hardiman a one-armed hug. They bent their heads together to talk and she guessed her husband was telling him how much he appreciated that Mara had given her three months of paid absence on top of her maternity leave to deal with her grief. He was like that, Patrick. Thoughtful. Sweet.

      She watched him move toward his mother, take their son in his arms, and kiss him. It was hard having a baby sometimes. Like a heart that lived outside your body. But she had to trust that Alex would be okay. That she and Patrick would protect him as best they could, and that he would grow up happy and healthy and forgive them for their mistakes. Understand they were human beings doing their best, who loved him even if they weren’t perfect, the same way her mother hadn’t been perfect. Grief as sharp as a blade slipped between her ribs as she remembered her mum’s lopsided smile and missed her with something close to anger. It was too soon. It wasn’t fair.

      “KitKat?”

      She started. Patrick was in front of her, holding Alex. He put an arm around her waist. “Are you ready?”

      She looked around at her family; Patrick and Alexander, Katherine and James, Eden and Mara and Willow and Derek and Patrick’s brothers and their kids, and everyone who was here today to support her. She loved every one of them, but it was all so chaotic, these relationships. These expectations and demands. When things went bad, she wasn’t allowed to run away anymore. She had to work through the pain and misunderstanding and make it right again. It was hard sometimes. Back when it was just her and her mum, things were lonelier, but they were simpler too.

      She closed her eyes. Inhaled. Exhaled. Thought the new version of the mantra she’d repeated her whole life.

      I can’t control whether things get better or worse, but thank you, God, for today.

      It was worth it. The mess. The chaos and the sublime folding over and over and over again. It was worth it to be moving through life with these beautiful fucked up strangers. To make mistakes and experience true joy. To know love and death. Birth and rebirth.

      She opened her eyes and smiled at Patrick. “I’m ready.”
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      Thank you so much for reading BACK INTO IT and joining the Playing For Love gang on their final journey!

      If you haven’t read the other books in the series, there’s no better place to start than BEGIN AGAIN AGAIN.

      
        
        “Begin Again Again is a breath of fresh air romance that cuts right through the haze.” NYT Bestseller, Tessa Bailey

      

        

      
        "Begin Again Again is yet another reminder that Eve Dangerfield is one of the most unique voices in the romance world." USA Today Bestseller, L.J. Shen

      

        

      
        "I so love this book! A new mega-treasure for my keeper shelf!" NYT Bestseller, Annika Martin

      

      

      And if you haven’t read about how Derek and Mara’s daddy dynamic fell into place, check out RETURN ALL and Eden and Willow’s equally smutty novel FIRST AND FOREVER.

      If you’re craving more sexy contemporary romance, I recommend my bestselling novel DEGREES OF CONTROL.

      “I really, really enjoyed Degrees of Control.”  Stacey is Sassy, top Goodreads reviewer

      “Eve Dangerfield’s Degrees of Control was a hot, fun read and full of unexpected humour.” Rosanna Leo, bestselling romance author

      
        
        Turn the page to read an excerpt from DEGREES OF CONTROL…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Degrees of Control excerpt

          

        

      

    

    
      The dance floor was hot, crowded, and vibrating with a bass line so thick you could taste it. Here, enough tequila had been absorbed so that the polite veneer of the party had pulled back to reveal something primal. Businesswomen, teachers, bankers, and college students were rubbing and grinding against each other, sharing sweat and saliva like animals. James cut through the dance floor, his big shoulders forcing people back in a way Charlie could only dream of. She moved in his wake, trying not to spike partygoers with her heels. In a place like this, desire was as overt as the thudding music. It was making filthy possibilities fire in her brain like sparklers on a birthday cake. James turned suddenly and pulled her close. Just like that, they were dancing face-to-face. He moved with a fluid, masculine confidence that spoke volumes about his body’s other capabilities. Ignoring the buzzing of her erogenous zones, Charlie closed her eyes and focused on the beat, letting it flow through her until her body relaxed. Right now, all that mattered was the music, her body, and his. He was so close she could feel his body heat radiating out at her. His scent was twice as intoxicating in the darkness, cologne and whiskey, sweat and man. Charlie wanted to lick it from his skin.

      This is what he smells like when he fucks.

      Her body arched toward his as though drawn by magnetic attraction, but the too-respectful distance between them didn’t close. Confused, she tried again, but nothing. No matter how much she exaggerated her movements she couldn’t get anywhere near James. She had the distinct feeling he was arching away from her. Song after song pounded past and then she grew sure of it. Their hands touched, her dress snagged on the button of his jeans but there was no bodily contact at all. She could have glanced up at him and read his expression, but something in her kept her gaze low.

      Did he not find her attractive? If so, why did he keep dancing with her, pushing other people aside if they ventured into their shared space?

      Unable to touch, unable to walk away, Charlie kept dancing. She danced until her dress clung to her body like water, and the tingle between her legs became an ache. The absence of pressure was infuriating. He was cock-blocking her. Sure, the cock he was blocking her from was his own, but what the hell? James Hunter was supposed to seduce her, use her, and let her use him in return. Instead, the guy Sophia had straight-up called a whore was playing hard to get.

      Unsure of what to do and tired of thinking, Charlie gave herself over to the music, tangling her hands through her hair and sweeping them down her body. Walled in by people intent on their own pleasure, she danced with her eyes closed until she forgot her own frustration. Until there was nothing but music and lust and him. The very tips of her breasts swept across hot cotton and she gasped, the brief friction enough to send a shock wave of pleasure through her skin. Blindly, she arched toward him, wanting to feel it again, but James moved away once more.

      Bastard!

      Charlie’s face burned. She was done literally throwing herself at him. She half-turned, determined to flee when a broad fingertip placed itself under her chin. Her eyes flew open, convinced someone else was touching her. Under the strobe lights, James’ face held no trace of all-American appeal. Shadows exaggerated his sharp cheekbones and he wore no trace of a smile, arrogant or otherwise. He looked dangerous and powerful and as immense as a brick wall. He stared down at her, his eyes flashing green and red, black and blue under the strobe lights. It felt like he was hypnotising her. He bent forward and the brush of his stubble against her cheek sent a thousand invisible hands stroking down her skin. “I know what you want, darlin’. You go on and ask me nicely and you might just get it.”

      Lust and confusion spiked through Charlie’s bloodstream like amphetamines.

      He knows. How does he know? Did Sophia tell him? Did Gloria paint “submissive” on my head in invisible ink?

      She suddenly understood why she’d been unable to meet his gaze before. Eye contact made her achingly susceptible to the dominance he exuded like oxygen. Even now, it felt like his gaze was boring into her.

      I can’t go through with this. I’m not ready to put a face on my faceless fantasy man.

      So why was her breathing so shallow? Why was her heart racing and her blood water-thin? Charlie felt her lips part, her body begging for what her idiotic pride wouldn’t let her pursue. This was what Sophia meant about bravery. Exposing herself like this was terrifying and exhilarating all at once.

      Charlie looked straight into James’ eyes. “Touch me. Please.”

      In an instant, he closed the space between them. A rough hand slid down her back, the other settling firmly on her waist. Their pelvises locked together and the evidence of James’ arousal pressing hard against her abdomen made her gasp. His t-shirt was paper-thin and Charlie could feel every inch of him beneath it, warm skin stretched over hard slabs of muscle and bone. After an hour of torment, the hard planes of his body felt like heaven.

      “Good girl,” James muttered into her ear, then he took the lobe between his teeth and bit down, making her shiver. “You’re a very good girl, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Charlie breathed.

      “That’s what I like to hear, honey. Now, be patient and take what I’m gonna give you.”

      He slid a thick denim-clad thigh between her legs, and Charlie moaned aloud.

      “You like that, huh?”

      He rubbed his thigh against her with quick, controlled movements. It would have looked like dancing to any casual observer, but it was chaos to her hot, overstimulated flesh. Within seconds Charlie was writhing against him, torturing herself with friction. She could feel herself drenching her panties, her body preparing itself for the penetration that was meant to accompany such feelings. James’ hands clenched her hips, the span so wide he was touching almost all of her panties through her dress. He rocked her gently, pressing her down against his leg with firm, insistent strokes. Charlie whimpered, the noise lost in all the bass.

      “That’s it, girl, get ready for me.” He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to her ear again. “You like it now, wait till I’m inside you, makin’ you rub up on me like this.”

      With dim horror, Charlie realized something very bad was happening. If James kept growling orders and manipulating her body like this, she was going to come against his leg. Fully clothed. In public. She was kinky, but she wasn’t that damn kinky. She needed to do something and soon.

      Pressing every available inch of her body back into his, she stood on her tiptoes. She wasn’t tall enough to reach his ear, but James bent down, scraping his denim-clad thigh between her legs as he did.

      “I’m going to get some water,” Charlie whispered. “Would you like to come?”

      James stared down at her with stern eyes, sizing her up. If she didn’t have his cock pressed against her hip, she’d have guessed that he was pissed. She braced herself for a ‘no’ and then, without moving his gaze from hers for a second, he nodded once, reminding her irresistibly of the Lone Ranger.

      Scared to wait a moment longer, Charlie tore her hips from his. The absence created a physical ache between her legs and with no chance of parting the sea of people like James, she slipped between couples, ducking and weaving her way off the dance floor. Her instincts told her James followed, but like Orpheus in the Greek myth, she needed to look back and make sure. Sure enough, he strode two paces behind, his face set in a way that made her want to walk faster.

      She reached the edge of the dance floor and moved down the darkened hallway. She let her hands trail across the walls until she found the guest bathroom and quietly slipped inside. All she could hear was the ringing in her ears and her own shallow breathing. After the thumping of the dance floor, the near-silence was almost unbearable.

      A large silhouette appeared in the doorway, and before she had the chance to react, she was hoisted onto the cool bathroom counter. She could just make out James pulling his T-shirt over his head and cursed her eyes for not adjusting to the darkness sooner. James blew out a harsh breath, as though considering where to begin, and the spark she felt on the dance floor reignited, bright as a flame.

      Ravage me, Charlie thought. Punish me for teasing you. Make me yours.

      James drew her dress up over her legs, callused fingertips catching on the silk as he tucked the material around her hips. She expected him to wedge himself between her thighs, but instead, he began tracing slow, lazy circles into her skin. It felt like a frisk, a slow inspection of property, meant to assess rather than arouse.

      Desire shimmered in her belly like heat above a sun-scorched road and she waited for the lick of shame, the nagging voice that told her she was doing something bad. Nothing. His hands returned to her upper body, caressing her shoulders, sweeping her hair away from her chest as he ran feather-light fingers across her collarbone. Charlie waited, praying his touch would go where she needed it. Two thick thumbs brushed over her nipples and she moaned aloud, the sound slicing the air like a blade. She reached for him and his hands fell away from her breasts.

      “Uh-uh, sweetheart. Palms back on the counter.”

      His voice was low, taunting. Charlie felt her pussy clench. She brought her palms back onto the cool marble and James resumed stroking her nipples slowly through the silk.

      “Good girl.”

      His smug approval sent a volt of arousal through her, as did the breadth of his shoulders in the half-light. “God, you’re so big.”

      The foolish words fell unbidden from her tongue, but James only chuckled softly. “I know, darlin’. You like that?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t want to sound like an awestruck schoolgirl, but it was the truth. He was exactly like the man in her fantasies. For now, he was the man in her fantasies.

      She shivered and rubbed her thighs together, trying to sate the arousal building between her legs. With a low growl, James clutched her knees and pushed them as wide as they could go. Cool air rushed between her thighs as her damp panties were exposed to the evening air. He held her legs apart, looking down at her aching pussy for so long Charlie wanted to scream. Right when she was going to beg for mercy, he pressed his hips against her. Charlie ground herself against him, adoring the rasp of denim against her swollen clit.

      “That feel good, darlin’?”

      “Yes,” she moaned. “Please… More.”

      Charlie didn’t care how she looked, how she sounded begging James Hunter to touch her. Every particle of her body was telling her not to let this electric feeling end. James brought his mouth to her neck, scraping his teeth over her sensitive flesh. “Tell me what you want more of.”

      He knew. She knew he knew. But he wanted her to say it out loud and right now bossy was the only game in town.

      “Treat me rough,” she moaned. “Rough and hard and mean.”

      James froze against her, his thumbs plucking at her nipples, his teeth half sunk into her collarbone, and Charlie realized what had just escaped her mouth. The phrase ‘treat me rough’ was floating in the air, completely independent of her perverted brain. Embarrassment ate through her like acid and she stammered out an apology, determined to leave this bathroom and throw herself into the nearest body of water.

      James seized her jaw as roughly as she’d ever fantasised. “I can do that, sweetheart.”

      His mouth crashed down on hers, more of a challenge than a kiss. She’d had eight months of Dale’s slender hands and soft mouth, and the contrast between her ex-boyfriend and James nearly blew Charlie away. It felt like he was consuming her. The taste of his mouth, the press of his body. His scent was absorbing her like a black hole swallowing a minor planet. For the first time in years, Charlie tasted whiskey on her tongue, the heady flavour enhancing the intensity of the kiss tenfold. A thick thumb left her jaw to work its way down her torso, drawing down to play with the waistline of her panties.

      “You want this, darlin’? You ready for me?”

      “Yes. Yes, now please?”

      Another chuckle. “I like how polite you are. Bodes well for what we’re gonna do later.”

      His fingers brushed down her underwear in a firm sweep. The pressure was enough to make her pussy convulse. “Christ, you are wet. You’re gonna soak through my jeans, you’re so fucking wet.”

      Charlie moaned, a little humiliated her body had revealed her intentions so clearly.

      “Get you hot, did it? Taunting me with that tight little body while we were dancin’?”

      His accent sounded twice as thick in the dark, his words pouring over her like syrup.

      “I think you like teasing, baby girl. Seeing how hard you can push a man before you get a reaction.”

      “No,” she moaned.

      He chuckled. “I think you’re a little liar. Question is, what kind of reaction were you looking for? Did you want a nice big kiss on the dance floor? Did you want me to go blind wanting to suck your perfect tits right through this dress?”

      He trailed his finger along her pussy in light, infuriating strokes as the other hand trailed over her breasts, brushing over her nipples. Charlie realised the high, gasping sounds were coming from her and pressed her lips together.

      “My money was on you wanting someone to push back, give you what you’re aching for. Am I right?”

      Charlie nodded.

      “Then tell me, sweetheart, unless you want to rub yourself off on my jeans all night?”

      A jab of humiliation, just a little one, set her skin ablaze.

      This is what I need, she thought, as she mindlessly pressed herself against his jeans. A drop of cruelty in a sea of pleasure.

      “Please make me come, James, I want it so badly.”

      Charlie felt his big hand clench her underwear. For a second, the pressure forced the silk hard against her swollen pussy and she yelped. Then the material slackened and pulled away from her heat, rasping gently over her clit before it was thrown aside.

      Dear God, people can actually do that? Rip underwear off?

      A broad fingertip gently pressed itself inside her, the sudden intimacy making her hips buck. He touched her without caution, as though he was already highly familiar with the sensitive pink folds between her legs, as if he owned them. She shivered, involuntarily flexing around him and James’ finger withdrew. Teeth found her earlobe again. “I’ll tell you somethin’ now, darlin’. I don’t like being rushed and I don’t like bein’ told what to do. You keep tryin’ to get your little pussy off on me and this is gonna be over real soon and you feelin’ none the better for it.”

      Charlie forced herself to go still, biting her lower lip to keep the whimpering to a minimum.

      “That’s it, you’re a good little learner, ain’t you?” Without waiting for an answer, James slowly breached her, his fingers feeling far too thick and rough to be real. “Oh yeah, that’s nice. Tight and hotter’n hell.”

      As two of his fingers slid almost completely inside her, Charlie’s breathing grew laboured. The air was twice as dense as it should have been, she could hardly draw it in. His fingers stroked in and out of her cunt, excitement prickled her nerve endings.

      I’m dying. I’m dying and I don’t care.

      Outside, people partied on, unaware that a woman was dying of pleasure in Sophia’s bathroom.

      “Christ, you feel good, honey. Been a while?” James hooked his fingers inside her, rubbing over that aching spot she had only felt with strategically placed toys. Her pelvis shuddered, every muscle tender. “Oh God, too much! Too much! James, it’s too much.”

      He chuckled. A dark sound that was void of humour. He wrapped a fist around her hair and pulled it tight. “Feel how deep my fingers are? You wait till I’m inside you.”

      His thumb brushed over her clit and the whole world tipped sideways, a surge of energy burst at her centre and her hips bucked against his stroking fingers. “James!”

      Another dark chuckle. “Oh honey, you’re gonna feel so good around my cock.”

      Charlie came then, she couldn’t help it, and as she came, she screamed. James clapped his spare hand to her mouth. “I appreciate the response, darlin’, but we don’t need to be drawin’ attention to ourselves in here.”

      She bit down on his palm and he chuckled, working his fingers harder inside her, fucking her through her climax and out the other side. It was like a dream, some fucked-up fairy tale orgasm that shook the dust off every sexual encounter she’d ever had.

      Who are you? Charlie thought wildly. Who are you and where did you come from and why are you so good at sex?

      James patted her thighs, the movement brisk. “On your knees, sweetheart, leave the dress on.”

      Charlie fell in love with him a little right then, this rough, unapologetically demanding guy she could smell and feel but couldn’t see. He was everything she thought didn’t exist made real. He was more myth than man.

      Still numb from her orgasm, she slipped down from the marble counter and contemplated the most dignified way to collapse onto all fours. Drop to her knees? Downward-facing dog?

      The sound of high heels thumping up the hallway broke through her floaty reverie.

      “And so I was like, ‘Why don’t you ever fucking listen to me, huh?’” A woman slurred outside the bathroom door. ‘“I told you, your sister’s a slut!’”

      “You fucking didn’t! What did he say? And where is this fucking bathroom?”

      Charlie giggled softly, her sexual bubble well and truly burst.

      “What do you think?” James pulled her into his arms. “We can camp out in here? Let the valley girls hear you scream?”

      Charlie trailed a hand down his chest, letting her fingers wander over all those intriguing ridges. God, she wanted to see him properly.

      Bravery, Bell. Bravery.

      She swallowed. “Come home with me. Please?”
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