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To my twin sister, Clare. The love of my life.
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PREFACE

I’m in an airport bookshop.
A shop assistant asks if I need a hand with anything and  

I shake my head, knowing that if I speak my voice will crack – and 
when the tears come they tend not to stop.

I’m looking for a book I’m fairly certain doesn’t exist. I want 
something that will put into words how I’m feeling right now – a 
sensation I have no vocabulary for.

You see, I’m not meant to be in this bookshop alone, waiting 
for my sister and a friend to finish up at some jewellery shop next 
door. This isn’t what this moment is supposed to look like. I’m 
still attached to another set of moments, ones I’d played out in 
my head until they’d become fact. I’m being tortured by a paral-
lel existence: one in which my boyfriend hasn’t broken up with 
me and we’re on the trip we planned, taking turns sleeping on 
each other’s shoulders in our cramped economy seats.
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I want a book that puts words around how I’m feeling and 
doesn’t try to make me feel something different. That provides 
no instructions. That reminds me that this experience – and the 
unholy blend of grief and self-loathing that accompanies it – is as 
old as humans are. Some of the first stories humans ever told were 
about this feeling. So, why am I, a twenty-first-century woman, 
eight days after being dumped on an otherwise unexceptional 
Tuesday, certain I’m the only person to have ever felt like this?

I get on that plane – without a book – and experience a holiday 
devoid of colour and taste. I look for his face in the lantern-filled 
markets of Hội An and in the crowded museums of Ho Chi Minh 
City. I’m suffocating inside Sylvia Plath’s bell jar, clamped shut over 
me no matter where I go. I know there’s a vibrant new world on the 
other side of the glass, but I’m unable to touch it. I’m obsessed with 
my phone. I check and post and check again and beg it to ring 
and look to see if he’s reacted to my photo. My life has become an 
empty performance for the one person who isn’t watching.

For a while, I thought that was where the idea for this book 
began. But an idea doesn’t arrive once. It haunts you, finding its 
way into your past and future, tapping you on the shoulder until 
you do something with it.

So this book probably started well before that.

I’m interviewing a man for my Master’s thesis. He’s sixty-five, 
tall, has a hint of a Scottish accent and has been married to the 
same woman for more than half his life. I ask him about his first 
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relationship. He says he was fourteen. I see his eyes go glassy.  
He coughs. Tries to compose himself. But his eyes just get wetter 
and the tip of his nose turns pink.

He tells me her name was Patricia and she broke up with him 
suddenly, and that he then had to ride the bus with her every day 
for the rest of the year.

‘Now that I think about it, I was terribly heartbroken,’ he 
says, shocked by his proximity to his own pain from more than 
fifty years ago. The feeling is still right there, living in his chest. 
It’s not because he doesn’t love the woman he married. He says, 
‘She’s been the most wonderful thing for me. Everything I hoped 
for. She’s smart, she’s loving, she’s just a wonderful companion 
for me. And it’s just been . . . it’s been one of the real treasures of 
my life.’

But inside him, there is space for both. Love for the woman he 
married and sorrow for the girl who left him.

There are three things I learn from that man, tall and broad, 
wearing a well-fitted tan coat.

The first is that heartbreak doesn’t belong to women.
The second is that heartbreak doesn’t belong to the young.
And the third is that heartbreak might never, really, leave you. 

Even if you fall in love again. Even if the years wear on and you 
forget the colour of their eyes or what you talked about. Even if 
it was never right and your life went in the direction it needed to. 
Even then, the part that was broken by someone else when you 
were fourteen never quite heals.

But then, this book probably started before that.
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I’m nineteen. The hot water is turning cold as I am curled in 
the fetal position in the shower, unable to grasp how much this 
hurts. I’ve been broken up with by a boyfriend I thought I’d 
marry. He’s told me he doesn’t love me anymore, and I think 
there’s probably someone else. I’ll later learn there is. I can’t eat 
and I barely sleep, sure that this event has confirmed something 
I already know about myself: I’m fundamentally unlovable. An 
empty sack of flesh, uninteresting and vacuous, playing the part 
of a girlfriend but never quite being enough. I feel embarrassed 
about what he knows about me. Ashamed. Stupid that I let 
someone get close enough to see all the ugly parts.

But then, this book probably started before that.

I’m fifteen. The study is dark because the curtains are drawn and 
my friends and I are checking MSN Messenger. I have a boyfriend 
at the time. I’ve noticed that people look at me differently when  
I tell them that. His name is Jordan and I like how he smells. The 
first time we met, I remember considering my face from every 
angle, how it would look if he was sitting to my right or to my 
left, how my nose bulges at the end from front on. Boys had 
called me ugly before – boys who saw my pictures over MSN 
Messenger and who’d then been horrified when I’d shown up in 
real life. But Jordan was the first boy to tell me I was beautiful. 
And for a few months, I let myself believe him.

But on this Sunday afternoon in our dark study, I notice that 
Jordan has changed his name on MSN. It once had a love heart 
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and my name following his. It still has the love heart. But now 
it’s followed by a different name. The name of a friend I’d intro-
duced him to the day before. I think I might be dreaming and 
that this is a nightmare I’ll wake up from. It isn’t.

But then, this book probably started before that.

I’m seven and I know I like boys. I notice that there’s a certain kind of 
girl they like – and that girl isn’t me. It’s a slow heartbreak, I suppose, 
watching the boy I think is funny and handsome watch someone 
else. At a Friday night disco, the boys line up to dance with the 
prettiest girl in the class. They do not line up to dance with me. One 
day, I give the boy I like a packet of chips from my lunch box and 
he pays me a fair bit of attention for the rest of the afternoon. But 
once Mum stops putting chips in my lunch box, the sandy-haired 
boy in my year loses interest in hanging out. It takes me a while, but 
eventually I figure he might have been using me for the chips.

This book was born in the hours I’ve waited for men to message 
me back and who never did. In the years full of almost-
relationships, where I thought I cannot handle another rejection 
and then found myself turned down by someone I wasn’t even 
sure I liked. This book was forged over hundreds of conversations 
with people who cried and yelled and laughed as they watched 
their lives be upended by a break-up.
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They taught me that heartbreak has nothing to do with who 
you are. What you have or don’t have, whether you could have 
or should have been better. Katy Perry’s been dumped and 
serial killers serving life sentences have been known to have 
three girlfriends. Love doesn’t make any sense. And having 
experienced romantic rejection doesn’t say anything about the 
quality of a person. Relationships are not some test we fail 
or pass. They have a little to do with luck. A lot to do with 
timing. There are few things we control less than how someone 
else feels about us. And, just as love’s magic can appear from 
nowhere and cast a spell on two unsuspecting people, so too 
can it disappear for no reason at all. We don’t get to control the 
magic wand. If only.

So I wrote the book I wanted to find in that airport bookshop.
A book that didn’t explain away heartbreak, forcing it into the 

past tense even though it was still present.
I wrote a book about scars. The ones that never quite heal. 

That we walk around with until the day we die. Somehow, that’s 
less sad than it sounds. Everyone we love, particularly those we 
love so much we design our lives around them, lives inside us. 
And when they leave us, we can’t just force them out.

I wrote this book for the person who doesn’t want to be told 
that this too shall pass. Not yet. Who wants to sit in it. Sit with 
it. And see it for what it is. Who wants to know they’re not alone. 
That their pain is at once unique and universal. Belonging to 
them and everyone.

I wrote this book to say: you don’t need to look very far – heart-
break lives in all of us. Deeper in some than in others. It doesn’t 
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mean we don’t love now. It just means we’ve loved before. And 
that comes with us wherever we go.

I wrote the book for people who know that a self-help book 
won’t fix it. No book will. And for the people who know there’s 
no such thing as distraction because there’s someone living 
behind your eyes and they shape everything you see.

I wrote this book because I know what it is to feel fundamen-
tally unlovable. Like there’s something wrong with you.

It is their story – Ana’s and Patrick’s and Claire’s. But it is also 
my story and our story.

I hope within it you find echoes of yourself.
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INTRODUCTION

There are a few things you should know before you meet 
Ana, Claire and Patrick.

The first is that they are real people, although I have not used 
their real names. And while this book is predominantly non- 
fiction, parts have been fictionalised to varying degrees. I do not 
invent plot and I have done my best not to invent feelings. Where 
human memory has left gaps, I’ve filled the story with colour 
that seems to fit. I’ve sculpted these narratives out of the clay that 
was handed to me.

Peter FitzSimons once said to me that whenever he reads 
fiction, he finds himself distracted by a voice in the back of his 
head that whispers, ‘This didn’t happen.’ When I considered the 
subject of heartbreak, I knew I didn’t have to make this story 
up. If I’d tried to make something up, it wouldn’t have been 
anywhere near as interesting as the stories that were playing out 
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in people’s real lives all around me. The plot didn’t have to be 
manufactured. It was buried inside most people I knew.

The stories had to be true, because within them would be 
nuances I’d never noticed before and realities I couldn’t have 
invented. I didn’t want to be limited by what I, as a thirty year 
old, happened to know about love and loss. I wanted to learn 
from people as I wrote, injecting wisdoms from different places 
and genders and ages into the pages of this book.

Longform non-fiction storytelling, in my experience, also 
elicits compassion and empathy most powerfully. There are few 
activities as intimate as reading a book, the words invisible to 
everyone around you. The characters and storylines might be 
dancing on a page, but they’re dancing to a song playing in your 
head. In the solitariness that reading a book demands, it forces 
one to reflect on one’s own life. After all, every time we explore 
others, we’re mostly just exploring ourselves.

Ana, Claire and Patrick have all read the book and have 
consented to their stories being shared. I interviewed them – for 
the most part – while the world was locked down in the midst 
of a global pandemic, which made the logistics harder than they 
would have been otherwise. During this process, I was struck by 
the generosity of Ana, Claire and Patrick and their willingness 
to answer questions I had no right to ask, to share with me parts 
of themselves that were vulnerable and to open up about experi-
ences that were painful. 

They gave me one of the most precious and personal things 
any person can offer another, which is their time. We spoke on 
the phone and on video chat, we emailed and messaged and, 
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when it was possible, we met face to face. They sent me diary 
entries and text exchanges and emails they’d kept. They shared 
photographs and videos. They invited me into their world – each 
expressing surprise that someone would find the details of their 
love life interesting. 

All three, at one time or another, thanked me. Our conver-
sations were cathartic. Maybe even healing. There comes a 
time after suffering when our friends stop listening. Our 
family grows impatient. I tried to play the part of a living 
journal – listening without judgement. My very presence, I 
hope, told them that their stories and how they interpreted 
them mattered.

Poet and novelist Ben Okri said, ‘The face of storytelling hints 
at a fundamental human unease, hints at human imperfection. 
Where there is perfection there is no story to tell.’ 

And is there anything more imperfect than the decay of a 
romantic relationship? So, this is heartbreak, three ways. I wanted 
to tell these stories to put forward a new theory about heartbreak 
and the lasting effect it has on a person. It is only through sharing 
our vulnerabilities and the most tormented parts of ourselves that 
we’re able to discover how much we have in common. How alike 
we all are.

Ana is in her early forties and is married to a man she’s been 
with for twenty-five years and with whom she has three children.  
She loves him, she thinks. She just sometimes wonders whether 
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she actually likes him. She loves another man, and he’s been there 
all along.

Patrick is in his early twenties and has never had a girlfriend 
before. He meets Caitlin during a university group assignment 
and the thought of her creeps into his sleep and contours his 
conversations. Before long, every thought takes the shape of her 
face. He hasn’t considered that she might have a boyfriend.

Claire is in her mid-thirties and has moved to London to start 
over. She meets Maggie and they strike up a close relationship. 
One night in Claire’s apartment, everything between them 
changes and she finds herself caught up in a current she can’t free 
herself from.
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CLAIRE

The room smells like dust and sour sweat. She stands up 
straight and rolls her shoulders back. Click. Doesn’t sound 

good. Maryanne, her mum, keeps telling her to stand up straight 
or she’ll end up like that hunched old lady with the blue eye 
shadow they sometimes see on Ruthven Street. She spits back 
that she’s an adult and can stand however she likes. Then she 
remembers she’s thirty and living at home in Toowoomba and 
having an argument with her mum about her posture and swal-
lows down the lump in her throat that says, You’re embarrassing, 
Claire. Your life is embarrassing.

The head of the vacuum cleaner hits the metal legs of the chair 
and she resists the urge to ram it into the stupid chair again and 
again and again until it falls over. The vacuum itself sits between 
her shoulder blades and the black straps holding it to her body are 
tangy with the body odour of whoever wore it last. By the time 
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she leaves tonight, the smell will have stuck to her cheap black 
cotton T-shirt. The kind of smell that doesn’t really go away, even 
after you wash it.

She pulls her phone out of her pocket, checks the time, then 
stuffs it back in and keeps vacuuming. Forty-eight minutes until 
she can go home. Her shifts are only three hours but they feel 
longer than the minimum eight-hour days she used to work in an 
office. She blinks her eyes hard, trying not to think about those 
days. Trying not to think about how much a life can change in 
two years. Past Claire who lived in a North London flat with a 
job as a sales manager in a glass skyscraper would pity future 
Claire. She owed her an apology for messing it all up.

Back then, life had a rhythm that she felt nostalgic for even 
as she was living it. Monday to Friday was all soy cappuccinos 
and overflowing sandwiches from the bakery down the road and 
meetings where she felt useful and brainstorming sessions that 
went well into the evening but it felt like no time had passed. It’s 
funny how memories can trick us. They reflect back moments of 
our lives, but without the discomfort or anxiety, the sweat or cold 
hands. Memories are like well-framed photographs, where all the 
mess is just out of focus.

A buzz inside her pocket. She retrieves it without breath-
ing – a habit she still can’t break. Her stomach sinks. It’s just 
Charlie, who wants to know how she’s going and when she’s 
coming back to London like she promised. They were meant to 
do that Portugal trip. And Joel’s thirtieth is next month. She 
always said she’d be back for that. Claire ignores the message, 
annoyed Charlie would even ask, would pretend like nothing at 
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all had changed. As she runs the vacuum along the dark grey 
carpet, Claire fantasises about writing back: ‘Leave me alone.  
I’m obviously never coming back to London.’

Her thoughts race loudly through her head. When she’d first 
started this job a few weeks back, she’d thought she might listen 
to music and be transported someplace else while she wiped 
down glass doors and mopped the scuffed dance floor. Maybe it 
wouldn’t be so bad. But within minutes of having her earphones 
in, she’d begun hyperventilating, sure she was going to pass out 
before she made it to the bathroom. Her vision had tunnelled 
and her mouth had turned to cotton. Her heart was thumping 
faster. Faster. Faster. Harder. She had breathed through it, trying 
to hurry the process along, repeating ‘Get it together’ to herself. 
Telling the boss that she hadn’t quite got round to cleaning the 
bar because she’d had a panic attack wasn’t an option. It had 
been her first day of work in nine months. Glenda, a friend of 
her mum’s, had offered her some hours cleaning the clubhouse at 
Toowoomba Bowls Club a few nights a week, and as quickly as 
she had said no, her mother had exclaimed ‘Yes’, and now here 
she was. Completely on her own, except for a checklist of tasks to 
complete, unable to listen to music lest it make her feel anything.

As she pulls the vacuum cleaner off her back and balances it 
on the edge of a table, her phone vibrates again. This time it’s an 
email. Her body registers who the sender is before her brain does. 
The way the letters of the name curl sends an electric shock from 
her fingertips all the way down to her toes. Her thumb hovers 
over the notification. Eight-fifty on a Thursday night. Why now? 
What could she want? She looks around at the empty clubhouse, 
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the mopped wooden dance floor and the L-shaped bar swarm-
ing with fruit flies even though she’s just sprayed all the metal 
surfaces. Imagine if she knew this is what my life looks like, she 
thinks, before quickly realising that she probably does.

The phone is bright, her name clear. Maggie Stuart. No subject 
line. She clicks on the email and immediately wishes she hadn’t.
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Sitting beside Ana, on a matching wicker deckchair angled 
in such a way as to encourage conversation between the two 

people occupying them, is the wrong man. If I told him, she 
wonders, would it ruin my life?

She opens her mouth and closes it again. Picks up the glass 
of riesling to her right and takes a sip. This moment is almost 
perfect. The southern New South Wales sky is fairy-floss pink 
and a warm breeze tickles her hairline. It’s starting to smell like 
summer – citronella and faraway traces of backburning. The 
kids – Rachael, seventeen, and the twins, eleven – are at their 
grandparents’ until seven. Billy, the dog, is curled up beside her, 
waiting for dinnertime. She lives in the house with the swimming 
pool and the French doors and the deck looking out onto dense 
bushland, just like she’d always wanted. The deck he’d built with 
his calloused hands. She looks down at the dark timber panels. 
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The breeze has begun to bite, its coolness snatching the colour 
and warmth from her legs. The ice cubes in her riesling have 
melted faster than she drank – the remaining two mouthfuls will 
taste more like water than wine now. The glass itself is chipped, 
which she ordinarily wouldn’t notice, but the light has turned 
ugly and suddenly everything looks much worse.

In half an hour, the kids will be home and then she’ll serve 
dinner and yell at them to help her wash up while already doing 
it all herself. She’ll tell Rachael to have a shower and Rachael will 
lie and say she had one this morning and then she’ll say, ‘No you 
didn’t’, and Rachael will ask if she is calling her a liar.

And then the kids will go to bed, closely followed by Paul who 
has the sleeping patterns of a ninety-year-old man, and she will 
sit on the lounge and half-watch some late-night American show 
full of jokes she doesn’t understand.

And then she will turn it off, climb into the left side of a bed 
that never feels big enough and think to herself, I married the 
wrong man.

And as she drifts into sleep, she’ll be given the space she’s 
desired all day to think about the one thing she isn’t really 
allowed to.

The right one.
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Him. The foundation upon which her whole life has been built. 
He’d tell her that if you muck around with the foundations of 
anything, the structure will collapse. And you’ll have to start 
again. ‘Not very efficient,’ he’d mumble, before climbing into his 
truck to tear down a perfectly beautiful cottage to make way for 
a lifeless monstrosity.

She hears him breathe a forced sigh from the chair beside her 
and fury rises in her chest. For a moment she thinks she might 
hate him, and then remembers, slowly, that she doesn’t. 

If you asked Ana what her first memory was, she’d answer 
like she’d been thinking about it. She’s in her Baba’s backyard 
and there’s a hole in the fence and she can see a spider. It’s 
growing. Getting bigger and bigger. But the memory isn’t really 
about the spider. It’s about the people behind her. Her Baba and 
Deda. The way Baba always shook her head when Deda made 
her laugh. How she sat with her knitting needles and yarn, lost 
in her fingers, while he sat across from her, reading another 
book about World War II. And how one of them would look 
up, every so often, and smile at the other. As if to say: Even after 
sixty years, I miss you when you’re someplace else. That’s what love 
is to Ana.

Her parents were the same. And Ana, for most of her marriage, 
had been the same. Until it all went wrong.

Tonight, as tended to happen, the tone of the sky changes, a 
reminder that some things don’t stay good for long. Twilight falls 
and darkness envelops the bushland laid out before them. With 
her elbow propped up on the dusty armrest, her head resting 
heavily on her hand, she notices things she hasn’t before.
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If this were a movie, he would notice her hazel eyes first. How 
they look like the Big Bang – brown matter spilling into a 

green galaxy. The beginning and the end of the earth. But this is 
not a movie. And they are not the first thing he notices.

The first thing he notices is that the person walking through 
the door is a girl. A black bag hangs over her right shoulder and 
rests just above the curve of her hip. Long hair falls over her 
narrow shoulders. He doesn’t want you to imagine her in slow 
motion, because she’s not. Time doesn’t stand still. No-one trips 
over or runs their fingers through their hair. One person simply 
walks into a room and another person notices. All his eyes deliver 
to his brain, as though he is a caveman incapable of higher order 
thinking, is: Girl.

In Patrick’s defence, he’s never seen one in the lab before. He’s 
not being sexist, that’s just a fact. It would be like seeing a polar 
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bear wandering along St Georges Terrace. Nothing against the 
polar bear – he’d be welcome to stay, of course – but you’d be 
lying if you said you didn’t notice it.

He’s not proud of what his mind does next, but it’s probably 
best he be honest. He screens her from the ground up, like one 
of those full-body scanner machines at the airport. Narrow feet 
sit inside white trainers. Legs hugged by tight denim jeans. A 
loose red and white striped singlet. Long brown hair, almost to 
her elbows. He can’t tell you much more than that. Certainly 
not the colour of her eyes. Just that there is a girl unpacking her 
things inside the software engineering lab and he would like to 
keep looking at her. It is enough for him to think, Hmm, that’s an 
unusual occurrence, and file it neatly away in his memory.

A few days later, he finds himself sitting opposite the girl in 
the library, his mind registering slightly more than Girl this time. 
Her bracelets, which look like pieces of ragged string you find 
tied around a leg of ham, circle her slender wrists. There are a 
dozen of them. All different colours, standing out against the 
bright white of the desk.

‘Where’s Thomas?’ Girl asks, checking the time on her phone.
‘I’ll text him now,’ the other girl says.
Yes. By this stage, there are two girls – and they’ve found 

 themselves in the same group for this interface design assignment. 
Two years he’s been studying software engineering and he has 
never worked with a female on a group project. Now he has two.

He’s learned that Girl One – the one with the bracelets – is 
named Caitlin. Her cheeks are flushed from the heat outside and 
she keeps lifting her hair up, waving cool air towards the back of 
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her neck. Every time he instructs his eyes to look elsewhere, they 
find her again, searching for he doesn’t know what.

Girl Two sits beside him and looks like the kind of person 
who went to a private school – modestly dressed in expensive- 
looking clothes, shiny hair finely streaked with a blend of blond 
and gold. Her skin is clear and fair, her big toothy smile likely 
corrected by years of dental work. Patrick can’t tell you what it 
is exactly, but there’s something fundamentally different about 
these two women. One is Caitlin and the other – her name 
might be Emma or Emily, he forgot immediately after she said 
it – is not.

After she sends the text, Emma – he’s decided her name is 
Emma – begins to tell a story about her weekend. He’s always 
admired that about women. Their ability to pluck a story out of 
absolutely nowhere and decide that now would be a good time to 
tell it. He’d never been much good at small talk. When he tunes 
in again, she’s recounting how someone got so blind drunk they 
knocked their two front teeth out on the edge of a gutter. Her 
voice echoes through the library, all tapping keys and humming 
printers, and he wonders how she could be so unaware of how 
loudly she’s speaking. He glances at the students around him. 
One is highlighting a textbook, shifting in his seat. Another has 
taken out one earphone and is glaring at them.

Caitlin nods politely without asking any follow-up questions. 
She fiddles with her bracelets, avoiding eye contact as much as 
possible.

He is struck by a desire to know her. To ask her all the ques-
tions Emma is answering unprompted. Was she at a house party 
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last weekend too? Where was she before this moment? Where 
will she be afterwards? Who is she outside of these walls?

She begins muttering under her breath and he realises she’s 
reading out the project outline. He leans back in his chair. 
Smirks. She sees it.

‘Sorry, just trying to work out what we’re actually meant to do 
here.’ She rubs her forehead. ‘I reckon we just split it up rather 
than all trying to meet . . .’

‘That’s the point of a group assignment, though,’ Emma snaps, 
looking at him for reassurance.

To be entirely honest, he’s never understood the point of 
group assignments, but he doubts it’s for four people to sit in 
front of the same computer screen and debate every step of 
designing an interface. He’s done enough of these to know that 
they’ll meet a few times a week for a month. Emma will tell  
her stories. Thomas won’t turn up. He doesn’t know about 
Caitlin. But one person – probably him – will actually do the 
assignment but will put all four names on it anyway. Thomas 
might pat him on the back as they leave class, utter a quick, 
‘Thanks mate’.

‘Yeah, I’m with you.’ He tilts his head towards Caitlin. ‘I’ve 
got a lot on this week . . .’ He trails off. Doesn’t know why he 
said that. He does not have a lot on this week.

Caitlin looks at him and nods. He realises he likes it when he 
has her attention. It makes him feel like he exists.

It’s decided that he and Caitlin will design the web formats. 
The other tasks are divided between Emma and Thomas – even 
though, at this stage, Thomas might very well be dead.
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‘We’ll need to meet at the labs sometime this week to work out 
what needs to be done and then we can divide it up. Thursday 
works for me. I’m sure I saw you in there the other day, actually,’ 
Caitlin says, he realises after a beat, to him.

The top of his ears feel hot. ‘Did you?’ he asks. Another lie.
Emma and her shiny hair have somewhere else to be, so 

she packs up her things and says that she’ll see them later. He 
watches her walk through the glass sliding doors into the warm, 
still afternoon.

‘You off too?’ he asks Caitlin, both of them still looking at 
their laptop screens.

‘Yeah.’ Her fingers play with her bottom lip. ‘I feel so 
rude . . . I’m checking that email to see what her name is.’

He laughs. Tells her he’s been trying to work it out too, but 
he’s fairly certain it’s Emma. Then she laughs. It’s not. It’s Alice. 
He makes her show him the email to prove it. He pulls a face. 
Guilty.

‘And what’s my name then?’ she asks. A test.
‘Caitlin,’ he says. Her eyes are hazel. Like the Big Bang.  

‘You’re Caitlin.’
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It’s a Saturday evening and the last dregs of sunlight are making 
their way into the foyer of the Empire Theatre. To everyone but 

Claire, there’s an energy in the air. Women with chunky neck-
laces sip their prosecco and complain about the day’s unbearable 
heat. A handful of people buy overpriced programs, all of whom 
are most likely related to someone on the pages inside. The chatter 
and clinks and music make her feel like she’s suffocating and, for 
a moment, she considers hiding in a toilet cubicle, but then she 
sees the line of women snaking around the corner.

Maryanne is lining up at the bar. Claire thinks she’s proba-
bly looking around, wishing anyone else here were her daughter. 
Someone who gets out of bed before noon. Who works full time 
as a nurse or a teacher or for the local paper. She’d never say it. But 
imagine the disappointment of having your thirty-year-old daugh-
ter move back in with you, unable even to walk to the shops to get 
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a loaf of bread. Sick. But not the kind of sick other people under-
stand. The kind of sick that sounds made-up. That most people 
think could be cured with a stern talking-to and some perspec-
tive. ‘Oh yes,’ Maryanne must say to her friends, ‘my daughter has 
moved back in with us because she’s lazy and sad.’

And now her mother has to walk back from the bar, bypassing 
laughter and stories that make a tableful of people lean in, only 
to stand in the dark orbit of her daughter. Not even Claire wants 
to be in Claire’s presence. Other people are like bright, flickering 
candles and she is a draught of cold air, blowing them out if they 
come too close.

They’re seeing a play called The Wrong Side. ‘I think it’ll 
be great,’ Maryanne had said as she applied her lipstick in the 
hallway mirror. ‘You’ll love it,’ she’d added, rubbing the sides of 
Claire’s arms and leading her out the door.

In London, Claire had spent most of her Friday and Saturday 
nights at the theatre. The London Palladium, the London 
Coliseum, the Royal Festival Hall, Hammersmith Apollo 
and countless tiny underground playhouses she can’t remem-
ber the names of. She’d look forward to it all week – a group 
of them would turn up early for a few drinks and a catch-up. 
Everything had been so easy then. She hadn’t had to pretend 
to be interested and words would fall out of her mouth without 
her second-guessing them. Afterwards, she’d walk back out on 
to the cold, dark street and feel like she’d just woken from a 
trance. She can’t let herself go like that anymore, carefree and 
in the moment. When you’re wearing a crown of thorns firmly 
nestled into the top of your head, hot blood trickling down 
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your forehead and into your eyes, it becomes impossible to 
think of anything else.

By the time her mum has finally made it to the front of the bar 
queue, Claire’s given up trying not to think about the email. She 
hasn’t replied yet. Doesn’t have the words. Why would Maggie 
even send her an email? It’s so formal. Cold. A place reserved for 
business inquiries and spam. They’d never emailed. It had always 
been texts and calls. She’s been trying to draft a response in the 
notes section of her phone for three days but nothing she writes 
makes sense. All she can see, clear and with perfect punctuation, 
is Maggie’s final line: ‘I’ve moved on, Claire. And it’s about time 
you did too.’

That’s why when she looks towards a crowded table to her 
right and sees the back of Maggie’s head, she thinks she must 
be imagining things. She already knows she’s crazy but seeing 
people who aren’t there is alarming even for her. But there’s that 
sway she does with her hips. Brown hair to her shoulders, longer 
than she’d ever seen it. She looks like she’s lost weight. And she 
recognises that white singlet, baggier than it once was. She’d 
bought it for her when they’d first arrived in Toowoomba.

She needs to get away.
She puts her head down and weaves through groups of people, 

saying nothing as she pushes past. She can’t breathe. Heads are 
turning, sensing a change of energy in the room, and she just 
hopes one of them isn’t Maggie’s. It’s like two hands have clamped 
around her throat. Her feet are unsteady and she has to count the 
steps as she races down them, the glass doors finally in sight. 

Once she’s out on the street, she buckles over, hands on thighs, 
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sure she’s about to vomit on the footpath. She’s panting and can 
feel her chest and neck turning red, every breath harder to find 
than the last. She’s sure she’s about to die. She will pass out and hit 
her head. Or have a heart attack. There’s a knife twisting its way 
through her chest and there’s no way a heart is meant to beat this 
fast. Isn’t every heart only given a certain number of beats? Her 
body is using them all up. Faster. Thumping in her ears. She’s about 
to spontaneously combust all over Neil Street but at least then this 
will be over. Let this be over. Black dots obscure her vision and it’s 
like two curtains from her peripheral vision are closing in on her.

‘Claire?’ It’s Maryanne. Her mum knows why she’s out here. 
But there’s a tone of exasperation anyway.

‘I know, darling. I know. Deep breaths.’ Maryanne rubs 
her back, just like she used to when Claire was sick as a child. 
Circular motions. Gentle.

‘I’m . . . I’m sorry, Mum,’ Claire says, her voice cracking. ‘I’m 
sorry. I can’t do this.’

‘I didn’t think she’d be here.’
‘I did,’ Claire whispers. She’s focused on Maryanne’s glossy 

pink sandals, her pink painted toenails, wedged into the shoe a 
little too tightly. ‘Can we get Dad to pick me up? I need to go 
home. I need to be at home.’ 

Maryanne tries to talk Claire into returning inside. ‘Everyone 
is about to be seated,’ she says, ‘and there are hundreds of people. 
You won’t see her again.’

But fifteen minutes later, Claire is in the passenger seat of her 
dad’s Ford Fiesta. Her pupils are dilated, her eyes barely blink-
ing. She looks like she’s just seen a ghost.
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two years earlier

Ana is wearing a navy silk dress that comes halfway down her  
 shins and has a scooped neck which displays more cleav-

age than she’s comfortable with. It’s the first time in a long time 
that she has bought a dress instead of just borrowing one from a 
friend who has recently been to a wedding.

‘Does this look alright?’
‘Better than alright,’ he says, kissing her on the cheek. He 

doesn’t look at her, eyes instead on his phone screen.
‘Sorry, that’s Rob. Jenny can’t come tonight. She’s got a cold 

or something.’
‘That’s annoying. You pay per head, don’t you?’ She fastens the 

delicate buckle on the strap around her ankle.
Paul nods. Shrugs. Gives her a look that says they’re both 

thinking the same thing. They’d known that Jenny would find 
some excuse not to come to the Durnham Rugby Ball at the 
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last minute. She hates this stuff. And Ana knows it well, mostly 
because of how many times Jenny has told her.

Still, Jenny and Rob are only in town for a month. For the 
ball. But mostly for Rob to see his parents, who fade away 
a little more every time he visits. They’re here a few times a  
year maybe, when Rob can get the time off work in Sri 
Lanka. And every time they arrive Jenny consults her book 
of excuses – jet lag, colds caught on flights, a meal that didn’t 
agree with her – and cancels a plan that’s been in their diaries 
for months. 

But if she was honest with herself, Ana is relieved Jenny 
won’t be there. Jenny’s been married to Rob for years now. 
Seven maybe. Or eight. But, still, it never feels right when 
she’s there. They’ll talk about something that happened 
twenty years ago and halfway through Jenny will wander 
off to the bathroom. Or Rob will turn to her, filling her in 
on a detail of the story – like how during their trip to the 
United States, Ana had meant to book a youth hostel on 
4th Street, Manhattan, but accidentally booked 4th Street in 
St. Petersburg, Florida – and Jenny will nod vacantly, as if 
she’s been listening all along.

‘How long do you reckon since we saw Robbie?’ Paul asks 
once they’re in a taxi, pulling his seatbelt on.

It must’ve been six months, Ana realises. But it didn’t feel that 
long. When you’ve known someone for twenty-five years, your 
memories become all mixed up and something that happened 
a decade ago can feel like it was just last week. She feels a pang 
of guilt – she should make more of an effort to keep in touch. 
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Rob’s her closest friend, the kind who tells you that you look 
like shit when you do, in fact, look like shit.

When they arrive at Hyatt House – a glorified function centre 
that does the odd wedding but mostly school formals – Ana 
watches as women enter with their husbands, almost always trail-
ing a step or two behind. One woman stops at the entrance and 
mouths something to a middle-aged man while throwing her 
arms up in frustration. She looks at the ground and shakes her 
head and he puts his hands in his pockets, like a schoolboy stand-
ing in front of the principal.

Ana and Paul don’t treat each other like that. He still rests his 
hand on her thigh at the dinner table and kisses her on the cheek 
when he comes home from work. They say each other’s names 
without contempt and whenever Ana meets someone she doesn’t 
like, Paul asks her what she thought of that Maureen woman and 
they both inevitably agree.

As they walk towards the front terrace, she sees Rob standing 
on his own. He’s playing with the cuffs on his shirt and when he 
looks up, his smile takes up the majority of his face.

‘Mate, how’ve you been?’ Paul puts his arms around him, gives 
him a firm pat on the back.

‘Can’t complain,’ Rob says, pulling in Ana. ‘Haven’t seen you 
in too long.’

The room is a sea of white, the silk chair coverings a slightly 
different shade than the thick table linen. There’s already a smatter-
ing of glasses on the tabletops, well-dressed women already having 
poured themselves just a mouthful of wine – a splash that will be 
topped up a dozen, maybe more, times throughout the night.
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‘It’s a shame Jenny’s not here,’ Ana says convincingly while 
they wait in line at the bar, the men gesturing at the tap marked 
Stella Artois.

‘You know what she’s like.’ Rob makes a face, his tone 
suggesting there’s more to the story. He asks after the kids, one 
by one.

‘They’ve been asking when they’re going to see Uncle Rob 
next,’ she says. ‘Careful or they’ll forget you.’

Once they sit down, Paul comes and goes, eating when a 
course arrives, and leaning towards them. There are other couples 
seated at their table of eight, but the women are huddled together 
talking about the kids’ school, and the men have gone off to 
smoke on the terrace. Mostly, it’s just Ana and Rob, remember-
ing halfway through sentences all the things they’ve forgotten to 
tell each other since they last spoke. Unlike most men she knows, 
Rob actually listens to her. Sometimes he pauses after she speaks, 
looks over her shoulder and says, ‘Hadn’t thought about it that 
way’, even though she’s sure he’s thought about it in every way 
possible. He’s just being kind.

When Rob leads her out the glass terrace doors after the 
dessert neither of them really touched, a cold gust of air slaps 
her awake. Light floods out from the function room, illuminat-
ing the skeletons of a few leafless branches. Everything else is 
inky black and silent. They settle at a small outdoor table with 
their generously filled glasses of red wine. There’s an energy in 
the air. The kind that compels them to say things out loud they 
ordinarily wouldn’t.

‘She cheated on me last year,’ Rob says after a while. He sniffs.
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Jenny had had an affair with a man she worked with. Rob 
had been getting ready for bed when he’d heard the notifi-
cation sound on her laptop, pinging over and over again. He’d 
typed in the password, only meaning to turn the sound off, 
and a conversation had flashed up – words that didn’t belong 
jumping out at him. Jenny was downstairs messaging Kevin 
about all the things she wanted to do to him, unaware that 
her phone was synced up to her computer. Words and phrases 
emerged that she’d never used with him. She wanted to slide 
his cock into her mouth and then sit on top of it, feeling him 
deep inside her.

He’d thought he might be sick, his body splitting from the 
inside. A sob had come from somewhere, the sound one might 
make if they were punched hard in the stomach. Kevin had sat 
inside their home with his wife and children. Eaten with the 
cutlery Rob’s parents had bought them as a wedding gift. 

Jenny’s face had fallen, white and childlike, her lips in a thin 
straight line, as Rob had stormed down the stairs, yelling, ‘What 
the fuck?’ over and over. She’d walked out, but it hadn’t lasted 
long. They’d both known it wouldn’t. The apology came a few 
days later, with a commitment to not only end things with Kevin 
but to also resign from her job. There had been excuses made 
about a desire for attention that he hadn’t been meeting. Rob 
worked too much. He didn’t put his arm around her like he once 
had. And so they’d gone to therapy and the therapist had said, 
‘There’s good stuff here.’

Ana doesn’t know what to say. She shakes her head. ‘And is 
there good stuff?’
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‘Yeah. Sort of. I don’t know. We don’t argue much. But I think 
that might be because we don’t really talk.’ He smiles ruefully.

‘Paul and I don’t really talk either,’ Ana says, joining Rob in 
looking out into the blackness. ‘Like, really talk. You know what 
he’s like though. He’s never really been a talker.’

‘He’s crazy about you though, you know that. He’d never fuck 
someone else.’

‘No, I know. But maybe we’ve run out. We’ve just run out of 
things to say to each other . . .’ She doesn’t know why she’s saying 
any of this. She’d never even really thought it until now.

She feels a tightness in her throat when she thinks of how 
he slid a takeaway coffee across the bench for her this morning. 
How he’d spilled a few drops of his own down his white T-shirt, 
the one he’d owned for fifteen years.

At some point, she gets up to go to the bathroom and feels 
like she’s on one of those theme-park rides that spins too quickly 
and suddenly you’re stuck to the walls. When she clumsily lands 
on the toilet seat, feet pointed inwards, she has a stern word with 
herself. You seriously need to go home.

But when she returns to the terrace, spotting Paul sitting with 
half a dozen guys by the fireplace on her way through, Rob has 
already poured them another drink. Oh well. 

After a large gulp – her sips do seem to be getting much 
bigger, her mouth numb – she says, ‘Alright then. So tell me. 
How are you really? Not your business. Not even your marriage. 
How are you?’ She’s not sure what compelled her to ask that 
question. Maybe the look on his face. Who did she think she 
was? Dr Phil? 
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‘Bleurgh,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘It’s been a shitty year.’
He uses the word depression, which shocks her. There was a 

night in January, he tells her, looking into his wine glass, when 
he’d wanted to end it all. But then he’d thought of his mother 
and what it would do to her.

‘I was too much of a coward. But that night, I honestly couldn’t 
imagine having to wake up all over again.’

She asks how he feels now and if he’s been seeing anyone, 
getting help. He has. Once or twice. But the therapist wanted 
to talk about his relationship with his parents and his family 
history and kept telling him how long this process was going to 
take and he didn’t see how any of it was going to help him feel 
better tomorrow. Instead, he tells her, he just went through the 
motions. Got back into exercise. He’s going to the gym every day 
and sleeping more. 

‘I am feeling better,’ he assures her, playing with the edge of 
his cardboard coaster. ‘Sorry, I don’t know why I told you any  
of that.’

Paul’s footsteps are loud and clumsy, his grin lopsided. The 
bar’s closed, he announces, and he’s ready to call a taxi. He 
plants a wet kiss on Ana’s head and asks how long they’ve been 
sitting out here. It’s bloody freezing. But neither of them can 
feel it.

As she rests her head against the squeaky leather of the back-
seat on the way home, Ana thinks about Rob. What would I have 
done if something had happened to him? Did I say enough? There’s 
something else that’s troubling her though. She tells herself she’ll 
call him tomorrow. Make sure everything is alright. But, deep 
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down, perhaps she already knows that everything is not alright. 
Her life, neatly stitched over twenty-five years, is coming undone. 
And once one thread is unpicked, the rest tends to tear apart, 
with even the smallest tug.
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