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THANKS TO…

	 

	Thank you so much, Brooke and Diane. You both make my work much better, and I really appreciate your friendship and consistency.

	 

	Thank you, Vikkie! You rock!

	 

	Thanks to Kesh for being so supportive—even after all this time.

	 

	And thank you to everyone who has read my books or gotten in touch. I am eternally grateful.

	 

	 

	
ONE

	 

	Have you ever been so happy that you worry life can only go downhill from here? Because I’ve been feeling that way for a while now, and I’m sort of waiting for the bubble to burst.

	Even tonight is so perfect, I can’t imagine another New Year’s Eve ever topping this one. I’m here with all the people I love, and we’re celebrating at a venue that was borne out of a friendship going back decades.

	Kelsey is halfway through taking a sip of sparkling wine, but I spontaneously reach out and wrap an arm around her shoulder. “You’re an amazing woman, Kelsey Gillespie.”

	She half-chokes as she tries to swallow her mouthful. “Right back at you, Anna Banana.”

	I glance over at Kurt, and he smiles at me from the other side of the room. I grin back and blow him a kiss. He pretends to catch it.

	Kelsey sees our PDA and groans. “You guys make me sick. I can’t believe how lovey-dovey you still are.”

	“Sorry,” I sing-song, not feeling even remotely apologetic. “Surely you understand what it’s like. I mean, you and Joe still act like teenagers.”

	“Not around other people, though.”

	“Really? Because I swear I saw you doing that tongue thing earlier. It reminded me of Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee’s wedding back in 1995.”

	She giggles. “You weren’t supposed to see us. We were trying to be discrete.”

	“I don’t know how you possibly thought that. You were standing in the middle of the kitchen while I was attempting to pour drinks. And for the record, it still weirds me out that you’re having sex with our old chemistry teacher.”

	She rolls her eyes. “Get over it. But you have to admit, he is a total hottie.”

	Joe Green is sitting on the couch, deep in conversation with Jackson and his partner, Cash. Admittedly, Joe does look great these days, and his clothing and hair are very on-trend—but every now and again, I’ll have a flashback of him reprimanding me as a teenager, and I can’t imagine Kelsey not having similar memories.

	I glance at the clock on the wall and see it’s only a couple of minutes until midnight. We chose our café, Naughty or Nice, for our New Year’s Eve celebration, figuring it was a convenient location for everyone to meet. We’ll be closed tomorrow, so Kelsey and I knew we could leave any mess until we’d recovered from our hangovers.

	“We should get ready for the countdown,” I tell her.

	She looks at the clock, too. “Wow, that went fast.” She goes over to the speaker and turns down the music, which happens to be Run DMC’s It’s Like That. Tonight’s theme is the nineties, but I swear I had nothing to do with the decision. It was actually Jackson who suggested it when Kelsey and I were sending out the invites. Kelsey thought the idea was hilarious and begged me to agree. I’d had enough of the nineties to last me two lifetimes, but I didn’t want to look like a party pooper. So, tonight, I’m dressed in a long navy polka-dot dress a la Gwen Stefani in the Don’t Speak music video, complete with chunky Doc Marten boots and black plastic bracelets.

	Kurt is dressed like his namesake from Nirvana, in torn jeans and a black and white horizontal-striped shirt. It doesn’t look wholly different from the stuff he normally wears, and I always joke that his fashion sense stalled in the decade where I first met him.

	“Hey, everyone,” Kelsey calls out. “We have just over a minute until midnight. Make sure your glasses are full and you’re close to whoever you’re going to make out with to ring in the new year.”

	Kurt raises an eyebrow at me suggestively. I still find him ridiculously attractive, but then it’s only been eight months since he moved back from the UK. In that time, I’ve been busy establishing the café, and he’s been working with a local artist on their new album.

	I blush and hold out my hand, gesturing to him with a finger.

	He holds up his glass and nods at mine. It appears they’re both empty. We meet at the counter, and he pours some more wine.

	“Are you having a good night?” he asks.

	“I am. You?”

	“Yeah. It’s nice to get everyone together.”

	As the clock ticks down to twelve, I look around. Kelsey and Joe are already groping each other in one corner. So much for being discrete. Jackson has his arm around Cash, and they seem blissfully happy. Rachel and her brother Chris are chatting animatedly. Chris is back from Thailand for a few weeks to see his family, Kurt included. And my sister Amy is leaning against the back wall, laughing at something her friend Stacey said. They’re both between relationships at the moment.

	“…5-4-3-2-1! Happy New Year!”

	The fireworks at South Bank crackle outside. I turn to Kurt, and he pulls me in to his chest, lifting my chin so he can kiss me. I sigh with happiness. I don’t think I will ever tire of kissing this man. His lips are made for mine.

	“Happy New Year,” he says softly.

	“Happy New Year to you, too.” I wrap my arms tightly around him. “Do you have any resolutions?”

	“I don’t know. Things are pretty good right now. I guess I’d like to finish the new music project. And have some adventures with you.”

	“Sounds good. I’m feeling the same. I just want to keep the café ticking along and maintain my blog. My online stuff is going better than ever, and my publisher has asked if I can put together a concept for a new recipe book. Everything seems to be balanced perfectly.”

	Kelsey comes over and shoves her body in between the two of us. “I love you guys,” she says magnanimously. I think she’s had more alcohol than any of us.

	“We love you too, Kels.”

	“Hey, are you going to be okay if I leave soon? I’m taking my man home to continue the festivities behind closed doors.”

	“That’s already too much information. Go on. Go be dirty with our old teacher.”

	She cackles. “You’re so funny. I’ll text you sometime tomorrow—probably after lunch—and we’ll come back to tidy up.” She kisses us both on the cheek and dances off.

	“So, what do you say we head off soon, too, and conduct our own festivities behind closed doors?” Kurt suggests.

	The very idea gives me butterflies. I can’t wait to get the man naked. “I’m down with that. I’ll just make sure everyone has a way of getting to wherever they’re headed next.”

	Amy and Stacey assure me they’ll be fine if we leave since they have an exclusive party in the Valley to attend soon. Jackson and Cash have invited Rachel and Chris back to their place for more drinks and a game of Cards Against Humanity—so I wave goodbye to everyone, asking Amy to lock up behind her when she’s ready.

	Kurt and I stumble onto the street and begin the forty-five-minute walk home. We’d decided it would be easier to walk back to Kangaroo Point than find an Uber or cab on such a busy night. Besides, it’s a great walk, mostly along the river. We catch the end of the fireworks as we pass the crowds of families camped out on picnic blankets—and listen to the music piped in along the esplanade through temporary speakers.

	“Who would want to live anywhere else?” I say dreamily, using Kurt for balance.

	“I know. It’s a pretty great city. Do you ever miss Shell Beach?”

	“You mean to live?”

	“Yeah.”

	“I don’t know. Maybe sometimes. But I love the convenience of Brisbane. Why? Do you?”

	“I guess I was thinking about the future, and if I were to have a family. I’d like my kids to grow up on the coast.”

	I stop and face him. “If you were to have a family? What does that mean?”

	He smiles. “I didn’t want to put any pressure on you because you’ve never really talked about kids. I was just speaking hypothetically…”

	“You want kids?” I mean, I know he said as much back in 1997, but I wasn’t sure if he still felt that way.

	He doesn’t answer immediately, but after a pause, he says, “Yeah, I think I do.”

	More butterflies swarm in my belly. “And you want them with me?”

	He reaches out and wraps both hands around my face so he’s looking directly at me. “Yes. You are the only one I want them with.”

	I almost melt into a puddle right then and there. Is there anything sexier than a man saying he wants to father your children? But then the practicalities sink in. He’s right. I haven’t mentioned having children because I still haven’t worked out if Ed is the reason I never had them, or if it was my own desire to stay childless.

	“You know with me being over forty, it might not be easy to conceive?” I warn.

	“I’m aware that nothing about being a parent is something to take lightly. But I’d like to try.”

	“Can I think about it?” I have to admit, the idea of having a couple of mini people who arise from a combination of mine and Kurt’s DNA has crossed my mind more than once. I just never followed it through to a possible reality, mostly because we’ve only been together properly for eight months.

	“Of course you can think about it. And I promise it’s not a deal-breaker if you say no.”

	“Are you sure?”

	He kisses me firmly on the mouth. “Yes, I’m sure. Now, come on. I want to get you home so we can do that thing that occasionally makes a baby, but in this case, won’t.”

	I laugh. “I like your thinking.”

	We walk arm in arm over the bridge towards the cliffs near my apartment.

	I have a lot to think about. But I’m not scared to face these decisions when Kurt is there beside me every step of the way.

	 

	 

	
TWO

	 

	I wake up on the first day of the new year with a smile on my face. I roll over and see Kurt lying peacefully beside me, his eyes still closed, his breathing even.

	This year should be a lot less eventful than the last two, but in a good way. And while the second part of last year was one of the best times of my life, the first part was a bit too chaotic for my liking. Sure, I opened the café and finally found Kurt, but there was so much uncertainty. And don’t even get me started on the year before, when everything went off the rails with my ex-husband Ed.

	I still haven’t heard from the guy, and neither has Maddie, the woman who was supposed to be his soulmate. I feel worse for her than I do me, because she has his child. Which reminds me, I offered to babysit sometime so Maddie can get her hair done. She does an admirable job as a single mother, and I don’t know how she manages to complete anything while maintaining responsibility for another life twenty-four seven. She’s told me she’s had a few rough days here and there, but she’d do it all over again if it meant she got Willow out of it. I have to admit, she is an adorable little girl. And thankfully, I only see her mother’s resemblance in her features.

	I feel a hand wandering up my thigh, and I squeal. Kurt has obviously woken up.

	“Hey, you sexy thing,” he says, looking way sexier than I know I do.

	“Hey, yourself.”

	“Sleep well?”

	“Yup.”

	“Good.” He climbs out of bed, and I admire his lean torso as he pulls on a pair of shorts. “I’ll go make some coffee.”

	Amongst all the other perfect things about the guy, he also makes me coffee every morning. I honestly don’t know what I did to deserve such good fortune.

	I get up and splash some water on my face in the bathroom, and then I examine my reflection in the mirror. My eyes are a little bloodshot, but my skin isn’t too bad. I lean in to inspect the small lines gathering around my eyes. I know a lot of people freak out when they turn forty, but I didn’t mind. I’m now happier than I’ve ever been. Would having a child add to or take away from that? I have no idea.

	I wander out into the living room and sit on the couch. Kurt hands me my coffee in my favourite red mug and sits down beside me, sipping his own drink. He opens his phone to check his emails.

	“Huh,” he says after a bit.

	“What’s up?”

	“I have a message from one of my guys in the UK. He’s asking me to go back and do a collaboration with him.”

	“Oh? What would that involve?”

	“I’m just looking now.” He’s quiet as he skims the rest of the email. “He’s offering a fifty-grand advance.”

	I whistle. “He must really want you.”

	“That’s in pounds, too, so it would be almost double in Australian dollars.”

	My eyes widen. “I hope you’re telling him you’ll do it.”

	He laughs. “Hang on, you haven’t even heard what it entails.”

	“What does it entail?”

	“I’d have to stay in London for three months.”

	“Oh.” My stomach drops at the idea of being separated from Kurt again for more than a few weeks. “And I can’t really go with you because of the café.”

	“I know.” He sits there, looking thoughtful. “But it could mean a deposit for a house.”

	Us living in a one-bedroom apartment isn’t ideal, but I still have about three months left on my current lease. We’ve talked about upgrading to something a little bigger, but I thought we’d still rent for a while. The idea of buying a place is as daunting as starting a family. Not because I don’t see a future with Kurt, but because of how my last shared home ownership ended. I loved my old house in Balmoral, and it was crappy having to sell it.

	Kurt glances over at me, sensing something is wrong. “Hey, are you all right?”

	“I…I guess I was just thinking about owning property again.”

	His face creases in recognition. “Are you thinking about what happened with Ed? You know I’m not suggesting we jump straight into buying somewhere together and start a family?”

	“You aren’t?”

	“No! I know how intense that would be. I just meant it would be silly not to consider taking the fifty grand so that sometime in the future I could contribute financially.”

	“You don’t think your current project would do that?”

	“I could do both. But no, I don’t think what I’m doing now would result in that much money in the short term.”

	“Would you be okay with us being apart for that long?”

	“Three months isn’t forever.”

	“I know. But…” I think quickly about what we’d miss out on if he left. “I wouldn’t be able to see you on your birthday.”

	He frowns. “Yeah, that’s not ideal. Maybe you could take a week off then and come over?”

	“Maybe.” The image of a certain jar flashes in my brain. “I guess you could always take some of the compound with you.”

	His face lights up. “That might work. We’d be able to spend a few days back in…what? 1998?”

	“I guess it would be 1998 as of today.”

	“Wouldn’t that be fun?”

	“I suppose…”

	“Do you think I should turn down the job?”

	“Oh, no. I’m just trying to get my head around the logistics of it all.”

	“We’ll make it work. Besides, it will give you some time to think about…stuff.”

	I’m assuming by stuff he means whether I want to start a family. Would not having him around be the best way to consider it?

	“Sorry, I don’t mean to dampen your excitement. It’s a pretty amazing opportunity, isn’t it?”

	“It is,” he agrees. “I’d be working with Donovan Saari. You’ve heard me talk about him, haven’t you?”

	“I have. And I’ve heard his music. He’s really good. Yeah, you should definitely work with him.”

	Kurt comes over and plants a kiss on my forehead. “You’re the best. Have I mentioned today how much I love you?”

	“I think you did around 1am, but I’ll happily hear it again.”

	I really do not get sick of this man telling me how he feels about me.

	“Well, I do.” He nibbles my neck in between each word. “I. Love. You. Anna.”

	“I love you, too.”

	He beams and sits back down with his phone. “I’ll confirm with Donovan now.”

	I smile back at him. Wow. A lot has happened in the last few hours. I’m now facing the prospect of three months without Kurt while he earns money that he hopes to buy a house with, and presumably move me and his future family into.

	And here I was thinking it would be a laid-back start to the year.

	***

	I farewell Kurt a week later. It’s almost like when I said goodbye last year, when Kelsey snuck some of the compound into his cake. At least I know I’m going to see him again this time, both in the future and the past.

	“Call me when you arrive, and we’ll discuss when to take the compound. I think we should have one dose soon after you’ve settled in just to get reacclimated, and then we’ll save the second lot for your birthday. At the moment, we only have enough left for two more doses each.”

	“I can’t wait. Hey, have you talked to Bernard yet? Maybe he can give you a new batch.”

	Bernard is the scientist who designed the compound. After I found out he was responsible for creating it, I contacted him out of courtesy to let him know how it had worked on me. He had been quite excited when I informed him I was also able to meet Kelsey and Kurt back in the nineties, and he’d written a whole paper on it. He was delaying its release for the time being, though, because he was worried about the implications of having unwitting test subjects. But he told me to stay in touch if I was interested in new developments. I just haven’t gotten around to emailing him lately because I hadn’t seen the need when my life was pretty perfect already in the present.

	“Not for a while. But I might. Especially if it means I’ll be able to see you again after your birthday.”

	He kisses me hard on the mouth. “I’m going to miss these lips.”

	“You’ll get those young, untainted ones soon enough,” I joke.

	“I prefer my women mature,” he says, squeezing my side. “You are amazing.”

	“Right back atcha. See you soon!”

	I watch him get into an Uber, and I wave at the car until it disappears around the corner. I should be at the café already, but Kelsey said it would be okay if I was an hour late.

	After a quick shower, I lock up and head down to the garage, where I get out my bike. It only takes twenty minutes for me to ride, and the weather is sunny today.

	I leisurely cruise along the path that Kurt and I staggered home from on New Year’s Eve. I already miss him. But what I don’t miss is the pressure I’d been feeling since he revealed he wanted to have children and buy a house with me. I know I’m getting older, but I’ve only just gotten my freedom back after all those years with Ed. And while I can’t imagine my life without Kurt in it, I worry if we jump into all that commitment right away, we might burn out and end up feeling trapped.

	At least we’ll be able to have some fun together back in 1998. I’ll have to check my diary and see what I was doing that year. I know I was still on the coast for a while because I was saving up to move to Paris. If it had been after October, there’s no way Kurt would have been able to reach me in the twelve-hour window we’re under.

	Kelsey is already at the café, clearing dishes from the breakfast rush. We’ve built a steady customer base since we opened and have quite a few regulars. Also, thanks to my pre-existing brand, we often get out-of-town visitors who follow me online.

	“Hey, hon. Your man gone?”

	“Yep. Three months on my own. That’s almost half what we’ve been together.”

	“Are you feeling okay about it? Not worried he’s going to be sucked in by the rock ‘n’ roll crowd?” she teases.

	“Kurt is the least rock and roll person I know,” I laugh. “He may look cool, but he sure doesn’t act it once you get to know him.”

	“He’s a real sweetie. I’m glad you found each other.”

	For some reason, I don’t want to tell her about the conversation I had with him about kids and buying houses yet. Probably because I know she’ll be on Kurt’s side and want me to get to it as soon as is humanly possible.

	“You have enough stuff in the pastry display?” I ask.

	“Oh, yeah. Although, those sourdough cronuts were popular this morning. You might have to start preparing another batch.”

	“Will do.” Admittedly, they are my favourites, too. They aren’t strictly French, but they require my French cooking skills to get them just right. And they take a lot of preparation.

	I head into the kitchen, waving to Coco, one of my staff. She’s proven to be a huge help since we opened. I also have two other back-of-house employees, and they’re pretty good, but Coco is the most switched on. I know I can trust her to take care of everything if I’m away.

	I get out my sourdough starter and mix it up with some fresh ingredients, kneading it vigorously and leaving it to rest for a couple of hours.

	It’s then time for me to check my emails, which seem to be an endless list I can never get on top of. I lean over and switch on my PC. For a moment, I miss my old home office in the house I shared with Ed, because it was my little escape from the world—and in such a beautiful location. I don’t do much work at my Kangaroo Point apartment because the place isn’t very big, and with Kurt there a lot of the time, it’s difficult to focus.

	Here in the café, I have an office that is technically half Kelsey’s, but she never uses it. It doesn’t have a window, though, so it’s not particularly ambient.

	Still, it’s better than nothing. I sit in my ergonomic office chair and skim through the waiting messages.

	There are a couple of supplier invoices I’ll need to follow up on, and there’s a message from my accountant. Not exactly an exciting start to the day. But then I spot an email from Bernard. Funny I was just thinking about him.

	The subject line reads Interesting Developments.

	Dear Anna,

	I trust you are well and had an enjoyable holiday break. Things have been busy here. I’m still in the process of finalising my study, but I’ve also been tweaking the compound formula to allow for longer and shorter periods of time. In addition, I’m working on something completely new, and I was wondering if you’d like to meet so I can show it to you. I know you may find this all a bit strange, but with you having experience negotiating the compound, and with no ill effects, I thought you might be interested in assisting me. Let me know if and when you’re available.

	Regards, Bernard.

	Hmm. No ill effects isn’t strictly true. I lost my husband because of that compound. But then I did find Kurt, so I definitely can’t complain. Bernard’s email is intriguing. I wonder what he could possibly be working on. If he doesn’t mean the tweaked version of the existing compound, what else could be of benefit that I might be interested in?

	I quickly type a reply, thanking him for his contact and letting him know I’ll give him an answer soon. Maybe I’ll feel differently after I meet Kurt in 1998.

	But right now, I need to remember to live in the present.

	 

	
THREE

	 

	Kurt and I get our first chance to talk on Skype on Monday. He looks tired, but happy, telling me how good it is to see his old crew again.

	“Have you been out partying with supermodels since you arrived?” I joke.

	He chuckles. “I may have dated one model once, but I think you have a distorted view of what I actually do. I know people like Calvin Harris make our lives look quite glamorous, but for me, it’s all about getting in the studio and staying there until the track is done properly. I have been inside that one room almost twenty-four hours a day since I got here, barely even stopping for meals.”

	“Make sure you take care of yourself,” I warn.

	“I miss your cooking,” he says with a fake-frowny face.

	“Is that all you miss?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

	“Of course not. But the other things I miss are not things I should be saying aloud when I’m sharing a hotel room with another man.”

	I grin. “So, apart from you and Donovan, who else is involved in this thing?”

	“Just a few musicians and sound engineers.”

	“I’m glad you seem to be enjoying the whole process.”

	“I definitely am. Babe, you know what it’s like when you’re in the zone doing something you love. Something creative.”

	My face softens. “I do. I’m glad you’re able to do it, too.”

	He lowers his voice. “So, I know this is sudden, but I think tomorrow might be one of our only opportunities to…hang out.” He tilts his head backwards to indicate someone might be listening to our conversation. “Since you only have Mondays and Tuesdays off, there aren’t many of those before my birthday.”

	“Oh, right. Yeah, next week will be the café’s one-year anniversary, so I have to do some extra work for that.”

	“And I have an industry thing the week after.”

	“And then your birthday is at the end of the week after that.”

	“Exactly. So, I think it might have to be tomorrow.”

	“I’m fine with that,” I say, smiling. The sooner I get to see Kurt, the better.

	“Have you researched what you were up to in early 1998?” he whispers. “I don’t want to waste any time finding you.”

	“Actually, I did. I was still at home, working at the video store and saving money for Paris.”

	“That sounds straightforward enough. I’ve been trying to remember a few things, too. I mean, I’m not as dedicated as you with a record of every single day of my life, but I remember I stopped working at the music store in the middle of 1997, and I was still studying music production until the end of 1998. I worked as a DJ at a club in Mooloolaba until I moved to London, but I can’t remember when I started there. It must have been for most of the year at least, because I don’t remember doing much else for work, and I had to pay the bills somehow.”

	“That’s a good start. You still remember my mobile number?”

	“Yes. And you remember mine?”

	“I do.” He turns away for a second, and I hear a voice in the background. “Yeah, be there in a sec, buddy.” He turns back to me. “It looks like we’re heading back in. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“I can’t wait!”

	I sign off, thinking how nice it is that Kurt is so willing to talk about his past and let me be a part of it. I just hope we don’t run into some of his old friends from Shell Beach. Would one of them be Billy, the creepy guy who kissed me on the dark dining date? Or Charli, his ex-girlfriend? Kurt did say he got a restraining order against her, so hopefully we won’t have to see her again.

	I mentally shake myself and reset back to the present, because today, I’m going up to Shell Beach to visit my mother. I’m not yet sure if I’ll get a chance to see Rachel, too. She now manages a gallery on Main Street that sells paintings by local artists, and I tease her about not moving far from her original job selling T-shirts a few doors up, but I know she’s done a lot since the nineties. She may not have ever moved away, but she still went to university, and she has quite an interesting personal history involving many overseas trips and some quirky characters she met along the way. And of course, she had two marriages I’ve only briefly learned about, but one was apparently to a semi-famous actor.

	Apart from the mishap at the dark dining date last year, our friendship is stronger than ever, so I try and hang out with her as often as I can.

	I only just realise that apart from Rachel and my parents, there’s no one left in Shell Beach I want to see. Everyone else has moved to my part of town, and I’m very appreciative of that.

	But as I drive up the coast, I contemplate what it would be like if I were to live back there permanently. I definitely had a laid-back childhood, and I can’t complain about many aspects of it at all—although as an adult, I worry I’d be taking a step backwards.

	But who knows? Maybe I’ll be able to layer new memories over the top. And if Kurt was there with me, I wouldn’t really mind where I was. Not that I have to make a decision right now. He understands how important my business is to me, so I’m sure he wouldn’t expect to move for at least a few years.

	Since it’s after peak hour on a Tuesday, I miss all the traffic and reach my parents’ apartment before lunch.

	Mum has continued to have periods of energy where she’s able to get out and be an active member of society, but unfortunately, she still relapses with her chronic fatigue every couple of months. Today seems like one of those times.

	She greets me at the door, smiling tiredly. “Hey, sweetie. Come in.”

	I give her a hug and make my way into the living room. My parents have lived here for a while now, but I still can’t get used to the fact that someone else owns our old family home. I know I can see it in the nineties, but some days, I’d like to visit it in the present.

	Mum makes her way over to the couch and flops down, looking as if she won’t be able to move for the rest of the day.

	“Would you like a cup of tea?” I ask.

	“That would be lovely.”

	“I take it you’re not feeling particularly energetic?” I say gently.

	“No,” she sighs. “But it is what it is. I’m just grateful I have times when I actually can get up and move around.”

	I pour some water into the kettle and put it on to boil. And then something occurs to me. Mum might appreciate taking a dose of the compound. But would she then become addicted to the past and never want to return?

	I’ll put that decision on ice for now. I don’t want to make things harder for her. And I’d have to get some more from Bernard if I was going to start handing it out to people. I smile at the idea of giving some to Dad, too, and letting my parents have a day together in their younger bodies.

	“You seem happy,” Mum observes.

	“Oh, yeah. I was just thinking about something Kurt said the other day,” I fib.

	“What did he say?”

	Oops. “Um, just how much he values our relationship.”

	Which I know must be true. I mean, he wouldn’t be suggesting we start a family and buy a house together unless he did.

	Mum beams. “I’m really glad you found Kurt. I can see a huge difference in you since you met him. Like you’re more yourself.”

	“Thanks. And you’re right. I do feel more myself around him.”

	I make two cups of tea and carry them over to the couch, handing one to Mum.

	She takes a sip and nods contentedly. “Oh, by the way, I was sorry to hear about Steve.”

	I frown. “Steve?”

	“As in, your ex-husband’s father?” She looks at me, confused.

	“What happened to him?” I suddenly feel a little sick.

	“He passed away last week. Ed didn’t tell you?”

	“No, he didn’t.” I don’t know what to do with this information. I hadn’t seen Steve for many years, but I’m still sad he died. He went through a lot, losing his wife to an aneurysm back in the nineties, and I know he drank more than he should, but he was still the father of the guy I spent a large chunk of my life with. That’s got to count for something. “Do you know what happened?”

	“No, I just saw it online the other day in the local news notices. I think the funeral is tomorrow.”

	“Oh.” I sit there for a moment. “Do you think I should go?”

	“Not necessarily. You didn’t have much of a relationship with the guy, and it doesn’t sound like you have much of one with his son these days, either. No one will judge you for skipping it.”

	“Yeah, but who else would go? Ed is an only child, and his mum obviously isn’t around.”

	“It’s totally up to you.”

	I drink my tea and contemplate what to do. I should at least text him. I get out my phone and type a message.

	I’m really sorry about your dad. My thoughts are with you.

	He doesn’t write back immediately, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. I’ll see whether he responds in the next few hours before I make a decision about attending the funeral. I know I’m supposed to be going back to 1998, but maybe it’s more important to acknowledge Steve’s death?

	“What time will my father be home today?” I ask.

	“Probably around five thirty. Why?”

	“I think I’ll stick around at least until then so I can say hi. And I’m kind of in the mood for French onion soup, so if you don’t object to me commandeering your kitchen, I could make dinner tonight?”

	“That sounds lovely. You know we always love to have you cook for us.”

	“Excellent. Why don’t you take it easy, and I’ll do a little cleaning now? I might go down to the beach later, but if there’s anything I can do to make life easier for you, just say the word.”

	“You’re a gem. Don’t overexert yourself, but if you don’t mind vacuuming, it would be very much appreciated.”

	“Consider it done.”

	I need some mindless activity to help me burn off the weird emotions that are currently flowing through me.

	Because I do not want to feel sorry for Ed right now.

	 

	
FOUR

	 

	I spend the next couple of hours vacuuming and sweeping, and I even throw in some window cleaning for good measure. But at around two, I leave my mother to rest and head for the beach. I need to pick up a few supplies for dinner as well, anyway.

	Since I’m on Main Street, I figure I’ll drop in on Rachel. The gallery is empty, so I don’t have to worry about disturbing her with a potential buyer.

	She smiles widely. “Hey! I didn’t expect to see you today. How are you?”

	“Not bad. How’s business?”

	“Good. I actually sold two paintings this morning, so my boss will be happy. You going for a swim?”

	“I was thinking about it. What time do you finish here?”

	“Not until five, I’m afraid. And then I’m off to the gym. They have this hot new trainer there, and I’m dying to know if he’s single.”

	I laugh. “Good luck with that. Hey, my mum told me today that Ed’s dad died last week.”

	“Oh. That’s sad. Ed didn’t tell you?”

	“No. And I don’t know if that’s just him being a douche as usual, or if he’s doing it tough.”

	“He treated you and Maddie like shit. You don’t owe him anything.”

	“I know…but…”

	My phone beeps, and I look at the screen. “Speak of the devil. He’s just texted me.”

	“What’s he saying?”

	“He said thank you in response to a message I sent earlier.”

	“Well, that’s good enough, isn’t it? You’ve shown you care. Now you can move on.”

	“Yeah, I suppose…”

	“Anna, do not get sucked back into that man’s life. Believe me when I say re-engaging with your ex is never a good thing. I’ve got two previous husbands’ worth of experience to prove it.”

	“You’re probably right.”

	“Do I need to confiscate your phone?” she jokes.

	“No, no. I’m fine. I should probably let you get back to work, though.”

	“I’ll call you next week to confirm whether I can make it to your anniversary thing.”

	“Great. Keep me posted.”

	I leave her to it and head out onto the boardwalk. I have my swimsuit on underneath my clothes, so I strip off and walk into the warm aquamarine water. There are hardly any waves, and I gently bob up and down with the gentle undulations.

	These days, this beach seems to be busier than ever. I don’t know if it says something about my state of mind, but this part of town feels friendlier than it did a couple of years ago. The buildings are still varying shades of white, but strangely, some of the newer renovations have a seventies vibe to them. That could mean the yellow and salmon of the nineties might make a resurgence again one day.

	I wonder if Maddie knows about Ed’s dad. I feel like she would have told me if that were the case. She would have had more of a relationship with Steve than I ever did.

	I figure I’ll call her later and break the news.

	I look over at the patch of sand where I was lying the day Kurt landed on me while trying to catch a Frisbee. And the bit where we lay looking at the stars the night before he got a tattoo of the Jewel Box. I have such lovely memories of Kurt here on this beach…it’s just a shame he doesn’t remember them, too.

	But we’ve been able to experience a ton of new stuff since we officially met in the present last year, and even though many of the events would be considered mundane, they’re still special to me because they’re shared. They’re our own history that we’re making up as we go along.

	And then I think about if we lived around here and had kids how we could go to the beach on weekends and get gelato afterwards—just as I did with my own parents.

	My heart flutters at the idea of watching my toddler run around on the sand with Kurt…and then when the child was older, they could go surfing together. And I could teach them how to cook…

	A slightly larger wave catches me off guard and dunks me under, but I laugh when I come up for air. Is this the universe telling me not to get too carried away? I’d have to go through a whole nine-month pregnancy first—and there’s no guarantee I could conceive naturally. And then there would be a year or two of getting up in the middle of the night to feed the baby. Could I manage that and keep my career running at its current pace?

	I float over to the edge of the sand to collect my towel. The swim didn’t really give me any clarity about the future, but that’s okay. I hadn’t expected it to. I don’t have to have all the answers immediately.

	I pick up the rest of my stuff and start walking back towards the car, past Beans.

	And suddenly stop.

	Ed is there.

	He hasn’t seen me because he’s looking up at the menu, presumably deciding what to order.

	I contemplate ignoring my ex-husband, but that wouldn’t be very mature. So, with a heavy sigh, I line up behind him and tap him on the shoulder.

	He spins around. “Anna!”

	“Hey.”

	“What are you doing here?”

	“It’s my day off, so I’m visiting my mum. She was the one who told me about your dad.”

	“Oh, right.”

	“You didn’t think I’d want to know?”

	“Actually, no, I didn’t.”

	“Have you told Maddie?”

	“Nope.”

	I already feel all the old resentment rising. “You think so little of the two of us that you couldn’t even be bothered sending a text when your dad dies?”

	His face collapses. “No, that’s not it, I promise. I…I just…I guess I didn’t have much of a reaction to the news of his death, and I thought the two of you wouldn’t care, either.”

	“But he was your dad!”

	“I know. He stopped acting like it a long time before he died, though. Probably around when Mum passed away.”

	“Still…”

	The barista calls out Ed’s name, and he collects his drink. He looks at me hesitantly. “Do you want anything? Your usual?”

	It’s so weird that despite everything Ed and I have gone through, we’ll carry around a shared knowledge of each other’s lives forever.

	“I’ll get it myself,” I say.

	“All right.” He stands awkwardly off to the side while I place my order of a double shot espresso.

	“I assume you’re here for the funeral?” I ask him.

	“Yeah. To be honest, I’m dreading the whole thing. None of my cousins are going—not that I can blame them since Dad made even less effort with them than me. I think my uncle will go, but I’m not sure who else.”

	I bite my bottom lip, realising the consequences of what I’m about to say. “Do you want me to go?”

	“Oh. I can’t ask that of you.”

	“Yes, you can. And you should have told Maddie as well.”

	He winces. “Yeah.”

	I suddenly think about how his child has never seen him. I know I’m probably going to regret my next statement, but the words are out before I can stop myself.

	“I can’t believe you haven’t tried to see Willow.”

	He looks like he might be about to throw up. “It’s complicated,” he whispers.

	 “Nothing is so complicated that you can pretend you didn’t father a child. She’s equally your responsibility.” I’m about to rant more, but my coffee is ready. I drink it in two mouthfuls and let out a deep breath. “Look, I know this is probably a weird time for you, but you’ve made some really shitty decisions. I hope your dad’s death is a wake-up call, and you realise that if you continue on this path, you’re going to end up like him—only you won’t even have a child or a sibling attending your funeral.”

	 I leave before he can respond. I don’t think I will attend Steve’s funeral tomorrow. I have a date with a man who appreciates me a million times more than Ed ever did. I’ll visit his dad’s grave or memorial plaque afterwards and pay my respects alone.

	Ed definitely does not deserve my sympathy.

	 

	
FIVE

	 

	I feel out of sorts for the rest of the day. I drop by the supermarket on the way back to my parents’ place, but I forget to buy gruyere cheese to put on the bread that will be served with the soup. I’ll just have to make do with whatever cheese is in the fridge.

	I don’t like cooking when I’m not focused, and I always resent outside influences that affect my enjoyment of preparing a meal.

	Ed shouldn’t be taking up space in my brain anymore, yet here is, causing havoc again.

	I try and think about Kurt instead—the beautiful man I know I’m supposed to be with. Even with the added complication of thinking about kids and houses, I still feel much happier than I ever did with Ed.

	Dad gets home at a quarter to six and looks pleasantly surprised to see I stuck around to see him. He’s even more impressed when he finds out what we’re having for dinner.

	He pours us all a small glass of Viognier to go with it. Dad has always been a wine connoisseur and takes great pride in pairing the correct bottle with whatever we’re eating. I like that he gives it so much thought.

	“So, what made you hang around for the evening, kiddo?” he asks as we sit down to eat.

	I find it endearing that my dad still calls me kiddo, even though I’m old enough to have several of my own children.

	“I just wanted to see you and Mum for a while longer. I know I only live an hour and a half away, but with work always being so busy, I feel bad that I don’t get to see you as often as I’d like.” I don’t say out loud that the news of Steve’s death made me think about my own parents’ mortality. My mother is already very aware of her limitations, but Dad is the kind of person who thinks he’s going to live forever.

	“Well, any reason that gets you to make such amazing food for us is fine in my book.”

	We spend the next half hour chatting about our respective lives. I decide to avoid the topic of Ed and his dad and focus on all the nice things happening in my world. I tell my parents about how the café is doing well, and about how Kurt is working hard so that he can earn money for us to be financially stable. Dad tells me about some deal he made for his company, which means he’ll get an extra bonus this year. I hope he manages a few more years like that so he can retire soon and spend some quality time with Mum.

	After I’ve cleared the dishes, I give each of my parents a kiss on the cheek and head out to the car for the drive back to Brisbane. I’m really glad I chose to stay for a bit longer.

	Once I’m on the road, I call Maddie. She answers after the fifth ring, just before it goes to voicemail.

	“Hi! Sorry, I was bathing Willow. How are you?”

	“Do you want me to call back?”

	“No, no, it’s fine. We were practically done, anyway.”

	“Okay. Well, uh, I’m just leaving Shell Beach, but I ran into Ed today.”

	“Really? What was he doing up there? I thought he hated the place.”

	“He’s up for his dad’s funeral. Steve died last week.”

	“Oh my God. Are you serious?”

	“My mum told me this morning, and then I happened to see Ed at Beans this afternoon.”

	“And he didn’t tell you before this?”

	“No.”

	“Poor Steve.”

	“I know.”

	“I take it since you’re no longer in Shell Beach, you won’t be going to the funeral?”

	“No, I kind of offered, but then I got angry and left. Besides, I have a thing tomorrow…”

	“Yes, of course. If you have other commitments, you should definitely attend to them.” She sounds a little dazed.

	“Are you okay?” I check.

	“Oh, it’s just…I don’t know. I haven’t really been in touch with Steve for a while, but I did talk to him right after Willow was born to tell him the news. He seemed happy, and I told him I’d bring her up sometime to meet him, but I never got around to it. Do you know how he died?”

	“No. But I suspect it might have been alcohol-related.”

	“Yeah, that would make sense. Do you have any information about the funeral?”

	“Uh, no, but Mum said his death was announced online. Let me just see if I can find out.”

	I pull over onto the side of the road and put Maddie on speaker. I then navigate to the local news site to search for Steve Matthews.

	“Okay, I found it. The service is at the Holy Trinity Church in Noosaville tomorrow at 11am.”

	“I suppose that would give me enough time to drive up tomorrow with Willow and attend.”

	“But do you really want to?”

	“I feel like I should. Steve was quite lovely to me when I was younger. I owe him a goodbye.”

	“All right. Are you going to tell Ed you’re attending?”

	“I haven’t decided yet.”

	“Good luck. I won’t be available much tomorrow, but I’ll call you on Wednesday to check in.”

	“Thanks, honey. I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine.”

	I hang up and look out the window. If I wasn’t meeting Kurt tomorrow in 1998, would I stay and attend the funeral, too? I mean, I could talk to Kurt about putting off our catch-up until later in the day, but if I’m not available until after lunch, that would be around 3am in the UK, and I couldn’t ask Kurt to set an alarm for such a ridiculous time. Besides, it would eat into the following day, and that might cause problems with his work.

	No, I’m going to stand by my original plan. I’ll pay my respects to Steve another time.

	I’m just about to pull back onto the road when my phone buzzes with a text.

	From Ed.

	Hey, I’m sorry about earlier. You were completely right about everything. I have no idea what I’m doing, and I’m freaking out about tomorrow. Do you think it would be OK if you came to the funeral?

	I blanch. What?

	I know Maddie hadn’t decided to tell him she was coming, but it might affect his choice to invite me. I quickly type back. I just told Maddie, and she’ll probably come up tomorrow.

	His reply is lightning fast. That means I’ll need you even more. Please. I don’t know how to deal with Maddie and the baby.

	What the hell is going on? Did something happen between Ed and Maddie I’m not aware of? I consider myself pretty close to Maddie, and she was quite up front about everything that happened when Ed walked out, but maybe she didn’t share the full story.

	Still, is my ex-husband’s mental health more important than seeing my current partner? I’m not so sure.

	I send a text to Kurt. Hey. I know this is kind of weird, but Ed’s dad passed away last week, and the funeral is tomorrow. Maddie is going, and I’m not sure whether I should go, too. I don’t want to break our appointment…

	I send it without really finishing the thought.

	It’s probably not fair to put this on Kurt, but I feel like I’ll be able to make a decision based on how he replies.

	I sit on the side of the road, watching the cars drive by.

	After a moment, my phone beeps.

	You should go. Are you OK?

	My heart melts into a puddle, and I want to forget that Ed and Maddie even exist so I can go back to 1998 tomorrow with the man I love more than anything.

	But I do think going to the funeral would be the right thing to do. I’ll hang out with Maddie and only be there for Ed as a physical presence.

	I sigh and type back. I’m fine. Are you OK with postponing our date? We might not get another chance to see each other before your birthday.

	Kurt: We’ll be fine. Besides, that means we’ll still have another dose for after my birthday. We’ll check out your diary and pick the perfect day to catch up while I’m still stuck over here.

	Me: I love you so much.

	Kurt: I love you, too.

	Me: I’ll call you tomorrow.

	Kurt: I can’t wait. XOXO

	I let out a puff of air and pull back onto the road, looking for the nearest turn off back to Shell Beach.

	Being sensible is the worst.

	 

	
SIX

	 

	The last time I went to a funeral was when Grandma Millie died in 2003. I’ve been very lucky not to have anyone close to me pass away since. I’d forgotten how heavy the atmosphere can feel while in the presence of a coffin in a church during the service.

	I arrive right on time, not wanting to have to make small talk with Ed beforehand. Maddie is sitting in the third row, holding Willow. Ed is in the front, his head bowed. I never met his uncle, but I assume he’s the man sitting next to him. The rest of the church is empty apart from a priest standing quietly at a lectern at the front. I creep down the aisle and sit next to Maddie.

	“What are you doing here?” she whispers.

	“Ed asked me. But I’m more concerned about you.”

	She smiles faintly. “You are very sweet.”

	I tilt my head in Ed’s direction. “Have you talked to him yet?”

	“Nope.”

	“Are you going to?”

	“If he makes the effort, maybe.”

	At that moment, Ed turns around, and we make eye contact. His face softens, and he mouths the words thank you. I nod in return.

	“That’s more than I got,” Maddie whispers.

	I want to ask if anything happened between them that she didn’t tell me about, but the priest clears his throat. “I think we’ll make a start.”

	I only half listen to the service. It’s a pretty generic statement featuring several Bible verses and a few hymns played over the speaker. It’s actually very depressing, and I wonder if it would have been better if there hadn’t been a service at all. I’m sure there’s no rule that says you have to have one. I think even if I have a ton of family and friends who are willing to attend my funeral, I would still prefer to have my ashes scattered across the ocean and make everyone go out for lunch or something. I might have to put it in my will that speeches and churches are not allowed when I die.

	Since neither Ed nor his uncle get up to say anything about Steve, the service is mercifully short. The priest closes with a prayer and then again stands quietly while we prepare to leave.

	Willow starts fussing, so Maddie takes her outside for a feed. Ed comes over and stands awkwardly in front of me. “Did you ever meet Kevin?” He gestures to his uncle, who is now doing something on his phone.

	“No, I don’t think I did.”

	“I can introduce you before you leave. If you like.”

	“Either way.”

	“Thanks so much for coming.” He starts tearing up, and my heart feels a weird combination of pity and frustration. Annoyed, I step forward and give him a hug. He wraps his arms tightly around me and cries on my shoulder.

	I hardly ever saw Ed cry while we were married. Well, until we were about to split up, but that was only once. I don’t know what to make of this version of my ex-husband. Is he feeling sorry for himself? Or mourning the loss of the father he didn’t make time for while he was alive? Or did what I say to him yesterday resonate?

	After a moment, I pull away. I don’t want to be Ed’s emotional support.

	“You should talk to Maddie,” I tell him.

	“Yeah, I will.”

	“Look, I know it’s none of my business, but you really, really should consider making an effort to be part of Willow’s life. It’s not her fault that you and Maddie don’t get along.”

	“I know. It’s not that…”

	“Then what is it?”

	He stares at the floor. “It doesn’t matter.”

	“It does matter!”

	He looks at me, his face full of anguish. “She’s just better off without me in her life.”

	I furrow my brow. “If you actually make the effort, she will be far better off with you there.”

	“Even if I die before she’s had a chance to grow up?”

	It takes me a second to wonder why he thinks he’s going to die early, and then I remember Maddie telling me about Ed’s trip back to 1997 and how he thought he was having an aneurysm.

	That damn compound.

	“Ed, are you talking about the fact that your mother died from an aneurysm, and you’re worried the same thing is going to happen to you?”

	“Exactly. I know it’s not necessarily hereditary, but I did have this weird episode last year…”

	“Did you go get checked out afterwards?”

	“No,” he admits.

	I take a deep breath. I wasn’t planning on explaining what actually happened, but if it means it will put Ed’s mind at rest and allow him to establish a relationship with his daughter, I probably should.

	“When are you going back to Brisbane?”

	“This afternoon. Why?”

	“I want to meet up again. There’s something I have to tell you.”

	He furrows his brow. “What is it?”

	“I can’t explain now. But I think it will make you see things a bit differently.”

	Now he looks confused. “Um, okay.”

	I look around. Maddie is standing in the doorway to the church, watching us.

	“Go and talk to her,” I say. “And for now, act as if you’re going to live to a hundred. I’ll call you soon.”

	“Okay.” He trudges off, and I make sure he actually stops to talk to his ex, rather than make a run for it.

	Jeez. I can’t believe Ed abandoned Maddie and Willow because of one dream! I mean, I know I basically told my husband to leave me after mine, but that was for the greater good.

	I check my watch. I was thinking if everything wound up early, I might still be able to convince Kurt to take the compound, but it’s too late.

	I should probably head back to Brisbane, anyway. I’m thinking the only way to convince Ed that he isn’t having an aneurysm is to take the compound with him.

	And that means I have a certain scientist to email—because I’m not wasting my last few precious doses set aside for me and Kurt on my ex-husband.

	I excuse myself, quietly saying goodbye to Ed and Maddie, and then head for the car.

	I’m home just after lunch, and I let myself into the apartment before flinging myself onto the couch.

	It’s my fault Ed has been avoiding Maddie and Willow all this time. I mean, if I hadn’t left the compound lying around, Maddie wouldn’t have taken it from my cupboard, and Ed wouldn’t have used it.

	Anyway, there’s no use regretting what happened. All I can do is try to fix things now.

	I send Bernard a quick email, telling him I’m ready to meet up when it suits him. I then text Kurt to let him know I’m home and to call me when he wakes up.

	Following that, I decide to catch up on some work. I normally avoid doing anything business related on my days off, but it’s the only thing that can take my mind off the events of the previous twenty-four hours.

	Once I talk to Ed, I’m going to exorcise him from my life again.

	Because the guy should not be part of it anymore.

	 

	
SEVEN

	 

	I sleep restlessly and wake at 5am. I get up and make myself a coffee, missing Kurt like crazy. Maybe I can convince Kelsey to let me put Coco in charge of the kitchen for a week, and I can sneak over to the UK to spend some time with the love of my life. But I couldn’t do that to my bestie with the anniversary coming up.

	I check my email and see that Bernard responded sometime after midnight. He must work some strange hours.

	Hi Anna,

	I’m delighted to hear you’re available to meet. I’ll be in the lab all day today if you want to drop by?

	I look forward to seeing you.

	Bernard.

	I can’t take this morning off since it’s the first day back in our work week, but I should be able to sneak away at lunchtime.

	I drive over to the café so I have my car with me. Our shop doesn’t really have any dedicated parking spots, but I find one in a back street with a meter. I don’t mind shelling out a few dollars today.

	Kelsey is her usual bubbly self. I’m so glad she seems to maintain an even keel twenty-four seven.

	“Hey, babe. How were your days off?” she asks.

	It’s only then I realise I haven’t filled her in on recent developments. I get a canelé from the pastry case and chomp down on it, deciding I’m going to comfort eat today. That’s a bad thing when you bake for a living.

	I tell her about running into Ed and the funeral, but I don’t mention the fact he essentially ditched Maddie and Willow because of the compound.

	“It was nice of you to do that,” Kelsey says.

	“Yeah, well, I think everyone deserves to be remembered. Steve wasn’t a bad guy. He probably just found it difficult to get over his wife’s death.”

	“Did you find out what happened?”

	“No, I forgot to ask. And it didn’t really seem appropriate at the funeral.”

	“Either way, you’re a good girl, Anna.”

	I wipe the crumbs from my hands, feeling guilty that she doesn’t know the full story. “Oh, I may be going to see Bernard later. He wants to talk to me about some new developments with the compound.”

	“Really? I thought you still had a few doses left. Why do you need more?”

	“I don’t know. Just in case. Kurt is going to be away for three months. I might want to see him more than twice.”

	She shakes her head. “And you can’t just talk to him on Skype like a normal person?”

	“No, I can’t.” I’m definitely not going to tell her about my plans to take Ed to the nineties.

	“I don’t know, Anna. Do you really want to go poking around in the past again? You don’t want to disrupt the equilibrium when everything’s going so well in the present.”

	“I understand what you’re saying, but I’ll be careful.”

	She looks troubled. “I really hope you are. One of these days, you might push the universe too far, and then everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve could be put in jeopardy.”

	“I like to think everything always turns out for the best.”

	She gives me a doubtful look. “If you say so.”  

	***

	At lunch, I wave goodbye to Kelsey’s disapproving face and drive over to Murrarie. The lab is at an industrial park there.

	I pull into the driveway and park out the front. The building is very unassuming, tucked away behind several other businesses, including an insurance broker and a kayak distributor.

	I go inside and approach the receptionist. She looks up at me and smiles. “Hi. How may I help you?”

	“Hi, my name is Anna, and I’m here to see Bernard.”

	“Just a moment. Please take a seat.”

	I sit in one of the guest chairs and look at the walls. They’re covered in advertisements for the lab’s products, all of which I know very well since I’ve made a living promoting most of them.

	After a moment, a tall, skinny man with salt-and-pepper hair comes out of a side door and looks at me. “Anna?”

	I quickly stand up and hold out my hand. “Yes! Hi.”

	“It’s great to finally meet you in person. Please come through.”

	We walk down a narrow hall that vaguely resembles a medical facility and into an office.

	A very cool office.

	On one wall, there is a desk with four monitors stacked so that two are side by side on top of two others. Another wall contains a floor-to-ceiling bookcase filled to the brim with books. And the back wall has a bunch of open shelves containing dozens of bottles, all filled with different-coloured liquids.

	“So, this is where the magic happens, huh?” I say, looking around.

	He chuckles modestly. “I guess you could say that.”

	“Have you tried your own compound?” I ask.

	“Actually, I have.” He gestures for me to sit down.

	“And how did you find it?”

	“Fascinating. I seem to be going back to the nineties each time, the same as you.”

	“Have you been able to determine why it sends you back there?”

	“Not exactly. But as I mentioned in my email, I have managed to tweak the duration that you go back for. If you like, I can give you a few different formulas to try with varying times.”

	“Uh, yeah, okay.” I figure that way I won’t have to sacrifice a whole day when I introduce Ed to time travel.

	Bernard produces a small plastic container with a handle. Inside are several jars, and he slides it across the desk towards me.

	“Please, take it. Feel free to use any of them however you see fit. I just request that you make a note of the times you stay so I can confirm the durations are correct.”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“I’ve also put one other formulation in there for you to try. And I know this is quite unusual, but I’d prefer not to say exactly what it does in the event it influences the outcome.”

	I open the case and inspect each jar. There’s Youth Compound that lasts two hours, four hours, six hours, and eight hours. I’ll have enough here to last me forever if I only go back in time every now and again.

	The last jar isn’t labelled. “This is the new one?” I ask.

	“Yes. There’s no requirement for you to try it at all, but if you choose to, please keep me posted on your experience.”

	“Okay. Thank you. I might not get around to it right away, but I’ll definitely let you know when I take it.”

	“Excellent. Do you have any questions related to the other compound?”

	“Uh, not really. Oh, but I noticed in 1996 and 1997, the days of the week were the same here as they were there. But this year, 1998 has different days of the week. If I take the compound, will I be going back to the same date or the same day?”

	“Ah, yes. I tried it last week, and I can tell you it goes back to the same date.”

	“It just means I can look back at my old diaries and prepare in advance,” I explain.

	His face lights up. “You have a detailed record of your original past?”

	“That’s right. Not that it always helps. But in 1996 and 1997, it was good to know how to work around my parents when they wanted me to attend school.”

	He chuckles. “So clever.”

	“What’s your theory on what happens while we’re there? Do you think we’re visiting the actual past? And if so, what happens to that altered version after we leave? Because we’re obviously not changing the present.”

	“Well, I’ve been reading up on quantum physics to try and gain some clarity on the subject. There are certainly some interesting theories out there, but for now there is no proof of alternate or parallel universes. That doesn’t mean they don’t exist, and there’s a chance that what we experience with the compound is proof, but I do think we must be hooking into a point in time, and our memories are connecting with the universe’s memory to give us a sort of read-only copy of what happened. So, when we leave, it’s erasing that version and reverting to the original.”

	I kind of hope that’s the case because I don’t like some of the things I did to the alternate version of Anna in previous visits. But still. Would the universe hold on to an echo of those events somehow? With the way Kurt acted with me, and with his choice of date to get tattooed, I feel like that must be true.

	“Thanks so much for your time. I’m sure you have a lot of work to do.” I stand up and collect the plastic case. “I’ll be in touch at some point.”

	“Thanks for stopping by.”

	Bernard sees me out, and I get in the car, putting the case beside me in the passenger seat.

	I have the rest of my workday to complete, and then I’ll contact my ex-husband.

	Kelsey would have a heart attack if she knew what I planned to do, but I feel like this is the way everything is supposed to happen.

	 

	
EIGHT

	 

	I ask Ed to meet me at a café in the city that neither of us has been to before. I don’t like the idea of going to our old ‘usual.’ It feels too intimate, and I’m already feeling disloyal to Kurt.

	Not that I have any residual romantic feelings whatsoever towards Ed. In fact, when I see him, I wonder how I ever spent so much of my life with the guy. He’s conventionally attractive, but nowhere near as sexy as Kurt. There’s also an emotional distance about Ed that’s even more obvious now that we’re no longer married.

	I choose a table at the front near the window so there’s no possibility for misunderstanding. This is not a cosy get-together. I order myself a coffee and figure Ed can order his own if he wants one.

	He arrives soon after me and sits down in the seat opposite. “Hey.”

	“Hey.”

	“So…”

	“How are you feeling after the other day?”

	“I don’t know. Still numb, I guess.”

	“Did you have a good talk with Maddie?”

	“I’m not sure I’d say it was good, but it was something.”

	“Okay, well, I want to talk to you about this fear you have, and the so-called ‘episode’ you experienced last year.”

	“Anna…”

	“No. You need to listen. That episode…it involved you passing out and feeling like you were in 1997 for twelve hours, right?”

	He frowns. “Maddie told you the details?”

	“She did. But I would have been able to tell you what happened without her informing me. Because it wasn’t an experience unique to you.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	I remove one of the jars from my purse and slide it across the table. “This is what did it.”

	He picks up the jar and looks at the label. And then his face lights up with recognition followed by confusion. “This is the Youth Compound I took.”

	“A different batch, but yes. It’s a formula that lets you travel back into your younger body.”

	He stares at me. “And you’re saying that’s what happened to me?”

	“Yes. Do you remember when I told you I first ran into Maddie by chance at New Farm? Well, that’s not exactly what happened. At the time, you were away on that business trip, and I was frustrated because you never talked about the past, so I decided to find out what you were hiding. And then I discovered it was Maddie.”

	He shakes his head, dazed. “This is a joke, right?”

	“No, I swear. My sponsor sent me the compound by accident. For the record, you were kind of a dick to me when I ran into you at the Gold Coast in 1996.”

	He snorts. “What are you talking about?”

	I tell him about the time Kelsey and I went on a day trip and saw him buying edible underwear.

	His face turns white. “How did you know that?”

	“Because I was there!”

	He puts the jar back on the table. “This is crazy shit.”

	“I just wanted you to know that your brain is normal. And that if what happened last year is the reason you left Maddie and Willow, then you should really reconsider things now. Although, if you were actually worried, you probably should have gone to see a specialist. I’m sure your doctor would be happy to refer you to one, considering what happened to your mum.”

	“How do I know this isn’t some elaborate ploy you and Maddie came up with to trick me?”

	“If you want proof, you can take the compound again. That jar’s yours if you want it. I’ll even take it with you if you like. A dose from this batch apparently only lasts for four hours, so you don’t have to lose a whole day.”

	“What do you mean, apparently?”

	“I only picked it up today from the scientist who made the formula. Until now, I just had the one jar, and the doses lasted twelve hours.”

	He rubs the back of his neck. “I can’t believe I’m even considering this might be true.”

	“It is. I promise. You can try it right now if you want. Well, not here in the café, but somewhere where you won’t be disturbed for a few hours.”

	“And you’ll take some, too?”

	“Yes. That’s what I did with Kelsey last year…”

	“Wait. Kelsey knows about this stuff?”

	“Yep. And so does Kurt.”

	“He’s the guy you’re seeing now?”

	I nod.

	“What does he think about you offering to take me back in time?”

	“Uh, he’s fine with it.” I’m not going to have that discussion with Ed right now.

	He seems to think for a moment and then bites his bottom lip. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

	“All right. Well, you should go home and call me when you’re ready. We’ll take it at the same time, and then I’ll see you in 1998.”

	“Wait, no. Why can’t you come to my place? I’d feel much better knowing you were there.”

	I run my hands through my hair. This wasn’t part of the plan. “I don’t know, Ed…”

	“Please! I don’t think I could go through with it if I was at home alone.”

	I sigh. “Fine. But I’ll lie on the couch or something.”

	“Whatever makes you most comfortable.”

	“Where are you living right now?”

	“Just in Spring Hill.”

	We leave the café, and Ed gives me his address so I can meet him there. As I pull out onto the road, I contemplate how I’m going to explain this to Kurt. I don’t want to have any secrets between us, so I nervously dial his number. It should be around seven thirty in the morning there.

	It rings. And rings. And rings.

	Voicemail kicks in, but I decide this is something I can’t leave on a message. I will definitely call again as soon as I’m back.

	 

	 

	
NINE

	 

	Ed’s apartment is depressing. It looks like a generic hotel room, complete with monochrome furniture and cheap abstract paintings on the walls. Despite how douchey he’s been to me in the past, I feel bad for him now.

	I note the grey fabric couch in the living room. “I’ll stay here. You should go lie down in your room. I’ll make up the formula, and you can take it with you.”

	He doesn’t look like he can believe he’s actually going along with the plan. “Okay.”

	“Where did you live in January 1998?”

	“I don’t know!” he says, exasperated. “Who remembers exactly where they were at any given time without maintaining a freakish diary-writing habit?”

	“It’s easy to figure out stuff if you work from memorable events. You’re two years older than me, and I graduated high school at the end of 1997. That means you graduated in 1995. You did your undergrad degree for three years?”

	He nods reluctantly.

	“So, at the beginning of 1998, you were about to start your final year of study. Do you remember that?”

	“Yeah. I was living with a couple of guys from uni at Maroochydore.”

	“Were you still working as a kitchen-hand at the Sheraton?”

	His eyes widen. “How did you know I worked there?”

	“Remember, I talked to you in 1996. Hey, why didn’t you ever tell me about that job?”

	His face darkens. “Because it reminds me of something I want to forget.”

	“Not becoming a chef?” I guess.

	He makes a strangled sound. “Of course you would know that, too.”

	“It’s not too late, you know. You could go back and study cooking. I could even give you a few tips.” I smile gently.

	“I don’t know. My current job pays well. I’d be stupid to give it up over some frivolous pursuit.”

	I take a deep breath, ignoring the fact that he basically just called my own job frivolous. “Okay, well, let’s forget about that for now. So, were you still at the Sheraton at the beginning of 1998?”

	“I think so.”

	“Would you have worked there on a Tuesday evening?”

	“I don’t know!”

	“Jeez, Ed. You have to give me something.”

	“Okay, okay. Sorry.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Actually, probably not. I remember one of the clubs at Mooloolaba had Tequila Sunrise Tuesdays, and I used to go there with the guys every week. They had special pricing for students.”

	“Now we’re getting somewhere. Do you think you could locate your home and the nightclub on Google Maps?”

	“Probably.”

	I get out my phone and make him show me both locations, committing them to memory. “Did you have a mobile phone?”

	“Yeah, but I have no idea what the number would have been.”

	“What about a land line?”

	“Probably. But I don’t remember the number for that, either.”

	“Would it have been under your name in the phone book?”

	He looks at me weirdly until he realises we’re talking about 1998. “Probably not. I have this vague recollection that it was disconnected half the time anyway because we always forgot to pay the bill.”

	“Okay, well, I’ll write down my mobile, and then you’ll have to memorise it before you go under. Call me as soon as you wake up.”

	“Wait. What if I can’t remember it?”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll find you. Just go to your apartment if you aren’t already there, and stay there.”

	“All right.”

	I head to his kitchen and mix up a dose of the compound. I hand it to him, and he looks at it fearfully. “Are you sure about this?”

	“Not really. But I think you need to find out for yourself that your brain isn’t broken.”

	“All right. I’ll see you soon.”

	He wanders off into his room, looking dazed. I mix myself a dose as well and lie down on the couch.

	The room spins, and I close my eyes. After a moment, I open them, and I’m there. Although, where there is might be difficult to ascertain.

	It’s only then I realise I should have checked my diary to see what I might be doing on this particular date back in 1998. Assuming that’s the year.

	I am literally sitting on a toilet right now. But not one at my house. And it’s definitely not one belonging to another person’s house. At least, I don’t think so. The walls were once white but are now covered in marks. The ground is cheap linoleum, and the light is a bare bulb.

	It appears I wasn’t actually making use of the facilities, because my pants aren’t around my ankles, and the lid is down. But then I notice I’m wearing a polo shirt with a video logo on it, and it all clicks into place.

	I’m at the video store. And apparently, I’m hiding out from something or someone.

	I exit the cubicle and check my reflection in the mirror over the sink. I’ve seen this version of myself enough in the past couple of years, but it’s still a novelty to be back in my younger body. My hair is shorter this time, and it has a distinct red tone to it. It’s also not as frizzy as it used to be, so I either finally got a straightener, or I learned how to style it properly with a blow-dryer.

	I take a deep breath and then walk out into the store. I’ll need to find a reason to leave quickly so I can go meet Ed. He was freaking out enough before he went under. I don’t want him having a full-blown psychiatric episode before I can reach him.

	As I make my way to the front, I observe my surroundings. I’m assuming it’s a Tuesday evening, so it’s not very busy, but there are still a handful of people around. The new release wall is covered in dozens of copies of Con Air and Anaconda. There’s also a game wall, where renters can borrow original Playstation and Nintendo 64 games. Titles include Mortal Kombat 4 and the first Grand Theft Auto.

	Just as I’m about to approach my co-worker Paula at the counter, someone launches themselves at me, wrapping me in a bear hug.

	“Anna! You’re here! Paula said you weren’t working tonight, but I knew I saw your car outside!”

	It takes a second for me to figure out who on earth is invading my personal space.

	And then I remember. I had an ‘admirer’ at the beginning of 1998. His name was Simon, and he was really intense. He wrote me poetry and left me gifts here at the video store when I wasn’t rostered on.

	I was deliberately obtuse whenever he suggested we go out for a drink, but I didn’t mind him as a person. Just not a romantic prospect. I eventually had to explicitly turn him down, but clearly, I hadn’t done it by this point in time. He must have been why I was hiding in the bathroom.

	I gently extricate myself from his grasp. “Uh, yeah. I was actually just finishing up. I did an early shift, and I have to leave right now. My sister needs me to drive her to a friend’s house.”

	He pouts. “You don’t have time to grab something to eat before you go home? I know they don’t let you have a full meal break here, so you must be starving.”

	“Sorry, Simon. I don’t have time. Maybe another day?”

	His eyes light up. “Sure. What are you doing tomorrow?”

	“Oh, um, I don’t know yet.”

	I glance at Paula and mouth help me.

	She gets the hint. “Uh, Anna, I think you’re on from 4pm to 10pm tomorrow, but I’m going to need you to do 10am to 2pm as well. We’re short-staffed at the moment.”

	I give Simon an apologetic look. “Sorry, I don’t think tomorrow is going to work. But I’ll keep you posted on my availability.”

	The guy is actually quite attractive, with shoulder-length sun-bleached hair and dark brown eyes. He reminds me of an over-eager puppy, and I feel bad I was never attracted to him. I’m sure he did well for himself in the future, though.

	He nods earnestly. “Okay. I’ll check in tomorrow night and see how you’re going for later in the week.”

	“Thanks, Simon.”

	I watch him leave and then finally make it to the counter. Paula smirks. “You sure know how to attract them.”

	“He’s harmless.”

	“Oh, to be young and cute and have boys falling all over themselves to date you.”

	“That is not what is happening.” I check the time and date on the computer screen. 6:10pm on Tuesday the thirteenth of January, 1998. “Uh, Paula? I’m actually feeling a little queasy. Do you think you could get someone else in to take over the for the rest of the night?”

	She looks at me incredulously. “But you only just got here.”

	“I know. I almost called in sick, but then I thought I’d be okay. Except I’m not.” I clutch my stomach as if it’s causing me great pain.

	She sighs. “I guess I can see if Jill is available.”

	“Sorry to be a nuisance.”

	“It’s okay. I know you would only ask to go home if you really were ill.”

	I feel bad that I’m lying, but if I follow Bernard’s theory about this plane not existing after I leave, it doesn’t matter.

	She dials a number and has a quick conversation, presumably with Jill.

	“Okay, I’ll see you soon.” She hangs up and does a shooing motion with her hands. “She’s good to cover for you. Off you go. I hope you feel better soon.”

	“Thank you.”

	I quickly grab my bag and head to my car. I’m pretty sure I had permanently inherited my mum and dad’s old Mazda by now, so I’m free to go wherever I want anytime.

	There it is, parked in the back corner. I unlock the door and climb in.

	Only to have it not start.

	Damn. What is wrong with this thing?

	I don’t remember ever having car trouble after work, but I suppose it could have happened. Would that be the kind of thing you’d remember?

	I get out my mobile phone, about to call roadside assistance, when I notice it’s flat. Jeez, Anna. You were not a well-prepared young adult.

	I imagine Ed is probably having a meltdown right now. He won’t be able to reach me, and I have no way of reaching him unless I go to his apartment. 

	Just then, there’s a tap on the window. I jump before noticing Simon standing outside. “You okay?” he asks.

	I open the door. “Actually, my car won’t start. I might have a flat battery or something.”

	“That’s no good. You want me to take a look at it?”

	“Uh, I was probably just going to call roadside assistance…”

	“Pop the hood, and I’ll see if I notice anything.”

	“Okay. Thanks.”

	I find the button to release the catch at the front and press it.

	Simon goes over and lifts the hood. It vaguely occurs to me that he could have sabotaged my car as an excuse to talk to me, but that definitely didn’t happen in the original 1998. Although, if I think about it, in the original timeline, I would have avoided him, and he would have left. But he probably would have still seen my car. This is all too confusing.

	I get out and stand next to him.

	He pokes around my engine. “It doesn’t look like anything obvious, but I have some jumper leads in my car. We can see if the battery just needs a charge?”

	“Uh, sure.” I figure it will be quicker than waiting for roadside assistance to show up.

	“Do you need to call your sister and let her know you’ll be late?”

	“Sorry, what?” I ask, distracted.

	“You said you had to take your sister to a party.”

	“Oh, right. Yeah. My uh, my phone is flat. I might have to go and use the one inside.”

	“No worries.”

	I quickly go back into the video store, annoyed that I couldn’t make a clean escape. I suppose I’ll just have to pretend to call Amy. Ugh. This is getting complicated.

	Paula looks at me, surprised when I go behind the counter. “You suddenly feeling better?”

	“No, my car won’t start.”

	“Oh.” She peers outside. “And you’re letting Simon near it?”

	“What was I supposed to do?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t think I’d trust him with anything of mine.”

	“He’s not that weird, is he?”

	“You tell me. You know him better.”

	I pick up the phone. “I’m pretending to call my sister if you’re wondering.”

	She shakes her head and laughs. “Okay, then.”

	After a moment, I put the phone back down. “Wish me luck. I really don’t need this tonight.”

	“Good luck.”

	When I return to the car, Simon has his old Toyota hooked up to mine.

	“It’s like our cars are making love,” he says, chuckling.

	Oh God. Yeah, he’s definitely a weirdo.

	“Do you think it’s helping?” I say, ignoring the comment.

	“We’ll see in a minute.”

	I stand there impatiently. Ed might never forgive me after this.

	Finally, Simon tells me to try my car. I turn the key and press down on the accelerator. Yes!

	I watch as Simon removes the cables at a super-slow speed.

	“Uh, thanks so much. I have to go, but I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Hell, I just realised I could promise to call him at midnight tonight. I won’t be here to follow through.

	He beams. “Sure.” He stands there awkwardly, as if waiting for a hug or kiss in thanks, but I stay in the car until he closes the hood.

	“Bye!”

	I quickly reverse out of the spot and zoom off. I’ve wasted half an hour. The only thing I can do now is drive to Maroochydore and hope that Ed is there.

	 

	
TEN

	 

	The radio in my car is playing the top forty, and the DJ announces the next track. “Here’s a new entry from the Propellerheads featuring Shirley Bassey. We’d love to hear what you think. Call in and tell us if we should put it on regular rotation.”

	I laugh out loud as the song History Repeating pumps through the speakers. The universe sure has a sense of humour.

	I drive down the coast road. The sun is low in the sky, and I wind down the window to let the ocean air waft in. I wish Kurt was here. I really should have thought this through a little more thoroughly. I know I’m only going to be here for four hours, and Kurt doesn’t have any doses for the same duration, but I should have found a way to bring him into this evening’s scenario.

	I reach Maroochydore just after 7pm. We have three hours to go, which feels odd when I’m used to having twelve.

	I thought I knew how to get to Ed’s place, but when I reach his street, I find it doesn’t yet connect with the side his building is on. It takes another ten minutes of me navigating in the dark to find the other end.

	I park out the front and knock on his door. He immediately rips it open, staring at me wild-eyed. “What the hell took you so—”

	He stops abruptly as it takes a moment for him to adjust to my teenage appearance. “You look the same as when I saw you last year.”

	“Oh, that’s right. You apparently ran into me.” Admittedly, it takes me a moment to get used to the younger version of Ed. Especially since he wasn’t very nice to me the last time I saw him.

	His face softens. “Yeah. And you took me to the hospital on New Year’s Day. You were very kind.”

	I nod. “That was kind of me.”

	“How is this all happening? I didn’t go to the hospital in the original 1997. And I didn’t meet you here now in 1998.”

	“I’ll explain my own limited understanding of how everything works when we wake up. In the meantime, I just want to check you’re okay. You believe me now that your brain is functioning normally?”

	“I guess. If you can call this normal.”

	“Well, we can go explore if you like. We have about two-and-a-half hours left. It might help you settle into the experience.”

	“Where would we explore after seven on a Tuesday night?”

	“I don’t know. Do you want to go see Maddie?”

	“No!”

	I look at him strangely. That was oddly firm.

	He smiles sheepishly. “I mean, I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. Besides, we’d broken up by this time. She’d probably still be mad.”

	“She told me she was happy to wait for you. I don’t think she’d be mad.”

	“I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to you knowing as much, if not more, about my life than I do.”

	“Maybe it was supposed to be like this. So we can both get a better understand of our personal histories.”

	“I’m still not convinced dredging up the past is healthy.”

	“Well, we’re stuck here for a while longer, so we might as well make the most of it. Why don’t we go check out that nightclub that has cheap Tequila Sunrises?”

	He laughs. “I guess that’s as good a plan as any.”

	“I’m happy to drive if you like.”

	“But if we’ll be drinking…”

	“We’ll be leaving 1998 around 10pm, in which time it won’t matter where my car is.”

	He shakes his head. “I don’t know how you can be so calm and rational about all this.”

	“You get used to it.”

	“This is not something I think I want to get used to. But all right. Let’s go check out the 1998 version of Mooloolaba.”

	***

	It feels weird being an eighteen-year-old at a nightclub again. As we walk through the door of the venue, the scent of spilled alcohol, cigarette smoke, and Joop! cologne assaults my nostrils.

	Insomnia by Faithless is playing, and I instantly think of Kurt. The place is crowded, but I suddenly feel very lonely.

	“I’ll get us a drink, yeah?” Ed says.

	“That would be good. Thanks. Do you have your uni ID?”

	He digs his hand into his back pocket and pulls out a wallet. After opening it, he removes a laminated card. “Apparently I do.”

	He leaves me standing near the doorway while he goes to the bar. I take a deep breath and move further into the club.

	I’d been here a handful of times in 1998, but I preferred to go out in Shell Beach. Mooloolaba had better clubs, but you couldn’t drink if you didn’t have somewhere to stay nearby.

	Everyone is dressed as if on the set of an old teen movie. The women are wearing midriff tops and low-waisted pants, and the guys are decked out in baggy jeans and oversized shirts. It belatedly occurs to me I’m still in my work uniform, but it’s not like I’m here to impress anyone.

	I glance up at the DJ booth and almost topple over in surprise. Kurt is the freaking DJ! How?

	And then I remember him saying he worked down here at one of the clubs in 1998. Of course!

	I suddenly feel even guiltier that I’m here in the nineties without the future version of him.

	At that moment, he glances over and winks at me. Holy moly. What did that wink mean? Could it be the ‘real’ version of him? No, it’s impossible. I’m sure he wouldn’t have taken a dose of the compound without me.

	But I have to find out for sure. I push my way through the people on the dance floor and stand underneath his booth.

	“Kurt?”

	He looks down and smiles. “Yes?”

	“Is that you you?”

	He furrows his brow. “What do you mean?”

	“Do you know who I am?”

	“No. But you do seem familiar. I’m sorry, but if we have met, I’ve forgotten your name.”

	“It’s Anna.” I feel a flash of disappointment that he isn’t the version that already knows me. 

	“I’m just finishing up a set. Will you be here for a while?”

	“Uh, I’m not sure.”

	“I’d love to buy you a drink and make up for my poor memory.”

	My heart flutters. It appears that every iteration of Kurt has an effect on my body and mind. But would this kind of be cheating? Kelsey said I was silly for thinking that way when I mentioned the same thought last year, but now that I’ve spent so much time with the real version of Kurt, I’m not so sure.

	“We’ll see,” I say, pretending to be mysterious.

	He smiles one of his trademark smiles before turning back to his decks. It’s only then I realise Ed might be freaking out if he doesn’t know where I am.

	I’m right. When I glance over at the edge of the dance floor, he’s standing there, holding two drinks and looking like he’s on the verge of losing it. I quickly go over, and the relief on his face is instant.

	“Don’t you dare do that to me again. You’re my only link to the real world.” He hands me one of the drinks.

	“Sorry, I just saw Kurt.”

	His eyes widen. “Your Kurt? Where?”

	I point to the DJ booth. “There.”

	Ed curiously studies the love of my life, which is a little unsettling. He hasn’t met the future version of Kurt yet, and I don’t know if he’s even seen a photo.

	“He looks like your type,” he says softly.

	I laugh. “I have a type? I would have thought since I was with you the longest, you would have been my type.”

	“Nah. I knew you always had a thing for guys like Chris Cornell and Eddie Vedder.”

	I blush. It feels wrong talking about my celebrity crushes with my ex-husband.

	“I like to think I don’t have just one type,” I say diplomatically.

	“Either way. Are you going to talk to him? Does he know who you are?”

	“No, he doesn’t know who I am. We hadn’t met in the original 1998. And I’m not sure if I’m going to talk to him. I don’t want to leave you alone.”

	He takes a slug of his drink and winces. “As much as I appreciate the offer, I can tell you would rather be with him than me. And I know I just said I don’t want you to leave me, but I’ll be fine. Should I find somewhere to lie down at 10pm?”

	“Probably.” A thought occurs to me. “Hey, if you wanted, you could go see your dad.”

	He blanches. “What?”

	“Didn’t he move to Shell Beach at some point? You could drive up there and spend an hour and a half with him.”

	He looks equally sick and intrigued by the idea.

	“It’s actually quite nice to see loved ones again,” I continue. “I’ve visited Grandma Millie a few times in the last couple of years. Obviously, it was a shock at first, but so great to be able to talk to her.”

	He doesn’t seem to know how to respond. But after a moment, he nods. “Yeah, I think I’ll do that.”

	“I would say you can call my mobile if you need to, but it’s flat at the moment. I could give you Kurt’s?”

	He stares at me. “You’ve memorised your current partner’s nineties phone number?”

	“Uh, yeah, I have.”

	“Hey, how did you meet again?”

	Uh-oh. That’s going to be a complicated conversation. “We can talk about that when we wake up. In the meantime, go see your dad!”

	He hesitates for a moment longer before turning to go. But then he turns back. “How am I supposed to get there?”

	I pull my keys from my bag and toss them to him. “Take my car. I’ll just hang around Mooloolaba until ten. Or I’ll catch a cab if I need to.”

	He shakes his head. “All right. See you soon.”

	I watch him leave, feeling a strange mix of emotions. I think Ed is finally getting in touch with his true self, and I can imagine it would be quite painful.

	A new song comes on: CJ Bolland’s Sugar is Sweeter. Kurt talks over the opening mishmash of sounds. “This is my last track for now, but DJ Doug will be taking over to make sure you have an epic night. Thanks! You’ve all been great!”

	He steps down and makes his way to the bar.

	I only consider my options for a millisecond before realising I was always going to make the same decision.

	I head over to join him.

	 

	
ELEVEN

	 

	Kurt smiles happily when he sees me approach. “I’m so glad you decided to take me up on my offer. What would you like to drink?”

	I hold up my almost finished Tequila Sunrise. “Isn’t there only one drink we can order tonight?” I joke.

	He makes a gagging face. “Oh God. If I never see another one of those in my life, I’ll be a happy man. Not to mention hear that damn song by ALT and the Lost Civilization. It’s part of my job to play it at least once every Tuesday, but I’m contemplating ‘accidentally’ losing my copy.” He leans in and whispers in my ear. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. The bartender is a friend of mine, and he’ll make you anything you like free of charge.”

	“In that case, I’ll have Cristal champagne. No need for a glass. I’ll drink straight from the bottle.”

	He roars with laughter. “I like you.”

	My stomach swoops. I love flirting with Kurt, no matter the period in time. “From the little I’ve seen of you, you don’t seem so bad yourself.”

	He ushers the bartender over. “Zeke, I’ll have my usual. And can you get my friend whatever she likes as well?”

	“I’ll have a Midori and soda, please,” I say, ordering what I used to drink in the late nineties.

	Zeke nods and goes about making our drinks. 

	“Is your usual a gin and tonic?” I ask, thinking about what I know of Kurt in the future.

	He chuckles. “No. It’s butterscotch schnapps with milk.”

	I bite my lip, trying not to laugh. “What?”

	He pretends to look outraged by my reaction. “Why? What’s wrong with butterscotch schnapps and milk?”

	“You drink the alcoholic equivalent of a kid’s milkshake even though you’re a fancy DJ?”

	“I wouldn’t say working in a club on the Sunshine Coast makes me a fancy DJ. Besides, I don’t care what other people think. Not even you.” He pauses for a second before speaking again. “Okay, maybe I care a tiny bit what you think.”

	“I’m totally fine with you drinking butterscotch schnapps with milk. In fact, I wouldn’t be opposed to you sharing it with me.”

	“Is that so?”

	“As long as you’re okay to be seen with someone still wearing their work uniform.”

	He only just seems to notice my polo shirt. “You work at a video store?”

	“I do. Up at Shell Beach.”

	“Hey, my cousins live up there. Rachel and Chris Morgan.”

	I grin. This is a Groundhog Day moment I don’t mind reliving. “I know them! I went to school with Rachel.”

	He beams. “Really? That’s a fun coincidence.”

	Not as fun as running into you randomly every time I visit the nineties.

	Zeke slides our drinks across the bar. I pick up mine and take a sip. Scent seems to trigger the most visceral memories for me, but I feel taste is a close second. My brain flashes with a montage of nights out drinking this sweet melon liqueur, and I sink right back into the sensation of being an eighteen-year-old.

	“Are you playing another set tonight?” I ask.

	“Ah, yeah. But not until midnight. You want to go hang out on the deck for a bit? It’s kind of hard to talk inside.”

	“Sure.”

	We make our way out onto the club’s deck, which overlooks the water and a nearby marina. The air is still warm. I walk over to the railing and lean against it. Kurt does the same.

	“So, Anna, why did you ask me if I knew you? Have we met somewhere before?”

	“Oh, only when you worked at the record store,” I say quickly. “We once talked about Bob Dylan.”

	“Was I trying to convince you to buy some of his stuff on vinyl?” he guesses.

	“Something like that.” Kurt had previously mentioned that he didn’t regularly take people into the back room to show them music, so I know if I told him he took me, he’d get confused.

	“I still prefer vinyl over CDs,” he muses.

	I think about how people still like to collect records in the future. “Yeah. I think a lot of people do.”

	“How do you enjoy working at the video store?” he asks.

	“It’s okay. I’m just saving money so I can go to France in October. I’m going to study to be a pastry chef.”

	“Wow. That’s very cool.”

	“How’s your study going?” I ask. And then realise I’m not supposed to know about that yet.

	He wrinkles his brow. “How did you know I was studying?”

	“Oh, you mentioned it when I was at the store,” I say quickly.

	“You must have a great memory. And I have a terrible one considering we obviously had a lengthy conversation.”

	“It’s okay. You were busy that day,” I say, making stuff up as I go along.

	“Still. I apologise. But I’m grateful you’ve given me another chance to get to know you.”

	“Are you dating anyone right now?” I ask.

	He chuckles. “No. My last relationship kind of messed me up, so I haven’t been in a hurry to get back out there.”

	I assume he’s talking about Charli.

	“What was her name?” I say casually.

	He shakes his head. “I’d rather not talk about her right now. I want to talk about you. I want to know everything about you.”

	“Like what?” I ask coyly. Kurt has asked this before, both in the past and the present, but I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of his attentiveness. In the present, I sometimes assume he already knows stuff about me based on conversations I had with other versions of him, and it can get a little confusing. But here tonight, I can safely say he knows nothing of my personal history.

	“Tell me about one of the times you’ve been happiest.”

	That’s easy. The first time I kissed you—which happened to be at a Sizzler restaurant about ten minutes from here.

	“Um, probably when I visit my grandmother.”

	His face crinkles in appreciation. “Aw, I like that. You must be close to her.”

	“I am.” I almost say was but catch myself at the last second.

	“You’ll have to introduce me sometime.” He then covers his mouth with his hand. “That’s a super creepy thing to say five minutes after meeting someone, isn’t it?”

	I laugh. “No, it’s sweet. And I think she’d like you. Especially if you share an appreciation for Benny Goodman or The Andrews Sisters.”

	“I love that era of music! I actually bought a bunch of vinyl from around the thirties and forties just before I left the music store. I’d be happy to play some for her one day.”

	My heart melts. Damn this guy.

	“She’d really like that,” I murmur.

	He leans forward and brushes his finger near my eye. “You have an eyelash…” He holds his finger containing the lash near my lips. “Make a wish.”

	I close my eyes and wish that the other version of Kurt could be part of this. I gently blow the lash and open my eyes. Kurt is looking at me intently. Somehow, his face is only a couple of inches from mine.

	“I swear I don’t normally do this, but I can’t help myself,” he says softly before pulling me towards him and pressing his mouth to mine.

	Oh. My. God. Is it bad that I’m really, really enjoying this kiss? I haven’t kissed the other Kurt for five days now, and I’m missing his physical presence.

	I tangle my fingers in his hair and breathe him in, deepening the kiss.

	After what must be at least five minutes of serious making out, he pulls away and gazes at me in wonder. “Who are you, and how have I never met you before?”

	I giggle. “I’m from the future, and I’ve come back to say hi to the 1998 version of you.”

	He nods, as if playing along with my game. “So, we’re together in the future?”

	“Yup. You’re a famous music producer, and I run a successful café using the skills I learn in France.”

	He traces a finger down my cheek. “I like the sound of that. Hey—”

	We’re interrupted when his phone rings. He pulls it out of his pocket. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

	He answers the call but keeps his eyes on me. “Hello?”

	I can’t hear the voice at the other end, but it’s clearly not good news. “No! I thought you had more time.”

	He listens for a moment longer. “It’s fine. I’m leaving now.”

	He hangs up and looks at me apologetically. “I hate to cut our time short, but I have to go.”

	“Is everything okay?” I ask, concerned.

	“Not really. But I don’t have time to explain right now.” He looks conflicted. “Can I call you later?”

	“That depends. Was the person you were just talking to another woman?” I mean to say it as a joke, but once the words are out, I realise it sounds a little stalkerish.

	“Actually, it was.” His face turns hard. “But if you’re going to freak out about me talking to another female right after we’ve met, I might have been mistaken about you.”

	“I…I didn’t mean it like that,” I stammer. I desperately want to make things right, but he’s already pulling away. I sigh. “I’m really sorry. You should go. You’re right. We’ve only just met. You don’t owe me anything.”

	He smiles sadly. “I think we just got carried away in the moment. Maybe under other circumstances, things could have been different…” He glances at his watch. “I really have to go. Bye, Anna. I might see you here at the club another time.”

	He turns and hurries off. Kurt is such a nice guy that he wouldn’t have wanted me to feel bad, but I know his final line was just for courtesy. He didn’t mean it.

	I really didn’t handle any of that the way I should have. But who is the mystery woman he had to so desperately see? He told me he wasn’t dating anyone, but he also told the caller he thought they’d have more time. Maybe he was just starting to get to know her, so he didn’t officially classify it as dating. Or maybe she was moving away, and they knew they couldn’t embark on anything serious. Am I dealing with another case of a partner who never got over someone?

	I feel my eyes well up at the thought.

	Kelsey was right. I might have pushed the universe too far.

	Time travel always causes problems.

	 

	 

	
TWELVE

	 

	I wake up feeling out of sorts. And it doesn’t help I’m still at Ed’s apartment. I shouldn’t have gone back in time. The situation with Kurt feels like a punishment for using the compound without him.

	For the last hour I spent in 1998, I stayed out on the deck and wished for the time to pass more quickly. It crawled at a snail’s pace.

	“Holy shit.”

	I grimace. Ed must be awake. I sit up and rub my eyes. The clock on the wall says it’s just after 10pm. At least I didn’t sleep the whole night away on top of our four-hour visit. Bernard must have fixed that aspect for the shorter durations.

	A second later, Ed lurches out into the living room and slumps down on an armchair beside the couch. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

	“Did you find your dad?” I ask.

	He frowns. “No. He wasn’t at his house or any of his regular bars.”

	“Oh, I’m so sorry. I was really hoping you’d get to see him again.”

	He shrugs. “It’s okay. I don’t know what I would have said, anyway. We hadn’t really been part of each other’s lives since Mum died. And I’m still mad at him for checking out and basically forgetting I existed.”

	“If you change your mind about seeing him, I can give you another dose to save for a time when you know where he’ll be?”

	“I’ll think about it. Thanks for the offer. How did everything go with Kurt?”

	“Uh, it was fine. Hey, I have to go. I need to call the current version right now.”

	“Of course.” He walks me to the door. “Thanks for everything. I still want to find out how that whole thing works, but for now it’s good enough to know my brain is probably working fine.”

	“We succeeded, then.” I walk out into the hall. “I’ll talk to you later.”

	He doesn’t say anything, and I notice his eyes are glazed over.

	“Are you okay?” I check.

	“I was just thinking about how I really messed up with Maddie and the baby.”

	“It’s never too late to make amends.”

	“I hope you’re right. You know, I did take to heart what you said at Shell Beach. I don’t want to be someone people forget about. I’ve been taking out all my frustration that I should have been aiming at myself on you and Maddie for way too long. I want to have a positive impact from now on.”

	I smile. “Good. You do that.”

	I take the elevator down to the ground floor and get in my car. Wow. What a weird night. I’m glad Ed seems to have gotten something positive out of the trip, even if he didn’t get to see his dad.

	I wish I could say the same thing for me.

	I look down at my phone and see a missed video call from Kurt. It was only fifteen minutes ago. I dial back, deciding I’d rather talk to him now than wait until I get home.

	His face appears on the screen. “Hey! Sorry I missed your call before. I was in the studio, but I tried to get in touch as soon as I could. How are you?”

	I take a second to readjust my mindset. “I’m all right.”

	“Was the funeral worse than you expected?”

	“Oh, that. Uh, well, it wasn’t great, but it was fine.”

	“Did you talk to Ed?”

	“Briefly,” I say, and then feel bad that I’m not strictly telling the truth. “Hey, do you have a minute to talk? I need to discuss something with you.”

	His expression turns to concern. “Of course. Hang on, I’ll just go outside.”

	I watch as he walks down a hall and out into the sunlight. “What’s up?”

	“Okay, so I have a couple of things I need to talk through.”

	He raises an eyebrow. “Go on.”

	I figure I’ll get the Ed thing out of the way first, and as quickly as possible. I take a deep breath and blurt it out. “Ed thought he was going to die from an aneurysm like his mother, but it was only because he accidentally took some of the compound last year, so I took some with him just now and showed him that he was really just going back to 1998. Please don’t be mad that I did that with him and without you, but I got some extra doses that allow you to travel for a shorter period of time.”

	I’m almost panting with the exertion of my confession. My heart is pounding at how Kurt is going to react.

	“You took some of the compound with your ex-husband?” he says slowly.

	“I did,” I confirm. “I’m sorry if that upsets you, but I was really doing it for Maddie. Ed only left her and Willow because he thought it would be better if they managed on their own, rather than having to deal with him potentially dying while he was still young.”

	“Did he go to our apartment?”

	“Uh, I went to his place, but I lay on the couch. He was in his room. I did try to call you beforehand, but you didn’t answer.”

	“You could have waited until I called back,” he points out.

	“I know. It was a dumb thing for me to do. I’m sorry. But also, can I ask you something? In 1998, were you dating someone who you only broke up with because they moved away?”

	His eyes bug out. “What?” And then recognition dawns. “You saw me back there.”

	“I did. We hung out on your break at the nightclub, but you had to leave suddenly because a woman called. You freaked out at something and said you thought you had more time.”

	“What? I wasn’t dating anyone…” He suddenly stops. “Wow. That was Sophia who called.”

	“Who’s Sophia?”

	“She was dating my roommate, Jay. Back in 1998, she had to have open heart surgery. The night she called me at the nightclub was to tell me that the operation had been moved forward to the next day. She’d already called Jay, and he was a mess, so she asked me to go home to support him. It was really risky surgery, and there was a chance she wasn’t going to make it.”

	I can barely speak through the lump in my throat. “But she did?”

	“Yeah. She was fine in the end. But we obviously didn’t know that the day before.”

	“Oh. I’m so glad she was fine.”

	Kurt sighs. “Anna, I really wish you wouldn’t jump to conclusions while we’re both in different countries.”

	“I’m sorry,” I say in a small voice.

	“Also, how can I trust that you’re not going to go and do anything else behind my back? Are you going to use the compound with Ed again?”

	“No! I swear. I don’t even plan on seeing him again in the present. I just wanted to help Maddie, and I felt responsible since I left the compound lying around last time, and Ed didn’t know what it was.”

	“Okay. So, do you still want to go ahead and book my birthday? I suppose you could also try and courier some of the smaller doses over to me, but I’ve noticed the postal service is pretty slow right now…”

	“We’ll figure something out. But if we can make it work, I’d like that.” I smile as I try to lighten the mood. “We can go to the Beach Club, and you can order your favourite drink.”

	“What was my favourite drink?” he asks.

	“Butterscotch schnapps and milk,” I say, trying not to laugh again.

	He chuckles, seemingly willing to restore the equilibrium. “Ah, yes. It was my way of not getting too drunk while I was working, because the milk filled me up.”

	“That’s actually quite smart.” I reach out and outline his face on the screen. “I miss you. And I really am sorry about tonight. I promise I will never go back in time without telling you first ever again.”

	His face softens. “I trust you.”

	“I won’t jump to conclusions, either. I can’t apologise enough. Do you ever talk to Jay? Is he still with Sophia?”

	“Yeah, he’s still with her, but he and I kind of drifted apart over time. There was no animosity or anything. Jay ended up studying to be an engineer, and he and Sophia moved to Melbourne. I’m friends with both of them on Facebook, though.”

	“Thank you for sharing your past with me. It means a lot.”

	“We’re in this crazy adventure together, babe. So, tell me. Did you make out with the nineties version of me tonight?”

	I smile. “Actually, I did. You made the first move.”

	He laughs loudly. “Seriously? I didn’t expect you to say anything happened, but I’m impressed if you only had a few hours there.”

	“Except I messed up by getting jealous of whoever you were talking to.”

	“I promise, I’m an open book. There are no hidden secret loves in my past.”

	“Me, either.”

	“I can’t wait to see you on my birthday.”

	“I know! It’s going to be fun.”

	He kisses his fingers and then presses them to the screen. “You should get some sleep. But I’ll talk to you again soon.”

	“Yes. Have a great day!”

	We hang up, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

	I am so lucky Kurt is such a kind and patient man.

	I need to make sure he never has reason to question my motives ever again.

	 

	 

	
THIRTEEN

	 

	The café’s one-year anniversary rolls around quicker than I anticipated, but I’m ready to celebrate this awesome achievement with Kelsey.

	We arrive at work early on Monday the twenty-fifth. It’s normally our day off, but it seemed wrong to schedule it for a different date.

	We’ve done a ton of press on social media, and our event on Facebook shows that we should expect quite a decent turn-out. I’m sad that Kurt can’t be here to share the experience, but his birthday is less than two weeks away, so I’ll get to see him soon.

	We have all the staff scheduled to work, and they arrive just after us. I head out the back to retrieve enough food to fill the display cases, and Kelsey sets up tables and chairs out the front, complete with balloon decorations.

	Rachel can’t normally get away during the week, but she did manage to score a day off in this case. She even offered to help if we got busy, but I would never ask that of her.

	I’m serving my first customer when I look up and see her in the doorway. She’s holding hands with someone, only their face is blocked by other people. But when I finally catch a glimpse, my mouth falls open.

	Rachel is here with Simon, my stalker from the nineties.

	She pulls him up to the counter and waits patiently until I’ve finished serving. I can’t help but stare at Simon, but he seems weirdly reluctant to make eye contact.

	I summon Coco to take over from me and make my way around the counter to hug Rachel. “Thanks for coming. And I see you’ve brought a plus one.”

	She beams at me. “Congratulations on the anniversary! And yes. This is Simon. He’s that trainer at my gym I was telling you about.” She leans in and whispers in my ear. “It turns out he was single.”

	“I think I know Simon from when I worked at the video store,” I say. “He was a regular customer.”

	“Oh, that’s funny! Of course, I should have expected you to have some connection. Simon, do you remember Anna?”

	He finally meets my gaze. “Yeah, I do. It’s nice to see you again.”

	The guy doesn’t look that different from the last time I ran into him, other than he’s obviously been working out a lot. I’m glad Rachel has found someone attentive. If he’s half as nice to her as he was to me, and she actually has feelings for him, she’s a lucky woman.

	“Would you like something to eat?” I ask them. “Anything you like from the cabinet, no charge.”

	“Aw, thanks. I might have one of the frangipane tarts. Simon?”

	“Ah, one of the green tea protein balls, please.”

	I head back behind the counter and put their requests on two small plates before handing them over. “We’re doing free coffee, too, if you want to place your order with Emery.”

	“I’m so proud of you and Kelsey for making this place a success,” Rachel gushes.

	“It’s taken a lot of hard work, but it’s worth it,” I say. “Kelsey’s just over there if you want to say hi.” I point to a bunch of people near the front window. Kelsey looks like she’s having the time of her life. She is much better at mingling than I am.

	“I’ll just quickly go and let her know I’m here,” Rachel says.

	Simon doesn’t follow her, and once she’s out of earshot, he turns to me.

	“You’ve done really well for yourself.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Is it weird for me to say that you turned out exactly how I imagined?”

	I laugh nervously. “Um…”

	“You’re still beautiful…you have a successful career doing something creative…and you still seem like a genuinely nice person.”

	I blush. “You can say the same things about Rachel. I’m glad you two met.”

	He rubs his hand over his mouth. “Can I tell you a secret?”

	“I guess it depends what it is.”

	He leans in. “I would ditch her in a second if you told me you were interested.”

	I cough. “Excuse me?”

	“At first, I had no idea Rachel was your friend, but then she mentioned you at one of our PT sessions, and I realised it was my chance to find out what happened to you. I know back in the nineties you were young and needed some life experience, and to be honest, I’m kind of grateful you turned me down then—because it means now when we get together, it will be that much sweeter. I have been thinking about you for over twenty years now.”

	“Simon! That’s insane! You know I told you back then that I wasn’t interested, and nothing has changed.”

	He pouts. “But why? I can give you everything you want. My parents died a couple of years ago and left me all their money. I also have their old house at Little Cove. You could live with me right next to the beach—and I know you have this café, but if you wanted, you could start a franchise and then hire people to run this one while you opened up at Shell Beach. I have plenty of cash to help you do that.”

	I just stare at him. “You’ve really put a lot of thought into this.”

	“I have.”

	“But you know one thing you didn’t consider?”

	“What?”

	“Actually, there are two things. One is that I’m already happily settled with the man of my dreams. And the other is that I could never care for someone who used one of my closest friends to get to me.”

	His face falls. “It’s not like that. Rachel knows we’re just buddies.”

	“Are you sure about that?”

	“Well, she should. And if you’re so happily settled with someone, where is he?”

	I shake my head. “Simon, I do not owe you an explanation for anything. I appreciate you stopping by, but I think you should go now.”

	I back away and head into the office, my heart pounding.

	I sit down on my office chair and warily watch the door, praying that he doesn’t follow me in here.

	Jeez. What is with that guy? How could he still carry a torch for me after all that time? And what has he been doing since? I shudder at the possibility of his bedroom looking like a serial killer shrine.

	And poor Rachel. She has the worst taste in guys. How can she have gone through two marriages and still not see the red flags?

	I see movement behind the counter and someone coming my way. I brace myself for Simon to reappear for round two, but it’s just Amy.

	“Oh, thank God. I’m glad it’s you.”

	She chuckles. “I didn’t know you cared so much, sis.”

	“I’m just hiding from a stalker.

	She raises an eyebrow. “For real?”

	I shake my head. “Never mind. How are you? Thanks for coming.”

	“Hey, I have an emotional stake in this place, too. I did the fit-out, remember?”

	“Yes, of course. And it still looks amazing.”

	“I was thinking down the track, you could maybe switch up some of the artwork on the walls, but I agree, it’s holding up really well.”

	“Have you said hi to everyone yet?”

	“Not really. I just wanted to see how you were first. Oh, and I was visiting Mum and Dad’s yesterday, and I came across some of our old photo albums.” She pulls out her phone and shows me the screen. “They’re obviously just photos of the originals but check us out!”

	I look at a photo of the two of us aged approximately five and eight, wearing Mum’s old clothes. Amy has on a white satin slip dress, and I’m wearing a white sarong.

	“Remember how we pretended to be brides all the time?” she chuckles.

	“I’d totally forgotten about that. Weird.”

	“And you wanted to marry John Stamos from Full House. I wanted to marry David Bowie as the Goblin King. I always envied Sarah in Labyrinth because she had that amazing gown in the dream sequence.”

	I roar with laughter. “I do remember that! You know what? I stand by my John Stamos crush. He’s still a hottie. And you were surprisingly cool for your age to want David Bowie.”

	“I know, right? If only I could find someone as cool these days.”

	“You dating again?”

	“Sort of. I’m taking it slow, but the dating apps are so crazy. They’re pretty much the opposite of taking it slow, and everyone just wants one-night-stands.”

	“Aw, I’m sorry, babe. Surely there are some apps that advertise people who want an actual relationship.”

	“There are, but the people on them are not my type. The guys all love fishing and camping and going on twenty-mile hikes.”

	I wrinkle my nose. Amy has never been an outdoorsy person—unless you count sunbaking at the beach. “I guess they’d have good bodies?”

	“You’d be surprised. I think all the beer they drink cancels out any gain they achieve from the physical activity.” She sighs. “I feel like I’ve missed my chance.”

	“You have not missed your chance. There must be tons of cute guys who are in a similar situation to you, and now they’re open to something new.”

	“I just wish I knew where they were. Hey, do you remember Elliott from Shell Beach?”

	“Sorry, no. Was he your age?”

	“Yeah, he was in my grade at school. I was completely obsessed with him for years, and then he moved away before I got up the courage to see if he was interested.”

	“Maybe you should see if he’s on social media.”

	“I looked up his name on Insta. No sign of him.”

	“What about Google?”

	She looks down at the floor. “I haven’t tried yet. After Instagram, I kind of freaked out. Like, what if I found out something I didn’t want to know?”

	“You mean like him being dead?”

	Amy looks at me. “No! I mean like him being married with kids. But you’re right. We’re getting to that age where the occasional person will die. And it’s only going to get worse the older we get.”

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean that. I really don’t think he’s dead. And if you’re supposed to be together, I feel like he’ll show up.” I am so close to explaining the whole time travel and Kurt situation, but then Rachel comes in. “Hey, have you seen Simon? He seems to have disappeared.”

	“I’m sure he’s around somewhere. But in the meantime, let’s get you something stronger than coffee.”

	I pull a secret bottle of brandy from under my desk and pour three small glasses. I hand one to Rachel and one to Amy, picking up the third for myself. We all clink in cheers, and I hope my pretend toast has the intended effect of numbing Rachel’s pain when I tell her Simon isn’t a good guy.

	I wish these two women could find happiness the same way I have.

	 

	 

	
FOURTEEN

	 

	Rachel takes the news surprisingly well. I mean, I didn’t tell her exactly what Simon said, but enough so she knew he wasn’t a serious future prospect.

	“I suppose I could just use him for sex for a while,” she muses.

	I laugh. “If that works for both of you, then maybe that’s a good decision.”

	“You’re so lucky you found Kurt,” she says wistfully. “If only I’d known you were going to end up together, I would have introduced you years ago, and then you could have forgone all that heartache with Ed.”

	“I guess we have no idea how fate is going to work out,” I say. “And who knows? Maybe if I’d met Kurt earlier, we might not have lasted.”

	She snorts. “That’s impossible. You guys are perfect for each other. Sickeningly so.”

	I smile. I can’t tell her that out of every reality I’ve met him, we do seem to gravitate towards each other. I know there was that one time where I came on too strong and he freaked out, and also recently at the Beach Club where he got mad at me for being jealous, but every time I’ve acted like a normal human being, we do seem meant to be.

	She looks at me, and I realise my eyes have glazed over.

	“You’re a lost cause, woman. But I’m glad you’re the one who ended up with my cousin. He had some pretty weird girlfriends back in the day.”

	“Girlfriends, plural?” I ask, suddenly snapping out of my trance.

	“Well, yeah, he was kind of a serial monogamist back in the nineties. He dated this psycho chick called Charli for a while, but there was also Alice and Marley.”

	“Who are Alice and Marley?” I demand.

	Rachel laughs. “Settle down, babe. They’re ancient history.”

	“Did he date them after Charli?”

	She furrows her brow in concentration. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

	“It’s really important that I know,” I say urgently.

	“Why?”

	“It just is.”

	“Sorry, I really have no idea. But I promise you, Kurt is smitten with you. There’s no way he would even think of another woman these days.”

	I don’t say anything, because these days is not when I’m worried about.

	His birthday is coming up, and I don’t want to have to contend with another girlfriend like Charli. When I saw Kurt at the Beach Club, he told me he was single, but what if he met someone after that? 

	***

	I tune out for the rest of the day, which is a bit of a shame. I should be appreciating the success of the café, but I wonder how I’m going to ask Kurt about Alice and Marley without looking all possessive again. I mean, the guy has given me absolutely nothing to worry about so far, and if I’m honest, I have given him something to worry about by going behind his back with Ed and the compound.

	And yes, he had briefly mentioned his exes’ names in passing, but if he was a serial monogamist, doesn’t that mean he would have decent history with these women?

	I worry that the whole Ed and Maddie thing has given me trust issues forever.

	At least I manage to get through the rest of the afternoon without looking completely checked out. Thankfully, I don’t see Simon again, but he does leave a creepy note for me behind the counter with his number and a request to visit whenever I’m ready. I tear it into small pieces and throw it away. I do not need that additional craziness in my life right now.

	***

	The next few days go way too slowly. When I talk to Kurt, I worry he can sense my anxiety, but he doesn’t say anything—and I never seem to be able to find the right time to ask about Alice and Marley. I looked into sending some of the shorter duration compound over to Kurt so we could deal with the issue face-to-face beforehand, but it wasn’t going to arrive in time.

	Finally, the sixth of February rolls around. I send Kurt a text when I’m lying in bed just before lunch. We decided spending 12pm until midnight would be the optimal timeframe so we can hang out together alone, and then we can attend the celebration his family held for him in the evening. It does mean Kurt has to set his alarm for 2am in London, though, and he’ll be out of action until 2pm. Fortunately, he doesn’t have to be in the studio that day, and he’s made up a story about spending his birthday with extended family who live locally in London.

	Can’t wait to see you in person. I’m taking the compound in exactly two minutes.

	He writes back immediately. See you soon!

	I pick up the glass of fizzy purple liquid I’d already prepared and look at it. I’ve weirdly started to take this stuff for granted, but it’s quite a precious thing.

	I’m excited, but also nervous about what the day might bring.

	I look at my watch, and as soon as the time clicks over to twelve, I down the stuff in one mouthful.

	When I wake up, I find that I’m at Rachel’s house, sitting in her bedroom.

	“Uh, hey!” I say, startled. I had checked my diary beforehand, and it hadn’t mentioned that I’d visited her. Instead, I had used that day’s allocated page to rant about my parents trying to convince me it wasn’t too late to stay in Australia and go to university on the Sunshine Coast. They didn’t seem to get that I was serious about France until I actually bought my ticket in June.

	Rachel looks at me funny. “Yes?”

	I realise she’s waiting for me to say something, so I quickly take stock of my surroundings. There’s not much to go on. Rachel is lying on her waterbed, while I’m sitting on a bean bag on the floor. The song Together Again by Janet Jackson is playing on the stereo. 

	I think about stuff I’d read about on the surrounding days so I didn’t have any nasty surprises, and I borrow an idea from something we did in a few days’ time.

	“Are you looking forward to seeing Titanic?”

	She raises an eyebrow. “I think we already established that half an hour ago when you were gushing about Leonardo DiCaprio. But clearly, I’m not as excited as you.” 

	I laugh nervously. “You know me. Total lost cause when it comes to Leo.” I look at the white Casio digital watch on my wrist. “Wow, I didn’t realise the time. I have to go.”

	“Wait, what? But I thought we were going to the beach together!”

	“Sorry, I forgot my mum wanted me to go to The Palace with her this afternoon.” I’m so rusty at making stuff up on the spot. “We’re, uh, visiting a family friend tonight, and she wants to buy them a gift.”

	“Okay. Can I come to The Palace, too? I’m so bored.”

	“I think we’re dropping Amy off at a party on the way, so we’ll be making a bit of a detour.”

	She wrinkles her nose. “Oh, in that case, I might just go to the beach on my own instead. Amy has been doing my head in lately. Have fun. I have a family thing tonight as well, so I should probably make the most of the peace and quiet now.”

	I see my handbag on the floor near the door and pick it up on my way out. “I’ll talk to you later.”

	She half waves and then stares out the window, sighing.

	I hurry to my car and get out my phone. Thankfully, it’s charged this time. I dial Kurt’s number and wait for him to answer.

	“Kurt speaking.”

	“Oh, hey, it’s me. Everything okay at your end?”

	“Sorry, who is this?”

	“It’s Anna. Who did you think it was?”

	“Anna? Anna who?”

	I freeze. Holy cow. Is he pranking me right now?

	“Anna, your girlfriend?”

	He chuckles. “Did one of the guys put you up to this? Is this a birthday joke?”

	Uh-oh.

	“Forget it.” I quickly hang up and sit there, my heart pounding. Kurt isn’t here. What happened? Did his compound not work? Did he have a change of heart? Is he still mad at me for going back without him last time?

	I figure all I can do is go to our pre-arranged meeting spot, which is his place at Maroochydore, and hope that it works out.

	Otherwise, I’m going to have a very long twelve hours ahead of me.

	 

	
FIFTEEN

	 

	I’m on edge the whole drive there. A Prodigy album is playing on my car’s stereo, so it keeps me company. The song Breathe seems to suit my chaotic mood.

	I park outside Kurt’s building, and my heart flutters. I’m not sure what I’m going to do if he doesn’t know who I am.

	I nervously knock on the door and wait for him to answer, thinking back to when I came here last year with Kelsey. It feels like a lifetime ago.

	The door opens, and Kurt is standing there. I know immediately that he doesn’t recognise me, and I feel a bit sick.

	“Yes?” he asks politely.

	“Uh, hey. I…” I flounder around for a reason to explain my presence. “I’m Crystal, your dancing birthday telegram.”

	He looks at me, stifling a laugh. “Really?”

	I glance down at my outfit, which is a pair of cut-off shorts and a bikini-top with a hot-pink T-shirt over it. Maybe I’m going for a cute beach vibe.

	“Yes, I am.” I push past him and go into his living room, ignoring his bemused expression. The place is exactly as I remember, down to the incense burning in the corner and the crates of music on the floor beside his sound system.

	“You didn’t call half an hour ago and pretend to be someone called Anna, did you?” he asks.

	I wrinkle my brow in what I hope is a good imitation of confusion. “Uh, no. Why?”

	He shakes his head. “Never mind.”

	It only just occurs to me that I didn’t bring my own music supply, and it’s unlikely Kurt would own any commercial pop music I could realistically dance to.

	He notices me staring at his collection. “Is this where I’m supposed to pick out the music for my own telegram?”

	“Uh, no. But my setup isn’t as good as yours.” I kneel beside one of the crates and flick through the covers. Most of it is grunge, old-school rock, or dance music that’s too fast for me to perform to.

	In the end, I pick up a Nine Inch Nails CD and glance at the back cover. I insert the disc into Kurt’s stereo and skip to track five.

	“Sit down,” I order him.

	He raises an eyebrow. “Okay.”

	He sits down on his couch while I start moving my hips to Closer. I suddenly remember us having a discussion at Rachel’s house about how sexy the song is.

	I feel like I’ve made the right choice as Kurt stops smiling and starts to look entranced. I’ve danced with him before, obviously, but I haven’t really ever danced for him. I would normally feel quite silly, but since I’m in the nineties and no one knows where I am, I can let go a little.

	Until I get to the chorus, and I remember just how obscene the lyrics are.

	I self-consciously sway from side to side, totally losing any flow I had attained so far.

	Kurt seems to notice and goes over to the stereo. “Since it’s my music collection, would you object to a slight change of pace?”

	“You’re the birthday boy,” I say. Jeez, this was a weird idea on my part. I mean, yes, it got me into his apartment, but what am I supposed to do once my dance is over? See myself out?

	A moment later, the song You Sexy Thing by Hot Chocolate comes on.

	I giggle. “Perfect.” I start dancing goofily, probably looking like Elaine in Seinfeld, but I think Kurt likes it, because he’s smiling, and he even stands up and starts boogeying, too.

	“I don’t know the rules of this whole telegram thing. Is it okay if I dance as well?”

	“Whatever you like,” I say magnanimously.

	“I normally don’t listen to this kind of stuff, but I’m a DJ over in Mooloolaba, and I had to buy at least one album with songs to please the Saturday night crowd,” he explains.

	“It’s okay. I won’t judge you,” I say, winking.

	“Who booked you, anyway?”

	“Sorry?”

	“Which of my friends asked you to come and do this crazy performance?”

	“Oh…” I think quickly. Would his cousin Chris do something like this?

	“Uh, someone called Billy?” I say, pretending I’m having trouble remembering the details.

	He rolls his eyes. “Of course it would be Billy. Although, to be honest, I would have expected something a lot more X-rated than this from him.”

	Actually, I would, too, I think, internally shuddering.

	“Not that I’m disappointed,” he says quickly. “In fact, this is the most fun surprise I’ve ever had.”

	I blush, feeling guilty about lusting after this younger, naïve version of my boyfriend. Would it be okay if we kissed again? I mean, the real Kurt was supposed to be here, and he thought it was funny I kissed the Beach Club version. And it’s not like I’m here without his knowledge.

	We continue dancing to Hot Chocolate, and then the song changes to Who Do You Think You Are by the Spice Girls.

	I laugh out loud. “I think I’m judging you now.”

	“Judge away.” He grins and playfully catches my hands. And then drops them again. “Sorry. I’m sure physical contact isn’t part of the deal.”

	Ah, to hell with this charade. I step forward and kiss him deeply. He doesn’t react for a moment, probably because he’s trying to process the fact that a dancing telegram is making out with him—but then he starts kissing me back.

	I run my hands through his hair and breathe in that familiar scent—one that doesn’t seem to change no matter the year.

	I feel his arms wrap around my shoulders and pull me tighter. How can something feel so right and so wrong at the same time?

	Eventually, he pulls away and looks at me, eyes twinkling.

	“I see you got started on the festivities without me.”
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	I jump back. “Wait. It’s you! Future you!”

	He chuckles. “Yep.”

	“How long have you been here?”

	“For a good minute of that kiss.”

	“I…I…”

	He pulls me in for a hug. “It’s okay. I’m not upset. But you certainly move fast. I was only, what, an hour late—and you had to drive all the way from Shell Beach first.”

	“What can I say? You love me in every parallel universe.”

	“Apparently so.”

	“What happened to you?”

	“I got a call from the studio right before I was about to take the compound. They needed me to drop off some files on a memory stick before I had my time off. I’m sorry. I’d ask if you were freaking out, but clearly, you made the most of it.”

	“I was your dancing birthday telegram,” I explain.

	He roars with laughter. “No wonder we ended up kissing. That would have been quite something.” He then notices the music on the stereo. “But you chose the Spice Girls to do your little performance to?”

	“Uh, actually I started with Nine Inch Nails, and you felt sorry for me when the chorus came on and saw I was out of my element.”

	He nods slowly. “I’d like to see a repeat performance later. Of the Nine Inch Nails version.”

	“Only if you’re lucky. So, now that you’re here, what would you like to do? Go to the beach? See anyone?”

	He checks his watch. “No one will be showing up to my party until at least seven. You haven’t seen Jay around?”

	I belatedly remember Kurt has a roommate. I can’t believe I forgot, especially after the whole Sophia thing.

	“Nope. Not unless he’s been hiding behind the curtains or in his room. Would Sophia be recovered around now?”

	“I think it took quite a while, so it’s possible he’s visiting her at her parents’ house today. But let me just check we’re alone.” He does a quick survey of the apartment. “It looks like we have the place to ourselves. I say we enjoy the quiet for a while, and then maybe head to the beach for an hour before coming back here. Do you need to buy some party clothes?”

	I look down at what I’m wearing. “Possibly. When I arrived, I was at Rachel’s house, so I didn’t have access to my wardrobe.”

	“You were hanging out with my cousin? Man, how did we never meet in the original nineties?”

	“It must have been like that movie Serendipity, and we kept missing each other by moments.”

	“At least we have each other now.” He strokes my cheek. “It’s really good to be here with you.”

	“I’m sorry I made such a mess of things with the whole Ed situation.”

	“Look, I’m not super impressed that you did what you did, but I understand why.”

	“And you know I only love you, don’t you?” I check.

	“I do. Although, just for the record, if I ever come back here and you’re running late, I assume I have permission to make out with the past you?”

	“You do,” I say, laughing. “It does seem a little strange, huh?”

	“I figure it’s still us. I’d have the same level of recollection if I just got really drunk one night and we kissed.”

	“That’s one way of looking at it.”

	“However, right now I am very sober, and it’s been a month since I last got to touch you.” He pulls me over to the couch and lies me down gently, perching on top. “I think we need to make up for lost time.”

	I smile up at him. “My thoughts exactly.”

	***

	Kurt and I spend more time on the couch—and then in his bedroom—than is probably acceptable considering travelling to the past offers so many possibilities, but we both realise that we won’t have many chances like this again in the next couple of months. I also love not being self-conscious about my younger body. It’s still lean and wrinkle-free…not that I mind a few wrinkles in the future. I think my perception of time and its effect on my body has changed since I’ve come into possession of the compound. The outer layer is just a container, and it has no relevance to the inside.

	But I do love the effortless energy I have in the nineties. In the present, I have to work really hard to maintain a level of fitness that gives me even a fraction of the vitality I have now.

	At around 3pm, we stop by The Palace to buy me an outfit: a baby-blue form-fitting skirt, and a matching top with spaghetti straps.

	We detour via the beach to dip our toes in the water and then reluctantly head back to Kurt’s place.

	Jay is now home, and I awkwardly greet him. “It’s nice to meet you. Kurt mentioned your girlfriend is recovering from surgery. I hope she’s doing okay.”

	He smiles warmly, and I start to relax. “Sophia’s doing great. I’m sure she’ll outlive all of us. So, are you hanging around for the party tonight?”

	“I think so.” I hold up my bag and address Kurt. “I’ll just go get changed.”

	“You do that. I’ll start setting up.”

	I take my time getting into my new outfit. I don’t find any makeup in my bag apart from a dark reddish-brown lipstick, so I paint some of it on my lips and fluff up my hair.

	When I re-enter the living room, I see that two adults have arrived. Kurt turns to me. “Anna, I’d like you to meet my dad and stepmum: Nathan and Heather.”

	“Oh! Hi!” I haven’t yet met Kurt’s parents in real life because they live interstate. I wonder where his half-brother is. Or his real mum. 

	“It’s lovely to meet you, Anna,” Heather says.

	“You, too.”

	I had suspected Kurt’s parents might be coming tonight, but the reality hadn’t quite hit me until now. It feels wrong that I’m meeting the past version of them before the current one.

	Nathan is looking around, and I can tell he isn’t impressed with the apartment. “Would it kill you to buy a decent couch?” He stares at the sofa Kurt and I recently defiled. It may not be fancy, but it sure was comfortable. And it does the job. I’m not sure I love Nathan yet.

	“Sorry, Dad. I have other things to spend my money on right now.”

	“You still working at that nightclub?” He says the word nightclub with disdain.

	“I am,” he confirms. I shoot Kurt a sympathetic smile. He hadn’t really talked about the dynamic with his father before this. I only knew that he’d split up with Kurt’s mum when Kurt was ten.

	“Would you like a drink?” he asks them.

	“Yes, please. A beer if you have one,” Nathan says.

	“Do you have any wine?” Heather asks.

	“I do,” Kurt confirms. “I’ll be right back.”

	He disappears into the kitchen, so I follow him. “Are you okay?”

	“Yeah, fine. Why?”

	“I don’t know. I guess I thought your dad was a bit harsh.”

	“That’s just the way he is. I don’t take it personally. It’s actually kind of nice seeing him again like this—and funny to realise he’s only a few years older than I am now.”

	“Can you imagine having a child in their late teens or early twenties?” I say.

	He chuckles. “No, not really.” He turns to me. “But I can imagine having a young child with you.”

	“Ah, yeah. Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about that discussion. But I’m still processing. And I think tonight should be about you and your family and us having fun.”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“Where’s Bodhi? And your mum?”

	“I have no idea. Bodhi was probably left with a friend or babysitter because he would have still only been around ten, and my mum could never be in the same room as Dad once they split up.”

	“Ah, yeah, you’ve mentioned that before.”

	“It’s annoying, but I’m used to it.” He pours two glasses of white wine and hands me one before retrieving two beers from the fridge. “I suppose we should go and make the most of it.”

	 I sip my wine and walk back out into the living room with Kurt. He leans in and gives me a soft kiss on the cheek before going over to give Nathan and Heather their drinks.

	And then I freeze.

	Rachel is standing in the doorway, staring at me.

	I’m guessing she might be wondering right about now why her cousin just kissed me.
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	Rachel comes over, her mouth agape. I note that her brother Chris and mum Sadie are with her, but they don’t react as if they saw me with Kurt—or if they did, they didn’t care.

	“This is the family thing you were going to?” she hisses.

	“Uh…” Damn. Why didn’t it occur to me that Rachel might be coming to a party for her cousin? It would make sense.

	“And did I just see my cousin kissing you? How did that happen? And how did I not know you even knew him?”

	“Sorry, I was going to tell you, but it’s all quite new. I didn’t want to make it awkward if things didn’t work out between us.”

	“How new is new?”

	“Just a few weeks. I ran into him at the Beach Club when he was DJing, and we started talking.” I figure I’ll use a version of the truth to keep my story straight.

	“Why didn’t you invite me to the Beach Club that night?” she demands.

	“I don’t know. I was working the late shift, and one of the girls suggested we go out. I didn’t want to ask you when it was already after 10pm on a Tuesday night.”

	“Well, next time, don’t assume.” She seems to calm down a little. “I can’t believe you’re with Kurt.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know. You never said anything about him before.”

	“I never met him before.”

	“That can’t be right. Surely you would have been at an event we were both at? Or at least seen him at the record store when we went together?”

	“Nope.”

	“Weird. Either way, you should have told me earlier today.”

	“I should have. I’m sorry.”

	She looks over at him, now talking to Sadie. “So, you say it’s new, but how serious is it?”

	“Are you asking if I’ve slept with your cousin? Isn’t that a little wrong?”

	“Hey, I can still appreciate your connection, even if I’m related to the guy. Besides, I didn’t see Kurt much as a child, so he kind of just seemed like one of Chris’s friends when we were older.”

	“Oh, right. Why didn’t you see each other much as kids?”

	“I don’t know. I guess Uncle Nathan and Aunt Margie were always fighting when they were still married, and then Nathan moved on with Heather quite quickly after they broke up. Kurt split his time between both his parents, so I only saw him occasionally when Margie brought him to visit. But also, my dad doesn’t really like Kurt. He thinks he’s a bad influence on Chris.”

	“Ah.” I’d heard this before.

	She looks at my glass. “Do you have any more of that?”

	“Sure. I’ll get you some.”

	On my way back to the kitchen, I see Rachel’s mum fussing over Kurt. She gives him a huge hug—and are they tears in her eyes? Weird that his aunt seems so emotionally attached to him. Maybe she feels bad about him having such a chaotic childhood.

	I pass Kurt and mouth to him, “You all good?” and he smiles back with a thumbs-up.

	I get Rachel’s drink and take it to her.

	“So, your mum is Margie’s sister?”

	“That’s right. Hey, you know if you marry Kurt, we’ll be related!”

	“I don’t really know what that’s called. Cousin-in-law?”

	“Either way, I’ve decided it’s cool. I still wish you had told me before now, though. With Kelsey moving to Brisbane to study, it’s just the two of us.”

	“You forget, I’m going to France in October.”

	“Shh. I don’t want to think that far ahead.”

	Kurt comes over and takes my arm. “Can I steal you for a moment?”

	Rachel mock-sighs. “Go if you must.”

	He grins at her. “Thanks, cuz.”

	“Everything okay?” I ask when we’re out of earshot.

	“Yes, but I’ve decided I don’t really want to be here right now. I did this all once before, and it was fun, but I have no desire to do it again. Plus, I have this weird memory of Charli possibly showing up later in the evening and making a scene, so I’d rather not be here for that.”

	“What do you want to do?”

	“Come with me.” He drags me out the back door, and we sneak around the side of the building, back on to the road.

	Kurt’s reference to Charli has reminded me of the other two women he dated. They don’t seem to have been around so far this evening, so maybe it’s not important.

	“I can’t believe you’re ditching your own birthday!” I tease.

	“As I said, I don’t need to do this again.”

	We start walking along the path, towards the river. Kurt breathes out. “Ah. This is better.”

	“Aren’t you worried everyone’s going to wonder where you are at cake time?”

	“Nah. I’ll let the other Kurt deal with that. If there is another Kurt.”

	“Rachel’s mum seems to care about you,” I observe.

	“Oh, yeah. She’s always been like that with everyone.”

	“She wasn’t with me.” From the little I remember of the woman, she seemed quite timid and evasive.

	“Maybe it’s a family thing. I wouldn’t take it personally. It’s not like you’re going to be hanging out with her regularly in the future. I mean, you haven’t even met my own parents properly yet.”

	“Which makes me wonder if we should go back so I can get some inside gossip on Nathan to use on him when I finally do.”

	“He’ll be happy if I’m happy. Which I am.”

	He swings me around in a circle.

	When we’ve stopped, I look into his eyes. “I’m really glad to be here with you.”

	“Me, too.”

	“Hey, I don’t want to sound like a total stalker, but Rachel mentioned two other women you dated in the nineties. She called you a serial monogamist.”

	He laughs. “Did she now? I assume she was talking about Alice and Marley?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay, well, I dated Alice right out of high school. We lasted about six months, and then she cheated on me. I met Marley soon after that, and we were on and off for about two years. She was really intense, but she didn’t really know what she wanted. In the end, I called it off. And then I met Charli, and you know what happened there. I think serial monogamist is stretching it a little. I didn’t date anyone else seriously after that. Even Olivia in London, despite what the tabloids said. I think those three women messed me up too much. But then I met you, and everything changed.”

	My heart melts. “You’re too sweet.” I notice a corner shop nearby. “Hang on a minute.”

	“What are you doing?”

	“Just wait.”

	I head inside and purchase two bottles of lemon squash. I go back outside and hand one to him. “I thought you might be thirsty.”

	“And you decided we needed lemon squash?”

	“Yep.”

	We continue walking a little farther, and then I direct us down a side road that takes us to the water. The picnic bench is still there.

	“Sit with me,” I say.

	He obliges. “Is there some significance associated with this location?” he asks.

	“Before I met you in the present, I ran into you one day, and I was upset. You bought me a lemon squash and made me sit here to talk with you.”

	“I hope I wasn’t just trying to hit on you.”

	“Not exactly. But we shared this moment…and it freaked me out, so I left. I’d like to finish it now.”

	He smiles. “Do you remember what we talked about?”

	“Probably something random. Like politics.”

	“Ha. I was a charmer.”

	“I was still married to Ed,” I say quietly.

	“Ah.”

	“But events were already in play, so I suspected we wouldn’t be together much longer. And you made me feel not so alone.”

	He wraps his arm around me. “I hope you never do again.”

	I pull his face to mine and kiss him gently. “Thank you for being such an amazing man.”

	He smiles through our kiss. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

	Kurt’s phone rings, but he ignores it.

	“I want to sit here until midnight,” he says. “Just with you.”

	“I really like that idea.”

	I lean my head against his shoulder and look out at the water, the moon shining down and reflecting in tiny sparkles.

	Anytime I’m with Kurt, I always feel at home.
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	I wake up with a smile on my face. A day with Kurt was exactly what I needed. My phone rings, and I look down at the caller ID.

	My love.

	“Morning,” I say. “How’d you sleep?”

	Kurt laughs. “Pretty damn good. Thanks for spending the day with me.”

	“No, thank you for spending the day with me. Do you want to plan our next catch-up now?”

	“Let me think about it, and I’ll get back to you. Do you think you’ll try the mystery compound soon?”

	“Actually, I hadn’t really given it much thought. I mean, yes, I’ve wondered what it does, but I haven’t considered when I might take it.”

	“Just be careful if you do. What if you end up back in the eighties or something?”

	“Oh God. I only just got used to having a little freedom in the nineties. Can you imagine me trying to navigate the world as a child?”

	“Like I said, be careful.”

	“I will. I miss you already.”

	“I miss you, too. Hey, I’m sorry to do this to you, but I have to go. I’ll call you again once everything’s calmed down here.”

	“Bye. Love you.”

	“I love you more.”

	He hangs up, and a feeling of sadness washes over me. I still have eight weeks until I can see Kurt for real again. I’m definitely going to have to look into getting more of the compound over to him. Just having one additional visit will not be enough.

	I go to the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water. The new box of compound jars is sitting on the bench. I pick up the unlabelled one and wonder if it will take me back to the eighties. I can’t imagine when else it might be. I was barely alive in the seventies. And how terrifying to spend the day in a baby’s body with my adult brain. The idea almost makes me want to pour the mystery compound down the drain right then and there.

	But I don’t. I’ll hold on to it for a while longer. I’m sure there will be a day sometime in the coming weeks when I’m bored or need an escape. And I don’t plan on going back to the nineties again unless Kurt is with me.

	***

	Kelsey had made it clear she had reservations about me using the compound, but she did sort of approve of me taking it with Kurt to celebrate his birthday.

	“How was it?” she asks when I go into the café on Sunday.

	“It was nice. Fun. I accidentally ran into Rachel and had to fill her in on why I was dating her cousin, but Kurt and I ended up sneaking off anyway and spending some time down by the river.”

	“Aw, that’s so sweet. You two kind of make me sick.”

	“You can talk. You and Joe make me want to barf all the time.”

	She lifts her nose and sniffs, and I worry I’ve offended her—which is strange since we’ve had variations of this conversation before.

	“Kels—”

	“Can you smell that?”

	“What?”

	“It smells like smoke.”

	I inhale and realise that yes, I can also smell smoke. I run into the kitchen and look around. There doesn’t seem to be any problem back here. Coco is stirring something in a saucepan, but otherwise everything looks normal.

	“Can you smell smoke?” I ask her.

	“Actually, yeah, now that you mention it. It’s not us, though.”

	I return to the front and look out the window. It’s only then I notice clouds of smoke billowing in from the left. I bolt outside and see that the burger shack next door is on fire. It’s too early for customers, but clearly, something is happening in there.

	I run back into the café and grab my phone. “We have to call the fire department and evacuate. Next door is on fire.”

	“Okay. I’ll grab our bags. You get Coco.”

	I hurry out the back, my phone jammed to my ear. “Coco, we have to leave!”

	She doesn’t even question it, quickly switching off our stove and grabbing her personal belongings. I make sure the back door is closed and then hurry out the front. Kelsey is already out there, so I close the front door, too. Finally, the emergency number answers, and I’m able to request the fire department.

	All three of us stand looking at the burger shack in horror. Flames are now licking at the window. Is it going to get through and burn my poor café?

	“Have you got Perry’s number?” Kelsey asks. Perry is the owner of the burger shack.

	“Uh, no. I don’t think so.”

	She types something into her phone. “There’s a number on their website.” She presses a button and then puts it on speaker.

	It rings out.

	“What if someone is in there?” Coco asks.

	“I’ll go around the back and see if I can see anything through the window,” I say.

	“Be careful,” Kelsey begs. “Don’t get yourself cornered. And don’t open any doors if you see fire or smoke.”

	“Okay.”

	My heart is pounding as I run around into the back alley and try to get close to the burger shack door. It’s made from solid wood, so I can’t see through it. But there is a small, barred window beside it. I start walking towards it, but the heat emanating from the building is too hot for me to bear. I don’t think I can get close enough to look inside.

	I hear sirens in the distance, so I run back around the front. “No luck. I hope no one is in there. It was unbelievably hot.”

	A fire truck pulls up out the front, and a couple of guys get out. They usher us out of the way and start setting up their hose. I look at the building helplessly.

	“Do you know if anyone is inside?” one of the guys asks.

	“We didn’t see anyone,” I say. “But we don’t know.”

	A police car pulls up behind the truck, followed by an ambulance. The police gather the three of us together to ask us what we know. When I look back at the building, the firefighters have managed to gain entry and are spraying the front of the shop. It’s not even my premises, but I am devastated on Perry’s behalf. I pray the firefighters arrived early enough to save Naughty or Nice.

	After what seems like hours, the fire is out. I race over to my café and wait for the firefighters to check that everything is okay before I go in.

	“It looks like you might have a little smoke and water damage on the common wall,” one of them says. “But next door’s insurance should cover that.”

	I look at the wall sadly. I suppose it could be worse, but it’s still a lot of damage. And it means we’ll have to close temporarily while the construction is done. We’ve only been open a year, which feels too soon to have to undertake work like this.

	“I assume there was no one next door?” I check.

	“Nope. It looks like an electrical fault might have caused the fire.”

	“I’m glad no one was hurt.”

	He smiles kindly and points to the wall. “I know it’s a shock, but you guys are lucky. My brother is a builder, and he’d fix something like that in no time.”

	“I still have the details of the guys who did the fit-out last year, but if they’re unavailable, I might call your brother.”

	He pulls a card from his pocket and hands it to me. “I’ll have to start charging him a commission.”

	I put the card in my pocket and turn to Kelsey and Coco. “Coco, you should probably go home, but we’ll talk about rescheduling your shift ASAP.”

	Coco nods. “It’s all good. I’ll let the others know as well. I think Emery and Harriet were due in around eleven.”

	“Thanks, honey.”

	I watch her leave and face my bestie. “I guess we should properly assess the damage.”

	She wraps an arm around my shoulder. “Yeah, we should. But don’t worry, we’ll get through this. This is just a blip.”
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	While the fire damage wasn’t exactly a blip, it wasn’t a complete catastrophe, either. It turned out there wasn’t any structural damage to the wall, so the plaster just needed to be removed and replaced.

	Which meant we only had to close for a week, and next door’s insurance covered the cost as the firefighter mentioned.

	But it did mean a week of lost wages, so Kelsey and I would go unpaid. Thankfully, we’d had a good summer, and the anniversary celebration had given us a bit of extra cash. Also, my sponsor was still paying me well to advertise their products, which meant I had that as a source of income.

	Still. I don’t handle days off very well—especially without Kurt to keep me company. And the week we close, it seems to rain non-stop, which means I can’t really go for a walk or do anything outdoorsy.

	On day four, I eye off the box of compounds and gravitate towards the mystery jar. It only has enough in it for one dose, but the directions are the same. Mix in water and drink. It doesn’t say how long it might last, though, which I find slightly worrying. What if it’s longer than twelve hours?

	Before I can think too hard about what I’m doing, I pour it into a glass of water and watch it turn purple. I gulp it down and lie on the bed.

	I’m not sure I’ve ever been this nervous about taking a dose of the compound. With the first time, I didn’t know what was happening, but I was more curious than scared with the other doses.

	The familiar dizzy sensation comes over me, and I close my eyes.

	When I open them again, I find I’m sitting in an armchair in an unfamiliar living room.

	It’s quite lovely, though. Quiet and sunny, with palm trees and forest outside the window.

	Where am I?

	I stand up and look around the living room for clues. The furniture is in good shape: my armchair faces a tan suede couch beside a fireplace. Which isn’t lit. I suspect it must still be February wherever I am, so it wouldn’t make sense to have a fire going in the southern hemisphere right now.

	Although, I suppose I can’t assume I’m in the southern hemisphere. This house might just have good central heating.

	The floors are polished oak floorboards, and the walls are a lovely shade of white. The ceiling is raked, with windows extending all the way to the top at one end. 

	I’m almost certain I’ve never been here before, which means I’ve either got a terrible memory, or I’m in someone else’s timeline. Could that be it? I know Bernard didn’t want to tell me too much because he didn’t want to influence the result, but still. He must have had an idea about what was going to happen, and he could have given me a little heads-up.

	I leave the living room and walk through to the kitchen, which acts as a connector between the two sides of the house. A very inviting-looking pool lies just outside, its blue-green water making me want to take a dip.

	“Hello?” I call. I’m not sure if I want anyone to reply.

	Silence.

	I think that’s a good thing.

	I find myself in a media room with a big flatscreen TV mounted on the wall. What appears to be a study lies beyond. I go in and see a closed laptop on the desk. A VR headset sits beside it.

	One wall is completely covered in books on an old-school bookshelf. I inspect the titles and note a few I read a long time ago.

	And then I pause. It can’t be a coincidence that there are several copies of my own book there: my recipe book.

	So, whoever lives here knows of me.

	But hang on. There are more. Three more I don’t recognise.

	And they have my name on them.

	I snatch one up and open to a random page. It’s full of recipes that fit my brand. I’m so confused right now. Did Bernard design a compound that generated a random universe extrapolating from stuff already stored in my brain?

	As I pay more attention to my surroundings, I realise that this house feels like something I would have chosen if I had more money and didn’t live in the city.

	I make my way over to the master bedroom and see a queen-sized bed made up with a teal-coloured quilt. This whole place feels like something out of an interior design magazine.

	The bedside table!

	I hurry over and rip the drawer open. It’s full of random junk, so I go over to the other one and pull its drawer open.

	Bingo.

	A diary. Featuring my writing.

	I open to the most recent entry and look at the date.

	Thursday the 11th of February, 2044.

	Holy shit.

	I’m in the future?

	How can that be?

	It’s only then I notice that the skin on my hands has aged. And, oh my God! Are those engagement and wedding rings on my left hand? How did I not notice those right away?

	I’m just about to go in search of a mirror when there’s a knock at the front door.

	Jesus. I can’t process all of this.

	I contemplate not answering, but I need answers, and this person might be able to help me.

	I reach up to smooth my hair, noting it feels the same as always. At least that’s a relief. I open the front door and look at my visitor. It’s a woman in her forties that I don’t recognise. If it’s 2044, how old am I supposed to be? Mid-sixties? Yikes!

	“Uh, hi,” I say, noting that my voice sounds a little softer than normal.

	“Hey, Anna. Sorry to show up out of the blue like this, but I needed to get out of the house. Dom was driving me crazy.”

	“I…I…sure.” I stand aside and let her walk through.

	She heads for the kitchen and sits on one of the stools at the counter, clearly more familiar with the surroundings than me. Who is this woman? I wish I had an instruction manual.

	“Would you like a drink?” I ask politely.

	“Just a glass of water for now, please.”

	“I can do that.” And then I realise I can’t do that, because I don’t know where the glasses are.

	Praying that the contents of the dishwasher are clean, I pull open the door and see a bunch of sparkling glasses inside. Phew. I pull out two and fill them from the tap. My guest doesn’t comment, so I’m assuming in the future, the water coming out of the tap—at least this one—is safe to drink.

	I slide one of the glasses over to her.

	“Why is Dom driving you crazy?” I ask, trying to appear as normal as possible.

	“Oh, just the usual. Telling me how bored he is not living in the city. I swear he acts like we’re in some remote village in the Himalayas or something, and not fifteen minutes from the main street of Shell Beach.”

	Aha. A clue. I’m near Shell Beach. That’s comforting.

	“Does he want to move to Brisbane?” I check.

	“No, not Brisbane, silly. Sydney. He’s only remembering what it was like back in the early two-thousands. Back when he could go out all night, and when he had his fancy high-paying office job. I don’t think he realises how crap it would be to live in a city now. But I also think he’s got rose-tinted glasses about what it was actually like then.”

	I want to ask why it would be crap to live in a city now, but that would look suspicious.

	She seems to notice my jumpiness. “Sorry, I should have asked if you were busy. Are you working on another book?”

	“Ah, no. Not right now. But I was…thinking of maybe going out to get some groceries.”

	She looks at me strangely. “Where from?”

	“Um, the supermarket?”

	“Oh, you mean that quaint little place you’ve been going on about that sells all those weird ingredients you need for your crazy recipes?”

	“Yeeesss…” I say, realising that I can’t even assume something as basic as supermarkets are the same in 2044.

	“You still use the regular delivery service, though, don’t you?” she checks. “I usually just sub all my stuff these days with things I can get delivered.”

	What is she subbing? “Um, yeah. I still use the delivery service for the basics,” I fib.

	“Well, I guess I shouldn’t keep you. Have you already called an Uber?”

	I frown. I don’t drive in 2044?

	“Yeah, it should be here in a minute.”

	“I guess I should get back to Dom, then.” She rolls her eyes. “He’s been spending so much time in the metaverse lately I’m surprised he even knows where he physically is.”

	My eyes widen. The metaverse? That’s something to do with VR, right?

	“Ha, yeah,” I say as if I’m in on the joke.

	“Drop by later if your hubby ends up being stuck at work late again.”

	My head almost explodes. I mean, yes, I already assumed I must have a husband based on the rings on my left hand, but to have it confirmed is freaky. Is it Kurt? How do I ask this woman who my husband is without sounding like a weirdo?

	A chime sounds from her pocket. She pulls out a small black box and unfolds it to reveal a large screen. She sighs. “It’s Dom. For heaven’s sake. He can’t remember where he put his sensory gloves. Okay, I’m going, but the invite stands. Bring wine!”

	She disappears before I have a chance to ask her more questions.

	I need to find Kurt or Kelsey. Or even Ed. They know about the compound in the past, so if this is the same timeline, they’d believe me if I said I was time travelling again.

	Do I have one of those phones like the woman who just left? I look around but can’t seem to find one—or even a handbag hanging from any of the wall hooks.

	It was so much easier when I was in the nineties because I already knew where I was and the current state of events.

	And then I remember I haven’t yet seen my reflection. I head for the bathroom and take a deep breath.

	Oh my God.

	I look like one of those Facebook filters that ages you twenty years. But if I’m honest, I’m not as disturbed by my appearance as I thought I would be.

	My hair is still the same colour—obviously dyed—and my eyes are still the same. My skin looks softer and thinner, and I have a ton more wrinkles, but my face looks like one that’s had a happy life, rather than a hard one.

	I’m wearing a pair of cotton pants in a leopard print, and a tasteful black top, so it looks like fashion doesn’t change a whole lot in the future. My body feels a little stiff, but not much more than in the present.

	Wow. This is such a trip. I wonder if I have the full twelve hours here. Maybe my laptop will give me some answers.

	I head back to the study and turn it on. The technology doesn’t look hugely different from what I’m used to. The screen lights up and asks me to use my fingerprint to verify my identity.

	A green tick confirms that I’m programmed on this machine.

	Here we go.
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	Well, this isn’t very helpful.

	Why don’t I have any photos saved on the desktop? I click on what looks like an icon to open the internet and Google appears. Of course Google is still around in the future. It’s probably running the entire world.

	I type in the address for Facebook, but when it loads, I’m not logged in. Does that mean I don’t have an account with them anymore?

	A quick check reveals that Instagram is also still around, but again, I’m not logged in. There’s no option to type in a username and password, but when I click the login button, it tells me to enter the code sent to my phone.

	Where is my phone?

	I head back to the front door and see a panel mounted on the wall. There are a bunch of buttons, and one contains a picture of a car. I press it, expecting it to open the garage I can see just out the front, but I don’t hear a door opening. I go outside and note the temperature is warm. The same as what I just left, actually. I hope that means we’ve managed to avert too much damage from climate change—although I know not to judge a single daily temperature as an indicator of the overall climate.

	The garage is a separate building to the house, so I peek through its window. I see shelves containing plastic crates, and the middle of the floor is taken up with musical equipment sitting on some old Persian rugs: a set of drums, several guitars, and a bunch of speakers and leads. Do they belong to Kurt?

	One thing I don’t see is a car.

	In the future, are you considered too old to drive after sixty?

	I wander around the front yard and note two large rainwater tanks beside the garage. There are also solar panels on the roof. Way to go future me for being environmentally sound.

	I look down at the rings on my hand again. Did Kurt give these to me? Clearly, I agreed to spend the rest of my life with someone. I can’t imagine it being anyone else. From my own understanding of this compound and the past, I thought I was visiting the actual standalone past, exclusive of my knowledge. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have discovered new information that I could verify in the present. So, does that mean I’m in the same situation here in the future? And if that’s the case, it brings the concept of free will into question. I mean, I can do whatever I want now from this moment on, and it might not necessarily be what happens in the second half of February 11, 2044, but what about all that time in between when I just left and now? What if I don’t want to get married? What if I don’t want to live here in this…okay…I admit it’s a pretty amazing house. I kind of do want to live here. But what about my café? At some point, I must have sold it or shut it down—or at least stopped working there. That makes me sad.

	I’m just about to go back inside and do an internet search on myself when a car drives quietly up the driveway. There doesn’t appear to be a driver in the driver’s seat. It stops near me, and a recorded message plays. “Your car has arrived. You have five minutes to accept the trip, or a cancellation fee will apply.”

	Is this future Uber?

	I look at the side window and note the familiar logo stuck to the door.

	I suppose I should make use of it. The back door opens automatically, and I slide in. The vehicle is air-conditioned and smells like coconut.

	“Where to?” the recorded voice asks.

	“Uh, Main Street, Shell Beach,” I say.

	The door closes by itself. “Your trip will take approximately seventeen minutes.”

	We reverse down the driveway, and I feel like I’m on a theme park ride. The fact that I know I’m sleeping means I’m not as worried as I might be normally.

	“Would you like to play some music?” the car asks.

	“Sure. Play the current Top 40.”

	“Playing the Spotify Top 40. Number forty: The Jonas Brothers, Back Again.”

	The Jonas Brothers? They’d have to be in their late forties or early fifties now. I guess it’s nice to know some things are still the same.

	The car takes me through a semi-forested area down onto a street that I recognise from when I was younger.

	Interestingly, it’s not exactly Back to the Future 2 style. The houses still look the same, and this part of town has large acreage blocks. There’s a little development, but not as much as I would have expected. Thanks pop culture for getting my hopes up. Although, I’m actually quite happy that things aren’t too different.

	I do notice that the cars look quite nice. And there aren’t very many of them. They’re also really quiet—which means they must be electric. Not all appear to be driverless, so I wonder why I chose not to own a car. I guess if you can have one show up on demand, there doesn’t seem any point.

	We arrive at the edge of Main Street, and I get out. It only occurs to me once the car drives away that I don’t have any money or a phone—and I don’t even know the name of the street where I live.

	And then I notice I’m wearing a watch, and when I click one of the buttons, I see it’s a smart watch. At least I can charge a few things to it if I need to.

	I wander down Main Street, observing the shops and people as I go. The clothing stores don’t quite look like the ones in the present. Out the front, the signage says things like Central Fashion Hub, along with a list of subscription plans.

	Does that mean people rent their clothes rather than own them? I’m so confused.

	The cafés look pretty similar to what I remember, although Beans isn’t called Beans anymore. It’s…oh my God! It’s a Naughty or Nice!

	I race over and head inside. The décor is quite modern, with cream rendered walls and lots of indoor greenery. The pink theme from my Brisbane store is gone, but I find I still like this style.

	I don’t recognise anyone at the counter, but a barista looks up and smiles at me. “Anna. What are you doing here on your day off?”

	“Oh, I just…” Damn it. Why can’t my brain come up with on-the-fly answers? “I…wanted to talk to Kelsey about something.”

	“Kelsey?” He looks confused.

	“My business partner?” I check, secretly panicking that we’ve somehow lost touch again.

	He frowns. “Oh, right. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. No one mentioned she was coming up from Brisbane. I haven’t seen her.”

	“Maybe she’s running late,” I say quickly. “I’ll, uh, give her a call and see where she is.”

	“No problem.” The guy turns to a customer waiting to order.

	Well, at least my bestie is still in my life, and we remain in business together.

	And then I have a horrifying thought. Simon had suggested this very scenario. What if he gave me the rings on my finger?

	I impatiently wait until the guy behind the counter is free again and go back to him.

	“Has my husband dropped by today?” I ask casually.

	He frowns. “Not that I know of.”

	I’m just going to have to bite the bullet and hope for the best. “If you see him, can you tell Kur—”

	He cuts me off. “Oh, but the kids came in. They can’t be far away because they only left five minutes ago.”

	I almost faint. The kids?

	“Did you see which way they went?”

	“Nope. Sorry.”

	“Okay. Thanks.”

	I hurry outside and scan the surrounding people. How old would my kids be? Anna, think about this logically. You couldn’t have had one for at least nine months from the present day, and Kurt is still away. And if they’re wandering around on their own, they’d have to be at least in their mid to late teens. But also, I would have gone through menopause at some point, so there would only have been a few years where I could have conceived naturally.

	There’s also the possibility that the kids aren’t biologically mine. Maybe I foster, or adopt, or I inherit Amy’s kids if she dies in some freak accident…

	Agh! I have to stop this spiralling. What is happening to me? But the barista said the kids, which can leave a lot up to interpretation.

	Main Street is busy today, and there are a lot of people who could potentially fit the age bracket for my children. I don’t want to look unhinged by questioning every person that I could potentially be related to, but I would really like to see these young people and find out what the deal is.

	Wait. If Kelsey is looking after the Brisbane Naughty or Nice, I can call there and talk to her. Surely the barista at my café can guide me to a phone and give me the number.

	I’m just about to re-enter the shop when I hear a voice from the other side of the street.

	“Mum!”

	I spin around, but at that exact moment, my vision goes blurry. Is this ride over already?

	I slump down against the wall and strain my eyes, trying to see who called out to me, but it’s no good.

	Everything goes black. 
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	I’m rattled when I wake up. More than I ever have been after a trip to the past. More than when I found out about Maddie and Ed.

	Was that my child calling out to me right before I passed out? I mean, I know I’m not the only mother in the world, but it’s possible.

	I call Bernard’s lab and demand to be put through. The receptionist must understand the seriousness of the situation from my tone and immediately connects me.

	“Hello, Bernard speaking.”

	“Hi, it’s Anna. Your guinea pig?”

	“It’s lovely to hear from you. What can I do for you?”

	“You can tell me what the hell the deal is with that unlabelled compound.”

	“Ah. You took it.”

	“Yes, I took it. You knew I would. So, what’s going on? Am I visiting the actual future?”

	“I’m not certain. But I’m inclined to say yes.”

	“Does that mean there’s no free will?”

	“He chuckles. There never was any free will.”

	“Wait, what? How can you be so calm about this?”

	“Because you’re always going to make your next decision based on the previous one. Even you taking that compound was always going to happen. And you were always going to see what you saw, and this knowledge will combine with all your other previous experiences to determine your next decision.”

	“But…I was married! And I might have kids!”

	“Oh my. Did you see your family in the future?”

	“Not exactly. But it’s possible someone called to me before I woke up. And I was wearing engagement and wedding rings!”

	“That’s wonderful.”

	“No, it’s not. Because maybe I didn’t want kids. And maybe I didn’t want to get married. And maybe now it’s going to make me second guess my current relationship and wonder if he’s the one I end up with.”

	“Anna, you’re overthinking the situation. But if it helps, I can mix up another batch of the compound for you, and you can use it to get clarity?”

	“What kind of scientist are you? I swear every other time travel scientist in history tells people that the less they know, the better.”

	“It’s up to you. I’m assuming you’re referring to time travel scientists in pop culture? Because I always think the more you know, the better. But either way, I am experiencing a slight delay in the delivery of some ingredients, so I won’t be able to give you another batch for several weeks. That should give you time to process and let me know what you’d like to do.”

	“You’re a bit crazy, you know that?”

	He laughs. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Anyway, I’ll be here if you need me. And if you get the chance, I’d love a write-up of your experience.”

	“I’ll think about it.”

	I hang up, frowning.

	And then my phone starts ringing. Maybe it’s Bernard, and he wants to apologise for tossing me to the metaphorical wolves.

	But no. It’s Kurt. Eek!

	I click the Answer key. Thankfully, he hasn’t chosen a video call as our mode of communication this time, so at least I don’t have to worry about my facial expression. “Hey! This is a lovely surprise.”

	“Yeah, I had a bit of time in between sessions, so I thought I’d check in and see how you were. How’s the progress on the café?”

	I’d called Kurt right after the fire to let him know what happened. He’d been suitably upset on my behalf but was glad it wasn’t worse.

	“It’s getting there. I’m just going a little crazy being stuck at home in the rain.”

	And being shunted into the future to face my destiny. Which may or may not feature someone called Simon. I’m still reeling from today’s events and need a bit of time before I can bring myself to tell Kurt what happened.

	“You should go see a movie. Or find out if Kelsey wants to do anything. Go up to Shell Beach for a day or two. The ocean is still nice in the rain.”

	“That’s true.” Although, the last thing I can handle right now is a trip to Shell Beach. Still, it’s tempting to drive up there and see the area where I apparently end up living in my sixties. And then a feeling that borders on resentment creeps in. I don’t want to be told that I have to get married and move away from Brisbane!

	Kurt has said something, but I missed it.

	“Sorry, what was that?” I check.

	“I said, this time here in the UK is going so slowly. I can’t believe we’re only one third of the way through.”

	“Yeah, it’s not ideal.”

	“Are you okay? You seem a bit…I don’t know. Down? Which is completely understandable, but is it only the geographical distance between us and the café being closed that’s bothering you?”

	“Pretty much,” I say vaguely. “I’m just in a weird headspace. I promise to be more with it next time we chat.”

	“Hey, hey. You don’t have to put on an act for me. It’s really tough being separated for so long. I’d be a little worried if you weren’t feeling strange.”

	“Is marriage important to you?” I blurt out.

	“Uh, yes and no. Why?”

	“I was just wondering.” I assume since Kurt wants to buy a house and have children with me that he’d also want to do the whole wedding thing, too. But if he’s not that fussed, does it mean he’s not the one I’m married to in 2044?

	“What are your feelings about it?” he asks.

	“Oh, I…I don’t know.” My divorce with Ed doesn’t seem that long ago, so the idea of getting married again soon is just as daunting as having kids and buying another house.

	“Anna, come on. If there’s something you need to say, please tell me.”

	I know I should tell him about my future visit, but I can’t summon the words.

	“I’ve just been thinking where we’ll be in twenty or thirty years’ time.”

	He chuckles. “That’s getting deep. But I don’t care where I am as long as I’m with you.”

	“I feel the same,” I say. And then I realise that being worried about having Kurt as my legally binding partner in the future is pretty dumb. I guess I’m just worried if he isn’t.

	“Hey, we should work out when we’re going to use the next dose of the compound. Do you want to meet up on Valentine’s Day?”

	“Aw, aren’t you a romantic? That’s only a few days away.”

	“I know. But I really want to see you.”

	“Okay. Let’s do it. And then I’ll look at sending over some of the shorter duration formula so we’re not separated for another two months without any physical contact.” My phone starts buzzing with call waiting. “Hey, I have to take another call. I think it’s the electrician.”

	“Of course. You answer that. I’ll see you in a few days. Love you!”

	“Love you, too.”

	I hang up and switch to the other call.

	The electrician wants to arrange access to the café tomorrow, so I set a time and then get back to thinking about my visit to the future just now.

	I should try not to freak out any further. If I’m living in a beautiful house and have at least two cafés—plus I’m married to the love of my life and we have kids—how could I possibly complain?

	That’s a lot of people’s idea of a dream life.

	 

	 

	
TWENTY-TWO

	 

	On Friday, I decide I need to see Kelsey and debrief.

	I drive over to her apartment and let myself in. Jackson is working, so I have my bestie to myself.

	“Are you seeing Joe today?” I ask, putting on some water to boil for tea. Kelsey is used to me making myself at home at her place.

	“Uh, yeah, maybe after he finishes work.” Joe is now working at some swanky office job for the state education department. He recently admitted to me that he was glad to finally get away from teaching kids directly—but he’s still passionate about making sure they have a good learning experience.

	“So, I took the compound yesterday,” I tell her.

	She raises an eyebrow. “You had a day with Kurt?”

	“Not exactly. Bernard gave me a new formula and it…it sent me to 2044.”

	She laughs loudly. “You’re lying.”

	“I swear I’m not. And it was terrifying.”

	She stops laughing and looks at me, eyes wide. “Wait, you’re serious?”

	“Yep.”

	“Holy shit. What was it like? Do you have more? Can you take me next time?”

	I put teabags into two cups and add some boiling water. “You’ve changed your tune since you warned me off using the compound a few weeks ago. Either way, I was just given the one dose, and it only lasted a couple of hours. Bernard said he could get me more, but I’m not sure I want it. It raised more questions than it answered, which admittedly, I could explore further if I went there again, but I don’t know if I want to.”

	“Yeah, I guess it could be problematic. Part of me would love to see what it was like, though. Tell me what happened.”

	I finish making our drinks and hand her one, sitting down next to her at the kitchen counter. “I was married.”

	She squeals. “That’s great!”

	“Is it, though? What if it wasn’t to Kurt?”

	“Wait. You don’t know who you were married to?”

	“Nope. And I might have kids. Plural.”

	Her mouth falls open. “I think you need to start at the beginning. And don’t leave anything out.”

	I proceed to detail yesterday’s events, telling her about my house, and the Ubers, and how I had a Naughty or Nice at Shell Beach.

	Kelsey shakes her head. “That is insane. You know, now that I think about it, I’m not sure I do want to visit the future. I wouldn’t want to see Joe as an old man, and I don’t want to find out what I did or didn’t achieve. You’re actually quite lucky that the stuff you discovered was positive.”

	“I don’t know that for sure. I didn’t get a chance to tell you the other day, but did you meet Rachel’s date at the anniversary celebration?”

	She furrows her brow. “Only briefly. Why?”

	“Because he used to stalk me in the nineties, and apparently he still wants to be with me. He basically offered to move me into his dead parents’ house at Little Cove and then pay for me to open a Naughty or Nice up there as well.”

	She gapes. “Really?”

	“So, what if he’s the one I married? I mean, the café could be proof.”

	“No. I refuse to believe that you’ll suddenly dump Kurt and decide you like this guy you’ve never liked before. Your house in 2044 wasn’t in Little Cove, was it?”

	“No. It was farther west. But still. He could have sold it and bought something else by that time.”

	“Jeez. I suppose that’s possible, but highly unlikely. I wonder who the woman was that you were hanging out with at your house?”

	“Maybe a neighbour?”

	“I guess at least we’re still in business together. Even if we’re not in the same town.”

	“That’s true. Hey, do you know Kurt mentioned wanting to start a family before he went to London?”

	She shrieks. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

	“Because I knew you would have asked why I hadn’t already gotten to it.”

	“Well, yeah, but only if it will make you happy. I know right up until we lost touch in 2000 you wanted to have kids.”

	“But maybe I’ve changed since then.”

	“You even mentioned it in our high school yearbook.”

	I wrinkle my nose. “Really?”

	“Yes!” She runs over to a cupboard and pulls open the door. “I found my old copy the other day, and I’ve been meaning to show you.” She pulls out a worn yearbook and flicks through the pages until she reaches the one she’s looking for. She thrusts it in my face. “See?”

	I look down at the small photo of me with my future life prediction printed beside it: In twenty years, I will be happily married to a rich doctor, and we’ll be living in a fancy penthouse. I will also have children once my career is established.

	I actually don’t remember saying any of that. And why didn’t I mention wanting to be a pastry chef? I suppose I was still worried about my parents’ disapproval because I wasn’t going into dentistry. And it’s interesting I married someone rich. You just have to swap the word doctor for lawyer. I scan Kelsey’s entry and then look at her. “Yours was scarily accurate.”

	“I know, right?”

	I will be blissfully married to Aaron, and I will be conquering the world with my bestie, Anna.

	“Apart from the blissful part,” I point out.

	“Yeah, well, I still married him. I’m so glad I’m with Joe now, though. How funny would it have been if I’d written I would end up with my teacher?”

	“You both probably would have gotten into a lot of trouble.”

	“What does Kurt think of your little jaunt into the future?”

	I grimace, and she sighs. “You haven’t told him?”

	“I didn’t want to freak him out. We had a great day together for his birthday, but everything else has been kind of crazy. I can’t guarantee that he’s the one I’m married to, so I don’t want to put any doubts in his head about our relationship.”

	“Are you having doubts?”

	“No! I mean, not about how I feel about him. I’m just not sure about the whole buying a house together and having kids thing yet.”

	“What are you waiting for? A sign?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe just a bit more time. You should know how hard it is to jump back into a commitment after escaping one.”

	“I know. But we’re grown-ups now. And we only have half our lives left. There shouldn’t be any rules about waiting for a certain amount of time to pass when doing the thing you’re waiting for will make you happy.”

	I don’t say anything. She might be right. But I still don’t know if I’m completely ready to commit one hundred percent yet.

	“Well, either way, we’re going to meet up for Valentine’s Day. It’s good timing with the café still being closed for a few more days.”

	She sighs. “I guess. Unless you care about the earnings you’re going to lose from being shut on one of our most popular days of the year.”

	“Money isn’t everything,” I say flippantly.

	Kelsey rolls her eyes. “Says the woman with the perpetual sponsorship deal.”

	My phone beeps. It’s Maddie.

	“Oh, Maddie is asking if I can watch Willow for a couple of hours. She needs to go to a GP appointment, and she doesn’t want to take her with her. You want to come with me?”

	“I’ll have to pass. I have a brow waxing appointment this afternoon.”

	“No problem. I guess I’ll see you at the café on Wednesday, then.”

	“You will. But Anna? Kurt seems really good for you, and it’s clear you love each other. Trust your heart, and don’t overthink things.”

	“Thanks, Kelsey. I’ll definitely keep that in mind.”

	As I head to the car, I think again about the idea of having kids and settling down.

	If I can’t change what happens in the future, I definitely want the man I end up with to be Kurt.

	Anything else is too depressing to contemplate.

	 

	 

	
TWENTY-THREE

	 

	I’m pretty sure Willow is the cutest baby I’ve ever seen. Maddie is still breastfeeding, so she promises she will only be away for two hours max. I shoo her off and wander around Maddie’s living room, holding Willow and cradling her back and forth.

	It’s strange, but I feel much more comfortable in this house now. I love all the colour and the quirky vintage furniture Maddie very obviously chose. She confided that when Ed was here, he complained non-stop about how it wasn’t relaxing, and that the place needed more grey and white.

	I have to disagree. This place has a very calming and welcoming vibe. I sit down on the soft, olive-green velvet couch and sigh contentedly.

	Maybe having one of these tiny creatures of my own would be good for me. I’ve always been the sort of person who can’t slow down, but a baby would kind of force me to. Still. That doesn’t seem like a good enough reason to bring another life into the world.

	But when I look at Willow’s little squished-up face, I can’t help but feel my heart melt.

	The doorbell rings. Maddie didn’t say she was expecting anyone. I stand up, carrying Willow with me, and peer through the peephole.

	Ed.

	I open the door, surprised. “Hey.”

	He looks equally surprised. “Uh, hey. What are you doing here?”

	“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

	“I wanted to make an effort and talk to Maddie.”

	“Well, she’s not here right now. I can tell her you stopped by?”

	He looks down at Willow, and his face reflects a mix of emotions. “Maybe I could come in for a bit?”

	“Uh, I don’t know.” I think about how I told Kurt I wouldn’t see Ed again and wonder if it counts if I run into him randomly at Maddie’s house.

	“Please?” He looks so forlorn that I can’t help but feel sorry for him. Grr.

	I sigh and move to the side. “Okay.”

	He walks down the hall and sits on the couch. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking, hanging out as a guest in his ex’s house while his other ex is looking after his baby.

	“How have you been?” he asks.

	“Okay. Although, there was a fire at the shop next to my café last week, so they’re doing some repairs to the common wall right now.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I know how important your work is to you.”

	“But do you? You were always so scathing about my career.”

	He has the grace to look sheepish. “I promise I didn’t mean to. If I’m honest, it was my way of coping with the work I was doing. It didn’t seem fair you were making a living doing something you loved while I was stuck in a soulless office every day.”

	So, it is as I suspected. “We’ve had this discussion. You could easily quit being a lawyer and go to cooking school. You must have enough money to be comfortable for a while. And judging by your apartment, you aren’t exactly living large.”

	“Yeah, I know, but it’s hard to start over at my age. Who becomes a chef’s apprentice in their forties?”

	“I’m pretty sure Martha Stewart didn’t enter the cooking world until her mid-thirties.”

	He snorts. “That is not comforting. Didn’t she go to jail at some point?”

	“Not for her cooking business. She was also a trader.”

	He chuckles. “I feel like that proves my point.”

	“I’m just saying, you can’t take out your misery on other people.” Willow starts fussing, so I go over to a fit ball in the corner and sit on it, bouncing gently up and down. Willow instantly settles.

	Ed brushes his hand across his mouth.

	“What?” I ask self-consciously.

	“Nothing. I mean, I was just thinking how good you are with her. And I feel bad that you never had the opportunity to have kids.”

	I press my lips together. “Ed, that decision wasn’t just up to you. I made that choice as well.”

	“Yeah, but I can’t help but think I convinced you. Do you think you might have kids with Kurt?”

	“I…I don’t know.” I don’t want to tell him that we’re already having that discussion. It wouldn’t feel right inadvertently letting him influence my decision.

	“For the record, I think you’d make an amazing mother.”

	I swallow a lump in my throat. Why couldn’t Ed have said things like that when we were married?

	“Thanks,” I say quietly.

	I put Willow down in her crib, which is currently in the living room.

	“Are you sure you want to wait?” I ask. “It might be best to come back another time. And give Maddie some notice.”

	Ed stands over the crib, watching Willow as she starts to doze. “You’re probably right,” he says quietly. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

	“Well, finally acknowledging how you affect people is a start.”

	My phone interrupts us with a message. It’s Maddie telling me she’s still waiting to be seen by the doctor and will be a while longer.

	“Maddie has been delayed,” I relay to Ed.

	“Oh.” His face falls.

	“I’ll talk to her when she gets back and get her to arrange a better time for you to catch up.”

	“Okay. Thanks, Anna.”

	“No problem.”

	He leaves, and I finally relax. I still can’t help feeling a bit…on edge…around Ed. I think part of it is not wanting to be alone with the guy in a house without Kurt. It feels wrong.

	I sit back down on the couch with my phone and open it up to a real estate site. It couldn’t hurt to get a feel for the market just in case Kurt and I do decide to buy somewhere. And if we are considering children, the Kangaroo Point apartment will be way too small.

	Initially, I experience a little anxiety, seeing places with similar architecture to the house I shared with Ed, but after a few moments, I start to enjoy the process, wondering how Kurt and I might live in one of these together.

	We haven’t even discussed which part of Brisbane we would settle in. If my time in the future is to be believed, I won’t be staying here forever. Maybe we could look at West End or South Brisbane. That would be closer to work, and Kurt seems to like the West End area.

	I bookmark a few listings—cute Queenslanders that need minor renovations, and then put my phone back down.

	I’m now okay with buying a house with Kurt.

	And I think I’m almost ready for the children thing, too.

	 

	 

	
TWENTY-FOUR

	 

	I’m quite excited to see Kurt on Valentine’s Day. I also managed to post some of the other durations over to him, so this won’t be the last time we get to see each other before April. Unless my package doesn’t get through customs, but I’m not going to think like that today. 

	We agree to meet at Main Street for a romantic breakfast, followed by a swim at the beach. I can’t wait.

	I wake up in my bed in my family home and realise I might not be able to do this for much longer. In a few months on this timeline, I’ll be in France, and I don’t live here when I come back. I move to Brisbane and get my first job in a patisserie while I study my dietician course.

	I look out the window and see the sun rising over the estate. A rush of nostalgia, excitement, and a touch of sadness washes over me.

	After a quick shower, I change into a yellow baby-doll dress and grab my swimsuit, shoving it into a beach bag with a towel.

	I tie my hair up in a ponytail and go downstairs. I don’t have to leave right away because Kurt has to drive up from Maroochydore, so I can hang around for a bit first.

	My parents are either still upstairs, or they’ve already gone out, but Amy is sitting at the dining table, eating cereal.

	“Happy Valentine’s Day,” I sing.

	She frowns. “For some, maybe.”

	“You don’t have a valentine?” I ask.

	“Not the one I want,” she mutters.

	“Who do you want as your valentine?” I suddenly remember our conversation at the anniversary celebration. “Elliott?”

	She looks at me, embarrassed. “How did you know that?”

	“I’m sure you told me about him at some point.”

	“Yeah, well, he acts like I’m invisible, so it doesn’t matter.”

	“Have you actually ever talked to him and asked him how he feels?”

	“I don’t know how to. He’s always with his guy friends at school, and I can never find the chance to talk to him on his own.”

	“Why don’t you call him this morning?”

	She shrieks. “No!”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I will die if he laughs at me. And then I’ll have to see him at school every day.”

	“What if he moves away, and you never get to talk to him properly?”

	“Why would you say that? Are you trying to break my heart?”

	“No. I’m just saying you should seize the moment, because you never know what the future holds.”

	“Maybe,” she says gloomily. “I just don’t know if I have the courage today.”

	“Show me a picture of him,” I say suddenly.

	“Why?” She eyes me suspiciously.

	“I just want to know what he looks like.”

	She sighs and goes over to the bookshelf, removing a folder containing our school photos. She flicks through it and then points to an image of her class.

	“There.”

	I look at the picture and see a nice guy with dark hair and bright blue eyes. “Elliott Rice. Do you have his phone number?”

	“Only in my brain.”

	“What is it?”

	“I’m not telling you!”

	“Why not?”

	“Because you’ll embarrass me.”

	“Fine. If you want to be miserable, then I can’t help you.”

	“I don’t want you to help me.”

	“Okay. Well, I have to go. By the way, does Elliott have a job?”

	“Why do you want to know?”

	“I’m just wondering.”

	“He does, but I’m not going to tell you what it is.”

	“You’re really not making it easy for me.”

	“To do what?”

	“Never mind. Do you want me to drop you somewhere?”

	“No, thanks. Sam is coming over in an hour, and then we’ll probably go to the movies or something—but I don’t need you being all weird around her.”

	“Fine. I know when I’m not wanted. See you later.”

	I head out to the driveway and get in my car. I had hoped that I might be able to get some clues about Elliott so I could help Amy find him in the future, but the past version of her is very stubborn.

	Maybe it’s a sign I should just give up.

	I arrive at Main Street just after nine thirty and park in the undercover parking. I have a flash of the first time I met Kurt—at the ticket machine nearby. I smile as I make my way to Beans.

	When I get there, he’s standing near the entry, staring at Jackson.

	He turns and sees me and shakes his head. “I didn’t expect to see people I’ve met in the future back here.”

	“I had a great conversation with Jackson here in the nineties when I first visited. And it was actually your cousin who put me back in touch with him.”

	He chuckles. “It’s times like these when I feel like the universe is toying with us. Everything is so intimately connected.”

	“You never came to Beans in the nineties?”

	“Not enough to become friends with the baristas.”

	“You want to get a coffee? I can’t remember what food options they have…”

	“Coffee is fine. Then maybe we can have a swim and find something to eat after.”

	“Sounds good to me.”

	“But before I forget…” He comes over and wraps his arms around me before kissing me firmly on the mouth. He then pulls something from his pocket. A small jewellery box.

	For a moment, I can’t breathe. This isn’t him proposing, is it? How would that even work? With the ring, I mean.

	“Open it,” he says, barely containing his excitement.

	I shakily take the box from him and open it.

	It’s a pair of earrings. My heart pounds, both with relief and disappointment.

	“They’re beautiful,” I say softly. They’re a silver vintage art deco design with pearls in the centre.

	“They were my grandmother’s,” he explains. “She gave them to me when I was twenty-one, and she told me to give them to the love of my life. I saw them this morning in my cupboard, and I wanted to give them to you. In the future, they’re packed up in a box somewhere waiting for me to find them. But I figured they’re a great gift, because they still exist in the future, so I can give them to you now, and again later.”

	“That’s amazing.” I gently take them out of the box and get Kurt to help me put them on.

	“Happy Valentine’s Day,” he says, kissing me again.

	“Thank you. Happy Valentine’s Day to you, too.”

	I beam at him. The gift is perfect. Almost more perfect than an engagement ring—although it would have been good to see if it was the same one I wear in 2044. But then, even if it wasn’t, unless it was also his grandmother’s, he’d probably have to get me a different one later, anyway.

	“I’ll order us some coffees,” he says. “Unless you want to do it and say hi to Jackson?”

	“Uh, I don’t mind. We can order them together.”

	Jackson looks up and smiles. “Hey, Anna. Your usual?”

	“Yes, please. And a flat white for Kurt here.”

	He appraises Kurt. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

	“He’s Rachel’s cousin,” I tell him.

	“Ah. Cool. You look after my girl here, okay? She’s a good one.”

	I blush. “Jackson!”

	Kurt laughs. “Don’t worry. I intend to.”

	“I’m just looking out for you, sweetheart.” Jackson makes our drinks and slides them across the counter, placing a small heart-shaped chocolate on the lid of each one. “On the house today. Go and have fun, you lovebirds.”

	“Thank you.” I blow him a kiss, and we take our drinks.

	“You’re lucky you have such caring people in your life,” Kurt says.

	“I am. I don’t know if I realised it before. I went through a pretty dark time before I reconnected with Kelsey, but everything seemed to click into place once I saw her again.”

	“I’m glad to hear that.”

	I take a deep breath. “I need to tell you something.”

	“Uh-oh. That sounds ominous.”

	“I took the unlabelled compound Bernard gave me.”

	He stops and stares at me. “And?”

	“And it sent me to 2044.”

	His eyes bug out. “You went to the future?”

	“I did.”

	“What was it like?”

	“Not as crazy as you’d think.”

	“Did you see me?”

	“No.” I decide not to tell him anything that can’t be confirmed. “I was only there a couple of hours. I was apparently friends with a woman I don’t know in the present, and I had a house just outside of Shell Beach.”

	He smiles widely. “That’s awesome! What else did you do?”

	“I took over Beans’ location here and opened a Naughty or Nice.”

	“Wow! So, it was all good news?”

	“I guess. There’s so much I couldn’t learn, though.”

	“Well, you know I want to live in Shell Beach in the future, so I think we can safely say we’re together.”

	Except I might suddenly decide I want to take Simon up on his offer.

	“I guess.” I explain a few other details I remember other than the fact that I’m married and possibly have kids.

	“Well, it sounds like you branch out with your business, and you’re still partners with Kelsey, so I’d say everything you found out was a win.”

	“You’re right. I suppose I’m just worried about the nature of free will now. I talked to Bernard, and he said we never had any in the first place.”

	“I don’t know if I agree with that. But either way, there’s nothing you can do about it, so we should just enjoy the ride. It’s going to be a surprise no matter the amount of free will involved.”

	“That’s a good way to look at it.”

	We head down to the water and immerse ourselves in the warm aquamarine water.

	As I think about it, I decide that I am glad I went to the future. I found out just the right amount of information to make me optimistic that things turn out well—but not so much that there won’t be any more surprises. Well, unless I weirdly decide I want to date Simon—which would be a horrible, and highly unlikely turn of events.

	But I’m still looking forward to enjoying the journey on the way there.

	 

	
TWENTY-FIVE

	 

	After our swim, we stop by the bakery and buy some croissants, munching on them as we perch on a ledge at the edge of the boardwalk.

	“Hey, you don’t know anyone called Elliott Rice, do you?” I ask Kurt.

	“No. Why?”

	“Amy mentioned in the present that she’d like to track him down, but she can’t find him online.”

	“Ah. Do you know anything about him here in the nineties?”

	“Nope. Teenage Amy was too embarrassed to give me any information. I know what he looks like, but that’s about it.”

	“It’s probably not a good idea to go meddling, anyway.”

	“Yeah, I know. But what if I was able to find one clue that could help me locate him in the present? I could tell Amy I randomly ran into him or something. Obviously assuming he’s not already married and settled down.”

	“Or dead,” Kurt adds.

	I chuckle. “I accidentally said the same thing to her the other day. She did not take it well.”

	“Gee, I wonder why.”

	“I just want my friends and family to be as happy as I am.”

	“Not everyone needs a time travel serum to find their happy ending.”

	“True.”

	Kurt squints at a figure coming down the boardwalk. “Hey, that’s my Aunt Sadie.” He starts waving. “Hey!”

	Rachel’s mum sees Kurt and hurries over, embracing him. “I didn’t know you were up this way today.”

	“Oh, I’m just spending the day with Anna.”

	Sadie frowns at me. “Ah. Rachel didn’t mention you knew each other.”

	“Uh, she doesn’t know. I only met Kurt recently, so I didn’t think there was anything to tell yet,” I say awkwardly.

	She continues to look disapproving. “Hmm.”

	“Sadie,” Kurt says good-naturedly. “We’re all adults here. We’ll tell Rachel when the time is right.”

	“Very well.” She then smacks the side of her head. “Actually, running into you here is perfect. I’ve been lugging around those albums you lent me for my fifties party. They’re just in my car in the undercover parking. Why don’t you collect them now?”

	“It’s fine. I can collect them another time.”

	“No, no. Please. I would feel awful if something happened to them by the time you next remembered.” She pulls her keys from her pocket. “Can you go and get them now?”

	Kurt raises an eyebrow at me. I shrug. I mean, it’s not ideal, but I can tell Kurt doesn’t want to rock the boat.

	“Okay. Are you on your way somewhere now?”

	“Just to get a manicure. Come and drop the keys off at the day spa at the Sheraton when you’re done.”

	“Will do.”

	“Thanks, darling.” She kisses him on the cheek and keeps on walking down the boardwalk.

	“Sorry about that,” he says. “It should only take a few minutes.”

	“It’s fine. It was kind of you to lend her some music. It reminds me of how I pretended to borrow your albums so I could see you in 1997.”

	He laughs. “I sort of caught that last year when I first met you in the past. You and Kelsey were talking about it, but I forgot to ask the details. One day you’re going to have to write down all our previous encounters with as much description as possible. Then I can memorise everything and pretend I was there.”

	We go over to the undercover parking and locate Sadie’s car: an old white Corolla. Kurt unlocks the door and pops the boot. I peer into the back seat and see a ton of junk, so I open the door and start sorting through everything. Some of the albums might be in there.

	“What did you lend her?” I ask, sifting through a random pile of clothing.

	“I have no idea,” he calls from the back. “Probably Elvis and Jerry Lee Lewis if it was a fifties party. I’m not having any luck here, but that’s not saying much. It looks like Sadie is preparing for the apocalypse. Why does she have twenty cans of baked beans?”

	I push a purse out of the way, and it falls out of the car. As I pick it up, a small photo comes loose. I look at it closely. It’s a picture of a very young Sadie breastfeeding a baby. Maybe Rachel or Chris?

	I turn it over and see a handwritten note on the back. Kurt, 3 days old.

	I flick the picture back over. I must be mistaken, and the woman is Kurt’s mother. If they’re sisters, they probably looked similar when they were younger.

	I debate whether to show Kurt, but something inside makes me hesitate.

	“I found them!” Kurt calls.

	I quickly shove the picture back in the purse and dump it under the pile of clothing. I close the door and join Kurt at the back. He holds up three CDs. “There might be more, but at least if Sadie checks, she’ll see some have been picked up. I don’t know how she’d know amongst all this mess, though.”

	“Yeah, weird,” I say, dazed.

	“So, what do you want to do now? Go for a drive? The world is our oyster. Well, anywhere within a nine-hour radius, that is.”

	I mentally shake myself. “Uh, what do you feel like doing? I can go anywhere around here whenever I like, but you still have a while until you’re back in the same country.”

	“I’ve decided I want to be in a timeless environment. Maybe a hike somewhere?”

	“That sounds perfect to me.”

	He wraps an arm around me. “Let’s go.”

	I try and wipe the implications of the photo from my brain.

	Because there’s not much I can do about it right now.

	***

	We drive out to the hinterland, passing the area I live in the future, and I point it out to Kurt. It’s a good distraction from the possible news I just learned.

	“Do you think you’d remember where the house was?” he asks.

	“I’m not sure. It was pretty new. It might not even be there yet.”

	“I want you to try. Please?”

	I admit I do kind of want to see if I recognise the block. I mean, it would probably be easier to come back in the present because the area would be more developed. I’m sure the roads don’t change too much, though.

	I direct him to the best of my ability, but there are lots of turn offs, and I can’t be sure we’re going the right way.

	But then we get to a steep hill with a row of young palm trees to the left, and I immediately know we’re on the right track.

	“Those trees!” I point. “They’re still there in the future.”

	We reach the top of the hill and drive down the other side. The road ends in a cul-de-sac.

	“I remember this. The house was through there. In the future, the road continues on.”

	Kurt looks dubiously at the dense foliage. “Are you sure?”

	“Yes!”

	“You want to go exploring?”

	“Sure.”

	We park the car at the edge of the cul-de-sac and pick our way through the trees. The floor of the forest remains flat for a couple of minutes before ascending steeply.

	“I think the driveway is here,” I explain, pointing to a natural clearing between several tall gum trees.

	We reach a plateau and come out at a field of grass with another line of palm trees at the back.

	“Wow.” Kurt looks around. “It’s so secluded.”

	“It still is in 2044 as well. I couldn’t see any other houses.”

	He turns to me, eyes shining. “I could totally see us living here.”

	“Don’t go getting any ideas the second you wake up. I’m only just establishing Naughty or Nice in Brisbane.”

	“I know, I know. But look at this place. It’s heaven!”

	“Do you think I’ve created a time paradox or self-fulfilling prophecy? Because I saw this place in 2044, and I told you about it, so now we’re going to live here?”

	“Who knows?”

	I don’t say out loud that regardless, I would infinitely prefer this outcome than finding out I moved in with Simon.

	He lies down on the grass and looks at the sky. It reminds me of the scene with Bella and Edward in Twilight, where Edward sparkles.

	I join Kurt on the grass and gaze at the clouds. I wonder who owns this land now.

	“If I end up living here with you when I’m an old man, I will be very, very happy,” Kurt murmurs.

	“Just promise that you won’t pressure me into leaving Brisbane for at least the next few years.”

	“Of course I won’t. I’m happy to stay in Brisbane for as long as you need. I like living there, too. But eventually, I would like to explore something like this. And it doesn’t even have to be this far away from the beach.”

	I hear a stream nearby and go over to check it out. Water trickles down the side of the hill and into a gully.

	Agh. Kurt is right. This place is heaven.

	And I definitely want to live here one day with him.

	 

	 

	
TWENTY-SIX

	 

	When I wake up, Kurt has already sent a text. We’d spent a couple of hours exploring our apparent future block of land, and then went back to town for something to eat. We’d ended our day by returning to the beach to gaze at the stars while Kurt taught me some of the constellations.

	Happy Valentine’s Day (again). Thanks for spending a magical day with me. Love you. XOXO

	I type back a similar message and then frown. Yesterday was perfect apart from one thing. What if Sadie is Kurt’s mother? I knew she was acting weird at Kurt’s birthday. Should I call her or go and see her to find out? But what good would that do anyone? Clearly, if Kurt was supposed to know, they would have told him by now.

	But if I was in his situation, I’d want to know the truth. At least, I think I would.

	I think back to when I discovered Maddie’s existence and how painful that was. But if I had the chance to go back and do it again, would I?

	Yes. Without a doubt.

	I probably shouldn’t say anything until I know for sure, though. And it could cause a few problems if I asked the current version of Sadie, and it turned out I was wrong.

	So that just means one thing.

	I’m going back to the nineties again.

	Less than twenty-four hours after I left.

	I check my diary and see that everything looked quite uneventful. I helpfully mentioned that Rachel was working in the morning, so if I go to her house after she left, I won’t run into her.

	I lie in bed after drinking the compound at 10am—I’m just taking a four-hour dosage today—and close my eyes. I feel a little guilty that I promised Kurt I would tell him whenever I was going back in time, but I don’t want to cause him any potentially needless angst this time around.

	When I wake up in 1998, I hear Mum and Dad having breakfast downstairs. I quickly dress and go down, waving to them as I head for the door. “I’ll see you later!”

	“Wait! You haven’t eaten!” Mum calls out.

	“It’s okay. I’ll grab something when I’m out.”

	“I made some food for you already. It’s on the counter.”

	Agh.

	I reluctantly return to the kitchen. A plate is waiting for me, covered in foil.

	“It’s your favourite: bacon and eggs,” Mum says.

	“Thank you,” I say begrudgingly. Bacon and eggs is my favourite breakfast, even now.

	I grab the plate and sit with them. I don’t want to waste too much time since I only have four hours, but I also appreciate the chance to spend part of the morning with them.

	“Are you working today?” Mum asks.

	“Uh…yeah, later tonight.” Thank goodness I was prepared with that information. Not that I’ll be here then.

	“Do you want me to bring you some leftovers around seven thirty?”

	“Only if it’s no trouble.”

	“Of course it’s no trouble, honey. I don’t want you getting sick because you’re not eating enough.”

	Wow, my mum was good. Such a dedicated parent.

	“Did you two always want kids?” I ask.

	Mum smiles fondly. “We did. And we wanted them early. It just made sense, so we had enough energy to keep up with you when you were young.” She shakes her head. “I couldn’t imagine being pregnant now, though. I finally have my life back.”

	I laugh, and Mum seems to remember who she’s talking to. “I don’t mean you and Amy stole my life or anything.”

	“I know what you mean,” I say gently. I think about how crappy it is that Mum did finally have her life back, but then she succumbed to chronic fatigue.

	“Why do you ask about kids?” she says.

	“I guess I just wanted to know whether you had it all mapped out from the beginning.”

	“Well, yes. A little by your dad and me, and a little by external forces. Your father’s parents were pretty traditional, so I don’t think they would have let him have children out of wedlock—which meant we had to get married first.”

	Dad smiles. “You’re right about that. Mum would have had a heart attack. Her friends at church would have disowned her.”

	“You got married when you were twenty-one, didn’t you?”

	“That’s right.” Mum looks out the window. “The idea of you getting married in a few years seems a little strange.”

	I actually met Ed when I was twenty-two, so technically, my life wasn’t hugely different from theirs. Unless you count the fact that it took Ed six years to propose, and we never had children.

	Okay. It was pretty different.

	“I’m not in any hurry,” I assure her. And then I think about whether that statement is true in the present. Kelsey had a point about not waiting for something if you think it will make you happy. Having Kurt in my life would certainly qualify as that something—and marriage might be a lovely way to solidify our connection.

	“We definitely won’t be putting any pressure on you, honey,” Dad says. “Times are different now.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	“But we are so happy we had children. Our lives wouldn’t be the same without you,” Mum adds. “I wouldn’t change a thing.”

	Dad stands up and wipes his mouth. “I better get going. I’ll see you both tonight.” He calls upstairs. “Bye, Amy.”

	Amy doesn’t respond, so I assume she’s still sleeping.

	I take it as my cue to stand up as well. “I’m going to go out for a bit. But thank you for the food.”

	Mum leans over and gives me a kiss on the forehead. “Have a great day.”

	I head out to my car and attempt to mentally prepare for this next conversation. Not that I think you can mentally prepare for something like this.

	When I arrive at Rachel’s house, I knock on the door. Sadie answers.

	“Oh, hi, Anna. How are you? Rachel isn’t here right now, but she should be home later this afternoon. I can get her to call you then?”

	“Actually, it’s you who I wanted to talk to.”

	She raises an eyebrow. “Okay. Is there something going on with Rachel I should know?”

	“No, no. Nothing like that.”

	“Well, I was just catching up on some cleaning, but it can wait. Would you like a cup of tea?”

	“Only if you’re having one.”

	“I never need an excuse to have tea. Come and take a seat.”

	I follow her to the kitchen, wondering how on earth I broach the subject of Kurt’s parentage.

	“Do you want milk and sugar?” she asks.

	“Yes, please. One sugar.”

	“How are you enjoying not being at school anymore?”

	“Oh, it’s all right. I guess life is a bit more serious now. I’m trying to earn enough money to get me to Paris later in the year.”

	“Rachel told me about that. How exciting. You know, I always wish I’d done something similar.”

	“It’s not too late, you know.”

	She chuckles. “Well, it is, and it isn’t. Geoff—Rachel’s dad—has his work here, and we wouldn’t be able to afford this lovely house if he quit so I could pursue a frivolous dream. And Geoff has been so good to me and the kids. I’m happy to make sure he’s taken care of.”

	I feel like Sadie and Ed come from the same school of thoughtlessness with their comments about studying cooking being frivolous.

	“But the kids are all grown up. They can look after themselves now.”

	Sadie pauses for a second, and if I’m not mistaken, I catch a flash of darkness in her eyes. But then she immediately pastes a smile back on her face, and the moment is gone. “Once I met Geoff, I knew I wanted to spend my life with him. It took a while for me to come around to the idea of having children, but I’m so glad I had Rachel and Chris. Even though they’re technically adults now, I mean to always be available for them.”

	I see my chance to question her about her nephew. “You seem to have a good relationship with Kurt, too. But I heard Geoff thinks he’s a bad influence.”

	She seems to freeze before sliding my cup of tea across the counter. “Whatever Rachel and Chris have been telling you, ignore them. Geoff thinks the world of Kurt.”

	“Oh, okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

	“Why are you here, Anna?”

	I figure I might as well just rip off the Band-Aid. Besides, future Sadie won’t remember.

	“Are you Kurt’s biological mother?”

	She looks at me, her eyes full of horror. “How did you know?”

	“It was something Rachel said that made me think,” I fib.

	“You didn’t tell her your suspicions?”

	“No, but Kurt really should know. His whole worldview has been shaped by being part of a broken family when he could have been a member of a whole one. I think you owe it to him to tell him the truth.”

	“I can’t.” A tear rolls down her face. Thankfully, she’s so shocked by this entire conversation that she doesn’t think to ask how I know so much about Kurt.

	“Why not?”

	“Because Margie made me promise I would never say anything. And Geoff isn’t the father! It would destroy him to discover I had another child. And you were right before. Geoff doesn’t exactly have the highest opinion of Kurt.”

	“Where’s Kurt’s real father?” I ask.

	The tears start falling more freely. “I don’t know. Hopefully far away. We were together for about three years, but we broke up before Kurt was born. He was a horrible, abusive man, and I was glad to be rid of him. Only, I hadn’t realised how damaged I was after he left, and I was incapable of looking after Kurt the way he deserved. Margie acted like his mother from the day he was born anyway, and she was unable to fall pregnant naturally, so she offered to adopt him with Nathan. I knew it was the right thing to do. Everything was going okay for a while, and I feel like those first ten years were better for Kurt with Nathan and Margie than what I could have given him. And even after they broke up, they both still cared deeply for him.”

	“But you obviously met Geoff at some point after. Why didn’t you tell him at the beginning?”

	“I don’t know. I just couldn’t bring myself to rock the boat. Geoff is the opposite of Kurt’s dad in every way—stable, calm, and he wanted to look after me. He’s also very conservative and would not have responded well to knowing I already had a child. Margie and Nathan were Kurt’s parents in every way that mattered. Besides, as a condition of the adoption, I was never allowed to say anything. It was agreed at the beginning I would be Aunty Sadie. And I was happy with that, because it meant I could still be part of Kurt’s life.”

	“Oh. But it must be hard for you, keeping all that to yourself.”

	“You have no idea. But please, don’t say anything. There’s nothing to be gained from telling everyone now.”

	I wonder if that’s true. I sort of feel like Sadie is more scared of what Geoff might think than Kurt. And from the little I know of Geoff, he does seem like the kind of guy who could have a temper. Rachel never said anything outright, but she did admit he was really strict and yelled a lot when she was younger.

	“I won’t say anything,” I tell Sadie.

	At least not in this timeline.

	“Thanks, honey. I really don’t want to go causing a bunch of needless drama. Do you want some more tea?”

	“I think I might head off. But thanks for sharing what must be a very difficult situation for you.”

	She sees me to the door. “I chose to become involved with an unsuitable man. Dealing with the consequences on my own is my punishment.”

	I stop and rest a hand on her arm. “Hey, you couldn’t have known.” I think about my life with Ed and how I had no idea how things would turn out. “But for the record, I think you should tell Kurt. He’d understand.”

	“Maybe. But I don’t think Geoff will.”

	I leave her and return to the car. I check the time and see it’s only eleven thirty. I’m glad I didn’t take a longer dosage.

	I could possibly call Kurt now and hang out with him, but I think I need some time to process this new information first.

	What am I going to do?

	 

	 

	
TWENTY-SEVEN

	 

	I head down to Main Street and start walking to Beans. I need the familiarity of someone like Jackson today.

	But then I pass the gelato shop I used to visit when I was younger and decide I need a fix.

	I go in and stand at the counter, perusing the flavours. Maybe I’ll get the coconut. Or the tiramisu.

	“Can I help you?” a voice asks.

	I look up and smile at the young guy serving. And do a double-take. It’s Amy’s crush, Elliott!

	“Uh, do you do samples?” I ask, stalling.

	“Not if it’s busy, but since you’re the only one here right now, sure.”

	“I’ll try the coconut, please.”

	He picks up a small spoon and dips it into the gelato before handing it over.

	I taste it and nod appreciatively. “This is good. Hey, you look familiar. Do you go to Shell Beach High?”

	“Yeah, I do. You, too?”

	“I graduated last year. But my sister Amy still goes there.”

	“Wait. Amy Parnell?”

	“That’s the one.”

	“I know Amy. She’s great.”

	I beam. At least I know she was on his radar back then.

	“If you like, I can give you her number?”

	His face reddens. “Uh, I don’t know…”

	“Come on. You should call her.”

	“Why?”

	“Because she’s currently at home doing nothing. All holidays, she’s been complaining about not seeing anyone from school. Apparently, a lot of her class went away for the break.”

	I have no idea if that’s true, but it sounds good.

	“Can I think about it?”

	“Of course. I’m not trying to force you into anything, but you seem like a nice guy.” I peer at his name badge so that he notices. “Elliott.”

	He hands me a serviette and a pen. “Okay. Give me her number, and I’ll maybe give her a call later.”

	Since I don’t know Amy’s 1998 mobile number, I write down my own and figure I’ll deal with the consequences if he happens to call within the next couple of hours.

	“Have you always lived around here?” I ask.

	“Uh, no. My family is originally from Melbourne. We moved up about four years ago.”

	“Hey, we’re from Melbourne, too! I mean, we moved here when I was five, but still.”

	“That’s cool. Which part?”

	“St. Kilda.”

	“Really? I’m from Prahran. Next door.”

	“Wow. That’s kind of trippy. Do you miss it?”

	“Yes and no. The weather is way better up here, but I do miss my cousins and my old friends.”

	“Would you ever go back?”

	“I don’t know if I’d ever choose to go back to live, but my parents have talked about it. They haven’t been able to find good jobs up here. Shell Beach doesn’t have a lot of corporate work.”

	“That’s true.”

	A customer enters the store behind me, and Elliott grimaces apologetically. “Sorry, I have to serve. Did you want to buy some gelato?”

	“Yes, please. I’ll have a scoop of the coconut and a scoop of the tiramisu.”

	“Coming right up.”

	He prepares my order and hands it over. I pull some cash from my purse and slide it across the counter. “Thanks, Elliott. I hope you decide to give Amy a call.”

	“We’ll see.” He grins as I leave.

	Well. I may have completely ruined my partner’s life, but there’s a tiny chance I could improve Amy’s.

	At least that’s something.

	***

	When I wake up, I know I can’t keep the news from Kurt. It just doesn’t seem right.

	I shakily call him on Skype and wait for him to answer.

	“Hey! I wasn’t expecting another call until tomorrow.”

	“I know. I had to talk to you sooner, though.”

	He frowns. “What’s up?”

	“I went back to the nineties again today.”

	“Really? Why?”

	“I learned something that concerns you, and I wanted to double-check it was true before I told you.”

	His eyes harden. “Anna, what did you do?”

	“I didn’t do anything! Well, not on purpose. But I sort of talked to Sadie…and I kind of found out she’s your biological mother.” I say the last bit so quietly that I don’t know if Kurt can hear it. But from his incredulous facial expression, I know he did.

	“What?” he asks in a low voice.

	I start rambling, hoping that if I don’t stop talking, we can delay the part where he gets really mad and then has to process what it all means. “Apparently, Sadie got pregnant quite young and couldn’t deal with the responsibility, so her sister—your mum—offered to take you and raise you as her own with your dad.”

	“So, what? Geoff is my biological father?”

	“No. It was some other guy who left when Sadie was pregnant.” I can’t bring myself to tell him right now that the guy was abusive.

	He just stares at me. “How did you find this out?”

	“I stumbled upon a photo in Sadie’s car the other day when we were looking for those albums. I didn’t want to say anything until I confronted her about it.”

	“So, no one in this timeline knows the truth apart from Sadie, Geoff, and my parents? What about Heather?”

	“Actually, Geoff doesn’t know. Sadie never told him. And I don’t know about Heather.”

	A ton of emotions wash across his face. “I don’t want you to say anything to anyone from here on in. Okay?”

	“Of course. I’m so sorry, Kurt. I know this is a lot…”

	He shakes his head in disbelief. “You think? I wish you wouldn’t meddle, Anna. But you just can’t seem to help yourself.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It means you keep sabotaging yourself and ruining the lives of the people around you in the process! I would have thought you’d learned your lesson after what happened with your ex-husband!”

	“Kurt, look—”

	“No, Anna. I’m sorry. You’ve dropped a freaking life-altering bomb on me, and I need time to let it sink in. Give me a few days. I’ll be in touch when I’m ready.”

	He hangs up, and I stare at the blank screen in despair.

	Kurt and I never fight, but I totally understand why he’s mad at me. I’m so, so stupid.

	That damn compound. I’m never using it again. In fact, I’m going to get rid of it right now. I stand up and find the case, taking it out to the bins and dropping the whole case in without a second thought.

	I never want to time travel ever again. 

	 

	 

	
TWENTY-EIGHT

	 

	I am an absolute mess on Tuesday, left with my own thoughts and no work to distract me. I don’t want to talk to anyone apart from Kurt. I’m so ashamed of my behaviour. Kurt was right. I have potentially ruined his life, and now he might break up with me. And what if I feel like I can’t find someone better, and I end up with Simon after all?

	No. I refuse to entertain that thought. I vow never to let Simon enter my brain again. I will do absolutely everything within my power to hold on to Kurt. My life would be empty without him.

	I send him a couple of messages, hoping he doesn’t see it as me ignoring his request to leave him alone, but I have to do something—and I need to make sure he knows I threw the rest of my compound away.

	If I just leave him without contact for several days, he might come to his own warped conclusion and decide our relationship is too messed up.

	I almost head to the airport and jump on the first flight to London, but I worry that will make things worse.

	I’m so glad to have my café back on Wednesday that I arrive an hour early. Work will keep me distracted and filled with purpose. As I unlock the front door and let myself in, I breathe a sigh of relief. You wouldn’t even know anything happened to the place. The builder and painter did a great job redoing the wall exactly the same as it was before.

	I’m just admiring their handiwork when someone walks through the front door. I’m about to tell her we’re not open yet when I stop. The woman looks familiar, but I can’t quite place her. She’s in her mid-twenties, and I get a comforting vibe from her, so we must have had a positive interaction at some point in the past.

	She sees me and smiles. “Hi. Anna?”

	Okay, if she’s acting like we’re meeting for the first time, I must be mistaken. Maybe I’ve seen her on TV or something. Was she on a season of Masterchef ?

	“Yes. Hi. How can I help you?”

	She strides over and holds out her hand. “I’m Toni. I’m just about to release my first recipe book through the same publisher as you.”

	“Oh, right. That’s lovely.”

	Maybe she is from Masterchef.

	“I was hoping perhaps you’d be interested in skimming through the book and possibly writing a blurb? The publisher said they’d call you later to discuss it, but I wanted to come in and introduce myself personally. My whole approach is based on vegan food, but I don’t actually use the word vegan. I’m trying to appeal to a larger audience who might be turned off by the negative aspects of the vegan movement. My approach is like how parents try to sneak secret vegetables into their kids’ meals.”

	I laugh. “I like it. Sure. I’d love to have a look at your book.”

	She has a large handbag slung over her shoulder, so she opens it and pulls out a book, handing it to me. It has stunning photography, and you’d have no idea there wasn’t a single animal product in any of the meals unless you were paying attention.

	“I know I’m just a nobody, but if I can ever repay the favour, please let me know.”

	“Of course.” I continue to study her. Even her voice seems familiar. “Hey, I know this is kind of a weird question, but have we met before?”

	“No, I don’t think so. I’ve always been a huge fan, but I’ve never reached out.”

	“Have you always lived in Brisbane?”

	“Mostly. I went to uni in Sydney for a couple of years, but then I transferred back here. Oh, and my parents moved to Shell Beach a few years ago, so I spend some of my weekends at their place.”

	Hmm. I wonder if I’ve run into her randomly up there.

	And then it hits me. If you aged her twenty years and cut her hair a bit shorter…oh my God! She’s the woman from the future who came to my house!

	I suddenly feel a little dizzy and lean on the nearest counter for support.

	Toni hurries over and puts her hand on my arm. “Are you okay?”

	“Yes, sorry. I think I have low blood sugar.”

	“How about I get you something to eat and drink? Are you okay with me going behind the counter?”

	I nod weakly. Apparently, we’re on familiar enough terms in the future to be dropping in uninvited on each other, so why shouldn’t she be allowed to make herself at home in my café?

	She scans the display cabinet and pulls out a slice of banana bread, turning to the sandwich press behind her and tucking it inside.

	“If you like, I can make you a smoothie from my book?” she suggests.

	“Ah, yeah. Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

	She waves a hand dismissively. “Please. This is awesome. I can’t believe I get to meet you in person and make you one of my creations.”

	I sit down at one of the customer tables and watch her work. She opens the milk fridge and pulls out some almond milk, pouring it into a blender. She then looks back towards the kitchen.

	“Feel free to help yourself to whatever you need,” I say.

	She smiles, relieved. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

	Kelsey arrives and looks over at the new wall. “You wouldn’t even know there was a fire on the other side last week.”

	“That’s exactly what I thought,” I say weakly.

	She suddenly realises I’m sitting at one of the customer tables, probably looking quite pale. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

	I point a shaky finger into the kitchen. “I met the woman from the future.”

	Kelsey gasps. “Really? She’s here?”

	“Yes. She’s making me a smoothie.”

	Kelsey laughs. “Okay, then. Is she applying for a job?”

	“No, she’s putting out her own recipe book through my publisher.”

	Toni reappears and stops when she sees Kelsey. “Oh, hey. It’s Kelsey, right? I’m a huge fan of your café.”

	“Thanks.” Kelsey takes this latest development in stride. “Anna says you’re a fellow recipe creator.”

	“That’s right. Hey, I’ll make you a smoothie, too.”

	She puts down a pile of ingredients she’s holding. “I’m going to go with the naughty side of your brand. At least, that’s what it will taste like.”

	She busies herself for a few minutes while Kelsey and I watch, fascinated.

	I’m unable to keep track of every ingredient she adds, but I do notice some yummy spices like cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves.

	She blends everything up and pours the mixture into two drinking jars. She then carries them over and gives them to us, grinning like a maniac. “Tell me what you think.”

	I take a sip and nod appreciatively. “This is great. Creamy, and sweet, and a bit like gingerbread.”

	“Do you want to guess what the secret ingredient is?” she asks, barely able to contain herself.

	“What?”

	“Cauliflower!”

	I laugh. “Really?”

	“Yes. But you can’t taste it, can you?”

	“No, I cannot.”

	Kelsey chugs hers. “This is amazing. Hey, have you ever thought of moving to Shell Beach?”

	I surreptitiously slap her arm, but Toni beams. “I was just telling Anna my parents recently moved up there, so I already spend a few weekends with them. I don’t know about living there full time, though. Why?”

	Kelsey barely even stumbles. “Don’t tell anyone, but we’re considering branching out up there in the future, and we’d need extra staff.”

	“Wow. You must really like my smoothies.”

	A name comes to me. “Do you know someone called Dom?” I ask.

	She wrinkles her brow. “I studied with a guy called Dom in Sydney, but I haven’t spoken to him for a couple of years. How come?”

	“Oh, he’s just another guy in our publishing house. I can’t remember his surname now, but I can let him know you’re looking for author endorsements?”

	“That would be amazing. Thank you! And definitely keep me posted if you expand to Shell Beach. It is a lovely part of the world, and if the situation was right, I would consider it.”

	I hold up her book. “I’ll look through this more thoroughly later, and I’ll send through the blurb ASAP. Do you have a card?”

	She pulls one from her purse. “Here you go. Thanks so much. It was a pleasure meeting you both.”

	“You, too.”

	She leaves, and Kelsey and I stare at each other.

	“You’re going to be forever friends,” Kelsey says.

	“That freaks me out.”

	Although, not as much as the current situation with Kurt. I can’t even bring myself to tell Kelsey because she’ll be all, “I told you so.”

	And I’m afraid I’d have to agree with her.

	 

	
TWENTY-NINE

	 

	Kurt doesn’t get in touch with me for the rest of the day, or the next day. I write to him again and tell him all that matters to me is saving our relationship.

	I make sure my phone is on and with me at all times, even when I’m working. I want to be able to answer it the second he calls. If he calls.

	I’m starting to get a little teary by Thursday, and Kelsey finally notices.

	“What is wrong with you, woman?”

	I finally break down and tell her that Kurt and I had a fight over the compound. I tell her he got annoyed that I used it without him the day after Valentine’s Day. I would never break Kurt’s trust and tell Kelsey about Sadie. Besides, she might accidentally blurt it out to Rachel sometime, and then it would be a bigger mess than it is now.

	“Why exactly was he upset?” she asks. “I mean, he’s got some of the compound over there. Surely he’s contemplated using it when you’re unavailable.”

	“Apparently not. He thinks it’s basically cheating.” I’m glad Kelsey hasn’t been around when he’s said the opposite.

	She rolls her eyes. “He sounds a bit precious to me, but I guess now that you have the shorter durations, maybe it is sort of weird you’re making out with the other version of him.”

	“I threw all my remaining stuff away,” I tell her.

	She looks at me, impressed. “Wow. Well done. What did he say to that?”

	“Nothing. Yet.”

	“Well, hopefully he sees how willing you are to make amends.”

	“Yeah, I hope so, too.”

	My phone beeps, and I snatch it up.

	Hey, Anna. I appreciate your messages, but I need more time. It’s also getting to a critical point in the studio, so I need to focus on that for a few days. I’ll call you early next week.

	He hasn’t signed it with a love heart or kisses, which makes me sad. But at least he’s responded. And he didn’t break up with me. Maybe there’s hope yet.

	“What did he say?” Kelsey asks.

	“Just that he needs a bit longer before calling.”

	She gives me a hug. “You guys will sort it out. And if you can’t make it, I don’t know who else can. You’re perfect for each other.”

	“I know. I just hope he thinks the same way.”

	***

	I throw myself into work for the next three days. For once, I’m glad we’re open on the weekend.

	And then on Monday, Jackson calls. I think Kelsey might have put him up to it.

	“Hey, Anna, are you doing anything today? Kelsey is busy, and I’m not saying you’re my second choice because I would have asked you as well anyway, but will you come and look at houses with me?”

	“Sure. To rent, you mean?”

	“No, actually, to buy. Cash and I have been talking about moving in together—and the rental market is so crazy at the moment, it kind of makes more sense to purchase.”

	“Does Cash not want to go with you?”

	“He’s working, and he told me I had to take someone with me, so I don’t end up putting a bid on some ridiculously overpriced apartment just because I like its bathroom or something.”

	I chuckle. “Okay. Consider me your cooler.”

	“My what?”

	“You know, the person who puts the brakes on any crazy decisions.” I sort of wish I had one of my own before I went back to the nineties last time, but no one can help you if you don’t tell anyone what you’re doing in the first place.

	“Excellent. I’ll pick you up in half an hour.”

	I send Kelsey a thank-you-for-thinking-of-me message and get dressed. I hadn’t planned on getting out of my PJs today, but I suppose I’ll have to now.

	I wait outside for Jackson and see him roll up in his Nissan Leaf. It reminds me of my trip to the future, and I want to tell Jackson how it seems that most cars are electric in 2044. But part of my decision to throw away the compound also included not talking about it to anyone who didn’t already know of its existence. And I’m not planning on sharing any other random bits of info with the people who do know, either. What if I make some passing comment to Kelsey about how when I went to Main Street in 2044, I saw some new shop, and then it turns out it affects her future in a negative way? I definitely think there’s a reason why we can’t time travel normally. It gets too confusing, and some things are best left unknown.

	I climb into the passenger side, and Jackson beams at me. “I thought we’d go to New Farm first. There’s a place over there that looks like it has a great river view.”

	As we drive, I’m reminded of my initial hesitation to buy a house with Kurt. Right now, I would give anything to have that chance.

	Eek. I need to think about something else, or I’m going to collapse in a puddle of tears.

	“Have you had many serious relationships?” I ask Jackson.

	“Not really. When I lived up in Shell Beach, I had a few flings. And once I moved to Brisbane, I was too excited by all the choices that I didn’t want to settle down. But when I met Cash, I knew that was it for me.”

	“How did you know?”

	He looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “You’ve been married, and you now have a drop-dead-gorgeous boyfriend. Are you saying you don’t know when you’ve found someone special?”

	“Oh, I know. But with Kurt…I think I’ve disappointed him to the point where he might not ever forgive me.”

	“What did you do, Anna?”

	“I…it’s complicated.”

	“Did you cheat on him?”

	“No! Of course not. I love him more than anything. And I can’t really go into details now, but I kind of told him something about his past that he probably didn’t want to know.”

	“How did you come upon this information?”

	“Through some friends we have in common,” I say evasively.

	“And you didn’t realise what you were going to tell him would hurt him?”

	“I suspected he’d be upset. But I thought he should know, anyway.”

	“Well, without you telling me the specifics, I can’t really give you much advice. Just make sure he knows you’re sorry and do whatever you can to make it up to him. I’ve seen you two together and I couldn’t imagine a sweeter couple—apart from me and Cash, of course. If you love him as much as you say you do, you’ll find a way to break through.”

	“Thanks, Jackson.”

	We stop outside a large building that was constructed in the seventies but looks as if it’s recently had a fresh paint job.

	I follow Jackson inside, and we inspect the apartment. It definitely has an impressive view of the river, but the living and dining areas are small, and the carpet is reminiscent of the flooring in Kelsey’s nineties bedroom.

	The thought of the nineties makes me start to hyperventilate, even though I know I won’t be going there again.

	Jackson gives me a worried look. “The place isn’t that bad, is it?”

	“Oh, no. It’s okay. Sorry, I was distracted. I do think you should check out some other options, though.”

	He opens a few of the cupboards in the kitchen and wrinkles his nose. “Yeah. We’d have to spend quite a bit on renovations if we took this place.”

	“What else have you got on your list?”

	“A house that looks like something my grandma owned in the fifties. It’s just a couple of blocks from here.”

	“It might be nice to own a standalone.”

	“And there’s also a duplex close to a cute café.”

	“I hope it’s not cuter than mine,” I say, gently teasing.

	“Nothing could be cuter than yours,” he says seriously.

	We head over to both the fifties house and the duplex. Jackson hates the fifties house, but I can appreciate its charm. I walk through the rooms and observe the ornate pattern around the edges of the ceiling and the solid hardwood floors. The kitchen is a little old, but it’s a decent size, and it would look amazing with a very simple counter overhaul.

	The bedrooms are also generous, with two large enough for queen beds, and a third that could work as a study.

	I take the listing brochure from the agent, who warns me there are several buyers already interested. I’m not in a position to buy anything right away, and I won’t be able to afford anything if Kurt breaks up with me, but just holding the brochure and imagining a life with him in it gives me hope.

	“I think I like the duplex the best,” Jackson says when we get back in the car. “I’ll take Cash over to see it tomorrow.”

	“I’m glad you saw something you liked.”

	“It seems I’m not the only one,” he says, nodding at the brochure in my lap.

	“It’s probably wishful thinking, and I’m not even sure whether Kurt wants to live on this side of town, but it’s a start.”

	“Good. I hope your man appreciates what you’re doing. Because you’re a special one.”

	I squeeze his arm. “Thanks, Jackson. So are you.”

	 

	
THIRTY

	 

	On Tuesday, I’m woken by my phone. I sit bolt upright and grab for it on my bedside table. It’s a video call from Kurt.

	My hands are shaking as I click the Answer key. A video call could mean one of two things, and one of them would be very, very bad.

	“Hey,” I say tentatively.

	Kurt’s face is serious until he sees me, and then it softens.

	“Hey.”

	“I’m so, so sorry about what I did. I went about everything completely the wrong way, and I really want to make things right. You mean so much to me—”

	He holds up a hand. “Shh. Stop for a second. I’m not mad anymore.”

	My eyes widen. “You’re not?”

	“No. And I don’t think I ever really was mad at you. I mean, I was taken aback when you told me about Sadie, and I was upset that you seemed to discover this information before I did, but when I really started to process it all, I realised I shouldn’t be shutting you out. I know you only want what’s best for me.”

	“I do. And I will do anything you ask from now on. Although, I won’t be able to time travel anymore because I threw all my stuff away.”

	“I saw that. And I appreciate the gesture, but you didn’t have to.”

	“I did. I need you to know how much you mean to me and how dedicated I am to building our relationship in the present.”

	“I went back yesterday,” he says.

	“Really?”

	“Yep. I wanted to confront Sadie in an environment where it wouldn’t matter if she reacted badly.”

	“And?” I hold my breath.

	“It’s true. She’s definitely my birth mother.”

	“How do you feel about that?”

	“I don’t know. Still a bit numb. Trying to get my head around it all. Chris and Rachel are my half-siblings! But that’s just a matter of semantics since I’ve always felt as close to them as I have with Bodhi.”

	“Did she tell you about your real father?”

	“Sort of. That he wasn’t a good guy. Did she tell you anything?”

	“Not a name or anything. But yeah, it sounded like he wasn’t a good guy. I’m so sorry, Kurt.”

	“No, I understand why you did what you did. It made sense to go back to 1998 and find out that info rather than disrupt the present.”

	“Still, I probably should have told you my suspicions up front.”

	“Probably.” He gives me a small smile.

	“Is everything going okay in the studio?”

	“Yeah, actually it is. I have to admit, I’ve been a little distracted by all this Sadie stuff, but the album is coming together well.”

	“Are you going to talk to Sadie in the present?”

	“Maybe at some point. But I’m not in a hurry. I’ll at least wait until I get back.”

	“You’re still on track for the ninth of April?”

	He sighs. “Yeah. And now that a certain person threw their share of the compound away, we’re just going to have to communicate the old-fashioned way.”

	I snort. “You’re upset I threw it away now?”

	He chuckles. “No. I think it really showed that you were willing to do whatever necessary to save us.”

	“It’s true. But just to be clear, do you want me to contact Bernard and ask for some more?”

	“Actually, probably not. I’m worried we’ll discover some other crazy secret, and it could jeopardise something I don’t want to ever face losing again.”

	“You know, back in the olden days, people communicated with actual handwritten letters.”

	“Really? Tell me about this foreign concept.”

	I laugh. “We could send each other emails? I feel like there’s so much to say when I talk to you on the phone, but I always forget something.”

	“I could handle a little email.”

	I beam at him. “I love you so much.”

	“I love you, too.”

	“I suppose I should let you head off to bed or whatever,” I say.

	“Well, it’s only eight thirty, but yeah, I’m starting to wind down for the night.”

	“I can’t wait to see you again properly.”

	“Me, too.”

	We hang up, and I flop back down on the bed, looking at the ceiling.

	I think everything is going to be all right.

	***

	When I head into work on Wednesday, Kelsey is pleasantly surprised by my change in mood.

	“I take it everything’s back on track now?” she asks.

	“I think so.” I grin like a maniac.

	“Excellent. I knew you guys would work it out.”

	“And since we can’t meet in the nineties anymore, we’ve decided to write to each other like in Jane Austen’s era of courting.”

	She laughs. “Really?”

	“Well, we’ll use the technology of email since I don’t have the patience to wait for the international postal service, but it’s practically the same thing.”

	“I think it’s sweet. So, does that mean the house and kids discussion is back on the table, too?”

	“I suppose it might be at some point. I’m just taking everything one step at a time and letting Kurt lead those discussions.”

	“Aw—I’m so happy. Good for you guys.”

	I head behind the counter and start taking inventory to see what we’re running short of.

	“I don’t know if I ever asked, but how do you feel about kids?”

	She takes a moment to respond.

	“When I first married Aaron, I thought about it. He was actually pretty eager to get started on our wedding night, but the reality ended up being him drunk out of his brain before he passed out in bed. I ended up sleeping on the couch because I was worried he was going to puke on me.”

	I stifle a laugh. “You poor thing. But I’ll bet you were relieved considering you knew marrying him was a mistake.”

	“That’s right. And I had to keep making excuses to put it off until I finally got up the courage to end our relationship.”

	“Does that mean you would have had them with him if he had been the right guy?”

	“Yeah, probably. After we split up, I kind of came to terms with maybe not having them, and I was totally fine with that. But then I met Joe, and I changed my mind, only it’s a bit late now.”

	“Is it, though? You could do IVF?”

	“Oh, it’s more Joe. He’s much older than us, and he doesn’t want to have to be looking after a newborn at his age.”

	“Where does that leave you, then?”

	“Actually, I wasn’t going to say anything yet, because we’re only in the preliminary stages of research, but when Jackson moves out, Joe is going to move in, and we’ll look at becoming foster parents.”

	“Wow. That’s great. And exciting!”

	Kelsey smiles. “I know. I am really looking forward to this new chapter. I know we have the café and everything, but Joe has more flexibility than me, so he should be able to do some of the pickups and drop-offs at school…and we could maybe look into the bus…”

	“We’ll make it work for you, Kels. I’m really glad you’re following your heart and doing what makes you happy.”

	“Here’s to us both getting our happily ever afters.”

	 

	
THIRTY-ONE

	 

	With everything going on with Kurt, I had kind of pushed my sponsorship stuff to the background. On my next day off, I sit at my computer and start putting together an entry for my blog that talks about recipes from my early childhood. I don’t remember a lot about Melbourne, but I do have a very vivid memory of an Italian restaurant that served a lemon ricotta cake that I ordered every time we visited. I spend a couple of hours working on a healthy alternative and then take some photos before posting online.

	And then I’m reminded of Elliott and how he lived in Prahran before moving to Shell Beach. Is he back down there now? I’m torn, because I know searching for him would be meddling in Amy’s life, and I only learned information about Elliott because I time-travelled, but is it the same? Learning where he lived—and may or may not be living now—isn’t quite on the same scale as blowing up someone’s life with a revelation about their biological mother.

	I open Google and type in Elliott Rice Prahran.

	Oh, wow.

	I found him. And he works at a tattoo studio. I click on the website and see a picture of him smiling at the camera. He’s covered in more ink than Amy.

	I know immediately she would want to meet him, so I click on his Instagram to find out more. He goes by ERTattoo, which is why Amy wouldn’t have found him when she searched for him on this platform. His work is amazing, and I contemplate flying to Melbourne just so I can get something done by him.

	And then I have an idea. It’s still sort of meddling, but I can do it in an organic way. More like a gentle nudge than a full-on assault.

	I take a few screenshots of his tattoos and text them to Amy, telling her I’m thinking of getting something done. I know in the past when her friends have talked to her about tattoos, she immediately checks the artist’s credentials. I feel like she would do the same this time.

	And this also lets her do all the work. She can decide whether to contact him if she wants to.

	She immediately calls me. I wonder if she’s already figured it out.

	I try to sound casual when I answer. “Hey.”

	“You’re getting a tattoo?” she demands.

	“I was thinking about it.”

	“Why now?”

	“I don’t know. I’m over forty. I’m curious.”

	“I know you. You’re the sort of person that needs to plan for big decisions. Have you thought about the design?”

	“Um, maybe something like that first image I sent?” I quickly check what it was and almost choke when I realise it’s a full back tattoo featuring some decidedly X-rated content.

	“They must have come through to my phone in the wrong order, because I’m sure you don’t intend to be inked with a picture of an octopus getting dirty with a woman.”

	I laugh nervously. “No, of course not. I was thinking more…” I check the others. “…the one with the koi fish and cherry blossoms.”

	“Yeah, that’s kind of pretty.” She’s quiet for a moment. “And the artist seems quite talented. Let me just look up their Insta.”

	I hold my breath.

	“Wait! What?”

	I think she’s worked it out.

	“Anna, how did you come across this guy?”

	“I don’t know. I just did a search for tattoo art.”

	“Do you know who he is?”

	“No. Who? Someone famous?”

	“Holy shit! No! It’s Elliott! That guy I was telling you about from school.”

	“That’s crazy. Really?”

	“Oh my God. He’s in Melbourne. In Prahran!”

	“How funny.”

	“I know, right? His studio is right near the house we lived in when we were little.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll just send him a DM to say hi.”

	“Do you still think he’s cute?”

	She snorts. “Do you have eyes? Of course. He’s freaking hot!”

	“Maybe I should book him for an appointment,” I say.

	“I think I should try his services first,” she says. “Then I’ll get back to you.”

	I laugh. “Okay. If you want to fly to Melbourne for a few days, let me know if you’d like me to come with you.”

	“I’m a big girl. I can look after myself. Jeez, Anna. I can’t believe you picked him out of all the tattoo artists in the country.”

	“I just chose the art I liked the best,” I fib.

	“Still. It makes me think there might be such a thing as fate. Thanks, babe. I’m going to go and write to him. But you should put your decision on ice for now. Give it some more thought before you go ahead.”

	“Okay. I will.”

	She hangs up, and I smile. That went exactly as I’d hoped. And even if it turns out Elliott already has a girlfriend or wife, at least Amy will get closure.

	I feel like this is one situation where the Youth Compound resulted in a good outcome.

	I realise Bernard had offered to make me a second dose of the future formula, and I hadn’t let him know not to, so I quickly email him to tell him to cancel the order.

	My email bounces back immediately.

	Weird.

	I try again, and the same thing happens.

	I might just quickly call the lab and ask to be patched through. Maybe they’re having technical issues, and I don’t want Bernard sending me the compound and then having me be tempted to use it.

	I call the lab, and a woman answers.

	“Good afternoon, X-Factor Labs. How may I help you?”

	“Ah, hi, could you please put me through to Bernard?”

	“I’m afraid Bernard isn’t employed here anymore.”

	“Oh. When did that happen?”

	“Last week. He just packed his things and disappeared.”

	“So, he didn’t leave a forwarding address?”

	“I’m afraid not. But perhaps one of our other technicians can help you?”

	“No, that’s fine. Thanks, anyway.”

	I stare at the wall beside me. Well. That’s that, I guess. I wonder if Bernard made himself enough formula to semi-permanently live in a period of time he enjoys?

	At least it means I probably won’t be getting an order of more future compound. It’s both a relief and a tiny disappointment. I’d gotten used to having the choice to visit another time period if I wanted, but I stand by my choice to throw the other stuff away.

	Now I’m the same as everyone else, permanently stuck in the present moment.

	And I’m fine with that.

	 

	 

	
THIRTY-TWO

	 

	Kurt and I committed to our plan to write to each other for his remaining time in London. We still called, but I found I almost looked forward to the emails more. It was a chance for us to really delve into our histories and also talk about what was happening in our lives while we were physically separated.

	We didn’t get too specific about buying houses or having children, but I hoped I gave Kurt enough hints so that he knew I was open to both. And just to make sure he understands how serious I am, I’ve planned a surprise for him when he gets back.

	It’s just after Easter when he finally lands back in the country. I’d been unable to sleep properly for the past two nights because I’d been so excited about seeing him again.

	I head to the airport an hour early and wait impatiently in the arrival lounge.

	His flight is delayed an hour, and even when it gets in, it seems to take forever for anyone to reach the exit. But then, finally, Kurt appears through the automatic doors. I quickly push through the other people and hold up a sign with his name on it. At first, I think he’s going to miss me, but then he stops and grins.

	I run over and throw myself at him. He picks me up, twirling me around in a circle, just like when we were together on his birthday in 1998. I press my lips to his and inhale his presence. I never want to let this man go. And I never want to go back in time and find out information that could potentially sabotage us ever again.

	“Excuse me, you’re blocking the way,” a voice behind us says.

	“Oops, sorry!” I pull Kurt away from the flow of people and kiss him again. He pushes me against a nearby wall, and we kiss like we’ve been apart for several years—not just three months.

	“I never want to be away from you again,” Kurt says when he comes up for air.

	“Me neither. I’ll get Coco to cover my work at the café, and I’ll fly to London with you next time.”

	“Actually, I have some news. I was talking to Donovan Saari just before I left, and he’s just bought a house on the Sunshine Coast. He’s setting up a studio there and wants me on as his guy when he expands his label. Which means I can commute whenever he needs me. Or we can stay with your parents, or rent an apartment…”

	“That’s great news!”

	“And of course, we can stay in Brisbane for as long as you need so you can still be near the café.”

	I wrap my arms even harder around him, and he laughs. “I think you’re about to break one of my ribs.”

	“I love you so much.”

	“I love you, too.”

	I suddenly remember my plan. “We should probably get a move on. Are you tired?”

	“I managed to get a few hours’ sleep on the plane, but I’m so happy to see you, I could stay awake for a week just so we can hang out.”

	“Aw, you’re so adorable.”

	He wheels his cart out to the car and starts loading his suitcases in the back. I climb into the driver’s seat.

	Kurt gets in the passenger side. “You don’t want me to drive?” he asks.

	“Nope. You’re sleep deprived. Just relax.”

	“Okay.” He squeezes my hand, and I pull out onto the road.

	Kurt soon realises we’re not heading for Kangaroo Point. “Where are you taking me?”

	“Just a quick detour. I forgot to get a few groceries, and I want to make your favourite dinner tonight.”

	“You don’t have to do that. We could just get takeout.”

	“No, no. I want tonight to be perfect.”

	He looks out the window, not saying anything for a moment. “Just being here with you is perfect enough.”

	My heart starts pounding as I contemplate the huge gesture I am about to perform. We stop out the front of a small Queenslander with pale grey paint and white trims. Kurt looks at it and then at me. “Why are we stopping?”

	“I want to show you something.”

	“Inside this house?”

	“Yep.”

	“Are we visiting someone?”

	“You’ll see.”

	He smiles. “What’s going on?”

	“Just be patient.”

	We get out of the car and walk up the driveway. I pull the key from my pocket and unlock the front door. Kurt looks well and truly confused now.

	I push the door open and drag him in behind me. We stand in a sunroom styled with a rattan daybed and jute rug.

	“Do you like it?” I ask.

	He furrows his brow. “It’s nice. Why?”

	“Let me show you the rest.”

	I lead him through the living area, where a grey tufted couch faces a TV, and then into a small room that has a crib in it.

	“This place is for sale,” I say quietly. “And I’d like us to live in it. With our future children.”

	Kurt looks at the crib and then at me and pulls me into his chest before looking deep into my eyes. “Are you sure about this?”

	“Surer than I’ve ever been about anything.”

	“In that case, yes. Thank you for doing this. For being so thoughtful and looking for a house we can grow in together.”

	“I do want children, Kurt. And I can’t wait to get started.”

	He laughs. “You don’t mean right here, right now?”

	I laugh, too. “Um, no. We’d probably get in trouble with the real estate agent. I’ve only borrowed these keys for an hour, and I had to sign a waiver to say I wouldn’t touch anything.”

	“You want to give me the rest of the tour?”

	“Yes!” I pull him around each room, showing him the kitchen and the bathroom, explaining my plans to update them as soon as we have the money.

	This isn’t the same place I saw with Jackson, but I’d talked to the agent later about getting something on the same side of town as my café, and she had recommended this. As soon as I saw it, I knew it was the one.

	We take a look outside at the narrow yard with its thick grass and a mango tree down the back. And then I lead him to the main bedroom. A king-sized bed made up with clay and white linen sits in the middle.

	“Will they consider selling the furniture with the house?” Kurt asks.

	“We could ask, I suppose.”

	“I really can see us here,” he says.

	“You’re not just saying that because you don’t want to hurt my feelings? Or you’re sleep deprived?”

	“Admittedly, that bed looks really comfortable right now, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t fantasising about snuggling up under the covers with you, but no, I’m not just saying it. This is exactly the kind of place and area I would have picked for us.”

	“I’m so glad.”

	He goes still for a moment.

	“Are you okay?” I ask.

	He nods and then digs something out of his pocket.

	“I was going to wait until later, but this feels like the right moment.” He gets down on one knee and looks up at me. “Anna Parnell, it appears that we were meant to be. The universe kept throwing us together, and I know it was for a reason. We’ve definitely had our challenges, but I think we’ve come through them stronger as a result. I love you now, and I’m going to love you when I’m eighty. Will you marry me?”

	I feel my eyes well up. Kurt opens a small box and faces it towards me.

	There’s a ring inside.

	The same one I was wearing in 2044.

	And I know what I’m going to say. Not just because of the future proof, but because it makes sense. There is no other possible option—just like Bernard said. There might not be any free will, but I don’t care.

	Because my path leads me to Kurt.

	“Yes,” I whisper.

	He smiles widely and takes the ring out of the box, sliding it on to my shaking finger.

	“I think a plain gold band would look good with this,” I say casually.

	He looks at me, confused, and then recognition dawns. “When you went to the future, you saw it, didn’t you?”

	“I did. And at first, it freaked me out, but then I was glad. I didn’t know know I was married to you, but I kind of did. We make sense.”

	He stands up and kisses me, a soft kiss that makes me think of all the kisses I’ve shared with him, both in the past and the present. I never want to kiss anyone else—and I can’t wait to marry this man.

	“So, what do you think about a spring wedding?” I ask.

	He chuckles. “Sounds great.”

	We walk hand-in-hand back through the house and out to the car. Before we get in, we both stand looking out at the city in the distance. This is going to be our new neighbourhood.

	And we’re going to travel through the rest of our lives together.

	I can’t wait.

	 

	
THREE MONTHS LATER…

	 

	“I can’t believe you’re having your engagement party at work,” Kelsey says as she observes the scene around us.

	“Why not? It’s way better than any other venue in town,” I say, taking a sip of champagne.

	“Yeah, but it’s work.”

	“It’s free.”

	She laughs. “I guess I can’t argue with that.”

	Kurt comes over and kisses my ear. “What are you two talking about?”

	“Just about your cheapskate of a fiancée not wanting to shell out for a fancier location to celebrate her impending nuptials.”

	“Hey, I tried to talk her out of it, but she insisted. Although, I can’t say I’m sad about the cash we’re saving. We’re about to take on a mortgage, and I’ve heard children can be expensive.”

	Her mouth falls open. “So, you’re having a shotgun wedding?”

	I quickly cut in. “No, no. I’m not pregnant. Yet. But we’re going to start trying soon.”

	Kelsey claps her hands together. “Eek! I’m so excited. I’m going to be an aunt!”

	“Settle down. Who knows how long it will take to get pregnant? And in the meantime, I have my work baby to focus on.”

	“Not to mention furnishing a new house and a wedding to plan.”

	“That’s true. Hey, I was talking to Toni the other day at a publishing event, and she begged to cater the wedding. So, it looks like we’ll be seeing more of her in the next few months.”

	“And years,” Kelsey adds.

	Kurt nods. “Apparently so. Anna told me about their interaction in the future. I look forward to meeting her at some point.”

	“She’s not going to hide brussels sprouts in your wedding cake, is she?” Kelsey asks, pulling a face.

	I laugh. “Uh, no. But watch out for the party favours. I told her to make beetroot brownies.”

	“I hope you’re joking. Weddings are no place for vegetables.”

	Amy comes over. “It sounds like I’m missing some scintillating conversation. What are you guys discussing?”

	“Nothing important. Hey, where’s your date?”

	Amy beams. “He’s on his way. His flight only got in half an hour ago.”

	Amy had tracked down Elliott, and it turned out he was single. Plus, he’d remembered her fondly from back in high school. Amy told him she was visiting for the weekend to see some other friends and asked if she could drop into his tattoo studio. While she was there, he’d inked a very cool Japanese wave on her arm, and she’d offered to take him out for a thank-you drink. And the rest, as they say, is history. He still lives in Melbourne, but they’re currently doing the long-distance thing until they can figure out which of them can relocate their business to the other’s state.

	Kurt squeezes my side, and I squeal playfully. I’d told him what I’d done, and he’d agreed it was the right thing in this instance.

	“I’m just going to get more champagne,” I tell him.

	I make my way over to the counter, where Maddie is sitting on a stool and nursing a mocktail.

	“How’s it all going?” I ask her.

	“Good. Can you believe Ed is actually babysitting?”

	“I know. It’s weird. But cool.”

	“I know you had something to do with his change of heart.”

	I look at her with a faux-innocent expression. “Whatever do you mean?”

	“You don’t have to tell me the details, but whatever you said, it worked. He’s like a new person. Well, actually, the same person I fell in love with when I was a teenager. I had started to think I’d imagined it, but this past month or two, he’s really stepped up his game. And Willow adores him.”

	“I’m so glad it worked out.”

	“Thanks, Anna. I’m really lucky to have you in my life.”

	I give her a hug. I’m glad everything finally worked out. It would have been crappy if I had sacrificed my marriage, and both Ed and Maddie had ended up miserable.

	I top up my drink and check that the people around me are also satisfied. I think about how I’d offered Ed the compound to see his dad sometime, but now I won’t be able to. I haven’t asked Kurt what he did with the rest of his doses, but I would never ask him to donate them to my ex-husband. There’s a chance Kurt disposed of his, anyway.

	My heart swells as I take in all the people I love. My parents had dropped by earlier, but they left half an hour ago, claiming they were old and had to go to bed.

	But everyone else is still here. Rachel is talking to Jackson and Cash. Kelsey is back in the same corner where I caught her mauling Joe on New Year’s Eve. It looks like they’re putting on a repeat performance now.

	I go back over to Kurt and kiss him firmly on the mouth.

	“Hey, I have something to tell you,” he says.

	“Ooh. Is it good news or bad news?”

	“Good news. At least, I hope you’ll see it that way. Regardless, I think you’ll love the weirdness of it.”

	“Is it something I have to be sitting down for?”

	“No, but it is a little loud in here. Come outside for a moment.”

	I curiously follow him out to the street. We lean against the wall and watch the traffic going past.

	“I looked up that block of land near Shell Beach the other day.”

	I roll my eyes, but smile. “You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?”

	He chuckles. “I wasn’t going to try and buy it or anything. I was more just wanting to know what it was worth, and how big the land was. So, I went on to the council website and did a search, and I saw a name listed on an application for clearing vegetation and weed management.”

	“What name?”

	“Sadie’s.”

	I blink. “Sadie Sadie?”

	“Yep.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I wasn’t sure. But I called her and told her I was thinking of buying acreage outside of Shell Beach in the future, and she went really quiet. Then she admitted she owned the block, and she was saving it to leave to me when she died. She admitted she was my biological mother, and the land was her way of atoning for her decision to give me up. She wanted to make sure I was financially stable in the future.”

	“Oh my God.”

	“I know.”

	“I wonder if she would have told you the truth before she died?”

	“It doesn’t sound like it. She did say it was mentioned in her will, though. So, unless she gets hit by a bus tomorrow, it’s going to be quite some time before we officially own that block.”

	I grab his hand. “Wow.”

	“I know.”

	I tell Kurt about the whole situation with Simon and how I was worried for a split second that he might be the one who owns that house in the future.

	He laughs. “So, that’s why you didn’t tell me right after you went to 2044?”

	“Well, yes. I didn’t want to sabotage anything. Or force an outcome that wouldn’t have occurred naturally.”

	“I don’t have to worry about you running off with this Simon, do I?”

	“Definitely not. He was creepy in the nineties, and he’s creepy now. And we already know I’m wearing your ring and living on land your family owns in 2044, so I’d say it’s pretty safe to say we’re going to be together forever.”

	He pulls me in for a kiss.

	“Good. I know the compound caused a few challenges between us, but having it give us that knowledge is truly a gift.”

	“I agree.”

	I lean against his chest and listen to his heartbeat.

	Being here with Kurt right now, in this moment, is all there is.

	And I never want it to end.

	 

	
Thanks for reading 1998! 

	 

	I really hope you enjoyed it. If you’d like to get in touch, I can be found on most social media and book-related websites. Reviews on your preferred platform are always appreciated, as are personal messages.
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