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Fifteen Years in One Night

Sabine glanced up at the mould in the corner of her room. She nervously scratched her palm,

imagining the moulding filling up her lungs at night, coating them with a wretched poison

that would slowly take her life away, bit by bit until she had no breath left.  The landlord had

promised he would fix that.

“What are you thinking about?” Koa asked softly. That voice he did when he knew she had

something on her mind but would never admit it.

“Do you think that mould will kill me one day?” Sabine asked.

“You’re out of here in a week, what does it matter?”

“I don’t know, I guess it doesn’t.” She turned her face away from him as they lay side by

side, pressed against each other in her single bed. She could feel his breath against her neck,

her insides felt like a broken meat churner, stuck on one bone.

Koa stared at Sabine as she studied a spot on her carpet. It was littered with the contents of an

unusually phallic ashtray that one of her creepy professors had given to her as a graduation

present. Koa hated it. As he felt her breathing quicken, he desperately wanted to hold her, but

he didn’t know what was allowed here. What do you do when you have drunken sex with

your best friend of fifteen years? He glanced over to the books that adorned the shelf that

overhung the bed, crammed full of feminist literature and political theory that threatened to

lay siege on the rest of her tiny room. She used to always say:

“Do you think Sylvia will kill me one day?” And he would ask:

“Whose Sylvia?” and she would respond:
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“Plath. Or how about Simone? De Beauvoir that is, or even Marcel goddamn Proust, I bet he

would love to send me to the fiery pits of hell to join the likes of Oscar Wilde and Kurt

Kobain.” And he would reassure her:

“They’re just books Sab.”

“I hate when you call me that.” She would respond in disgust.  And he would laugh, and stare

at the screws in the wall, and hope to god that she would never leave him. And here she was,

lying inches from his face, and that same feeling was making his head start to swell.

Why didn’t I clean my room? Sabine thought, as she glared at the empty beer bottles and

cigarette butts that sat on her desk. She meant to clean it last night, but she insisted on

celebrating after Koa’s performance in the theatre society’s latest hit – Antony and Cleopatra

in drag. Sabine really wanted Koa to get Cleopatra, but he didn’t think he was good enough.

Sabine knew he was a shoo-in for Cleopatra, but the asshole who played her seduced the

director at a party the weekend before casting.

Fine, we got drunk, Sabine thought. But nothing about that thought helped with the fact she

shagged her best friend like he was just some rugby lad she had picked up at a club. She

wanted to kick herself. You’re such an idiot.

Koa should’ve said something. It had been a few minutes and there hadn’t been a single word

exchanged between the two of them. Why wasn’t she saying anything? He tried to push that

thought down as he blurted out the only word he could think of.

“Tea?”

“Um, yes tea, thank you.” She replied. Koa smiled as he shuffled out of the bed. He felt good

about that. His parents always brought him tea when things got weird, like when he told them

he wanted to reconnect with his birth mother’s family in Hawaii, that was a big tea moment.
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He didn’t want this to be like that though. He waded through a pile of Sabine’s clothes to find

his t-shirt neatly folded underneath. Nine hours before, Sabine had teased him mercilessly for

that…

***

They fell against Sabine’s chest of drawers, their lips pressed against one another’s in a

drunken haze. Koa gripped at her waist as he felt her push her hips against his. He moaned,

then felt a wicked smile form on Sabine’s lips.

“Don’t be smug,” Koa teased. Sabine threw her head back in a laugh, ridiculously proud of

herself.

“If only you knew.” Before Koa could respond, she had started to kiss down his neck, and he

forgot what he had even wanted to say in the first place. She tugged on his t-shirt and he

allowed her to pull it off in a somewhat awkward fashion.

“Wait!” He said as she was about to throw his crumpled t-shirt across the room.

“What?” She said, confused, as Koa silently took the t-shirt from her hands and folded it

neatly, carefully smoothing out its creases. Sabine burst into laughter.

“Are you serious right now? Instead of taking my top off you’re going to fold your t-shirt?”

“Hey! This was given to me by someone special.” He said softly.

Sabine inspected the t-shirt and quickly recognised it to be something she found in a charity

shop when she was sixteen. It had a cartoon print of Wallace and Gromit holding out a can of

stella in each hand. At the time she thought it was the best Christmas present she had ever

bought him, she even made a thing of forcing Koa to sit through all the Wallace and Gromit

films before ceremoniously giving it to him at the end. She can’t believe he had worn it,
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besides it being hideously ugly, she had forgotten about it entirely. She stared at him for a

moment, his eyes looking back at her like a lost puppy. She could’ve said so much then.

“Don’t be an idiot.” Was all that came out. His face made a grin and he pulled her in tighter.

He brought his lips to her ear, she shuddered at his hot breath against her neck.

“Now, what was that about taking off your top?” He whispered. Sabine kissed him like it was

all she could do in that moment. He pushed her onto her bed and kissed her back, like it was

something they had always done.

***

As soon as Koa left the room, Sabine hastily shoved the mess of her desk into her tiny paper

bin and picked up the pants she had left strewn on the floor. There was nothing worse, she

thought, then letting a boy see your worn pants. She never thought about it before, but once

someone has been inside of you, things just feel different. She really didn’t want them to feel

different. She got back into bed, and sat up, nervously propping the pillow to be comfortable.

She couldn’t help but think back to last night. Why did it have to be so good?

Koa came in with the teas and Sabine stared up at him. He had on that kind small smile he

always had, and Sabine would always smile back. She really wanted to smile.

Sabine looked beautiful, Koa thought. He always thought that. Sabine was beautiful, not

because of looks but because of who she was. He used to laugh to himself in school when

Sabine would go into battle with one of the teachers because they didn’t have enough books

by female or black authors. She went especially hard for black female authors. That’s what

made Sabine beautiful, her power, her voice, her want to affect change. Koa didn’t know how

to affect change; he barely knew how to change his sheets.
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He handed her the tea, and she took it from him with a polite nod. Usually, Sabine would

make some seething comment about how the British stole tea from India when they raped and

pillaged the land and how we are drinking stolen tea. Today she didn’t say anything.

“Stolen Tea.” Koa murmured into his mug.

“Huh?”

“We are drinking stolen tea.” She didn’t do anything for a second too long, and Koa

panicked. It didn’t feel like him to say it, maybe he said it wrong. But then she smiled, that

big toothy Sabine smile. She held out her mug to him.

“And one day, we will give it back to them!” They both laughed, knowing that made

absolutely no sense.

Sabine knew that soon they would have to talk about it, and in that moment, she was thankful

to Koa for being his quiet and bashful self. For the moment though, she appreciated talking

about tea.

“What time’s your flight?” She asked.

“Five a.m..”

“That’s soon. Are you all packed?”

“Yeah.”

The conversation stalled, and she took a sip of her tea. She noticed her neck had dampened in

the last few minutes.

“Do you think…” Koa started, his brow furrowed, hesitant to keep going.

“No go on, do I think?” Sabine pushed. His eyes darted back and forth from her gaze.

Sabine’s heart was beating out of her chest. She searched her mind for anything he could say
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right now. Did he regret it? Did he like it? Do I regret it? Do I want him to regret it? The

longer he stalled the more she panicked.

“Hawaii. Do you know it’s a good idea?” Koa finally blurted out. He watched Sabine’s

expression change instantly. Her brow creased and her eyes widened. He wasn’t sure what he

wanted from Sabine then, but he knew watching her look at him like that was killing him.

“Of course. Are you having doubts?” she said it point blank, like it was the only answer.

“I don’t know, yes? I think. My parents were just so upset when I told them about my birth

mother’s family getting in touch. We haven’t had one normal conversation since then.”

“Who cares about what they want? It’s your life, don’t let them guilt you about wanting to

learn about where you come from.”

“They’re still my parents Sab.” Sabine had never liked his parents, and they never really liked

her either. They were white conservatives who resented having to adopt a baby, so they did

everything to make sure Koa was completely theirs – a white baby with white parents, just

the baby spent all year round in a tanning bed. So Sabine, a radical feminist with a million

opinions on everything, was their worst nightmare.

“Look, my dad always says that home is about who you are and where you come from.”

After this Sabine started to rant about white couples adopting children from other countries

and indoctrinating them until they have no idea where they came from. But all Koa could

think about was what she said, because Hawaii wasn’t his home. His parents weren’t even

really his home. When he really thought about it, his home was Sabine.

After her tea went cold and her mouth had dried up, Sabine found herself leaning her head on

Koa’s chest as he stroked her hair, whilst the streets of Manchester became flooded with rain.

She had no idea what this meant now, or if it meant anything at all, but she knew she was
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tired of thinking. The smell of the damp grass outside and that coconut scented body lotion

Koa used mixed together in a way that made Sabine’s head dizzy. Her eyes started to fall

shut. She knew that whatever last night was, where she was right now felt like the only place

in the world to be.

Koa watched Sabine doze off. He smiled as her body grew heavy against his and her

breathing slowed. He silently brought his lips to her forehead and kissed her. Almost asleep,

she pulled him in tighter with whatever consciousness she had left. Koa felt his heart rush. He

didn’t tell Sabine the real reason he was having doubts about Hawaii. He knew that if he did,

she might not be here right now. Lying in a tiny bed in a tiny room littered with art posters

and dying plants, with the love of his life, on the last day before their adult lives start and

they might never be this close again.

***

Koa met Sabine when he moved to London when he was five. He was so scared, but she

charged into the classroom that day and took him by the hand and declared to everyone that

he was her best friend. She could’ve never spoken to him again, but that day what she said

just stuck.

Now Koa was eighteen and standing in a corner with a beer in his hand, surrounded by a

group of strangers in a student halls kitchen, and he felt like that terrified five-year-old all

over again. Then almost like clockwork, Sabine charged into the room, with blue eyeliner and

the energy of a bullfighter, and declared that room her own.

“Hi, I’m Sabine, if Koa hasn’t mentioned me already, I am the person that gave his life

meaning.” She hooked her arm round his shoulder and grinned a big toothy grin, so confident

and cool. His flatmates all looked at her like scared sheep about to be rounded up by a

barking sheep dog. “Well come on then, let’s get pissed.”
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As they waded into the crammed nightclub full of sweaty students and sticky floors, Sabine

felt her body vibrating with excitement. She pulled on Koa’s arm and dragged him towards

the bar. Koa pointed to a neon flyer taped to the bar.

“Shots for a pound,” he said.

“Yep. And we’re going to get at least ten of them,” Sabine ordered.

“Ten?”

“Each.” Koa rolled his eyes and laughed. She knew the only way Koa was going to enjoy his

university experience is if she pushed him to do things he wouldn’t normally do - like get

black out drunk with a group of strangers. The barman poured two neon green shots for the

two of them. Sabine held out her shot glass to him.

“Stolen battery acid?” she said. Koa laughed, they clinked their glasses together and downed

the shot. It was sweet like a skittle but burned like ethanol.

“You’re right about the battery acid part.” Koa said.

“Oh come on, it’s not that bad.” She said trying to choke down the burning sensation in her

chest.

“So, how you feeling? Nervous?” The barman poured them both another shot of the green

poison.

“No.” Sabine knew he was lying and pushed the shot into his hand. Down the hatch again.

“How about now?”

“Fine, yes. Aren’t you nervous?” Sabine wanted to be honest and say that she was shit scared

of disappointing her parents and failing on a course she didn’t even really want to do in the

first place. But instead:
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“No, I don’t get nervous for things like this.” Sabine announced. Koa looked at her with those

wide puppy dog eyes that told her to tell him everything, but she knew she had to be strong

enough for the two of them.

“Drink up, then we dance.”


