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"The suicide does not play the
game, does not observe the rules.


He leaves the party too soon, and leaves
the other guests painfully uncomfortable."


- Joyce Carol Oates


"I don't mind dying, 

I just don't want to be there when it happens."


- Woody Allen








Prologue


The
single gunshot sounded like a firecracker. 


Short, sharp, loud. 


What followed was a buzzing echo, a kind of post-event hum that seemed
to fill the air for several seconds, before it too dwindled away to nothing. 


The sound was completely out of place in the suburban Auckland street.
Two young boys playing in the back yard of the house across the road stopped in
their tracks, their smiles frozen.  


“Double happys,” one said to the other, his grin widening. “Lucky. It’s
not Guy Fawkes for ages yet.”


“Do you think that was Caleb’s house? We should go and see – he might
have more!”


The twinkle in his eye told of the hunt for mischief, but the other boy
– more sensible – shook his head.


“Mum said we weren’t allowed to go over there today.”


Deflated, his friend backed down. They resumed their play, chasing each
other through the sprinkler that fanned cool water out in a wide arc across the
lawn.


Inside, the boy’s mother stopped loading up the dishwasher and peered
out the kitchen window. Seeing nothing out of place, she quickly dismissed it.


The birdsong resumed and the sun continued to shine. Summer afternoons
had a habit of marginalising things. Nothing could be wrong on a day like this,
surely?  


Two doors down from the white Victorian villa with the overgrown garden
and rickety white picket fence, more children played on the grass verge. They
chased each other on their bikes, up and down the footpath, dodging the mature
trees planted along the berm. A young couple walked down the opposite side of
the street, hand in hand, enjoying the sunshine. A car crawled slowly past before
stopping at the intersection on the corner. It waited for a break in the
traffic, indicator blinking lazily.


At number forty-two, time had stopped. The large, rented villa with the
veranda that wrapped itself around the front and one side of the house, looked
just the same as always. Except inside, Danny Morris lay on the floor in the
living room. His eyes were wide open but devoid of life, and a pool of dark,
sticky blood seeped through the worn carpet beneath his head. A gun lay on the
floor beside him, his open hand reaching for it, even in death, as if it would
solve all his problems.


The decision to end his own life hadn’t been made lightly. The
preceding months had seen him spiral down into a depression that he was
ill-equipped to handle. A dark fog had descended over him, swallowing him up.
Every breath felt as if he was inhaling sand. He was suffocating. He had
withdrawn from his friends and family, both afraid they could see it, and
convinced they were unable to help him fight it. No one could help him. The
darkness that crawled over his soul and dug its hooks into his heart would not
release him. He could feel it gaining power. He craved an end to the
hopelessness. 


The gun had only been in his possession for a couple of days, hidden
from sight but ever-present in his mind. He had mulled over his options
carefully. Pills were too slow – it was too risky, someone might find him. Slicing
his wrists was out for the same reason, as was hanging himself or gassing
himself in his car. He didn’t want to have to explain this to anyone – he
didn’t think he was capable of it. Explaining required a basic understanding,
and he didn’t have that. What he did have was an overwhelming desire for the
pain to end. 


He had chosen a gun as his weapon of choice for the simple reason that
once he pulled that trigger, it was done. There was no changing his mind, no
last-minute rescue, no way of stopping the train once it had left the station.
No way back. 


Quick, painless, final. The perfect solution.


And yet, for all his meticulous planning, he could not have foreseen
the one thing that had been completely out of his control. As his finger was
poised on the trigger, sweaty and trembling, a face appeared at the window. In
that split second between the trigger being fully depressed and the bullet
entering his body, their eyes met.


And then it was over.  








Chapter One


The
three hour ferry ride across the Cook Strait from Wellington had been fairly
smooth, as far as sailings go. Max Lonergan had certainly experienced worse in
the almost ten years he had been making this journey. He had spent the time
sitting as far away from the many cafes and eateries as possible, trying to distract
himself by watching the horizon and reading the newspaper. 


He couldn’t remember the last time he had read the paper. The big wide
world didn’t interest him anymore. Over the past three years he had withdrawn
from it, slowly and surely. It had been a conscious decision. The withdrawal
was so complete, he didn’t even miss it now. Not the rush-hour traffic or the
deadlines, not the planning for upcoming holidays or the latest cellphone, not
even the Friday night drinks or the messy weekends that inevitably followed. No
more kissing up to his boss, no more schmoozing the secretaries. Now he was on
his own schedule. Gone were the suit and tie with matching expensive leather
loafers. His corporate attire these days consisted of jeans, work boots,
bush-shirts and hi-visibility jackets. Instead of drinks in the boardroom or a
swanky cocktail bar, he had drinks in the shearing shed or leaning on the back
of the supervisor’s truck. Over the past three years, his whole life had
changed. He had changed. His priorities had shifted, his outlook on life had
skewed, tilted sideways. The death of someone close to you had a habit of
making you reassess how you spent your remaining days on this earth. Life was
so incredibly fragile – and short.


Just as he remembered, the paper was full of bad news. Disgusted, he
folded it up and set it aside. He ran a hand through his brown hair, roughing
it up so that it stood on end just a little bit more. He was overdue for a
haircut. Like a lot of other things over the past few months, it had slipped
through the cracks. His usual short-back-and-sides had somehow morphed into a
shaggy, wavy mass. Any kind of length just seemed to add volume. He didn’t care
enough to make a trip to the barbers a priority. He’d deal with it, eventually.
The list of things he would deal with, eventually, seemed to get longer by the
day.


The smell of food turned his stomach, and he concentrated on his black
coffee instead. Luckily for him, breakfast had never been a necessity. He was
used to being up this early, having done a variety of short-term jobs that had
altered his body-clock. Sheep shearing, forestry work, fruit picking, kiwifruit
pack-houses – they all ran on a different schedule to the office-bound
nine-to-fivers. That was one of the reasons he had chosen to take the early
run, the first ferry bound for Picton. It suited him. A shaft of guilt stung
him momentarily. Maybe he should have contacted Kate to find out what ferry she
had booked on. But then again, if she was flying down from Auckland to catch
the afternoon sailing she usually favoured, he didn’t want to be in the
position of having to kill time in Wellington while he waited for her. Better
to just do his own thing. Cities were most definitely not within his
comfort-zone – not anymore. It was true what they said about feeling lonelier
in a crowd.


He had meant to call her and touch base. Hell, he had meant to call all
of them, but somehow it always kept falling to the bottom of the never-ending ‘To
Do’ list. Honestly, he wasn’t even sure until the day before yesterday that he
was going to come this year. Each anniversary seemed to get harder, not easier.
With the way he was feeling lately, he had purposefully kept away from
everyone, telling himself he wouldn’t be good company. He didn’t want to worry
them. Yet here he was, bobbing up and down in the Cook Strait, in limbo between
islands like some kind of metaphor. The comparisons were far too vivid.


His regular life – the one he lived daily – was mostly solitary, and he
liked it that way. His old life, the one he had left behind along with the
suits and swanky bars, also held his friends. They were the people he loved
most in this world and for them, for three days, in exchange for that sense of
belonging, he could pretend to be whole. 


God, he could do with a drink. He pushed the thought aside. He had a
couple of boxes of beer in the car. He would wait till he got there. 


Self-control, Lonergan. 


A mother, young child in tow, pushed past him to search the rows of
armchair-style seats with a frown. The little boy, who couldn’t have been more
than three or four, stared at him and Max forced a smile. The boy frowned at
him, digging deep beneath the surface with startling blue eyes framed by long,
dark lashes. Max felt uncomfortable under the open scrutiny. After several long
moments, the mother excused herself, urging the child forward. She glanced down
at Max as they passed and he offered her the same tight smile. If he couldn’t
convince a stranger – a child, no less – that he was fine, how the hell was he
going to convince his friends?


He watched the pair for a few moments as they made their way down the
aisle towards the cafe, then turned his attention back to the view. The captain
announced a pod of dolphins off the stern and a spate of people excitedly left
their comfortable armchairs, searching in their bags for cameras as they made
their way to the other end of the ferry. He stayed where he was. He had seen
dolphins before, and he liked the comfortable armchairs. He also liked to keep
his eyes on the horizon while they were out in the Strait, where the sea could
be at its choppiest and most unpredictable. 


He sipped on his coffee as the lush green hills of the South Island
loomed closer. The ferry rounded into the Tory Channel just as his stomach
decided it had had quite enough of the ‘turbulence’. It took several more
minutes before the sea eventually calmed, and even longer before his stomach
recognised the change. As they crawled up the Channel, he heard the excitement
level of the children in the vicinity grow. They crowded in front of him, eager
to see Picton come into view. Irritated by the commotion, he reluctantly
surrendered his armchair, grabbed his coffee and made his way outside, onto the
deck.


The brisk sea air hit him as soon as he opened the outer door, and he
hunched his shoulders against the chill, making his way along to a quiet spot.
Downing the last of his coffee, he tossed the empty paper cup into the nearest
rubbish bin and leant against the railing. Even in the summertime, at this hour
of the morning and with a sea breeze, it could be chilly. As always though, the
view more than made up for it.


As the ferry
cruised up the Channel, the scenery became more spectacular. He could taste the
freedom in the salty air. This was the reason he preferred the three hour ferry
journey to Picton over the twenty five minute flight to Blenheim. The ribbon of
blue that cut its way through the undulating green hills acted like a salve,
soothing his troubled soul, helped along by the fresh, clean air. He looked
around furtively, before taking a long, deep breath, inhaling the cleanliness
of it, drawing it inside him. By the time the port of Picton came into view
shortly after, nestled into the base of the hills that rose up behind it, he was
feeling much calmer.


Half an hour later he was sitting in his car, waiting his turn to
disembark. Rows of cars lined up before and after him, and he drummed his
fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. Eventually, the line began to move
and he followed the other sheep out of the bowels of the ferry and over the
ramp. After the motion of the ferry and now the car, he craved solid ground
under his feet. 


He followed the traffic into Picton, then turned right onto Queen
Charlotte Drive. Bracing himself for the journey ahead, he took a steadying
breath and kept his eyes straight ahead. The narrow, winding road hugged the
hillside, several vertical metres from the shore in many places, almost
touching the beach in others. It was now after ten and the knowledge that he
had a couple of boxes of beer getting warm in the back seat made him want one
all the more. 


Slowing down, he approached a hairpin bend cautiously. He risked a
brief glance out the window, not willing to take his eyes off the road for more
than a second. The Marlborough Sounds stretched along the hillside, sparkling
in the mid-morning sun, the water a luscious blue-green under the cloudless
blue of the sky. The road twisted and turned for twenty minutes after he left
Picton, until eventually he recognised the turning bay ahead. A small,
hand-painted sign beside the road pointed down the driveway, marking it as Kennetts
Bay. There was no letterbox, no number painted on a fence, nothing to denote
there was actually a house there at all. To the casual observer, it looked like
a decrepit old concrete and gravel driveway, probably leading down to nothing
more than a small, weather-beaten old shed. The stretch of road was littered
with many more just like it.


He pulled into the gravel turning bay slowly, checking the road in both
directions before he turned in a sharp one-eighty, pointing the car down the steep
drive. The canopy of trees above dappled the light and he squinted at the
sudden change. Crawling slowly until the trees opened up to blinding sunshine
once again, he saw the carport was empty. He wasn’t surprised, in fact it
suited him. He liked arriving before the others, it afforded him the
opportunity to ease back into the routine and get re-acquainted with the house.
Additionally, he needed to have his mask in place. It was going to be a long
three days and he could do without the prodding and poking he knew would come.
This way, he had time to ingest some Dutch courage and get his game face on.


Unlike the impression it gave from the road, there was more than just
an old shed at the bottom of the hill. The house was a 1970s extravaganza –
purpose-built to take maximum advantage of the view, architecturally designed
and left virtually untouched since. Danny had loved it, as did Max, but for
different reasons. Max loved the solitude, the feeling of being in hiding from
the world. No cellphone coverage, no internet – it reminded him of camping
holidays with his family when he was a kid, only with the comfort of proper
beds, running water and a flushing toilet.


He pulled into the carport and turned the engine off. A chorus of
thousands of chirping cicadas greeted him as he opened the door. He flinched involuntarily.
The sound grated on him, but he knew from experience that within hours, the
noise would fade into the background as he became accustomed to it again.


He got out and stretched, yawning. After the air-conditioned comfort of
the ferry, and then the car, the outside air was stiflingly hot. He rolled his
shoulders, grabbed his bag from the back seat and made his way through the
carport. As he reached above the doorframe for the key, the uncomfortable
tightness that had nagged him since the ferry left Wellington harbour lodged in
this throat. 


Pushing the door open, he stood there, waiting for the sensation to
subside. Everything looked exactly the same. The house belonged to Danny’s
family and he knew it well. He had been coming here for almost ten years –
every summer, sometimes in the winter, too. It was the firm opinion of most who
knew him that Danny had been born too late. He would have been in his element
in the sixties and seventies, with his love of vinyl records, old cars and
vintage clothing. Danny had loved the privacy and the laid-back lifestyle of
this place. He had also loved the sensation of being miles from anywhere, even
if it was only a twenty minute drive from Picton, the gateway port to the South
Island. What it lacked in the way of modern technology, it made up for in a
homely, comforting vibe that could never really be explained, but must be felt.
Danny once joked that if his father ever sold it, the price he got for the land
itself would make him a millionaire. The house wasn’t anything special, but it
was obvious that it had been a beauty in its day. Now, it was all faded white
weatherboards and a veranda that gave direct access to that beautiful view. Alone
in the bay, tucked into the hillside, the water’s edge at her doorstep, she
looked like a grand old dame, surveying her kingdom.


He walked through the entryway and into the open-plan living room,
kitchen and dining room. Dropping his bag on the floor at his feet, he admired
the view through the wall of windows that dominated the room. Mountains on the
opposite side of the bay reached up towards the startling blue sky. Twin wooden
jetties, one at each end of the bay, protruded into the water, offering perfect
fishing spots. The lawn sloped gently down off the wooden deck that stretched
along the front of the house, and ended in the sliver of sandy beach that
disappeared into the water. In the middle of the perfect, private bay, a small
floating wooden pontoon was anchored.


Max felt the tension in his body ease slightly, his shoulders relaxing
as the view of the bay unwrapped itself before him like a gift. In a way, it
was, especially after the past few months. He took a moment to allow himself
the luxury of remembering happier times. Summers spent lazing on the pontoon in
the sun; fishing off the jetty; kayak races across the bay; jumping off the
jetty into the cool water; late summer evenings eating outdoors on the deck; toasting
marshmallows on bonfires on the beach; watching the sunset from the old boat
shed down on the water’s edge. 


As always, the memories were bittersweet, and he dragged himself back
to the present with a bone-weary sigh that seemed to echo through the empty
house. A boat came into view out on the bay and he watched for several minutes as
it crawled slowly past, heading further into the Sounds. He momentarily wondered
what it might be like, to jump on a boat and take off like that. God knew, he
had been doing a variation of that for the past couple of years so imagining it
wasn’t too difficult. He shrugged off the fantasy. He wanted to be here. After
his somewhat transient lifestyle, it felt good to have somewhere to be –
somewhere to belong. Apart from Gavin and Lacey’s place, this was the closest
thing he had to a bricks-and-mortar home. He supposed, at twenty-eight years
old, he should be worried about that, but he wasn’t. He liked his lifestyle, it
suited his needs. He had gotten used to sleeping in guest rooms, on sofas and
in hostels.


He took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. The slightly dusty smell that
greeted him told of long, hot days with no ventilation. He walked over to
unlock the French doors and threw them open, stepping out onto the wooden deck
and anchoring them to the outside wall of the house with metal stays. Standing
on the deck, he let his gaze wander over the bay once more. Instantly, memories
began to crowd in on him again and he shook them off, turning and heading back
through the house to the back door.


Switching on the power in the fuse box, he turned on the fridge and the
oven and walked back out to the car. He grabbed his sleeping bag and a bag of
groceries, setting the latter on the kitchen bench and picking up his duffel bag
with his free hand. Depositing both sleeping bag and duffel bag in the bedroom
he always called his, he made his way through the house, opening the French doors
in all four bedrooms, letting the stale air out and the fresh-yet-warm air in. 


After unpacking the groceries, he stocked the outside fridge full of
beer from the boxes he had stashed in the car, and grabbed one for himself. He
ambled along the deck, settling into a wooden deckchair and pulling his
sunglasses down over his eyes. It would be three years in a couple of days.
What happened to ‘time heals all wounds’? Cracking open the lukewarm can, he
took a long, deep swallow. 


Danny was everywhere. If he closed his eyes, he could see him standing
on the edge of the jetty, Kate in his arms, squealing and fighting him as he
jumped into the water with her. He saw him crossing the lawn towards where he
sat right now, wearing a lazy grin and the caramel brown leather jacket he
found at an op-shop, the one Finn always referred to as his ‘pimp jacket’. He
could see him polishing his cherry red 1972 Holden HQ Monaro GTS, detailing it
with the precision only found in those truly in love.


He took another shaky swig of beer and tried to push the memories aside
again. It was a self-preservation mechanism. As much as it hurt to be here, he
knew deep down that he really didn’t have any choice. If he wasn’t here, with
everyone else, he didn’t know if he could make it through the next few days.
Conversely, being here also made it so much harder, so much more real.


Almost three years ago to the day, on that hot afternoon, in that
peaceful, suburban street, Danny had blown a hole in his head with a gun that
no one even knew he had.  








Chapter Two


Max
sipped on his third can. He had changed out of his jeans and thrown on a pair
of board shorts. His t-shirt was untucked, hanging casually off his tanned,
trim frame. He wiggled his toes in the heat, grateful for the freedom of bare
feet. The incessant chirping of the cicadas drowned everything else out until
they became like white noise, and he found himself getting drowsy in the thick,
hot air. 


It had been unanimous that first year. Finn had suggested they spend
the first anniversary of Danny’s death at the beach house. Danny’s parents, Nina
and Jim, had been invited to join them, but had politely declined. That had
turned out to be a blessing. Instead of the celebration of Danny’s life that Finn
had wanted, it had turned into yet another maudlin struggle for understanding.
They had talked all night and when the sun came up, they were none the wiser.
They had searched for some kind of insight that they may have previously missed
– collectively or individually – patching the story of Danny’s last few weeks
together, but still finding a piece of the puzzle missing. They searched in
vain for some microscopic inkling that would explain everything. Danny’s death
had completely blindsided all of them. No one had seen it coming, there had
been no indicators they could look back on and, with the benefit of hindsight,
think “I knew then that he was going to kill himself”.


His gaze swept out over the bay and he allowed the tranquillity of the
water to wash over him, ironing out the creases in his brow and in his heavy
heart. 


A car engine roused him and his gut clenched momentarily. He took
another swig of beer. Time to make sure the mask was in place. Standing up
slowly, he made his way down the wooden steps onto the lawn and up the side of
the house towards the driveway. The cool grass was soothing beneath his bare
feet. Danny’s Monaro eased down the cracked concrete drive, bursting forth
through the trees, red paintwork gleaming in the afternoon sun. He swore he
could see Danny behind the wheel, resplendent in flared jeans and striped
hippie shirt, his dark blonde, shoulder length hair wavy and loose, grinning at
him. 


He quickly blinked the memory away, but he couldn’t help the slow smile
that tugged at the corner of his mouth as Finn climbed out of the car. Padding across
the grass towards him, Max’s smile grew with each footstep. Finn was grinning
back at him as he slammed the car door shut. He threw his arms around Max and
slapped him good-naturedly on the back.


“Hey stranger!”  He stepped back, the grin fading slightly. “Wasn’t
even sure you were coming – no one’s heard from you for a while. Thought you
might’ve crossed the ditch without telling us.”


Max peered at him sheepishly from behind his dark sunglasses. “Yeah,
sorry about that, been busy. I meant to call but then I thought you’d kinda
know I’d be here.”


Finn nodded, clearly not convinced. He indicated the beer in Max’s
hand. “Well, it’s good to see you. Got any more of those? I’m parched.”


 “I was a boy scout, remember? I came well prepared.” 


“Excellent.” Finn’s smile widened again. “I came over yesterday, stayed
with Mitch in Nelson last night – remember Mitch?”


“Yeah, I remember Mitch – didn’t realise he was in Nelson now. How’s he
doing?”


“He’s good. Moved down here last year sometime, so it was a good chance
to catch up. Only trouble is, his new girlfriend’s tee-total – she won’t even
let him have booze in the house. I’m gagging for a beer. Are we the first ones
here?”


“Yeah. I took the early ferry. When’s everyone else due?”


“Kate’s coming over on the three o’clock sailing – gets in around six.
I told her one of us would pick her up from the terminal. Gav and Lace have
been road-tripping down south for the past week or so, they should be here
sometime today.”


They turned to make their way back around the side of the house. “Road-tripping?”


“Just taking some time out from the rat-race. I’m guessing you heard
about what happened?” 


“What do you mean?”


Finn stopped. “Gav said he tried to call you – left you a message but
he wanted to tell you in person, not by voicemail.”


“Tell me what?”


“Lace had a miscarriage.”


Max’s heart sank. “What? I didn’t even know she was pregnant.”


“I don’t think it was planned. They were waiting until the twelve weeks
were up before they told anyone, apparently. It happened a couple of weeks ago.
I think that’s why they decided to take some time out and get away from
Auckland for a bit.”


“Jesus,” Max said, as they started walking slowly again. “Is she alright?”



“Gav said she’s okay. He called when it happened. He was shaken up, obviously,
but the doctor was pretty encouraging. No long-term repercussions expected.”


Speechless, Max could only nod as they strolled slowly across the lawn.
He mentally filtered through the voicemail messages he remembered receiving
from Gavin, but there was no mention of a miscarriage. Damn it. 


“Anyway, what’s with the shaggy do?” Finn needled, changing the
subject. He gave Max’s hair the once-over. “You been hanging out in the
Coromandel?”


“Something like that.”


As they rounded the side of the house and the beauty of the private bay
unfolded before them, Finn stopped. Staring at the view in forgotten wonder, he
whistled, long and low.


Max’s gaze followed Finn’s, squinting out over the water, watching the
light play over the surface. Finn glanced over at him and Max could feel him
probing beneath the façade, picking away at the scab. The acknowledgement passed
silently between them. 


Almost three years. He
should be here with us.


Gavin navigated the narrow, winding road carefully, all too aware of
Lacey’s delicate state. She had handled the past week on the road much better
than he thought she would, and she seemed to be perking up the closer they got
to the beach house. He knew she was looking forward to seeing everyone. So was
he.


She was still more tired than usual, forgoing her usual late nights for
early ones, but some of her appetite was returning. As he now knew, losing a
baby in the first trimester was common. It didn’t make it any easier, though.
Surprise pregnancy or not, he was just starting to think he might be okay at
this father thing after all, and then the possibility was cruelly snatched
away. 


It was for the best, Lacey had insisted quietly. They could try again,
later, when they were ready. Right at that very moment, he had never loved her
more. There, in the depths of her despair, she had comforted him. It took
everything he had in him to repay her in kind.


Maybe being at the beach house would help take her mind off it. God
knew, the beach house had a habit of obliterating any thoughts of anything else
but Danny – previous anniversaries had testified to that. Danny always had a
habit of making himself the centre of attention. He seemed to crave the
limelight, in life and in death. 


The amount of hare-brained schemes that Danny had hatched over the
years he had known him had to be in triple figures – and most of them had
gotten Gavin into some kind of trouble. The beach house belonged to his
parents, and this is where Danny had always been at his most relaxed. He was
more at home here than anywhere else. It had seemed to bring out the best in
him. Here was where he could see Danny the clearest – with friends who
remembered him, who knew him the way he had known him. The pain of his loss was
secondary. They would never know why he had killed himself, and he wished with
all his heart that everyone would finally let it rest – let Danny rest.
He had made a stupid mistake – he hadn’t asked for help. And although that
would always hurt, he was determined not to lose sight of the friend he had
known and loved. Danny had loved this place, and the energy drawing them all here
was magnetic, just as Danny himself had been. 


He rounded the final bend slowly, spotting the hand-painted sign and
the turning bay on the left. He pulled in and checked the road, heading down
under the canopy of trees towards the house. Spying the Monaro parked on the
lawn beside the house in its usual spot, he had to fight back the comparisons.
Finn had it sparkling, as usual. Danny would have been impressed. Slowly, he
pulled up beside the wood shed, piled high with chopped wood, ready for winter.



As they got out and began to unpack the car, he took Lacey’s bag from
her with a smile. She opened her mouth to object, but he shook his head. 


“I know – you’re fine. Just let me, okay?” 


She graciously gave in, and he leaned in to kiss her gently. Despite her
bravado, he was still afraid he might break her if he was too rough. 


As they headed towards the back door at the end of the carport, they
heard laughter. Detouring around the side of the house instead, they wandered down
onto the lawn. Gavin’s heart immediately soared as he spied Max and Finn
sitting on the grass, overlooking the beach. Finn was lying on his back,
stretched out, hands laced behind his head. Max sat next to him, knees drawn
up. They stood up as soon as they realised they had company, and Gavin’s smile
grew. It had been about a week since he had last spoken to Finn, a hell of a
lot longer since he had been in the same post code as Max. 


Before he could speak, Lacey was jogging over the lawn towards them and
Gavin’s grin widened. The last few weeks seemed forgotten as she threw her arms
around Finn. 


“Jeez, Lace!” Finn laughed, pulling her close. “Miss me?”


“Like a fart in a space suit,” she chuckled, kissing his cheek as she
pulled away. “How’s things?”


“Not feeling the love, I gotta say,” he grinned as she turned to
embrace Max in a similar fashion. 


Finn puckered up as Gavin got closer, and Gavin swatted him away. He
dropped the bags he was holding to give him a brief hug instead.


“What, no kiss?” Finn jibed.


“You’ll need to buy me dinner first.”


“Tease.”


Gavin’s heart felt lighter just being near them. He was so relieved Max
was here. He had been so distant recently. He was looking forward to catching
up properly. While Max and Lacey greeted each other, he took the opportunity to
give him the once-over. Max looked tanned and taut, which was a good sign, but
he also had dark smudges under his blue eyes that belied the healthy exterior. His
hair was longer than usual, making him look younger and at odds with the rest
of them. He looked like the outsider he had become. The euphoria he felt just
moments ago turned to sorrow. He had hoped this year would be different.


“Did you lose your phone?” Lacey was asking Max.


“Subtle, Lace.”


“Well, we’ve left a hundred voicemail messages over the past couple of
months!”


Max rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “I know – I’m sorry. I’ve just
been really busy.”


“Yeah, well – whatever. Next time, at least let me know you’re still
alive, alright? After you gave us a body swerve at New Years, I was about to call
the cops.”


“She was – I had to wrestle the phone off her.” Gavin nodded agreeably.


“We didn’t even know where you were – if I’d known where to send them
to start looking for you, I would’ve.” 


She reached up to grab Max’s earlobe, squeezing as he tried to wriggle
free. “All joking aside, Max – that wasn’t cool. I was worried. Don’t do that
again.” 


She let him go and he rubbed his ear, frowning. “Geez, back off,
woman.”


Lacey raised her eyebrows at him incredulously. 


“Sorry.” 


Max hadn’t been the same since Danny’s death. When he hadn’t turned up
for their usual New Years Eve celebration, Gavin knew it was serious. This
thing he was carrying around with him – the things he saw, the things he
wouldn’t talk about – were weighing him down more and more. He wasn’t just
pushing them all away, he was withdrawing from them.


“We missed you at New Years,” Gavin said quietly, squeezing Max’s
shoulder. “Where’ve you been anyway? Timbuktu?”


“Close,” Max continued to rub his earlobe. “Doing some forestry work up
around the East Cape. Cellphone reception was pretty much non-existent. Felt
like Timbuktu, though.”


“Don’t they have landlines up there?” Lacey asked pointedly.


“Sorry – didn’t think. Got a little crazy for a while there.”


Where Max was concerned, things had been crazy for a long time. The
next few days would be rough, just like they were last year, just like they
were probably going to be next year, too. He tried not to think that far ahead.
Lately, the future had a habit of being unreliable.








Chapter Three


The
breeze was gentle and warm. Finn felt it skimming over the back of his neck, ruffling
his short brown hair. He welcomed it, grateful for some relief from the heat.
He sat out on the end of the jetty with Max and Gavin, drinking beer that was
rapidly warming up in the afternoon sun. The mountains on the opposite shore
looked so much closer from out here – like you could reach across the bay and
touch them. The usually calm water undulated softly, thanks to the residual
wash from the lunchtime ferry arriving down the coast in Picton. Gentle waves
broke almost apologetically on the beach, muted by the sound of the ubiquitous
cicadas.


“I’m sorry,” Max was saying, shaking his head. “If I’d known what you
guys were going through, I’d have tried to be there.”


“There was nothing you could have done,” Gavin assured him. “But thanks.
I was just getting used to the idea, y’know? We both were. And then, just as
quickly – poof! Over.”


Finn took a long swallow of beer to hide the discomfort he felt at
talking about something so obviously painful.


“I think getting out of the house was a good idea.” He glanced over at
Gavin. “I mean, I don’t know anything about this kind of stuff, but she seems like
she’s doing okay.”


“It happens – it’s pretty common. One in four pregnancies end in
miscarriage, did you know that? I didn’t.” Gavin took a sip of beer then stared
at it in his hand, as if it held all the answers. “Hurts like hell, but you
move on, y’know?”


“Are you gonna try again?” Max asked carefully, casting a quick
sideways glance at Gavin. “Or is that a really insensitive question?”


Gavin stared out over the water for a few moments as they waited for
his reply. “Yeah. I think we might.”


“Really?”


“It wasn’t really something that we thought we were ready for before
all this happened, but I think now that we’ve mentally rearranged our lives to
fit a baby in, I think we can do it. The doctor said there wasn’t any reason
why we can’t try again, down the track sometime.”


“That’s good – that some good can come out of something like this,” Max
said quietly.


Finn took another sip of his beer. He heard what Max didn’t say.


Unlike what happened with Danny.


“So, who’s on dinner duty tonight? Looks like we might have to make
alternative arrangements,” he quipped, staring pointedly at the three fishing
lines disappearing into the water. Not even so much as a bite yet, although
they were going through bait like there was no tomorrow, so something was
getting a free meal.


Max chuckled, finishing his can of beer and tossing it into the empty
bag next to him. He grabbed another, cracking it open and taking a long swallow.



“Give it time, we’ve only been out here half an hour. Hey -” Gavin turned
to them. “Remember the time Danny stole the street sign for that flat he was
renting in Parnell?”


“Where the hell did that spring from?” Max smiled crookedly. 


Not here, but not forgotten either. 


“That was the same house he chopped that tree down in the front yard
and we ended up in the bloody Tenancy Tribunal.” Finn shook his head. “Jesus,
he had some dumb ideas.”


“Kind of awesome too, though. I mean, who else would’ve imagined a garden
bar on the front lawn?” Max chuckled. “And the details – mounting that bottle
opener on the front gate was pure genius.”


“What about the time he disappeared at Amy’s birthday – and then turned
up at two in the morning with those stupid little topiary plants that he stole
from outside that swanky apartment block down the street?”


“God, for weeks afterwards, every time there was a knock on the door, I
thought it was the cops.”


“Whatever happened to that flag he ‘borrowed’ from the top of the Lion
Breweries building?”


“He had it up on the living room wall for ages. I don’t know where it
ended up – maybe he left it there when they moved to Mt Eden.”


“Maybe Kate made him get rid of it because it didn’t go with the
décor?” Gavin smiled.


“You mean, like she made him get rid of Mr Exhaust?”


“Mr Exhaust! Now, that was a piece of art!”


“Pretty sure that wasn’t what Kate called it,” Max sniggered, taking
another sip of beer.


“She’s a chick – what would she know about man-art?”


“Whose idea was it to send postcards to the shop after he stole it? Was
that Danny’s too?”


“Nah, that was me. We kept that going for a year, maybe more, if I
remember rightly.”


“Dear Tom,” Max quoted, grinning. “Having a great time here in Methven
– wish you were here. Love, Mr Exhaust.”


“Hey, if Kevin hadn’t ripped him off with the repairs on the Monaro, he
never would have stolen Mr Exhaust from out the front of the shop in the first
place – he’s only got himself to blame.”


Without warning, the comfort curdled and Finn swallowed down the
heartache. It was like they were talking about two different people. The Danny
they knew – the one who was always full of mischief and was constantly looking
for adventure – was nothing like the Danny who put a gun to his head and pulled
the trigger. That person was a stranger. 


“I still feel like I’m just looking after the Monaro,” he said, almost
to himself.


He couldn’t get his mouth to even say the words my car. It was
always the Monaro. He had owned it for three years and yet it would
never be his. The chorus of cicadas seemed to get louder. He stared at the
fishing rods, several metres from them. Despite his companions’ silence, he
felt compelled to continue.


“I get strangers coming up to me in the street, telling me how awesome
it is,” he continued quietly. “They ask me how long I’ve had it, and if I did
all the work on it myself and I can’t help but tell them the truth – that it’s
not mine, it belonged to a friend, and he did all the work on it, not me. He
was the one who tracked it down and refurbished it, not me.” He shrugged. “I
just drive it.”


Danny and the Monaro. They were cosmically tied. He couldn’t look at
it, much less drive it, without thinking of Danny.


“I’m gonna go get some more bait,” he said, getting up quickly. “Looks
like we might be out here awhile.”


“Grab some more beer too,” Max called after him.


One step swiftly followed the next and he soon reached the end of the
jetty. He followed the walkway over the rocks and back onto the path that
hugged the shore, the crushed shells beneath his feet crunching with each footstep.
He passed the rustic wooden bench that someone had built years earlier, snuggled
into the rock face and offering a beautiful view out over the bay, and soon
found himself at the boat shed. Annoyed with himself for letting his emotions
get the better of him, he climbed down off the path and onto the sandy beach.
He walked along the soft sand slowly, hands thrust deep into his pockets, feet
sinking slightly into the sand with every step.



If he just knew what had been going on with Danny, it would have made
things so much easier to deal with. But he didn’t know, none of them did. 


He stepped from
the sandy beach onto the grass, trudging up the slight incline towards the
house.


Lacey sat on the deck, the book she was reading open in her lap. After
the last couple of weeks, the peace and quiet of the beach house was exactly
what she needed. No more open roads leading to nowhere, no more smiling for
strangers and avoiding their many questions. Finally, she felt like she could
exhale and just be. 


The sun beat down on her bare neck, her long dark hair swept up into a
messy ponytail high on her head. She pushed her sunglasses further up the
bridge of her nose and squinted out at the jetty. In the hazy heat of the
afternoon, she spied only two figures, not three. She followed the path back
from the jetty along the rocks, and eventually spotted the third figure – Finn,
she thought – near the beginning of the pathway. 


She watched him until he disappeared behind the boat shed, coming back
into view a few moments later as he made his way along the beach towards the
house. She closed her book and sat, waiting patiently, as he started up the
lawn towards her.


“Don’t tell me,” she smiled as he got closer. “The sea’s empty.”


He shook his head, smirking. “Quite possibly.”


“What’s up?” 


“Running low on supplies.” 


He climbed up the steps and walked along the deck towards the beer
fridge at the other end. “Whatcha doin’?” he called back over his shoulder.


“Just enjoying the peace and quiet. Catching up on some reading.”


She looked down at the book in her lap. She had started it over a week
ago but just couldn’t concentrate long enough to really get into it. She had
been hoping that, now that they were here, she could make some headway.
Travelling around the South Island for a week prior to this weekend had seemed
like a good idea at the time. She had wanted to get out of the house and away
from all the baby reminders. She thought it would help. Now, after being on the
road for the past week, she was over it. Keeping busy hadn’t helped. She just
wanted to take some time out and relax, without having to worry about packing
up her things first thing the next morning, or making polite conversation with strangers.
She was over dealing with people. She just wanted to be with her friends.


Finn grabbed a six-pack of beer and the small plastic bag of bait from
the fridge, then plonked himself down on the other deck chair beside her.
Apparently in no hurry to return to the jetty, he cracked open one of the beers
and took a long drink, sighing appreciatively.


“You need anything while I’m here?” he asked, turning to her.


“No, I’m good, thanks.”


She leaned her head against the chair back and regarded him carefully.
Despite his laid-back appearance, she had a feeling something was bothering
him. It was in the set of his shoulders, she decided after careful
consideration.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


“I should be asking you that,” he countered, frowning. “How are you
feeling?”


Heat coloured her cheeks, but she forced herself to answer in the
positive. “I’m good – better.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t come up and see you after it happened. I wanted to
– I don’t know if Gav told you that. He said it was better not to.” 


“I’m glad you didn’t come. I was kind of a mess afterwards.” She could
feel the tears coming. “Thanks for the flowers too, they were beautiful.”


“You’re welcome.” He took a quick sip of beer. “I didn’t know what to
say, so I thought: flowers.”


“It was perfect. And you’re right – there really isn’t anything to say,
is there? It just happened. Apparently, things like that just…happen.”


Her womb suddenly throbbed with emptiness. It was like some kind of
muscle memory – as if it remembered the precious cargo it once contained and
longed for its return, just as she did. She wondered if it was like the phantom
pain that amputees felt, craving missing limbs. 


“Gav said the doctor reckoned it won’t stop you from having another
baby, further down the track,” he said carefully, glancing over at her. “Is
that right?”


Somewhere deep inside, she flinched. How could replacing one baby with
another be a perfectly acceptable way of dealing with loss? Were tiny, fragile
souls really that interchangeable? 


“That’s what they said.”


The silence was uncomfortably long.


“I’m really sorry, Lace – I don’t know what else to say.” 


Her shattered heart melted at the desolation on his face. It reminded
her so much of the weeks following Danny’s death. Grief was more than a
feeling, it was a process. It was something you had to go through – a journey –
before you could put it behind you and emerge on the other side of it,
hopefully stronger, definitely altered. Even so, it etched pain into your soul
forever. Just when you thought you had managed to wipe all the telltale marks
away, something else happened to remind you that it was never truly gone. It
had a cumulative effect, each bereavement dredging up feelings of past losses
and adding to them, like building blocks of pain, previously hidden inside your
soul, wrenched out into the open so you had to deal with them all over again.


She reached over to take hold of the hand he offered as tears stung her
eyes. “I’ll be okay. It’s not the end of the world.” She wanted to believe
that. She had to. 


He squeezed, giving her a thin smile before letting her go. “I suppose
I better get back out there before they run out of beer completely.”


“What about bait?”


“Yeah, that too,” he sighed, getting up.  “I was thinking in terms of
priorities - try to keep up.”


He winked at her, smiling as he gathered up the six-pack and the bait
and started off down the steps. 


“I’ll get the fry-pan ready,” she called after him.


He waved the bait over his shoulder at her and she fought back tears as
she watched him trudge along the beach towards the jetty.








Chapter Four


Motion
sickness clung to Kate’s insides as she sat at the Picton ferry terminal,
waiting. She watched as passengers, on foot and in vehicles, made their way out
of the terminal and into the small township. She made a game of it while she
waited, trying to spot the international tourists from the locals. Backpacks
and matching tracksuits made it easy. 


She crossed her legs and tried to
ignore the heat that radiated off the concrete beneath her as she waited for
someone to collect her. She dug around in her shoulder bag and pulled out a
hair clip, twisting her long auburn hair up into a makeshift ponytail and
clipping it loosely. The instant relief from the heat was blissful. Delving
back into her bag, she latched onto the small bottle of water she had bought on
the ferry, taking a couple of quick sips. 


When she looked up, the Monaro
was pulling into the ferry terminal. Her heart skipped a beat. She told herself
that it was just the memory of Danny, lurking in her subconscious. Lately
though, she had reason to doubt that explanation.  


The chrome glinted in the mid-afternoon
sun as the Monaro pulled up beside her. She stood and Finn smiled at her
through the windscreen. Despite her best efforts, her stomach did somersaults. Since
the almost-kiss at New Years, the nature of their text messages and emails had
been tentative, unsure – bordering on flirtatious, even. She could tell he felt
it too. It was like a game – they circled each other cautiously, but
circumstances meant that was all they were capable of. He had Kelly and she had
– well, she had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach that made her wary.
She didn’t want to make a fool of herself – or lose a friend. And then there
was Danny.


Finn jumped out of the car, still
smiling. “Hey, Red – need a lift?”


“Maybe. You offering?”


“Maybe.”


He winked and walked towards her,
his arms out. The shyness suddenly disappeared and she gave a little skip as
she stepped into his embrace, wrapping her arms around him.


“I’m glad it was you,” she said
into his shirt. He towered over her and she loved the way she fit into his
arms. He was slightly taller than Danny and that extra inch or so seemed to
make a difference.


“What?”


“I’m glad it was you, who came to
pick me up.” She pulled away, embarrassed. “I mean, I haven’t seen you for a while.”


Staring up at him, with the sun
behind him, his short brown hair seemed to glow, mesmerising her. She tried to
act casual, but felt far from it. His blue eyes twinkled, clearly amused.


“It’s only been a month or so,
but if I get a reception like this every time, then maybe we shouldn’t see each
other as often.”


“Not in the least bit funny.” She
smiled, reaching up to make sure her hair was still presentable.


“How’s the stomach?” he asked, walking
around the car with her to collect her bag. 


“Still queasy.” 


He deposited her bag into the
boot of the car. “A bit rough out there, was it?”


“It could’ve been worse.”


He slammed the boot shut. “Max
said it wasn’t too bad when he came across this morning.”


“So he made it?” Her heart
soared. “I wasn’t sure he would – he hasn’t returned any of my texts.”


“Yeah, that seems to be the
catch-phrase of the day.” Finn leaned on the roof of the car.


“Is he okay?” she asked.
Something in Finn’s demeanour seemed to suggest otherwise.


“I think so. I don’t know. It’s
hard to tell with him lately. You know what he’s like – he can be annoyingly
cagey when he wants to be.”


“I’m just glad he came,” she said.
“I’ve missed him. He’s been so crap at keeping in touch lately, I thought I’d
get here only to find out that he was a no-show, just like at New Years.”


Her heart raced as she realised
she had mentioned New Years – the one thing she swore she wouldn’t. She
hoped he didn’t notice. 


“Yeah, I asked him about that. He
said he was up north somewhere, no cellphone coverage.”


She raised her eyebrows dubiously
but Finn just shrugged. “I’m just telling you what he said.”


They got into the car and Finn
gunned the engine. The sound was so familiar, associated with such fond
memories, she couldn’t help but smile over at him.


He smiled back, obviously reading
her mind. “Just had it serviced last week.”


He turned his attention to the traffic
still streaming out of the ferry as they crawled out of the terminal area,
towards the main road. They fell into a comfortable silence as they drove towards
town and then out onto Queen Charlotte Drive. The narrow, winding road did
nothing to ease the remnants of Kate’s motion sickness.


“Can you slow down a bit? I don’t
feel so crash hot.” 


They slowed as he took yet
another bend.


“Stupid motion sickness pills
were a waste of money,” she mumbled.


“Why don’t you fly down next
time? I can pick you up from Blenheim airport.”


“Right now, I’m seriously tempted,”
she said, keeping her eyes on the road.


“Only another twenty minutes, at
the most.”


“Don’t hurry on my account.”


“Think of something else,” he
suggested, taking the next bend a little too fast for her liking.


 “Just slow down, will you
please? I don’t want to puke out the window of a moving car.”


“That makes two of us.”


“Finn.”


“I have slowed down, trust me –
if I go any slower, we’ll be walking.”


Twenty agonising minutes later, they
were pulling over into the gravel turning bay. He made the tight turn, crossing
the road and following the driveway under the canopy of trees and down towards
the house. She was glad she was the last to arrive. It would have been worse
arriving to an empty house. She found herself more than over the whole empty
house scenario lately.


Finn parked behind Gavin’s car,
gently applying the brake. Memories flooded over and through her as she stared
at the back of the house. She knew this house almost as well as she knew her
own, yet the familiarity was as much comforting as it was disconcerting.


“Hey,” Finn interrupted gently.
“You okay?”


She shook the memories off,
smiling. “Fine.”


He looked about to say something
else when she caught sight of Gavin and Max walking through the carport towards
them, beaming.


“Uh oh – someone looks a little
green!” Gavin quipped, pulling her into a hug as soon as she got out of the
car. “Rough sailing?”


“God, I hate those bloody ferries,”
she said, hugging him back.


“Next time, fly down – we’ll pick
you up from Blenheim.”


She pulled away, glancing over at
Finn. “Funny, we were just talking about that before. At least the flight is
shorter.”


Max came forward to take Kate in
his arms, smiling shyly.


“Hey you!” She buried her head in
his shoulder. She was struck with the sudden urge to hang on tight, and she
did. “I wasn’t sure you’d even be here.”


She felt him shrugging.


“You never returned my calls,”
she accused, frowning up at him.


“I –“


“It doesn’t matter.” She drew
back. “What matters is you’re here.”


He looked tired. She vowed to
talk to him later, when they were alone, and find out what was going on. For
now though, she had one more person she desperately needed to see.


“Where’s Lace?”


“Making a pre-dinner bijoux
snackette.”


“She’s cooking? You guys should
be doing that – she should be taking it easy,” she frowned.


Gavin held his hands up in
surrender. “She’s fine – and believe me, we tried, but she insisted. You know
what she’s like – she likes to feed everyone.”


“How is she?” Kate asked, draping
her arm around Max’s waist. 


“She’s good,” Gavin leaned back
against the Monaro. “It’s gonna take some time, but she’s doing okay, all
things considered.”


“And what about you?” 


“I’m okay. We’re philosophical
about it,” Gavin said, glancing briefly towards the house. “It wasn’t the right
time anyway. We weren’t ready. But y’know, we can try again. Later.”


“She should be resting,” Kate
insisted, her heart breaking for them both.


“Don’t fuss over her – really,”
Gavin warned. “It makes her tetchy. She’s been taking it easy the past week and
she looks much better.”


“I think she looks great,
considering,” Finn said.


“Why don’t you go in and catch
up?” Gavin suggested to Kate. “We’ll bring your stuff inside. She’s really
looking forward to seeing you.”


Kate smiled at
him before leaving them to make her way through the carport and into the house.


The moment Kate stepped inside the house, a delicious warming sensation
rose up from the pit of her stomach. It gradually spread throughout her body,
and even her heartbeat slowed. It was as if Danny had come up behind her and wrapped
his arms around her, drawing her close. The voices outside died away and she
gave in to the fantasy, part of her instinctively knowing it wasn’t real but
wanting it so badly she didn’t care. Slowly, it died away and she sniffed back
the aching sense of loss as emptiness flooded in. Danny wasn’t here, yet in so
many other ways, he was.


She stared down the empty hallway that stretched out before her. The
1970s wallpaper was faded, the floors devoid of carpet. Family photographs
lined the walls – generations of Morris’s had holidayed here. Everything was
exactly as it had always been. It was comforting, taking into account how
quickly things could change. Lately, even his presence – previously so strong –
in the house they shared, was fading. She felt like she was losing him and it
scared her. 


Directly opposite her was their bedroom, the one she and Danny used to
always sleep in when they came here. She gravitated towards it, stopping in the
doorway. Lacking in personal touches, the room contained a double bed and
large, 1970s Formica dressing table, complete with mirror, and matching bedside
tables. The French doors were open and the slight breeze carried the chorus of
cicadas into the house. The sea was calm, as usual, and sunlight glinted off
the water. The mountains on the opposite shoreline loomed in the distance.
Reaching upwards into the sky, dense and green, they formed part of the Queen
Charlotte Track, which she and Danny had always said they would walk, one day. 


One day. She had tried so hard to strike that phrase from her
vocabulary over the past year. It was either now or never. One single day –
twenty-four short hours – had the power to change your life forever.


She turned away from the room, her heart heavy, and made her way out to
the kitchen. From the doorway to the living area, the outlook was even more
beautiful, the wall of windows framing the bay like a living piece of art.  


“Hey chickie.” Lacey was standing at the kitchen sink, smiling at her. 


Kate wrapped her arms around her carefully, afraid of hurting her. “Hey
yourself.”


As they drew apart, Kate rubbed her arm, smiling. “It’s so good to see
you. I’ve missed our email chats this past week. How was the road trip?”


“I’ve missed you, too. It’s been nice, getting out of Auckland for a
bit. It’s so much quieter down here.”


“How are you? You feeling okay? I told the boys off – said they should
be running around after you, not the other way around.”


“It’s fine, really. I’m okay. I’m working through it – we both are.”
She nodded towards the doorway. “Gav’s been amazing.” 


The instant sting of jealousy bit hard. Gavin and Lacey made such a good
team, always there for each other, always honest with each other. She had
thought she had that same relationship with Danny. How wrong she was.


Voices, accompanied by a loud belch, preceded the arrival of Gavin, Max
and Finn, laden with her small overnight bag, two bags of groceries and a box
of beer.  


“Where do you want all this stuff?” Finn asked, dumping the beer and groceries
on the kitchen counter.


“I asked for bread, milk and cheese – not the whole supermarket,” Lacey
chuckled, shaking her head.


Finn pointed to the beer. “Au contraire, missy – I believe what you actually
said was that you wanted ‘the basics’. Voila – basics.” 








Chapter Five


The
house was like a sun-trap. The breeze that had cooled things down earlier had
all but disappeared, leaving them at the mercy of the sun, now sitting just
above the hills opposite. Rivulets of sweat ran down the back of Finn’s neck
and he reached for his can of beer, placing it at the nape of his neck to
combat the heat. The chill that ran through him was heavenly.


They lounged on the deck chairs, letting the peace and solitude of the
bay wash over them.


“Is the boat still in the shed?” Gavin pointed with his can to the boat
shed on the shore to the right of them.


“Yeah, I had a look earlier.”


“Miracle it’s still standing. Every year, I think I’m gonna find it’s
been reduced to a pile of timber in the wood shed,” Finn said, removing the can
of beer from the back of his neck and taking a sip.


Kate chuckled softly.


“It’s gonna happen – mark my words.” He couldn’t account for the sudden
increase in his heart rate when he made her laugh. She seemed to be doing that
more and more lately, and he loved to see it. She deserved to be happy. He
wanted to be the one to make her happy, too – and not just with the occasional
joke.


“Bugger this – I’m going in. Who’s with me?” Gavin stood up and pulled
his t-shirt off over his head.


Lacey smiled. “I wondered how long it would take you.”


He took off at a run down the steps and over the lawn, whooping as he
flew over the sand and into the water. Finn grinned, putting his beer can down
on the deck.


“He’s a lunatic!” Kate giggled.


“And he’s all mine,” Lacey dead-panned, glancing over at her. “How
blessed am I?”


Finn stood up and pulled his t-shirt off over his head, throwing it at Kate.


“Come on chicks – if we can go topless, so can you!” he winked. 


Kate stared at him, speechless, a satisfying blush crawling up her
neck. Max stood up, ripping his shirt off in a similar fashion and throwing it
at Finn as he raced off towards the water. Finn threw the shirt at the girls
and took off after him. 


He galloped into the water, diving in as soon as it was deep enough.
The cool water instantly reduced his body’s core temperature and he savoured
it, touching the ocean floor before swimming back up to the surface. Shaking
his head to clear the water from his eyes, he saw Gavin climb the ladder on the
pontoon in the middle of the bay and he followed Max as they made their way
leisurely towards him.


He cut through the water cleanly, enjoying the freedom of having the
entire bay to themselves. He missed being close to the sea. Living in Hamilton
had its perks, and he had made the forty-five minute trek to the surf beaches
at Raglan a few times, but there was nothing like having the ocean on your doorstep.
It was like having paradise in your back yard.


Max climbed up onto the pontoon beside Gavin as it rocked from side to
side, and Finn hung onto the bottom of the ladder, waiting for it to settle.


“It’s colder than a witch’s tit in there.” Max said, settling himself
on the pontoon beside Gavin.


Finn waved to the girls. “We’re waiting!”


Kate stood up and shielded her eyes from the sun. “Is it cold?” she
called back, her voice echoing across the bay.


“Nope!” Max yelled from behind him, chortling to himself.


“She’s gonna kill you for that.” Gavin murmured, and Finn turned around
to see them both grinning. He climbed up onto the pontoon and sat with his legs
dangling over the side, running a hand through his hair to get rid of the water
dripping into his eyes.


“Look,” Max pointed. “It worked!”


Finn followed his gaze as Lacey and Kate disappeared into the house.


“I bet they’re getting changed,” Gavin said. “You wait.”


“I’d hate to be a chick. So much maintenance. Way easier to just strip
your shirt off and go for it,” Max sniffed.


“Agreed.”


“Mind you, must take you a while to mousse your mop these days,” Finn
quipped.


“Piss off.”


“I’m sure Kate’ll cut it if you ask her – unless you like it like that?
I mean, I don’t want to assume anything.” Gavin said.


“You can piss off too,” Max shook his head like a dog then smoothed his
hair down with his hand. “I’ve been busy, okay? Unlike you lot, I don’t have
time to get to the barbers once a month.”


“Ha! Told ya!” Gavin crowed suddenly, nodding at the house.


Finn watched as both girls, giggling like twelve-year-olds, ran down
over the lawn in their swimsuits, towels in hand. They seemed to move in slow
motion and he took full advantage of the fantasy. Kate wore a sleek red
one-piece that he had never seen before. It showed off her ample curves and
contrasted beautifully with her auburn hair. Desire rose up in his throat and
he had to force himself to look away before he had some serious explaining to
do. 


He was unable to avert his eyes for long, and a moment later he was
watching her again. This was torture. He felt like a love-struck teenager. She
looked like a movie star from the 1950s, her long hair flowing behind her as
she ran towards the water. He had to resist the urge to dive in and swim straight
over to her. He cleared his throat, staring down at his feet in the water as he
forced out a long, slow breath. He tried to think of something else, anything
else, but it was a fruitless exercise. He found himself glancing up once more
as shrieks of surprise echoed through the bay. 


Max and Gavin chuckled. 


“Suckers!” Max yelled.


“You lying bastard!” Lacey gasped, standing bolt upright. “It’s freezing!”


Kate submerged herself up to her neck. “You’ll keep, Lonergan!” she
yelled, flipping him the bird.


Finn turned to grin at Max. “Better sleep with one eye open tonight, mate.”


Max frowned. “Shit – should’ve gotten them to bring another six-pack out
with them.”


Gavin roared with
laughter.


Kate rinsed the salt water out of her hair in the bathroom. She
gathered her long hair up and squeezed it out, wrapping it in a towel. Standing
in front of the mirror, she reapplied her lip gloss and tried not to think of
the way Finn’s chest glistened when it was wet. It was ridiculous how it made
her feel and she was embarrassed just thinking about it now. Much the same as
the way she felt after their close encounter at New Years. 


Determinedly putting it out of her mind, she went back to her bedroom.
As she changed back into a skirt and t-shirt, her mind wandered into dangerous
territory once more. She wondered what it would be like to run her hands over
his bare chest, brushing those pesky rivulets of water away. 


“For God’s sake,” She rolled her eyes at her reflection in the mirror
above the dressing table. “Girlfriend, you need to get a grip – and a bloody life.”


She pulled the towel off her head and finger-combed her wet hair,
quickly applying styling product before going back to the bathroom to hang up
her towel. By the time she appeared in the kitchen, she was more or less
composed. 


“You need a hand in here?” she asked Lacey, who was busy making dinner.


“Actually, I think it’s pretty much sorted, thanks.” Lacey smiled over
at her briefly, before turning her attention back to the cheese she was
grating. “Fancy pouring us a glass of wine though?”


“That would have to be one of your better ideas.” 


Kate took a couple of the larger mismatched wine glasses out of the
cupboard and grabbed the wine bottle from the fridge. A 1960s top forty
compilation was playing, albums spread around the old radiogram in the corner
of the room. Max was sprawled on one of the long, sleek, very 1970s sofas in
the living room. With a can of beer on his stomach and his eyes closed, he
tapped his bare feet in time to the music. Kate smiled to herself as she poured
the wine. 


“He seems pretty relaxed,” she commented, just loud enough for Lacey to
hear.


Lacey shot a quick glance at Max and returned the smile, nodding. “It’s
good isn’t it? To see him again, I mean. I was getting worried about him. It
was like he dropped off the face of the earth for a while there.”


“Yeah. I was thinking I’d get here and he’d be a no-show again.”


“I know – me too.”


Kate placed a full glass of wine in front of Lacey and took hers into
the living room, sitting down on the end of the sofa Max was lounging on. He
opened his eyes immediately.


“Hey you,” He rearranged himself so she had more room. “You’re looking
gorgeous, by the way. Love the swimsuit – is it new?”


Finn and Gavin were lost in conversation out on the deck. She refused
to allow herself to be drawn into feeling guilty about a new swimsuit, or the
reason she bought it. The best defence was offence.


“Don’t think you can charm your way out of this one, Lonergan.
Payback’s a bitch – that water was frigid.”


“You didn’t ask for a temperature reading – you asked if I thought
it was cold. I didn’t. If you did, well then – I can’t be held
responsible for that, can I?”


 “Mmm-hmm.” She narrowed her eyes at him as she took a sip of wine. 


“Can you do me a favour, chick?” Lacey called over the breakfast bar
that separated the kitchen from the living room. “Can you go and get some
mussels off the jetty for me? I think I’m gonna steam some to have with
dinner.”


“No worries.” Kate stood up, resting her glass on the coffee table.


She took the stainless steel mixing bowl that Lacey handed her and
headed out through the French doors onto the deck.


“How much?” Gavin was saying.


“Thirty five grand.” Finn took a sip of beer.


“You’re shitting me – seriously?”


“Seriously.”


Gavin let loose with a low whistle, shaking his head.


“What’s this?” Kate asked, stopping beside them.


“Finn was just saying, some random guy came up to him a week ago and
offered him thirty five grand for the Monaro.”


“Really? I had no idea it was worth that much.” Danny would have been
thrilled.


Finn looked up at her, squinting into the late afternoon sun. “I know.
I did some research after that, and they go for more than that too, some of
them. Incredible.”  


“Wow. That’s a lot of dosh.” 


“Sure is. I’d never sell it, but it’s good to know.”


Of course he wouldn’t sell it. He loved that car as much as Danny had.
She realised that he was still looking at her, his expression unreadable.
Growing uncomfortable under his scrutiny, she held the bowl up.


“I’m in charge of collecting the mussels for dinner – chef’s orders,”
she smiled over her shoulder, heading for the steps.


“I’ll come with you,” Finn said immediately, putting his beer on the
deck beside his chair and standing up.


The thoughts she had had earlier made another appearance, and she quickly
pushed them aside. She couldn’t spend the next few days avoiding him just
because she had some kind of girly crush she was having trouble getting over.


He fell into step beside her as they made their way over the lawn and
down onto the sandy beach. She struggled for something to say to ease the
tension but for once, nothing came. 


“How’s your stomach?” Finn asked finally. 


“It’s fine now.” She smiled over at him briefly as they strolled along
the sand towards the jetty closest to the house. “Maybe those seasickness pills
finally kicked in.”


They reached the weather-beaten wooden jetty and he climbed up onto it
first, offering her his hand. Gingerly, she took it. His fingers closed around
hers, safe and solid and reliable, and she had to keep telling herself that it
was nothing, he was just being his usual, chivalrous self. She wished her heart
would stop thumping in her ears so she could think straight.


He pulled her up onto the jetty next to him. Being in such close
proximity didn’t help clear up any of the confusion she felt – if anything, it
made it worse. Part of her wanted to crawl into his arms. The other part of her
wanted to run from him. She kept telling herself that he had Kelly – he wasn’t
available. Even if he was, she wasn’t sure that would make any difference. If
he would just keep his distance, she could get over this infatuation, or
whatever the hell this was. Only, he didn’t seem to be able to do that. 


They walked in silence down the length of the jetty. The water was a
gorgeous azure blue, clear and shallow beneath them. A multitude of sea life
attached themselves to the pylons, including starfish and mussels. She wasn’t
normally a huge fan of mussels, but it always seemed to be the thing to do
here, and she was keen to keep up the old traditions, the ones that Danny had
started when they first began coming here all those years ago. It seemed
important, a way of keeping his memory alive.


“Watch your step,” he warned, heading down the few wooden steps built
into the side of the jetty, leading into the water. 


The steps were slippery at the best of times, and she took them slowly,
following him. He reached for the bowl and she handed it to him as he began to
collect the mussels that had attached themselves to the pylons, dropping them
into the bowl. It wasn’t a two-person job, so she sat down on the step,
smoothing her skirt down over her thighs. She searched for something safe to
talk about.


“So, how’s Kelly?” she ventured, keeping her tone casual.


He stopped what he was doing and sat back on his heels. “We broke up.”


“What? When?”


”About a month ago? Something like that.”


Today was February fifteenth. Six weeks after what happened between
them at New Years. Was he trying to tell her something? 


“I’m so sorry – I didn’t know. Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.” 


She got the feeling he might have been waiting for the right moment to
tell her. Did the others know? If they did, they hadn’t mentioned it. Had he
asked them not to? Was she reading too much into this? Her head spun.


“It was a mutual thing,” he continued. “It just wasn’t working. She
wanted the whole deal – big wedding, couple of kids, white picket fence.” 


“And you didn’t?”


He stared at the mussels he had piled in the bowl at his feet. “That’s
the thing,” he said, “I did want all that – I mean, I do want all that.
Just not with her.”


The pregnant silence between them was almost as deafening as the
cicadas.


“I’m sorry,” she said again. And she meant it. They weren’t exactly
close, but she liked Kelly. If she had met her at a different time, when she
wasn’t grieving, then maybe they would have hit it off better. As it was, by
the time she and Finn had begun dating, she didn’t have the energy to nurture
new relationships. She had had enough trouble retaining the ones she already
had.


He sighed, rubbing his hand over his short brown hair, as if trying to
physically massage the problem away. 


“Hey, its fine – like I said, it was mutual,” he smiled up at her.
“We’re still friends – sort of.”


“Well, that’s something.”


He nodded, his gaze lingering on her for a moment longer. When he
turned his attention back to the mussels, she was grateful. Another few moments
and things may have become awkward. As it was, she tried to give the outer
impression that everything was fine. On the inside however, it was a very
different story.








Chapter Six


Three
years earlier


Max
hated leaving her alone. She looked so forlorn, so fragile – as if he would
come home from the supermarket to find she had withered away to nothing,
disappearing into the atmosphere without a trace. He glanced at his watch. He
had been gone half an hour already. He should get back. 


Making his way through the checkout and out to the car with the
essentials in a plastic bag, he hoped he had gotten everything they needed. He
had no idea what would happen when he had run out of annual leave days and had
to go back to work. Leaving Kate alone for an entire day gave him chills. He
started formulating a back-up plan. Maybe he could take a leave of absence for
a month or so? Or maybe he could work something else out? 


The traffic seemed to crawl on his way back to the villa, and he
tapped his fingers impatiently against the steering wheel. Pulling up outside
the house, he grabbed the bag of groceries and headed inside. Every time he
went through that front door, he wanted to vomit. The memories were brutal. 


He pushed the door closed with his foot and stopped. He was greeted
with silence. Taking the bag of groceries into the kitchen, he unloaded the
milk into the fridge. He purposely avoided looking at that corner of the living
room. The carpet had been ripped up and the wallpaper had been stripped prior
to Kate coming back home after the funeral, but neither hid the stain from his
memory. 


He crept up the hallway and listened at her bedroom door for a
moment. Hearing nothing, he followed it up with a soft knock on the door. When
she didn’t respond, he carefully opened the door and peeked in. She was curled
up in the foetal position in the centre of the bed, her back to him. She looked
like a child, small and lost. She was still wearing Danny’s All Blacks jersey,
having refused to take it off since she came home from the funeral. The room
smelt of misery. She needed to shower but she refused to. She refused to do
anything but lie here, on their bed, wearing Danny’s jersey. He crept over to
the window and cracked it open slightly, hoping the fresh air would help with
the smell.


He turned back to her. She was sleeping, but she didn’t look
peaceful. Even in sleep, she was frowning. Her cheeks were damp and her hair
matted. In the past three days, she had barely said two words. He was starting
to wonder if she would ever speak again. Looking closer, he realised she was
clutching something to her chest. Danny’s cellphone. He stood up straight
again, although it felt like he had been kicked in the stomach. He had heard
her last night, through the thin walls of the old villa, replaying the
voicemail message on Danny’s cellphone over and over until he had to fight the
urge to run in here, rip it out of her hands and smash it against the wall.


Sighing deeply, he made himself turn around and leave the room,
closing the door quietly behind him. He managed to take three steps before he
sank to the floor, his back against the wall. He closed his eyes to try and
block out the reality of the situation. Thundering in to fill the vacuum were
memories of that day, barely two weeks earlier. 


Blood, so much blood – and the smell. He wrestled with the urge to
vomit even as bile rose up from his stomach. 


He opened his eyes and tried to breathe through it, deep and slow.
Turning his head slowly to the side, he caught a glimpse of that corner of the
living room, where the horror had unfolded, where his nightmares began. His
pulse raced and he closed his eyes again, slamming his head back against the
wall viciously. Pain rocketed down his neck and throughout his body. He had to
get a grip. Kate needed him. He couldn’t leave, even if he wanted to. As much
as he wanted her to snap out of it, he was grateful for something to do. He
would take care of her, even if it was here, in this hall of mirrors, this
house of horrors. He owed it to Danny.


And once she was
well again, he would leave this house and never come back.


Max’s appetite had deserted him, and it had nothing to do with the
beautiful meal Lacey had prepared. He stared down at his plate, almost
untouched in front of him. His head said it looked amazing, his stomach said
otherwise. He was used to the see-sawing emotions that seemed so much more
obvious over these anniversary weekends. From extreme highs to extreme lows, it
seemed to be all part and parcel of the experience. He kept telling himself
that each year would be easier, but he was still waiting. It was exhausting,
navigating the see-saw. The constant up and down made him queasy.


As they sat around the large, rustic dining table, soaking up the one
hundred and eighty degree view of the sunset-drenched bay, he could feel the
encroaching uneasiness. The conversation died. He stared at the empty place
Kate had set at the table. It was a tradition she had started that first year, and
it had seemed to make her happy. He could see the sense then, knowing how much
she was suffering. But now, it was a reminder he could do without. He sculled
the last of his beer and, pushing his chair back noisily, made a beeline for
the beer fridge outside. As long as he kept the beer coming, he would sleep
alright tonight. After a long day like this, with a couple more ahead of him, he
needed all the sleep he could get. The nightmares always seemed so much worse
here. 


He breathed in the fresh sea air, pulling open the fridge door and
peering inside. He sure as hell couldn’t handle any of this sober, and he
wasn’t going to unburden himself anytime soon, either. The drunker he was, the
more soundly he slept. It was simple, really. Somewhere deep inside, alarm
bells rang but he ignored them. His options had dwindled to sober or drunk. He
chose drunk. He was making the best of a bad situation. He was handling it.


He reached in to grab three beers, slamming the fridge door shut with
more force than he intended. Taking a moment to compose himself, he headed back
along the wooden deck in the gathering dusk. 


“Here,” he said lightly, handing beers to Finn and Gavin before taking
a seat himself. He pulled the tab open and leaned back in his chair, taking a
big gulp.


The air prickled around him. Kate sat with her chin resting on her knee,
watching him.


“What?”


“Nothing. I was just saying that he would have loved this – us all
being here, together again.”


Max took another swig of beer.


“Sort of feels like he’s here with us, doesn’t it?” she said, her gaze
falling on the empty chair opposite her. 


It had been at least
three months since Max had last seen her. He couldn’t bring himself to turn up
at New Years. The thought of being in that house again, of seeing the exact
place Danny had died, of being that close to the memories, was too much.
Instead, he had chickened out. He had told them he was coming, then he hadn’t.
He couldn’t. He had spent two days ignoring his phone, finally sending an
apologetic text. The remorse he felt at letting them down, at lying to her, was
better than the horror of being in that house again. Last time had been bad
enough. He wasn’t keen to repeat the experience. He wished to hell she’d move
out of that place. He was running out of excuses as to why he couldn’t stay
there.


Finn watched as Max tucked into yet another can of beer. How many was
that? Even when he had arrived, Max had had a beer in his hand and clearly,
that wasn’t his first of the day. He hadn’t noticed it until now, but Max
hadn’t been without a beer all day. They all drank, but this was going beyond
normal behaviour. It was almost as if he was on a mission of some sort. Worse
still, the more he drank, the more withdrawn he became. 


He tried to get Gavin’s attention to see if he had noticed it, but he
was deep in conversation with Kate. Finn had been watching her, too. He had
seen her glance furtively at the empty setting at the table – Danny’s chair – a
couple of times, her expression unreadable. 


After what happened between them at New Years, he didn’t know what to
think. He had purposely waited to tell her about Kelly face to face, to see her
reaction for himself. He had hoped she would give him some clues so he could
figure out if what had happened between them was real or not. It had certainly
seemed real, no matter how drunk they both were. 


He reached for his beer. He knew Danny was a big part of this equation,
for both of them. It was tough, being here. There was a massive hole, and he
knew he wasn’t the only one who felt it. He supposed it might not have been as
bad if they had chosen to meet up somewhere other than here, but that felt
disloyal, somehow. These few days had always been about honouring Danny’s
memory – and where better to do it than here, where evidence of his life was
everywhere. 


It still rubbed at him. The wound was still raw, even after all this
time. Danny wasn’t himself in the weeks before his death. They thought it was just
a mood, that it would pass. But it didn’t pass. There had been no cry for help.
He had wanted to die. Reasonably, he knew this. Unreasonably, he argued
against it until his heart ached. 


Two words haunted him. If only. Those two words had the power to
change the past, or the future. They also had the power to drive you half mad
mulling over the possibilities.


They didn’t talk about that day as much now. Part of him was grateful. Instead
of focusing on what Danny did, they tried to focus on the person he was. Finn knew
now that the two were very different. Danny had ripped apart the very threads
of their friendship and brutally discarded them. He had excluded him from the
biggest decision of his life. He had betrayed him. His actions had made Finn
question everything he knew and put every relationship he had, or ever would
have, under the microscope. Nothing would ever be the same and somehow, he had
to find a way to live with that. They were like the pieces of a kaleidoscope.
All the same pieces were there but they were altered, different somehow. They
didn’t seem to fit together in quite the same way. With just a simple twist of
fate – a tear in the fabric of destiny – all of their lives could have been
very different.


Gavin and Lacey got up from the table and began to clear the plates
away as Max muttered something about taking a walk. He glanced over at Kate, her
attention fixed firmly on Max as he made his way out the door.


“Is he okay?” she asked worriedly, turning to Finn. “Did I say
something wrong?”


“I don’t know – I don’t think so?”


Gavin took the plate from in front of her and stacked it with the
others, heading over to put them on the breakfast bar that separated the
kitchen from the dining area.  


“Lace, you shouldn’t be doing that.” Kate stood up and followed her
into the kitchen. “The cook doesn’t have to do the dishes, remember?”


Lacey waved her off. “It’s fine, I don’t mind.”


“I’ve got a better idea – why don’t you just chill for a while? Take
advantage, for God’s sake,” Kate insisted.


“I like that plan.” Lacey smiled as Gavin leaned over to give her a
quick hug from behind.


“Good idea – stretch out on the sofa,” he said, kissing the top of her
head.


Gavin and Finn headed through to the kitchen and stacked the plates,
while Kate hunted around under the sink for a clean dishcloth. 


“Max looks like shit,” Gavin said simply.


“Yeah,” Finn agreed, sighing heavily. “I thought so to.”


“He seems to be drinking a hell of a lot more than usual,” Gavin said. “How
many beers has he had since you got here?”  


“Too many,” Kate said. “We’ll be all out by tomorrow, the rate he’s
going. What was he like when you arrived?”


“I don’t know,” Finn frowned. “It’s hard to tell with him. He seemed
okay, but I’ve noticed he seems pretty attached to the booze. He looks tired, too.”


“I think we should talk to him.” Kate put the plug in and ran the
water. “See if we can find out what’s going on.”


“It’s worth a shot.”


Finn picked up a tea towel and stood leaning back against the kitchen
counter as Kate filled the sink. The knot in the pit of his stomach refused to
go away. 


Suddenly, Lacey’s pasta wasn’t sitting so well.








Chapter Seven


Max
walked along the sand slowly, can of beer in his hand. He thought he could do
this, he really did. He thought that being here would be manageable, that being
around everyone would make it easier, not harder. He took a swig of beer, as if
it would wash away the uncertainty. He had over-estimated the simplicity of it.
He had walked right into this and now he was stuck. He couldn’t just make a flimsy
excuse and disappear now, no matter how miserable he felt – and he felt pretty
damn miserable.  


Everyone seemed to be moving on from Danny’s death except him. Why was
he so stuck in the past? Why couldn’t he get over this like they had? What the
hell was stopping him? He felt the frustration building up inside him until he
wanted to scream. 


Telling stories about Danny’s past escapades had been okay – fun, even.
He liked to think of Danny like that, the way he was. It helped to drive away
the images in his head of Danny lying on the floor, covered in blood and worse.
He thought that if he concentrated on the good times, he would be able to get
through these few days. How wrong he had been. 


First it had been Finn driving the Monaro. That flashback had been bad
enough. Then it was fishing off the jetty, something Danny had loved and been
good at. The fact that they didn’t catch anything was a sign, as far as he was
concerned. What had capped it all off was Kate setting that extra place at the
table. Why did she have to do that? Why did she need another sign that he was
missing? Didn’t she feel it keenly enough already? He could tell just by the
look on her face as she stared at the empty chair that she did. Why did she do
that to herself? Maybe she thought they all needed a reminder?


He huffed out a frustrated breath and paused in front of the rickety
wooden boat shed. Taking another swig of beer, he pulled the wooden cross-bar
off its mounting and dropped it on the sand. The doors swung open immediately, the
damp, musty smell rushing out at him. He pushed one of the doors open wider,
peering inside in the failing light. The old dinghy stared back at him, a
further reminder of days gone by. His eyes slowly grew accustomed to the
darkness. A selection of beach toys hung out quietly at the back of the shed,
just as always. It was as if they were waiting for something. Or someone. 


He sat down on the edge
of the dinghy, taking another long sip from the can in his hand. He was alive,
but he felt like he was bleeding to death. He could feel the life leaking out
of him, one drop, one day, at a time. He didn’t know how to stop it. What would
happen when the last drop, the last day, was gone? What would he be then? Was
there something between alive and dead, between before and after?


“Cards!” Finn announced triumphantly about an hour later. “Last Card - I’m
feeling lucky.”


“Strip Poker.”


“Max!”


“What?” he belched. “You said we should play a game.”


“What are you, twelve?” Lacey laughed.


“Where’s the deck?” Gavin hunted around in the bookshelf in the living
room, pushing Monopoly, Cluedo and Yahtzee aside.


“I’m not playing Strip Poker with you bunch of reprobates,” Lacey said,
getting up off the couch and giving Gavin’s bum a gentle slap on her way to the
kitchen. “And I’m sure Kate agrees.”


“I’m with you, sister from another mister.” Kate held her glass aloft,
winking.


“More wine?” Lacey grabbed the bottle from the fridge and brought it
back with her.


“Now that you’ve made a super special effort to bring the bottle with you?
Okay.” 


“Okay to Strip Poker?”


Kate rolled her eyes at Max. “Okay to wine. No-bloody-way to
Strip Poker.”


“Aw, don’t be shy - you’re amongst friends.” Max winked up at Kate from
his place on the floor, sprawled on the orange, shag-pile rug in front of the
fireplace. 


Lacey refilled both their wine glasses then set the almost-empty bottle
down on the coffee table in front of them, settling back into one of the long,
comfortable sofas.  


“No bloody cards,” Gavin announced disgustedly, collapsing into the sofa
beside Lacey and drawing her in close. “They’ve disappeared. We’ll have to
think of something else to do.”


“Spin the bottle!” Max chuckled, deftly ducking out of the way as Lacey
lobbed an empty beer can in his general direction.


“Jeez, watch it! You came within a kilometre of me, there.” 


Gavin smiled, reaching for his beer off the coffee table.


“Done,” Finn said, closing the lid to the old radiogram in the corner
and walking over to collapse on the sofa next to Kate. “And if you have any
complaints about the music, you can take them to Nina and Jim. I did the best I
could with what I had.”


The Beatles ‘Drive My Car’ filled the room and he grinned. 


“Rubber Soul?” Lacey asked, spying the album cover lying on the floor
next to the radiogram.


“Never any complaints about The Beatles,” Gavin nodded sagely.


Max proceeded to sing loudly along to the music.


“Oh my God - my ears are bleeding.” Lacey grimaced.


Max took another sip of his beer, then resorted to humming loudly
instead.


“We have this one, at home,” Kate said, indicating the radiogram with
her glass. She quickly corrected herself. “I mean, it’s Danny’s, from his
collection.”


“Do you still have all his vinyl?” Finn asked.


“Yeah. I didn’t know what to do with it. Nina and Jim didn’t want it,
so I just kept it.”


“You could probably sell it?” Finn suggested. “Some of those albums
might be worth a bit.”


“I suppose I could.”


“Do you listen to them?” Lacey asked.


“Sometimes.”


They fell silent for a few minutes, listening to the music. Kate took
another sip of wine before resting the glass on her knee. She was curled up at
the other end of the sofa and yet she seemed so far away. Finn sipped his beer,
eager to supress the itch he was too afraid to scratch. Glancing over at Gavin
and Lacey, curled up together on the other sofa, he was overcome with jealousy.
He wanted that. He wanted it with Kate, and he wanted her to want it with him. 


Where did that come from? Immediately, he wondered if he was drunk. He must
be, to even be thinking that way. Oh God. It’s New Years all over again.
Warning, Will Robinson – warning!


Kate was staring straight out the window, into the half-light of early
evening. The sky was alive with threads of purple and pink as the sun set over
the hills across the bay. 


“Y’know, I think I might take another swim before bed,” she said
quietly, standing up and setting her glass down on the coffee table.


“You okay chickie?” Lacey stared up at her from the sofa.


Kate smiled, but Finn could see she was upset.


“I’m fine. Just feel like taking a dip. Won’t be long.” She straightened
her t-shirt as she headed towards her bedroom. 


The music swirled around them, but the upbeat tempo suddenly seemed
grossly out of place. A few minutes later, Finn caught sight of her, wrapped in
a towel, heading along the deck and down the steps. 


“I’m never gonna learn when to keep my big mouth shut, am I?” he
groaned, running a hand down his face. “What an idiot.”


“It was a valid point,” Gavin argued. “She hangs onto all this shit
when she probably should be letting it go. It’s not healthy.”


“She’ll do it when she’s ready,” Lacey said gently. “She’s just not
ready yet.”


“Yeah, just like she’ll move out of that damn house when she’s ready. How
can she stay there, after what happened? The place gives me the bloody creeps.”
Finn shuddered.


“I tried to talk to her about that again at New Years,” Lacey said. “I
didn’t quite understand what she was getting at, but it seems to me like she
feels close to Danny there. She said sometimes she can feel him, like he’s
watching over her. I think she’s just afraid of making that final, big move –
of letting go. I guess when she’s ready to move on, she will. It’s not our call
to make.”


Finn’s heart raced. Maybe he had misread the situation at New Years –
maybe they had both just had too much to drink? It was New Years. Everyone gets
drunk at New Years. His head spun as he tried to recall everything that had
happened between them since – texts, phone calls, emails. Had he been looking
for signs that weren’t there?


Max got up off the floor, staggering slightly. “Another beer?”


Finn shook his head. “Nah, I’m good.”


“Me too,” Gavin echoed.


Max headed out through the French doors along the deck and Gavin’s
eyebrows shot up. “See what I mean?” he said, keeping his voice low.


Finn watched as Max made his way along the deck towards the beer
fridge. “Do you think he’s still having nightmares about…y’know?”


“I’d say so.” Gavin frowned. 


Finn watched Max through the window as he closed the fridge door and
made his way back along the deck to the French doors, his steps not as sure and
steady as they had been.


“He seemed okay earlier, didn’t he?” Lacey asked hopefully.


The Beatles sang in the background, but her question remained
unanswered.








Chapter Eight


Kate
floated on her back, staring up at the sky. The sun was still setting and the
gathering dark suited her mood. Finn was right – she should probably sell
Danny’s vinyl collection. She didn’t listen to it nearly as often as she used
to. Selling it just felt wrong, somehow – as if she were pushing Danny away,
throwing the things he loved after him. It felt so final. She wasn’t sure she
was ready for ‘final’ yet. ‘Final’ meant ‘the end’ – the end of one chapter of
her life, the beginning of the next one. What would the next chapter hold?
Would it be better or worse than this one?


She turned over onto her stomach, keeping herself afloat with her arms.
The water temperature seemed warmer now. It was refreshing, like a cool bath.
The setting sun had taken the heat of the day with it, and the difference
between the air and the water temperature seemed minimal. She began swimming
slowly towards the pontoon that floated in the middle of the bay.


Memories – that was all she had left now. That was one of the reasons
she had stayed in the house she and Danny had shared. She still saw him there,
sometimes – as if an echo of his former self had been left behind. She would
glance up and swear she saw him walking past the doorway out of the corner of
her eye, as if she had just missed him. It was comforting. She had tried to
explain it to Lacey at New Years, but she wasn’t sure she had been able to make
her understand. She didn’t know if she understood it herself most of the time.
It was just a feeling, and lately she had been noticing it less and less.


If she moved out of the house, would she lose what was left of Danny?
That was one of the reasons she hadn’t made a decision about the new job.
Taking it would mean not only leaving the house, but also leaving Auckland. She
wasn’t sure she was ready for that kind of upheaval. The list of pros and cons
she had made to help her make up her mind had only confused her more.


Reaching the pontoon, she grabbed hold of the ladder. She didn’t feel
like climbing up onto it anymore. Instead, she took a few minutes to catch her
breath. She turned back to the house and admired it from this angle. Tucked
into the hillside as it was, it seemed to be hiding from the world. The lamps
in the living area had been switched on, throwing rectangles of golden light
over the lawn. She could barely make out the shapes inside the house as she
tried to pick out her friends.


Max was worrying her. It felt like he was slowly removing himself from
her life and she missed him. She missed the long phone calls that went on well
into the early hours of the morning. She missed meeting up with him for
weekends at Gavin and Lacey’s. She missed him – the old Max, the one who
was just as much of a prankster as Danny was, the one who always seemed to know
when she needed to talk, the one who had been there for her in the months after
Danny’s death. That was the Max she missed, the Max she was anxious to get
back. This Max, the one here with them this weekend, seemed like a stranger.
And then there was the drinking. That wasn’t normal, either.


As the sun sank even further into the horizon, she began swimming
slowly back to shore. When she got closer, she saw a figure sitting on the
beach, next to where she had dropped her towel.


“Just doing my lifeguard thing,” Finn called out, over the noise of the
cicadas.


She couldn’t help but smile. “Okay, Hoff.”


He shook his head, sucking in air through his teeth. “Low blow,” he
chuckled, standing up. 


He handed her the towel as she walked up the beach out of the water.
She felt self-conscious. Just like earlier, she could feel his gaze on her. It
both excited and frightened her.  


“Thanks,” she said shyly, taking the towel from him and wrapping it
around her modestly. She gathered her wet hair into a tight ponytail and
twisted, wringing it out.


“Isn’t it gorgeous here?” she murmured, turning her back on the house.
“I keep forgetting, in between times.”


“I know what you mean.” Finn sat down on the sand, clearly in no hurry
to go back inside. 


She joined him, drawing her knees up and hugging them. Despite her best
efforts, she was far too conscious of his exact proximity to her. Now, he was
so close that she could feel the heat of his body next to hers, and it made the
hair on her arms stand on end. 


“So, how’s things with you?” he asked.


She shrugged. “Fine.”


“How’s work?”


“It’s good – busy, but good.”


“Whatcha been up to?”


“Not much. Just working, really.”


“You’re not giving me much to work with here, Red.” 


She wanted to tell him about the new job offer, but she didn’t feel
like talking through her pros and cons list again just yet – especially when he
was a bigger part of her decision than she was willing to admit.


“Sorry,” she mumbled nervously. “What can I say? Life’s pretty hum-drum
these days.”


His gaze lingered on her for a moment longer than was comfortable. She
could feel herself blushing, and she hoped like hell it was too dark for him to
notice. Turning her attention back to the scenery, she focused on the sky,
artfully splashed with purple and pink. The water lapped softly against the
foreshore. Even though it was a warm evening, she shivered again. Was he
looking for something, or was it her imagination?


“Oh come on – since my social life is pretty much dead lately, please
tell me yours has been a bit more exciting?” he urged, jostling her playfully
with his elbow.


“Sorry,” Her lips curved into a smile. Anytime he touched her, she
seemed incapable of keeping the smile off her face. 


“Jeez – don’t make me dig.” He jostled her again. “No mystery man? Come
on – you can tell me.”


Her smile faded as the line of questioning became uncomfortable. “No
time for mystery men. Like I said, it’s busy at work, and I’ve been coming home
exhausted. I fall asleep on the sofa most nights.”


“Hmm. All work and no play? You know what they say about that.” 


He was right. She had no work/life balance anymore. What had seemed
like the right idea at the time – to bury herself in work – had lately left her
feeling empty, like she was missing out on something. What had happened between
them at New Years had just highlighted that. 


God – New Years again. Why can’t I just forget about bloody New
Years?


“Y’know, I don’t think Danny would’ve expected you to be on your own
forever,” he said tentatively.


Even the cicadas seemed to hush. She felt violated, as if he had been
inside her head and read her mind. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling, not with
everything she had hidden away in there.


“I know that,” She reached down to grab a handful of sand, watching as
it sifted through her fingers, its coarse texture soothing, somehow.
Immediately, she picked up another handful, conversation deserting her. What
might Danny have wanted for her? Did he even think about her at all, that day?
Did he stop for a moment and look into the future, wondering what might become
of her, left to pick up the pieces of her life?


“You want to know what I think?” 


“Something tells me I should say no to that.” She forced a smile that
felt more like a grimace.


She hoped that the quip would keep things light-hearted, but she was
mistaken. Finn was staring back at her intently, his blue eyes dark in the
failing light.


“I think you’re scared.”


The smile died on her lips. To hear it said out loud like that was like
a hammer blow to the solar plexus. She felt violated all over again. Was it
that obvious?


“It’s okay to be scared,” he went on gently. “No one could blame you
for that. Just don’t let it stop you from living your life.”


“I am living my life,” she said, before she could stop herself.
She wished she had taken the time to remove the desperation from her tone, but
it was too late now. “I might not be out there living it up every night, but
I’m doing my best.”


Why was he looking at her like that – like he wanted to take her in his
arms and make the pain go away? She lost a couple of moments fantasising about
that very thing, before he spoke again.


“I’m not criticising, Kate – I’m just worried about you.” 


“Well don’t. I’m fine.”


She turned her attention back to the sunset, steadfastly ignoring the
urge to cry. Why did he have to ruin a perfectly good conversation by bringing
that up?


“I’m sorry.” The sincerity in his voice, together with the fact that he
now had his hand on her arm, was almost her undoing. “I didn’t mean to upset
you.”


“I’m not upset,” she said, a little too quickly. She cleared her throat
softly. “I’m just worried – about Max.”


It wasn’t a lie, and she barely even felt guilty about using Max as a
diversionary tactic. Finn squeezed her arm gently before letting it go. Just like
that, she felt alone again, swimming in a sea of uncertainty. 


He crossed his forearms over his knees and stared out over the water.
“I know. Me too.”


 “What should we do?” she pushed, desperately hoping he had an answer,
at least to Max’s problem.


“I don’t know. I suppose I could try talking to him again, but I don’t
know what good it’ll do. He’s not really into the whole amateur psychology
trip.”


“Maybe we could try talking to him together?” 


“Yeah, maybe we could. It’s worth a try.”


He didn’t sound convinced and her heart sank. As much as she hated to
admit it, Max’s behaviour was not foreign to her. The similarities between Max
and Danny were beginning to scare her. Suddenly the scenery laid out before
them became enormous, all-encompassing, almost frightening. The sun had been
swallowed by the hills and darkness descended over the world. It had ominous
overtones that made her shiver, and it had nothing to do with the temperature
on this balmy summer evening.








Chapter Nine


“Another beer?” Max asked, awkwardly
getting to his feet.


Both Gavin and Finn declined but Max didn’t let it
worry him. He swallowed the last of his beer and stood up, weaving his way
unsteadily out onto the deck to get another drink. He heard the conversation in
the living room die away, but he was past caring. The alcohol was doing its
job, dulling his senses finally. Soon, he would pass out and he welcomed the nightmare-free
oblivion.


When he came back into the house again, Kate had thrown
the blanket off her shoulders and was getting up off the sofa.


“Anyone for a pre-bedtime cuppa?” she asked.


He shook his head and twisted the top off his beer
bottle. “I’m good.”


A chorus of voices took her up on her offer. 


She draped her arm around his waist as she passed,
pulling him towards the kitchen. “Come on, give me a hand?”


He let her guide him over to the kitchen, where he
tossed the bottle top at the rubbish bin in the corner. He missed it
spectacularly. 


“Whoops.”


“You’re gonna pick that up, right?”


“What? Oh yeah – I mean, yes Mum.” He smiled
crookedly as she filled the kettle with water and switched it on.


He took a sip and walked over to pick the bottle top up
off the floor. It seemed to move under his hand, but he finally managed to pick
it up and it made it into the bin this time. He leaned back against the kitchen
counter to watch Kate.


“Why don’t you let me make you a cup of coffee?” she asked.



He threw her a sideways glance as he purposefully took
another long swallow. The last thing he wanted now was coffee. That would sober
him up and he definitely didn’t want to be sober – not here, not tonight.


“I don’t want coffee.” 


Jesus, get a grip. You sound like a
two year old having a temper tantrum. 


“Come on, I’m just trying to help you out here,” she
cajoled, reaching for the bottle. “You’re gonna need to make another beer run
into Picton tomorrow at this rate.”


“So?” He moved the bottle out of her reach, locking
eyes with her. “I don’t want coffee, Katie.”


Her face fell. 


Why is she being so damn bossy? Can’t
she see that I need this?


“Max, please.”  


He could see that she was worried. It was written all
over her face, that pinched look she got when she was anxious about something.
He didn’t mean to come off like a petulant child, but he couldn’t help it, he
felt trapped. Couldn’t she see that? He wanted to shout at her – at all of them
– that this was why he had stayed away from them for so long. But he didn’t.


He looked down at her, one hand flexing on the
counter’s edge behind him, the other firmly wrapped around the beer bottle at
his side. His heart sank. She didn’t deserve this. Misguided as she was, she
was only trying to help. Relenting, he surrendered the bottle. His one crutch,
his one magic solution to all the misery, and she was taking it from him. He
didn’t have to ask himself what now. He knew what would happen.  


“Thank you,” she said quietly. “I’ll make you one of my
special coffees.”


He sank back into the counter behind him and watched
her work, quickly and quietly. Conversation seemed to resume in the living
room, and he felt like screaming. He just wanted to forget – just long enough
so he could sleep, just long enough so he could escape. Was that too much to
ask?


“Remember that time Danny was convinced there was a
possum in the roof?” She threw him a sidelong glance before she turned her
attention to filling the waiting cups with coffee powder and sugar. “He climbed
up through the man-hole – Finn boosted him up because we couldn’t find a
ladder. Remember?”  


“He got me to pass him up the broom.” Good times. He
could talk about good times. It helped to chase away the memories. 


Kate turned around, stifling a giggle. “Then Finn followed
him with the cricket bat and that was it – no sleep for anyone till they found
the bloody thing.”


“And find the bloody thing, we did.” Finn leaned
against the breakfast bar behind them. “I’d forgotten about that. I couldn’t
see a damn thing up there, but he swore he could. He chased that thing around
like a lunatic - he kept saying it was possessed by demons. I’ll never forget
him lashing out and the bloody broom going straight through the ceiling!”


“I don’t think Nina and Jim were too chuffed,” Kate giggled.
“He had to pay to get it fixed.”


Finn strolled around the breakfast bar into the
kitchen, jumping up to sit on the kitchen counter next to Max. Gavin and Lacey joined
in as they raced through the memories, trying to recall what had started the
whole possum escapade that night.


These were the times when Max wanted to talk
about Danny. That was the only way to keep the darker thoughts at bay. When he
thought of Danny like this, he could push the nightmares aside. He could
concentrate on Danny’s child-like sense of humour and his love of playing
pranks and how much he adored Kate and the Monaro. He could see his keen
competitive sense and the stupid dance he did when he won a game of cards, or a
drinking game – or any kind of game. 


All of these memories pushed the anger and the pain deep
down inside, where he wanted to keep it. He tried to ignore it, because
sometimes, when he was at his lowest, all he could think about was how unfair
life was. He didn’t deserve to see the inside of his friend’s head splattered
all over the wall. Kate didn’t deserve to lose the man she had planned to spend
the rest of her life with. Nina and Jim didn’t deserve to lose their only
child. None of them deserved to lose their friend.


Kate stirred milk into their coffee. She was smiling
and it warmed his shattered heart to see it. He wondered if she still kept
Danny’s old cellphone in her bedside drawer – did she still call it to hear his
voice on the answerphone message? Those long weeks and then months after Danny
died, he had moved in with her to make sure she was okay. What she didn’t know
– what none of them knew – was that he hadn’t done it purely for her. He had
also done it for himself. As much as he had hated being in that house, he was
more frightened of being alone. Even he was capable of seeing the irony.


“Max?”


He blinked. “Sorry - what?”


“Let’s go through to the living room and sit down,”
Gavin was saying, helping Kate with the coffee mugs.


Max followed them, concentrating on putting one foot in
front of the other. Suddenly, that was more difficult. Perhaps he would get a
good sleep tonight after all. Maybe he had already had enough to usher in
oblivion.


Gavin put the coffee cups down on the table and threw
himself onto one sofa, Lacey joining him. Finn took the armchair this time, and
Kate sat down on the rug with her coffee, leaving Max to fall into the other
sofa. He leaned forward to rub his face wearily. He was so tired of all of
this. Part of him wanted to sleep. Part of him was afraid to close his eyes.
Visibly waning now, he sat up and tried to focus.


“Hey – how you doin’ over there?” Finn asked.


“Good…’m good.”


Conversation seemed to pick up around him, ebbing and
flowing over and through him like the tides. Someone laughed. More voices
joined in. A chorus of noise surrounded him but he couldn’t follow the
conversation. He wasn’t sure he even cared anymore. They seemed happy, that was
the main thing. The happier they were, the more likely they would leave him in
peace.


It was getting harder and harder to keep his eyes open
and the space between blinks got shorter and shorter. He glanced over at Finn,
having great difficulty keeping him in focus, his face bobbing in front of him
uncertainly, fuzzy around the edges. 


“Max?”


He shook himself out of the darkness he felt himself
leaning into, his eyes snapping open. “Yeah? ‘M okay,” he mumbled.


He blinked as Finn’s face disappeared altogether and he
felt himself falling. Then, blessed darkness.








Chapter Ten


Lacey had been the first to head off
to bed. They had decided to leave Max where he was. He had fallen asleep a
little over an hour ago and was sleeping fairly peacefully, if the light snoring
was any indication.


“There was no point talking to him tonight,” Finn said.
“He wouldn’t have remembered in the morning, not in the state he’s in. I think
the best thing to do is try it tomorrow, see if we can find out what’s going
on.”


“I agree. Give him the morning for the hangover to wear
off,” Gavin said, gathering up the empty coffee mugs and taking them into the
kitchen.


“It might be a total waste of time,” Finn sat back in
the armchair. “You realise that?”


“Well, yeah, but what are the alternatives? Watch him
drink himself into a coma every night?”


“We have to try something,” Kate said. “We can’t just
let him go on like this. It’s bad enough he’s not returning phone calls or
texts anymore.”


Max looked peaceful, but she couldn’t help but wonder
how long that would last. The last time she saw him had been at her birthday, in
November. They had made a weekend of it, and everyone had crashed overnight at Gavin
and Lacey’s. Max had woken them up in the middle of the night, screaming. It
wasn’t the first time. He had clammed up when they asked him, but it didn’t
take a rocket scientist to figure it out. 


“I’m gonna have to turn in,” Finn yawned. “How does
bacon and eggs grab you for breakfast?” 


“You making it?” Gavin asked.


“I’m usually the first up, aren’t I?”


“Good point. In that case, I’m in.”


“Night guys. Sleep well.” He stood up and made his way
wearily out of the room, passing Gavin in the kitchen.


“G’night,” Kate smiled.


Gavin came back into the living room and sank into the
sofa beside her with a heavy sigh. For some reason, she wasn’t tired. She waited
a few moments to be sure Finn was out of earshot before turning to him. 


“Did you know about him and Kelly?” 


Gavin nodded slowly.


“Why didn’t you tell me? I had no idea. He said it
happened a month ago.” 


“He told me not to. Why are you giving me that look?”


“What look?”


“The pound-of-shit look.”


“I’m not giving you the pound-of-shit look!”


“You most definitely are giving me the pound-of-shit
look. What’d I do?”


She huffed out a frustrated breath and sank back into
the sofa. “I just wish someone had told me, that’s all. I feel like an idiot
now. I’m probably the only one who didn’t know!”


Gavin shifted in his seat. “He said he wanted to tell
you himself.”


“But why?”


“I don’t know – why are you asking me? Why don’t you
ask him?” The amusement in his voice annoyed her. This was why she should have
asked Lacey. She reached for the woollen blanket folded up neatly on the arm of
the sofa next to her, pulling it into her lap and picking at the fringe.


“I know about what happened between you guys at New
Years.”


Speechless, she stopped picking at the fringe and just
held it between her fingers instead. 


“I don’t know where the hell I was, but apparently I
missed the whole thing.”


In spite of herself, she smiled. “You were comatose on
the floor in the living room, if I remember rightly. Besides, you didn’t miss
much.”


“Ah. Yes, that does sound like me.” He chuckled. “And apparently,
I missed quite a lot. Wanna fill me in?”


She sighed, leaning back onto the cushions and staring
at the ceiling. 


“We were drunk,” she said after a few moments. “That
was all it was. It was just a… momentary lapse of reason.”


“You sure about that? You know that old saying – alcohol
goes in, truth comes out.”


Her brain hurt just thinking about the implications.


“I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately.” She sighed,
glancing over at him briefly. “I think my radar’s all screwed up – probably
from lack of use.” 


“What do you mean by that?”


“Nothing – it’s nothing. Never mind – just the ravings
of a madwoman. It’s been a long day.”


She wished the ground would swallow her up and remove
her from the awkwardness of this conversation.


“Look, I don’t want to step out of line here, but, do
you want to know what I think?” he said gently.


Not again. Still, she found herself nodding, as
her heart thumped mercilessly against her ribcage.


“Maybe what happened at New Years was a sign. Maybe
you’re ready to move on? And if you are, you shouldn’t feel guilty about that.
And personally, I think that Finn would be a safer bet than some stranger. You
know him. He knew Danny, he knows what you’ve been through. You’re already
close – it almost makes sense, when you think about it.”


Kate was trembling and she knew it wasn’t from the
cold. 


“Finn loved Danny as much as you did. He’d never do
anything to hurt you. But you probably know that already.”


Her throat closed up and tears stung her eyes. 


“It doesn’t mean you’re going to forget him. It just
means you’re ready to move on with your life.”


“As if I’d ever forget him.” She bit her lip to keep
from crying. “You make it sound simple.”


 “I know it’s not simple. But it might just be easier
than you thought. Could be that, rather than easing into the pool slowly, it
might be better to just close your eyes and jump.”


“Why do guys always make things sound so
straightforward? It’s just black or white for you, isn’t it? No grey.”


“Lace says I shouldn’t wear grey. Washes me out or some
bloody thing.” He winked. “If you wanted a deep and meaningful, you should’ve
talked to Lace about this shit. I don’t do deep and meaningful. I do shallow
and meaningless. Apparently I’m pretty good at it, too.”


She sniffed. “You’re an honorary chick and you know
it.”


“I’m not sure quite what to do with that. Should I be
worried?”


She shook her head, smiling. If only it was as easy to
talk to Finn as it was to talk to Gavin. It used to be, only since New Years,
everything was a bit weird. Things that should have been innocent, suddenly had
a shadow behind them. Everything seemed to be a double entendre. It made things
awkward.


“I don’t even know how he feels about… y’know.” She
turned serious once more, studying the blanket in her lap with renewed vigour.


“Yeah you do.” 


She didn’t reply, but she supposed the fire that
exploded on her cheeks said what she couldn’t. She glanced over at Max, sprawled
haphazardly on the other sofa. His longer hair and the gentle light emitting
from the room’s only lamp made him look so much younger than his twenty-eight
years. Sleep melted the worry lines off his face and smoothed out his features,
as he snored softly to himself in the quiet room. 


“I’m worried about him,” she said. “What do you think’s
going on?”


Gavin regarded Max’s prone body carefully. “I have no
idea. Wouldn’t be so bad if he’d talk to us, then maybe we’d have some kind of
clue. He seems pretty keen to keep us at arm’s length lately, though.”


“That’s what scares me the most. He just seems like
he’s slipping away. I miss him.”


She stared at him, sleeping soundly. If only it was
possible to draw all the pain out of him while he slept, to have him wake up
with no memory of the past three years. She had often wished that for herself,
too.


“Do you think he’ll be alright, sleeping there
tonight?” she asked.


Gavin appraised the situation for a split second.


“Well, I’m not carrying his lanky, drunken ass to bed,
so yeah – I vote we leave him there.” He turned to smile at her reassuringly,
lightening the mood. “He’ll be fine. He just needs to sleep. Speaking of which,
I’m going to bed too. I have a hot chick waiting for me – no offence.” He
winked, getting up slowly and stretching.


“None taken.” She followed his lead, folding up the
blanket and laying it over the arm of the sofa. “Goodnight. And thanks.” She reached
up to give him a hug.


“Goodnight, and you’re welcome.”


She watched him walk away, then turned back to Max. He
looked so relaxed. She hadn’t seen him look like that for so long. She reached
behind her for the blanket she had just folded, opening it out again and
draping it over him carefully. Switching the lamp off, she used the moonlight
to help her navigate her way through the darkness toward her room. 


Gavin’s words came back to her. She could see his point
– the fact that Finn and Danny were friends was a good thing. It was also one
of the reasons she was reluctant to face the attraction head-on. Just when she
thought her life couldn’t get any more complicated. She sounded like some kind
of dopey teenager, not a mature woman of twenty-seven. She stopped at the door
to her room and leaned on the doorframe for a moment. 


She could still see Danny, spread out on the bed, fast
asleep. She could almost see herself sidling up to him, arranging herself
beside him until the movement nudged him into curling himself around her in his
sleep. His arm would creep over her stomach, settling into the hollow of her
waist. The feeling of warmth and familiarity was so real that it was as if it
had just happened yesterday.








Chapter Eleven


Finn was needled out of a peaceful
sleep with a sharp jab. He squinted into the light coming from the lamp beside
his bed. 


“What?” he mumbled sleepily, rolling away from it.


Then he heard it. A noise – a moan. Something. 


He rolled over again, sitting bolt upright. Kate was
kneeling by the side of his bed, chewing on her bottom lip.


“It’s Max,” she said, wide-eyed. “He’s having a
nightmare. He won’t wake up – I tried. I don’t know what to do.”


“It’s okay,” He pushed the covers back and swiped his
hand across his eyes. “I’m coming.”


He followed the lamp light to the living room, Kate
right behind him. Max was exactly where they had left him, on the sofa. A
blanket was in a heap on the floor beside him and he was bathed in sweat. His
face was pale and pinched, his eyes clamped shut and his mouth working
silently. He looked far from the peaceful Max they had left sleeping only a few
short hours before. His heart sank. Not again.


Kneeling down beside him, he shook his shoulder gently.
“Max. Wake up.”


Max groaned again, but didn’t open his eyes. Finn shook
him again, firmly this time, and Max threw his arm out wide, almost collecting
the side of Finn’s face in the process. Kate’s silent desperation mirrored his
own. Max cried out – a strangled yelp that seemed to cut through the night and grate
on his last nerve. 


Finn took hold of him by the shoulders and shook him roughly.
Suddenly Max’s eyes flew open and he sucked in a short, sharp breath.


“It’s okay, you’re alright – it was just a nightmare,”
Kate said quickly.


Max blinked rapidly, pushing himself up onto his elbows
and taking a few ragged breaths.


“You okay?” Finn asked.


The fear in Max’s eyes sent his stomach into freefall. 


 “Yeah,” he whispered. “Yeah…’m fine.” He cleared his
throat and sniffed, clearly still struggling with cobwebs the nightmare had left
behind. 


“Do you want to talk about it?” Kate asked tentatively.


“No.”


Finn knelt on the floor beside the sofa. He shared a
worried glance with Kate, before turning his attention back to Max.


“Come on mate, talk to us. It might help?” 


He had asked this a hundred times or more, but Max never
took him up on it. This time was no different. 


Max shook his head again, more quickly this time. “No. I’m
fine.”


He cleared his throat again and pushed himself up,
swinging his legs over the side of the sofa. He looked exhausted – and
traumatised. Finn opened his mouth to speak but Max shut him down with a look.



Getting the message loud and clear, Finn got to his
feet slowly, muttering “Okay.” 


He hated seeing Max like this. It was getting worse,
not better. He wondered if the nightmares were year-round now, not just around
the anniversary of Danny’s death. Was that why Max had withdrawn from them all
as he had over the past few months? Maybe he was suffocating under the weight
of what happened? How would they know one way or the other, if he didn’t talk
to them? Whatever he tried to do to ease this burden, it didn’t seem to make
any difference. It was never enough.


“Coffee?” he said, to no one in particular. 


“Yeah, thanks.” Kate smiled at him, a little ragged
around the edges, but at least she was staying. 


He was grateful. He didn’t feel so
helpless when she was around. Max just nodded, hanging his head as he held a
violently shaking hand out in front of him. Slowly clenching it into a fist, he
withdrew it.


Kate was asleep on the couch, one hand hidden beneath
the pillow, the other curled up under her chin. Her long auburn hair was buried
underneath her, leaving a halo of dark gold around her face as she slept. She
was coiled into the foetal position, covered with a blanket Finn had just
placed over her. He was grateful that at least someone had managed to get some
sleep tonight. She had valiantly fought it to the bitter end though, finally
succumbing about half an hour earlier. 


He was beginning to realise that he had signed up for
an all-nighter. Max stood at the window, staring out silently into the
darkness. He had been quiet and withdrawn since he had woken up. He had even
tried to insist that he and Kate should go back to bed, but that didn’t wash.
Finn was hoping they might get a chance to talk at last, but he now realised
that wasn’t going to happen. He could talk, but clearly Max didn’t
intend on joining in. Regardless, he wasn’t letting Max’s sombre mood chase him
away. He was in this for the long-haul. If he wasn’t able to help with anything
practical, then he would keep him company. It was the least he could do. 


Copious cups of coffee later and Max had more or less
sobered up. Finn, on the other hand, was exhausted. The couple of hours sleep
he had under his belt was a shoddy buffer and now he could feel his body crying
out for more. Instead, he dragged himself up off the sofa, picking up his empty
mug as he stood.  


“Another coffee?” he asked, staring at Max’s reflection
in the window. He had lost count of how many cups of coffee they had had, but
he knew they had to be close to double figures by now. 


“Yeah. Thanks.”


Max didn’t turn around, just shuffled slightly and
shoved his hands deeper into the pockets of his board shorts. Finn collected
Max’s empty coffee mug as he trudged wearily through to the kitchen. He filled
the kettle with water and switched it on, his mind wandering, lulled by
fatigue. He was exhausted, in body and mind. 


He was so tired of watching Kate and trying to figure
out what she was thinking; tired of trying to figure out exactly when and how
he had failed Danny; tired of watching Max slowly destroy himself in front of his
eyes. He was sick of watching out for everyone. Who would watch out for him?
Kelly had tried, but it was more than she could handle and he couldn’t blame
her for wanting out. Their relationship had ended mutually – that part was
certainly true. What he was ashamed to tell anyone was that she had told him
she couldn’t handle it anymore. His grief and guilt was so much a part of him,
it had barricaded him behind a wall, blocking everyone else out. Ultimately, it
had driven her away. She deserved more. She deserved someone decent, someone
capable of loving her whole-heartedly. She said he deserved to be with someone
who understood him, even though he didn’t understand himself. He had no
argument for that. He didn’t have a solution for it either.


He had met Kelly after Danny’s death. She had tried to
help him through his grief, but he hadn’t really let her in. It might have been
different if she had known Danny. She might have understood. But with Kate, it
was different. She had been there with him throughout all of it, and vice versa.
While she had taken her time to deal with it, he had pushed it to the side and
tried to gallop forward. For all the good that did him. As much as it hurt to
admit, he was only just beginning to realise that he and Max were in the same
boat. Three years later, and they were still struggling.


Not for the first time, he could feel the anger brewing
from somewhere deep down inside. What was Danny thinking, leaving them to deal
with the fallout like this? Didn’t he give a shit – about any of them? So much for
the bonds of friendship.


His jaw was clamped together so tightly his teeth ached.
He consciously took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, as the kettle switched
itself off. Reluctantly, he spooned instant coffee into the mugs in front of
him and filled them with freshly-boiled water, adding sugar and stirring.
Within a few minutes, the smell of coffee and the fact he was moving around had
roused him slightly. 


He cleared his throat quietly and walked past Max,
setting both their cups down on the coffee table and sinking into the sofa
again. Max didn’t move. Finn stared at his reflection, trying to read him. The
moonlit night was obliterated by the lamplight inside. All he could see was
Max’s face in the window, but what could Max see? What was going on inside his
head?


Finn could feel his energy waning and his heart felt
weary once again. It was no good. No matter how hard he tried to fight it, no
matter how hard he pushed things away, he was tired. He was tired and he was
angry and he wished – he wished – he understood what had happened that
day. Maybe then, they could all forget about how Danny died, just for a while –
just long enough to heal. Would they all be here – screwed up, feeling guilty,
feeling responsible somehow – if Danny had died in a car accident, or dropped
dead from a heart attack? Probably not. But because he had shot himself in the
head, here they were. Danny’s decision haunted them more than any twist of fate
or act of God. It seemed grossly unfair.


Wearily, he glanced over at Kate. She looked so tranquil.
It was like all the worries of the world fell away from her and she was free to
just be herself again. Like she had been before. 


“You should tell her.”


Finn’s head snapped up. Max had turned around and was
watching him, his arms folded across his chest, his face maddeningly blank.


“What?”


“You heard me.”


Over the last few hours, whatever hangover Max had been
heading for had disintegrated, swallowed up by the nightmare and the buckets of
caffeine that followed. He wasn’t stone cold sober, but he didn’t appear to be
ridiculously worse for wear either. 


Finn reached for his coffee, his heart racing. “I don’t
know what you’re talking about.” 


“Bullshit. I’ve seen how you look at her.” 


Finn was out of his depth. He was so tired, he could
barely think straight - and he wasn’t ready for this conversation, not by a
long shot.


He tried to shrug casually, feigning ignorance. “Mate,
you’re way off – “


“It’s different now. You should tell her, before you
miss your window.”


Finn stared up at him. “I don’t… what do you mean, miss
my window?”


“Before we all bugger off and everything goes back to
the way it was before.”


He was right. Once they all went their separate ways
again, it would be harder to talk to her. If he was going to do this at all, it
had to be here – and soon. He groaned softly and fell back into the sofa,
staring at the ceiling.


“Was I that obvious?” 


Max smiled then and Finn noticed how much younger he looked
when he did that. Personally, he was feeling quite the opposite. He looked at Kate
now, scared suddenly that she may have woken up and was lying there staring at
him like he’d lost his mind. Luckily, she wasn’t.


“No, not really. Little things gave it away. I guess
it’s what happens when you just sit back and watch the world go by.” 


Max sank into the nearest armchair, reaching over to
pick up his coffee mug. Most of the time, Max gave him the impression that he
was walking a tightrope, stretched between reality and some corner of his mind
that he went to to hide from everything. Regardless, there was no doubt that
his insight was staggering. Maybe there was something in that – stepping back,
watching the world go by.


“You really think she’s ready for that?” he asked,
afraid to hope. “I talked to her about that earlier – just in general terms, I
mean – and I just don’t know. She’s bloody hard to read sometimes.” 


Max rested his coffee mug on the arm of the chair,
staring down at it thoughtfully. “She seems different, but in a good way. More
like her old self.”


“Yeah, I kind of thought that too. At New Years, we had
this – I don’t know what the hell it was. I kept putting it down to the booze,
but I just couldn’t get it out of my head. It was just the way she looked at
me, and we nearly...” He cleared his throat lightly, shaking his head at the
memory. “And then when Kelly and I called it quits, I was kinda relieved, to be
honest. She deserves a hell of a lot more than I’ve got to offer.”


“Who, Kate?”


“Kelly.”


“Ah.”


“I don’t know, though.” He glanced over at Kate again.
“It’s complicated.” 


“No one said it was gonna be easy.”


“Well aren’t you just chock full of wisdom tonight?”
Finn grumbled sarcastically, shaking his head. “You’ve hardly said two words in
the past couple of hours, and now all of a sudden you’re Dr Phil? What’s up
with that?”


Max’s face fell. He flashed a quick smile, shrugging
his shoulders as the shutters came down.


“You’re right. I don’t know shit about this stuff.” he
said. “Jesus, I can’t remember the last time I had a relationship that lasted
longer than one night.” He glanced over at Kate, still sleeping on the couch. “We
should wake her up, send her to bed. She needs to get some proper sleep.”


“You know as well as I do that she won’t go. She’s
worried about you. We all are.”


Max just shrugged, the muscle in his jaw twitching. Finn
decided to dive in, boots and all. “What’s with the drinking?”


The heavy darkness around the house seemed to encroach
on them, pushing against the window panes. Finn felt the pressure inside the
room building as the silence stretched out.


“Seriously – you can tell me. I’m not an idiot, I can
see what’s going on here. You turn up here and suddenly you’re main-lining
beer. It’s the nightmares again isn’t it? That’s why you’re drinking like
this.”


Max seemed to withdraw into himself and Finn’s heart
raced. He wasn’t sure if he was on the right track or not, but it seemed like
he had to do something.


“I’m gonna take that as a yes, then. Can we just talk
about that for a minute?” Finn leaned forward, setting his coffee mug on the
table between them.


“Nothing to talk about. Let’s not drag this up again.” 


“So you don’t want to talk to me about it, or
you don’t want to talk to anyone about it?”


Max ignored him but the train had already left the
station.


“Maybe if you talked about it, they’d stop.”


Max huffed, one corner of his mouth tilting into a wry
smile. Just moments ago, he had looked younger. Now, he looked older, wiser –
just plain weathered.


“It’d be cool if it was that easy, wouldn’t it?” 


“Maybe it is that easy,” Finn insisted. “Look, I
don’t know if it’s the same one or a whole lot of different ones, but maybe if
you told me –“


“No.”


“Just try it. You never know,” Finn lowered his voice,
his heart pounding as anger bubbled up to the surface from out of nowhere. “It’s
been three years and things are getting worse, not better. Do you really want
to go through the rest of your life like this? You really want Danny in there, messing
with your head like this? You need to get it out – talk about it, tell
me what you saw. Come on, mate – you owe it to yourself.”


“You don’t get it.” The words spilled out from between
clenched teeth.


“Then explain it to me.”


“No,” Max shook his head.


“Why not?” 


Why couldn’t he see what this was doing to him? Why was
he letting Danny’s decision ruin the rest of his own life? He wanted his friend
back. It was bad enough losing Danny, but losing Max like this, slowly and
painfully and right in front of his face, was completely within his control. He
wasn’t going to sit back this time. Not again.


“Don’t push me on this,” Max pleaded.


“Why not, Max?”


“Because you don’t really want to know, that’s why
not!” he spat icily, frustration spilling over. “Do you really think I want to
share this with you – with anyone? It fucking sucks, having this shit in
your head. So, no, I’m not going to talk to you about it so you can carry it
around too – what kind of mate would I be if I did that? I’ll deal with it my
own way, and if that doesn’t sit well with you, tough. You should be thanking
me, not hassling me about it. Jesus, give me a break okay?”


Max’s breathing was ragged as he stared over the coffee
table at him, clearly hanging on tight.


“You think you’re protecting me?” Finn’s pulse
raced. 


“I know I am. Just leave it alone, okay?”


The look of desperation on Max’s face turned Finn’s stomach.









Chapter Twelve


Lacey woke up slowly, stretching out
in bed and feeling behind her for Gavin. When she couldn’t find him, she rolled
over to find she was alone. She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes and looking
around the room blearily. It was early, and the sun was still rising, slowly
illuminating the slice of paradise outside the window. After a week of early
starts, her body clock had apparently re-set itself. 


Yawning, she threw the covers off and sat on the edge
of the bed. Her hand found its way to her stomach and she rubbed it tenderly,
staring blankly out the window. She still felt empty. It was as if her baby,
when it left her body, had taken a piece of her with it, leaving a cavernous
hole inside of her. She tried not to dwell on it because it made the ache worse,
but it hurt nonetheless.


Standing up, she grabbed one of Gavin’s t-shirts to
throw over her lightweight cotton nightdress. It was too early in the day to be
thinking about this. She needed to use the bathroom first, then she needed coffee.


Taking care of the more urgent need first, she shuffled
out of the bathroom and down the hall, the smell of cooking bacon wafting up to
meet her. Poking her nose around the corner into the kitchen, she found Finn
busy making breakfast.  


“Morning,” she yawned, leaning her head against the
doorframe. 


Finn turned to smile at her. “Morning, gorgeous.
Hungry?”


“It’s kinda early for breakfast isn’t it? How long have
you been up?”


He turned his back to her again. “A while now. I was
keeping Max company.” 


The bacon didn’t smell so good all of a sudden. She
recalled Kate’s birthday party and the screams that had woken them all in the
middle of the night. “Nightmares again?”  


He nodded.


“How is he?”


Finn kept his eye on the eggs he was scrambling. “Let’s
just say it was a long night.”


“I bet.” She heaved a sigh that seemed to well up from
the soles of her feet. “Where’s Gav?” 


“Outside.” He peered over his shoulder at her. “You
sleep okay?” 


“Yeah, fine. I was out like a light.”


He turned back to the eggs. She watched him, zoning out
for a few moments, before giving herself a mental shake and shuffling through
into the living room. The birds were just waking up now too, and the dead
silence of the darkness was being replaced by the rising cacophony of birdsong.
Danny had complained on more than one occasion that the birds had woken him up.
It was the one thing he hated about the beach house. Anything that messed with
the fact that he liked to sleep late was, in his own words, “not cool”.


Ignoring her heavy heart, she crossed her arms over her
chest and gazed out through the open French doors. Gavin and Kate were sitting
out on the rustic wooden bench at the end of the lawn, taking in the sunrise.
Max sat on the wooden steps leading down onto the lawn, his back to her. She
walked out onto the deck, shivering slightly in the cool morning air.  


“Morning,” she said tentatively.


He looked up at her. The hollows under his eyes seemed
even deeper, if that were possible. “Morning.” 


He gave her a quick once-over, clearly noting Gavin’s
three-sizes-too-big t-shirt over her nightdress, which was just peeking out
beneath it. 


“That’s a mighty fetching outfit you have there.”


She took hold of the bottom of Gavin’s t-shirt and
pulled it taut. “Why thank you, kind sir. It’s straight off the catwalk.”


He raised his eyebrows but she got a smile out of him –
a genuine one too, as rare as they were. A wave of sadness overcame her for the
friend she had lost. Not Danny, but Max. The old Max, the one who used to crack
jokes and always had a ready smile. The Max who was fearless and reckless and
had a dry sense of humour that she loved. She hadn’t seen him in a long time
and she missed him. Impulsively, she sat down next to him and draped an arm
around his waist, leaning her head against him. 


“You alright?” he asked warily.


She nodded into his shoulder. “Just needed a hug.”


She felt him turning towards her to return the embrace
properly. He pulled her in closer and she wondered if he knew what she was
thinking. Did he miss the old Max as much as she did? She felt, rather than
heard, his body sigh, as if relinquishing something quietly into the cool
morning air.


“I’ve missed that, y’know,” she said, pulling away from
him.


“What?”


“Just having a laugh with you. We don’t do it so much
lately, not like we used to.”


“No, we don’t.”


She reached up to squeeze his earlobe teasingly and
smiled at him through the tears that had somehow managed to gather in her eyes.


He swatted her away with a shy grin. “Enough with the
ears, woman.”


She sniffed back the tears and laughed, elbowing him
playfully. “Okay, okay, I’ll leave you alone. I think breakfast’s gonna be ready
soon.” She nodded towards Gavin and Kate at the water’s edge, standing up.
“I’ll round up the troops.”


“Lace, wait.” He reached up to grab her hand and she
sank back down beside him.


“What?”


He seemed speechless for a moment and she waited, her
stomach sinking as she recognised that look.


“I’m sorry – about the baby,” he said. “I didn’t know.
I wish I had – I’d have called, or something. I just didn’t want you to think… shit,
I don’t know. I didn’t want you to think that I don’t care. I do. I just don’t
know what to say.”


She draped her arms around him again. She let him pull
her close, sensing he needed it as much as she did.


“It’s okay,” she mumbled into his shirt. “You don’t
have to say anything.”


Afraid to let herself sink into her grief any deeper,
she pulled away, pasting a smile onto her face in an effort to set him at ease.
“I better go grab those two.” 


She stood up, pulling Gavin’s t-shirt around her thighs
to keep out the morning chill. She padded down the steps and across the lawn,
sniffing back tears. One day, she hoped that instead of this feeling of
emptiness inside her, there would be a baby in her arms. And when there was, she
would love it twice as much.


The grass was cold and wet with dew and she crossed her
arms over her chest again, shivering slightly. Gavin turned as she approached,
smiling.


“Well, if it isn’t Sleeping Beauty – complete with ball
gown.”


She pushed the lingering sadness away and settled
herself on his lap. He groaned under her weight and she swatted the top of his
head.  


“Quit it,” she warned. “That’s not funny.”


Kate pulled the blanket she was wrapped in firmly
around her shoulders.


“Sorry,” Gavin wrapped his arms around Lacey and pulled
her closer. “But I don’t think you’re gonna get that call from New Zealand’s
Next Top Model unless you do something with this wardrobe of yours.”


She leaned back and grabbed his nose, squeezing with
just enough force to hurt him momentarily before smiling at Kate at the yelp
she elicited.  


“Stop it! You’re just getting me all turned on!” He
waggled his eyebrows at her suggestively as he massaged his nose, ducking as
she made to slap him.


Kate giggled.


“Breakfast’s nearly ready.” Lacey settled into Gavin’s
lap as he pulled her closer.


They lapsed into silence. The birdsong was more
noticeable now, and they listened to the world waking up around them. There was
a slight fog over the water as the sun peeked up over the horizon, casting a
warm glow over everything.  


“Did you hear Max last night?” Kate asked quietly. 


“No, I was exhausted though. Did you?” 


“Yeah. I had to get Finn to help me – I couldn’t wake
him. He has more staying power than me, though. Despite all the coffee, I fell
asleep on the sofa sometime around three, I think.” 


She peered over Gavin’s shoulder at Max, still sitting
alone on the step. He always seemed like such a loner these days, in more ways
than one.


As if reading her mind, Kate stood up, pulling the
blanket around her. “I’m gonna go and see if Max is okay.” 


They watched her make her way slowly across the lawn,
her chin tucked into her chest to block out the cold.


Lacey shivered and cuddled into Gavin. They sat in
silence for several moments. Sometimes it was just too hard to put things into
words. Breaking the mood, Gavin stood up suddenly, lifting her with him. She
yelped in surprise, then giggled.


“Put me down! Gav!”


He ignored her, walking towards the house with her in
his arms. As her pleas and fidgeting got too much, he finally set her down
gently on the grass, chuckling as he reached for her hand instead.


“That’s what I get for trying to be romantic.” 


“You don’t have to try so hard.” She pulled him closer
and leaned into his shoulder, smiling.


She looked up to see Kate take Max’s hand and pull him
through the front door and into the house. Her smile of moments ago faded as
she felt that familiar sense of dread – an emptiness that was different to the
emptiness in her womb. Today was the sixteenth. One more day – twenty-four
short hours – and they would be marking another anniversary. Another year had
passed and Danny was still gone, questions still remained unanswered and the
pain of his loss was still raw. She saw it all around her, in the eyes of the
people she loved most in this world.


Lately, she had toyed with the idea that maybe she
wouldn’t come to the beach house next year. Maybe next year, she would go to
work, do normal things, act like it was just another day. Maybe next year,
things would be different. Maybe, by coming here each year to mark the
occasion, they were merely prolonging the agony. As always, the idea was
followed by a flash of guilt. Who was she kidding? 


She wished she could have just one more day with Danny.
One more day to talk to him, to hug him, to tell him he was loved and needed
and wanted. One more day to relive the good times, to laugh with him. One more
day to hold him in her arms and beg him not to do it. 








Chapter Thirteen


After
breakfast, Max grabbed another cup of coffee and headed out onto the deck.
Seizing her moment, Kate followed him, grabbing her favourite blanket from the
edge of the sofa as she did so. She wrapped it around her shoulders to keep out
the chill and settled into one of the deck chairs beside Max, taking in the
view.


“What time is it?” she asked, sipping at her coffee.


“Just after eight.”


“I wonder if they still come around the bay?”


“What?”


“The stingrays. Remember? Lace and I saw them last year, around the
same time both days – in the morning, and in the evening.”


“Oh yeah, that’s right. I’d forgotten about that,” he said. “They give
me the bloody creeps. Imagine swimming with those things underneath you?”


“I think they’re beautiful.”


“You think everything’s beautiful,” he huffed, throwing her a wry smile.


“Not true. I hate sharks. And I’m not overly fond of snakes, unless
they’re in the form of snake-skin handbags. Ditto crocodiles and aligators.”


He gave a low chuckle.


“Anyway, how are things with you? We haven’t really talked since you stopped
returning my calls.” She tried to keep her tone light.


“Lace’s already had a go at me about that, complete with ear-pulling,”
he said, taking a sip of his coffee as he surveyed the view.


“Quite bloody right, too. If she hadn’t, I would’ve.”


“I know, I know – and I’m sorry. Just got really busy and stuff.”


“And stuff? Like what? What’s been keeping you so busy then? Where’ve
you been?”


“All over. I was working around the East Cape over Christmas. The money
was too good to pass up, so I stayed until the end of January. Cellphone
reception was shitty, though.” 


“I suppose that explains why you didn’t call and let me know you
weren’t coming up at New Years. What about since then?” she prompted.


“I was in Taranaki, fruit picking.”


“No reception in the ‘Naki either?” 


He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, yeah, point taken. Sorry – believe it or
not, phone reception is not one of the things I investigate before I take a
job.”


“Fair enough,” she conceded. “What do you look at then, before you take
a job?”


He gazed out over the bay. “I don’t know. The money, I suppose. And how
long the job’ll go for.”


“The longer the better, or the shorter the better?”


“I don’t know. Depends. Why all the questions?”


“Well, we haven’t talked for a while, and I just want to find out where
you’ve been and what you’ve been up to.”


“I’m not hiding anything, Kate. Honest.”


“I wasn’t insinuating –“


“Yeah, you were,” he said quietly, eyeballing her. “But it’s okay – you
can ask. I just don’t have much to tell you. I’ve been busy working and keeping
my head down. End of story.”


“Okay, fair enough.” 


She felt uncomfortable pushing him any harder. Hadn’t she told Finn the
same thing last night? She knew what she was hiding from Finn, but what was Max
hiding from her? She contemplated this as she sipped her coffee.


“Do you want to talk about what happened last night?” she asked instead,
trying a different tack.


The direct route, that’s what she needed to take. No more beating
around the bush. He refused to look at her, instead taking a slow sip of his
coffee, his eyes firmly fixed on the water.


“Like I said, nothing to talk about.”


“Come on, Max,” she murmured. “Nightmares – still? Don’t you want to –“


“There!” Max interrupted, standing up suddenly. “See it? Stingray.” 


He pointed to the jetty on the left hand side of the bay and
reluctantly, she followed his finger. Sure enough, a large black shape loomed
near the base of the jetty, moving slowly towards the beach.


“Come on!” he called, putting his coffee mug down and racing off down
the wooden steps to the lawn.


“Guys!” Kate called, poking her head in through the French doors behind
them. “Stingray in the bay!”


“Really?” Lacey squealed. “Awesome!”


Kate left the blanket behind and headed out over the lawn, following
Max, who was jogging over the sand towards the jetty. They flew over the beach
and Max jumped up onto the jetty and ran down to the end, peering down into the
water beside him.


“Here!” he pointed, as she hurried to catch up. 


“Where?” She searched the water, quick-marching along the jetty towards
him.


“Right there – see it? It’s cruising along the pylons.” 


Suddenly, she spotted it. Like Max said, it was cruising slowly,
keeping to the edge of the jetty so it was almost hidden. The water was clear
and she peered down into it, marking its path easily.


“It’s huge,” Max said, following it slowly as it made its way along the
jetty towards the beach.


“Do you think it could be the same one we saw last year?” 


She followed along behind him as they watched the enormous stingray
glide gracefully towards the beach. Daring to take her eyes off it for a
moment, she glanced up to see Lacey climbing up onto the jetty to join them.


“Where is it?” Lacey asked as she caught up.


“There.” Max pointed, following it with his finger. “See it?”


“I see it.” Lacey leaned over, watching it closely. “Do you think it’s
the same one we saw last year?”


“I don’t know – maybe? They kind of all look the same,” Kate said,
looking up for a moment. “Be kinda cool if it was though, wouldn’t it?” 


Lacey grinned in reply.


They followed the stingray in silence as it glided along towards the
beach, then turned and swam parallel to the shore. They ran along the beach
with it, mirroring it as they passed the boat shed and climbed up onto the
rocky pathway that led out to the jetty on the other side of the bay.


“Where’s Finn and Gav?” Max asked, glancing up. “They’re missing it.”


“They went for a walk,” Lacey said. “Their loss.”


“Wish I had my camera,” Kate said wistfully, following the stingray as
it glided over the edge of the rocks and towards the second jetty, on the other
side of the bay. For a few minutes, it stopped, and they stopped with it,
watching to see what it would do next. It seemed to settle itself in amongst
the rocks and they could finally see the true size and beauty of it. It looked
to be at least a metre across, and rather than the black they had thought it
was, it was actually a dark brown. It settled on a rock and Max let out a long,
low whistle.


“That’s pretty fucking awesome,” Max said. “I wonder where it came from
– and where it’s going?” 


“I thought you said they freaked you out?” Kate smiled over at him.


“That was before. Up close… wow. Totally different. They don’t swim –
they glide.”


“I don’t think I’d want to swim with it, but yeah – it’s pretty
amazing alright,” Lacey said.


They watched it for a
few moments longer, before it finally slid off the rocks, beneath the jetty and
out into the open water of the Sounds. 


Gavin and Finn headed up the driveway and out onto the
road, walking in comfortable silence for several minutes. At this time of the
morning, Queen Charlotte Drive was getting busier, and they walked on the grass
verge at the edge of the road, keeping an eye and ear out for traffic. The sun
had been up for a while and it was warming up the air nicely, the morning chill
finally disappearing and giving way to another hot day. Before long, it would
be too warm to be out in the open like this. Walks like this were best taken
first thing in the morning or in the late evening, just before the sun went
down and it was cooler.


“You stayed up with Max last night,” Gavin said
eventually, more a statement than a question.


“Yeah.”


Gavin quickened his pace to walk level with him,
casting him a furtive glance. “What happened?”


What the hell do you think happened?


Finn bit his tongue. Every word of his
discussion with Max had replayed over and over in his head all morning. What
could Max possibly be hiding from him? And what was it going to take to get him
to tell him? One thing was for sure, he couldn’t keep it inside for much
longer. These things had a habit of magnifying the longer they stayed inside
you. He should know.


“Nothing,” he said finally. “That’s the problem. He was
having a nightmare, I woke him up. He wouldn’t talk about it – usual bloody story.”


Silence hung over them as they continued to walk for
several more minutes.


“You okay?” 


“Me?” Finn asked, surprised. “I’m fine. A bit tired,
but I’ll live.”


“Is that all it is? You just seem a bit rattled this
morning.”


“Rattled?”


“Yeah. Y’know, like there’s something on your mind.”


“Hmm.” 


“You want to get it off your chest?” Gavin raised his
eyebrows and turned to look at Finn pointedly.


Finn gave it careful consideration, albeit only for a
few moments. Where would he start? It wasn’t as if they hadn’t discussed this before.
None of those conversations had ever ended up offering any solutions either.
Swings and roundabouts.


“It’s nothing,” he said finally. “I’m fine.”


Gavin didn’t push the issue and he was grateful. Gavin
had enough on his plate at the moment. Even so, frustration ate away at him. They
walked on for several long minutes in silence, crossing to the other side of
the road so they could see the oncoming cars more easily. Finn picked up the
pace in an effort to clear his head, and the conversation died away.


They turned at the next bay, retracing their steps back
along the roadside. On a whim, Finn turned off the road a hundred metres before
the driveway. They followed a dirt track woven between the mature native trees,
down to the water’s edge. Standing on the beach, they watched the surface of
the water shimmering in the morning sunshine. Finn could feel the sun beginning
to burn the back of his neck and he rolled his shoulders. Worry grated on him,
wearing him down. 


“Last night, Max pretty much admitted that the reason
he was drinking so much was because of these nightmares.” He knew this wasn’t
news, to either of them. “I always thought that he just didn’t want to talk
about what happened that day, what he saw – but it’s more than that. He thinks
he’s protecting us, by not telling us. He said we should be thanking
him.”


Gavin raised his eyebrows and took a ragged breath, exhaling
loudly. “Wow. Well I guess, from his point of view, that might make some kind
of sense. He thinks he’s doing the right thing.” 


”Obviously – which is even more fucked up,” Finn
huffed. “I mean, if he hasn’t spoken to anyone about this, then the drinking, the
nightmares, they’re probably a result of that. Shouldn’t he be talking to
someone? If it’s not us, then he should be talking to a shrink or a counsellor
or someone – someone qualified in all this. I’m wondering if deep down,
he knows that, and this fruit-picking and forestry stuff and the whole ‘gotta
keep moving’ deal, is him just running away from everything – literally
running away from it.”


“Yeah. You could be right.”


Hearing Gavin agree with him didn’t help as much as he
hoped it would. They still needed an action plan – some way to help Max.


 “He can’t just hang onto it like this,” he said. “Jesus
– it’s killing him.”


“I agree, but I don’t know what else we can do. If you
have any suggestions as to how we can get him to open up to someone about this
then, by all means, jump on in. Lace and I have tried, believe me we’ve tried.
She has this friend who’s a counsellor, but the last time we tried to talk to
him about it, he shut us down. Point blank refused. What the hell are we
supposed to do?”


Finn threw his hands up in frustration, turning his
back on him.


“I don’t know. He’s near breaking point, I can feel it.
When you think about how far he’s slid over the past three years, he’s getting
closer and closer to the edge. How far away is rock bottom for him – and what
happens when he gets there?” He shook his head, trying to swallow down the
feeling of dread that washed over him, driving an icy spike right through his
soul. “I just have this God-awful feeling that he’s running out of time. And
you know the worst part? I think he feels it, too.”








Chapter Fourteen


Gavin and Finn took their time
walking along the waterfront towards the house. Finn was right, things were
getting out of control. Gavin slowly began to put the pieces together. The
distance Max had put between them over the past couple of months, the black
smudges beneath his eyes, the drinking, the ongoing nightmares, it all pointed
to a downhill slide into something much more serious than just a temporary
funk. The more he thought about it, the more concerned he became. It was too
familiar – too similar to what they had seen Danny go through. If they couldn’t
get him to talk to them, what hope did they have of getting him to talk to a
professional, someone trained in this kind of thing? One thing was for sure –
something had to change. 


The sense of helplessness grew as they approached the
house and saw Max sitting on the wooden bench at the edge of the lawn. The
coffee cup was gone and in its place, he held the familiar can of beer. 


“See what I mean?” Finn gritted his teeth, shooting a
sidelong glance at Gavin. “It’s barely nine o’clock and he’s at it already.” 


Finn picked up the pace and Gavin hurried to keep up
with him. His heart sank as he squinted at Max in the morning sun.


“Just calm down,” he said, trying to keep his head. “No
point in attacking him about it, that’s not going to help things.”


“Really? Well the touchy-feely shit hasn’t worked –
maybe he just needs to be told straight.”


“Just take it easy.”


Finn didn’t answer and a sense of impending doom
crawled its way up into Gavin’s stomach and sat there, heavy and cold.


“Since when did you crack open a beer at nine o’clock
in the morning?” Finn gestured towards the beer in Max’s hand as they finally came
within earshot.


Max looked up at him, clearly surprised at his tone. “Since
I don’t have to go to work tomorrow. What the hell, right?”


“What the hell is right.” The words shot out through
clenched teeth. “You need to lay off the beer, mate, at least until lunchtime.”


Max locked eyes with Finn. “So, me having a beer is
pissing you off?”


“At this time of the day? Yeah, it is.”


Slowly, Max stood up. “If I want a beer, I’ll have one.
I don’t really see that it’s got anything to do with you.” 


Gavin felt that same sinking feeling claw its way up
from his stomach to sit in his throat. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw
Kate sitting on the steps, watching them. 


“You don’t need to drink yourself into a coma,” Finn
snapped. “You just need to talk to us. We want to help, remember?”


“We had this conversation last night.”


“Yeah, we did,” Finn shot back, clearly unimpressed.


“Then you didn’t hear a word I said.”


“Oh, I heard you alright. I just think you’re failing
to grasp the reality of the situation.”


“What reality? I told you last night that I’m dealing
with this the best way I know how and if you disagree, then by all means –
disagree. But it’s not going to change anything. Fucking deal with it.”


“Me fucking deal with it? That’s rich, coming
from you! What you’re doing, that’s not dealing with it, Max – it’s
sticking your head in the sand and ignoring it. How’s that working out for you?”


They continued to eyeball each other, neither giving an
inch. The air was thick and uncomfortable and Gavin found himself holding his
breath, waiting to see who would give in first. Finally, Max shook his head.


“This is bullshit,” he said, and started to walk away.
Finn lunged forward and grabbed hold of the beer can in Max’s hand, pulling it
out of his grasp.


“No – this is bullshit!” he hissed, his voice
rising as he waved the can in Max’s face.


Max made a grab for the can, but he was too slow. Finn
stood there, obviously waiting for him to retaliate further, practically
inviting him to do so, but Max just shook his head. The muscle in his jaw
twitched, as if he wanted to say more but couldn’t. Instead of fighting back,
Max just turned and walked away. Finn hurled the can towards the boat shed,
then made a move to follow him but Gavin grabbed his arm.


“Wait – just leave him, let him go.”


Finn whirled on Gavin, shaking his arm loose. “Why
didn’t you back me up? Why’d you just stand there and say nothing?”


“Because I don’t think this is the right way to handle
it, that’s why,” Gavin shot back. “You saw what happened – you’re just pissing
him off!”


“Then what is, for fuck’s sake! What is the
right way to handle it? We can’t just ignore it anymore!”


“No one’s ignoring it! We just need to tread carefully,
that’s all I’m saying – we’re out of our depth here. We might be making things
worse by just jumping in like this!”


“So what the hell do we do about it? Just let him drink
himself into oblivion for the next two days? How’s that handling it?”


Gavin’s pulse raced. He felt like he was standing on
the edge of a cliff, getting closer and closer to the edge. Finn was right – he
didn’t think he could stand to watch Max do this over the next couple of days.
He also couldn’t stand to see them both at each other’s throats. What if Max
decided not to stick around, what if he took off, to parts unknown? How would
they find him, how would they help him then?


“You let me know if you come up with any better ideas,
okay?” 


He watched helplessly as Finn stormed
off towards the house. He was right – they did need to try something else. The
question was, what? What made it worse was that he was starting to suspect Max
wasn’t the only one hanging onto the ledge by his fingertips.


Finn only spared Kate the barest of glances as he passed her on the
lawn.


“What’s going on?” she asked.  


“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?” Storming past her, he
took the wooden steps two at a time. 


He slammed the door after him, gaining a mild sense of satisfaction as
the sound reverberated through the house. Standing in the living room, he paced
like a caged animal. He hadn’t meant to snap at Kate, but he hadn’t been able
to stop himself. Frustration burned a hole in his self-control.


He heard the door open and he whirled around, expecting to see Max.
Instead, Kate stood in the doorway.


“Are you okay?” she asked. 


She looked as though she wanted to turn and run. He didn’t blame her.
In fact, he almost wished she would. He wasn’t in the mood to modify his
behaviour for an audience – that boat had long since sailed.


“It’s him!” he stabbed a finger at the glass doors, but Max had
disappeared. “He’s drinking already – did you see that? At this time of the
bloody morning! We’ve barely finished breakfast!”


 “I saw,” Kate said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other
uncertainly. “But are you okay?”


He paced backwards and forwards a few steps, briefly wondering if he
should go after him. Helplessly, he reasoned that even if he did go after him,
what would he say to him that he hadn’t already said? He stopped pacing and
stood with his hands on his hips, eyeballing her for a moment as if considering
telling her more.


“I’m fine – why wouldn’t I be? But then, I’m not the one tucking into a
beer at nine o’clock in the bloody morning, am I?”


“I’m worried about him too,” she said quietly. “We all are.”


“Yeah, we’re all worried about him but no one’s doing anything!”


“Finn, don’t –“


“Don’t what?” he demanded. “Don’t push him too far? Don’t be honest?
Don’t what, Kate?”


She stared at him, clearly upset, and he hated himself for speaking to
her that way. She didn’t deserve to take the brunt of his anger. It wasn’t her
he was angry with. 


He thought it better to remove himself from the situation before he
said or did something else he might regret later.


He shrugged apologetically at her as he passed, heading for the safety
of his bedroom. Once there, he pushed the door shut behind him and sank onto
the bed. After opting for a front-row seat to Max’s ever-increasing journey
into self-destruction last night, he was exhausted. It was soul-destroying,
both mentally and physically. How much longer was this going to go on? 


A soft knock on the door interrupted him and he angled his head towards
it, too tired to turn around properly. Kate stood there awkwardly. She looked
anxious – scared, even. His heart sighed. She didn’t deserve this. She hadn’t
done anything wrong.


“I’m sorry,” he said wearily. “I didn’t mean to take it out on you. I’m
just so pissed off at him.”


“You don’t have to apologise.” 


He turned away from her, burying his head in his hands momentarily,
trying to clear his head. He was too tired to talk about this. It was
exhausting enough just thinking about it. He fully expected her to make a hasty
exit. He wouldn’t have held it against her. But, yet again, she surprised him.


She chewed on her bottom lip as she walked around the bed to sit down
beside him. She sat just far enough away that they weren’t touching, but close
enough for him to smell her perfume. She smelled like vanilla. Was that her
perfume or her shampoo? Frowning, he gave himself a mental shake.


“It hurts to see him like this,” she said. “I know he needs help, but I
don’t know what to do. He doesn’t seem to want to listen. Last night was proof
of that. I tried talking to him this morning but he did a pretty good job of
keeping me at arm’s length. He seems to be doing that a lot lately.”


The helplessness he was feeling seemed to magnify. She stared at her
hands, resting in her lap. 


“I can’t believe it’s been almost three years already,” she murmured,
almost to herself. “Sometimes it just seems like yesterday, and other times it
feels like it’s been a lifetime. I honestly thought it’d be getting easier by
now. It’s what I’ve been telling myself every year, but it’s like the light at the
end of the tunnel keeps moving further and further away.”


Finn’s heart raced. It seemed like every time he allowed himself to
think about her as anything other than a friend, Danny somehow wove himself
back into the conversation.


“I know what you mean,” he said, staring at her hands in her lap.


The anger and helplessness he had felt only moments before steadily dissolved.
He dragged his gaze from her hands up to her face and found her looking back at
him. Her chocolate brown eyes were soft and warm. Inviting. His heart had
almost stopped beating, as if he was in a trance, hypnotised. She drew him in
with her eyes, deeper and deeper until he felt like he was falling. Slowly, he
leaned towards her and he felt her responding to his unspoken intent, inclining
towards him. He was afraid to breathe.


Only centimetres away from her, his eyes momentarily lingered on her
lips; full, soft, slightly parted now. He wondered how they would feel on his. He
waited for some sign of hesitation – just a heartbeat, no more – but he didn’t
see one. Her breath was warm and sweet on his face and he closed his eyes,
anticipation reaching a crescendo within him.


Suddenly, she pulled back. 


His eyes shot open, heart threatening to leap out of his chest. She sat
perfectly upright, staring out the window in front of them. She looked
petrified.


“I’m sorry,” she said.  


What am I doing? How the hell did that happen? 


It was like New Years all over again, only this time he didn’t have the
luxury of alcohol to blame.


“I’m the one who should apologise – again.” He cast a furtive glance at
her, his heart hammering so loudly, he could barely hear himself speak. “I just
thought that – never mind. It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry.”


She hung her head, her expression immediately hidden behind a wall of
auburn hair. 


Fuck.








Chapter Fifteen


Max
sat on the edge of the small wooden dinghy that was dry-docked in the boat shed
and stared out across the water. The bay was like a mirror, the mountains on
the opposite shore reflected in it, making it difficult to see which was real
and which was the illusion. In stark contrast to the peace and tranquillity
around him, his mind whirled so much he could barely think straight. The air
was thick with the sound of chirping cicadas and it felt like he was hanging
onto the last threads of sanity with only one hand, fighting off the incessant noise
with the other.


It was a miracle the boat shed was still standing after all this time.
The wooden planks were rotting from age and neglect, and you could see daylight
through the walls in places. It wasn’t weatherproof in the slightest, but it
didn’t need to be. The only things it contained were an old wooden dinghy, a
pair of oars and various other seaside debris, namely an old deflated rugby
ball, a couple of old beach toys and a cricket bat, sans wickets or ball.  


What right did Finn have to judge him – what right did any of them have
to do that? None of them had any idea. It was nobody’s business how many beers
he had or how fast he drank them. A sense of entitlement bolstered him. He took
a mouthful from the fresh can in his hand, as if proving a point. 


He tried to recall Danny’s face. He tried to remember the sound of his
laughter. He struggled to remember the simple things but it all seemed hazy and
unclear now. The only thing he could recall in crystal clarity was the blood.
So much blood. Not red and clear, like in the movies, but dark and sticky. It
clung to everything it touched, including him. He stared down at his hands,
lost in the memory as his heart raced. Blood that embedded itself under his
fingernails and stained his jeans and t-shirt so badly he had thrown them away,
trying to rid himself of the memory. If only it was that easy.


Breathing heavily, he hunched forward, resting his elbows on his knees.
The edge of the wooden dinghy became hard and uncomfortable but he wasn’t ready
to head back up to the house and open himself up for more of the same just yet.
He could feel himself being ripped apart, from the inside out. He had to get a
handle on this.


"Hey.”


He jumped, his pulse spiking. Gavin peered around the boat shed doors
that he had pegged open to catch the most of the view. 


“Dude.” 


“Sorry.” Gavin walked into the darkened boat shed, thick with the
stench of damp, and settled himself beside Max. 


They sat in silence for several uncomfortable minutes. He hoped that
the fact he wasn’t making conversation would chase Gavin away, but even he knew
better. Gavin wasn’t into confrontations. Ordinarily, neither was Finn,
although he had seen him riled up on a couple of occasions over the years. He
took another sip of beer as he mulled over Finn’s behaviour. Stubborn bastard.
He shot a sidelong glance at Gavin. Maybe he was just doing a little damage
control.  


“I keep forgetting how quiet it is out here,” Gavin said. 


“Yeah, if you can get past those bloody cicadas,” Max mumbled, scanning
the horizon as he took another long swallow.


“Noisy little buggers.” 


They sat a while longer, the heat of the day beginning to gain
momentum, gathering around them, stifling them. 


“That was pretty intense out there,” Gavin said.


Max exhaled loudly, shaking his head. “He needs to mind his own
business sometimes. He’s like a dog with a bloody bone.”


“He’s just worried. We all are.”


Max gazed out over the water. He didn’t even bother to lie and tell him
that they didn’t need to be, he was fine. There didn’t seem to be much point. “I’ll
tell you what I told him last night – I’m dealing with it. It might not be the
way that he’d deal with it, or you or anyone else, but I’m doing the best I
can. If you don’t like it, then fine – don’t like it. But don’t give me shit
about it because you have no idea. When you’ve walked a mile in my shoes, then
we’ll talk.”


The stifling dampness of the air seemed to multiply. Breathing deeply
became an issue as he struggled to clear his pounding head. He waited for Gavin
to start telling him about everything he was doing wrong, but he was surprised
when he didn’t.


“You kinda dropped off the face of the earth for a while there,” Gavin
said finally. “Freaked us out a bit, y’know? You’re all over the country and
the only way we know you’re okay is when you call – if you call.”


Max took another swig of beer. There wasn’t a question in there, just a
statement of facts.


“I don’t mean to put this back on you, I know you have a lot going on,
but you gotta keep in touch, okay? I mean, you could drive off the road
somewhere and we wouldn’t even know where to start looking for you. That’s a
pretty shit state of affairs, considering we’re meant to be mates.”


Max felt pangs of guilt, deep down inside, muffled by alcohol and
depression. The reason for both came racing to mind. “Did you ever, y’know,
wonder what Danny was thinking about, the second before he pulled the trigger?”



The question hung between them and time stopped for several long moments.
Even the cicadas seemed to hush, drowned out by the pounding in his ears.
Flashes of what he saw that day stabbed at his memory. 


Sticky blood. 


The pieces of Danny’s skull that had attached themselves to the wall,
the mirror, the furniture – to him, when he had cradled his head on his lap. 


The small entry wound in his temple he had tried to ignore, the
enormous exit wound he couldn’t. 


The smell – that horrific smell that still haunted his dreams. It smelt
like offal, like a disgusting montage of rotting meat and urine. 


Fragments of Danny’s skull, complete with strands of hair, clinging to
his shoe.


He took a hurried gulp of beer, his hand trembling as he struggled to
push the memories aside. He wished he could bury them forever, but these days
they seemed to surface far too frequently.


“Honestly? Yeah. I used to think about it a lot,” Gavin said, his voice
barely audible. 


Max glanced around at him. “And?” he prompted, when no further details
were forthcoming.


“And, I don’t know – I don’t have a clue. Honestly, I’m not sure I even
want to know anymore.”


He understood the sentiment, but somewhere deep inside him, he had
really wanted Gavin to say something else. Something reassuring. Something that
would make sense. Something that would shine a light on the misery and show him
the way back. Something he could live with. 


“I just wish he’d told someone,” Gavin said. It was a sentiment they
had discussed repeatedly. “That might’ve made a difference. Maybe we could’ve
helped.”


They sat looking out over the bay as the sunlight caught the water,
making it sparkle like a sheet of diamonds. 


“He didn’t want help,” Max said.


He could feel Gavin’s eyes on him, digging deep inside his brain,
trying to dredge up the images from that day.


They’re right there, right in front of you. Help yourself. 


His hands trembling
now, he took another long swallow of beer, trying not to choke on it as the
memory of that day lodged in his throat.


Lacey put away the last of the breakfast dishes and cleaned up the
kitchen counter, taking her time. Everyone seemed to have scattered, but she
was secretly glad for some alone time. This year, more than previous years, she
could feel the tension among them. Finn was off-kilter in some way that she
couldn’t quite put her finger on, Max was on a knife-edge and Kate… well, she
knew what Kate’s problem was. She had been watching her and Finn circle around
each other since New Years, but there was always something in the way. At
first, it was Kelly. Now, with her out of the picture, it was all up in the
air. No safety net. She could imagine how hard it would be, to take that leap
into another relationship, especially when that relationship was with Danny’s
best friend. She twisted the damp tea towel in her hand absentmindedly,
wrapping it around her wrist.   


She missed Danny. The changes in him started a couple of months before
his death, when that black cloud seemed to hover over him all too frequently.
Brief interludes of moodiness became long periods where she hardly recognised
him. Gone was the mischievous man-child she had come to know and love. In his
place was a distant loner with barely any trace of his trademark sense of
humour. Kate had struggled with the changes in him, just as they all had. Why
didn’t they see how desperate he was? Why didn’t they pick up on the fact that
he was planning to do something stupid? Why couldn’t they stop him?


She sank to the floor, her back jammed hard up against the kitchen
cupboards, holding tightly to the tea towel still wrapped around her wrist.
Tears pooled in her eyes even as she fought them back. Realising with horror
that she was fighting a losing battle, she drew her knees up towards her chest
and gave in, sobbing silently, her eyes squeezed tightly shut.


She sat like that for several minutes, letting go of the sorrow that
had built up inside her. She cried for Danny and the pain he must have been in.
She cried for Nina and Jim and the son they had lost. She cried for her own
baby, whom she would never hold in her arms. She cried for Max and the sorrow
that hovered over him, consuming him slowly, right in front of her eyes. The
pain erupted out of her, spilling into the air around her along with her tears.
For a moment, she felt like a coward, hiding on the floor in the kitchen, but
the shame was fleeting. 


Startled, she looked up to find Max was sitting on the floor next to
her. She sniffed, wiping tears off her chin as he inched closer, setting down a
can of beer on the floor beside him.


“Do you want me to get Gav?” he offered gently. “He’s just outside,
digging out the kayaks from under the house.”


Breaking down, she shook her head as the crying began anew. 


“Aw, Lace. Come on, don’t do that,” he murmured, leaning over to pull
her into an awkward embrace.


She buried her head in his shoulder, her body racked with sobbing she
could no longer control.








Chapter Sixteen


Kate
stood at the window in Finn’s bedroom, looking out over the bay. She had hoped
that increasing the physical distance between them would help, but she was
disappointed to find the opposite was true. She couldn’t think straight and the
fact that he hadn’t spoken a word to her since he apologised wasn’t helping. God
knew what he must think of her. Once was possibly forgiveable, but twice?


One minute they were about to kiss, the next Danny’s face flashed in
front of her eyes. It was so real, like he was standing right in front of her.
It had scared her, both seeing Danny like that and the realisation that Finn
was about to kiss her – that she had wanted him to kiss her. Was her
subconscious trying to tell her something? If so, what? Because she was getting
more and more confused by the minute. The messages seemed to be mixed and she
was getting impatient for the fog to clear.


Finn sat on the bed behind her, silent and distant, waiting. He hadn’t
run off. Neither had she. Was that another sign, or was she seeing things that
weren’t there again?


“Kate?”  


She heard the uncertainty in his voice, plain as day. He needed
answers. He deserved them. Afraid to turn around lest he see the fear in her
eyes, she remained with her back to him. Her gaze fixed on the bay, she began
to talk, mostly to organise the thoughts in her head.


“They say you never forget your first love,” she said. “Mine was Aaron
Thompson. I was thirteen, it was my first year at high school. I followed him
around for half the year before we even spoke to each other. Then one day, we
passed in the hall between classes, and he said hi. I nearly died from the
excitement of it.” She shook her head at the memory of her shy,
thirteen-year-old self. “I remember it was a Friday afternoon and I had a
sleepover at my best friend’s place that weekend. That was all we talked about.
We dissected every single moment that led up to it, and he only said one word
to me. I was completely in love with him and we’d never even so much as touched
or held hands then – or ever. He probably has no idea, even to this day, how I
felt about him.” She dragged herself mentally back to the present before
continuing. “Then, a few boyfriends later, there was Danny. I thought he was
the one. I’m not saying it was all roses, all the time, but I loved him and I
thought he loved me. Turns out I may have over-estimated that doesn’t it? I
wasn’t enough. When he really needed me, I couldn’t help him.”


She saw his reflection running a tired hand down his face. 


“Don’t do that to yourself,” he said gently, his hand falling back into
his lap as he stared at her back. “It wasn’t your fault.”


She exhaled, long and deep. She had been wanting to say that out loud
for a very long time. 


When he really needed me, I couldn’t help him.


Somehow, it felt as if saying it out loud would help her come to terms
with it. 


“Maybe not, but it doesn’t change the facts.” Her heart felt like it
was going to jump into her throat. “I’ll never forget Aaron Thompson because he
was the first boy I gave my heart to, whether he knew it or not. And I’ll never
be able to forget Danny, because he was the last one to break it.”


This time the silence was deafening. Eager to fill it, she pushed on.


“I feel like I failed him,” she said, the words almost choking her as
they came tumbling out. “I feel like we were in the middle of something
important and he just bailed on me. I have all this stuff to say to him, to ask
him, and he’s not here. I just miss him so much.”


Shocking herself into silence, she clammed up. She had no idea where
that came from – it was a like a direct route from her heart to her mouth.
Thinking it was bad enough, but hearing the words spoken aloud seemed to make
it much worse.


“I miss him too.”    


Hearing Finn say it didn’t help as much as she thought it would, either.
They might be in the same sea, but they were paddling two different boats. 


“Maybe you don’t have to stop missing him to move on,” he suggested
gently. “Maybe there’s a way you can miss him and still get on with your life.”


“Yeah?” She stared at her reflection in the window, sniffing back
tears. “Well, when you figure out how to do that, let me know because that’s a
nifty trick I’d like to learn.”


“I know what you mean.” He frowned, scratching his chin. “Let me get
back to you on that one.”


Her chin quivered and the tenuous control she had over her emotions
began to unravel. She fought the stinging tears with everything she had left,
but still they came. She told herself that she was done with crying and that it
didn’t help, but still they came. She told herself that the very last thing she
wanted to do was cry in front of Finn, but still they came. 


Then he was turning her around and pulling her into his arms and there
was no turning back. She craved it – the warmth, the tenderness, the contact.
Too tired to fight it, she let him draw her closer. Almost immediately, to her
absolute horror, she heard one heart-wrenching sob after another burst forth.
Once she started, she couldn’t stop. She buried her face in his shoulder and
gave in to it, oblivious to everything except the fact that he held her in his
arms. She felt so safe there, as if she belonged there. It had been such a long
time since anyone had held her like that. For once, she just wanted to let
someone else take control of her life. She wanted someone to save her. She
wanted that someone to be Finn.


Eventually, the soul-cleansing sobs gave way to shuddering whimpers and
then they finally died away as well, leaving her nose running, her eyes puffy
and her head pounding. She pulled away from him slowly, embarrassed.  


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, sniffing as she ran a trembling hand under
her nose. “I didn’t mean to do that.”


Having stepped out of his arms, she suddenly felt cold and alone again
and in a moment of weakness, she wanted to just crawl back into his embrace and
stay there.


“You don’t have anything to apologise for.” 


A quiet sadness cloaked him, hanging over him like a cloud. He seemed
depleted, somehow – empty. Guiltily, she realised that in sharing her grief
with him, she had doubled his own. She wasn’t the only one who had lost Danny.


She wiped at her eyes, trying to erase the sorrow with a pass of her
fingertips over her cheek. She hadn’t felt like this for months now – out of
control, overwhelmed. But being back here, at the house, with everyone here and
Danny so obviously missing, it was like the hole had opened up inside her
again. 


“You were right, what you said last night,” she said. “About being
scared.”


“What are you scared of?” 


She hung her head, afraid to look at him. Her legs felt like lead,
making it impossible for her to move. 


“Everything. I don’t know if I can do it again. Love. Commitment.
Partnership. Trust – any of it.” Her heart threatened to jump out of her chest.
“You spend all those years getting to know someone, trusting them, and then
it’s all just… gone, and you realise that you never knew them at all. It was
all just a ruse – sleight of hand. Nothing.” 


“He loved you.”


She huffed out a ragged breath, shaking her head. “He shut me out.”


“He shut everyone out.”


She crossed her arms in front of her, trying to ignore the bitter
disappointment that settled in her heart. He was right, and deep down she knew
it. On the surface though, the wound was still raw. She wasn’t ready for this. “Maybe
we should just forget this ever happened.”


“I don’t want to forget it,” he said deliberately, his voice low. “Do
you – really? Because it seemed like you wanted it as much as I did a few minutes
ago, or am I wrong?”


Her heart raced. Wrong? No, he wasn’t wrong. He was right. So right, it
terrified her. 


“Danny’s gone. It’s up to you now – it’s your life. What do you
want?”


She lifted her head to look up at him, unable to formulate an answer. Danny
was gone. She could do whatever she wanted. So why did she feel so guilty for
wanting to move on, for wanting to be happy again, for wanting to share her
life with someone again? Why did it feel like she had unfinished business she
had to take care of? Why did she feel like she was missing something?


“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I wish I did.”


“We haven’t talked about what happened at New Years,” he said. “I know
we were drunk, but I knew what I was doing. It wasn’t just the booze, Kate.”


She bit her bottom lip. Hard. Pain was better than desire. It was
easier to handle,  more familiar.


“Did I read the signals wrong? Did I misunderstand?” 


Unconsciously, she shook her head. God forgive her, she shook her head.
No, she wanted to say, you didn’t misunderstand. But speech was a physical
impossibility, especially when he was standing so close to her and looking at
her that way.


“So you feel it too?”


He reached for her hand and she let him take it. Twin tentacles of
longing and grief wrapped themselves around her insides, a curious mix she was
becoming used to lately. His fingertips wrapped gently around hers, then his
palms, until his hand enclosed hers entirely. Her body hummed with desire,
coursing through her, obliterating everything else. She silently begged him to
kiss her – right now, before she had a chance to think twice about it.


“Do you want this?” he murmured, slowly running his hand up her arm,
making her skin tingle. Goosebumps rose beneath his touch and a shudder of
pleasure ran through her. The teenage fantasies she had berated herself for
only hours before came flooding back, feeding her desire.


She nodded, her eyes finding his and locking onto them. He reached up
to cup her face with his free hand and she melted into his touch, lost in the moment.
He had his hands on her, he wanted her. And holy hell, did she want him in
return.


“Are you sure?”


The very air around them seemed to hum with anticipation. Don’t ask,
she begged silently, just do it. Don’t make me think too hard. Just do it.


“I think so,” she said, losing herself in the blue of his eyes. 


A chill crawled up the back of her neck as his hand fell away from her
face.


“You think so?” he said warily, backing off. “That doesn’t
exactly fill me with confidence.”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that, I just meant…”


“Just talk to me,” he said, backing away further. The chasm between
them widened, gaping at her feet, giving her the sensation she was falling. “I
don’t want to force you into anything. I know what’s at stake here, and I don’t
want to mess anything up between us. I think you might want this but I don’t
know, because you don’t seem to know. I don’t want to tiptoe around this
anymore, Kate. Maybe you could think about it and get back to me once you know
what you want.”


She stared at him in silent, naked desperation. 








Chapter Seventeen


Lacey
sat on the edge of her bed, leafing through the guest book she had seen on the
kitchen counter. Danny’s familiar scrawl just added to the emptiness that had
curled up inside her. It had felt good to cry, but she was sorry that Max had
been there to see it. He had his own problems.


“Hey.” 


She looked up to see Gavin standing in the doorway. 


“Max said I should come and see how you’re doing.”


The love and concern that floated above his words had her sniffing back
more tears. A few moments ago, she had been feeling better. Now, she wasn’t so
sure. As if realising that, Gavin sat down on the bed beside her and pulled her
into his arms.  She let the guest book fall onto the bed as she wrapped her
arms around him.


“What was all that about? He’s really worried about you.”


She pulled him closer, shaking her head as she tried to understand it
herself.


“Talk to me.” 


He rubbed her back and she sniffed, gently pulling out of his embrace. “I
don’t know. It just all got on top of me, I think. Being here again is harder
than I thought it’d be.”


“I know what you mean,” he said, his hand still resting on her back.


“You know what I keep thinking about?” Her chin quivered as she fought
to keep her voice even. “Nina and Jim. How do they do it? How do they get up
every day and carry on? How do they face every day, knowing what he did? He was
their only son. They’ll never get to see him walk down the aisle or have kids
of his own, or any of those things – any of the things that any parent wants
for their child. Nina carried him inside of her for nine months – how can she
make it through the day with this pain?”


Gavin reached for her hands. “Are you talking about Nina or about you?
Is this really about Danny?”


He had always been too smart for his own good. She glanced up at him
just as the desolation really took hold of her, latching onto her empty womb
and squeezing tight. Tears flowed down her cheeks.


“It hurts so much. It’s like a hole inside of me, Gav. I never knew it
could hurt like this.”


He drew her into his arms as she gave in to the urge to completely let
go. Now that they were alone, now that the magnitude of what they were facing
had made itself known, she felt the options dwindling. It was either let go or
scream. She began to sob, deep heart-wrenching sobs that were dragged out from
deep inside of her. She had no control over them anymore. The pain seemed to
have taken on a life of its own.


“It’ll get easier,” he whispered,
stroking the back of her head.


As Finn strode down the hallway and into the living room, he felt an
overwhelming desire to punch something. The desperate frustration bubbling up
inside him was all consuming. First Max and now Kate. The helplessness seemed
to be compounding. He kept a tenuous hold on it for now, but he knew it
couldn’t last. He had to get out, get away from this place and the misery and
confusion that seemed determined to tear him apart.


He marched out the door. As he stormed out through the carport, the
sight of the Monaro did nothing to ease his temper.  


“Hey! Hang on a sec!”


He turned to see Gavin jogging towards him.


“I thought we’d get the kayak race out of the way this morning. You
in?” Gavin asked.


“Maybe later. Got stuff to do.”


“Where you off to?”  


Finn racked his brains. “Into Picton, for supplies.”


“Okay, cool. We can do the race later. I’ll come with you.”


“Suit yourself,” he said, heading for the car.  


Gavin followed, climbing into the passenger seat. Finn scarcely waited
for the door to close before he gunned the engine, turning the car around in
the small turning bay and heading up the driveway at breakneck speed. At the
top of the driveway, he barely looked as he threw the car around the corner and
onto the road, leaving a shower of small stones in his wake. He saw Gavin
covertly reaching for the seatbelt and securing it around himself but to his
credit, he didn’t say anything. Finn threw the car into each bend as if Danny
were standing in the middle of the road and he was trying to run him down. His
hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly, his fingers hurt. The atmosphere
within the car was stifling but neither of them spoke.


The winding road eventually brought them back into Picton. He took the
indirect route to the supermarket, driving to the bottom of town and then
aimlessly up a couple of streets, doubling back on himself eventually. What he
really wanted to do was find a pub and camp out in it. Giving himself a mental
shake, he adjusted his grip on the steering wheel, spying the supermarket up
ahead. He pulled into a parking space outside and killed the engine.


Over the past three years, he had told himself that Danny did what he
did because he didn’t think there was any other way out. He wasn’t thinking
ahead, he didn’t know what it was going to do – to any of them. He was living
purely in the moment, and he needed an escape. He told himself this time and
time again, but he could never fully believe it. It was a means to an end – a
way to accept what Danny had done and move on with his life. In short, it was a
lie – at best, a guess. An estimation based on what everyone told him and what
he thought he knew. A house of cards. One false move, one errant whisper of
doubt, and it all came crashing down, taking his peace of mind with it.


After what had happened with Max, and then Kate, all he could see was a
never-ending spiral of destruction. It wasn’t a whisper, it was a scream – from
the rooftops, with a loud-hailer. Danny should have known – he should have
foreseen this. He had no right to leave them to deal with this themselves. Just
look at the effect his decision had had on them – and was still having on them.
It wasn’t fair. They didn’t deserve this. He felt nauseous. It all seemed so
big – so impossible. So unfixable. 


“Are we going in or shall we just sit here and wait for them to bring
the stuff out to us?”


Finn blinked and turned to stare at Gavin. “What?”


Gavin jerked his head towards the supermarket. “Doesn’t look like they
have online ordering, mate – we’re probably gonna have to do this the old
fashioned way.”


Finn cleared his throat. “Yeah, right. Sorry.”


He led the way into the supermarket, trying to concentrate. What did he
need? The truth was, the only thing he needed was a magic wand to make all of
this go away. A time machine would be handy, too. He’d turn back the clock to
the day when they first started noticing that Danny was out of sorts, and he’d
bail him up about it. He’d make him tell him what was going on. He’d avoid the
whole fucking mess. 


Gavin wandered off, leaving Finn to drift aimlessly from aisle to
aisle, picking up random items and then discarding them. When they met at the checkout
several minutes later, Gavin’s arms were full and he unloaded them gratefully,
giving the young girl behind the counter a quick smile.


He looked at Finn sideways and noted his empty hands, but he didn’t say
anything. Finn turned his back to the cashier, leaning against the counter with
his arms folded across his chest. Gavin paid and bagged up the groceries and
they trudged back to the car in silence. The simmering anger that had fired
Finn up earlier had been replaced with a quiet melancholy. 


“Let’s find a pub,” Gavin suggested, as they climbed into the car.


“Best idea you’ve had all day.”


Finn was in no hurry to go back to the beach house. They found a pub in
the next street over and parked the car, walking along the busy street in
silence. Tourists surrounded them, flooding into the gateway town either on
their way to or from somewhere else. It gave the town a peculiar feeling to it,
almost dreamlike. The physical location added to the feeling of surrealism,
nestled as it was at the base of the inlet, the hills rearing up behind it,
dwarfing the town and its inhabitants. Finn had often wondered what it would be
like to live here all year round. 


They stood at the bar, waiting for their beers to be poured, and Finn
spied a table by the window. The pub wasn’t busy, just a handful of patrons at
this time of the day. The view was of the street outside, and the harbour at
the end of the road, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t here for the view. 


Finn had known these few days were going to be tough – they always
were. This time though, he was looking forward to moving on. It had been three
years since Danny’s death. Max should be getting better, not worse. He had been
looking forward to telling Kate about Kelly and seeing her reaction for
himself. But, with a sinking feeling, he realised that nothing was turning out
the way he had hoped it would. Everything was just as screwed up as it had ever
been, and he found himself laying the blame firmly at Danny’s feet for that – or
he would have, had he been here. Taking a large gulp of beer, he acknowledged
that that in itself was the problem. If Danny had been here, he would have
demanded he stop torturing Max and let Kate go. But as it was, he had no one
here to blame and there was no easy fix. He leaned forward, crossing his arms
on the table top and staring sullenly at his beer. Gavin kicked his foot under
the table.


“What?” Finn frowned over the table at him.


“What’s going on with you?”


“Nothing.”


He leant back in his chair, staring out the window, not really paying
attention to anything in particular. His brain churned over and over what Kate
had said. The guilt in her eyes had been unmistakable and that was what
bothered him the most. What did she have to feel guilty about? 


“Bullshit.”


“Just leave it, Gav,” he warned. “I’m not in the mood.”


“Really? Can’t say I noticed.”  


Finn glared at him briefly, silently warning him off, before turning
his attention back to the window.  


“Come on, spit it out. Is it this thing with Max?”


Finn opened his mouth to say something then thought better of it and
promptly closed it again. He wanted to say yes – it was Max, and it was Kate,
and above all, it was Danny. It was every-bloody-thing. Sucking it all down, he
crossed his arms in front of him again and leaned forward on the table, his
head down.


“It’s Kate,” he admitted. 


It was as good a place to start as any. If Gavin wasn’t going to drop
it, he had to say something – and he didn’t feel like spilling his guts about
his concern for Max again, especially after what happened this morning. As for
Danny, he was doing his best to handle that, to keep a lid on it, but he sure
as hell didn’t want to talk about it.


“Okay,” Gavin said. “What about Kate?”


Finn cleared his throat as he considered how much information to
divulge. “It’s hard to explain.” 


“Right. So… does this have anything to do with what happened at New
Years?” 


“Maybe.” Finn frowned. “Except it seems much more complicated than I
thought.”


“Christ, you sound like her,” Gavin groaned, rolling his eyes. 


Finn stared morosely at the glass of beer on the table in front of him.
Why couldn’t things be simple? When did everything get so damn complicated? If
only Kate knew what she wanted. Then, maybe, he would know where he stood. One
minute she seemed sure, the next she was backtracking, looking for a way out.
Twice they had almost kissed, and twice she had backed off. Maybe he should
just see the signs for what they were – flashing neon lights, ten feet tall,
reading NEVER GONNA HAPPEN.


“Hey come on – what’s the big deal?” Gavin said, trying to lighten the mood. 



“The big deal is that she’s my dead friend’s girlfriend.”


“No – she was your dead friend’s girlfriend,” he grimaced,
recovering quickly. “There’s a difference.”


“Is there? I don’t think there is – not in her eyes, anyway.” Finn sat
back in his seat, deflated.


“What happened?” 


“I’m an idiot, that’s what happened. I tried to kiss her - again.”


“Wow – go you. Sober and everything,” Gavin nodded, clearly impressed.
“And?”


“And she backed off. Again.” Finn stared at the table top, sticky with
condensation rings. “What a fucking mess.”


“Hmm.”


“What the hell does ‘hmm’ mean?”


“I don’t know. Maybe she just needs more time?” 


Finn huffed out a breath and raised his eyebrows sarcastically. “Yeah.”



“Now you’re the one being vague. Care to explain that one?”


Finn stared at him for a moment, frustration welling up inside him
again. He glanced out the window, ignoring him. What was the point of discussing
this with Gavin? He didn’t see the look on her face. The guilt was there, plain
as day. It’s not something you forget.


“Finn?”


“I’m beginning to think it’s got nothing to do with time,” he said, his
gaze firmly on the street outside. “I’m beginning to think it’s me.”


Flashing neon lights, ten feet tall.


“If that were the case, then why would you guys have had these two
close encounters over the past couple of months? She’s not the type to play games
and she’s not desperate – she hasn’t even had so much as a one night stand
since Danny died, never mind an actual, honest-to-God relationship. God knows,
she hasn’t tried to kiss me, so she clearly has boundaries.” He winked, trying
to throw some levity at the situation. “Lack of taste notwithstanding.”


“Not helping.” Finn said, but his words began to sink in nonetheless.
He had a point. Maybe he should just let things rest for a while and see what
happened. He had been clear about it earlier. 


It was up to Kate now.








Chapter Eighteen


Gavin
gave the passing scenery merely a cursory glance as they drove out of Picton
and back to the beach house. He had been willing to bet good money that Finn
and Kate stood a good chance of getting their collective shit together, but
maybe he had been wrong. Between them, the changes in Max, and trying to
navigate through Lacey’s fresh bout of grief, this anniversary was turning out
very differently. Why did it feel like everything was suddenly back-sliding,
descending back into the bowels of hell he thought they were finally free of?


“I think Lace’s had some kind of reality check or something, about the
baby,” he said, almost to himself.


“What do you mean?”


“I was sorting out the kayaks earlier, and Max came out to tell me that
he found her on the kitchen floor, bawling her eyes out.”


“Shit. Is she alright?”


“I don’t know. I’ve never been through anything like this before. How
can you tell?”


“I don’t know either. Completely outside the realm of my experience,
mate.”


He stared blankly out the side window as the scenery passed them by.
The winding road made the beer swirl in his stomach. “She’s been so strong, so
together, over the past couple of weeks. I guess it was bound to come sooner or
later. I feel like tits on a bull – bloody useless. I wish I could just make it
all better.”


“I think all that matters is that you’re there for her.”


They lapsed into silence again. Being there for her seemed like a
back-up plan – something to do when you had no idea what it was you should
be doing. It was a catch-all. Just be there for her. How the hell was
that going to help her? The road was one long winding ribbon of grey and he
found himself wishing it would end. He tried to take his mind off the swirling
in his stomach by changing the subject.


“I went to talk to Max earlier, after what happened between you two
this morning,” he said, glancing over at Finn. “Things got a bit weird.”


“Weird how?”


“He asked me what I thought Danny was thinking about, right before he… y’know.”


“Bloody hell.”


“I know. Apparently, this is the sort of shit he thinks about.”


Finn shook his head, but kept his eyes on the road.


“Makes you wonder what else goes on inside his head, doesn’t it?” Gavin
said. “Have you talked to him since this morning?”


Finn huffed sarcastically. “What’s the point? You saw what he was like.
Pretty sure I’m not his favourite person right now.”


“He doesn’t hold grudges, you know that.”


“That’s probably because he’s so smashed, he can’t remember.”


Gavin had nothing to add so he just stared out the side window,
watching the scenery. Slowly, the idea that had been germinating at the back of
his mind for the past hour or so made its way forth. 


“What if he had nothing to drink?” he said. “If we can keep him sober,
maybe we can get him to see what’s going on. We might be able to talk
rationally to him about it without the drama.”


Finn turned towards him, frowning, before turning his attention back to
the road, easing into another bend.  


“Yeah, I think I follow. What did you have in mind?”


“Well, what if we get rid of all the booze?” he said hopefully, his
eyes lighting up as the idea gained more and more momentum. “Removing
temptation might help?”


Finn took a few moments to consider the idea, his eyes on the winding
road ahead. “Do you think so?”


“He says he doesn’t have a problem with booze, so let’s see if he can
prove it. If he does have a problem, well, maybe he’ll admit it sooner rather
than later. Either way, I can’t see it making anything worse.”


“Yeah, I can see where you’re going with that. Suppose it can’t hurt.
We’ll have to keep him busy, distract him.”


“I’ve got an idea about
that, too,” Gavin said. “You feel ready to make a grab for the title?”


Three years earlier


Finn pushed open his bedroom door slowly, peering around the corner
into the room. The morning light was washing over the room, breaking through a
crack in the curtains and illuminating Kate, who was curled into a ball, asleep
in the middle of the bed. The blankets strewn around her haphazardly testified
to a restless night. She was fully dressed, although she had taken her shoes
off.


She had been adamant she didn’t want to go home last night. She was
so shaken, he hadn’t pushed the issue. It had taken her hours to wind down
enough to sleep, and by that stage she had been too exhausted to argue when he
insisted she take his bed while he spent the night on the sofa. 


He hoped she had managed to get some rest, because he certainly
hadn’t. He had tossed and turned all night, going over possibilities in his
head. She and Danny had argued. She wouldn’t say what it had been about, only
that it had been over something stupid. What she did say had scared him though.
Danny pushed her up against the wall and raised his hand to her. She insisted
he had never actually struck her, and that he had never done anything like that
before, but she was absolutely terrified. He had spent all night trying to make
sense of the situation, but it didn’t matter which way he turned the pieces,
nothing fit. It wasn’t logical – Danny wasn’t like that, he didn’t hit women.
He sure as hell had never struck Kate before – he had double-checked that fact.
So what the hell was going on?


He rose early, dressed and threw down a cup of coffee while he
contemplated what he was about to do. Satisfied she was sleeping soundly, he
grabbed his keys and quietly let himself out, wincing as he eased the door
closed behind him. He stood outside his front door for a few moments, juggling
his keys. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say to him, but he had to talk to
him about it. Something like this just couldn’t be ignored. He was as worried
about Danny as he was about Kate.  


And this time, unlike previous chats recently, he wasn’t going to be
fobbed off by some bullshit “I’m fine – everything’s fine” excuse. It was
becoming more and more evident that the complete opposite was true. It had gone
so far beyond that now that he wouldn’t even be able to see “fine” with a pair
of binoculars.


He parked outside the old villa and cut the engine. He had no idea
what he was going to say to him, how he was going to get the truth out of him.
He reached the gate and pushed it open, the squealing old hinges grating on his
fragile nerves. The closer he got to the front door, the less sure he was about
what he was about to do. Hadn’t he already tried to get Danny to spill the
beans to him about what was going on? And hadn’t Danny already shot him down
with the patented “I’m fine” routine? 


By the time he had walked up the front path, climbed the few steps
and crossed the veranda, his face was set in stone, even if his resolve wavered
slightly. He paused in front of the door and took a deep breath. He recalled
Kate, as she was last night. She had arrived at his flat in a hell of a state.
She was sobbing hysterically, crumpling into his arms as he opened the door.
She had been confused and frightened. It had taken quite some time to get her
to calm down enough to tell him what had happened.


His resolve hardened. He rapped on the door and lifted his head in
defiance. Whatever was going on with him, he was going to get to the bottom of
it. He waited a few moments but there was no sound from within so he knocked
again, getting irritated now, wanting to get this over with. No response.


“Danny! Open up!”


Angrily, he banged on the door with his fist a third time. Answer
the door, damn it. 


“Danny!” 


Still no response. He huffed out a frustrated breath and leaned into
the door.


“Danny, open this damn door – I’m not leaving till you do!”


Just as he was about to bang on the door a fourth time, it opened
slightly and Danny peered out at him. Finn shoved the door open further and
marched in. Once inside, he whirled on him, ready to climb into him and demand
some answers. But when he saw him, he stopped in his tracks.


Danny stood there, staring at the ground, his shoulder length hair a
mess. He was unshaven, his eyes red-rimmed and glassy. He looked as if he
hadn’t slept for weeks. He looked nervous and ashamed. It took the wind out of
Finn’s sails immediately. He had spoken to him on the phone this week but the
last time he had physically seen him had been last weekend. He looked like he
had aged ten years since then.


“What the hell’s going on?” he demanded without further preamble,
anger being slowly replaced by concern.


Danny shrugged and turned away from him, closing the door quietly.
He leant against it for a moment, his back to Finn, seemingly considering the
question. Finn got the definite feeling that he was going to try and weasel out
of answering any questions and he wasn’t in the mood for that, not after having
Kate sobbing in his arms last night. He drew himself up to his full height,
raised his chin and tried again.


“Hey – start talking,” he prompted, folding his arms across his
chest. He wasn’t going to let him off the hook that easily. He should be
ashamed of what he did – at least that meant he had the guts to acknowledge
that what he had done was wrong. That was a step in the right direction.


“You’ve seen Kate?” Danny mumbled, his back still to Finn.


“Yeah, I’ve seen her. She came around to my place last night, scared
shitless!” 


Danny took a shuddering breath and turned around to face him. He
leant back on the door, his hands behind him, eyes downcast.  


“What the hell were you thinking?” Finn demanded. 


“Is she okay?” Danny asked after a few moments, finally raising his
head.


Finn saw the fear and confusion oozing out of him and it stalled him
momentarily. “Yeah, I think so. But she’s scared – of you. She told me what
happened. She said you were going to hit her – what the hell happened? What’s
going on with you?”


Danny pushed himself away from the door, shuffled past Finn down the
hall to the living room, and collapsed on the sofa. Slumping forward, he
crossed his arms over his knees and let his head fall on them.


Finn exhaled helplessly. It didn’t take a genius to see that he was
remorseful. He sank into the nearest armchair, waiting. Glancing over at the
coffee table, he noticed a glass and a bottle of whisky. Both were empty. 


“You need to start talking, and you better make it bloody good
because I’m not leaving till you tell me what the fuck is going on.”


Danny’s hands fisted in his hair, grabbing handfuls and holding
tight. The moments stretched out until he finally slumped back into the sofa,
his hands falling limply to his side. He stared at the wall opposite him
blankly.


“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “I don’t know what happened.”


“You’re gonna need to do better than that. Were you boozed? High?
What?”


Danny shook his head. Finn tried to decipher him, to understand what
was happening. Something sure as hell was, and it had been happening for a while
now. He was changing, and he had no idea why.


“Are you in some kind of trouble?”


Danny swallowed audibly, glancing over at Finn and shaking his head
slightly. His eyes took on a haunted look that scared Finn. The knots in his
stomach tightened.


“I didn’t mean to hurt her. I never would’ve…”


Finn’s heart stopped for a moment as he watched nameless emotions
cross Danny’s face. He could see how sorry he was, he could see he wasn’t
lying. But there was more.  


“You’re freaking me out. You know that, right?” he pressed, leaning
forward in his seat. “Something’s going on, and you need to tell me what it is
so I can help. I don’t care what it is, I’ll get you out of it, but I need to
know what you’re dealing with. Is it drugs? Is it money? Is something going on at
work?”


“What? No, nothing like that,” Danny insisted, sniffing miserably. “I
just… I snapped and I don’t know what happened. I didn’t mean it.”  


He had never seen Danny cry, not once, in all the years they had
known each other. Seeing it now was even more proof that something serious was
going on, possibly more serious than he thought. He was even more determined to
get the whole truth out of him as a result. Fear bolstered him, urging him
onward. Fear of what Danny might be dealing with, fear of losing him if he
didn’t help him figure out what to do about it.


“Not fucking good enough.”


“I’m sorry, alright? I don’t know what more you want me to say. It
just happened!” Danny croaked miserably, roughly wiping at the tears sliding
down his cheeks.


Finn’s resolve melted. “This isn’t you – I know that. I’ve never
known you to do anything like this before,” he said.  “But that’s what’s scaring
the shit outta me. What’s going on with you – and don’t tell me everything’s
fine, because I’ve had enough of that bullshit. It’s time to get real. I want
to know the truth.” Danny refused to look at him. Finn gave him ample time to
reply but when he didn’t, he pushed harder. “Come on, mate. Please?” 


Danny shook his head slowly but didn’t look up. “I don’t know what
to tell you,” he said in a small voice. “I fucked up.” 


So, that was it. He seemed fixated on what happened with Kate,
ignoring everything else. Finn should have been disappointed or at the very
least surprised, but he wasn’t. He had almost expected this.


“Yeah, you did.” 


Danny looked up finally and Finn was once again faced with those
haunted eyes.  


“Can you do something for me?” Danny asked, sounding every bit as
exhausted as he looked. “Tell Kate I’m sorry… for everything.”


Finn frowned. He didn’t want to get between them any more than he
was already. “You can tell her yourself. She’s at my place.” 


“Can you just…” Danny looked over at him, tears rolling down his
face. “Can you just tell her for me? Please?”


Finn couldn’t help the nausea that rose up and grabbed him by the
throat. “She needs to hear it from you.”


Danny wiped the tears away and pressed into his closed eyelids with
his fingertips. “Yeah.”


He seemed broken – hopeless, even. What was going on here? And if
Danny wasn’t answering any of his questions, who would?  


“Hey,” Finn said, leaning forward. “It’s gonna be alright.”


Danny nodded again, his jaw muscle twitching. “Yeah. Okay.”


His shoulders sagged as if the weight of the world rested on them.
He clenched his trembling hands into fists on his knees.  


“You want some coffee?” Finn asked, standing up and rolling his
shoulders to loosen the tension resting there. His head felt like it was in a
vice and his neck was stiff from a night spent on the sofa.


Danny seemed to consider it for a moment then shook his head slowly.
“No. Thanks.” 


“You sure? Looks like you could do with some,” Finn commented,
indicating the empty whisky bottle with his eyes.


But Danny shook his head again, staring at the floor. “No, it’s
okay. I’m fine.”








Chapter Nineteen


“Are
you sure you’re okay?” Max asked, as Kate handed Lacey a cup of coffee.


“I’m fine – sorry about that. It just all piled up and… anyway, I’m okay.
Thanks.” She gave a thin smile, her eyes still red and puffy, even after ten
minutes in the bathroom. 


“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Lace,” Kate said, rubbing her back
gently. “Sometimes it helps.”


Lacey took a small sip of her coffee. Clearly, she wasn’t ready to
discuss it. The three of them settled into chairs on the deck, subdued. Kate
glanced from Lacey to Max, neither of whom seemed to be in the mood for
conversation. 


“Remember the incident at New Years?” she said, breaking the silence. 


“What, with you and Finn?” Lacey rested her coffee cup on the arm of
the deck chair, suddenly attentive. “That incident?”


“I heard about that.”


“You did?” she asked Max.


“Finn told me last night.”


“Ah.”


“So? What were you gonna tell us?” Lacey prodded. “Did something else
happen?”


“You could say that,” Kate hedged, beginning to wonder if she was doing
the right thing by telling them. “We had a bit of a… repeat performance, you
might say.”


Instead of the shock she expected, Lacey just smiled. “I knew it.”


Kate frowned at her.


“I mean, I wondered if he’d make a move here, this time.”


“This time?”


“Oh come on – after what happened at New Years, you must have known?”
Lacey said. “Didn’t you see the signs? They were clear enough from where I was
standing.”


“Signs? But, he was with Kelly. I –“


“Not anymore. Don’t you think the timing was a bit convenient?”


“I wondered that myself,” Max said, taking a sip of his beer.


“I feel sick,” Kate groaned.


“So, what happened?”


Kate stared at her coffee, her heart racing. “He tried to kiss me.”


“Tried? Did he kiss you or not?”


“Not exactly.” Kate put her coffee mug on the arm of her deck chair.


“Am I being vague? Either you kissed or you didn’t – which is it?”


“We didn’t.” 


“Why not?”


“Because I had this… I don’t know… flashback. Or something.”


“What do you mean, flashback?” Lacey asked.


Now that they were talking about it, it seemed scarier than before.
There seemed to be so much more at stake.


“Danny.”


Lacey nodded slowly, waiting.


“He just popped into my head, right before we…” She shrugged again.
“And it freaked me out.”


She stared at her hands. Why were they shaking? She tucked them into
the pockets of her full, floral skirt and stretched out in the deck chair,
thinking.


“So, this kiss. Did you want it to happen or not? I’m confused,” Max
said, taking another sip of beer.


It seemed ludicrous, to have a conversation like this with Max around.
It felt like girl talk, but then after her chat with Gavin last night, she
realised that gender had nothing to do with it. They all knew each other so
well, it made sense to talk it over with them. If anything happened, they would
need to know. One way or the other, it was very likely that things were going
to change. If it affected her and Finn, it would affect all of them. Suddenly
the pressure seemed to increase tenfold.


“I don’t know. I thought I did.”


“So what’s the problem?”


“I don’t know!” Kate said again, increasingly annoyed at herself and
her lack of insight. “I thought I was ready for this.”


“Maybe you just have to try a bit harder?” Lacey said gently. “If it’s
what you really want, I mean.”


Was it what she really wanted? It had seemed clearer when Kelly was
still in the picture. She had been a safe-guard, a reason not to go there – an
excuse. Finn had Kelly, he couldn’t want her. But now all that was gone – no
safety net, no Kelly, no reason not to give this a try.  


And Finn had made it
perfectly clear that he did want her. The million dollar question was,
as always, what the hell did she want?


By the time they arrived back at the house, Finn and Gavin had
formulated a solid plan. Determined to keep the booze as far from Max as
possible, they would hide it all in the Monaro. Finn would keep the keys on
him, just in case Max decided to snoop. Of course, they would have to tell Max what
they had done with it all, there was no question about that. What bothered Finn
the most was that they were effectively removing his crutch. There was no
guarantee that cold turkey would force him to face up to what was happening,
but their options seemed so limited. They had rationalised it repeatedly by
saying that something had to be done. This was something they hadn’t tried
before. Hopefully it would force him to stop and take a good look at what he
was doing. 


Finn guided the Monaro down the steep driveway, stopping just beside
the house. They got out and he turned to slam the car door, nervous suddenly.
He leant on the roof of the car, fiddling with his keys.


“So, you ready for this?” he asked, hoping like hell that Gavin wasn’t
having second thoughts. He couldn’t do this by himself. It was going to be hard
enough doing it collectively.


“Yeah. Let’s do it.”


Finn drew himself up to his full height with a shaky breath. “Alright
then,” he said, pocketing his car keys and turning towards the house.


As they walked through the carport, they heard raised voices. Finn’s
heart was racing as he made a grab for the front door handle. With Max behaving
so unpredictably lately, he had no idea what waited for him on the other side. They
rounded the doorway into the open-plan living area to find Max staring at Kate
with a bemused grin on his face.  


“What’s going on?” Gavin asked from behind him.


Kate spared him a quick glance, but her attention was clearly consumed
by Max. 


Lacey threw her hands up in frustration. “He cut his hand and he won’t
let us look at it – he’s bleeding everywhere!”


“What happened?” Gavin asked, heading towards Kate and Max to get a
better look.


“Oh for God’s sake – it’s just a little cut, no big deal. They’re just
overreacting. Chicks.” Max shook his head, still baffled, and Finn caught sight
of his hand wrapped in a tea towel.  


Even from where he was standing, he could see the blood soaking through
it. Walking over to stand behind Gavin and Kate, he peered at Max’s hand. 


“How’d you do it?” he asked casually, throwing a sidelong glance at
Lacey.


She answered for him. “He was helping me in the kitchen and the knife
slipped – I think he might need stitches.”


Max rolled his eyes dramatically and tried to move away. “It’s just a
little cut, not an amputation – I’ve still got all my fingers.”  


Kate reached out to grab his arm and pulled his hand towards her to get
a closer look, clearly out of patience. “Just let me check that for myself,
alright?” 


Max rolled his eyes again and shook his head, but acquiesced. He let
her unwrap the tea towel from around his hand and shifted from one foot to the
other impatiently.


“We need to wash it so we can see how bad it is – can’t see much
because of all this blood.”


“Look, its fine, really – I can hardly feel it.”  Max started to pull
his hand away but Kate held on firmly.


Finn blamed the numbing effect of alcohol but kept his mouth shut.


“Come with me if you want to live,” Kate commanded, staring sternly up
at Max. She dragged his hand through to the bathroom as the rest of him followed
closely behind, grumbling half-heartedly.


“He reeks of booze,” Finn said, watching the doorway they had just
disappeared through.


“He’s been laying into the beers big time since you left.”


Finn’s heart raced. That was not what he wanted to hear, but he wasn’t
surprised. Anxiety stabbed at him over what they were about to do.


“Yeah, well. He’s about to get a wake-up call,” He rubbed his knuckles
over his chin nervously.


“Where have you guys been? You’ve been gone ages.” 


“Picton. Needed some supplies and stuff,” Gavin said hastily.


“We better make this quick,” Finn said, nodding towards the beer fridge
outside.


“What’s going on?”


“Give us a hand?” Finn called over his shoulder as he and Gavin headed
for the French doors.


Lacey followed them, obviously confused, as Gavin quietly explained the
plan. They quickly transferred boxes of beer down the steps and along the side
of the house to the Monaro, stacking them in the boot and casting wary glances
over their shoulders. 


“Are you sure about this?” Lacey asked nervously.


“I wish I could say I was, but the truth is we need to do something and
this is worth a shot.” 


Gavin put his arm
around her shoulder as they headed back up the side of the house. Kate’s voice
floated down the hallway as Finn hurried down the steps with the last of the
beer. Sweating slightly – from the effort, the heat or anxiety, he couldn’t
tell – he stashed the last of the beer into the boot of the Monaro, and slammed
it shut. He wiped his hands on his board shorts. His heart raced. It was only a
matter of time before Max would realise the fridge was empty, and then all bets
were off.


Kate had managed to convince Max to let her use the first aid kit to
patch up his finger. She suspected it was deep enough to need a couple of
stitches, but he wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, he compromised – she could apply
antiseptic cream and gauze, then tape it up. Short of wrestling him to the
ground, there was little else she could do. He sat on the edge of the bathtub,
watching in silence as she cut the tape around his finger and smoothed it down
carefully. She caught a whiff of his breath, sour with alcohol, but she didn’t
comment. 


As she followed him back into the living room a few minutes later, Lacey
pulled her into the kitchen. 


The mild sense of anxiety that had set in while she was dressing Max’s
wound turned into full-blown panic as Lacey explained what the plan was.


“Oh God – he’s gonna freak!” she whispered frantically.


Lacey fingered the hem of her t-shirt. “Yeah, I know. But Gav seems to
think that’s what he needs – a wake-up call.”


“Is that what you think, too?”


“I don’t know, but it can’t be any worse than watching him do this to
himself. Maybe with the booze out of the picture, it’ll force things to a head.
Do you know what’s going on with Finn today? He’s got a bee in his bonnet about
this.”


“I think he’s just worried about him. Did you hear what happened after
breakfast?”


Lacey shook her head, leaning back against the kitchen counter.


“After Finn and Gav got back from their walk, Finn had a go at Max
about drinking so early in the day. I was sitting on the step outside – I saw
the whole thing.” She winced. “It was pretty ugly.”


“Bugger. What do you think he’s going to do when he realises the beer’s
gone?”


“I have no idea.” Kate chewed on her bottom lip. “I guess we’re about
to find out.”


“Gav’s got some plan about distracting him with the kayak race –
something about keeping his mind off it.”


“More like delaying the
inevitable,” Kate said quietly. “I think we better brace ourselves. This might
get worse before it gets better.”


“Okay, so this is how it’s gonna go,” Lacey said, standing with hands
on her hips fifteen minutes later. “When I say go, you’re gonna get your asses
out to the pontoon, paddle around it, and then get back to shore. First person
to touch the bench wins.”


“What? We have to get out and touch the bench?” Finn squinted up at her
from the yellow plastic kayak. “We didn’t have to do that last time.”


“New rules, princess,” she winked. “All good? Gav?”


“Born ready, babe.”


Finn forced the trepidation deep down in his gut. He wasn’t sure what
to expect when they arrived back from town, but Max didn’t seem to be holding a
grudge. In fact, he seemed quite amenable. The other side of that, of course,
was that it was more than likely the alcohol that made him that way. Well, all
that was about to come to a crashing halt, sometime within the next half hour
or so. 


Gavin’s plan to keep Max distracted and away from the booze seemed to
be working so far. He was determined to enjoy whatever time they had left,
before it all turned to custard. He was always up for a little friendly
competition, and the kayak race was something of a tradition at the beach
house. Max had won it last year, beating both he and Gavin in the round-robin,
so it was time for a little payback. The physical outlet was just what he
needed to let off some steam.


Finn glanced sideways but Gavin’s full attention was now on the pontoon
out in the bay in front of them. He was a worthy adversary, being just as
competitive as he was himself, so to see him taking the race so seriously pumped
a rocket of adrenaline right to his heart. There was hardly a ripple on the
water and the sun beat down on them. He squinted at the pontoon as sweat trickled
down the back of his neck, forcing everything else out of his head except for
the race.


Kate held the back end of his kayak, while Max held the tail end of Gavin’s.
His heart raced as they waited for the signal. 


“Paddles at the ready!” Lacey announced. “And – go!”


Finn began to paddle furiously, grateful for the head-start as Kate
gave him a surreptitious push.


“Hey, I saw that!” Lacey laughed as they headed out towards the pontoon,
a good thirty metres away. 


Gavin was right beside him as he pumped the paddle in his hands from
one side to the other, churning up the water as he went. 


“You’re going down,” Gavin warned, angling his kayak towards him.
Unwilling to give way, Finn paddled harder, swaying side to side in the water
as his upper body did all the work. Gavin’s kayak smacked into him roughly,
forcing them both to stop paddling as they reached the floating pontoon.


“Hey!” he yelled, as they grappled to stay upright. 


Gavin just laughed as Finn reached over to grab his paddle with one
hand and tried to push him away from the pontoon. Listing dangerously to the
side, Finn was forced to release Gavin’s paddle in order to maintain his balance.
While he did so, Gavin manoeuvred himself away from Finn and used the pontoon
to right himself. Max, Lacey and Kate cheered loudly from shore. 


“Oh, so that’s how it’s gonna be?” Finn called, smiling in spite of
himself. 


Gavin didn’t answer as Finn manoeuvred himself around the outside of
him, using his paddle and circling the pontoon as quickly as possible. By the
time he had hit open water again and was heading back to the shore, Gavin was right
behind him. He put his head down and went for it, paddling as fast as he could.
Gavin was breathing down his neck as calls of encouragement rang out across the
bay.  


He didn’t wait for the kayak to hit the sand, diving out of it
head-first as soon as he came within a couple of metres of shore. He half stumbled,
half ran up the short strip of sand, reaching for the bench blindly, Gavin
right beside him.


“We have a winner!” Lacey yelled, whooping.


Gavin collapsed on the lawn beside him, and Finn fell back, gasping for
breath.


“Best of three?” Gavin offered, breathing heavily.


“Nice try.” Finn grinned. “That title’s mine.”


He sat up, beckoning to Max. “Dude, you’re up!”


“Don’t you want a break first?” Lacey laughed.


“Nope – I’m good to go,” he panted. “Let’s get this over with.” 


Kate offered her hand and he squinted up at her. She smiled tentatively
as he took it. “Congrats.”


Her hand fit inside his perfectly, but now was not the time. He was
giving her space. Besides, he had a title to win.


“Thanks,” he breathed, still on a high as she hauled him to his feet. He
rolled his shoulders and pointed at Max.


“I’ve waited a whole year for this. Time’s a’wastin’ – you ready?”


A fleeting ghost of a smile flashed across Max’s face. “The question
is, are you?” 


“Bring it.” 


Blood pumped through Finn’s veins, as they headed back to the kayaks.








Chapter Twenty


Max
picked up his half-empty can of beer and collapsed down into the deck chair
across from Finn. He inspected his hand casually as he took a sip, and Finn
caught Gavin’s sidelong glance. They didn’t speak, but he could feel Gavin’s
trepidation, mirroring his own. The heat from the sun made the tension almost
unbearable, and the slight sea breeze from earlier in the day had disintegrated
into the occasional, half-hearted breath of wind.


“How does it feel?” Gavin asked, clearly amused.


“To be the champ again? Pretty awesome, actually,” Finn played along.
“I’m guessing you asked because you can’t remember? How many years has it been
now? Three? Four?”


Gavin flipped him the bird as Lacey appeared in the doorway. “Okay, so lunch
isn’t far away. Hope you guys are hungry.” 


Finn’s stomach churned at the thought of food. Max supped on his beer,
completely oblivious. It wouldn’t be long before he would need a refill. Gavin
tried hard to keep the conversation flowing, but it was tough going. After the rush
of the kayak race, Max had fallen back into the quiet, reflective mood that
Finn had seen far too much of lately. Now that Gavin had clued him in as to the
inner workings of Max’s mind, he was afraid to think of what went through his
head when he wasn’t engaged in conversation. How could he stand to think that
way? Why couldn’t he just let go of that day and move on?


Lacey’s smile was forced, as she turned and headed back inside. He peered
over her shoulder. Kate was busy in the kitchen, her back to them. After what
happened this morning, they had barely spoken. It was beginning to concern him but
he had left the ball in her court. He was afraid to push her, especially if
that meant pushing her away.


He turned his attention back to Max. As if somehow knowing this, Max
crushed his empty beer can and stood up, stretching. Finn exchanged a worried
glance with Gavin that took barely a nano-second, but managed to convey all the
fear and anxiety they felt, regardless. Max took several steps in the direction
of the beer fridge before Gavin also stood up.


“It’s empty,” he said candidly.


Max stopped, turning back to him. “What?”


Gavin shot a nervous glance at Finn before turning his attention back
to Max. “The beer’s gone. The fridge is empty.”


Max frowned. “What do you mean, empty?”


“I mean, it’s gone. We got rid of it – all of it,” Finn said, backing
him up, even though his heart was thundering in his ears so loudly he could
barely hear anything. 


Max fixed him with an icy stare that turned his bones to jelly. “Why
would you do that?” 


Max became someone else, someone he had never seen before. The
expression on his face, the narrowing of his eyes, the dangerously low voice.
He was no longer the Max he knew. Finn was dumbstruck.


“Because contrary to what you believe, it’s not helping,” Gavin said
from beside him.


Max’s eyes darkened and Finn found himself holding his breath, waiting.



“And how do you know that?” Max demanded.


Finn’s insides spun in circles, suddenly dropping in altitude as he fought
back the fear that they had made a terrible mistake. Was this what a caged beast
looked like? Cornered, scared, unpredictable.


“Max, please,” Kate pleaded, standing next to Lacey in the doorway.


Max waved a hand at her dismissively, silencing her without even
looking at her. 


“Because we can see what it’s doing to you,” Finn said, the nervous
tremor in his voice obvious. “You don’t need it, mate. It’s not helping, it’s
just making everything worse.”


He saw the muscle in Max’s jaw twitch but he didn’t speak. Kate walked
past him and reached out for Max, laying her hand on his arm.


“Hey,” she murmured gently. 


Angrily, he shrugged her off, stepping away from her. “This is bullshit,”
he said, one hand on the wall of the house as he steadied himself.


“Max, you need help – let us help you, please,” Lacey begged.


Max shook his head and backed away, stumbling back onto the top step. Gavin
grabbed him to stop him from falling but Max angrily thrust him away.


“I don’t need help, I just need a drink – and I need you all to stop
poking your fucking noses in where they don’t belong!” he exploded.


Finn winced, his heart pounding in his ears.


“We’re only doing this because we love you,” Kate tried, walking towards
him slowly. “We’re trying to help.”


Max shook his head again, his breath coming audibly now as he glared at
Kate.


“Well you’re not,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “Not with this
idiotic Oprah-inspired intervention thing you got going here! What the hell
gives you the right – “ 


“Max, you don’t need – “


“What the fuck would you know about what I need?” he exploded again,
directing his anger at Gavin this time. “You don’t have a clue – none of you
do!”


Finn’s chest tightened as the familiar sense of frustration welled up
inside him. “You’re right – because you don’t talk to us!”


Max’s nostrils flared. “I need a drink, okay? That’s what I need. You
gonna tell me what you did with it or do I have to guess?”  


Frustration turned to anger, flashing from deep down inside and
rocketing up through his body, spreading like wildfire.


Finn folded his arms defiantly and eyeballed him right back. “I told
you – it’s gone.”


His throat dried up, making swallowing difficult. The pure hatred in Max’s
eyes was killing him, but they couldn’t back down now. If they did, all of this
would be for nothing and they would be back to square one – or worse. They had
to see this through.


Finn could feel himself trembling with anticipation as Max sneered at
him.  


“I bet this was your idea. It was, wasn’t it? After what happened this
morning, it’s got your name written all over it. Just had to stick your oar in,
didn’t you?”


Finn stood his ground, clamping his teeth together to stop himself from
saying something he might regret later. The anger was simmering just beneath
the surface, and he had nothing more than a tenuous hold on it. Any more of
this, though, and he knew he would lose it – and God help Max when he did. God
help all of them.


“It was my idea, Max – not his,” Gavin said evenly. 


Finn was grateful that Gavin had decided to take a more active role in
this. It saved him from having to do it all himself. It might also show Max
that he wasn’t the only one who thought he had a problem.


“We’re worried about you,” Gavin continued. “You can’t keep drinking
like this, it’s just making everything worse.” 


Max turned his anger on Gavin. “You think you have all the answers,” he
said acidly, his eyes narrowing. “What did you do with my beer?”


“It’s like he said – it’s gone.”


Gavin looked apologetic and tired. Conversely, there was an almost visible
electric current running off Max, his anger was so palpable. His eyes seemed to
spark with it and his body was so tense, so taut that it was almost pulsing
with energy, just barely kept in check. His jaw twitched, his chest rising and
falling rapidly as his gaze flitted between them. He looked as if he had so
much to say, he couldn’t figure out where to begin.


Suddenly he turned away from them, marching down the steps and over the
lawn towards the beach. An uneasy silence cloaked them as they watched him
stumble onto the sandy foreshore and head along the waterfront towards the
jetty. 


Lacey stood next to him, her trembling body brushing up against his
arm. Exhaling loudly, he put an arm around her shoulder.  


“We’re doing the right thing,” he said. “We just need to stick it out.”



That last part was true. They did need to stick together now, create a
united front. But the hatred in Max’s eyes had caused doubt to creep in and
settle in his bones. What if they had just made everything so much worse? They
were trying to get him to open up to them, but would he even speak to them
after this? 


Gavin murmured his agreement from the doorway. Her silence speaking
volumes, Finn turned to seek out Kate. She was staring after Max miserably, her
arms folded across her chest as if barricading her emotions inside. As if aware
his attention was on her, she turned to him. 


The look of absolute desolation on her face made his insides curl up
into a small, tightly-woven ball. He caught himself thinking, once again, that they
wouldn’t be in this situation if it hadn’t been for Danny. He was behind all of
this. So much for friendship – so much for looking out for each other.


Out of the blue, he realised that there was something he had
overlooked. 


“What are you doing?” Gavin called after him, as he headed for the
hallway.


“I’m checking his room. If he’s got a stash of booze in there
somewhere, all this could be for nothing.”


“Shit. Hadn’t thought of that.”


The heavy silence from the living room followed him down the hallway and
into Max’s room. The air seemed to hum around him, as if something had made a
hole in the universe and the air rushed in to fill the vacuum. He stepped
inside and closed the door behind him, leaning back on it and closing his eyes.
He didn’t know if he had the strength to do this. It would be easier if he knew
for certain that they were doing the right thing. He felt his feet scrabbling
for purchase on the cliff face, staring down at the abyss below him. What if
all they were doing was backing him into a corner? What if they were just
forcing him to lose control and teeter on the edge of a total nervous
breakdown? What the hell would they do then?  


He felt as if they were all looking to him for leadership – for
answers, for support. He almost laughed at the idea. He could barely keep
himself from falling apart. What the hell was he thinking? He should have shot Gavin
down in the car – told him it would never work and that Max was too far beyond
this, that they were out of their league. 


He leant forward, bracing himself with his hands on his knees, and
tried to breathe deeply. It was too late now, it was done. They were all a part
of it and they had to follow it through. He had to make sure they stuck to
their guns, because backing down now would only alienate Max even more.


Car. 


He needed Max’s keys. The last thing they needed now was him taking off
in the car in the state he was in. He rummaged around until he found Max’s car
keys and pocketed them. Standing in the middle of his room, he looked around forlornly.
If Max had anything hidden in here, he had to find it – and he had better make
it quick. He started rifling through Max’s duffel bag on the floor, feeling
more and more uncomfortable as the minutes wore on. He shouldn’t have to do
this – none of them should. This – Max – was Danny’s mess and here they were –
again – cleaning it up. Cleaning Max up. Jesus, how had it come to this?


He threw the duffel back down on the floor in disgust, having found
nothing. Dropping to his knees, he peered under the bed. Again finding nothing,
he went through the empty drawers and opened the wardrobe to find it too was empty. 



He wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved. Max’s face and the
look of hatred in his eyes only minutes ago suddenly came back to him in high-definition,
crystal clarity. He sank down onto the bed and raked a hand through his hair,
feeling more lost and alone than he had in a very long time. 








Chapter Twenty-One


Kate
sat on the wooden steps leading down off the deck, afraid to take her eyes off
Max. She had watched him storming off down the beach and held her breath as he
disappeared behind the boat shed, finally reappearing as he made his way along
the pathway above the rocks and out onto the jetty. Even from this distance,
she could see the anger radiating off him as he paced the length of the wooden
jetty several times. Now, he sat at the end of it, still at last.


Her heart went out to him. She had wanted to go to him immediately, but
Gavin and Lacey had convinced her to leave him for a while. It was clear he was
hurting, and it felt wrong to just leave him there, alone. When she was
hurting, hadn’t he come to her? Hadn’t he moved into the house for several
months after Danny’s death, just to be with her so she wouldn’t be alone?
Hadn’t he held her while she sobbed in his arms? In the early days, immediately
after Danny’s death, when she was incapable of eating, sleeping or even
thinking, hadn’t he helped her face life again?


She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them miserably. He
had changed so much, he was barely recognisable now. She had never heard him
speak to Finn that way before – in fact, she had never heard him speak to anyone
that way before. To see him pulling away from not only her, but from everyone, was
frightening. 


It reminded her so much of Danny. He had been exactly that way in the
weeks before his death. He had pushed everyone away, including her. He drank
more. He became moody and unpredictable. His whole personality had changed. It
was too familiar. She shuddered, pulling her legs in closer as a shiver crept up
her spine at the memory.  


“Hey, how you doing?” 


Gavin sat down next to her on the step and she turned to look at him.
Unable to come up with a suitable answer, she turned her attention back to Max,
who was pacing again, a tiny figure shimmering in the heat.  


“It sucks, I know,” he said quietly. “I’m starting to wonder if we’re
doing the right thing too.”


She leant forward, her forehead resting on her knees as she struggled
to stop her body from trembling.  


“He’s really angry, Gav. I’ve never seen him like this before.” 


He draped his arm around her shoulders with a sigh. “I know. But he
needs to stop drinking like this – all he’s doing is covering it up, running
away from it. These nightmares, I reckon they’re just his subconscious trying
to make him deal with everything. And because he’s just pushing it all away,
they’re gonna keep coming at him. He needs to deal with it. It’s the only way.”


Kate raised her head off her knees and leant it against his shoulder. Part
of her knew he was right, but it didn’t make the reality any easier to take. She
heard footsteps and they turned back towards the house in unison. Finn leaned
back against the French doors, empty-handed. 


“Well?” Gavin prompted.


Finn shook his head, shrugging. “Nada.” 


“Okay then. That’s good. We got it all.”


“Yeah, I s’pose so,” Finn collapsed into the deck chair closest to him.
“You okay?” he asked Kate.


She nodded. It was easier than admitting how she really felt. 


“Where’s Max?” he asked, scanning the horizon.


Kate turned to follow his gaze. “He was on the jetty a minute ago.” 


She stood up, searching the jetty and the path leading out to it. Panic
rose up from the pit of her stomach.


Gavin stood up too, walking down a couple of steps and shading his eyes
from the sun. “He was right there.”


Panic turned to nausea.   


Finn squinted out at
the jetty. “Well, he’s not there now.” 


Finn flew down the steps and out onto the lawn, Gavin, Kate and Lacey
hot on his heels. He jumped down off the lawn and onto the sand, stopping for a
moment to check out the jetties at either end of the bay. Both were empty. What
the hell was he playing at? Where could he have gone in such a short space of
time? His mind started going over the scenarios. Had he fallen from the jetty?
Or from the pathway onto the rocks? With the amount of alcohol in his system
and his state of mind, anything was possible. 


He turned in a slow circle as he scanned the area, finally coming face
to face with Kate. The anxiety fairly hummed around her, mirroring his own.


“I only took my eyes off him for a second!” Her eyes filled with tears


Without thinking, he went to her, drawing her into his arms. “It’s
okay, we’ll find him.”


“He can’t have gone far – let’s split up,” Gavin suggested, an unmistakable
sense of urgency in his voice.


“Good idea. Lace, can you and Kate go up to the road and see if you can
spot him?” He released Kate as she wiped her eyes, sniffing. “He might be
walking it off. He shouldn’t be out on the road in the state he’s in – we might
have to tail him if he is.”


 “We should check the jetty, and the boat shed,” Gavin said, already
heading that way.


Lacey immediately headed back up the lawn towards the house, Kate
hurrying after her. Finn jogged after Gavin as they headed towards the jetty.


“Do you think he could have fallen in?” Gavin’s gaze swept the bay.


Finn didn’t answer him. His heart was pounding so hard in his chest, he
was having trouble breathing. Deep down inside, he clung to the hope that he
had just taken a walk to cool off, but the niggle working its way up from his
gut just wouldn’t go away.


As they reached the boat shed on the corner of the beach, Finn saw
that, unusually, the pair of rickety wooden doors were open. Drawing even with
them, he peered around the open door to find Max sitting in the old wooden
dinghy, staring at him coldly. The instant relief he felt at finding him was
immediately replaced by anger when he saw the bottle of whisky in his hand.


Max continued to eyeball him as he slowly and deliberately brought the
bottle up to his lips and took a long swallow. Finn had to fight the urge to
grab the bottle out of his hand and hurl it against the wall.


“We were wondering where you got to,” Gavin said, appearing beside
Finn.


“You found me. So does that make you Sherlock or Watson?”


Finn’s gaze rested pointedly on the bottle in Max’s hand. “Where the
hell did you get that?”


Max looked down at it as if he had almost forgotten it was there.
“Rainy day supply.”


Finn’s teeth were clamped together so hard his jaw ached. The sense of
helplessness and frustration that squeezed his throat made breathing difficult.


“Can you shift? You’re spoiling the view,” Max muttered, waving the
bottle in his hand at the beach behind them.


Finn didn’t move, although Gavin hesitantly took a step to the side. 


“Do you have even the slightest idea that we’re trying to help
you here?” Finn said, refusing to back down.


“Who said I needed your help?” 


Max took another swig and Finn shook his head, trying to keep it from
exploding. A thousand thoughts and images rattled around inside his brain, not
one of them pleasant. Thinking became impossible so he gave up, instead
speaking from his heart.


“Can’t you see what’s happening?” he said, struggling to maintain
control. “You’re drinking yourself into a coma because of this shit with Danny
– because you won’t talk about it! That doesn’t make you a hero, Max –
it makes you a fucking idiot! None of this is going away unless you deal with it,
because if you don’t, it’s gonna haunt you for the rest of your miserable
fucking life. Is that what you want?”


“Hey!”  Gavin’s hand gripped his arm but he shook him off angrily.


“I mean it – you have to fight back! Stop acting like you’re the victim
here and take control for once!” 


They stared at each other for a series of long moments that seemed to
drag out endlessly. Max broke the silence first.


“Shut the fuck up,” he ground out through clenched teeth, his eyes
narrowing. “I am taking control. You have no idea.”


“So this is taking control, is it?” Finn insisted, his breathing heavy
as he fought his rising temper. “You’re burying yourself in a mountain of
booze. How’s that working out? Is it making everything better?”


His eyes scanned Max’s, searching for some sign that he had managed to
break through the barrier finally – that Max understood. But all he saw
reflected there was anger and hatred. The same anger and hatred that he felt
himself, only for different reasons and directed at someone else.


Max shook his head slowly, his blue eyes dark. He was calm. Shut off.
Closed down. Unreachable.


“Jesus.” Finn shook his head helplessly. “You should see yourself. I
don’t know who the hell you are anymore.”


“Finn.” 


He heard the warning in Gavin’s tone. He was close to crossing the line
– he may even have already crossed it for all he knew, but he was beyond caring.
Propelled by an overwhelming sense of frustration, Finn marched to the back of
the boat shed, grabbing at anything he found – filthy old lifejackets, oars, deflated
plastic beach balls – looking for anything that might resemble alcohol. If he
had one bottle hidden in here, he could have more. Coming up empty, he turned
to face Gavin over Max’s head, his breath coming out in frustrated huffs. Gavin
looked worried, upset and more than a little uncomfortable. Incensed at having
to take the lead again, Finn began to frantically search the dinghy, roughly pushing
Max aside as he did so.


“Hey!” Max hissed.


Finn ignored him as he climbed into the dinghy to continue the search.
Time and again, the same thought flew through his head: Danny’s fault – all
this is Danny’s fault. Selfish, inconsiderate bastard.


“Why don’t we go inside?” Gavin interrupted, a hint of desperation in
his voice as he tried to diffuse the situation.


“Good idea – why don’t you go inside?” Max retaliated, taking another
swig out of the bottle he held.


Finn gave up the search and climbed out of the dinghy. He backed up
against the side of the boat shed wall, his whole body tense. His head pounded.
There was obviously no point reasoning with him while he was drunk – nothing
was getting through. Once he sobered up, maybe they had a chance. But what if
there were more bottles stashed away? He had already checked his room and his
bag. Where else might he have hidden them?


Realisation dawned with a sharp stab to his chest. The boat shed wall
creaked ominously as he pushed himself away from it, heading back onto the
beach without another word. Leaving Max and Gavin in his wake, he jogged back along
the sand and up onto the lawn. Gavin called after him but he ignored him,
covering the lawn swiftly, his heart pumping. With each step, the cogs of his
brain turned, going over every possible hiding place Max could have thought of.
It had become more than just a search for alcohol now – it was a battle of wills,
a battle for survival. Max’s survival.


He rounded the side of the house and headed straight towards Max’s car,
still parked at the rear of the house.


“Did you find him?” Kate called, jogging down the driveway towards him
with Lacey.


“Yeah, he’s in the boat shed with Gav.” 


“Thank God!” she breathed, slowing to a walk.


Finn ignored them both, making a beeline for Max’s car.  


“Finn?” Lacey questioned, as he walked right past them.


He tried the door of Max’s car and found it unlocked. Yanking it open,
he climbed into the driver’s seat, his hands automatically gripping the wheel
as he tried to tune out Kate and Lacey.  


He leant over and popped open the glove box, searching around inside
it, unceremoniously scooping the contents out and dumping them onto the passenger
foot-well. Nothing. He slammed it shut, his eyes scanning the interior of the
car.  


“Hey – what’s going on?” 


He ignored Kate, his full concentration on the task at hand. He leaned
forward and ran his hand under the driver’s seat a few times but came up empty
again. Reaching over under the passenger seat, he did the same, with the same
result. 


Damn it!


He turned, leaning over into the back, his eyes and hands searching
desperately for any hidden bottles Max may have stashed away. Again, nothing. Hauling
himself out of the car, he turned to face Lacey and Kate, both looking confused
and frightened. He shook his head, the wind sucked out of his sails momentarily
by the identical looks on their faces.


“He’s fine, Gav’s with him – but he’s got a bottle of whisky that he’s
knocking back like there’s no tomorrow.”


Kate shook her head in disbelief.  


“I’m going down there,” Lacey said, heading towards the beach.


Kate stared after her, finally turning back to Finn. “What are we gonna
do?” she whispered, tears pooling in her eyes. 


She hung her head and Finn lost sight of her face amongst the mane of
auburn hair. Instinctively, he pulled her close, running a gentle hand over her
head. Tentatively, her arms crept under his ribs and curled around his back. Just
like that, he felt less alone. Maybe he didn’t have to do this all by himself
after all. He closed his eyes. He still needed to find Max’s ridiculous secret
stash, but right now, with Kate’s arms around him and his emotions running
rampant, he selfishly wanted to take a moment for himself.


He kissed the top of her head absentmindedly. Her body shuddered
ever-so-slightly against his as she looked up at him. Realising what he had
done, he immediately released her and stepped backwards. He had to learn to give
her some space, but with those tears in her eyes all he wanted to do was make
it better, somehow. She reached out for him, grabbing his hand. 


“I’m sorry about what happened this morning,” she said. “I didn’t mean
to push you away. I’m sorry if that’s how it felt.”


He shook his head, not sure that now was the right time to be having
this discussion. He had so much on his mind with Max, he needed every ounce of
brainpower he had if he was going to outsmart him. He opened his mouth to tell
her as much.


“Please – just let me finish?” she said. “I’m scared, and it’s not of
you – I’m scared of me. I don’t want to do the wrong thing. I don’t want to
lead you on or give you false hope or anything like that – you deserve better.” 



After a slow start, her words were tumbling out now and he struggled to
keep up.  


“What happened between us at New Years wasn’t planned – it just
happened, and it scared me to death because I wasn’t expecting it. But all I’ve
done since then is think about you and about changing my life and about moving
on, and it’s a big deal, Finn. I don’t want to just jump into something unless
I know I’m ready to give it everything I have. And giving everything I have
means I have to give something up, and I think that has to be Danny. I think I
have to give him up, and on some level, I know that. But on a whole other
level, I’m not sure if I can. Actually, that’s not strictly true – what I mean
is that I don’t know if I know how.”


Danny – again. Why isn’t he just fading into the past like normal dead
people? Why does he have to hang around like this? Can’t he just leave us alone
to get on with our lives? Isn’t it enough that he had to kill himself? Do we
have to live with his ghost forever now too?


“Finn?”


He concentrated on slowing his heart rate down, of making everything
manageable again. He felt like his chest might burst open at any moment and all
the frustration, guilt, helplessness, grief and anger might pour out into the
air around him, leaving him empty and hollow. He wanted to feel empty and
hollow – he craved it. Anything would be better than this. Maybe Max had a
point. Maybe the answer lay in numbing the pain with alcohol.


Max.


Focus, for God’s sake! 


Turning back to Max’s car, he opened the driver’s door and reached in to
pull the boot release. He purposefully avoided looking at or answering Kate,
afraid of what would come out of his mouth if he tried to talk. His heart pumped
double time in his chest and he had an unpleasant taste in his mouth.


“Please – just talk to me?” Kate pleaded.


Ignoring her, he threw open the car boot. Blindly reaching in to scope
out the cavern with his hand, his vision was clouded with blossoming anger. It
wasn’t until he dug underneath the lining and his fingers touched something
cold and hard that his heart almost stopped.


Slowly, he withdrew the object, staring at it in shock.


Fuck.


“Oh my God,” he heard Kate whisper, her voice seemingly lost in a wind
tunnel, the same tunnel that robbed him of his breath, sucking him into a
swirling vortex.


No. Not again.


In stunned silence, he stared at the gun he now held in his hand.








Chapter Twenty-Two


The
handle was smooth, deadly, and it made him shiver. It was heavy and awkward.
And it was Max’s. How the hell could this be Max’s? Why does he have a gun in
his car? Why the hell does he have a gun at all?


Danny’s face flashed through his head briefly, leaving him breathless. He
was mesmerised by the gun – the feel of it, the look of it. It was like
something out of the movies. It didn’t belong here – not in his hand, not in
Max’s car. He stared at it, the barrel glinting in the sunlight, as he tried to
catch his breath. It felt as if all the air had been squeezed out of his lungs.



Somewhere deep down inside of himself, he desperately wanted to believe
that none of this was real. Not again. It was too much. What had they done to
deserve this? What the hell was Max thinking? Where did he get this thing? He
tore his gaze away from the gun to look at Kate.


She stared up at him, her tears reflecting horror and disbelief. Everything
he felt, only magnified. It was like standing in the sand, watching the waves
break over your feet and having the sand disappear from underneath you with the
retreating water. He was being dragged asunder, all over again. Solid turned to
liquid, the world tilted sideways.


Suddenly, he was moving. He practically levitated across the lawn
towards Max and the boat shed. It loomed in front of him, and he was only vaguely
aware that Kate was following him. She was talking, her voice weird and
detached, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying. The boat shed filled his
field of vision and suddenly he was there. Max stood next to the boat, the
bottle of whisky still in his hand. Gavin and Lacey hovered near the door, but he
ignored them. 


Everything melted away. The boat shed, Gavin, Lacey and Kate –
everything. All he saw was Max. All he felt was the gun, a dead weight, heavy
in his hand.


Dead weight.


Dead.


He saw Max’s eyes fall to the gun as his knuckles grazed against the
leg of his jeans, struggling to hold it in his grasp. It was heavy. It was
awkward. It was smooth. And it was Max’s. 


Max’s gun.  


It was Max’s gun.


With no recollection as to how it happened, he was suddenly on top of
Max. They were on the ground and he was punching him, only he didn’t feel it.
It was like he was watching someone else do it. He could see himself punching
him and he knew he was yelling at him but he couldn’t hear what he was saying. He
punched him again, once more, for good measure. Only it wasn’t Max’s face he
was punching. It was Danny’s.  


Danny’s face staring back at him from the dirt floor of the boat shed,
eyes wild and confused – frightened.


He blinked away the vision, straddling him, panting heavily. He still
held the gun in his hand. He didn’t want to put it down, he didn’t want anyone
else to touch it. It was misery and it was death and they had had enough of
both.


Then he was being dragged bodily upright. The sound came back into his
world with a loud whoosh and everyone was talking at once.


“Finn!”


“Jesus, get off him!”


“Stop it!”  


He stumbled slightly, then found his footing again as Gavin pulled him
backwards by his shirt. 


“What the hell is going on?” Lacey demanded.  


He turned to look at them all, shrugging Gavin off him in the same
instant. Staggering backwards as Gavin let go, he kept backing up until he
couldn’t retreat any further. His back pressed up against the boat shed wall,
his entire body tense and trembling. He stared at them in silence, his
breathing laboured. Except Max. He didn’t dare look at Max.


Slowly, he held the gun out to show them. It was heavy and it was
awkward and it was Max’s gun.


Max’s gun.


With a sickening feeling, he saw the realisation and horror bloom on
their faces. He tore his eyes away from them and stared at the gun for a moment.
It was shaking. He was shaking. He couldn’t hear anything. No birds
calling to each other across the bay. No cicadas. No water lapping just a few
feet from where he stood. No breathing, no crying. Nothing.


“Who… whose is… where did you get that?” Lacey stammered, tearing her
gaze away from the gun to stare at him in disbelief.


Blinking slowly, trying to wrap his head around it himself, he turned
to look down at Max.


“Fuck,” Gavin whispered.


Max still lay on the gravel floor of the boat shed, his lip split and
bleeding. All the bravado and animosity from earlier had disappeared. He looked
like a frightened child, but Finn had no sympathy for him. The anger had burst
forth and he could see nothing else. 


From somewhere deep down inside, Finn found his voice. “Why was this in
your car?”


Max stared up at him, clearly petrified.


“It was in his car?” Gavin choked.


Finn didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He was so busy trying to organise the
thoughts banging about inside his head, he couldn’t do two things at once – try
to stay sane and speak. It was impossible. This was impossible. This
wasn’t happening. He hadn’t just found a gun in the boot of Max’s car. Not
possible, not again.


“Why?” Kate whispered.


The heartache in her voice grabbed Finn by the throat and squeezed.


“Why do you have a gun in your car?” she prodded, the merest hint of
hysteria creeping in.


Finn’s stomach rolled and lurched, and he felt seasick. She had tears
rolling down her face and she looked so much like she did that day at the
hospital, after Danny died. Blood rushed to his head as the anger burst to the
surface once more. He whirled around to address Max.


“Yes, tell us why you have a gun in your car, Max.” He gripped the gun
harder in his hand, his fingers flexing over the handle. He wondered absentmindedly
if it was loaded. He had never even touched a gun before. What should he do if
it was?


Max shook his head slowly, staring up at him with tear-filled eyes. The
blood from his split lip dripped down his chin.  


“Answer the question,” Gavin said from behind him, his voice strained.


Max raised himself up onto his elbows unsteadily, his arms trembling as
he glanced from Gavin to Lacey. Finn breathed through his nose, his fingers
flexing around the gun.


“When were you planning on doing it?” he said coldly.


Max swallowed nervously. “I…”


“Tell me you weren’t going to do something bloody stupid with this
thing!” Gavin demanded, cutting him off.


Max shook his head but he didn’t speak.


“You heard him – say it! I want to hear you say that you weren’t
planning on shooting yourself with this fucking gun!” Finn exploded, waving the
gun in front of him angrily. 


His voice seemed to reverberate in the small building, echoing in his
head.


Like the pieces of a puzzle falling into place, it all made sense now.
The way Max had been lately – the nightmares and the drinking, the drifter
lifestyle, the phone calls that were few and far between, the weight loss, the
depression that had eaten him up – he was planning to kill himself, just like
Danny did. The only difference was that they didn’t know what had made Danny
decide to blow his own brains out – but they knew why Max was feeling this way.
It was because of Danny – it was his fault. Because of Danny, Max
wanted to kill himself. Finn’s heart slammed into his ribs with the force of a
jackhammer.


Max stared at him for a moment before his face crumpled. He collapsed
heavily back onto the floor, folding his arms over his eyes, weeping uncontrollably.


“God, Max – no!” Kate croaked.


Finn turned to see Gavin’s shocked expression as Lacey buried her face
in his shoulder. Gavin draped his arm around her absentmindedly but his eyes
were on Max. It all seemed so surreal. Words chased each other around inside Finn’s
head and then they were coming out of his mouth of their own accord. 


“You selfish bastard!” he yelled, standing over Max and waving the gun
in front of him. “After everything we’ve been through, you were gonna do it to
us all over again!”


He lurched forward, bending down to haul him upright until he was mere
inches from his red, tear-stained face.


“You miserable, selfish bastard!” he yelled. “Don’t you get it?
It’s not your fault – its Danny’s fault – he killed himself, it’s him
you should be punishing, not us! All we’ve done is stand by you and try to help
you and this is how you repay us? Where the hell did you get this thing,
anyway!” he yelled, his voice ringing in his own ears. “Did you want one of us
to find you, just like you found him? Did you? Who did you think would find you,
Max? Fucking answer me!”


Suddenly there were hands on him and voices surrounding him and Max’s
face was gone. Gavin hauled him away again, throwing him backwards so that he
scrambled back onto the floor of the boat shed, his head reeling. He was
breathing heavily and his head felt like it was on fire, burning his brain,
destroying everything – at the least, his self-control – at the most, his
sanity.


“Back off!” Gavin yelled, kneeling beside Max and staring at Finn as if
he had suddenly grown horns. “Just stop!”


“What the hell is wrong with you?” Finn’s eyes burned into Gavin’s. “We
don’t deserve to go through this shit again!” 


He tried breathing normally but it was like all the air had been
squeezed out of his lungs and he panted instead. He caught Kate’s eye. Tears
streamed down her cheeks, her nose all red and blotchy like they always got
when she cried. Like the way they were the day they found out about Danny. Like
at the hospital, where they sat with Max, his shirt and jeans soaked in blood. 


He shook his head to clear the cobwebs, closing his eyes briefly in an
effort to focus. He couldn’t hear anything except quiet sniffing. When he
opened his eyes again, his gaze fell upon the gun. He must have dropped it at
some point but he couldn’t remember when. He had to get rid of it so no one
else would get hurt. His features hardened, as did his resolve.  


He ignored everything and everyone else as he scooped it up out of the
dirt and again felt the dead weight in his hands.  


Dead weight.


Dead.


No more. He had seen enough death to last him a lifetime. His fingers
wrapped around the handle of the gun one last time and he stared down at it in
his hand. It looked wrong – it was wrong.


“What are you doing?” Gavin asked quickly, his voice laced with
concern.


Finn turned on his heel and marched straight out of the boat shed and onto
the sand, jogging a couple of steps before drawing his arm back and launching
the gun high into the air. His shoulders burned as he threw it as long and as
far as he could. It seemed to sail above the water in slow motion.


Danny’s face suddenly appeared in front of him, looking as he had the day
he died. The torn, tearful Danny who had stared back at him with hollow eyes.
The Danny who had asked him to tell Kate that he was sorry. The Danny who had
put a gun to his head that same day and blown his brains all over the chintzy
floral wallpaper. The Danny who had told him a thousand times that last month
that he was “fine”. 


Eventually, the gun arced downward and disappeared into the water with
a dull plop.


It wasn’t your fault, you couldn’t have known what he was planning
to do.


He tried to get rid of the images that plagued him.


You should have stopped him. 


The tears ran freely. Afraid to let anyone see the shame and guilt he
felt, he just stood there, his back to them, silently torturing himself. The
voices in his head did battle with each other, taking it in turns to condemn
and absolve him, see-sawing him from one emotion to the next without giving him
the time to wrap his brain around anything solid. He felt sick, his chest constricting
with each passing moment. When he finally had enough courage to turn around,
they were all staring at him.  


Max was standing next to Gavin, his nose and lip bleeding, blood
mingling with the tears running down his face. He nodded almost imperceptibly
at Finn. He wondered what would have happened if he hadn’t found the gun in
Max’s car. What if he had missed it? What if they had woken up tomorrow morning
to a ringing gunshot and another dead friend?


Gulping, Finn’s gaze fell to the sand beneath his feet. He was afraid
that Max could see what he was thinking, and that somehow – somehow –
what he was so afraid of would come true. 








Chapter Twenty-Three


Kate
perched on the couch, her stomach a ball of knots, her eyes glued to Max. When
had he become this desperate – and where the hell did he get that gun? She
filed through her memories from the time immediately following Danny’s death. It
was hazy, but she knew that the gun he had used was Jim’s. Did Max somehow get
hold of it? If it wasn’t the same gun, where did this one come from?


She felt sick. Out of nowhere, Finn’s hand found hers and held on. She
glanced over at him. He was pale and drawn but his attention was focussed on
Max. Her heart ached for him. She had never seen him like that before. He had
been out of control, completely beyond reason. Although everything he had said
was true, the way he said it had been terrifying.  


Max sat on the sofa beside Lacey, elbows on his knees, hands clasped
together. He was frozen, staring at the floor. 


“How long have you been carrying that thing around?” Gavin prompted. 


Max seemed to sink even lower. It took him a few moments to answer, and
Kate’s heart raced. 


“I don’t know. A while.” 


Kate took a ragged breath. “How could you, Max?  After everything that
happened, how could you even –”  


“Kate,” Gavin cautioned quietly.  


“I’m sorry.” Max shook his head miserably. “I’m sorry.”


Lacey squeezed his leg gently. “It’s okay. We just want to understand.”


“It wasn’t loaded,” he mumbled.


“Thank God,” Lacey breathed. “That’s something at least.”


“Where did you get it?” Gavin prodded, leaning forward, staring at Max
intently.


Kate knew what he was thinking – probably what they were all thinking.
Max was clearly terrified, but he just shook his head. 


“Max?” Lacey begged.


“Does it matter?” 


“Of course it matters!” Kate blurted out. “Was it the one Danny used or
not?”


“Why does it matter?” Max insisted, on the verge of tears. “I
mean it, Katie. Why? It’s gone now anyway.”


“Stop playing games – this is serious,” Finn interrupted, speaking for
the first time. “Was it Jim’s gun?”


Max stared down at the floor in front of him. The set of his shoulders
and the sheer desolation that radiated off him tore at Kate’s heart.


“No, it wasn’t his.”


“Then where did you get it?”


“From a friend – this guy I worked with, up north.” 


Kate squeezed Finn’s hand, anchoring herself to him as the world seemed
to be spinning out of control again.


“Did you plan on using it?” Gavin asked.


Max didn’t respond at first. Kate’s heart began to pound as she watched
him sinking lower and lower. Eventually, he shrugged half-heartedly, as if he
didn’t have the energy for anything more. “I don’t know what I planned on doing
with it,” he said in a small voice.


Lacey pulled him towards her. “It’s okay,” she said, as he reluctantly
wrapped his arms around her.


Kate choked back tears. She could feel the tension in Finn’s body
through his hand, still holding hers. She wished he would take her in his arms
again. She felt like she was breaking into pieces. If he held her, maybe he
could keep her from falling apart completely. 


“This is all connected, you must know that,” Gavin said quietly. “The
nightmares, the drinking – the gun. It has to stop. You need help, Max.”


Max released Lacey and glanced at Gavin sheepishly. “I know,” he
sniffed.


Kate’s throat burned at the sight of him, so miserable and broken.
Where was the Max who had so determinedly stopped her from giving up after
Danny’s death? Where was that strength now?


“Let us help you,” she begged. “Please? You have to talk to us. We
can’t do anything if you don’t let us in.” 


Max raised his head and looked over at her, his eyes filled with unshed
tears. Seeing him like this, in so much pain, was frightening. It was like
something had broken inside of him. It was worse than before.


Before we found a gun in his car.


Finn sat back with a sigh and squeezed her hand, as if reading her
mind.


Silently, Max gave a
brief nod.


Max seemed depleted. Dried blood clung to his bottom lip and chin, and
an angry bruise was darkening his cheek bone. He had done that. 


Fuck. 


Finn drew his hand down his face slowly with a long, deep sigh that came
from somewhere so deep inside him that dragging it out of him made his throat
ache. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, waving his hand vaguely in Max’s direction. “I
didn’t mean to do that to you.”


Max just nodded but didn’t speak. The anger and hatred that had burned
in his eyes earlier had gone. In its place was a helpless emptiness that was
far, far worse. Finn felt like a boxer who had been beaten down after ten long
rounds. He didn’t have it in him to fight anymore.


“It was that bloody gun.” He inhaled deeply, trying to catch his
breath. “You scared the shit out of me.”


A tremor, brief but brutal, shook Max’s body. “I’m sorry.”


“Danny’s got a lot to fucking answer for,” he murmured, releasing
Kate’s hand so he could massage his temples.


The silence in the room was thick and heavy. The hair on the back of
Finn’s neck stood on end. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but he found
himself bolstered by a sense of bravado. Adrenaline thrummed in his veins as he
looked up at everyone. Yes, he said it. He meant it, too.


“I’ll tell you one thing,” Gavin said. “Would he want us to be sitting
here, three years later, still beating ourselves up over a decision that was
his and his alone? I honestly don’t think he would.”


Finn’s heart rate spiked, along with his anger. 


“How the hell do you know that?” he snapped. “I don’t think he gave a
shit about three years down the track, or any of it. If he did, he wouldn’t have
shot himself in his own house, where he knew that someone he knew and
supposedly loved would find him. Would he?”


“Come on, let’s not do –“


But Finn was just getting started. He stared at them all, exhaustion
rapidly evaporating.


“Y’know, we talk about him all the time – about all the crazy stuff he
did, and about the pranks and all the other shit, but what we never do
is talk about how much of a mess he left behind. Look at us – we come here
every year, and we talk about what a great guy he was, and how much we miss
him, but what we never ever say is that he was a selfish fucking prick!”


“Finn, for God’s sake!” Lacey frowned up at him, her gaze flitting
briefly to Max.


“I just get so bloody sick of everyone sticking their heads in the sand
and talking about him like he was some kind of saint!”


Kate reached for his hand, but he shook her off, standing up and making
a beeline for the front door. He made sure he slammed it after him, just
because it made him feel marginally better. He heard Lacey call his name, but
he ignored her. Marching around the side of the house and through the grove of
trees running alongside, he didn’t stop until he got to the beach. He collapsed
onto the sand and drew his knees up, staring out over the water, scanning the
horizon.


He heard footsteps behind him and he readied himself as Kate settled
beside him. They sat in silence for a few moments, his heart racing. Had she
come to chastise him? He wished she would just get it over with. 


Surprising him, she tentatively laid her head on his shoulder.


“You’re right, what you said in there,” she whispered. “He was selfish
and we don’t talk about that. You know why I think that is?”


He swallowed the lump that had lodged itself in his throat. 


“Because we’ll probably never know why he did it, and somehow, we have
to find a way to deal with that,” she said gently, wrapping a hand around his
bicep. “Personally, I’ve found that talking about the good times helps, but that’s
just me. We don’t all deal with it the same way, you just have to find out what
works for you. It’s called grief, and there are a thousand different ways to
feel it.”


Reluctantly, he turned to her and she lifted her head off his shoulder
to look at him with glassy eyes. 


“I’m just so bloody angry,” he choked out, a wave of emotion rocketing
up from deep inside. “Sometimes, I wish he was here just so I could punch him
in the fucking face.”


And there it was, in a nutshell. 


He had wanted to tell someone so badly, but he didn’t know how. He
didn’t think Kelly would understand. He wondered now if Kate would hate him for
it. 


Far from shrinking from him, she nodded understandingly. The sharp jab
of realisation hit him square in the chest. He sucked in a breath at the
reality check that came with it. Being angry with him was so much easier to
deal with than whatever this was.


“I miss talking to him,” he whispered. “I miss drinking with him. I
miss him – the way he was before everything turned to shit.”  


She pulled him close, and he wrapped his arms around her. Burying his
face in her hair, he squeezed his eyes shut. He just needed to talk to him one
last time, to ask him if there was anything he could have done that would have
changed things. 


Fleetingly, he realised
that in a few short hours, midnight would ring in the seventeenth. Three years
since Danny’s single gunshot had ricocheted through all of them.


Gavin reached down to take Lacey’s hand, helping her up onto the jetty.
Out in the main channel, a small dinghy headed further up into the Sounds, its
outboard motor disturbing the peace for a few minutes. They walked slowly along
the jetty, hand in hand, as the motor died away and the dinghy disappeared from
view. The heat had gone out of the sun, and the cicadas were at their loudest,
but he noticed none of it. 


Max was all he could think about. Finding him with a gun in his
possession was the last thing he had ever expected. It scared him to death to
think that Max had been carrying it around with him. The chorus of “what ifs”
bounced around inside his skull. 


“Do you think he would have used it? The gun, I mean?” Lacey asked, reading
his mind.


“I don’t know. I hope not.” He squeezed her hand, pulling her closer
until he could drape his arm around her shoulder. 


She settled her head into his chest. “We just need to get him to talk
about it, once he sobers up.”


He nodded into her hair. “I’m worried about Finn. I’ve never seen him
like that before. He was out of control.”


“He scared me.” 


“Me too.” 


“Do you think he’s okay?”


“If you’d asked me that a couple of days ago, I’d have said he was. But
now, I don’t know. I’m not so sure anymore.”


“He tried to kiss Kate this morning.”


“Yeah, he told me,” he said. “I was really surprised when he said she
was the one who pulled away.”


“She told me it was because she had a flashback, or something – she saw
Danny, right before they…”


“Oh shit.” Gavin exhaled loudly. “Well, I guess that’s just something
she’s gonna have to get over if she wants to do this. No one else can do it for
her.”


“Funny, that’s what I told her, too.” She glanced up at him briefly. “I
think they need each other more than they realise.”


“I think you’re right.”


They walked along the jetty in silence for a few moments, footsteps
echoing around them.


“Maybe Finn just needs to have a good cry. Has he done that, since
Danny died – have a good, old-fashioned ugly cry?”


“How the hell would I know that? It’s not the kind of thing guys do –
especially not in public.”


“That’s true.”


He pulled her into his arms, suddenly needing to have her close to him.
He thought about the hospital just a few weeks ago. He had held her in his arms
then, too. She had sobbed like a frightened child when the doctor had left them
alone to digest the news. He hadn’t cried then, not in front of her. Grief was
immediate for her, but for him, it had taken a longer route, hitting him when
he was alone in their bed that night. He had curled into a ball and cried for
the first time since Danny’s death. He couldn’t say if it had helped or not,
but he wasn’t embarrassed by it. He had lost his child. He was entitled.


Finn had lost his best friend. He was entitled, too. 


“I’m starting to wonder if he’s just been hanging onto it all this time,”
she said into his shirt. “Grief, I mean. No good can come of that – of hanging
onto it.”


He pulled away from her and brushed her long dark hair away from her
face tenderly. 


“I’m glad you said that,” he whispered. “You don’t have to do that for
me – hang onto it, be strong. It’s okay to not be super woman all the time. You
know I’ll be here for you, no matter what.”


Tears gathered in her eyes but she nodded.


“Come on,” he said, running a hand down her hair. “Let’s get some
mussels to put in that bowl.”


She wiped her eyes and they linked hands again, walking along the jetty
to the steps. They climbed down the steps and began to pull the mussels off the
pylons, just beneath the water line. He didn’t think anyone would be hungry,
but it felt good to have something to do. As the world felt like it was
crumbling around them, trying to retain some semblance of normality seemed so
much more important.








Chapter Twenty-Four


Although eaten in silence, dinner turned out to be a noisy affair. Stolen
glances across the dinner table were heavy with unspoken words. Metal scraped
loudly against porcelain as food was pushed around on plates. The occasional
mouthful, swallowed audibly. Finn usually loved mussels steamed in white wine,
but tonight he found himself gagging on them. He wasn’t in the least bit
hungry. He watched Max from across the table. Gone was the ever-present beer in
front of him, replaced by a glass of water. Also gone was the act. He seemed
broken, worn out, and Finn couldn’t help but feel partly responsible for that. 


Clearly sick of the charade, Max hauled himself to his
feet slowly, mumbling something about taking a shower. Finn caught the wince of
pain that flashed across his face briefly as he turned to leave, and he felt
the few forkfuls of food he had just managed to force down turn to rocks in his
stomach. He hadn’t meant to hit him that hard – he hadn’t meant to hit him at
all. In fact, he hadn’t meant for any of this to happen.  


The wave of fear that almost knocked him off his feet
when he wrapped his fingers around the gun was too real, too near the surface,
even now. After that, everything was just a blur. The worst part of it was, he
felt like Danny had forced his hand. Danny’s face staring back at him from the
floor of the boat shed had shaken him. He knew it was Danny he was lashing out
at, not Max, but acknowledging it didn’t make him feel any better.


He stared down at his plate as the realisations hit
him, one after another after another. The fork he had been holding clattered
onto the plate, breaking the heavy silence. He mumbled an apology and stood up,
following Max down the hall, his footsteps reverberating off the bare
floorboards.


He pulled up short in front of Max’s bedroom door,
nervously raking a hand through his hair. Then hesitantly, he knocked.


“It’s me,” he said quietly.


After a few moments, the door opened. Max shot him a
wary look before turning his back on him and walking back into the room. Finn
stood in the doorway, shoving his hands into his pockets, as Max leaned over
the bed, dragging clean clothes out of the depths of his bag.


“I’m sorry,” he heard himself say, the fact that his
heart was hammering in his chest muting his voice somewhat.


Max stopped raking about in his bag but didn’t look up.
“You already apologised.”  


“I know, but I just – I think we need to talk.” He
shook his head, clamping his teeth together as he tried to make his brain fire
off thoughts in straight lines rather than around in circles. Taking a
steadying breath, he tried again. “Finding that gun scared the shit out of me.”



Max sighed, standing up, his back to him. “I know. I’m
sorry, too. You weren’t meant to find it.”


“Jesus, that’s what scared me the most – what if I hadn’t
found it?” He stared at Max, waiting for him to turn around. “You’d hidden
it under the lining pretty well, dude – what if I missed it? I mean, I wasn’t
even supposed to be looking in the boot of your car at all – and if it hadn’t
been for that stunt with the whisky, I wouldn’t have been.”


Max exhaled loudly. After a moment, he walked over to
the window. Finn walked into the room and sank down on the bed. He leant
forward, drawing in a couple of long, deep breaths. It was all so damn
circumstantial. Too close for comfort.


“I’m sorry,” Max muttered, his back still to Finn. “I
don’t know how many times I have to say it. I’m really sorry. You were right,
what you said out there.” He waved his hand absently towards the boat shed. “It
is selfish, and you don’t deserve it, none of you do. I think I just – I
don’t know what to do anymore. I’m just so fucking tired.”  


His shoulders sagged and the hitch in his breathing
betrayed the desperation he was so obviously feeling.


“Don’t stop,” Finn said, staring at the back of Max’s
head, his heart pounding against his ribs. “Keep talking.”


Max exhaled loudly.


“I’m serious. Just keep talking.” 


Max shook his head slowly, obviously mulling it over.
After a seemingly endless silence, he continued. “I just want it to stop,” he
whispered. “I don’t want to remember him like that, but I just can’t get it out
of my head. Every time I close my eyes…“


Max turned around to face him, leaning back against
the window frame. He stared at the door.


“You need to stay away from the booze,” Finn said. “It’s
making everything worse. And you need to talk to someone about this, mate – it
doesn’t matter who, but you can’t go on like this.”


Max blinked a couple of times, his breathing audible
in the silent room. 


“I
know.”


Finn stood in his bedroom, hands shoved deep in his
pockets. He had left Max to take a shower and Lacey and Gavin were talking in
the kitchen. He could hear plates being cleared and water running. It all
sounded so normal. The sun was just beginning to set, and he spied a lone
figure sitting on the wooden bench on the edge of the lawn. Suddenly, he wanted
nothing more than to be near her. 


He opened the French doors and made his way out along
the deck and over the lawn towards Kate. The last rays of sunlight struck her
hair, lighting it as if strands of the finest gold had been woven carefully
through it. It was like something out of a fairy tale. She was silhouetted
against the most beautiful sunset he had ever seen. Despite what had happened
that day – or maybe because of it, he wasn’t sure – the beauty of their
surroundings seemed to have magnified. Nothing like a shock to the system to
wake up your senses and make you appreciate things that have been right under
your nose all along.


He approached her slowly. She was sitting so still
that he faltered, almost changing his mind, but something urged him onward. 


“Hi,” he said, drawing alongside her.


She turned around immediately, smiling up at him with
a curiously wistful expression. “Hi.”


“Mind some company?”


“Course not. Grab a pew.”


He sat down beside her on the bench, resting his
elbows on his knees as he leant forward. “Nice spot you have here.” 


“Certainly can’t complain.”


He wanted to smile, to let her know that everything
was going to be okay, but he just didn’t have it in him, not now.


“How’s Max?” she asked.


“Okay. He’s taking a shower.”


“Is everything alright between you guys?”


“I think so.” He stared out over the bay as the last
rays of the sun lit up the hills from behind. “I didn’t mean to hit him. He
just scared the shit out of me.”


He heard her taking a deep breath. “You scared
the shit out of me.”


“What?”


“I’ve never seen you like that before.” 


“God, I’m sorry – it was just a gut reaction. Seeing
that gun – it was so surreal.” He ran a tired hand down his face. “I hate
guns.” 


“Me too.”


Shame hit him squarely in the stomach and he turned
his attention back to the water.


“Is it just me, or does it feel like we’re in some
kind of holding pattern?” he asked miserably. “It feels like we’re in limbo,
stuck between the before and the after, just waiting for things
to get better.”


“No, it’s not just you. That’s exactly how it feels.”


Her hand slid over onto his thigh, resting there. The
familiarity of it surprised him.


“What happened this morning,” she said. “Do you think
that maybe… can we try that again?”


Her gaze lingered on his lips for a moment and his
heart raced. He could feel it gathering speed, like a racehorse taking to its
heels and heading into a ground-eating gallop. “Are you sure it’s what you
want?” 


Moments ago, he was so tired he could barely keep his
head up. Now, he was on red-alert, his blood pumping as he waited impatiently
for her answer. 


She nodded, reaching over to cup his cheek in her
hand. “It took me a while but now I’m sure.”


She rubbed her thumb tenderly over the stubble along
his jaw and he saw a look in her eye he had never seen before. 


Desire. 


Slowly,
he sat up, reaching for her and drawing her closer in one deft movement. Then
her lips were on his, soft and eager, and everything else seemed to disappear.
No more Max, no more Danny, nothing except Kate, in his arms, in his mouth and
in his heart. The black hole inside of him seemed smaller, less permanent. The
sorrow he had been carrying around with him for so long seemed to dwindle a
little. In its place, hope trickled in.


Max stood in the living room and watched Finn and Kate
kissing at the water’s edge, in the dwindling light. He should have been happy.
Two people he loved were turning to each other for comfort, as well they
should. They each needed someone. They each deserved to be loved. Jealousy cut
a ragged path through his soul. Didn’t he deserve to be loved too? With the
kind of baggage he had, he didn’t think it was possible. He was incapable of
thinking long-term. All he could think about was right here, right now. The
future seemed wispy and uncertain. A house of cards, built on shifting sands.


Gavin and Lacey were putting dishes away and tidying
the kitchen, talking quietly amongst themselves. He could also feel them
watching him. It was a little after 9pm. Turning away from the window, he could
feel the rising panic. The desperate need clawing its way up from deep inside
him made his heart race. Images of Danny popped into his head. Moments captured
forever in his memory. Visions as clear today as if they had happened
yesterday, not three years earlier. Time should have dulled them, taking the
sharp edges off, blurring the details, but instead it had the opposite effect.
The edges were still razor sharp, cutting through his resolve.


Blood and brain matter sprayed on the wall.  


Danny’s empty eyes staring back at him.  


The gun lying on the floor.  


The smell of death, making him gag.  


Cradling his bloody head in his lap, screaming for
help.  


His hands sticky with blood.


Suddenly he bolted for the bathroom, his stomach
churning. His head was pounding through his skull as he practically fell
through the bathroom door, making an unsteady grab for the toilet bowl. He
landed on his knees and fumbled for the back of the bowl weakly, leaning over
and heaving the meagre contents of his stomach into the toilet. He breathed
heavily, his hands sweaty, a bitter, acrid taste coating his throat and tongue.
Closing his eyes, he tried to concentrate on just breathing, incapable of
anything else.


In. Out. In. Out.


Something cold and wet materialised on the back of his
neck and he sighed, relishing the cool dampness on his burning skin. His hand
flew up to hold it there, fearing it would disappear as quickly as it had
appeared.  


“Feel better?” Lacey asked.


He opened his eyes but didn’t trust himself to speak.
He shook his head as his stomach cramped painfully and another wave of nausea
rose up inside him. Lacey knelt down beside him and gently readjusted the wet
cloth. He tried to focus on the wonderful coolness of the cloth as he felt the
bile rising up from his stomach, forcing him to heave into the bowl a second
time.


“Oh God,” he moaned, swaying on his haunches as he
gripped the porcelain with both hands.


Lacey’s hand was on his back, her touch gentle and
understanding.


“I’m okay,” he whispered shakily, reassuring both of
them, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His whole body was trembling
and the cuts on his face throbbed. After a few quiet moments, he was reasonably
confident that he was done for now. He reached up and pulled the lever, the running
water deafening him, his senses shot to hell.  


He closed his eyes again and allowed himself to fall
backwards onto his behind, his back finding the bathroom wall. His legs flopped
out in front of him. His body didn’t feel like his own anymore, his brain
strangely not making the usual connections. 


“Here.”


He opened his eyes to find a glass of water hovering
in front of him and he accepted it gratefully, anxious to get rid of the foul
taste lingering in his mouth. He reached up to grab the wet cloth that had slid
down onto his shoulder as he took a sip, swirling the water around in his mouth
before swallowing.


Lacey sat down in front of him and drew her knees
together, hugging them. “Feel better?”


His heart pounded against his ribs. It felt like he had
just swallowed a bucket full of razor blades. He could almost feel the acid in
his stomach bubbling away and he tried to dispel the image. Slowly, he shook his
head, his eyes locked on hers. The panic he felt tearing at his insides was
ripping apart the internal barriers he had built up, loosening his tongue,
breaking down his defences, shaking his very foundations.


“I don’t think I can do this,” he whispered brokenly.
His throat was dry and scratchy, and his eyes burned with the effort it took to
keep the frightened tears at bay.


She breathed a heavy sigh and reached over to cup his
cheek with her hand, grimacing at the cuts on his face. He closed his eyes and leaned
into her touch, his ribs threatening to crack with the pressure of his heart
slamming into them.


“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered. 


He opened his eyes, trying to keep the panic out of
his voice. “I need a drink,” he pleaded, hating the way he sounded. “I need
something to… I need something – I can’t do this, not tonight.” 


She dropped her hand onto the fist he had balled
tightly in his lap. “We’re here, we’re with you. You’re not alone in this.”


He continued to shake his head slowly, his body trembling.
The fear and panic bubbled up inside him, dragging him under. Contrary to her
assurances, alone was exactly how he felt.








Chapter Twenty-Five


Finn sat down on the sofa beside her, a nameless sixties compilation
coming from the radiogram in the corner. Kate smiled at him, but her attention
was torn between him and Max. They had agreed that the beer should stay where
it was – in the boot of the Monaro. She knew that was the right thing to do –
the whole exercise would have been futile otherwise. However, watching Max
getting more and more desperate as the minutes ticked by was breaking her
heart.


Finn found her hand and squeezed it. “Just try to
relax.”


“I can’t.” She sank back into the sofa beside him.
“Look at him.”


They were all on edge. Gavin sat beside the radiogram,
trying to casually sift through the pile of albums. He kept glancing at Max, as
if he was waiting for something. Lacey was sprawled on the other sofa, flipping
through an ancient copy of New Idea from the bookshelf.


“We should play something,” Finn said, sitting
forward. “Monopoly or Cluedo or something.”


“Great idea!” Lacey sat up, smiling, as if relieved to
have something meaningful to do, finally.


“Gav?”


“Yup, I’m in.”


“Max?”


Max stood over by the breakfast bar, shuffling through
the pile of tourist brochures stacked there.


“Earth to Max,” Finn said again.


“What?” 


“You up for a game of something? Monopoly?” Finn
prodded, standing up and heading for the bookshelf that held an assortment of
games.


Max appeared to think about it for a moment before
shaking his head irritably. “Not really.”


Kate stood up, an idea forming. “I’m not really in the
mood for games, either. You guys play, though. Max, do you fancy a moonlit walk?”


Max considered it for a moment. “Okay.”


She threw a reassuring smile at Finn over her shoulder
as she and Max made their way out into the cool night air. He shoved his hands
into his pockets and she could feel the anxiety rolling off him. Perhaps a
change of scenery might be just what he needed to take the edge off. She snaked
her arm through his as they made their way over the lawn, the music drifting
behind them until it was barely audible.


They strolled slowly through the darkness and she
savoured the warmth of his body next to hers, unconsciously leaning towards him.
The moon cast slashes of ghostly, silver light over everything except the water.
It was black and still, with no ripples on the surface that the moonlight could
glimmer off. In a flash of instant recall, she saw Finn launching the gun out
into the water. A tremor ran through her, making the hair on the back of her
neck stand on end.


“Are you cold?” he asked, peering down at her in the
darkness.


“No. I’m okay.”


Reaching the edge of the sandy foreshore, the jetty
loomed in front of them and they paused, huddling together as they stared out
over the dark void. The night sky was alive with stars, pin-pricks in the
fabric of the universe. She felt so small suddenly. As if reading her mind, Max
drew her closer, gently releasing her arm in favour of draping it around her
shoulders instead.


“You really scared me today,” she said.


She felt his body sigh as he stepped behind her,
wrapping both arms around her and resting his chin on the top of her head. 


“I’m sorry.”


She didn’t reply for a full minute, which felt like a
hell of a lot longer. With each second drawn painfully out, her mind wandered.


“Do you remember how I was after Danny died?” 


Her voice was barely louder than a whisper and she
closed her eyes, leaning back against his chest. He didn’t reply, but she could
feel him nodding. 


“I think I was in shock,” she said, almost to herself.
“All I tried to do was not think, not feel, because it all hurt too much. I
didn’t want anything, I didn’t need anything – I didn’t care about anything.”


“I remember.” 


“I just felt so hopeless. I didn’t want to get out of
bed. I didn’t want to eat. I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t see the point in anything
anymore. If it hadn’t been for you moving in and looking after me, I don’t know
if I could have gotten through that. I’m not sure I’d be standing here now.”


“Don’t say that.”


“It’s true.”


“That wasn’t me, Katie – it was you. You did
that – you dragged yourself through it, you were the one who was strong enough
to fight it.”


“But that’s the thing – I wasn’t.” She turned to look
up at him. “Not without you. You helped, you were my strength. You were there.”


“I was there, yeah, but – Jesus, I needed – “ He
huffed out a frustrated breath and his arms fell away. 


The chill was sudden and absolute. Goosebumps crawled
over her body like a creeping vine, the pin-pricks they left sharp and painful.
She reached for him, even as he took another step away from her.


“What? Tell me.”


She grabbed his arm and he stopped, staring at her
hand.


“I’m not the chivalrous knight in shining armour you
think I am,” he said.


She shivered – a full-body shiver this time – and it
wasn’t because of what he had said. It was because of the way he had said it.
Hopeless, desperate, heartbreaking.


“I needed to be with someone as much as you did,” he
choked, glancing up at her finally. Tears shone in the moonlight and her heart
raced. “I hate that house – I fucking hate it with a passion. Every time I walk
in that door, he’s all I can see. But I couldn’t not be there because
you needed me to be – you even told me that, do you remember? You begged me not
to leave you alone.”


She could feel his body trembling, the vibrations
travelling up through his arm to hers, transmitting the fear and the
desperation through her fingertips into her own body. She could feel it feeding
off him, getting stronger, hungrier, more desperate.


“So I stayed,” he whispered. “And I sat in that living
room and I stared at that stain on the carpet and I could see every little mark
on that wall, even through the new wallpaper. I listened to you through the
bedroom wall, and I heard you crying yourself to sleep at night. I heard you
playing the voicemail message on his cellphone over and over again until I
wanted to break that door down and rip it out of your hands.”


She took a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry. You needed to do all of that – you
had to get it out of your system, I get that. Somewhere deep down, you must’ve
known that you had to put yourself through that so you could move on without
him, but I never did. I still don’t know what my process is, how I’m supposed
to deal with all this shit in my head. I don’t know what to do with it, I don’t
know how to get rid of it.”


She tasted salt on her lips as she sniffed back more
tears. “That might be true, about working through it, but you were part of that
for me, Max. I’m serious – I couldn’t have gone through any of that without
you. You gave me the strength – I knew that you were there and that even if I
wanted to let go, you wouldn’t let me fall. That’s how it works sometimes. You
can’t do everything alone. Sometimes, even though you don’t want to take it, or
you can’t ask for it, you need help. That’s what Danny didn’t understand, did
he? I think he felt like he had to do it all on his own, but it doesn’t work
that way. There’s no shame in asking for help, in accepting it. Let me help you
– let us help you.”


She squeezed his arm and pulled him closer, wrapping
her arms around him.


“Please? Just let me in – let all of us in, because we
love you. We don’t want to see you like this anymore, it hurts too much.”


She could feel his ragged breathing as he fought for
control.


“Please don’t give up. We need you – I need
you. Please?”


They
stood there for several minutes, locked in a silent embrace. Her heart felt
like it was breaking. She wished she had had the chance to have the same
conversation with Danny. She wondered what he would have said.


Max stood in front of the bathroom mirror and stared
at himself miserably. He hardly recognised the face staring back at him. With
his shaggy hair, a week’s worth of stubble and black smudges under his eyes, he
looked like a drug addict coming down off a week-long high. No wonder everyone
was looking at him strangely. When did it get this bad? The answer came to him
almost immediately: when he had stopped looking at himself properly in the
mirror. 


He was avoiding himself. 


He sighed heavily, bowing his head and bracing himself
on the edge of the sink. He stared down at the porcelain. After that talk with
Kate, what he needed was a drink. More to the point, what he needed was several
drinks, preferably whisky or something equally as strong, and in quick
succession. But that wasn’t going to happen. The bottle he had stashed in the
boat shed was long gone after the scuffle with Finn. He cursed himself for not
having more than one emergency bottle. He wished his heart would stop racing.
He wanted a cold shower – his skin was on fire. His eyes felt like he had been
rubbing them with sandpaper. He needed to sleep. He closed his eyes, just for a
second.  


His knees buckled and he felt himself falling.
Grabbing hold of the edge of the sink, he jerked himself awake, blinking
violently. No, he didn’t need to sleep. He needed to stay awake. He quickly
thrust his hands under the cold water and splashed his face, desperately trying
to wake himself up. Soaking a cloth and laying it on the back of his neck, he
relished the icy feel of it against his skin.  He felt like he was burning up
from the inside, out. He didn’t dare close his eyes again.


Staring at himself in the mirror, he was disgusted. He
was falling apart – worse still, he was doing it with an audience. He tilted
his chin defiantly, making a concerted effort to pull himself together, both
mentally and physically.


“Suck it up,” he hissed at his reflection through
clenched teeth. 


A soft knock at the door sent his heart racing. 


Finn’s voice carried through the door. “Hey,
everything alright in there?”


Max cleared his throat and dragged the cloth off the
back of his neck reluctantly. “Fine. Be right out.” 


He took another deep breath and held it for a moment
as his lungs inflated. Then he exhaled, slowly and carefully.  Dropping the
cloth onto the sink, he squared his shoulders and opened the door. Finn was
waiting for him, leaning against the wall opposite the bathroom, hands behind
his back.  


“You okay?” Finn asked.


His head felt like it was on fire, he could hardly
think straight. There was a pain right behind his eyes and his stomach was on a
spin cycle. He hadn’t felt this bad in a long time. He wished he could vocalise
all this to Finn, but he didn’t seem to be able to speak. Instead, frustrated
tears stung his eyes.


“Come on,” Finn said, draping an arm around his
shoulder and steering him slowly towards the living room. He felt trapped.
Frustration at not being able to keep a lid on his problems, the obvious worry
he was causing, the desperate desire to find a way out of all of this pressed
down on him until he could barely breathe.


He slumped down into the armchair he had vacated
earlier, staring at the fresh cup of coffee on the table in front of him. He
knew he needed it in the absence of alcohol, but the thought of more coffee
turned his stomach.


“It’s okay,” Kate soothed gently, on her knees in
front of him.


He stared at her. She was worried. It was his fault.
He was weak. He couldn’t do this. Why couldn’t he do this? Why wasn’t he strong
enough? Why did he need a drink so badly? Why couldn’t he just forget what
happened that day? Why couldn’t he move on with his life, just like everyone
else had? What was wrong with him? 


“No,” He shook his head as the tears finally tumbled
down his cheeks. “It’s not.”  


He hung his head and his fingers burrowed deep into
his hair, grabbing it by the roots and pulling.


“Hey, come on,” Kate’s hands covered his, her fingers gently
but firmly prising his loose.  


He gave in to her almost immediately, too tired to
fight anymore. He stared at her, a violent tremor running through him as he
silently begged her for help. His body shook with tension, his muscles taut,
his pulse racing. He felt like he was about to explode.


Kate carefully wrapped her arms around him, drawing
him close. He closed his eyes as exhaustion overwhelmed him, the kind of
exhaustion that creeps into your bones and makes you want to just curl up and
sleep, regardless of the consequences. The kind of exhaustion that he had been
fighting for three years. God, how he was tired of fighting it. He was tired of
the constant questions. He was tired of the nightmares. He was tired of
endlessly reliving that day. He was tired of protecting everyone. He didn’t
care anymore. He just wanted it to be over.


A hand squeezed his shoulder and he opened his eyes to
see Finn standing over him. Lacey was sitting on the floor at his feet and
Gavin perched on the coffee table behind her. He could feel their desire to
help like a blanket thrown over him, trying to comfort him, to block out the
chill. He wanted to let it envelop him; he wanted to bury himself in it.


“Talk to us. Please?” Lacey pleaded. 


His heart raced, thumping in his chest, stealing his
breath. “I don’t know where to start.” 


“It doesn’t matter where you start. Start anywhere,
just start talking,” Finn said, walking around to sit down on the coffee table
beside Gavin.


His pulse raced. He nodded curtly. It felt like his head
might fall off his shoulders. He tried to take a deep breath but he found
himself almost choking instead. He could feel the sadness eating away at him. The
hole inside of him was getting bigger and blacker with every passing day and he
was falling in, he could feel it. He had to do something.  


Kate settled on the floor at his feet, wiping her eyes,
waiting. 


They were all waiting.  








Chapter Twenty-Six


Three years earlier


It had been a while since Max had taken a sick day.
He usually forced himself to go to work no matter how hung over he was. Today,
though, he didn’t even feel guilty about it. The place wouldn’t collapse
without him, and it was clear that something was going on with Danny that was
far and away beyond the realms of normal behaviour, even for him. 


He phoned in sick, throwing on a pair of jeans and
a t-shirt rather than his customary work clothes, and made his way over to
Danny and Kate’s. Traffic was light, giving him further opportunity to try and
phrase his questions so that Danny would give him the answers he needed. The
closer he got to the house, the less sure he was about what he was doing there.
Maybe he shouldn’t get involved? No. It had gone far beyond that. Kate was
terrified, by all accounts. She was his friend, too.


When Finn had called him last night, telling him
that Danny had flipped out and Kate was staying over at his place, he could
barely believe it. That in itself was unusual, even given his weird behaviour
recently. Then it got even weirder. When Finn told him that Danny had
threatened to hit her, he got chills. As long as he had known him, Danny had
never hit anyone – especially not a woman, especially not Kate. He was mouthy,
he talked a good game, but an actual fight? No, no way. Max didn’t think he was
capable of it.


His behaviour lately seemed to see-saw from sullen
and moody, to withdrawn and depressed. Then last night, it had apparently taken
an even more serious turn. He had no idea what was going on and he knew Finn
was in the same boat. Even Kate appeared to be in the dark about it. Work was
fine, everything was okay with his family, no one could really figure out what
was going on, and he wasn’t enlightening them. Instead, he was burying his head
in the sand and pushing them all away.


Well, fuck that. Enough was enough. Today, he was
going to get some answers. While Finn was with Kate, he was going to go over
there and have it out with Danny until he got the truth. This kind of thing had
the potential to get really ugly. 


He called the house before he left home, but the
landline just went to the answerphone. It unnerved him when he called Danny’s cellphone,
only to get a chirpy message from him on his voicemail that further reminded
him of how different he was lately. It didn’t even sound like Danny anymore. 


He pulled up outside the villa slowly, keeping a
close eye on the kids riding their bikes in the neighbourhood. He had no idea
why Danny and Kate loved this place so much. It had charm, but neither of them
was a particularly keen gardener. The once-beautiful cottage-style garden was
now overgrown, and the whole place could do with a lick of paint. With the
landlord living overseas though, that kind of thing would probably be ignored
for a while longer.


The front gate squealed as he opened it, and he
cringed. Walking up the front steps and across the veranda, he tried to focus
on what he could say that might get Danny to open up to him. Finn had said he
was pretty distraught. He took that to be a good sign. He should be. Remorse
was good. Answers were better, though. 


He pressed the old button for the doorbell by the
front door and heard it reverberating through the house. When Danny didn’t
answer it a few moments later, he knocked instead. Still no answer. 


“Mate, it’s Max!”


Nothing. He knocked again. Again, nothing. Out of
patience now, he dug his car keys out of his pocket and searched through his
key ring for the key to the door. Kate had given it to him one weekend when he
had house-sat for them and he had just never given it back. It had come in
handy on several occasions, including now. He found the key and opened the
door, peering around it hesitantly.


“Danny? I’m coming in,” he called, mumbling as an
afterthought, “You better not be sitting there in your birthday suit.” 


No answer. He closed the door behind him and
ventured into the hallway, heading for the living room.


“You here, mate?”


That’s when he saw him.


He was lying on his side on the living room floor,
one arm beneath him, the other flung out wide. Wide eyes stared at him,
sightless and empty, a pool of blood dark beneath his head. 


Max’s heart stopped.


In a fraction of a second, his eyes absorbed
everything but his brain refused to believe it.


Blood was everywhere. It dripped down the wall and
seemed to cover everything, near and far. A distant part of his brain, able to
function while the rest of him froze, knew he was dead. But another part – the
part that tried to convince him that none of this was real – thought he might
be alive. If he could just get him some help, he could save him.


He ran to him in slow motion, the keys slipping out
of his hands and falling to the floor. The roaring in his ears blocked
everything out. He sank down beside him, giving in to the panic as he carefully
lifted Danny’s head into his lap.


“Jesus… fuck… hold on, Danny, just hold on!”


The small entry wound in the side of his head
glared at him but he refused to acknowledge it for what it was. Blood slid down
his fingers and settled in the sleeve of his shirt. He gagged, the smell of
urine and decay overloading his senses.


“Help me!” he screamed. “Somebody please help me!”


Desperately trying to stem the blood, his fingers
fell into the gaping hole in the other side of Danny’s head. Half his head was
gone, disintegrated.


 Realisation slammed into his chest, sucking the
breath right out of his lungs. 


He struggled to breathe as the contents of his
stomach curdled. This can’t be happening. His hands shook violently as he
cradled Danny’s head in his lap. Blood stuck to his skin, his fingernails,
soaked through his shirt and his jeans. His trembling fingers hovered over
Danny’s blood-soaked hair as he tried desperately to deny that what he was
seeing was real.


Then he saw the gun, on the floor, just a few
inches away from his hand.  


A low, anguished moan ripped at his throat as he
bent double over him. The pieces of the puzzle that had been floating around in
his head untethered, finally fell into place. 


The picture it formed was brutally clear. He didn’t
recognise the feral cries that filled the air around them. He didn’t even hear
them. He saw nothing but Danny, frantically pulling him closer as he tried to
gather the pieces of him up and put him back together. 


Rocking backwards and forwards, he screamed again, Danny’s
body heavy and lifeless in his arms.


“Help
me! Somebody help me!”


Finn stared at him, numb. 


“I thought that maybe…” Max whispered, his eyes wide,
fixed on the floor. “But there was so much blood. And it was too late. He was
already gone.”


Sitting on the floor in front of him, Kate sobbed into
her hand. Finn automatically laid a trembling hand on her shoulder, incapable
of much else. He blinked slowly, his head spinning. The only way he could keep
it together was if he kept his mouth shut. If he opened it now, there was no
telling what would come out. His teeth ached from the effort. 


“I was too late.” Tears rolled down Max’s cheeks.


“You would never have…” Gavin cleared his throat and
tried again. “They said he died instantly. You couldn’t have done anything.” Impulsively,
he reached over and grabbed Max’s forearm. “You understand that, right?”


Max shrugged Gavin off. He wiped his cheeks with the
sleeve of his shirt and cleared his throat. 


“I need to get out of here. I can’t do this.” He got
to his feet and stumbled over Kate as he made his way to the door. 


“Where are you going?” Kate stared up at him,
bewildered.


He stopped short, as if he had forgotten what he was
doing. Finn’s heart ached for him. It wasn’t fair. Max shouldn’t have to carry
this around with him. It had been three years – that was long enough for anyone
to endure. He deserved to have his life back.


Kate got to her feet unsteadily, wiping her eyes as
she made her way over to him. She placed a trembling hand on his shoulder but
he refused to turn around. 


“I’m sorry,” he heard her whisper. “I’m sorry you had
to find him and I’m sorry it hurts so much.”


Finn’s heart began to race. His whole body was sore,
he was so tired. Listening to Max talk about that day was almost more than he
could handle. He felt like everything was slipping away from him, like a
handful of sand through his fingers. The tighter he held on, the faster it all disappeared.
He couldn’t stop it. Like a familiar friend, anger rose up out of the depths of
his soul. Only this time, it was accompanied by its twin – guilt. The voices in
his head and in his heart came alive. 


“This whole fucking mess is Danny’s, not yours. Stop
punishing yourself – it wasn’t your fault.”


Everyone turned to stare at him.


“I’m so sick of it!” he blurted out before he could
stop himself. “This bullshit – the nightmares, the drinking, the fucking guilt.
He’s the one who fucked up here Max, not you!”


He wanted to stop talking but he couldn’t, not now that he had started,
not after all this time. Not after almost three years of burying all these
feelings so deep down – carefully hidden so that he wouldn’t have to deal with
them, ever. Except that they had burrowed their way out like worms, eating away
at his insides, forcing their way to the top. They were at the surface now and
they had to be dealt with, whether he was ready or not.


He whirled around and grabbed the thing nearest him – a 1970s wooden
floor lamp. Ripping the plug out of the wall, he marched through the house and
out of the back door. He raced through the carport, ignoring the voices that
chased him.


Rounding the corner of the house, he spied the Monaro glinting in the
moonlight. He broke into a sprint, turning the lamp upside down and raising it
over his shoulder. Coming up alongside the car, he let loose, smashing the side
window into a million satisfying pieces.


“Finn!” 


Ignoring Gavin, he aimed a punishing blow at the window right next to
it, watching as it too shattered, another piece of his heart shattering with
it. He hit out at the car again as sweat poured off his brow, mingling with the
frustrated tears streaming down his face. His head whirled with insult after
insult, all aimed at Danny. He felt sick to his stomach, the anger, fear and
frustration of the last three years pouring out of him.


Swinging the lamp, all he wanted was to hurt Danny. He needed to punish
him for what he had done, to all of them. As much as he wanted the pain to
stop, the frustration that burned inside of him refused to abate, no matter how
hard he hit or what he smashed. Angry tears blinded him. He couldn’t even see what
he was hitting anymore. 


As he raised the lamp yet again, he was tackled from behind. He hit the
ground hard and had the wind knocked out of him temporarily.


“Enough!” Gavin cried desperately, sitting on top of him. “No more!”


Recovering his presence of mind, he frantically struggled to free
himself but found that Gavin had him pinned down, angering him even more.


“Get the fuck off me!” he growled, in a voice that he didn’t even
recognise as his own. 


He tried to wriggle out of his grip, but Gavin bounced his head off the
hard ground. “That’s enough!”


Pain shot down his head and neck and he choked down a moan, finally giving
up the fight. His body went limp, the effort to breathe engulfing all his
remaining energy. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to force down the sob
that welled up inside him.


Gavin climbed off him and breathing suddenly became easier. A moment
later, he was hauled upright. Exhausted, he hunched forward, his head bowed
low. Helplessly, he could feel the anguish welling up inside of him, searching
desperately for release. He struggled to keep it down, but it burst out anyway.


“I should’ve known,” His heart sank as the truth came tumbling out. “I
could’ve stopped all this – I could’ve stopped him.”


No one made a sound. Finn’s heart beat double-time in his chest and he
thought he was going to be sick. Suddenly, Kate was kneeling in front of him,
her eyes full of forgiveness and acceptance. If only she knew.


“It wasn’t your fault,” she said gently.


“Finn, don’t waste –“


“You weren’t there!” he said, glaring up at Gavin. “He nearly hit Kate,
for Christ’s sake! It was tearing him apart, and I just left him there! What
the hell was I thinking?”


“You weren’t thinking he was going to kill himself – none of us were,
we’ve been through this before, a hundred times!” Gavin shook his head. “You
couldn’t have stopped him because he didn’t want to be stopped!”


“I saw him!” he blurted out, the words accompanied by a rush of fear
and adrenaline. “I saw him do it!”


Silence surrounded them like a living entity, squeezing the air out of
his lungs, drowning him in guilt and fear.


“I saw him put the gun to his head, pull the trigger,” he breathed. “I saw
him.”








Chapter Twenty-Seven


“What
do you mean?” Kate said, confusion written all over her face.


“What are you talking about?” Gavin sat back on his heels, frowning at
him. “What do you mean, you saw him?”


The elation at finally having said it, after all this time, evaporated
in a heartbeat. 


Fuck. 


He wished he could take it back but it was too late. He fought against
the bile that was rapidly making its way up his oesophagus. It served as a
reminder. He had vomited that day, too.


“I was there. I saw him do it.” 


They stared at him in the mounting silence and he knew there was no
turning back. The silent questions hurtled towards him through the air and he
heard them as clearly as if they had been spoken aloud. Before he knew what he
was doing, his own words tumbled out in a rush, tripping over one another in
their haste. 


“I got halfway home
before I realised that it wasn’t good enough. I needed to find out the truth.
After the way he’d been acting, it had to be bad.”


He glanced in the rear-view mirror and indicated to turn right,
merging into the traffic. He wasn’t going to give up this easily. The haunted
look on Danny’s face was burned into his brain. Whatever the problem was, it
was obviously big enough to hurl him into the depths of despair or he would
never have lashed out at Kate like that. What kind of friend was he if he just
let him fob him off? He could help – he knew he could. He just needed to know
what they were up against.


The drive back to
Danny’s place seemed to take forever as he tossed around ideas in his brain. It
couldn’t be drugs or he’d have seen it. Was he gambling? Was it something to do
with work? Was he having an affair? No, not that. He wouldn’t do that to Kate.
Or would he? Jesus, he didn’t know anything anymore. The wall of frustration
grew ever higher.


“I didn’t want you going back there until I knew it was safe.” He
locked eyes with Kate, who stared back at him as if he was speaking a foreign
language. “I wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to hurt you.”


He shook his head
slowly, the bitterness in the back of his throat taking him back to that day,
to that exact moment. “He wouldn’t answer the door this time, though. Jesus, if
I’d had my fucking key with me, I might’ve…”


Why wasn’t he
answering the door? Panic overwhelmed him. He couldn’t explain it. The feeling
wrapped itself around his throat, digging its claws into him until he could
barely breathe. Something was very wrong, he could feel it. He walked back
across the veranda and down the steps, making for the side of the house.
Fighting his way through the overgrown bushes, he pushed his way through and
into the garden beyond. Branches lashed at him but he brushed them off. He
finally made his way through the jungle to the back door.


“I went around to the
back door. I knocked but he didn’t answer and it was locked. I thought maybe
he’d gone back to bed.”


He stood at the back
door, unsure about what to do next. He had come this far. He wasn’t leaving
until he saw him. Fighting his way through the undergrowth again, he grabbed
hold of the windowsill outside the bedroom, jumping up to peer inside. The
curtains were drawn, blocking his view. Damn it, where was he? In the state he
was in when he left him, he couldn’t see him nipping up to the shops for a
bottle of milk.


“I couldn’t see in, so I went to the living room window instead.”


He sucked in another shaky breath. He wouldn’t blame Max for hating
him. He had steadfastly refused to tell anyone about this moment for three
years. He had told himself that it wouldn’t do any good. All it would do was
prove what a coward he was. As each year wore on and the misery seemed to
settle in their bones, the guilt crept in. 


“He was kneeling on the floor with the gun to his head.”


He whispered it, but in his own mind, his voice was a booming baritone.
The words hung in the warm night air.


“He saw me.” 


Tears spilled down Kate’s cheeks but she refused to blink. The world
seemed to shrink until it was just him and Kate, in the moonlight.  


“And I saw him do it.”


Their eyes locked
and in that split second, the horror of what was about to happen flooded
through him, as if his brain was trying to prepare him for the inevitability of
it. What happened next was horrifically surreal. The gunshot was so loud he
flinched, his senses assaulted by the suddenness of it. Danny’s head jerked
sideways and he fell to the floor, a projectile of blood and gore fanning out behind
him. It covered the wall, the furniture, everything. Finn lost the contents of
his stomach within seconds, vomiting into the garden. The horror of it sucked
his strength, leaving him on his hands and knees in the overgrown garden,
gasping for breath. He couldn’t see or hear anything. He couldn’t feel. He
couldn’t think.


He drew his knees up in front of him, as if physically barricading
himself against an imaginary onslaught. A hand rubbed his back. It was so
comforting, he closed his eyes.


“What happened next?”


He opened his eyes.
Gavin was kneeling on the grass in front of him. “I drove home.”


Slowly, he came back
to himself. The shock receded and he went from feeling nothing to feeling
everything. His brain spun in circles, mirroring his stomach. Branches dug into
his back and the rock he was half-sitting on felt like it had buried itself in
his thigh. His breathing came in short, laboured bursts. What was he going to
do? He had to get in there but, Jesus, he didn’t want to go inside, not to
that. He squeezed his eyes shut. He needed to tell someone. Who should he tell?
Neighbours? Police? Police. That’s it – he needed to call the police. They
would know what to do. But what about Kate? She would freak out if he arrived
back at his place with the police.


“I knew I needed to call the cops, but I didn’t have my cellphone on
me. I thought I’d drive home and tell Kate myself, and call them from there. I
just wanted to get the hell away from that place.”


He shuddered, the memory crawling like an icy spider down the back of
his neck.


“You drove home after that?” Lacey asked tearfully.


“I had to. I needed to tell Kate,” he insisted. “But by the time I got
there, Max had already phoned her. Then it was all on. I was too late.”


“He must have gotten there right after you left,” Gavin said to Max,
over Finn’s shoulder. Finn was too scared to turn around. “Why didn’t you tell
us this then? Why’d you wait so bloody long?”


“Because it’s my fault.” 


“What do you mean?” Lacey mumbled. “How could it be?”


“Because I left him there like that, in the state he was in. Because if
I’d had my key on me, I could’ve gone back and stopped him, I wouldn’t have
wasted time trying the back door and looking in bloody windows.”


The choking sob that rose up from deep inside threatened to drown him.
He hung his head, trying desperately to get a handle on himself.


“I’m so sorry, Max,” he croaked, unable to look at him. “You shouldn’t
have had to find him like that. That wasn’t meant for you, it was supposed to
be me. I should never have left him alone like that – I should’ve stayed! If I’d
stayed…”


“Don’t do that to yourself.” Lacey sat down beside him, draping her arm
around his shoulders. “It wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t anyone’s fault. You got
there too late. That’s all there is to it. It wasn’t meant to be.”


Finn shook his head helplessly, searching out Max. He stood off to side
of them, watching. His expression was maddeningly blank. Finn struggled to read
him. Why wasn’t he saying anything?


“You should’ve told me.” 


Kate’s voice was so full of heartache, it made breathing almost
impossible. His chest seized, as if his lungs had forgotten what to do. Slowly,
he looked up at her. Her cheeks were wet with tears and she looked just as she
did the day Danny died. 


Abandoned. 


“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You were so… I didn’t think it would’ve
made any difference.”


She shook her head, her breathing coming in short, sharp gasps as she
struggled to speak. “That wasn’t your decision to make.”


Suddenly, she turned and walked back towards the house.


“Kate!” Lacey called after her but she didn’t stop. 


“I’ll go,” Max said, turning his back on Finn. 


He watched Max follow her through the carport and into the house. It
was like losing Danny all over again. The cavity in his soul seemed larger and
blacker than ever.








Chapter Twenty-Eight


Kate
ran the last few steps into the house. What was happening? Where had all this
come from? She was not prepared for this. Just when she thought she was moving
on finally, everything was getting dragged back up again, only this time with a
new and disturbing twist. 


“Katie, wait.”


She ignored Max and went straight to her bedroom, pushing the door
closed behind her. Falling into a ragged heap on the floor by the window in the
corner, her body gave in, diverting all the energy to her brain as she tried to
decide what to do next. The door opened and Max stood there, the light from the
hallway silhouetting him. He shoved his hands in his pockets but she couldn’t
see his face. 


“You okay?” he asked. 


She huffed out a laugh that bordered on the hysterical, as if the
question was so ridiculous it didn’t deserve an answer. “Are you?”


Ignoring her, he walked in, kicking the door closed softly with his
foot. He sat down on the bed, falling backwards with a loud groan.


“Un-fucking-believable,” he mumbled.


“Is that all you have to say?”


“That, and I need a drink.”


With the door closed and the curtains open, the only light in the room
came from the moon. It cast a pale blue glow over everything and she watched
the shadows on the wall opposite her. 


“When did everything get to be such a mess?” she said into the
darkness. “I want to get off this merry-go-round. Everything’s fine, then it’s
not, then it’s fine, then it’s not. I’m sick of it. I want some stability in my
life again. This up and down is making me dizzy.”


She could hear him breathing but he didn’t say anything. Her stomach
clenched as she heard voices in the hallway. She held her breath, waiting for
the knock at the door but it didn’t come. Relieved, but also a tiny bit
disappointed, she heard them go into the living room and then all was quiet
again. 


“Why the hell didn’t he say anything before?” she sniffed, pulling her
knees up and hugging them. “Why’d he keep it to himself all this time?”


For several moments, he didn’t respond. Sitting there, in the dark,
seemed like the best place to be in the world right at that moment. She rested
her chin on her knees and sighed.


“Judging by what he said out there, I’d say guilt,” he said finally. 


While she could see where he was coming from, she still couldn’t quite
get herself to the position where she could understand completely. Lying way
back there, behind the disappointment and the sympathy, was fear. He had kept
this secret from her. She didn’t think he was capable of that. She could see a
disturbing pattern forming.


“First Danny, now Finn.” 


“What?” 


Max rolled over onto his side and propped his head up with his hand.
She could see him frowning at her in the moonlight.


“Secrets,” she clarified. “I’m sick to death of all the bloody secrets.
No one seems to tell the truth anymore.”


He stared at her in the darkness and she found the silence
uncomfortable. She pulled her knees in closer and turned her attention towards
the window.


“I don’t think he did it on purpose.”


The moonlight was shining off the water, giving it the impression of a
lake. The mountains on the opposite shore loomed over it, the three-dimensional
effect of the native bush that covered them completely flattened out by the
darkness. Everything looked false, warped. Just like reality.


“Nothing’s ever as it seems,” she said.


“What do you mean by that?”


She gazed out over the water, almost in a trance. “Danny hid so many
things from me over those last couple of months. He changed right in front of
my eyes and he shut me out. Then he was gone and I was just expected to pick up
and carry on, like it was all some kind of master plan.” She shook her head
miserably. “That is such bullshit. I don’t believe in fate or destiny or any of
that. I think stuff happens and you do your best to deal with it. Nothing’s
pre-ordained. You get given a shit-load of choices, and depending on which door
you open, that’s your new life. You can change it any time. You can take
another door. You can be honest or you can lie, but you’ve always got those
choices.”


“Katie, you’re talking in riddles. Slow down, okay? What are you
saying?”


“I’m saying that if you believe in fate or destiny – serendipity,
whatever you call it – it’s like saying you’re giving up. You may as well say
that you have no control over your life and let someone else make your choices
for you. As far as I can tell, life’s about fighting. You fight for what you
want and for what you think you want – it doesn’t matter, as long as you don’t
do what Danny did. He gave up. He gave up on everyone and everything, including
me.”


She inhaled sharply, feeling slightly nauseous after finally saying it
aloud. Then she exhaled, long and low.


“I kind of hate him for that.” It was the first time she had ever said
that aloud, too.


“I kind of do, too.”


She stretched out and crawled towards him, turning and leaning back
against the bed. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes. 


“Do you hate Finn, too?” she asked.


She heard him fall back onto the bed, sighing. When it became clear he
wasn’t going to answer, she opened her eyes and turned towards him.


“I mean, if he hadn’t just got up and left, he’d have been there when
you got to the house. He’d have stopped you from going in.”


 He was in profile, staring up at the ceiling. Even in the dark, she
could see the turmoil he was going through. 


“I don’t know if trying to second-guess everything will help,” he said.
“It’s done – over. And like you said, you just have to try and get on with it.”


Silence surrounded them once more.


“Were you really going to use that gun, Max?”


He sniffed, taking his time to reply. “I don’t know. I just know that I
want it to stop.”


“The nightmares?”


“Yeah. The nightmares, and feeling like I’ve let him down, somehow.”


“You didn’t let him down,” she said gently.


“I didn’t save him, either.” 


“Neither did Finn – and he was there when it happened.”


“Fuck.” He exhaled
deeply. “I thought I had it bad. I can’t imagine what it must’ve been like to
see him do it.”


“I should go in and talk to her,” Finn stared at the steaming mug of
coffee Lacey had just put on the table in front of him. “Fuck it, I need to
talk to both of them. Max must hate me. I can’t blame him – I hate me.”


He stared out through the window as the moonlight lit up the bay. He
should never have told them. He should have taken it his grave. 


“Go easy on yourself – no one hates you. It’s just a lot of information
to process,” Gavin said, sighing as he leant back in his chair.


They sat around the dining table, rather than in the living room. 


“I don’t think he hates you,” Lacey said confidently. 


Finn frowned at her sceptically. 


“I’m serious. It’s a shock, that’s all – to all of us, actually. Put
yourself in our shoes. We’ve spent the past three years trying to work this
thing out – figure out what happened and where it all went wrong – and now you
come up with this little gem?” She raised her eyebrows, shrugging. 


“It doesn’t change anything,” he insisted. “We still don’t know
what happened. If I knew something about that, don’t you think I’d have told
you by now?”


“I know, I know,” she soothed, reaching over to squeeze his arm. “I’m
not accusing you of anything.”


“You’re right,” Gavin said, leaning forward again. “It doesn’t really
change what happened. I just wish you’d told us sooner, that’s all. How the
hell have you been carrying this around with you all this time? Especially with
Max going through the shit he’s been going through.”


Finn rested his elbow on the table and his head in his hand. It was a
question he had asked himself many times over the past three years. “I wanted
to, but every time I thought about it, I couldn’t justify it. It’d make me feel
better, but what would it do to him?”


Lacey squeezed his arm again then let go, wrapping both her hands
around the coffee mug in front of her. He watched absentmindedly as she took a
sip.


“Did Kelly know about this?” Gavin asked.


“Are you crazy?”


“So you didn’t tell her?”


“Why would I? She didn’t even know Danny.”


“No, but she might have been able to help you deal with it,” Lacey
added.


Finn stared at the dining table. It was pitted with thousands of small
hammer blows. Danny’s grandfather had made it, back when the house was built.
He had made the table and all the chairs with his own two hands, in a rustic
fashion that suited the house. Finn ran his fingertip absentmindedly over one
of the hollows. 


“I don’t think she would’ve. In any case, it’s over now. She’s gone.”


He had tried so hard to keep anything to do with Danny’s death from
Kelly. He unconsciously – or maybe even consciously – wanted to distance
himself from the event itself in case she had guessed at his secret. His
greatest shame was hidden from everyone, including her. He didn’t need her
judgment on top of his own. 


“Do you have nightmares, like Max does?” Gavin asked. 


Finn sat up again, rolling his shoulders. The recurring nightmare he
had been having off and on for years came flooding back. Why couldn’t Danny
hear him screaming? He pounded on the window, trying to get his attention,
trying to break the glass, but Danny just stared at him, shaking his head. And
then he pulled the trigger. Waking up in a cold sweat, he had been careful to
tell Kelly it was something completely different. Otherwise, he would have had
to tell her that the was there that day, that he had seen Danny do it. He
wasn’t prepared to do that. 


“Sometimes.” 


He looked over towards
the door leading through into the hallway. There was no yelling and no crying
coming from her room. He almost wished there had been. The silence was worse.


Kate’s heart ached. It was like living through the nightmare all over
again, only with this terrifying new twist, she was now seeing it through
different eyes. She leaned back against the bed. 


“I’m such an idiot,” Max said. “All this time, he’s been trying to get
me to talk about what I saw that day, and I’m acting like I’m some kind of
hero, keeping it to myself because I had some stupid-arsed idea that I was
protecting him from it.”


“He was trying to help you. We all were.” She closed her eyes and let
her head fall back onto the bed. After all the upheaval and the interrupted
sleep and the early morning and all this new information, she was exhausted.


“It feels like everything’s turned to shit again, doesn’t it?” 


He didn’t reply and she didn’t blame him. Another stupid question that
didn’t deserve an answer.


“Are you pissed off at him?” he asked a few minutes later, just as the
voices in her head were getting around to asking that very same thing.


“I’m not sure. God, I can’t imagine what it must’ve been like for him,
to see that, but why didn’t he go inside? Why’d he just get up and leave him
there?” 


“I don’t blame him for that,” Max said. 


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean – I mean, I know that if he had, you wouldn’t
have – well, you know what I’m saying.”


“Yeah. I know.”


God, she felt so sick. Just thinking of Danny and everything that
happened that day was enough to take her back there. She had survived it once.
She wasn’t sure if she could do it again.


“I would’ve understood if he’d told me. I would’ve tried to help him
with it – I think we all would’ve. But knowing he lied to me really hurts.
Danny did that, too. I don’t want a relationship like that again. I want to be
honest with him and I want to know he’s being honest with me.”


“Sounds to me like he was trying to spare us. Also sounds like he
somehow blamed himself for what happened. I know what that’s like. I’ve been on
that particular rollercoaster for three years. Fucking sucks.”


Kate wanted to cry but it felt like a waste of time. What good would it
do?


“What if he hadn’t handled this as well?” she asked into the darkness.
“What if he was the one carrying a gun around in his car, Max? I’d have been
none the wiser. It would’ve been like it was happening all over again.”


“That’s a lot of what ifs.” 


She stared out the window at the moon.


“I’m so tired,” he mumbled.


“Me too.” 


As soon as she spoke the words aloud, her body stopped fighting it.
Every movement was a struggle. She forced herself to get off the floor and
crawled up onto the bed next to him. Lying beside him, she stared up at the
ceiling. 


“Tell me what you dream about,” she said, afraid to look at him. 


Her heart pumped faster as she waited. He breathed steadily beside her
and it seemed like she waited an eternity before he finally spoke. When he did,
his voice was little more than a whisper.


“I dream that I’m back there, that day. That I’m seeing it all over
again.”


She turned to watch his profile in the moonlight.


“I dream that my hands are covered in blood and it doesn’t matter how
hard I scrub, it won’t wash off.”


She reached for his hand and laced her fingers through his.


“Sometimes, I dream that I’m standing in the room when he pulls the
trigger.”


Her heart raced as tears gathered in her eyes. 


“Sometimes, he says it’s my fault.”


She leaned her head against his shoulder, releasing his hand to curl
her arm over his chest. She wondered if he could feel her heart breaking just
as clearly as she could hear his beating.


“It’s not. You can let it go now,” she whispered. “Just let it go,
Max.”


She could feel his breathing slow and her body relaxed into his. She
closed her eyes. Shutting off the moonlight, her exhausted brain slowed, giving
in to the weariness that had settled into her bones and
muscles, working away at them, numbing them, soothing them. Before long, the
warm glow of sleep surrounded her, pulling her under.








Chapter Twenty-Nine


Kate
wasn’t sure what woke her. She opened her eyes and, for a moment, she couldn’t
remember where she was. She was curled up beside someone. There was an arm
around her. Her heart raced. Slowly, she turned her head to the side. Seeing Max
brought everything flooding back and she breathed a heavy sigh. The dream she
had woken up from made things even more confusing. 


In it, Finn had been with her. They had been trying to get into her
house. She had forgotten her keys and Danny wasn’t answering his cellphone.
They had tried everything to get inside, but it was fruitless. In the end, they
had just sat on the front doorstep and talked, waiting for Danny to come home.
It was sunny. She remembered the warmth as they sat there, side by side. She
remembered how easy it was to talk to him.


Max seemed to be sleeping peacefully. She wondered if finally talking
about what happened had helped with the nightmares, but it was too soon to
tell. She knew it would take more. He needed help – professional help. She
would make sure he got it, too. She wasn’t losing him the same way she lost
Danny. 


She studied him while he slept. His face was devoid of the usual worry
lines, smoothed out by the blessed oblivion of sleep. She closed her eyes and
tried to join him there, but her brain would not switch off long enough to let
her fall.


She opened her eyes again. It was still dark out. She had no idea what
time it was or how long she had been asleep. The house was cloaked in silence.
She had two choices: she could lie there till morning, or she could get up,
maybe make a cup of tea or something – try to wind down enough to go back to
sleep. She chose option two.


Carefully, she slipped out of Max’s embrace. He groaned, rolling over. She
waited patiently for a few moments, but he didn’t stir again. She turned and
tip-toed towards the door. The moonlight cast shadows over the walls and she
used the light to make her way out to the living room, closing the door gently
behind her so she wouldn’t disturb anyone else.


She made her way over to the table lamp in the corner of the living
room and switched it on. A warm, golden light filled the room, and she squinted
in the suddenly bright room. She set about making herself a cup of sweet tea,
yawning. She was clearly tired if the yawn was any indication, so why the hell
couldn’t she sleep? She glanced at her watch. It was going on four o’clock. 


Ridiculous. 


She picked up her mug of tea. Passing the breakfast bar, she caught
sight of the guest book that belonged to Danny’s parents. She paused for a
moment, then picked it up and took it with her to the sofa. 


She sat, sipping her
tea, and flipping through the guest book, her legs tucked underneath her. What
she needed was a distraction. The guest book did the trick, perhaps a little
too well.


November
2008 


Having
a great time, wish you were here! Kidding. Love ya Ma, but Lacey makes a better
roast lamb!


-
Danny


Ignore
him, Nina – I used your recipe haha!  Thank you both again for letting us stay.
Paradise!


- Lacey x


July
2009


Thanks
so much for letting us spend our anniversary here – even the weather has been
perfect!


-
Kate xx


Thanks
for the champers – Katie got trolleyed – magic! Love you guys.


- Danny 


December
2009


Merry
Christmas! It’s not the same without you! Hope you’re having fun with Kate’s
Mum and Dad. Our turn to have you both to ourselves next year! 


- Mum & Dad x


February
2010


Fish
are biting, Lacey is cooking and I won the annual kayak race. Doesn’t get much
better than that! 


-
Finn 


Dude,
you CHEATED!


- Danny


February
2012


Thanks
so much, for everything. It feels good to be together, honouring Danny’s memory
– especially here. We miss you but we understand why you couldn’t be here. See
you soon.


- Kate xx


The memories overwhelmed her, bringing her to tears. So many good times
here. Is that what it came down to – a list of dates, names, occasions? Is that
how a life was measured? Maybe she was looking at it all wrong – perhaps it
wasn’t a list after all, but snapshots, moments in time, captured with those
you loved. Captured was the important thing – taken, grabbed, held
tight, closeted in your heart and your soul, where they could never be stolen
away.


She heard the door open and she looked up, quickly blinking away the
tears. Finn stood in the doorway, squinting in the light.


“I thought I heard something,” he said. “It’s four o’clock. What are
you doing up?”


She shrugged, wiping a hand under her nose. “Couldn’t sleep.”


He stood motionless for a few moments, watching her, evaluating the
situation no doubt. She didn’t know whether to encourage him to come in or go
back to bed. Did she want to talk to him? Did she know what she wanted to say
yet? In the end, he made up his own mind, turning to close the door behind him.



He looked so unsure of himself, a wave of compassion washed over her.
Even though he had made the decision to stay, he seemed torn. He stood there,
in his boxers and a t-shirt, and waited. He was waiting for her, she realised.
He was waiting for a sign, something that told him it was alright.


“I think we need to talk.” she said carefully, putting her cup of tea
down on the coffee table in front of her.


He hesitated. She didn’t blame him. Her stomach had been in knots all
night, but now the knots began to slowly unfurl. When he finally made his way
across the room to her, she knew what she needed to say to him. The fog had
lifted, the way forward became a little clearer. 


Captured. With those you loved.


He sank nervously into the armchair opposite her, looking every inch
the frightened child about to be chastised. Her heart went out to him, but she
knew she needed to rein in her sympathy just long enough to talk to him. There
were things she needed to say, and things she needed to know. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, interrupting her train of thought. 


She closed the guest book that rested on her lap and set it aside, as
he followed her every move. 


“I know what I did was wrong, but it felt like the right thing to do at
the time,” he pleaded, mistaking her silence for anger. “It wasn’t until
afterwards that I realised I fucked everything up. You, Max – all of it. I’m
sorry I lied.” His shoulders sagged as he leant forward in the armchair. “But I
just need you to know that I never meant to hurt anyone – especially not you.
It just happened. I was trying to shield you from all of this – and Max. I
didn’t know that he… I wouldn’t have done it otherwise.”


He seemed to sink further and further inside himself and her heart
ached for him and everything he must have seen, both the day Danny died and
every day since. Living with guilt could tear you apart. She knew that from
experience. Whether real or imagined, it didn’t seem to matter. A grieving
heart didn’t distinguish between the two, it just searched for someone, anyone,
to blame. It was relentless and it was non-discriminate. She longed to reach
out for him, to tell him that, but not yet. If she didn’t say this now, she
never would, and it had to be said. If Danny’s death had taught her anything,
it was that tomorrow was not guaranteed. 


She recalled what he had said last night, what he had seen that day,
and her heart seized. Her Danny – her wild, beautiful, maddeningly untidy,
sensitive Danny – standing with a gun to his head, in the corner of their
living room. And Finn had seen it all. 


His first instinct hadn’t been to help, it had been to run. She needed
to know why. Her heart screamed the question, but it came out as more of a
whisper, lingering in the empty space between them.


“Why didn’t you go inside? Why didn’t you see if you could help him?”


He stared at her as if she was crazy for even asking. She watched,
captivated, as an internal struggle raged within him. She was being selfish –
she shouldn’t have asked that. She was about to apologise, tell him that it
didn’t matter, when he finally answered.


“You didn’t see it. You can’t know what he… what happened to him. In
the movies, on TV, it’s clean, it’s… sanitised. It’s not real, Kate – that’s
not what happens. At least, that’s not what happened to him. It didn’t… it
wasn’t clean. It wasn’t tidy.” He took a deep breath, exhaling raggedly as he
shook his head. His eyes held hers, as if he was trying to decide what to say
and what to keep to himself. When he finally spoke again, she could barely hear
him, and he was sitting right opposite her. “I knew he was gone. There was no
way he could’ve survived that. No way.”


The ache in her heart grew. She didn’t want to think about it, yet he
had seen it – he had been there. A morbid sense of fascination overwhelmed her.
For so long, she had imagined scenarios in her head, putting pieces together
that didn’t fit, just trying to find the right combination. Trying to find the
truth. 


“So he didn’t suffer?” 


He shook his head. “It was over in a heartbeat.”


And there it was. Horror and relief, wrapped up tightly in a little
ball that she would never be able to unravel. She tucked it away inside her
heart to keep it safe, then turned her attention back to Finn. 


It felt as if she was being ripped apart all over again. Knowing what
happened in Danny’s final moments didn’t bring the peace of mind she thought it
would. Instead, her heart broke afresh because Finn had been the one to share
those final moments with him. He was there at the end of his life – he saw it
end, right in front of his eyes, and by Danny’s own hand.


“It wasn’t just that, though,” he continued, oblivious. “I was scared.
I didn’t want to go in there. I wanted to run, as far and as fast as I could. I
know how that sounds – I’m a coward. I know that, I admit it. Because of me,
Max had to… ”


He shook his head, tears falling freely down his cheeks. When he spoke
again, he sounded broken. Hollow. “If you never want to see me again, I get it.
Just please don’t hate me.”


She shook her head, her heart breaking for him. “I’d have been scared,
too.”


He wiped his hand quickly over his eyes, sniffing. 


“I don’t hate you. And I don’t want you to go.”


He stared at her, barely breathing. She wanted to crawl into his arms
and tell him that it was okay, that everything was going to be alright – that
he wasn’t to blame for any of this. But not yet.


“Then what do you want?”


Her heart raced. What did she want? A thousand thoughts ricocheted through
her head. “I want to be happy,” she said, speaking straight from her heart. “I
want to get married. I want to have kids. I want a house with a beautiful garden.
I want to have what I didn’t have with Danny – I want a future.”


An errant tear slid down her cheek but she hastily brushed it away with
the tips of her fingers. He slumped visibly, and she realised he didn’t make
the connection. She struggled to make it clearer, even as the thoughts in her
head whirled around in ever-decreasing circles.


“I want you to have that, too,” he said.


“Then don’t do what he did.” 


“What?” He sat up straight, clearly alarmed. “Kill myself?”


“No, I mean shut me out – don’t shut me out like he did. You have to be
honest with me, about everything, always. I want to be able to trust you and
the only way I can do that is if you tell me everything. No secrets, not
anymore.”


He seemed to sag with relief, nodding immediately. He wiped his hand
under his nose, sniffing back tears. She had never seen him look more
vulnerable, or more determined.


“You don’t hate me? Even though I fucked everything up?” He waved his
hand in the general direction of God-knew-where. “Even though I made everything
worse?”


“You didn’t make anything worse,“ she said. “Don’t blame yourself –
we’re over all that, all of us, Max included. It wasn’t anyone’s fault,
remember? Shit happens. Our job is to deal with it but we can only do that when
we know what we’re dealing with – no more secrets.”


“No more secrets. I promise.”


She shook her head, determined to be clear. She needed him to know
exactly what she wanted from him if they even had a chance of making this work.


“Don’t promise me,” she said. “Promises can be broken.”


“Then what do you want me to do? Just tell me and I’ll do it.”


She reached for him with both hands and he stood up and took them
without hesitation, sinking to his knees on the floor in front of her.


“Just show me.” 


He nodded again, slowly this time, and encouraged her gently into his
arms. Her skin tingled with relief as she folded herself into his chest,
closing her eyes. He wrapped his arms around her back and crept forward,
pulling her to him. They fit so well together, his body and hers. 


Her head tried to tell her she had done the right thing by talking to
him like this, by laying it all out on the table so he knew. Her heart was more
direct, less reasonable. 


It sighed.








Chapter Thirty


Finn
woke up slowly, his shoulder aching and something tickling his nostrils. He
screwed up his face as he tried to move whatever it was away from his nose.
Opening his eyes, he realised it was Kate’s hair. The memory came rushing back.
They were curled up together on the sofa, the woollen blanket over them. Her
head was on his arm, which accounted for the sore shoulder, and her body was
tucked against his in a way that made him want to stay there forever. 


Still, his shoulder ached. Like it or not, he was going to have to
move. Squinting at the early morning light that was pouring in through the living
room windows, he glanced up. Max was sitting on the opposite sofa, watching
them. He froze.


“Morning,” Max said.


What was that look all about? Was he about to get yelled at or not? Like
a five year old, he suddenly had the urgent need to relieve himself. He
extricated himself from Kate slowly, climbing off the sofa and hastily
re-arranging the blanket over her, even though it felt like it was three
hundred degrees in here suddenly.


Max was still staring at him. He stood there awkwardly, glancing from
Max to Kate. Max made no effort to relieve the discomfort of the situation.


“I need a piss,” he found himself saying, apologetically. 


Why the hell am I apologising? 


“You don’t need my permission for that.” 


Finn made a break for it, striding to the bathroom, closing the door
quickly behind him. Standing there, letting nature take it’s course, his heart
raced. Did Max hate him or not? It was impossible to tell. 


He flushed the toilet and washed his hands, in no great hurry to go
back in there just yet. He took a deep breath and told himself to get over it.
He needed to talk to Max. Maybe now would be the best time, before everyone
else woke up. When he opened the bathroom door, Max was waiting for him,
leaning against the wall.


They stood there, sizing each other up. 


Max nodded towards the front door. “Let’s go outside.”


Like a somewhat reluctant puppy, Finn followed him, closing the front
door behind them.


“Why the hell didn’t you tell me before?” Max asked, whirling on him
with such speed that Finn took a hasty step backwards, throwing his hands up in
self-defence.


“I’m sorry, I fucked up. I know that, but I honestly didn’t mean to –
it just snowballed and got out of control, and I didn’t know how to fix it.”


“You could’ve told me.” Max frowned. “How the hell do you think it
makes me feel? Knowing that you saw him do it and I’ve been the one acting like
a whiny bitch all this time, like some kind of fucking martyr. I feel like such
a prick now!”


“God no – that’s not –“


“But it’s true! Jesus! I don’t know how you’ve done it all this time.”
He roughed his hair up in frustration, making him look even younger and more confused.
“You saw him do it – you actually saw him.”


All Finn could do was nod helplessly as he pushed aside that haunting
image, determined not to wallow, especially not in front of Max.


Max huffed out a frustrated breath and leant up against the wall of the
house. “You said he saw you?” he asked, fixing Finn with a heart-breaking stare
that cut right through all the reasoning and the rationalisation, and took him
right back to that day, to that moment, despite his best efforts. The power of
speech deserted him. “What did he do?”


Finn turned to lean back against the wall of the house, beside him. Over
the years, the memory had faded. He wasn’t sure if it was his brain protecting
him from reliving it over and over, or the fact that, when it happened, he had
been in such a state of shock that it didn’t fully register. But over the past
twenty-four hours, talking about it had brought it all flooding back.
High-definition, crystal clarity. He shuddered at the realisation.


“Honestly? It was over so fast. It was only a nano-second. I didn’t
even have time to open my mouth to say anything. Then it was just fucking… over.”


“Are you sure he even saw you?”


Finn ran a hand down his face. “I don’t know. The more time that
passes, the less sure I am about what happened that day.”


“Do you ever have nightmares about it?”


“Sometimes.”


Max nodded, his gaze falling to the concrete beneath them. “You saw
more than I did,” he said, looking up at him again. “I didn’t have to…”


Finn swallowed down the lump in his throat, unable to continue. He
remembered what Max had told them last night, and how he had looked when they
went up to the hospital that day to pick him up. Blood and God knew what else
covered his jeans and shirt. That was one memory that Finn found difficult to
forget. That, and the look of utter desolation on Max’s face. 


“It’s not a competition,” he said.


They stood out there for several minutes, listening to
the birds waking up around them, the cicadas incessant chirping filling the
silence.


“Did you sleep okay last night?” 


Max shrugged. “Yeah. Having Kate there helped, but I
see you stole her away from me at some point.”


It was Finn’s turn to stare at his feet. 


“You guys looked pretty cosy. I’m guessing you talked
things over. Is she okay?”


Finn nodded. “I think so.”


“Good.”


They lapsed into silence once again.


“It’s the seventeenth today,” Max said.


A familiar emptiness settled into Finn’s chest, taking
up residence there once more. 


Three years ago today.


Max pushed away from the wall and walked around the
corner of the house. Finn followed him. As soon as he saw the Monaro, his
breath caught in his throat. Did he really do that? It felt like a dream.


“Fuck’s sake,” he breathed.


The car was a mess. He walked around it slowly, the
grass still wet beneath his bare feet. The bodywork was dented in several places
and two of the windows were smashed. He picked up a shattered headlight,
dangling from the car by a single wire, and examined it miserably. He dropped
it again and watched it bounce off the car, shaking his head.    


What was he thinking? The car didn’t deserve this. It
wasn’t the car he was angry with, it was Danny. But Danny wasn’t here, so the
car had copped it, by proxy. 


“It can be fixed,” Max said quietly, casting a
sideways glance at Finn.


“Yeah.” 


“It’s not that bad, really.” Max stepped forward and
ran his hand over a dent in the car bonnet, as Finn shot him an incredulous
look.


“Seriously. It’s just a couple of dents, a few smashed
windows, a couple of broken headlights…” Max snorted. “Okay, so it’s pretty bad
– but it’s superficial.”


Finn raised his eyebrows. Yes, it was superficial. It
was also a symbol of how he had lost control in front of everyone, and his male
ego didn’t take kindly to that. 


Mistaking his silence for disagreement, Max continued.


“If Danny could resurrect it from a pile of old junk
like he did, you can sure as hell fix this. It’s a bit of panel-beating and a
couple of new windows. And a new headlight.”


They both heard the front door opening and turned
around. Kate was standing there, her clothes crumpled and her hair giving the
illusion she had been pulled through a hedge, backwards. She had never looked
more beautiful.


“Morning,” One glance encompassed the two of them, and
the Monaro.


“Hi.”


“Morning.”


“Everything okay?” she asked, folding her arms over
her chest nervously.


Finn smiled, the most convincing smile he could muster
under the circumstances. “It’s fine.”


“Come inside,” she said, hunching her shoulders
against the early morning chill. “Gav’s making breakfast.”


“That’s my job,” Finn said, his smile relaxing into a more
genuine one.


“Then you better come and help him.” She held out her
hand to him and he went to her, drawing her into his arms. She felt good. Soft,
warm, willing. She had done more than forgive him. She had accepted him, faults
and all. She knew everything and still, she wanted to be with him. 


As
they made their way back into the house, he felt as if his feet didn’t even
touch the ground.


Lacey lay in bed, listening to the voices in the kitchen. She should
get up, but she couldn’t make herself. Today was the seventeenth. As in
previous years, she had felt it coming. It was like a black fog, and she could
see it rolling in. With it came the chance to ask herself again: what if?


What might the last three years have been like if Danny had been here
with them? In that alternate universe, had he and Kate gotten married? Did they
have a child of their own now? Did she and Gavin? Three years was a long time.
Her womb ached and she burrowed down into the sheets even further.


The door opened but she didn’t bother moving. Gavin closed it behind
him and crawled onto the bed beside her.


“Hey sleepyhead.” Long legs wrapped themselves around hers as he pulled
her in closer. 


“Am I the last one up again?” She closed her eyes, savouring the warmth
of his body next to hers. She couldn’t imagine loving him any more than she
already did. 


“Yeah. How you feeling? Did you sleep okay?” He snuggled into her hair.


“Took me awhile to drop off, but once I did, I slept like a log.”


She opened her eyes and stared down at his hands, curled around hers on
her chest. She picked up one of his hands, running her fingertips over his
nails, short, square and practical. She loved his hands. She loved everything
about him.


“Kate and Finn seem to have sorted things out,” he murmured into her
ear. “It’s sickeningly cute. You’ll love it.”


“That’s good.” She smiled. “How’s Max?”


“He’s okay - better than I expected, actually.”


She caressed his hands, winding her fingers through them. “I’ve been
thinking.”


“Uh oh.”


She elbowed him in the ribs. “I’m serious. Shut up for a minute and
listen.”


He coughed and snuggled up with her again, mumbling his acquiescence
into her ear.


“I think Max should come back home with us. I think he needs
counselling – professional help. I was thinking I might talk to him about
seeing Hayley again.”


She didn’t have to wait long for his reply. He rolled her over and
kissed her, taking her breath away momentarily. When he pulled away, he reached
up to brush a lock of hair away from her face. 


“I think that’s a great idea.” His expression softened. “And to borrow
Van Morrison’s words, have I told you lately that I love you?”


“Not lately,” she smiled.


“Well, I do.” 


He kissed her again, slowly, taking his time, showing her just how
much. When he pulled away, she smiled breathlessly.


“Do you think he’ll come?” she asked.


“You might have to use your powers of persuasion on him, but I’m sure
you’ll manage. He seems a little less tightly-wound this morning.” 


He leaned in to kiss her again. She reached up to pull him closer,
burying her hands in his hair, losing herself in the moment. Pulling away
finally, slightly light-headed, she reached up to run her fingertip along his
eyebrow.


“There’s something else, too,” she whispered.








Chapter Thirty-One


Max
dried the last of the breakfast dishes, happy to keep busy. The need for
alcohol wasn’t as desperate as it had been last night, but it was still there.
If someone offered him a beer right now, he’d take it, without a second
thought. But he also knew he’d feel guilty for doing it. He tried to shove the
thought aside, concentrating on the positives. He performed a mental inventory.
He felt better for having a pretty decent night’s sleep, so that was an
improvement. Small steps.


He folded and hung the tea towel over the oven door and glanced up to
find Kate looking at him. The tilt of her head and the slight frown made him
uncomfortable under the scrutiny. She was up to something.


“What?”


She indicated his head with a wave of her hand. “That woolly helmet on
your head is driving me crazy. Can you please let me do something about it
while you’re here?”


“What’s wrong with it?” he frowned, running a hand through his hair.


“It makes you look like you’re fifteen.”


“And?”


“You’re gonna end up a born-again virgin with an attitude like that.”
Finn walked past them and into the living room.


“Piss off.”


“Come on – please? Just let me trim it a little bit? Nina still has her
hairdressing scissors here, I checked.”


“You checked?”


“When I said it was driving me crazy, I wasn’t sugar-coating it.” 


She stood with her hands on her hips, her eyes flitting to his hair
every few seconds. A glint of mild annoyance mixed with a glimmer of hope lit
up her face.


“Fine,” he huffed. “If it bothers you that much.”


“I’ll get the scissors and a towel.” She grinned. “Wait for me out on
the deck.”


“It’s like a super-power isn’t it?” Finn said. “It’s astounding how she
manages to get her own way.”


“I just can’t be bothered arguing about it,” He wandered past him and
out towards the deck, as directed. 


Finn grabbed his arm as he passed. “Are you feeling okay? You were
pretty quiet over breakfast.”


“I need a drink,” he said. “But other than that, I’m tip-top.”


Finn released his arm. “It’ll get better, mate. You just gotta hang in
there.”


He turned to him, shoving his hands in his pockets so Finn couldn’t see
how badly they were shaking. “Don’t worry,” he sighed. “I’m not gonna do
anything stupid.”


“You better not.” 


“I promise.”


“Promises can be broken,” Finn said. “Just show me instead.”


Max nodded, speechless. For the first time, he was starting to see how
his absence might impact on everyone, just like Danny’s absence had. It was
something he hadn’t allowed himself to think about over the past few months.
Now that he was here, and they knew, the future didn’t seem so scary or
hopeless. It wasn’t all roses, but at least it wasn’t all thorns, either. With
a bit of help and a lot of luck, maybe he could do this after all.


Finn made them both a cup of coffee and they headed out to join Gavin
and Lacey on the deck. Moments later, Kate appeared with a beach towel, a small
comb, a spray bottle and a pair of scissors. Her triumphant grin made him
slightly nervous.


“Just a trim, remember?” he cautioned her, as Finn took his cup of
coffee off him and she draped the towel around his shoulders. “Don’t go all
mental on me.”


“Trim – got it.” She fixed the towel around the back of his neck. “Anything
would be better than this mop. I’ve never seen a guy with natural waves like
yours before – most chicks would give their eye teeth for that, you know that,
right?”


She set about spraying his entire head with what he presumed was water
from a spray bottle she had dug up from somewhere. He glanced nervously at
Gavin, who stopped smirking immediately and gave him the thumbs up.


“I’m trusting you to watch her,” he said to Lacey instead. “Trim – not
Baldilocks and the Three Hairs.”


Lacey nodded sagely but it didn’t help. He was completely at Kate’s
mercy with no back-up. Worse still, he knew it.


The water saturating his head helped to counter-act the heat of the
sun, as she snipped her way around his head and, following the usual banter,
casual conversation resumed. 


“Max, I’ve got a proposition for you,” Lacey said eventually, in a tone
that told him that whatever it was, it was important to her. “Gav and I have
been talking, and we’d really like you to come back home with us for a little
while.”


The combing and snipping stopped.


“Why?” he mumbled, buying time while he desperately tried to think of
an excuse.


“Remember I told you a while ago about my friend, Hayley? The
counsellor? I really think you should see her. I think it would help.” 


Despite thinking, barely half an hour ago, that he might be able to do
this after all, accepting help like this wasn’t as easy as he thought. The idea
was simple. The reality was anything but. A million reasons flew through his
head as to why he couldn’t – or didn’t want to. He didn’t want to talk to some
stranger about any of this. He didn’t need this kind of help. He didn’t want to
go back to Auckland. He didn’t want to impose on them.


“Please, Max. Not forever, just for a few months. Let us help,” she
pleaded gently, waiting for his reply.


It wasn’t like they hadn’t talked about this before. He had said no the
last couple of times, managed to keep them at a distance. Only now, things
seemed different. The sinking feeling in his stomach told him that much. He
wanted to force a smile, tell them he was fine, tell them a lie about seeing a
counsellor somewhere else, if that’s what it took. But the truth of it was he
was tired of lying and tired of fighting this. He needed help. They were
offering. And it wasn’t forever. A small splinter of hope worked its way into
his soul, splitting the darkness apart, just for a moment. It showed him the
possibilities. All he had to do was expand on it, widen that tiny crack.


“Okay,” he found himself saying. “Just for a few months.”


He inhaled deeply, as if the admission had stolen the breath right out
of him. Kate reached down to hug him from behind. Lacey seemed relieved,
leaning back into Gavin’s chest as he wrapped his arms around her. 


“You’ll like Hayley,” she assured him. “She’s really lovely – easy to
talk to.”


“Have you seen her, professionally I mean?” Finn asked, as Kate resumed
her combing and snipping.


“I have, actually. After Danny died.”


“Really?” Finn seemed surprised. “I didn’t know that.”


“I just needed someone to talk to about everything. Like I said, she’s
easy to talk to. She helped me put it all into perspective.”


If Lacey could do it, so could he. 


“Hey, I’ve been thinking about how we should spend our last day here,”
Gavin said. “I think we should catch fish for dinner and have a bonfire on the
beach after.”


“I like that idea,” Finn said. “Only one problem – we’ve run out of
bait.”


“The campground shop up the road has bait for sale,” Kate chipped in. 


“Okay, cool. I’ll go along shortly. They should be open today,
shouldn’t they?”


“Should be,” Gavin said. “Take my car, if you want. We’ll deal with the
Monaro later, get rid of some of that glass and tidy it up a bit. There’s a
garage in Picton – we should take it in later, see what they can do before
tomorrow.”


“Yeah, okay. Thanks.”


Max heard the slight hesitation in Finn’s voice but with Kate wielding
scissors, he didn’t want to risk turning his head. 


As if on cue, Kate roughed up his hair with her fingers. “Done.” 


She rested her hands on his shoulders and he anxiously searched the
faces of his friends for their reaction.


“Nice.” Finn nodded.


“You haven’t lost your touch, chick – that’s much better.” 


“Looks good,” Gavin agreed. “He looks his age, now.”


He reached up to feel the difference as Kate unfastened the towel from
around his shoulders and whisked it off him. It felt okay. 


Kate tapped him on the shoulder. “Go and have a look in the bathroom
mirror.”


He got to his feet and looked down at the mass of chestnut locks gathered
around his chair. “Jesus, it was longer than I thought.” 


She nodded satisfactorily at her handiwork. “Go on – check it out for
yourself, then come back and tell me how brilliant I am. I’ll be waiting.”


He smiled in spite of himself, shaking his head as he went inside to do
as he was told. Finn was right – it was some of kind of super-power.








Chapter Thirty-Two


Kate
had jumped at the chance to go with Finn to the campground, a ten minute drive
from the beach house. With any luck, the small shop attached to the campground
was open, and they could get some more bait – enough to catch some fish for
dinner, at least. 


She craved some time alone with Finn. After finally admitting her
feelings for him weren’t going to go away, she wanted to spend every single
moment with him. Falling asleep on the sofa with him last night had been like a
dream – something she never would have imagined a few months ago. He had pulled
her close and she had melted into him as if she belonged there, tucked into his
body as if it were the most natural thing in the world. She kept the memories
of Danny to herself. It was inevitable that there were comparisons, but she
tried to push the uncertainty of the past aside, choosing to concentrate on the
present and the future instead. She didn’t want to live her life looking
backwards anymore. 


As if he could read her mind, she could feel him looking at her. He
smiled at her and her heart soared. He had smiled at her a million times over
the years she had known him, but never like that. It was as if she was seeing
him for the first time. Everything felt new, fresh. Hopeful.


“Here we are,” he said, as they pulled up in front of the campground
shop. “Wait a minute – don’t tell me they’re closed?”


Kate peered up the concrete steps at the door. “There’s a note. Hang
on, I’ll go and see what it says.”


She jumped out and sprinted up the few steps to the shop door. With a
sigh of relief, she turned back to him. “They open at ten!” she called, running
down the steps to the car and leaning in the window. “We could wait? It’s nine
thirty now.”


“True. Yeah, let’s wait. I’ll just park up.”


She watched him turn into the small parking bay in front of the shop
and turn off the engine. As he got out of the car, she pointed to the park
across the road, smiling.


“We could always play on the swings?”


He grinned back at her, shaking his head and holding out his hand
towards her. As she walked towards him to take it, she couldn’t help the little
skip of pleasure that lit up her heart. His large hand folded around hers and
she smiled up at him shyly. Little things like this still seemed strange, just
like curling up with him on the sofa. Taking that step from friendship to
something more would take some getting used to, but she looked forward to it.
Like any new relationship, the newness of it was thrilling. The little touches,
the silent looks, the thoughtfulness. She thought she had known him well enough
until this weekend, now she realised that she had much more to learn. Rather
than being frightening, as it was last night, it was exciting. 


They walked over the road to the playground. This bay was almost
identical to the one the beach house was nestled into, if slightly larger. The
foreshore here wasn’t taken up by a residential dwelling, though. It was
recreational. There was a children’s playground at one end, and a crushed shell
walkway that mirrored the bay in a semi-circle around to the other end, where
it opened up into the Sounds. A concrete toilet block was situated at the far
end and a low, single-log, wooden fence was painted army green, shadowing the
pathway. It was well-maintained and well-used. 


The children’s playground was small, with just two swings, a brightly
coloured climbing frame and a slide. Kate gravitated towards one of the swings.


“I thought you were joking,” Finn chuckled.


“No – I love swings,” she smiled, settling into one. “Who doesn’t love
a good playground? I mean, it’s like rediscovering your youth. Innocent,
simple, fun. I think sometimes we forget about stuff like that as we get older
and things get kinda complicated. It’s nice to go back to the simple things
that used to make us so happy.”


He settled into the swing next to hers and they began to move slowly
backwards and forwards. He was far too big for it, but she loved the way he looked,
swinging there, next to her, like he had all the time in the world. She watched
as he swung into and out of her field of vision. It felt as if they were
letting go of all their worries and cares, releasing them into the stratosphere.
Her heart began to feel lighter, just being there with him.


“I’ve been offered a new job,” she said suddenly, passing him in
mid-air. “In Hamilton.”


Where did that come from? 


She sucked in a breath, exhaling slowly as she tried to settle her
nerves. There was no taking it back now.


He skidded to a halt on the sand. “Really?”


She slowed herself down and put her feet out to stop completely, using
the extra time to straighten out the thoughts in her head and in her heart.


“When? I mean, why didn’t you say anything before?”


Jesus. Here it comes. 


She bit the bullet and held onto the chains of the swing tightly.


“A couple of weeks ago. And I wasn’t totally sure if I was going to
take it,” she said, trying to keep her voice even so she didn’t betray how
nervous she was, talking to him about this. “It’s a big step. New city, new
job. I need to know I’m ready for that.”


He hadn’t taken his eyes off her, as if he was digesting all the
information. For someone she thought she knew so well, she was again reminded
that she still had a lot to learn about him.


“And are you – ready, I mean?” he said at last.


He could have said anything, asked her anything – why did it have to be
that? The one question she had been asking herself for the past few weeks. Both
swings had stopped moving now, and they sat perfectly still, eye to eye. That’s
when the answer came to her. Blindingly obvious, like a flash of inspiration,
she saw the road ahead. After these past few weeks of teetering between exits,
not sure whether to stay on or get off, she suddenly knew.


“I am.”


The thought was exhilarating. 


I’m ready. 


She could feel herself hurtling off the road and into unknown
territory. It was both frightening and life-affirming. She was moving forward
again. Just like that. 


“It’s time to move on,” she said. “I can’t stay there forever – in that
house, in that job. I don’t want to always be known as the chick whose
boyfriend killed himself. I want my own identity back. I want my life back.”


He got up and stood in front of her, reaching for her hand and pulling
her up. She loved the way his arm curled around the small of her back, drawing
her into him as though he couldn’t get close enough. She felt safe there, in
his personal space. Nothing could hurt her there. It was as if she had woken
from a long sleep. Her skin tingled, coming alive, anticipating his touch.


“I don’t want to go back to Auckland by myself. I don’t want my old
life anymore. I want to be with you.”


She could feel the love surround her. Adrenaline rushed up her spine,
igniting her nerve endings, filling every fibre of her being. She felt
stronger. He stared down at her, running his thumb up the side of her cheek,
setting fire to her imagination, starting a chain reaction that left her
breathless. 


“Do you know how long I’ve waited to hear you say that?” 


He leaned down to cover her lips with his. She closed her eyes as the
kiss deepened and she gave herself over to him completely, reaching up to bury
her fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck. He pulled her even closer and
his lips probed hers, soft and firm at the same time. She didn’t care what came
next. Life was far too short to spend it wondering about things like that. It
was all about grabbing happiness where you could. 


Her happiness was right in front of her, his arms around her, keeping
her safe, loving her. 








Chapter Thirty-Three


The bonfire crackled and hissed as Gavin stood up to toss another
log on top. He and Finn had spent half an hour gathering the biggest logs from
the wood shed and lugging them down onto the beach. After some initial
frustration, which had necessitated Plan B (using aerosol deodorant as a
flame-thrower), the bonfire had finally taken hold and it lit up the beach with
its warm, orange glow. 


Gavin sat down and took the mug of coffee that Lacey
handed him. Coffee hadn’t exactly been his choice of beverage, but it was a
show of solidarity, for Max. Glancing around the bonfire, it appeared everyone
had been pulled under the spell of the flames. Orange fingers danced in the
midst of the small circle, lighting faces with a warm glow that seemed to level
out the worry and grief of the past few days


“I just want to run something by you guys,” Gavin said
above the crackling of the fire. 


Lacey slipped her hand into his and squeezed.


“As much as I love spending this time here together, I
think we should try to do it more often. Not necessarily here, though.”


“What do you mean?” Kate asked, shoving her pointed
twig, complete with marshmallow, into the embers.


“Well, these few days are about Danny, and that’s how
it should be. But I think that getting together like this is important, and I
don’t think we’re doing it often enough. I was thinking maybe once every couple
of months, somewhere central.”


“Like Hamilton?” Finn suggested.


“He said central,” said Lacey. “Not the edge of the universe.”


“Spoken like a true Jafa.”


“I thought Timbuktu was the edge of the universe?”


“According to Max, Timbuktu is somewhere near the East
Cape, isn’t it?”


“Smart arse.”


“I think Hamilton sounds good,” Kate said. “And I
think it’s a great idea, Gav.”


Gavin smiled through the flames at her. “It was Lace’s
idea – kinda brilliant, I thought. So it’s agreed then? We’ll meet up in
Hamilton, in April? What’s everyone doing for Easter?”


“Actually, I have some news,” Kate said, clearing her
throat quietly. “I’ve been offered a new job – in Hamilton. If all goes well,
I’ll most likely be starting the week after Easter.”


“Oh my God – that’s awesome! Congrats, chickie!” Lacey
grinned over at her.


“What she said.” Gavin smiled, as Lacey dug her elbow
into his ribs. 


“Wowsers.” Max raised his coffee mug at her. “You kept
that pretty quiet.”


Finn draped his arm around Kate. Watching them warmed
his heart. They looked so natural together. They needed each other, even if it
had taken both of them long enough to realise it.


“I only got the offer a couple of weeks ago, and I
wasn’t really sure I was gonna take it until earlier today. I mean, it’s a big
step – moving cities, moving jobs. I needed to be sure,” Kate explained,
hooking her hair behind one ear. “But now I am – sure, I mean. I’m ready. I
think it might be the kick in the ass I needed, actually.”


Finn pulled her closer, smiling down at her. 


“So you’re both gonna be living in Hamilton?” Lacey
said. “That’s handy.”


“Subtle, Lace.” Finn smiled.


Max smiled wryly at her over the fire.


“Hey – just sayin’. Mysterious ways and all that.”


“So, Hamilton at Easter, then. Lock it in, people.” Gavin
was sure the warm glow he was experiencing had nothing to do with the heat of
the bonfire, but it felt good just the same. “Y’know, I’ve been thinking about
what you said last night, about Danny – about him being selfish.”


“Look, I’m sorry about that,” Finn said quickly. “I
was out of line, I know that. It came out wrong.” 


Gavin shook his head. “No, I think you were right.”


Finn frowned at him, as the fire hissed and popped
between them.


“I guess we don’t talk about how selfish he was
because, really, he wasn’t – not in general. He just made that one stupid
mistake, and I don’t think he was in his right mind when he did that. Apart
from that, he was probably one of the most generous people I’ve ever known.”


Finn’s gaze fell to the fire, searching it’s depths as
if the answers lay within.


“You’re right,” Kate said quietly, reaching over for
Finn’s hand. “He was generous, in pretty much every way possible.”


“He was a good person,” Lacey said. “He just did
something really stupid. That doesn’t make him anything except human, just like
the rest of us. I suppose it’s just easier to remember the good times, because
that’s the kind of person he really was. What he was going through towards the
end, that wasn’t really him.”


Finn stopped studying the fire and looked over at
them. “Yeah, you’re right – and I’m sorry.” 


Kate offered him the marshmallow she had just toasted.
He hesitated for a moment, then took the sugary, gooey mess off the end of the
twig and popped it into his mouth.


“While we’re apologising here,” Max said, “I just want
to say I’m sorry, too – for the whole gun thing.”


“Let’s put it all in the past, where it belongs,”
Gavin said, raising his mug of coffee. “Okay? Onward and upward.”


Max nodded.


“You’re gonna be okay,” Lacey added, smiling. “We’ll
be right there, from now on.”


Gavin slipped an arm around her ribs and pulled her
closer. “And on that note, I’d like to propose a toast,” he said, watching as
the others also raised their mugs. “To Danny. Wherever you are, we miss you,
mate.”


They held their coffee mugs aloft, the fire hissing
between them, lighting up the darkness.


“To Danny,” they intoned sombrely.


Ignoring the lump in his throat, Gavin kissed Lacey’s
forehead.


“And to all of us,” Kate added quietly. “For sticking
together and making it this far.”


Finn glanced over at her before raising his mug again.
“To the future, and whatever it may hold.”


She smiled at him, clearly emotional.


“To the future,” Lacey’s arm curled around Gavin’s back.



“To all of you,” Max said hesitantly, glancing around
at each of them. “I wouldn’t be here without you guys.”


Kate leaned over and reached for his hand. “No need to
thank us for that. That’s what friends are for.”


“Didn’t someone famous say that?” Gavin smirked,
trying to lighten the mood. 


“It was a song,” Finn said, raising his mug. “Stevie
Wonder sang it.”


“I think you’ll find it was Dionne Warwick.” 


“Stevie Wonder!” Finn insisted.


“Whatever.” Kate smiled. “Doesn’t matter who sang it,
or said it. Only matters that it’s true, right?”


Gavin nodded graciously. “Right.”


“To us, then.” Finn winked at Max. “For being
awesome.”


“Can’t argue with that.” 


“To
us.” Kate smiled up at him.


THE
END
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