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NOTE TO THE READER

Malaise is set in a fictional town in New Zealand, based quite closely to the one I grew up in. To say this story is personal to me would be an understatement.

I was the girl bullied at school every damn day.

I was the girl who didn’t fit in with the others and was ridiculed about it.

I dated the guy that the town gave a bad rap to because of who his family were, when in fact he had a heart of gold.

And a few years later, I dated another boy who showed me it’s okay to be who I am, that who I am is pretty awesome, and that I shouldn’t be ashamed of being different—the boy who I married nine years later.

Malaise features a bit of Kiwi slang. As much as I’ve tried to keep it easily understood, there may be a few words that trip you up. If you need anything explained, feel free to message me via Facebook with your questions.

Now go make yourself a cuppa, get comfy in your favourite chair, and enjoy ;)

 





PROLOGUE

Trauma is a hell of a thing. I’d seen first-hand how a person’s experiences in life could shape them when I was a child. Our neighbour, Mr Clavers, was ex-military. He was one of the unfortunate souls who returned from the Vietnam War to be spat on by the people who should have thanked him for his sacrifice. Because there were sacrifices, a lot of them… something I could go on about forever, but let’s get back on topic.

Quarter past three on a weekday, my brother, Den, and I would cycle past Mr Clavers’ house on our way home from school. Mum always told us that if he was out in his garden with his back turned we had to ring our bells to let him know we were coming. You see, Mr Clavers was shell-shocked. On a wet August night in 1966, a mortar round struck the camp he slept in. As well as robbing him of a decent night’s sleep ever since, it stole away three of his fellow soldiers and injured many more. Anything that merely resembled the whine of an incoming shell would set him off, and our tyres on the pavement were one of those things.

He gardened a lot. Most perfect roses you’d ever seen. Mum would help him prune the bushes in the colder months when his aches set in and he couldn’t grasp the secateurs as well. He would say with a sly wink that he only accepted the help because couldn’t say no to such a pretty woman, but we knew that the cooler weather aggravated his old wounds. Yet the generation he was born and raised in didn’t like to complain. He suffered in silence until the day he passed; it’s just how things were done.

This particular afternoon, though, Den led our homeward bound chase down the long stretch that was our street… late. We’d had fun after school with a few friends, throwing water bombs at each other, and I remember to this day the patterns in Den’s wet T-shirt as he stood on his pedals to gain distance on me. Mr Clavers was in his garden, bent double, foot pushing down on the edge of the shovel blade as he dug weeds from around his row of Icebergs. Den would have rung the bell, let him know we were coming past, but for whatever reason he looked back at me instead and never realised the old man was in his yard.

That grin—so infectious. As a kid it was the kind of smile you couldn’t help but share, the sort that got under your skin on the worst of days and made you laugh even though you had no idea what was funny to begin with. As a young man, it would be the grin that got him in trouble on more than one occasion when he unleashed its deadly effects on some unsuspecting girl.

He smiled, stilled his feet on the pedals and coasted toward our driveway. There was only a metre to go, but Den wouldn’t make it. We were seconds from home, but Mr Clavers was back in Long Tan. That day, I learnt how badly a head injury could bleed. Especially when the cause is a shovel to the side of the skull. Den fell instantly, and Mr Clavers snapped back to reality just as quick. But the damage was done. 

The old man hobbled across to get our mum while I sat with Den, talking to him as he cried. I had blood on my hands, it was on the concrete below us, and I remember being mortified that Den’s new WWE T-shirt was ruined. An ambulance came, and Den then spent two days in hospital to recover. Mr Clavers brought roses over each afternoon and asked how he was. But nothing would change the fact Den wouldn’t ever hear a thing out of his left ear again.

Permanent injury caused by blunt force trauma.

Little did I know that wouldn’t be the last of it for him.





ONE

Fourteen minutes until freedom. My feet ache, and the monotonous beep of the checkout as I swipe my customer’s groceries has left me with a dull headache that even my emergency stash of Panadol couldn’t dampen. 

I may as well be shackled to the spot considering how unlikely it is that I’ll be granted enough of a reprieve to run across to aisle two and get myself a bottle of water. From the minute I step foot inside this half-metre-squared box until the second I clock off, it’s my one and only post. If I need anything, I better bring it with me at the start of my shift, otherwise I can kiss getting anyone else to bring it to me goodbye. 

“There’s a message from your mum on the clipboard, Megan.” Our supervisor for the night, Anna, waves a slip of paper in the air before ducking her head to focus on securing it to our sign out sheet.

I hesitate between cans of peaches and wait to see if she looks up at me again. Maybe if I lay the agony on thick she might go grab some water for me? Predictably though, it’s not my lucky night; she spins around and busies herself on the computer that faces the other way instead. Typical.

“Any plans for the weekend?” I ask without so much as looking up from my work. I couldn’t care less about the response—I need the distraction from the dull ache in my temple.

My customer—a middle-aged woman who looks as though she’s relieved to have been able to ditch her suit jacket for the night—answers while she waits on me to finish processing her groceries. “Other than my son’s rugby game, not much.”

I nod with a pleasant smile plastered on my lips and wrestle her giant box of cornflakes into one of the shitty plastic bags that rip if you stack too much weight inside. 

Twelve minutes left.

“What about you?” Customer-lady participates in our charade and returns my question.

I’m getting rat-shit drunk at a location I’ve been given directions to by a girl who I’ve sat next to in science all year, yet never spoken to before now. “Just a quiet one too, I think.”

“It’s nice to have a break every now and then.” She smiles, but her eyes are glued to the last loaf of bread on the conveyor as though it carries her will to live.

You aren’t the only one, love.

I’m on checkout four tonight. I’ve been good. I’ve done my job and kept my nose clean long enough that I’m in the equivalent of the corporate box, since my aisle overlooks the customer service kiosk. Being in the forefront means that I’ve been kept busy and the hours have flown by, but it also means I can see the clock over the exit, which isn’t good for an impatient person like me.

The end is nigh—not only for my shift, but also for my job. School wraps up in a couple of weeks, and if I get my way I’ll be stepping onto a bus bound for the city with a bag on my back and a world of opportunities in my grasp. I’ve been saving hard for the past eight months to get the hell out of this no-hope town, and hopefully my bank account is fat enough for me to pay my way until I find more permanent work in the Big Smoke. 

I speed through the last two bags—still second on the all-time record of staff scanning times, thank you very much—and punch through to the payment screen. “Cash or card?”

The customer waves a slip of plastic at me and I tap the ‘Pay by EFTPOS’ button as my thoughts drift back to where I might find suitable accommodation those first few weeks away from home. My gaze shifts out the floor-to-ceiling windows to our left as she enters her account. “Any cash out?” I don’t even look at her. After this many transactions it’s programmed in me how long it takes them to get to this point.

“No, thank you.”

An old blue sedan in the car park catches my eye and snaps my focus squarely to the here and now. Without looking away, I tap the no cash button and let her finish. The docket printer screeches and whines as I squint a little to try and make out who’s in the car. Swear it looks like….

“Thank you.”

I snap out of my daze to find my customer reaching over the edge of my station to take her docket from the printer. “Sorry.” In my haste to help her, I knock the two pens that balance on my screen to the counter, and they skitter down to the bagging area. 

Shit. Fingers crossed Anna didn’t see that; such blatant inattention will shift me back an aisle. 

The woman smiles again, this time a hell of a lot more forced, and wheels her trolley of groceries toward the exit. The digital clock above the door reads seven fifty-eight. Two minutes to closing.

Couldn’t come quick enough. I do what I can to speed up my exit by wiping down my checkout with the cleaner that’s kept under the counter. Conveyor, scanner, and unit cleaned, I’ve started on the packing area when I pick up the movement of a trolley in my peripheral. Twisting so my back is fully turned to them, I hold my breath as I wipe the far reaches of the bagging area. 

The deflection trick works a treat. What is probably indistinguishable to most is loud and clear to my ears: the frustrated sigh of a checkout operator who has a full trolley to process minutes before closing. I hazard a glance at my workmate behind me and smile in response to her venomous scowl. Serves the bitch right for doing it to me last night.

“Megan. You can take your drawer out and head home.” 

Fucking music to my ears. Anna clips the chain across my aisle and places the Next Checkout sign at the end of the conveyor. 

I whiz through the remainder of my cleaning at breakneck speed, thoughts of my future forgotten as I try to catch another glimpse of the blue sedan outside. Tinted windows and cut coils give away exactly whose it is, but what bothers me most is that I don’t know who’s in it. Jasper Arden is the senior year’s hottest property, and rumour has it he’s on the prowl for a new girlfriend. The boys at school are like prospective employers when it comes to the girls in our year. They don’t need to chase, they simply sit back and take their pick when the strain of one-night stands and boys-only get-togethers takes a toll.

I pop the till and remove my cash box, sliding the lid over and locking it with the small key at the back of the drawer. Balancing the heavy canister on my hip, I eye the car again on the short walk to the supervisor’s cupboard. The passenger door opens, and none other than Amelia Dennis steps out. Bitch. The girl won the fucking genetic lottery. Freakishly long legs, the most symmetrical and perfect bone structure, and skin that holds a damn tan all fucking year round. Seriously. None of us mortals stand a chance next to her. She leans down, arse popped as she rests her elbows on the window and talks to Jasper. Judging by the amount of her butt poking out of that skimpy dress, I’d say he’s currently copping an eyeful of tit as well. Fuck me.

“Don’t forget the message.” 

Struggling to hold on to the cash box, and praying I haven’t wet myself with fright, I heave in a breath to calm my racing heart and face Anna. “Sure thing. Thanks.”

She smiles—a feat given her bun is pulled so tight it gives her a facelift—and walks away, leaving me to regain control of my haywire bodily functions in peace. My hand shakes so much that the signature on the sign in/sign out sheet for the cash boxes looks so damn foreign I swear I’ll be hauled in for forgery next week.

A slip of paper with my name printed on the front is folded and stapled, tucked under the metal slide of the clipboard. I tug it free and pocket it in my shift dress, my hand curling around its edges. The shelf stockers have begun as I walk the aisles to get through to where the staffroom sits above the butchery and deli. During the day you have to walk the gauntlet of customers needing help finding “that particular spice” to get there. Reason number 229 why I love working closing: there’s next to nobody around.

The staffroom is empty when I enter, offering me some respite from the long-arse day. It’s the simple things that make me happy, like being able to change out of my uniform in private. I drop the unflattering red shift dress and change into my go-to jeans and a loose T-shirt, slipping my feet into my cherry Docs as I simultaneously bag my uniform into my school backpack. My hand closes around the thick cotton weave as I shove it deep into the crevices around my lunchbox and textbooks, and the foreign stiffness of the note jogs my memory. Get it together, Meg.

Locker shut for the weekend, and bag on my back, I unfold the message on my way down the stairs. The pathetic bulbs in the walkway aren’t enough to light the words written on the slip of docket paper. I edge the door to the supermarket open with a shoulder as I make out the short directive.

Come straight home after work. It’s urgent.

Because I was so going to attend a bonfire party carrying all this… I won’t lie though, the last part makes me anxious. Mum is the most laid-back person you’d ever meet. For her to say it’s urgent? I try to appease my panic by reasoning that if it was that bad, they wouldn’t have waited until I finished my shift.

Maybe the message was just written down wrong?

Still, this rapid-fire heartbeat isn’t because I’m excited to see Santa soon. Something’s not right, and until I get home, my mind is going to go nuts coming up with all sorts of crazy scenarios. I exit the front doors to find Jasper’s sedan still in the same spot, Amelia nowhere to be seen. The driver-side window slowly rolls down as I approach, and try as I might, that fucking magnetic pull the guy emits has my head lifting to take in his scruffy, bad-boy appearance. 

His full lips spread into a devious smile. “Megan.”

“Jasper.” I keep up my pace as I reach the back end of the car, heading toward him as I pass. What the hell does he want with me?

“You coming to the rave tonight?”

“Does a brown bear shit in the woods?” I answer as I pass his window, hell-bent on not being held up, because “urgent,” remember?

The low resonance of his chuckle is disturbed by the metallic creak of his door opening. I turn and walk backwards so I can take in every inch of his tall, built physique. Ripped jeans give me tiny glimpses at his thick thighs, his corded arms wrapped in a Tool T-shirt. His tongue peeks out to toy with the lip ring that sits to the left side of his full bottom lip.

“You need a ride?”

You need a what? “Pardon?” My heel catches the concrete edging of the garden that runs around the outside of the car park. I stumble, but the important thing to remember here is that I don’t fall and make a complete fucking ass of myself. 

“A ride tonight… to the party. You sorted?”

“Hadn’t thought about it.” And most definitely would have never thought I’d get offered one from him.

Jasper and I? We just don’t run in the same circles, and let’s say there’s a good reason for that. One I don’t feel like messing with. For all I know this could just be another prank, like when I was asked to the junior ball in Year 11, only to be stood up.

His T-shirt lifts as his arm extends to shut the car door. “We live near each other, so I thought it’d be polite to ask.”

We do? “We do?” How did I not know this?

He nods, an amused grin tugging his lips. How the fuck does he even know where I live? My brother, Den. It has to be.

“Are you picking Den up?” I thought they weren’t friends anymore?

Jasper’s expression falls flat, eyebrows pinched together. “Den and I haven’t talked for months, Meg.”

“I know.” Which makes no sense as to why you asked the question—idiot.

“Tell you what,”—my heart rate rackets up as he approaches at speed—“I’ll give you my number, and if you need a ride, text me before nine.”

Is this my life? Hello? Somebody pinch me. “Uh….”

“Usually requires a phone.” He holds a hand out, and I stare at that thing like it’s made of gold.

His laughter pulls me out of my stupor and I wrestle my bag to the ground, pulling my phone from the front pocket. Shaking like a leaf, I hand the device over, considering the cost of a glass case to display it in once he’s finished touching it. Seriously. The guy had the hottest chick in school in his car minutes ago, and here I am, mere mortal Megan, getting his number. 

“Nice.” He holds it up, showing the Marilyn Manson cover I made. 

“I like my music.”

“Cool.”

Silence envelops the two of us as he punches in his details. Long, awkward as fuck silence. After what feels like years, he hands my phone back, nods, and walks away. That’s it. No “goodbye,” or “see you later, maybe.” He just turns and goes. 

Quintessential Jasper; always has the last word.

I stoop to put my phone back when the message from Mum catches my eye. Shit. How much time did I lose just now? The rumble of Jasper’s car breaks the still evening as I hoist my bag onto my shoulder and spin for the road. He exits as I move to cross, forcing me back to wait as he passes. I can’t see a damn thing through his tints, so I have no idea if he’s looking or not. Windows that dark are illegal as all hell, but hey, when your old man is the head constable for the local coppers, then yeah, one tends to get away with that kind of shit. 

I opt against waving like a loser, and run across the road as soon as he’s passed, heading toward home at a quick walk. 

The summer sun has barely started its descent. Daylight saving means it won’t be dark until after nine, probably the exact reason why that’s the time Jasper gave me. Who in their right mind wants to party and do illicit things in the daylight? The night adds mystique, the illusion of danger. It’s where inhibitions are left behind and rules don’t apply.

It’s release from the daily grind. A chance to let go of the world for a while.

It’s escape, fantasy, and a chance to pretend I’m actually somebody who matters to the world.

If only for a little while.





TWO

“Where the hell have you been?” 

Hello to you too, Mum. “Can I get inside?”

I’m answered with an inconvenienced huff as she steps back to let me through our front door. “Did you not get the message?”

“I got it, and I came straight home.”

“It doesn’t take almost an hour to walk home, Megan. Don’t you dare start with that atti—”

“Sandra!” Dad booms from the lounge. “Knock it off.”

“What’s so urgent, Mum?” I drop my bag beside the hall table and turn to look at her properly. Her pupils are wide, but her features are enraged, not sad, as the puffiness under her eyes would have suggested.

She swallows. Says nothing. Stares.

I swear I feel every litre of my blood drain to my feet. So wrong. The woman is unflappable. I witnessed her drop a three-tier cake she’d made for a friend’s wedding on the floor and laugh it off. She doesn’t get agitated, and yet, she looks as though she’s about to go black widow on me and rip my head off.

I take two steps back to align myself with the lounge door, and incline my head toward Dad without taking my eyes off Mum. “Dad? What’s the urgency?”

“Sit down, Megan.”

He paces the room. The man who eats, sleeps, and drinks in his armchair every night is pacing. I’ve walked in the right house, haven’t I?

“Sit,” he barks again.

My legs buckle on command and I perch on the closest thing to me, the piano stool.

“Lemonade?” Mum asks, all chipper.

“She doesn’t need fucking lemonade, Sandra.” Dad stills. “Nobody’s thirsty.”

“What the fuck is appropriate then, Peter?” My parents don’t swear. “Since you’re the goddamn authority on this, you tell me.”

Dad’s eyes narrow; his jaw stiffens. He doesn’t speak a word, but even I can read he’s telling Mum to calm the hell down. Her nostrils flare as she stares him down. He points to her reading chair. She stomps her foot. 

My mother just stomped her foot like a freaking toddler. 

Who the hell are these people? 

“Sit down and offer your daughter support.”

Support? What do I need that for?

“Did it occur to you that I can’t stand to be in the room, that I don’t want to hear it twice?” Mum’s voice cracks, tears flowing free. “I shouldn’t have to hear it once,” she whispers. Her skirt billows as she spins and bolts across the hall to their room, slamming the door behind her.

I look to Dad and find him with one hand on his hip, the other over his bowed face. “What’s going on?”

“Meg….” He shakes his head and takes a seat, perched on the edge of the cushion. “I’ve got bad news, honey.”

I’d love to say I drift here, that my body shuts down and blocks out what he says, but it doesn’t. Terror has a funny way of taking control of your body. I would have loved to blank out his next words, to not have them tear a hole through my heart and rip my soul to shreds, but it isn’t to be. My ears tune in to every muted sniffle from Mum, to every tick of the clock over the mantle, and to every draw of breath my father makes before he manages to compose himself enough to say, “Den’s been killed in an accident.”

God, I’m going to be sick…. Shock—the first stage of grief. “Tonight?”

“On his way home from work. His bike was struck by a bus.”

“Why didn’t you come and get me? Why did you wait to tell me?” I thought it couldn’t have been that bad if they let me finish work first, but this….

“What could you have done, Meg?” Dad asks. “There was no reason to alarm you at the supermarket. We thought it best to wait until you were at home to hear the news.”

Is anywhere really best when it’s this kind of news? Did it honestly matter? I rub my temples as I replay what Dad’s just said. An accident. Den was killed riding his dirt bike. His pride and joy. He rode that two-stroke to the shop he worked at every day, and more often than not, would detour past the river to have a bit of fun on the way home. “But he should have been at the river. There aren’t any buses at the river, Dad.”

He sighs. Disbelief—the second stage of grief. “They think he went up the main road to get something from the shops. There wasn’t anything on him, so it’s just speculation.”

“Well they’ve got to be wrong. Are they sure it’s him?” Denial—stage three.

Dad scrubs both hands over his face, blowing out a heavy breath. I’m not making it easier for the man by a long stretch. But he’s had time to process this—I’m still working it out. Den. He’s life personified. Everywhere he goes people perk up and respond to his happy-go-lucky nature and joker personality. How can you kill life itself?

“We still need to ID the body,” Dad murmurs, “but they know it’s him, Meg.”

“They could still be wrong.” I push off the stool, darting for my backpack. “Has anyone tried ringing him—”

“Meg….” Mum’s hand covers mine as I tug at the zipper. When did she come back out?

I jerk my hand from under hers and yell, “Well? Have you tried?”

She recoils, new tears breaking the dam. “What the fuck do you think?”

“Try again. He might not have heard it, he might be busy or something, I don’t know….” Dad appears at the door to the lounge. “Try it, Dad!”

“Megan, you need to breathe. Calm down.”

“Calm down?” I shove my backpack roughly away. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Watch your language, young lady.” My father’s face is pure anger; it’s the expression that would make me cry as a small child. But today—today it makes me want to punch him.

“Watch my language?” I snarl. “That’s rich coming from somebody who’s been dropping F-bombs the whole time I’ve been home.”

“I don’t need this right now,” Mum murmurs, hands knitted in her normally perfect bob. She shakes her head from side to side, then drops her hands away and pins me with the weight of her frustration. “Stop being so selfish. Think about how we feel.”

“I am.” I dive around her and grab my backpack. “And right now I’m wondering who the fuck you both are. You’re not even trying to find out if they could be wrong.” When did the tears start? “You’re both happy to just accept your son, my brother, is dead. It’s like you couldn’t care less.”

Dad reaches for me, softness in his eyes. “Honey—”

“No.” I wrench away, twisting out of his reach. “I need to get out of here. I need to….” I don’t even know. I just know I can’t be in this pressure cooker a second longer. “I’m going out.”

“Megan!”

“No, Sandra. Let her.” Dad places his arm over Mum as a barrier, stopping her from inhibiting my exit.

I don’t say a thing. What can I say? They watch me leave, neither saying a word as I do. It seems the lot of us are tongue-tied for a change. This isn’t how bad news is supposed to be dealt. There’s meant to be tears, sure, but isn’t everybody supposed to hug one another and find comfort in numbers? I can’t recall ever seeing this scene played out in the movies or on TV and having the family screaming at one another. It’s not normal. It’s all wrong.

The whole day is fucked.

Den’s dead.

Den’s dead.

My brother has died. 

I could rephrase it a thousand ways and it wouldn’t make a lick of difference; I can’t bring myself to find resolution in that. I’m not even sure if seeing his body would convince me. I spoke to him just yesterday. We were going to have brunch tomorrow. He teased me about taking me to the noisiest café he could find because he knew I’d have a hangover after tonight.

We had plans.

Den doesn’t renege on plans.

He doesn’t quit on a person.

He fucking quit on me.

How could he? How could he be so stupid? What the hell went wrong that he didn’t see a bus? A damn bus! What was he thinking….

When the hell did I reach the corner? I spin around and look back up the two-kilometre stretch to our house. I’ve walked blindly, lost in my head for blocks. Finding a seat on the nearest meter box, I slip my backpack from my shoulder and feel around for my phone. The display lights up, showing me the time: eight forty-five. Plenty of time. I don’t care what they think… I need this. My thumb flies across the screen. Everybody processes their grief in different ways. What if this is mine? I hit Send and drop the phone in my lap. Who’s to say that getting blind drunk to forget the pain isn’t a suitable way to survive the chasm growing inside?

Den’s dead.

Nothing about this feels real. Nothing about this makes sense. It’s as though I’m a spectator in somebody else’s life. This wasn’t part of the plan. This was never meant to happen.

It did.

It happened, and there isn’t a fucking thing I can do to change it.

Cars pass me as I sit with anger pulsating in my veins. People head home from work, some probably on their way out for the night, and the odd vehicle goes by with a family crammed in the seats. People just go about their lives, a life my brother no longer has the privilege to share. Why him? Why not any one of them? My eyes are fixed to the boughs of a tree waving in the light evening breeze when the glint of a chrome wheel catches my attention. 

Jasper smiles at me from the open front window of his sedan. “You called?”

“Texted, technically.” I force a smile as I approach the car, running the side of my hand quickly below each eye.

He leans across and catches the handle, opening the door for me. “Ready for a big night out?”

“Yeah.” I drop into the seat and pull the door shut behind me, placing my bag between my legs. “I heard it’s going to be huge.”

“Marcus sent the invite out to a whole bunch of guys he knew at his old school.” He checks the side mirror, and then eases us into the road. “When Amelia got the invite back from the girls’ school in town it was pretty obvious the word had spread.”

“Wow.” Fucking Amelia. “Sounds crazy.”

“Guess we’ll know when the cops turn up, hey?” He smacks me on the thigh with the back of his hand. 

Jasper Arden touched me. I swear I’m never washing again. “I guess.” 

The car falls near silent, only the rumble of the engine and the muted tones from the radio between us. Jasper dials the music up and sends bass echoing off every surface around us. 

There are a lot.

I relish the distraction, the inability to hold a conversation without shouting at one another. My brow furrows as I try to work out why the hell I can be upset at the news, and yet already I’ve stopped crying. Where are the constant tears? What kind of cold bitch doesn’t bawl inconsolably when her best friend, her brother, her light, is taken away?

Maybe it’s my brain coping with the trauma? Just like Mr Clavers, I’ve numbed myself. There’s a roadblock between my synapses—a safety switch, and until I see the physical and undeniable truth of what’s happened, I’ll live in this self-inflicted limbo.

Daylight dims in the time it takes us to travel to the party site. I shift in the seat, cursing the fact I didn’t have the foresight to go to the damn toilet before I stormed out of the house, but heat of the moment and all that. Besides, catching Jasper’s reflection in my side window proves enough of a distraction. He’s got that permanent smirk on his face, which coupled with his sharp jaw and Roman nose makes him look confident and cocky. Jasper’s the kind of book a person can totally judge by its cover. He’s all of those things, and sure of himself. He’s out of my league.

“Do you have any friends going?” His hand retreats from the volume dial on the stereo.

“Not sure.” Liar. I don’t have friends, only acquaintances—the kids that I feel some strained connection to because we suffer the same torment and humiliation at the hands of the “in” crowd. Not that any of them would dare show up; a select few of us in our year were warned against going. “You’d be best to stay away unless you want your head bashed in.” “It’s only the popular people who are going, and you… well….” “Don’t you get it? Nobody likes you.”

I’ve heard it all before. Scare tactics. They’ve yet to follow through on any of the pathetic threats. “They,” being the kids in the cool clique. You know, the ones who have their own area in the quad that nobody dares contest? The ones who always get the best seats in class, whether they arrive first or last. The ones everybody is super nice to in the hopes they’ll be accepted, noticed, and welcomed into the fray, even though anyone with half a brain knows what a bunch of arseholes the posers really are.

Those kids.

“If you want to stick around long enough, I’ll drop you home when I go, too,” Jasper offers.

Any other day and I would have swooned at that. Any normal day and I would have damn near passed out from nerves. But today isn’t normal, it’s hell, and I couldn’t care less if Jasper dropped to one knee and proposed right now—I’m burning alive with anger and frustration I’m doing my best to forget. Maybe when I wake up tomorrow….

“I’ll remember that. Thank you.”

He casts me a suspicious look. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Why?” The glass of my window feels cool against my face. It goes some way toward easing my nausea from the swirling pool of emotion in my gut.

“You’re not normally this quiet and laid-back.”

How would he know? We’ve never spoken directly before today. It’s always been as part of a group, one that I’m usually in the process of being elbowed out of. “It’s just been a rough day.” I cram my tongue against the roof of my mouth. Not now. Don’t finally cry now.

“You’re lucky you didn’t have to wait long for me to pick you up.”

“Yeah?” I half-heartedly reply. 

“Yeah. I heard there was some fatality on the main road. Guy versus bus. Messy as hell. So I thought I better get a head start because the traffic might still be shit.” I catch his head turning rapidly in my peripheral vision. “Meg? You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah.” My voice is hoarse, but my words are clear. I should tell him the accident was Den. After all, they were friends once. But putting voice to that sentence is hard enough to think about, let alone do. “Are we almost there?”

“About five minutes I guess.”

I nod, my forehead stuck to the window. I don’t have a thing to drink; my cash and fake ID are still at home. “Did you bring much alcohol?”

“You need something?”

“If you have any spare.” His touch startles me, the heat of his palm penetrating my jeans. 

“I’ll hook you up, Meg. Don’t worry about it.”

He knows. Not about Den, but from the conviction and gentleness to his words, he knows that I didn’t come out tonight prepared for a reason; that something went down.

He cares, just like Den does. 

Just like Den did.

 





THREE

People are every-fucking-where. The grove is a large grassy area just off the east bank of Whitecaps River. Kids have been coming here for decades, as far back as when my parents were teens growing up in the area. It’s perfect for nights like this when a huge group want to get together. Logs rot amongst the overgrown grass around the tree line, creating seating for the bonfire that rages in the clearing. Stars shimmer above the grey smoke, breathtakingly beautiful in the frame created by the tops of the trees. Oaks mix with native Pohutukawa trees, the odd willow thrown in for variety the closer you get to the water.

The spot is nature at its very finest, and every year teenagers celebrating the end of another school year trash it. Exams start next week, and for most of us, this is the last chance at living it up as young adults before plans for University or out-of-school jobs start us on the slippery slope to “adulting.” 

“Heyyyy.” A half-baked chick in a dress that looks small enough to belong to a Cabbage Patch Kid wobbles her way toward Jasper. She looks familiar, but with the tonne of heavy makeup and shitty lighting from the bonfire, I can’t be sure if it’s who I think it is.

Everybody looks different when they’re given a chance to get out of the school uniform and show their true colours.

Jasper locks the car and rounds the hood to where I stand ignoring the chick and planning out my safe spots for the night—those niches where people are few and far between and the dark of night will hide me from public humiliation.

“Come pick what you want, Meg.” He gestures toward the boot of his car.

I follow, aware that the kid is also tracking our movements. She barges past me in her one-woman crusade toward Jasper, as though I’m invisible.

“Cassie, back up would you?” Thought it was her—Amelia’s mate. He gives her the kind of look I’ve seen my mother sport when she’s cleared the hair out of the shower drain, and shoves her away.

“I’ll wait here.” Her legs fold like a newborn deer’s and she plants her arse on a patch of daisies. Not even two seconds later she’s collapsed backwards and is out cold.

“Should we…?” I thumb at her uncomfortable looking position.

“Nah.” Jasper pops the boot and rustles about in a plastic shopping bag. “Someone will pick her up soon.”

Sure enough, by the time he’s re-emerged from the back end of his car with two bottles of pre-mixed JD, a member of the Catholic boys’ school rugby team has her under the arms and drags her back to a group sharing a joint.

“I’ve got this for you,” Jasper says, holding out the JD, “or beer.”

“This is great. Thank you.” I take the offered bottle and hold it to my chest. I didn’t grab a jersey before I left home, and the night air has already dropped a few degrees.

“Cold?” His hand runs a path up and down my arm, warming me with more than his touch.

“A little.”

He holds up a single digit and disappears behind the car again, coming out moments later with a dark grey hoodie sporting a huge green marijuana leaf on the back. “I can get it off you later.”

“Classy.” I chuckle. “Won’t you need it?”

He lifts another jacket I hadn’t noticed in his other hand. “I’m sorted.”

“Thanks.” His kindness humbles me and the damn tears I’d worked so hard to stave off on the way here edge back to the surface. No, don’t do it. I can’t make an ass of myself now. Not when I’m just starting to feel like I belong somewhere.

“Shit, Jasper. Didn’t know we could bring our dogs.”

And there it is—the love I’m so used to. I spin around and face our basketball captain, sucking in a breath between my teeth with a hiss. “Sheesh, Marcus. Pity huh? Maybe then you would have been guaranteed a shag if you’d brought Coco.”

He grimaces at the mention of his mother’s prize German Shepard. “Fuck off, Andrews.”

“You got somewhere you should be, Marcus?” Jasper steps up beside me, his forearm resting possessively on my shoulder. 

I fight the urge to beat my chest like an ape and bare my teeth at the arsehole who now backs away. Yeah, that’s right, motherfucker. He’s standing up for me.

“Right where I need to be,” Marcus answers cockily. He moves his critical eye between the two of us and frowns. “Why’s she even here?”

“I think she’s got as much right as the rest of us, don’t you?” Jasper steps forward, shoulders back and chest pushed out. His head cocks to the side as he finishes, “What exactly is it that makes you so much better than her anyway?”

“Dude,” Marcus says with a laugh. “She’s a troll. When you’re finished playing martyr over here, we’ve got plenty of talent over by Damien’s ute.”

I look across to Damien’s truck, and sure enough, there they are: the “talent.” It’s a code name for “hot chicks.” It shouldn’t bother me, the shit Marcus says, but when somebody calls you ugly there isn’t a single way to avoid the fact it stings.

I step back and turn away to leave, but Jasper’s hand catches my arm. Satisfied I’m not going anywhere, he turns back to Marcus. “Best you get your arse back over there and liquor that talent up some more, hey, otherwise a cocky jackass like you won’t stand a chance with them.”

“Fuck you, Jasper.”

“Fuck you too, Marcus.”

The two stare each other down and the grip on my arm gets a little tighter as Jasper’s frustration grows. Marcus steps away first, muttering something as he trudges across the grass to his posse, who has gathered around the member who’s chugging from a beer bong.

“Anybody gives you shit, you let me know.” Jasper ducks his head to level our eyes.

“Yeah, sure.” I don’t fully believe it, despite the showdown I just witnessed. 

He says he’ll be there for me now, but give him ten minutes and he’ll have a set of tits that hold more importance than the whole of me. 

“Why’d you do that?”

He shrugs and passes his hoodie over for me to use. “I guess everyone needs a break now and then, right?”

“Yeah.” I place the drink between my feet, still confused as to why he’s picked now to start giving a shit about a “troll” like me, and tug his hoodie on over my head. 

He reaches down and passes me the bottle of JD and Coke back, top removed, while I sling my backpack over my shoulder. An awkward beat passes with us staring at each other, hands touching as I take the drink from him. What is his deal? 

“Well, have a good one, yeah?” I take a couple of steps back, and then raise the drink in a toast. “And thanks again.”

“No sweat.”

I shake off the unease at what Jasper’s random acts of kindness could mean and melt into the crowd. People dance to the grunge rock that thunders out of speakers set up in the boot of somebody’s station wagon. The bonfire flames dance and lick at the sky, spitting hot embers out every so often onto the grass around the stone circle that contains the fire.

A memory of the only time we went camping as a family when I was barely school age comes in thick and fast, of Den throwing sticks he’d collected into the fire while Mum pleaded with him to stop.

I lift the bottle in my hand and press the glass neck to my lips, throwing my head back in an attempt to drown out the visual. The Jack Daniel’s is bitter on my starved tongue, burning as it hits my empty stomach. I should have grabbed something to eat from work at the very least before I headed out. Usually I have food left over from school, but today was a long-arse day and I ate every last scrap I took with me. If I’m lucky there’s a half-eaten muesli bar in the dark recesses of my bag, but I’m not game enough to check.

I was supposed to eat at home. I was supposed to drop all my shit off so I’m not carrying this damn bag around with me at a fucking party. Most of all, I was supposed to be reminding myself not to drink too much so Den would be surprised how hung-over I wasn’t at our lunch date tomorrow.

But things never work out as planned, and for what it’s worth, who really gives a fuck how much I drink now? As though to prove the point to myself, I stop walking and neck most of the bottle, ignoring the incessant burn that crawls back up my throat as I burp repeatedly. Fuck the pain—I need to get trashed. I need to forget why I’m here when I should be at home. 

Why were my parents so angry with me? What the fuck did I do?

I shrug my bag off my back and riffle through it until I find my phone. Seven missed calls, all in the last fifteen minutes. Looks like Mum’s feeling bad after all. I clear the notifications and turn the damn thing off. Teach her some. If they wanted me there with them while we grieved the loss of the best person I’ve ever known, they should have fucking shown at least a little support while they had the chance.

Fuck them.

Fuck Den.

Fuck my life.

I scull the last of the JD and toss the bottle on top of an overflowing recycling crate somebody’s been thoughtful enough to bring along. It crashes and rolls down to the grass with several others, but not a single head turns my way despite the din. I’m the invisible man when it comes to these preppy fucks. Nobody gives a damn about the punkish girl with the dark-coloured hair and even darker makeup. I’m not one of them, I don’t fit in, and so I’m not worth their time.

Selecting a dark corner of the grove, I beeline for an empty log, snagging a new drink from some random person’s six-pack as I pass by. Alcohol is left unattended left, right, and centre. If I really wanted to, I could spend all night circulating the party scoring free drinks. In fact, I just might.

I crack the top of the supersized can of beer and take a healthy swig, coughing at the bitter taste as the yeasty beverage coats my tongue. Fuck I hate this shit. But it’s release. It’s oblivion, and I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

“Whatever that beer did to upset you, I think it’s paying for it.”

I swivel my eyes to the source of the voice as I down another healthy chug of the dirt-tasting cheap shit. Beer trails down my chin as I fumble with the can. Holy hell. I’ve seen the guy before, working at the auto shop down the end of town, but never this close. He’s a Carver, which means he’s also trouble. Still, I sit like a fool, blinking repeatedly as I take him in… all of him. He’s droolworthy at a distance through the workshop door, but he’s a fucking twelve out of ten in close proximity.

“Shit day,” I explain, looking to the can in my hand in an attempt to shake my impending creeper status.

“Shit drink, too.” He reaches between his black denim-clad legs and produces a Southern Comfort mixer. “Have this instead.”

I eye the can in his hand, and then him. Jesus, he’s beautiful. Yet in a totally unconventional way: his nose is too sharp, his jaw too square, and he has tattoos on the side of his neck, framing his jawline. But the softness to his eyes, even in this light, makes up for it all.

“Why are you giving me a drink?”

I’ve heard rumours about my newfound drinking buddy; his family have a generations-old name as the troublemakers of our town. People have cited that anything from an illegal pot-growing operation right through to an amateur porn studio is run out of their heavily guarded property on the outskirts. People love to make up stories about what they don’t understand, and nobody understands the Carvers, or their eight-foot, razor wire-topped fence.

“You look like you need it, and also, I can’t sit here and drink beside you knowing you’re suffering through that shit.”

“Well,” I say, lifting the can. “This shit is getting me wasted, so that’s all that counts.” I take another large gulp to prove my point.

He wiggles the can of Southern Comfort at me with a raised eyebrow as though to prove his point. “Come on. You know you wanna.”

“Don’t know if I can trust you.” I spin around on the log so I sit with my back to him. “I’ve heard about your family, and as much as I don’t judge people on what others say, I can’t risk any of it being true.”

“Any of what?” he asks with a hint of humour in his voice.

“What if you’re trying to get me so drunk that I pass out and then I wake up in your sex studio, a brand-new Internet sensation?”

He laughs, loud and rich. “Is that one still going around?”

I hazard a glance over my shoulder at the guy and melt as he leans forward, elbows on his knees, and runs his palms up the sides of his lengthy Mohawk. I’ve never seen his hair styled that way before; last I saw him, he wore it long and over his eyes. The look fits though. His jeans are torn, chains dangle from his hip, and his leather jacket has studs that run down the spine and around the cuffs. He’s as much a modern punk as a person can get. 

It’s fucking hot.

My gaze drops to his eighteen-hole Doc Martens as he flicks the untied ends of the red laces around. He catches me looking, eyeing my choice of footwear also.

“I see we have a few things in common.”

“A few?” I kick out my right foot beside me. “Only one.”

He lifts a tattooed hand to point out my side shave. 

I flick the longer lengths over the close-cut patch as heat peppers my cheeks. “Spur of the moment thing.” 

“It looks cool.”

Seriously? Mr hot and mysterious thinks my unconventional hairstyle is cool? I guess…. I mean, given his choice of attire, it makes perfect sense. “I get teased about it.”

“So what?”

“So, it must look stupid.”

“Maybe the people teasing you are the stupid ones?” He takes a casual sip of his drink and peruses the crowd as I swivel around to sit side-on to this intriguing guy again. “All I see out there are a hundred people so insecure in their own identity that they think the best idea is to copy the person next to them.” He chuckles. “Fucking sheep.”

“Yeah, but it’s a hundred sheep against one lone wolf. Majority usually wins.”

He slides along the log until there are mere inches between us. “Tell me, Loner Girl, why do you need to get off your face tonight?”

Silence—it’s all he gets. I’ve been doing a pretty fine job of forgetting exactly how my world has just been irrevocably changed until now. Loner girl. Yeah, that’s just what I am now I don’t have Den in my corner. The creeping sense of shame at how selfish I’m being, sitting out here with the singular purpose of getting drunk enough to forget my own name, takes over. What would Den think if he could see me now? Fuck. I’d probably be hurting his feelings, keeping our family divided at a time when we should be united.

Not my fault, though. I wasn’t the one acting weird in response to what happened; at least, not at the start.

“Fair enough.” I startle at my buddy’s answer to my cone of silence. He slides away down the log and I find my voice.

“My older brother, Den, died today.”

He freezes. “Shit.”

“Yeah.” I chuckle. “It’s shit.” Tears follow, running in fat, slow rivers over my cheeks until they reach the point of my chin. Droplets fall to the grass below, indecipherable to anybody who might look on from a distance, but obvious as hell to my log neighbour.

He doesn’t utter a word, just quietly places his drink down and twists it into the grass to ensure it won’t tip over, and then scoots close enough that our hips touch. His arm slowly snakes around my shoulders, and tentatively, as though giving me all the time in the world to protest, he pulls me into the side of his chest and completes the circle with his right arm across my collarbone, linking his hands at my shoulder.

I cry silently, the tears flowing until the neck of Jasper’s hoodie is soaked and the rivulets tickle my neck. The whole time, this anomaly of society holds me to his chest, his breaths steady and sure as I quietly fall apart and pick myself up again. 

I ease out of his hold after what must have been a fair while, and give a small smile. “Thank you for that.”

“You sure this is the best place to be right now?” he asks gently. “Do you have family who might be looking for you?”

I shrug. “Mum and Dad are at home. Things were… tense when they broke the news. I walked out.” I duck my head in shame. The things he must think of me.

“Maybe you’d be better off with them right now, not in a clearing full of drunken idiots.”

Rub it in, why don’t you?

“Maybe you should just let me grieve in my own way,” I snap, snatching up my backpack as I rise to my feet. “Thanks for offering the drink.”

I march off toward the trees, intent on finding somewhere to hide, empty my fit-to-burst bladder, and then drink away my misery in peace. The low twiggy branches scratch at my face as I push into the thicket. I’m so damn focused on the malicious little fuckers that I don’t realise how far I’ve gone. My foot slips on loose shingle, and the stones skitter down the short rock face into the river below. Damn it. I almost made my parents completely childless. The fall isn’t that far, but the river is shallow this time of year, and if the sharp rocks protruding from the water hadn’t have done me in, my half-inebriated state would have fucked me up when I tried to find my way back up to the river bank in the dark of night.

I sink to my arse on a boulder covered in scrubby undergrowth and sob loudly, fresh out of tears but still so full of regrets. An overwhelming need to see Den grows in my chest, a living thing that claws at my ribcage until I’m forced to stand and do something to rectify the problem. The thicket tears new lines in my exposed skin as I push back towards the clearing after finally getting relief, hell-bent on finding Jasper so he can drive me home.

I shouldn’t have left. 

I shouldn’t have been so selfish.

Standing at the edge of the trees, I look around at the masses of people, but I can’t see Jasper anywhere. People pay no mind as I wander blindly through the crowd, doubling back on myself and losing track of where I am in the enormous space as I circle the bonfire over and over, trying to find my ride out of here. The flames hiss and roar beside me, lulling me with their warmth while I down stolen drink after stolen drink. Someone passes me a joint, and I take a hit, passing it back absently as I stumble forward again in a vain attempt at finding where Jasper’s gone.

I can’t even remember what he was wearing; the guys all look the same out here in their dark denim and printed tees. 

I pass a girl I’ve seen at least four times now, and drop to my knees, defeated. Jasper’s probably off fucking some leggy bitch in his car, or somewhere deep in the forest. I knew I couldn’t trust him to keep his word. I felt it in my gut. Leopards don’t change their spots. If he wanted to make sure he could take me home when I needed to go, he would have kept himself visible, kept an eye on me. Wouldn’t he?

Two discarded beers later and I’m about ready to tear the grass from the ground beneath my head to pile it up in a makeshift pillow. Why bother trying anymore? I’m eight parts drunk out of my mind and it’s miles back to town. My limbs are weak, my head swimming; I’d struggle to get to the main road without falling over and passing out in the roadside scrub along the way. I open my eyes a final time to search out where Jasper parked and spot the blue sedan peeking out from behind a beaten up old Toyota ute on the far side of the bonfire.

I can do it. I have to give it one last shot and check if that’s where he is.

The ground is spongy from the midnight dew that’s begun to settle on the grass. Thank fuck for Jasper’s hoodie, otherwise I’d be a frozen mess by now. It has to be all of six degrees out and dropping rapidly. My hands are covered in blades of grass and mud as I stand on shaky legs and start the short but troublesome journey to where Jasper’s car is parked. My feet follow each other blindly over the sodden ground, beelining straight past the searing heat of the glowing bonfire. Lord knows my brain isn’t telling them where to go—it’s still cycling on a sadistic loop of Den’s death, my parents’ reactions, Jasper’s false offer to help if I wanted to leave, and the troublemaking drinking buddy I made back at the log. 

A high-pitched giggle crashes into my left shoulder, sending me spinning around like a tenpin unsure if it wants to fall or not. I slam my feet down on the grass, looking for traction, and slide into an ungainly split as I lose my balance and tumble onto my side… right into the edge of the fire.

Shrieks pierce the air around me, and after a while I realise one of the high-pitched wails is mine. The synthetic fabric of Jasper’s hoodie melts onto my blistering skin as I look down and realise that I’ve placed my hand squarely in the burning chunks of wood to break my fall. A glowing log has rolled over the back of my hand, and even after I realise what I’ve done, it takes me precious seconds to connect the dots in my brain and yank my hand free of the restriction. Flesh tears, blistered and raw, burning even when I’ve brought my hand free of the flames.

“Meg!” Jasper breaks through the crowd of stunned and useless onlookers. “Fuck, what did you do?”

What did I do? Does he think I did this on purpose? “I fellovah,” I slur.

He reaches out toward my melted and seared forearm, and then recoils. “Is anyone sober enough to drive?” he shouts into the crowd.

A murmur spreads through the onlookers. Everyone’s as toasted as I am, although I am in more ways than one, now. Yeah, I giggle at my own joke.

“Shit.” He runs a ragged hand through his matted hair as Amelia emerges from the crowd, panting.

“Why did you—?” Her question breaks off as she lays eyes on me sucking in staggered breaths while I try to peel some of the burnt polyester off my wrist. “Oh my God.” Her hands fly to her over-glossed lips.

I squint at Jasper as it dawns on me his lips are just as shiny. Motherfucker….

“Are you going to fucking help her, or just stand there?”

Great—now my drinking buddy’s here, too. At least I’ve given them all a tale to tell for years to come. Silver linings, right? I’ll be immortal amongst the greater district’s senior years after this, an anecdote at graduations for years to come.

“What the fuck is wrong with you arseholes?” Carver drops to his knees beside me. “Has anyone got water?” 

Two bottles get heaved in from the crowd. They bounce and roll at his feet as somebody snaps a picture with his or her phone. Hopefully the bonfire fucks with the lighting enough that I’m not recognisable. I’ll check Facebook in the morning.

Carver unscrews the cap and douses my arm with the first bottle. I hiss as the change in temperature sends needles piercing through the injured skin. My head feels as though a sparkler is alight inside, and the pinging sparks are ricocheting off the confines of my skull. Still, the heat radiating off me is unbearable. I clutch my elbow, as close as I dare touch to my wrist without brushing on the burnt skin, and squeeze hard while I will the pain to ease.

“Nobody can drive, Meg.” Or nobody wants to. Jasper sidesteps closer to screw his face up at the sight of my arm. “You need to call your parents or something.”

Fuck. No. They don’t need more worry. Another phone call about an injured child—even if I am still alive—and Dad’s likely to have a heart attack. “I’ll sawt it,” I grind out, irritated my words aren’t as clear as I’d like.

“Like fuck you will,” Carver murmurs.

He rips his T-shirt off over his head and drenches it with the second bottle before laying the wet fabric ever so gently over my arm. I register the cut and inked torso before me, but I’m way too preoccupied with the searing pain pulsing throughout me to care.

“But I need tago to Aftah Hours.” I shoot what I hope is a venomous stare Jasper’s way, trying to convey that this is in most part his fault for being AWOL. In my current state it probably comes off as more of a crazy cat lady hiss.

“I know you do,” Carver says while placing a hand under each elbow. “Up we go.”

I let him help me to stand as Jasper takes a step closer to announce, “I can take it from here.”

Satisfied I’m not about to fall flat on my arse, Carver lets go of my arm and whirls on Jasper, shunting him in the chest with both hands. “Really?” He shoves a stunned Jasper again as onlookers clear a space for a fight.

“Back off, arsehole.” Jasper steadies himself and steps into Carver’s space, chest to chest, his fiery stare locked on to an undeniably murderous one.

“Only letting this go so I can get her treated.” Carver jabs an angry hand in my direction, still staring Jasper down and staging for a brawl. “You’re fucking lucky, kid.”

“What the hell, man?” Jasper throws both hands in the air as Carver backs up a step. “Why are you being such a douche? It’s not as though I pushed her in.”

“You wanna know why I’m being such a jerk?” He laughs bitterly. “Because if you were a true friend, you’d be busting your arse to get her to an A and E. Not telling a girl who clearly has at least second-degree burns that she needs to sort her own shit out.”

Carver has no option but to follow me as I start away from the group, fed up with being the centre of attention. He catches up and grabs the end of his T-shirt together over my burnt arm so the excess water runs down the loose fabric to soak the rest. “You got a phone on you?”

“Yeah.” I fix my gaze on the dirt road that leads into the grove. “But I’m not calling anyone.” The crisp night air sobers me somewhat the second we step away from the heat of the fire.

Carver opens his mouth to protest, but before I can even blink, an airborne Jasper latching on to his back drives him into the ground. 

“Hey!” I cry out as Carver rolls Jasper off him, flipping their positions.

Several partygoers come in for a closer look as Jasper thrashes like a rugby league player under Carver, managing to at least roll onto his back. Carver straddles his hips, fist reared back and ready to strike.

“Stop it!” I yell, squinting my eyes at the pain that sears through my skull from the effort.

One of Jasper’s buddies shunts Carver to tip him off balance, preventing the strike. My drinking buddy plants one strong hand on Jasper’s shoulder to pin him to the ground and looks around for who shoved him. I grab the chance to get in his line of sight and urge him to let it go. This shit is the last thing I need following me around: Meg Andrews—the girl who ruined the end of year party.

“Come on,” I damn near beg. “I need to get my arm looked at, right?”

Carver’s wild eyes flick to where I stand between him and the guy who shoved him off Jasper. The unchecked rage eases, and he pushes to stand, but not without thrusting his hand into Jasper’s shoulder first, causing him to grunt in pain.

“Meg,” Jasper pleads, changing tactics. “You can’t be seriously thinking about going with this weirdo? How do you know he’s even going to take you to the ER?”

Is he fucking serious? He honestly thinks that little of Carver that he assumes the guy is only out to take advantage of me? I glance over at Carver where he stands a few feet away and meet his intense gaze. A beat passes, the two of us simply staring at one another, and I see it: honesty.

“I don’t know for sure,” I reply to Jasper, eyes still on Carver. “But I trust him.”

Jasper shakes his head as one of his mates helps him to stand. “Whatever, Meg. I’m out. You’re on your own.”

Good. I’m starting to think it’s the way to be, given the complications that seem to come with suddenly being in demand.

Carver holds out his hand, urging me silently to join him. I step his way as Jasper heaves a laden breath and stomps off to join the dwindling crowd. 

Carver’s hands wrap around my “bandaged” arm when I reach him, and he frowns. “I’m sorry I lost my shit then.”

“He wasn’t exactly helping the situation.”

“Still, we need to get you to Emergency straight away, but I didn’t drive here. I’ve got no car.” Carver rests my arm in his upturned hand and guides us toward the exit of the clearing. “Do you have someone I can call who could come get you?”

Fuck’s sake, we’re back to this again. “No. I already said I don’t.” I stop walking, making him stumble with me as he comes to an abrupt halt. The distant flames highlight every dip and hollow of his built frame, casting shadows that accentuate his abs and the V of his muscles where they dip into his waistline. Any other time I might find that distracting, but strangely enough the incessant throb of my arm coupled with the spinning gyroscope of my brain has me pretty well sorted when it comes to shit to think about. “My parents don’t need any more stress tonight. I got drunk and did something stupid, so I will sort it out myself.” At least my words are clearer now—yay for me.

“You can’t even walk properly,” Carver helpfully points out. “Hold this.”

I take the ends of his T-shirt from him. “Why?” My arm pulsates, fat and hot. 

“I’m calling someone.”

“No.” I drop the shirt to place my hand over his and stop him from pulling his phone from the front pocket of his jeans. The T-shirt hits the ground with a heavy thwack.

He stoops down and collects it, dusts the debris off, and rewraps my wound with a heavy sigh. “Yes, Meg.”

I look up the dirt road and frown. The fence-lined access route stretches on almost as far as the eye can see, running along the top of the stopbank. It took us almost fifteen minutes to get here by car. It’ll take me over an hour to walk back to town.

“Who do you have in mind?” I cede.

“Does it matter?” Carver asks, lifting my free hand to place it over the tucked ends of his T-shirt. 

He has a point. If they have transportation and a way to get me to the hospital to have this burn treated, then what does it matter? The creepy gym teacher from school could ride in on a donkey and it’s still a better option than walking.

“I guess not.” I glance back at the bonfire to find the crowd dispersed now that the entertainment’s over, and Jasper and Amelia nowhere to be seen. “Ring ’em up. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”





FOUR

We’ve been walking in silence for what feels like forever, only the dull crunch of the dry dirt under our boots breaking the still of the night. Carver, as I’ve dubbed him without an actual name, thought it would be best if we started toward the main road, said it would make us easier to find.

I steal a glance over at him in the moonlight as he walks, hands in pockets and head hung. His jawbone is sharp and pronounced against the ink on his neck, devoid of any hair. For all his unconventional dress sense, his face is impeccably groomed. 

“Why do you dress like that?” I blurt out.

He hazards a quick look my way before returning his focus to the road under our feet. “Odd question from somebody like you.”

I glance down at my choice of clothing and smile. “I meant, when I’ve seen you at the mechanic’s, you don’t come off as somebody who has studs in their wardrobe.” A little bit rocker maybe, but not punk.

He chuckles. “You think people would appreciate a few safety pins on the staff uniform?”

“Maybe.”

His lips curl up in a half smile as he looks over at me. “Well, I can tell you now that it’d never happen.” He runs a hand over his hair. “They already made me trim my Mohawk.”

“But you never had it spiked.”

He frowns a little as my cheeks heat. Way to give away your stalker status there, Meg. 

“No, but they still had problems with how long it was. Said it looked scruffy hanging in my face, and a whole heap of other bullshit like it was a hazard because it might get in the way and cause an injury.” He sighs and lifts his chin to look into the distance. “It’s only hair—it’ll grow back.”

I squeeze my arm, the burn giving off random pangs of pain as we walk. “You didn’t exactly answer my question though.”

“Why I dress like this?”

I nod, bottom lip between my teeth. 

His eyes are drawn to the pinched flesh as he answers. “Why do you?”

“Because I like to be left alone, and looking different kind of helps with that.”

“Exactly.” He bumps a loose fist into my shoulder. “You’re onto it. We’ve all got our reasons for being who we are, Meg.”

Ain’t that the truth. Once upon a time I wanted to be just like the other girls at school—pretty and wholesome. It took me years to realise that the look just wasn’t me, and as much as I tried to force it, studying the teen magazines for the latest trends, I would still be mocked for not getting it right. Cut-price brands and home-made accessories stood out like a sore thumb against their trendy surf shop labels and full-price jewellery. All it did was draw the vultures to me. I was an easy target; I would cry after the simplest insult, and like food-starved predators, they hunted me for their fix on a daily basis.

So I embraced my “weirdness.” I used it against them. I dyed my hair black in a sea of bottle blondes, and I wore dark makeup in a room crowded with pink gloss and neutral eyeshadow. Their ballet flats were offset by my chunky boots, their stonewash jeans by my black, spiderweb-adorned leggings.

They stopped mocking me and the rumours started: I was a witch; I sacrificed people’s pets to place curses on my peers; I had laughed at my grandparents’ funerals.

My grandparents are all alive. I wouldn’t know the front end of a spell book from a dictionary. Lies. Conjured by the scared to justify their hate toward me.

But the fear left me alone. The teasing lessened. The insults became weekly rather than daily. I could walk to class without being shoved and tripped.

I love the solitude as well as loathe it. It’s a strange compromise.

I look over at Carver again while we continue up the road—me lost in my head and him seeming a million miles away as well. He focuses ahead, shoulders stiff and hands in his pockets. But the gentle tic of his jaw every so often hints to darker thoughts. He huffs out a sigh and rubs a hand over his mouth.

“Are you all right?”

His eyes find mine, and he gives me a lame attempt at a smile. “Yeah. Just the night hasn’t ended up how I predicted.”

“I can second that.”

He frowns. “I wasn’t meaning with you. I meant….” Carver drops his head back and sighs. “I’ve got a bit on my mind, so I’d planned on having a few quiet ones and keeping myself entertained watching you lot make fools of yourselves.”

“I guess I at least helped with the second part.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, I guess you did.”

“If you wanted to be alone, though, why did you talk to me at the log?”

Carver shrugs, slowing his pace as headlights turn out from a side road. 

“You seemed familiar, like I know you from somewhere.”

“But we’ve never really met before now.”

“I know.”

He jogs ahead a few steps, waving his arms over his head as the car turns off down another road. Tyres squeal on the sealed intersection, and I watch the car reverse and straighten out while I ponder his words. Has he seen me before? Has he been watching me from afar the same as I have him?

Get a grip, Meg. As though a seventeen-year-old outcast would be worth his time.

An old, wide sedan rumbles toward Carver and me, the engine deep and throaty as it slows to a stop beside him. I freeze to the spot, hand on the drying T-shirt as I run my eye over the primer-grey-coloured Falcon. Fuck no. I’ve seen this car around before, and if I thought the rumours about Carver’s house were bad, the ones about this car are urban legend worthy.

“Meg?” Carver holds the back door open, the side of his face lit by the dull yellow interior light. “You okay?”

“Who is this?” I take a step back and feel grass underfoot. I could leap the fence; it’s only a three-wire. 

“A friend. Are you getting in?”

I shake my head vehemently, backing toward the No. 8 wired farm fence. Should only be three or four paddocks max before I find the owner’s house. 

“Meg.”

“It doesn’t hurt as bad now… I’ll just… um, thanks for your help.” The dirt scratches under the heel of my boot as I spin and hotfoot it back to the party. I can just hang around until someone sobers up. There’s bound to be more water that I can—

“Meg!” The steady crunch of the dirt road grows louder with his approach.

I duck and weave, trying to evade his grasp. He snags me by the hood of Jasper’s stupid fucking sweater as my bag slams against my legs. 

“What the hell?” His dark brows furrow as he looks me over with blatant confusion. “You need medical attention, and that”—he thrusts his hand at the purring Ford—“is our ride.”

“Girls get raped in that fucking car,” I whisper yell, leaning in close to his musky scent.

His eyebrows damn near shoot off his forehead. “What the fuck?”

“Yeah, I heard the stories. And no, it wasn’t a rumour,” I argue defiantly. “Tennison Butler said that her sister’s car was tampered with and that that car came to help her jumpstart it, but the person driving it knocked her out fucking cold and dragged her in the back.”

Carver snorts. “Seriously. You need to stop watching Ripley’s Believe It or Not before bed.”

“Heard that Jacob Kluger’s sister was assaulted too.” I stick my nose up in the air, glaring at him. “Everyone knows that the driver of that car preys on women who’re stranded on the side of the road.”

“Jesus, fuck,” he mutters, taking a hold of my sleeve. “Move.”

I dig my heels in. “No.”

“Move,” he repeats more forcefully, yanking me toward the car.

My heart rate spikes; I can’t die out here. I hyperventilate as he shoves me toward the open door, forcing my head down with his large hand so I don’t smack it on the roof. I close my eyes tight as I spill over the wide back seat, his body heat following me in before the door slams shut and the light goes off. Fuck, I should have blown him off back at the log, lost myself in the crowd sooner. 

“Open your eyes, you fucking moron.” There’s a lilt of humour in Carver’s voice. “You really are still pissed as a newt, huh?”

Why isn’t the car moving yet? I roll awkwardly on the seat so I’m sitting up, doing everything I can to avoid putting pressure on my bad arm. Left eye first; I crack it open and locate his shoulder inches from my face.

“Hi,” he teases. “You done being a melodramatic fool yet?”

“Are you going to rape and kill me?”

He sighs and drops his head back on the seat as I crack my right eye open. “Babe, if I wanted to do that you’d be in twenty pieces in the fucking forest by now.”

I search his face for a hint of truth to that statement and come up blank. He looks like he’s kidding given the tilt of his lips, but those eyes lock on to me with unwavering intensity. This could go either way. Why did I trust him so freely?

“They all this crazy?” a female voice sings out from the front seat.

I open my eyes properly and look toward the driver seat to find a white-blonde woman in a skintight tank and leather pants, sitting with her left hand resting on the gear stick.

Her amused blue eyes find mine, and she twists around to stick out a ruby-red-tipped hand. “Hi. I’m Tanya.”

I opt out of shaking her hand in case this is still some sort of trap to force my guard down, and lift my palm in a quick wave instead. “Meg.”

“Figured that.” She winks, and then turns to Carver. “Where we off to, bro?”

“A&E.” He thumbs my way. “Overly Suspicious here decided she needed a memoir to remember this night by and scorched herself in the bonfire.”

Tanya tuts as she shifts the Falcon into gear. 

The car idles forward, and Carver reaches for the handle above his door. “Hold on.”

Before I can register exactly what to, I’m lurched against my door as Tanya plants boot and spins the tail end of the car around on the dirt road. She whips it straight and drops her lead foot back onto the accelerator, sending us flying down the country road with headlights that are way too dim for these kind of speeds.

“I’ll let you blink if you like,” Carver says with an amused tone.

I snap my dazed gaze away from the clouds of fog over the road that vanish as the car ploughs through them, and twitch an awkward smile at him.

“We’ll get you looked at, and then I’ll get Tanya to take you home.”

“You don’t need to do that. Honestly. Just drop me off at the doors; I’ve already taken up enough of your night.”

He lays a casual arm over my shoulders, as though it’s no big deal, and tugs me across the vinyl seat to his side. “Rubbish. You’re the most fun I’ve had for a while. Beats going home and finishing getting rat-faced with the extended family.”

“Hey!” Tanya protests from the front.

“No offence, sis, but you and your crew….” He sucks in a breath between his teeth, making a hissing noise. “Get you lot on the turps and it’s like listening to a fucking henhouse with a fox in it.”

She laughs loud and genuinely at his criticism, and strangely it relaxes me. They clearly share a light and easy relationship—something I once had, too.

Crisp pine-laced air filters through the car’s vents as I begin to recognise the outskirts of town out my window. Thoughts of Den, memories of the crazy antics we’d gotten up to over the years, multiply in my mind like photos shaken out of a box. I try in vain desperation to push them back, hide them away until I’m somewhere more private, but his face won’t relent.

He’s there, smiling, laughing at me for being “such a Muppet,” as he used to say. My eyes burn and my nostrils flare like crazy as I work to supress the emotions that bubble over. Strain causes my throat to burn, and my shoulders give an involuntary shudder. Once the first wave ripples through me, there’s no holding it back. My entire upper body shakes, and a spluttered whimper bursts from my lips.

“Hey,” Carver coos, pulling me tighter. “Take it a day at a time. Before you know it, you’ll look back on how you handled this and laugh.”

“I hope so,” I mumble.

Tanya’s kohl-lined eyes flick up to the rear-view. “Is she okay?”

“Brother died today,” Carver answers simply. No beating around the bush here.

“Oh, baby girl,” she whispers, returning her gaze to the road. “I’m sorry.”

I snap. The love between these two, and the selfless compassion they’re showing me—it’s too much. By the time we pull up outside the emergency room I’m a wailing, hyperventilating, snot-bubble-covered mess in the arms of a total stranger who’s slowly becoming everything that’s right in my world.





FIVE

Six hours in a hospital will do wonders when it comes to sobering up—literally and emotionally. By the time we emerge from the ER with my burn bandaged and a paper bag of painkillers clutched in the crook of my good arm, I’m sober as a nun, but with a tongue that could sand wood smooth. 

“How you doing, trooper?” Carver smiles down at me as we walk through the dim car park towards the Falcon. Tanya swaggers ahead of us on heels that are ridiculously high for how aggressively she drove earlier. Probably took a bit of practice.

“Felt better.”

“The codeine should kick in soon and you’ll be able to get to sleep at least, rest it off.”

“I didn’t mean my arm,” I say with a shake of my head. We stop while Tanya unlocks the car. “I walked out on my parents when they broke the news, and now I’ve been gone all night.”

“You could have called them if you thought they’d be worried.” 

Thanks for that nugget of truth. I could have—he’s right—but for some reason I couldn’t bring myself to try and explain this all over the phone; why I need to be as far from them as possible while I come to terms with Den’s death. “Doesn’t matter now anyway. I’ll be home soon.”

“You want company while you talk to them?”

I glance up at him from my position half in the car, hand on the door. “No offence or nothing, but I think you turning up after I’ve been off the radar all night might be a bit too much.”

He takes the insult in good heart and nods as we get ourselves comfortable in the back. I find something to hold on to, my lesson about Tanya’s driving well and truly learnt from the ride here. Apparently cars didn’t need to have seat belts installed pre-80s. Fun.

As it turns out, my fears are unjustified and her erratic rally style must be reserved for emergencies only. We pull up alongside the kerb, my parents’ house looming over the idling car. I glance out at the drawn curtains, tempted to ask my ride to just carry on, to get me as far away from the reality of it all as possible.

“Come on,” Carver urges. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

Tanya picks her phone up from the centre console and busies herself, effectively giving us as much privacy as she can muster while being cooped up in the same car. I glance over at the social outcast beside me who’s done nothing but be kind and helpful to a complete stranger all night long, and falter. What can I say to him? Thank you doesn’t seem like enough. 

He opens the door and steps out onto the sidewalk, appearing much more menacing now that he wears only his leather jacket over his bare chest; the T-shirt is a damp ball in the foot well of the car. I get out behind Carver and draw a deep breath, the sweet scent of the roses next door only serving to sadden me more. I never thought a flower could hold so much of my heart, but the memories that are attached to that smell are bittersweet now that I’ve lost both people I associate with them: Mr Clavers, and now Den. 

“You got a key to get in, or do you need to wake them up?” Carver studies the house, a frown on his face as he jams both hands in his jeans’ pockets. 

“I’ve got a key.”

The uneven scrape of the car window as Tanya winds it down by hand has me turning back to the Falcon. She jerks her head to indicate I should step closer. I bend at the waist to come eye level with her and see inside the low vehicle.

“You’re good people, Meg.” She reaches a hand through the window and takes one of mine. “If you need anything, you let us know. Shit’s going to get hard, real hard, and you’ll have those days when you want to flip a middle finger to the world. And that’s okay. Just don’t make yourself do it alone.” She tips her chin toward Carver. “Get that big lug to give you his number so you can message us when you need anything.” She dips her chin and raises both eyebrows. “And I mean anything, okay?”

I nod, warmed and equally as uneasy at her act of sheer kindness. “Sure.” I’ve only known these two for a few hours, but already they’ve given me more comfort than my parents could manage combined.

“Brett!” Carver walks over at the sound of his name. 

Brett. Carver suit him better.

“Give the girl your number so she can call us if she needs anything.”

He holds out a hand for my phone. Déjà vu hits me square in the face, only this time I feel somewhat more comfortable with the dance than I did with Jasper. I pass my phone over and watch the tall, dark mystery as he enters his digits. 

Tanya taps me on the hip to grab my attention. “Give us a call next weekend, yeah? There’s a tattoo convention on in town I was going to check out, and some company other than the regulars would be cool.”

I take my phone back and offer a shrug. “It sounds like fun, but I can’t promise how I’ll be feeling.” I swallow down the lump wedged in my throat. “Plus, I’m not sure when Den’s funeral is yet.”

“Shit, yeah. Of course.”

Carver’s hand rests on my shoulder. “Come on. I saw the curtains shift so I think the jig is up.” Doesn’t matter that I know his real name now, he’s always going to be Carver to me. 

Tanya winds her window up as I walk up the path with her brother by my side. The two of them are chalk and cheese, and if I didn’t know, I wouldn’t have picked them as related. He’s tall and built, yet she’s short and petite. He’s all sharp angles and harsh lines, whereas Tanya’s all perfect skin and curves in the right places. 

I feel around in the front pocket of my bag for the key while Carver stands off to the side with his arms crossed over his chest. His face is drawn after a long night at the hospital, his eyes a little bloodshot. His once spiked Mohawk sits haphazardly, half in his eyes as he pushes out his bottom lip to blow it out of the way. God only knows what I look like after a full night of unplanned shenanigans.

“I guess thank you is in order,” I say as I slot the key in the lock. “But it doesn’t seem enough.”

He pushes off the front wall and takes a step toward me. “Hey, you don’t have to say anything.”

“I do,” I insist, hesitating with the handle turned. “You didn’t have to call Tanya, or help me out at the bonfire. Shit, you didn’t even have to say hello to the sad girl on the log, but you did, and….” Damn the recurring restriction in my throat. “And it meant a lot.”

He takes me by surprise and reaches out a hand to run his fingers in a gentle sweep along my jaw. “You’re a strange creature, Meg, but I like you.” An awkward moment passes with me stunned silent, my hand still on the door, before he turns and jogs down the porch steps.

I step inside, head spinning from more than just my burgeoning hangover, and pause when he calls up the path, “Don’t forget to ring next weekend, even if you are busy with… you know.”

Shell-shocked by the man who’s just made himself a fixture in my life, I watch as he ducks his large frame into the front passenger seat of the Falcon. Tanya starts the engine, and as they pull away, Carver throws a hand out the window to wave over the roof.

I close my eyes, the pain so real at having to let go of a night of distraction and enter back into the fresh hell that awaits me. My breaths come steady and even as I do my best to prime myself for the inevitable. Ten, nine, eight, seven—

“Where the hell have you been?” Dad’s low question resonates off the walls of the entrance and shakes its way through my skin to settle deep in my bones. 

“Out.” I open my eyes and murmur, “I’m ready to talk now.”





SIX

A shift took place last night. Not only in myself, but also in our family. Mum sits across from me at the dinner table, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of tea. Her normally bright face is drained and pale, and her eyes have a permanent red puffiness underneath them. 

Mum and Dad were good enough to let me shower this morning before we sat down to talk, only offering a grunt in response when I said I’d explain the bandage on my arm after. Neither one of them said a thing about the fact that they woke me up in Den’s bed after I’d called a timeout when I arrived home so I could crash for a bit.

Dad stands at the stove, a stack of pancakes beside him. He only cooks when he’s conflicted. The last time I saw him make us all breakfast he was trying to decide if he should accept a job offer or not.

I walk my fingertips along the handle of my fork and rest my face in the opposite hand. Mum sighs unnecessarily loud and twists her body away from me as she has a sip of her hot drink, ironically housed in her Little Miss Sunshine mug. I glance at her from under my lashes and scour the details of her face, her body language, and wonder if I’ll ever again know the woman she was when I left for school yesterday. 

“I’m sorry we took our anger out on you, Megan,” Dad starts. He still faces the stove. “It was unfair and probably no wonder that you reacted the way you did.”

“But you should have called,” Mum snaps. “I was worried sick. You left in such a bad mood; there was no telling what you went off to do. And when I heard about the river party that got shut down—”

“They shut it down?”

“Focus on what’s important, Megan,” she shouts. Her eyes bore holes through me, and I sink down into my chair, spinning the fork under my hand.

“When I heard about that, and you still didn’t come home….” She trails off as tears well in her eyes, but unlike for Den, she doesn’t let them flow for me. “I feared the worst.”

“I needed time to process everything.”

“Who were the people who dropped you off?” Dad questions as he sets the pancakes down in the centre of the table.

“Friends.”

“How come we’ve never seen them before, then?” Mum grills.

I shrug. “I guess you’ve never taken interest.” If they did, they’d know that it wasn’t just a lie that Tanya and Carver are regular friends, but that I have any at all. If they did take notice of their only daughter, they’d know she was the school loner.

“They looked a little rough,” Dad states carefully. “I’m sure I’ve seen that car at the Carver property before.”

“So what if you have?” I don’t mean for it to come out bitchy, but what’s said is said.

“I’d appreciate if you could tone down your temper for this conversation, Megan.” He lances me with a warning stare before stabbing two pancakes on his fork and transferring them to his plate. “We all got off on the wrong foot last night, and we’re in new territory here. So how about we work as a team to get through this, not fight one another?”

He’s so right that it hurts. Here we are bickering about who it was that I came home with when the heart of the matter sits unanswered. “When do you confirm it’s him?” I ask.

“We did it last night,” Mom answers in monotone syllables. “That was why I tried to call you; to take you with us to see him.”

If it were possible for my chest to implode into a black hole for my soul, I think it might have just done so. My lungs hurt, and my head pounds from the pressure of regret rather than too much alcohol last night. I can’t redo this. There’s no winding back the clock to go say goodbye to Den privately.

“Do we get to see him at the funeral home before everyone comes?” I need to know this isn’t it—that my selfish behaviour hasn’t taken something so pivotal from me.

“We’ll have a private viewing before the main function, yes.” Dad hesitates, pushing his pancake around the plate with his fork. “It’ll be a closed casket for the service though.”

Jesus. How bad was he? “Was he… was he killed instantly? Do they know?” Visions of that afternoon on the sidewalk as kids—Den’s blood everywhere—return thick and fast. To think he suffered… how am I supposed to just sit here and eat if that’s true?

“They can’t be sure, but they’re relatively certain it was quick given the extent of his head injuries.” Dad’s gaze is fixed on his plate.

“They think he didn’t have his helmet on,” Mum whispers with a regretful look in her eye. She stares out the kitchen window at the branches of the Japanese Silk tree swaying in the morning breeze. “They can’t be sure, but given it wasn’t near him when the paramedics arrived, they assumed it mustn’t have been affixed.” She sighs, and voices what I’m sure we’re all thinking. “It’s so unlike him, though.”

Why the hell wouldn’t he have put it on? I stand the fork on end, and then lay it down, trying to come up with a reason why he would have left it off, but nothing eventuates. Just as Mum said, it’s so unlike Den—he was safety first, always, when it came to riding his dirt bike.

“It’s a freak accident,” Dad explains, fooling nobody. “We can’t get wrapped up in the why or how.”

Yet that’s the only place I want to be. Den wouldn’t have knowingly risked his safety by riding without a helmet, down the main street nonetheless. Just the chance of being pulled up by the cops would have been enough for him to strap up. Something doesn’t sit right; my gut says there’s more to this than we know, and since when has my gut ever put me wrong?

“The officer that attended the scene said the bus hit him on the left side,” Dad says, “and given they now know he was deaf in that ear, they think he didn’t hear it approach.”

“But who was at fault?” I ask. “Who pulled out in front of whom?”

“It’s inconclusive,” Mum states.

“What?” I look to her, hoping she’ll elaborate.

“They’re unsure if he crossed from the bus’s right, or if he was trying to overtake it. The driver can’t help as he said he never saw Den, only realised what happened when he….” She swallows hard and closes her eyes. “When he felt the impact.”

“Shit.”

“Meg.”

“Come on, Dad.” I drop the fork and run my hand over my face. “Ditch the pretences, okay? I think if there’s one time in our lives we should be able to swear, this is it.”

“I suppose you’re right.” He pushes his plate away, appetite seemingly lost. 

I eye the pancakes left on the plate before us and I want to eat them, but there’s a gaping void where my desire to do anything should be. I don’t know what I want right now… other than for Den to walk in the front door.

“Your father and I talked last night and we’ll apply to the school for special consideration if you’d like to delay your exams.”

I shake my head at Mum. “No. It’ll be good to have something to think about.” Because God only knows I need my mind on anything but this right now. “Am I excused?”

“You haven’t eaten anything,” Mum complains half-heartedly.

“Neither have you,” I point out.

She assesses the table before us as though the idea never crossed her mind. “I suppose I haven’t.”

The two of them remain seated in silence as I get up and head to my bedroom to get shoes on. Neither one even makes so much as an effort to ask what happened to my arm. Because when one of our family will never come home, who cares, right?

This is how life will be from here on out—I can feel it: an empty nothingness between three people who should be thicker than thieves, a hollow existence with no real reason to try and stick together other than it’s what we’ve always done.

I shrug on Den’s black hoodie, cover it with my denim vest, and then pocket my keys and wallet. The murmur of their voices cuts through the floor as I toe my boots on, leaving the laces loose and hanging at the sides. I don’t have a plan, or even a thought on where I might go. All I know is that I’ve been home for half a day and already I have to get away from here.

Too many ghosts of people lost for me to handle—none of which belong to Den.





SEVEN

Light rain peppers my face as I turn the last corner toward Cedar Park with a bottle of Smirnoff gripped in my fist. I’ve come here for respite since I was old enough to be allowed to head out alone. Trees line the four sides of the rectangular parkland, and an octagonal band rotunda sits amidst a carefully planned out maze of colourful shrubs and flowers. My feet slip on the painted steps as I climb to the cover of the wooden structure, alone save for a few pigeons perched high in the exposed beams of the roof. Graffiti dots the white lacquered surfaces, and the council rubbish bin has long since been ripped off its brackets, leaving a patch where the paint isn’t as worn as the rest.

It’s my second home—what was our second home.

The concrete chills my legs as I kneel at the first panel to the left of the stairs and run the fingers of my burned hand over the etched initials: DA. Den Andrews. The memory of the day we lay here scratching our names into the wood with our school maths compass is as fresh as though it were yesterday. Den had been held after school for detention, and like the lonely lamb I am, I’d waited for him to get out so we could walk home together.

We’d always been close for brother and sister. So many siblings at school spent the whole time bickering and avoiding each other, but not Den and I. Only two years separated us, so we’d always been into the same kind of things—probably helped by my tomboy tendencies. Den taught me how to skip stones, kick a footy. He showed me how to tighten the chain on my bike, and helped build a tree house that the two of us were consequently banned from because it was too unsafe. He had his own group of friends, but one thing he was never short of was time for his sister.

I turn and sit with my back to the panel, legs kicked out in front of me, and do the same as I do every single time I come here for a distraction: pick out the new graffiti. The wind whistles through the inch gap between the bottom of the panel and the concrete floor of the rotunda. I wriggle Den’s hoodie lower over my kidneys and tuck the full bottle of spirits into my lap as I heave a deep breath.

The liquor merchant on Seventh is a go-to for high school kids. The greasy old creep who runs it isn’t averse to supplying minors with a single bottle of their choice, as long as that minor is a girl who plays on his perversion for a youthful body. I watched girl after girl in our senior year lean over the counter and lay on the charm, time and again, before I decided to give it a go myself. The whole experience leaves me feeling as though my skin crawls with parasites, but so what? I’ve got a bottle of vodka sitting on my legs that I wouldn’t be able to legally buy for another month yet.

My fingers are numb as I try to uncap the bottle. I cup them over my mouth and huff on them a few times while I eye a couple walking across the park. They carry on, oblivious that I’m here, and leave as I set the metal cap down beside me and take a long pull of the acidic liquid. Fire burns a trail straight to my stomach, and I take a moment to hack up half a lung before I hazard another swig of the good stuff.

Oblivion, here I come.

I wouldn’t call myself a big drinker by any stretch of the imagination. I’m not a stranger to the odd drop, but including the fiasco at the bonfire, this would make the third time in my life I’ve set out drinking with the express intention to get blind drunk. Tipping my head back, I smile up at the heavens and shake my head. “You can’t judge, big bro.” Den spent more weekends drunk with his friends than he did at home with us as a family. And yet, my parents still saw him as the golden child. Because what he did outside of the drinking was what mattered to them. He had a good job, an apprenticeship as a fitter-turner underway, and he never once showed them disrespect: a kiss for Mum before bed, a helping hand for Dad whenever he needed it, and nothing but love for his little sister.

I swipe the tears away with the back of my hand before launching another attack on the vodka. My stomach roils, but I shut it down with another long pull and slide down the wall until I’m lying flat on my back, bottle upright on the concrete to my right, still in my grasp. I stare up at the ceiling, focused on the marks and cracks in the timber, yet not really taking anything in as I ponder the question that’s gotten louder in my mind the last few weeks.

Where do I go from here? What do I do now that school’s pretty much over?

I know I need escape—that’s the constant message screaming in my subconscious. I need a change of scenery, something fresh, and people who don’t know me. I need a chance at friendships and a social life, at being happy, because fuck knows that’ll never happen in this shithole of a town. 

But where do I go? I’ve got no real plans for university or college; only dreams. Couldn’t afford it even if I knew what I wanted to study. But what options other than furthering my education do I have? Whitecliffs isn’t exactly known for its numerous job prospects. Most girls when they leave school end up working at the supermarket—like I already am—or get a job stitching workwear at the factory over on the east side. Those who leave here and become something of worth are few and far between, celebrated as heroes by a town that is so ingrained in doing things the way we always have that nobody would know an opportunity if it slapped them upside the face.

I don’t want that mundane path of “normality.” Fucked if I know what I do want, but staying here isn’t a part of it. I see a future, grey and murky, unclear yet distinguishable in one aspect: it isn’t spent living in Whitecliffs.

My eyes slip closed and I clear my mind by focussing on the gentle whoosh of the wind as it creeps in around my head. Rain glances off my face every so often, pushed in on the breeze. I should shuffle about and pull my hood up so I don’t end up sick on top of everything else, but lying here in this kind of starfish position has some strange meditative quality that I’m digging about now.

Or is that the vodka?

Whatever it is, it’s calming, and that’s an emotion I’m not so well acquainted with at the moment. The gentle tug of the bottle being removed from my weakened hand brings me out of my semi-asleep state.

“What the fuck?” I sit bolt upright, head spinning, yet still ready to throw down with whomever is taking my hard-earned booze.

“Mind if I have some?” Jasper holds the bottle up before him as he drops to his arse beside me.

“Be my guest,” I snap. “You were halfway to doing so anyway.”

He chuckles, whipping his head to the left so his hair moves out of his face. I shamelessly gawk at his bobbing Adam’s apple as he takes a guzzle of the vodka.

“I heard about Den,” he casually drops as he wipes his mouth with his sleeve. “Sucks, Meg.”

“You’re telling me.”

“I feel shithouse that the last time I talked with him we were arguing.” He passes the bottle back over, and then hooks both elbows around his knees.

“If it’s any consolation,” I say, “he didn’t hold a grudge.” All I remember is that the two of them fell out over a dodgy part for Den’s bike that Jasper sold him, but Den never spoke much of it, which was a good indicator that he’d let it go. If something got to Den, you’d hear about it. Daily.

“How you doing?” Jasper turns his head to face me, and I wilt under his intense gaze.

I hold up the bottle of Smirnoff in response.

“Right.”

“Hey, I’m sorry about your hoodie.” I pick at the corner of the label on the bottle. “I’ll buy you a replacement.”

“Pfft.” He waves a hand through the air. “Don’t worry about it, Meg. Consider it a trade for my slack arse being too wasted to drive you home.”

“I heard the party got shut down.”

“Don’t they always?” he says with a chuckle.

I wouldn’t know, considering I never got invited before now. “I guess.” Not that it would have been of any concern to him. While all the other minors were being dragged over the coals, I’m sure Jasper would have been safe and warm in the back of daddy’s patrol car.

Jasper shuffles on the spot, turning his body so he faces me. His brow furrows and my head spins with not only the alcohol humming through my system, but all the things he might be about to say, none of which are good.

“So….”

I tip my head to the left and study him, my eyes burning from the struggle to focus properly. Guess the alcohol’s doing its job then. “So, what?”

“Brett Carver.”

Here we go. “What of it?”

“You know his whole family are a bunch of criminals, right?”

My face heats, the pressure in my chest immense. “Criminals that were the only ones to help me when I got second-degree burns to my hand and arm.”

Jasper’s gaze drops to the bandage, mostly covered by Den’s dark hoodie. “How is your arm?”

“Great. Thanks for asking,” I snap. “I’ve been told that if I take good care of the burn it won’t scar much, just change the colour of my skin, so yeah, I’ve got that to look forward to.”

He runs a hand over his face and then back through his forming dreads to push them out of his eyes. “I’m sorry, Meg. I didn’t mean to come off as an arsehole. I just….” He breaks away, turning his head to stare out through the far gap in the panels. “I didn’t like the idea that you were alone with that guy.”

“You made that pretty obvious at the time if I remember right,” I whisper.

Silence hangs heavy between us, only the sound of gentle rain peppering the rotunda roof saving us from complete nothingness. 

“I should get going.” Jasper pushes up to stand and jams his hands in his pockets. “You need a ride home?”

“No. I’m fine, thanks.” I ignore the fact he’s staring down at me and focus on a rainbow-coloured tag opposite instead. 

“Well, I guess I’ll see you at school during exams.”

“Yeah.”

He moves away, out of my peripheral vision, and it strikes me: how did he know where to find me? If he offered a ride, then he obviously wasn’t just strolling past. “Jasper,” I call after him.

He backtracks up the steps. “Yeah?”

“How did you know that I was here?”

His gaze dances over the rotunda floor as he rubs the back of his neck with one hand. “You’re always here when you’re sad, Meg.”

He jogs down the steps and strides over the grass to the park gates as I sit in shock, replaying his words in my mind. I guess I’m not as invisible as I thought, after all.





EIGHT

Den’s bed has become my favourite place to hide out when I’m home. Mum and Dad seem to stay the hell away from his room—maybe out of self-preservation? Either way, it gives me somewhere to get away from their lifeless stares and pointless conversations.

I don’t want to talk about who’s winning the latest hit talent show on TV. 

I don’t want to discuss what we’ll have for dinner tonight.

And I don’t want to talk about how pretty the fucking flowers are this time of year.

So I hibernate. I stay holed up in Den’s bed, that smells a little less like him each day, and listen to music. Mostly his playlists on Spotify, and sometimes mine when the memories become too real and his absence hurts too much. It’s all I can do to keep him with us, because Lord knows my parents don’t want to talk about him.

Made that mistake at breakfast yesterday when I dropped the lid of the milk bottle into my bowl of cereal.

“Remember how Den used to always do this too?”

“If you haven’t got anything useful to say, I’d rather you kept quiet, Meg.” 

So I spent the day out and about again, anywhere but home. Wandered the streets, ate a muffin at the café on the main drag, and bought another litre of vodka to chase it down on the riverbank. Fair to say I was lucky I could walk the straight line that is our path to get to the door last night. Also fair to say Mum and Dad were none too impressed when their least favourite child arrived home drunk on a Sunday night, and with grass stains on her leggings.

But what did they do about it? Nothing. Didn’t say a damn word. Two days now I’ve drunk myself to a state of confused bliss where I can’t make out what’s a memory and what’s my imagination at work, and do they intervene?

No. 

Should I blame them for my choices? Definitely not. But fuck, their daughter is screaming out for somebody to pay attention, to care and give a shit, and they turn their backs on me.

Literally.

So I drink a little more. I’m contemplating taking up smoking to see how much that’ll rile them up. All I want is my fucking caregivers to do exactly that: care. “How have you been sleeping, Meg?” is all it would take. One sign that they’re concerned about what goes on in my head these days.

Forty dollars in my pocket and I know how I’m going to spend it today—buying two bottles on the way home: one to drink, and one to stash in Den’s room for the inevitable after-dark funk. 

First—I have to get through the fresh hell that is school on the half week before exams.

The quad’s stacked with people when I arrive at the gates; we find out what our exam schedules are today. The dean fusses with his things at the bench that lines the outer wall of the science rooms, papers stacked in copy boxes to his left, and the principal to his right, talking on her phone.

I hear the bitch-pack approach before I see them.

“Here she is—Clutzerella.”

“How’s the arm, Hollywood?”

“Bitch can’t hold her drink.”

“Heard she was making moves on Jasper all night.”

I glare at the perfect princesses as I walk by, envisioning all the ways I could rip out their faultless hairstyles and smear off their overly shiny gloss. Beats me how Cassie can be the one who got dragged off unconscious by the boys’ school football team, and yet here I am, the person who’s being ridiculed by her. What kind of fucked up logic is that?

“Meg!”

I turn away from the whispering bitches and spot the dean cutting a path through the students to where I am in the centre of the quad.

“Do you have a minute?”

Does he honestly expect me to say no? “Sure.”

He comes to a stop before me, standing an easy head and shoulders taller, but hardly intimidating given his slim runners’ physique. “We’ll just duck into the principal’s office, okay?”

I nod like the good little doggie I am and follow as he leads us in the admin building, cringing at the fact we have to pass the bitch-pack again to get there. Four pairs of eyes track my movements as I follow Mr Beale. I stumble when Amelia shoots out a hand and shunts me on the back of the shoulder, hissing “Weirdo.” But I don’t pay mind, and I sure as hell don’t show a reaction. Acting out only eggs them on. Fuck them. They aren’t worth any more time than I’ve already given the bitches.

The principal’s office is cold and clinical, not a stray paper to be seen resting on the desk or a single file out of place in the wide bookshelf that spans one wall. Our dean, Mr Beale, takes his position standing in front of the desk, leaning on the edge. He indicates I should sit in the seat before him.

“How are you doing today, Meg?”

“What kind of answer were you hoping for?” I sass back with a smile.

He’s always been more of a friend to our year than a figure of authority. It’s part of what makes him so good at his job; the students trust him. We feel relaxed around him, and more often than not it means even the hardest kids listen to what he has to say.

“The truth.”

I shrug. I’ve been trying to work it out for myself since I woke up this morning with a wet pillow, realising that I cry even in my sleep. I’m holding it together by pretending none of it’s real, that after a while Den’s just going to walk back in the front door and tell us all about his holiday. “I’m taking it one day at a time.”

“Would you like us to process the special consideration form for your exams? You can take them after Christmas, or possibly in the New Year.”

“No.” Finishing school is the one thing I’m sure of. “I’m okay, really. It keeps my mind busy, the study, and I guess that’s helping me deal.”

“Is it?” he asks. “Or is it simply masking the problem?”

“Both?”

Mr Beale shakes his head with a sigh. “Meg… look, I really don’t know what there is that I can say. Nothing takes away this shitty situation you’re in. But what I can do is help by taking some of the pressure off.”

“I’d rather you didn’t, though.”

“It’s not healthy, adding stress to yourself right now,” he urges. “Perhaps you should think on it over the next day? I’d really like to process it anyway.”

“Don’t,” I urge, although I get the distinct feeling this is an uphill battle. He’s come to the conclusion that I’m in no frame of mind to be sitting exams that dictate my future prospects. Even if I did take time to think on it, I wouldn’t be changing my mind anytime soon. And then what? We play this whole scene out again tomorrow while I try to get my point across? 

I shake my head vehemently, fingers fidgeting with the rough patch on the knee of my jeans. “The pressure is the only thing keeping me from falling apart. It’s like I’m a broken toy, and the exams are the tape holding the parts together. If you take the pressure away, that tape, the pieces fall apart again. I need the exams to stop me from completely crumbling.”

Mr Beale pushes off the desk and kneels in front of me so we’re eye level. I can’t hold his gaze, and stare at the wall to my right instead. He gently taps my knee, hesitant, and probably aware he should be careful when it comes to touching a female student while alone in a room with her—not that I’m one of those people, but this is the bullshit world we live in now, isn’t it?

“Meg, I get what you’re saying. But avoiding the inevitable only serves to make the fallout worse. If you refuse to deal with it now, when people understand and the support’s there, you might find yourself facing it at a time in the future when you’re on your own. I don’t think I need to explain why that wouldn’t be the best.”

“I know what you’re saying, but I’m not ready,” I complain.

“You’ll need to be strong for your parents. They’re going to need your support, Meg. Nobody expects to bury their child.”

Nobody expects to bury a sibling so young, either. Why do I have to be the one who’s strong for everyone else? Is there something about being a teenager that means this is supposed to hurt me less? Fuck that. I need my parents to be there to hold me, reassure me, and support me when I deal with the finality of Den’s funeral. With the way they’re behaving right now, I don’t know if that’ll ever happen. They have each other, but who do I have? It’s as though they resent me for still being alive, that the sheer sight of me is too much because it reminds them of the child they don’t have. 

“My door’s always open, Meg. I’ll be here most days between exam times, and you’re welcome to drop right in if you change your mind.”

“I don’t think I will, but thank you.”

Talking about my feelings more would probably help lighten the load, exorcise some demons, but it’s not Mr Beale I want to talk with—it’s Mum and Dad. Their love seemed so much more reliable when I was little. I could run to their waiting arms in tears when I was just a kid at primary school and know they’d always have the right thing to say and do to make me feel better. But now? Now their silence feels like the greatest betrayal. Yeah, sure, my current behaviour isn’t helping at all, but they’re the adults here. They’re supposed to know what to do to get through this, or at least fake it until they make it. I need them to guide me, pick me up and dust me off like they did when I hurt myself as a child. I’m hurting worse than I ever have before, and who’s there for me? Not the people I would have expected, that’s for sure.

“Are we finished here?”

Mr Beale sighs at my question and moves to stand beside the desk. “Yes, Meg. You’re free to go.”

I stand and shoulder my bag. He stays in place as I leave and rejoin the chaos in the quad, appearing a few minutes later to help our principal get the bored students under control. I find myself a quiet spot to watch the mayhem under one of the oak trees that are encircled by pentagon-shaped bench seats. No sooner have I sat my arse down and taken my first full breath since talking with Mr Beale, do two of the bitch squad start again.

“Friends with the Carvers now, are we?” Cassie plops her butt down to my right as Amelia flanks me on the left.

“Why is that such a problem to everyone?” I snap, breaking my cardinal rule: don’t engage.

“You know that their old man got busted for assaulting a teenage girl outside the Stallion a few years back.”

Yeah, I’m well aware of the rumours that come from our longest-serving pub on the south side of town. There’s a reason the owners have had the place for sale unsuccessfully for the last four years: all it attracts is trouble.

“And that impacts me, how?”

Amelia inspects her nails, the smarmiest fucking look on her overly made up face. “Well, if sexual assault is your kind of thing, then I guess you don’t have a problem.” She shrugs dismissively. “I was simply trying to give you a bit of friendly advice.”

“Yeah?” I practically laugh. “Well here’s some for you: fuck off.”

“Jesus,” Cassie hisses. “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“Oh come on.” I roll my eyes and try to stand, but a firm hand to my shoulder sits me down again.

“Stay the fuck away from Jasper, yeah?” Amelia’s usually vibrant blue eyes are dark and foreboding as she runs her gaze the length of me. “He doesn’t want a freak like you, so stop wasting your time.”

“Point taken, thanks,” I snap. “But I’m actually not interested in him either.”

“Yeah?” she scoffs. “Is that why you were trying to get him drunk at Cedar Park the other day?”

What the fuck? “Who told you that?” Jasper. It has to have been.

“He did, dumb-arse. And it’s the last thing I wanted to be hearing when he had me half-naked in his bedroom.”

Oh God, too much information. “I don’t need to know that.” I curl my lip up in disgust at her.

“Just keep away, okay?” Cassie stands, taking my backpack with her and upturning it as she walks away.

The high-pitched cackle of Amelia’s laugh resonates in my ears as I frown and get down on all fours to pick up my things.

“Oh, Cass, don’t pick on the poor thing,” Amelia sneers as she gets up to join her friend. “Her brother died a couple of days ago.”

“Ugh,” Cassie grunts. “I’d probably kill myself too if that’s who I had to share a house with.”

The bitches laugh as they strut across to where Mr Beale now has the students under control. He eyes me from his vantage point standing atop the bench and frowns. I can barely make out what I have left to shove back in my bag as I lose my grip on civility and cry, something I’m apparently getting pretty good at doing nowadays.

Fuck school. Fuck a future. Fuck this town.

I sling the backpack over my shoulder, keeping my phone in hand, and turn to head out of the quad via the back gates. Nobody will be there when the whole senior year is awaiting timetables and the junior years have a free day. I can slip out unnoticed and do the second thing I’ve been getting pretty good at—running away.

My hands shake as I unlock the screen and swipe through to the only number I have left to try.

If he doesn’t care a shit about what I’m going through either, then fuck knows what I’ll do.





NINE

“Hey, what’s going on?”

I slam the door of the Falcon behind me and stash my bag at my feet. “Can we get out of here first?”

Our principal strides across the back field, hot on my trail. It might not be a regular school day, but I’m still bunking. She hesitates when Carver puts the car in gear and pulls away from the curb, shaking her head.

“Should we be worried about that?” he asks.

I shrink down in my seat. “Nah. Doubt she’ll do much about it. I mean, it’s just the day where they hand out schedules. So what if I’m skipping school?”

“What happened?” Carver turns us toward the river. “You sounded upset when you phoned, and looking at you now I’m about ready to turn the car around and knock some fucking heads together.”

“Everyone’s on at me about delaying exams.” I swivel in the seat as we jolt over a speed hump, tucking my knees to my chest. “They think it would be best given the circumstances.”

“And you don’t think they’re right?”

I frown at him. “No.”

Carver looks every bit as gorgeous as I remember him to be, and yet again, I get the severe case of the guilts for being able to look at a man and find him ridiculously attractive when I should still be drowning in the rip tide of grief that sucks me in every other hour of the day.

But those arms, inked and strong, cutting a sharp contrast against his white T-shirt. Those thick thighs, pulling the denim of his whitewashed jeans tight across the groin. And those eighteen-hole boots, devoid of laces for the top half and sagging open at his calves. Everything about him is easy on the eye, and most definitely something to be appreciated, yet the way he dresses isn’t what gets my heart beating faster and my breaths coming shorter.

It’s his smile. That easy, lazy smirk that he’s gracing me with right now. The way one simple twitch of his lips has my chest a little less tight, and my next breath a little easier to grasp.

Shit—talk, Meg. He’s asked you something. “Pardon?”

“I said, are you hungry? I haven’t had breakfast yet, and my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.”

“I could eat.” Look away. Look away before this gets awkward. “What did you have in mind?”

“All-day breakfast at the truck stop.”

“On the highway?”

“Know of another one?”

“No. I’ve just never been there.” Classy.

He jerks his chin up in acknowledgement, the strength of his side profile as he does hypnotising. “First time for everything.” We take a sharp right and he redirects our course toward the highway. “You gonna tell me what happened other than pressure about exams?”

“Who says there’s anything else?” 

Carver sighs and glances over as we glide through the last intersection before the access road, laying those baby-blues on me. “You don’t strike me as the studious type who’d get this upset over delaying exams.”

Bastard. I swivel back to face front and stare out the windscreen at the white lines flashing by. “I got told to stay away from Jasper Arden.”

“By who?”

“Amelia Dennis and her clone, Cassie.”

He snorts and shakes his head. “I wouldn’t pay much mind to them.”

“I didn’t. But they said something to me that pissed me off, the same thing Jasper said to me a couple of days ago.”

“Yeah?” I catch his eye as we near the end of the merging lane for the highway. “What about? Den?”

“No,” I murmur. “You.”

His head swivels between looking at me and the road. “Like what?” The light curiosity has left his tone, replaced by a dark warning. 

“That you’re trouble, dangerous, and I should stay away from you.”

“And yet you called me to come pick you up.”

“And yet I did.”

His tone is low, husky, and nothing short of suggestive. “Says something, doesn’t it.”

“I guess it could,” I whisper.

The back of his hand smacks my thigh to get my attention, and he wiggles his fingers, palm up, when I stare down at it. I tentatively place my hand in his and give a little squeak on the inside when he gently squeezes.

“Answer me one thing, Meg: do you feel like you’re in danger when you’re with me?”

“No.” 

“Look at me when you say it.”

He glances over every so often until I meet his gaze and repeat with utter conviction, “No.”

“Tell me then why their narrow-minded opinion matters?”

I drop my head back on the seat and sigh. I don’t know why I give a fuck about what those bitches have to say. Why does it matter? Why does any of this matter? Six months ago I could have sat down and rattled off what I wanted to do at the end of the school year: apply for the veterinary course at university and find a flat in the city miles away from this hell. But then reality came along and slapped me around. Although my parents are too broke to afford the tuition fees, by government standards we’re also too rich for me to apply for a student allowance. Which leaves only a loan, and I don’t know if I’m ready to take on that kind of debt. What if I couldn’t get a job? How could I repay it and pay for my living costs, given I wouldn’t be at home anymore?

And then Den.

Damn you, Den.

Without him here giving me that nudge I need to believe in myself, I’ve lost the will to even try. What use is trying for a higher education when all I’ll probably do for the rest of my life is prick my fingers changing needles on an industrial sewing machine?

“You figured it out yet?” Carver pulls into a free park at the truck stop, between a campervan and a compact car. 

“Not really. I know it shouldn’t matter what they think, but that doesn’t stop the stuff they say, and the shit they do, from hurting.”

“No, it doesn’t.” He reaches out and lightly taps beneath my chin with his index finger. “But you don’t need to harbour that crap when you know it’s all shit, either.” He kills the engine and swivels in his seat. “Did you talk to your parents the other night?”

I let loose a completely unladylike snort and stare out the side window. “It didn’t go well.”

“What happened?” His brow furrows when I glance his way, and he leans a shoulder into the back of his seat.

“We talked, as in, they told me what they know about the accident and that, but we didn’t talk if you know what I mean? Like, they never asked why I went out, how I felt, or even what happened to my arm.” I lift the bandaged hand and stare at it. “It’s like none of it mattered, like we were just people who only know each other in passing discussing some world event. It was fucked.”

“Maybe they’re feeling a little disconnected?” He shrugs. “I don’t know. Just don’t make any rash decisions while you’re all hurting.”

“I guess.”

“And for fuck’s sake, don’t listen to what those idiots at your school say. They’re just trying to get a rise out of you.” 

I frown and turn to face him. He wears a look of genuine concern, as though he’s worried about what Amelia and Cassie’s words might do to me. “They said some pretty harsh stuff. It’s hard to just let it go.”

“Like what?”

“That they’d kill themselves too if they had to live with me.”

He frowns and shakes his head. “But Den didn’t kill himself, right? It was an accident.”

“Right.”

“They’re just trying to cut you down because they’re jealous bitches.” He nods as though agreeing with himself.

“Jealous of what though?” I throw my hands up in frustration. How can he say that when they’re… well, them? They have well-off families who live on the side of town where your average house is six bedrooms and two bathrooms. Where the yard is mowed every Tuesday by Rod Reeves—the hoarder who lives the next street over from me. They never want for anything: friends, interest from guys, or the latest fashion. “Why do they waste their time on me? What the hell could I have that they’d want, or at least, want to ruin?”

“Confidence.”

I stare at Carver with an eyebrow cocked. “You must be smoking some good stuff. I’m not confident.” I’m far from it. Surely he can see that?

“Yes you are.”

I let out a huff, pulling a face at him. “Whatever.”

Carver crosses his arms, his T-shirt pulling in all the right places as he leans back into his door. “Go on then, tell me why you’re not.”

“Look at me,” I exclaim, sweeping my hands the length of me. “Does a girl who’s confident hide behind oversized tank tops and dark denim? Does she dress like a tomboy?”

“Yeah. Tanya dresses like a tomboy.”

“Nuh-uh.” I wave my finger at him. “She might not be in a dress or anything, but she’s girly. She does her nails, has perfect hair and beautiful make-up. Me? Huh. Yeah, not girly at all.”

“Sure don’t look like a boy to me.” He smirks.

Damn my traitorous cheeks. I look back to the window to hide my embarrassment. “I didn’t say I did, but I’m not, you know….”

“Nope. Don’t know. What?” he deadpans.

Arsehole. I sigh out of exasperation. “Pretty.”

He says nothing, the silence heavy between us. I sweat, my heart knocking on my ribcage. Eyes on the door handle, I’m seconds away from lurching out of the car so I can breathe again when his touch literally has me jumping in the seat. 

“Hey.” Carver’s fingers brush against the underside of my chin, coaxing me to look his way.

I give in, but with my eyes closed, and turn back to him with a frown pinching between my eyebrows. 

“Look at me, Meg.”

“Ugh.”

“Come on….” His words are humoured, his tone playful. “You’re hurting my feelings.”

“Don’t be silly,” I say with a smile, snapping my eyes open.

The intensity in his makes my next breath catch in my throat. 

“You are pretty. You’re more than pretty. You’re unique, confident in who you are, and unafraid to show that to the world. You’re brave, and even though you might not feel it today, you’re strong enough to get through this.” His fingers graze a gentle path along my jaw as he speaks, returning to my chin where he drags them upward to brush the underside of my bottom lip. 

It’s the most erotic touch I’ve ever experienced. It’s the only non-platonic touch I’ve ever experienced. Friends don’t touch each other like this, they don’t talk with their lips mere inches apart, and they sure as hell don’t look at each other in that way. 

What does he want from me? Really? 

“Do you believe me, Meg?”

God, how I wish I could say yes. He makes me sound so badass, like a damn warrior against this unfair and fucked up world. But I’m not the girl he sees—I’m fooling him just the same as everyone else. He doesn’t see her, the real me, the scared me. The girl who’s barely holding on to herself.

“Meg.” His thumb makes a pass over my lip, and I reel back.

“No,” I bite out. “I don’t see it.”

“Why not?” His hand hovers between us as though he’s unsure what to do with it, before he rests it in his lap. 

“Because I’m none of that,” I whisper. “I dress like this to push people away, because I like to be the outcast since fitting in is so much harder to do. I’m not confident with who I am, because every day I question if the people who are slinging insults my way could be right. Are they seeing something I’m not?” I shake my head and sigh. “And I’m definitely not brave when the only place I feel safe is in my dead brother’s bed, pretending he’s still here. I never realised how much I depended on him to reassure me of who I am until he wasn’t there to do it anymore. I feel as though I’m unravelling, like something’s not right and he’s the only one who can tell me what.” A tear tracks a path over my cheek and I swipe it away in frustration. “Most of all I feel so damn pathetic that I relied so heavily on him to make me okay, to keep me together enough to face another day. How fucking sad is that?” I ask with a pained smile. “I can’t find it in me to love myself enough to give a shit anymore.”

“You’re not pathetic, Meg. You’re finding your place without him.”

I shake my head vehemently. “But I never wanted life to be without him. He was more than my brother, he was truly my best friend.” My head hits the back of the seat. “My only friend. I mean, I know we would have gone our separate ways eventually. He was training here, and once he had his qualifications he was going to look for a job overseas. But he would have been there when I needed him, when I needed advice. I could have phoned him up, or visited on the weekend. But now?”

“Don’t cry, babe.” Carver reaches between us, wiping away more tears I didn’t realise were there with the backs of his fingers. “It sucks, and yeah, it’s unfair. But it’s only been a few days. I promise, things will settle down.”

“I hope.” Especially at home—I’m not sure how much more of that fresh hell I can endure before things go nuclear. 

“If you need someone to talk to, you know you’ve got Tanya and me now, eh?”

“We’ve only known each other for a few days, Carver.”

“Brett,” he corrects with a smile.

I slap both hands over my face and groan. “I’m sorry—it was kind of what I called you in my head before I knew your real name.”

“Yeah?”

I nod, smiling with my bottom lip pulled between my teeth. “Sorry.”

“Babe,” he says on a sigh, stretching out in his seat. “You can call me whatever you want as long as I get to see that cute smile again.”

God—could he get any sweeter? 

“I don’t know about you,” he says as he tugs the keys from the ignition, “but I’m starved. How about we get that bite to eat?”

“Yeah.” Anything to step out of this hotbox of emotion.

“And after we’re done, I’ll take you home so you can try talking to your olds again.”

My light and loved mood sours in a heartbeat. “Why should I bother? They made their feelings, or lack of, pretty damn clear.”

“Because family is key, Meg. Friends come and go, but your parents will always be your parents. They love you, and that’s something you shouldn’t turn your nose up at.”

“You finished going all Dr Phil on me yet?”

He sighs, my joke flatter than a pancake, and drops his forehead onto the steering wheel. “Just listen to what I have to say, okay? And trust me when I say that a family like yours is something to hold on to.”

I shove my bag out of sight under the dash with my foot and huff. “You clearly don’t know our family that well then, because I wouldn’t call it loving, and I wouldn’t exactly say that home is a nice place to be right now.”

“Your brother died, Meg,” he snaps. “It’s bound to be tense.”

“Isn’t grief supposed to unite people?”

Carver drags a hand over his face, keys clenched in the other. “No. It’s not. Stop fantasising about how this is supposed to be and face the reality. They need you as much as you need them, so talk it out, scream it out if need be, but just sort it out.”

“What the hell makes you the expert?” I reach for the door handle, yet halt when his fingers wrap around my elbow.

“Experience. You said I obviously know nothing about your family, well, you only know about mine what you’ve heard from the same people who are picking on you. Let that simmer for a bit, Meg, and tell me what the takeaway message is when you’ve figured it out.” He withdraws his hand and settles back in his seat with a sigh.

Silence fills the car as I stare out the window at a pair of young men checking the tie-downs on their dirt bikes. One of them wears the same riding pants that Den owns. Owned. I swallow hard and force the frown from my face before I turn to Carver. 

“You’ve made your point, so should we eat?”

“Whatever you want, Meg.” He tosses the keys repeatedly in his palm, staring down at the mass of clinking metal. “No matter what else I say, I’m sure your stubborn mind’s made up already.”

I ball my fist in my lap, wanting so badly to reach over and sock him one. “You’re being an arsehole.”

“That’s who I am, precious.”

“Not to me you’re not.”

“We’ve known each other a couple of days, spoken twice,” he snaps. “What the fuck do you really know about me?” He throws his door open with such force I cringe, waiting for the impact with the car next to us. But he steps out without issue, and slams the door hard enough to leave my ears ringing.

A minute passes where I don’t move a muscle. Last thing I want right now is to get out into the eye of his storm, but what other option do I have? Sit in the car and swelter in the afternoon sun? I’m not going anywhere as long as I stay in the seat—if I want to go home without him, that requires me to exit the vehicle and walk.

Fuck this shit. I don’t need to add a bipolar outcast to my list of hassles right now. We’ll have lunch, he’ll drop me home, and then that’s that—no more Brett Carver. Maybe the bastards at school really were right?

I open my door and step out, bracing for the burn when he lets rip with whatever else he needs to get off his chest. I’m not being that selfish by boycotting another failed heart-to-heart with my parents, am I? It’s not unreasonable to expect your mum and dad to step up when you’re feeling lost like this, is it? Surely he can’t really think I’m solely to blame for the tension currently coursing through my house?

Carver locks the car and stomps off toward the diner. I fall into step with him as we cross the forecourt, avoiding eye contact by watching my toes as we walk. 

He huffs beside me, exhaling heavily through his nose, and throws a glance my way out the corner of his eye. “I’m sorry for blowing up at you, Meg. I’m not trying to marginalise this shit, but fuck, I wish I knew what to say to make things better. Reality is, this is going to suck for a while to come yet, and the sooner you come to terms with that and stop looking for somebody to blame for how you’re feeling other than the crap situation with your brother, the better.”

“I’m not blaming my parents for how I feel,” I clarify. “I’m blaming them for not doing a thing to try and make it better.” I stare down at the asphalt pockmarked with used chewing gum and oil stains. 

“Maybe they don’t know how to? Did you think of that? Maybe they’re too scared of making you worse if they screw it up, that they feel safer not trying?”

“That’s whacked.”

“So is burying your child.” He places a hand to the side of his neck as we step up onto the path that runs around the building, and sighs. “When is the funeral?”

“End of the week. Mum wants to make it as easy as possible for people out of town to attend.”

“How do you think you’ll handle it?” 

“With the same effortless finesse I have everything else,” I sass. 

The automatic doors open and freezing air-conditioned air hits us as we enter the truck stop diner. He frowns down at me, clearly unimpressed with my coping mechanism of smart-arsery. 

“Truth is, I haven’t given it much thought,” I admit. “Mainly because I know that I’m going to be a fucking mess. If I have to get shit-faced most days to cope with Den’s absence, then what the hell will it take to get through his funeral? Class A drugs?”

Carver grumbles something I don’t quite catch, and then gestures to an empty booth opposite the register. “Take a seat and I’ll order for us. Anything you don’t like?”

I shake my head and look over at the man occupying the table beside the booth. He’s rough and rotund in the middle, a sweat-stained cap resting on the table beside the paper he currently reads. The guy glances up at the two of us, his dark eyes flicking back and forth, and I can only imagine what he’s thinking: two young punks have gotten lost and stumbled in the wrong place.

The vinyl creaks under my weight as I slide along the booth seat to the window that overlooks the forecourt. If only I could melt into the cushions and lose the next week, re-emerge after the funeral when everything’s as normal as it can be. Therein lies the problem: what will the new normal be? Do I want to know?

Carver stands at the counter pointing out what he’s ordering to the middle-aged lady who looks as though she gave up her dreams of a Caribbean holiday years ago. Her dead eyes fix on him as he talks, the slightest quirk of her eyebrow giving away her curiosity at why she’s serving a guy like him in a place like this.

Makes me wonder if this is some test of his? Does he do this on purpose: go somewhere he knows he’ll stand out like a sore thumb just to garner a reaction from everyone?

My phone chimes in my pocket, and I retrieve it to check the screen. A message from Dad fades as I set the phone on the table, and I tap the button to bring it up again.

Dad: Who are you with?

Damn principal. It has to have been her. She must have looked up Dad’s number and contacted him after I left the school grounds.

Me: A friend.

Dad: He wouldn’t be the same one who dropped you home the other night?

Me: And if it was?

Dad: Get home now.

I switch my phone to silent and pocket it again as Carver approaches the table. Deal with it later.

“Everything okay?” He lifts his chin to gesture at my pocket.

“Fine.”

He frowns, yet doesn’t say anything more on it.

“How much do I owe you?” I ask.

“Nothing.” He slides onto the seat opposite mine and rests both elbows on the Formica table. “It’s my shout.”

“Thank you.”

I watch his hands as he reaches for the skinny sugar sachets and pulls them from the holder by the fistful. Carver’s fingers work quickly, shifting the oblong packets around, flipping them over and aligning them into a flower-burst shape.

Every passing second of silence seems to thicken the air around us. The longer he’s quiet, the less appropriate my mundane conversation starters seem. What do I even expect him to say? We covered everything in the car already. I’m just here to eat, right?

“What’s on your mind, Meg?” His eyes never leave the shifting art form before him.

“Nothing.”

“At all?”

I shake my head and turn to look out the window at a sleek grey sports car that’s pulled in beside the fuel pumps. “Nothing.”

What can I tell him? That I’m wondering if there is a side to him that I haven’t met yet? That perhaps the majority of the town can’t be wrong, and there is something with his family that I’d do well to avoid? He said he’s speaking from experience when it comes to dysfunctional families and grief—but why? What happened?

He focuses on the sachets as he replaces them in the holder one by one, making sure they’re lined up perfectly. His normally light eyes are dark, and that crushing smile is nowhere to be seen. The sharp point of his jaw flexes every so often, and I could almost reach out and touch the tension he radiates.

Something isn’t right, but I can’t help the feeling that the unrest doesn’t start with him, it’s merely reflected from something a lot more complex that I don’t want a thing to do with right now.

Me.





TEN

“You took your time.” Dad stands in the front doorway; arms braced on either side as he stares over the top of my head at the Falcon retreating down the street. “We need to talk.”

I’m done with talking. It’s too awkward, too open, and more often than not ends up with me saying the wrong thing and the other person being in a foul mood with me. Case in point with Carver.

We didn’t say much the entire meal—which was the best burger I’ve ever had. I spent the majority of the time watching him as he ate, wondering what it is about the taut muscles than span the side of his neck that drives me so crazy. 

He’s just a man.

A man.

And I’m a girl.

There it is, Meg. There’s your problem.

Us being friends makes no sense, and yet despite how awkward the time with him was, I got the distinct feeling it wouldn’t be the last when he wordlessly tapped his index finger on the top of my nose and smiled before I got out of the car.

He listened to me. He might not have agreed with what I had to say, but he took the time to hear me out, which is more than I can say for Mum and Dad… until now.

“Your mother’s doing the groceries,” Dad says, breaking my daze. “I thought you and I could have a chat while she’s gone.”

This could be a good thing—or really, really bad. “Okay.”

He steps aside, and I walk past him to place my bag at the hall table, careful not to disturb the two bottles of liquid magic I procured on the way home. Carver didn’t agree that more alcohol would fix the problem, but there wasn’t much option for him but to stop at the liquor store when I threatened to get out at the next red light and walk. Problem with old cars: no central locking.

I left this morning turning a blind eye to the chaotic state our home is in these days. The dishes had piled up and washing to be folded was spread from one end of the couch to the other. Junk mail had been piled high on the coffee table, and Dad’s work boots were discarded in the doorway, dried mud and all.

But now… now the house is pristine, cleaned to show home standards. Yet the thing that really disturbs me is the personal touches that have reappeared: Den’s running shoes by the door, Den’s magazines on the side table, and Den’s jacket thrown casually over the arm of the chair, as though he’s just walked in.

“I know,” Dad says, staring at the same spot as I am. “She did a one-eighty this morning just after you left.”

“She’s not coping with things, is she?”

He shakes his head and walks through to the kitchen, leaving me to follow in his wake. “No, but then neither are you.”

I say nothing, and take a seat at the table to watch Dad as he retrieves a beer from the fridge. He twists the top off and swirls the liquid inside absently before he drops the bomb. 

“You’ve got to stop trying to make this all about you, Meg.”

I frown, gobsmacked at his view of things. “I’m a part of this family too, you know.”

“Yeah, you are, but you’re not the only one in it that needs time to heal. This behaviour of yours, this drinking and socialising with the scum of our town—it has to stop.”

“You think that’s what I’ve been doing?” I ask incredulously. “Healing? You think me getting three parts fucked off my face is therapeutic?”

He slams the bottle down on the table so hard I’m surprised the base doesn’t shatter off. Foam sloshes over the side and trickles a lazy trail to the bottom. “I don’t know what else to call your behaviour but delinquency, Meg, because you don’t talk to us about what the hell is going through that head of yours.” He rips a seat out from under the table and drops his stocky frame onto it.

“Why would I?” I say quietly. “Why on earth would I want to talk to you and Mum when you both act like I don’t exist most of the time?”

“We’re not acting that way at all,” he says softly, picking at the top of the bottle. “We just… we don’t know what to do either.”

“How about not directing your anger at me? That’d be a start. We all deal with these things differently, you know.” I don’t know how I expected this discussion to go, but this isn’t it.

Dad’s eyes narrow, his brow pinching as he leans forward with an elbow on the table. “How about you don’t give us a reason to be angry with you? Do you think that your blatant disregard for the rules around here has helped the process at all? Do you think causing more problems has been of any use to your mother when she already doesn’t know how to function after losing Den?”

“We all lost Den,” I snap. “You’re telling me I’m being selfish, yet she’s the one who’s acting as though the loss is solely hers to bear.”

“Grief isn’t a competition.”

“No, but neither should be your love.” I push out from the table and rise. “You two lost your son, and I lost my brother. It should have united us, made us treasure what we have left, but instead it’s highlighted how dysfunctional we always were.”

He doesn’t respond—simply takes a pull from his bottle. 

“Yeah, as I thought. Just brush the problem under the carpet again, huh?”

“Cut it out.” The low resonance in his words freezes me to the spot. “Just stop with this bullshit, Meg. Stop it!”

“I’ll stop it when you accept that the problems with our family aren’t all my fault.” My heart echoes in my ears, the blood in my veins a turbulent rip tide under my skin. 

He takes another deliberately slow draw of his beer and sets it down on the table, turning the bottle with a scrape so it shows the label front and centre. “Exams are next week; we haven’t signed any paperwork, so I assume you’re going ahead with them.”

I nod. My jaw aches with the pressure I have it under. I won’t cry. I won’t break because he wants me to.

“School officially ends the week after. Either you change your attitude by then, or I want you to start looking for somewhere else to live.”

What the fuck? “You can’t do—”

“Your mother needs a positive environment to come home to if she’s expected to work through her grief. Your childish temper tantrums about how ‘unfair’ we’re being to you are only going to set her recovery back.”

He’s blaming me for the fact she struggles to move forward. “Are you serious?” It’s only been three days since Den died; I don’t expect her to get over it, I just expect her to let me join in the anguish without passing judgment.

“I’m serious as a heart attack, Meg. You have two weeks to get your head out of your arse and commit to this family.”

“Or you simply shut me out.”

“I do what I have to.” He takes a last mouthful of the beer and turns his head to pin me under his weighty stare. “You’ve left us little choice with your behaviour this past week. You’ve always been trouble, but this drinking, this running off without returning any calls, it’s a new low, even for you.”

Hot, fat tears spill over. “Jesus, Dad. Go easy on the accolades, huh?”

“Meg….” He dips his chin, eyes hard as he stares out from under his brow, a gentle warning to cool off.

The fire rages. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be the perfect child for you, that I’m such a fucking failure and a disappointment to you both.”

“You have no one to blame but yourself, missy.” He swivels in his seat, an elbow braced on the table as he tenses up.

“Most of all,” I blubber, wiping my nose with the back of my wrist. “Most of all I’m sorry that it was Den who died, and not me. It’s clear who you would have preferred to have been left with, and it’s sure as fuck not me.”

He opens his mouth to protest, but the handle rattles as the front door opens. Dad gives me a look that says “Sort your shit out before she walks in here.” I narrow my watery eyes on him, barely able to make out his shape through the blur, and give my best “get fucked” look in return.

Mum appears in the kitchen doorway, bags in hand. “I could use some help with…. What’s going on in here?”

I look pointedly at Dad, indicating he can answer.

“Megan was just saying how she’s been thinking of moving out once school finishes, getting started on being independent.”

Fucker. 

“Is that true?” Mum asks, shocked.

Clearly this wasn’t something they’d discussed, then. “Apparently.” I wipe away the residual tears.

“Why?” She looks between the two of us. “And why are you upset about it?”

“Dad?” I ask, sickly sweet. “Care to fill her in?”

He rises from his seat and calmly places his empty beer bottle in the recycling bin. “She’s not upset, Diane. She was getting a little emotional when I was telling her how proud I am of her decision to turn things around and be a little more mature—especially in such hard times for us all.”

Oooo, you…. “I was telling Dad I didn’t want to be a burden, either.”

“Meg,” Mum exclaims. “Don’t be so silly. I mean… yes, you’ve been… difficult lately. But….” Her eyes search the room, but it’s no use; she has no words to offset the truth, no white lie to make us all feel better.

“I’m simply thinking of you, Mum,” I say saccharinely. “And let’s face it.” I pin Dad with my gaze. “I can’t be your little girl forever.”

“Whatever you want, Meg,” Mum says as she sets the bags of groceries down on the kitchen counter. I want to say she sounds dejected, or resigned, but it’s more… relieved. “We’ll help out where we can to get you set up, I guess.”

“Don’t go out of your way,” I say as I exit the kitchen and cross through the living room to the front hall. I call back across the space as I pick up my bag, “I’m used to doing things on my own.”

She stands in the kitchen doorway, a perplexed frown on her face as she wrings her hands together. Dad shadows her, his hard stare nothing but pure contempt. 

“Where are you going now?” Mum asks tentatively, as though not to spook me.

“Out.”

I open the front door and step outside, the air immediately thinner and easier to pull into my lungs. Silence hangs like a death shroud behind me as I click the latch closed and take the few short steps down to our front path. Dark clouds cover the sky, although there isn’t any immediate sign of rain.

I’ve got no idea where the fuck I’m going—now, or in two weeks when I’m apparently starting the rest of my life more alone than I’ve ever been. Who the hell will rent space to a seventeen-year-old? I don’t turn eighteen for a month, which gives me two weeks after school to fill before any rent officer will even look twice at me.

What would Den tell me to do? God, he always had the answer. I need him more than ever right now. The sad irony of it all is I wouldn’t need him at all if he hadn’t died. If that bus hadn’t taken him out, we would still be our false family, living a lie; a lie that kept us comfortable and sedate; a lie that ironically held us all together.

A hollow ache weighs heavy in my chest when I realise that I don’t even have anywhere other than this house to go to feel close to Den. With his funeral yet to happen, there’s no grave, no marker, nothing. Only his belongings upstairs, which may as well be on the opposite side of a river of lava for how safe it feels to re-enter the house right now.

My home.

What a fucking farce. I’ve never felt more uncomfortable, more unwelcome to be somewhere I “belong.” 

The weight of my backpack in my left hand draws my attention to the only constant I have through all of this—my ability to lose touch with reality and fly for a few hours. I look down at my right hand, at the bandage that still covers the back of it, and the pink, angry flesh on my fingers. Does my heart look the same? Raw and vulnerable? Or does it look as it feels, like a lifeless lump of rock that’s unable to feel anything but anger and resentment?

A cool breeze whips my hair around my face as I set off right, toward my second home at the band rotunda, content in the knowledge that no matter how cold it might be tonight, I’ve got two bottles of liquid insurance in my backpack that’ll make sure I stay warm.





ELEVEN

Carver: How did it go?

I stare down at the message and snarl. Fuck him and his ideal world of forgiveness. 

Me: Shit.

The temperature more than halved as soon as the sun went down. Moths flap lazily around the single park light a few metres from the rotunda, providing me some light entertainment. I left the house intent on not returning, but the longer I sit here, the more I realise how ridiculously naïve I’d been about it all.

I haven’t got a jersey, a blanket, any food left after I’ve eaten the sole apple in my backpack, and I’ve only got twelve dollars left in my account until payday on Friday. I’m screwed. No way I’m touching my hard-earned savings just because my parents want to play hardball. I didn’t scrimp to stash away every free cent for this. It’s my ticket out of here—my only way out.

Carver: You still at home?

I let go of a disgruntled sigh and hover my thumb left and right over the screen while I decide if I should let him know where I am or not. I’m still pissed that he had the audacity to get up me about my behaviour and side with Mum and Dad, but he’s also warmth and food, and possibly somewhere to crash until this all blows over.

Yep—I’ve convinced myself that if I stay away until the funeral, Mum and Dad will change their tune once they realise how empty the house is without either child in it.

You’re drunk or delusional—maybe both.

Me: No. I’m at Cedar Park having a celebratory tipple.

The reply is immediate—not even enough time to bring the bottle to my lips again.

Carver: Fucks sake. Be there in 5.

Me: Nup. Stay away.

God only knows why I wrote that, considering I’ve just decided he’s my ticket to lodgings away from home. Spite? The need to still argue this anger out of my system? I add a quick follow-up before he can reply.

Me: It’s cold. I’ll come to you.

If I make it that far before I pass out. I glance over at the first empty vodka bottle laid on its side, and promptly down half of the second bottle in my hand. My stomach roils with unforgiving acid as though to prove the point. No food, and a liquid that never freezes, equals trouble.

The hydrangea bushes over the rotunda wall receive a free shower as I evict the contents of my stomach. Fuck, I feel terrible. And yet, it’s what I want: something to focus on other than the swirling cesspit of shit my life is right now.

My phone skitters across the rotunda floor as a new message comes in. I snatch it up with my left hand, feebly holding on to the wall with my right for dear life, and squint at the shouty caps.

Dad: Come home or the week’s notice is revoked.

Well hello to you too.

Me: Fuck off.

I chuckle to myself, proud as punch with my middle finger to the world, and promptly find a little left in the tank to add to the hydrangeas. Stitching uniforms isn’t such a bad prospect when you’re currently a homeless teen vomiting into public gardens. I make a mental note to apply for a full-time job at the factory after I find a shower and some clean clothes. Fuck going home—if I can even call it that still. No siree. Doing fine on my own, thank you.

I lose my balance and tumble halfway down the steps.

Yep. Definitely handling this adulting thing.

My phone sings at me from its safe spot back up on the rotunda. I crawl the short distance to it, not so trusting of my legs anymore, and slap my hand around until I locate it.

Carver: I’m on my way.

Shit. Carver. Doesn’t the guy know how to follow instructions? I tap my thumb in heavy, misplaced strikes on the screen and send a reply. He responds with two question marks, and I scroll up after a few attempts to see what I sent. My face is pressed against the floor of the rotunda to stop my head wobbling, and I have one eye shut in order to semi-focus on the letters.

Me: I dne nfs hlpp.

Hmm—not your finest work there, Meg. A single tap on the tin roof is followed by two more in close succession. By the time I’ve managed to coordinate my legs enough to drag the limp fuckers into the rotunda properly, the rain pours down in an unrelenting heavy summer storm. 

I curl up in a ball around my half bottle of drink, determined not to lose it, and close my eyes, phone clasped in my bandaged hand. The rain becomes a steady drumming, lulling my echoing mind as I even my breathing and focus on not vomiting again. I’m too fucked to move if I needed to, and too proud to have any yunder on me if I don’t.

Thunder rumbles in the distance, and I suck in a deep breath. My arms dimple with the cold, and my stomach burns a hole through the surrounding organs. Yet all I can think of doing is working out how to keep steady enough to have one more drink. 

One more and you can slip over into the nothingness.

Sleep lurks on the edge of my consciousness, and I doze off a couple of times, waking with a start when the thunder cracks closer than before. A deep disappointment sets in when I remember what I’d been dreaming of, who had been there when I closed my eyes and let my mind go.

Den. He’d been as clear as though it were last week, and he was standing over my bed like he used to, nudging me to wake up. “Get up, Meg. Nothing gets done by giving up before the day’s started.” I wave my arm around in my semi-sleep state and try to push him away.

My hand strikes something very solid and very real.

“Fuck, Meg. What have you done to yourself?”

The ground gives out, and my body twists and folds as I’m jostled against another hard surface. I emit a garbled noise that doesn’t even make sense in my mind, and will my roiling stomach to settle for at least a full minute.

“That’s it, babe. Talk to me, huh? Tell me what you’ve been doing.”

The creak of metal precedes warm air washing over me, and the soft familiar vinyl of a car seat cradling me as a sweet vanilla scent seeps into my nostrils.

“Keep her on her side, huh?”

A thud echoes around me, yet I can’t bring myself to open my eyes. Gentle hands reposition my arm and tilt my head back so my chin is clear of my chest. Fingers comb through my hair as the chill of the night washes over me and the surface beneath me tilts momentarily.

“What are we going to do with you, honey?”

Tanya? If she’s here then that hard presence before was Carver… which means… my head hurts too much. I settle against the warmth beside me and sigh as her fingers gently stroke my scalp, sweeping my matted hair out of my face.

The car starts away from where we’d been stopped and I return to Den, content with the knowledge that I’m safe and warm while I drift away to chat a while with the guy I miss the most, even if only in my dreams.





TWELVE

There’s nothing quite as undignified as the sound you make when you’re heaving the acid from your stomach into somebody’s toilet bowl. Unless of course you’re the only one in that state while everyone around you looks on with sober pity. That’s kind of worse.

I hazard a glance at Tanya as she perches on the side of the bathtub, a wet facecloth in her hand, ready to clean me up when I’m finished… again. I’d say something, apologise for the hundredth time, but my stomach is currently trying to invert itself before it lodges in my chest. 

Carver rubs slow circles on my back, a quiet rumbling hum coming from somewhere deep in his chest. It’s a disappointed sound, a murmuring of all the things he wants to say but presumably withholds until a more appropriate time.

“Would you like me to call your parents?” Tanya asks. “I know you guys aren’t exactly talking, from what Brett tells me, but they might still be worried.”

I shake my head before lunging over the bowl again to bring up nothing but the agonised groan of my empty stomach. “No,” I grind out as soon as my breathing allows. “Don’t call them.”

I’d passed out in the car on the short drive back to Carver’s place, waking up when the Falcon came to a stop outside the formidable fence that surrounds the property. Kind of amazing how fast two people can get you out of a car when you utter the words “I’m going to vomit.”

“What was the grand plan then?” Carver’s deep voice echoes off the tiled walls of the bathroom, wrapping me in its velvety tones.

“I hadn’t thought it through.” My knuckles turn white as I grip the bowl hard, pacing my breathing to stop my stomach from trying to ghost vomit.

“Clearly.”

“Lay off,” Tanya gently admonishes. “You were just as impulsive once too.”

“Yeah, but I never needed anyone to pick up the pieces when I self-destructed,” he bites back.

“Neither did I,” I protest. “I didn’t need anyone to ride in and save me. I was doing fine.”

Rough hands jam under my arms, lifting me from my koala-hold on the toilet. Carver hustles me across to the large mirror over the vanity and faces me to it, brushing my mess of dark hair out of my face as I hang like a scarecrow from the arm looped across my chest. “Does this look like you were doing fine?”

I screw my eyes shut and turn away from the train-smash that stares back at me, sagging into his hold against his chest. My eyeliner is smeared around my eyes, my face pale and hollow. I left the house as some mixture of punk and gothic, but I’ve arrived at Carver’s rocking the “crazed crack whore” look.

Tanya hands me the facecloth with a sympathetic smile and I set to work washing the remnants of the day from my skin after Carver lets me go to stand on my own two feet. “Dad gave me two weeks to conform to their rules or I have to find somewhere else to live. That’s why I left.”

“Harsh,” Tanya states.

“Where the hell did he think you’d go?” Carver asks. He frowns from his position leaning against the wall behind me, our gazes meeting in the mirror.

I shrug. “I don’t think he really cares.”

“You’re all of eighteen—”

“Seventeen,” I correct.

He pauses, swallows, and then carries on. “Seventeen, then. Even worse. What kind of parent ditches their only kid after losing the other one?”

“Mine.” I scrub a little harder at the unrelenting black under my eyes and cringe at the cramps in my gut. “He said that my behaviour would impede Mum’s recovery.”

“Well that’s just fucking ridiculous,” Tanya scoffs. 

“Partially.” I squeeze the facecloth out and set it down on the side of the basin. “I have been acting reckless in the likelihood they’d notice and give a shit—I just kind of hoped that when they did it wouldn’t be negatively.”

“You can stay here,” Carver murmurs. He rustles around in the vanity drawers and comes up with what is presumably Tanya’s hair tie. “We don’t have a spare room, but you can share with me.”

My eyes go wide after he drops that suggestion as though it’s perfectly normal, and proceeds to bundle my hair into a rough ponytail. Tanya watches on in approval, clearly on board with the idea. My head pulls back slightly as Carver adjusts the pony and sweeps the loose strands off my face. 

“Best we can do for now.” He smirks, resting his hands on my shoulders as he holds my gaze in the mirror. “Get some food in you and then you can have a shower.”

“Thank you.”

“Come on.” Tanya rises from the tub, holding out her hand for mine. “Let’s get you some clean and dry clothes first.”

“You know if Dad’s going to be home tonight?” Carver asks Tanya.

She shakes her head as we leave the bathroom, worry clear in her eyes.

Cassie’s idle warning about Carver’s father and the rumours from the Stallion race through my head. It didn’t even occur to me until now that I might have just agreed to crash in the same house as a sexual predator. My face must display my apprehension, given the eye-roll I get from Carver.

“It’s not true—he didn’t do it.”

“Do what?” I ask, a little too high-pitched.

Tanya chuckles and walks on ahead down the hallway.

“Assault the woman,” Carver says. “I’m not saying Dad is a saint—”

“Because he’s not!” Tanya calls out from the room she’d turned in to.

“—but he didn’t do what they said. The woman was pissed he won the bar tab they had on offer for the darts competition that night, and she cried wolf.” Carver chuckles and shakes his head. “What he did do was beat her husband up so bad the guy needed a tooth removed from his lower lip. One thing you don’t do with my old man is start a fist fight unless you know what you’re doing.” His face falls on the last sentence, his eyes dark and glazed as we come to a stop outside Tanya’s door.

“Will these do?” she asks, holding up a pair of shredded jeans and an oversized T-shirt with a pretty Day of the Dead-style zombie woman on the front.

“Anything will do.” I walk in the room to take them from her. “Thanks.”

“I’ll give you two some privacy so you can get changed.” Carver gives me a warm smile as he pulls the door shut and leaves me alone with Tanya.

She watches the door for a second before turning on me and tugging me over to her bed. “Sit.”

“Okay?” Not sure how I can get changed while I’m seated, but whatever.

“That,” she says, pointing toward the door, “is what I’ve been trying to get out of him for years.”

“Privacy?” I ask, confused.

She flicks her long hair over her shoulder and huffs out a breath. “No, silly. To be courteous, caring, and all that shiz.”

I stare at the door also, as though I can still see Carver standing there, and shrug. “Well, what’s he like usually?”

“Closed off, uninterested, and hiding out in the garage or anywhere but here.”

I screw my mouth up on one side and look over at her as she nods as though affirming what she’s just said. He’s never been anything but helpful toward me, there when I’ve called, and never expected a thing in return. On one hand I can’t imagine what she’s saying being true, but on the other I’ve seen it. It was there in his eyes when the frustration started to break through at the truck stop: a simmering anger that he seems to keep in check at all costs.

“Tell me about him when he was my age,” I ask. “You said he was impulsive too. What changed him?”

She shakes her head with a smile. “Uh-uh. You’re asking him that. I’m done saying my piece.” Tanya flops down beside me and sighs. “All I want is for you to understand that something’s changing in Brett, and whatever it is you do to him, keep it up. Please.”

I scoff, running my hands up and down my damp thighs. “I’ve got no idea what I do, Tanya. Honestly.”

“Then don’t go changing. Because whatever that thing he finds interesting about you is, it’s worth holding on to.”

***

“We got off light,” Carver announces as Tanya and I walk into where he’s seated in the lounge.

He’s shucked his jacket, and a worn and stretched tank barely covers his bulky upper body. I grab the hem of the T-shirt Tanya loaned me and fidget with it at my hips to try and distract from all that muscle I was too drunk to take note of at the bonfire. Definitely a full-grown man. The fact I’m the youngest in the room feels way more of an issue than ever before.

“Why’s that?” Tanya asks of his statement as she drops over the arm of a chair to sit in it sideways.

“Old man’s just sent a message to say he won’t be home tonight.” 

“Thank fuck for that. Makes things easier,” Tanya replies.

Carver looks across to where I still stand in the doorway, stiff as fuck. “You can stop worrying now, Meg.”

Yeah—that’s totally what I was worried about. Not the fact that I’m supposed to be sharing a room with this hulk of a man tonight. Wonder who has the floor? I walk carefully across the space between them and take the last solo armchair by the window. 

Carver’s eyes track me the whole way, a hard, unreadable expression in place. “How are you feeling now?”

“Seedy as hell.” I curl my legs up on the seat and tuck myself into the side of the chair. “My head still feels like one of those dashboard dogs’.”

“I’ll go grab you some Panadol,” Tanya says as she stands. “Might at least take the edge off in the morning.” She takes two steps and then hesitates, giving me a pitiful look. “Plus some dry toast, I think.”

“And what have we learnt today, Meg?” Carver asks as she leaves the room.

“Don’t get drunk without eating first?”

He huffs and leans forward, his arms flexing as he rests his elbows on his knees. “How about, ‘Don’t get drunk at all’?”

“You saying that you never have an alcoholic beverage?” I tease.

His narrowed eyes have me finding that extra inch of the seat to sink into. “No, I’m not saying that. But I also don’t make a point of going out to reverse the blood/alcohol ratio of my body.”

“Oh, shush,” Tanya says as she re-enters with a bottle of water in her hand. She places it on the side table beside me and spills two white pills out of her closed hand. “You might be like that now, Brett, but that’s only because you spent enough times yourself calling Ralph on the porcelain phone to know better.”

“I’m simply trying to get Meg to learn from my mistakes,” he answers tersely. 

“I think she’ll learn from her own.” 

I sit in silence and down the pills while they bicker between themselves. My gut protests at the simple intrusion of water, and the overwhelming need to lie down to even out this topsy-turvy nausea hits me. “Guys?”

“Yeah?” Carver answers. 

Tanya storms off in a huff, presumably to make the toast. 

Hand to my stomach, I ask Carver, “Where can I go lie down?”

“Follow me.” He rises out of the seat and jerks his head toward the hallway. “Don’t worry about the toast, Tanya!”

“Good thing I’m hungry, then,” she calls back in a teasing tone. “It just popped.”

The house is old enough to have the high ceiling and narrow halls that are quintessential to all bungalows of this style. Our footsteps are loud on the wooden floor as we track past Tanya’s room to the next on the right, beside the bathroom. 

Carver gestures to the door opposite his, the room beside Tanya’s. “That’s Dad’s room.”

Awkward. “Okay.” It wasn’t lost on me that he called it “Dad’s” and not “Mum and Dad’s” or “my parents’” room.

I hesitate in the doorway of his, still a little weirded out by the concept of sharing a room with Carver. What if I snore? What if I talk in my sleep?

“You coming in?” He fusses with heavy, dark green drapes that hang from an old-fashioned iron rail.

My eyes roam the cream-coloured walls, over the dozens of dark charcoal drawings covering every free space. There are night landscapes, dragons, old cars, and women similar to the one on my T-shirt. “Did you do all these?”

“It’s a pastime,” he answers simply, as though trying to demean the extent of his talent.

“They’re amazing.” I step closer to one he has beside his bed and study the intricate detail in the leaves of the tree and the reflections on the water. 

“I had time to fill, and drawing was one way of keeping my mind busy with anything but what was going on out in the world.”

I cock an eyebrow and step back to face him.

“Home detention,” he explains. “If I watched TV, or talked to my friends, I always ended up so fucking angry at missing out that I wanted to smash the shit out of stuff—so I drew.”

“What did you get HD for?”

“Theft.”

“Oh.”

His eyes drift the length of me. “Told you that you knew nothing about me.”

I cross my arms over my middle and look away from his intense stare. “I know what I need to.” 

His bed is big, but not enough so that the two of us can sleep on it without ending up on top of one another. But the room is narrow, and with a dresser and freestanding wardrobe in here, there’s stuff-all space on the floor. “Who’s sleeping where?”

“People generally sleep in beds, Meg.”

“Alone, yeah, unless they’re a….” I wind my hand about, hesitant to voice the ludicrous concept. “A thing.”

“Are we a thing?” he teases, stripping the tank off to reveal his perfectly moulded torso.

So not fair. “Funny, Carver. Real hilarious.”

“If that’s the only way I can get you to stop being such a prude and get into bed for the night, then we can rectify our ‘thing’ status right here, right now.”

Oh my God—is he serious? “Uh.”

“Just get out of those clothes and into bed, would you? Looking at you in my sister’s stuff is kind of creepy.” He drops his jeans in one fell swoop and steps across to the bed in only his boxer briefs. 

Thick thighs, a trim waist, and wide shoulders have my thought processes back to front, and I try to step out of the jeans without undoing them. Nice move, Meg. My face flames as he chuckles at my faux pas.

“Shut up,” I murmur, fumbling with the button at the top. The scarring on my fingers seriously impedes my dexterity these days, the tight skin pulling when I bend them too far.

“Would you like a hand?”

I hold up my injured one. “Yeah, that might be nice.” I didn’t even think when Tanya helped me do the damn things up that she might not be around when I wanted to take them off.

Carver jerks his head, indicating I should walk to where he lies on his side of the bed. I make my way over, unsettled by the quiet intensity he watches me with as I round the foot of the mattress. He reaches out from his laid-back position and hooks his fingers in the waist of the jeans to jerk me closer when I stop too far away.

My mouth goes dry, my throat tight. His fingers are hooked in my pants. They’re so close to there. It’s the most intimate touch anybody’s given me since the awkward fumbling session with the exchange kid I had in Year 10.

“You look like a deer in the headlights.” His thick fingers make light work of the stud button, his bright blue eyes fixed solely on mine. 

I make a move to step away, yet his left hand holds the jeans captive, keeping me in place as he moves on to the zipper. Lord, give me strength. Does he know how aroused this has me? Can he tell what his touch is doing to me down there? Most of all: is he doing it on purpose?

“Relax, Meg. What do you think I’m about to do? Jump you?”

I shrug, not sure if I open my mouth right now that proper English would come out, or if that sick swirling in my gut is a result of the alcohol or him. 

“You’re not here for that reason.”

And just like that, all my inhibitions and preconceptions about how awkward this could be are thrown out the window, because he’s an adult and I’m a kid. Thanks for the slap back to reality, buddy. 

I step back, the jeans tugging as I break his hold, and head to the far side of the room to undress. It still doesn’t seem private enough.

“Are you finished?” I snap.

“Meg….” He frowns, probably realising how cutting what he said was. Yeah, he spoke the truth, but way to pick a moment to be an arse about it.

“I meant are you finished with the light on?” 

“Yeah.” His Adam’s apple bobs, and he frowns.

I spin away and flick the old-school switch down in its round housing, plunging the room into darkness. My eyes take what feels like forever to adjust to the minimal moonlight creeping in around the heavy drapes. I lose my balance twice in the effort to get Tanya’s tight-as-fuck jeans off, first slamming my shoulder into the wall, and second barely breaking my fall before I add a broken tooth to my current repertoire.

The padding in my bra cups is still damp from the rain at the park, but there’s no way I’m taking that last semblance of dignity off. He’ll just have to make do if they end up making a wet patch on his bed.

Carver is silent all throughout my struggle to get bed-ready, not so much as a rustle of the sheets coming from his direction. Arsehole probably doesn’t want to open his mouth in case he slips the other foot in. Good. I make my way over to the bed and pat my hand around on the edge to locate the top of the sheet.

“I already pulled it back for you.” His voice is amplified by all my other senses being useless in the dark. It sends vibrations through to my very core.

“Thanks.” I slip a leg onto the mattress, heart in my throat while I wait to see if he’s moved from where I guess he is.

All good so far.

Arse on the bed, I scoot over enough that I won’t wind up on the floor, and slide my other leg between the sheets. 

Still safe.

“Do you always take this long to settle in?” His question comes with a yawn.

“When I’m figuring out how to share with somebody, yeah, because strangely enough it’s not something I do every weekend.”

“Really? You don’t know what you’re missing out on then,” he quips.

I tense, halfway between sitting and lying.

“I’m pulling your tit, Meg. Now lie the fuck down so I can get comfortable too.”

I stretch out on my back, stiff as a board, and try to hush my damn breathing, which sounds like the freaking ocean is trapped in my head.

The bed dips and rolls as Carver moves around, and to my horror, his hand shunts under my pillow so that his arm is beneath my neck.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“Getting comfortable. I don’t know about you, but sleeping on the edge of the mattress, terrified I’ll touch the person beside me, doesn’t sound like a good night’s sleep.”

Well… that’s that then. 

“Meg?” His deep voice tickles my left ear, he’s so damn close. “Don’t freak out, but”—his leg crosses over mine. The ability to breathe escapes me—“this is way more comfy.”

“Are you finished yet?” I croak out, not sure how much more of this mind-fuckery I can take.

“Tell you in the morning.” He wriggles a little, settling in. “Good night, Meg.”

Yep—don’t think there’ll be much sleeping going on over here….





THIRTEEN

Turns out I don’t know squat. There was a lot of sleep. So much sleep that I never stirred when Carver left.

I stretch out, unsure if it’s a wise idea to move just yet, or if I should let my acidic stomach wake up properly. I’m definitely never drinking again. She says now….

One of the heavy drapes has been pulled open, and a mockingly blue sky is visible over the top of the trees that line the driveway. I stare out the window for what feels like forever, reluctant to get up and set the gears in motion.

I’ve been away all night. But I can’t stay here forever. Sooner or later I’ll have to return to my parents’ house to face the music—as in today to get my uniform, considering I’m working tonight. I slap a hand to my face and groan. How could I have forgotten that?

“What’s up?”

I roll my head to the right and almost groan all over again, yet for a vastly different reason. Carver leans against the doorjamb, with what I presume is a coffee in hand considering he doesn’t seem like a tea person, shirtless.

The man in only a pair of jeans is toxic to an unbalanced mind like mine.

“I just remembered I have a shift at the supermarket tonight.” 

He sips his drink as though waiting for the punch line.

“Aaand my uniform is at home.” The word feels foreign on my tongue. Home. I don’t think I really have one anymore.

“Oh.” He lowers the mug to his waist, drawing my eye to his ridged, defined stomach. “That’s awkward then.”

“Yeah.” 

He stays put, watching me as I fidget with the sheet over my chest. 

“Could you….” I spin a finger toward the hallway.

“Right. Sorry.” He retreats, looking all kind of bashful and cute as hell at the same time, and shuts the door behind him.

I dash out of the bed, positive if I don’t find the toilet soon I’m going to be asking for more clean clothes. My phone tumbles from the pocket of Tanya’s jeans as I tug them up my legs. Snatching it in my fist, I hook a sharp right out of the bedroom and straight into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. 

Thank fuck for that.

With a sigh of relief, I sit and scroll through the messages from Dad, my euphoric state diminishing with every word. 

Dad: Ring us.

Your mother is worried. Nice work on the guilt card, Dad.

Call now or I’ll phone the police. And say what? You threw your kid out and now you’re positive you fucked up?

Your things are in the garage. Key is by the side gate. 

 

Well, at least that sorts the problem with my uniform. One night, and he’s done. One night. I shouldn’t feel this disappointment. It was to be expected, right? Everything I did led to this, so why the hell do I feel as though I wasn’t worth any real effort?

I finish up and head out to find where Carver went, my phone still in my hand, while I try to work out what I’ll do from here. Den’s funeral is in four days. In all honesty, all I have to do is make it until then and after that? I guess the options are endless, if I’m not fussy. I just need somewhere cheap to stay for a couple of weeks so I can continue to save while living off my pay from the supermarket. What I’ve got should at least get me a train ticket out of here and a few nights somewhere cheap while I look for more work. All good and well if you don’t want to eat. Yeah, there’s that.

“Something on your mind?”

It’d be a bald-faced lie if I said I wasn’t disappointed to find Carver now has a shirt on. “Just messages from Dad.”

“Yeah?” He shifts from where he’d been standing at the French doors that overlook the backyard, to the adjoining kitchen. “Like a coffee? Toast? We have muesli and possibly Cocoa Pops if you like?”

“No coffee”—he draws his eyebrows up in shock—“and muesli would be great.”

He moves around the room with an ease that shows he’s no stranger to the kitchen, and gathers up what’s required for my breakfast. “Can I ask what the messages said?”

“In a nutshell, that my stuff is in the garage when I’m ready to get it.”

Carver drops the spoon he’d been holding into the bowl with a loud clang, and places both palms on the counter. “Are you shitting me?”

“Afraid not.” I move around him tentatively to pick up the container of muesli and pour some into the bowl. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.” He slams the heel of his right hand down to get his point across. “Fuck’s sake, Meg. You’re still a fucking kid in the eyes of the law, and here they are throwing you out like yesterday’s trash.”

I flinch at the venom in his words and focus on not spilling the milk as I pour it over the oaty mix. “I’m not a child, Carver. I can take care of myself.”

“Like you did last night?” he snaps.

I frown in an effort not to cry in frustration, and pick the bowl up to carry it over to the table. “Okay, so I screwed up. But do you have to keep rubbing it in my face?”

He huffs out his nose and leans back against the edge of the bench as I cross to the adjoining dining room. “I’m not trying to rub it in. It’s just that….” He shakes his head, struggling with the words.

“I’m young? I’m vulnerable? Or would you like to go with inexperienced?”  He remains silent as I set the bowl down and take a seat. “Everybody’s got to start somewhere.”

“And it’s not with milk after a night of heavy drinking,” Tanya helpfully supplies as she sweeps into the room.

My bowl is removed from under my chin and carried to the kitchen before I can protest.

“Have this, and I can guarantee the milk won’t be so fluid coming back up.”

Carver remains in the same position the whole time Tanya buzzes around him, prattling something about how alcohol changes the proteins in milk, or whatever. I’m not really listening. There’s a whole other silent conversation going on in the room.

He thinks I can’t do it.

“…as neither of you are really listening, I’ll just go.”

I snap back to Tanya to find her poised in the doorway, eyes flitting between the two of us. She frowns and sighs, shaking her head before she spins on her heel and disappears down the hall to hook a left into the lounge room.

“I guess Cocoa Pops are out of the question then, too.” Aww, come on. He doesn’t even smile. No lilt of the lips, nothing.

“If you can wait half an hour, I can whip up something better that doesn’t involve milk.”

Intrigued, I rise from the table and head over to where he still stands, arms folded and a dark promise that this conversation isn’t over in his eyes.

“Like what?”

“Get me the butter from the fridge door.”

I do as I’m told and set it down beside him. 

“Golden syrup from the pantry, and if you dig around in the back you might find some cooking chocolate.”

“He draws and he bakes.”

“Got a problem with it?” he asks, head down while he slices off a wedge of butter.

“No. It’s kind of impressive, actually.” 

“Glad you’re so easily won over,” he snaps.

I set the ingredients down as requested. The bastard refuses to look at me, even when I pointedly crook my neck to stare at him. 

“Pot, Megan,” he demands. “Under the stove.”

I whip the cupboard open and push the pans aside to grab the only pot that I can see. “Is there a problem with me being here?” I straighten and set the pot down beside him. “Because if there is, just say so and I’ll walk.”

“No problem,” he grinds out as he slaps the cut butter into the pot with more finesse than necessary. “None at all.”

“Really? Because all you’ve done is remind me how naïve and childish I apparently am, and it’s really ramping up my self-confidence, which is just great considering the shitstorm I’m facing. I especially love the fact you make me feel like a burden, even though I never asked for you to intervene,” I sass.

He heaves a sigh and drops the chocolate in his hand into the pot. “You’re not a child, Meg.”

“You seem to like reminding me how young I am every chance you get though.”

“Maybe I’m not reminding you,” he says as he snatches up the remaining chocolate and dumps it in the pot before squeezing a healthy dose of golden syrup in after. “Maybe I’m reminding myself.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“You reckon you’re a smart girl—work it out.” Carver turns his back and slams the pot down on the stovetop, cranking the dial around to half. 

I know what it sounds like it means, but whether or not that’s the intended message, I don’t know. “Do you want us to be… a thing?”

“Depends what you classify as a thing.” His muscled arm is a stark contrast to the gentle stirring motion he makes.

“Anything more than friends.” I cross my arms over myself and wait on his next move. 

He stirs the melting chocolate and butter slowly; his shoulders rise and fall in a steady rhythm as he breathes long and deep. Everything about his posture appears calm, collected.

Which is why I yelp in surprise when he ditches the wooden spoon and whirls on me too fast for me to retreat. He slams both hands either side of my hips on the edge of the bench and leans in close, a small frown pinching at his brow.

Carver swallows hard.

I lean back, only to have him match me by moving forward.

He licks his lips and drops his gaze to my mouth.

I can’t breathe. 

“When’s your birthday, Meg?”

“A little under a month.”

The tip of his tongue sweeps a lazy trail along the ridge of his top teeth as he grins, the wolf ready to devour the lamb. “Less than four weeks and you turn eighteen.”

“Exactly.”

“Perfect.” And with that he’s gone as quickly as he approached. “I better not burn the chocolate.” He picks the spoon up and returns to stirring the pot—quite literally. “Could you pass over the Cocoa Pops?”

With shaking hands I set the container down on the bench beside him. His fingers brush mine as he picks it up, and then empties a pile into the pot. I stay rooted to the spot as he turns the heat off and mixes the ingredients together until he has a tacky mess on his spoon. Scraping the majority off, he holds what’s left out to me.

“Lick it.”

I take the offered spoon and hold it as he ducks around me to retrieve a rectangular tin and some baking paper. He looks over as he lines the tin and glances between the spoon and my mouth.

“If you won’t have it, I will. Didn’t you ever lick the spoon when you baked with your mum as a kid?”

“Mum and I never really did that kind of stuff together.”

He hesitates with a spatula in hand and frowns at me. “Really? I thought everyone did that.”

I shake my head and lick the back of the spoon. His hooded gaze tracks the sweep of my tongue. 

“Good?”

“Yum,” I reply around a mouthful of wooden spoon.

“Mmm.” He shakes his head and picks up the pot, upending the contents into the tin and pressing it down as I finish off the remnants on the spoon.

He makes it halfway across the room toward the fridge with the slice tin balanced on one hand before the sound of the gate on the driveway being dragged open glues him to the spot. “Shit.”

“Your dad?” I ask, dumping the spoon in the sink.

“Yeah.” The slice tin is flung onto a shelf in the fridge so hard it hits the back and only refrains from careening back out because Carver shuts the door on it. “I thought he would be later than this.”

Tanya comes speeding out of the lounge, swinging off the kitchen doorway with one hand as she flies into the room and over to the window that overlooks the drive. “Is that Dad?”

“Yeah,” Carver replies, hands running frantically through his hair. “Change of plans, Meg: we’ll buy breakfast out.”

“Go,” Tanya says. “I’ll tidy up the kitchen.”

My heart rockets inside my chest, the unease in my gut no longer from my lack of food after alcohol. What the hell has them so freaked out? 

“We’ll duck out the laundry door. Grab your stuff.” Carver points back up the hall to his room.

I run the few metres to his bedroom and rebound off the frame as I turn inside. Snatching up the bag of wet clothes from last night, I give my pockets a pat to make sure I have my phone and then turn to head back out when the rattle of the front door stops me dead.

“What you cooking?” A deep, gruff voice calls out.

“Something for later,” Carver replies. “You’re usually hungry after a night out.”

The loud slap of what sounds like a hand to a shoulder precedes a chuckle. “Good boy. Where you going?”

“Got a few errands to do,” Carver says flatly. “Anything you need while I’m out?” Any trace of the apprehension in his voice from mere seconds ago has long gone.

“No, I’m good.” A pause. “You all right, girl?”

“Yeah. Peachy, Dad,” Tanya answers. Although, unlike Carver, her fear remains.

“You lying to me?” The jovial timbre has left their dad’s tone. “You know I don’t tolerate liars.”

Silence… other than the loud tha-thump of my heart in my ears.

“What you two hiding?”

“Nothing, Dad,” Carver says. 

“You bullshitting me too, boy?”

Fuck. What do I do? Should I walk out and take the heat, or stay here and listen to Tanya and Carver take a grilling for me?

“Have I ever?”

I daren’t move, daren’t breathe, waiting on the answer. Tension wracks the air. 

“No, you haven’t.” The airy friendliness is back in their father’s voice.

I suck in a deep breath and sit carefully on the side of the bed. Heavy footfalls sound up the hallway, fast approaching the doorway. With stealth I didn’t know I possessed, I slip behind the open door and hold my breath.

“Meg,” Carver whispers as he enters and shoves his boots on. “Where the fuck are you?”

I step out of my hiding spot, yet the fear doesn’t subside seeing the sheer panic in Carver’s eyes. 

“We need to go, now.” He grips me by the upper arm and pushes me behind him as he edges to the door.

Tanya’s voice drifts down the hall, followed by their father’s. From here it sounds as though they’re both at the dining table, but who would know for sure?

Carver pulls me forward and turns us right into the hall, away from the others. Using his body as a shield, he guides us out the back door and toward the Falcon. I say nothing as we quickstep across the gravel, and he pulls the driver door open.

“If he hears two doors close, he’ll be suspicious. Crawl across and lie down.”

I get in, heart still lodged so firmly in my throat I wonder if it’ll ever find its way back to my chest or if this is the new normal. Carver slides onto the driver seat and shuts his door, quickly turning the car over and reversing at a moderate pace into the turning bay. We come to a stop at the gate, and he gets out to wrench it open.

I don’t take a full breath until we’re several streets away. 

“Can I sit up now?”

“Shit. Yeah, of course you can.”

“What the fuck was that all about?” I rub the chill from my arms.

He catches the movement in the corner of his eye and slides the heater control to the far end. “Dad isn’t that friendly to newcomers.”

“You said everything about him was lies.”

“They are, but I also said he’s not a guy you want to cross.”

I frown, pulling my knees into my chest. “Why would he get angry with me?”

“He wouldn’t,” Carver says simply as he slaps the indicator stick down and waits at a red light. “He’d fuck with you to get at me.”

“You two don’t get along,” I observe.

“You could say that.”

“Why?”

“Everyone’s got their reasons to be at odds with their parents, right?”

Yeah, I guess they do. I pull my phone out from my pocket as we move on, and feel the bitter sting of rejection when I find no new messages from Dad, or moreover a single one from Mum. 

Why is Dad the one who’s doing all the contact? Does Mum even know what’s going on?

“Where to?” Carver asks. “I’m kinda just heading toward town.”

“Home.”

He glances across as he drives, a frown displaying his confusion at my answer.

“Dad will be at work, so maybe if I talk to Mum while he’s not there, there might still be a chance. You know?”

He nods, his shoulders relaxing. “I like the sound of that.”

“I’ll just need you to drop me at the end of the street, is all. I hope you’re not offended, it’s just that… well, they….”

He chuckles, tossing his head back to let the glorious sound escape. “Babe. Don’t try to apologise. I’m used to everyone thinking about me like that, and honestly? Whatever gives you a better chance of sorting things out, I’m on board with.”

“Thank you.” I reach my hand across the seat between us hopefully, and relish the warmth in my chest when he takes hold and wraps his fingers tight around mine.

“I’ve got faith in you, okay? Whatever happens, remember that if you end up having to do this thing called life without your parents behind you, I have faith in you.”

“I wish I knew why.”

“I wish you could see why.”





FOURTEEN

Misty rain settles on the windscreen of the Falcon as Carver and I sit without speaking on the roadside. The wipers whirr as they clear the water, the gentle rumble of the engine idling saving us from utter silence.

Who would have thought a simple conversation with your mother could be this difficult? This terrifying?

Who would have thought a mother and daughter could even get to this point?

“I guess I should go get it done.”

“I’ve got all the time in the world if you want to wait a few more minutes.” Carver twists in his seat and reaches across to sweep the hair off my face. “Bit of advice: don’t build it up to be more than what it is. It’s one moment in your whole life, a few minutes in the day. It’s not an unclimbable mountain, or a river that’s too wide to cross. It’s a conversation with your mum, and if it goes bad, then so what? You try again another day.”

Where the fuck did this man come from? He’s the voice of reason when I need it most. Is this your doing, Den?

“You’re right.” I repeat what he said over and over in my mind, steeling my resolve. “It’s the blink of an eye in the grand scheme of things.”

“Look at me.”

I turn and meet his gaze, immediately confident with the conviction in his eyes.

“Keep your cool, and don’t hide how you feel, okay?” He shuffles on the bench seat so he’s close enough to hold my face in both of his hands, the warmth of his palms on my jaw bringing comfort. “I have faith in you. Remember that.”

“Okay.” I nod, my face still in his hold. 

His eyes flit between mine, and my lips, before he lets go and slides back across the seat to rest his back on the door. “Go. Sort this out with your mum.”

The drizzle hits my skin in tiny pinpricks as I step out of the car and draw a deep breath. The light rain dampens my hair; Tanya’s clothes that I wear aren’t quite enough to keep the cold from bringing goose bumps to the surface of my flesh. I cross my arms over my chest and walk the short distance to my parents’ house—my so-called home.

As ridiculous as it seems to do so, I knock on the door.

Mum answers within seconds, perfectly coiffed and scarily resembling the woman she was before all this happened. She can’t have come right that fast? One day? “Meg.” She does nothing to hide her surprise.

“Mum.”

“Are you here to get your things? Dad said he left them out in the garage in case we weren’t home.”

Fucking liar. I swallow the vile words I have for my father, and nod toward the house. “Can I come in?”

“Of course.” She frowns and backs away, rambling something about the weather as I step into the living room and physically reel at the sight.

The house looks like a damn black market florist. Flower arrangements cover every available surface, a few even placed on the floor beside the sofas. 

“Oh, yes.” Mum stands beside me, hands clasped to her chest. “Your father suggested I buy a few for the wake, but I wanted to see the real thing first so I went online to buy a couple to test the supplier out, you know? And well, I had to try them all. They got delivered this morning. Don’t you think it makes the house look lovely? So soothing.”

She’s lost it. Mum has officially hijacked the train to lunacy and disembarked somewhere around instability. “How much did this cost?” Flowers aren’t cheap, especially online, and Dad doesn’t earn that much.

“I don’t think that’s relevant given what they’re for. Do you?” She glides past a lily arrangement and straightens a stem before taking a seat in the armchair. “Did you have a reason for coming inside?”

“Yeah, I do.” But more to the point, should I need one? “I wanted to talk, just you and me.”

“Oh, how lovely.” She positively beams.

I ignore the shiver that ripples down my spine and plaster on a smile of my own. “So… have you and Dad talked much about me moving out?”

“Of course. He pointed out why it’s such a good idea.”

“Really?” How the fuck could kicking your teenage daughter out be a good idea? “And how’s that?”

“Well, you need the space from us—clearly we’re cramping your creativity, or self-expression, whatever it is, and that’s why you push back against us.” She waves her hands about in the air with a sickly sweet smile, as though this topic is just too much fun to bear.

My nails dig into my legs, and I step slowly over to the sofa to take a seat. “Did it occur to you that I might struggle to find a place to live at my age? I have no credit rating, what barely qualifies as a part-time job, and no references.”

“Dad said you were going to stay with your new friends.” She cocks her head to the side, her back ramrod straight. All she needs is a high-waisted swing skirt and a cashmere sweater to complete the Stepford image.

“Dad’s lying.”

“Oh, no, Meg. Don’t be silly.” She giggles politely. “I’m sure Dad knows what he’s talking about.”

“And I’m sure I’m not imagining things either when I can recall the entire conversation we had in the kitchen where he told me I had two weeks to shape up or ship out.”

Her placid demeanour shifts. I swear the weather darkens, the dim sunlight into the room now near non-existent. A storm brews in more ways than one.

“Now, Meg, you listen to me when I say this, because I’ll only say it once. Everything isn’t always about you.” I go to protest, but she whips a palm up to stop me. “You’ve always done this, right since you were learning to walk. Anything to do with Den, you wanted to overshadow it. You continually stole the limelight from him with your temper tantrums and… and”—her lips snarl as she waves a hand at my outfit—“appearance. You don’t always have to be the centre of attention.”

Pretty sure my jaw just scraped the carpet. “Are you serious? You sound exactly like him, you know that?”

“Perhaps then it’s time you gave serious consideration to the thought that we may be right.” Her hands are perfectly posed on her knee, her chin turned down ever so slightly. 

“Answer me this: when is the last time you can remember that you and Dad celebrated something I did?”

“Oh, I’m sure there are plenty of occasions where we praised you for your efforts.”

Efforts. Even subconsciously she cuts me down. “Name one.”

“Well… I’m sure we did something when you got your job?”

“You handed me your bank account number and told me I could start paying board.”

She looks affronted at the idea, nose curled up and eyes hard. “When you got your driver’s licence?”

“Dad joked that he was surprised I got it without having to resit the test five times.”

“There’s no need for us to sit here and split hairs over it. I’m sure your dad and I would have showed you on plenty of occasions how proud we were of you.”

Were. Is she saying these things on purpose?

I shake my head, pained that I have to explain this to my own mother. “That’s just it, Mum—there isn’t. Everything was always about Den, so no wonder I tried to pull the light my way every so often. Did you ever think to ask yourself why I acted out? Why I had to go to extremes to get my parents’ attention?”

“We figured it was just the way you were,” she says quietly. “You and Den were so different.”

“No. We weren’t.” I lean both elbows on my knees and bury my face in my hands to groan. “He got held behind at school just as many times as I did. His grades were the same as mine. And yet I got punished for not doing enough, when he got praised for achieving what he did.”

“Because he was handicapped with his deaf ear, Meg,” she argues. “He had to fight to get what he did.”

“Bullshit.” I shake my head. “He wasn’t dyslexic, or illiterate, he just had to turn his head to hear better.”

“It still impeded him, and whether you choose to accept it or not, you could have done better if you’d really wanted to apply yourself.”

“So could he,” I shout, throwing my hands in the air. “But you two slipped your rose-tinted glasses on whenever he came in the room.” Tears battle at the back of my eyes, but I take a deep breath and think of Carver’s words: keep your cool. “All I wanted,” I whisper, “was one day where you guys treated me the same.”

“Then why didn’t you ask for it?”

“I did,” I murmur. “But more to the point, I shouldn’t have to. I tried so damn hard to impress you two, and when that wasn’t enough, I tried the opposite—I acted out knowing that at least if I got punished and told off it would buy me ten minutes of your time.”

“No.” Mum shakes her head. “You can’t blame what you’ve done on us. Not now.” My supressed tears manifest in her eyes. “You can’t blame us for your selfish behaviour.” She sniffs and dabs under her eye with the side of her index finger. “I think perhaps your father did do the right thing asking you to leave sooner.”

“So that’s it?”

“What more can I say?”

I scoff, rising to my feet and stepping toward the door. “Oh, I don’t know, Mum. That you love me? And that you’re sorry this is how things have ended up?”

She turns her head to stare stoically out the front window. I hesitate, hoping she’s simply gathering her words. But as the seconds tick by it becomes increasingly obvious that no, she’s not; she simply has nothing else she wants to say.

Even now.

Ouch.

“See you at the funeral, Mum. I’ll put the key back in the same place once I’m finished.”

My heart tears apart as I step out the front door for what will probably be the last time. So many memories here, so many milestones, and yet this is the worst of them all. 

I guess in the end having your parents break your heart is a lot like losing baby teeth—it hurts for a while, but you persevere in the knowledge that what comes after the loss is something stronger, something better. 

I’m leaving behind the girl I once was to become the woman I want to be.

And I’ve never in my life felt more like I’m doing the right thing.





FIFTEEN

Carver walks up the side of the house to meet me at the garage door. I texted him after I walked outside, asking him to pull up closer so I didn’t have to walk so far in the sporadic rain with all my shit in hand. He strides over the wet lawn, hands in pockets, and seeming inches taller than his six-foot frame.

And I slept curled up in that last night. I’ve never wanted to slap myself so hard for being such a lucky bitch before in my life.

“How did it go?” he asks, throwing a cautious glance toward the laundry window that overlooks the path we’re on.

“She’s fucking insane,” I grate out, tossing supermarket bags stuffed full of my clothes out the side door of the garage. “He’s just shoved all my shit in bags, no rhyme, no reason—just shoved it all in.”

Carver leans down and places his large hands over mine. “Stop.”

“No. I need to get this done.” I struggle with a box that’s so fucking heavy I honestly can’t figure out what I own that would weigh this much.

“Meg. Stop.” He wraps his arms around my shoulders and gently coaxes me off the pile of belongings.

I break, the pent-up frustration at how fucked up this whole week has been bubbling over. He walks us backwards, my chest to his back, until he finds the side of the house to lean his weight against.

We stay like that for a solid few minutes, his arms wrapped tight around me, his right hand gripping his opposite wrist so hard that the flesh beneath turns white. 

“Shh.” Gentle lips place careful kisses to the top of my head. “It’ll be okay.”

“They’re all I have left,” I sob, “and they don’t even want me.” I emit a pained cry and bawl even harder than before. If I keep this up, Mum will be out here in no time to tell us to stop making a scene for the neighbours.

“They’re not all you have left.” His arms shift so that one stays across my chest, the other sliding up on an angle so he can stroke his fingers along the side of my neck.

If I could purr, I would. Something in that simple touch sets me at ease, and my sobs die off to the odd hiccup the longer he does it.

“I’m a firm believer that things happen for a reason, that something out there knows more than we do.” He places a chaste kiss to my temple and continues. “I never intended to go to that bonfire—why would I when I’m almost ten years older than the majority of the people there? But, I’d had a shit day at work, Dad was being a cunt, and Tanya was out with her friends. I needed to get outside, enjoy the space—a by-product of too much time spent cooped up indoors with the home detention.” He slips both hands to my shoulders and gently spins me around, recrossing his arms behind my back to pull me flush with his hard body. My hands go out on instinct to keep breathing space, and find the hard planes of his chest. “Meg… it might sound crazy, but all this happening right now, the fact that you need somebody there for you, that it can be me….” He closes his eyes briefly, shaking his head. “I think that’s the work of fate.”

“You’re saying you think you were supposed to find me?”

“I think we were supposed to find each other.” He leans in and places another soft kiss on my forehead. “It….” He struggles with his words, grimacing as he fights to voice his thoughts.

I reach up with my healing hand and touch the side of his face, running my fingertips over the sharp line of his jaw. He sighs and closes his eyes, his breaths coming slower against my chest.

“When I think about what it would be like if we hadn’t met, that you’d be going through this alone, it fucking tears me up inside.” He swallows hard. “Like nothing else ever has before.” His eyes snap open as my hand drops away, my breath hard to catch as his gaze studies mine. “You’re pulling emotions from me I thought I couldn’t feel. You’re building a dangerous connection, Meg, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Why is it dangerous?” I whisper. What’s so wrong about finding a person who makes you feel?

“Because I’m not the kind of guy who takes lightly to people damaging what’s mine.”

I’m his? I feel adored, cherished, but at the same time I know he’s fighting the thought it could be more. He’s acutely aware of my age—he’s made sure I know that—and there’s no chance that whatever this is growing between us could ever be more. No matter how phenomenal it feels. No matter how much I believe everything he’s just said, because I feel it too. 

He’s just what I need, when I need it.

I turn my head and look out over the street as I tune in to the steady beat of his heart. His fingers knit into my hair, and he holds me close before resting his mouth on the top of my head and murmuring “What am I going to do?” 

I could die right now and feel as though I was never supposed to be anywhere else. I know what I want him to do, but he has to make that decision for himself, he has to want this enough… want me.

My mind was made up the moment he pulled me close on that log. He is home. He is my comfort, my reasoning, and the one who I can rely on time and again. 

“Let’s get this stuff loaded.” I slip free of his hold in my hair, yet keep my hands firmly on his chest. “We’ll stash it in the Falcon until I figure out where I’m going to go, and in the meantime, I think there might be a truck stop that deserves my attention on the rest of their amazing burgers.”

He chuckles, the sound warm and rich through my soul in such proximity. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

We load my belongings in companionable silence, stealing the odd look at the house as we work together to get the stuff in the car. Mum never comes out to see how we’re going, or even if I have gone. If I hadn’t just been inside talking with her, I would have thought there wasn’t anyone home.

The last two bags in my grip, I walk toward the back of the car with Carver close behind, and toss them in with everything else. He reaches up and pulls the boot lid down, giving it a good shove to get the latch to hold properly, just like most of these old bangers require.

He glances down at me, a small smirk on his lips. “Tell me….”

“Yeah?” I pop a hip and lean into the back of the car.

“Does this make us a ‘thing’ yet?”

God I hope so. “Mmm, not sure. You can cook,” I tease, counting off on my fingers, “and I’m pretty sure you can do your own laundry, right?”

He nods, his smile growing.

“Do you take the trash out without being asked? Change the toilet roll when it’s finished? And do you separate your whites and colours?” I ask with a stern frown.

He wraps a hand around the back of my neck and pulls me in close with a chuckle as his lips rest against my forehead. “For you, whatever you want, babe.”

“You might do, then.” I back up and wave a dismissive hand at him. He watches with a broad smile as I strut around to the passenger door and pull it open. “Come on, then. Let’s go get your lady lunch.”

***

I was kidding about us definitely being a thing now—that decision is completely in his court after what he said about this being too dangerous—but with the way he hasn’t stopped smiling since, I wonder if my joke was lost on him. He knows I was kidding, right? Shit. He couldn’t have thought I was serious. I mean, I want to be serious, but he had a valid point. He’s like eight or nine years older, and then there’s the whole issue with his family—well, his dad—and the fact I’m not eighteen yet… oh my God, what if he was serious?

“How’s the deluxe?” he asks, pointing to my greasy burger.

“What did I have last time?”

“The double bacon special.”

I twist my lips in contemplation. “I think the special was better to be honest; I could fit the damn thing in my mouth.”

He chuckles, and promptly takes a bite of his without so much as the need to unhinge his jaw. I scowl with jealousy and squish mine down further to make it a more palatable size.

“When do you start your shift?” he asks around a mouthful.

“Four.”

He turns his head to check the clock over the counter, and I unashamedly stare at his strong profile. Even if he did take my little role play at the car seriously, I shouldn’t complain. Maybe I just instigated the best thing to happen to me since, well, ever?

“You’ve got almost five hours to fill.”

I lean forward, hands folded under my chin, and ask, “What’s the plan then?” The fact it’s a Tuesday and that he’s not a student hits me suddenly. “Wait. What about you? When do you next work?”

Carver shakes his head and pushes a loose sliver of onion back in his burger. “Don’t need to worry about that anymore.”

I detect the hint of aggravation and ask, “Why?”

“Got a call yesterday before I picked you up.” He sticks his index finger in his mouth to lick the sauce off. Dead. I’m dead. “They fired me.”

“What the fuck for?” I exclaim.

An old couple in matching polo shirts give me the side-eye for my outburst.

“Some jackass filmed that bust-up with Jasper at the bonfire and uploaded it. Thing got around, and when my boss saw it he didn’t want me associated with the place anymore.”

“That’s screwed up. Surely you have grounds to appeal?”

“Not really.” He ducks his head to one shoulder, eyes on the burger. “But that’s my problem, not yours. You,” he says, lifting both eyebrows, “will need to iron your uniform, or at least have a shower before you go to work, right?”

“Killjoy,” I mumble, wrangling my burger together for another bite. “Where will I do that? I mean, if borrowing your shower is out of the question.”

He sighs and sets the last quarter of his burger down. “I can message Tanya, see if he’s still there, but Meg….”

“What? Would he really be that bad?”

“You have no idea.” He pushes the plate away and leans into the booth seat, arm slung over the back. “We didn’t talk for the first month of my HD.”

“A whole month? In the same house without a single word?”

“Yeah,” he says on a chuckle. “It was awkward as fuck.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I did it.” Carver leans forward again, elbows on the table, and cranes his head around to check who’s within earshot. “He set me up, for the theft. I was supposed to be helping him by being the sober driver—the whole heist was a stupid idea of his one night after too many at the pub—and when we both got hauled in for questioning, he played the whole ‘trying to stop my son from ruining his life’ card, made out he was there to convince me not to do it.”

“Arsehole.”

“If you want to pretty it up, yeah. He couldn’t risk another conviction that got him jail time, otherwise parole would be unlikely.”

“What changed, then? Between you two?”

A moment passes where Carver’s eyes seem to fog over; he looks at me, but he doesn’t see me. “Mum’s death.”

And here I am acting as though I’m the only one who lost someone close to them—I really am selfish. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. She’s in a better place now.” He drops back into the seat again as he drags a hand over his face. “But, all this chit-chat isn’t sorting out where you can stay for a few days.”

What the hell did he mean “a better place”? Was she sick? Was home life that bad? He can’t just leave it there.

He does.

I finish my burger in humbled silence as he pulls his phone out and taps away at the screen. The thing chimes several times between his writing sessions, and he twitches a half smile at one point that leaves me with a pang of unjustified jealousy.

“Old man’s passed out on the couch,” he informs me. “Tanya said he went after the hair of the dog, and two beers in he was down for the count.”

“You and Tanya are close, huh?” Totally unjustified jealousy.

“We bonded, I guess you’d call it, over Mum’s funeral. Dad went AWOL and it was left up to us to arrange everything.”

“I guess our situations aren’t very different when you think about it.”

He shakes his head, a sardonic smile on his face. “Babe, they’re way different. You tried to fix things with your parents. Tanya and me? We’re stuck in this routine of denying there’s any real problem to sort out with Dad.”

I wipe my mouth with the paper napkin and ball it up on the empty plate before me. “Can I meet him?”

“What the fuck for? Have you listened to a thing I’ve said?”

“Maybe he won’t be so bad with me? What if I show him his bullying doesn’t affect me?”

“You’re living in a dream,” Carver bites back. “He’s got this… this way of getting under your skin.” He hunches his shoulders, his face screwed up in distaste. “He just eats at you until you break, and then he revels in it, the pain he’s caused you. The guy’s a fucking masochist, and there were days I seriously believed Mum had us kids so she had at least one person in the house that loved her. He’s just… he’s an arsehole, Meg, just like you said, and there’s no reason why you need him anywhere near your life.”

“Can I borrow seventy-five bucks then?” I lean back in my seat and cross my arms.

“What for?” he asks, exasperated.

“If I can’t shower at your place, or even show my face there, I need somewhere to stay the night. The motel near my work costs seventy-five a night.”

“No way in hell I’m letting you stay there on your own.” His eyes hold a fire I’m not sure I feel all that uncomfortable about. It’s the most interest anyone’s shown toward my welfare in a long time.

“So stay with me.” Where the fuck did that come from? I stay the course, upholding my false bravery while inside I melt into a puddle of nerves.

Carver holds my gaze captive across the table, his eyes searching mine, for what, I don’t know. “Would you like that?” The resonance of his low words tickles me deep inside.

“Yeah, I think I would.”

“I think I would too.”





SIXTEEN

Work is work. It’s the last place I expected to feel any inkling of normality, and yet, I do. Aside from my supervisor uttering a quick condolence on Den’s passing, nobody has said a single thing to me, which isn’t all that unusual.

The customers don’t know. The old lady who needed me to call up somebody to help her get the giant ten kilo bag of dog food into her car didn’t see me as anything other than a “helpful young lady.” 

I’m anonymous here. I’m simply Meg the checkout chick, not Meg the delinquent, or Meg the alcoholic. It’s a refreshing feeling to have when I’ve been giving serious thought to how life is going to work from here on out.

“Sylvie, do you have a minute?” I grab my supervisor’s attention before she buzzes off to check on something else pre-lock up. 

“Sure.”

“Are there any extra hours going? I’d be open to anything you have after exams have finished.”

She gives me a sympathetic smile and shakes her head. “If I did have any, then there are a couple of single mothers on staff who are looking for the extra cash. I’m sorry, Meg. What you have is all I’ve got.”

I thank her and stack my cash box away. I didn’t expect any more, but it never hurts to ask. The lights flicker on out in the car park, and I glance up to find a familiar blue sedan again. This time, though, it appears he’s alone.

Hopefully he’s gone by the time I clock out. Why would Jasper even be here? Was the shit said at school not enough? Perhaps he feels the knife could use another twist?

By the time I’ve rounded up my bag from the staffroom and headed back out to the car park, Carver’s arrived. And he’s parked diagonally across from Jasper. Shit. 

I hit the red button to open the automatic doors after hours and step out into the chilly dusk air. Jasper’s door opens, and he steps out before I’ve so much as crossed the supermarket’s covered walkway to the asphalt. Go the fuck away. 

The fact it’s near on night, and the floodlights cast shadows over the cars, means I can’t see what Carver’s doing inside the Falcon. I tuck my head down and keep walking toward his passenger door, doing a terrible job at pretending I haven’t seen Jasper.

“Meg.”

Damn it. “Oh, hey Jasper. I didn’t notice it was you.”

He gives me a look that says he sees right through my bullshit, but lets it slide. “You weren’t at school yesterday.”

“Yeah, I was.” My right arm crosses over my body on instinct. “Didn’t your girlfriend tell you?”

“Girlfriend?” He frowns, jamming his hands in the back pockets of his jeans.

“Amelia.”

He laughs, and steps closer. 

I step back.

“Amelia isn’t my girlfriend, Meg. I’m not involved with anyone.”

I glance over at the Falcon, and he follows my line of sight.

“That jackass here for you?”

“He’s not a jackass.”

On cue, Carver’s door opens. He unfolds his towering frame out of the driver seat and softly closes the door. His measured movements are scaring the shit out of me, so God only knows what they’re doing to Jasper.

“You ready, Meg?” He walks the few metres to where we stand, a confident swagger in his stride.

“Yeah, I am.” I make a move toward the Falcon and Carver, but Jasper blocks my path.

“Well, I’m not. I haven’t finished talking to you.”

“Got anything else you want to say to him?” Carver asks me.

“Nope.” I try to sidestep Jasper, but the arsehole blocks me again with an outstretched arm as though I need protection. “Um, excuse me.”

“Why is he picking you up?” Jasper snaps.

“Why the fuck do you care?” I bite back. Until a week ago, I wasn’t even on his radar, so why the interest now? “And why are you even here?”

“Step away, kid.” Carver jerks his head to the side, arms folded over his chest, which only serves to make his muscles appear twice as big.

“Fuck off, old man. How about you let Meg make up her own mind without bullying her into anything, yeah?”

“Like you are?” I ask. “I’ve made up my mind, Jasper. I want you to move, and I want to go home with Carver.”

“Home?” He snorts. “Well that went quick.”

“Again, I don’t know what it is to you, but if you’ve got nothing else constructive to say, go find Malibu Barbie and Cindy to work out your pent-up frustrations on.”

Carver chuckles, drawing Jasper’s attention away from me.

“Seriously, you paedo, leave her alone.” Jasper makes a shooing motion toward the Falcon. “Go on and find yourself some bitch your own age, yeah?”

I give Carver “this shit’s getting ridiculous” eyes, and take two steps back to have another go at getting around Jasper. It works a treat, given he’s so distracted by the hand heading for his throat.

Carver lifts Jasper to his toes as I hustle a safe distance to the hood of the Falcon and watch the showdown of testosterone unfold.

“Listen, you little fucker,” Carver sneers in Jasper’s face. “You’re the one making her uncomfortable, not me. She’s made her intentions clear, so respect the woman and back the fuck off.”

Woman. He called me a woman, not a girl. 

“She know what Den was doing uptown yet?”

I push off the hood of the car and take a step forward, asking “What?” as Carver shakes the shit out Jasper.

“Shut up, arsehole,” he hisses in Jasper’s face. “She doesn’t need you breaking her heart about her brother before he’s even in the ground.”

“No.” I hold my hand out, walking up to stand beside the two of them. “Put him down.” I turn my attention to Jasper as he stands clutching his throat once Carver lets go. “What are you on about?”

“I came here to talk to you, but this dickhead turned up and got in the way.”

“Talk to me about what?” I blurt out. Just get to the point, already.

Jasper eyes Carver cautiously before he continues. “You remember my big brother, Nyall, right?”

I nod, brow furrowed while I try to work out where he’s going with this. His big brother left high school a couple of years before we started and promptly went off the rails.

“He returned from his OE a few months back, and not long after Den would show up at our place.”

“So?” I never bothered to ask who it was that Den associated with when he wasn’t around me; maybe it was legit?

“Dad sent Nyall off overseas to get him away from the crowd he was hanging with. But when Nyall came back, he fell right back into the same old shit.”

“Selling weed?”

“Yeah.” He glances at Carver warily before returning his focus to me. “Den and Nyall had no other reason to hang out, Meg. Nyall is ten years older than me. He wasn’t even at school when Den started.”

The news isn’t exactly shocking; I knew that Den smoked on occasion. Shit, he was the reason I had my first hit. I busted him getting high down the back of our property when the smell drifted in my open bedroom window. Curiosity didn’t kill the cat that day, but it sure as hell got it wasted.

“What’s this got to do with the accident?” I ask. My head pounds, and my eyes ache from the pressure. 

Jasper moves a little closer, dipping his head to level our eyes. “You know who supplies in Whitecaps, right?”

“There’s a tonne of people who have backyard grow rooms, Jasper,” I murmur. “It could be anyone.”

“Nyall’s been using for so long, he only buys the best. Those cowboys that sell out of their garage are pedalling shit, Meg.” 

Carver steps forward to intervene, but Jasper continues as he backs away to a safe distance. “He only ever bought from Brett’s old man.”

Jesus, I’m going to be sick. “I still don’t get how this is all connected.” Carver steps forward, arm out to pull me to his side. I lift my hands and back away. “No.”

“Den was on a run to get more green stuff for Nyall that day. They were going to have a sesh when Nyall got home from work.”

“Do you know this for sure?” Carver bites out. “Or are you just speculating, making up shit to try and make yourself the hero?”

Jasper sighs and scrubs a hand over his face. “He told me, the other night over a beer. Said he felt responsible and that he needed to get it off his chest.” He snorts, shaking his head. “Fuck, it’s not as though we can talk to the old man about it, right?”

“As if your dad would do a fucking thing about it. Everyone knows you two get away with fucking everything because your old man pulls strings and bails you out to save your poor mother’s fragile heart,” Carver mocks.

“Sounds like jealousy, there, Brett,” Jasper quips in return.

I back away as they continue to bicker, my heart heavy as the mystery around what Den was doing that damn day finally pieces together. Did Carver know? Did his dad know? Den’s choices were his, but I can’t help but feel the bitter sting of resentment as it grows towards Carver. His family had a hand in tearing mine apart. Indirectly or not, it was his blood that stole away mine.

I cover my face with my hands, drawing deep, long breaths to try and get it together. The guys’ voices swirl around me as they sling insults at one another, bickering over who’s got my best interests at heart, and defending their own. I begin to rock, only realising when the car moves behind me that I’m literally bending at the waist as I tip back and forth, trying to block all this anger, this hate, and this pain out. A murmur builds in my chest, gaining momentum until I finally throw my hands down and tip my head back to scream.

Both men pause midfight, Carver’s hand in Jasper’s shirt, Jasper poised to punch Carver in the side. 

“Just stop it, please!”

“Meg?” Carver drops Jasper like a hot potato and moves my way.

“Both of you,” I yell. “What good does this do? We all know you hate each other. But seriously, what the fuck is this achieving?”

Carver stops in his tracks, eyes wide. Jasper rubs his face sheepishly and shrugs.

“I appreciate your concern, Jasper, I really do. But so fucking what if Den was buying buds to smoke with your brother that night? He could have been buying a six-pack, or picking up KFC to take around with him—none of it changes the fact he was on that road that day, and that either he or the bus driver fucked up.”

“I just wanted—”

“It doesn’t matter what you wanted.” I cut Jasper short. “The raw truth of it is that you came here to tell me what you have, not to put my mind at ease, but to implicate Carver’s family in all of this. Right?”

He stares down at the ground, unable to answer me.

“Right?” I press again.

He can’t even look my way, let alone at me. Fucker. 

“Maybe Den was buying off Carver’s dad. Maybe he wasn’t. But even if Carver’s old man was the last face Den saw, it doesn’t matter. He wasn’t the one riding the bike; he didn’t force Den to collide with that bus. None of it matters. Yeah, I’m angry, and yeah, I’m looking for somebody to blame, but you know what?”

Carver looks to Jasper, urging him to answer. Jasper takes two steps back, frowning as he mutters, “What, Meg?”

“It was a fucking accident,” I growl, low and throaty. “An accident. Nobody is to blame. And that sucks so much more, because what the hell do I do with all this anger and resentment now?” Tears spill over my cheeks as I clench my fists before me, shaking my head.

Carver moves for me, wrapping me in his warm embrace as I cry at the pointlessness of it all. Den died for nothing: no great cause, no higher purpose. It was just a fucking accident.

“I’m sorry that’s how you feel,” Jasper mutters. He takes two steps back toward his car. “Just don’t look back on this and say I didn’t try to help.”

I bury my face in Carver’s chest, unable to even look at Jasper as he climbs in the driver seat and starts his car. My body shakes with supressed sobs, the effort to hold them in immense. 

Carver runs his hand gently up and down my spine. “You handled that well, Meg.”

Did I? Sure as hell doesn’t feel like it. “I’m so tired of crying.”

Carver places his fingers on the underside of my jaw and tips my head toward him. “I know. Let’s just head back to the motel, okay?”

I stare into his eyes, mustering as much conviction as possible. “Did you know?”

He shakes his head and sighs. “No. I didn’t.”

I believe him. The sadness, the regret in his eyes: he really didn’t know that his dad was the last person Den likely spoke to.

“I want to talk to him, your dad.”

“And then what?” Carver asks gently. “What closure do you think that’d give you if Jasper was right?”

I shrug, looking over at the dark street where Jasper’s car left. “I just want the whole thing put to bed. Even if your dad doesn’t have anything good to say, at least I know for sure what happened, right?” I frown, letting the confusion at what’s real these days stave off more tears.

Strong arms wrap me tight, and the warmth of Carver’s breath heats the top of my head. “If you want answers, baby, we’ll get them. But not tonight, okay?”

“Promise?”

He slips his hands to my hair and holds me close as the lights in the front of the supermarket systematically switch off. “Promise.”

I listen to his heartbeat beneath my ear, steady and sure, as near darkness envelops us. A week ago this man was nothing but a mystery that I sometimes caught a glimpse of outside the auto shop. But now, here he is, making promises to me that in all reality he has no duty to uphold.

Why me? How did I get so lucky to have this constant in such unstable times? Was it fate that we crossed paths? Was I supposed to get to know him so I’d get answers about what Den was doing that day?

Maybe, but I like to think it’s more. 

I lift my left hand and slip it along the side of Carver’s face. His eyes drift closed and he lets out a slow, satisfied sigh through his nose. My fingertips explore the hard edges of his jawbone, and the taut flesh of his neck. I wait for him to pull back, to put distance between us like he always does. And yet he doesn’t. He leans in.

“Stay with me,” he murmurs. “Make me that promise.”

“I’m not going anywhere tonight but back to the motel with you.” 

“I don’t just mean now.” His brow pinches, and he unleashes those baby blues on me when I’m at my weakest with him. “I mean always. After your exams are finished, don’t leave this town without me.”

“Where could I go?” I ask honestly. I’ve got hardly any money, no options, and a future that’s so far off the planned track I can’t even see the fork in the road anymore.

Carver shrugs at my question, that crooked smile pulling at the corner of his lips. “Who knows? But promise me wherever it is, you’ll let me drive?”

I chuckle and push up on my tiptoes to place a chaste kiss on his nose. “Always.”





SEVENTEEN

Carver lies spread out on the bed while I examine every inch of the motel room. His amusement at my simple joy is clear given the wide smile on his face. 

“Do you know they have these cute little things?” I hold up the tiny plastic tubs of Marmite and peanut butter. 

He nods, his grin growing wider. “Yeah, babe, I do.”

The one and only time I stayed in paid accommodation, I was too young to remember anything other than how enormous the twin bed seemed at four years old. Our family never did the annual holiday thing like so many kids at school.

“Do you have to pay for this stuff?” I ask, picking up a tiny price card from the back of the basket.

“Yeah, but if you want to use it, go ahead.”

He shifts across the bed as I approach, and rolls to his side. I climb on the mattress and sit beside him, legs folded, my knee brushing against his chest. “What are we going to do tomorrow night?”

“What do you mean?” He frowns, reaching out to run a finger down my shin.

“You don’t have a job anymore, so how can I expect you to cover the cost of this?” I lift my hands and indicate the room around us. “We’ll have to figure something else out.”

“Yeah.” His hand drops away with a resigned sigh, and I lament the loss of his touch.

“Maybe after I talk with your dad he’ll let me stay with you guys?”

Carver rolls to his back and crosses both arms above his head. I crawl closer, pulled to him by something I can’t yet put my finger on, and lie down at a right angle to him, my head on his chest. He drops a hand across my chest, curling his hand around and stroking his fingers through my hair as he talks.

“I guess I’d hoped that I could put off you two meeting. I mean, Dad’s never going to be a nice guy to get to know, but I didn’t want you to add that stress to what’s already the week from hell.”

Four days. Only four days have passed since we lost Den, and yet it feels like a lifetime with everything that’s been going on. “I miss him even when I’m not thinking about him,” I murmur, finding the edge of the sheet to fidget with. 

Carver’s hold tightens, and I drag in a deep breath, relishing the ease his musky scent brings me. 

“It’ll get easier.”

His mum. He’s been through this; he speaks from experience. “How long did it take for you to feel… whole again?”

“I don’t know.” He sighs. “I guess it was a few months before I stopped wondering how different the day would have been if Mum was still in it. But truthfully? I don’t think you ever get past it and feel the same as you did before, you just start believing that how you are now is normal.”

“I guess you’re right.” 

“But?” Carver asks, sensing my hesitation.

“But… I wonder sometimes, do people look at me and think I don’t care? Because I don’t walk around with a veil over my face and a handkerchief permanently under my nose, do they think I’m over it?” I frown, fingers picking at the edge of the bedding. “But then I also wonder if openly grieving would be easier, you know? Like, all shoving it down does is make it hurt even more. It condenses the pain into a tiny space it can’t fit in, and when I stop to think about the fact I’m never going to have another day to talk with Den, to hug him, or whine at him for teasing me, it feels as though I’m going to burst into a thousand pieces.”

“Babe….”

“I know it’ll get easier, like you say, that eventually I’ll be able to think of him and only smile about the good times. But shit, Carver, it’s as though I’m half-dead. It’s as if my ability to feel anything has been smothered, like I’m only operating on 50 percent.” 

He reaches his far hand across himself to grab my hips and drag me over the bed so we lie flush, side by side. I nestle back into his warmth and bring his legs up with mine. His chest heaves with a sigh, and he leans forward to place a gentle kiss on the shell of my ear as I fight the tears of confusion.

“You feel this?” he murmurs against my skin.

My words fall from my lips breathlessly. “Yeah, I do.”

Carver moves his mouth to the intersection of my jaw and neck, placing two more gentle kisses against my flesh. “What about that?”

“Mm-hmm.”

His nose tickles a gentle path along my neck, and he sighs. “As long as I’ve got hold of you, babe, I’ll make sure you never stop feeling a damn thing.”

I roll in his arms and place a hand to his shoulder. He shifts to prop himself up on one elbow, and looks down at me with nothing but adoration. Yet there’s still that hesitation in his gaze. “What’s holding you back?”

“Everything that shouldn’t.”

“So why is it then?” I whisper.

He closes his eyes briefly, and then opens them as he leans down to kiss me on the forehead. “Because if I give in and stick a middle finger up to the world to make this work between us… I’m scared, babe. I’ve never had this with anyone; the connection I get from you. I want more of it, and I’m scared if people find out about what we’re doing here, they’ll take you away and I’d have ruined any chance at ‘us’ because of my damn impatience.”

“Who’s to know, though?” I jerk my head at the room around us and shrug in his hold. “It’s just you and me here, nobody else. Who’s to know how we choose to spend this time together?” I look deep into his eyes and plead with my gaze as well as my words. I need this. 

If he rejects me now… if we get this far only to have him pull away again.... When would I ever be enough if not now?

He continues to gaze down at me, a war raging inside his mind. The air between us thickens to the point of my breathing becoming a slow and laboured process. I reach a tentative hand up and stroke two fingers down the side of his face, my lips parting as I do. His gaze follows the movement of my mouth, and he pulls his bottom lip between his teeth briefly before letting it go with a sigh.

I’m fixated on the reddened flesh, obsessed with the idea that I could kiss that graze away, that my lips could bring relief to where he’s inflicted harm on himself in the name of keeping under control.

“Meg?”

“Yeah,” I say quietly, my fingers creeping toward his mouth to touch that spot.

“If we start this now, it’s never going to end.”

“I know,” I whisper.

My fingertips brush the flesh below his bottom lip, my eyes tracking the movement. He sucks in a sharp breath, his gaze hooded as he tenses over top of me. I stretch out, seeking his foot with mine, and tangle our legs at the ankles.

“Talk to me, Carver.”

He shuffles his arm so that he can stroke the hair from my face whilst still holding his weight. “Have you ever been kissed, Meg?”

I open my mouth to speak, yet he cuts me short.

“Not those stupid kisses you steal with some boy you hardly know while nobody’s looking, but a real kiss. One that you wish wouldn’t end, that you wish you could hold on to and keep?”

I hold his gaze as I shake my head, my heart alight at the anticipation of what’s coming next. Age is only a number. What does it matter if we’re two consenting adults? I’m not naïve; I know where this leads. And I’m not scared.

I’m ready.

For him.

For us.

The bed dips as Carver rolls his body over top of mine, propping himself up on both elbows, either side of my head. Our hips are connected, the weight of his body comforting as much as it’s exhilarating. His chest brushes mine with each breath. 

“Truth or dare?”

“Pardon?” Isn’t he supposed to be closing this space between us, taking what he wants?

“Truth or dare, Meg. Pick one.”

“Truth.” Always the truth.

“The truth is,” he says, slightly breathless, “I wished you’d said dare.” His eyes search mine, his pupils dilating. “Dare me, Meg. Don’t give me a reason to wait any longer.”

I wet my lips, my chest pressing firmly against his. “I dare you.” His breath catches, giving me confidence. “I dare you to kiss me how you’ve been wanting to since we first met.”

His hands are in my hair, his grip sure and firm as he holds me steady. I close my eyes when our mouths find each other, the unique rush of adrenaline from the connection exactly what I’ve been searching for. For so long I’ve felt like a part of me has been missing, like there was something not quite there, and it was him. All along. It was this, the feeling of being completely and utterly whole, that your entire life now revolves around the person whose mouth has the ability to erase the entire day and condense it down to one perfect minute, one shot at hope, and one reason to live life to the fullest.

I open my eyes, dejected when he breaks away. “Why did you stop?”

“Jesus…,” he mutters before bringing that bliss back, fusing our mouths and minds so that all I am is who we are, right now.

A groan slips free as he shifts his legs to place a knee between mine. In one swift move, he knocks my legs wider, placing his thigh down hard on the sensitive area between my legs. I rock back, desperate to deepen this state of euphoria, and moan.

Wrong move. 

Carver jerks back as though I’ve slapped him, pushing up on both hands to hover over me with a look of sheer horror on his face. “I have to stop.” He backs off the bed and stands at the foot as I prop myself up on both elbows to look at him. “That… I… you’re still seventeen.”

Fuck! “So?”

“So it’s statutory rape, Meg. Even if we both consented.”

What does he mean? “What do you think the legal age is, Carver?”

He frowns. “Eighteen.”

I swallow hard, the sound loud in the otherwise quiet room. “It’s sixteen.”

“What?”

“Sixteen is the legal age of consent in New Zealand.”

His chest rises and falls rapidly, his hands pushing through his hair. “Yeah?”

I nod. “Yeah. Eighteen is the drinking age, but sixteen is consent.”

“You shouldn’t have fucking said that, Meg.” He stalls, eyeing me as though he’s hesitant still.

“You won’t break me,” I whisper.

He shakes his head. “Are you sure about that?” The conflict within him is almost tangible. 

I shift to my hands and knees and crawl to the foot of the bed. “We don’t have to have sex. We could just… you know, kiss and stuff.”

He chuckles as though I’ve just cracked the best one-liner ever. “Babe, you groaning and writhing around under me like that?” He gestures to the obvious bulge in his jeans. “I’m a guy, Meg. It kind of calls to my primal instincts.”

I sit back on my heels with a huff, frustrated in so many ways, some of them new. My stomach flutters, my insides still abuzz after what he did. I need release. “What is it with guys and the need to go all the way or not at all?” I flick my legs out and flop onto my back, my hair billowing out around me as I do. “Maybe I just want you to touch me. Maybe I just want your hands on me, not necessarily in me?”

Long, unnerving silence.

I push up on my elbows again to see what he’s doing, and my breath hitches. He’s poised at the foot of the bed, hands laced behind his neck showcasing that amazing physique, and staring at me with the raw intensity of an animal waiting to devour its kill.

“Carver?” I ask shakily.

“You’ve thought about this before?”

“Well, yeah.” I return to sitting, pulling my ankles in close to my body. “Haven’t you?”

“Every fucking day.”

I duck my chin and avert my gaze to the floor. Why does that admission make me so uncomfortable?

“What is it?” He sits on the end of the bed, coaxing my face to his with a hand beneath my chin.

“Why me?”

“Why not?”

“You’re….” I stall, realising I don’t even know his true age. I’ve got a fair idea, but still. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

I sigh, looking down to my fingers laced over my ankles, my chin atop my knees. “Seven years difference.”

“That’s worth jack shit when you find the one who’s meant for you.”

I look up and give him a weak smile. “People won’t understand, will they?”

He shakes his head, reaching out to loop an arm behind my calves. “Nope.” He jerks his arm toward him, straightening my legs out. “But if you’re happy”—he pushes my shoulder so I lie down—“and I’m happy”—and crawls over top of me—“then what does it fucking matter?”

I lift my head off the bed, eager to connect again. His lips find mine, and the truth of his words hits home. He’s happy. I’m happy. When we’re together, nothing else matters. He gets me, understands me, and wants me for who I am—nothing more. A lifetime of that acceptance is worth more than a day of adoration from the people who doubt me.

People like my parents.

“You and me, right?” I ask when he pulls back to catch his breath.

“Always.”





EIGHTEEN

My feet criss-cross in a recurring rhythm as I study my English notes from throughout the year. Turns out the box that was heavy as hell contained all my school stuff… including my exam schedule that must have been delivered to the house after I bolted from the quad on Monday. 

I run a pink highlighter over the phrases and definitions that need to stick, and bite the end of the pen. The motel room is quiet, save for the distant hum of traffic as it passes by on the street. Carver went out this morning to ask around for work, determined that he’ll find a way to have us stay here as long as we need to.

I think he just likes playing pretend and imagining this is how it would be if we did live together. Or maybe that’s me just hoping he’s thinking the same way I am? Either way, it’s nice.

I woke up this morning with his arm lying heavy over my middle, and stayed where I was until he woke, just relishing where I was and how it felt to be cared for so deeply.

As much as he said he couldn’t, he does know how to just “kiss and stuff.” I drop the highlighter and roll to my back as every intimate part of me throbs at the memory of his hands over my flesh, his fingers telling a story that his eyes echoed. My lips still ache from a night spent being woken repeatedly when he wanted more.

As if I would say no.

Realising my study session is screwed, I get off the bed and cross to the stash of condiments and coffee samples in the wee basket. I pick a minted blend, and find where the jug and cups are kept. The water slowly boils as my phone vibrates on the bed behind me.

 

Carver: No luck this morning. You like donuts?

 

Do I like donuts? Is the sky blue? Is the Pope a catholic?

 

Cinnamon, I reply.

 

I’ve got no idea what we’ll do if his dad won’t let me stay there with Carver. The few hundred I’d saved in my account was for bond when I found a place in the city. I could give in and use it, but then that’d mean staying in Whitecaps longer while I rebuilt that account. Could I do that? It’s not as though I’m going anywhere in a hurry anyway. There’s nothing forcing me to leave, other than my own selfish desire to get out of this black hole. 

I’m still running through scenarios in my mind when Carver returns to the motel. He pulls the Falcon up in the park outside our unit, and I greet him at the door like an overexcited puppy when he walks in with a paper bag in his hand.

“Didn’t know if you like jam-filled or not, so I bought both.”

“Either. I’m not fussy.”

He leans down, holding the bag out to the side so I can push up on my tiptoes and lay a kiss on his cheek. 

“How much studying did you get done?” His eyes roam over my things still spread out on the bed, and the two coffee cups waiting for the hot water in the kitchenette.

“A bit.” As though I’d tell him why I had to stop. Embarrassing. “Would you like a hot drink to go with?” I gesture to the donuts as he pulls out a plate for them.

“Love one.”

“Nobody’s hiring then?”

His gaze darkens as he sets four sugary donuts on the dish. “Or they aren’t hiring me. I can’t tell which it is.”

“You think your last boss put out a bad word?” I flick the switch down on the jug and set it off bubbling again.

“Babe, my last name is a bad word.”

Right. 

“When’s your first exam?” He pops a hip into the counter and takes a bite of one of the donuts. Sugar coats his lips, and I stare while he licks it off.

“Um, Friday.”

“Which subject?”

“English.”

I pour the boiling water into our mugs and stir as he takes another bite, sugar falling onto his chin. 

“You got work tonight, right?”

I nod, handing him a mug and snatching up my own donut. The cinnamon sugar sticks to my lips, and on instinct I dart my tongue out to lick it off. 

Carver stands silent, watching, hunger in his eyes.

“Don’t forget your coffee,” I whisper.

He pulls his bottom lip between his teeth and lets it pop before turning away to pick up the mug. I take another couple of bites while he’s distracted.

“What are you going to do if you can’t get any work?”

“Hadn’t really thought past asking around, to be honest.” He stands with the cup half raised, side-on to me. “Can’t remember how long the stand-down period is before I can get the unemployment benefit.”

“Well, hopefully you won’t need to, right?”

He nods, mouth full of coffee, and swallows. “Yeah, hopefully. But if it’s what we need to get by, then I won’t say no to a handout.”

I hate that he’s in this situation, and I hate even more that I’m the one making it hard for him. If he didn’t have me to think about, he could go home, but because of his dad he chooses to keep us away.

“When can I meet your dad?”

He shrugs. “I messaged Tanya this morning, and she said he’s picked up some cash work driving a semi up north, so he won’t be home until tomorrow. Even so, I’m not having you talk to him the night before your exam, Meg.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Yeah, it does,” he counters. “I’m not having that bastard upset you when you need your head in the game.”

I stare him down, taking the last bite of my donut. He watches me eat, and raises his hand to stop me as I open my lips to lick the sugar off. Carver steps forward and crowds my space with his heat, resting a hand on the side of my neck. I draw a measured breath, making sure I don’t inhale the sugar and choke on it. His thumb presses against my chin below my mouth, and he pulls the flesh down, presenting my bottom lip to him.

“May I?”

I tip my chin up in response. He’s distracting me, trying to get me to forget what we were discussing. Does it make me a hussy if I say it works?

He leans down and closes the space between us, sucking my bottom lip between his and licking the sugar off. A hum sounds in his chest, and I find myself placing my hands over his pecs to feel the vibration. 

“Delicious.”

“I haven’t forgotten what we were talking about,” I whisper.

“No,” he says with a smug smile, “but it made you shut up, right?”

“Fine. You win… this time.”

“Always.”

***

The following two days pass in a kind of routine: we wake, Carver searches for work with no luck, and I study. He spoke to his dad when he returned from driving after some not so subtle persuasion on my behalf. Carver thought it was a joke when I came to bed fully clothed, but after I insisted I wouldn’t strip down again until he agreed to set up a time for me to meet his old man, he relented.

I get introduced this weekend. And now I’m nervous about it. 

“What time is your exam today?” Carver walks in from the bathroom and sits on the edge of the mattress so as not to disturb my litany of textbooks and notepaper.

“Eleven.”

“That’s a shit time; you’ll be in there over lunch.”

“I know, right?” I set the pen in my hand down and roll to my back so I can face him better. “What will you do while I’m there?”

He reaches out and runs a finger along the bridge of my nose, smiling. “Don’t you worry about me, just you worry about yourself.” 

“I can’t help but worry.”

“I’ll swing by home and pick up a few things.” He moves my things aside so he can lie half on, half off the bed with his head on my stomach. “Might pawn off a couple of things to buy us a few nights.”

My heart sinks; I’ve already given him half of my savings to help with food and the last two nights. “I wish I could do more to help.” I crunch my body into a pretzel so I can lean down far enough to place a kiss on his lips.

He reaches over his head and presses his hands behind my shoulders, holding me in place. “You’re doing enough by focusing on your exams. Don’t be a moron like me and blow them off. Do the best you can, and worry about what comes after when the final papers have been handed in.”

I sit up, Carver shifting so his head is now in my lap. “At least preparing for them has kept me distracted before the funeral.”

“Will you still try to talk to your mum and dad, though?” He rolls away so he can sit and level our gazes.

I shrug in answer to his question. “What’s the use? I’m sure they won’t ban me from the building when I turn up.”

“No, but it might make things a little awkward if you don’t all work the tension out first.”

I reach across my textbook and pick up my phone. The screen is devoid of any notifications. “They would call if they cared about fixing things.” I toss the device down, frustrated that they don’t even want to fight to make things right. They seem so resigned to this being how it is.

Does it hurt them, not knowing where I am or what I’ve been doing? Because it certainly hurts me that they can just cut me loose like this.

“How long do we have until you need to be down at the school?” Carver asks, breaking me from my daze. The frown pinching between his eyebrows shows his concern. 

“Um.” I tap the screen of my phone again. “A bit under an hour.”

That damn, lazy smirk returns, his eyes bright as he crowds my space until I relent and lie back. The highlighter digs into my spine, and I’m skewed thanks to the thick textbook wedged under my right side, but who cares when I’ve got this guy over me?

“What are you doing?” I can’t fight the urge to smile in return.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

His shoulders are firm beneath my touch, the muscles taut as he holds himself over me. “I need to cram before the exam.”

“I know.”

“And I can’t do it on my back with the book under me.” I chuckle.

He holds a single finger between us and diverts his gaze to the text sticking out from beneath my ribs. “What bit were you reading?”

“The definition of the terms.”

His eyes track the page, and he nods. “Okay. Make you a deal.”

“I’m listening.” My hands drift down his arms and back up, following every dip and curve of his sculpted frame. 

“I ask you for a definition, you get it right, I reward you.”

“How?”

His eyes flicker with wicked intent. “For me to know and you to find out, babe.”

I smile wide, my chest full of adoration for this guy. He’s always known what to do to make me happy, to make me relax and forget the shit world outside our plain motel door. “Fire away, then. First question?”

“Alliteration,” he quizzes, a grin on his luscious lips as he waits on my answer.

“The same letter or sound at the beginning of adjacent words.” Nailed it.

“Close enough.” He ducks his head to one shoulder. “I’m sure you’d pass.”

My breathing stills, my eyes transfixed on his mouth as he chews his bottom lip in contemplation. 

“We’ll start out light in the rewards.” He pushes up so that he straddles my hips, and pulls his T-shirt off. “Don’t want you getting sidetracked after the first few questions.”

“Next,” I ask impatiently.

“Conjunction.”

“A word that connects other words, phrases, or clauses.”

“Such as?” He pops the button on his jeans, teasing the zip down as I answer.

“And, but, when, or….” Sweet, baby Jesus.

“Good girl.” His damn hand is shoved inside his boxers, and given the way the material moves over his fist, I know what he’s holding on to.

“You’re not taking this slow, are you?” I tease, eyes suggestively on his crotch.

He chuckles. “Nope. Not when we’ve only got about half an hour left before we need to hit the road.”

“Next?” I squeak.

He glances to the book, hand still working on the business end of things. “Here’s a good one: gerund.”

Shit. I should know this. The damn word always sticks out because it sounds so funny. Something to do with a verb….

“It’s okay to admit if you don’t know,” he teases, in more ways than with what he just said. “Just let me know, and I can go chill out in the armchair while you study.”

“No, I’ve got this.”

His lips quirk up on one side in silent approval. I wrack my brain for the answer, frustrated because I know I at least have half of it: it has something to do with verbs.

“Ugh.”

“Come on, Meg. You can do it.” He places both hands beside my head and leans in close; our noses almost touch. “Gerund.” Whoa. The way he drags the word out makes English sound so damn sexy.

“Why weren’t you my tutor in school?” I ask.

“Because you would have got nothing done.” 

His lips brush over mine and I close my eyes on instinct. “What was it I was supposed to be defining again?”

He chuckles, the sound vibrating through my chest. “A gerund.”

“Right.” Fuck the gerund. “I’m sure it won’t matter if I get one answer wrong.”

“That’s not the attitude, babe.” He runs his nose up the side of my face and leaves a gentle kiss on my temple.

“You’re too much of a distraction,” I complain half-heartedly.

“And you’re too tempting.”

His mouth closes over mine, and as he teases my lips apart with his tongue all thoughts of schooling and final exams are lost.

I arch my back into his touch as he eases the hem of my T-shirt higher, his hand splayed over the taut skin on my stomach. “Carver….”

“You say one more thing about school, exams, or gerunds,” he warns.

“No.” I roll my head and look at the small coffee table beside the armchair. “Your phone’s ringing.”

“Ignore it.”

I groan as he slips his hand around my side, his thumb resting beneath the swell of my breast. He places kisses along my jaw and over my throat. The tickle of his lips on my flesh sends waves down my body that feel like the kiss of a summer breeze. I hook a foot over one of his calves, urging him closer as the phone silences.

He rocks his hips into mine, his hand squeezing my ribs as he teases my earlobe with his bottom lip.

The phone starts again.

“Damn it.” Carver holds my gaze, a frown showing his frustration. “Don’t move.”

He backs off the bed with a huff, a sigh escaping me as I flop back into the mattress, annoyed at the interruption and at how cold it feels without his body over mine. 

“Hey, what’s up?” He stands with his bare back to me, a hand on his hip as he holds the phone to his ear with the other.

I roll on my side and look him over as he talks, admiring the way his loosened jeans sit low on his hips, and how his waist widens out into strong shoulders the higher my gaze tracks.

“When did that happen?”

His tone causes me to sit up, readjusting my T-shirt.

“What else did they say?”

He paces the short room and drags a hand over his face as he listens.

“And what did you tell them?”

The person on the other end must be frantic given the way Carver tries to interrupt to calm them down. “No… No, listen… I know… Just don’t worry about it. You did what you had to. Last thing I need is you in the shit for aiding and abetting.”

What? Is it his dad? Who’s in trouble? He ends the call and slides his phone on the kitchenette counter. 

“What’s going on?” I scoot to the edge of the mattress and drop my legs over the side.

“Cops showed up at Dad’s looking for me.”

“What? Why?”

He moves to stand before me, his fingers under my chin. “There was a break-in at my old work, and they want to talk to me.”

“They think you did it?”

“I’m sure they’re just eliminating possibilities,” he says, his thumb brushing over my bottom lip.

He doesn’t believe what he’s saying. It’s written in the way he looks at me as though this is the last we’ll see each other. “What now?”

“Tanya told them where we’re staying. They’ll be on the way here.”

I reach out and wrap my arms around his thighs, pulling him into my hold and tucking my feet behind his ankles. “Why does this shit have to keep happening to us?”

“Because we’re strong enough to get through it,” he answers simply. His hand comes down gently on my head, stroking my hair down my back. “Don’t get upset about it, Meg. It’s probably nothing.”

“And if they think it was you?” I ask, wanting to be prepared for the worst. “Do you get arrested and put in jail?”

He sighs, moving his hands to tuck under my arms and hoisting me to my knees so we’re at eye level. “With priors, probably.”

Damn my weakness. Tears wet my cheeks, as much as I don’t want to overreact, but I can’t lose him too. I ball my hands into loose fists and drop them against his chest as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. “You can say you’ve been here with me the whole time,” I instruct. “You have a chance with a solid alibi, right?”

He places a palm against the side of my face and kisses my forehead, my nose. “The break-in happened when you were at work yesterday.”

“No,” I cry out. “But you were talking to your dad then. Can he….” I drift off, realising what I’m about to say when his dad was the whole reason he got done for theft last time.

“Yeah,” Carver murmurs, affirming my thoughts. “It’s going to be tough. But I’m trying to stay optimistic here, babe, so don’t cry. Please.”

“I can’t help it,” I whine as I set my head against his chest. “You’re the best fucking thing that’s happened to me since Den died, and all of this? I can’t fucking take it if you weren’t here too.”

He pulls in a shuddered breath. “Babe….”

“You argue. You fight this,” I demand.

He holds on to me for what feels an age, letting me process what this means. Everything’s changed: our whole plan about me finishing school and him hopefully finding a job? It’s gone. Talk about a spanner in the works.

The sound of tyres outside and the distinct quiet after an engine shuts off, pull me from our embrace.

“Surely not,” I murmur, clambering off the bed in my haste to check the window beside the door. “Not yet.”

A plain navy sedan sits beside the Falcon. Two men in suits step out; one straightens his jacket as he surveys the buildings. 

“Come, sit down, Meg.” Carver’s hands gently rest on my shoulders and he steers me away from the door. “Just sit, and don’t say anything. Okay?”

I scowl in response.

“Okay?” he asks again as three loud thumps sound at the door. “Let me handle this.”

I nod, pulling my knees to my chest. Carver tugs his T-shirt on and reaches for the handle. My heart goes haywire, thundering so hard against my ribcage I can feel it where my legs press into my chest.

“Can I help?” Carver asks, one hand casually on the edge of the door above his head.

“Brett Carver?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Detective Constable Martin, and this is Senior Sergeant Albertson.” The men offer their hands in turn, and shake Carver’s. “We’ve got a few questions for you in relation to an investigation regarding a break-in at Jefferson’s Auto on Rhodes, your previous place of employment.”

“Yeah. My sister called and said you’d been around home.”

Detective Martin looks over Carver’s shoulder and eyes me on the chair. “Perhaps we should talk outside?”

“No.” Carver glances over and gives me a small smile. “She’s okay to hear what you’ve got to say.”

The cops run through the usual questioning of where he was, who he was with, and ask for any other information that may help eliminate him as a potential suspect. Carver asks what evidence they have against him, and all they’ll say is that they have “credible information.” What the hell does that even mean?

The cops leave with a promise to return once they’ve checked his alibi, and a warning not to think of leaving town until they do.

I stand at the window, shaking, as they drive off.

“It’ll be okay,” Carver says quietly behind me, his hands finding my waist.

I sink back into his embrace and shake my head. “Why don’t you sound like you believe your own words?”

He sighs, and leans down to kiss my temple. “Because I don’t. But I don’t want you to worry, either.”

“Too late.”





NINETEEN

I finish my exam and wait out in the quad for Carver to pick me up. I don’t know how I did, but I’m sure it’s not as good as I could have. There wasn’t a single thing I could do to help me focus on the job at hand, not when we’ve just been dropped this bombshell. Carver’s told me not to worry about it, and I shouldn’t. I mean, he didn’t do it, right? So what do I have to be stressed about?

Still, my phone is trapped in a white-knuckled grip as I wait for it to power up again. The blank home screen stares back at me. Nothing. No notifications, no messages. He said he’d send me one regardless while I was in the exam to let me know if he’d heard anything else.

Why hasn’t he sent anything?

Twelve anxious minutes later, I finally spot the Falcon in the distance from my vantage point sitting atop the brick wall that fronts the school. I hop down, walking out to the kerb as he brings the car to a stop beside me.

“You okay?” he asks as I get in.

I drop my bag at my feet and twist side-on, one leg bent up on the seat. “Why didn’t you message?”

“How did the exam go?” He brushes off my question and checks the mirror before pulling out.

“I was worried,” I snap. “So it probably sucked.”

He chuckles and turns us toward the motel. “You’ve got a couple of hours before your shift, right?”

“Yeah.” I give him a nudge in the arm with a loose fist. “But you’re ignoring my question.”

He sighs, reaching over to take my hand in his. “I didn’t hear anything else from the cops, Meg. But I spoke to Tanya.”

“And?”

“She said they seemed pretty adamant I’d done it. They were asking to see my room, asking if I owned certain items of clothing.”

“What did she do? Did they go through your stuff?”

He chuckles. “Nah. She told them to fuck off and come back with a warrant.” He’s proud of her. It’s adorable.

“You think they will?” 

“Yeah. It’d be odd if they didn’t.”

I turn forward in the seat and stare out the windscreen as we pass by the start of the main street. “Hey, do you think we could stop in town before we go back?” I have a legitimate reason to ask, but the thought it might buy me a few more minutes with him if they do return to the motel to arrest Carver isn’t far from my mind.

“What for?”

“I haven’t got any appropriate shoes for Den’s funeral.” I’d gone through the clothes Dad jammed in the bags last night and found a skirt and top that would be okay, but the only black footwear I own are my boots. Positive they’d just love it if I turned up in those.

“Sure, we can stop off.”

Carver drives us around the back streets to a shared parking lot behind the row of stores. He could have had any one of the shopfront parks, but I know why he took us the long way around: to avoid the yellow Serious Crash Unit paint that’s still clear as day on the road at Conway Lane. I haven’t accepted what happened to Den yet—I’m still living in a peaceful state of numb ignorance. If I don’t see any clear reminders of him, I’m all good.

And somehow Carver just gets it. He knew what to do to save me from the stark reminder of how this spiral down into a living hell started, without being asked.

I could kiss him.

In fact, I think I will.

He widens his eyes in surprise as I lunge across the parked car to grasp his face in both hands and show him my appreciation. A small hum sounds in his chest as I tug his bottom lip between mine. 

“What was that for?” His hands settle on my hips, their favourite place. 

“To say thank you for avoiding… you know.”

He runs his palms up and down my sides and shrugs a shoulder. “I thought seeing the marking and all the flowers there might have been hard.”

“It would have been.” I let go and settle back in my seat, yet Carver takes hold of my hand—not as keen apparently to break our connection. “I know I’ll have to face it eventually, just not today.”

“You know,” he says, flexing his free hand on the bottom of the steering wheel. “I’ve been thinking that perhaps it wouldn’t be a bad idea to call your parents today. Just to make sure they understand that despite everything, you’re going to the funeral. They might want to arrive together, or something.” He shrugs. “It can’t hurt.”

He’s not wrong; it can’t. “Is it silly that the thought of calling them makes me feel sick?”

He shakes his head, giving my hand a squeeze. “Not at all. Just means you’re nervous, and that you must still care.”

“Caring and wanting to fix our problems are two different things, though.” I stare out the windscreen at a sheet of newspaper that blows along the alleyway.

“I didn’t say you had to try and make things right between you all straight away. Those kinds of things take time. I more meant to come to a truce for the sake of the day.”

I nod, still looking away.

“Just be the bigger person, Meg. Be the adult if they can’t, and call about the funeral.” He opens his door and lets go of my hand, slipping out from beside me. “You can do it now while we walk through to the shop.”

I turn and watch him as he steps out into the sunshine, intimidating as always in his dark jeans and T-shirt. Intimidating, that is, to everyone but me. I used to look at him the same when I didn’t know him, as some huge mystery of a guy you wouldn’t want to cross in a dark alley. But knowing what I do now, having an insider’s view of how considerate and selfless he is, I can’t look at him without feeling anything but pride. Pride in him for being who he is despite the shit hand he’s been dealt in life, and pride at the fact he’s mine. I get to keep him. At least, if he doesn’t go to jail. 

Apprehension stabs at my chest as I get out of the car to join him. I use my right hand to scroll through to Mum and Dad’s number while Carver links his fingers through my left. We walk side by side as I bring the phone to my ear and anxiously wait out the rings. If my heart were to beat any faster, I think Carver would be carrying me limp and unconscious back to the car.

“Hello, Meg.” Damn caller ID.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Unless you’re ringing to tell me you’ve told that criminal to get lost, and you’re ready to join a convent, I don’t think I want to hear it.”

I glance up at Carver, and he meets my gaze with clear concern. “I wanted to ring and say I’ll be there tomorrow.”

“Why the hell wouldn’t you?”

“We-well,” I stutter. “I… it’s just with everything, you know, that’s been happening—”

“Regardless, Meg, I would expect you to be at your brother’s funeral.” There’s no softness to his tone, no understanding. It’s almost as though he’s telling me off for being so naïve as to bring it up.

“I just wanted you to know in case you wanted us to show up together, is all,” I whisper.

Carver tugs on my hand to get me to stop, and I curl into his chest, his arm around my shoulders as Dad wraps up our short and terse conversation. 

“Last thing I need is people asking questions, so for once you’re finally right about something, Meg—I do want us to show up together. The ceremony starts at three. I expect you at home by two-thirty at the latest so we can arrive as a family.” He sighs. “And Meg… you bring that jailbird with you and mark my words, you will not be allowed in to say farewell to Den. That thug so much as drops you off outside the house, and you can kiss any future relationship with your mother and me goodbye. It’s your choice.”

I barely choke out a, “Fine,” before I lose control of my damned tears for what feels like the hundredth time this week. Fuck the ability to cry.

I disconnect and keep the phone grasped tight in my hand, the bite of the metal shell as it digs into my palm a welcome respite from the ache in my heart. I thought I was over this: the rejection, the failed expectations, and the injustice of it all. Why? Why the fuck did my family have to be the one who fell apart so spectacularly?

Worst summer of my life, for sure.

“Take it he was the same as usual?” Carver murmurs, his hand knitted in my hair as he holds me tight.

“Yeah,” I sob. “Told me you have to stay away or he’d ban me from the funeral, which is fine, I mean, I know it’s not fine, but it’s expected, you know? It’s just… why does he have to be such an arsehole about it all?”

“Because he can’t control you anymore. You’re growing up and making your own choices, and I bet that scares the shit out of him.”

“Why? Did he expect me to do as he said my whole life?”

“No.” He releases his hold on me and wipes the tears from under my eyes. “But I bet he didn’t expect this transition to all happen so fast, especially after losing your brother.”

I sigh as he brings his thumb back to wipe under my eyes again. “I guess you could be right. We’ve all got our reasons for how we react to these kinds of things. I just wish we didn’t have to become strangers to each other while we work through it, that’s all.”

“You know what else?”

I shrug. “What?”

“We need to get you waterproof mascara as well.”

I chuckle and let him wipe away the smears of black with his thumbs as best he can before we stroll the last metres to the shops. Carver walks with a smile on his face, his hand in mine, and as I look up to him I realise that even in the darkest hour, I seem to have found my star to guide me.





TWENTY

My feet ache in my new shoes even after the short walk from where Carver dropped me off two blocks back. He insisted he drive me most of the way to Mum and Dad’s, saying that the seven or so kilometres from the motel would be too far. Turns out he’s right. Guy must know a thing or two about new shoes, huh? Probably should have broken them in first. But it’s fair to say that I’ve been a bit too preoccupied to be worrying about my damn choice of footwear.

Problem number one, aside from the obvious: walking into the funeral as a united front with my damn parents when I literally can’t stand to be anywhere near them.

Housing my heart in my throat seems to be a new thing of late, so I can’t say I’m that surprised at how I feel while I wait for them to answer the door. I’m considering knocking again, my palm sweaty in my balled fist, when Mum opens the entrance wide.

“You’re late.” She steps away to let me in.

“By one minute, which I pretty much spent waiting out on the front step for you to answer, so….”

Dad appears from fuck knows where, inches from where I stand. “Not today, Meg,” he warns. The spider veins around his nose are bright red—a sure indicator he’s already angry before we’ve even really started. “You zip up that damn attitude, or so help me—”

“You’ll what?” I ask, unable to help myself. “Kick me out?”

His nostrils flare.

Match point, arsehole.

I sidestep him and head through to the living room. On the up side the house no longer looks like an illegal florist operation. But it also looks as though they don’t have kids… at all. No pictures of us. No sign anywhere that these people have two—albeit only one alive—kids who make them proud. Nothing.

“What did you do with our family pictures?” I ask Mum, pointing to where they used to sit spread around the TV.

“They’re in the hall cupboard.” She stands before the oval mirror in the hall, fussing with her hair.

“Why?”

“Why not?” Dad counters.

“I wasn’t asking you.”

Mum sucks in a deep breath, her hands stilled either side of her head. Her eyes close, showing the deep brown eyeshadow she hardly wears, and her mouth thins into a firm line.

Oh, shit.

“How dare you?” she asks in a cold, even tone as she opens her eyes and finds me in the reflection. “How dare you come back into this house, after everything you’ve done to ruin this family, and walk around asking questions that you know will get a rise out of everyone, just to cause more trouble?”

“I was asking a simple question, Mum. Not trying to cause trouble.”

“Bullshit,” she says scathingly. “All you have to do today is pretend that for once you can put this family’s interests before your own.”

“Well, hey,” I sass. “If you think you can too, then I guess I’ll try real hard.”

“Meg,” Dad warns.

“No.” I stand on the opposite side of the room to both of them, Mum now in the doorway. It’s a perfect metaphor for how we’re divided. “You keep making me shoulder all the blame for this… this breakdown. I won’t. I’ll take some of the blame, because yeah, I didn’t handle things the best. But you two need to own up to your part, too.”

“We’re all a little tense right now,” Mum says tersely.

“Yes, we are,” I agree. “But the thing is, I’m the only one getting flak for not knowing what to do without Den here. It sucks,” I shout, welcoming the anger that staves off more fucking tears. “But you know what? It sucks even more that I wish I was dead too.”

“You don’t mean that,” Dad scorns.

“But I do. Because surely it’s better than how it feels to be rejected by your own parents, cast aside by the people who are supposed to be there no matter what.”

“We don’t know how to handle you anymore,” Mum yells, fists at her sides. “You act out, threaten us with these kinds of things—”

“The truth?” I ask.

She growls at my interruption and lashes her arm out to the closest thing to her—a vase that sits on a lamp table beside the door between the hall and living room. It crashes to the carpet, bounces, and shatters on the tiles in the entryway. Mum bursts into tears and rushes up the hallway to their room, slamming the door behind her.

“All of this,” Dad thunders. “It’s deliberate. Why else would you be hanging around those no-hoper criminals? Why else, if not to get attention from your mother and me?” He steps forward, finger in my face. “Well, guess what, Meg? All you’ve done is seal our resolve to leave you to go it alone.”

“Good! Because those ‘no-hopers’ are the only people who give a fuck about me at the moment. They’re the ones who were there to listen when I needed to talk it out, and Brett,” I say, feeling strange at using his actual name, “is the one who makes me feel like I could actually be something. He does what you two should, and encourages me to do well at school, points out my strengths and makes me feel confident enough to give this shitty thing called life a fucking try.”

“Well good for him,” Dad snaps, “because he’ll be the only one you’re seeing after today.”

“Fine!”

***

Thanks to our argument, and the fact Mum needed to redo her make-up afterward, we arrived twenty-five minutes late for Den’s service. The murmur coasts along the attendees in a wave as we walk the gauntlet up the aisle to our reserved seats at the front. 

The pastor quiets the congregation and starts his sermon. I stare at my new shoes while he rushes through the standard prayers and spot a fragment of the cream vase that was still scattered across the entryway when we left. 

To look at her now, you wouldn’t know my mother had lost the plot. Her perfectly pulled chignon sits at the nape of her neck, just touching on the crisp grey blouse she wears underneath her best black pantsuit. Her make-up is flawless once more, and the right amount of concealer and eyeliner has been applied to hide the dark bags under her eyes and draw attention to her bright blue irises, yet not so much as to cause a racoon effect when the inevitable tears start.

I turn my head to the right as the pastor starts in on the personal pieces my parents picked out for him, and note the extra lines around Dad’s eyes. What frightens me, though, is the nothingness in his gaze. He stares up at the coffin, no ounce of emotion to be found on his lifeless features. He never was one to openly profess how he felt to us kids—an “I love you” was a rare occasion—but still, this new level of numbness is one I don’t think he’ll ever step back from.

I pick the shard of ceramic out of my shoe, much to Mum’s disgust, and turn it over between my fingers, relishing the little spikes of pain it gives me when the ends pierce my skin. A distraction: something to focus on other than the pristinely polished cedar coffin displayed front and centre before me. We’re seated so damn close that Den’s carriage to the other side is all I can see when I lift my head.

So I stare at the floor—for the blessings, for the eulogies, and for the tear-filled memoirs from my parents. I declined when they asked through gritted teeth if I’d like to speak at the service. What can I say that shouldn’t just be spoken to Den? I had my time with him this morning when I visited the funeral director’s before I headed to Mum and Dad’s. I made my peace when I slipped the letter I penned during my insomnia last night into his breast pocket.

They put him in a suit. Den never wore a fucking suit in his life. Why the hell would he want to rest eternally in one? I press my tongue against the still tender flesh on my cheek from where I bit it hard enough to bleed in an effort to keep my opinions to myself. Den in a suit. Dad glances down at me as I shake my head at my private musings. His brow finally shifts, deepening the creases between his eyes in a silent warning to pay attention.

Some friends of Den’s step up and say a few awkward words before the pastor thanks them and starts the final prayers. The fact we’re doing a religious service is a joke in itself. When was the last time my family actually attended church on a Sunday? Mum and Dad were happy enough to snub God when he wasn’t of any use to them, but now they’re terrified if they don’t sing his praises at Den’s farewell that my brother will be damned to eternal hell.

Fucking joke.

My anger grows when I twist in my seat to look at who has taken the time to come today. People who barely had the time of day for him when he was alive sit in the pews as though they would have been the first person he called in a crisis: people like motherfucking Jasper and Amelia. What the hell? 

I hold it together throughout the anecdotes of Den’s life, throughout the memories shared that I remember myself, since I was there too, growing up next to a man who didn’t deserve to be taken this soon. I keep my shit in check when the pastor blesses his coffin, and I don’t even flinch when my mother lets out a body-shaking sob to my left.

But the minute those steel rollers start up, sending him off toward the incinerator, I break. There’s no denying he’s dead when they’re about to fry him into a pile of grey ash. There’s no “Surprise. We got it wrong!” as Den emerges from behind a curtain to raucous cheers from the crowd. 

He’s gone. He won’t come into my room to check up on me after I’ve snuck home after curfew. No more bickering over who’s having the last cornflakes, and no more borrowing his sweaters on lazy Sundays. 

No more Den.

Ever.

Dad’s hand drops to my leg to try and hold me in the seat, but my mind is made up. I push him off and stride down the aisle to the tune of “Free Bird” by Lynyrd Skynyrd. The haunting guitar wraps around me as I escape into the foyer and fall to my knees in the nearest corner. Morose chords echo the wailing of my heart as I finally let it all out, sobbing into my knees as the song wraps up with the guitar solo Den used to love so much.

People leave and silence reigns supreme. Some of the attendees hesitate when they see me curled in the corner of the wide foyer, yet others walk on by as though nothing is amiss—Jasper and Amelia included. I couldn’t give a fuck what they think, any of them. Maybe some of the people here know this pain? Maybe they don’t? Either way, I need this moment to let go, and no amount of social etiquette is going to persuade me to stand the fuck up and get it together.

If I can’t break down this one time in my life, then when the hell would it be okay to?

I keep my face buried in my knees until the footsteps that vibrate through the floor slow, and the voices that have risen around me dull to occasional snippets of conversation. Somebody asks for our address, most people pass their condolences on to my parents, and a few say nothing as they pass by me to reach the hors d’oeuvres set out by the funeral home. 

My tears dry, and my breathing slowly returns as close to normal as I can expect. I twist my head to the side and open my eyes, expecting to find Mum and Dad standing at the exit together, united, but find Mum alone with the same sour expression I’ve come to accept as completely normal this past week. 

“You want to grab a water and go for a walk?”

I snap my head in the opposite direction as I sit up straight, surprised to find Jasper positioned on my right side. He looks awkward as hell with his long legs crossed on the floor in front of him, yet his face is nothing but patience.

Where’d the bitch go?

I nod and run the back of my hands under my eyes, hoping that the waterproof mascara Carver convinced me to buy at least stood up to its reputation. 

“Come on.” He stands and offers me a hand, which I accept. 

Jasper and I find a quiet spot out in the middle of the large lawn that stretches between the curved driveway and road. He places his jacket down on the ground, ever the gentleman, and indicates I should sit under a large oak that spans most of the lawn.

“Makes it real, doesn’t it?” He drops beside me, arms hooked around his knees, and squints up at the bright orange display the late afternoon sun makes over the roof of the parlour.

“Yeah.”

“I wish I had some words for you, Meg, some inspiring quote that’s going to set it all right for you and erase the heartache. But the truth is that loss hurts like a bitch, and it never really goes away. It’s a splinter that you don’t quite get all out: it no longer hurts all the time, but press a little too hard on the sore spot and the pain returns as fresh as the day you got it.”

“Where’d you read that?” I tease, the insightful words sounding odd from someone as usually aloof as him.

He shrugs. “You’re not the only one who’s lost important people in their life.”

“I know,” I whisper, feeling well and truly put in my place as I think of Carver and his mum. “It’s just… well, you aren’t usually so philosophical.”

“I know.”

“Where’s Amelia? I saw her with you.”

He glances past the building to the adjacent car park. “Told her to wait in the Corolla.”

“And she did?” Good little bitch. 

“Where’s Brett?” he counters. “Thought he’d be following you around like a rabid pit bull after the other night.”

I bristle at the venom laced through his words. “He wasn’t welcome here.”

Jasper chuckles. “Not surprising.”

The peaceful ambience of the tree is completely lost as my frustration grows. Why does everyone have to be so narrow-minded? Why do people continue to judge others based on face value alone?

“Any particular reason you wanted to talk to me, Jasper?” 

He flashes me an annoyed frown, but then schools his features. “I wanted to apologise for the way I said things the other night. I could have used more tact.”

“Already forgotten.” Not really, but hey, more pressing issues with Carver’s probable arrest, right? 

“I went about it like a real jackass, but seeing him there….”

“Carver’s got nothing to do with this.”

“What kind of influence do you think he’ll have on your future, Meg? In all seriousness. What good do you really think he can do?”

“What is it to you how I choose to live my life?”

He places both hands on the ground beside him, pushing his palms into the dirt hard. “Did it ever make you wonder how I knew the little things about you?”

“Like what?”

“Like what nights you work, where you go when you need escape, and that no matter how it’s cooked, you always refuse to eat broccoli.”

“You and Den were friends once,” I point out. “I’m sure it’s just stuff you picked up in the times you were at our house.”

His fingers twitch, as does the corner of his mouth. “It’s because I liked you.” He frowns, and then corrects himself. “I still like you.”

“And you’re telling me this now, why?” At my damn brother’s funeral? What the hell does he expect? That he’ll just turf Amelia out of his car and we’ll drive off into the sunset?

“School’s officially over. We probably won’t see each other again, and I kind of feel like this is the last chance I’ll get.”

“To do what?” I cry.

“Convince you that an older guy with a shady history like Brett Carver isn’t what you need.”

Don’t say it. Don’t.

“I am.”

“Urgh!” I shoot to my feet, snatching his stupid jacket as I go, and hurl the damn thing at him as hard as I can, forcing him to raise his hands in defence. “Go away. Just go.”

“Come on, Meg.” He stands, crowding me against the tree trunk. “You’ve always liked me too, I know it. I saw the way you’d check me out when you thought nobody was looking.”

“When I’d never spoken directly to you, yeah!” I push on his shoulders, but he sticks a foot behind himself and stays steady. “You were some fantasy then, some unattainable dream. But now I know what kind of a selfish pig you can be, I kind of miss those naïve days.”

“So what?” he asks, clearly still unsure if this is really no somehow. “You don’t want to give us a go now that you know me? You’d rather run around with a guy who’s only going to leave you on your own when he goes to jail again soon.”

“What the fuck do you know about that?” I ask with a clenched jaw. 

“He’s being done for theft again, right? It’s all on camera. They know it was him. I mean, who else would it be when he’s pissed at the place for firing him after that footage from the bonfire leaked?”

“How do you know that’s why they fired him? Have you got something to do with this?” He’s caught off guard when I shove him this time, stumbling back and allowing me to step away.

“Just don’t come running back to the people who tried to help you when he’s gone, Meg. There’s only so much of your tantrums we can take before we’ve had enough.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, “you sound just like my parents.”

“Yeah? Well maybe they know what they’re talking about.”

Enough. I can’t take any more of this shit. I spin on my heel and stalk away, unsure exactly where I’m going, but just that it’s anywhere but here.





TWENTY-ONE

“Didn’t take you as long as I thought,” I say, dropping into the Falcon.

The streetlights flicker on to counteract the dimming early-evening light. My stomach grumbles, reminding me I was supposed to eat at the wake.

“I wasn’t far away.” Carver flashes me a lop-sided smirk from the driver’s seat. “How you holding up?”

“Hungry.”

He leans across the car and flicks the glove box open. A pack of peanuts stares out at me. “Tanya left them in there a month or so ago, but I’m sure they’re fine.”

“I’d scrape the mould off a block of cheese if I had to.” I snatch them out and tear into the bag.

“Didn’t get to the wake then?”

I look back at the parlour, and at the small adjoining hall for the after-service formalities. “Nope. Didn’t feel like facing everyone.”

“Why didn’t you message me earlier then?”

I shrug. Why didn’t I? Maybe because if he’d asked me how things went an hour ago I wouldn’t have been able to string a sentence together without bursting into tears? I pull the sun visor down and check out my eyes in the small mirror on the back. They’re a little puffy, but the dark eyeshadow and liner that I swear could withstand nuclear fusion have done a great job. 

“I just needed a moment to work through it before I lumped it all on you again.”

“I’d take whatever you gave, babe.”

“I know,” I say, putting the visor up again. “That’s the problem.”

He grumbles something I don’t quite catch, and pulls out into the street. “How was the service though?”

“As far as the ceremony went? Good. I think Den would have liked it. But as far as family?” I sigh, picking at the peanuts. “Things didn’t exactly go swimmingly.”

He gives me a glance out of the corner of his eye. “To be honest, I didn’t really expect them to.”

“Neither.” I down a handful of peanuts. “Where we going?” 

His fingers drum on the steering wheel, drawing my focus to them and the small tattoos between each knuckle. “I’ve got a plan,” is all he says.

I finish the small bag of nuts and screw the plastic up, shoving it in the pocket of the door panel. Carver flicks the heater on as I reach over the seat to snag one of my hoodies—or should I say, one of Den’s that I managed to hold on to with all my belongings. Dad threw it in one of the bags, presumably because it was in my room, and I bet he never realised that it wasn’t mine. I shake off the too-pretty-for-me cropped cardigan I have on, and tug the black Metallica hoodie on over my head, feeling instantly more at home. Carver chuckles as I change my new shoes for my comfy boots that were also in the back seat.

“Did you put these in here?” I swear I left them at the motel.

“Yeah. Figured you might want something more comfy.”

I scoot across the seat to lean my head on his shoulder, legs tucked up on the vinyl, and take notes on which way we’re headed. The school flashes past, as does the shopping precinct. We pass through the semi-rural residential area before the road opens out into the highway south. All that’s out this way is— 

“Are we going to the Scout camp?”

That gut-warming smirk returns. “Clever, aren’t you?”

I snort a laugh and roll my eyes, still smiling though. “It’s not exactly rocket science. There’s not much else out here, and I doubt you’d want to drive two hours until we reach the next town. 

“Don’t know,” he teases. “I might do it yet.”

Why does that sound like heaven? “What are we doing there? At the camp?”

“Patience, Meg. We’re almost there.” He reaches down and puts his hand in my lap, palm up. 

I place my hand on top of his. The simple gesture is comforting, reassuring me that it’s okay to want to feel this: happy. His grip relaxes the further we drive, and by the time we pull onto the gravel access road that leads into the back of the camp, his fingers are firmly entwined with mine.

“You any good at climbing?” he asks, craning his neck forward to stare out the windscreen at the tall fence.

“I’ve been known to scale the odd tree in my younger years.”

He snorts a laugh and releases his hand from under mine. I tug the sleeve of Den’s sweatshirt down to trap the warmth in my palm and keep that little bit of him with me for as long as possible. Yeah, I know you’re watching from up there, big brother. If Den were still here there’d be no way in hell he would have let me leave the house with Carver, let alone risk getting busted breaking in to the Scout camp. He was the delinquent of the family, and he was intent on keeping it that way. “You’ve got a shot at this thing called life, sis,” he’d say. “Don’t screw it up for a few years of fame. Keep your head down and just do you.” 

Well here I am, Den, just doing me. Fuck the rest; let’s be the best.

“Coming?” Carver stands at my now open door, hand outstretched.

I give him a smile and whole-heartedly embrace this new beginning I’ve been gifted, stepping out into the chilly night air ready to kick life in the guts and just live without worrying about the what-ifs.

“You want me to show you how it’s done?” I tease, looking up at the eight-foot chain-link fence before us. The loops are large enough for me to slip a toe of my slim-sole boots in, but Carver’s probably going to have trouble in those thick military-style ones of his.

“Ladies first,” he says with a wink. “Unless you packed bolt cutters in those pockets of yours, this is it.”

My heart picks up pace at the thrill of it. We’re not doing anything that bad considering we won’t damage any property or put anyone at risk. It’s not as though we’re racing cars down the highway. Yet still, there’s that element of knowing that what we’re doing is illegal that brings every recess of my body to life.

Left foot first, I get a good purchase in the links and place both hands over my head. The steel rattles as I hoist my bodyweight up and start the climb. Carver watches on from beneath me—to catch me, or to cop a good look at my arse? I’m not sure. Either one leaves me feeling warm though, so I’ll take it.

I reach the top and snag my palm on the sharp ends that protrude from the top of the fence. Didn’t think about this part, did you? Yep, definitely not feeling so clever now.

“You okay?” Carver calls from the ground.

“Uh.” I take a quick look left and right, but given it’s dark as hell with only a crescent moon tonight, I can’t see anything but more fence. “I didn’t plan out how exactly I was going to get over the top.” Screw this one up and it’s another trip to the ER. 

“Hang there.” The fence wobbles beneath me, and I grip the links a little tighter. Mere seconds later Carver appears to my left. A grin spreads from ear to ear after he takes one look at me hanging on, stunned like a possum in the spotlight. “Still confident there, Meg?”

“Shut up and show me how the hell to get over the other side, would you?”

He chuckles. “Watch my hands and mirror what I do.”

I keep my gaze firmly fixed on his fluid movements as he leans one arm over the fence to grab the far side, and then hoists his body up further until he has his whole upper half hanging over the top, both hands gripping the opposite side. With effortless ease he flops his legs over the top and to his left, twisting around in the process to end right way up before he lets go and drops the final four or so feet to the ground.

“Your turn,” he calls out before huffing on his hands to warm them up.

I glance between him and where my hands grip the fence with such force that I swear I’m about to fuse flesh to metal irrevocably. “You can do this,” I whisper. Nothing to it. Piece of cake. Show him how it’s done, Meg.

“Uh, Carver?”

“Yeah?” He steps closer so he’s flush with the fence beneath my position.

“I don’t think I’m cut out for this shit. Plus, I have a bloody skirt on.”

A deep, resonating belly laugh bounces off the trees behind him. “Oh, Meg. All talk and no walk, huh?”

“Shut up.”

“Like some help?”

“If it’s not too much of an inconvenience,” I snap. “Preferably before my hands go numb.”

Still chuckling, he places both hands on the chain and hoists himself up until he’s close enough for his breath to warm my face.

“Right hand over here.” He points to the fence at his chest height.

I shuffle my position until I can reach far enough down his side to grip where he pointed.

“Now, we’re going to do this a little different, otherwise you’ll probably freak out and fall on your head or some shit.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I deadpan.

He huffs out a short laugh. “Babe, you’re doing a fine job of ruining your badass image all on your own.” He pats my right leg through the fence. “Shuffle this over the top. I’ll make sure you don’t lose your balance.”

I nod and walk my right foot up the chain until it touches the top. He watches with an amused smirk as I do a little hop/shuffle to get my left foot high enough that I can shift my body onto the top of the fence. Carver’s firm grip captures my calf as I get my right leg over to his side, skirt hiked up my thighs so far it’s almost a damn belt by now. True to his word, he guides my weight by moving his hand up to my hip. 

“Still okay there?” he asks.

I press my lips together and take a long, slow breath. “Yep. Let’s get this finished. No getting distracted by my arse hanging out, okay?”

He chuckles, slipping his hand quickly down to give my arse a squeeze. “Covered or not, it’s distracting, babe.” He returns his grip to my hip, and his expression returns to serious concentration. “Now, shift the rest of your body over so you can get your left foot down here by your right.”

“Easy as, huh?”

“Just try it.”

“I’m scared I’m going to fall.”

“I won’t let you.”

“I bet that’s what every hero said before the heroine fell to her death.”

He sighs. “Maybe you should have just said you didn’t want to do this if it’s so damn difficult.” His tone is curt and I can’t pick if it’s from frustration or anger. Maybe both?

“Look,” I grate out as I shuffle my body over to his side, ignoring the tingles breaking out in patches where his hand helps me. “I thought I could, okay? I’m not trying to prove anything. I honestly thought I could do this on my own. It doesn’t look so bad from down there.” Carver’s arm wraps around my waist, strong and sure, as we move in unison until I’m close enough to the ground to let go and drop to my feet. “Clearly I was wrong,” I finish. “Maybe I’m not as good at anything as I seem. Maybe I’m just an eternal fucking optimist.” Hot tears break over my cheeks, and I turn away, ashamed of my weak girly constitution. 

I can’t even say what exactly it is that upsets me so much about making a fool of myself on a fence. It’s just a damn barrier I couldn’t climb. At least I tried, right? Isn’t that the whole fucking point of an obstacle, that you try to get past it?

“What’s the real issue?” 

I soften as Carver’s arm wraps around my shoulders, same as he did when I fell apart at the bonfire. Only this time he doesn’t complete the circle and pull me close, yet that’s exactly what I wish for.

“I don’t know. I think….” My words dissipate into the night as I ponder what exactly it is that I think. Why my parents seem to be taking out their frustrations on aspects of my personality that previously didn’t bother them? Why the hell I’m about to enter the world feeling more alone than I ever have in my whole life? Or perhaps, just maybe, it’s the big one? Why the fuck my brother was killed by a goddamn bus and I now have this cold shadow called grief in my life, following me around, waiting for the most random of moments to rear its ugly head?

“This way.” Carver slips his hand off my shoulder, probably aware he’s not going to get a coherent answer anytime soon, and runs it down my arm to my hand, linking his fingers through mine.

We walk through a short stand of trees, our shoes crunching the dead leaves left behind from winter’s fall. The moon is non-existent under the cover of the tree canopy, and visibility is next to nothing. I grip Carver’s hand tight, following in his wake as we weave through skinny trunks and over uneven ground toward the field behind. 

The space opens out as we step out of the trees, stealing my breath and bringing me to a stop. I’ve been here plenty on school camps and summer holiday programs, but never stood out here at night. The trees line a huge rectangular field on three sides, totally clear between save for the pièce de résistance on the far side—the flying fox. Moonlight catches the zip line strung between the tower and the landing pad, giving the whole structure an eerie feel. Yet, what really steals my breath is the grey, glassy look the moonlit river has behind it.

“Feel like a go?” Carver gives my hand a tug to get me started over the grassy area.

“Don’t they lock it at night so it doesn’t work?”

“They used to lock it at night,” he corrects, “but they haven’t bothered for a few years since people stopped coming out here so often.”

“Sounds like you come here a bit though.” I hunch my shoulders to ward off the chilly air. 

“It’s a good place to get some alone time.” He lets go of my hand and points toward the tower. “Start climbing.” Carver jogs several steps toward the far end before he turns and jogs backwards, a cheeky grin in place. “You’re okay with ladders, right?”

“Ha-de-fucking-ha.”

I make short work of the timber rungs that scale the outside of the platform, stealing a look every so often at Carver as he grabs the zip line and jogs it back toward the tower. His muscles flex as he moves, his arm extended behind him. Every part of him is as appealing and easy on the eye as always. The chains that hang from the belt hoops of his jeans to the pocket swing with his movement, catching flashes of moonlight. His heavy boots echo a thud around us with each footfall, his breathing audible as he reaches the base of the tower. 

I settle on the edge of the platform, my legs hanging over the side, while he climbs the ladder. An inked hand slaps over the top rung, down on the platform, and his head soon follows as he pushes himself up, a huge grin from ear to ear. “I’m not as fit as I used to be.”

“I’d love to see what fit looks like if your current form is out of shape.”

He quirks an eyebrow as he crosses to where I sit, guiding the zip line around the corner of the tower. “What you saying, Meg?”

“You know what I’m saying.” I stand and take the rope out of his offered hand, but he holds on, forcing me to look at him.

“One condition.” His dark eyes bore into mine. 

I shift on the spot, trying to ease the buzz that sets in from a single look alone. “Yeah?” My voice wavers.

“Each time you go down this line, I want you to think of a good memory. Could be about Den, about school, about your friends—”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“—or anything that made you smile at the time,” he finishes pointedly. “And then you can tell me all about it on the walk back.”

“Wait.” I pop a hip and frown. “How am I supposed to tell you about it when you’re up here, and I’m down there.” I point to the pole covered in old tyres at the far end.

“Who said you’re flying solo?”

He wants us to ride together. “Is it strong enough for the both of us?” The most legitimate excuse I can come up with that’s not “I can’t be that close to you without wanting to jump you when we hit the other end.”

“Only one way to find out if it is.” He walks back on the platform until the rope is at a forty-five-degree angle to where we stand, and steps over so the crude wooden seat part is tucked into the back of his thighs. “Step in front.”

“And what? Sit on your lap?”

“Yeah.” He shrugs as though it’s no big deal. “Would you rather I sat on yours?”

“Very funny, mister.” It’s a flying fox, Meg. I hoist my skirt up and stick a leg over the rope before I can chicken out. He gives my arse a cheeky pat where it hangs out of my bunched skirt. “Hands off the merchandise,” I tease in an effort to get him to stop distracting me, and position myself in front of Carver, hands tight on the rope ahead of me.

“You’re going to have to shuffle back into me if you don’t want to fall off,” he very “helpfully” points out. 

My semi-healed palm rubs against the rope as I drag my unnecessarily tight hold down the length, using the bite of the fibres to distract me from the heat of his body behind me, the vibrations from his chest as he tells me “Closer,” and the feeling that this is my home. 

We’ve fooled around, made out, got hot and heavy, but there’s still that line we haven’t crossed yet. And I’m acutely aware the longer it is until we do, the more haywire I go in situations like this.

Butt pressed tight into the front of his jeans, I tap my toes inside my shoes, impatient to get the first ride over with. Carver’s arms wrap around my shoulders and he places both inked hands over top of mine on the rope, sliding his hold down until his large palms engulf my hands entirely.

“Ready?”

“As ever.”

With a sharp shunt, and the thud of my foot as it catches the lip of the platform, we’re airborne. Inhibitions are forgotten, my concerns and fears vaporised as we tear through the night air. I laugh, I cry a little, and I’m ready to go again the minute we hit the stopper at the far end, Carver’s arms banding tighter about me as we swing to a stop over the woodchip. 

His words tickle my ear as we sit above the ground, wrapped in each other while the zip line lazily turns in a circle. “What’s your favourite memory then, Meg?”

I think I just made it.





TWENTY-TWO

The night has cooled to single digits by the time we leave the zip line and start the walk back to the car. I haven’t laughed or smiled this much in a long time—too long. Eighteen rides, and eighteen stories. Memories of me and Den when we were barely school age, memories of happier times with Mum when I was still young and wore dresses without having to be persuaded to, and finally the best memory of all….

“I’ve got one more for you,” I tell Carver as our hands swing between us in time with our steps. 

“Fire away, then.” He gives me a little tug, releasing my hand to capture my shoulders with the same arm. 

I loop my own around his waist, my hip jostling against his leg as we walk. “Well, there was this time when I’d had a really bad week or so, right? And honestly, I had no idea how long the shitty mood was going to last or when things would get better. It had just been one bad thing after another.” His hand squeezes on my shoulder. “But I met this guy, right? And, well, it’s not that I was looking for him, but he was there, and you know how these things go.”

“Not really, Meg. No.” His arm is like a log, weighing down on me, as does the tone of his words. “Enlighten me.”

“I wouldn’t have normally looked twice, thought anything of it. I mean, he was just so… I don’t know, unattainable?”

“Sounds like you didn’t know this guy too well.” His arm slips off and he goes back to holding hands, a distance between our previously joined hips.

“I still don’t.”

“Is this a good memory, Meg?” He stops walking, forcing me to turn toward him. We stand toe to toe while he looks me over, jaw rolling as he grinds his teeth. “Maybe whatever you and this guy did at the time was good, but where is he now?”

I can’t hide my smile knowing the conclusion he’s come to; he’s completely missed my point. His clipped words and serious frown give it all away—he thinks I’m talking about some summer fling, a meaningless interaction. He couldn’t be further from the truth.

“He’s right here.” My fingertip meets a solid wall of muscle beneath his shirt. 

Confusion reigns supreme before Carver’s lips spread in an endearing smile. “You were talking about me?”

“Duh.” I roll my eyes. “You might not know much about me either still, but here’s one fast fact, buddy: I don’t sleep around, and I sure as shit have never had a one-night stand or anything remotely like it.”

A warm hand envelops the side of my neck, the other tightening its hold on mine. He just smiles, the look in his eyes echoing infinite relief. “Tell me how the story ends, then.”

“He realises how much she needs him,” I whisper, “and he’s totally okay with that.”

“I’m okay with that.” He dips his head, our noses an inch apart. “If it makes her feel better.”

“It makes her feel…” Hot. Excited. Thankful. Hopeful. Relieved. “…appreciated.”

Carver’s grip on my neck grows firm. His fingertips bite into the back of my neck, which in turn forces me to move my head closer to his. I brace for the moment, giddy-as-fuck, and impatient for that gentle brush of his lips on mine.

He kisses the tip of my nose and then breaks away. Cold air replaces his grasp on my neck, a wave of rejection in place of his body heat.

“Are you ready to take the last step, then?”

“To what?”

“Knowing everything. Not hiding. Sharing all our ugly secrets.”

I frown, crossing my arms protectively over my body. “I guess.”

“I’ve got one more thing to show you, so you know all of me, all of where I come from and what being a part of my life means.” He sighs, regret in his eye and leans in to sweep a gentle kiss across my lips. “It’s time to meet my dad, Meg.”

***

“Why do I get the feeling that until now you’ve been lying to me? That you never intended to let me see him?” I lean forward in my seat and stare at the tall, intimidating fences of where Carver lives.

“Because I was. Well, not really lying, I just hoped I could distract you and this weekend would become the next, and so on.”

“What made you change your mind, then?”

“Because if you and me are ‘a thing’,” he says with a frown, “I want you to see what you’re getting yourself into.” His face falls as he turns his head to vacantly stare at the fence.

“Nothing could put me off you,” I reassure him quietly.

He doesn’t look so convinced, staring out at the property before opening his door with a huff. I get out also, and wait for instruction beside the car. Last time I was here, things went so damn pear-shaped it feels cocky just sauntering up to the gate. 

Carver rounds the hood of the car and stops before me, his hip leant on the side panel of the Falcon and his arms crossed over that ridiculously hard chest. 

“Things are rough right now, right?” he asks.

“Right.” I find myself mirroring his stance.

“You feel like there’s no light at the end of the tunnel, like things won’t ever be the same.”

“Yeah. What are you getting at with this?”

“You’re grieving, Meg. It’s natural how you’re feeling, but it’ll also pass.”

I roll against the car so my back is against the window and my side is to him, facing the way we came down the dark semi-rural street. What he’s inferring already aggravates me: that this divide in my family will pass and all of this will one day blow over. I’m not sure I can hear what he’s actually going to say.

Carver sighs and runs a hand through his growing hair. “You’ve got a good family, Meg. Your parents might be bastards right now, but they’re going through something they never planned for. It won’t last forever, I’d put money on it.”

“Easy for you to say,” I bite out. “You weren’t there when they said the things they did. You only know what I’ve told you.”

“Yeah, I do.” He paces the driveway, passing through my line of sight while I do my best to ignore him. “But the reason why I brought you to meet Dad was to show you that life could be a lot worse. As horrible as you think your parents are right now, they still love you.”

“Do they?” I throw my hands in the air, irritated that he won’t just cut to the chase. “Are you trying to tell me that misplaced parental love excuses their behaviour? Because even if that were true, it doesn’t. And besides,” I say, slamming my arms back over my chest defiantly. “At the end of the day, everyone’s parents love them, whether they want to admit it or not.”

He shakes his head and marches toward the steel gates, highlighted by the glow of the headlights. “No, they don’t.” The catch makes a horrific screech as he slides the bolt out of the ground and swings the gate open. “Come and see what obligation, rather than choice, looks like.”

The house is front and centre to the right of the gates, an old weatherboard villa with a covered porch across the back. Light spills from the uncovered windows, illuminating our way through the scruffy garden. We follow a paved path that I remember dashing down last time, and reach the steps to the house. 

“Whatever gets said to you inside,” Carver warns, “none of it is personal, okay?”

I nod, staring at the welcoming white door I vaguely remember stumbling through last time, and wondering what in fuck he’s on about. His dad can’t be that bad, right? I mean, he seemed gruff when we bolted, but I wouldn’t have said he was anything other than a hard-arse. 

“I mean it, Meg,” Carver stresses. “Promise me you won’t take his insults personally. Dad is just a real cunt at times, and that’s when he’s being nice.”

“Promise.” His words of warning begin to sink in, and the previous calm I had when I thought he was simply being melodramatic, vanishes. Foreboding crows beat their wings inside my gut, turning my stomach into a flapping, roiling mess as we step up to the door.

Carver lets us both inside, guiding me behind him to keep me close as we step through the entrance hall and into the kitchen.

“Hey, bro,” Tanya greets from where she’s situated at the dining table, painting her nails. “Hey, Meg. Good to see you again.” She jerks her head toward the lounge and silently mouths something at Carver that I don’t quite catch before she returns a warm gaze my way. “Want your nails done?”

“Uh, no. Thanks, though.”

I hesitate awkwardly between the two of them, expecting Carver to direct us through to the lounge to where I presume his father is, given Tanya’s gestures. I mean, introducing me would be the polite thing to do if he wants to get us off on the right foot, isn’t it? 

Oddly enough, nobody moves. 

“So,” Tanya calls out, breaking the silence. “Drink, Meg?”

“Um.” I look to Carver for an answer, but he’s not giving away anything in the way of what our plans are from here. “I guess.”

Tanya places the brush back in her bottle and screws the lid on. With her hands held out in front, waving them to and fro, she pushes her chair out from the table and stands. “How about you, bro?”

“No. I think I’ll pass.”

They both glance around the corner to the lounge room. Anxiety sets in, my skin warming and my hands pulsing with each beat of my heart.

“If tonight isn’t a good night—”

“It’s fine.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” They speak in unison.

The corner of the room feels that bit more inviting all of a sudden. I melt against the wall as Tanya opens the fridge door and gestures to the beverages stacked on one of the lower shelves. 

“What’s your pick?” 

“Juice is great, thanks.”

Tanya thumbs in my direction while she lifts an eyebrow at Carver. “She realises it’s like midnight on a Saturday, right?”

“What?” I tease in return. “It’s odd that I want juice to drink, but perfectly normal that you’re at home painting your nails alone?”

She grins, and a feeling that we’ve just cemented a lifelong friendship makes me smile too. 

“She’s definitely my favourite, Brett.”

I look across to find him watching me with a slight smile. “Yeah. She ain’t so bad.”

Tanya retrieves a two-litre bottle of juice from the fridge with stiff fingers and shuts the door, then collects a clean glass from the cupboard and lays it all out on the counter without damaging her nails. I walk across and lean over the side opposite to her as she pours the drink, resting my elbows on the laminate surface. 

“Have we got company?” The question resonates off every surface of the room, the voice deep and husky, just as I remember. 

I stand ramrod straight, any misconstrued ideas that this mightn’t have gone so badly after all long gone.

“Dad.” Tanya places the juice bottle down on the counter before her shaking hand sends the contents everywhere. “You scared the shit outta me.”

“Meg.” Carver beckons me to his side, and I waste no time in obeying.

His father is one intimidating son of a bitch. If I thought first impressions of Carver were rough, then this guy is something else entirely. He stands a whole head shorter than Carver, but what he lacks in height he well makes up for in stature. The man has a stocky, muscular body that has been clearly honed out of need rather than want. Tattoos adorn his arms and neck, just like his son, but he also sports a few more in prominent spots over his face. Where Carver has a small letter R at the edge of his eye, his father has a full swastika on his temple, rough and probably done in someone’s back room rather than a legit parlour. Lettering is etched into his bald scalp, but I daren’t look long enough to read it. His white T-shirt pulls tight over his barrel chest, and the man looks like an extra straight out of Romper Stomper with his stonewash jeans and loose suspenders at his sides. Even his fucking socks have swastikas. What the hell? Isn’t this shit dead? 

“You brought a girl home, son, and you didn’t think to introduce the lovely lass to your old man?”

“We were heading through to see you after I poured her drink,” Tanya answers for Carver.

I twist my head to glance up at him and soon see why. His eyes are narrow slits, his nostrils flaring, and his neck corded with subdued rage. 

No love lost here, then. 

“This where you been the last week then?” Carver’s father asks. “Hiding her away from your old man in case she prefers the real thing?”

I feel Carver’s chest twitch beside my shoulder, his arm tight around me as though the slightest lapse in concentration could mean I’m whisked away by the devil himself. “Where’s Deb?”

“Out with the other fucking tarts.” He lifts one side of his top lip in a sneer at the thought. “Probably be home later, half off her tits and stinking like some other cunt.”

Is this man for real? Whoever the fuck Deb is, the way he talks about her has me reconsidering my safety around the jerk. I edge into Carver’s hold as he bristles with pent-up energy. I almost want him to lose control and take the bastard down. Who the hell talks about a woman—relative or not—like that?

“Well, if you won’t introduce us,” his father barks, “I might as well.” He moves his stone-cold stare from Carver and swings it my way, the lines around his eyes softening as he does. “Jon Carver.” A thick hand is thrust my way. “Nice to meet you, love.”

I accept—what other choice do I have—and shake his warm hand. A calloused thumb rubs my wrist before Jon lets go and steps across to where Tanya returns the juice to the fridge. “Grab us another while you’re in there, love.”

“Here.” She passes him a dark bottle of beer with a smile. It’s forced, it’s obligatory, but it’s a smile nonetheless.

Jon either doesn’t mind or doesn’t care. I suspect both explanations fit the cocky bastard. He heads back through to the lounge, swagger in his stride, toes pointed out, and shoulders set firm.

I release the breath I didn’t realise I’d held as Tanya slides the glass of juice across the counter for me. “Sorry about him, sweets,” she whispers. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Whoa,” is all I can muster as I stand there wide-eyed and in shock.

Guess Carver wasn’t so wrong when he said my family aren’t that bad, all things considered. At least my dad doesn’t alienate half of society through his choice of tattoos alone.

Carver’s arm snakes around my shoulders, pulling my back flush against his front. I sag into his hold as he places a gentle kiss to my temple and murmurs, “Welcome home.”





TWENTY-THREE

The upholstered sofa is worn through to the bare fabric in places, the stitched pattern rubbed raw. I stay cemented in place, alone on one of the two armchairs at the insistence of Jon, and turn the empty glass slowly in my hands.

Two hours we’ve been here in his presence. Two hours I’ve sat still as a statue and watched the disintegration of what had to have once been a happy family, judging by the pictures on the wall.

A young Carver smiles down from the embrace of his much less tattooed, but by no means smaller, father in the largest of the selection. Given the age of the three kids in the picture—Carver, Tanya, and a baby boy—the photo has to be at least ten years old, if not more. Sponge effect blue over white covers the backdrop in the image, reminiscent of so many cheap photo packages on offer around that time. Every home has one of these portraits displayed proudly, but I’m pretty damn sure that most families still match the effigies that hang over their head.

Who’s the baby? 

“Anyone thirsty?” Deb calls out as she gathers her empty wine glass and heads for the kitchen.

She arrived home a quarter hour after first introductions in the kitchen. A whirlwind of leather and leopard print, the woman left a cloud of cheap perfume in her wake as she swept the length of the hallway, only to promptly backtrack and check out the “new girl,” as she’s so kindly dubbed me. Before I could come up with an excuse on why Carver and I needed to head back to the motel right there and then, she’d ushered us through to the living room and set about instigating “family time.”

As it so turns out, Deb is in fact Jon’s on-again off-again girlfriend. Although what the real reason is for the arrangement, I haven’t figured out yet. It sure as shit isn’t out of love or a need to be with each other.

“How’s the job hunting going, Dad?” Carver sits to my right, his arms spread wide over the back of the sofa he shares with Tanya.

Jon dismisses the question with a raised palm.

The tinny gunshots echoing out of the TV fill the awkward void left by the lack of conversation. Tanya catches my eye and smiles. I can’t even force one in return. Get me the fuck out of here. I give what I hope is my best pleading eye, hoping she’ll elbow Carver for me. 

The TV cuts off abruptly; the lack of noise leaves a distinct ringing in my ears.

“Tell me,” Jon booms, swivelling in his armchair to face us all. “How did you two meet, then?”

“What does it matter, Dad?” Carver grits out through a clenched jaw.

“Oh, it doesn’t matter shit, really.” He leans forward, heavy-set arm braced on his equally thick knee. “I was just wondering what a lovely girl like her is doing around a fucking idiot like you?” 

“Dad,” Tanya softly pleads.

“No, love. You stay out of this. It’s between me and the boy.”

“If you’ve got nothing better to talk about—” Carver starts.

Deb’s nasally voice slices straight through his. “You boys aren’t at it again are you?” She sets herself down on the empty sofa and gulps at least half her glass of wine, leaving me to wonder how much of the bottle she polished off before she decided to re-join us.

Jon’s eyes rove the length of me as I still the glass in my hands and squeeze it hard to keep from crying out. He looks between a visibly irate Carver and me, clear confusion pulling his features inward.

“Tell me, Meg. How old are you again?”

Shit. What’s he getting at? I know Carver’s a lot older than me, but is there a limit for his father? Do I need to lie about my age? Every pair of eyes in the room is on me, with vastly varying expressions to match. Tanya looks worried, Carver like he could murder his father, and Deb… as though she’s daring me to tell the truth?

“I’m seventeen.”

“Pardon, love? Didn’t quite catch that.” The thug cups a hand to his ear.

I look across to Carver as he shifts to the front of his seat, preparing to stand. Tanya places a gentle hand on his leg to still him, and he swallows thickly before giving the slightest nod to tell me to continue.

“Seventeen,” I say louder and clearer.

Deb bursts into a fit of giggles. 

Heat flames my face.

And his disgusting father licks his chapped lips. “That so?”

Kill me now. Why the hell has Carver done this to me tonight? What the hell was he trying to achieve by bringing me here while everyone’s two parts pissed? The answer strikes me as hard as his father’s next words do.

“At least this one’s legal, boy.”

He was testing me. He said I needed to know what I was getting into, and I guess trial by fire is the warning of choice for him.

“This one?” Tanya voices the words that echo through my head.

What the fuck does he mean, “this one”? How many have there been? 

Deb laughs harder. The damn woman literally has to set her wine down before she spills it all over her figure-hugging dress.

“Meg.” I blink through the unwanted tears pooling in my eyes and look up at Tanya. When the hell did she get out of her seat? I shake my head clear and take her offered hand, allowing her to lead me from the room. 

There’s no need to look behind me to know that Carver follows; I can practically feel the anger that radiates off him searing my back.

“Put the glass down, Meg. We’re getting the fuck out of here.” Tanya gestures to the cup I have a white-knuckled grip on.

I set it in the sink, catching Carver’s eye as I do. He stands off to the side, arms folded over his chest and a deep frown marring the face I’ve only seen the best of until now. Furious Carver is a damn intimidating Carver—just like his old man. I wonder if he knows just how much like the guy he is?

“Keys, arsehole.” Tanya holds her hand out and snatches the bunch away as he crosses her palm with them. “Come on, honey. Let’s get you somewhere where you can take a full breath, yeah?”

Deb still laughs as we step out the front door, his father yelling insults at her in an attempt to silence the woman. The chill of the night bites me hard as we trudge down the path and then the driveway in single file. Tanya leads, and Carver follows: a silent and sullen procession.

“What the fuck were you thinking, bro?” Tanya unleashes her fury on Carver as he unlatches the gate. 

“You don’t need to know.”

“I think I do.”

“Bullshit! How about I tell you what I’m thinking now?”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“That’s it’s none of your fucking business!”

I back away, placing not only distance between them and me, but removing the thought that I could be siding with either of them if I were to accidently stand closer to one than the other.

“It’s my business when you bring a girl into our house knowing what the old man’s like.”

“She needs to see that,” Carver hollers back, jerking the gate open. 

“Why? What the fuck were you trying to prove?” Tanya asks, storming toward the driver door of the Falcon. “What a right prick you can be?”

I rush through the gateway and for the car after Carver glares in my direction. He shuts the gate behind us, the metal clanging violently as he shoves the rod back in the ground harder than necessary.

“What the fuck did he mean by ‘this one’ being legal?” Tanya hollers out the car window at him.

“Nothing,” he bellows back, securing the gate.

“Why would he say it, if it’s nothing?”

“Because it would do this,” he shouts, jerking his hand toward the car. “He planted the seed of a lie, knowing it would fester no matter what I say now.”

My door is jerked open, and yet, he doesn’t look at me as he indicates I should get in.

“You don’t get it,” Carver mutters.

“Why?” Tanya turns the key, still yelling from inside the car. “Why the fuck wouldn’t I understand? Do I not live in the same house?”

Carver and I take our seats in unison, his door slamming shut while I carefully latch mine after me.

“Because you don’t have half as much pressure on you, being a girl,” Carver snaps.

Tanya turns the car over and sits for the longest fucking minute of my life, her hands tight on the steering wheel, her gaze fixed firmly out the window. “I might not have to worry about being ‘enough’ for Dad, because there’s no expectations on me to succeed since I’m a woman, but fuck, Brett. I worry just as much as you do that one day I’ll wake up and realise I’m just like them.” She jabs her hand toward the house before slotting the car in gear. “You think I want to be some alcoholic wench who gets her jollies off down at the pub because her boyfriend is too disgusted with her to be able to get it up?”

“Too much information, Tanya.”

I slide down into my seat, my nose barely above the door panel. Trees and streetlights flash by as Tanya lead foots it towards town. The silence that accompanies the journey is welcome. 

A flash of red around the headliner of the car is quickly followed by blue, the short, sharp, blip of a siren cementing my suspicions. Tanya glances in the rear-view mirror and curses as Carver spins in his seat to look out the back window.

“What the fuck?”

My heart rate spikes as I straighten in my seat, the deafening whoosh of my breaths as I struggle to pull them in and out all I can hear. This night has turned to shit in the blink of an eye. Carver’s mad at me, his dad is such a jerk that I doubt I’ll ever know if he was why Den was in town that day—not that I really care anymore, and now this.

Tanya pulls the Falcon over to the side of the road and cranks the driver’s window the rest of the way down while I watch the lazy swing of the cop’s flashlight as they check the car over.

“This better be fucking routine,” Carver mutters, hand to his forehead as he rests an elbow on the windowsill.

“Evening,” the cop greets as he reaches Tanya’s window. “I’ll need all the occupants to please step out of the vehicle with their hands held out in front of them.”

I spin in my seat to see another cop approach from the passenger side, and then back to Carver. “No.”

He twists to look me in the eye. “It’s okay, Meg. Just do as they ask, all right?”

No, it’s not all right! What the hell? Why now? They can’t be.

I open my door at the same time as the others, and following Carver’s lead, sticking my raised hands out first and then step out. I’m spun around, shoved against the back of the car, and warned not to move as my hands are brought behind my back. Are those zip ties? The thin plastic bites into my healing skin, and I cry out.

“Hey, don’t you fucking hurt her,” I hear Carver bellow before the distinct sound of a body hitting the ground.

I twist my head around to see what’s happening as Tanya shouts across the car, and spot Carver sitting on the back of the cop who restrained me. The officer holding Tanya gives her the same warning as I got, and then dashes around the car to wrestle Carver off the guy who cuffed me.

Carver relaxes when the second cop reaches him, calling out that he’ll cooperate as he’s jostled over the hood of the car. The first cop, wiping blood from his nose, pats Carver down and removes his wallet. He flicks it open, and exchanges a look with his partner.

The real handcuffs come out. 

I look over at Tanya, but she’s fixated on what they’re doing to her brother, a look of sheer disappointment in her eyes.

“Brett Carver,” the second cop says. “You’re under arrest for breaking and entering, theft, and assault on a police officer. You have the right to remain silent….”

White noise. My ears begin to ring, the whining tone growing louder the more I screw my eyes shut. No. It can’t be happening. Don’t they know it wasn’t him? It couldn’t have been. Could it? How did he pay for the motel, Meg? No, he wouldn’t have….

How could I doubt him? After everything he’s done for me?

Time passes at an excruciatingly slow pace as Carver’s straightened up and marched to the back of the cop car. He looks over the door at me, fighting against the cop who tries to push him down. I shake my head, refusing to believe that this is it: he’s being taken from me too. His gaze drops for a fraction of a second before I catch him swallow and raise his chin defiantly. The cop gives him another shove, and Carver braces a shoulder against the roof of the cop car to buy a few extra seconds.

I watch in equal parts horror and adoration as he mouths three little words to me before he’s violently bent into the back seat: Love you, Meg. 

I can’t. Fucking. Breathe.

No. It’s not fair. 

My name comes through as though it’s spoken underwater, my ears taking their sweet time to attune to what’s around me once again.

“Meg,” Tanya repeats.

I look over the Falcon at her as the door on the cop car is slammed shut.

“Meg, honey. It’ll be all right. We’ll sort this out.”

I simply shake my head again, refusing to believe that a guy with a prior record has any hope in hell of getting off a charge that now includes assault on a police officer. What was he thinking? 

“Don’t let them get to you,” Tanya says, glaring over at the cops who walk back toward us. “They’ll do their job, and we’ll do ours.”

I don’t even know what that is. 





TWENTY-FOUR

Tanya and I are released from our restraints, free to go, after the cops are satisfied they got what they’re after—Carver. We follow the patrol car down to the station in the Falcon and wait for three and a half hours to find out what’s going on behind closed doors. Carver’s charged with burglary, and assault on an officer, which means he’ll be remanded in custody until his preliminary hearing. The female officer who informs us stands with her hands clasped before her hips as she breaks it down at Tanya’s request.

“Brett will be put before a judge tomorrow, and he or she will be the one to decide if bail is to be granted awaiting trial.”

“As if that’ll happen,” Tanya mutters under her breath.

I look up to the lady with the immaculate blonde bun and ask, “What’s the likelihood?” She grimaces, appearing to think it over. I quickly add, “In your opinion?”

“I really can’t say. It’ll be up to the judge who presides over his hearing.”

Tanya takes my hand in hers. “Given his priors, Meg, it won’t be likely.”

The officer takes her leave and disappears back through the coded door to the heart of the station.

I stand at Tanya’s request and stare at the sterile cream doors, aching so bad at the fact Carver is just there and yet I can’t see him. All I want to do is be there, sit beside him and let him know he’s not alone in this. Let him know I won’t walk away at the first hurdle. 

“So what now?”

Tanya wraps an arm over my shoulders and gives me a gentle squeeze. “We head back to the pits of hell to let the old man know what’s happened.”

“Really?” I squeak out. “What the hell for? What will he do?”

She shrugs. “He’ll find out sooner or later, so we may as well get on the good side by telling him first.”

True. My head hurts from all the outcomes I’ve run through while we’ve been waiting. How are we going to prove his innocence? There’s only one way I can think of.

“Your dad has to come tell them Brett was with him that day.”

“What?” Tanya drops her arm from my shoulders and turns to face me. “When?”

“The day this was supposed to happen, Thursday.”

“Is that what he said?” She ducks her head, staring out at me from under her brow.

An unease I’m not all that happy with swirls like an ominous eddy in my gut. “He said he went to talk to your dad while I was at work that first night at the motel.”

“Meg, he never came home after he snuck you out. I met him while you were doing your shift on Wednesday, but prior to that he wasn’t returning my calls.”

“No.” I shake my head, feeling every part the fool. “Why would he lie to me?” Again?

She looks around us, as though to check we haven’t been overheard. “Let’s get out of here, yeah? We’ll go get a late-night apple pie from McDonald’s and find somewhere to talk about this.”

“Did he lie to me, Tanya?” Truth—always the truth.

She places a hand on my shoulder and guides me from the station. “Not here, okay?”

I don’t utter another word to her the whole way to the drive-through, or even as she pulls into a park at the reserve. The crinkle of paper as she pulls our apple pies out is insanely loud in the otherwise quiet car.

“Eat.” She offers me one, waggling it at me the same as Carver did that first night at the bonfire.

Appetite, lost. “He’s done for, isn’t he?” I ask, arms folded.

She opens the cardboard pocket and blows on the hot contents. “More or less.”

“Do you think he did it?”

She sighs, waving the hot pie back and forth through the air, her focus squarely on it. “I’m undecided.”

“Well that sounds hopeful,” I sass.

“He has this way of… I don’t know… doing what he thinks is right, but not thinking through the full consequences of his actions.”

An awkward moment passes with Tanya trying to eat her apple pie as quietly as possible, while I stare out the side window at the sheer pitch-black surrounding us.

“I can’t stomach just sitting back and doing nothing.”

“We won’t,” she replies. “And as much as a grumpy old bugger Dad is, he’s probably the best person to talk to about it.”

“Why? He set him up last time.”

“Yeah,” she says, drawing out the word, “but….”

“But what? What excuse is there for what he did?”

“There’s none,” she agrees. “But the thing you don’t get, Meg, is that Dad’s been to prison. He’s been in this life for decades. Dad knows how the cops work, and he would know how we can get Brett out, if we even can.” She looks down at the box in her hands, fidgeting with it as she sighs. “I know it’s hard, and I know this is all new for you, but it’s not for our family. There’s a reason why the whole damn town sees us all as nothing but criminals, and that’s because we’ve given them reason to.”

“But you’re good people,” I protest. “You guys were the only people who were there when I needed somebody to listen, to care.”

“Maybe.” She shrugs. “But good people still do bad things, Meg.”

I run a hand down the leg of my jeans and frown. Why did he, though? I never forced him to pay for that damn motel. God, it’s all my fault. I did this. If it weren’t for me and my stupid problems, then he never would have felt the need to steal to support us. What the hell did you do, Carver? 

“What’s going on in that head of yours?”

I look over at Tanya, at how tired she appears, how dejected. She’s a mirror of me. “If it wasn’t for me having this disagreement with my parents, needing somewhere to stay….”

“Shush.” She shakes her head firmly. “None of it is because of you, so get that ludicrous thought out of your head. He’s a grown man, Meg; he can make his own decisions.”

“Maybe so, but I think it’s about time I started making my own.”

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s go talk to your dad and see what he can do, huh? I know Carver wants me to have nothing to do with him—”

“Me as well,” Tanya adds.

“But if putting up with his shit is what it takes to help your brother get his arse out of jail, then I’m all in.”

“Atta girl.”

***

Jon Carver is exactly where we left him, drinking in his armchair while his inebriated girlfriend snores on the sofa to his left. I walk into the lounge and stand where he can’t help but see me. Tanya follows me in and pats my shoulder before she takes a seat on the second sofa opposite Deb.

“Couldn’t stay away, huh?” His eyes never leave the TV.

“We need your help.” Damn that waver in my voice.

He turns his head and regards me before looking around me to eye Tanya. “What the hell would you want my help for?”

“Brett’s in custody,” she drops. “He got picked up for burglary.”

Their old man grumbles under his breath and turns his attention back to the TV with a sneer. “Stupid boy never did learn.”

“Learn what?” I snap, despite the sick fear slapping around in my gut. “He was sentenced for a crime you did last time, so what should he have learnt? Not to trust his father?”

Jon’s eyes go wide, his shock at being spoken back to clear as day in the way his head rears back. “Excuse me?”

“You did him wrong last time, so how about you try and make up for that by helping him this time.”

“Why would I help the useless little shit? He couldn’t even hold down a job, for fuck’s sake.” He leans forward in the chair, one hand braced on the rolled arm as he pops an elbow out.

Tanya rises behind me and comes to stand at my side. “Because you owe it to him, Dad.”

“I owe him nothing,” he roars, his face growing redder with every passing second. 

“Bullshit. Who carried this family when you were out of work, huh?”

“It’s the least he could do for dragging our name through the mud. It’s his fucking fault I can’t get work. Nobody wants the father of a thief on their payroll.”

“You’re fucking unbelievable,” Tanya hollers, making Deb stir. “Can’t you just for once in your life accept responsibility for what a disappointment you are? Brett has one charge against his name, before this. How about you? How many you up to now? Did it ever occur to you that you’re the reason why nobody wants to hire him?”

Jon shoots out of the seat with enough speed to knock me back as he charges Tanya. She screams as his hand connects with her face, covering the immediate welt with her shaking fingers. My heart stampedes in my chest as I watch him pace like a caged animal, his nostrils flaring while he seemingly considers hitting her again.

“What’s going on?” Deb asks as she sits up, hair askew and make-up smudged.

“Go clean yourself up, you filthy slut,” Jon bellows.

She slips off the sofa and scurries up the hallway to presumably do just that.

“You’re a fucking wanker,” Tanya sobs from her position cowering against the sofa. “You’ve never done a thing to help this family. You’ve never been a father. You’re just a bully who got himself stuck with a bunch of kids he never wanted.”

“Oh, and you’re just waking up to that now, are you?”

“Fuck you.”

“I should have fucking drowned you as a baby,” he yells, his face inches from Tanya’s.

“Stop it!” I scream.

Both of them shut the hell up and spin to face me, stunned.

“Just stop it! Why do you do this to each other?”

“Who the fuck are you to come in to my house and tell us how to behave?” Jon’s thick hand wraps around my throat, shoving me back into the armchair behind me so that my legs buckle over the seat and I fall into the cushions. He presses harder, pinning me to the seat by my neck as I scrabble my hands over his unrelenting wrist. “Who am I?” I choke from under his grasp. “I’m just some stupid fucking girl who’s gone and fallen in love with your son.” His eyes widen a fraction, and his hand relaxes a little. “You know, the useless kid?” I continue. “He’s not to me. He’s the only reason I’m still fighting to make it through this shitty thing called life. He is my life and I need you to get it back.”

Jon turns to Tanya and frowns. “Is she for real?”

I catch what I assume is a nod in my peripheral vision. 

“My son?” he asks. “My son has helped you? For what? What has he got out of it?”

“Nothing,” I whisper, the restriction on my neck enough to still make breathing difficult.

He lets go with a sigh and reaches down to grab my hand, jerking me up to my feet. “Why do you think I would be able to help him?”

“Provide an alibi. Say he was here talking to you when it happened.”

His eyes flash with anger again, and I wince, turning my head in preparation for what he’s going to deal.

“You want me to lie?”

“You’ve done it before, haven’t you?” I say calmly, trying to show I’m not being a smartarse, merely stating the facts.

Jon heaves a heavy breath and places both hands on his hips. He looks between Tanya and me, a frown deep in his brow, and turns to pace. 

My breath comes short and tight as I watch him move around the room, resting every so often before he jerks from his spot and marches off again. Seconds stretch into an infinite abyss of time as I wait on his answer.

He looks to Tanya who settles onto the edge of the armchair, hands clasped between her knees. Something passes through his gaze. Regret? Resolve? 

“No.”

Resignation.

“I can’t.” He shakes his head vehemently, turning his focus back to me. “I won’t.”

Carver was right. To even mention this man in the same sentence as the word “family” is a fucking joke. “What kind of father are you?” I whisper.

He stares at me pitifully, shifting his focus warily to Tanya before he answers. “One who should have known when to quit.”

I stare at him for an absurd amount of time, trying to work out what the fuck goes on in a man’s head for none of it to matter: the first glimpse at your baby when they’re born, the precious memories of milestones achieved as your child grows, and the knowledge that your offspring holds a ridiculous amount of unconditional love for you… no matter how big of an arsehole you might be.

How can he just leave his only son to fight alone? Whether Carver did it or not doesn’t matter anymore—Jon should want to help regardless. For everything Carver’s done. For everything Jon’s neglected to do.

“There aren’t words to describe you,” I seethe, backing out of the room.

The bastard smiles maliciously at me, shaking his head slowly while Tanya stands to join me. “You must have had me pegged all wrong in that pretty little head of yours, huh?”

“I must have.”

“Come on,” Tanya urges, taking me by the arm. “We’re clearly not going to get anywhere with him.”

She half leads, half drags me out of the house and to where the car waits in the driveway. I pace around to the passenger door and open it, only to slam it again when I realise that being cooped up in the confines of the vehicle again is the last thing I want to do while this rage burns a vile trail through me.

“I can’t believe he won’t even go down and talk to him.” 

Tanya watches sympathetically over the top of the car as I pace the gap between the Falcon and the fence. She folds her arms on the roof and rests her chin on her forearms. “I don’t know why I thought this time might be different, either.”

“What do you mean, ‘this time’?” I stall my movements, eyeing her.

“Every time we’ve turned to Dad for help or guidance he’s shot us down.”

The remorse in her eyes softens my foul mood. I lean on the car, mirroring her stance. “Carver said you and him had to arrange your mum’s funeral on your own.”

“Yeah.” She sighs. “But in all fairness, I think we got it done easier without Dad getting in the way.”

“Still....”

She lifts her gaze to find mine and smiles weakly. “It’s about as shitty as your parents kicking you out, huh?”

“Yeah.” 

She taps the roof with a flat hand and steps back. “Where to, Miss Daisy?”

I shrug, opening my door and dropping in at the same time as her. “I guess back to the motel, please.”

Tanya pauses, hands on the wheel, before she turns the car over. “I’m sorry we can’t offer you anywhere to stay, Meg.”

“Not your fault.” I’m not sure I could withstand the pressure cooker her father creates right now. Especially after he’s so blatantly abandoned his kid. Bastard.

The question remains though: where was Carver that day if not with his dad? And why would he lie to me about it? What does he have to hide? Only one way to know for sure.

“They won’t let you visit Brett until he’s had his preliminary hearing,” Tanya states, backing out the drive.

“How did you know that’s what I was thinking?”

She flashes me a smirk as she shifts the car into gear. “It was written all over your face.”

“I need to know where he was, why he lied to me.” Resting my elbow on the door, I sigh. “I need to know if he really did it.”

“So do I, honey. So do I.”





TWENTY-FIVE

Even the sun knows not to show its face today. I wake in the motel room with Tanya on the bed beside me for the second morning in a row. She’s hung out since dropping me off in the early hours of Sunday morning, probably as reluctant to go home as I am to be alone. The entire day yesterday was spent watching shitty movies on the small flat screen in the motel room, and grazing the three pizzas we’d ordered in as comfort food. We talked about mindless things to keep our focus off Carver and what today brings: her friends, what I’d planned to do after school before all of this happened, right down to where she shops online for most of her clothes. Not that any of it really helped.

The smell of Carver on the sheets, the memories of our first night shared here.... If I thought mourning Den was hard, this is something new entirely.

With Den, I know he’s gone. I can let myself cry it out because there’s no changing what happened. It’s final, and I have no choice but to make peace with that.

But the void from Carver? 

The hope—it’s poisonous. It keeps the wound fresh, not allowing me to resolve this in my mind. Not when the outcome could go two very different ways. It’s infinitely worse knowing that there’s equal chance he could come home with us on bail today, or be remanded for God only knows how long behind bars awaiting trial.

The preliminary hearing is this afternoon at the small courthouse in Whitecaps. At least he hasn’t been transferred to the main court in the city. I can’t deny that I’m hoping it’s an indication of how non-severe they see his case to be. It’s all up to the judge today whether he’s granted bail awaiting trial or not. 

“You’ve gotta eat, honey.” Tanya gives my plate of toast a nudge to draw my attention away from my thoughts.

“I know.” I pick up a piece of the jam-covered bread and stare at it. “I just can’t wait for today to be over.”

“Me either.”

We eat in silence, sharing the small round side table in the corner of the room. I’ve got a shift at the supermarket tonight, but I know already I’ll be useless at it. Thank heavens my next exam isn’t until tomorrow. Still, my mind’s going to be elsewhere no matter what the result this afternoon. If Carver’s out, I’ll want to be with him, and if he’s remanded, I’ll be a right fucking mess.

I could call in sick and take the day off work, but I know I won’t. If I’m to make it on my own I’m going to need money, and there’s only one way I can get it: work. 

Tanya watches as I stand and work my way around the room, pulling open the drawers and cupboards one by one. “What are you looking for?”

“Some paper and a pen I could use.”

She points over to the bedside table. “Try beside the phone. What do you need it for?”

“I want to work some things out, like a budget and that.”

“Random.” She pops the last bite of her toast in her mouth and stands from the table, plate in hand. “Can I help at all?”

I want to say no; I’m so sick of having to be helped with everything. Still, she’s more or less managing this “adulting” thing how I’d like to, and knows what to expect. “Yeah, probably.” I draw up a header at the top and start writing down the expected costs of living on my own. “I’ve got rent, food, power, phone, and clothes. What else?”

“Insurance for your things,” she says. “And are you going to buy a car?”

“Probably not.” Public transport goes most places around here.

“Well, even so, you’ll need to allow bus money.”

I add that in.

“And savings. You have to save for the unexpected. Doctors, time off work, that kind of thing.”

I nod, adding the final expense to the list. She helps me work through the average amounts I should expect to need to set aside, and when I tally it up I could cry. The amount required is twice what I earn.

“I’m never going to be able to do this.” I drop my head to the table between my folded arms. “Urgh.”

“Did you factor in benefits?”

“Huh?”

Tanya nods with a small smile on her pink painted lips. “I know some people think benefits should be treated like a dirty little secret, but they’re there to help people like you get a head start.”

We spend a good half hour scrolling through the calculators on the government website that estimate what I can expect to get in assistance. If I wasn’t turning eighteen in a couple of weeks, I’d do a lot better, but what they offer is at least something to help me keep afloat… as long as I can find rent cheap enough.

“I might have to room with someone,” I say, scrolling through the listings for rentals in the area on my phone. “Whitecaps is more expensive than I thought.”

“Why do you want to stay around here, though?”

I stop scrolling and lift my head to cock an eyebrow at her.

“Right. Brett.”

“Mm-hmm.” Everything listed is at least fifty dollars more than I could afford a week. “How the hell do people do this?”

She shrugs. “I guess they want it bad enough. Or,” she sighs, “they do what I do and put up with living with their parents to save on costs.”

“Do you pay board there?”

She snorts. “Yeah. Brett and I both do, but if we’re honest about it, it’s our money that pays the mortgage and keeps the power on.”

“Does Deb not pay anything?”

She shakes her head. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Why?”

“You really want to know?”

“Right,” I say, dragging out the word. It’s like that.

“Where am I supposed to go?” I ask, dropping my head to my arms again. “I can’t afford anything, and there is no way in hell I’m suffering through pretending I’m sorry just to get back under Mum and Dad’s roof.”

She pats my hand. “We’ll work something out.”

Her phone chimes from where she’d dropped her bag by the front door, and she gets up to retrieve it. Her brow pinches as she studies the message.

“What is it?”

“Just Dad, saying if I’m going to the hearing to take Brett some clothes so he’s got a fresh change for the courtroom.”

“Thoughtful,” I sass.

“Right? It’s just him trying to butter me up so I come home and keep doing the housework.” She laughs humourlessly, fingering the light bruise on her cheek. “Anyway, I better go grab his gear and get a shower myself before this thing kicks off. Meet you back here in an hour?”

I nod. The courthouse is only a few blocks from the motel, but I guess she’s concerned about how I’ll fill the time. “Will you get to see him beforehand if you’re taking him clean clothes?” Maybe I could take them instead.

“Nope. He won’t be allowed to talk to anyone until he’s either on bail or transferred to the remand centre. We can be in the courtroom for the hearing, though—we don’t have to wait out front—but you won’t get to say a thing while he’s in there.”

“As long as I get to see him.” He has to know I’m there, that I’m going to stand by him no matter what. A strange morbid excitement bubbles within me at the thought I’ll be able to make eye contact with Carver within a few hours. It’s only been two nights, technically one, but when we haven’t spent more than a couple of hours apart for the last week, it’s strange.

“How about you take a walk after I go, huh? Get some fresh air.” Tanya grabs her bag and hesitates at the door to my room. “You look like you need to just take a step back and remember how to breathe, honey.”

“I’m worried, is all.”

“I know. I am too. But what happens, happens, and best we can do is try to control what we can, not attempt to move mountains for the sake of a better view.”

“See you in an hour, then.”

“Sure thing.” She opens the door and steps out onto the covered walkway. “And Meg?”

“Yeah?”

“Whatever comes out of this, don’t let it change the way you look at Brett. He’s still not the same guy he once was—he’s better since you came along.”

She closes the door, and I pull my legs up to my chest as the muted rumble of the Falcon filters through the walls. The longer I’m without him by my side to distract me, the more I start to wonder just who Brett Carver really is?

Maybe a little distance isn’t such a bad thing after all.

***

The public seating in the courtroom is next to empty. There are five other people here aside from Tanya and me, and they’re what I assume to be the family or friends of the people who’ve stood before the judge prior to Carver.

The time we were given was for the general court session, not his judgment specifically. I’ve listened to the judge hand out decisions on drunk drivers, repeat offenders for minor things such as tagging and fine evasion, and even the grilling he gave a man regarding domestic violence before he sent him off to remand without bail. 

All of our futures hang in the balance with a man who may or may not have had enough coffee this morning. It’s his decision, and that’s final.

I’ve lost interest in the goings-on by the seventh person, and stare down at my hands as I pick at the nail polish Tanya gave me before we came to try and kill time. She glances over and smacks my hand as the court officer stands to announce Carver. 

This is it. I’ve never been more anxious in my life. My ears hurt from the pressure of my elevated pulse, my head pounds, and my legs feel like cement. I could vomit. I feel so damn sick, so nervous, and so helpless to what happens next.

The door to the right of the judge opens, and everything fades around me as Carver walks in. He’s still in the clothes they arrested him in, obviously never given a chance to change into what we handed over at least two hours ago. His head is down, his hands cuffed before him. Look at me. Just look up. He keeps his head bowed the whole way to where he is supposed to stand, even as the officer guides him around so he faces the judge and his back is to us. Why didn’t you look up? 

Tanya’s hand finds mine and we sit like statues as they go through the motions before the decision is handed down. This is it. The judge pauses to look Carver over head to toe. Crunch time.

The charges are read, the situation explained as though none of us have already heard it, or replayed it, a thousand times. The whole time Carver refuses to look at anyone, even when the judge states his final decision.

“Given your prior conviction, and the danger you represent as a flight risk with your violence when being taken into custody on both occasions, I have decided against bail in this instance. You will be transferred to a remand facility to await trail.” He slams the gavel down, and my stomach hits the floor. “Dismissed.”

Look at me! I scoot forward on my uncomfortable-as-fuck wooden seat and grip the back of the vacant chair in front of me. He shuffles to the right, lifting his arm slightly so the court officer can grab his elbow, and heads back to the holding cells.

No. I slump, certain he’s hell-bent on avoiding us, and almost miss him twist in the officer’s hold to look back over his shoulder. The jerky way he moves, the fact he leaves it to the last second—it’s as though he battled within himself not to do it.

Our eyes meet, for the briefest of seconds.

So much is said.

I’m sorry.

I’ve let you down.

I understand.

His lips stay downturned at the corners, and he swallows when I give a weak smile. Carver’s eyes drop to the floor as the officer gives him a jerk to keep moving, and that’s when I know it.

He’s not going to fight the charges.

He’s going to plead guilty.





TWENTY-SIX

As soon as we’re informed what facility they plan to transfer him to, I fill out the paperwork to apply for a visitor’s pass. Luckily for me, the cut-off for a minor is at age sixteen, so I’m able to apply without needing it signed off by my parents.

The approval takes three working days to come through, and a further four to reach me in the mail. By the time I have permission to visit Carver in Kirkman Prison, close to the city, almost two weeks have passed since the preliminary hearing. 

Two weeks that I’ve spent resenting his father for not being more.

And two weeks that Tanya has been the friend I always wished I’d had.

My birthday is tomorrow, and I see Carver this afternoon. I’m calling it an early present. Not like I’m going to get much else from anyone.

Mum and Dad haven’t tried to make contact at all, and I haven’t found reason to try and talk to them again, either. As far as I know, they’re happy living a life spent in denial. How neither of them could accept any responsibility nor blame for what’s happened since Den’s death, I don’t know.

But then, it makes me wonder: were the cracks there all along, and this was the final stress test that broke the foundations of a perfect nuclear family?

All I know for sure is that it’s left me out on my arse way earlier than I had planned, and way underprepared. My savings ran dry three days ago; my phone needs a recharge that I can’t afford. The motel was far too costly for me to carry on paying for on my meagre wages, so the day after Carver’s hearing I borrowed an outdated Yellow Pages directory from the motel office and phoned around the local hostels. Lucky for me, the one three blocks over from the supermarket had a space… as long as I didn’t mind shared eating and bathing facilities.

I’ve become a pro at living the frugal life. Tanya gave me a dressing down when she visited yesterday and opened my small pantry to discover I’ve literally been living on cornflakes and two-minute noodles. Yet when I can buy both, plus a litre of milk, for less than ten dollars, it’s a no-brainer that my diet has been the first thing to suffer in my newly acquired solo life.

But whatever. Beggars can’t be choosers. And some beggars can’t use the old-fashioned industrial washers and driers properly, it seems. I reach down and rub the residual washing powder from my dark jeans and suck in a huge breath. 

“You okay?”

The Falcon tears along the last stretch of open road that leads to Kirkman. The bland grey walls of the compound loom in the distance past a stand of pine trees. We’re almost there, almost in the same place as Carver.

“I’m good. Just reflecting on things,” I answer.

She glances over as she drives, smiling pitifully. “Tends to be easier to get on with things when you don’t dwell on the past, honey.”

“I know.” My gaze tracks the razor wire-topped fence as it grows and expands on our approach. “I was more trying to work out the reasoning behind why everything’s turned out like it has, than anything else.”

She laughs humourlessly. “Oh, Meg. Give up now. Honestly. You try and work out why the universe continually chooses to fuck us over, you’ll do your head in.”

I would have had to travel by bus, and then taxi, to the grounds on the outskirts of the city, but Tanya offered me a ride today, despite the fact she isn’t approved as a visitor yet. She was adamant that I needed to save what it would have cost me in fares for better groceries this week. Hey, maybe I’ll splash out and get myself a candy bar on the way through the checkout? But then I may also squirrel the saved coin away for the inevitable bond when I do find somewhere to rent.

“Have you looked over course options yet?” Tanya slows the car to pull in the long gravel driveway of the prison.

She nagged me relentlessly last week to give going to university a second thought. I met her halfway by agreeing to check out the community colleges. The course options for what I want to do are similar, but the cost is way less.

“I’m waiting to hear back if they have space, considering it would be a late enrolment.”

“What do you mean, would be? Haven’t you enrolled?”

I stare out the window at the endless expanse of grass between the perimeter fence and the stand of trees by the road. 

“Meg?”

“I want to talk to Brett first.”

“About what? What the hell say has he got in it?” 

My silence speaks volumes as we slow for the first gatehouse. 

Tanya sighs pointedly. “Honey, don’t throw away your dreams because of him. I’m not saying be selfish and live as though he doesn’t exist, but make the two work together. If it’s meant to be he’ll follow you to the ends of the earth, or wait for you to come back. Either way, don’t give up on yourself for the sake of keeping him happy.”

A guard approaches the car, effectively cutting our conversation short and giving Tanya the last word. I ponder over her reasoning as the guy dressed all in grey circles the vehicle, checking the wheel arches, underbody, and then the boot after Tanya opens it for him. Could our lives work together if he’s sentenced? Would Carver see it as me quitting on him? If I were in his position I know I’d feel at least some resentment if the person I loved took off to enjoy life while I was stuck behind bars.

Getting ahead of yourself, Meg. He’s remanded, not sentenced. He may walk free yet. Should walk free. God, I hope he walks free.

Tanya drops back in the driver seat and the guard opens the rear doors in turn to search the back. We’re asked to exit the vehicle as they give our seats a once-over, and then satisfied we’re not trying to get in a supply of crack or Hershey’s Gold for the inmates, the guard waves us through.

The car park alone is intimidating and confusing enough. Signs point to separate parking areas for the different sections of the prison, worn arrows painted on the concrete directing the flow of traffic between the areas. Tanya pulls the Falcon into a park surprisingly near to the main entrance and kills the engine.

“Look at me, hon.”

I swivel to face her. “What?”

“You can’t go in there looking like that.”

I lean over and grab hold of the rear-view mirror, angling it my way so I can get a look at what she means. “Do I have something on my face?”

She tuts, drawing my attention back to her. “Only the look of a woman who’s all but given up on life.”

“I do not.” I slump back in my seat, fidgeting with the edge of my T-shirt.

“He’ll be excited to see you regardless,” she assures me, “but there’s no reason to make him worry about you when he can’t do a damn thing about it.”

My chest expands with a deep breath, and I focus on a good memory to pull me out of this. “How’s this?” I lay on the best smile I can, and immediately lose it at the shocked expression I gain in response. “What?”

“On second thoughts, just be you.”

“No good?”

“Not unless you’re going for ‘crazy lady about to abduct Girl Guides for their cookies.’”

I chuckle, staring out the windscreen at the nondescript automatic doors. A large planter tub sits on either side with a spiky fern in each. My gaze drifts to where the visitor approval letter sits on the dashboard. Brave face, Meg.

“Anything you’d like me to tell him?” I ask.

Tanya shrugs, staring down at her hands as she methodically wrings them around the bottom of the steering wheel. “Don’t think so. I’ll wait to see when his trial date is set for before I worry about getting visitor approval.” She shrugs again, a small smile full of hope playing on her lips. “It might not be that long, given his offences are minor.”

“Except for the assault on an officer,” I remind her.

“Yeah, that.” She reaches across and passes me the letter. “Now go, before you’re late and they make you reschedule.”

I pull in a deep breath and take the slip of paper, adorned with the New Zealand coat of arms, from her grasp. “See you on the flip side.”

The gentle breeze that tickles at my ears as I step out of the Falcon pisses me off immediately. It’s a hint of summer, a reminder of Christmas holidays spent running around backyards, playing in the long grass on the vacant sections near our house that are now populated with apartment blocks. It’s happier times, mocking me with their contrast to where life ended up.

A buzzer sounds as the main doors are opened from inside, and I make my way across the clinical white tiles to the front desk. A woman in a pale grey uniform moves to my end of the counter and looks at me, waiting.

Heel of my hand working circles on my chest, I state, “I’m here to visit an inmate.”

“Prisoner,” she corrects gently, looking down to her desk as she types on a concealed keyboard. “We call them prisoners. Who are you here to see, love?”

“Brett Carver.”

“And your name?”

“Megan Andrews.”

Her fingers beat out a rhythm on the keys, and she frowns, her arm moving as she presumably works a mouse. Heat builds behind my ears, my stomach doing flips as she murmurs under her breath. What’s wrong? Surely I’m not going to make it this far and be denied?

“Ah, there it is.” She flashes me a warm smile. “Just a number I needed was entered in the wrong field.”

Breathe, Meg. “Oh, okay.”

A printer whirs behind her, and she swivels to snatch up a slip of paper with adhesive labels affixed. Tearing one off, she applies it to a fluorescent green wristband, and gestures for me to offer my arm. I stick my hand out, and she explains as she affixes the identity band.

“You’ll need this secured for your entire visit. It’s your identification, and your insurance policy to make sure you get where you need to go with minimal disruption. Should it become damaged, or become loose, alert the nearest officer to you.”

I nod, my heart thundering in my ears.

She slips her hand over mine after attaching the band, and smiles. “First time?”

Words fail me, so I nod yet again like a stupid fucking dashboard novelty.

“Despite how it might seem, we’re here to help. If you feel unsure about anything, just say so, and we’ll do our best to explain or answer your questions.”

“Thank you.”

“Now.” She slips her hand away and points to the corridor to her left. “Head that way and you’ll see the officers at check-in. You’ll be wanded, and if they deem necessary, a rub-down search will be undertaken. You’ll then be directed to the visitors’ room, where an officer will show you to your table. You are entitled to a greeting hug and/or kiss, and one on departure. Other than that, there is to be no touching between you and the prisoner.”

“Understood.”

“You will need to check in with me on departure also.”

A family of three arrives behind me, and I’m overcome by the need to get moving to stop holding other people up—people who appear more experienced and less skittish than I am.

The woman behind the desk gives me a nod to indicate I can leave, and I hotfoot it around the reception desk to follow the corridor. Three coloured lines are painted on the floor, and memories of the same system being used at the hospital when Den was hurt as a kid flash through my head. 

What would you think of this, big bro? His little sis visiting her criminal beau in the slammer? 

I reach the next station, and promptly go through the motions: emptying my pockets into a plastic tray and lifting my arms so the middle-aged guy with a little more paunch on his midsection than I would have thought corrections officers are allowed, can wand me. The handheld device does its horrible whirr and beeps, and I’m guided through to collect my things again before we start down another corridor to the visitors’ room.

The closer we get, the more signs that show we’re just around the corner, the harder my heart beats, and the tougher it is to breathe. A set of double doors halts the officer’s progress, and I pull in a deep breath as he reaches out a hand to push them open.

This is it. 

I’m about to see Carver for the first time in two weeks.

And I don’t have a clue what to say first.





TWENTY-SEVEN

His smile is nothing short of infectious as I approach the table. The room is long and rectangular, twelve tables set out in two rows of six: plain, plastic, and a hideous shade of greenish-yellow.

We could be meeting in a damn mosquito-infested swamp for all I care.

He’s here.

I’m here.

Everything is right in my world again.

Carver’s hair is messy and in his face, his stubble now a definite dusting across his jaw as he stands and steps out from behind the table. The bright green jumpsuit pulls across his arms where the sleeves end midbicep, the collar a low V showing a peep of his defined and inked chest. His eyes though, the story they tell… he’s missed me as much as I’ve been longing to see him again, too.

“Meg,” he whispers, as though he can’t believe his eyes.

My chest tightens, my palms hot. Is it possible for a guy to become even hotter while stuck in a corrections facility? Looking at Carver, I’m thinking so.

“They didn’t tell me who the visitor was,” he says with a smile, arms wide for a hug.

I wrap mine around his waist, and press my head against his chest. “I’ve missed you.”

Carver’s fingers thread through my hair, holding me firmly, his other arm tight around my shoulders. “Me too, baby. Now give me a kiss before they pull us apart.”

I lean back in his grip, my neck craned to offer it up to him. God, I’d give him a thousand kisses if he asked.

His lips are minty against mine, the taste stronger as he sweeps his tongue teasingly along the seam of my lips before an officer to our right pointedly clears his throat.

Carver’s arms drop away, and I reluctantly loosen mine to let him move back to his side of the table. Never have my hands felt so heavy, my actions so wrong; I wanted to keep hold for hours, days. Not that it would have been enough.

“How you been?” he reaches out to take my hand once I’m settled, and then recoils, clearly remembering the rules. “Have you got your exam results yet?”

I shake my head. “I applied to have my mail held at the post office until I get a permanent address, and I haven’t been back yet to see what’s come in.”

“Where have you been staying?” His eyes darken, the frustration at having not known the answer these past weeks clear in the hard set of his jaw.

“Hostel on Bellbird Avenue.” He’s obviously not impressed, but what can he do? 

“You look like you’ve lost weight. Feel like it, too.”

“I haven’t exactly been eating that well.”

“Meg….”

“Money’s tight, Carver, and the supermarket doesn’t have any more shifts.”

It’s there, in his eyes. I know what he’s going to say, or wants to.

“I’m not begging my parents for help,” I answer before he can voice the thought.

“I don’t want to see you starve, either. Why hasn’t Tanya set you up in my room at the house? Is she helping?”

“Yeah, she’s there when she can.” I stare down at my knitted hands on the tabletop. “But I might have got offside with your dad.”

“Hey? How?” He straightens in his plastic chair, shoulders firm. “What’s he done?”

“It’s what he hasn’t done.”

Carver just frowns, those gorgeous baby-blues trained solely on me, nothing else. We could be the only two people in this room for all he seems to care about the other visitors now crowding the space.

I lean across the table, keeping my voice low. “I told your dad he needed to go down to the station and give you an alibi before your hearing.”

“Why? What did he say?”

Nothing you need to know. “He refused to help you, said it was up to you to sort this out.”

“You were asking him to lie,” Carver whispers. “Of course he wouldn’t do it.”

“You said you were with him,” I accuse. “Where were you really?”

He leans back in the seat, his legs wide and palms flat on his knees as he finally takes in everyone around us. His gaze roams the other tables as his jaw flexes, his brow in a hard line.

“Answer me, Carver.”

His turns his head my way, and shakes it slowly. “It’s been hard being away from you. I worry about you all the time: what you’re doing, who you’re with, how you’re coping.”

“Where were you?” My eyes sting, the answer seeming harder to stomach the longer he holds back.

“Don’t get mad at me—”

“But?”

“I went to see your parents.”

Our little corner of the room falls deathly silent. Looking at him is too hard, so I stare down at my fingertip as it draws lazy circles on the table instead. “Why?”

“I wanted them to know that you were studying hard for your exams, that you were doing well, your head was in the right place, and that you weren’t the irresponsible delinquent they make you out to be. I wanted them to be proud of you, Meg, and to fucking stand by you while the three of you worked past Den together.”

“You went behind my back.”

“I did it for you.”

“But you lied to me.”

“Because I knew you would have been stubborn and pig-headed about it.”

I close my eyes briefly and try to process what he’s just told me. He’s in here because the night he went to waste his time on my parents, somebody broke into his previous place of employment. Two things strike me about that: one, who the fuck did break in then, and two, my arsehole parents are the only people who can prove his innocence beyond a doubt.

“I have to talk to them.”

“No, you don’t.” He leans forward in his seat, rests his elbows on the table, and reaches both hands out, shaking them up and down a couple of times in frustration before he pulls them back to himself again. Arms folded over his chest, he asks, “What are you going to do now school’s over?”

I shrug. What does it matter? “I hadn’t decided, but don’t try and change the subject. Right now all I want to focus on is proving you didn’t do it, and if that means talking sense into my parents, I will.”

“You won’t, Meg.”

“Why the fuck not?” The guard to our right shifts at the sound of my raised voice.

Carver shakes his head at the man to indicate everything is okay. “If I’m released, Meg, what are we going to do then, huh?”

“Pick up where we left off.” I frown at him. What else would we do?

“With you working for scraps at the supermarket, and me out of employment because nobody wants to hire a criminal?”

“I wouldn’t work at the supermarket forever,” I reason. “I could apply at the textile factory.”

He shakes his head, laughing bitterly. “Oh, babe. No way.”

“If it meant rent was paid, and I had a better meal than damn noodles, I’d be happy with settling.” Am I even listening to myself? I’ve just admitted that I’m content with being the very thing I was trying so hard to avoid a mere month ago. Talk about a complete U-turn.

“What would you do if none of this was an issue?” Carver lifts his hands to gesture to his predicament. “If you didn’t have to worry about me, and if your options were unlimited?”

“Tanya made me look up courses at the polytechnic in town.”

“Yeah? See anything you like?”

“A couple.” I shrug. “But I hadn’t made my mind up on it. I don’t know if they’ll even take me since I’m applying past the cut-off.”

“Go to the damn Post Office,” he demands. “See if your exam results are in and do what it takes to get on one of those courses.”

“Why?”

“Because you need a future outside of the shithole we live in, Meg. You’re bright, have one hell of a wicked mind on you, and you’d be wasted sewing coveralls for peanuts.”

“It can wait.” Once his hearing is over, this is all sorted out and they realise he wasn’t at fault, I can try for mid-year intake. No way am I doing this now when it means I wouldn’t be around to support him.

“It can’t wait. I love you, Meg, and fuck knows I want to be out there with you so damn bad it hurts, but don’t let the days pass you by just because I screwed up. Move on. Carry on with your life.”

“But you didn’t screw up,” I argue. “You weren’t there. It wasn’t you.”

“Not this time, but my history doesn’t help my cause, Meg. I don’t know if they’re even looking for anyone else, or if they’re just happy laying it on me.”

“You seem like you’re happy to let them,” I snap. Why does he sound as though he’s been thinking this over? “Fight the charges, Carver. Get out of here and come to the city too. We can find a flat, get you a job where people don’t know your history—”

“Even if they did search, they’d conveniently never find who really did it, Meg.”

I frown, fingers tightly gripping the edge of the table. “What makes you say that? Do you know more about this than you’re telling me?”

“I overheard a few things while I was held at the station those first days. It took me a while to piece it together, but yeah, I think I know who did it, and if I’m right, he’d never be charged.”

“Are you saying it’s—”

“Forget it,” he warns. “Just let it go, Meg. It’s not your problem.”

“It fucking is,” I hiss through clenched teeth. “If you give up and leave me… then….”

“What? You’ll be forced to carve out a future that’s best for you, and not let my sorry arse drag you down?”

“Don’t say that.” I fight the unwanted tears at his resignation.

“Face the truth, babe. I’ve been selfish with you. I’ve held you back all because I can’t stand the thought of not having you there with me, to talk to, to hold. But that’s not fair on you. My wants shouldn’t overpower your needs.”

“What if I want the same thing, though? Huh?”

He shakes his head, dismissing me. “Even if your parents came forward, I could almost guarantee I’d get done for this anyway. Jasper’s old man has it in for me—he’d probably pay whoever he had to, to get me locked away, just so he can walk in the pub and gloat to my old man.”

“What the hell has their family got against yours?” I ask. “What’s it to them what you do?”

“We’re two ends of the spectrum, Meg. Polar opposites. Repelled and repulsed by each other. People like me are a stain on the town to pompous fuckers like him. He wants our ‘kind’ gone. His vision is for a squeaky clean Whitecaps, and jailbirds and petty thieves like the Carvers don’t fit that bill.”

“I don’t care if he’ll make it hard,” I whisper. “I’m talking to Mum and Dad.”

“If they wanted to help they would have done it by now. You’re wasting yourself on me, Meg, and you know it.”

“No, I don’t know it. I know that’s what people tell me, but I’m yet to feel that for myself. Everything you’ve done for me, every moment we’ve spent together, it’s made me a better person. So tell me, Brett, how does that make you a waste of my time?”

He recoils at my use of his actual name. “I tried playing it straight and narrow, Meg. It didn’t work.”

“Then don’t just ‘play,’ Carver. Give it a red-hot go and actually do it. Prove them wrong, and stop playing into their preconceived idea of who you should be.” I glance over at the officer to our right who seems disinterested in the conversation, eyes scanning the room. Lowering my voice, I lean forward again. “Do what you have to, to get out of here. Whatever it takes. Just come home to me when you’re finished.”

His eyes darken, his Adam’s apple slowly bobbing as he regards me with a long sigh.

My heart races: have I said the right thing? Am I enough? Does what he see give him pause enough to try and get off this charge? Does he want that future with me? He swallows hard, his fingers flexing over his ribs. 

I take the opportunity of his silence to say what I feel he needs to hear before our time is up. I metaphorically open my chest and lay my heart bare on the table for him so he can see that this is the raw truth of it. 

“I never knew what I was missing until I had you.” His brow furrows, and I swallow away the last of my inhibitions. “After that night at the bonfire, it took me a while to realise what it was that made me crave your company. Aside from the obvious spark between us, it was because experiencing the best of you brought out the best in me: your selflessness, your compassion, your confidence, and your determination. You gave me reason to fight back. I said to you once that I wished I knew why you had faith in me, and you said you wished I could see why. Well, now I’m going to say the same thing back to you—I wish you could see why I have faith in you, too. You’re not a bad person, Carver,” I say, shaking my head. “You’re not the criminal you like to think you are. You’re just a boy who grew up without enough love to allow him to believe in himself.” My vision blurs, and I frown in an effort to get the last words out. “Let me give you that love. Let me return the favour and show you how great you can be.”

He runs a hand over his face, huffing out a heavy breath. His eyes are bloodshot, and I just know I’ve got through. “Babe, I wish it was that easy. But our town, the community, it’s a fucking rip tide. You’ve been fighting to get away from it, and I’ve been pulling you under over and over until you’re too tired to fight anymore. You might not be able to see it, but I know it. I can’t keep consciously doing that to you.”

“This isn’t why I came here today,” I say, fighting the tears of frustration, of anger and injustice. “I didn’t come here for you to push me away, for you to quit on me.”

“I know, baby. I know,” he murmurs. “But it had to be said, and what better time than when at least one of us can’t escape the conversation.”

“You said you loved me when they arrested you.” I play my final card.

“I do.”

“Then fucking prove it.” I push to my feet, the plastic chair complaining as it moves across the linoleum. “If I mean so much to you, come home.”

He can’t touch me—I won’t let him get a goodbye hug and lay this to rest. I leave before he has the chance to even reach out. If I gave him that connection, I know what would have happened: it would have killed his need to get out so he can have our intimacy again, closure. I need him to want us bad enough to fight this. I need him to crave it.

So I leave. I walk away, tiny shards of heart falling in my wake, and hope like fuck I’m doing the right thing.

The deep baritone of his voice calling my name haunts me down the corridor as I stride toward the reception desk.

He can’t quit on us.

He can’t quit on me.

I won’t let him walk away thinking it’s what’s best for me.

Because it’s not.

He is.





TWENTY-EIGHT

“I’ve got a way for you to earn some extra cash,” Tanya absently says as I swing the door of the Falcon open and drop into the seat. Her expression grows concerned after she looks my way. “What happened?”

“He’s giving up. He said that Jasper’s dad will probably pin the crime on him to save paperwork, and that he’s okay with it—in not so many words.”

She scowls out the windscreen. “Fucker.”

“He told me where he was when the break-in happened.” Tanya’s head swings back my way, and I take a second to look her over for any clues. “Did you know?”

“I only knew he didn’t come home like he told you. Where was he?”

“Apparently talking to my parents.”

She starts the car, a fierce determination making her usually bright blue eyes as dark as a brewing storm. “Did he ask you to talk to them? Get them to go down to the station and put in a statement?”

I shake my head as she pulls onto the road out of this grey soul-crushing hole. “He told me not to.”

“Didn’t want you to get involved?”

“Told me that he’s dragging me down and that I’d do better without him.”

A small smile plays on her lips as she gives a polite wave to the guard on the way out. “If you’d met our mum, you’d know where he gets it from.”

“Was she the same?”

“She stayed with Dad and let it ruin her, all so we had a better shot at life, so, yeah.”

“How did she die?” 

“Cancer.”

“That sucks.”

Tanya sighs as she indicates out onto the main road. “Yeah, it did. Brett hasn’t told you much, huh?”

“Just said she was in a better place.”

A bitter snort escapes Tanya. “Those last months were the worst. But what made it so bittersweet was it took Mum being too frail to even feed herself for Dad to finally look at her how he should have all along.”

“He cared for her?”

“Sometimes. At the end he’d spend hours beside her, talking about the old days, sharing memories of when they were young. I think he was guilty.” She swipes a tear from her cheek.

“I’m sorry I brought it up.”

“No.” She shakes her head, grabbing a deep breath before she continues. “It’s good to talk, and Lord knows those boys don’t do it enough.” Her eyes light up, and she smiles. “I can tell you a bit about her if you like? About Brett when he was young?”

“That’d be cool.” I settle back into the seat, twisting slightly to face her as she talks.

The trip back to Whitecaps takes no time at all with how invested Tanya has me in her tales of innocence and naivety. Two kids, who grew up as each other’s rock because their parents were preoccupied with simply trying to get by and make ends meet. She paints a vivid picture of Jon as a tow truck driver when he met their mum, a waitress at the truck stop. 

The same truck stop Carver took me to.

My heart clenches at the hidden meaning behind our lunches, at the sentiment to why he took me there—conscious or subconscious decision on his behalf.

She portrays a sad tale—albeit a harrowingly true one—of people forced to make decisions based on the need to survive, for independence. Of illegal jobs, arguments, and family divisions afterward. Of how the money Jon would earn from his underworld connections drove him to set family and honesty aside. To walk away when his wife needed him most after the cot death of their youngest child—the baby in the photo. But even worse, of how they realised too late that the nature of the beast was destined to be so. 

A man raised post-war to parents who had too little—a mother who’d beg for food stamps in the bread line—and parents who also made the hard choices that defined their son, Jon’s, future. 

Poverty is a cycle, an inescapable eddy that drags down the unfortunate souls who swim too close. The effort it takes to get out is too strong, the ease at which it pulls you in too appealing to the tired and dejected. 

Tanya beautifully puts into words the exact reason why Carver thinks it’s better for me to go it alone than to carry him with me. 

Because he’s destined to make the same choices as his father, not knowing any different. Destined to take the easy way out when the people with the resources and capabilities to help him break the cycle make it so fucking hard for him to do so. All because of a name.

I still refuse to believe it; that I’m not strong enough to be the catalyst of that change for him. Maybe it’s too hard for him to do alone, but the town doesn’t look at me like they do him. I have more choices, more opportunities, and I have the ability to help him show the critics who he really is: loving, caring, and selfless.

He’s underestimated me by telling me that I’m better off without his influence, and it’s only fuelled me on. 

“Can you drop me off at my parents’ house, please?”

Tanya glances over as we enter the town limits for Whitecaps, slowing to the residential speed limit. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” I straighten in my seat, pulling in a deep breath and pushing my chest out. “In fact, I think it’s the most sure I’ve ever been in my life.”

***

“You don’t have to get involved in this mess, you know.”

Tanya nods beside me, standing on my parents’ front step. “I know. But I want to. It’s the least I can do to repay what you’re doing for Brett.”

The door swings open before I can answer, and I straighten my spine, ready to sort this once and for all.

“Meg,” Dad greets coolly before letting his disinterested gaze drift over to Tanya. “Miss Carver.”

She sticks her hand out. “Tanya.”

He reluctantly shakes it. “Peter.” His eyes move between the two of us again before he relents. “Come in.”

I gesture for Tanya to go first, and trail in behind, shutting the door. Dad leads us through to the living room and takes a seat, nodding for us to do the same.

“To what do I owe this visit?”

“I think you know,” I counter.

He narrows his gaze on me, the telltale rose of his cheeks giving away his irritation at having me under the same roof, let alone talking back.

“What’s he done now?” He directs the question at Tanya. “I presume Meg’s only returned with you in tow because of your brother.”

“You’d assume right, sir,” she responds, seated impeccably with her hands crossed on her bent knees. “Brett is currently remanded in Kirkman prison awaiting trial for burglary, as well as another minor charge, but I’m going to assume you’re a man who’s in touch with the world around him and that you already know that.”

He straightens in his seat, clearly intrigued by how well-spoken this tattooed and bleached vixen is. “I am aware, yes.”

“Which would render your initial question to us redundant then, would it not?”

Ha ha, schooled. I do my best to hide the smile that wants to break free. 

“It would,” Dad answers, hard expression returned.

“Brett informed us that on the night in question he was in fact here, talking with you. Is that right?”

“I think you already answered that question yourself.”

“Why then,” I ask, “haven’t you gone down to the station to say so?”

“Why should I?” He turns to face me, his body stiffening as he does. “Why would I go and help that lowlife out when he was the reason you ended up the way you are now.”

“And how am I, Dad?”

“We’ve had this discussion,” he snaps. “If you weren’t paying attention the first time, then that’s your loss.”

“With all due respect,” Tanya intervenes, “my brother has done a lot to support and encourage Meg after you were so quick to cut all ties.”

“Oh, I’m sure he’s done a lot more than that,” Dad chuckles. “Hasn’t he, Meg?”

Not as much as I’d like. But he doesn’t need to know that. I give him my best smirk, knowing he’ll draw assumptions from it that stretch the truth of it all.

The rose in his cheek deepens. 

Score. 

“I’m not going to pat your ego, Peter, nor am I going to offer you anything to persuade you to do what’s right. I haven’t got anything you need, and we’re not mutually invested in anything that would see such benefit from bartering a deal.” Tanya scoots forward, imploring my old man with her eyes. “I’m simply going to ask you, human being to human being, to find it in your heart and offer your daughter, if not me, this one reprieve. Do what you know is the honest and forthright thing to do, and make a statement to say Brett was with you that night. It’s the truth, and it needs to be said.”

“But it’s not what we want for Meg,” he argues. “Her mother and I, we had aspirations for her. She’s extremely gifted, but the last two or three years, she’s just thrown that out the window, and we don’t know why.”

“Because I was struggling to find myself, Dad.”

He finally looks at me with an ounce of the kindness I used to know. “You’ve always been headstrong, sure of what you wanted. What on earth could you have been searching for?”

“Identity.” My arms cross over my chest out of habit, given we’re discussing parts of me I’ve kept hidden so successfully for the past five years at least. “Do you know how my school days went?”

“What are you getting at?”

“I had no friends, Dad. Having yoghurt thrown at my head because somebody decided my presence irritated them wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. I had people steal lunches from others’ lockers and place them in mine so I’d be framed. I had a girl threaten to beat me up on the way home from school with a steel pipe over a packet of fucking pretzels.”

He sighs, running a hand over his chin. “I had no idea.”

“No, you wouldn’t, because you never asked. Den was the only one who knew. He was the only one who looked out for me.”

“We would have done something if we’d known.”

“Like what, Dad? Talk to the principal and make it worse. Nobody could fix the fact everybody in my year saw me as the outcast, the target. I just had to ride it out, and unfortunately, acting out and finding unconventional ways to deal kind of went along with it.”

“Meg, that’s horrible,” Tanya whispers, reaching for my hand.

I take hers and shrug. “It’s life.”

“Regardless,” Dad says carefully, “it doesn’t excuse where you’re at now. We had one request, only one.”

“Ditch Brett,” I fill in. “I know. I can’t do it.”

“Then we’re at an impasse.”

“We are.”

I sigh, dropping Tanya’s hand to rub my palms over my knees. “I’ve come to terms with this, Dad. I don’t like that this is how things are between us, but I can accept it for what it is. You don’t agree with the path I’ve chosen for myself, but please, just do this one last thing for me and give a statement that sets Brett free.”

“I don’t have to do a single thing for either one of you.” Dad frowns. “Did you think that if Tanya here fancied herself up with well-spoken prose that I’d relent and do as you wish? Think again, sweetheart.” He shakes his head, looking Tanya over top to toe before talking to me. “She’s everything I don’t want you to be, Meg. I’d never agree to anything that gives you licence to become another one of them.” He shifts his attention to Tanya. “There’s a mirror in our entranceway, dear. Go take a long hard look in it and realise that words mean nothing when what you are on the outside, how you present yourself to the world, is all you’ll ever be: white trash.”

“Dad!”

“Don’t go thinking you’ve got anything worthwhile to say on this,” he threatens with a raised finger. “We’ve said our piece and it’s clear that this issue of your present company won’t be resolved anytime soon, Meg.”

Tanya stands, hands flexing at her hips. “I don’t need a mirror to know what the town thinks of my family, Mr Andrews. The sad truth of the matter is that ignorant, narrow-minded fools like you are the reason why people refuse to look below the surface and acknowledge their neglect and unfair treatment of people like my mother. People like you were the reason why the one person in my and Brett’s lives who had the determination to change our future, died regretting the fact she couldn’t.”

“Bullshit,” Dad challenges. “Your family cut their own path, choosing the easy way out by thieving what they wanted from the town instead of working hard to earn it.”

“Tell yourself what you need to so you can sleep at night, but I know the truth: that Mum applied and failed to even get a first interview for over thirty jobs in four years. The men who held the power decided that her foolish decision to marry a bad man who swept her off her feet as a teenager was reason enough why she shouldn’t be rewarded for trying to change her circumstance.” Her chest rises and falls rapidly as she takes a measured step toward Dad. “How dare you chastise and belittle us for being what you make us.”

I’m in awe of this woman. None of this is helping Brett’s cause, but damn, Tanya has spirit. 

“Feelings aside,” I say, breaking in before they can restart where they left off, “can you promise to at least think on it?”

Dad looks me over, now on his feet in response to Tanya’s threatening stance. “There’s nothing to think on, Meg.”

“Have you not already done enough?” I gesture for Tanya to back away and step between them. “I can stomach what you’ve done to me, find a way to let go of the fact that Den’s death only shone a light on the cracks that were already in our family, but this? Why go to such an extent to hurt me?”

He opens his mouth to protest, yet I raise a hand to quiet him. He begrudgingly complies, arms crossed over his chest.

“We’ve accepted the fact that we don’t see eye to eye, and you laid down your ground rules. I spoke my piece when I disagreed, and then left when you asked me to. I suffer enough trying to get by on minimum wage. I’m hurting enough knowing that the only family I have left don’t want me. But are you really that cold that you’d twist the knife a little more by denying me the one thing, the one person, who gives me hope, all so you can feel vindicated? Because if you are that cold, Dad, then you’re no better than Jon Carver, and I guess that in turn makes me just the same as Brett, the person you’re trying to distance me from.”

He stands stunned, without a single rebuttal to fire my way.

Tanya moves to my side and leans in close, whispering, “We’ve done all we can, Meg.”

I nod, backing away to follow her from the room. “I hope you talk to Mum about this, Dad. Because I’m sure she wouldn’t want this for me, hell, for any of us.”

“Your mother doesn’t tell me what to do.” I barely catch his words as he speaks down to the floor. “I make the rules in this house.”

“I know,” I reply through gritted teeth as I reach the front door. “It’s a fucking shame though, otherwise perhaps somebody with a bit of heart could have stopped it coming to this.”

“And what exactly is ‘this,’ Meg?”

I lift my chin and stare him square in the eye. “Deciding it’s easier to live my life as an orphan than try and work out what I ever did to make you hate me so much.”

“I don’t hate you,” he offers quietly.

“Let me guess, you’re just disappointed.”

His hard stare says it all, even before the minute nod he gives me. 

So much worse.





TWENTY-NINE

“Did you wanna hear about that job I got for you? Only if you’re keen, that is.” Tanya flicks her finger repeatedly, scrolling through her newsfeed. “Call it a birthday present, hon.”

We’ve been hanging out back at my room in the hostel for most of the day after the unsuccessful conversation with Dad yesterday, celebrating the fact I’ve turned another year older with a cheap bottle of wine and a couple of overiced cupcakes from the bakery on the main drag.

Happy fucking birthday to me. No phone call from Mum, and definitely not Dad, but then what else did I expect?

“I guess,” I answer. “A little cash can’t hurt.”

She looks at me, biting her lip to stop her smile.

“What?”

“It might hurt… a little.”

“What on earth could it be?” I ask with a chuckle. “Jesus, Tanya. You sign me up for some medical trial or something?”

She shakes her head, blonde hair falling into her face. “No. Not that bad. It’s doing a little work for a guy I met the other weekend, at that tattoo convention I told you about.”

This sounds ominous. “Yeah? How come you’ve never mentioned him before now?”

“With everything going on, there just never seemed to be a time.” She sets the phone down, unfurling herself from where she’d been cross-legged on my single chair. “He’s really nice. A bit scary to look at, but you’ll love him. Wicked sense of humour.” 

Her gaze goes all doe-eyed, and I snort in my attempt to stifle a laugh. 

“You want the work, or not?” she teases.

If it gives me more cash to stay here until Carver’s trial, then, “Yeah, of course.”

“He needs a tattoo model. A blank canvas if you like, for some upcoming competition.”

“Wow.”

“Hon,” she chastises. “It’s free ink.”

“What does he want to draw?” I’d always thought of getting something, but until recently I was the age where Mum and Dad would have had to sign it off, and yeah… nah.

“He does mostly real-life, portraiture kind of stuff. He’d draw it to suit you, but it’d be his style.”

“How big would it be? Like, a little pic, or something huge like a whole arm?”

She shrugs, picking her phone up again. “I don’t know.”

“What does it pay?”

“He said something about two hundred?”

“Wow.” Here I was thinking fifty bucks and a free beer to calm my nerves if I’m lucky.

“When?”

“Um, hang on.” She flips through her phone. “End of the week. It’d be a full-day sitting.”

“Wow.”

“You said that already,” she teases with a smile.

“I’m just… I do want something done, I just hadn’t given it a lot of thought yet.”

“You’ve got time to figure it out, and plus, once you’ve talked with him he might be able to help you come up with a plan.”

Two hundred dollars, all for sitting on my arse and getting what most people pay way more than that for. What would Carver think? He’s inked—covered in it—but I’ve never asked what he thinks of chicks with tattoos.

“I’ll do it.”

“Awesome.” Tanya skips to the end of the twin bed and flops down, phone in hand. “I’ll call him now.”

I pick up my own phone and light up the blank screen again. It’s bugged me since yesterday that I only got to talk to Dad. What if Mum had been home? Would she have felt any different? My finger taps the side of the device as I toss up the idea.

“I’m just going to nip out for a bit,” I whisper to Tanya as she waits for this mystery guy to pick up.

She pops a thumb up, and I slip off the bed to grab my wallet and keys. Her call connects as I slip out the door, and her laughter follows me into the car park where I hesitate, giving the thought one last doubt before I decide to go with my gut and at least give it a try.

Wednesday is Mum’s day to volunteer at the old folks’ home across town. If I hustle, I can get there before she’s due to knock off and grab a moment with her on her own to plead my case.

It takes me forty minutes to walk there, hot and uncomfortable in the afternoon sun without a scrap of water to drink. By the time I step into the reception at the home, I’m sure my face is beet red, and a trail of sweat trickles down my spine.

“Meg, it’s been an age.” Moira, the receptionist who isn’t too far off the average entry age of her residents, gives me a large smile. “Your mum is just doing last-minute paperwork. Do you want me to call her up?”

I shake my head and gesture to an empty chair. “I’ll wait for her.”

I’d come here with her sometimes when I was younger and read to the ladies in the main lounge. But like so many other things that brought me small joys, I gave it up in my effort to be another “cool” kid. In a way, Mum and Dad did have reason to worry about me. Now that I look back on it, I literally killed off the strands of my personality in the name of trying to be another sheep.

Baa-aa.

Fifteen minutes tick by before Mum shows her face, shocked one that it is. “Meg, this is a surprise.”

“Do you have a moment?”

“Of course.” She says her goodbyes to Moira and collects her bag from under the reception desk. “Where would you like to go?”

“Somewhere with a cool drink would be nice.”

She drives us into town to grab an iced coffee at the café. Her perfect bob blows gently in the afternoon breeze as we sit at one of the outdoor tables, watching people as they walk by.

“What did you want to talk about?” She absently stirs her drink with the straw.

“Dad told you I dropped by yesterday?” Happy birthday might not go amiss, either. 

“He did.”

“And?”

“I’m not going to fight him on it.” She lifts a finger. “Oo, I have something for you.” I sip my drink as she rats around in her bag and comes out with a small wrapped square. “I kept it with me in case your father saw it while I was out, and you know….” No, I don’t. “Happy birthday, sweetie.”

“Thanks.” I honestly pegged her as having forgotten in the midst of all of this. 

“Open it.” She nods toward the striped paper.

I tear it along the tape, unfolding the sides to reveal the underside of a ceramic drink coaster.

“Turn it over.”

I flip it the right way up and frown at the child’s drawing glazed on the white surface. “I don’t understand.”

“Do you not remember it?”

I shake my head, spinning it around so the picture is the right way up.

“Den drew it in kindergarten as part of their arts and crafts. He had it on his set of drawers in his room.”

My mouth twitches—I don’t know if I should smile or cry.

“It’s you two, sweetheart. He drew the picture of you two.”

I swallow the lump in my throat as I trace the red lines of what I now see as a girl in the grass, and across to a boy who holds something in his hand. 

Mum reaches over and points to a blue square in the background. “That’s our house. He said you two were playing Tonka at the time.”

Fuck it. She’s ruined me. I cradle my hands around it and let a lone tear slip out. “Thank you.”

“We might not see eye to eye anymore, Meg, but don’t forget there was once love.”

“Once?”

She offers a sad smile as she looks down to her hands clasped around the base of her drink. “I have no doubt that we’ll sort things out, just not right now. Don’t try and push it with your father; you’re doing more damage than you would walking away and giving both of you space to breathe.”

“He’s disowned me because I followed my heart.”

“He’s disowned you because of his own ideals.”

“That you share.”

She shrugs one shoulder. “I see both sides, but I’m afraid I agree with his more. They can’t be good for you, Meg. Just look what the life did to Brett’s mother.”

“You knew her?”

“We went to school together. I knew of her.” She frowns at her iced coffee. “She became somebody I could barely recognise, even before she fell ill.”

“Because she was a good person, trying to do the right thing even when the odds were against her.”

“Exactly.” Mum looks up, holding my gaze. “So what do you think will happen to you? Doesn’t matter how good your intentions are, the way they live their life doesn’t lean toward lenience. It’s hard and unforgiving.”

“It’s what they’re driven to do by the judgment of people like us.”

“You can only excuse so much, Meg.”

“But you can also forgive a lot more than any of you are willing to.” I down the best part of my drink and stand, ready to leave. “I take it then I can’t count on you to do the right thing and provide a statement.”

She shakes her head regretfully. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We’re doing this with your best interest at heart.”

“Bullshit,” I say on a laugh. “You’re doing it with your reputation in mind.”





THIRTY

My hands shake as I flip through the Clearfile folders jam packed with pictures: hand drawn, clipped from magazines, and actual photos of work the artists at the tattoo parlour have done.

“Any clue yet?” Tanya asks. She leans over and jams her hand in the pages, stopping my incessant browsing. “That’s cool.”

“Yeah, I like the way it’s blended together.”

Looking at tattoos is all I’ve done the past two days since coming to terms with the fact my parents aren’t going to do a damn thing to help me on this. If a person could be worn out from browsing ink, then I’m exhausted. Still, it served its purpose: I have some idea what I want today, and also haven’t spent the better parts of my days stewing over how to get Carver’s name cleared.

“Tanya.”

We both go rigid as a deep voice quite literally commands her name from the far side of the counter. Something flips in her stunned gaze, and she springs to her feet, swinging her hips as she approaches. 

“Hey, Wolf.”

“Been too long already, girl.”

I crane my neck to try and steal a look at this huge-sounding man who’s going to be leaving his mark on me, but the short wall between the waiting area and booths blocks my view.

“It was only a few nights ago,” Tanya whispers, leaning in close as though she’s discussing some conspiracy.

A thick tattooed arm shoots out from behind the desk, and his hand stops just shy of her jaw before he deftly strokes her hair off her face. It dawns on me that I’m holding my breath.

“I’ll let you both through. She here with you?” He leans forward and pokes his head and shoulders over the counter.

And what a head and shoulders they are. The guy’s massive: all muscle bulk, hardly any fat by the looks of him. A thick beard covers the lower half of his face, and by his natural blond tones and pale complexion, I’d say he has some sort of Scandinavian heritage. Probably why he’s so massive; he’s practically a Viking.

“Hey there, Meg.”

“Hi.” I wiggle my fingers in a wave.

“Come on round.”

He lets us through to where the magic happens, and gestures to a black, leather massage table-looking thing. 

I jump up and sit on the side, legs swinging as I look over the beautiful drawings framed on the walls. Tanya props a hip into the bed beside me and takes my clammy hand in hers.

“You’ll be fine.”

“Don’t tell me we have a first timer,” Wolf teases in his chocolaty tones.

I nod sheepishly.

“An ink virgin.” He sucks in a breath between his teeth, making a light whistle. “I’m honoured. Any idea what you’d like, darling?”

“I like those Day of the Dead girls.” I picture the one Carver had drawn on his bedroom wall in my mind. “Half skull, half pretty face.”

Wolf nods knowingly. “Sentiment to it? Or just something you like?”

I shrug. “I just like them, but I guess it’s a reflection of myself.”

“In what way?” He spins on his stool to start paging through a well-worn notebook.

My gaze connects with Tanya’s, and she gives me a warm smile. 

“I guess,” I explain, “that people tend to look at me and see the attractive girl and think that I must have it all together, but really, I’m so screwed up that I’m pretty much dead inside.”

Wolf shoots me a concerned look before resuming his search. “Deep.”

“Babe….” Tanya’s hand squeezes mine.

Meh. It is what it is.

“What are your thoughts on this?” Wolf lifts the notebook and sets it down on the table beside me.

We spend the next forty-five minutes going back and forth, altering details on what will become my lower-arm sleeve. He bookends roses around a girl who could almost pass for me, and ties it together with a quote on my inside forearm, written within ribbons that weave through more flowers and stars. As he applies the transfer to my skin, I reread the words I’ve chosen: It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dog. A reminder of my battles with depression over the years, that it’s solely my courage and mindset that can pull me through.

“It’s going to look so amazing,” Tanya gushes from where she’s now laid out on her stomach atop the table. 

Wolf leans back on his stool opposite the one I now occupy, and holding my hand, twists my arm back and forth. “Looks all right. What do you think?”

I pick my arm up and check it out, how it curls around my forearm and how he’s placed a rose to finish perfectly between my wrist bones, edging onto my hand. “I love it.”

He offered to do my other arm once it’s healed after seeing the scars forming from the burns. I hadn’t thought about how I’d feel having the pink and roughened flesh there as a constant reminder, but now he’s seeded the idea it seems only logical. Last thing I want is to look at my left arm and forever be reminded of the night I lost Den.

Wolf snaps his latex gloves on, and as he lines up his tiny plastic cups of ink, I can’t help but beam up at Tanya. “Thank you for this.”

“Don’t thank me, babe. Thank Wolf.”

“Just wait until I’m done,” he says with a chuckle. “Don’t want you praising something I haven’t finished yet.”

The gun buzzes to life, and as he tells me to relax, I close my eyes and smile.

Let the transformation from schoolgirl to woman be complete.

***

Healing is an itchy process. Funny how easy you forget trivial things like that until they’re bugging you day in, day out. My supervisors at the supermarket were none too impressed with my newest addition last night, especially considering half my arm was wrapped in plastic, but what could they do other than make it known it’s not their “preferred image.”

Tanya received word while we were at the parlour when Carver’s trial will be. It’s set for Monday, which makes it understandable that I can’t concentrate on the forms spread out before me on the hostel bed.

I got accepted—approved for late entry into the course I wanted. As of February next year, I’ll officially be a full-time Veterinary Sciences student, working toward my qualification as a nurse. 

Now all I have to do is make sure Carver comes with me.

I hit redial on my phone and jam it between my ear and shoulder. The tone continues while I fill in the next four fields, and frustrated, I hit End without getting through yet again.

Every day since I spoke to Mum I’ve tried to call them to see if they changed their mind by some stroke of luck. It’s my only option, considering the police won’t let me know the details of his investigation. I haven’t made another time to visit him, either, for two reasons: one, if he sees me he’ll think I’ve followed his advice with my acceptance into the course, and two, I want the ache from missing me to be as thick in his chest as it is in mine. I want him to eat, sleep, and breathe thoughts of us, of seeing me when he returns to court. I want him to long for those carefree days we spent at the motel again, so that he hopefully thinks through what he’s giving up by trying to be the martyr, and realises it’s not worth it.

I finish up the forms and slide them into the prepaid reply envelope the Polytechnic sent out with them. My phone vibrates on the bed as I set it down beside my bag. 

Tanya. 

“Hey.”

“What are you wearing on Monday?”

“Odd way to start a conversation,” I tease. “Just my usual. Why?”

“I’m on my way over.” The thud of a car door closing echoes in the background. “We’re going to make that dickhead brother of mine miss the hell out of you, girl.”

I’d recounted the full conversation I had with Carver to Tanya while I got my ink done, simply needing to get it off my chest and check I was doing the right thing by walking away and leaving him hanging. What if it had backfired and he’d taken it as a cue to permanently cut me loose? What if I screwed up by taking the gamble that distance would make the heart grow not only fonder, but also more fraught with need? Maybe he wasn’t that into me after all?

One conversation with Tanya is all it took to understand that yeah, he is. Carver had told me that he wasn’t his usual self around me, and Tanya had said it once herself too, but I didn’t quite believe it until she told me what he was like before the bonfire.

Jacking cars for a guy they know who chops and deals in the parts. 

Shoplifting on a daily basis to get mundane things for the kitchen cupboards.

Regularly getting drunk at the pub on weekends and picking fights with the young guys who came through on bus trips.

And keeping to himself. She told me that before I showed up she’d struggle to get him to say hello, and then all of a sudden there he was, the brother she used to know, back, alive and well.

“He’s like a neglected dog that’s found a new home,” she’d said. “He’s remembered how to wag his tail again.”

Which only makes me wonder more why he seemed so quick to give it up? Does he really think he’s that unworthy? That he’s that much of a bad influence to me?

Boy has another thing coming if he thinks I’m going to let go without a fair fight.

“Knock, knock!”

“Shit, that was quick.” I leap up from where I’ve been lost in thought on the bed. “You break a few speed limits or something?”

“Girl, I don’t muck around when it comes to shopping.” She flits across the room to snatch up my bag. “Anything else you need?”

“Nope. My whole life pretty much is in there.”

“Good, then let’s go.”

The afternoon flies by in a blur of lightweight fabrics and shoes that defy gravity. I always thought the free parking limit of three hours at malls were pie in the sky considering I’ve always been the kind to get in, grab what I need, and get out in under two. But as it turns out, there are occasions to go over the three-hour limit, and picking a “this is your reason to be free” outfit in the Saturday rush is apparently one.

It takes us four and a half hours to settle on a pencil skirt, heels, and a cute asymmetrical, strategically slashed blouse that’s every part dressed up while still sticking with my rocker style. My brows are threaded to within an inch of their existence, and by the time we’re heading back to the car I’ve got an appointment card for professional make-up to be done Monday morning.

“Are you sure we aren’t going overboard?” I set the bags down in the back seat and get in beside Tanya.

“Positive.”

She paid for the make-up upfront when I tried to backpedal once they gave us the price. A simple twelve-dollar supermarket mascara and budget bin eyeshadow and eyebrow pencil have done me well the past few years—no need to go changing now. 

Although by the light in Tanya’s eyes, she must think I have some serious potential once a professional has worked her wizardry on me. 

“I hope he appreciates it,” I say with a laugh. “Nothing worse than going to this effort for him to not even notice.”

“Trust me,” she deadpans. “He’ll notice.”

***

God, I hope Tanya was right. People file into the courthouse with purpose, striding along the sidewalk with a clear direction. I run my hands down the front of my skirt, shuffling it around so it sits on my hips right. The shoes make me feel snazzy enough, but damn, when the make-up artist swung her circular mirror my way and asked me what I thought?

I took a picture for posterity before I ruined the woman’s handiwork with happy tears.

I look like one of those women on Instagram who always has impeccable make-up and perfectly styled hair. I look hot.

He’ll notice, for sure.

“I’m nervous.”

“You and me both, babe.” Tanya slips her hand in mine and pulls in a deep breath. “Let’s get this show on the road, yeah?”

We’re stepping toward the main entrance when her arm yanks against mine as she comes to an abrupt halt. 

“What the…?” She’s turned toward the far end of the building, gaping at what she sees in the distance.

Or should I say whom.

We wait, sweating in the seasonal sunshine, for her father to catch up.

“I didn’t think you’d come, Dad.”

Jon gives me a tight nod, looking strangely dapper in a crisp white shirt with a black bow tie that matches his neatly pressed slacks and polished dress shoes.

“Couldn’t miss seeing the look on your faces when they call him up, girls.”

I give Tanya a curious glance, and she meets me with equal confusion.

“Come on. Don’t want to be fashionably late for this party.” Jon strides off ahead, leaving us to quickstep in our heels to catch up.

The hearing is being held in a larger courtroom than Whitecaps, at the main courthouse in the city. I look around at the people quietly chatting amongst themselves or staring off into the great nothing as they wait—all here for a purpose just like us, but maybe not with the same outcome.

Jon finds us seats two rows back from the divider that separates the viewing area from the actual business end of the room. The air grows hot, the need to step out gnawing at every fibre of my being, but I ignore it. No way in hell am I going to be outside fighting a mini panic attack when Carver steps through those doors.

Jon is seated to my right, Tanya to my left. I’m sandwiched between the two remaining parts of Carver’s dysfunctional family. But despite the fact we’re sitting in a courtroom, awaiting the fate of her brother his son, I can’t help but muse that this family doesn’t hold a candle to how fucked up my own is right now. Through it all, despite every hurdle they’ve had, here they still are, united, going through the trials of life together.

Three people cycle through for sentencing before Carver. Two and a half hours that I sit, fingernails picking at cuticles to keep me distracted, and watching the clock on the wall as it ticks over every agonising second. 

By the time his name is called, I’m certain that the make-up Tanya paid for has gone to waste, given how flushed and in desperate need of fresh air I am.

We rise as instructed as the judge re-enters the courtroom, and before I know it, there he is again, resplendent in a green jumpsuit. My heart pulses in my throat, the pins in the side of my hair itching against my scalp. I find an end of my loosely curled hair and wind it around my finger. 

He steps out in time with his accompanying guard, head down as he negotiates the step down from the holding area, and then lifts his face to search the gallery. 

Tanya reaches across and takes my hand, and I hold my breath, waiting, watching, the seconds like hours as he looks around to find us.

His gaze finds Jon first, and with a firm brow he gives his old man a tight nod. I pull my bottom lip between my teeth when he shifts his gaze right and lands on me, the surprise clear in his widened eyes.

He lets his eyes drift lazily over the length of me while the prison guard removes his handcuffs, Carver’s sight fixing on the new ink for a beat before he continues along my outfit. The restraints on him seem excessive, but I guess how are the officers to know which prisoners are compliant , and which are the ones looking for escape at every turn?

I warm as Carver’s gaze returns to mine, a lazy smile pulling one side of his mouth higher. “Nice,” he mouths before the officer turns him to face the judge.

We take our seats, and the session gets underway.

“Brett Carver. You have been remanded in prison these past weeks on one count of breaking and entering, one of theft, and one of assault on an officer. I will recall each count to you and ask for your plea.” The judge lowers his glasses to look at Carver over the top. “Breaking and entering: how do you plea?”

“Not guilty.”

“Theft: how do you plea?”

“Not guilty.”

“And assault on an officer: how do you plea?”

“Guilty.”

Jon pats my leg twice before returning to his wide-legged, arms-folded posture.

I can’t help but feel that this is some small victory; he’s pleaded not guilty to the things he didn’t do. Surely that means he’s decided to fight the unjust charges?

“While you were in remand, I received new documents pertaining to your case. I will ask the court officer to now pass these over to your state appointed attorney for sighting.”

The officer steps forward, taking two sheets of paper from the judge’s hand, and walks the three steps it takes to pass them to Carver’s lawyer. The middle-aged woman looks them over, and then passes them to Carver to read. His head is bowed, the silence unbearable as he reads what they contain. My fingers flex constantly, the wait too much to bear to find out what they say.

Tanya leans across me to whisper to Jon. “What else do they have on him now?”

Jon lifts a single finger to his lips, nodding toward Carver. “Watch.”

Carver passes the papers back to his lawyer and swivels on the spot, looking over at Jon.

“What have you done?” Tanya hisses.

Jon simply smiles.

I cease to breathe.

“Brett Carver. As you are now aware, a statement has been given to the police regarding your whereabouts on the night in question. Through thorough questioning, it has been proven beyond reasonable doubt that you in fact have an alibi for your whereabouts between the hours of 4:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. on Thursday the eighteenth of November.” He reaches over and grabs his gavel, holding it aloft as he states the next part. “The charge of breaking and entering and the charge of theft have been dropped against you. However, the charge of assault on an officer still stands. As this is your first offence of such nature, I have decided to give you a suspended sentence of twelve months, and order you to pay court costs as assigned by the court officer.” He slams the gavel down, such a sweet sound that echoes off the walls of the courtroom. “You are free to go.”

Tanya jiggles in her seat beside me. “Yay, Brett!”

“Shush, woman.” Jon leans across me to try and contain her.

I keep my gaze firmly on Carver throughout the exchange, watching as his shoulders sag with relief, as his head tips back and his lips move in silent thanks. The prison officer guides him toward the door he entered through, and I stay rooted to my spot, hands tightly gripping the back of the vacant seat in front of me. He turns, the same way he did at his preliminary hearing, and looks back at me over his shoulder.

I could cry.

His smile is the widest I’ve ever seen, showing teeth and all. But what has me laughing hysterically is the suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows as he’s led from view.

“Where are they taking him?” I ask Tanya now she’s regained control of herself. “He’s free, right? As in he can go now?”

“Yeah, of course. But they have to get him to sign paperwork, and change into his own clothes and stuff. We’ll meet him out back.” She starts toward the exit aisle. “Come on.”

Jon rests his hand gently in the small of my back to urge me forward. “Follow the mad wench, would you? Your boy will be happy to see you.”

I wait in the aisle for him as he wedges his stocky frame past a couple of older women. He jerks his head toward the lobby, and falls into step beside me.

“What did those papers say?” I’m positive he knows the answer. The clues, his little hints, he knew this was going to happen.

He did this.

“Said that the boy was playing pool in the garage with me when the break-in occurred.”

I stop walking when we reach the lobby, causing him to do so also, and throw my arms around the bastard. He might be one cold-hearted, callous son of a bitch at the best of times, but he’s just proven that beneath it all his heart still beats red.

“Hey now.” He awkwardly pats me on the back. “Settle down.”

“Thank you. So, so much.” I pull back. “What made you change your mind?”

He slips an arm around my shoulders and leads us to where Tanya wiggles impatiently at the front doors. “I bumped into someone a few days ago.”

“Who?”

“Your dad.”

He lets me slip out from under his arm so I can face him properly, read his expressions. “What did he say to you?”

“Told me that my kid was to blame for his little girl fucking up her life. Said he’d ruin what was left of me, make sure I ended up in the ground with my wife, where I belonged.”

“I can’t believe he did that,” I mutter. “What did you say back?”

“Nothing.” He flexes his right hand as Tanya leads us out the automatic doors toward the left of the courthouse, and I only now notice the bruising on his knuckles.

“You didn’t.”

“He deserved it, love. Right cunt is your old man, Meg. He thought it would be a good idea to lay into Tanya next, telling me about the little conversation you girls had with him and what he thought of my beautiful daughter.” He chuckles as we make our way down the service alley. “I thought it might be best to walk away before he realised why it is you don’t mess with white-trash families.”

I hang my head, ashamed on behalf of Dad. “So you gave Brett an alibi to get back at him?”

“He wasn’t going to do it. And as much as a right mongrel you know I can be, Meg, I don’t think it’s right that a dad treats his little girl like he has done to you. Especially after losing his only son. A man’s got to draw the line with his morals, and that’s where mine lies.”

“Thank you.” I choose to say only that in case any more sentiment makes him uncomfortable. It appears to be all he expected, as he widens his stance and crosses his hands in front of him with a smile while we wait.

Tanya lunges at the door to the courthouse every time she hears the slightest rattle of the handle. We stand for what feels like an eternity before the side entrance opens and Carver appears.

He gives me a huge smile, yet heads straight for his old man, offering his hand. 

The two men shake, a quiet understanding passing through their locked gazes, before Jon breaks the connection, shoving Carver my way with a hand to his shoulder. “Say gidday to your girl, son.”

“Me first, otherwise I’ll never get a look in!” Tanya lunges between us and pulls Carver in for a hug. He holds her as she sways them from side to side before letting go and taking a step back, her hands on his shoulders. “You did good, big bro. Just promise you’ll stay out of trouble now, okay?”

He nods. “I think I can manage that.”

“Good to hear.” Tanya takes Jon by the arm and guides him away. “We’re leaving so you two can catch up. You’ll need these.” She tosses Carver the keys to the Falcon. “Meg knows where it’s parked.”

Jon and Tanya head down the alley, swinging a left when they reach the end and leaving me alone with Carver. We’re the only people out here, and it couldn’t be more perfect.

“Ready to go home?” he asks quietly, drawing my focus back to him.

I smile, looking over the man I’ve grown to respect and admire beyond comprehension these past weeks. I honestly don’t know where I’d be without him… if I’d even be here at all.

“And where would that be?” I ask, stepping into his open arms to wrap mine around his solid middle.

“Anywhere you are, baby. You know that.”

I hum in appreciation, nestling my head against his chest. “You pled not guilty.”

“Always would.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said,” he says with a light chuckle that tickles my cheek. “But did you honestly think I’d ever really settle for a sentence that wasn’t mine, knowing you were out here alone—looking fucking fine as hell might I add—and not knowing who was sniffing around you?” He coaxes my chin up with gentle fingers, turning my face to look up at his. “I meant it when I said we were supposed to find each other, Meg. You’re mine, girl. Always and forever.”

“Then why did you say I needed to carry on without you? Why the hell did you make me think you were going to take the punishment, rather than fight it?”

“Think about it.” He leans in, brushing his lips over mine as I frown, trying to work it all out.

Why would he give me broken expectations, shatter my hope at our future? I fight to figure out his backwards reasoning, my head growing cloudy as his kiss grows more insistent.

“Missed you,” he whispers against my mouth, his hand moving up to thread through my hair. “So much.”

Fuck it. I can try to work it out later. My hands knit behind his neck, and I strain to my tiptoes to gain better access. Carver settles his free hand at the small of my back, and just like in the old-time movies, he tips me back and makes me feel like the prettiest, most lucky girl in the whole damn world.

Because I am.

No matter what happens from here on out, being with him is where happiness lies. He’s the rush of clarity I get when I take a deep breath, my oxygen, the constant that keeps me alive and trying.

Carver moans, his breath stealing mine as he pulls me upright with him and releases my lips to press his forehead to mine, both palms flat on my cheeks. “You worked it out yet?”

“You got me a little distracted for a moment there,” I tease breathlessly. 

He smiles, stepping back to take my hand in his and start us down the alley. “Tell me about your course. I heard you got accepted.”

“How did you know that?” I ask, surprised. Nobody had been to visit him after me… that I’m aware of.

“Message through the grapevine.” He winks. “Sometimes I actually love small town gossip.”

I rest my head against his arm, as awkward as it is while we walk, just to grab that connection again. “I start February. Full-time study until October when I’ll graduate—hopefully—as a trained Veterinary Nurse.”

“What do you mean ‘hopefully’?” he asks. “You’ll nail it, I’m sure.” He chuckles, causing me to lift my head and look at him to see what’s so funny. “Especially if I help you study.” He gazes down at me, the most wicked intent hiding in the navy flecks of his eyes. 

“I’d be lucky to pass a single unit if you’re going to keep that up.”

“Not making any promises, baby.” He shifts his hand out of mine, and places his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close. “Now, which way is the car?”

I point right and we set off down the street, the sun warming our backs, and the endless possibilities that freedom and the world laid out before us present. We could stay here, move somewhere else, or become transient. The ability to choose your path in life is a luxury for some, and I can’t fathom a world where that ability is restricted.

Makes me realise how damn ungrateful I’ve been for what I do have, wallowing in what I’ve lost, since Den, and even before. I’ve been the first person to complain about what wasn’t gained, about missing out, and seeing it in perspective now, I hate to admit it, but I’m fucking ashamed.

I’ve got so much to be thankful for: the man beside me, broken families like his that still pull through, the fact that even though I may not be on speaking terms with my own parents right now, the future is infinite and nobody can predict where we’ll be in a year or ten. However long it takes, they’re still here, still alive, and I’m blessed to have that opportunity to set things right still, to take a step back and breathe before trying again.

Some people aren’t so fortunate.

I glance up at Carver as we walk, a small smirk still on those full lips of his, and ask, “Where is your mum buried?”

He frowns, looking down at me. “Why do you ask that?”

“I haven’t visited Den yet, and I kind of wondered, if they were at the same cemetery, if you’d like to introduce me to your mum?”

He’s at war with what to say, the expressions flitting across his face like pages of a book. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked? Maybe it’s still too personal?

“That’d be nice, I think.”

Maybe you never know until you try?

“She’s buried in Whitecaps, then?” I clarify.

He nods. “Yeah. I haven’t been to see her in a few years.” He ducks his chin, clearly ashamed. “I didn’t feel like I had anything worthwhile to tell her, that she would have been disappointed in me, you know?”

“From what Tanya’s told me about her, I think she’d be proud of you. Maybe not what you’ve ‘achieved’, but definitely of the man you are.”

He squeezes me into his side as the Falcon comes into view. “I think she would have loved you, too.”

***

The weather has shifted by the time we reach Whitecaps and pull into the small gravel parking lot beside the graveyard. A typical New Zealand summer day; we step out of the car into light drizzle, although the wind blowing it across us in gusts is still mild. 

Carver shields me with his body, leading the way to the ornate gates that are covered in flowering jasmine, the scent amazing as it’s carried on the humid breeze.

“You want to go to Den first?”

I shake my head, catching a glimpse of the newer headstones at the far end of the plots in my periphery. “Can we visit your mum first so I can get used to being here?”

Seeing the grave markers, catching glimpses of the heartfelt inscriptions, it makes it more real than ever before. This is where I’ll come from now on to feel remotely close to my brother. This is where he’ll lie forever frozen in time while I age, while I get older, start a family, and reach milestones that were only ever dreams for him.

All those things I take for granted were never his to have. Life seems so trivial when you think of it like that; what’s the point in working for that promotion, or trying to impress the “right” people when all of it can be snatched away without warning? How differently would he have lived his life if he knew how short it was going to be? Would we have argued as much as we did, as brothers and sisters do? Or would he have been more patient? Would I?

I’ll never know.

Carver’s fingers thread through mine as we make our way to a short statue of an angel with her arms and wings wrapped around two small children, a third cherub nestled into her legs. As we near the marker, I realise the larger children are a boy and a girl, clearly supposed to be Brett and Tanya. The cherub—well, that explains itself.

So damn sad.

“We took out a loan to pay for it,” he explains after catching me staring at it. “I couldn’t imagine having just a normal headstone for her. She meant so much more to us than that; it didn’t capture who she was like this does.”

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, squatting down to read the inscription.

Morgan Carver

Beloved mother, dedicated wife, and forever in our hearts.

Simple, but heartfelt all the same.

“Hey, Mum.” Carver reaches out and rests his hand on the angel’s wing, above the boy. “Hey, Rylie.” He touches the cherub’s cheek, glancing at me from the corner of his eye.

“I saw his picture at your house,” I explain. “Tanya told me about him.”

“Mum never really let it go,” he murmurs, glancing up at the angel’s face. “She blamed herself. Thought she’d done something wrong.”

“I can’t even imagine….”

He simply shakes his head, drawing a deep breath that has his chest expanding and shoulders pushing back. I get a pained smile before he looks back to the grave marker and begins to talk. “I’m sorry it’s been a while, Mum.” He folds his legs, sitting beside the base and leaning a shoulder into it as he fidgets with the overgrown grass at the bottom of the stone. “I didn’t want you to be disappointed, but I guess that was pretty dumb now that I think about it. I mean, you’re everywhere, right? You would have seen the stupid shit I’ve been doing, anyway.”

I sit on the ground opposite him, watching the way he methodically trims the grass at her gravestone by pinching it off as he talks.

“It wasn’t even my idea to come today. I would have put it off yet again, waiting until I had something awesome to tell you, and never actually coming… you know how it goes.” He shrugs. “Anyway, I’ve got a friend who wants to meet you.” He lifts his gaze to find mine, and smiles. “She’s really something, Mum. You would have loved her. She gives me purpose again, and even after all the shit I’ve just put her through she’s still here. Still fighting.” He pauses, running his finger along the recessed words on the stone. “I love her, Mum. She’s the one for me.”

“Brett…”

“I mean it, Meg. I had way too much time on my hands to think about things while I was inside, and I realised some stuff.”

“Like what?”

He gives the headstone a grin, as though embarrassed to be talking in front of his mum about this. “Age doesn’t matter, right?”

“I don’t think so.”

“So why wait? When I think about us, I think about it all. I want forever with you, Meg. I can’t imagine loving anyone else like I love you.”

“Forever?” I ask, heart in my throat. 

Everything’s going so fast, but it doesn’t make me want to pull back. It excites me, and I’m hanging on his every word.

He reaches out across the grass, silently asking for my hand. I take it, my heart alive with the excitement in his eyes. “I’m committed to you, Meg. I’m not here for a summer fling, I’m not looking at getting some sort of temporary gratification. I want to experience everything with you, all of it, right up until we’re old and grey.” He pauses to look around the graveyard with a frown. “Maybe it’s morbid and a little creepy, but you know what I kept thinking as we walked through the rows to get to Mum?”

“What?”

“That this is how I want our story to end: with gravestones side by side that tell of a long and endless love.” My chest is tight as he returns his gaze to me, his expression stern and determined. “I want to marry you, Meg. I want to come home to you every damn night and be constantly amazed by how much more I love you as time goes by. I want our story to be epic. But mostly, I just want it to be ours.”

I wouldn’t have expected anything less than a vague marriage proposal in a graveyard. It’s quirky, unconventional, and everything that we are. I’ve never been more flattered or in love as I am in this moment.

“If that’s you asking me if I’ll marry you—”

“Will you? It doesn’t have to be now, we can wait to do it exactly how you want, but as long as I get to put a ring on your finger that promises one day you’ll be legally mine forever, babe, I’m happy.”

I nod, standing to make my way around to him, smiling like a damn lunatic. Maybe I am a little unhinged? So what? It’s crazy, it’s spontaneous, and it’s everything I want.

“Fuck, babe. For real?” he asks as I reach him with a smile.

“Did you really think I’d say no?”

He shrugs, showing his uncertainty, his self-doubt.

“I want epic too. And the fact you doubt that,” I say, slipping my arms around his sides as he steps toward me, “proves to me that I need to do more to show you how much I want this. Getting married is insane: I’ve just finished school, you’re seven years older than me and unemployed, and I sure as hell don’t have my parents’ blessing. But so what? You make me happy, and no matter what anybody says or does to try and convince me that it’s wrong, I won’t deny it. You’re it for me. Always.”

“Babe….” His hands slip around my neck, holding me firmly beneath my ears. “Life’s fucked up, and I regret the fact you’ve had to experience the pain you have, but fuck I’m glad you went out that night. I’ll never regret the fact we met, only the circumstances that meant we did.”

“Everything happens for a reason, Carver, and I know we were meant to cross paths too. I just don’t know if I’ll ever work out why I had to lose Den for it to happen.”

Carver places a gentle kiss to the tip of my nose. “Should we go see him, then?”

I nod, swallowing hard to bring myself in check. I have no doubt that the second I lay eyes on those letters, Den’s name spelled out for eternity, I’ll lose it. But if I can keep it together until then, it’s a start.

Carver says a quick goodbye to his mum, promising we’ll be back soon, and then leads me down the grounds to the newer plots. He holds my hand, grounding me as I feel the threads of my composure slipping. I’m grasping at air, trying to save myself from breaking apart when I finally felt as though I had it together, but is that so bad? Admitting that I loved my brother so fiercely that his absence still hurts, and more than likely always will?

“Here,” Carver whispers as we come to a stop by a simple cream marble headstone.

I stare into the distance, watching the birds battle the breeze as they fly in the growing drizzle. My desire to know what inscription my parents chose eventually gives me the strength I need to look down at Den’s final resting place.

Denver Andrews

1997-2016

That’s it. No quote, no heartfelt message. No anecdote of his character or his life; just a start and an end. 

“Do they charge by the character or something?” I snap, gesturing at the plain stone.

“It might be a placeholder until the final one is made,” Carver surmises hopefully.

Not likely. “If it was, it would be concrete, not marble.” I drop to my knees and run both palms over the damp grass. “Den, I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Carver says, moving to stand behind me. “Don’t feel bad about something you had no say in, Meg.”

I keep running my hands in arcs on the ground, wiping away the rain and turning the grass brown with the mud I stir up. Yet I can’t bring myself to stop it. I thought I’d have so much to say, so many things to tell Den. But now that I’m here, acutely aware that a few feet below my neurotic hands, my brother’s body decomposes, I’m lost for what to say.

I miss you?

I’m sorry our family fell apart?

Why did you fucking leave me?

Nothing seems poignant enough to do his memory justice. So instead, I lie there on the cold, wet ground and stroke the grass until the mud has stuck the blades to the ground and my nails are stained with what will be a painful memory of how this afternoon was spent for days to come. I lie there, emotionally alone, yet comforted as best I can be by the man who vows to be with me through all of these moments, however many more I’ll experience in my life.

But how can he understand? How can he get this particular sense of loss, but also burden in that all my parents’ hopes and dreams for their children now rest on my shoulders alone? Is that why they were so hurt and disappointed in me when I coped the best way I knew how, with a bottle in each hand? Is that why they look at me with utter contempt for choosing society’s outcasts to spend my days with? Because they know that I’ll never amount to half of what they hoped?

How wrong they are. And damn, how much Den leaving really showed me about myself.

I will achieve great things, just how Carver said I would, just like Den believed I could. And what’s best about it, is I will have done it all on my own, without anyone’s help or backing. I’m paying my own way through the course, I’ve made all the arrangements myself, and never once have I asked for a hand up or a favour to get it done.

What better validation for my personal strength could there be?

And then it strikes me, as hard and unrelenting as the rain that has worsened in the time I’ve spent with Den. That’s why Carver cut me off. That’s why he forced me to go away from that visit with the thought that I had nobody left to lean on, that it was all me, and if I didn’t get my life in check then nobody else would be there to point me in the right direction.

Because he wanted me to see. Just like he said all those weeks ago at the truck stop, he wanted me to see why he has faith in me.

I sit bolt upright, startling Carver where he sits behind me as he strokes my back with one hand.

“What? What’s the matter, babe?”

“I get it now.”

“Huh?”

“Why you shut me out. Why you told me to plan my future without you in it.”

He grins, his wet hair dripping in his eyes as he pulls me onto his lap. “Why did I do that then, gorgeous?”

“You wanted me to make my own choices, free of influence. You wanted me to prove to myself that I had it in me to get past this.”

“I wanted you to realise your own strength, how brave you actually are.”

“You were testing me.”

“I was encouraging you.” He closes the distance between us, pulling at my lips with his teeth as he kisses me. “And baby, you’ve done good.”

“You knew if I held out hope that you were coming back to me, I would have waited, put my life on hold,” I ramble, overwhelmed by the revelation. I reach up and place my palm against his cheek. “You knew I would have given up my dreams for yours.”

“Exactly.” He kisses my palm. “But the thing is, Meg, I don’t have any dreams besides you. The only hope I have, the only aspiration, is to have you love me for the rest of your life, no matter what.” He closes his eyes briefly. “I’m not perfect. I’ll let you down, and I’ll make mistakes, but I’ll never stop trying to learn from those experiences, to better myself.”

“Let’s go home,” I whisper. “Let’s go home so we can get dry and I can curl up beside you, where I’ve wanted to be for weeks.”

He smiles. “And where is home, Meg?”

“I don’t know.” I smile. “But I’ll let you drive.”





EPILOGUE

“Lunch, babe.” Carver holds out my snap-lock container of leftovers as I snatch my backpack off our two-seater.

“Shit, thanks.” I forgot to take it to course yesterday, and we don’t have anything in the bank account for me to buy again.

Life is tough, measured in dollars and cents and which bill needs them more. But it’s ours, and we’re happy with the progress we’ve made.

“Don’t forget to pick up more washing powder on your way home, okay?” I give him a quick peck on the lips as he dashes past me to find his other work boot.

We struggled for five months before he finally found employment in the city. It’s base rate work with the promise of something more if he proves himself, but it’s a job all the same and it meant we could move out of the shared accommodation we were in and find our own one-room flat.

“Come on, or we’ll miss the train.”

He hops across the floor, tugging his boot on. “Yeah, I know. You got everything?”

It’s the same hustle every morning, the same routine, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. He’s tired when he gets in after busting his arse as a builder’s lackey every day, and I’m mentally drained after a day of note-taking and making sure I absorb as much as I can to be sure to ace the end of year exams. Yet we’re together, and our future looks good. He can train in a specific trade if he chooses, or work his way through the ranks with the company he’s with. And once I finish studying and get a job, the added income means we could find somewhere that’s bigger than Carver’s old bedroom at his dad’s place.

I hesitate while Carver opens our front door, and just take him in. His studs might have gone, replaced by high-vis stripes, but the Mohawk remains, albeit shorter, and he’s even added a few small tattoos to the collection. My favourite one being a king’s crown to match the queen’s one I had inked on the back of my neck.

“You okay?”

I nod and take his offered hand. “Just counting my blessings again.”

He looks down at me as we reach the stairs, and smiles. “Forever and always, Meg. I meant it when I first said it to you, and I mean it even more now.”

“Forever and always.”

He links his fingers through mine and we walk the same way we do every day to the station, talking through our wild plans for the future and how we’re going to manage to conquer them one by one.

“You know,” I say as we wait at the platform. “I had a thought yesterday about what you could do if building isn’t your thing.”

“Yeah?” He never complains, but I know that it’s just a job for him; it’s not his passion like veterinary science is for me.

“Don’t be mad, but I made a call and asked a few questions.”

He frowns, looping his arm around my shoulders. “To who?”

“Wolf.”

He gives me a small smile, shaking his head. Tanya’s been dating Wolf for a few months, and the protective side of Carver still struggles with the fact another man is looking out for his sister’s best interests now. “What are you up to?”

“I saw the drawing you did last week.” He tried to hide it from me, stashing it under the sofa. “And it got me thinking. What if you transferred that passion to a career?”

“As a tattoo artist?”

“Why not?” I shrug.

He stares off at the people who mill about waiting on their daily commute also. I can’t pick his thoughts; his guard is up as he turns the idea over in his mind.

“It was just an idea,” I say. “Don’t worry about it. We can focus on getting into a bigger place once I get work first, okay?”

“I like it.”

“You do?”

He nods, bringing his gaze back to mine. “I mean, it makes me nervous to think if I screwed up it’d be forever on someone, but I like the idea.”

I throw my arms around his middle and lean into his chest. “You’d be good at it. I’d let you give me one.”

He chuckles. “Yeah?”

I nod, looking up at him. “It’d be my favourite, even if you screwed it up.” I give him a teasing little squeeze.

“You’ve got me thinking about it now.” He smiles. “I can’t believe I never thought of it myself.”

“You were too worried about me, that’s why. But I think it’s time we thought about what you want, right?”

“I guess.”

“I want you to be excited about what you do, too. Life’s too short to waste time doing the things that don’t make you happy.”

“You make me happy.” He leans down and places a kiss to my forehead as the train sweeps into the station.

I sigh, pulling away so he can board. His ride always arrives first to take him in the opposite direction to me. It’s the hardest goodbye, but also the best hello at the end of a long day.

“Get, before you’re running like you were yesterday.”

He smiles, stepping away and blowing me a kiss. 

“Love you,” I mouth, same as I do every morning we go our separate ways.

He glances at the train, and then back at me, before jogging back to stand in front of me to grip my face in his hands. “Love you more, babe.” His mouth closes over mine, and I fall in love with him all over again as his kiss ignites every precious memory we’ve made in our days together.

Although this might just be my favourite one yet… until tomorrow.
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