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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

 

Tough Love may contain triggers for some people. A lot of difficult subjects are broached, and while they aren’t described in great detail, please be aware of this going in.

 

The book is also written in New Zealand English, so there may be some words that seem misspelled, but aren’t. Eg: kerb vs curb, or realise vs realize.

 

Please bear these things in mind when reviewing, and enjoy ;)


ONE

 

Things to google while you wait in a hospital corridor: Who picked mint green as the universal colour of choice for health care providers? My leg taps at the same speed as my thumb while I spell out the inane question. I’m pretty certain the device in my hand is the only thing that’s stopped me from accosting the poor nurse for the thousandth time as she passes by. The way my mood is going, I’d probably find myself kicked off the premises for harassment.

Not an ideal situation for the only available next of kin.

The answer to my question flashes up on my screen, and I read it—well, I skim it—as I shift on the uncomfortable plastic seat. Something about a calming mood, influencing the patient’s psyche. The friendly orderly who stopped to check on me a half hour ago had suggested I move to the family lounge, but fuck that. It’s no more of a lounge than a decorated twelve-by-ten tank to contain the hopeful in. Nope. Instead, here I am, camped out in the sterile, bleach-tinged hallway, watching the trauma patients as they pass by.

I haven’t spoken to Kath in seven years. Does she still go by Kath? Or is she Katherine now she’s older, more refined? Strangely enough, it hadn’t been the first question on my mind in the five minutes we had shared before she lapsed into unconsciousness. My head had been busy circling around the one thing she did manage to say as the doctors and nurses flew around her.

“Childcare. Number’s in my phone.”

Childcare. Since when does she have a kid? Mum left that interesting titbit out the last time my estranged sister came up in not-so-casual conversation.

I’d ring like she asked, find out the truth, but I don’t have her phone. Chances are it’s crushed somewhere in the mangled steel that barely resembles her Audi. She bought the sedan shortly before we’d stopped talking, citing their impeccable safety record. I guess you could say the vehicle held up its end of the bargain, considering I’ve been told a dozen times over that it’s a miracle she survived the accident that took the other driver’s life.

I told the attending officer about the kid instead, who then promptly disappeared, hitching the radio on her shoulder closer to her mouth as she rattled off the details. They said they’d sort it. They said they could track down the name of the facility and have an officer there within the hour.

They shouldn’t have to. What kind of sister knows nothing about her apparent niece or nephew?

This one.

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I stare at the name sitting proudly above the Accept and Decline icons.

Mum.

I told her I’d ring again when I got more news. There isn’t any. But you can’t blame her for worrying.

“I still haven’t heard.”

She sighs down the line, the quiet hum of the television in the background. “It’s been over an hour.”

“I know.”

My bladder knows.

My rumbling stomach knows.

Yet, I can’t bring myself to leave the uncomfortable-as-hell seat in search of relief, in case I miss an update.

“Well, we’ve booked the next available flight. Your father’s packing our bags in the car; we depart in an hour and a half.”

My father, the retired psychologist, convinced Mum that a move to Queensland was what they needed. The thought of another winter in New Zealand’s south, snowed in, was more than he could stomach. “I need the sun to heat my bones,” he’d said. And Mum agreed.

Kath and I stayed behind, put down roots where we’d grown up, and promptly drifted our separate ways since there was nothing left to tether us to each other. Otago is more than large enough if you don’t want to be found. Seven years living within twenty kilometres of one another, and we never crossed paths. Not once.

“I’ll ring you if I hear anything.”

“Message me if we’re in the air,” Mum urges. “I want the update as soon as we hit the ground. We’re picking up a rental car in Christchurch.”

“Of course. Sure thing.” The majority of international flights still come in to the South Island via the airport in Christchurch. Once they get their rental car, it’s still a four and a half hour drive south to Dunedin. Yet it’s probably still quicker than waiting for the next direct flight to Queenstown and making the shorter drive north. 

Silence hangs heavy. I don’t know what else there is to say that won’t seem trivial given the circumstances.

“She needs you,” Mum whispers, breaking our reverie. “Don’t make this about the past. Please.”

I don’t say anything. I know Kath needs a familiar face, someone in her corner, but my capacity for caring is tied up in how this affects our ageing parents, not me. I could have easily received the phone call and dismissed it, safe in the knowledge Kath is in the best hands here at the hospital. But I came in. I dropped what I was doing and took a cab across town to be here, because I knew it would break my mother’s heart if she knew how deep the fissure between her children ran.

“I’ll call you,” I say simply, before hanging up.

The low power warning flashes up on the screen of my phone, and I set it to battery save mode. There goes my entertainment. I slip the device into the pocket of my coat, and fidget with a frayed patch on my designer jeans. I used to feel bad about spending the amount of money I do on clothing and accessories, worried that somehow it portrayed the belief that I thought I was better than the average Joe. But that’s not why I choose to drop two hundred dollars on super-skinny denim. 

It’s because I earned the right to.

I studied, I went without to focus on my goal, and I worked my damn arse off to get where I am now. The opportunity to work on half-million dollar apartments around the country, to coordinate their interiors and advise the elite on what style best suits their schedule, isn’t thrown in the laps of the lucky. It’s earned; fought for and won through determination and fire.

I made my life what it is, and so I deserve the rewards, shallow as they may seem to some.

“Ms Harris?”

I glance up at the nurse, who looks apprehensively down at me. “Yes?”

“They’ve collected your sister’s son. He’s here.”


TWO

 

“How did they pick him up without consent? I mean….”

“In cases of emergency, the police are allowed to collect dependents.” The nurse glides down the corridor with a speed that belies how softly her sensible flat shoes strike the linoleum. “He doesn’t know what happened, how bad it is, just that he’ll be with you until his mum feels better.”

I reach out and catch her elbow, bringing her to a halt. She looks down at the connection, her arm stiff around the patient files she holds close to her chest.

“How old is he?”

Her face says it all: He’s your nephew. How can you not know?

“It’s complicated,” I offer. “I’m not close with my sister.”

“He’s six.”

If she’d said two, four even, maybe it wouldn’t have been such a surprise. But hearing that he’s six, and adding at least nine months to that timeframe, somehow makes it hurt a lot worse when I realise Kath and I had barely parted ways when she fell pregnant with him.

And my family never said a thing. Why?

“Where’s his father?”

“Ms Harris, we can only do so much,” the nurse says gently. “You’ll need to discuss that with your sister when she’s well enough to talk.”

If she’s well enough to talk.

“Of course.” I gesture for the nurse to go ahead, and we resume our flight through the halls.

Mint green gives way to baby blue as we cross into an area that holds no sign of the trauma we’ve left behind. Televisions strategically mounted in the top corners of the large waiting area play sitcoms; something light to lift the mood, no doubt. The furniture is plush and inviting, the toys that spill over in the children’s corner invoking a false sense of home.

The nurse, whose name I never bothered to catch, swings left and leads me past an elderly couple reading tabloids, down to the far corner where the child I presume is my nephew is overshadowed by a uniformed officer. The space between my escort and me grows as my feet slow of their own volition; the realisation dawns that whatever this is, however this situation turns out, it’s all too real now.

I cross my arms over myself and draw my coat over my torso as though it’s a protective shield from the harm this innocent child’s presence can inflict on a cold heart like mine. The nurse catches the officer’s eye, and jerks her head toward me, before leaving just as fluidly as she arrived.

“Ms Harris?” His hushed tone wraps around me like a velour blanket, inviting and comfortable.

“Yes.” I can’t look away from the dark-haired boy as he builds what appears to be a garage out of a pile of blocks.

“You’re the mother’s next of kin?”

I nod, my breath firmly lodged in my throat as the child looks up and questions me with his eyes. What the hell? She couldn’t have. She wouldn’t have. Would she?

“Are you in a position to take on his care temporarily?”

I know what Mr Smooth Operator is asking in those dulcet tones: have I got my shit together enough to be in charge of something so precious?

I don’t know. Have I?

“I guess.” I finally tear my gaze away from my nephew—the child whose name I don’t even know—and address the cop.

The stunningly good-looking cop.

The all too familiar cop.

The cop whose head is cocked to the side as he waits for me to stop flapping my jaw soundlessly and say something.

“Evan?” My legs weaken, and I shoot my hand out in preparation should I collapse. “When …?”

“Hey, Amelia.” His lips quirk up in a soft smile, yet his piercing blue eyes hold all the pain I feel echoed deep in my soul.

He left me. Right when I needed him most, he just up and left. And here he is now, when I don’t need anyone anymore, and I’m not sure what to make of that. Questions float through my mind, blurring with each other as I stare at the boy I once loved—the boy I never stopped loving.

“Why did you go?”

“Why didn’t you call?”

“Did you love me?”

So many things I want to say. None of which are important given the current situation.

“My parents are on the way,” I word vomit, still mesmerised after all these years by those striking blue eyes that are the colour of a summer day in the middle, ringed with the deeper shade of an approaching storm. “They can help.”

He nods, gaze moving to the boy, and then back to me. Does he have questions for me too? Or am I a closed chapter in his life? An inconvenient reminder?

More likely he’s probably wondering why I haven’t cuddled the child, said hello, or so much as acknowledged he’s my problem now.

“What’s his name?” I whisper, the blush of shame burning at my cheeks as I avoid Evan’s stare.

“Briar.” He frowns.

“Okay.”

“Pardon me for asking,” Mr Sure-grew-up-to-be-sexy asks, “but he’s your sister’s kid, correct?”

“Right.”

“And you don’t know his name.”

I shake my head, not missing the fact Evan moves slightly to the side so he’s effectively body-blocking me from Briar. He’s dubious. And so he should be. It’s his job to be worried about the welfare of the innocent.

Pity he couldn’t show that eight years ago.

“Family problems,” I explain simply, craning my neck to look around him at the kid. 

He nods, grumbling knowingly. He was there for the start of it. He doesn’t need me to elaborate on who the problem was. He just doesn’t know the crux of it, the reason for the fallout, what happened after he left.

“Why did you go?” I blurt, the question evading my internal filter.

His gaze swings my way again, and he frowns. “It’s complicated.”

“Just like using a phone was?” I can’t hold back a second longer. He left me hanging, heartbroken, and alone. He was the first boy to steal my heart, and he never gave it back. 

“Amelia.”

I shake my head, lifting a hand to stop the placating rubbish that’s no doubt about to spill from those full lips. Besides, there’s a much more pressing issue currently manoeuvring a Hot Wheels car into the garage.

“How much does he know?” I ask, tucking my arms tight across my body.

Evan sighs as he removes his hat and tucks it under his arm, revealing shortly shaven hair. I admire the stretch of his uniform sleeve as it fails to adequately accommodate the swell of his biceps when he crosses his arms before him. “A little.”

I nod, running my gaze once again over the ghost from my past I never expected to see again.

At sixteen Evan was already big for his age; his T-shirts were always baggy, because to fit his broad shoulders he’d need to buy the next size up. But back then he was just like me—a skinny teenager, heavily into the Emo scene. I spent so many afternoons sitting opposite him outside the local shops, brushing his overgrown hair out of his face, so I could see both of those beautiful eyes. I never knew just how handsome he was underneath it all. I was in love with what I had, satisfied with the boy who owned my heart. But damn, he sure filled out to make one heck of a man.

Evan lifts his strong jaw, and jerks his chin away from Briar. “Let’s take this a bit further away, huh?” 

I take a couple of steps to give us some form of privacy and turn back to face him. He stops short of colliding with me, apparently expecting me to have walked further away.

“He knows his mum got hurt, but he thinks—like any child would—I’m talking about a few scratches, a bump on the head, that kind of thing.”

“You’re partially right,” I murmur.

“Pardon?” He squints as he takes me in.

“She did take a bump to the head, but it was just a lot more severe than what Briar probably thinks.”

Evan jams his hands in the front pockets of his uniform pants, drawing my attention downward. I jump on the spot when he purposefully clears his throat, and burn from shame at being busted checking out his ... seams.

“Can I ask how your sister is?” His brow furrows, his eyes hard yet understanding. “Katherine, right?”

“Yeah, Kath.” I shrug in answer to his initial question, falling into the nearest chair. “She lost consciousness not long after I got here, and they whipped her off to do something that takes the pressure off the brain. Apparently, she had a bleed caused by the trauma. They said they’d update me a soon as they had something definitive, but that was over an hour ago.”

He settles in the seat beside mine, his body turned slightly toward me. “I’m sure they’re doing the best they can.”

“Yeah.” Isn’t everyone?

He looks across at Briar, who’s lost himself in his imaginary play again, and then over my shoulder at the vacant halls and the clerks doing their thing behind the station desk. “Look, I can stay a while if that helps, but I might get called away.”

As though to punctuate his point, the radio on his hip crackles some garbled message that reminds me more of the teacher from Peanuts than an actual string of coherent words. I look pointedly at it, silently questioning.

“Nothing I need to worry about.” He shakes his head. “Would you like me to stay for a bit?”

I don’t know, do I? My head wants him to stay, would appreciate the company, yet my heart screams no. He tore a hole in my heart the day he left that never quite healed. Having him so close, close enough that I can smell his musky aftershave, hurts. Am I strong enough to deal with the suppressed feelings he unboxes?

I have to be.

Evan watches as I check over his shoulder at Briar, feeling the same desperate fear creep into my chest that I get every time I’m around children. “Yeah, that might be a good idea actually.”

“He’s not as scary as he looks.”

“I don’t know the first thing about kids.”

“Neither did Kath when she gave birth to him. Everybody learns by jumping in the deep end.”

If only I knew how to swim.


THREE

 

The boat I’m in starts to rock, the gentle motion growing more violent as the waves around me crash over the sides, stealing my oars and pushing me further out to sea. Sweat peppers my brow, my hands fat and hot with panic, and my heart racing at the sheer thought of being knocked over the side.

“Amelia. Wake up, honey.”

I jolt against the seat, ignoring the fact a nurse I’ve never seen before now stands over me, and look for Briar.

He’s not in the play area. He’s not on any of the seats. He’s gone. No way.

“Oh my God.” I push out of the seat, forcing the nurse backward. “Where is he?”

“Who?”

“The kid!” I damn near shriek.

A couple of people waiting in the lounge area eye me cautiously. Shaking off my coat to try and cool the hell down, I mentally count to five before I explain in a more controlled tone. “My nephew, Briar. He was here….” I check my watch. “Damn it! How long was I asleep?”

“The officer with you took Briar to get something to eat,” she explains, eyeing me cautiously with a frown.

The officer. Of course. Evan. Calm the fuck down, Mimi.

“Thank you. I’m sorry, I-I’m a little disorientated. I must have woken up too fast or—”

“We have news on your sister.”

“You do?” My knees give out, and I sit on the seat opposite where I’d been sleeping.

“Are you able to come with me?”

“But Briar—”

“Is fine with Officer North.”

Officer North. Hearing him addressed so formally—the boy I snuck raspberry liquorice out of the supermarket with as a teen—just seems … odd. “Okay.”

I gather my things up, and the older nurse guides me down the halls, back towards trauma, all the while explaining there was a shift change in the time I’ve been out. I haven’t the slightest clue why I fell asleep, other than the ridiculously long hours I worked to get the Fillersons’ weekend retreat home ready for their daughter’s twenty-first celebrations. The customers demand, I jump. It’s how the arrangement works when their purse is so damn large.

The nurse guides me into an office that seemingly doubles as an examination room. Judging by the clear surface of the desk, yet piles of folders and textbooks on the shelves, I’d say several doctors share this room. It’s small, stuffy, and already I’m plotting how I can get out as quickly as I can.

“The doctor will be with you soon.” Nurse Jolly-and-kind departs, leaving me with nothing but sheer, utter silence.

I lapse into a kind of trance, running my gaze over the taps on the wall, trying my best to guess what each one is for. Oxygen, laughing gas, don’t know, why is that one even there—

“Ms Harris?”

“Please,” I say, closing my eyes. “Call me Amelia.” Ms Harris reminds me too much of Mum, and right now I’m anything but her usual composed and sensible self.

I just want to go home. Alone.

“I’m Dr Jessup.” 

I open my eyes and find a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair standing before me, hand outstretched.

I oblige and shake. He smiles softly and takes his seat.

“Your sister, Katherine, suffered a severe blow to the head in her accident.” He pauses to assess me, his eyes hard and critical as he waits for the reaction that’ll never come. I care, but it doesn’t run so deep as to upset me. With a frown, he continues. “We’re not sure, but we think she may have ricocheted between the door pillar and the steering wheel with the force of the side impact.”

I jam my hands between my knees, back ramrod straight as I hear him out.

“There was some bleeding that we managed to stem, with difficulty, but the extent of the damage won’t be known until we can run a few more tests. As of now, she’s slowly being brought out of sedation, but if there are any unfavourable signs she’ll be put under again to let the brain heal without added strain.”

“Okay.” My voice is small, even in such a tiny room.

He looks at me a moment, in that assessing sympathetic way only trained practitioners can, and frowns again. “I understand this must be hard—”

“I’m sure you’re doing everything you can.”

His expression loses the softness after my interruption. “We are, but as I was saying, if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Sure.”

“Do you have any now?” He picks up a stray pen and starts wiggling it between his fingers at breakneck speed.

“I don’t think so.”

“How long we expect to have her in Acute Care?” The pen slips from his erratic hold. “What the long-term prognosis is?” He retrieves it and slams it down on the desk beneath his palm. “If you can see her?”

Floor, swallow me now. “We aren’t close,” I whimper pathetically.

“Clearly.”

His scathing, judgemental attitude irks me the longer he stares me down like I’m a petulant student. “In response to your earlier statement, yes, I am finding this hard. But no, not for the usual reasons,” I snap. “And I’d appreciate if you could reserve your judgement for a more appropriate time.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to explain,” he states, suddenly calm. “I’ve seen this before: siblings who don’t get along, estranged parents and children, separated couples.” He sighs, reclining in his seat and crossing one ankle to the opposite knee. “But one thing reigns true in each and every situation.”

“And what would that be?”

“Everybody cares deep down, and they all end up with regrets if they let differences stand in the way.” He eyes me, lips pressed in a thin line as he pushes out of the seat to stand. “Come on. I’ll take you to see her.”

Heat washes over me as my muscles go rigid. “I’d rather not.”

“Why?” He crosses his arms, looking down his nose at me.

“What can I do?” I say, tossing my hands in my lap with a bitter snort. “She’s out cold, right? She can’t talk, she can’t hear me, and she doesn’t know if I’m there or not.” Finding the stray thread on my jeans again, I roll the blue cotton between my forefinger and thumb. “My parents are on their way. They’ll visit when they get in.”

“Regardless of your situation, we often find patients respond well to the presence of a familiar voice—unconscious or not.”

“I have to take care of her son.”

He heaves a sigh, shaking his head as he moves for the door.

“What?” I snap, having had enough of his mightier-than-thou attitude. Who’s he to judge our situation?

“Nothing, Ms Harris.”

“There was clearly something.” I stand, purposefully moving past him so that it appears I was the one who wanted to leave this inane conversation first. “If you’re going to lecture me on relationships, then the least you can do is be honest with me.”

“It was your wording,” he says simply, holding the door open for me. “Run the sentence back through your mind and think it over. Katherine isn’t going anywhere in a hurry; she’ll be here when you’re ready to see her.”

I edge away from him into the corridor, one hand resting on the coat that’s slung over my arm. “Thank you for the information, Dr Jessup.”

He eyes me as I step away, hurrying back to the waiting area where I last saw Evan and Briar. His assumptions burn at my back as I push through a set of double doors to re-enter the safe, baby blue zone. “Run the sentence through your head.” I recall the conversation, replaying my sentence on a loop. “I have to take care of her son.” What the hell was he on about? “I have to take care of her son.” Is that not the truth? Do I not have the responsibility of caring for a nephew I never knew I had? Nephew. That’s it. That’s what he picked up on.

I said I had to take care of her son. Not “I should check on my nephew,” or, “My nephew needs me right now.” Nope. I made Briar’s care sound like a chore, like something I resent.

Do I? Am I that cold-hearted that I actually resent the fact I have to spend time with a blood relative?

“Hey,” Evan greets with a jerk of his chin. 

He’s seated in one of the multicoloured armchairs, a takeaway coffee in hand as Briar leafs through a slightly torn comic book a small distance away.

“Hi.” I force a smile. “Thank you for taking care of him. They had an update for me.” I thumb over my shoulder at the direction I’ve come from.

“How is she?”

“Okay for now, I think.”

He frowns a little and brings the cup to his lips—his full, pale-pink-coloured lips. Focus, Mimi. “You think?”

“He wasn’t clear on the details. She’s sedated, they’re going to bring her out of it, but if things turn pear shape they’ll knock her out again.” I eye his loose top button, and the stab vest he’s removed and set down with his hat on the chair beside him. “You must need to get back to work, right?”

“My shift ended”—he checks his thickly banded watch—“twelve minutes ago.”

“Oh.” I cast my gaze to Briar, feeling the same shivers rip along my spine at the thought of having to interact, of having to explain everything.

Until now I’ve done a fine job of avoiding him, using Evan as a buffer between the two of us. Briar stayed quiet after I first arrived, eyeing me every so often while he kept himself amused with the toys, some of which are far too young for him.

I should have made more effort, said something, yet the thought of putting in that much effort left me tired before I even started. Until a few hours ago I had no idea he even existed—what the hell do I say to kick things off? “Do you know who I am?”

Yeah. Awkward.

“Do you think he’d want to see her?” I ask Evan, thumbing toward Briar.

“It might scare him,” he states quietly. “Young children aren’t savvy with the idea of a parent, the person who’s supposed to be their rock, looking vulnerable.”

“What do I say?” I whisper. “He’ll probably ask for her, right? I mean he’s old enough to know something’s going on.”

“Say she’s sleeping. That she needs her rest.” His large hands fist and relax on his knees. “You’re really worried about this, huh?”

“A little, yeah. I’m no good with kids.”

“None of your own?” I don’t miss the curt way in which he asks the question.

“Obvious?” I smile.

He nods. 

“What about you?” I say, dropping into the chair opposite his. “Any kids?”

Two can play at this game.

“A son. Just turned seven.”

Totally wasn’t prepared for that. I nod, swallowing hard as I work out the timeline. He left me nine years ago. I guess it wasn’t as hard for him to move on, then.

“They can smell fear,” he whispers conspiratorially, leaning forward for extra emphasis. “And they attack the weakest one in the pack.”

“Ha ha,” I say dryly, slightly angered at the fact he still uses jokes to diffuse awkward situations between us. Some things never change. His humour always reminded me of Dad’s lame jokes. Dad. Damn it. “I need to message my parents.”

“Go ahead.” Evan leans back, arms wide over the chair, his piercing eyes punching a hole straight through to my heart. 

I won’t let him affect me. Not again. I lost myself to this man once before; he doesn’t get a second chance. Not after the mess he left me in last time.

I pull my phone out and wake the screen, praising the distraction. The battery icon flashes, reminding me I needed to charge it, and the display goes black.

“Shoot.”

“Problem?”

“My phone’s dead.”

He jerks his head toward the ward desk. “Try at the nurses’ station. They often carry chargers for most phones, just in case.”

“Really?”

“You’d be surprised how many times a phone goes flat after a long night waiting. It’s more common than you’d think.”

I glance at Briar, who stares back at me. My skin pricks with the same kind of fear I get speaking before a large crowd. He’s a kid—how bad could this really be?

“Hey.”

He continues to watch me, his hands moving slowly over the edge of the pages despite the fact he never breaks eye contact. “Hello.”

“We haven’t met,” I offer, sensing practical and straightforward is the best approach. “I’m your aunty Mimi, your mummy’s sister.”

“We have your picture at our house,” he states, eyes still fixed on my face.

My chest tightens. “Really?”

“Yeah.” Briar’s palms lay flat over the colourful pages. “On our fridge.”

Wow. Way to disable me from the start there, little guy. 

“Is Mum going to get better?” He watches me without a hint of worry, or a single sign of any preconceived ideas about why he’s here with two complete strangers.

“Of course she is,” I damn near scoff. Tone it down. No need to freak him out with your awkwardness just yet.

Evan eyes us both, his gaze playing a fair game of tennis as Briar and I chat.

“She just needs to rest up for a bit, okay?”

Briar nods, his jet-black hair swishing and catching the light. 

“I’m going to take care of you until she’s better.”

“At my house?”

Um. Guess I should have thought more about the fine print before starting this conversation.

“Would that be better than staying at your aunt’s?” Evan asks.

Briar nods. “Then I can play with my toys.”

“Yeah, you can,” our friendly officer says with a smile. He leans across to me and whispers. “We have her keys in the items that were recovered.”

“Oh, okay.” Why did I not think of this? Of course the kid will want to go home. He’ll need familiar things, safety, security, assurance that everything’s going to be okay, that his mum isn’t that bad at all. 

He’ll need an aunt who’s the best damn liar there is.

“How do I get them?” I ask. “The keys?”

“They’re in my car.”

“You didn’t bring them up with you?”

“I wasn’t sure he had adequate supervision.”

“You wanted to scope me out first?” I snap.

“I didn’t know you were here, did I?” His eyes narrow. “Besides, it’s my job.”

I flinch. Fair enough.

“Can I get them, then? Please?”

“Sure. I’ll walk you to your car.” Evan stands, helping Briar place the toys back in the boxes.

“I didn’t drive here.” I lean down and grab the books, piling them largest to smallest.

He eyes my obsessive sorting of insignificant objects, and sighs. “Guess I’ll give you both a lift then.”

As handy as that would be, the thought of sitting in such close proximity to this ridiculously chivalrous man has me breaking out in a sweat. “It’s okay. We can take a cab.” I’ve barely managed to hold it together at arm’s length. No telling what I’d do in the confines of a car.

“Know where you’re going?”

Right. I haven’t got a clue if Kath’s still in the same suburb, let alone house. “Fine. You win.”

His lips tug up in a smirk, and as naturally as though Briar were his own child, he extends one hand to my nephew while gathering his coat and belt with the other. Briar threads his tiny fingers through Evan’s giant paw, and walks by his side toward the exit.

I hang back, taking in the sight as I will my racing heart to ease. You can do this. Evan will be on his way within the hour, and I’ll have only Briar to focus on for a day or two at most, surely. He’s a kid. Feed him, clothe him, wash him. Simple. Right?

Aw, hell. Who the fuck am I kidding?


FOUR

 

“What kind of phone is it?”

“Pardon?” I glance up from checking Briar’s lap belt for the hundredth time and meet Evan’s eyes in the rear-view. He’s got us both in the back of his patrol car like common criminals. Guess I kind of feel like one, given how neglectful I am of my own flesh and blood.

I’m taking the nephew I’ve never met back to my sister’s house. The sister I couldn’t bring myself to see, even when she’s laid out in critical condition.

My hand drifts to my chest to check I actually have a heart. Yep, still beating.

“Your phone,” Evan clarifies. “It was dead? If it’s an iPhone, I have a charger in the glove compartment.”

“You do?” Is there anything he doesn’t have an answer for? Oh yeah, that’s right—sixteen-year-old me.

He nods in answer to my question, a small frown visible in the mirror. “Yeah. It got left behind after I picked up a drunk and disorderly a few weeks back. Found it under the seat when I cleared the car that night and just threw it in there.”

“That would be great. I really need to leave my parents a message.” My words fade as I settle my gaze on the boy who’s currently staring right back at me. “But I can do it when we get back to Kath’s place.”

Briar doesn’t need to hear the details. He might not know how bad she is, but kids are damn perceptive—he’ll know enough.

“Pass it over and I’ll charge it anyway.”

We set off minutes later to an address different to the last one I knew, the blue light on the USB adapter mesmerising me as we travel. I should say something to Briar, make small talk, but what the hell do I ask a six-year-old when I don’t even have the foggiest what they watch on TV these days? Does Kath even let him watch TV, or is she one of these new-age parents who’s so tuned in to their kid’s learning that they have nightly sessions with flash cards to teach him a second language?

I’m so out of my depth.

“So,” Evan pipes up, breaking our awkward silence. “What’s your favourite thing for dinner, Briar?”

Damn it. He needs feeding. Why didn’t I think of that?

“Macaroni cheese,” Briar answers, his back straightening as he perks up beside me.

I look over and smile, my fingers worrying the thread on my jeans once more. “Think you could help me out when we get to your place, and show me where things are in your kitchen?”

He turns his smiling face up to mine, and the quirk of his lips quickly fades. “Yeah.”

He’s worried about me. He doesn’t trust me. Damn it. I need Mum here. Mum always knows what to do.

Evan turns into a narrow street, identical duplexes lining either side, and ducks his head to peer out the windshield as we cruise. Kids in the street stop their game of kickball and eye the cop car suspiciously as we come to a stop outside a tidy, well-presented property. 

“Home sweet home, buddy.”

I stay in place, swallowing back my anxieties as Evan exits the car and opens our locked doors in turn. With a spin of his wrist and a lazy smile he, coaxes me out.

“M’lady.”

Funny guy, huh? Briar hops up the path to the door and waits as we lag behind. Evan hands me my newly charged phone, and then inspects the ring of keys in his hand, frowning down at our dozen choices.

“It’s this one.” Briar’s finger creeps over the side of Evan’s large palm and he points out a key with an orange rubber holder.

“Thanks, buddy.”

The thud, thud, thud of the kids’ ball behind us punctuates the silence as I wait on the door to be opened, a thousand questions running through my mind. Never in a million years did I think I’d be here now, standing on my estranged sister’s doorstep, with the nephew I never knew I had, doing my utmost to ignore Evan’s enticing scent as he stands beside me.

I held out hope for the first few months after he left that perhaps he had trouble getting in touch. Maybe he’d forgotten my parents’ number and had to hunt it down? But as the months passed, and the one -year mark loomed, I knew. 

He’d cut me off on purpose. This boy who promised to love me forever found it in himself to sever ties and never look back.

Nine years—how many of those back in the same town—and not once did he think to look me up. 

Yeah, it burns.

Evan pushes the black-painted door wide and enters first, his head swivelling as he checks in each doorway. Habit, I’m guessing. I usher Briar in before me, sucking in a deep breath to centre myself, and close the door behind us.

“Mac ’n’ cheese, coming right up,” I say a little too brightly as I shrug off my coat. 

As much as I try not to be inconspicuous, I can’t fight the urge to check everything out as well, do what I can to read into the woman my sister is now. The duplex is sparsely yet tastefully furnished at first glance. White walls give focus to stunning black-and-white framed prints. A black lacquered table sits centrepiece in the dining room, two plush grey upholstered chairs tucked close to one another on the far side. A basic low cabinet, finished in a rustic white farmhouse style, fills the wall that divides the dining room/entrance from the kitchen behind. 

Which is where I find Evan after Briar races up the stairs, presumably to his room. So much for the help.

My mysterious cop is perusing the fridge, while I’m perusing his muscular inked arms. Definitely didn’t have those tattoos before. What else has changed? What other things that I can’t see?

“Don’t you have someone to go home to?” I wince the minute the words leave my mouth, realising just how harsh they sound spoken aloud. “That came out sounding wrong. I’m sorry.”

He regards me over his shoulder, a block of cheese in his hand. “No offence taken.”

“I can handle it from here. Really.”

“Do you want to, though?” His eyes hold no ounce of venom, just the pure, honest truth of it all.

He knows me better than I give him credit for. He always could read through my bullshit, and he sees it: I’m not ready for this. I’m not one ounce the mothering type. I can’t even stomach the idea of a pet relying on me, let alone a small human being.

I was built to wander through life alone, and in solitude is where I thrive.

“Anyway,” he continues, clearly sensing the tension in the air, “I thought I could help out by getting dinner started while you sorted talking to your parents.” He checks his robust watch. “It’s after six already, and that little guy up there probably needs to be in bed before eight at the latest if you want to avoid having a fight on your hands.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Of course he knows how this all works; he has a son. Hell. He has a son. “Will your family be wondering where you are, though?”

He shakes his head, retrieving milk and butter to go with the cheese. “It’s not my weekend to have Deacon.”

Shared custody, as in separated. Interesting. That shouldn’t make me happy, but it does. Not that it should matter—no second chances, right?

Evan continues gathering ingredients from the pantry, and then starts opening cupboard after cupboard until he finds a pot and a pan to use on the gas cooker. I lay my coat on the island bench and retrieve my phone from the pocket.

“You’re probably wondering what sort of cold-hearted monster I am now, right?” I thumb through the contacts list, purposefully avoiding his gaze. “You know, since I haven’t cried over Kath or anything.”

His legs turn in my periphery, his stance indicating he’s standing with his hip against the counter. 

“I might have left you behind, Amelia,” he says, “but you were never far from my mind. I heard through the grapevine what happened.”

I look up to find him with his arms folded, sincerity etched in his features. Yet all I want to do is run at him, fists pounding his ridiculously deep chest. He knew? And still he kept radio silence? If he truly cared about me, if the things he would have been told stirred anything in him, I wasn’t that hard to find. I stayed. Even after the shit hit the fan, I stayed.

“I’m not judging you, Amelia,” he says softly. “Everyone deals with trauma differently.”

I blink in surprise at his blind ignorance to how much those words just hurt me. Did he ever love me like he said? Or was it all a ruse? Am I really that bad at judging a person’s character? History would suggest yes, yes I am. 

I sigh as I look back to my phone. “I never understood why you left.”

“Would it make any difference if I told you?” He fidgets, clearly uncomfortable with the subject. Good. “What’s done is done.”

“Yeah. Question is, would you change it if you could?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?” he scoffs.

I glance up, frowning. “You never called, never wrote. You just … vanished. Your whole family, gone overnight. If it wasn’t for the vague comments people around town made about how your father should have ‘left her sooner,’ I would have wondered if you’d all been murdered or something.” I shake my head. “Where did you go?”

“The town was right: Mum and Dad separated. You knew they had issues. You saw the fights they’d have.”

“But how does that explain what happened to you?” I ask, throwing my hands in the air.

He swallows hard, staring across the room to avoid looking at me. “I got home after the last night I saw you and found Dad trying to patch himself up in the bathroom.” He glances to the floor and shrugs. “Mum was drunk again, and she’d smashed up a whole heap of plates; they’d started to argue while she was doing the dishes. Dad said something she didn’t like and she picked up a piece of ceramic and lashed out at him—cut a huge gash in his arm.”

Jesus. I’d seen his parents go hammer and tongs, lashing insults in turn as though they were whips to be cracked in competition with one another, but physical violence? “I’m sorry you had to witness that.”

He shrugs. “I never told you how bad it was because Dad was embarrassed. Mum used to beat him when she’d been drinking, a lot. He’d had enough. He had called his cousin up North a few days before and was planning on moving out, just not that quickly.”

“And when he did, you went too?” It kind of makes sense now, at least, why he left.

Evan nods, shame in his eyes.

“But why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Dad gave me an ultimatum: go with him right there and then, or stay with her.”

“And you chose him.”

“Yeah.”

I sigh, palming my phone. “You could have called after, though. Written a damn letter.”

“It’s not all there was to it, Amelia.” He sighs, glancing at the wall behind me as though seeing the staircase on the other side. “Tonight isn’t the time for us to hash this out anyway, is it?” He jerks his chin to gesture to Briar upstairs.

Of course. But when is the right time? His admission that he knows what happened after he left and yet chose not get in touch, even after what should have been shocking news, makes me think he’d rather avoid the subject of “us” altogether. 

“If we hadn’t crossed paths tonight,” I ask, “would you have looked me up? Tried to reconnect?”

Silence hangs heavy between us as his Adam’s apple bobs. “I don’t know. I guess … I guess I assumed you’d be happy, settled. That it didn’t matter anymore.”

Lips set in a firm line, I nod, preparing to leave the room while I wrap my head around it. All these years and I refused to believe it was as simple as the sheer fact he didn’t love me like I loved him. But the more he reveals, the more I find out, the more that seems the only viable answer. He says it was more complex, but really what else is there to it? He chose to leave, I understand why, but he also chose to stay away from me—then and now.

Was I that difficult to love?

“I better make this call,” I mutter, half-heartedly lifting my phone.

Evan pushes off the counter and closes the space between us in two urgent strides, taking me by surprise. I tip my head back to see his face as he speaks, the familiar angles causing my chest to tighten. 

“It sucked.” He looks me dead in the eye before averting his gaze with a frown. “What they did to you, Mimi. It wasn’t fair.”

“Nobody’s ever said that to me,” I murmur. 

I was the talk of the town for a solid six months, and yet not until seven years later in my sister’s kitchen do I hear for the first time that somebody actually felt bad for me. That somebody cared.

Ironically, the only person I ever wanted to care.

“Well….” Evan sighs, swallowing hard. His exhale tickles my face, his mouth so close to mine. “I thought you needed to know.” He steps back, hands awkwardly placed on his thighs as though he’s struggling not to do something else with them. 

“Thank you.” I hold his gaze, fighting the familiar urge to walk into his embrace, to seek comfort and solace from him.

He’s not mine anymore. Hasn’t been for a long time. Those privileges were revoked the day I realised he wasn’t coming home.

“I’ll get dinner started and you go check up on Briar. Make sure he’s okay first, and then ring your parents.” He turns away, dismissing me with his authoritarian tone and effectively ending our conversation.

Phone clutched in my fist, I take a measured step sideways, and hesitate. “Thank you for all of this … helping. It’s really appreciated.”

“I wouldn’t do it for just anyone, Amelia.”

One look at his face confirms he feels as equally out of place as I do, so I turn and hotfoot it towards the stairs before the situation becomes any more uncomfortable. 

The wall leading to the first floor is covered with pictures: Kath and Briar, what I assume to be Briar as a baby, Kath and my parents, and random nature shots thrown in the mix. My gaze roves each one as I slowly climb up to the next level, and two things hit me. One, I forgot to check what picture Kath had of me on the fridge when I was downstairs. Two, nowhere in any of these pictures have I found a single one containing Briar’s father. Interesting. 

I reach the landing, and on the second turn find Briar’s door. He sits amidst a plethora of Marvel action toys, setting up some scenario between Hulk and Captain America. Certain he’ll be content for the time being, I head back to the first door I checked and enter Kath’s room.

I had all intentions of sitting on the end of her bed and calling Mum, but now that I’m inside Kath’s space, looking at the things that make up who she is, a deep sense of trespass overwhelms me.

I don’t belong here. She wouldn’t have invited me when she was conscious, so who the hell am I to act like I’m at home, here, in her room?

Shaking the slimy feeling off, I bring my phone out and tap through to Mum’s number. It rings out. I disconnect, assuming they’re still in the air, and open the message window instead.

Kath is stable for now. I have Briar at her house.

Short and to the point. Satisfied with my half-arsed effort, I pocket the phone and head back to Briar’s room. He’s laid out on his stomach, still playing with the same toys.

“Who’s making dinner?” he asks as I settle on the floor with him.

“The police officer is.”

His focus returns to the toys. What I’d give to be six again and not find things like a cop in your kitchen, and an aunt you’ve never met caring for you, strange or unsettling.

“Which one’s your favourite?” I’ve seen a few of the franchise movies; I’m reasonably confident I can wing it.

“Captain America.”

“Cool.”

He looks up at me, cocking his head to the side. “What about you?”

“I think Iron Man is pretty awesome.” Mostly because I have a thing for Robert Downey Jr., but hey, it’s still a legitimate answer.

He nods. “Are you married?”

I shake my head, smiling at the genuinely curious furrow to his brow.

“Mum said you don’t have any children.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You get scared at night on your own?”

Odd question. “Sometimes. If there’s a really loud noise, or I have a bad dream.” I tuck my legs in tighter to myself, gripping my ankles with both hands.

“I have bad dreams,” Briar states, almost as though he’s proud to have made it through the ordeal. “But Mum comes and cuddles me until I go back to sleep.”

“That sounds nice.” It also leaves a stabby feeling in my chest I can’t quite place as empathy or jealousy.

I’ve never thought about having kids; it’s never been an option afforded to me. But I guess a family of my own is something that deep down I hope to have one day. I just can’t say when or how it would ever happen. And realising that makes me a little sad. Damn it, kid. One conversation and I’m contemplating life’s course.

This boy’s going to ruin me—I know it.

“So, Briar. Tell me what you do when it’s bedtime.” Knowing Kath’s shared love for structure and order, they’ve probably got a routine set down to the smallest detail.

“Um….” He looks around his room as though searching for a clue. “I brush my teeth. And then I have a bath, put on my pyjamas, and then Mum reads a book to me.”

“Sounds like a good plan, buddy.” How the hell do I bath him at this age? Does he wash himself? Do I need to supervise him, or can he be left to play with the bath toys? Is he going to rat me out if I clean his back for him and get me locked up as a perv? How far is too far?

So out of my depth.

“You’ll have to help me out, okay?” I ask … or damn near beg. “Make sure I don’t forget anything.”

“Okay.” The wee trooper takes on his task with a firm nod, probably proud to have the responsibility of being a “big boy” for a night.

And then he slays me with his next breath.

“Is Mum coming home?” 

The tears well in his eyes, and damn it all if I don’t feel them mirrored in mine. The relationship with Kath might be non-existent; too much history to simply patch over the potholes in the road, but this kid? Damn it, he’s innocent in all of this. 

“She might need to stay a few nights to get better, but she’ll be home,” I reassure him as much as myself.

He smiles weakly, nodding again as he focuses on the toy shield in his hand, moving it between the set positions on Captain America’s hand and back. “I miss Mummy.”

“I know you do,” I offer softly.

His little shoulders heave as his chest shudders, and I reach out, hesitating a few inches short of actually touching him. I want nothing more than to make him feel better, to say the magic words that’ll apply a salve to his pain, but I also know that a heart as cold and detached as mine only creates more friction when offered to others.

I don’t know how to connect properly, to soothe and reassure. 

Fighting my basic instinct to recoil and protect myself from awkward situations, I connect—my hand rests on his shoulder as the first tears trickle over his rounded cheeks. He looks up at me, those dark eyes that are so much him, so full of hope and desperation, that for the first time in almost ten years I do the one thing that scares me most: I open myself up to another—if only a child—and do what I can to be enough.

“Come here.”

He crawls over and situates himself on my lap, his legs folding under him to rest in the crook of my knees. I wrap an arm around his small body and hold him close, not saying a word, but merely being the one thing I wished I’d had when my world fell apart: a warm body to connect with, a human soul that made me feel as though I wasn’t alone in this personal hell. 

Companionship.

Everybody needs an ally, most of all those who are unable to fight for a different outcome from what fate has in store.

Briar curls tighter, his hands fisted and buried against my stomach as he quietly sobs. I arch over him, resting my chin gently atop his head, and before I even realise what I’m doing, my hand tracks paths up and down his arm, soothing, comforting in the same way I remember my mother would when Kath and I were little.

By the time Evan appears at the door to let us know dinner is ready, I’m crying, Briar cries, and the two of us are so tightly entwined I don’t even know if I want to let go just yet.

I lift my head, wiping away the stray tears with the side of my hand, and look at this man who’s seen a friend out of her depth and helped without having to be asked. Why couldn’t I have this version of him seven years ago when I needed him the most? 

Regardless, what did I do to deserve such selfless compassion now? How could a heart as cold as mine be gifted this after how I’ve behaved?

“Food’s on the table,” Evan says quietly, stepping into the room. “You two want to help each other get cleaned up and come downstairs?”

“Sure.” I make a move to disengage from Briar, yet he refuses to let go. “Come on, buddy. We need to wash our hands and faces before we eat.”

He lets loose one more shuddering breath, and then unfurls his short legs from inside mine. His red, puffy eyes almost undo me all over again, but not so much for the remorse that Kath is in hospital and he’s this upset about it, but for the fact I don’t have it in me to feel the same way.

I didn’t cry because my sister almost died. I didn’t cry because his mother isn’t here to console him when he’s upset. I cried because seeing Briar so cut up only reopened wounds I’ve tried so damn hard to cover up. His distress dragged memories I’ve done everything I can to bury, back into the light. 

And I can’t stomach what I see.

A girl who was let down by not only her family, but also by the boy she loved without compare. A woman forged in fire. A heart so broken it doesn’t know if there’s any trust left to give, even to those who deserve it.

Briar scoots down the hall to the bathroom, and I step out to check on him, somewhat relieved when I see him standing atop his step stool, diligently washing his hands.

“You okay?” Evan rests his hand on the back of my shoulder, the contact setting my flesh on fire as I read the concern in his eyes.

“I will be.” I always am. I break, I mend, and then I ride out the storm until I break all over again.

The circle of life.

“Seeing him so upset … I feel useless.” 

“I’m sure he doesn’t see it that way.”

We both watch in silence as Briar dries his hands off and returns to where we’re congregated at the top of the stairs.

“Ready to eat, champ?” Evan sticks his arm out toward him.

Briar nods, and takes the offered hand. The two of them start toward the stairs, and I lag behind, using the moment to steel myself. I’ve already snapped, and I haven’t even reached the hardest part yet: when Mum and Dad arrive.

Eyes glazed, hand to my throat, it takes me a moment to realise that the other two have stopped in their descent. I bring my focus back to the house and look down to find a small smile on Evan’s lips as Briar, twisted back to face me with his hand still in Evan’s, reaches out with his other for me.

“Are you coming, Aunty?”

“Of course.”

I may have lost the family I wanted, but in this time of crisis, I might have found a connection to the one I need.


FIVE

 

The unhindered sound of a child’s laugh can be both sweet and heartbreaking. I wake, feeling one, knowing the other.

“Aunty Mimi!” Briar leaps onto my legs where I lie on the sofa.

“Morning.” Coffee. I need caffeine to get this motor running. “Where’s Evan?”

Bedtime with Briar turned out to be a smooth, effortless transition, but after voicing my concerns at screwing it up over the dinner dishes, Evan had offered to stick around and help. He tidied while I supervised Briar’s bath, put everything away, and he even made sure we had enough food for today while I read Peter Rabbit. The last thing I remember is him making us both a coffee.

Apparently, I fell asleep. I seem to be good at that.

“He’s not here. Did he go home?” Briar settles himself in the crook of my legs, pulling the blanket that’s been thrown over me over himself also.

“I guess he did.” My head pounds, and my back kills. “Should we get some breakfast then, huh?”

“Yeah.” In a flurry of blue and green pyjamas, Briar tears off the sofa and his footsteps pound the wooden floor through to the kitchen. 

I stumble in behind him, ambling over to the coffee pot only to find it’s cold. Not automatic, then. Rectifying the issue, I set it brewing and put two slices of bread into the toaster for Briar. He pulls out a jar of Nutella, and wrenches the door of the fridge open to get the juice.

“Don’t pull the toast out on your own, okay?” I warn as I head for the bathroom. “Wait until I get back.” Last thing I need is a burn to contend with also.

He nods, using the edge of the island as some sort of gymnasium equipment, jumping and doing his best to scale it in bare feet.

I whip upstairs to the bathroom, and then collect my phone from my things in the living room. There’s a voicemail from Mum and a missed message from my bestie as well as one from a number I don’t know. With my thumb poised to open the message, my heart lodges in my throat as a wail erupts from Briar in the next room.

I careen to the door to find him folded on the floor in tears and juice absolutely everywhere. He’s okay. You’re okay. You’ve got this. Still doesn’t calm my erratic heart.

“Hey,” I soothe, futilely throwing a dishcloth over the mess. “It’s okay. It was just an accident.”

“I wanted to help,” he sobs. “But it was too full.”

“I know.” I’m pretty sure the kitchen counter and floor realise that now too. I swipe the cloth sideways, cutting off a stream that’s making steady progress towards the space under the refrigerator. “Do you know where your mum keeps the towels?”

His tears still fresh on his cheeks, Briar nods. “Yes.”

“Could you be a champ and get me a couple?”

He tracks sticky footprints out of the room and heads to the cupboard under the stairs. I’ll worry about the carpet later. Right now, I’m wondering how in the hell I can do this if on the very first day, right from the get-go, I screw it up.

I only left for a few minutes.

“Here, Aunty.” He thrusts three cream towels at me that don’t stand a chance at staying so crisp and fresh after this.

“Thanks, buddy.” I set them down in a kind of carpet, figuring I can mop later once we’ve eaten.

The incident is soon forgotten once Briar gets the toast in his grasp. Nutella smears his cheeks in a Joker smile, dotted on his temple, and God only knows how, in his hair. He’s a right mess by the time we’ve finished, and I couldn’t care less. 

He’s fed. I’m fed. The coffee is hot. And we’re blessed with a new day.

If I learned anything early on in life, it was to appreciate what you have rather than lament your losses. Makes for an easier day, and less stress worrying over things you can’t change even if you wanted to.

I send Briar upstairs with the “urgent mission” to clean his face and hands, and then take my coffee over to the counter where I left my phone to read the mystery message.

Didn’t want to disturb you. Call if you need anything. In fact, just call to let me know how things turn out.

Well, that explains the odd number then. Evan. I sip at the liquid gold while I tap out my reply.

Thanks again for all your help. P.S. How do you have my number?

His response is immediate, which intrigues me in itself.

It was on the incident report. Ssh, don’t tell anyone ;) I meant what I said though, keep me posted.

Despite the fact he’s God only knows where and can’t see what I’m doing, I nod. At least now I have his number, and with it, possibly a chance at getting more answers on what happened to him over the last nine years. He said he’s kept in the loop about me, but I haven’t heard a single thing about him. A part of me wonders if that was deliberate. Did he want me to remain oblivious to the fact he was back in town? 

Stopping myself before I fall into another spiral of worry and lament, I switch over to the voicemail. Mum.

“Just calling to let you know Dad and I arrived at the hospital.” Sigh. “We’re with Kathy now, staying close overnight. We’ll come over in the morning so we don’t disturb Briar while he’s asleep.”

I’m the worst sister and daughter in the world. I should have been there too. I should care how Kath is today. But all I feel is … nothing. There’s a void where the hurt, the concern, and the injustice should be. A big fat hole.

I guess that’s what happens when the hatchet is yet to be buried.

Briar wanders back into the kitchen, coming to stand beside me at the counter. His arms wrap around my waist, and he presses his face to my side. 

“When’s Mum coming home?”

“Soon, buddy. Soon.” I reach down and ruffle his hair. “Grandma and Grandpa are coming to visit.”

“Why?”

“I guess because they’d like to see you,” I say.

He nods, letting me go. “Okay.”

Then as quickly as he arrived, he leaves. Kids are strange. No concept yet of proper social etiquette. They just operate on what needs to be done, and make it so. No concern over what’s expected, or what’s usual for the situation. Just the simple plan to get from A to B. 

A life so modest.

I scroll through my emails, answering those that only take a few simple lines, and flagging the ones that’ll need follow-up. Common sense would dictate that I should send a message to my office to let the boss know I need time off work, but it’s Saturday, and regardless, I don’t think I’m up to that yet.

Nobody at work knows I have a sister. The only people listed on my employment records are Mum and Dad.

Life, huh? Always has a way of shaking things up when you think you’ve finally got it all together.

I finish the coffee and head back upstairs for a shower, dialling my best friend, Jess, on the way. Briar is playing in his room as I pass, colouring in a book with his things spread out over the top of his bed.

“Would you like me to find a movie for you?” I ask him, the phone to my ear as it starts to ring.

He shakes his head. “No, thank you.”

“Well, I need to shower, so I’ll be back out real soon.”

“Okay.”

I leave him to it as Jess picks up, satisfied he can’t get into too much trouble with a fistful of crayons.

“Hey, boo!”

“Hey, honey. I’m sorry I didn’t make Friday night drinks.” It’s our thing, our regular wind down. She works two blocks over from my office at a law firm, and every Friday we rendezvous at a bar in between.

“I was worried, Mimi.” It shows in her voice. “You’re not the type to stand me up without a phone call.”

She’s right. We’ve been friends since she dropped her bag in a flooded gutter on her morning commute three years ago, and I bought her a double-shot flat white to commiserate. She warms me with her sense of humour, and my more modest approach to life anchors her when her grand ideas get a little too wild. We’re the perfect balance for each other.

I drop to the foot of Kath’s bed, staring at my feet as they make patterns in the plush carpet. “My battery died, honestly. Something came up.” I pause to catch my breath, figure out how to word last night’s events.

She knows I have a sister, one I don’t talk to, but that’s it. The subject is one she never pushes on, and in all honesty, it doesn’t come up in conversation freely either.

“You’re worrying me, babe,” she says quietly. “What’s going on?”

“My sister,” I start, swallowing my shame. “She was in an accident yesterday.”

“Oh, babe.” 

“It’s not good, Jess.”

“Are you at yours?” she asks. “I’ll pop over.” Rustling comes down the line, indicating she’s moving. Keys jingle, and I hear the thud of a door.

“No, I’m not home.” I stare at the simple frame—white—around Kath’s mirror. “I’m at Kath, my sister’s house.”

Silence. “Oh, are you helping her?” I can sense the confusion.

“No. I’ve got a nephew, hon.” I let out a short, awkward laugh. “She has a freakin’ kid.” I check the doorway as I speak, half expecting Briar to bust me discussing him with a stranger. “I’m watching him while she’s in ICU.”

“Really?” Her breathless answer echoes how I felt last night. “Wow. Amelia, I….”

“Mum and Dad are on their way to help out. They’re at the hospital now.”

“Was it a car accident?”

“Yeah.” I run my palm over the end of Kath’s comforter, letting the soft fabric calm me some. “She hit her head pretty badly; they put her under as a precaution.”

“Shit.” The door sounds again, and the quick chirp of her car alarm follows. “What’s the address, babe. I’ll give you a lift home to get freshened up, pick up some things when your parents arrive if you like?”

“Honestly, you stay where you are. I’ll be okay.” Plus, it would be kind of awkward introducing Briar to another new face. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

“Of course it is.” She sighs. “I’m real sorry, Mimi. I know you said you guys aren’t close … but, damn.”

“I know.” I twitch a smile even though she can’t see it. “I don’t really know what to do, babe.”

“Just do what feels right at the time. It’ll work itself out.”

I hope. “Thanks, chick.”

We disconnect with promises to keep in touch, and I set the phone down, ready more than ever for that shower. Briar’s voice drifts down the hallway as he chatters to himself in play, and I hesitate halfway across the room for a few moments, just listening to him and wishing I could find a way to escape reality as easily as a child.

Bitter sadness fills me, and yet it’s still not for Kath’s current state, it’s still shame at how heartless I am. She could have died, and the best I could do was light concern. We’ve been distant over the years; the only news we get of each other mediated through our parents. But even so, shouldn’t I feel something for her? Shouldn’t there be some unbreakable bond between siblings that’s resurrected when I receive such distressing news?

I shake my head clear and walk into the en-suite, leaving the door open a fraction—just in case. The warm water soothes my aches, but does little to wash away the creeping filth that seeps into every crevice of my soul. Secrets, dirty and cold, worm their way to the surface, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do to stop the migration.

Everything is bound to come to a head if and when Kath gets home. The best I can do is prepare for every scenario, no matter how confrontational. 

I towel off and head through to her room. My clothes from yesterday aren’t all that dirty, but wearing them a second full day seems filthy. I guess the jeans I can do, but the top? Eww. Kath’s closet is as expected: simple and sorted by colour. I select a faintly patterned grey cami, pair it with my jeans—commando—and then head out to check on Briar.

He’s moved on to making block bridges for his toy cars.

“All done now,” I announce cheerily, figuring he’d probably like some interaction with another person. “You want to find something we can do together?”

He nods, turning his head to look over at where I stand in his doorway with a smile on his face that quickly morphs into a frown. “Why do you have Mummy’s clothes on?”

I glance down at the top, suddenly lost for words. “I, uh, needed something clean to wear.”

“But that’s Mummy’s,” he shouts. 

“It’s just until I can get home to pick up some clothes of my own, Briar.” Why I’m justifying myself to a six-year-old I’ll never know, but hey, whatever. 

“No!” He stands and runs at me, barely giving me time to brace myself for his onslaught. “You’re not my mummy! Take it off!” His fists pummel my stomach. “I want my real mummy!”

Holy shit. I was totally not prepared for this. “Hey, it’s okay.” I try to catch his hands, to no avail.

“No, it’s not!”

“Briar, take a deep breath, dude.” Shit—I’m taking a few of my own. I can handle this. I think.

“Go away. I want Mummy here, not you. Go away!”

I guess when they break, they do it spectacularly. I give up trying to ease his fight the gentle way and wrap him in my arms, pinning his to his sides. He screams and kicks, but like hell I’m going to stand by and let him beat me to a pulp without doing whatever I can to control it.

“Settle down, Briar. Mum will be home soon, but I need to watch you until then.”

“No,” he sobs. “I want her home now.”

“So do I,” I say truthfully, albeit for different reasoning, “but she can’t come home until she’s all better.”

“Why not?” He eases, still stiff in my hold, but at least he’s given up the fight. “What’s wrong with her?”

Damn it. Evan and I danced around the subject so well last night, doing what we could not to alarm him. Still, truth is the best option, right?

“Mum had an accident in her car,” I say quiet and calm. “She’s okay, but she has a few ouchies that need to heal before she can come home and be the best for you again.”

“She have plasters on them?”

If only that’s all it took. “Sort of, yeah.”

The echo of somebody knocking on the door downstairs causes both of us to jolt. 

“Want to go check that with me?”

He hesitates, the look in his eyes telling me he knows there’s more to what I said, yet not what exactly. “Okay.”

I take Briar’s hand—pretty sure I dodged a bullet—and lead him down to the foyer. Mum’s fussing image greets me through the peephole. I jerk my head to the door, looking at Briar.

“You want to open it? It’s Grandma.”

He smiles a little, and struggles with the handle—after I do the chain for him—yet manages to open up.

Mum rushes through the door, scooping him into her arms and eliciting a squeal from the kid. “Baby boy. I’ve missed you.”

“Hi, Grandma.”

Dad quietly closes the door behind them, and pulls me into his side with an arm wrapped around my shoulders. “And how are you, Mimi?”

“Managing.”

He gives me that knowing smile, the one that says he’s well aware I’m probably on the brink of waving my white flag.

“How has he been?” Mum asks of Briar as though he’s not still in her arms and completely able to understand what we’re talking about.

“How about I get him settled with the TV, and then we can talk in the kitchen?”

“Sure.” Mum sets him down, her hand lingering on his cheek. 

I can’t help but share her smile, memories of her looking at me the same way when I was little as fresh in my mind as though it were yesterday.

Briar selects his favourite DVD, and after a crash course in which remote controls what, I get some show playing on the screen, cartoon animals in a rock band. Mum has the coffee brewing by the time I join my parents in the kitchen.

“He didn’t take too kindly to me wearing Kath’s top,” I admit. “But other than that, he’s been okay.”

“Really?” Mum pours the coffee, not even bothering to look up.

“He’ll still be trying to process what this all means,” Dad explains in his deep baritone. “It registers in his mind as something serious, but he can’t make heads or tails of how he should feel about that.”

“I think he’ll need to see her if she’s going to be in there much longer,” I say, passing Mum the sugar. “It might help him understand why she needs to be away from home to heal.”

“It might also scar him,” Mum says curtly, passing out our coffees. “She’s not doing well, Amelia. Seeing her like that could be quite traumatic.”

The distinct feeling she has more to say grips me. “Has something happened?”

“Her heart rate dropped in the night, and she stopped breathing on her own. They found another bleed and had to intubate her.” 

“Shit.” I stand at the end of the island opposite my parents, staring at the patterns in the marble counter.

Mum exchanges a look with Dad, the stress showing in the dark circles under her eyes. “We’re worried, honey.”

“Mmm,” Dad agrees. He runs a wide palm over his ashen hair. “They didn’t say much, Mimi, but the absence of good news is bad news in itself. The outcome doesn’t look good.”

I glance between Mum and Dad, taking in the worry lines, the drawn eyes, and the paleness to their complexions. These people don’t look like a couple of retirees fresh from the sunny Gold Coast; they look like the broken and destitute.

“How bad?” I grip the handle of my mug so damn hard my knuckles turn white.

There’s so much unsaid, so much still misunderstood. She can’t leave us without one last chance to clear the air.

“Bad enough that I think you should go visit today,” Mum says quietly, her gaze darting to the doorway that leads to Briar. “We’ll watch him.”

Why the hell doesn’t Kath have any stools in here? I take my coffee through to the dining room and drop into one of the two seats, placing my mug and elbows on the table. 

You always think that the day will come when you’ll be strong enough to finally face your fears. Time seems to be the ultimate healer, and burying the hurt is the only logical way to live with the irreparable scars left behind from the experiences and situations that have formed who we are. 

Family is a birthright. At some point in your life you had both a mother and a father, possibly a sibling or two as well. And you accepted they were the one connection in your life you couldn’t change. 

They’re always going to be family, no matter where you go or who you become. Your mother is still your mother, your father is still your father, and your siblings will live as long as you.

Until they don’t.

Tragedy doesn’t discriminate by age. It doesn’t care if you’ve left things unsaid, issues unresolved. It doesn’t give a shit that you’ve been too much of a coward to face the hard facts in order to move past the hurt and heal.

Time becomes irrelevant. A luxury. Something you’ve squandered. And then all of a sudden you’re left sitting in your sister’s dining room, drinking her coffee, realising you’ve left it too late to talk reason into the fallout of something that should never have happened … but did.

“When will we know for sure?” I ask as Mum quietly joins me, slipping onto the seat to my left.

“They want to test her again this morning.”

“Test what?”

When did my mother get so old? I look into her dim gaze, and feel a stab in my chest counting the wrinkles around her eyes. 

“Brain activity, Mimi. She didn’t respond last night to any of it: pain, stimulation. Nothing.” Her eyes glass over, and she raises the side of her hand to just beneath her nose, attempting to swallow the tears away.

I reach out and take her hand in mine. The happy sounds of Briar’s program filter into the room, providing a morbid juxtaposition as I simply sit there, looking at Mum and wondering how it could have gone so wrong.

“If we don’t take him to see her,” I say quietly, “he may grow up to resent never being given that final goodbye.” I pause, not wanting to admit the truth. “If it comes to that.”

“I know,” she chokes.

I swallow back my own tears, watching my mother fall apart. “He’ll need to know the truth.”

She nods, and Dad walks in to stand behind her. He places a comforting hand on her shoulder, and it’s the permission she needs to let go. She buries her sobs behind her hands, probably more for Briar’s sake than anyone else’s, and lets the grief flow in.

I meet Dad’s gaze over her head, and sigh.

“How did we get here, sweetheart?” he asks with a sad, tight-lipped smile. 

I shrug and focus on my hands before me, fidgeting with my cuticles as the guilt of not being as upset as my parents fills me with white-hot shame. I feel regret, and humiliation at pushing our family problems to the side until now, but as for grief? Maybe it’ll come in time. Who’d know?

“I’ll stay here with Briar while you go back to the hospital and see what the latest news is,” I say as Mum’s sobs even out. “We can take him in once we know for sure what the prognosis is. I’ll see her then.”

Dad nods as I rise, Mum starting into a second round of tears. All my life my parents have been there through thick and thin. When the shit hit the fan between Kath and me seven years ago, they never picked sides, never wavered.

They were our rock. 

Now it’s my turn to repay the favour.


SIX

 

“You haven’t said much since we got to the house yesterday.” Mum pulls me aside as Dad and Briar walk ahead through the hospital’s automatic doors. “Is there something on your mind?”

“What do you expect me to say with him in earshot?” I gesture to my nephew as he looks up at the stippled ceiling in the foyer.

“I guess there’s a few unresolved things to talk about at a better time, right?”

“Yeah, there is,” I mutter under my breath as we catch up. “Like why you never told me about him to begin with.”

“It’s complicated.” Mum frowns, wringing her hands before her.

“No, Mum,” I say. “ I don’t think it is.” I may have distanced myself from my sister, but I’m not that cold-hearted. “Let’s focus on why we’re here though.”

We’re here for Kath. For Briar. For the final moments as a complete family.

Mum and Dad returned to the ward yesterday morning after our discussion and ended up staying until night. Complications meant they were too nervous to leave in case things rapidly declined. Their faces said it all when they finally came back to Kath’s to catch some sleep in a proper bed in the early hours of this morning.

She’s deteriorated. The likelihood of her coming off the machines is slim, and they still haven’t got responses from any of the brain activity tests.

How she can go from being able to speak a few words when I saw her Friday night, to a near vegetable on Sunday … I can’t understand it. But I guess the bleeds on her brain were really that bad, and perhaps if I hadn’t been such a stubborn bitch and had gone to see her myself, I might have realised that.

But what’s done is done, and I won’t feel bad for putting Briar’s needs first. I just won’t.

I can’t.

I follow my parents into the elevator, aware they know where to find Kath and I don’t. Briar watches the numbers change on the display as we ascend to the second floor, fascinated by the movement of the car as it comes to a stop.

The sterile odour hits me first as we exit into the waiting room. It’s the smell of cleanliness, and death. Of finalities and nightmares come true.

“I’ll go ask if she’s had her tests again.”

Something in the way Mum talks about Kath, as though she’s coherent and likely to walk away from this, irks me. Not that I expect her to treat Kath like an object, but the tone still grates at me as I watch her cross the patterned carpet to the nurses’ station.

“Should we sit?” I ask Dad.

He looks around the space as though he’s lost, like he’s woken from a dream and he’s still trying to work out if where he is, is real or not.

“She might not be long.” He shifts his gaze to Mum.

I squat down to Briar’s level. “You okay?”

“Why are we here?” He reaches out and takes my hand, clutching it tight as he shuffles in closer.

“This is where your mum is, buddy. Remember?”

“I don’t like it.” Tears prick his eyes, and I pull him closer as Mum returns.

“They’ll take us through to talk with the doctor.” She indicates we should follow the nurse who’s opened the alarmed doors for us.

Pale blue walls give way to cream, as though colour doesn’t matter anymore when your prognosis isn’t all that flash. I keep Briar’s hand in mine as the nurse brings us all to a stop outside a tastefully decorated office. The plush sofa on one wall and decorative vases with fake flowers give it a definite feminine softness. A comfort, I guess, when your days are spent in sterile confinement.

“I’ll wait outside with Briar,” I say as Mum and Dad enter.

“The doctor will want to speak to the whole family,” the nurse reassures softly before leaving with a gentle smile.

I take a seat on a plain stackable chair beside the two-seater sofa that Mum and Dad fill. Briar keeps close, tucking himself between my legs, seeking comfort. Setting my own inhibitions aside, I place both hands on his waist and pick him up, settling the kid on my lap.

I don’t miss Mum’s curious gaze.

Our focus is drawn to the door as who I assume to be the doctor enters. “Harris family?” She clutches a folder to her chest, dressed impeccably in a knee-length skirt and silky blouse.

Her warm brown eyes assess Briar, the curls in her dark blonde hair bouncing as she turns abruptly to my parents.

“Dr Carlson.”

Dad shakes her hand. Mum clutches her purse in her lap tighter.

“I’ll do my best to explain,” the good doctor says as she takes a seat at the laminate desk, “but if you need me to elaborate, please interrupt.”

The following ten or so minutes is spent with the doctor doing everything she can to break the medical terminology down so everybody can understand what she’s saying, whilst also avoiding too many details, presumably so as not to upset Briar.

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know there’s no coming back from this for Kath. Soft tissue isn’t so forgiving on blunt force trauma. 

With each complication the doctor ticks off on her list of things to explain, I find myself naturally pulling Briar tighter. He watches the woman with unhindered interest, his eyes wide, and that shock of dark hair unmoving on his still head. The kid never flinches, absorbing, processing, blocking.

We’re given the options: keep her on life support and hope for a miracle, or take the situation for what it is. Being the realists they are, my parents ask for the stats. What are the odds of her regaining consciousness? What are the chances that she’ll be able to communicate if she does? What does her future hold?

Does she even have one?

The outlook is bleak, dismal, and ultimately non-existent. 

I hold my breath as the reality that the child I hold in my arms is about to become motherless, possibly an orphan, strikes. He’s oblivious to it all, fidgeting with my bracelet while the adults talk, while the process is explained, and the protocols around deciding to switch off life support are detailed.

It’s not until Mum starts sobbing again and the doctor asks if we’re ready to say our goodbyes that he breaks from his trance.

“Goodbye?” he asks, twisting to look up at me.

“Yeah.” I glance over at Dad as he consoles Mum, and address the doctor. “Is it okay if I take him for a walk first to explain this?”

“Sure. Take all the time you need.” Her sympathetic gaze falls on my nephew, the look on her face saying it all: this is so damn unfair; every kid needs his or her mum.

“We’re going to see if we can find you a drink, okay?” I guide Briar to stand, and rise from my seat. “Let’s go explore.”

He takes my hand with unwavering trust, and lets me lead him from the room that’ll forever be permanently etched in my memories, every last detail.

“Aunty Mimi?”

“Yeah?” I look down at him as we start back the way we came in.

“I need to go toilet.”

“Of course, buddy. Hold on.” I look around and locate the symbol pointing to facilities in the opposite direction from where we were headed.

Satisfied he can do it alone, I remind him not to lock the door and stand outside, guarding the room for him. 

Reality hits, hidden in the drifted tones of bleach and citrus.

This is it. After today, I’ll be an only child. As of now, there’s no fixing what was left unsaid. As of today, Briar faces a life without either parent in it. 

At least, I think his dad isn’t involved.

My heart races, and I pull out my phone to ring the only person aware of the situation who seems impartial enough to offer me advice on what to do next. Officer Evan North.

“Hey. I was hoping to hear from you soon,” he answers with genuine concern. No greeting, just straight to the chase.

“Do you have a minute?” I whisper. 

“Sure. Where are you?”

“At the hospital,” I say. “Briar’s in the bathroom, and I’m waiting outside.”

“Oh. You decided to take him to see her?” He sounds sceptical.

I sigh, hanging my head as I hear a flush from inside. “They’re switching off her life support,” I whisper. “She’s brain dead. No signs of life at all.”

“I’m so sorry, Amelia.”

“Yeah,” I half chuckle. “I am too.” Yet more for things that happened nine years ago, not now.

I release my grip on the door as I recognise the sound of the faucet switching off. “I don’t know how to explain it to Briar.”

The kid in question exits, staring up at me curiously.

“The policeman,” I mouth to him as Evan starts to talk.

“Be honest,” he says, seemingly switching to police officer mode. “I’m not saying give every detail, but tell him what happened, and that her body doesn’t want to work anymore.” I look down at Briar, my stomach drawing in knots as he patiently waits beside me. “Assure him he won’t be alone, and that she loved him. He might blame himself for her going away.”

Jesus—I can’t do this.

“Don’t be afraid to show him you’re upset too, otherwise he may think it’s expected that he shouldn’t be either.”

Briar slips his hand in mine as an orderly passes us by, and my heart breaks into a thousand pieces for this poor child. Adults can reason, justify, and make sense of loss—even if we may never accept it. But a child …

“Thank you,” I whisper down the line, afraid if I use the full strength of my voice I’ll crack. 

He hesitates; something in the way he lets out a long heavy breath tells me he chooses his words carefully. “You might not feel it, but you’re doing an amazing job with him. He’s lucky to have you, Mimi.”

“I hope you’re right.” I sigh, squeezing Briar’s hand. “We should talk … after this.”

I catch his smile in the tone of his reply. “Yeah, we should.”

“I’ll ring you tonight.” I disconnect, and pocket my phone, wondering how crazy he thinks I am for calling him on his own time about this like we’re old friends and the past nine years never happened.

It was impulse, though. I can’t ask Mum and Dad for advice on how to break the news, not when Mum barely has a grip on her own emotions. And Jess? It would just involve half an hour of explaining things that I don’t have time for.

Evan—he’s probably seen this happen on the job a hundred times or more in some capacity or another, plus he knows us. He knows why Kath and I don’t talk, and he understands. At least I hope he does. 

Briar looks up at me, waiting for direction. The look in his eyes says, “What do we do now?”

I squat down and reach out for him, wrapping my arms around his body as he does the same around my shoulders. He pulls me tighter and sighs, saying everything and yet nothing all at once. Despite the fact he’s probably a little old for it, I wrap my arms tighter around him and pick him up, hefting his weight onto my hip. It feels awkward yet strangely natural at the same time, considering I’ve never carried a child this way before now. Given the way he rests his chin on my shoulder, I think he appreciates the closeness as well.

“It’s time I told you what happened to Mummy, okay?”

He nods as we start down the hall to the waiting room again. I reach the doors through to the public area and stall. No way can I break this to him in a room full of strangers, but I also don’t want to do it in the office with my parents where he’s going to get caught up in the frenzy of grief when everyone around him breaks down at the explanation.

Instead, I pace with him on my hip, adjusting him to my front after a while and using both arms to hold him close. Back and forth between the ends of the hallway we go, passing dark rooms and open wards. And all the while I try to explain as best I can that Kath won’t be with us anymore, and that her body is broken beyond repair.

As predicted by Evan, Briar blames himself. His chin trembles as he asks me if his mummy is leaving because he refused to pick up in his room. I reassure him it’s not his fault, but I can understand how his little mind needs to find a reason for this punishment. Bad things happen when you’ve been naughty, so surely he’s messed up somewhere along the way to deserve this?

As distressed as he is, I manage to keep things relatively under control until it comes to explaining the now, and why we’re here.

“We need to go see Mum and say goodbye, okay?”

“Will we come see her tomorrow, too?”

“No, baby.” I reach up and stroke his dark hair away from those unmistakable eyes. “This will be the last time we get to see Mum, okay? So I need you to tell her everything you want to. Everything. She’ll want to hear it all.”

He goes disturbingly quiet; his body stiff before he lifts both hands and, arching against my hold, beats his little fists around my head.

“Why can’t we come back?” he yells. “I want to stay here with her!”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. You can’t. I’m so sorry.” I set him down, trying to draw him into a bear hug, but he pulls away, still hitting.

So I do the only thing I can to give this tiny human support as his world comes screeching to a halt around him: I take it. I let him expel all his frustrations onto me, to exorcise his need to hate and blame, to cope.

He hits out, even adds in a kick or two for a full two to three minutes, until he tires and falls to the floor. I scoop him in my arms as he wails, his lament echoing my own at this being his reality. 

Mum reaches out as I re-enter the office, her hand retracting as she clearly realises I have this under control. I, the woman who made it her life mission to avoid connections and any reminders of what I lost, have found it within myself to be what a child in turmoil needs.

Stranger things have happened, I guess.

Worse things are about to right now.


SEVEN

 

Katherine Julia Harris passed at 11.23 A.M. on an overcast Sunday morning, held close by the ones she loved, and with her only child curled at her side.

It took six minutes for her organs to shut down one by one until her heart finally stopped, the monitor set to silent out of respect for us, her family, as that line flattened out to nothing.

Six minutes of eerie silence in the room, where each of us measured our breaths as we watched her intently, seeing different things: a daughter taken too soon; a mum that will be sorely missed; the sister I shared many childhood memories with, who used to be my best friend, my confidant, and my everything. 

My biggest regret, besides the thing that tore us apart.

As I walked out the doors of the hospital, carrying a tearful Briar in my arms, I knew that would be the moment that stuck with me. Not the regrets, not the look on my parents’ faces as they prepared to bury a child, or the sympathetic glances from the nurses as we left the ward. 

Nope. It would be the weight of responsibility that settled on me as I comforted the one person who didn’t deserve this the most.

The following hours passed in a daze as we robotically went about what needed to be done. We arrived at Kath’s house in profound silence. Mum opened the door and stood aside as silently, one by one, we all walked in and with a knowing glance, went our separate ways to do what was required of us.

Mum made meals for the busy days ahead, burying herself in the familiar business of cooking, occupying her mind with flour, spices, and gravy instead of the loss we’d all just experienced.

Dad fixed menial things around the house: a loose hinge here, a small dent in the wall there. He put his hands to use so that he didn’t have to express his words instead.

And I … I directed the love I’d misplaced for a sister as caught up in a web of lies as I was, into her child instead.

Briar slept, the blinds in his room doing little to cut out the bright afternoon sun, but what did it matter to a child who was exhausted mentally and emotionally? I sat on the edge of his bed after tucking him in, my hands still smelling of the lavender soap in his bathroom, and my heart as heavy as it was when he crawled from my embrace to Kath’s side as the doctors shut off the life support stage by stage.

Only now, when it’s too late, do I finally understand the power of love. Because looking at that boy, I’d set aside all Kath’s and my differences to trade places and be the one driving that car.

This kid needs his mum, and he needs her more than I need my independently single lifestyle. My parents would still grieve, the unjustness would still remain, but Briar would have a mother.

If only I could trade.

Mum glances up from her packaging of stew into Tupperware containers as I enter the kitchen, her expression blank yet saying so much.

“Can I do anything?”

She shakes her head, the grey in her shoulder-length hair even more prominent. Or maybe it’s just that I’m taking more notice of the details now, saving everything I can for later, aware that you only get one chance to make a memory before it’s lost forever.

I stop beside where she works, leaning back against the counter as she struggles to get all four corners of the lid clicked in place. Her brow furrows, and she hangs her head in defeat, her back arching with the deep breath she pulls in to compose herself.

I reach over and gently push in the centre to expel the air. “Try now.”

“Thanks, love.” She shakes her head, probably frustrated that the most simple of tasks is now evading her capability. “My head’s just….” She shrugs.

I can’t name it either. I guess it’s the limbo between facing the inevitable, and realising that it’s finally happened.

“If you guys are okay watching Briar, I’m going to head home and get changed, pick up a few things.”

She nods, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Yes. Of course. We’ll be okay.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t book a return ticket yet?”

“No.” She stacks the containers and lifts them to take the pile to the fridge. “But we’ll need to call around and arrange a few things. The neighbours are feeding the dogs at the moment, but we’ll probably have to put them in kennels if we’re going to be a while.”

I open the fridge door for her. “What happens to Briar now?”

She places the containers two-high in a line, making sure they’re evenly placed before she speaks. “I’m not sure.”

“I don’t know who his father is,” I say, broaching the subject, “but I’m guessing he’ll—”

“He’s out of the picture,” Mum states curtly before slamming the fridge shut. 

I choose to keep my distance as she moves the dirty pots around to make space in the sink with more effort than necessary. 

“He hasn’t had a thing to do with Briar, and Kath would want it kept that way.”

Okay…. “Do we phone somebody to see if she has a will? I don’t know how things happen from here.”

“Well, neither do I.” Her abrasive tone leaves me reeling.

I get she’s frustrated, angry, saddened, but shit … I’m just trying to help, gauge what I can do to lessen the load.

“I’ll head home then.”

She doesn’t say anything further until I’ve crossed through the doorway to the dining room. 

“I’m sorry, Amelia. I just need a moment.”

“I understand.”

Because after all, I needed seven years’ worth of them, and even then it wasn’t enough.

I try telling Dad that I can call a cab or an Uber and get a lift home, but he insists that as long as they have a rental car they may as well put the daily rate to good use. I can’t argue with that.

He pulls up outside the gated complex my apartment is in, and lets out a low whistle. “I knew you were doing okay, sweetheart. But….”

“No dependents,” I muse aloud, shrugging. “Seven, nine, two, two.”

He leans out the window and punches the code into the keypad. The solid steel gate slides open almost silently, and we cruise up the lush plant-lined drive to the parking space under my place. 

“Why don’t you have a car?” he asks as we get out next to the neighbour’s Range Rover that barely fits in the low gap. 

“Pointless extra costs. Why pay registration, insurance, and all that when most places are within walking distance?”

“Fair enough.” He lags behind, letting me lead the way up the narrow stairs to my first-floor door. 

The apartments are all two-story buildings—if you include the lower level parking and adjacent storeroom—angled on forty-five degrees so that our balconies are semi-private. Even with the bare minimum two bedrooms, my rear unit is more than I need.

It’s literally somewhere to eat, sleep, and change between work and the gym—that’s all.

I don’t miss the way Dad’s eyes rove over my minimal interior. Everything is basic and bulky. Flat surfaces, and minimalist home décor that’s easy to clean with a quick sweep of the vacuum and duster.

I know what he’s thinking: there’s no personality to the place. No identity.

It’s hard to showcase one when you don’t even know yourself exactly what it is.

“What do you do in your spare time?” He lifts the unplugged power cable attached to the TV.

“I don’t have a lot of downtime. Even then it’s Netflix on my phone in bed, or something.”

“Why buy it then?” he half says, half laughs, wiggling the cord.

“Makes it feel homely?”

The two of us stare at one another for a beat before cracking up into peals of laughter.

We both know this is no home. It’s as far from it as you could get.

“Drink?”

He nods. “Got any beer?”

“Wine?” I wince in apology.

“Water’s fine.” He waves a dismissive hand. “You weren’t expecting me.” His face falls, and we both stand in silence for a moment while the reality hits.

“Ice?” I ask, snapping myself out of the daze.

“Please.”

I collect our drinks from the small kitchen and bring them through to where Dad has made himself comfortable at the outdoor table I bought for the balcony. It barely fits, but sitting out here during the mild autumn evenings when the sky turns all shades of orange, pink, and purple over the distant mountains is worth it.

“Hell of a day, huh?” I smile, trying to break the awkward silence.

He smirks in response, sadness tainting his gaze, and hangs his head. “Amelia, sweetie.”

“I know, Dad.”

“No, you don’t.” He sighs, staring out over the neighbouring reserve as he picks up his glass. “I’m disappointed you two never got to sort things out.”

I sit in silence, staring at my hands while I wait for him to say it: “That was your fault.” “You were the one who was given the opportunity to make things right.” But he doesn’t. He simply takes a sip of his chilled water, setting the glass down on the table so carefully that it doesn’t make a sound.

The lack of comment says it all.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” I admit quietly. “Nothing can change what’s been.”

“No, it can’t.” He reaches across the table, offering his hand, and I take it. “Your mum and I, we love you, and all we wanted was for our girls to be happy.”

“I am happy,” I whisper. “And I think she was too.”

“She was conflicted,” he states.

I shake my head, pulling my hand away. “Don’t. Don’t do this now.”

“But you need to understand,” he says, calm and quiet.

I stare at him, a frown pulling my brow inward. “Maybe. But I don’t need to be laden with more guilt for the choices that were made.”

He huffs, and then downs the rest of his water in one go. “I better go see how your mother’s getting on.”

“Yeah, okay.” 

I don’t get up, and I don’t see him out. The gentle hum of his engine fades as he leaves the complex, and I take my first full breath since he brought the subject of Kath’s and my rift up.

Given the option, I wouldn’t have picked this path either. But life is what you make of it, and sometimes the fruit was never yours to pick, just the rotten remnants of someone else’s journey left for you to avoid.

Kath had the gifted path through life. She never had to work for a damn thing: friends, jobs, and opportunities were presented to her. Whereas I was the stark opposite. Every dream I worked for was taken from me by misfortune, or an unscaleable obstacle was set in my path. Fortune and fate shat on me every opportunity they could, and as a result, the success I fought tooth and nail for is nothing but a hollow dream of what I envisaged a happy life to be.

I lied to Dad.

I’m not happy. I’m content. I like who I am, and I’m confident in the career path I’ve developed. But I’m not happy. 

My life is empty.

I get home from work and a vacant, still house greets me. Nobody debates what’s for dinner, or suggests we eat out and catch a movie instead. All those choices are mine. And as crazy as it sounds, I’d do anything for somebody to pick an argument with me, tell me to pick up my dirty laundry, or chastise me for buying a new pair of shoes when I should have paid the power bill on time.

All I want is a soul mate to set my nights on fire; the person who can set me at ease with a single look; a partner who can make the worst of days feel insignificant when I’m curled up beside him on the sofa; the man who can release me from my chains with a single touch.

The knight in shining armour who doesn’t exist.

The unobtainable dream.

The kind of thing money can’t buy.


EIGHT

 

My neck feels as though somebody’s nailed a board of wood to one side: stiff and painful as hell. I roll onto my side, trying to remember why on earth I thought a quick nap on the sofa would be a good idea, and wince.

Bang, bang, bang.

“I know you’re home. I see the light on.”

Jess. Persistent little shit. 

My legs tingle as I stumble to the door and swing it open, using the handle as a guide to keep me upright.

I’ve never been the kind of person who wakes from a nap springy and ready to go. Those kinds of people freak me out; I don’t understand how they do it.

“Hey.”

“I was starting to get worried.” She throws her arms around me in a hug. Arms that have bags of groceries in the hands.

Pretty sure I take a can of something to the kidney. “Ouch, hon.”

“Shit. Sorry.” She steps away and heads over to my small kitchen, talking over her shoulder. “How you holding up?”

“Since we weren’t close,” I remind her, “okay, I think.”

“And your parents?” She unloads a week’s worth of food onto the bench, sorting the perishables from what needs to go in the pantry.

“Dealing … for now.”

My thoughts drift to them at Kath’s place, and Briar. Wonder how the poor guy’s doing. 

“I might give them a quick call.”

“No problem,” she calls out as I head for my bedroom to get my phone. “I’ll make you something to eat.”

The sounds of Jess in the kitchen are strangely soothing as they drift through my apartment to where I sit on the edge of my bed. I stare at myself in the mirrored wardrobe doors as the line rings, wondering how I got to this point: tired and loathsome.

“Hi, sweetie,” Dad greets. “Ready to be picked up?”

“Jess is here at the moment, so I might ask her for a lift after we’ve eaten.”

“Okay.” He leaves the conversation hanging, not offering much.

“How’s everyone?”

His sigh gives it away. “Your mother’s having trouble settling Briar again. He cries, which makes her cry, and then there I am, stuck in the middle without a clue what to do.”

“I won’t be far away,” I offer. “Just a bite and I’ll get Jess to drop me off straight away.”

“Hey,” he soothes. “Don’t rush yourself.”

But that’s the strange part about it: I want to rush. Thinking of Briar so distressed, and knowing how overbearing my mother can be … I just want to cuddle the poor kid.

“Anything you need? I can pick it up on the way.”

“Nothing urgent,” he says. “We found a funeral home on the net that looks nice. We can talk about it when you get here.”

Of course. I want to ask him why they need to rush things, why this has to be done now, but I’d be wrong. It’s the natural order of things, and yet for Briar’s sake I want to postpone the hardest part as long as possible.

My phone chimes in my ear, signalling I have a message. Jess appears at the door at the same time, holding up a bottle of wine questioningly.

I roll my eyes at her to signify Isn’t it obvious?

She leaves, and I flop onto my back while I wrap up the check-in with Dad. “Give Mum a hug for me, and an extra squishy one for Briar. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“Sure thing, sweetie. Love you.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

Still on my back, I raise the phone over my face to end the call and tap through to the message. A smile spreads as a flicker of excitement tickles in my chest. Evan. 

I didn’t want to impose, but we have Katherine’s things at the station when you’re ready.

My shoulders drop as I stare at the message. Piece by piece the absolute end comes together, and for the first time since receiving the call about her accident, the urge to wind back the hands of time sucker punches me in the chest.

We had so much left to talk about. So many things unsaid.

So much pride standing in the way.

Not imposing. Thank you. I’ll catch a lift and pick it up tomorrow.

He responds immediately, catching me off guard with my hand halfway to setting the phone down.

I’ll bring it over for you. 8AM too early?

What time of day does he start work? I make a mental note to set an alarm, so I can at least be presentable when he arrives at the door. With my lip pinched between my teeth, I punch out my reply.

Not at all. Thank you.

I feel like a giddy teenager, the familiar reactions he evoked within me ten years ago as fresh as though we’re fifteen and walking hand-in-hand down the main street all over again. He’s simply offered to drop off my sister’s belongings to save me the hassle of finding a ride to the station. My dead sister’s belongings. The flutter in my chest drops to my gut like a tonne of rocks. I’m so fucking heartless. I know when it comes to Kath I’m detached in my feelings, but to completely set her memory aside while I swoon over Evan—I’ve reached a new low.

My chin dimples, and I throw an arm over my eyes. God, I’m a bitch. A cold-hearted, emotionless bitch. And what’s more frustrating is that I know that deep down I’m not like that; I care so much for the people who mean something to me, it’s ridiculous. Yet, as soon as I’m let down or hurt by one of them I manage to detach myself so completely I may as well be a complete stranger to them.

“You okay?” Jess’s soft question comes from my left.

I remove my arm and roll my head to face her. “Am I a horrible person?”

She kneels beside the bed and cocks her head. “Why would you say that, Mimi?”

“My sister died this morning, and here I am looking forward to wine with you and a house call from an old flame tomorrow.”

She cocks her eyebrow in silent question.

“It’s a bit of a long story,” I say. “But in a nutshell, the cop who brought Briar into the hospital the other day was a guy I haven’t seen since we were dating almost ten years ago.”

“Wow. Talk about life playing havoc with your emotions,” she says with raised eyebrows.

“Right?”

“You’re not horrible, though,” she reassures. “You’re focusing on the things that don’t hurt. It’s natural.”

“Is it natural that when I think about the fact I’ll never see Kath again, never talk to her, that I feel….” I frown, searching inside of me for what it is. “Nothing?”

“You said yourself you weren’t close.” She reaches out, stroking my hair off my face. “Don’t beat yourself up over it, babe. You might not love her deeply, but you still cared, otherwise why would you have gone to the hospital in the first place?”

“But is it enough?”

Jess shrugs, her full blonde ponytail bouncing as she does. “Only you’ll know that.” She pats the bed beside me twice in a motivating gesture. “Come on. I have wine, cheese, and deli meats to devour.”

“Just one glass though, okay?” I say, swivelling to sit up while I rub under my nose. “I need you to drop me around to Kath’s after if that’s okay? Mum’s struggling with Briar.”

“Anything.” She smiles as she stands. “Briar’s your mystery nephew, right?”

“Yeah.” I can’t help but smile as his sweet face enters my mind. “He really is quite adorable.”

“Hurts you that she never mentioned him, huh?”

I nod. “Yeah. It does.”

Hurts even more that I see him whenever I look into Briar’s eyes, and yet I still feel the beginnings of what must be love for the little guy. 

“What happened?” Jess whispers, hugging herself. “Why is it you two stopped talking?”

I lock gazes with her, wishing I could divulge my darkest secrets to my best and only close friend, but … my problems have always been just that, mine, and I don’t intend on changing it anytime soon.

“Not today, okay?” I ask softly. “I promise I’ll tell you everything, just not today.”

“Yeah, okay.” She reaches out, offering her hand.

I take it and let her pull me to my feet. She tugs me to her side and gives me a quick hug before releasing me and leading us through to the living area.

“Eat, drink, and then I’ll drop you back at your sister’s.”

“Thanks again, hon. Honestly.”

She offers me a knowing smile and gestures to the platter laid out on my coffee table. “Your favourite. I might not be able to do much else, but I can at least get to your heart through your stomach.” She grins, snagging a salami stick as she drops into an armchair.

We devour the platter while discussing a mixture of everyday subjects like the new shopping precinct under construction, as well as the hard facts—Kath. It’s the outlet I need, the exact kind of therapy required to tuck my emotions away for another day and be the strength everyone—mostly Briar—needs. 

I don’t know what I’d do without a steadfast friend like her. More than likely, I’d simply drown in my solitude, too proud to ask for help.

Too proud to admit that I’m not as in control as I pretend to be.


NINE

 

Jess pulls away from the kerb, her taillights fading as I open the door to Kath’s townhouse, right into what appears to be one of the episodes Dad described. The sun has set, night creeping in fast. My guess is the lack of sleep is to blame for the current state of the household.

“Calm down, Trudy,” Dad pleads, hands raised to placate Mum as she cries in the hallway. “Give him space to work through it.”

“What’s going on?” I drop my bag beside the stairs and look up to where the agonised wails of Briar drift down. 

“He refused to have a bath,” Mum explains, tears fresh on her cheeks.

“So?” What does it matter? One day isn’t going to be the end of him. “Is he ready for bed?”

“He keeps taking his pyjamas off,” Dad says. “I tried to help, but he just screamed at me.”

Shit. “Let me try.”

Mum protests as I start up the stairs, but one look at her explains why Briar is so worked up: he mirrors her behaviour. Kids are pretty simple when you break it down—the more you can stay calm, the more they will as well.

Easier said than done, most days, I get that. But isn’t this why we have family, friends, support? So when it gets too much you can tap out?

His cries stutter, his breaths coming short and hard in his distress. I step through Briar’s bedroom doorway, and kick my shoes off. He watches me, tears wet on his chest, his nose a bubbling mess of snot. 

“Aunty Mimi?”

“Yeah, buddy?” I soothe, lowering myself to my knees.

“I don’t want to go to bed.”

I nod, making sure he understands that I understand. “I know, but you’ll get tired if you stay up, right?”

He nods, sniffing although it does nothing to clear his nose. At least the tears have subsided. 

“How about we deal with this first, huh?” I tap him on the end of the nose, and he stares at me, shocked at the contact.

Step too far? I offer a smile and scoot through to the toilet to get a few squares of paper. He follows me down the hall, surprising me, so I squat down right there and clutch the folded paper to his nose the way I remember Mum doing when we were kids.

“Blow.”

He sniffs.

Dammit. “You have to push it out, mate.”

He frowns, inhales hard, and then manages to sniff again. 

Ugh. “Can you do this?” I snort a few times, hoping he gets the picture.

He sniffs three times.

Seriously? Who would have picked this would be the most difficult part of looking after a kid. 

“Okay, we’ll do something different.” I squish his nose between the paper and my fingers, pushing what I can out of his nostrils.

Not quite as clear as I’d hoped, but at least it’s not tracking down his face anymore.

“So,” I try, “where are your pyjamas, buddy?”

He frowns, the fight evident in the hard set of his shoulders. 

“Hey, even if you don’t go to bed, you gotta keep warm, right?” I rub his cold arm to make my point.

He appears to think my logic over, and then abruptly starts back toward his bedroom. Mum hesitates at the head of the stairs, her look silently asking if everything’s okay. I give her a thumbs up and turn into Briar’s room behind him.

“Which ones are you wearing tonight?”

He pushes things around in his drawer, and comes up with a matching set emblazoned with monster trucks. “These ones.”

“Cool, buddy.”

“Mummy got me these.”

I’ve got no doubt she bought all his pyjamas, and yet, the sentiment has me choked up. “Well, let’s get you wrapped up warm in them.”

He struts across to his bed and climbs on top to wrestle the clothes on. I help him untangle his head hole from his armholes, and then straighten the shirt. 

“Perfect.”

Briar steals a yawn, and then hops off to collect a book from his shelves. “Can we read this one?”

I smile as he shows me Fox in Socks, and nod. “Sure.”

Ten very tongue-tied minutes later, I pull the covers up to his waist, and tuck his favourite cuddly toy in beside him. He nestles down into the pillow that absolutely dwarfs his little head and stares up at me with big eyes.

“What’s the matter, buddy?”

He doesn’t have to say anything; I can see it. No matter how tired he is, he’s fighting sleep, and I don’t know why.

“I don’t like going to sleep.”

“Why, though?”

He shrugs, probably unable to find the words for it. “Today was bad.”

Fuck that lump in my throat. “Yeah, buddy. It was.” No point lying about it.

“Will tomorrow be bad too?”

God, how I want to say no. I want nothing more than to stroke his forehead and tell him that today was as bad as it’ll get. But it’s not. He’s got the funeral, the wake if Mum and Dad choose to have one, and the weeks that follow.

First day back at school without Kath there to drop him off and pick him up.

Meals without Kath.

Weekends without Kath.

Car rides without Kath.

Learning how to tie his damn shoes without Kath.

Every goddamn thing without Kath.

“It won’t always be bad,” I say, “but when it is hard, you’ve got me to help you, okay?”

He nods, burying his face into the toy lion.

“Night, Briar.”

I wipe my eyes with the heels of my hands as I turn away and step out of his room, pulling the door to so our noise downstairs doesn’t disturb him. Mum looks up from her spot next to Dad on the sofa as I enter the living room. He balances a laptop on their legs, typing something as he concentrates on the screen.

“He settled?”

“Yeah. He’ll be asleep soon.” I gesture to the laptop with my chin. “What are you doing?”

“Your father’s seeing what he can find out about custody rights.”

I frown, the idea that Briar’s father would even show up to contest it not seeming a real possibility. “Has his father made contact?”

Dad shakes his head. “And I doubt he will either. But,” he points to the screen even though I can’t see it, “because he was listed on the birth certificate, it means he has guardianship of Briar. If we wanted to take him back to Australia with us permanently, we’d need to consult his father first.”

“You guys want to take him back to Australia?” Something else I hadn’t even considered, but I guess it makes sense. “Could you handle that?”

Dad’s health is on the decline, as much as he tries to deny it, and Mum isn’t the spring chicken she used to be. A young kid is hard work, and they’re both in their fifties. They can’t be expected to provide for Briar into their sixties, maybe even seventies. What happened to a stress-free retirement?

“What other option is there, Amelia?” Mum snaps. “I’m not having that child put into the courts’ care.”

God no. Neither would I. “Why would he have to be?” He has family all around him. What reason could there be for him to go into the foster system?

“His father was recently incarcerated,” Dad explains. “He might contest for day-to-day care, and although I doubt he’d be granted it, the court might put Briar into the system while the dispute is resolved.”

“That’s such bullshit,” I snap, pacing. “How could they do that to him when he has us?”

“We’re doing our best to avoid any possible dispute by getting ahead now,” Mum says, gesturing to the computer. “If we’re proactive we might have a shot at resolving this before it even gets tabled for discussion.”

“If Briar can’t go with you,” I say, “then why doesn’t he stay with me?” They stare at me as though I’ve asked permission to sell him on the black market. “At least until we work through our options,” I try to appease.

Although we all know the reality is there’s nothing better than what I’ve offered. They’re unable to have him, his father clearly wants nothing to do with him—or Kath made it that way—and he has no other immediate family that we know of.

“I don’t know,” Mum says carefully. “Do you think you’d be up to that?”

“I have to be,” I say simply. “It’s what’s best for him, isn’t it?”

She exchanges a look I can’t decipher with Dad before facing me once more. “Take the next few days to think it over.”

“What did her will say?” I ask. Wouldn’t she have put her preference there? “Who did she want caring for him?”

“She doesn’t have a will,” Dad explains. “We phoned around, enquired today while you were at home, and she didn’t make any provisions.”

So unlike Kath. Then again, who plans on dying at thirty and leaving a kid behind? Most people associate wills with being old and retired—I know I do.

“So Briar stays with me then. Sorted. What now?”

“We plan a funeral,” Mum answers. 


TEN

 

Canned laughter fills my ears as I wake on the sofa for the third morning in a row. I move to stretch my legs out, yet something heavy and solid inhibits their progress. I push up on my elbows and blink a couple of times at Briar tucked up under the foot of my blanket, tuned in to the kids’ program that plays quietly on the TV.

“Morning, buddy.”

“Hey, Aunty.” His gaze never breaks from the screen.

Mum’s gentle tones drift through from the kitchen, and I untangle myself from Briar to head through and make myself a cup of “get started elixir”—coffee. 

“Morning, darling,” Mum coos as she wraps one arm around my neck and pulls me in for a quick hug.

“Morning,” I reply, eyeing her sceptically. She seems rather chipper. 

I pour myself a fresh cup, less milk than usual, and check the time on the microwave. Seven forty-eight. Shit! Evan. Struggling to keep hold of my coffee, I will my erratic heart to ease. I forgot to set the damn alarm! 

“Everything okay?” Dad asks as I set the mug down on the bench and hotfoot it for the door.

“I forgot to mention we’ve got a visitor in ten minutes,” I shout over my shoulder as I swing myself at the stairs with one hand on the bannister.

“Who?” Mum calls out after me as I take the risers two at a time.

“The cop that dropped us home Friday,” I holler.

Wait until they see who it is.

“Evan?” Briar joins in, running to the base of the stairs.

Busted.

I stare down at him from the landing and nod. “Yeah, buddy. He’s stopping by this morning.”

Briar smiles and does a little dance/jog back into the living room. I carry on in my mad dash for where I left my bag of spare clothes in Kath’s room, and attempt to swing the door shut so I can change in private—but Mum crests the top of the stairs.

“What’s he coming over for?” She shuts the door behind her and takes a seat on the end of the bed like I’m five and getting changed in front of her for school all over again.

Clearly she hasn’t made the connection, or at the very least doesn’t think it could be the same Evan.

“To drop Kath’s personal effects off.” I turn my back to her and pull off the tank top I slept in.

“I … I completely forgot about that.”

“I think it’s fair to say we had other things on our mind, right?” I know I did—one with piercing eyes and a jawline to die for.

I pull a clean bra out and slip my arms through, clasping it as I turn to face her.

She wipes fresh tears from her cheeks, and I sigh. My normally unflappable mother has spent more time crying than not, the past few days, which is understandable. She’s lost a child. But for some reason, the sight of her crying is a strange concoction of upsetting and annoying. I hate to see my mother distraught, but damn, I wish she’d be strong for us, too. Right now, I need the stalwart woman who ran our household with military precision when I was little.

I need my anchor.

“You can’t get upset about everything, Mum.”

“I have a right, don’t I?” she snaps.

I open my mouth to say the words I know I should: “Of course you do.” But nothing comes. 

I’m not stupid. I know I’m only frustrated because she’s expressing emotion I can’t. I’m jealous and jaded about being left out of this connected group. The black wool I’ve cared for these past years suddenly feels itchy and out of place on my skin.

I wanted us to be a family. Not two parents in the middle with a child on each side. We were supposed to be a perfect circle, a tight square. Instead, we’re some strange open-sided triangle.

“I’m sorry,” she says when I remain mute. “It’s just hard because we hadn’t physically seen her since we visited last year.”

Yeah, and I hadn’t spoken to her in over seven years.

I bite my tongue and continue dressing, well aware I don’t have time for this right now if I want to slightly resemble the person Evan saw a couple of days ago, and not some mangy stray animal that’s dragged itself in from the garden.

By the time I re-emerge from the en-suite with basic make-up and at least brushed hair, Mum’s gone, and the distinctly husky voice downstairs tells me I didn’t even hear the door.

Damn it.

Everybody looks up at me as I enter the living room, the conversation paused while I’m greeted with polite smiles. Mum and Dad occupy the sofa, while Evan sits on the front edge of the armchair, leaning forward over a small Lego set he’s helping Briar put together.

He’s decked out in full uniform, his shirt just as tight over his muscular arms as I was the other day. I’m met with a twinge of guilt at holding him up from his job mixed with unwanted desire at how ridiculously hot he looks as a man of authority. 

I address Mum and Dad first, “You remember Evan, right?”

Dad exchanges a glance with the man who seemingly still holds the lion’s share of my heart. “Yes. Of course. We were just saying how long it’s been since we heard anything about him, let alone saw him.”

Awkward. 

“Nine years,” Mum helpfully fills in.

Evan swallows, directing his focus to Briar who currently looks between the adults with a confused expression adorning his face.

I step into the room, making myself a physical barrier between Evan and my parents’ none-too-subtle judgment of him, and find my way to the space between the coffee table and TV.

“Thanks for coming by.” I draw Evan’s focus to me.

“Would you like the seat?” he asks, making a move to stand as I drop to the carpet.

I raise a hand and stop him. “No. You two carry on.” It’s sweet, seeing that he so clearly thought of Briar as well.

“You didn’t tell us it was this Evan who brought you home Friday,” Mum says, stirring the pot.

“I didn’t find an opportune time,” I grit out with a stiff jaw. 

“Look, I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.” Evan raises both hands, palms out. “I’ve done what I came for, so I’ll head off.”

“Don’t be silly,” I argue a little too eagerly. “At least stay for a drink. I really appreciate you saving us the trip.”

“I’ll pass on the drink.” He smiles, his eyes bright as he holds my gaze. “Maybe another time.”

I shift my seat on the carpet, urging the rush of electricity through my nerve endings to ease. Too many memories associated with that smile. Too many feelings that I’ve kept buried all this time.

I glance at Mum, horrified at the scowl she gives me. A plain white box is set on the sofa between my parents, the tape broken, yet the top still closed. I look pointedly at it, and Mum shakes her head lightly to indicate we’ll address that later.

“What are you building?” I ask, shifting the focus from Evan and me by gesturing to the Lego with my chin.

“A car,” Briar states, his brow furrowed as he concentrates on the instructions.

His hands click the pieces into place effortlessly, the shape coming together more the longer I watch him.

“He’s doing a great job,” Evan says. “As much as I’d like to stick around and see the finished product, I really should carry on.”

“If you’re sure,” Mum says automatically.

“If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to be in touch.” Evan stands, his height even more noticeable from my position on the floor.

“Thank you.” Mum scoots forward, eager to see him out, but I stall her with a raised palm while Evan’s distracted.

She frowns, but slides back into her seat.

“Can I just…?” I point to the front door. “I’ve got a couple of questions.”

He fixes me with that sharp gaze, and nods, a small frown pinching his brow. “Sure.”

I lead the way through to the entrance, yet it doesn’t seem private enough, so I open the front door as Evan catches up after saying bye to Briar. “I’ll see you out.”

He passes by me, quirking an eyebrow. “Okay.”

The morning’s surprisingly mild still, and I cross my arms, wishing I’d put a cardigan or something like it on as well. Evan’s marked car is parked at the kerb, no doubt gaining attention from the neighbourhood as we walk toward it.

He stands, elbow resting on the roof of the sedan, and patiently waits for my questions with a cheeky smirk. 

“Do you know much about custody rights?”

“A little.” He frowns, probably surprised I didn’t want to talk about us.

I glance back at the house, as though Briar might show at any second and overhear me if my back is turned. “Mum and Dad can’t take Briar back to Aussie without his father’s consent.” I turn back to face Evan, my chest tight from the future I’m about to acknowledge. “So I want to have him.”

“Uh-huh.”

Shit. He probably thinks I can’t do it either. Probably wondering why we’re so dead-set on keeping Briar’s dad out of the picture. To be honest, other than the knowledge Kath had cut him off, I can only speculate why as well. “I kind of wondered if you’d know what sort of battle I might have if his father found out.”

“Well,” he says, easing his position against the car. “As the father, he does have rights that take preference over yours.”

I drop my chin, staring at the ground. I feel as though I’ve let the kid down already, just by being who I am.

“But,” Evan continues, “if you can prove that staying with you is in Briar’s best interests, you’ll have a case.” He pushes off the patrol car and steps toward me. “There’s plenty of info online about the process of applying for guardianship, but I’m happy to walk you through it. You’ll need to go through the court, but having them on side should the father turn up will mean you’ve got a head start toward keeping Briar in your care.”

I nod as he shares the information with me, my head swimming already. Court means lawyers. I have some money saved, but what if it’s not enough to pay for a complicated case?

“I don’t even know for sure who the father is,” I admit, “but I’m 99 percent certain I’ve guessed right.”

I’m so scared I’m going to fuck this all up, that I’ll welcome Briar into my life and I’ll let him down. I don’t think Briar could take any more heartache.

Evan reaches out, clearly sensing my self-doubt, and rests his hand on my elbow. I hug myself tighter, and in response, he tugs me gently toward his huge frame. I relish the arm that drapes over my shoulders, and the way, even though it’s only our sides that touch, his gentle hug calms my nerves.

Some things clearly never change.

“Why did you become a cop?” I ask, looking up at Evan’s strong profile. “You never said anything about it when we were together. Back then, you were so set on being a professional muso.”

He chuckles, staring off down the street as his humour fades to something darker. “There was an incident, something I should have done more to stop. It shook me up, made me want to make amends for it, make sure it never happened to anyone else if I could help it.”

“Must have had a real effect on you, whatever it was.” What happened after he left?

He nods, turning his head to look down at me. “Yeah.” Pain is etched in the lines around his eyes. “It hurt her more though.” 

My breath hitches as he releases me, the tension breaking our moment of intimacy. Surely he doesn’t mean …

Evan gestures to the house with his chin. “Talk to your parents, Mimi. Clear the air.” He holds my gaze as I stand awkwardly on the kerb, and I find something in the crisp blue of his eyes.

An urge? A need to do or say more? Restraint?

Whatever it is, I want to climb inside his mind and explore its darkest corners, learn all about what changed him and why I—the girl he left behind so easily—caused that reaction in him.

“Thank you again,” I say quietly, taking a step backward. “You’ve really helped. It means a lot, especially after … you know.”

“What happened between us?” he queries.

“Yeah.” I fidget with the hem of my top. “After that.”

“Just doing my job, Amelia.”

I huff out my nose and smirk. “No you’re not.” He didn’t have to come here with Kath’s things, and he most certainly didn’t have to cook us all dinner Friday night. “You’ve been a friend.”

“A friend.” He frowns, rolling the word around on his tongue. 

“Anyway,” I say, a little too bubbly, eager to break the rising tension in the air. “I’ll let you get back to work, huh, Officer North?”

“Keep in touch, Amelia,” he says in those low, raspy tones I’ve always loved. “Let me know how you both are, okay?”

“Sure.” My smile fades as I watch him open the door to his car. “I’ll keep you posted.”

I mean, he’s just doing his job, right?

Hardly. 


ELEVEN

 

Briar’s little head pops out the neck of his hooded sweatshirt as he wrestles his arms through the sleeves. I help him get untangled, and then line up his gumboots for him. Rain started as soon as Evan left, gentle sheets of drizzle that blew in on the strengthening wind, and continued until a few minutes ago when the clouds parted and the sun created one of the most beautiful rainbows I’ve seen in years.

“We’ll go for a walk down to the park on the corner, eh?” Dad says to Briar while zipping up his jacket. 

He offered to take the kid out of the house for a while so Mum and I could hash out the details of the funeral without little ears overhearing. Small, thoughtful gestures like that remind me why I love my dad so much. He’s always been naturally selfless, doing things to help others without having to stop and think about it.

“Have you got a hat?” I ask Briar, remembering something Mum said to us as kids about losing all your heat through your head.

He nods. “Yeah.”

“Could you go get it before we put your gummies on?”

He dashes up the stairs under Dad’s watchful eye. 

“How long would you like?”

I shrug as Mum joins us in the entryway. “What do you think?”

“About what?” she asks.

“How long do you think we’ll need?”

She sighs, rubbing a hand over her bicep. “An hour? That should be enough to at least get most of it sorted.”

Dad nods, collecting his wallet from the front table. “We might go a bit further to the corner shop, then.”

“I’m ready!” Briar hollers as he hops down the stairs as quickly as his legs will let him.

I help him slip his socked feet into the gumboots, making sure his pant legs are tucked in properly, and give him a ruffle on the head. He corrects his knitted hat and grins, ready to create havoc in the fresh puddles.

“Back soon,” Dad calls out as they disappear through the front door, shutting it behind them.

A smile creeps on my lips as I realise that little old me, Miss Not-ready-for-kids, wishes she could go too. Something as carefree as jumping in puddles, playing at the park, and picking out a treat at the shop sounds like bliss. All those simple things that are the reason to head outside as a child, but are so easily forgotten in our daily hustle as an adult.

“Like something to eat?” Mum asks as she heads through to the kitchen. 

“An apple would be great, thanks.” I swing right and take a seat at the dining table, waking up the laptop. 

Mum joins me, setting my apple down on the table beside two bottles of water and a pot of yoghurt for her. 

“Where do we begin?”

She gestures to the Word document already open on the screen. “I started making a list of people to phone last night. I figure anyone who isn’t immediate family or friends we know of can be advised with the listing in the papers.” Her hair flutters as she exhales a sharp breath. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

Me neither. Although looking at Mum, I get the sense I’m living the depth of her grief vicariously through her. Life without Kath won’t be unusual for me—not when she wasn’t in it anymore to begin with. I’m used to not talking to her, not seeing her. I already know what it feels like to lose Kath, only in my case, it was by choice.

I scroll down the names before me, recognising most as aunts, uncles, and cousins I haven’t heard from in years. A couple of names are familiar from high school, but a few are completely new as well.

“Who are these people?” I point to a section highlighted in blue.

“Her colleagues.” Mum peels the lid off her yoghurt and dips the spoon in. “Did you ever meet them?”

“Mum,” I say with a sigh. “Kath and I haven’t seen each other since you moved to Australia.”

“Right.”

The elephant in the room paces around us, sucking all the air. 

“Why did nobody tell me about Briar?” I ask gently.

She stares at the creamy mix as she slowly stirs it, around, and around, and around….

“Mum.”

“We didn’t think you’d want to know.”

“That my sister had a baby?” I ask incredulously. “Of course I would have cared. It’s not his fault we weren’t talking.”

“No.” Mum sighs. “We thought you wouldn’t want to know because of whose he is.”

My blood chills, goosebumps breaking out on my arms. I was right. My gut knew all along. I just refused to believe that Kath’s betrayal could get that … vicious.

“He’s … you’re telling me his dad is….” I stall, unable to voice his name. “Why would she do that?” I whisper, my face screwed up with disgust, confusion, hurt … all of the above.

“She found out she was pregnant the week you left.”

I’m looking at the wall opposite me, but I’m anywhere but in that house. The already low esteem I held my sister in just bottomed out. Tanked. Vanished with my last belief that somewhere deep down the bullshit we went through as teenagers was nothing more than a misunderstanding.

Even death can’t excuse her from this.

“She knew what he did, though,” I say in a disturbingly level voice, startling even myself.

Mum stares at me wide-eyed, pain evident in the slope of her eyebrows. “Darling.”

“No.” The chair scrapes as I push myself out from the table.

To go where? I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll go upstairs and vomit out all the betrayal and pain. Or maybe I’ll dash out the front door and run for the highway, seeking the largest vehicle to step in front of.

Either option sounds appealing right now.

I knew it. Could see it in Briar’s eyes, but without the hard evidence, I refused to believe it. Knocked it back as coincidence. Shook it off as my overactive imagination.

But it’s not.

It’s real.

And now I have to face the fact that, when Dad returns with Briar, I really am looking down into his eyes.

The fact that my sister sliced a knife straight into my core and tore me open without remorse.

The fact that during the weeks that shaped my life—while I was hospitalised, cared for at home, and counselled on how to rebuild my life—she chose him over family.

The fact that my sister had a baby with my rapist.

And my parents chose to cover it up.


TWELVE

 

“Honey?” Mum’s hand rests gently on my arm.

I flip, causing her to step back suddenly.

“Why did she believe him over me?” I yell, the snap from my reverie a whiplash to the senses. “Did she honestly think he was telling the truth when he said I lied?”

“She didn’t know what to think.” Mum crosses her arms, taking another step out of my volatile atmosphere.

“I had the evidence,” I shout, tears streaking my cheeks as I jab rough hands at where, a long time ago, my body sported bruises and cuts. “Did she think I did that all myself? That I was really that unstable?”

“None of us knew for sure.” Mum’s voice wavers as she begins to cry alongside me.

Only, her tears are of regret tinged with guilt. Mine are born from pure anger.

“You can’t lay that on me,” I say, somewhat quieter, although my voice still shakes, throaty and raw. “You can’t say those kind of things.”

“What am I saying?” Mum challenges, her arms dropping. “You were cold, closed off. You never came home on the weekends. Your father and I never knew where you were.” Her voice rises as she continues, growing with her frustration. “We lay awake so many nights worried out of our minds because you were too selfish to seek help for your state of mind.”

“Nothing helped!” I scream. “How could anyone help me when no one believed me?”

Jesus. I haven’t broken like this since the day I walked out of my parents’ home, hell-bent on making a life away from the toxicity of my family. My limbs shake with unchecked adrenaline, my gut turning circles on itself. 

“I tried to be better, but when you didn’t believe me when I told you what made me that way, what else could I do?”

“He was smart,” she tries to reason. “He fooled us all at the start.”

“Some evidently until the end,” I snap bitterly. “I just … I can’t wrap my head around this.” My legs falter, and I take refuge on my abandoned seat before I collapse.

“She knew,” Mum whispers, resuming her seat beside me. “Kath knew the truth. It just took her a bit longer than the rest of us to face up to the facts.” She reaches out, but withdraws, obviously thinking better than to try and give me a condescending pat. “That’s why she never let Briar see him.”

“And yet she couldn’t ring me up and say ‘Hey, sis. I fucked up’?”

“Would you have found that easy?” she challenges.

I guess not. But if the roles were reversed, I would have felt shit for living with the guilt that I’d driven a wedge through my family out of my own pure selfish lust for a cruel and malicious man. Hell, I felt shit enough as it was for feeling as though I had to stay away, as though I was the reason my family fractured. Yet, all this time it really wasn’t my fault.

It was hers. All of this started because she let him into our lives.

“Not that it matters now, anyway,” I grumble. “The damage was done, wasn’t it?” I look to Mum, gauging her reaction.

She frowns a little, nodding. “Things were never the same, no. But he wasn’t the one who made you drift away afterward.” She sighs, pain etched in the lines of her brow. “After you left for university you just … cut us off.”

“I was hurt.” It was the only way I knew how to cope: put distance between my family, and bury myself in study. “There was nothing I could say that would have explained how I felt, so I chose not to say anything at all.”

“And now?” Mum asks, referring to the fact months can pass between even a phone call.

I shrug, my eyes glazed as I stare at the tabletop. “I still don’t know what to say.” She leans back in her seat as I look up at her. “What’s the point in forcing it, Mum? We’re not close. We don’t have anything to talk about when I do call.”

She sits statute, only her lips moving as she twists them side-to-side. I’m right; the conversations we do have are forced pleasantries. There’s no real connection, no bond anymore. It’s easier just to carry on with our own lives than endure the torture that is pretending we actually want to talk.

“What made her finally see the light?” I ask, redirecting the conversation back to Kath as I pick at my nails.

“Tristan mentioned something that gave away he really was there the final time.”

Yeah—the final time. As in, he abused me over and over, repeatedly, and nobody believed the things I said until he almost killed me for carrying his unwanted child.

“How could you let him stay around after what he did?”

“We didn’t know at first,” Mum explains, her tone sombre, almost matter of fact. “Kath swore she’d stopped seeing him, told us she was spending time with her friends to get over it all, but she was sneaking around with him behind our backs.”

My chin crumples as I nod, my eyes hard, my heart even more so. “She was busy screwing him when I lay in hospital being told I could never have kids of my own because of the damage he caused.” I snort a bitter laugh. “Nice.”

Mum sighs, wiping her cheeks with her fingertips. “It was a complicated time, Amelia. Even if she had come to visit you more often, would you have wanted to see her?”

I don’t know. The few visits she did pay were awkward to say the least. “I’m not sure.” I place both palms flat on the table to stop my anxious picking and meet Mum’s torn gaze. “What happened after you found out she was pregnant? How in the hell was he around long enough to get his name on the damn birth certificate?”

Her line of sight drops to the table, her fingers tapping an incessant rhythm. “We tolerated her excuses at first, afraid if we pushed too hard she’d leave too.” Mum shrugs. “We’d just said goodbye to you, and neither of us wanted to risk driving Kath away as well.”

“But?” I prompt.

“We drew the line at him coming to our house; banned him from visiting. She didn’t take too well to that.”

My breath shudders as it leaves my nose. “She picked him … again.”

Mum nods, staring at her hands in her lap as she fusses with the fabric of her skirt. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Amelia,” she snaps. “As painful as it is, the past is just that, the past. We can’t change what happened, and we can’t do a damn thing about you girls when Kath’s dead, can we?” She stares at me with such venom that I literally recoil.

Point taken.

Her chair scrapes loudly as she pushes out from the table and gathers her rubbish. “We’ve wasted a quarter of an hour already, so I suggest you start ticking off the things on our to-do list.”

I sit still as a statue while she leaves the room, my hands shaking in my lap. She’s brushed it off, shoved our family shame back in the box where it belongs. Sure, I get her point that bickering about the past won’t change what happened, but denying the damage it’s caused won’t change how things are now. 

The computer screen stares back at me, and I sheepishly click the second document tucked behind the one containing the names. Laid out in a checklist format are the things we need to organise: headstone, food choices for wake (catered by funeral home), flowers, song choices, names of people who will make speeches, outfit for Kath.

The words all make sense, and yet they swirl through my mind, as indecipherable as a foreign language. My eyes are still glued to the screen when Mum returns.

“Coffee?” she asks from the doorway, as though nothing amiss has just gone down.

“Sure,” I reply, as though I’m not breaking apart inside.

And just like that our façade of strength is spackled back into place, holding us together for another day.

 

The time flies by, and before I know it, Dad returns with Briar. I disconnect from the unanswered call I’d been making, and head through to greet them.

“How was it?” I ask, bending down to help Briar get his soaking gumboots off. 

His pant legs are so drenched that the wet patch runs above his knees.

“We had fun.” Dad smiles. “I think it’s what we both needed.” His gaze drifts toward Mum, settling on the large bouquet of flowers on the sideboard behind her. “Who are they from?”

My shoulders sag as I look at the gorgeous arrangement. “Her work. They got delivered about half an hour after you left. There’s a card,” I say, gesturing dismissively toward it. The message was basic, conveying their deepest sympathies for our loss. 

“That’s nice of them.” Dad’s eyes glaze over, his thoughts taking him elsewhere.

“Aunty,” Briar exclaims, tugging on my sleeve. “Granddad got me this.” He produces a Milky Way bar from his pocket.

“Yum.” I remove his hat, staring a little too long into his eyes. “Let’s head up to your bathroom and you can have a long bath to warm you up.”

He’s off like a rocket before I can say another word, thankful for the distraction.

“How did you both go, anyway?” Dad asks, seeming to come around. He gestures to where Mum still sits at the table, head down as she scrolls through something on the laptop.

“Productive,” I say simply.

He doesn’t need to know we’ve spent the better part of half an hour not saying a word to each other, that the air is so thick between us that I swore I almost tripped over it when I got up to use the bathroom.

I’m sure if Mum thinks he needs to know, she’ll tell him later.

“Hot drink?” I ask, noticing Dad’s sodden hair. “Something to eat?”

“Lunch would be lovely,” he says, shaking off his jacket. “Just whatever we have. Don’t go out of your way.”

“Coming right up.”

I spin away and head for the kitchen, wanting to laugh like a maniac and cry in despair at the same time.

Things are back to exactly how they’ve always been: everyone being nice as pie to each other and pretending that once upon a time, many years ago, they didn’t just about lose this daughter too.


THIRTEEN

Twelve years prior

 

I don’t understand why the school insists our winter uniform be a woollen kilt. Warm? Maybe. But so would pants be. A kilt though … the wool gets wet in the rain, the fabric stinks after a day of warming up in the classrooms only to get wet again between periods, and it’s heavy as hell.

As in, ridiculously heavy.

I bump my backpack higher, cursing at my wet socks as I feel the beginnings of blisters on my heels. 

School should be cancelled on rainy days—simple. 

Checking both ways, I scurry across the street to the main road of our town, thankful for the partial respite from the weather as I step under cover. Our town is historic, and so most of the buildings are the original 1900 to 1930 construction with the curved tin veranda out front. 

Loud laughter erupts across the street, and I look up to see them: the boys’ rugby team. Well, at least eight of them, congregating around one of the park benches the council installed for the elderly to rest on.

I don’t think I’ve seen anyone over forty use them yet.

Ignoring the pointed stares, I turn my head away and concentrate on getting home. First, they ridiculed me for being fat. And then I was too thin. I got mocked for having the wrong friends. And now they pick holes in the fact I walk home alone.

Some of us just can’t win.

The voices near, and I buckle down, pulling my backpack higher as I hustle as fast as my growing blister will allow.

“Where you going, Missy-Moo?” A nickname that’s stuck from my pudgier days. At least they don’t back it up with ridiculous cow sounds anymore.

I ignore the question, recognising the voice as that of Jarrod, the cocky self-centred fullback for the school team.

“Talking to you, bitch.”

No doubt he’s pissed at being made to look stupid in front of his mates. “Don’t engage,” you’re told when you ask the school counsellor for advice, and yet when you walk away, it only maddens the bully more for not getting that cherished reaction.

“Hey.” My body twists violently when he shoves a hard hand into the back of my shoulder.

I trip on the fucking kilt—making a mental note to cut it to shreds the instant I get home—and go down like a sack of potatoes. Albeit very small, jaggedly bony ones.

“What do you want, Chambers?” I snap, pushing up on my elbows to sit.

“How much cash you got on you?”

Fuck off. “None.”

“Liar.” He reaches down and snatches my bag, tugging it harshly to get it off my shoulder. 

I tumble, tangled in the strap, onto my side. Ugh. 

The contents of my bag are emptied onto the sidewalk. Stuff rolls everywhere, including right into the feet of an elderly lady, who politely steps over it and goes about her business.

Thanks for nothing. 

“Where is it?”

“I told you,” I snap. “I don’t have any.”

“So how the fuck am I supposed to get smokes?” He tosses the empty bag at my feet.

“How’s that my problem?” I start stuffing the contents back in the sodden satchel. “Besides, isn’t smoking especially bad when you play sports?”

I reach for my pencil tin, only to have his hard-soled shoe stamp down on top of my hand. 

“Ow! Get off.”

Asshole twists the toe into my knuckles. I’m fairly certain one of them disintegrates as I let out a pathetic whimper.

“You’re bringing me double tomorrow,” he seethes over top of me.

I daren’t look up, sure he’ll do something gross like spit in my face if I do … like he has before.

“She’ll bring double what?” a deep, irritated voice growls behind me.

The boot disappears, and Jarrod’s tone changes dramatically.

“Nothing, sir.” He backtracks, and I look up as he jogs across the road to where his buddies all stand wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

“Here,” the same voice offers as a pair of booted feet appear in my periphery.

I look over at the guy as he squats down to help me pick up my things, and immediately recognise him as Kath’s new boyfriend. I’d only seen him out my bedroom window when he’d come over to pick her up, heard his muffled voice when he said a quick hello to my parents, but never actually been face-to-face with him.

He’s … terrifyingly handsome in an unconventional way.

“Um, thank you,” I murmur, snatching up the tampon packet before he sees it.

“He hassle you a lot?”

“Yeah, but I’m used to it.”

He sighs, and I lose myself in his dark shark eyes as he jams my slightly wet textbooks into my bag.

“What’s his name?”

“Why?” Is he going to give the guy a house call? I don’t know much about Kath’s boyfriend, but the shitkickers he has on his feet, the studded belt, and the shaved head kind of allude to everything I need to know.

“Might give the school a call.”

I latch on to his arm, pleading with doe eyes. “Please, don’t. That’ll just make things worse.”

His gaze falls to where I hold on to him with a death grip, and then drifts to my face. “Amelia, right?”

“Yeah.” I let go, wriggling back a little just for good measure.

“We haven’t met yet.”

“No.” I mean, they’ve only been dating for a few weeks, so….

“I’m Tristan.” He stands, reaching out for me. “How about I take you home?”

“Sounds nice. Thank you.”

What a sweet guy. Damn, Kath is so lucky.


FOURTEEN

 

I set my breakfast bowl in the bottom rack of the dishwasher, and take the mug Mum holds out for me. 

“I thought I might head home for the afternoon and tidy up some loose ends, if that’s okay.”

Mum nods, crossing over to where Dad stands at the island reading a newspaper he has spread out before him. “Sure. We need to head out to the shops and pick up something to wear to the funeral anyway, so we can drop you off then if you like?”

“Sounds great. Thanks.” I take a sip of the warm coffee in my hands as I turn for the stairs.

Truth is, I don’t have a lot to sort out in order to have this week off work. My boss knows I’m on leave, I don’t have any pets to worry about, and the perishables from what Jess bought over came with me in the weekend when she dropped me off. 

Nope. I have another plan.

After what Mum revealed yesterday, all I can do is think, replay the past over and over in my mind while I search for anything I might have missed, any clue as to why Kath would have stuck so solidly by Tristan’s side.

Solidly enough to get pregnant.

Logic would dictate he abused her, like he did me, and controlled her. But deep down I know that’s not right. He was different with her, almost … normal. If she stayed with him, it was because she chose to.

That’s what hurts the most.

I pass by where Briar’s planted in front of the television, mindlessly shovelling squares of toast into his mouth, and head upstairs to his room. I need privacy, but heading out the front door would only raise suspicion with my mother, and her questions aren’t what I need right now.

Satisfied everyone’s settled downstairs, I quietly snick Briar’s door closed behind me and set the coffee down on his set of drawers. I’m taking a gamble even calling Evan, considering he’s probably at work, but in amongst the thoughts that have swirled through my mind the past twelve hours he’s stood a constant.

He was there. He understands. And selfish as it may be, right now I need validation from somebody who knows me that how I feel is okay.

That the loss of trust toward the people who should matter most to me is normal.

“Hey,” he answers, the hint of a smile in his tone. 

“I hope I’m not interrupting a car chase or anything glamorous like that,” I tease.

“Not at all. Just sat down for my first break.”

“Already?”

“You do know what time I start, right?”

I chuckle before realising I’m twirling a strand of hair around my finger like a giddy schoolgirl. “True. I forgot about that.” I shake my hand out, detaching the offending strands.

“How’s everyone today?” The cadence of his voice drops, the nature of the conversation stealing our light banter away.

“Okay.” I swallow, staring at a stain in Briar’s carpet. “I, um, I spoke to Mum yesterday like you suggested.”

“And?”

“She told me a few things that shouldn’t have been a surprise, but … well, I guess they still stung when I heard them spoken out loud, you know?”

He hesitates. “What did she say?”

I swallow back my fears and hit him with the reason for my call. “Could I talk to you about it in person?”

“Of course.”

“When do you have lunch?” I hold my breath, waiting on his reply. If he shoots me down here, baulks at how urgent I sound, then I may as well write off ever calling again.

“Eleven. You want me to come over?” he asks hesitantly.

The breath leaves my lungs with a whoosh. “If you could, but not here. At my place.”

“Sure. Message me the address.”

I drop to the edge of Briar’s bed, my shoulders sagging with relief. “Can I be honest with you, Evan?”

“Always.” The muted sounds of him chewing come down the line.

“It wasn’t until I saw you on Friday that I realised … I still miss you. I thought I was over it.” I sigh, closing my eyes for courage. “But I guess I never really let go completely.”

Silence is all I’m afforded. By heart kicks up pace, a hot flush washing from head to toe.

“I’m sorry if that makes you feel awkward, but I have to get it off my chest, admit it out loud—”

“I get it.” He swallows. “I understand, Mimi. I really do. You just … you kind of took me by surprise, is all.”

“Was that a bad thing?”

“No,” he says. “Not at all. It was … nice to hear.”

Seconds pass like hours with nothing but poignant silence between us. What else can I say? What else will he say?

“I’ll see you at eleven then?”

Well, I guess he could say that.

“Yeah. Eleven.”

I hang up and immediately send him my address, realising only when a tear drops to the back of my hand how deeply his acceptance of that admission affected me.

Yet, I still can’t pick what from: happiness or sadness.

I miss him; miss us. I’ve never felt as complete as I did when I was with him. But he made it clear nine years ago that he didn’t feel the same way.

So why am I hoping things are different now?

 

***

 

The buzzer in my apartment sounds, letting me know the gate has been accessed using my code. I dart to the window, and then across to the kitchen, finally getting lost somewhere in the middle of my living area when I pick up on the sound of his engine shutting off below.

What the hell do I do? Act casual, or greet him at the door? He must know I heard him pull up. Ugh, decisions, decisions.

The doorbell sounds as I’m contemplating changing my fitted T-shirt for something a little looser. 

He’s seen you before, Mimi. He’s seen you almost naked. Give it a rest. Except I was a flat-chested teenager then. Ugh.

I dash for the door and twist the locks to let him in. “Hey! Right on time.”

Evan grins, walking past me as I step aside. “If being a part of the police force has taught me anything, it’s to be punctual.”

I chuckle awkwardly and shut the door. He hovers near my sofa, clearly unsure whether he should sit or not.

“Make yourself comfy,” I say with an arm outstretched. “Would you like anything to drink?”

He shakes his head, dropping into the middle of my sofa so as to leave room for his bulky duty belt on either side. “Nah. I scoffed my lunch on the way over, so I’m good.”

“How long do you have?”

“About twenty minutes before I need to head back.”

I nod, uncapping a bottle of water for myself. For some reason his presence evokes the worst case of cottonmouth I’ve ever had the displeasure of knowing.

“So what did your mum say that upset you so much?” he asks with a concerned frown as I cross over to where he is.

“We were talking, as you do”—I roll my eyes at my stupid conversation starter—“about Kath and me; the reasons why we lost touch.”

“Tristan.”

He throws the name out there so … casually. So matter of fact. I stiffen. Nine years I’ve avoided saying his name. Eight since I tore my mother to shreds for talking about him in my presence. And yet, there it is, a ghost from my past sucking the air from the room with only his name dropped from the tongue of a man nothing like him.

I can’t escape his oppression, no matter how far away he is or how long it’s been.

“Yeah.” I suck in a deep breath and take a seat on the chair adjacent to Evan. “Apparently, he stuck around for a while, even after I left for University.”

Evan frowns, his hands tightly clasped between his knees as he leans forward.

“Mum said that Kath snuck around with him behind their back, and when they found out, they didn’t stop it for fear they’d drive her away like they did me.”

He shakes his head, leaning back into the cushions with a whoomph. “That’s bullshit.”

I could cry. For once I feel vindicated in thinking the way I do. That I’m not unjust in believing I’ve been let down by the people who are supposed to care for me most.

“I know it must have been hard for Mum and Dad,” I say, “but it still seems as though they shut me out, left me in the cold by choosing her over me.”

“What made her finally cut him off?”

I shrug, choosing not to tell him about Briar just yet, but also not lying. I really don’t know why they went their separate ways. “Mum didn’t say.”

His eyes bore into mine, the pupils growing and shrinking as he frowns intensely. “What happened after I left, Mimi?”

I stare at the carpet beneath my feet. “Come on, Evan.” I chuckle awkwardly, staring everywhere but at him. “Do you really want to talk about that?”

“Yes.”

The sincerity in his tone snaps my head up. “Why?”

“I want to know if what I heard was true.” He leans forward again, worrying his bottom lip between his teeth. “I want to hear the truth, straight from your mouth.”

I hold his gaze as I gently shake my head. “I can’t. Not with you.”

“Why not?” he presses, scooting forward.

I bring my hand to my chest, patting the space over my heart. “Because it hurts.” My eyes well, the pain and regret I’d condensed into the deepest, darkest parts of me overflowing now the lid has been cracked. “You hurt me.”

He slides to his knees, the equipment on his belt making a rattling noise as he shuffles across the floor to stop before me. “Mimi …”

“No.” I shake my head, refusing to look at him.

“Mimi.”

I relent, easing my head around until I stare into those eyes that never once held an ounce of mistruth in them. He left me, sure, but he never lied to me, never once tried to pull the wool over my eyes.

“I’m not ready to,” I admit quietly. “I can’t even say his name out loud without wanting to cry afterward.”

He nods, reaching up to place his hands on my knees. “I’m not going to push it, but the day will come where we need to work through this. You know that, right?”

Will it? How long does he intend on sticking around? We bury Kath this Friday. Once she’s in the ground this passage of my life is closed, and we all move on. He’s only here because fate tangled him in this mess. Why would he stick around after?

“Mimi?” he urges, dipping his head to look at me when I don’t answer.

“One day at a time, huh?” Because Lord knows my heart couldn’t handle any more at once.

One day at a time.

One tragedy at a time.

One heartache at a time.


FIFTEEN

 

Briar sits tucked in the corner of Kath’s sofa while Mum reads to him, his eyes glazed as he stares in a kind of trance at the squares of light cast over the wall by the setting sun. His hands are folded in his lap, his legs tucked up tight, and although the book Mum recites is one of his favourites, he shows no sign of emotion.

The first few days were okay; he seemed to take the loss in his stride, but I guess it simply took longer for the reality to set in for him. After talking with Evan yesterday, I returned to find him sobbing his eyes out in Dad’s arms, the two of them huddled amongst the ruins of the Lego car he’d been building.

Apparently, he placed two pieces in the wrong order.

And apparently, that was all it took.

All the suppressed confusion, the hurt and injustice of losing his mother overflowed.

“It’ll take time,” Dad whispers, observing the pair over my shoulder. “He’ll have good days, and then bad, much like us. Only his ups will be higher and his lows deeper.”

I nod, crossing my arms over myself. I wish I could say I understood the rollercoaster of emotions. Except my carriage is stuck at the start, and I couldn’t say yet whether I’m about to shoot down the ride at a hundred miles an hour to catch up to everyone, or like I have a million times before, I’ll simply disembark and watch while others experience what I can’t.

I loved her: Kath. I had to. It was ingrained in me to feel a connection. After all, she was blood. But I didn’t crave her, didn’t relish any special partnership with my only sibling.

We were simply too different. On paths too far apart for us to even see the other. 

“I’ve got an appointment tomorrow to discuss how to approach the request for guardianship.” I turn to face Dad, leading him through to the kitchen.

He follows, leaning on the island with both elbows. “Do you need some money to help cover costs?”

God, I love this man. He’s not asking begrudgingly. His genuine gaze reminds me that he would offer up what he had without any expectation of repayment. “I’ve got some money stashed away, so hopefully I can cover it. But I’ll let you know.”

He nods once, his lips pressed in a line as he regards me. “You ready for this, love?”

Again, he holds no ounce of ill-will with his question. It’s pure curiosity.

“I hope so.” I sigh as I lean back against the edge of the counter. “I can’t imagine it being any other way, though.”

Briar belongs with family, and when I think about the alternates … yeah, it sends a shiver straight up my spine. That alone should be enough of an answer for me.

“We may be across the ditch,” Dad says, “but we’re always there to help.” He straightens up, pinning me with that no-messing-around Dad stare. “You’ve kept your distance over the past few years, and your mother and I tolerated that, but this time I want you to set your pride aside and ask for help if you need it, okay?”

Slayed. “Sure.” I frown, searching for the words to convey how I feel without starting an argument. “You know why I kept that space though, right?”

“You were wounded.”

“I was let down,” I clarify. “It’s not that I haven’t wanted to reach out, it’s just that every time I thought about doing it, I never knew how to start the conversation. The things I wanted to say weren’t easy topics, and to be honest, until that stuff is resolved I’ve got no interest in small talk.”

Dad blinks a couple of times, staring at me without a trace of readable emotion on his face. Have I made him mad? Disappointed him?

“I’m going to take a walk,” I say. “Clear my head, I think.”

He reaches out as I go to walk past him. “Mimi, love.”

I turn my head and look up at him, at the way his brow pinches and the raw regret in the curve of his mouth.

“Never feel ashamed for how you’ve coped these past years.” He pinches his nose, before holding my gaze. “We all made mistakes, but the only people who need to feel bad about that now are your mother and I, okay?”

“Okay.” I lean in and give him a quick hug. “Love you, Dad.”

“Love you too. Now go, get some fresh air.”

I scoot upstairs and throw on a light sweater, and then retrieve my phone and wallet. Not in the mood to carry anything bulky, I slip one in each pocket of my jeans and then head downstairs. 

Dad’s reclined on the armchair with Briar jammed in at his side, a Pixar movie in the opening sequence on the television. He gives me a smile over Briar’s head, encouraging me to take the time for myself.

I still feel bad, considering I took most of yesterday off for it all. But I guess in a way this is my parents’ way of doing what they can while they’re still here and not thousands of kilometres away.

I slip my feet into my shoes and then head out the front door into the late afternoon light. It’ll be dark within the hour, which means the bedtime routine for Briar will start. Given how he was today I’m not counting on it being an easy one. The only thing that settled him last night was having me lying beside him in his narrow bed. I still have the kink in my spine from the awkward position I had to be in to save from rolling off. But I wouldn’t have it any other way, at least not for him.

The comfort was what Briar needed and who am I to deny such a simple request?

The cool air tickles my bare neck as I hunker down and head toward the corner shop. I slip my phone out and flick through the numbers while I walk. I haven’t spoken to Jess in a few days, and she messaged this morning asking how things were.

“Hey, hon,” she greets after the third ring. “You okay?”

“Considering,” I say with a smile. “How are your lunch breaks this week without me?”

“Boring as hell,” she groans.

I chuckle. “You need to try and make friends with your colleagues, dude.”

“You’ve met them,” she says dryly. “We have nothing in common.”

“Come on,” I tease. “Matt in conveyancing isn’t that bad is he?”

She snorts. “He left his empty takeaway coffee sitting on the copier the other day, and when somebody called him out on it, he not only moved it a foot to the supply shelves, but used a piece of paper to dab up the ring and left it next to the cup.”

I laugh, shaking my head as I walk. 

“What about you?” Jess asks. “How are your parents? Briar?”

“Eh,” I grunt. “Doing the best we can, I guess. Briar’s struggling at the moment. Mum and Dad are stoic about it all, but I suspect they’re just holding it in until they get home.”

“It really sucks, huh.”

“Mostly for Briar, yeah.”

“And you?” she coaxes. “You never said how you’re doing.”

I sigh, slowing my pace. “Confused, dude.”

“What about?”

I look around, feeling decidedly exposed having such a personal conversation on the street. Yet the yards are empty, people driving by as though I don’t exist.

“Evan.”

She hesitates, only the echo of the breeze as it rushes by my mouthpiece coming down the line. “Who’s Evan?”

“Remember how I mentioned a house call when I saw you in the weekend?”

“Kind of. You said something about an old flame, the cop who brought Briar to the hospital being a guy you used to date.”

I let out a short laugh. “Yeah, that’s the guy.”

“So what’s the story with him now? Is he bugging you?”

I chuckle. Is he bugging me? Not in the way she thinks. “No. It’s just …” I turn into the park before the shops and slump onto the low log fence. “I feel so filthy, thinking about him when all this other stuff is happening.”

“You can’t put your emotions on hold, babe.”

“No, but surely I should be able to focus on the more important of the two, right?” I look up at the sky, willing my tight throat to ease. “I mean, you want to know just how horrible I am?”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

“I made up an excuse to go home yesterday so I could see him without my parents knowing.”

She laughs. “You delinquent, you.”

“He came over, and you know what?”

“Enlighten me.”

“I didn’t think about anything but us the whole time. I never once worried how Briar was, or thought of Kath.”

“So?”

“He had to get back to work, because he was only there on his lunch break, and all I could do for the first half hour afterward was sulk because I wish he’d kissed me. Because I wished I’d had the guts to make the first move, too.”

“Babe …”

“You want to know what’s even worse?”

She sighs.

“I caught myself wishing last night I could just skip the funeral and take Briar back to my place so I could focus solely on Evan.”

She sucks in a long breath between her teeth, making a hissing noise that pierces my ear. “Yeah, that’s a bit cool.”

I groan, leaning forward to rest my forehead against the butt of my hand. 

“But,” she continues. “From what you’ve said—which isn’t much—you’ve got a valid reason for the fallout with your sister. There’s obviously something pretty bad that caused the disconnect. Reverse it. If she was in your shoes now, how do you think she would have felt?”

That’s what cuts me up the most—I don’t know. Mum said she understood what her love for him did, but does that mean she also felt remorse toward me, or had she done the same as me: severed the tie so completely there was nothing left to anchor us to each other?

“I really don’t know.”

“I’m sure it would have been similar, Amelia. Don’t beat yourself up too bad over it. So you’ve got a crush on a guy you used to date? Who cares? What’s so wrong with that?”

“The timing.”

“Happens when it’s supposed to,” she says. “Deal with the funeral, and then pursue him. Fate’s obviously chucked him back your way for a reason, babe. Don’t waste the opportunity because of how you think others will perceive your actions. Go with your heart, listen to your gut. Just do it.”


SIXTEEN

 

Briar clutches my hand as we wait beside the car for Mum and Dad to get out. Grey clouds roll across the sky, the breeze carrying wisps of light rain as it caresses our faces. 

Today, we lay my sister to rest. But I get the feeling that the issues her death resurrected are only just gaining traction.

I’ve barely spoken to Mum since our argument at the start of the week. A few polite words such as “Would you like a drink?” or “Could you pass me the remote.” Nothing more. I haven’t made contact with Evan since I saw him Tuesday, and even though my focus has been solely dedicated to Briar, I can’t help feeling as though in her eyes I’m not doing enough, I’m not proving how invested I am outside of my actions.

What else can I do? I’ve never been one to articulate how I feel very well. “I love you” doesn’t fall easily from my lips, and encouragement often gets forgotten. Not on purpose, but since I never received a lot of it growing up. It doesn’t come naturally to me to offer it to others. I have to constantly think about what I’m doing, what I’m saying, and how that makes the other person feel to ensure I don’t inadvertently upset them.

It’s exhausting.  And so, more often than not, I shut down and simply show how I feel through my actions. Which, if you ask me, has been enough for Briar.

He gives my hand a squeeze, eyeballing the people milling around outside as Mum rounds the back end of the car to join us. She and Dad are booked to fly back to Australia tomorrow. Apparently the neighbour who has been feeding their dogs can’t continue, and since the mutts haven’t been vaccinated recently, they can’t get the animals booked into a pet motel.

Is it bad that I’m looking forward to the room to breathe? Having Mum and Dad here has been great, especially when it came to dealing with the more emotional moments like talking with Kath’s friends who paid an impromptu visit a couple of days ago to pass on their condolences. Never in my life have I felt more like a fraud than I did that afternoon, pretending I actually felt something; that their sympathy made me comforted.

Truth is, seeing them share in my parents’ grief only served to make me feel even more of an outsider.

“Ready?” Dad asks as we now all stand at the rear of the car.

“I guess so.” 

People file into the funeral home at a respectable pace, careful not to seem too eager. I’ve always thought that funny about sensitive situations; the pace of life slows to a crawl. Nobody rushes around, and nobody embraces the ones they love with gusto. It’s all just … morose. As if showing an ounce of happiness or satisfaction toward those still living would taint you as unfeeling.

Cold.

Distant.

Like me.

“Have you got the teddy?” I ask Briar, knowing he has.

His fingers clasp around its pink fuzzy paw. “Yeah.”

We made a special trip to Build-a-Bear yesterday after he asked me if Kath would have a cuddly to keep her company while she slept. Such a simple child-like concept, but so thoughtful. So we picked out a pastel pink and purple bear with “World’s Best Mum” printed on its belly to lie with her forever. I had to step outside the store when he recorded the voice message inside: “I love you, Mummy.” 

My heels click against the concrete drive as we near the front doors. Guests pause in their hushed conversations, their pitying gazes painting us with grief as we step through the pinned doors and into the reception area of the building. 

“I’ll go have a word with the pastor to make sure we’re all organised,” Dad says, his hand lingering on the small of my back in a comforting gesture.

“Good idea.” I give him a smile and lean forward to accept the kiss he places on my cheek.

“Back soon.”

Briar turns into my legs as Dad gives Mum a peck and then drifts through the crowd to the private office in the rear.

“Where’s Mummy?”

I bend my knees and pick Briar up under the arms, lifting him to my hip. Mum extends a hand, smoothing down a wayward strand of his hair. He’s a little too old to be held in such a way, but surely situations like this are the exception to the rule? It comforts him, and so as long as my arms will allow I’ll cuddle him this way if it means even an inch of relief for the little guy.

“How about we go visit her and tuck the teddy in at her side?”

Briar nods, his eyes darting over the people who look on with curiosity. I know what they’re probably thinking: Why do I have him in my arms? Me, the sister who walked away several years ago? What rights do I have?

The answer’s simple: all of them.

Regardless of where Kath and I were in our lives, Briar is my blood, and I’ll damn well do what I can to make this transition easier on him.

Distant family members, and a few faces I remember from high school, offer their condolences as we make our way through the chapel to the open casket. I smile politely, leaving Mum to answer them as I make my way up to the front of the room with Briar.

He wriggles in my weary arms, so I let him down as we reach the coffin. His face only just makes it to the edge, not enough to see Kath laid out in her favourite colour, yellow. I do a quick scan of the room and notice a storage box tucked behind a podium to the right. It’s heavy, yet solid enough as I drag it across the carpet to where Briar waits. I help him onto the plastic lid, and he sucks in a deep shuddering breath as his gaze lands on his mum.

I should feel the same; some sort of shock at the sight of her exactly as I remember, yet also nothing like the woman she was. This … shell … it’s not her. It’s her vessel. The parts that made her her have left: her humour, her drive, her soul.

Yet to Briar, she’s still Mum.

He mumbles something as he pushes up on tippy-toes to lean in and tuck the bear in the crook of her arm. His fingers brush her flesh, and he jerks back.

“She’s cold.”

“Yeah, she is, buddy.”

“Why?”

How do I explain this? “When your heart stops,” I say, “your blood doesn’t move around your body anymore.”

He cocks his head to the side, confused.

Damn it.

“You know how when you run around you get hot?”

He nods.

“Your blood does the same thing when it moves around your body; it’s warm, and so it makes you warm too.”

“So, her blood needs her to play?”

“Something like that.” I’m not going to win with this one. 

He seems satisfied though, turning back to Kath and telling her goodbye, how he loves her, and that he’ll put a drawing on the fridge each week for her like they always do … did.

I help him down, and push the storage box away before letting him run to Mum and taking my turn.

I should have something poignant to say to the woman I shared my childhood with. Something meaningful, some declaration of remorse for how wide the gap between us grew as adults. But as I stand beside her coffin, I can’t even bring myself to rest my hand on the side, let alone say a single word to her.

She betrayed me. Worse than that, she chose him over me and destroyed my character. My own flesh and blood turned against me and alienated me from everything and everyone we knew.

My only sibling showed the ugly side of her heart, and what hurt the most, was that she won.

She got to keep her life in our hometown. She kept her friends. She kept our family, staying close to Mum and Dad even after they moved overseas.

I was hurt. I was abused. And yet, everyone painted her the victim.

A sigh escapes my lips as I let my shoulders drop. There’s no point faking it for the sake of an audience. The people here didn’t know us, know what went on behind closed doors. They only saw what they were given, fed the pieces that were most palatable. 

“Sleep tight, sis.” I close my eyes and drop my head, inhaling the sweet scent of the roses that fill her casket arrangement.

Such beauty, and yet all she did for me was cause such pain.

Mum steps up beside me as I turn to take my place, her hand resting gently on my arm. I shake my head, a silent “Don’t,” and walk toward the front row where Briar waits with Dad, his short legs swinging under the pew.

The moment I sit down, he’s on my lap, resting his back against my front, his head beside mine. I loop both arms around his middle and watch as Dad joins Mum, and together they weep for the child they lost too soon. 

My ears burn, the whispers creeping over me in a sticky coat of shame.

“She seems so strong.”

“Indifferent, I would have said.”

“Why did she not look upset?”

“She didn’t say a thing when I offered my sympathy.”

“I’m surprised she came.”

Do they think I can’t hear them? That two rows of seating is sufficient distance to pass judgement on somebody?

Briar is disturbingly quiet in my arms, his fingers tapping absently on my forearm. I turn my head and rest my lips against his temple, smelling his clean hair. He’s so pure, so undamaged by the world until now. He’s innocence, open trust, and everything I wish I could find again.

“Aunty?” he whispers.

“Yes?”

“Where will she go?”

I move my lips to his ear, squeezing him tight. “You’ll see later.”

We’ve planned to travel together to the burial, and then I’ll split off with Briar to spend some time away from the wake. The funeral itself is bound to be enough of an emotional drain on the poor kid without him having to sit around and listen to a bunch of strangers talk about his mother as though they knew her better.

“Hey.”

I lift my head and look to my right, doing nothing to hide my surprise. “Hey to you, too.”

Evan stares straight ahead at my parents as Dad offers Mum his handkerchief. It’s the first time I’ve seen him out of uniform, and I’m starting to wonder if the guy is capable of looking bad. Dark grey slacks hug his legs, polished black dress shoes peeking out at the hem, but what takes me by surprise is his choice to buck the trend and go without a matching suit jacket. Instead, he wears a short-sleeved pale grey shirt, dressed up with a thin black tie. 

“Hey, Briar.”

My nephew twists in my arms, a smile spreading across his lips. “Officer Evan.”

I’m abandoned in favour of our visitor, Briar clambering to sit beside the man he so clearly admires. 

“I gave Mummy a teddy bear,” he announces. 

“That’s sweet of you.”

“I didn’t want her to be alone.”

Evan’s distressed gaze lifts to mine, and I break the awkward silence by explaining, “It says ‘World’s Best Mum’ on its belly.”

He nods, swallowing hard.

“Thank you for coming.” He never mentioned the funeral at the start of the week, and to be honest, the invitation never crossed my mind. Sure, he knew Kath from when we dated, but outside that he was as much of a stranger to her as I was.

Evan shrugs dismissively, and then stands to take Dad’s offered hand as my parents return to their seats. “Mr Harris.”

“Evan. Thank you for coming.” Dad’s gaze flicks to me, before landing back on Evan with a smile.

Did he …? I look between the two of them, wondering who in fact did invite Evan.

“It’s my privilege.” Evan leans in and gives Mum a kiss on the cheek. “Mrs Harris.”

I lose the rest of my heart to this man in that moment. Even after my parents’ clear judgement of him, of how he broke their daughter’s heart many years ago, he’s so thoughtful, so respectful and kind. So perfect that it makes me feel less guilty for the desire to further explore the man he is now.

We spend the entire service seated as one complete unit: my parents to my left, and Evan with Briar to my right. Mum sobs on and off throughout the eulogies; Dad does his best to hold it together, but I catch the glimmer of unshed tears as they read a prayer for Kath. Briar sits remarkably still, absorbing everything. He seems almost as though he doesn’t quite get it still, until the pastor steps around, and with a blessing, shuts the lid on Kath’s casket. 

“No,” Briar cries. “It’s too dark.”

He jumps off the seat, and I try to catch his arm, yet he slips free. Murmurs sweep the room as I dash after him and scoop him up, trying to contain his flailing arms and legs. He thrashes against me as I lift him into the air and carry him back to our seats. One of his shoes gets tangled in the hem of my pencil skirt, and as I try to take the final step forward, my legs are restricted and I buckle.

All I see is the pew heading straight for Briar as I stumble, the boy too distressed to notice the impending disaster.

I let go, hoping if he falls earlier that he’ll miss hitting his head and get less of a bump when he hits the floor. My ankle rolls and I suck in a breath, preparing for the worst. Dad lunges forward to catch my arm, but there’s no point helping me, I’m in an unstoppable fall, my bodyweight ensuring I’m going down no matter what.

All I care about is Briar. 

My knees hit the ground, my hip colliding with Briar’s legs as he’s whisked away from me, narrowly missing the unrelenting wooden pew, and straight into Evan’s arms.

“Are you okay, Amelia?” Dad helps me onto the seat, immediately running a cautious hand over my rolled ankle.

It smarts, but it’s not the end of the world. “I’ll be fine.”

The service picks up where it left off, the pastor’s voice fading into the background as I turn to check on Briar.

“I’m so sorry, buddy,” I whisper.

He reaches out and climbs from Evan to kneel beside me, wrapping his arms around my neck as the residual sobs shudder through his body. “It’s okay, Aunty.”

“Are you all right?” Evan whispers.

I nod, fighting back the tears of frustration at what a fuck-up this day is turning out to be. I focus on the pastor, although his words don’t register. What does, is the strong yet sure hand that rests on my right knee. I look down to the connection, warmth spreading through me at the simple gesture. Evan stares ahead as though nothing is amiss, and shuffles a little closer while the closing sermon is given.

The guests file out in the same, slow respectable pace when all is said and done. I choose to stay in my seat until the last person has exited through the doors that lead to the reception area. Briar’s eyes are heavy as he leans against my shoulder, his arms tucked in to his stomach. It makes me thankful we decided to spare him the wake after all.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” Evan offers, sitting at an angle so he can face us. 

Before I can say anything either way, he reaches down and picks up my shoulder bag and then extends a hand as he stands to help me up. I loop my arms under Briar’s, adjust him onto my hip, and then place my palm in Evan’s, relishing the warmth in his touch. 

“Are you coming to the burial?” I ask. For some reason the thought he might be there too calms my nerves. 

“I hadn’t planned on it.” He glances to where my parents stand at the far end of the chapel, seeing people off. “I didn’t want to overstay my welcome.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I stop short of begging him to join us.

“If you’re sure.” His gaze searches mine, and a fire ignites low in my belly at the intensity of it all.

Here’s a man who has no obligation to my family, offering his time freely. A man who, each time I see him, leaves me wishing even more for another chance to see him again.

To hell with hidden messages and beating around the bush. “I’d really like it,” I say. “I feel better when you’re around.” If Kath’s death is going to teach me anything good, it’ll be to tell it how it is before the opportunity is lost.

“Okay then.” He holds a hand out, silently asking if we should leave.

Mum smiles as we approach, reaching up to cup Evan’s face in her hands. “Thank you.” Her gaze darts to me. “It’s lovely knowing Amelia’s going to have somebody there for her when we leave tomorrow.”

Right. It suddenly falls into place: why Dad invited him, why he came. They were worried about me. I look up to Evan, worried what I’m about to find, but he surprises me with a warm smile. 

“I’ll do what I can to help, Mrs Harris.”

Dad shakes his hand, a silent test of the man. He seems satisfied as we break away to head to the car. 

“You can follow us,” Mum states to Evan, placing her bag in the footwell of the car. She sucks in a deep breath, her strength returning. “I just realised too, perhaps Evan could give you a lift afterward, Amelia?”

The suggestion makes complete sense, but still, I feel like I’m overstepping boundaries, rushing things, pushing obligations onto the guy. We’ve only just reconnected nine years after an abrupt breakup, and already she’s treating us like an item again. I shoot her a firm look in the relative privacy of the car as I lean over Briar to help do his buckle up.

“Where do you need to go?” Evan asks as I emerge from the sedan.

I shut the door first—little ears and all. “We didn’t want to put Briar through the wake as well, so I was going to take us out for something to eat, just play it by ear and see what he wants to do.”

“I can help with that.” He thrusts both hands in the pockets of his slacks.

Damn, I wish he’d stop doing that.

I pointedly look at the tree over his shoulder, sucking my lips in. “Mm-hmm.”

“Ready?” Dad asks as he approaches after finishing things up with the pastor.

“I think so.” I dash around the car to my side, giving a quick nod to Evan. “We’ll see you there then?”

He gives Dad the quick side-eye, and then rounds the back of the car to where I stand like a deer in the headlights. His large hand wraps around my neck, and he pulls my head toward him to he can place a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Sure. See you there.”

I’m frozen in place as he walks away, heading for the only car left unattended: a matte-black Jeep. 

Mum snorts a small contented sound beside me, and pats me on the shoulder before getting into her seat. “It’s nice to see he still cares so deeply for you, darling.”

Yeah. Nice.

And so damn confusing.


SEVENTEEN

 

I raise my face to the sky as the light rain starts, thankful for whoever created waterproof mascara. Umbrellas spring up over the funeral goers who slowly spread out on their way back to their cars. 

“Now I feel bad for not wearing a jacket,” Evan says as we quicken our pace back to his Jeep. “Otherwise I could have placed it over your heads and kept you dry.”

He indicates a sleepy Briar, who has his cheek rested on my shoulder as I carry him against my front. I make a mental note to skip arm day this week at the gym given the workout I’m getting.

“Don’t be silly. A little bit of rain never hurt anyone.”

Remind them they’re alive, sure. But physically hurt them, nope.

“You still want to go out, or should we take him home?” The indicators flash on the car as we near it.

“I think home is a good idea.” I open the back door, thankful Mum had the foresight to change the car seat over when we got here. “Maybe a drive-through for something to eat instead?”

“We can do that.” Evan waits beside me in solidarity until Briar’s buckled, probably not wanting to seem like a jerk by getting in the car while I’m still getting wet.

He helps me into the passenger seat, and then dashes around the hood as the heavens open up and the rain becomes torrential. Got to love spring storms.

I buckle myself in and stare out the side window at the blurred remnants of Kath’s burial. The graveyard workers hurriedly take down the wreath, carefully placing it on the small trailer hitched to their little John Deere. A tarp is rolled out over her grave, and anchored as the wind picks up. I’m guessing they’ll fill it in later once we’ve gone; save the insensitive loader dumping the dirt in by the bucketful for when no one’s here to see it.

Sleep tight, sis.

I pull a steadying breath in, filling my lungs with the distinctively manly smell of Evan’s Jeep as he turns the engine over: leather and musk, indicating cleanliness and order. I wouldn’t say I’m upset, more … grieving the loss of a chance at one day regaining what I had: a sister who was my best friend. 

Briar stares back at me as I twist in my seat to check he’s okay. His silence is unnerving, but I guess it beats the pain at watching him break down when it all gets too much. He rolls his head to the side, watching the raindrops that streak down his window as we pull away.

Nothing needs to be said; the atmosphere in the car is thick enough to cut with a knife. Evan reaches out as he eases on to the road, his hand coming to rest on the top of my knee. I duck my chin and sigh, resting my palm over the back of his hand. He flexes his fingers, entwining them through mine, the small gesture saying so much.

By the time we pull up outside Kath’s place, Briar has dozed off in his car seat and the rain has eased to nothing more than a sprinkle of drizzle. I walk ahead and open the door as Evan lifts Briar from the car and carries him into the house. The sight of him, this broad man carrying such a precious bundle in his thick arms, softens my heart. I can only imagine that he’s a great dad for his own son, Deacon.

“I’ll take him up to bed,” Evan whispers, kicking his shoes off in the entryway. “You go get something warm and dry on.”

I reach out and stroke the damp hair from Briar’s face, and then give him a gentle kiss on the head before Evan moves away, walking up the stairs in front of me. Can’t complain about the view, really.

My heart kicks up the pace as I part ways with them and duck into Kath’s room to freshen up. My overnight bag sits where I left it on the bed this morning. Mum and Dad’s suitcases at the foot all packed and ready to go in the morning.

Time passes as I stand rooted to the spot, staring at nothing in particular while all the emotions and feelings from the day swirl through my head on repeat. It worries me that I still don’t feel a great sense of loss, but I guess in a way the absence of anything is my way of grieving. I can’t lament what I didn’t have, but I can mourn the distance that did separate Kath and myself.

My arse hits the mattress, and half-heartedly I sift through my bag, looking for a comfy sweater to pair with my favourite jeans. I’m an only child now. How fucking strange does that sound to voice out loud? Do I say that? Or do I still describe my family as having two daughters? Because they do, it’s just one isn’t here anymore.

The cotton of my comfy sweat top runs through my fingers as I fidget with the material, pondering how I’m going to cope with this change.

I’ve put my hand up to be the sole carer of a little boy. A child I didn’t know existed until barely a week ago. Can I do it? Will I be enough for him?

I don’t want to seem selfish, but there are so many things I haven’t thought about, like how this will affect my career, my desire to travel? I’m no longer a young independent career woman, I’m a working mother. Mum. Can I even call myself that? It feels wrong, like I’m stealing what isn’t mine. Carer. I guess I go with the truth; I’m caring for my nephew.

I strip out of the damp skirt and blouse, and tug on my go-to comfort clothes: torn jeans and my off-the-shoulder pink sweatshirt. Briar’s door is pulled most of the way shut when I emerge with my wet clothes in hand and head downstairs to the laundry. The distinctive ting of a teaspoon in a cup drifts through from the kitchen, giving away where Evan is.

I set the washing down and step out to find him crossing the entry toward the living room, two mugs in his hands. 

“Come have a seat.” He jerks his head toward the living room, and then leads the way.

I sit on the sofa, tucking my legs up beside me, and accept the hot cup he passes over. The blissful aroma of chocolate drifts on the steam, and I duck my head to inhale its sweet goodness.

“I found some hot chocolate sachets in her pantry.” Evan lifts his mug to his lips, testing the temperature before he sets it back in his lap. “Figured it was that kind of day.”

“Perfect.”

Everything about this man fills my senses. His large frame spills over from his side of the sofa, a thick thigh brushing against my knees as he shifts with his drink. I sip my hot chocolate in silence, admiring his sharp jaw and thick neck, leading down to broad shoulders and a deep chest. All features that hadn’t developed yet when I last saw him as a bright-eyed seventeen-year-old. He clearly works out now, and a part of me wonders if it’s more than just physical fitness for the sake of his job. Did something happen that I never knew about, making him want to change the way he looked?

“I feel like we should be reminiscing about when we were younger,” I say with a gentle laugh. 

“Why?” He turns to face me, cocking an eyebrow. “Apart from you, they were some of the worst years of my life, and I’m pretty sure they were for you too, so why rehash it?”

Point taken.

I shrug, cradling my mug for lack of anything else to do. “Common ground?”

He nods, setting his mug aside on the coffee table. “Here’s something you might not have known, then.” He twists on the seat, his knee very obviously resting against mine now. “I fell in love with you in your first year at high school. You were so happy and full of life—everything I wasn’t. You’d smile all the time, even at the silliest things.”

“We didn’t start going out until third year.” I try to hide behind my cup, but I’m pretty sure my cheeks are red enough to be used as a warning beacon.

“I know.” He smiles. “I had a crush on you for years before I got the guts to talk to you. Used to be late to English every Thursday, just so I could see you walk to your Biology class.”

Words escape me. He never told me this. I always thought he didn’t take notice of me until that day we crossed paths on the sports field. He’s a year older than me, was the bad boy all the girls talked about and none of the boys wanted to hang around. I didn’t think I was even a blip on his radar until I finally filled out my B-cup.

He grins devilishly at me as I stare at him like a fool, taking in every detail of his matured face. His brow has hardened, his jaw is sharper, and even his cheekbones seem more prominent as his face has filled out. Yet one thing remains the same. His eyes are such a striking mix of blue, but alone they wouldn’t be anything great. What sets them off, makes them pop, is his ridiculously long lashes, that are such a rich black shade it almost looks as though he has mascara on. They say eyes are the windows to a person’s soul, and his have always been my favourite view. 

He makes me feel … wanted, understood, and most of all, normal. I don’t feel like that girl who was shamed and shunned, ostracised by people who didn’t know a damn thing about her. I don’t feel like I come with a warning label, or that I have to disclose to him what he’s in for.

Because he knows everything already, and the fact that he doesn’t care lifts a weight off my shoulders.

I’m free to just be me.

“I didn’t think anyone liked me,” I say quietly, admitting one of the things that hurt the most, even before the shit hit the fan. “I never got asked out, never had a guy take a second look at me. Not until you.”

“They were just intimidated,” he says. “You didn’t seem as though you needed to be made to feel pretty, or told you were all that and then some, because you were already so confident in yourself.”

I shake my head, chuckling. “Hell no. I came this close to throwing up half the time before I left for school in the morning.” I hold my thumb and pointer finger a hair’s breadth apart. “I was a ball of nerves.”

“Well,” he says with a shrug, “you never would have guessed it.”

“I’m a good actor.” 

“At least until you met me.”

Yeah—that. Only it wasn’t that I stopped hiding the truth when Evan and I started dating, it was that it happened to be the same year he took an interest in me. I found the love of my life, right when the person who deserved my time the least finally broke me.

“I wonder,” I admit, “how different it would have been if it wasn’t for him, you know?”

“You think Tristan was the reason I cut you off?”

I watch his hand as he reaches out and takes my mug from me, leaning to the side to set it next to his. The air in the room shifts, something deeper taking hold as he returns to his previous position, watching me watch him.

“Why else would you let me go like that?”

He sucks in a deep breath and takes my hand, running his thumb over my knuckles. “Two months after I shifted up north with Dad, I had enough saved from errands I ran for my uncle at his shop to fly back down to see you.”

Fuck him. Why did he have to tell me that? I wipe a stray tear away with the back of my free hand. “Why didn’t you?”

“I rang your parents to ask if I could crash there and save on paying for a motel. Thought it’d be rude if I just showed up and expected them to let me sleep in their daughter’s bed.” He laughs while I quietly sob. “They told me you wouldn’t want to see me, that me leaving was hard on you and that they thought if I showed up, only to leave again … they thought you might do something to hurt yourself.”

My sadness twists inside of me, coiling into a painful knot of anger. “How could they?” I whisper to myself. “What were they thinking?”

“Amelia.” Evan coaxes my focus back to him. “They did what they thought was best for you.” He reaches out, gently wiping the tears from my cheeks with the side of his thumb. “They didn’t make the ultimate decision not to come back that week—I did.”

“Did you not want to see me anyway?”

He sighs. “Yes. God, yes. So much. But shit, Mimi. Realising what I’d done, how bad I’d hurt you.” He pulls away and scrubs both hands over his face. “I hated myself so fucking bad for doing that to you. I hated my old man, too, for making me leave straight away.” He turns his head to hold my gaze. “I begged him.” He smirks. “I begged my dad to let me see you before we left, but he was too wrapped up in his own shit—he just wanted away from my mum.”

I fill my lungs, hoping the extra air will help clear this fog around my brain. “I thought you never called, that you just gave up.”

“No way, I never gave up on you. You were my first love.” He scoots closer, cupping my face in his hand. “I still love you. This heart”—he takes my hand and slams it to his chest under his own—“has only ever been touched by you. Nobody else has even come close to getting that far inside of me.” 

My chin quivers, my heart racing as my breath fights to fill my lungs. He still loves me? “How long have you been back in town?”

“Huh?”

“How long have you been back in town,” I repeat, my anger changing course toward a new target. 

“Two and a half years.”

I rip my hand from inside his and scoot back into the arm of the sofa. “You never gave up on me, and yet you were this close.” I hold my fingers close together. “That damn close and you never once tried to reconnect.”

He stares, pain overflowing, and yet I don’t care. How can I believe the truth of his words when his actions don’t match up?

“You’ve never lied to me, Evan,” I whisper. “Ever.”

“And I’m still not.” He hangs his head, his broad shoulders curling inward. “I didn’t reconnect because I thought you’d moved on, found your place without me.”

“What the hell would give you that idea?” I exclaim.

He lifts his chin and slays me with the unsaid accusations in his eyes. “I didn’t come back the week I phoned your parents, but I did return. Two years later.”

It just keeps getting worse. “And you still stayed away?” I cry in high-pitched tones.

“Yeah.” He chuckles darkly. “I had this awesome fucking plan on how I’d rock up to your house and surprise you, but I made one error. I stopped off at the shop up the road from your house to pick up some flowers—cliché, I know—and guess who I saw there?”

I shrug. Clearly I don’t know, but he’s on a roll.

“Your neighbour, Mrs Fallow. And you know what she told me?”

I widen my eyes, flipping my hands palm up. 

“That your parents couldn’t stop talking about how well you were doing, and how you were moving out that week to go live with a guy called Steve.”

I snort, most unladylike, and slap my hand over my mouth to stifle the laugh bubbling up from my chest.

“What’s so funny?” he snaps. “Think it’s hilarious that I got my own after what I did to you, do you?” He slumps into the seat, sulking.

“No,” I scoff. “Oh, hell. I can’t … I can’t even.”

“What?” He smiles, my humour contagious despite how pissed he is at me right now.

“Steve was my—” A giggle escapes. “—goldfish.”

He sits stunned, eyes wide as his face falls. “What?”

“I got a goldfish,” I explain. “Some theory a counsellor had about giving me something to focus on other than my issues. It was doomed from the start though, a bad romance,” I tease. “Found him belly up a month later—no idea why.”

“A goldfish.”

I nod fervently. 

He groans, collapsing over the arm of the sofa behind him. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“I wish. You’re kind of hot when you’re jealous.”

“Do you have any idea how long I spent trying to find out who that douche was so I could pay him a house call?”

“What?” I semi-snort. “You were going to go all possessive ex on him?”

“Totally.” He straightens; the flex of his muscles divine as he uses his core to pull his bodyweight up. “No way was I letting some guy take you away without making my view on it clear.”

I choose to ignore the rush of heat that peppers my neck at the thought of Evan staking his claim, and focus instead on what did happen. “Why did you let it go then?”

He frowns a little, his gaze dropping to my lips. “I ran out of time.”

“How?”

“I had to be back up north by Monday because I was starting a new job. I asked everyone I saw that weekend who Steve was.” He chuckles, shaking his head in disbelief. “And when I had no answer by Sunday night, I ceded defeat. Figured if I couldn’t track down who this guy was, maybe it was fate’s way of telling me you were meant for him.”

“A goldfish was never going to satisfy my urges,” I tease in an effort to lighten the mood.

Evan stares out the window at the approaching night beyond, his jaw hard set and the vacancy in his eyes telling me he’s anywhere but in this room with me.

“I thought I lost you for good.” His voice weakens, the thoughts consuming him taking this man before to me to somewhere dark, somewhere he clearly doesn’t like to be.

“What is it?” I ask. “You look like you want to say something else.”

He turns, and then shunts himself closer so that my legs are jammed almost painfully against his. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I’m sorry I gave up on us, that I let you go. I’m sorry for what happened after.”

“It wasn’t your fault what he did,” I urge, reaching out and placing my hand to his cheek.

He nestles into my touch, his eyes drifting closed. “Not you, baby. What I did. I’m sorry about what I did after.”

My heart slows, the ice bringing my gears to a standstill as I remove my hand and place it back in my lap. “What did you do?”

He unleashes the power of those vivid blues on me, making me want to forgive him even though I know nothing about what he’s going to say next. 

“It was the night Deacon was conceived,” he admits, his gaze darting between my eyes. 

“Oh.” I pull back, confined against the edge of the sofa by his broad frame. 

“Mimi.”

“That was … quick.” Mere hours is all it took to shift his focus off me to another girl, huh?

I shouldn’t be mad. Technically we’d been over for years. But what he said about challenging my fictional boyfriend, about how he still loves me, even now. Wow.

“I know it sucks to hear that, but understand why I’m telling you this.”

I stare at him blankly, unable to comprehend how dropping that on me helps things in any way. 

“I’m laying it all on the table.” He places a hand on my leg, rubbing gentle circles with his thumb on the inside of my thigh. “I don’t want to fuck this up a third time, Amelia. I want there to be nothing between us, no secrets, no mysteries.”

“Us?”

His lips tilt up on one side. “Yeah. Us. Is that something you want?”

Of course it is, but those last revelations … I need time to process things. “Of course it is.”

“But?”

“But, I’m not sure if I can do this right now,” I admit, gesturing in the small space between us.

His eyes light up as he leans forward, so close our noses almost touch, and whispers, “What do you mean by ‘this’?”

Gulp. “You know what I mean.” I swear if I poke my tongue out I could lick him, he’s that close.

“Nope. I don’t.”

I turn my face away, choking on the words, but he’s not having a bar of it. Gentle yet firm fingers find my chin, and he directs my face back to his.

I want to say it, so badly, especially after he admitted he still loves me, but the words stick, lodged in my throat like a powdery pill on a dry swallow. You’re all I think about. Your eyes are fucking magical. You make me want to kiss you, every day, and forever.

Seems he feels the same way, though.

The sofa dips as he leans into me, still with my chin in his grasp, and guides my lips to his. It’s slow, hesitant, and respectful. His mouth gently rests against mine, pinching my bottom lip between his, giving me all the time in the world to protest. And yet, it still sets my soul on fire—even after all these years. It was as though he never left, as though the years have been nothing but our lives stuck on pause. A ripple of awareness washes over my flesh as he tugs on my lip again, growing a little more forceful as I reciprocate. 

I’m here, with the man I wished to have, but ironically already knew.

I sigh against his lips, his tongue testing my resolve as I place a hand against his firm chest, feeling his muscles twitch beneath my palm. A strong hand rests against the back of my head, and he knits his fingers into my hair, pulling me closer as our breaths mingle into one. 

It’s beautiful, yet wrong. I shouldn’t be feeling this good, enjoying myself with such abandon on today of all days.

It adds a new layer of ice to how cold and careless my heart is when it comes to my family.

What if Mum and Dad walked in? What would they think, finding their surviving daughter on the sofa making out with the guy who broke their daughter’s heart once before?

I pull away, my chest heaving. Every part of me wants to climb the damn man like a tree and show him how thankful I am to be appreciated, how much his admission means to me.

How much I still love him too.

“We shouldn’t be…. I mean, I liked it, but … not today.” I sigh, burying my face in my hands.

I’m such a harlot. 

“Hey.” Evan prises my hands away, stroking the side of my face. “I get it. And I’m sorry. I just….” He chuckles, shaking his head as he flops back into the far end of the sofa. “Fuck, I’ve wanted to do that again every day for the last nine years.”

“Does it still live up to expectations?” I tease.

He smirks, nodding with bright eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, it does.”

Awkward seconds pass with us locked in a battle of wills. My body’s rigid with the pressure I have it under not to inch toward him, to not restart what we probably wouldn’t finish. And judging by the way his jaw grinds as he stares at me like he could devour me in one sitting, I think Evan feels the same way.

“Hungry?” I ask, launching off the sofa.

“Not for anything you’ve got in that kitchen.”

Slay me dead.

Thank fuck for thick sweatshirt material and its ability to hide pert nipples. The contact with clothing alone sends a thrum of pleasure ricocheting through my body, but at least the cotton hides how badly he affects me.

Officer Evan North—who would have thought the boy would grow into such a man?

“Jesus, Evan,” I sigh. “You really aren’t helping.” I shift from foot to foot, much to his amusement.

“I could be, but you won’t let me.” He cocks an eyebrow, and then laughs. “I’m not being fair, am I?”

“Not in the slightest.” I chuckle as I grab what’s left of my hot chocolate and down it in one go. “Come on. We’ll see what is in the kitchen.”


EIGHTEEN

 

Evan manages to keep the sexual innuendo out of the conversation long enough for us to team up and make a light dinner of eggs Benedict. Briar is still fast asleep when I check on him, his arm thrown over his head as he lies so carefree in his bed. If I could grant him the ability to always sleep away the hard times, I would. But life sucks like that, making you get up and face each hardship head-on before reaching another.

“I should probably wake him soon, otherwise he won’t sleep tonight,” I say, taking my seat beside Evan at the table. 

He picks up his knife and fork, and then rests his fists on the table to address me. “Let him sleep. We’ll make him something to eat when he does wake up, but until then, he’s doing what his body wants him to.”

I nod, slicing into my piece of toast. “What’s your son like?” I draw my knife back and forward, trying to ignore the pang of jealousy I get at the thought of another woman sharing something so intimate with him.

Something I never got to have.

“He’s really smart.” Evan pauses to chew a mouthful, and then continues. “Like, he’s never struggled at school, and he just gets everything on such a deep level.”

“You’re proud of him,” I observe.

“Yeah.” He smiles, slicing off another huge mouthful. “He’s the best mistake I ever made.”

I choke on my food, smacking myself in the chest as Evan passes me my glass of water. “Thanks.” Tears streak my cheeks as I take a sip. “I’m sorry, it was just so unexpected. You insulted him and praised him in the same breath.”

He smiles, shrugging one shoulder. “It’s the truth, though. I was never with his mum. She said she was on birth control, and she was, but she also didn’t let me know that she forgot to take it two days running.” He holds his fork out toward me, a frown on his face. “Did you know you’re supposed to use secondary protection for a week after even one skipped day?”

I snort. “I think every woman on the pill knows that.”

“Yeah, well—” He downs another bite. “—not all men do.”

“So, you and his mum….” I test the waters. “Did you try to make it work for his sake?”

He shakes his head, swallowing his next bite. “Nah.” Evan hesitates, his sharp eyes drifting up to mine as he winces. “I went back up north. Didn’t even know about him until the month before he was born.” He presses his lips together, frowning at me.

“What?”

“You probably know who she is.”

Oh, hell. “Try me.”

“Birdie Chambers.”

My fork hits the plate with a clatter. “As in, her brother was the jackass that bullied me, Birdie?”

He nods apologetically. “Yeah, that one.”

I can’t be mad at him for this. I can’t be mad at him for this. 

I’m so fucking mad.

“What the hell made you shack up with her that night, of all the girls you could have picked in our town?” Including me.

“About 1.2 litres of bourbon.”

I slap a hand to my face, leaning my elbow on the table. “Evan….”

“I was angry that you’d moved on, she was tidy to look at. I had frustrations I needed to get rid of.” He sighs. “I’ve said sorry, Mimi, and I mean it. She was the stupidest decision I ever made—even more than leaving you without saying goodbye.”

“You can’t honestly tell me you got her pregnant in one go.”

He smirks, nudging my leg under the table with his foot. “You really want to discuss this?”

“Not particularly, but it’s like a train wreck you can’t look away from.”

He chuckles. “I’m putting up the blinders. No more torture for you, missy.” His eyes shoot wide as he realises his use of my teenage tormentor’s nickname for me. “I didn’t mean it like that.” Birdie’s brother’s name for me.

“It’s okay.” I shake my head, picking at my food. “Slip of the tongue.”

We eat in silence for the remainder of the meal. I concentrate on my food, not daring to look up at him although I can feel his eyes on me, checking me out, worried, regretful.

It’s just a name. It shouldn’t bother me so much, but I guess it’s the association our shared history brings up. If it were someone else like Jess saying it, I probably wouldn’t have blanched. But somebody I dated, somebody I shared such intimacy with, somebody who knows what it means?

It hurts, even if it was a mistake. 

I clear our plates, carrying them through to the kitchen while Evan sits silently at the table. I feel bad for the wedge something so trivial has put between us, but like waking from a bad dream, I can’t shake the mood that quickly. Especially after everything else he’s dropped on me in the past hour.

Warm, firm hands rest on my waist as I stand at the sink, rinsing the dishes off.

“I’m sorry.” His words tickle my ear, his face close to my neck as he wraps me in his warmth.

“No.” I wipe my hands off on the front of my sweatshirt and spin in his hold. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t let something so childish affect me so much.”

“Why did they do it?” he asks, confusion clear in his eyes. “Why did they bully you like that?”

I shrug. Why did they? I never did anything to them to start it. “They just saw a lonely girl, picked on her one day, and must have liked the reaction they got, because it became a habit after that.”

“Intimidated,” he says with finality, echoing his thoughts from earlier. “Definitely just intimidated.”

“Just like you?” I smile. 

“I was shaking in my boots,” he answers, leaning down to rest his forehead against mine. “Absolutely fucking terrified.”

“Good thing you got over that then, huh?”

His chest brushes against mine with every breath he takes. “Don’t let my suave exterior fool you,” he teases, reaching for my hand. “You still do it to me. Feel this.” 

Evan settles my palm over his heart, and it thunders beneath my touch.

“Same.” I mimic his movement, placing his hand over mine.

“Nine years, Amelia.” 

Has he really thought of me all that time? The evidence of his arousal pressed against my hip says yes. The quick shallow breaths he takes scream of course. And the way he gently ducks his head to capture my lips with his own admit the truth.

He still hungers for me, scars and all.

I’ve never wanted someone more in my life.

Our mouths fuse, our breaths short and shallow as he reaches behind me to clear a space on the counter, our kiss never wavering. Firm hands grip my arse, and I wrap my legs around him as he lifts me up and slides me onto the flat surface, making us the same height.

“I’m sorry if it makes me a heartless arsehole,” he murmurs against my mouth, “but I don’t give a fuck what day it is.”

“Neither do I.” I crash my mouth against his again, tasting the resolve on his tongue.

His rough palm strokes the side of my neck, slipping around to my throat. I let out a needy whimper that I’m totally not ashamed of as he slips his touch lower, skimming over my hard nipples through the fabric of my top.

Shimmying on the counter, I jerk the hem of my sweatshirt free from beneath me and guide his hand under the soft fabric. He groans into my mouth as his hand slides across my stomach and to my side, gripping my waist hard as he jerks me toward him and straight into his hard cock.

I’m totally going to hell for this. But what a thing to be punished for.

We were intimate as teenagers, sharing endless hours entwined on each other’s beds, but nothing like this. He left before we took things to the next level, before the heavy petting became a desperate need to fuse every ounce of our being as one for a few fleeting moments of unbridled passion.

I loved the boy, but damn, I’m in love with the confidence of the man. 

Thankful that he removed the tie while we were cooking dinner, I wrestle with the buttons of his shirt, popping them open to reveal the magic I knew lurked beneath. His skin is tanned, in the way that shows a man isn’t averse to a bit of hard labour on the weekend. I run my palms over the swell of his shoulders and down his chest, giggling against his mouth as his pecs twitch beneath my wandering hands.

“Fuck, woman. Your hands on me are heaven,” he mumbles between kisses.

I slip the shirt off his shoulders, and he lets go of me to shake it off, the buttons making a dull clatter as the clothing hits the tiles.

The man is sculpted perfection. I move my lips from his to skim them over his thick neck, grazing my teeth over his traps and running a path along his collarbone with my tongue. Evan groans, his hands finding home against my midsection as squeezes my waist hard, grinding me against his erection.

The chance we could get caught is real, but there’s no way I can stop this now. He’s set fire to the dormant parts of me, and the flames rage in the barren depths. 

“Tell me what you want,” he says, gripping the back of my head as I run a circle around his nipple with my tongue.

“Everything you have to give,” I murmur against his chest. “No regrets this time.”

“No regrets,” he echoes.

I want it all. I want to remember what it’s like to be worshipped and adored. I want the bad memories I have replaced with good. And I want him to be the one to do it.

The dome on my jeans pops open with a snap, and he leans back enough to see what he’s doing as he slowly lowers the zipper. My heart skips a beat as I watch his massive hands so delicately unwrap the most sensitive parts of me.

It’s erotic as hell.

A cheeky smirk graces his gorgeous face, and he twists his wrist to dip his hand inside my panties. I groan as his fingers graze my folds, my head dropping back as I close my eyes.

“Say when,” he whispers before kissing me gently as a finger slips inside.

I grind into his hand like the hussy I am, hoping for more. He doesn’t disappoint. A second finger joins the first, and he pumps them a couple of times before slipping his hand free of my jeans to lick the digits clean.

I swear I almost come watching his eyes drift closed. “Fuck, that’s sweet.”

“Fuck, that’s hot.”

He grins, his sharp eyes focused on my face as he dips his fingers in again, working me up with a not so gentle pace. I writhe on the counter, wishing I could strip naked and give him free access to all of me, but the logical part of me reminds me to stay clothed in case we are interrupted.

His fingers curl toward the sweet spot, and he twists his hand enough to apply pressure to my sensitive clit with his thumb. I bite my bottom lip to keep from groaning too loud, and let my head drop back as he picks up the pace. Hot lips skim my throat, and my senses overload.

He growls against my flesh as my muscles contract around his fingers, milking him for everything he has. 

“Oh my God,” I mumble on a moan as my nerves come alive all at once, the remnants of my climax rippling through my legs in a shudder. 

Evan pulls his hand free, licking his fingers clean once more while he caresses my face with his free hand. “You have no idea how bad I want to strip you naked and bury my face in you.”

“About as bad as I want you to?”

“Fuck, Amelia.” He steps back as I sit up, and adjusts himself. “I’m strung so damn tight right now.”

I open my mouth to answer when the distinctive slam of a car door echoes from out the front of the duplex.

“Shit!” I drop off the counter, hurriedly redoing my jeans.

Evan whips his shirt back on, chuckling like a nervous kid. “Such a bad, bad girl.”

I waggle my eyebrows as I run the tap, hurriedly squirting aromatic dish soap into the water to try and disguise any other smells that might remain. “You have no idea.”

I gasp as his hand leaves a sting on my arse in its wake. “Guess I’ll just have to stick around to find out.”

The handle of the front door rattles, the sound of the seal breaking as the door gets pushed open leaving us both grinning like idiots. 

“We’re home,” Mum calls as they step through to the kitchen.

“Shh,” I say with a bubbly finger before my nose. “Briar’s asleep.”

Evan accepts the clean plate I pass him and wipes it with the dishtowel in his hand as he addresses Mum and Dad. “Hungry?”


NINETEEN

Eleven years ago

 

“Are you sure it’s okay?” I tuck my kilt in under my legs as Tristan pulls his car away from the kerb.

“Yeah. Kath said she had some other shit to do, so I said I’d give you a lift anyway.”

I stare out the window at the school as it passes by, wondering why Kath never told me she wouldn’t be meeting me after class. Come to think of it, I’ve barely seen her around the grounds, since she’s been dating Tristan.

I guess that’s all part of growing up; suddenly being too “cool” for your little sister.

“Have a good day?” The way he looks at me as he asks the question sends a shiver down my spine.

“Just the same old, really.”

The rugby boys have been strangely quiet since that first day Tristan gave me a ride home. I never managed to get any details out of him about it, but a bunch of bullies don’t simply drop their cause without reason to. They just get smarter.

Rotten fruit squished through the slats in my locker door. Water poured over my bag while I’m at PE class. Kids I’ve never spoken to before now asking me random questions about my private life while their eyes dart nervously around.

Yeah—I know who’s behind it all.

“You want to come hang out for a bit?” Tristan’s hand reaches across and rests on my knee, giving it a squeeze. “I’ve got time to kill before Kath wants to be picked up from her mate’s house.” His hand drifts higher.

I push it away, twisting my hips toward the door.

“No. I’ve got heaps of homework to do. Thanks, though.”

Heat peppers my neck and chest, my stomach tying itself in knots. I count the streets left until we reach my turn-off.

“Any time you want an escape, Amelia, you just let me know.”

I don’t dignify his offer with an answer, instead pressing my knees into the door in an effort to sit as far away from him as possible.

He gives me the creeps, but Kath can’t say a bad thing about him. Maybe I’m just young and naïve? Maybe the fact a boy’s never showed an ounce of interest in me has me imagining things that aren’t really there?

Maybe he’s just being nice?


TWENTY

 

The sugar spills out of the slim paper packet in a steady flow as I tip it over my flat white. 

“How did things go this morning?” Jess asks, stirring milk into her tea.

Mum and Dad flew back to Australia the day before yesterday, leaving me to face the first day of normality on my own. Not that I minded; it was nice doing things my own way without anyone there to give me grief about my inexperience as a “parent.”

“Yeah, he was good about it. The school said they’d ring if there are any problems.”

First step back into the day-to-day. I dropped Briar off at his classroom after it was agreed that having familiar routines would help settle him. Plus, it gave me child-free time to handle the things Mum and Dad couldn’t assist with before they had to go, like organising the shift to bring Briar across to my place, and clearing out what possessions of Kath’s we’re not going to keep before her landlord takes the property back.

“And how are you?” Jess eyes me cautiously, her wrist still rotating as she lazily stirs the cup.

“Okay. I think.” I snort a small laugh. “Dude, I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m just winging it.”

“Well, you know I’m here if you need help.”

“Yeah, I do.” I take her outstretched hand in mine and squeeze. “Plus, Evan said he’d help if I needed advice on anything.”

“You two getting close again, huh?”

If only she knew.

He left not long after my parents got home the day of the funeral, already late to pick Deacon up for their weekend together. He also admitted as we snuck a sneaky make out behind his car, that he struggled to hold himself together in the same room as me. I smile, recalling the explicit messages I got after I friended him on Facebook. Guy sure doesn’t hold back in telling me exactly what he’s thought about for the past nine years.

“I think it’s just good that we have the history we do, that we grew up in the same place, you know? He’s familiar, comfortable.”

“Girl has a crush,” she teases, one eyebrow raised.

“I never stopped crushing on the guy.” I blush as I raise my coffee for a first sip.

“You got any pictures?” She lifts her chin, gesturing to my phone on the table between us. “Quick. Hunt one out before I have to smash this down and get back to work.”

I hit the home button on my phone and look at the time. “You’ve got, like, fifteen minutes still.”

“Yeah, and I still have to buy a burrito on the way back and scoff it in the staffroom before anyone complains about the smell in the office.”

I chuckle, waking up my phone to hunt a suitable picture out. As I scroll through his Instagram (yep, totally stalked that last night too) I get a fuzzy feeling when I realise, yeah, I had that. This hottie on my screen had his hand down my pants making me feel all sorts of crazy things. And what’s even better, is the hottie is crazily in love with me still.

Damn, I’m lucky. 

“Here.” I twist my phone around, showing her one of him at the gym with a friend.

Her eyes go wide, and she wiggles her finger at the screen. “He’s the one on the….”

“Right.”

“Sure. Okay. I mean, damn, they’re both hot.” She lets out a low whistle as I whip my precious back and ogle it one last time for myself. “And you said he was skinnier in school?”

“Yeah. I mean, he was always tall, but lanky. His clothes just hung off him.”

“Brother sure don’t have any troubles now,” she states, waving her hand dismissively.

I laugh, leaning back as the waitress places my food order down. “I don’t know why you don’t get something from here and save time?”

“Because … burritos, love.”

Her inane obsession with Mexican food amuses me. Anything else, and she’s not fussy, men included. But her food? Don’t get between her and her burritos.

“When do you go back to work?”

I take another mouthful of coffee before answering. “Next week maybe. I told my boss that I wanted to be flexible if Briar doesn’t adjust well, and he said he might be able to jack up some work-from-home scheme for me if it came to that.”

“You’re lucky he’s so nice to you.”

“I’m lucky he realises I’m enough of an asset to do those kind of things for, really.” I work hard, and it pays off. “I just hope I don’t do anything stupid that sets Briar back without realising it.”

“I’m sure you’ll nail it. He’s got your undivided attention, so I’m pretty certain he’ll be fine.”

“Truth be told, I’m looking forward to getting back to my own place. It’s weird being in Kath’s house.” I sigh, picking at my apple crumble. “It’s stupid things like what to do with his bedroom furniture that I don’t know about. Like, do I get him new stuff for a new start? Or do I take the old stuff over to my place and have him freak out because it’s not how he’s used to it?”

“Trial and error, my love. Take the old stuff, and if he doesn’t like it, buy him new things. Don’t stress about it though. I’m sure there are bound to be plenty more decisions like that you’ll have to make.”

“Yeah.” I take a moment to eat some of my food while Jess downs her tea and refills the cup from the little pot provided. “Do you think it’s weird that his father hasn’t made any contact? I mean, Mum said Kath had cut him out, but do you think it’s strange he hasn’t got in touch anyway?”

“Maybe he doesn’t know what’s happened?”

More than likely, if my parents had anything to do with it. Still doesn’t ease my irrational fear that I’m going to receive a knock on the door from my history one day.

“What will you do if he does show up?”

“Lock the door and call the police.”

I wouldn’t let the arsehole near Briar for even a second. Realisation strikes me: if this is how I feel, then maybe Kath really did understand in the end? Why else would she ban Tristan from seeing Briar?

Jess raises one eyebrow at my answer. “Bit extreme, isn’t it?”

“Not with him.”

Her smile falls, and she looks around the café at the people beside us before leaning in to whisper, “You’re going to have to tell me more if I’m going to understand, babe.”

I stare into the eyes of my only friend and realise how right she is. I can trust this woman; know that what I tell her stays between us. “You doing anything tonight?” 

“Nothing important.”

“You want to come over after I get Briar down for the night?”

Jess tips her head to the side, confusion clear in her eyes. “Sure. Why?”

“I think you’re right: it’s time I explained why it is Kath and I cut each other off.”


TWENTY-ONE

Ten years ago

 

Kath steps out of the car, adjusting her work uniform. Four months she’s had her job and we’ve been doing this dance. And for three of those months I’ve been living two lives.

One I act my way through, fooling all those around me. And one’s a nightmare I relive over and over, unable to find a way to escape.

I open my door as well, stepping out into the sunshine as Kath gives Tristan a full tongue and everything kiss goodbye.

“See you later, babe,” she coos, skipping off toward the department store. “See ya, Mimi.”

“Where are you going?” he asks, turning on me the moment she’s out of earshot.

“I’ll walk home today. I don’t feel that great.”

“Get in the car.”

A moment passes, life continuing around us as I stare him down, willing myself to find the strength to run. 

I reach for the handle instead.

The moment he drops into the driver seat beside me, the oxygen is gone, my lungs pulling futilely at the thick air between us. 

“You remember what I said, peaches?”

I shudder at his pet name for me, remembering the exact moment he crowned me with it. 

“Look at this untouched arse. As perfect as a fucking peach.”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Good.” The car starts with an unnecessary roar. “You’re going to owe me for that little stunt you just pulled.” My skin crawls as we careen into the roadway. “Think you can just walk away from this?”

I know I should be able to. I know it’s my choice to say no and force him away. But his threat also rings true in my ears.

“You dare speak a word about this to anyone, you so much as breathe a fucking hint at what goes on, and I’ll slit your fucking sister’s throat in her sleep before I do the same to your mother while your daddy watches me fuck her.”

I don’t doubt he would either. After all, nobody’s seen Jarrod for weeks. Not since he stepped out of line and forgot what he’d been told, pushing me around in the canteen line.

Somebody told Kath.

Who told Tristan.

Who burned me with his cigarette lighter for leading the guy on.

My skin itches where the last of the scars heal beneath my uniform. I bite back the apprehension that grows every time we crest the end of Tristan’s driveway. His house is a shitty little shack on the outskirts of town with an overgrown garden and dead cars littered through the backyard.

What hurts me more are the little feminine touches Kath’s added inside on her visits; visual reminders of how fucked up this all is. One more thing to screw with my head while Tristan screws with my body.

He shoves me roughly in the back door, slamming it shut behind us with his boot. My nostrils burn at the acrid stench of stale smoke and spoiled food. No matter what my sister does, she can’t mask the utter despair that literally bleeds from the walls in rivulets of condensation staining the wallpaper a tawny yellow.

“You ready to play?”

My lips refuse to part, and at best all I can do I whimper a pathetic “Mm-hmm” as I bring my hands to my school uniform and start to undress.

The sooner we start, the sooner it’s over.

The sooner I can put my clothes back on, readjust my mask, and re-enter the world as though I haven’t just been abused by my sister’s boyfriend. As though it doesn’t hurt when I pee. And as though I don’t lie awake at night wondering when he’s going to finally get bored with our games and kill me.

Because how else could it ever end?


TWENTY-TWO

 

I laugh as Jess lays out an assortment of candies on the coffee table before us. She arranges M&Ms, jelly babies, snakes, caramel melts, and my favourite, strawberries and cream, in little bowls as I lean on the arm of the sofa with my legs tucked up, watching her.

“Really, Jess? Do we need this much?”

She smiles, dusting her hands off as she admires her colourful masterpiece. “Probably not, but we’ve got to have a bit of everything, right?”

I pick up Briar’s discarded jumper and toss it over on the spare chair so Jess can get settled beside me.

She nestles back into the cushions with a fistful of jelly babies, and sighs. “Plus, heavy topics require something to keep your energy up.”

That they do.

“It feels weird doing this,” I admit. “I’ve never told anyone about my past before.”

She shrugs, popping a lolly in her mouth. “You don’t know much about mine, either. Sometimes it’s just one of those things that doesn’t need to come up, you know?”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes widen. “I didn’t mean it like that. Like, I’m not saying I don’t want to hear what you have to say.” She sighs, exasperated. “Ugh. I meant, mine’s boring, you know? I’ve got no reason to share the inane details of my past with you, but you’ve got history that’s obviously troubling you, so it makes sense to share.” She closes her eyes and frowns. “I’m rambling, aren’t I?”

“It’s okay.” I chuckle. “I know what you’re trying to say.”

“Good. Because I really had no idea how to salvage that if you didn’t.” She chuckles, and then jams the rest of the babies in her gob in one go, chewing with her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel.

The silence hangs between us, and I contemplate picking up the bowl of strawberries and cream lollies for a distraction. But if I do that, I’ll end up eating them in one sitting and not saying a thing.

Damn, this shit is hard.

I hate sharing my past. Not because I’m ashamed of what happened to me, but I’m embarrassed about how it turned out in the end. I’m embarrassed that I chose to walk away like a coward. I’m embarrassed that I let a spiteful, abusive arsehole ruin my life. And I guess perhaps I am ashamed a little. Ashamed that he played me so effortlessly, that he managed to manipulate and destroy me without the least bit of resistance.

Everyone always knows best, passing judgement with their “If I were you…” comments. But unless you were actually there, in that situation, you just don’t know for sure what would have happened.

Physical abuse is one thing, but mental manipulation is an entirely different kettle of fish.

By the time you realise what you’ve gotten yourself into, the roots of the lies have grown so deep you find yourself being the one who twists everything in the abuser’s favour, telling yourself that your fears are unjustified, that your concerns are invalid.

By the time you wake up in the war, the enemy’s already won.

“When I was fifteen, my sister, Kath, started dating this guy who was older than her. He’d left school early, but he was like twenty or something when she hooked up with him.” I take a deep breath, staring down at the strip of carpet between the sofa and the table.

Jess reaches out for another handful of lollies, relaxing sideways into her seat to hear me out.

“He saw me being bullied one day—which happened a lot—and stepped in. Took me home, and then told Kath he’d pick us both up from school every day so I wouldn’t get harassed again.” I laugh bitterly, thinking about how easily he manipulated us from the start. “Mum and Dad thought it was a great idea too; they’d seen how affected I was by the bullying, and anything that dragged me out of it was an option for them.”

“I bet Kath thought he was sweet for doing it, too.”

“Yeah.” I nod. “She thought he was totally misunderstood. He was a bit of an outcast, one of the rougher guys in the community. He’d been in and out of juvie and narrowly missed prison already. Had people convinced it was all a misunderstanding, but that was just him, great at making people think what he wanted them to.”

“Classic bad boy.”

“Yeah.” I reach out and snag a handful of sweets. “He picked us up without any issues for a while, waiting a few months before he made his first pass at me.”

“Creep.” She chomps extra hard on the jelly baby, as though it’s Tristan.

“I knew something wasn’t right, but I’d never had a guy interested in me so I just convinced myself it was all in my head.”

“Oh, babe.” 

I accept her outstretched hand with my free one and continue. “He started with mind games, convincing me Kath had said one thing, when she’d really said another. Telling me people were doing things they weren’t. In hindsight, I think it was how he gauged how easy I’d be to manipulate as a target.”

Jess squeezes my hand at the same time as Briar cries out from upstairs. Broken from the trance I’d had myself in, reliving the past, I drop my sweets on the table and head up to check on him.

“Be right back.”

He’s sitting upright, sobbing quietly. The moment he sees me at the head of the stairs, he reaches out for me. This kid … I’d walk over a bed of glass to bring him comfort.

“Hey, buddy.” I seat myself on the side of his bed and pull him against my side. “What’s the matter?”

“I had a bad dream.” Distressed hums come from him as he tucks himself tighter.

“Shh, it’s okay now.” I stroke his hair, soothing him, reminding him that it was just a dream and listing a bunch of nice things he could think about instead. “Think of something good that always makes you happy when you try to go to sleep again, okay?”

He nods, crawling away from me to settle himself in bed again. “Like my picture I drew today?”

“What picture’s that?” He never showed it to me.

Briar points to his school bag propped in the corner of the room. I cross over and pick it up, bringing it back to the nightlight so I can see what I’m doing. Sure enough, folded at the bottom under his spare change of clothes is a picture.

“Mrs Pedders told us to draw our family.”

I unfold it, smoothing it out on my leg before holding it under the light.

He wriggles to the side of his bed, leaning over the edge to point out what each curvy shape is. “That’s me, and that’s Mummy.” He skims his finger from the left side of the page, past the obvious trees, to the right. “And that’s you, and Officer Evan.”

“Why aren’t we all standing together?” I ask, touched that he’s included everyone.

“Because when Mummy comes back to get me, you and Officer Evan will be happy together.”

Fucking kids and their observations. I flare my nostrils, sucking my lips into my mouth in an effort not to cry.

He still doesn’t get it; Kath isn’t coming back. And I don’t have it in me to explain that to him when I want him to go to sleep happy.

“It’s lovely,” I say instead. “Can I put it on the fridge?”

“Yeah.” He nods vigorously. 

“I’ll go do that right now then.” I stand, grabbing his covers with my free hand. “Lie down so I can tuck you in, buddy.”

He scoots into a ball, snuggling his lion to his chest, and I cover him. 

“I love you, Aunty.”

Placing a kiss to his head, I whisper, “I love you too, Briar.” 

I turn for the door and step out into the hallway, suppressing a startled cry when I find Jess lurking in the shadows. She shakes her head and jogs downstairs ahead of me, dropping onto the sofa as I set down the picture and gather up my lollies again.

“You’re really good with him,” she says, a soft look in her eyes. “You wouldn’t pick that you guys barely know each other.”

“It’s easy,” I dismiss. “He’s a good kid, and he deserves to be loved and so much more.”

“It really sucks, hey?”

“Massively.” Wherever you are, sis, you did good with him. I only wish I could have told Kath in person.

I load up my taste buds with a handful of sweets as a gentle knock sounds at the door. Jess and I exchange looks, each as wide eyed as the other, before I shrug. 

“I’m not expecting anyone else.”

“Are you going to answer it?”

I’ve got no reason not to. For all I know, it could be a friend of Kath’s that didn’t get the bad news.

I hurriedly scoff the remainder of my handful of goodies as I climb off the sofa and head for the front door. Considering I initially put Briar to bed at seven, it has to be well after eight by now. Bit late for a random house call, really.

I press my eye to the peephole, but all I can see is the back of somebody’s grey hoodie. They’ve got their face turned away, standing right up close to the door. Yet who could blame them with the frequent downpours we’ve been having.

My palm sweats as I reach for the handle, my gut saying it’s okay, but my head replaying every B grade horror movie I’ve seen where the naïve young woman ignores all the warning signs in situations like this.

Fuck it. I swing the door open, startling the visitor on the other side, who spins and … kisses me? 

Evan.

I was getting wound up about bloody Evan.

“Hey you,” I say when he breaks away to grace me with a smile. “That was unexpected. You do that at every house you visit?”

He chuckles, a lazy hand still lingering on my hip where he steadied me during his assault. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

I pointedly flick my eyes toward the living room. “I’ve got company. Want to join us?”

A frown draws his eyebrows together as he steps inside, barely waiting for me to shut the door before he marches through to find Jess staring back at him.

“Uh, hi?”

Evan’s shoulders noticeably relax. “Hi.”

“Evan, this is my friend, Jess.” I position myself between them, unsure what exactly had him on edge. “Jess, this is Evan. He was the officer who picked up Briar the day of the accident.” I give her a wink on the sly; he has no idea I’ve told her about him.

“Nice to meet you.” Jess slides off the sofa, shaking his hand before she gathers a handful of lollies and repositions herself on the single armchair.

Obvious much? 

I settle at the far end of the sofa, leaning into the rolled arm to avoid seeming as though I want to be hanging all over Evan. I mean, sure, I do, but I don’t want to be that obvious. He drops onto the other cushion, his weight causing me to lean into him slightly all the same.

“Did I interrupt something?” He nods towards the mountain of sugar between us all. 

“Girls’ night in,” Jess answers.

“I thought that involved wine and romantic movies,” he replies, narrowing his eyes. “Or have I been lied to my entire life?”

I shrug. “You know I’m not the romantic movie type.”

“And the wine’s in the fridge,” Jess adds.

We giggle, gaining an amused smirk from Evan.

“Don’t let me hold you up from the important stuff then.”

Jess’s eyes flick my way, and I know exactly what she’s wondering: how do we continue what we were talking about with our new company?

Evan glances between the two of us, the pregnant silence flashing a neon sign at him. “Should I go?”

“No,” Jess and I say in unison.

“It’s just….” I sigh, glancing at Jess. “We were talking about old times. I’ve never told Jess about what happened to me in school.”

His entire body tenses; the sofa vibrates underneath us. “Oh.”

“We don’t have to talk about it,” Jess dismisses with a wave of her hand. “We can carry on another time.”

I glance to Evan, who eyes me with an intensity I can’t place. He doesn’t seem alarmed, or worried, kind of apprehensive? “I don’t mind if you don’t?”

His Adam’s apple bobs, and he sucks in a huge breath that makes his thick chest rise and fall, slow and measured. “It’s your call.”

He knows.

He was there in one capacity or another at the time. And like he said, news travelled fast in our small town, and unlike the usual result when whispers spread through dozens of people, the stories in our small neck of the woods didn’t stray far from the truth.

Everybody knew that the Harris girl got raped by the oldest daughter’s boyfriend. Everybody knew I was laid up in hospital for a week before being discharged to be cared for by family.

He’s heard it all—just not from me. It’s the little details that only I know. Like how Mum used to come home from the shops with her mascara ever so slightly smeared and the eyeliner she’d applied that morning gone. It tore at her pride to accept charity, but at the same time she knew people had our best intentions at heart when they would see her at the supermarket and buy me a magazine to read, or throw a chocolate bar in her shopping bag for me.

That’s what stung me the most about the whole ordeal: everybody knew it was wrong, and yet nobody stood up and petitioned the decision when Tristan was discharged without conviction. 

We were the only two people there, Tristan and I. It was my word against his, and hindsight is a fantastic thing when you realise your selfish behaviour and actions in the weeks prior did nothing to uphold your character as a reliable complainant. 

“Should I get the wine?”

Jess’ question snaps me out my reverie, and I slouch into the sofa further, edging toward Evan in the process. “Why not.”

I roll my head on the back of the seat and take in the stoic man beside me. He stares down at his hands, fidgeting with a titanium ring on his middle finger. His brow is drawn, and he grinds his jaw left to right.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I ask again, unsure if I should be airing things after all.

He shrugs, extending a hand to my ankle. His thumb rubs soft circles as he answers. “I’m just worried about how hard it is for you to rehash the past.”

I love him a little more in that moment. “It’s the past. I can’t change it, and there’s no need to let it own my future.”

“I guess.”

Jess returns with the bottle and three short glasses. “I don’t think there’s anything more manly for you to drink,” she says to Evan, setting them down amongst the sweets and uncapping the bottle. “So I hope you don’t mind being one of the girls.”

“If it’s wet, I like it.”

Her eyes go as wide as saucers as she stares at him in shock, the bottle frozen over the first glass. I stifle a laugh, snorting as it dawns on him what the innuendo of that sentence could be.

“You girls have dirty fucking minds.”

Don’t you know it.

“Evan likes it wet. Noted.” I giggle as he reaches across and shunts me on the shoulder playfully.

“You would know.”

“What?” Jess frowns, handing Evan his drink.

“Nothing,” we say together.

“So, anyway,” I stall, trying to draw the focus back to anything but what went down the other night. “I guess I’ll crack on and get this over and done with so we can get toasted on wine and sugar, huh?” I take my glass from Jess and waste no time having the first taste.

“Sounds like a plan.” Half of Evan’s glass disappears in one gulp.

“Where were we at?” I ask.

Jess folds herself onto the armchair and twists her lips to the side. “You said about how he would give you a ride home all the time, and that he started playing mind games.”

“Yeah. So, that carried on for a while until one day he didn’t take me home. He took me to his house. Said he had something to help me relax.”

“And you were happy to go along with it?” Evan frowns.

We’ve never discussed the details of how it started before. Tristan started preying on me before Evan and I hooked up. It was what it was, something we never acknowledged until much later. He didn’t even know what the sick fuck was doing to his girlfriend for the first six months.

I shake my head. “No way. I tried walking out the gate, hell-bent on going home instead, but he slapped me in the side of the head and picked me up, dragged me back in his house.”

“What did you do?” Jess asks. “Like, did you try to get away again? Call anyone?”

“My shitty prepaid phone was in my school bag—which he threw next to his car on the way past—and I didn’t see the point in trying to fight someone who was clearly stronger than me and angry.” I look to Evan, suddenly embarrassed to say it out loud. Even after all these years I can’t shake the feeling that what Tristan did makes me so … filthy. “He … that was the first day he forced … stuff on me.”

The silence is palpable. I guzzle two-thirds of my wine, searching for the Dutch courage to carry on. 

“It went on for at least a year after that.”

“I never understood why you didn’t report him,” Evan states quietly.

His seemingly calm demeanour scares the shit out of me. “Because he told me he’d kill my sister if I did.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Evan snaps. 

Jess glances between us, clearly concerned. 

“Just …” He sighs. “What made you think he wasn’t just bluffing?”

The first tears build behind my eyes at the memory of the one incident that hurt me more than any physical pain Tristan inflicted. “The precursor to violence against people is animal cruelty, right?”

“Mimi…,” Jess whispers, daring me to be leading her on, daring me to be wrong.

Evan closes his eyes briefly and nods. “Yeah.” He doesn’t know this. I’ve never told anyone what he did until now.

“The second month of our ‘home visits,’ as I liked to call them in my head, there was an Internet company salesman doing door-to-door canvassing. We’d seen him a few houses down when we turned into the street, but Tristan thought he wouldn’t show up at his place because he had a Doberman that he kept tied up near the gate.” My chin dimples, and I pinch the bridge of my tingling nose. “The sales guy made it to the door. He didn’t stay long after Tristan got abusive, though.” My throat closes; acid swirling in my stomach. “The dog didn’t see another sunset.”

“He killed it? Because it didn’t keep the guy away?” Jess asks, clearly shocked.

“Yeah.” My shoulders stiffen as the memory of the dog’s screams send a chill through my bones. It’s a sound I’ll never forget. Ever. “What was worse, he didn’t bury it or anything. The body lay there in the sun, stinking, rotting. I had to walk past it every day after that.”

I lose the battle of wills. Fat tears spill over as I think about that poor fucking animal and what he did to it. A thousand times I’ve wished I could go back to that day, just to try again, to do more to stop him when I realised what was about to go down. I would have gladly taken a knife to my gut to save the suffering he put that dog through.

“Fucking hell, Amelia,” Evan mutters. “Come here.”

He reaches out, loops his arm over my shoulders, and pulls me in. I nestle into his side, his heartbeat a soothing rhythm under my palm. 

“Everyone knew that guy was unhinged,” he says with definite bite to his words. “Everyone.”

“And nobody did anything about it.”

“What could they do?” he asks. “Unless they had something on the guy that was guaranteed to send him away, poking a stick in the hornets’ nest wasn’t exactly a smart thing to do. It would have just put you at more risk.” He swallows hard, and I know what’s coming next. “You saw what he did to me.”

Jess glances down at her hands, lost. 

“I guess.” Evan’s right. Antagonising the situation would have only made Tristan worse.

“What did he do?” Jess asks quietly, her mouth turned down at the corners as she looks across to the two of us.

I sit up, pulling out of Evan’s hold so I can look him in the eye while I answer her question. “I lied to Evan for ages. He didn’t know what was happening until I had marks I couldn’t explain.”

His crisp blues hold me captive as he sighs. A curt nod is all the encouragement I need to carry on.

“I was bruised,” I explain, looking to Jess, “in places you couldn’t explain away with clumsiness.”

She nods, indicating she gets what I’m dancing around.

“I couldn’t lie any longer. I told Evan everything.” I look back at the man who’s so a part of me that his absence has left me feeling incomplete this past decade. “I wish I hadn’t.”

“I don’t,” he says, taking my hand. “Never.”

Taking a moment to collect myself, I stare at the ceiling, wishing the memories of that day away. “Evan confronted Tristan about what he was doing.” Jess visibly stiffens, holding her breath. “He lied, of course. Dismissed it.”

“I thought he’d leave it at that,” Evan explains. “I planned on finding a way to prove it, get Amelia a watertight case against the asshole.”

“But Tristan wasn’t the kind of guy to let things go,” I say. Me included. “He and two of his low-life mates cornered Evan three days later on his way home from footy practice.” My vision blurs as I look across at his handsome face, remembering how brutal it looked when he turned up on my doorstep. “They beat the shit out of him.” I lift a hand, pointing out the injuries as I recite them. “Cracked his cheekbone, split his eye open, and broke two ribs.”

Jess groans, dropping her head into the palm of her hand. “Shit, guys.”

“I missed the rest of that season,” Evan says. “Never actually played again after that.” 

“Surely that was the end of it,” she asks. “How could he talk his way out of that one?”

“I left a few months later. As far as anyone knew, I’d been jumped by some street kids. I kept the whole thing a secret because when we finally outed him for the stuff he did to Amelia, I didn’t want him passing it off as lies to get back at him for my attack.” He scoffs. “Never managed to prove what he did to her, though.”

“It’s not your fault,” I reassure him. “You did the best you could. Shit, we were young, Evan. What chance did we stand, really?”

“What finally stopped the guy?” Jess whispers.

“Tristan saw a guy from school talking to me as I walked out to the car one day. Got jealous. Went crazy.”

“She turned up to school the next day with a split lip and some bullshit excuse about tripping over,” Evan fills in.

“And still nobody twigged?”

“How could they?” I shrug. “Mum and Dad worked until five. They wouldn’t get home until six some nights, so Kath and I were left to fend for ourselves after school. As far as they knew, I was just hanging with friends.”

“But what did you tell them when you came home with split lip?”

Evan tilts his head to see me better, waiting on my answer. 

“I said I got in a fight with a girl over a lie that was going around about me.”

“And they bought it?”

I nod in answer to Jess’s question. “Yeah. All the lies I gave them about where I was, who I was seeing, they thought I was a typical delinquent, off the rails and out of control. In their eyes I was the bad kid, misbehaving for attention.”

“That’s whacked.”

“It’s more common than you’d realise,” Evan says. “I see it a lot: parents who don’t realise what their children are up to because the kid has concealed it so well.”

“So he left you alone after that?” Jess asks.

“Not quite.” I glance at Evan, aware this is the part he’s only heard about through gossip.

He gives my hand a squeeze, leaning over to place a chaste kiss to my lips. “It’s okay.”

Jess cocks her head to the side, her wine glass pressed against her bottom lip as she frowns.

“I didn’t see Tristan for two weeks,” I continue. “Thought he’d given himself a fright when he marked my face, scared himself by thinking it might have given the game away. But he’d just been out of town. Kath told me after the first week; she was mad he’d left without saying anything.”

“So what, he was still dating your sister the whole time too?”

“Yeah. Kath had a job after school five days a week. We always dropped her off first, and then he took me back to his.”

“And you didn’t say anything to her because of his threat to kill her?”

I nod.

“Shit, Amelia.”

“Right?” I laugh to save from crying again. It’s so screwed up in retrospect, but living it was like fighting to survive with tunnel vision—I couldn’t see the end, only a path that seemed to extend forever. “When he came back, all hell broke loose.”

Evan slips his hand to my shoulder, rubbing up and down slowly as he no doubt prepares for what he’s heard comes next.

Only he doesn’t know all of it.

Nobody in the town did.

“Two days before Tristan showed up at the school again, I’d been to see the family planning nurse.”

“To get tested?” Jess asks. “For STDs?”

“Pregnancy.”

Evan’s hand stills. The hesitation hurts worse than any memory I could retell.

“I was seven weeks gone. I thought my period was late because of stress. It’d been really erratic since he started raping me, so at first I didn’t think much of it.” I turn to look up at Evan, my heart in my throat. What if I disgust him now? “Nobody knew that except our family.”

“That’s why he beat you,” he murmurs, realisation dawning in his features.

“Yeah.” I look across at the ashen face of my best friend, and all I feel is ashamed. For something that wasn’t my fault. How twisted is that? “He wondered why I started pushing back, why I didn’t want him to be too rough with me. It didn’t take long for him to put two and two together.”

“So he forced you to abort?”

“He did more than that. He made sure I could never have my own kids again.” I twitch involuntarily, the recollection of how he achieved that sending memory pains through my abdomen. “He quite literally tore me up.” A violent shudder rips the length of me. “I’m sorry. I … I can’t say any more.”

I lean forward and pour myself another drink, my hand shaking so badly I have to rest the neck of the bottle against the lip of the tumbler to ensure I don’t spill it.

“Amelia left his house that afternoon and tried to walk home,” Evan explains to Jess, reciting what he’s heard. “Her house was on the opposite side of town to his.”

The hot asphalt.

“She made it to the end of the main street before she passed out from blood loss.”

The bench seat.

“A shop owner called an ambulance and got two locals to help carry her somewhere more private.”

The buzz of the refrigerator.

“Her heartbeat dropped so low she was almost declared DOA.”

The lights.

“Her parents were advised to prepare for the worst.”

The crying. All the fucking crying.

“And yet he never got charged?” Jess asks.

Evan’s nostrils flare, his face contorting with anger before he stands abruptly and paces to the other side of the room. I shrink into my seat while he runs his hand over his head. “He had some shady alibi. Swore Amelia threatened to hurt herself if he didn’t break up with Kath for her. Made out she’d done the damage as a cry for attention.”

“What a goddamn maniac.”

“At the very least, yeah.” I chuckle awkwardly, my hands still shaking, my stomach still hurting as though it were yesterday. “He convinced my sister that he was telling the truth, told her I’d begged him for the money to pay for a private clinic, and when he refused, lost the plot. She believed him, because in her mind, I would want to abort to hide the fact I’d been fucking her boyfriend behind her back.”

“Oh my God.” Jess looks between Evan and me, as though hoping somebody’s about to twist this tale for the better.

But we can’t. There is no happy ending.

“He walked. I was looked down on by half the town as some crazy delinquent whore, and pitied by the rest. Life was hell, so I left, and then a few years later is when you met me.”

“No wonder you and your sister never spoke.” She gets off the armchair, gathering a handful of my favourite lollies on her way over to the sofa. 

I chuckle as she drops down beside me and offers them up in her palm. “Thanks, hon.”

“The only thing I don’t fully understand though, is, other than the fact you didn’t get to clear the air with your sister, why you’re thinking about this again?” She frowns. “Is that it? You feel bad because things never got straightened out?”

“I wish.” I sigh, watching Evan as he rubs his palms over his face. “The guy, Tristan…”

Jess frowns, eyeing me intently in my periphery while I continue to watch Evan, locking my gaze with his clear blue eyes after he drops his hands.

“…is Briar’s father.”

The storm wins, his eyes turning as black as my heart when the truth hits home.

Life has spun full circle.

I lost the baby my rapist gave me, only to gain the care of the child he created with the person he stole from me.

Yeah. 

Amelia Harris … this is your life….


TWENTY-THREE

Eight years ago

 

Fat tears roll over my cheeks as I look down at my shoes on the floor, my shoes that are too far away to reach comfortably. I was told when the discharge forms were drawn up that cramping and pain in my abdomen were to be expected, but shit, they didn’t say it would be all the time.

I’m so sick of it. The reminder of what he did, the reminder of who I am now, the reminder of how it’s always going to be.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Dad coos as he steps into my room. “Let me help.”

I break, sobbing uncontrollably as my father, the man with so much hurt in his eyes, stoops and helps me slip my running shoes on as though I’m a child all over again.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble through hiccups, swiping my eyes with the back of my hand. 

“Don’t.” He props my foot on his knee, tying the laces. “You have nothing to apologise for, Amelia.”

He’s mad, angry that a man he let into his house did this to his daughter. But what burns the most is he also believes the lies. He thinks I did this to myself. That it was some fucked up cry for help with how depressed I’ve been since Evan left. He thinks the fact I chose to try and get home on my own instead of calling for help means I was trying to cover my tracks.

Why, if I were going to do this to myself, would I have done it at Tristan’s? Why, if I’d done it to myself and I wasn’t in any immediate danger, would I have tried to get as far away from that place as I could while I literally bled out? Why would I even inflict this much damage to my body?

Granted, I didn’t want the baby. It was tainted, created out of hate and fear, but I also hadn’t made the hard decision yet on my own terms. I wanted to come to that conclusion in my own time, when I was ready to face the fallout.

“I didn’t do it, Dad,” I whisper, hoping that if I say it just one more time he might believe me.

He lifts his face to mine, his lips a firm line as he sighs. “Come on. You need to get out of the house, and it looks as though it’s going to rain soon.”

He thinks a walk in the park will help ease my aches and pains, that a glimpse of nature will wash away all the hurt and regret.

It just reminds me how ugly I am in comparison.

How foolish and stupid I was.

How many mistakes I made.

How life can chew you up and spit you back out without remorse.

And how everything you love can be stolen from you in the blink of an eye.


TWENTY-FOUR

 

“Are you ready to go?” I test Briar’s seatbelt again and give him a warm smile.

We’re car shopping today, searching for the one thing I’m going to need most now that it’s not only me I have to think about.

“You need to get a blue one,” he states, with such seriousness in his expression I can’t help but giggle.

“Okay. We’ll see if we can find a blue one.” In all honesty, I don’t care what colour it is. So if he wants blue to make him feel involved, then I could try for blue.

Evan opens the passenger door of his Jeep for me, having waited patiently while I buckled Briar in. He’s been reserved since I dropped the bomb about who Briar’s father is on him a week ago. I mean, the connection’s still there. He visits on his way home from work at night, we kiss, and then make out some more, but he’s holding something back, and I want to know what.

“What do you think I should get?” I ask him as he climbs into the driver seat. “Hot pink? Purple?” I smirk, watching him out the corner of my eye.

He sighs, smiling as he turns the engine over. “Whatever you like, babe.”

He pulls out of the parking space, oblivious to the fact I stare at him in awe. He’s never called me anything other than my name before now, and the moniker leaves me with a little fuzzy feeling in my chest I quite dig.

“I don’t even know what sort of car to get.” The sun peeks out from behind a cloud, colours splitting off in a kaleidoscope as the rays hit the residual drizzle on the windscreen. “Do I get a hatchback? A sedan? A station wagon?”

“Get a four wheel drive,” he states, checking the way is clear before easing us onto the highway into the city. “Something high.”

“Why?”

“So I know you can see everything that’s coming, that you’re safe.” He glances over, his gaze raking a hot trail down the length of me. “Compact cars get hidden, and they crush easily. I wouldn’t feel right knowing you two were getting around in one of those.”

Okay then. I turn away so he doesn’t catch my giddy grin at his clearly dominant display of concern over my welfare. It’s … nice to be cared about like that, to know that somebody worries about me, even when I’m not with them.

“Fine,” I answer. “But if it’s going to be some massive tank, it at least has to have reversing sensors.”

He chuckles, reaching out for my hand as we cruise among the weekend traffic. “Deal.”

 

Three hours and one Happy Meal later, we finally find “the one.” I bounce on the balls of my feet, eager to get into my brand-new Kia as the salesman removes the seat protector and dealership mats. 

Thanks to the fact I was paying in cash, and that I had a rather intimidating man on my side, we managed to knock three thousand off the price while getting a full tank of gas and twelve months’ registration thrown in.

I need to take Evan shopping more often if these are the kind of deals he produces.

“Can I come with you?” Briar asks.

“Not this time, buddy.” I’d rather get used to the new vehicle without having to worry about his safety as well. Besides, if Evan gives him a lift back to Kath’s, then that means I have more chance of convincing him to stay for dinner.

Yep. Using a kid for my own end game isn’t beneath me, it seems.

“Can we go somewhere tomorrow?”

I reach out, relishing the feel of Briar’s small hand as he links his with mine. “Sure. We could do a special run to my house if you like?”

“Okay.”

I haven’t talked to Briar about the shift yet, unsure how to approach it if he doesn’t take it well. Kath’s lease is paid up until the end of the month, a little under a week away. Our time’s running out fast, and I haven’t even started listing her things online for sale yet, let alone decided what to keep.

Evan emerges from the offices, having hashed out the final details with the clerk. Usually, it would peeve me off having a guy come in and take charge as though I was incapable of doing this myself, but today? It’s kind of cool pretending we’re a unit and this is how things always are.

I smile as he approaches, admiring how fine he looks today in a pair of distressed denim jeans and a tight grey T-shirt. The man looks good in anything: work uniform, suit, civvies. 

The emo clothes he wore in school.

“All sorted.” He reaches out as he stops beside me, looping an arm around my shoulders.

Briar nestles in against my legs, resting his shoulders against my stomach as he plays with the McDonald’s toy in his hands.

“I think we did well,” I say, admiring the car I’ve already mentally picked accessories for. 

“Yeah, we did.” Evan tightens his hold, pulling me to his side as he places a kiss on the top of my head.

I admit it: I’m totally in love with this guy. My previous concerns? Gone. Worries over whether he’d hurt me again? Vanished. And what’s more? It scares the shit out of me.

There’s so much change yet to come with bringing Briar home and settling us into our routine. So much unknown. So many hurdles. I don’t know if I can handle any heartache that might come from this if things don’t work out.

“Stay for dinner?” I plead.

“As though I had any other plans.”

I twist and wrap my arms around his waist as the salesman walks our way with my new keys dangling off his finger.

“A great car for such a lovely family,” he announces in that overly chipper way only salespeople can.

I look up at Evan, and he looks down at me, sharing the same amused smile.

Neither of us correct him.

And I couldn’t love that more.


TWENTY-FIVE

 

My back aches from all the walking we did today, protesting as I flop down dramatically on the sofa after getting Briar to bed, much to Evan’s amusement.

“I’m absolutely stuffed.”

“You look it.”

I roll to my side, casting him a cautionary glance. “What are you trying to say, mister?”

“That you look as though you could use a long hot shower.”

“Oh, God.” I moan, rolling to my back as I drop a lazy arm off the side of the seat. “Don’t stop.”

He smirks, sliding off the armchair and crossing the room to my side on his knees. “Maybe a slow, sensual massage.”

“More. Give me more.”

He leans in, placing a kiss on the dip of my throat. “I reckon you need the tension worked right out of here”—his palm works my neck and shoulder—“and here”—he jams his hand under my side to reach my lower back—“and of course, here.” I groan as he slides his palm underneath me to press on the back of my thigh.

“Evan….”

His sharp eyes hold mine, and he frowns slightly. “Yeah?”

“Do I disgust you? You know, after what I told you and Jess the other night?”

“That’s kind of a random question.”

“Warranted though.”

“Does this seem like you disgust me?” He gestures to the way he’s half on me, half kneeling still.

I give him a wan smile and shrug. “Maybe you’re trying to convince yourself that I don’t?”

He sighs heavily, rocking back to sit on his heels. I miss his touch already. 

“What’s really bothering you?”

I look away, biting my lip. “You seem … distant, preoccupied.”

A beat passes where he stares off over the back of the sofa as he thinks. 

I fold my arms over myself, suddenly conscious of how open and wanton I seem.

“Is it what I told you about Briar?”

“Nah,” he exclaims, brow furrowed. “That’s not it.”

“So what is it?” I reach out and rest my hand on his knee. “Tell me.”

He nods, as though affirming to himself it’s the right thing to do. “When you told Jess about what happened when we were kids,” he says, that frown making him seem so intensely sexy I can’t stand it. “It hurt. Not because I never knew you were pregnant, and not because he made you like that, but….” He huffs, dropping his chin as he shakes his head. “Jesus, Amelia.” My heart aches as he rubs both hands over his face. “I can’t even say it after all this fucking time.”

“Say what?” I push up onto my elbows and slowly swivel to face him, my legs either side of his.

I need to know. He has to tell me. Secrets, they kill me. I hate feeling as though people are disappointed in me; as though I should know what the problem is when I don’t. He said it himself; everything’s on the table this time.

The hurt is as clear as black and white as he searches my face. “I saw you that day, you know.”

“What day? When you came back here from up north?”

“Not that day.” He shakes his head, facing away from me.

The fact he can’t even stomach looking in my eyes as he confesses this makes me ill. What the hell has he got to say?

“The day he first took you back to his house.”

My focus narrows, any sense of the things around me fading as I zero in on the distressed man before me. “How?”

“We lived a block away, back then. I had to walk past his place to get to mine after the bus dropped me off.”

My heart, my head. “I never knew that.”

“Why would you?” He finally looks my way again, reaching out and placing a hand on my knee. “Babe, I’m so sorry.”

“Evan, you’re worrying me.” I don’t get why he’s so upset about it? Okay, so he saw me. But so what? How was he to know I wasn’t there by choice?

“I saw him hit you, and I watched as he carried you inside. I knew something was wrong and I didn’t do a fucking thing about it.”

Oh. 

“Say something,” he begs.

But I can’t. I need to ask, “How many more times did you see me there?” How involved is this secret he’s kept from me, not only now, but the entire time we saw each other as kids? He lived a lie, choosing to pretend he’d never taken notice of me before we started dating. He flat-out looked me in the eye and lied.

His eyes glass over, the rock around my heart reforming. “Almost daily.”

“You knew I wasn’t there by choice?” I whisper, daring him to be wrong.

God, he has to be wrong.

“I saw the way he’d drag you around.” He leans away, scrubbing a hand over his face. “But I convinced myself I couldn’t do anything. I was such a fucking weed back then, babe. I wanted to run over there, jump the fence, and smack him upside the head with some of that scrap metal that lay around the yard, but I knew I wouldn’t win.” He laughs bitterly. “Shit, I didn’t win even when I did take the bastard on.”

“And so you did nothing,” I utter, my words barely a whisper.

“I did nothing,” he affirms, the waver to his voice clear as day.

He’s barely holding on. I’ve already let go.

“Fuck, Amelia. Talk to me, please.” 

I stare past him, my chin quivering as my chest turns to rock with the weight of the truth. He was one of them; he was one of the people who could have done something to help.

He was one of the people who chose to pity me instead of stepping in to help a girl too young and naïve to save herself.

But that’s just it—we were both young, weren’t we? He was just as naïve, just as hopeful, with just as much misplaced trust in the system we grew up to respect. The legal system that meant zero when they knew nothing of your struggle.

How did I expect anyone to help me, when I didn’t say a thing myself? 

How can I be so upset about this, when I’ll always be the only one to blame?

Evan stands abruptly, his hands rubbing frantically over his thighs. “I should go.”

No response. No emotion. I feel like a spectator in my own body, willing it to move, to do something, to react. But all I can do as he swears under his breath and strides to the front door is stare at the reflection of him leaving me in the blank television.

We were kids. 

We were kids. 

I can’t be mad at him for witnessing that and doing nothing, saying nothing. We were young and inexperienced in things so severe. Weren’t we? No. Fifteen was old enough to know that something was wrong, that he should have done more, that there were other ways to help than to get directly involved.

And he knows that.

It’s why he feels so guilty.

Why he left.

I need him back. 

I need to snap out of this bullshit and drill it into his head, mine, that even if he had done something back then, the outcome probably would have been the same.

That it’s not his fault Tristan hurt me.

That he didn’t fail me by seeing what he did and walking away.

That I understand, because had the roles been reversed, I probably would have done the same.

He was just a kid.

We were kids.

My legs straighten out in a snap, my body catapulting off the sofa as I bolt for the door. Maybe I can catch him, tell him to stop being so stupid and come back inside? Maybe he’s on the front step, catching some fresh air?

The door flings into the stopper as I wrench it open and dash out into the black night, a solitary streetlight three doors down providing the only light as it reflects off the already dewy lawn.

Evan’s Jeep pulls away from the kerb; I’m already too late. The engine growls as he takes off down the street, exorcising his anger on the one thing he can without repercussion.

I run to the footpath, my feet sending heavy slaps echoing off the duplex as I come to a stop, hoping he sees me in the rear-view. But it’s no use; the taillights vanish as he takes the corner.

Yet again, here I am, standing alone because of the selfish actions of one fucking man.

Tristan.

And for the first time since he tore apart my life eight years ago, I’m angry. So fucking angry.

Angry enough to finally fight back.

Too little, too late.


TWENTY-SIX

 

Nineteen days have passed since Evan walked out of Kath’s house—not that I’m counting. Four days of unreturned texts, skipped calls, and fifteen more of heartache before I folded and tried calling one last time last night, only to get no answer.

I’m not upset with him, and I wish like hell he’d let me tell him that. But that night I was offered a glimpse at the boy I knew as a teenager: the recluse. He shut down, put up his walls, and faded into the background when things got too tough.

Kids used to tease Evan in school, mocking his quiet, alternative lifestyle. Ashamedly, I’ll admit I ignored him at first too. He made it so easy to. But I guess the thing that cuts now I can look back on it with the wisdom of an adult on my side, is that I never questioned why.

What made the boy feel as though he didn’t belong? As though he couldn’t join in with the rest of us?

What made a shy, delinquent kid grow up to be a force to be reckoned with, to promise to protect and to serve?

I flick through a stack of cheap CDs idly as Briar picks out a new DVD to take home. It’s become our Friday night thing: he gets a new DVD, I get an old CD to play while I do the housework the next day, and we spend our Friday night cosied up on my new lounge suite watching the film he’s picked.

He adapted to the shift into my small apartment well, choosing the things he wanted to take without an argument, and sitting around watching me, offering his thoughts as I took photos so I could list all of Kath’s stuff we didn’t bring over.

He even took on the task of picking out a boxful of her things with more maturity than a lot of adults I know, carefully packing away the few trinkets and belongings he wanted to fill her memory cube with.

It sits in the corner of his room, and to be honest, I think it’s been the best therapy for him. On the odd occasion I’ve caught him in there, unpacking and repacking the items, dealing with his loss the only way he knows how. 

I’m so fucking proud of the kid, it hurts that I never knew him sooner.

“Only one, remember,” I say as I catch him with three cases in his arms.

He grumbles, shoulders dropping, and stomps back to put two away.

I flick through the next row of bargain discs and still when a classic catches my eye: Radiohead’s The Bends. I loved their music, still do, but it’s the fourth track that evokes a forgotten memory within me: “Fake Plastic Trees.” 

“I’d like this one, please.” Briar lifts his selection for me to see.

I nod at the choice, satisfied it’s suitable for his age. “Okay.”

“What have you got, Aunty?” He cranes his neck, trying to see what I have in my hands.

“More music, buddy.”

“You look sad.” He tips his head to the side, and for what feels like the hundredth time today, I sigh at the resemblance he has to Tristan.

“Not sad.” I smile wistfully as I look at the cover. “Just remembering something.” I bundle up the two choices and reach for Briar’s hand. “Come on. We’ll go pay for these and then pick up some popcorn to share with Jess.”

“Is she visiting?”

“Yeah.” It was only natural that when I traded my Friday night drinks with Jess for evenings snuggled up with Briar, that she’d join us every now and then. “Is that okay?”

“Uh-huh. I like her.”

“She likes you too.” I think everybody who meets this kid can’t help but fall a little bit in love with him. 

We make our way to the self-checkout lane where, with my help, Briar scans the items and bags them, even tapping the buttons on the touch screen to put the purchases through for payment. I loop the handles of the plastic shopping bag over my wrist and take Briar’s hand in mine, heading for the car.

He tugs on my arm as we near the automatic doors to the parking lot. “Aunty!”

“What, buddy?”

“Look. It’s Officer Evan.” He points further into the mall. “Who is he with?”

I stall, looking where Briar points, and die inside. “I … I’m not sure.” Who is he with?

A curvy brunette in a tube dress stands beside him as he looks in the window of a shop, talking animatedly as he nods in response. She reaches out and catches his arm, giving him a playful push as she laughs.

The blood drains from my body.

He smiles at her, and then points to something in the window display. She turns her head to look too. Her eyes go wide, and she claps excitedly, talking flat out while he shrugs.

I shouldn’t.

But I will.

“Who is she?” Briar asks again.

“I don’t know,” I answer as I dig around in my bag for my phone. “Probably just a friend.”

A really pretty, curvy, close friend. Ugh. One who’s clearly been more important than me these past weeks.

I glance up again to check he’s still there, and fight the ache in my chest as he turns to give this woman his full focus, using his hands to gesture size or something of the like while he talks.

My thumb swipes right, and I hammer in my passcode as though the screen is her face and my thumb is my foot. I open the message thread, and stoop to a new low.

I get you don’t want to talk to me, but Briar misses you. Any chance you could visit?

I’m going to hell, fast-tracked in first class.

He nods at whatever the woman says, retrieving his phone from his pocket. My eyes narrow as I take in every damn twitch and nuance of his body language. His shoulders drop a little, he skids a foot out to widen his stance, and even from this far, I can catch the frown that mars his brow as he sighs.

The woman tries to look over his arm at what’s on his screen. My fist curls, itching to smack the intrusiveness right out of her. 

Evan quickly kills the screen and pockets his phone again, gesturing to the store. The woman smiles, clasping his arm in a quick embrace before she ducks inside. 

“Can we go?” Briar whines, tugging on the bag of goodies.

“Yeah.” I hesitate, watching as Evan sighs again and then follows her in. “We’re done here.”

So done.


TWENTY-SEVEN

 

“He did what?” Jess whisper yells as I scoop Briar off the sofa.

He made it almost to the end of his movie before his heavy lids didn’t want to open anymore. 

“Just ignored it.” I hoist Briar against my chest and start the trek to his room.

Jess follows. “Who do you think the woman was?”

I sigh, setting Briar in his bed and adjusting the covers. I’ve got no idea who she was, but the way she hung off him, her openly flirtatious behaviour, and the fact he did nothing to dissuade it shows me how he feels about me, at the very least.

I’m broken goods, damaged and tainted. He looks at me; he sees things he doesn’t want to remember. And really, I can’t blame him.

I shrug in response to Jess’s question as I ease Briar’s door shut behind me. “I don’t think I want to know.”

“He seemed so nice though, such a sweetie.”

“Because he was.” A twinge shoots through my chest at the vivid memories of the times we spent together. “I thought he was genuine too, and then all it took was one crazy confession of his and he bolted. He gave up”—I snap my fingers—“just like that.” I shake my head. “Makes me wonder what else he lied about, you know?”

Jess gravitates to the fridge as we re-enter the open living area, and pulls out the unopened bottle of wine. “Well, now that Briar’s down, I think we can crack this open.”

“Please.” I groan, flopping into the armchair. “It just sucks, you know? Like, I thought this was it, there was a reason we’d bumped into each other after so long.”

“Yeah,” she says softly. “I know.”

“I might go to the pet store tomorrow,” I say dryly.

“What for?” Jess smirks as she sets down our drinks.

“Start my cat collection, considering I’m destined to be a lonely old lady.”

She chuckles, ripping open a bag of Doritos. “It’s not that bad.”

“It is, Jess.” I spin my body around, sitting up. “It sucks, going through the whole getting to know someone phase just to have them reject me when the truth comes out.” I shake my head, scuffing my feet over the carpet. “Besides, I don’t want anyone else. There’s a reason why I hardly ever dated before now. What the fuck am I supposed to do?”

She shrugs, taking her seat across from me. “I don’t know, hon. I just want you to keep trying is all. Don’t give up this easy. You’re gorgeous, you’re smart, kind, considerate … I could go on for days. If he’s too blind to realise what’s in front of him, then I can guarantee somebody out there is looking for you.”

I don’t want to be found, though. I want to be seen by the one person I long for the most. The emo kid who loved me even when I couldn’t love myself.

“I miss him.”

“I know.”

“He knew everything already, you know? It was easy to be myself around him.” I reach out and take my drink. 

“But that’s not all, is it?” Jess challenges before sipping her wine. “The fact he knows what happened to you in school isn’t the only reason you miss him, is it?” She lowers her chin, levelling me with her gaze.

“No.” 

I don’t even know how to describe it, that soulful connection you get with another. When I’m around him, nothing else bothers me. My world narrows when he’s in view, and I like how it feels to have those blinders on. It’s as though I’m focussing on the only things that matter: the people close to me.

“What if I misread him?” I ask. “What if he wasn’t that into me?”

“How many nights did he come over to see you at Kath’s?”

“Most of them.”

“How many times did he message you?”

“Every day.”

Jess glares, her lips curling up on one side. “Yeah, he wasn’t into you at all.”

I grab the throw pillow from beside me and toss it at her. She cries out, holding her wine out of the way as it hits her shoulder.

“Come on! You know I’m telling you the truth.”

“So why was he with another chick?” One who seemed the complete opposite of me in every way.

“Does he have sisters?”

“No.”

“Maybe she really was just a friend?”

I raise an eyebrow and dip my chin.

“Okay, fine. Sheesh. I was just trying to be optimistic.”

We both laugh, settling into our seats more. My chest heaves with a sigh, and my smile quickly fades as the scene at the mall plays through my mind for the hundredth time. 

She was more than a friend, and what’s worse, is although Evan made it clear he was still into me, we never named what we had.

We weren’t dating. We weren’t an item. It was just … I can’t even name it. Therefore I’ve got no grounds to complain if he changed his mind. No right to dictate who he sees when he’s not with me.

Nothing other than the basic need to be treated like a fucking human being with feelings.

“If it’s really eating at you, why don’t you just go see him in person instead of giving him the option to reject your calls?”

I frown. “I don’t know where he lives.”

“You know where he works.” She waggles her eyebrows.

“Yeah, because the local police appreciate that kind of interruption to their duties.” I bat my eyelashes, playing the part. “Excuse me, Sergeant, but could you please tell Officer North that I really miss him.”

Jess chuckles, hurling the pillow back at me. It glances off my wine glass, sending liquid spilling over the side and onto my jeans.

“Hey!”

“Build a bridge, babe.”

I scowl, dabbing the wet patch. 

“Anyway, who said you have to go in there and tell them the truth?”

“You’re telling me to lie to police,” I deadpan.

“I’m telling you to bend the truth.” She narrows her gaze. “What other reason would you have to talk with him?”

My face falls, and I groan. “No way. I’m not taking advantage of Kath like that. I’ve done enough morally questionable things as it is.”

“Just a thought.” She sips her wine cockily, damn well knowing she’s started the thought process.

Damn her. 

I could come up with something. It’s feasible. But it’s also wrong.

So wrong.

And so likely to get me at least two minutes with the man I’m helplessly in love with to explain that I don’t blame him. For any of it.

And even if he tells me he has moved on, at least he wouldn’t be another person to whom I’ve left things unsaid until it’s too late.

At least I would have learnt something from my past.

As bittersweet as it is.


TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Four days I’ve stood strong in my resolve not to go along with Jess’s crazy damn plan and stalk Evan at work. But as the nights wear on, I find myself lying awake wondering “What if?”

What if all I need to do is make the first move?

What if he has really moved on though?

What if I end up making a fool of myself?

What if Kath had never crashed that damn car?

“Five minutes, Briar,” I call, pouring myself a mug of strong coffee to take on the journey to work.

He dashes around the living area, checking under the side table, behind the armchair, and even around the TV.

“What are you looking for?”

“My other shoe.”

I point to the discarded sneaker balanced precariously on top of my surround sound speaker. “That one?”

He giggles, jumping a little to get it off. “Yeah.”

I’ve fast learnt that finding things in crazy places is the norm with children. “You got your things to take for show-and-tell?” It’s his day to give the other kids in the class a glimpse of who he is at home.

“Yeah!” He dashes into his room, emerging a short time later with the blue pillowcase that’s been stitched up and decorated into a “goodie” sack.

“Awesome. Bring it over and we’ll pack your bag.”

I catch myself some days, marvelling at how easily he and I have slipped into a comfortable routine. Lucky for Briar, his school isn’t too far of a drive out of town, so I’m happy to waste the extra fifteen minutes getting there and back to be assured he feels comfortable and welcome. Not that a new school closer to my work wouldn’t make him feel that way, more that if he can keep that one piece of his old routine, then it has to help, surely.

With my coffee in one hand, his bag looped over the other, and an excited Briar dashing for the door, I do a visual sweep of the apartment, making sure everything’s turned off and all the breakfast things were put away.

“Come on, Aunty.”

“Yeah, okay. I’m coming.” I balance the coffee in my other hand, pulling the door closed behind us.

Briar does his hop shuffle down the stairs, leading us down to the car. I take a sip of the black gold in my travel mug, and promptly spit it out as I see the message scrawled over the side of my car in what appears to be fluorescent spray paint.

Found you, peaches.

Fuck no.

Nuh-uh.

I scan the parking lot, wondering how in the hell he got in here when the place is locked up tight. 

“What does it say?” Briar asks, tipping his head to the side as he quietly sounds out the words.

“Nothing important,” I fib, hitting the remote to unlock the doors.

He watches me intently as I open the vehicle and check every damn seat before letting him in. Satisfied there’s no risk of us suffering some Jack-in-the-box episode from a hidden Tristan, I usher Briar into his car seat.

“See if you can click the seat belt yourself today, huh?” 

It’s our game some days, testing how independent he is, but this morning I just need him distracted for five minutes.

He wrestles with the buckle as I step back and sag against the wall of my carport, pulling my phone from my bag. Mum picks up on the third ring.

“It must be early for you over there?”

“Yeah, we’re heading out to work,” I say. “But I need to shoot you some rapid-fire questions while Briar’s busy with his seat belt.”

“Okay.” The curiosity in her voice is clear.

“Does Tristan know Kath died?”

“I don’t know.” The panic rises in the cadence of her words.

“Has he been in touch lately?”

“I think he tried visiting her about a fortnight before her accident. Why?”

“So, would he have some way of knowing I have Briar?”

“What’s going on, Amelia?”

“Finished, Aunty!”

I sigh, when all I really want to do is scream. “He’s been at my apartment overnight, but I have to go. I’ll call you later and fill you in on the rest.”

“You’ve got me worried, darling.”

“Yeah, well, try being here right now.” I hang up on her, knowing I shouldn’t take my frustration out on somebody who has nothing to do with this. But fuck it … she kind of does.

She knew the connection, and she hid it, hid the risk from me.

I stow my phone and then toss the shoulder bag into the front seat. My futile efforts to at least smudge the words on the side of the car fail miserably. The paint’s dry, and what’s more, it won’t even budge when I scratch at it with my nail.

Great. Just fucking great.

 

To say I spent the entire drive out to Briar’s school on high alert would be an understatement. Every vehicle we passed, every person walking down the path, I scrutinised them all. He could be anywhere, everywhere.

The ladies at the school show understandable concern when I tell them that Briar’s father is in town and under no circumstances is he to be allowed access. The vice-principle pulls me aside to explain that an order is already in place, and all I can do is wonder what exactly happened with Kath in her final months if she went to these extremes to block Tristan from Briar. 

A man she once placed on a pedestal over family.

My chest heaves as I pull in a lungful of fresh air, steeling myself before I walk into the fire and make this as real as it could get. The automatic doors of the police station slide open soundlessly, making my entrance seem all the more ominous.

“How can I help you?” the officer behind the desk asks as I stand wide-eyed in the centre of the foyer.

I hurry over to her, leaning across the desk to whisper as though any one of the people waiting in the chairs to my right could be here on behalf of Tristan.

“I’d like to report a case of vandalism, and possible stalking.”

“Okay.” She leans left, so blasé to how serious this is for me, and pulls out a form. “If you could fill out the particulars of the incident here”—she points to a large lined box at the bottom of the page with the end of her pen—“and give us as many details as you can. Anything you can remember, any little clues, gut feelings—they all help.”

I stand shell-shocked as she clips the form to a board and slides it over with a pen. 

“You can take a seat over there. Bring it right back when you’re done and we’ll move on to the next step.”

I gather up the items and walk somewhat slower across to a seat in an empty row. My fears, the things that set my heart racing and bring back a thousand unwanted memories, have just been trivialised to paperwork. I mean, I wasn’t expecting a fanfare, or to be whisked away by bodyguards to a safe house, but I feel as though I’m just another number in the system.

I spend the following ten minutes writing out everything I can, all the details about how and why this guy is dangerous to not only me, but Briar, even going so far as to add an asterisk at the end with “P.T.O.” before I fill half the blank back side with more information.

The desk cop takes the paperwork from me with a smile and promises to get somebody to see me soon. 

I resume my seat, and make a quick call to my boss to explain where I am, and that I’ll be in as soon as I can. He promises to put it down as a day in lieu, and refuses to see me until at least tomorrow morning. I guess some things I can still be thankful for. Four of the nine people I count in the waiting area disappear through to the heart of the station, or get what they need and leave, in the time I wait. My feet get twitchy, my nerves winning over as I wait, and wait, and wait.

What if they look at what I’ve given them and laugh me out of the building?

My heart seizes.

What if they demand I give Tristan rights to see Briar?

God, no. They couldn’t, could they?

The lock on the door that leads to the offices beeps, and I eye it disinterestedly as it opens, expecting one of the five remaining people who were here before me to get called through. I shift my gaze to the people in question, playing a little game with myself of trying to guess who’s next.

“Amelia….” The authoritative voice drifts off as the final syllable of my name falls from his lips.

Shit. Guess Jess won then.

Evan crosses the reception to where I wait and drops into the seat beside me. “What are you doing here?” He sets the papers with my name on them in his lap.

I point to them. “Says it all right there.”

“Shit.” He gathers them up, skimming what I’ve written. “I never read them first, just call out the name and let the person explain when I get them through to the room.” He falls silent, only the scrape of the page as he turns it to read the back penetrating the space between us.

“When did this happen?”

“This morning.”

“Fuck, Amelia.”

I smirk. “Are cops allowed to swear on duty?”

I get the hint of a smile in response before his face grows stern once more. “Come through.”

Guess it’s all work and no play then.

I follow his broad form through the security door, and down a corridor to a plain room furnished with no more than a round table and three chairs. Wonder if he’s the good cop, or the bad one?

“Sit.”

I drop on command.

“So.” The papers hit the table, yet he stands behind his chair with his arms folded. “What are we going to do about this?”

“That’s kind of why I’m here,” I deadpan. “You’re the cop. You tell me.”

He frowns, chewing on his bottom lip. “I wasn’t talking about anything legal, babe.”

“Don’t call me that.” I drop my chin, focusing on my chipped nail polish rather than my heartache. “It’s not fair.”

His chair scrapes on the linoleum, yet I refuse to look up. “There’s a bit of a wedge between us, huh?”

“Yeah. Sort of happens when you refuse to return someone’s calls and messages.”

His foot bumps my leg under the table. “Look at me.”

“No.”

“Look at me, Amelia.”

I answer him with silence. Petulant child-having-a-tantrum style silence, complete with the pouting bottom lip and all.

His heavy breathing dominates the otherwise quiet room, slow, measured, and strangely terrifying. 

“Look. At. Me.”

“Why?”

“Because the only way I can show you what I’d rather be doing with my hands and lips right now, is with my eyes.”

This piques my interest. “Huh?” I frown at him.

“There’s cameras in these rooms, but no sound. I can’t act unprofessionally, but I can sure tell you instead.”

“I’m here because I need help, not because I wanted to see you.” Lie. It’s really both.

“Regardless.” He hardens his gaze, and I shift uncomfortably in my seat. “You’re here, I’m here, and being around you, smelling that scent you wear … fuck, Amelia. It’s driving me nuts.”

“You walked away and ignored me, remember? So don’t act like this is my doing.”

“I did that for you,” he stresses. 

“Are you sure about that?” I frown and cock my head to one side.

Fuck him. Being this close to him is driving me crazy, too. But at least I have self-control when it comes to how many people I fuck around with. It was him, just him. Pity he can’t say the same about me.

He stares me down, his jaw flexing as his hard eyes cause me to look away. “We’ll file the report of the vandalism, and if you sight the man in question or have any concerns for the welfare of you or your child, please be in touch.”

“Oh, no.” I chuckle bitterly. “No, you don’t.”

“I don’t understand what you mean,” he says scathingly, leaning back in his chair. 

“Don’t be an arsehole and make this all business.”

“Isn’t that why you’re here?”

I level his gaze, my hands trembling with rage. “Fuck you.”

“Pardon?”

“I said, fuck you.” My nostrils flare, the stress of the day catching up with me already when it’s barely after ten in the morning. “Does it make you feel any better than him?” I jab a hand toward the papers bearing Tristan’s name. “You come into my life, fuck me up, and walk away.”

“I walked away for you,” he argues again.

“Bullshit. You walked because you felt guilty about what you did a fucking decade ago.”

He stares over my shoulder at nothing.

“Is she better than me?” I ask, sounding every bit the psycho ex I’m becoming. “Less baggage? Happier? Less complicated?”

He frowns, snapping his gaze back to mine. “What?”

“That brunette I saw you with. Big tits, curvy arse, ring any bells?”

A smile spreads across his lips, his eyes lighting up with the humour he finds in my distress. Bastard. 

“Birdie.”

I twist my head, frowning. “No.”

“Yeah. Birdie. You know, my son’s mother.” He chuckles.

I could slap him. “That wasn’t Birdie.”

“It’s been a while since school,” he says dryly. “Plus about five cosmetic procedures thanks to her numerous sugar daddies.”

“Birdie?”

He nods. “Where did you see us?”

“At the mall.”

He goes quiet for a moment, and I know it, I just know it—he’s working out the timeline. 

“The day you last messaged me?”

My turn to stare at nothing to appease my guilt.

“You saw us, and you thought you’d message me to see what I’d do?”

Damn it. “Uh-huh.” Floor, swallow me now.

“Oh, Amelia.”

“I’ll just…. I’ll leave this with you and go now, okay?”

He tosses his head back and laughs, full, rich, and heartfelt. “Babe, you’re crazy as shit.”

“Guilty.” I set my lips in a firm line and lift my hand. 

He huffs, smirking at me. “I’ll show you out.”

“I remember which way it was,” I say feebly, rising from my chair.

“There’s a shortcut to the car park. I’ll show you.”

I stand and allow him to take the lead, my head a mixed bag of emotions. I’m so confused, so angry yet happy that it was only Birdie. But at the same time it was Birdie, and just because they split up a while ago, it doesn’t mean things were innocent that day.

“Why were you two there together?” I ask as we step out into the corridor.

“Birthday shopping for Deacon.” He glances down at me as though to gauge my reaction. “She gave me some story about not having enough for what he wanted, and how he’d be gutted if she didn’t buy him the telescope he’d eyed at the shop a few weeks back.”

“So you said you’d pay for it?”

“We usually go halves on everything,” he explains. “But yeah, that time I said I’d foot the whole four hundred and fifty.”

“Wow. That’s some present.” I never got anything that good when I was a kid. Hope this doesn’t mean Briar’s going to grow up thinking that’s the norm too. 

“Apparently I have a habit of feeling guilty about things.” He smirks as he opens an access door out to the back parking lot for me.

Two rows of marked police cars sit across from where I stand hesitantly.

“You okay?”

“I kind of feel like I should start running even though I’ve done nothing wrong.” I point to the cop cars.

Evan chuckles. “Yeah. They have that effect on people.”

The road is a solid fifty-metre walk to my left, the car park where I left the Kia another twenty after that. “This isn’t a shortcut.”

“Nope.” Evan points over our heads to the cameras that point out toward the cars. “But there’s a metre strip along this wall that’s a blind spot.”

“Oh.” Ohhh….

His admission leaves me ridiculously happy for the fact he’s basically propositioned me. Such a harlot.

I smile as he steps closer, crowding me against the warm bricks. “I missed you like crazy, Amelia, even if it was me who walked away.” He lifts a hand to my face, his duty belt digging into me at this proximity. “And I promise, there’s no way that fucker is laying a hand on either you or Briar as long as I’m around.”

“He doesn’t scare me,” I murmur. “What he could do to Briar scares me.”

“Nothing. He won’t do a thing.”

“You can’t be sure of that.”

Evan leans closer, his forehead pressed to mine as he sighs. “I have to be this time. I have to be.”

I reach up between us, grazing my fingertips over his rough stubble. “It wasn’t your fault what he did to me, Evan.”

“I tried telling myself that for years, but I couldn’t convince myself of that bullshit, so don’t you dare believe it either.”

I push upward, tilting his face with my hand, and place a gentle kiss to his lips. “It.” Kiss. “Wasn’t.” Kiss. “Your fault.”

He takes my mouth hungrily, stopping me from being able to say any more. I ignore the discomfort of his uniform as he presses his body against mine and focus instead on the insane sensations his warm lips and tongue create in my mouth. 

He shifts both hands to my jaw and ever so gently tilts my head so he can deepen the kiss. I groan as he jams a leg between mine, rubbing his thigh against the part of me that doesn’t care what day it is or why I’m here—it just wants him.

I want him. All of him. Past relationships, accidental children and all.

Evan pulls away, his breath coming fast as he exhales heavily out his nose, trying to regain some composure. “You know what made me change, why I enrolled in police college?” 

“What?” I’m dying to know what happened to the boy to create the man. My head tells me it was something bad, but my heart can’t take the thought of him suffering in any way.

He massages my neck gently with his fingertips, his thumbs on my throat. “I did it for you. You changed me.”

He takes my frown as a silent request for an explanation.

“When I heard what happened to you after I left, how much worse it got, the news shaped me, Amelia. I swore that I’d never let another person suffer because I wasn’t strong enough to help them. I swore I’d never let anyone down again.” He smiles sadly, running his palms down over my shoulders and arms until he reaches my hands. “Every time I started to slow down on the training course, every time I wanted to close my study books and go to sleep, I thought of you. Damn right I’m guilty about what happened that day, about what I didn’t do when we were together, but I took that pain and shaped it into something worthwhile.”

I squeeze his hands, tugging him back against me. “You made sure you could help others, to make up for the fact you couldn’t help me.”

He nods, letting go with his right hand to stroke my cheek with the backs of his fingers. “I never thought I’d see you again, that I’d have a chance to admit everything, make amends.”

“You don’t need to make amends,” I stress. Doesn’t he get it? “We were both young, fighting somebody with a lot more experience, and a lot less morals.”

“Somebody who’s still making your life hell.”

I shrug. Maybe he will, maybe he won’t. Perhaps he just wanted to scare me? Unlikely. “He might be simply trying to intimidate me into letting him see Briar.”

“Even so, I don’t want to risk it.”

“What are you proposing, Officer?” I tease. “A personal bodyguard for us?” His eyes hold no hint of humour, nothing. “You can’t do that.”

“Maybe not while I’m at work, but you can bloody well think again if you assume I’m going to let you sleep alone at night.”

That shouldn’t make me a little turned on.

But it totally does.

“I can’t believe you just invited yourself into my bed.” I laugh, smacking him lightly on the chest.

“Objections?” His lips quirk up at the corner.

I run my hands up to his neck and wrap them around the back as I answer, “None at all.”


TWENTY-NINE

 

The struggle to keep my interactions with Evan to a PG level is real. Briar eyes us both as we sit at my round table to have our dinner: takeaway Chinese. Neither of us have mentioned or even hinted at the fact Evan plans on staying the night, but Briar’s not stupid—he can sense something’s up, something’s different.

“So,” Evan says to Briar, breaking the ice. “Amelia tells me you’re going to start playing cricket soon.”

He nods, pointing to the calendar pinned next to the fridge that has the days marked off. “We’re counting.”

“Exciting.” His foot nudges mine under the table. “Guess we better teach you how to drive so you can get to games on time, huh.”

Briar breaks into peals of laughter, hoisin sauce dribbling down his chin.

These are the moments I cherish, the interactions I’ve missed. As much as I love hanging out with Briar and keeping him all to myself, seeing the way these two effortlessly get along has my heart swelling a little more every time.

Dinner is demolished in no time at all, thanks to both the men—big and little—being huge fans of stir-fry. Evan collects the empty containers, clearing the table as I usher Briar off for a shower before bed.

By the time I have Briar cleaned, brushed, read to, and tucked in, the kitchen is spotless, and Evan is reclined lengthways on the sofa with his head propped on one arm, his feet on the other.

I round the sofa to find him with my latest music purchase in his hands. He flips the cover for the Radiohead album over, reading the playlist.

“You like?” I ask.

He smirks, leaning off the sofa a little to set it down on the coffee table. “What made you buy that classic?”

I take a seat on the edge of the low table, smiling. “Something about a memory that involved a certain song and a shy, cute guy from my school.”

He grins, knowing exactly what I’m referring to. “You remember that, huh?”

“How could I forget?”

In my first year, the school decided to jump on the television trend of star-search shows and put on a district talent contest. Our whole school piled into the hall for our regular Wednesday assembly, only that particular week it was an hour of singing, comedy skits, and skill displays.

But only one of the slots stole my attention. I literally held my breath the entire time.

“You sang ‘Fake Plastic Trees,’ playing the guitar yourself too.”

His smile grows, and he rolls his head away to hide it. “Yeah. Thought it might help me get over my fear of performing in front of people.”

“Did it?”

Evan’s eyes find mine. “Not really.” He chuckles. “Was a bit of a fail, really.”

“You did a great job. I loved it.”

“Truth?”

I nod. “So….”

He pats his chest, indicating I should climb on.

Right.

“Come on,” he murmurs. “Don’t you get shy on me now.”

“I’m not. I just….”

He stretches out his arm, offering me his hand. 

I take it, relishing the gentle way he coaxes me forward, and the slow climb his hand then makes up the back of my leg to urge me onto him.

One very awkward minute later, and two giggling fits, I manage to contort myself onto his tall frame, avoiding the possibility of falling off should I move.

“Comfy?” He smiles, one arm under his head so he can see me better.

“No.” I laugh, wriggling a little until I’m rolled against the back of the sofa, wedged into his side. 

He leans forward, his abs tightening under my hand as he crunches to place a kiss on my temple. “Still, it’s nice, isn’t it?”

I nod. “I honestly thought you were done with me, that all that stuff disgusted you.”

His chest heaves with a sigh and he wraps his arm around my shoulders, resting his hand on my upper arm. “Not at all. I just…. Every time I looked at you I felt like I was that guilty fucking kid all over again.” He shrugs, making me shift in the process. “I needed some space to work that through in my head.”

“You could have told me that.”

“I know. I didn’t know what to say though, not until I’d untangled it all for myself.”

I tilt my head, looking up at his strong profile. “How do you feel now?”

I’m met with piercing baby blues. “Like I’m ready to do whatever it takes to keep you safe now, hoping that it’ll at least be enough to make up for the past.”

“I don’t want a pity party, Evan.”

“And I don’t want to give you one. I don’t pity you, babe. I just wanted to be sure that I wouldn’t falter again when it came to the crunch. If I’m going to have this special spot in your life, I want to be sure I’m worthy of it.”

“You are.”

He frowns. “Maybe.”

I reach out, placing my palm on his collarbone as I shift myself so I can see his face better. “You are,” I repeat with more conviction in my words. “And you know why?”

He shrugs.

“Because you see me for me. I’m not a rumour, a news story, or a broken toy. I’m me, and that’s all I could ever ask for.”

A beat passes where we stare at one another in silence. An understanding forms, a mutual respect of the paths we’ve both taken to get where we are. Nobody’s perfect, and to expect otherwise is nothing but shallow and selfish.

I roll myself on top of him, holding his gaze as his breaths deepen. He skims his hands to my hips, and then my arse, holding me against him. 

“No more secrets, okay?” I lean down and place a chaste kiss to his lips. “If you get tangled up in your head like that again, talk to me about it.”

“Okay.” He tilts his head, leaning up to kiss my neck. “I’ll try.” 

My eyes drift closed, and I lean to the side a little to give him better access as he nips and sucks gently on the dip between my neck and shoulder. He moves suddenly, startling me as he wriggles us both along the cushions so he’s sitting up a little more, me straddling his lap. He has a better range of movement this way, and I’m sure as hell not complaining.

“We should take this somewhere else,” I whisper.

“What are you trying to say?” he teases, hands wandering around my sides until he places his right over my breast and gently squeezes.

I groan, low in the back of my throat, and roll my eyes back. “I’m saying”—you sexy damn arsehole—“that if we’re going to keep on with this we should go somewhere more private, like my bedroom.”

“You’re promising some pretty serious things, there,” he says with a smirk, splaying both palms flat on my ribs so that he effectively boosts my tits. 

“I’m a serious kind of girl.”

His thumb brushes one of my nipples through the fabric of my shirt. “I see that.”

Any further argument vanishes as he leans in and gently takes the raised bud between his teeth, tugging. My hands knit in his hair, my fingers channelling through the soft length, massaging his scalp as I’m rewarded with the same attention on my other side.

“Come on, Evan.”

“Aww,” he playfully whines, releasing me from his clutches.

I climb off with a smile and have turned for my room when a sharp crack rings out across the living area, my arse stinging in its wake.

“Hey!”

“It was just … there.” He holds his hand out, as though sizing up my butt for a grope.

God, I love him. He always knows how to have me laughing, even when it seems like the most inappropriate time. The reason for him to be here hasn’t crossed my mind since before dinner. Threat from Tristan or not, I’m just glad for the company. 

Nobody compares.

Holding my hand out toward him, I wiggle my fingers, doing my best to look sultry and seductive as I peek out from under my lashes.

It works. His lips curl up on one side, those intense eyes darkening as he pushes himself off the sofa and takes my hand, yanking me into his front.

“You ready for this?”

“Do I look hesitant?”

He smiles. Didn’t think so. 

I close my eyes, humming as he runs his nose up the side of my neck, finishing with my earlobe pinched between his lips. “Before we start….”

I groan, opening my eyes to find him watching me with thinly veiled amusement. “What?”

“Can I ask you something I’ve been dying to know since I made that bullshit excuse to come over and see you with Kath’s things?”

Why is he stalling? “Sure.”

His eyes wrinkle at the sides, his smile wide as he hesitates before saying, “Amelia Harris.”

“Yes, Evan North?”

“Will you be my girlfriend … again?”

I can’t help it, I laugh. And then I cry. Happy tears. Such happy tears. “Of course.”

He steals my next breath, fusing his mouth to mine as he shows me with not only his lips, but his hands, his hips, and his pounding heart what my answer means to him.

I don’t remember the walk to the bedroom, only the way he picks me up effortlessly; the way my legs fit so snugly around his waist, as though the dip was made just for me; the way my heartbeat thunders in my ears as I stare into his eyes; the way the shadows highlight his smile as we cross into the darkened room; the click of the door; and the way he makes me forget about everything past and future as I’m wrapped up in the present with him, ready for wherever this journey takes us next.

“My girl,” he whispers as he lays me down on the bed, still with my legs wrapped around his middle. “I missed the sound of that.”

“So did I.”

He holds himself braced over me, strong arms framing me in the moment. Every hair on my body is electrified, every nerve alive as I reach between us and tease the hem of his T-shirt up. He breaks from my hold, standing tall over me and pulling the shirt over his head in that way that only men can make look utterly and devastatingly sexy. 

My breath hitches in my throat when—instead of returning to me like I assumed he would—he takes another step back and flicks the buckle of his belt open, unzipping his jeans, and then ditching the whole lot in one fell swoop.

Those thighs, that six-pack, his chest, and my favourite of all, his strong shoulders. 

Heaven help me. I don’t compare to this. He’s perfect. Too perfect.

“What’s on your mind?” Evan drops his body back over mine, propping himself up on one elbow while he gently strokes my hair away from my face with his free hand. 

“You know how hot you are, right?”

“I get the gist, yeah.” He chuckles, low and throaty.

My legs turn to jelly. Thank fuck I’m already lying down. 

“Do you, though?” he asks, with nothing but intense interest. “Know how hot you are?”

I snort, turning my face away. “Average at best.”

My face is forced back to his. “Above average. Top of the range, actually.”

I narrow my gaze on him, silently warning him not to fuck with me. Next thing I know there’s a thick thigh between my legs, and I’m not so gently being shunted up the bed so that he has enough room to kneel before me. Okay, then. 

“This”—he strokes my cheek, running a gentle thumb around the swell of my bottom lip—“is not average.”

I shudder as his hands move lower, my body alive and firing off shots of pleasure at will. 

“These.” He cups my breasts in his palms, pushing them up and together with a satisfied grumble. “Nope. Not average at all.”

Rough fingertips skim my belly as he slides my shirt higher, and then dips his thumbs into the waist of my jeans.

“This.” He strokes the curve of my waist, massaging the section directly above my pelvic bone. “Certainly not average.” He jerks his hands away, dropping over me with such speed I press back into the mattress to avoid a collision. “And this?” His hands thread through my hair, massaging my scalp. “Exceptional.”

I swallow hard, unsure what to say. 

“You’ve always been beautiful, Amelia. But what makes you so fucking hot is who you are, not what you are.”

He’s nailed it, the reason I’ve always felt such a strong pull toward him. “Ditto,” I whisper, tracing my palm down his side. “As much as I love how you’ve developed,” I explain with a touch of humour in my voice, “You’ve always been enough for me just as you are.”

“I wish I hadn’t wasted the past nine years, Mimi.”

“Same.”

Yet still, I know this couldn’t have happened any other way. We needed this time to find who we were, to develop as ourselves before we committed our lives to one another. He needed to gain the confidence he so obviously lacked back then, and I needed to learn that even if I wasn’t enough for one man to respect, that doesn’t mean they’re all going to treat me the same. 

We needed to mature before this had a chance at being what it is.

His touch snaps me from my thoughts as he slips his fingers inside the waistband of my jeans and undoes the snap. I shimmy my hips higher to allow him to pull the fabric from my body, the tight cut giving him resistance the closer he gets to my ankles.

He smiles, his shoulders dropping, and then yanks them hard, tearing the denim over my feet. I chuckle at his playfulness, reaching for him to coax him back into my arms.

He climbs over the mattress, holding halfway so his head is directly over there. 

Oh, wow. 

“Told you I couldn’t wait,” he murmurs, lowering himself ever so slowly until his mouth gusts hot air over my folds.

I let my eyes slide closed, my hands fisting in the bedding as he nips gently at the sensitive flesh through the thin fabric of my panties. Heat envelops the area, and I shoot my eyes open again to take in the phenomenal sight of Evan with his head buried between my legs, his mouth open and covering my sex. 

If this is how good he can make it clothed, then God help me when he takes those damn things off.

I don’t have long to prepare.

He pulls back long enough to tug my panties down my legs, rearing back so I can pull my knees up and assist. Yet it’s not the way he so deftly flicks the discarded cotton across the room, rather it’s the clear evidence of how ready and waiting he is, twitching between his legs.

He stills, following my locked gaze down to his cock. “Yeah?”

“It’s just … there.” I mirror his previous actions, reaching out as though to fondle him.

He chuckles and leans forward so that the wet head touches my palm before I can pull my hand away. “Now you have to finish what you started.”

I laugh.

He doesn’t.

Damn. 

Shuffling up the bed, I reposition myself so I’m seated before him, and take his thick length in my hand. He groans as I give a slow, firm pump, all the while shuffling my legs around so I end up kneeling with my arse in the air as I contemplate just how much of him is going to fit in my mouth. Seems he grew … everywhere.

I haven’t done this for years. What if I’ve lost the knack? Can you lose the knack?

“It won’t bite.”

“You sure?”

My muscles clench at the sight of his fist wrapping around the straining flesh. He pumps his cock, using his free hand to stroke beneath my jaw, coaxing me to taste him.

I lean down and lick the glistening tip, immediately losing myself to the moment, any previous fears about inadequacies forgotten. His hand moves back and forth, matching the pace I set with my mouth, working further down him on every stroke until eventually I bottom out, the head of his cock tickling the back of my throat.

I gag, my throat closing around him, and he groans, holding my mouth in place with his hand against the back of my head. It’s forceful, yet there’s something about the way he does it that I know if I pushed back, he’d relent.

So I take him deeper. How else do I show that I trust him without actually stopping to say it?

My eyes water, my throat feels raw, but fuck it all if the sounds he produces don’t make up for it twice over. 

“Scoot to the edge of the bed, babe.” He withdraws, leaving me licking my lips as he steps back.

I do as I’m told, flipping onto my back when he circles his finger in the air. Cool air hits my wet folds, and I shiver at the strange way it leaves me wanting. 

“Tell me you’re clean and on protection,” he damn near begs.

“Of course.”

“Good.” His cock nudges my entrance. “Because right now, all I can think about is sinking into you bare.”

I tip my hips up in response. He growls—literally growls, and all I can think is how I want to hear that lust-fuelled sound again.

My hips tip back, my ankles captured in Evan’s hold as he pushes my legs toward my head. I bend my knees, well aware my hamstrings aren’t cut out for this kind of flexibility, and he adjusts his hold to press my knees beside my shoulders.

In this position, all I can see is his face and shoulders, and it irritates the hell out of me that I miss out on the show the rest of his muscular physique is no doubt giving as he leans his legs into the side of the mattress and sinks home.

I forget what the hell I was mad about.

Holy shit. His cock nudges me right on the sweet spot and I see goddamn fireworks. The only sound I can emit to let him know how fucking amazing that feels is some incoherent, garbled groan.

He rumbles an amused sound, and then pulls back to push home again, slow and measured.

“You can’t torture me like that,” I moan, pressing my head back into the bed.

“Why not?” He slides out again, just as slow.

I’ve never wanted a man to rut me like an angry lion in the Serengeti as badly as I do now.

“No more, please.” I rock my hips up, seeking more, but the hold he has my legs in inhibits my movement.

“I promise it’ll be worth it,” he whispers as he slides in again, this time adding a firm thumb to my clit.

I’d give up everything I own in this moment just to get him to fuck me harder.

The torture continues for what feels like forever, although I know it can’t be that long considering I count each stroke, hoping for a pattern so I can predict the hard thrust and push back for added depth.

Nope. No pattern. He continues the slow, leisurely assault until I’m certain I’ll commit murder if he doesn’t give me release, and then stalls.

“What the hell?” I whine, pushing up awkwardly onto my elbows so my head is between my legs.

He sets his lips in a firm line and shakes his head. “So impatient.”

My pussy clenches in response. “So strung out, more—”

I don’t get to finish my complaint before he slams into me hard, knocking the very thought from my head. Oh, my God.

“Again,” I groan.

He doesn’t disappoint. He fucks me hard, his hips bruising, grunts leaving his lips as my bed rocks from the force. And every damn strike hits the money shot. Don’t stop….

I try to hold on, to prolong the feeling, but it’s no use. My cry threatens to break free, and I barely manage to reach out and snag a pillow to stifle my moan as the orgasm rips through me, spiralling out from my centre. He wrenches the pillow away as my cries fade, releasing my legs and reaching for my face. His hand spans my throat, his thumb curling into my mouth. I suck on it, swirling my tongue around the tip as he groans and lets go, jerking his hips into me as his climax takes hold. 

Evan collapses over me, his weight making drawing my next breath difficult, but I love it. I wouldn’t have him any other way. My fingers trace patterns through his hair as he hums into my ear, satisfied and content. 

“Give me a minute and we’ll do that again, yeah?” he mumbles.

“As though I’d say no.”

 

My arm is numb, pins and needles spiking when I try to pull it free of Evan’s slumbering form. We must have fallen asleep before either of us could be bothered to move. His breaths are deep and slow, his body a dead weight on my left side.

I shuffle a little to wriggle out from underneath him, cringing when I notice how sticky my inner thighs are. Damn it. I manage to free myself from him without waking the beast, and shuffle to the bathroom, my knees locked together. 

I don’t even know what woke me up. Just that it pulled me from my sleep with a start.

Cleaned up and dry, I tiptoe back through to the bedroom and quietly slip out a sleep set from my bedside drawer. Evan doesn’t stir, splayed out over my bed in all his naked glory. I really am one lucky bitch. 

Just to be on the safe side, I decide to head through to Briar’s room and check on him before I settle back in for the rest of the night. A thin strip of moonlight casts a line across the living room, the blue light from the modem enough for me to see where I’m going.

Briar’s diagonal in his bed, one arm thrown up over his head, and his legs tangled in the sheet. I pull his blanket a little higher, and have turned to head back to my room when a metallic ting sets my senses on fire.

My ears strain, my body frozen as I wait on another sound. Sure enough, the hollow knock of something hard on metal draws me to the window that faces out to the driveway side of the house. I press my nose against the glass, looking down at the visible half of Evan’s Jeep, where he parked it across the back of my car. A shadow drifts along the concrete, another ping echoing up to where I stand frozen, my heart beating painfully fast.

“Amelia.”

I spin and find Evan standing behind me, his boxers now on. 

“Go wait in Briar’s room,” he whispers.

“What are you going to do?” 

He rolls his eyes. “Dance a jig. What do you think? I’m going to take a look.”

I smack him on the arm as I pass by, heading for Briar’s doorway. Evan disappears back into my room, returning a short time later with his jeans on, still shirtless, still barefoot.

He eases the door open, slipping silently into the night as the crash of broken glass drifts from below. Seconds feel like hours, each beat of my heart the strike of a hammer against my will to stay put.

What’s going on down there?

Why’s it so quiet?

The eerie calm doesn’t last long.

“Oi!” Evan. 

Obvious sounds of a scuffle echo off the apartment opposite mine. Briar still sleeps soundly—he’d probably miss a herd of elephants thundering through his room he’s such a heavy sleeper. I dash out into the living area, initially with the thought to go to the window and see what I can make out of what’s going on down below. Yet, when the solid thud of what was probably a body hitting something drifts up to where I stand, my feet turn right instead, carrying me out the door and down the stairs.

I creep the last few risers to the driveway, cautious of where the grunts and sickly sounds of flesh-on-flesh impacts are coming from. 

“Why are you here?” Evan has a darkly clothed figure pressed up against the hood of his Jeep, his hand knitted at the throat of the intruder’s shirt.

It has to be Tristan. Surely, after the scrawled message yesterday.

“Bitch needs to keep out of my business.”

His throaty smoker’s voice sends me spiralling back eight years, my skin erupting with goosebumps, every hair on my arms standing on end. 

How could somebody I haven’t seen for so long still have this effect on me? How could I let him?

“What the fuck you on about?” Evan grumbles. “You’re at her house, arsehole. So how’s that her getting up in your business?”

They wrestle against each other after Tristan tries to break Evan’s hold, feet scuffing on the ground, breathless grunts as Tristan’s body slams into the hood of the car again.

“She’s got my kid,” Tristan forces out through a stiff jaw. “She doesn’t deserve anything of mine.”

“You’re fucking insane.” Evan shoves him hard, Tristan’s head slamming into the car. “You need to leave her alone to do the job you’re clearly incapable of doing.”

“Like fuck, arsehole. What you going to do, huh?”

“Fancy getting arrested? I’m sure you’re probably out on parole, or on a final warning, right?”

Tristan spits at Evan. Fists fly. The two men become a blur as they grapple and throw wild hits at one another. Somehow, Tristan gets Evan into a headlock, slamming a fist repeatedly into his head while Evan struggles to tangle his legs in Tristan’s to take him down.

I can’t stand idle any longer.

“Stop it!”

They both freeze. 

“Amelia, get back inside,” Evan orders as Tristan tosses him aside. 

The devil from my past stalks my way, a malicious grin on his face as he approaches. “Peaches.”

“You don’t get to fucking call me that again,” I snap, my hands shaking with the sudden rush of adrenaline. “Ever.”

“Or what?” 

I recoil as he gets closer, disgusted by the changes over the years. His face is covered in tattoos, his eyeballs inked black, and huge gauges fill each side of his nose. He looks absolutely revolting.

“Step back.” Evan appears between us, placing his hand on Tristan’s chest.

“No,” he answers cockily. “I don’t think I will.”

“Step away,” Evan orders in a scarily level voice. He’s flipped to policeman mode, keeping his emotions out of it.

Smart move. Otherwise he’d probably be buzzing like I am, wishing I had a knife, something that could cause this fucker in front of me even an ounce of the pain he put me through.

“Go get him,” Tristan orders. “I want to see my son.”

“No.” I shake my head. “You will never see him, so long as I have anything to do with it.”

He tips his head to the side, eyes flicking between Evan and me. “You want to play it like that? Fine.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snap.

“It means—” He licks his lips. “—if I have to get rid of you to get my son, then I will.”

“You placing threats now?” Evan asks, body blocking me as Tristan inches closer.

“Making promises, my boy.”

Enough. I’ve had enough. “Get off my property.”

“When I’m good and ready.”

“Now!” I step around Evan and shove my hands into Tristan’s shoulders, catching him off guard. 

He stumbles before regaining his composure. “Touch me again, cunt, and see what happens.”

I reach out to shove the fucker again, yet Evan cuts me off, pushing my arm down. “Not now, okay?”

Then when? I convey my question with the look I give him. 

Tristan laughs, pulling out a pack of smokes. “You two are cute. Deranged, but cute.” He sparks up a stick, blowing the smoke in our faces. “I’ll be back next week, and I will see my boy then.” He points to each of us with his cigarette between his fingers. “Try and fucking stop me.”

He spins on his heel, stalking off through the complex toward the gates. I watch, angry, as he scales the fence and drops over the far side of the locked gates. So much for security.

“You okay?” Evan asks.

I pull in a deep breath and turn to face him. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

His Adam’s apple bobs, and he stares off at where Tristan disappeared. “Not if I can help it.”


THIRTY

 

“You’re back,” Briar says happily as Evan walks through the door and drops his keys on the table.

“Yeah, mate. I am.”

I slot the puzzle piece in my hand in place, and nudge Briar. “Your turn.”

He concentrates on the picture we’ve half put together, deliberating over which piece he’s going to select.

I leave him to it, and get up off the floor to join Evan in the kitchen area. “How did it go?”

He left at first light to head in to work, hoping to pull a few favours and find out a bit more about why Kath banned Tristan from seeing Briar.

“I found out a few things.” He leans against the counter, taking a sip from a bottle of water. “How much do you know already?”

I glance back at Briar, checking he’s still distracted. 

“She fell pregnant about the same time I left home. Mum said she kept her involvement with him a secret.” I shrug. “Everything after that was kept hidden from me, so until I found out about Briar the day of the accident, it’s all new to me.”

He nods, reaching out to pull me into his front. I nestle between his legs, wrapping my arms around his waist.

“She placed a Protection Order against him a few months after she had Briar.”

“Figures.” Finding out he turned violent toward her is nothing unusual, considering how he treated me.

“He broke it three times before Briar turned one, showing up at her work, at her house, and even stalking her at the supermarket.”

“I can’t believe my parents hid all this from me.”

He shrugs, one hand stroking my back. “They might have worried it would trigger you, or if you got involved that he’d return to abusing you?”

“Possibly.”

How did Kath and I get to this stage with such an abusive man? For the first time since her passing, the desperate need to sit down and talk to her about it all grips me. 

“Is there more?” I lean back, looking up at Evan’s face.

He tips his head down, nothing but regret in his eyes. At what? 

“Two months before her accident, Tristan got out of jail after serving eighteen for armed robbery.” 

I frown, wary of where he’s headed with this.

“She filed a report three days later about her car being broken into. Two days after that, she’s on record as being back at the station with the suspicion Tristan was stalking her again.”

“What was done about it?”

“Nothing at the time.” He closes his eyes briefly, sighing out his nose. “There was no evidence to go off, nothing they could use to prove he’d not only violated parole, but her Protection Order.”

I step away, my clothes suddenly scratchy, feeling too hot. “She must have been terrified.”

It’s so fucking surreal. I simply stare at Evan, wondering when my life story became a rival for a Hollywood script. Who in the hell would have wished this kind of nightmare on themselves, let alone chosen to keep living it?

I spin and look over at the one innocent party in all of this—Briar. There aren’t words to describe how sorry I feel for him that this monster of a man is his father, that he lost his mother, and that he’s tangled up in this bullshit through no fault of his own.

“He can’t get access to Briar,” I say. “I don’t want that poor kid to know his father at all. There isn’t one good reason why they should ever meet each other.”

“I know.” Evan’s hands find my waist, and he wraps me in much needed warmth and support. “We’ll figure it out.”

We’ll. He’s promised to stand by me through this, support me in something that’s not his problem. He could so easily toss up his hands and walk away, ignore problems that aren’t his, but instead he’s throwing himself into the fire for me.

I love him for it. 

“I’m going to call my parents.” It’s only just dawned on me that I’ve been so caught up in everything going on, I forgot to ring Mum back. 

“Good idea. See what else they can tell you, but I don’t think you need to mention the fact he threatened to come back for Briar, okay?”

I sigh out of exasperation as I turn in his hold to face him. “I’m not that stupid. I tell them that, and they’d be on the first flight back here to try and sort it out themselves.”

He reaches out, running his fingers under my chin. “I never said you were stupid.”

“Good.” I push up on my toes and place a quick kiss to his lips. “Because then I’d have to reassess this whole sharing a bed deal.”

He chuckles, giving me a smack on the arse as he steps away. “You wouldn’t stand a chance; I’m pretty convincing when I want to be.”

Yes, yes he is. 

“You hungry, Briar?” Evan calls over my shoulder.

“Yeah!”

“I’ll make us lunch,” he says to me. “You go make that call.”

I leave him to it, my very own domestic god, and make my way through to my room for some privacy. Shutting the door gently, I scroll through to Mum’s number and hit Dial. She picks up as I’m getting comfy on my bed. 

“You know, Amelia, I try to be patient, but—”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

She sighs heavily down the line. “So, what’s going on then?”

“Tristan showed up at my apartment night before last, vandalised my car.”

I catch her sharp intake of breath. “Did you talk to him?”

“Not that time.”

“That time?”

I fidget with the bedspread under my legs. “He came back last night.”

“And?” she cries high and squeaky.

“I asked him to leave, in not so many words. Everyone’s okay. Evan was here.”

She sighs. “Thank heavens for that. Did Briar see him?”

“No. It was late, so he was in bed.” I hesitate, trying to think of a way to ask the obvious without being so direct. “Can you tell me everything, Mum? What happened after I left?”

“Nothing good, darling.”

“I get that,” I say a little too sharply. “But I need to know. Now that he’s back, harassing me, I need to be prepared.”

“What does he want?”

“To see Briar.”

Dad’s voice filters through from the background. “Is it okay if I put you on speaker, honey?”

“Sure.”

In retrospect, I probably should have FaceTimed them. Tough topics such as these are always easier dealt with face-to-face.

“Hi, sweetie.”

“Hi, Dad.”

“We’re talking about Tristan,” Mum fills in. “He’s been paying Amelia’s house a visit, damaging her car and things.”

Dad pushes out a heavy breath. “Should have choked that little bastard to death when I had the chance.”

“Dad!” I cry. I’ve never heard him speak ill of anyone like that, ever.

“He’s a waste of oxygen.”

“I’m not disputing that,” I grumble.

“She wants to know everything that happened after she left,” Mum says. “I thought you might like to join in.”

“Are you sure?” Dad asks. “It’s not easy to talk about.”

“Dad,” I deadpan, “my whole life hasn’t been easy.”

“Well, I suppose there’s that.”

I chuckle as the undeniable sound of Mum giving Dad a belt comes through the line. “Eddie!”

“What? Admit it; our girl’s had the hard road.”

“Anyway…,” Mum pointedly says. “Back on topic.”

“We sort of still were,” I tease.

She sighs. “About Tristan.” The mood immediately sours. “Kath moved in with him the same year you settled into university. We figured it was her way of rebelling since we’d banned him from our house.”

I bet it was. “Did you try and talk her out of it?”

Mum sighs. “We brought it up, yes. But she had problems with her blood pressure during her pregnancy, and so we weren’t as forceful as we perhaps should have been.”

“She was still there when Briar was born,” Dad explains. “That’s when we put our foot down. If she wanted to ruin her life with that leech, then so be it, but we weren’t standing by while a child was in there.”

“Why did she leave?”

“Tristan turned on her, and that was when Kath began to accept what had been right underneath her nose the whole time.”

“That he was never the ‘nice guy’, never the victim.”

“Exactly.”

I shouldn’t feel validated, and yet I do. She got a taste of what I endured for years, by the sounds of it. “Did he hit her?”

Dad groans. “As terrible as it sounds, I wish that was all he did.”

“He got fed up with Briar crying one night. Kath never admitted it, but I’m sure Tristan was on drugs at the time. He picked up Briar’s bassinet with him in it, and dumped it outside before locking the door with Kath inside.”

“What the hell did she do?”

“Fought him,” Dad says. “Kicked the bastard where he deserved it and managed to get outside to Briar.”

“She called us,” Mum says. “Carried that poor child five doors down to borrow their phone. We picked her up and brought them both home.”

“Your sister was covered in bruises, new and old. The things she told us … well,” Dad says on a sigh. “They don’t need repeating. Apparently her hard limit was Briar.”

I’m simultaneously mad at her for getting into such a situation, yet also a little saddened, because after all, don’t I know what it’s like to be controlled by Tristan? Why did it have to come to that before she could see how dangerous he was, though?

“We made her file for protection,” Dad says, confirming what Evan already told me. “He didn’t take to that very kindly either. Smashed up our fence and letterbox when he left after I refused to let him in.”

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

“Because we were worried you’d take it on as yours, darling,” Mum says. “You blamed everything bad he did on yourself, turning it all around as though you caused him to target our family.”

True—I did. 

“I’m not sixteen anymore though.”

“No, you’re not,” Dad says. “But you were also doing so well with your studies, making a fresh start, we didn’t want to rain on your parade. Besides—” He sighs. “—things went quiet and we made the mistake of assuming the order had done its job.”

“But he came back.”

Mum makes a little humming noise before she continues. “He turned up out of the blue, demanding access to Briar and Kath panicked. He’d broken into her car and stolen some of Briar’s things: a toy, his shoes he’d left in there. It unsettled Kath, knowing he was that obsessed with Briar.”

“I bet.” It unsettles me.

“She thought he was following her again,” Dad says, “but she never actually saw him. Just had that creeping feeling that she was being watched.”

One I know all too well. I stand and cross over to my bedroom window, running my eye over the visible sections of fence as well as every dark corner and shady section of the compound. How long will this go on? How long will I have to fight this time before somebody sees the arsehole for what he is and locks him up for good?

“You still there, honey?” Mum asks gently.

“Yeah. I’m here.” Just lost in my head.

Kath dealt with Tristan’s influence on her own, without anybody who understood what it was like to talk to about it.

I should have been there. I should have given her a shoulder to cry on, a trusting ear. 

“When did she last talk to you about it?” I ask.

“She phoned the Tuesday before her accident. Said she was looking at moving further north, finding somewhere new where he wouldn’t be likely to find her.”

“She was that worried, huh?”

“You of all people know what a real threat he is,” Dad says. “She would have done anything to keep that boy of hers safe.”

“Why didn’t you say anything about it after her accident?” Has he been watching us this whole time?

“Your father thought it was best if we didn’t overshadow Kath’s goodbye with his indiscretions. The ratbag stole enough of our lives from us; he wasn’t taking our final moments with Kath too.”

Mum pulls in a shaky breath as Dad takes over. “It was never far from my mind, Mimi. You might not have noticed, but I was watching, staying alert the whole time.”

“You could have given me a heads up when you left,” I grumble, slumping back on my bed.

“Why?” Dad asks. “It was as though her death brought about the end of him too.”

“But it hasn’t.”

“No,” he cedes. “Apparently not.”

“Why?” I whisper. “Why would he want to see Briar? I … I just don’t get it. He’s not the type to give a shit about his own kid. So why make such a big deal out of it?”

“Why did he do any of the things he did?” Mum asks.

To cause pain. To make others suffer. “You think he’d mess with Briar just to get at us?”

“We got in his way,” Dad points out. “So yes, I think he’d want to get back at us for having one over him, so to speak. He tried to ruin our family, and he failed.”

“He didn’t fail,” I say. “He drove a wedge between Kath and me, one that hurt you two. He won.”

“Sweetie,” Dad says gently. “Are we talking now?”

“Yeah.”

“And are we dealing with our problems as a family, united?”

“I guess so.”

“So you tell me,” he says firmly, his tone shifting. “Did he win?”

No. He didn’t. He might have caused a lot of damage, but he didn’t ruin us like I’ve always thought. I’ve blamed Tristan for years for stealing away my relationships with those who I love—Evan, Kath, and my parents. When it comes down to it, though, I only lost Kath. And isn’t that ultimately my fault, not his? It was up to me, not him, to reconnect after time had passed.

“No,” I acquiesce. “I guess not when you put it like that.”

“Your father’s right,” Mum adds. “He can’t break us, no matter how hard he tries. You need to remember that, darling. He’s just a man. A scared, pathetic little man.”

A very dangerous one at that. “Thank you, for sharing that with me.”

“You just make sure you keep in touch with us daily, let us know what’s happening.”

“I will. Love you both.”

“Love you too,” Mum and Dad say in unison before I end the call.

I sit cross-legged on my bed and stare at the streaky clouds as they drift through the sky. Tristan is like a tornado, whipping through and destroying everything in his path. But at the end of the day, when the winds have died down, I can’t deny that beneath it all everything remains the same as it was before, somewhat battered, but existing. Alive. Fighting back.

Just like before, he’ll wreak havoc, yet ultimately leave after he’s had his fill.

All I have to do is weather the storm and keep Briar sheltered.

It seems so simple.

So why don’t I believe that it will be?


THIRTY-ONE

Seven years ago

 

My hand hangs in the air, ready to knock, yet I can’t bring myself to do it. It should be easy. All I have to do is walk in there and say goodbye. She doesn’t need to answer. Hell, she doesn’t even have to look at me if she doesn’t want to. But at least then I’ll know I’ve done my part.

I step back, drawing a deep breath into my lungs and letting it out slowly as I stare up at the ceiling. 

I can do this. She’s my sister. It’s not that hard. 

Yet it is. So damn hard.

I step forward and rap my knuckles against the wood three times before I give myself a chance to overthink it again, and wait.

The door opens, and Kath stands there in her bedroom doorway, staring at me with the same disinterested look I’ve come to learn she reserves just for me.

“What do you want, Mimi?”

“I’m leaving tomorrow, and you’ll already be at work when I go, so….”

She folds her arms across her chest and sighs as though my intrusion puts her out.

There’s no use fighting it. We’re two different people, living two separate lives. Association by name is all we have, and when you can’t stand to be in the same room as the other person because all it does is choke the air, then what does that matter?

“All I wanted was for you to believe me,” I murmur, turning away.

The echo of her door as she slams it hard rebounds off the walls of Mum and Dad’s hallway. I don’t even fight the tears. Why bother? I’m not ashamed of how the rejection makes me feel, only that I can’t find a way to fix it.

I had a sister once, and we did everything together. I loved her more than both my parents combined. She would have done anything she could to see me smile.

I had a sister once, and they were the happiest years of my life.


THIRTY-TWO

 

Evan’s worked overtime all week to try and find a loophole that will keep Tristan away from us, even though I tell him it’s no use. He’s the kind of guy who’d find a way, no matter what legal threats Evan gives him.

Tristan doesn’t understand rules or proper etiquette. To him there’s only wants and needs—his. 

Despite the fact I’ve given the school warning that Tristan’s back in town, and they’ve reassured me there’s no way he could get into the locked premises without permission, I can’t find it in me to concentrate throughout the day.

All I think about is Briar. How this affects his day. How it affects his future. And what the long-term implications will be if Tristan decides to carry on this fight for years to come.

He’s cunning in his abuse. He does little things that over time will wear me down, that will piece by piece weaken my resolve until somewhere along the line I’ll slip up, tired, and not as sharp as I need to be to keep on top of his game.

In the short space of a week I’ve had the graffiti on my car, smashed wing mirrors, my rubbish bin upturned and every bag torn open as though he searches for something, and most recently, Evan was late for his shift because he had to change a slashed tyre on the Jeep.

I stood watch in the freezing pre-dawn air while he did, worried it was a trick to get Evan alone. And the whole time I could feel him, his eyes on us, watching, waiting, calculating.

I don’t know how long I can keep going like this, knowing how badly Tristan drained me after the last episode.

How strong am I when it comes to the crunch? Will I be enough for Briar? Able to protect him from his own flesh and blood?

“Can you open this for me, Aunty?” Briar passes a sealed water bottle over.

I crack the top and pass it back, watching as he takes a big gulp before setting the bottle down beside his activity book. We’re seated opposite each other at the table, him with his pictures to colour in, and me with my laptop open on the online form I need to fill in to apply for guardianship of Briar, and to apply to have Tristan removed as one.

The sooner we can finalise the legalities, the better. Once Tristan is removed as having any rights over Briar it’ll be easier to sideswipe him with the strong arm of the law. Until then, we have to be careful what we do to block his access in case it works against our case in court.

Apparently, I have to be seen as trying to accommodate Tristan’s requests, no matter how abusive he is when he makes them.

Given the bastard’s history, it’s a fucking joke.

“When will Evan be home?”

It touches me how Briar calls my apartment home and includes Evan in the equation as though it’s completely normal. But, then again, I suppose it is. We only had a few days here together on our own before Evan started staying over. He’s been more a part of Briar’s new life with me than he hasn’t.

“Soon, I hope.” 

Evan’s been coming home later and later, almost obsessed with his crusade to find a way to ensure they throw away the key when Tristan is returned for his parole violations. Because he will be. Sooner or later he’ll slip up, and sooner or later we’ll have the hard evidence to show he’s breaking his terms.

I manage to fill out the forms required to lodge my application for guardianship without too much problem despite the thoughts distracting me as the afternoon light fades to night. A heady mix of apprehension and excitement fills me as I press the submit button. Briar’s blissfully unaware of my inner turmoil as I look him over, his head cocked to the side as he concentrates on a particularly tricky part of his picture. 

A month ago I’d only just met this wee guy for the first time, yet already, I feel as though we’ve settled into our day-to-day as though this is normal, like we’ve done it a hundred times before.

The click of the catch on the front door catches both of our attention, and I look at Briar with a smile and wide eyes. “Who’s that?”

“Evan!” He drops his pencil, the picture forgotten, and launches off the seat to run and greet him.

“Hey,” Evan says with a laugh as he drops his work bag and scoops Briar into a bear hug. “How was your day?”

“Good. How was yours?”

I lean against the end of the kitchen counter, watching them interact with a smile. It’s nice, knowing Briar has this male influence in his life, a positive one, a good one. I couldn’t ask for a better role model if I tried.

“I had a busy, busy day,” Evan answers Briar as he sets him down. “Lots of people to tell off today.”

“That’s not good.”

“No, it’s not.” He points a mock stern finger at Briar. “Promise me you’ll never be one of them, okay?”

Briar straightens his back, chest puffed out. “I promise.”

“Awesome. High five.”

The guys slap palms, and Briar ditches the conversation in favour of his colouring again.

“How was your day?” Evan asks as he stops toe to toe with me. 

“Good. I just sent off the forms.” 

His hand slips around the back of my neck, and he places a kiss to my forehead. “You’ll do fine. They wouldn’t have any reason to deny you.”

“It’s not that I’m worried about,” I admit. “What if they don’t revoke Tristan’s rights and I end up doing this dance over and over?”

“Again. Not likely.” He pointedly glances at Briar. “But we’ll talk about it more later, huh?”

“Yeah, of course.”

I lean into him, placing the side of my face against his chest. His fingers run along the length of my ponytail, flicking it out before he repeats the action. It’s nice, this feeling of contentment. I don’t feel as though we have to be talking all the time, more that it’s okay to just be.

He steps away and collects his bag, taking it through to the bedroom to change and put his uniform in the wash. I follow, taking a seat on the foot of the bed, and smile like a giddy schoolgirl as he strips off his boots, blue shirt, and pants, so all he’s left in are his boxers. 

“You know, you could just stay like that. I’m sure Briar wouldn’t mind, and I’m certainly not complaining.”

He smirks, stalking toward me with a hungry look in his eye. “Maybe later, huh?”

“Yeah.” I flop back on the bed, frustrated. “Got to keep some sort of standards with a kid in the house, right?”

“Exactly.” He leans down over top of me, holding his weight on his hands. “Still, nothing wrong with doing this.”

Evan’s lips meet mine, and I instinctively reach for his face, relishing the prickle of his stubble beneath my palm. 

“I’m glad you’re here,” I murmur against his lips.

He pulls back, sighing.

“What’s the matter?”

“It’s my weekend to have Deacon.” He shifts, taking a seat next to me on the bed. “I forgot to tell you earlier in the week.”

Of course. “I totally didn’t even think about that. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He looks down at me, apology in his eyes. “I don’t want to leave you two alone though. Maybe I should call Birdie.”

“Nonsense. Just bring him here.”

Evan chews on his bottom lip, his gaze moving between my eyes. “Babe, I don’t want you to think I’m ashamed of you or anything stupid; I just don’t want to confuse things for Deacon, or Briar.”

Why would it be confusing? Unless … He hasn’t said it, but the implication’s there. Only somebody who was worried about a relationship not lasting would say that. Does he think I’m not one hundred percent with him? Does he think there’s a doubt?

Maybe he’s the one who isn’t sure.

The thought stabs painfully at my chest.

“Whatever you need to do,” I say, plastering on a forced smile. “I understand.”

“You’re so amazing.” He leans over and kisses my head. “You know that, right?”

I shrug, smiling despite my pain. “I better go get dinner started.”

“Yeah, okay. I’m going to have a quick shower if that’s okay?” He rolls away, stretching out over the mattress as I stand.

“Of course. Take your time.” I lean down and give him a kiss. “Like you a lot, mister.”

“Like you even more,” he says as I back away, snagging me by the wrist to pull me in for another one.

If only I had the guts to tell him the truth.

The way I feel about Evan is way more than like.

Way more.

I love him.

Always have.


THIRTY-THREE

 

“I stopped by home and picked something up on my way here,” Evan says, reclined on the sofa.

I turn away from the latest Married at First Sight episode and raise my eyebrows. “Yeah?”

“Mmm. I thought maybe this Friday I could save you ten bucks.”

A smile creeps onto my lips. “What are you talking about?”

He grins, rolling onto his side to face me properly. “I’ll show you.”

“Okay.”

He dashes across the living room to snag his keys, and then disappears out the front door. I sit watching the TV, yet not taking in a single thing the contestants say as I wonder what he’s got with him. He reappears a few minutes later, closing the door softly, given Briar’s already in bed.

Evan sets a guitar case down beside the sofa, sitting down and then leaning over to click the catches open.

“No way.” I clap my hands excitedly.

He smiles, pulling the acoustic guitar from its velvet enclosure and positioning it on his legs.

“Are you going to sing it again for me?”

He shakes his head. “No.” His piercing blue eyes hold mine captive as he sighs. “Something better.” His fingers flick the strings as he checks the tuning. “Something that made me think of you every time I heard it, so I made it my mission to learn how to play it.”

God, could my heart swell any more for this man? “What is it?”

“A song by Tiki Taane. I’m sure you’ve heard it.”

He drags in a deep breath and starts, mucking up one of the notes. “Ugh. Hold on.” He closes his eyes, seeming to count in his head as he nods ever so slightly, and then plays.

The distinctive beat of Always On My Mind fills my small living room. His voice carries the melody perfectly; he was made to play this song.

He sings of undying love, of the perfect girl, the dream. 

Of a perfect union.

He sings of us.

Evan’s fingers strum the final note, and he then places the guitar gently in its case. His shoulders rise with the deep breath he takes before he finally looks up to see what my reaction is.

I wipe the tears from my cheeks and smile like a lunatic, unable to form words that do him justice.

“So, you liked it then?”

I burst out laughing, scooting off my seat to crawl over to where he sits, and position myself between his knees. “So much more than like.” I blink, glancing to the ceiling to get my shit together. “So much more.”

“Every word, baby.” He caresses the side of my face, running his palm down to my shoulder. “You’re all I think about.”

“Ditto. One hundred percent,” I whisper, leaning my forehead to his. 

“I can’t explain this, Amelia; how you make me feel. It’s as though I’m finally whole again.”

He’s echoed my thoughts completely.

“You give me reason,” I say, kissing his nose, his lips, his jaw. “You give all the shit I went through a purpose.” I smile and chuckle softly. “Surviving that hell brought me back to you, and if going back and changing what happened means I wouldn’t get to this, now, then I would go through every minute of the pain all over again.”

“Don’t say that,” he whispers, lifting me and guiding me to his lap. “My heart hurts every time I think about what he did to you. The anger….” He heaves a breath out his nose. “I wanted to kill him the other night. I wanted him to hurt more than you did.”

“I know.” I settle my legs either side of his. “I wanted that too.”

“It’s not fair,” he says, the rage clear in his eyes. “How can he just go on about his life like nothing he did mattered?”

“He’s made his bed, Evan. His lies will catch up to him.”

“You think?”

“I have to believe they will, otherwise I drive myself crazy thinking the same things you do.”

He reaches up to stroke my hair from my face, his eyes focused and intent as he traces the shell of my ear with his fingertip. “I’ve seen creeps like him get away with it too often, you know. That’s the part of the job that’s the worst, when battered women seek help, but the system lets them down.” He sighs, leaning forward to rest his forehead against my chest. “I wish I could help them all, but I know it’s impossible, and that just seems so damn unjust.”

“Look at me.” I coax his face to mine with my hands placed either side of his head. “You, Evan North, are a good man with a good heart. But you feel too deeply. If you want to make it through your days without suffering under the weight of everything that’s cruel and unfair in the world, you need to let it go and accept you can’t help everyone.”

“I know, but it’s hard, Amelia. When I see those women come back in week after week, seeking protection from the arseholes that cut them down, abuse and manipulate them, all I see is you. All I see is the girl I couldn’t save, but should have.”

“Let. It. Go.” I shake his head a little to firm my point. “I’m here, okay, and with you. You didn’t fail me. It wasn’t your responsibility, it was mine.” I roll my eyes, fighting the tears. “It was all my responsibility. I was the one who didn’t tell anyone what was going on. I was the one who didn’t fight hard enough. I was the one who let him control me. It was me, always me.”

He fists his hands in my hair, pulling my head to his. “No, Amelia.” His breath shakes as he sucks it in. “Don’t take ownership of what he did. Nobody deserves that, no matter how badly you think you handled it afterward. Don’t put yourself through that shit again.”

“I can’t help it,” I sob, remembering the things my parents said, what he did to Kath before she died. “It’s just … with everything that’s gone on lately, all I can think about is how easy it would have been for me to swallow my pride and knock on her door,” I cry.

“Kath had the same opportunities, Amelia. Don’t take all the guilt when she made the same choices as you.”

I break down, sobbing uncontrollably as the shields I’ve held up for so long finally tire and drop, revealing the terrified girl behind them. I’ve played the part, pretended I had no choice and that everything happened how it did because there was no other way.

But it’s bullshit.

I had every chance to reconnect with my sister, to change the course of our history, and yet, I took the coward’s way out. I accepted our breakdown for what it was, not fighting harder to turn it around to the victory it should have been.

How much would that have stuck it to Tristan, if despite everything he’d done, the lies he’d woven, we had stood united?

But it’s too late now. 

And no amount of self-loathing and pity will change a damn thing.

“Aunty?” Briar’s concerned voice drifts from his bedroom doorway.

I wipe my nose with the back of my hand, dragging a staggered breath in to try and compose myself as I climb off Evan’s lap.

“Did I wake you, buddy?”

“Are you okay?”

I exchange a glance with Evan, and then cross to where Briar stands watching me. “I’m a little upset, but I’ll be okay.”

He reaches out, and I scoop him into my arms, relishing his warmth as he wraps his embrace around my neck. 

“Love you, Aunty.”

“I love you too, Briar. And I promise, I’ll be okay.”

He sighs, resting his cheek against his arm.

“I’ll tuck you back in, huh?”

He snuggles me right up until his back hits the mattress, reluctantly letting go. I pull his blanket up, and he regards me with wide eyes, reaching up to stroke a stray tear off my cheek with his finger. 

“I miss her too,” he whispers.

“I think wherever she is, she’ll be missing you as well, buddy.” I lean over and place a kiss to his temple, flaring my nostrils to stave off more tears.

“Can Evan tuck me in too?”

I nod, emotionally destroyed by how touching that request is. “Okay. I’ll go get him.”

My chest hurts, my eyes raw as I head back through to the living room to find Evan hunched over on the sofa, his head in his hands.

“Briar would like you to tuck him in as well.”

My heart aches to see the man I care for so conflicted, but what makes me feel worse is knowing I turned the mood on its head like this. He played me a beautiful love song, and good old me decided to reward him with an emotional breakdown.

Winning, Mimi.

Evan looks up at my statement, and nods. “Sure thing.” He stands, leaning in to give me a quick kiss as he passes me by. “Back soon, babe.”

He disappears into Briar’s room, and I collapse into the armchair, biting my lip to save from making any noise as my tears return. 

I’ve been strong up until now, but I guess when you bottle your emotions for so long, there’s only so much you can hold off on before the top spills over.

Taking the seat cushion in hand, I focus on clenching and unclenching my fists into it, bringing myself back into the now and placing my wayward emotions in check. That man in there, the amazing guy tucking my nephew in without a second’s hesitation, deserves so much more than this. He deserves the best of me, my full focus. 

He deserves the compassion he shows me back at him tenfold.

“All sorted,” Evan says as he crosses back to where I sit. “Should I tuck you in too?”

I chuckle, so in love with the fact he can always make me laugh.

“Yeah, okay.”

“I might even come up with a bedtime story for you if you’re a good girl.” He offers his hand, a playful smirk curling those beautifully full lips up.

I take hold, immediately feeling better now that he’s close again. “What if I want to be a bad girl?” I tease, trying to ignore the fact I’m probably a snotty, puffy mess.

“Well then,” he says, raising one eyebrow. “That’s something else entirely.”

“You may need to show me,” I say. “Because I think I’m a little fuzzy on the details.”

He grumbles, steering me toward the bedroom. “By the time I’m done with you, you won’t be clear on much at all.”

Sounds like the perfect way to forget a shitty day.


THIRTY-FOUR

 

Monday rolls around, and I sit impatiently on the living room floor building Lego with Briar while I wait on Evan to show up after work. He spent the weekend with his son, Deacon, but didn’t neglect to message me several times a day to check in and let me know he was missing us.

Us. 

As traitorous as it feels, I can’t shake how nice the thought of us being a mismatched family is. Mum was understandably apprehensive about me taking on Briar’s care full-time, but I think I’ve surprised even myself with how naturally I fell into the maternal role. 

Helps that I have such an awesome kid to work with, too.

He’s been more than I could ask for since we buried Kath. Understandably, he’s had his days where his mood has nose-dived and he’s sulked and thrown a tantrum about anything and everything, but I expected it. And I think that was what helped. Because I was prepared, I coped. 

We coloured, played Xbox, I even had him in the kitchen helping me make dinner one night. Times like these I don’t need to force my own opinions about what’s best for him, I need to step back and let him guide me. And that’s exactly what I’ve done. 

My phone vibrates on the coffee table, and I reach across to retrieve it. A message from Evan has come through, and I open the thread to find a photo he’s taken of himself with his head on a desk covered in paperwork. The caption underneath reads I’ll be home when this is finished, but there’s sooooo much to do!

I chuckle and snap a photo of Briar constructing his truck and trailer model, captioning it with We’re hard at work, too. LOL.

He sends back a huge thumbs up, followed by I miss you so fucking much and the kissy emoticon.

The fact he has to stay back to finish up paperwork doesn’t bother me. What does, is that it’s Monday again, one week after Tristan visited, the day he promised he’d come back for Briar.

I’ve checked the door and windows no less than a dozen times already. Paranoid doesn’t even start to cover it, especially after all the mess he’s made of late.

Still, burying myself in the usual nightly routines with Briar helps me keep my mind preoccupied with happier things.

“Who you talking to?” Briar asks.

“Evan. He has to work late.”

“Aww.”

You’re telling me, kid. Ways to tell you have it bad for a guy: two days apart is like a year in solitary. 

“Hopefully he makes it home before you have to go to bed.”

 

He doesn’t. 

I tuck Briar in after reading him a book from his collection, and give him my routine kiss on the head before turning the light out. 

“Night, buddy.”

“Night, Aunty.”

Twelve chapters in my own book later, Evan still hasn’t shown. I get up to make myself a cup of coffee, the TV on low in the background to break the silence, and still when there’s a firm knock at the door.

Evan wouldn’t knock. He’s had my spare key since the first night he stayed over.

I stand frozen between my sofa and the kitchen, unsure what to do. 

The knock comes again, a lot more forcefully. “Peaches…,” Tristan singsongs.

In two strides I have my phone, and in five I’m at the door to Briar’s room. I hastily bring up Evan’s number and hit Send as Tristan starts to hammer the door with what sounds like his boot.

“Hey, I’m on my way ho—”

“He’s fucking here,” I whisper yell down the line.

“Shit.” The Jeep’s engine roars in the background. “I’m literally two streets away, babe. Hang up from me and call 111.”

The hammering stops, the night falling eerily quiet save for the canned laughter on the TV.

“You catch what I said?” Evan asks.

“Yeah. I was listening, it’s just …” I strain my ears to hear something, anything. “He’s gone quiet.”

“I’ve just turned into our street. Hang up now and dial it in, babe.”

Even in my panic, I still find it in me to be touched that he called it “our” street, not “your.”

I disconnect as the unmistakable sound of glass shattering is followed by the dense thuds of something heavy on metal. Fucking arsehole is trashing my car again. I dash to the window to see if I can spot him.

Nothing. The car’s tucked directly under me, out of sight.

My fingers fumble and dial 118 in error. I clear the numbers and start again, hammering in the last 1 as I catch a flicker of movement to the right. Lifting the phone to my ear, I press my face against the glass to see Evan’s headlights behind the gate that casts shadows as it opens.

The line connects as Evan speeds the Jeep up to my apartment. He flings the door open, jumping out and rounding the hood in several long strides.

“Oi!” he yells at what I presume is Tristan below me. “Get out here.”

“Fire, police, or ambulance,” the operator asks as I smash my face to the glass in an effort to see anything, something.

“Police.”

“Please state your emergency, Ma’am.”

Movement behind Evan draws my attention, and the old guy I’ve seen a handful of times who lives diagonally across from me appears at the base of his steps with a phone held out in front of him. “I’ve called the police already.”

“Are they still on the line?” Evan calls back, keeping his focus on Tristan, who emerges from under the building.

“Yeah.”

“Tell them officer QJS540 requires assistance. 1336 in progress.”

The old guy backs up his steps, seeming to repeat the message into his cell phone.

“Ma’am,” the operator asks. “Can you tell me your emergency?”

“A man I know is here threatening me and my child.” I don’t even think twice about calling Briar mine, figuring the time it would take to elaborate is seconds wasted. “My neighbour’s called you as well.”

“Can you get somewhere safe, somewhere away from the man until we arrive?” she asks.

“Yeah, I’m inside at the moment and he’s down by my car. But my partner’s there too.”

Tristan continues to advance on Evan, slow, menacing, and with a swagger that leaves me feeling uneasy.

“Can you give me your address?”

I rattle off my details, eyes darting between the men as they circle each other.

“You’re right. We’ve already sent a unit to that address. Stay where you are and keep me on the—”

I drop the phone to my side, still connected. Fuck being the damsel in distress locked in her tower. Tristan’s here because of me. If he wants to argue the point with someone, direct his rage somewhere, it should be with me, not Evan.

The operator’s voice whispers from my hand as I pocket my keys and lock the apartment door behind me to keep Briar safe. My feet slap the concrete as I dash down the stairs to face the bully head-on.

By the time I hit ground level, the men are shunting each other in the shoulder, winding up to fight again.

“Leave, Tristan,” I shout. He spins, watching me with his head cocked to the side. “You are never going to see Briar if this is how you act. If you want a chance at seeing your boy, you better fuck off and clean your act up.”

I’m lying—there’s no way in hell he’s ever getting near Briar, but the phone in my hand is still connected to an emergency services officer, one whose calls are recorded. This could be the admission we’ve needed, the hard undeniable evidence that’ll see him rot for the rest of his life.

“You don’t tell me how to act, bitch,” Tristan bellows, a thick finger pointed my way. 

My blood runs cold; something’s off. He’s different, angrier … high. 

“She has a point,” Evan says in his level take-no-shit policeman voice. “If you truly cared about Briar, you’d do this the right way.”

“Bring him out, now.” Tristan starts walking toward me, fast, coming close to breaking into a run. 

I scramble up the stairs backward, hustling to get away as Evan sprints across the parking lot behind him. My phone drops, stranded on the bottom step.

“Back up, Tristan,” I say shakily, feeling my way up the risers.

He reaches the bottom of the stairs and disconnects my call, leering at me as it dawns on me I’m going to end up penned against a locked door if I continue this way. He’s caught off guard as I stand and charge back toward him, shunting him backward and into Evan’s waiting hold.

Tristan thrashes free, spinning around to face the two of us like a wounded dog. He hesitates, eyeing the both of us up, and then dashes for the Jeep. Evan frowns as Tristan reaches the front of the vehicle, bends down, and retrieves a knife from his boot. The arsehole laughs, and then jams the long blade through the grill and into the radiator, water and steam hissing out the hole he makes.

“Fucker!” Evan paces on the spot, but he doesn’t give Tristan what he wants: he doesn’t engage.

The bastard moves on to the side panels next, scratching deep lines into the paintwork. One tyre wall is punctured in a frenzy, and then two. Tristan works the Jeep over until Evan’s anger wins and he strides across to stop him.

“Just wait,” I call, well aware this is what Tristan wanted: to draw him out.

“Go back inside,” Evan instructs, but I refuse, knowing I couldn’t live with myself if this goes south and I wasn’t there to intervene.

Tristan leads Evan around the far side of the Jeep, and then in a complete about-face, he sprints around the back end and heads right for me.

Shit. He didn’t want Evan; he wanted to get Evan away from me.

I turn and take the stairs two at a time, hoping I can get to the door with enough of a head start to make it through. But Tristan’s legs are longer, and he gains ground on me as I reach the top of the stairwell. I dive to the landing, curling up into a ball to try and protect myself from the worst of his assault. He slashes the knife down toward my leg, but it doesn’t cut deep, glancing off my flesh and leaving only a light cut.

I cry out in equal parts shock and pain, daring to peek out at what comes next, yet I find why it is Tristan didn’t strike me as hard as I expected.

Evan has his arms wrapped underneath Tristan’s, pulling his shoulders back so that he can’t get enough range of movement to slash again. 

I scramble to my feet, yanking the keys out and fumbling with them as the men grunt and wrestle against each other. Tristan pushes backward as I slot the key in the lock, and Evan loses his footing.

Sirens wail as the police approach the gate.

The men tumble backward.

My life slows to a crawl before my eyes.

I turn back to the stairs as Tristan rolls over top of Evan, the knife slipping from his grasp and clattering to the next landing down. Both men untangle themselves, getting back to their feet as the sirens become a deafening scream at the bottom of the stairs.

Tristan spins, placed between Evan and myself, and decides to make another dash for me. I lunge for the key still hanging from the door and twist it hard, yet he manages to get his arm around my waist, pulling the handle from my grasp as he wrenches me backward.

The air leaves my lungs, despair filling them in its wake. I’ve failed—drawn the monster out of hiding and failed to keep Briar safe. Why did I think it would come to any less than this? Why did I think time could change things?

I’m still just a girl; weak and helpless against a force like Tristan. Bravado stands for nothing when you literally can’t break free of your tormentor’s hold.

Evan curls his arm around Tristan’s neck as I wrestle in his hold, pushing against Tristan’s chest with my free hand. Evan’s added assault gives me the distraction and time I need to be able to break away. I twist the key, push the door open, and look back in time to see Evan throw his weight backward, pulling Tristan down the stairs with him. The men roll and crash to the landing as an officer yells out, making his way up from the bottom. 

Help is here. The whole ordeal is seconds from being over. Relief washes through me, quickly replaced by ice-cold fear as I see Tristan clamber over top of Evan to reach for the damn knife that lies discarded against the wall of the stairwell. 

“No!”

I can’t get down the stairs fast enough, and the attending officer doesn’t realise what’s going on until it’s too late.

Tristan braces the handle of the knife against his stomach, and then throws his weight on top of Evan as he tries to wrestle out from beneath him.

I thought the cries of that damn dog would be the sound that forever haunted me, but I guess I never knew the sound of my love being torn from my soul until now, the sound of forever becoming never. 

The second officer wrenches Tristan off Evan as he bellows in pain, forcing Tristan’s arms behind his back and cuffing him, but the damage is done.

My ankle rolls in my haste to make the last two steps to the landing. 

“No, baby no,” I moan, collapsing beside him.

“Leave it,” he grinds out as I reach for the blade protruding from his side. “It’ll bleed less if you leave it in.” He grits his teeth, dropping his head back to the landing as he closes his eyes.

The attending officer shoves Tristan toward their partner while calling in the incident on the radio.

But it doesn’t matter how quickly the ambulance responds, it won’t be fast enough. Not when the blood already pools beneath Evan’s midsection. Not when he’s rigid with the pain. And not when I can’t do a damn thing to fix him.

“Help’s on the way,” I say through my tears, feeling a million shades of useless as I literally watch the life pour from the man I can’t live without—not again. Not when there are no more second chances.

Evan smiles, rolling his head to face me as I shake uncontrollably, rocking on my knees.

“I saved you this time, babe.” He sighs, closing his eyes. “I saved you when it mattered most.”

His expression relaxes, his face falling slack as he exhales a long, heavy breath.

“No!” I pound his chest, slap at his face … anything to snap him out of it.

The police officer returns, ushering me aside as he throws down a first aid kit and places a large gauze dressing around the blade. “Apply pressure like this. You might need to use both hands.”

I can barely see what I’m doing through the constant stream of tears, my heart failing to beat properly as adrenalin rips through my body.

The officer checks Evan’s pulse, and feels underneath him to gauge how far through the knife has gone. He frowns, searching frantically through his kit, and then as Evan lets out a shaky breath, the officer stills.

My breath lodges in my throat as I watch him intently. “What’s going on?”

He places his ear to Evan’s mouth, fingers on the pulse point in his neck.

No. No, no, fucking no. Not him. Not now. No. Just no.

The compressions start, my hands still firmly lodged around the knife in Evan’s side as the officer begins resuscitation.

“They’re less than five away,” the second cop calls out as she climbs the stairs.

“Aunty?”

God, no. The door. I left the door open.

“Briar, stay there.” I look to the female officer through my tears, and jerk my chin to Evan’s wound. “Can you take over?”

“Sure.” She drops to her knees, placing her hands over mine so as apply continuous pressure when I pull mine away.

The loss of touch hits me hard, like I’m cutting the cord from him, letting him go.

I’m not ready. I don’t want to believe it. I can’t believe it.

As much as it pains me to leave Evan, I leap up the stairs to where Briar stands wide-eyed, watching the two uniformed officers struggle to bring Evan back.

“Come inside, honey.” I reach out, only to pull my hand back when I realise it’s covered in Evan’s blood.

“What are they doing?”

“Trying to help,” I choke out. “And we can help too by staying out of the way.”

He allows me to shepherd him inside with my legs, and I steer him toward the living room. I duck into the kitchen and frantically wash my hands, having to stop every so often to wipe the tears from my face with my shoulders. Briar sits perched on the edge of the sofa, aware something’s not right, but unable to grasp the severity of the situation just yet.

“Where’s your lion, mate?”

“In my bed.”

“How about you go put a jumper on, and then grab your cuddly, okay?”

He nods, slipping off the seat to retrieve the things I’ve asked for. My legs buckle beneath me, and I sob as I listen to the sounds of the ambulance officers shouting instructions on the stairwell. 

Briar rounds the end of the counter, peering down at me before he wordlessly climbs in my lap.

“He’s dying, isn’t he, Aunty?”

“Yeah, buddy.” I hiccup through my tears. “I think he is.”

“It’s okay, Aunty,” he whispers. “Mum will take care of him.”


THIRTY-FIVE

 

For the second time is as many months I sit in the waiting room of the hospital, only this time I’m not alone. 

I couldn’t be more appreciative of the fact as I am now.

Briar stretches out against me, my legs propped up on the seat opposite to give him a makeshift bed. I refused to ride in the ambulance with Evan in case the ordeal scarred Briar, so we were offered a lift with another officer if we wanted to wait.

As if I was going to wait.

When the attending officers realised I meant business, they helped me push the useless Jeep out of the way as the ambulance pulled out of my complex. I bundled Briar in the back of my graffitied car as they drove Tristan away in theirs, and we sped through the streets like a bat out of hell to get to the hospital as quick as my heavy car would allow.

Unlike the wait with Kath, we’ve barely been here an hour when a doctor wearing scrubs walks through the doors that separate the visitors from the patients. He takes one look at us and stops walking, running a hand over his head.

I swallow hard and hold Briar a little tighter.

“Miss Harris?”

“Yes?”

“I understand you’re the immediate contact until his family can be reached?”

Fuck déjà vu. 

Fuck feeling as though I’m riding a sick merry-go-round that’s brought me back to the start of this shit.

Fuck life.

“I am.”

“There were some complications …”

No more. I tune out, wrapping my arms tighter around Briar, who stares at the doctor with a level of understanding I don’t think I’ll ever have.

Fuck life. Fuck Tristan.

Fuck every shitty decision I’ve made that’s led to this.

“Aunty?”

“Hmm?” My chin dimples, but for some reason I can’t cry. The tears just aren’t there anymore. All I have is nothing. A gaping void of nothing.

“Did you hear what the doctor said?”

Shit, kid. “No, buddy,” I say, my voice breaking. “I didn’t.” I can’t.

“He said we can go see Officer Evan now.”

“Huh?” I look between Briar, who’s leant away from me so he can see my face, and the doctor. 

I can’t handle this right now; his lifeless body, the heartache, the injustice of it. I’m not sure if I can ever see him like that.

“He asked if you were here,” the doctor says, his hands clasped before him.

“Who did?” 

“Evan.” His eyes narrow as though he’s seriously concerned about my state of mental health.

I don’t blame him—I’m convinced I’ve lost the plot.

“He’s okay?”

“That’s what I said,” he presses gently. “There were some complications, but he’s stable.”

Well, shit. Sign me up then. “What room is he in?” I ask as I stand, setting Briar down on his feet beside me.

“No room, yet; we’re waiting for confirmation which one is free. But he’s right through here.”

The doctor waits for me to gather my coat, and then guides us through the sealed doors to the rows of beds in the ER. I pass by concerned parents over their sick child, an elderly couple smiling at one another as they talk, and a lonely guy staring solemnly at the ceiling, before we pass the curtain that cements my hopes and wishes.

Evan’s okay. Well, as okay as you can be for having a knife stabbed straight into your abdomen. But he’s alive, and that’s all that counts. 

“Babe …” He smiles, turning his hand that contains the IV line over so his palm faces up.

I take it in mine, running my thumb up the side of his hand as Briar gets comfy on the single chair beside his bed. “I honestly thought …” The tears choke my words, forcing them back down into my throat.

“Can’t get rid of me that easy.”

The doctor clears his throat, moving to the opposite side of the bed from me. “As soon as we have a bed free to transfer you to, Mr North, I’ll be back to let you know. Until then, the nurses will come in and check on you periodically. If you have any concerns, please use the call button.” His compassionate gaze drifts to me. “Miss Harris.” With a curt nod, he’s gone.

“What did they say?” I ask Evan, as soon as the curtain falls closed behind him.

He coughs, clearing his throat, and I reach for the plastic cup of water with the straw protruding from it. Evan drinks slowly, and then rests his head back as he simply stares at me, and then Briar. 

“I’m so glad you’re both okay.”

“Shouldn’t I be telling you that?” I ask with a gentle laugh. 

He hums a little, his eyes so bright despite how pale his skin is, how dark the circles under his eyes. He looks like complete and utter hell, and yet, he’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him.

“How are you, Briar?” Evan asks, his eyes drifting closed.

He swings his legs on the seat, eyeing the machines beside the bed. “Okay.”

Evan rolls his head toward him, opening his eyes. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

I bite my tongue, refraining from reminding Evan it wasn’t him that scared us, it was Briar’s arsehole father.

“I didn’t want you to die,” Briar whispers, fighting tears.

“I didn’t either,” Evan answers, “which is why I’m here. Too proud to give in and too stubborn to miss out on anything.” He reaches out and manages to tap Briar on the shoulder. “Everything’s okay now.”

My heart fills watching the way Briar eyes him with nothing short of utter and complete trust. He believes what Evan said, and in a way, I do too. Everything is okay now. The police already informed me when we first arrived that Tristan will remain in custody until he’s charged, and with his priors, he won’t be coming out for a hell of a long time.

He tried to kill a police officer, off duty or not. You don’t talk your way out of that very easily. Especially with three reliable witnesses.

I give Evan’s hand a squeeze, and then lean down to press a light kiss to his cheek as he sighs. “I love you.” I feel my cheeks heat, still finding it awkward to voice the words out loud. But damn it if I’m losing another minute without him knowing exactly what he means to me. 

“I love you too, Mimi. But you know that.”

He couldn’t have proved it more if he tried. He literally laid his life on the line for me—for us.

“Yeah, I do.”

“Always did,” he says with a sigh.

“Always will,” I finish as Briar scoots to my side, resting his head against my arm.

This is how it’s supposed to be. How it was always meant to be.

Evan, standing by me, supporting me, while I achieved things I never thought I would be capable of.

I’ve been through hell, endured things that would have broken some people, and yet, I appreciate every ounce of pain and suffering that I lived through because those are the things that shape you as a human, that give you perspective, compassion, and empathy.

Those are the things that make me who I am today.

And this girl? She couldn’t imagine life any other way.


EPILOGUE

 

“Take it easy,” I remind Evan as he stretches to hang the Christmas lights from the eaves of the apartment.

He’s healed remarkably well—a testament to how fit he is, I’ve been told—but his scarred wound still gives him trouble when he pulls the flesh like this.

“Woman, I know where my limits are,” he says before promptly groaning and proving my point.

“Yeah,” I smugly say as I head back over to the bag of decorations I bought yesterday. “Sure you do.”

The spirit of the season has never really been something that’s gripped me before. Previous years, the three-inch dollar-store decoration I stuck on the end of my kitchen counter sufficed, but this year … well, I have a reason to be a little more festive.

“Do you think he’ll be surprised?” I slide a tray of snowflake-shaped lights out of its box, knowing I’m going to rue this next year when they aren’t all so neatly packaged.

“I think so.” Evan carefully climbs down from where he’d been precariously balanced on the edge of my stairwell. “Where do you want to hang those?”

“Thought we could do it like a line that goes along the bannister rail.”

He nods, taking the lights from me. “There’s going to be plenty more times like this, you know.”

“Yeah, I do. That’s what sucks.”

I managed to somehow avoid the looming subject of Christmas without Kath, but once the stores began their displays—in freaking October—there was no way around it. Briar laid eyes on the massive tree set up in the centre of the mall, and I just knew it. 

Everything clicked into place.

He stared at it for a solid minute, his brow slightly furrowed and his body unmoving, before he packed away the questions for later and carried on—albeit a lot grumpier.

I’ve been watching him carefully in the weeks since, waiting for him to decide he was ready to discuss it and approach me first, but then Mum happened.

“Hopefully we get it all set up in time.” I eye the dimming sky, calculating in my head where my parents will be with Briar.

They flew over for the holidays last week, surprising Briar by being the ones to pick him up on the last day of the school term. A plan that would have gone off spectacularly had Mum not accidentally put her foot in it.

“What are you looking forward to most for Christmas, Briar?” She’d asked as they made the drive home.

His answer added another forty minutes to the trip and an impromptu roadside counselling session between Briar and my dad. 

He misses her, which is normal, but he also doesn’t think he deserves to celebrate if she can’t too. It’s heartbreaking that he feels unworthy of living after she’s gone like that. 

Which is why Mum and Dad have taken him out for the day, so I can decorate the apartment. To show Briar it’s okay to be happy. It’s okay to enjoy the season with the ones around you, and that we can also remember those we’ve lost at the same time.

I kneel down and reach into the shopping bag, pulling out the biggest surprise: a framed picture of Kath and Briar at his first Christmas that will sit under the tree.

“I hope I don’t upset him more with this.” I track my thumb along its edges, torn on what to do.

“I think he’ll know you’ve done it with only good intentions,” Evan says close behind me.

I twist and look into his face as he leans over me, always at awe that I was gifted this second chance with him. “I just don’t want him to forget her because the grief keeps his memories locked away.”

“Which is why this,” he says, gesturing to the image, “is so important. You’re ensuring he keeps her close the only way he can, by accepting she’s gone.”

“I sometimes wonder if it’ll ever stop, you know? The pain.”

“I doubt it.”

I sigh, leaning into Evan’s legs. “Life is fickle, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” He reaches down to take me by the arm, coaxing me to my feet. “But it’s also something complex we’ll never have the honour to fully understand.”

Exactly. Like how after almost ten years this gorgeous man could walk back into my life and reclaim my heart as though he never let it go. “I could never have loved someone else like I do you.” I push up on my toes to whisper the last words against his mouth.

He captures my lips between his, one hand roving to my lower back as he whispers in reply. “I never would have let you.”

And I don’t doubt that for a second.

He may have left me when I needed him most as a teenager, but he’s made up for that ten times over by being there for me as an adult. How many people can actually say their significant other literally risked their life for them?

I’ll never be able to repay that, so all I can do is to hope that I get a chance to remind him daily how much I appreciate what he did.

“Love you, Officer North.”

“Love you more, Mimi.” He chuckles, running his nose the length mine.

“What?” I lean back against the strong arm that’s wrapped around my waist. “Why are you laughing?”

“Because here I am with a massive boner, thinking about leaving the lights where they are and taking you indoors …” He sighs. “And your parents pull up.”

I twist, looking down the stairwell. “What?”

“Yeah. I just heard them.”

Sure enough, Dad’s deep baritone drifts up from the car park.

“Shit! We need to hide the rest of this stuff.” I pull away from Evan, only to have him wrench me back against his chest.

“Not so fast.” He places a hand on the side of my face and steals a scorching, yet quick kiss. “Now you can go.”

By the time Mum and Dad make it through the apartment door with Briar, I’m casually reclined on the sofa with a book, and Evan’s in the kitchen knocking back a bottle of water as though nothing amiss has gone down.

“Oh, hey,” I greet, pretending we had no idea they were home. “How was your day?”

Briar’s eyes land straight on the eight-foot tree I have decorated in the corner of my living area. His jaw slackens as his gaze travels along the strings of tinsel and lights tacked to the wall, and then to the quilted advent calendar I hung next to the TV.

“Aunty?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s …” He stares, retracing his way back to the tree.

I set my book aside and sit up, nervous. What if he really hates it? What if it hurts him more?

“It’s awesome!” A smile breaks over his face, and I laugh in equal parts relief and joy.

Well, thank heavens for that. “I’m glad, dude. I’m really glad.”

I look to my parents, my heart swelling at the way they smile at Briar, and then look for Evan. Yet he’s nowhere to be seen.

Briar envelops me in a hug, and then promptly rushes to the tree to inspect the decorations up close. “Look at this one.” He points to a globe with a snowy sleigh inside.

Dad crosses over and starts a conversation with him about the different things I bought.

“He had a great day,” Mum says quietly, taking a seat beside me.

“Where did Evan—”

“Ran us ragged,” she continues, clearly cutting me off.

Why would Evan miss out on this moment? It’s all he talked about this week, insisting I send him messages at work to show him what I was buying.

“I thought we could have an easy dinner,” Mum says with a sigh, relaxing into the cushions. “Fish and chips?”

“Sure, whatever.” I go to stand, search out Evan, yet she forces me back with a hand to my stomach.

My nostrils flare, the rage building inside me ready to erupt at her brusque behaviour when the man in question emerges from my room. What is he up to?

“Eddie? Bring Briar over here,” Mum calls out, resituating herself on the armchair.

I frown as my parents crowd around the single chair with Briar and turn their attention to Evan.

“So,” he says, turning an envelope over in his hands, “it’s only four days to Christmas, right?”

“Right.” I frown harder.

“I was going to keep this until I saw you Christmas afternoon, but I’ve bought you other presents, and to be honest, I’ve been hanging out to give you this one since I stole it out of your mailbox.”

What the heck is he up to? I look at his hands as he clasps the mystery gift in it, and then drag my gaze back up his strong arms to his face, only to find him watching me with the same intensity.

“Merry Christmas, babe.” He steps forward and hands me the gift, a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips.

I hold the government stamped envelope in my hands and look between it and everyone else.

“Well, come on,” Mum prompts. “You won’t know what it says unless you open it.”

I shoot Evan a warning look, and yet he simply smiles, nodding to egg me on. I’m pretty sure I already know what’s inside though, and that thought alone has my heart racing.

My fingers shake still as I tear the top open and slide the folded sheet of paper out to reveal the contents.

My heart seizes before restarting with violent conviction.

“Evan …” The room falls silent as I intently read every word twice to be sure I haven’t misunderstood. “Did you know?”

“I guessed what was inside and then asked a few favours at work to confirm it.”

I look across to Briar who appears lost as he watches us talk. “Does he …?” I jerk my chin toward Briar as I look back to Evan.

He shakes his head. “All you, babe.”

Oh my God. How do I tell him this? I swallow back the fear I’ll mess up this precious moment and beckon Briar over. He slides out of Mum’s hold and gets comfy beside me.

“You remember how we talked about you living with me, how I asked if you would like me to make it official?”

He nods. “You said you had to ask if you were allowed to be my guardian.”

“Yeah.” I stop fighting my smile and let it spread wide as the pieces fall into place for Briar. “This,” I say, handing him the papers, “says I can be. It’s official, buddy. You and me against the world.”

Mum claps her hands together while Dad squeezes her shoulder. Evan smiles, mirroring the look on Briar’s face as he says, “Thank you, Aunty.”

I welcome his hug, wrapping my arms around him. “It’s my pleasure.” 

He slips away, returning to the tree to fidget with the toy soldiers. The papers sit beside me, the lines I didn’t let onto Briar staring back up at me.

Not only have I been appointed his guardian, but Tristan has had any rights he may have had as one removed. He legally has no access to Briar, ever, without my approval first. And we all know that would never happen.

Is it rough that I’ve chosen to cut him off completely, especially when I know how that feels to be alienated and cast aside? Maybe. But I also know it was a decision made not out of selfishness, but need.

Tristan isn’t a dad. He’s only a father by DNA. He’s nothing that Briar needs in a role model. The man who is, is standing right beside me. 

Evan and I might have a way to go before our lives are completely back on track, but we’re taking steps toward it. He’s bringing Deacon over Christmas afternoon to be formally introduced to Briar and me. We figured why not start off a new blended life on a day that’s all about joy? 

“Couldn’t hope for a better outcome,” Dad says as he taps Mum on the shoulder, hinting they should give us some privacy.

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“We’ll head out and get dinner,” Mum says, gathering her purse. “Be back soon.”

Evan leans down as they shut the door behind them, his arms either side of me. “You’re fucking amazing, you know that?”

“Not too shabby yourself, there,” I tease, rubbing my nose against his.

He tilts his head and pinches my bottom lip between his, giving it a little tug before I return the kiss. “Love you, Officer Evan.”

“Love you more.”

Briar breaks the moment, dropping onto the sofa beside me with a bounce. “Eww.”

“Don’t knock it,” Evan teases. “One day you’ll have a girl you want to spend every second with.”

“No way,” he protests, his eyes alive with humour. “Can we have a movie, Aunty?”

“After dinner, sure.”

“Yay.” He beams before launching off the sofa and bolting to his room.

“I think you made him happy,” Evan says with a chuckle.

I reach up and yank him down by the front of his shirt. “You make me happy.”

“Oh yeah?” He traces the side of my face with his finger, bracing himself with his other hand.

“Yeah,” I whisper in his ear, finishing off with a nip of his earlobe.

He growls, shunting his arm behind my back to scoop me up with him. I brace myself against his chest, giggling as he playfully nuzzles my neck. “You’re starting something you can’t finish, woman.”

“Really?” I press my hip against his front, relishing the evidence that digs into me. “Maybe I’m just teasing knowing it’ll make it even better when we can.”

“Dangerous,” he mumbles, nipping my jaw. “Very dangerous thing to do.”

“Didn’t you know?” I ask with an eyebrow raised. “My life thrives on chaos.”

He chuckles. “Yes. Yes it does.”

And it couldn’t be any more perfect.
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